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When I was a little girl, my granny would hold out her hands, point to her rings, and say to my sister and me, “Ellie, when you grow up, this ring will be yours. Suzy, when you grow up, this ring will be yours.” We’d hug her and wonder how long it would be before we were grown!
The ring that became mine was Granny’s wedding ring. The one promised my sister had once been the wedding ring of Eleanor (Ella) Hope Swain Atkins.
My sister and I are the descendants of two North Carolina governors. But our most famous ancestor is probably Ella Swain. Many have heard her story. The daughter of state governor and University of North Carolina President David Lowry Swain, Ella did the unthinkable: She married a Yankee general at the close of the Civil War. A North-South marriage at that time flew in “the face of, in the very teeth of all this bitterness and woeful humiliation,” explained Chapel Hill’s Civil War-era chronicler Cornelia Phillips Spencer.
The meeting, courtship, and marriage of Ella Swain and Union General Smith Dykins Atkins gave North Carolinians a lot to talk about for generations. Their story even made its way into state history books. But over time, the facts of Ella and the general’s love story gave way to colorful legend.
In 1949, my mother, Eleanor Hope (“Wuff”) Newell—great-granddaughter of Ella and the general—wrote, “Few people have ever heard the real ending. For them, the story simply closes with . . . [her] marrying a Yankee general and with the villagers completely disgusted with her and her entire family.”
Always overlooked, she maintained, was the story’s happy ending.
Nearly a century and a half after Ella and the general met, I found a cardboard folder in my mother’s attic that contained Ella’s letters to her parents. The correspondence revealed a love that transcended the bitterness of war and scandal.
After reading Ella’s words, I knew I had to tell their story.
Easter Sunday 1865 in Chapel Hill was unlike any other. Despite the brilliant spring day, villagers were anxious. The news was grim: Richmond, the capital of the Confederacy, had fallen; so too had Raleigh. Rumors of General Robert E. Lee’s surrender had just been confirmed.
The small Southern town that was home to the University of North Carolina, the nation’s oldest state university, braced itself as the Union army approached. About mid-day, a paroled Confederate prisoner arrived, wrote local merchant Charles B. Mallett to his soldier-son, alerting everyone to a brigade moving “at full force on the town road, which of course produced great excitement.”
Intensifying fears were reports that the brigade was under the command of the notorious General Judson Kilpatrick, nicknamed “Kill-Cavalry” by his own men. He was rumored to have once boasted that his route through the South would be marked by “chimney stacks without houses.”
Everyone had thought Chapel Hill would never be captured. The war that had raged through much of the South for four years had never come close enough for town residents to worry about their safety, much less that of the university. When Union General William T. Sherman’s troops left Savannah and marched north toward the Carolinas in early 1865, Raleigh resident Kemp Plummer Battle sent “a silver coffee-pot and other silver articles for safekeeping” to his parents, Judge and Mrs. W.H. Battle, in Chapel Hill.
Now nothing seemed safe.
Chapel Hillians prepared for the worst. Judge Battle buried five packages of money, jewelry, and a silver service (possibly the same one his son had sent earlier) in the woods near his home. Professor Charles Phillips and his family hid their silver in a horseradish bed and their watches in the university’s telescope, assuming Sherman’s cavalry would have no interest in stargazing. Out of concern for the university and its property, library books and other valuable papers were moved to Old East, the students’ dormitory, and President David Lowry Swain’s home.
“Between sundown and dark some forty or fifty [Union soldiers] . . . came dashing into the village,” wrote Charles Mallett. They assured citizens that the town and university would be protected and saved from plundering. They also informed town leaders that Confederate General Joseph E. Johnston would surrender to Sherman the very next day at Durham Station—only eight miles away. The soldiers then retreated.
The next morning, Monday, April 17, “four thousand cavalry entered about eight a.m. and we were captured,” wrote Cornelia Phillips Spencer, who chronicled daily events in Chapel Hill during and after the war:
That was surely a day to be remembered by us all. For the first time in four years we saw the old flag—the “Stars and Stripes,” in whose defense we would once have been willing to die, but which certainly excited very little enthusiasm now. Never before had we realized how entirely our hearts had been turned away from what was once our whole country, till we felt the bitterness aroused by the sight of that flag shaking out its red and white folds over us. . . . The utmost quiet and order prevailed [in Chapel Hill].
Though some estimated the occupying force numbered only four to five hundred, the men in blue overwhelmed the residents and their resources. Quartered at the university and in every home, they required food and care for themselves and their horses.
