
Just how much stress the human spirit can take and resist breaking makes it one of the most valuable resources a military unit can have.  This spirit─the will to continue despite adversity, a sense of unity within the unit, and dedication to a cause─is known as esprit de corps.  The members of the Second Florida Infantry Regiment experienced such a spirit as they grew from “boys in grey” into men who were “comrades in arms.”  They underwent discipline and chaos, slumber and sleep deprivation, abundance and hunger, living and dying together during the American Civil War.  They departed Florida in July of 1861 with nearly 1,200 men receiving showers of flowers and the cheers of their friends and family, confident in their leaders, confident in themselves, and confident that victory will be soon in coming.  They returned to Florida in April of 1865 with less than 70 men to the bare chimneys of their homes and the demoralized stares of their countrymen, filled with remorse for their fallen comrades, and baffled by the fact that they had lost.  Defeat came as a surprise for them, even though they underwent great hardship during the last months of the war.  What held these men together, what motivated them to continue to fight despite what proved to be insurmountable odds, and willfully give their lives while serving with this unit was that they had a high esprit de corps.

It is quite easy to look back upon the events of the Civil War and as Sunday quarterback historians determine that the Confederate States of America had no real chance of winning against the Federal Government.  Yet, to the participants of the conflict, the outcome was not a certainty.  Early in the war, the Southerners believed that a decisive victory and independence was around the corner.  Even as the war dragged on, and the going began to get increasingly tough, they believed victory was imminent.  Following the crushing defeat at Gettysburg, morale within the Second Florida was still very high, and even through the Siege of Petersburg the soldiers of the unit held onto the belief that victory could still be theirs.  This idea that victory would eventually be theirs was one of the most important aspects of their esprit de corps.  If they did not believe that they could win, they would not have had any reason to fight or to continue the war.  Through the end of the war, those members who remained with the unit believed in the South’s ability to gain independence from the Union.  Confederate soldiers held various theories as to how independence would be won, and these theories strongly influenced their morale.  These theories can be categorized into three groups: 1. The inherent superiority of the South; 2. That recognition and assistance from a world power would be forthcoming; and 3. The pacifists in the North would eventually overrule those forces that were perpetuating the war to restore the Union and negotiate a peace settlement.

On the eve of the state’s secession from the Union, Floridians believed that the Southern states had an inherent right to independence, and because of the superiority of the Southern way of life over the Northern way of life, the South would naturally prevail in the event of armed conflict.  The two main proponents of this theory were the press and the pulpit.  The papers proclaimed that the war would be short, and “the justice of our [Southern] cause…” will be “proven,” and the Florida troops would return “covered with the laurels of victory.”
  Newspapers derided the Yankees as “ramheads, ragamuffins, and scoundrels” and the “invading” Union armies as a bunch of “thieves, cutthroats, loafers, penitentiary graduates, infidel Dutch, God-forsaken Irish,” and worse.
   Some papers published articles comparing the North and South on their merits and their abilities to wage war.
  Of course, the South was by far a superior region in all respects.  Yet, the abilities listed were all intangibles, and the tangibles, such as munitions factories and populations as well as one of the most important intangibles, the ability to organize, were absent.  The clergy also propagated the idea that Southerners were inherently superior.  Just prior to the departure of a company to Virginia from Tallahassee, the Reverent John E. DuBose, a Presbyterian minister, gave a sermon which contained much of the superiority myth.  He repeatedly compared the Florida troops to Israelite warriors and the Confederate leaders to Joshua.  The South, like the Israelites, were about to gain their “promised land.”  Independence, for the South, was its “long expected inheritance.”
  On the evening of June 8, 1861, at a ceremony to bid bon voyage to a company of departing Florida troops as they left for Virginia, a dignitary gave a speech to the “boys” in which he “impressed upon them the greatness of the work in which they were engaged.”
  It was up to the men of the Second Florida to destroy the Union armies sent against them, fighting not out of spite or hatred, but because it was their duty to fulfill the will of God that “a guilty nation [the United States]…” reap “…the legitimate consequences…” of its “…unholy invasions of the rights and privileges of associate States…infidelity, licentiousness…” and many other sins.
  Both from the pulpit and in print, the soldiers were reassured that the war would be short, and the soldiers believed both the myth of their own superiority and that they would be home soon.  Writing in October, 1861, Eugene Frederick Lykes, a member of the Second Florida, wrote to his wife from Richmond that the war would not last more than another nine months.