The soldiers were a tired bunch. They included infantry from Ohio and Michigan, and the Ninety-second Illinois Volunteers, a mounted cavalry. The brigade had been with Sherman when he captured Raleigh on April 13, and it was given orders to march on to Chapel Hill.
Along the way, near Morrisville Station, the soldiers encountered an enemy band led by Confederate Major General Joseph Wheeler. A four-mile chase ensued before the brigade received orders to halt, allowing the Confederates to get away. For the next two days, the Union soldiers endured torrential rain that washed out bridges and forced them to camp and forage off the land along New Hope Creek.
Meanwhile, Wheeler’s troops retreated to Chapel Hill, arriving on Good Friday to heroes’ welcomes, wrote Mrs. Spencer, as prolific a writer then as she now is controversial for her unflinching Confederate sympathies. The whole town turned out to greet them: “The streets were lined with girls, offering smiles, food, and flowers. It gives me a cheering sensation to see so many gallant fellows—eager to fight and hopeful.”
Among the young women welcoming them was twenty-two-year-old Ella Swain, youngest daughter of university President Swain and his wife, Eleanor. The Swains (including Ella, her older sister, Anne, and brother, Richard) were Chapel Hill’s most prominent family, occupying the President’s House, diagonally across tree-lined Franklin Street from Mrs. Spencer’s home. The Swains entertained students, faculty, and noted visitors on the wide porch of their two-story wooden residence. Graceful, tall windows lined the front of the house, giving the Swains an unobstructed view of the comings and goings of townspeople—and of armies.
For the Swains and all their neighbors, the war hit close to home. Though Chapel Hill had been, in Mrs. Swain’s words, “remote from the scenes of war,” men young and old from the university and town eagerly signed up to fight.
At the start of the war, then-freshman Lavender R. Ray of Georgia described “great excitement here” in an April 1861 letter to his sister:
Everybody talks, thinks, and dreams of war. The students are leaving daily. The village military departed yesterday, accompanied by twelve or fifteen students who joined them as privates. There is another company being formed here composed mostly of students. They wish to go to Washington City. I desire very much to join them and will do so, if Pa and Ma are willing. I shall await their answer with impatience, hoping it will be affirmative.
Students were not the only ones to join. UNC faculty and families also volunteered. Professor William J. Martin, who taught chemistry, mineralogy, and geology, raised a company of soldiers. Fred and Will Fetter, sons of Greek professor Manuel Fetter, fought at Bethel.
Ella’s own brother, twenty-four-year-old Richard (nicknamed Bunkey), joined the Confederate army in 1862, leaving his medical practice in Weldon, North Carolina. For months, while he served as an assistant surgeon, the Swains had not heard from him. This was particularly unsettling for Ella, who was close to Bunkey, their fondness captured by a portrait that hung in the Swain home of the two seated side-by-side, a kitten in Ella’s arms.
Bunkey was one of the lucky ones—he came home. But many soldiers did not. Judge Battle lost two sons: Junius, twenty-one, died early in the war, while his twenty-year-old brother, Wesley Lewis, died at Gettysburg. Like the Battles, Charles Mallett lost two sons: Richardson, who had graduated from UNC in 1862, was killed at Gettysburg, and Edward died at Bentonville and was survived by a seriously ill wife and four young children.
Kemp Battle, a brother to two fallen soldiers and later president of UNC, wrote that when a loved one was lost, the entire village grieved, for the inhabitants were so few, that the students were known to all, either personally or by reputation.
Not only had Chapel Hillians sacrificed many men to the Confederate cause, but life at home had been full of hardship. Even though it had been spared the carnage and destruction of battle, the town was far from the railroad and telegraph wires, which only “added to the nervous anxieties as to happenings at the front, and almost unsettled reason,” explained Battle. “Imagination not corrected by facts, fed itself with fancied triumphs or dismal forebodings.”
Residents, like many others throughout the Confederacy, had endured shortages of food and necessities, and suffered inflated prices for what little there was to buy. By spring 1865, a barrel of flour cost $1,000, according to J.B. Jones, a clerk in the Confederate War Department in Richmond. People survived, Mrs. Spencer wrote, “on corn-bread, sorghum, and peas. . . . Children went barefoot through the winter, and ladies made their own shoes, and wove their own homespuns. . . . Curtains were cut up into blankets.”
The women who remained behind united with others in supporting the Confederacy both materially, by gathering clothing, food, and medicine, and spiritually, by praying and fasting for peace. Ella, who was eighteen when the war began, helped collect much-needed supplies, including shoes and knitted items, for members of the Fourth Texas Regiment after learning its soldiers were going barefooted. Mrs. Spencer described the undertaking as “a token to them of our love and sympathy.”
In spite of the war’s devastating toll, the University of North Carolina had managed to keep its doors open, even with a meager enrollment of fewer than twenty students at war’s end. President Swain, who served three terms as governor of North Carolina, had led his alma mater for thirty years.
An early and ardent opponent of secession, Swain initially had advised students and faculty to keep politics out of the classroom; but when the Confederacy was formed, he remained true to his home state and supported the cause.
****
When Wheeler’s men streamed into Chapel Hill that Friday afternoon after skirmishing with the Union troops, people put aside the burdens of war and offered the soldiers their best. Most residents had “not a chair but a split-bottom in the house, not a fork but a two-pronged iron, not six tumblers, nor a single set of table ware of any sort, not a carpet or a curtain or a napkin, not a castor, not a single article of luxury in the house—not even a common rocking chair,” Mrs. Spencer noted. Yet all were “generally—always I may say—heartily welcomed.”
Everyone knew the celebration would be short-lived: With the Union army nearing, any Confederate soldier found in Chapel Hill when they arrived would become a prisoner of war.
Surrender was bitter, but the prospect of peace after years of war provided some consolation. Raleigh resident Emma White wrote to her nieces Ella and Anne Swain in Chapel Hill:
I pray that our Heavenly Father may look with pity and compassion on us, and . . . illuminate every part of our Southern Confederacy. . . . Every few days we hear a Yankee cavalry of immense force is about to leave Newbern to make a raid to this place & that deters us. We feel that we ought not to think of leaving home during such times of excitement.
No one understood the consequences of the surrender better than did President Swain, who three days earlier—accompanied by another former North Carolina governor, William A. Graham—had traveled to Raleigh to meet with General Sherman to negotiate the state’s surrender.
Their mission on behalf of North Carolina Governor Zebulon B. Vance was dangerous. However, both men felt it their duty to complete the task. Several years later, President Swain described that assignment:
It was my lot on the morning of the 13th of April, 1865, as the friend and representative of Gov. Vance, to find, on approaching the Southern front of the Capitol, the doors and windows closed, and a deeper, more dreadful silence shrouding the city.
At the Capitol, he was met by “a negro servant, who waited on the executive department, the only human being who had dared venture beyond his door.”
He delivered me the keys and assisted me in opening the doors and windows of the executive office, and I took my station at the entrance, with a safe conduct from Gen. Sherman in my hand, prepared to surrender the Capitol at the demand of his approaching forces.
At that moment a band of marauders, stragglers from Wheeler’s retiring cavalry, dismounted at the head of First Street, and began to sack the stores directly contiguous to and south of Dr. [Fabius] Haywood’s residence. I apprised them immediately, that Sherman’s army was just at hand, that any show of resistance might result in the destruction of the city, and urged them to follow their retreating comrades.
A citizen, the first I saw beyond his threshold that morning, came up at the moment and united his remonstrance’s to mine, but all in vain, until I perceived and announced that the head of [General] Kilpatrick’s column was in sight. In a moment, every member of the band, with the exception of their chivalric leader, was in the saddle and his horse spurred to his utmost speed. He drew his bridle rein, halted in the centre of the street, and discharged his revolver until his stock of ammunition was expended in the direction, but not in carrying distance of his foe, when he too fled, but attempted to run the gauntlet in vain. His life was the forfeit at a very brief interval.
About 3 o’clock in the evening, in company with Gov. Graham, who had risked life and reputation on behalf of this community to an extent, of which those who derived the advantage are little aware, I delivered the keys of the State House to Gen. Sherman, at the gubernatorial mansion, then his headquarters, and received his assurance that the Capitol and city should be protected, and the rights of private property duly regarded.
Back home two days later, President Swain watched as Wheeler and his troops came and went. Knowing the Union army would soon arrive, Wheeler’s men didn’t stay long. By early afternoon on Easter Sunday, they headed west. “Once more, and for the last time,” Mrs. Spencer wrote, “we saw the gallant sight of our gray-clad Confederate soldiers, and waved our last farewell to our army. . . . We sat in our pleasant piazzas, and awaited events with a quiet resignation.”
What lay ahead was “the most remarkable three weeks in the history of Chapel Hill. . . . We could rely on nothing we heard.” Residents “talked and speculated, while the very peace and profound quiet of the place sustained and soothed our minds.”
****
How would the town that days before had celebrated Wheeler’s Confederate soldiers now receive the Yankees?
Early Easter evening, a committee of town leaders met Captain J.M. Schermerhorn of the Ninety-second Illinois on Raleigh Road at the edge of Chapel Hill. Carrying a white handkerchief tied to a pole, the committee included President Swain, Judge Battle, and Wilson Swain, the son of the Swains’ slave, Rosa Burgess.