When the hope of a quick and decisive victory proved illusive following McClellan’s Peninsula Campaign, the minds of the soldiers turned to the hope that some major power, specifically Great Britain and/or France, would come to their aid.  During the Gettysburg campaign of 1863, the Second Florida crossed the Potomac and entered Shepardstown, Maryland, marching in cadence as a brass band played the Marseilles─an obvious overture to the French government, and a highly symbolic gesture to their own perceived superiority, as they considered themselves the reincarnation of the Grande Armey, and General Robert E. Lee was their Napoleon.
  The members of the Second Florida thought that Great Britain would come to the aid of the Confederacy, as it was the prevalent belief in the South in the period prior to and during the Civil War that if cotton exports to Europe were cut off the textile industry in England would use its enormous political influence to push the British government into military intervention in order to reestablish the influx of Southern cotton.  When war broke out newspapers such as the Charleston Mercury and the Memphis Argus told planters to “keep every bale of cotton on the plantation,” and the unofficial policy of non-exportation of cotton was implemented.  As late as January, 1865, Southern newspapers assured the soldiers that European help was on the way.
  Unfortunately, there is little in the way of primary sources regarding this subject which comes from members of the Second Florida.  Certainly, some members believed that  foreign support was important for gaining independence, and it is likely that most─if not all─of these members held on to the hope that “King Cotton” diplomacy would bring about foreign intervention through the end of the war.
  However, it would be foolish to assume that all members of the Second Florida rested every hope for independence upon foreign recognition.

Following the catastrophic month of July, 1863, the hopes for independence shifted from assistance from foreign powers to the exploitation of Northern war-weariness.  The new theory was that Northerners were growing increasingly tired of fighting a war which produced so many casualties and yet so few tangible results.  Despite the loss of Vicksburg and severing of the two halves of the Confederacy─at least on paper─more than seventy percent of the territory within the Confederacy was still controlled by Rebel forces.  While Lee had been soundly defeated at Gettysburg, the victory was not decisive, and the Army of Northern Virginia remained a potent force, still capable of limited offensive action.  The draft riots in New York City demonstrated to the Confederates that the populace of the North was not solidly behind the war.  Furthermore, when former general George B. McClellan ran for president against Abraham Lincoln as the “peace candidate,” receiving strong support, the hopes of the Confederates were raised.  If Lincoln could be defeated, and McClellan elected, the Confederacy could negotiate a peace settlement, and thereby gain its independence.
  Charles Seton Fleming, a captain in the Second Florida Infantry, expressed his feelings on this subject in a letter to his mother, written in May of 1864:  “The Yankees have fought more desperately during the last battles . . . they appear to think that this is the last struggle of the war, and that if they are defeated now, all will be lost with them.”
  

Some historians have argued that a major factor which bound the men who served in the Confederate ranks, as well as in the Union’s, was that they had a strong ideological commitment to their side, that they were fighting for reasons other than glory or adventure.  However, Pete Maslowski argues that there is evidence to the contrary.  Maslowski, using the diaries and letters of fifty randomly selected Civil War soldiers, showed that the common soldier during the Civil War was “notoriously deficient in ideological orientation.”
  A majority, 64 percent, made more statements relating to lower ideals─glory, honor, and/or adventure─than higher ideals─love of country, belief in a better future, or certain basic issues such as slavery.
  This shows that the average soldier was not very well educated, and fought for lower ideals than romantic historians would have liked.  Yet, Maslowski does not take into account that, romantics aside, to Southerners during this time, honor was a high ideal.  The crack of two dueling pistols heard at dawn gave testament to the importance of honor within Southern culture.  Another historian, Michael Barton disagrees with Pete Maslowski’s findings, and after conducting a similar investigation found that Civil War soldiers, especially Southerners, were in fact motivated by higher ideals.  According to Barton’s study, Patriotism, Religion, and Other Values─certain basic issues─dominated the many core values and Education principles contained within the diaries and letters of Civil War soldiers.
  Maslowski and Barton both have some merit, and some faults─their greatest being that they assumed the officer-enlisted castes represented corresponding relationships in civilian life, when in reality, rank represented ability, not necessarily social position at home.
  Within the Second Florida, those who were more educated espoused higher ideals─as well as arrogance─while the lesser educated expressed less idealistic sentiments in their writings.  The most commonly expressed ideals, among both groups, were duty/patriotism and religion.