By birth, wrote Kemp Battle, Wilson Swain was considered to be a slave and was given the last name of his owner. But he had been raised by the Swains as a playmate for their son, Bunkey, and had been educated alongside him.
Captain Schermerhorn announced that Union troops, camped nearby, were advancing and intended to take Chapel Hill. President Swain informed him that he personally had been assured by General Sherman when they had met in Raleigh that no harm would come to the campus or town. Schermerhorn acknowledged that those were his orders. Kemp Battle later mused that Wilson Swain’s presence in particular made a positive impression on the Union officer. Even so, before rejoining his company, the captain searched the streets for enemy soldiers.
It was a peaceful surrender the next morning when the soldiers, led by General Smith Dykins Atkins of the Ninety-second Illinois, marched into the village. He would later remember Chapel Hill as “one of the prettiest, most lovely spots found in all the campaigning of the 92nd during its three years service.”
Brigade commander for the feared General Kilpatrick, Smith Atkins seemed to have none of his commanding officer’s bluster or aggressiveness, much to the relief of townspeople. Even he had once described Kilpatrick as being “as quick-witted as he was impatient.”
General Atkins immediately called on the town’s leading official, President Swain, who greeted him graciously. As they talked, the two men, who had been on opposite sides of a long, hard-fought war, found they had much in common: Both had grown up in frontier towns; both were lawyers and politicians; both loved history.
Raised on a farm outside Freeport, Illinois, Atkins attended college, then read for the law and passed the bar exam at age twenty. The young general’s story may have sounded familiar to President Swain, whose boyhood was spent in the mountains of western North Carolina. Swain left there at age twenty-one, also to prepare for the bar, at the University of North Carolina and in Raleigh. He returned home in 1823 to practice law; a year later he was elected to the state legislature, before being named a circuit judge. David Swain was then elected by the legislature to be governor of North Carolina in the 1830s.
Smith Atkins started practicing law in Freeport in 1856. Four years later, after campaigning for Abraham Lincoln and making a number of well-received speeches, he was elected to a four-year term as state’s attorney for the state judicial circuit, serving his home county of Stephenson, and two nearby counties.
He had grown up hearing family war stories. His grandfather, David H. Atkins, was a soldier during the Revolutionary War, serving under Colonel Levi Pawling and Captain Frederick Schoonmaker with the Third Regiment Ulster County (New York) Militia. His father, Adna Stanly Atkins, was traveling in England in 1812 when he received news of impending war and quickly returned to join the United States army. Both men inspired Smith Atkins and his brothers to enlist.
At age twenty-five, he first marched off to war in what the local paper called “a stirring day in Freeport. Three thousand citizens of the city went out to cheer them on. . . .” Now, four years later, Atkins was a general, sitting in the home of former North Carolina governor David Swain.
Out of deference to his host, General Atkins most likely didn’t talk about his reasons for joining the Union army: To defend his country against what he believed was the treason of secession and to end slavery, which he abhorred.
In 1860, Smith Atkins had spoken against the U.S. Supreme Court’s Dred Scott decision, an 1857 ruling challenging the constitutionality of congressional anti-slavery efforts in the federal territories:
If they [the South] will not listen to the voice of reason, we must exchange our lamps for Sharpe’s rifles, and to what we have already said, we must add the eloquent language of gunpowder, & the inexorable convincing argument of lead. . . . I am ready to cry out against human bondage in any & every form. I hate slavery.
On the April morning President Swain and General Atkins met, newly freed slaves were at work in the Swain residence. Like many prominent Southern families, the Swains had been slave owners. President Swain listed forty slaves in his 1855 ledger. It’s doubtful his household included that number by the end of the Civil War. He, in fact, wrote former Governor William Graham in May 1865, “Four of my men ran off . . . three have returned, but only one is on my premises.” He added that though the women and children “wish to remain, I cannot afford to keep them, and am loathe to drive them away.”
The Swains referred to their slaves as servants. Scattered throughout the family’s correspondence and in their Bible were references to their colored friends. Similarly, in records at Chapel of the Cross, the town’s Episcopal church, the names, baptisms, marriages, and funerals of both white and black members were listed on the same pages, differentiated by the words servant of or belonging to with the owner’s name. The word colored was written in parenthesis.
Given the situation, it’s likely the two men discussed the safer subject of the history of the American Revolution, which both had studied. Little did they know that their shared interest would lead to a personal revolution that would transform their lives. It all began when President Swain asked someone to bring him a history book to show the general.
****
Imagine this: The dogwood trees and wisteria blossom along the streets of Chapel Hill, as Atkins’s men, horses, and accoutrements of battle spread throughout town, and residents look on in sorrow and resignation, realizing the war has been lost. Meanwhile, in the parlor of the Swain house, two leaders chat amiably while servants and family members eavesdrop in the hallway.
Offering to show his guest a map of Lord Cornwallis’s route through North Carolina during the Revolutionary War, President Swain calls for someone to bring him the book containing the map.
His daughter Ella—a faithful supporter of the Confederacy, but no less curious to see this Yankee—responds. As her neighbor Mrs. Spencer would later recall, she “threw up her head and marched in with great display of hauteur.” When she hands her father the book, he has no choice but to introduce her to the Yankee general.
****
Several versions of Ella’s introduction to the general have been woven into Chapel Hill lore.
Colonel W.D. Hamilton with the Ninth Ohio Cavalry told of meeting “a number of young people of the town . . . one of the most attractive . . . Miss Ella was as brilliant and original as she was elegant and attractive.”
She had a quick wit, telling Hamilton, “Well, you Yankees have got here at last. We have been looking for you for some time, and have a curiosity to know what you are going to do with us.” Pointing out that the soldiers had “destroyed our country and our means of support; you have burned our fences and many of our homes and factories; you have disorganized and robbed us of our labor; you have killed or disabled our young men, at least the best of them, but the women are all here.”
Then she asked, “What are you going to do with us?”
Taken aback by her “strangely bright face as she presented this formidable indictment,” Hamilton responded that the Yankees might follow the ancient Fabians’ custom—“after they had overrun a neighboring province and killed the men, began the reconstruction of the country by marrying the women.”
Ella remained cool. “We are at your mercy; but I suppose you will let us have something to say about that.”
What Hamilton had in mind was introducing her to “a very gallant friend” with “personal energy, high character, and ability,” and a bachelor who “always expected to remain one.”
The next evening he did just that, although Atkins insisted he didn’t “want to make any social calls” before finally consenting. Hamilton recalled:
I gave my attention to the ladies of the previous evening, while the General devoted himself to Miss Swain. About 10 o’clock I suggested that it was time to go to camp. He replied that it was not late.
Some time afterward I repeated the suggestion. He responded, “yes, in a few minutes.”
After another interval I said if we remained much longer we would have trouble, as I had not the countersign. He replied that he had it.
When Hamilton went looking for Atkins the next afternoon, he found him at the Swains “on some matter of business. It was the old, old story. A feathered arrow from the ancient bow had pierced the heart the modern bullet had failed to reach.”
****
A different story about their introduction came from a member of the Illinois State Historical Society who claimed that Ella and the general met when
it became his [Atkins’s] duty, as a matter of form, to arrest the president of the State University . . . David L. Swain, one of North Carolina’s distinguished sons who had been the governor of the state.
Little did young Colonel Atkins . . . expect that he was going to such a complete surrender to a southern victor.
With southern courtesy, Governor Swain invited his captor to his home. The family tradition is that the youngest daughter, Miss Eleanor [Ella], stated to her father that she was not going to sit at the same table with that young Yankee. However, as the Governor intimated that such conduct would not be polite, she consented to sit at the table, but declared that she would not say one word to him.
Upon seeing her, Atkins “decided that there should be a union of the states at once, so far as he was concerned, and with his usual firm determination he succeeded in securing the young lady’s consent to marry him, before he went away that night.”
Still another version of the introduction was told by historian Charles Lee Smith, who described Sherman’s order that the University of North Carolina “be protected from pillage and destruction” as “done very effectually. General Atkins, while visiting President Swain on official business, accidentally saw his daughter; he afterwards sought her acquaintance, addressed her, and was accepted.”
Regardless of which telling is true, no one disputes Mrs. Spencer’s vivid remembrance: They “‘changed eyes’ at first sight and a wooing followed.”
Kilpatrick’s brigade made itself at home. Within days of Ella and General Atkins’s introduction, the Union soldiers and cavalry silver cornet band were serenading the village. Atkins later would recall many occasions during the war when his soldiers lifted their voices in song. In Raleigh they once had asked permission “to sing to several young ladies standing in front of a school. Not until they noticed the members of their audience making motions with their hands did the singers realize the girls were deaf, and the school was the State School for the Deaf.”
Atkins wrote a third-person account of an evening in Chapel Hill when the serenading—a popular pastime—was directed at him:
On the evening of the twenty-second . . . the Ninety-Second boys, with the band, proceeded to the head-quarters of General Atkins to serenade him; and, finding him absent, they proceeded to the residence of ex-Governor Swain, where the General was visiting, and serenaded him there. . . . They called on the General for a speech, when he appeared upon the front porch . . . and said: “Soldiers, I am making a speech to a young lady here tonight, and I have no eloquance [sic] to waste—she requires it all. The war, as I told you it would, at Mount Olive, has played out, and in less than the ninety days I then named. I think speech-making has played out also, except to the young ladies. You must go to your quarters.”
Those words were “the most unpopular” ever, Atkins wrote years later in the Ninety-Second Illinois Volunteers, for “never before, when serenaded by the men of the Ninety-Second—and it had often happened—had he failed to appreciate the compliment, and had always responded cheerfully to their calls for a speech.” He was too infatuated with Miss Ella to offer any words of wisdom, explaining, “The General was cross in those days to every one, except the girl he was making love to.”
Even though serenading typically was viewed as an expression of gratitude, town residents were none too pleased. They resented anything and everything associated with their Yankee captors.
The general hardly noticed. He was busy courting Ella and writing poetry. On April 19, just two days after they met, Atkins gave her an acrostic in which he began each line with the letters in her name:
M y pen in poetry never deals,
I n woman’s praise, and such like things;
S ometimes it tells what my heart feels,
S ometimes proclaims what my heart sings.
E ver of “Hope” my heart hath sung:
L owly and soft as a vesper song,
L ifting the shadows around me flung,
A s the dawn have bourn my life along.
“H ope” in the song is ever bright–
O f “Hope” my heart is singing gladly–
P luck from the song “Hope’s” beautiful light–
E ver the song would be murmured sadly.
S ing my heart does, a wayward song,
W hether of love I can hardly tell–
A low sweet music murmurs along.
I n mind, strange accents like the swell
N ear a bachelor’s bower of a marriage bell.
After presenting it to her, Atkins read the poem to his friend Captain D.L. Cockley, telling him that Ella had not liked the wording and demanded he change it not once, but twice: “Miss Ella was very hard to please, and did not like the ‘accroustic’ [sic] at all. She made very bitter complaint of the second line in the last verse, so I changed it to read ‘Which is of love, if I can tell.’”
Ella still was not satisfied, according to General Atkins:
“The little minx would not be pleased,” [Atkins] explained, “until I changed it again (‘three times and out’ you know) and made it read: ‘Which is of love, I know full well.’ Then the little tantalizer kissed me and professed herself satisfied.”
With great pleasure, Ella promptly showed the poem to Mrs. Spencer, describing the change she had insisted upon (“An acrostic not good either but his first sentiment as well as song”) and showing her Atkins’s photograph.
Though Atkins recalled changing the second line of the last verse right away, Ella told Mrs. Spencer he changed it “in a note to me the day he left CH (‘Which is of love I now can tell’). . . . You see from this it was a gradual affair,” Ella explained, before admitting, “Ellie is caught at last in her own net.”
She coyly returned Atkins’s attentions, asking him to sign her autograph book, a privilege reserved for friends to write sentiments and poems. He obliged with Very Truly Yours, Smith D. Atkins Freeport, Illinois, adding a flourish to the date April 22, 1865.
As was evident from other autographers, Ella was very attractive. Edward A.P. Nicholson of Halifax County opined, Oh thou! Whose blameless life combined soft female charms and grace combined. . . . May prosperity attend thee through life. T. Stuart Armistead of Plymouth pleaded, Forget me not but let my memory linger. Frederick R. Bryan of Raleigh declared, May life be as a summer’s day to thee.
*****
Not everyone in Chapel Hill approved of the way in which President Swain was handling the Union occupation. He kept the university open, though some thought that classes should have been cancelled, considering the situation. Charles Mallett wrote to his son:
I feel provoked to hear the college bell sounding as though the college was in full blast—a miserable set—not one true man among them and they desire to hand it down in history that the dear Yankees, did not interfere with the regular exercise of the college—when in truth there were not five students here when Wheeler left us.
Chapel Hillians were scandalized by the conduct of the young women, particularly that of Ella Swain. Although Mallett described Atkins as “a Gentleman and a Lawyer,” he criticized the young women who were flirting with the Yankees:
I learn that Misses Fetters are walking the streets with them, and Miss Ella Swain sent to Carrie [Mallett’s granddaughter] to borrow her side saddle to ride out with some officer—Several other Ladies—or I would rather call them women—have been riding out with them. . . . My guard also informs me (and he believes it) that his captain is to be married before they leave to Miss [Susan] Fetter—certainly those girls with Beck Ryan and Ella Swain have lain themselves open to much scandal.
Much to her family’s relief, Miss Fetter did not marry the Union soldier.
Within the Swain household, however, tension was mounting. Even though Ella and Atkins were wooing, and Atkins and David Swain had become fast friends, Mrs. Swain had no interest in friendship with the general or anyone in the Union army, “so great was her hate for the Yankees,” wrote her great-great-granddaughter “Wuff” Newell years later.
When her husband invited Atkins to dinner, Mrs. Swain refused to join them at the table, a form of protest she surprisingly would never give up. She wrote her friend Selina Wheat, “We will never give up the strife until exterminated or freed and restored to a peaceful security and our own independence.”
Her feelings were shared by many. Southern women, wrote historian Marilyn Meyer Culpepper, “suffered most from displacement, pillaging, and harassment” with battles “fought at their doorstep. . . . Their hatred of the North had become an obsession and any thought of reconciliation was anathema.”
Their bitterness was further exacerbated by what Mrs. Swain’s cousin Mary Gatlin described as the “deplorable condition” in which many Southerners were forced to live.
Chapel Hill had paid a particularly high price, Mrs. Spencer lamented:
Not a village in the South gave more freely of its best blood in the war, not one suffered more severely in proportion to its population. Thirty-five of our young men died in the service. Some of them left wives and little ones; some were the only support and blessing of aged parents; all were, with very few exceptions, the very flower of our families, and were representatives of every walk and condition of life.
The dramatic decline in enrollment at the university had thrown “many of our citizens out of employment, and the privations endured here tell as sad a story as can be met with anywhere,” Mrs. Spencer wrote. Fall semester 1864 at UNC began with fewer than fifty students. By April 1865, only a handful of local students remained. Low enrollment meant little revenue.
President Swain had struggled to keep the university’s doors open throughout the war. He frequently traveled to Raleigh on university business, staying with his wife’s sisters, Emma and Susan White at White Hall, the family home. After one visit, Emma wrote Eleanor that David’s demeanor had been “very low spirited—what is the cause I know not. It may be the state of the country or his not feeling well or perhaps both together that makes him so sad.”
Conditions at the university and in the town weighed heavily on President Swain. By the time the Union soldiers arrived in Chapel Hill, “some families were left, first, without a morsel of food,” General Atkins observed in Ninety-Second Illinois Volunteers, “and, again, with many mouths, colored and white, to provide for, without an animal to make a crop of corn, with the coming season.”
Clearly “there was no help for it,” he wrote. “‘Such is war,’ and there is no use in attempting to refine it. Useless cruelty in war, and to the defenseless inhabitants of a country occupied by an army, is, of course, indefensible; but ‘war is cruelty,’ and the cruelty that ensued from an army subsisting upon the country was not useless. . . . Wheeler’s cavalry had ‘lived upon the country’ . . . and there was little left to live upon.”
So extreme was the deprivation of town residents that Swain wrote to General Sherman, asking that the soldiers be more mindful of the needs of their hosts:
Many worthy families have been stripped by his soldiers of the necessary means of subsistence. A Baptist clergyman—a most estimable, quiet, and charitable citizen, and the most extensive farmer within a circle of three miles—is almost entirely destitute of provision for man and beast; and with a family of more than fifty persons, white and colored, has not a single horse or mule. . . . Mr. Purefoy . . . my near neighbor for about thirty years . . . is not merely without the present means of subsistence, but unless his horses and mules are restored or replaced, can make no provision for the future. The delay of a few days even may render it impossible to plant corn in proper time.
As her father tried to improve Chapel Hillians’ living conditions, and her mother refused to join a Union visitor at the dinner table, Ella seemed oblivious. The young woman who so recently had scorned the Yankees was falling in love with one.
She wrote Mrs. Spencer:
As to myself, but one voice can prevent this “affair,” & that is higher than man. No indeed, I have all I desire in most noble heart & mind entrusted to my keeping. I trust you did not think me so wanting in true refinement that I would have been willing to allow this exhibition?
I had nothing to hide when the Yankees came except myself. I had no fear of being stolen, but see the result.
*****
Two weeks after Ella Swain and General Atkins met, the Ninety-second Illinois received orders to muster out. It was the third time in a week that orders had come, only to be rescinded. First, on April 24, when terms of General Johnston’s surrender were not accepted, the soldiers had been advised to prepare to resume hostilities; but they never left. Two days later they were instructed to be ready to march at daylight. Again, they remained in place. But on April 29, General Kilpatrick arrived in Chapel Hill to inspect the brigade, a sure sign the soldiers would be leaving soon.
For Ella, it was unsettling to know General Atkins would leave but not to know when.
Finally on May 3—nearly three years to the day since the Ninety-second had left Freeport—the soldiers withdrew from Chapel Hill for Hillsborough, twelve miles away. Atkins recalled that along the way they frequently met Confederate soldiers:
[Our] late enemies, enemies no longer, filled the road, and together they marched. . . . The Confederate soldiers were somewhat downcast and dispirited, but the Ninety-Second men, who had frequently met them in battle, had no jibes for them; they had learned, on many a hard-fought field, how brave the Confederate soldiers under Wheeler and Hampton were; they respected their bravery; indeed, gray-coat and blue-coat, mingling together in their march that day through Hillsboro, were friends, enemies no longer, but friends and equals, all citizens of the Republic saved.
They then marched on to Greensboro, Lexington, Salisbury, and finally Concord—which Atkins described as “a stylish camp” in a grove of pine trees. But the men found little to do there but wonder when they would be sent home—“all wished to return at once to those peaceful pursuits they had reluctantly left when they volunteered to help maintain the life of the nation.”
Ready as they were to be discharged, the Ninety-second was held back by General Kilpatrick in case he needed a mounted cavalry moved quickly into place. Consequently, on May 21, when the U.S. War Department announced that all foot soldiers of the infantry regiments be mustered out immediately, it did not include the Ninety-second.
During the weeks of waiting, Smith Atkins returned briefly to Chapel Hill to see Ella. Mrs. Spencer recorded the following in her diary:
Have just seen Ellie Swain dressed and waiting for General Atkins who drove into town a few moments ago. Dressed in a lavender [dress] and pink ribbons . . . a pink oleander blossom on her bosom. So bright—so happy! Are there any days more happy in life than such? . . . The brightest and sunniest picture is that of a young woman with love-lighted eyes and throbbing heart prettily and tastefully adorned and waiting to see her lover. I have a great deal of respect for true love and all his belongings.
When General Atkins arrived back in Concord, he found that his troops still had not received word that they could return to Illinois, causing much grumbling and “harsh language.” Then on June 21, news came that the war department had released all cavalry. Finally, the Ninety-second could go home.
Back in Chapel Hill, Ella had news of her own: She and General Atkins were engaged.
Word of Ella Swain’s betrothal to a Yankee was met with disbelief and outrage. President Swain, who had been consumed with his duties to North Carolina, the South, and the university, “was suddenly saddled with an unexpected family problem which immediately became the talk and the curse of the town,” wrote historian James Vickers in Chapel Hill: An Illustrated History. “Others in Chapel Hill were quick to condemn Ellie’s ‘collaboration.’”
He could do little about the public’s angry response to news of his daughter’s engagement to a Yankee general. Swain hardly welcomed the idea. Yes, he had befriended Atkins, presenting him with his copy of Interesting Revolutionary Incidents and inscribing it, “Gen. S.D. Atkins, from his friend, D.L. Swain. Chapel Hill. 25 April 1865.”
But Atkins the Union general becoming Atkins the son-in-law had not been what Swain had in mind when he gave him the history book.
President Swain became “deeply concerned and agitated,” Mrs. Spencer wrote in her journal. “Suddenly his tenderest affections were touched, and in his own household he was called upon to act in a matter requiring the most delicate and cautious management.”
Yet, she wrote, he believed similar marriages would take place throughout the North and South at war’s end. In fact, after Ella showed Atkins’s acrostic to her father, she told Mrs. Spencer, “He wishes me to tell you this fact: professes to be somewhat ‘abused’ but I think more amused.”
If Swain was upset by his daughter’s announcement, Mrs. Swain was distraught. It wasn’t only her hatred of the North that prevented her from approving the match, but genuine concern for her daughter’s happiness.
*****
A generation earlier, the Swains’ own courtship had hardly been a romantic fairy tale.
In 1822, David Swain was living in Raleigh’s Eagle Hotel while studying law with Judge John Louis Taylor, the first chief justice of the state Supreme Court. At that time, conversation parties were popular. In a letter to his father, David described how fifty or so people would assemble in a private home in the evening “in familiar chat, eating and drinking cake, tea, and ice-creams.”
It was at just such a party that he met Eleanor White. She was the daughter of William White, former North Carolina Secretary of State, and granddaughter of Richard Caswell, Revolutionary War hero and North Carolina’s first governor.
David Swain came from a well-respected family in Buncombe County in the Blue Ridge Mountains. He was the nephew of Joel Lane, who had donated the land on which Raleigh was built. At twenty-two, David was a successful student and well liked by such leaders as Judge Taylor, Joseph and W.R. Gales of the Raleigh Register, and lawyer-politician William Gaston.
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