The foundations of these ideals can be traced in the sermon given by John DuBose to members of the Second Florida.  He extols them on the virtues of courage and devotion to duty on the battlefield, saying that a true soldier, “in whose breast the fire of patriotism burns…seeing danger…shirks not from it because duty forbids it.”
  C. Seton Fleming had a strong devotion to duty, as did most of the other troops of the Second Florida, which ultimately led to his death.  He was in command of the remnants of the regiment on the evening of June 3, 1864, when he received orders to make a charge against a fortified Union position without support or cover.  Even though he knew the attack to be suicidal, he did his duty, led the charge, and was killed along with nearly everyone else who made the charge.  A witness to Fleming’s demeanor just prior to the attack remarked that he “appeared . . . as one who was looking death calmly in the face, and was ready to meet it.”
  Some soldiers, when confronted with the prospect of death, were unable to fulfill their duty.  J. B. Johnson, the Adjutant General of the brigade to which the Second Florida was attached, and himself a Floridian, encountered a man from Pickett’s Division who could not find it within himself to make Pickett’s charge.  The Virginian stated that he could not go forward, even though he was disgracing his family and himself, left behind his musket and ammunition case, and took off at a rate that would have taken a “pretty swift bullet to overtake him.”
  Francis P. Fleming, C. Seton’s brother, puts an interesting twist to patriotism in his extolling of Florida’s climate over that of the North. 
  He also takes pride in what he perceives as the intellectual superiority of Southerners over Northerners when during the Gettysburg campaign in Pennsylvania he states in a letter to his brother in Florida that he had “scarcely seen a refined and highly intelligent person since I have been in the State.”
  He remarks that in nearly every case “the intelligent and higher class were our friends, while the lower class and the ignorant were unionists.”

John DuBose makes specific mention of having a sound religious foundation in that “the soldier who is at peace with God and is resigned to His will, has nothing to fear.”
  C. Seton Fleming believed in divine protection, writing in a letter to his wife, “God has led us through and given us victory, and I do not fear His deserting us, as long as we trust in Him.”
  George M. Lelane wrote in his diary, January 1, 1864, that his Bible was a source of pleasure and a cause of courage when in the danger of battle.  Hermon Norton gives a somewhat romanticized account of religion’s role in the Army of Northern Virginia, estimating that as many as 75,000 of its members’ souls were “saved” during the war.
  There is no doubt that many people turned their lives around, as is evidenced by members of the Second Florida tearing up their playing cards right before going into combat on July 2, 1863, at the battle of Gettysburg.
  However, Norton’s account of entire regiments being converted seems exaggerated, at least in the case of the Second Florida.  Amos─last name not given─wrote a letter on March 16, 1863, to diarist Susan Bradford that there were many opportunities for embracing religion, as ministers from several denominations were offering their services and preaching sermons.  Yet, few soldiers actually availed themselves of this opportunity.
  Religion alone─unlike patriotic duty─was not a dual morale inducer; it motivated men to fight, yet, it did not compel them to remain with their unit after a defeat.  It is likely that in being coupled with patriotism, religion played a role in motivating the men of the Second Florida to stay and fight.  They were not destined to win simply because they were inherently superior, but also because their ultimate triumph was ordained by God, and to return home would in-effect be forsaking God’s divine providence.

The other category, which includes slavery and other minor core values, is more difficult to deal with.  While slave-holding members of the regiment were certainly fighting to keep their “property,” the majority of the members of the unit did not own slaves.  Even those who did own slaves did not mention them often─the most common reference to slaves are in postscripts asking their wives to give their greetings/affections to their “negroes.”  Some members of other Confederate units expressed their passion for their “rights and property” [slaves].
  However, there are no examples of members of the Second Florida who wrote on the issue of slavery beyond their concern for the possibility that Union sympathizers had descended upon their farms and taken them away.
  James McPherson points out that only twenty percent of Southern soldiers ever expressed explicit proslavery opinions in their letters or diaries.
  While it would be foolish to assume that all, or even most of the members of the regiment fought to protect the institution of slavery, they were fighting do defend the culture which slavery created.
  The soldiers of the Second Florida fought to defend their families, their homes, and the “southern way of life.”

With all the reasons the members of the Second Florida had to stay and fight in Virginia, there were still many incentives for returning to their home state.  One of the most important of these was that later in the war, from 1864 on, the men knew that their being away from home was leaving their families essentially defenseless.  Rumors spread in camp that Union troops were invading and occupying Florida.  Letters and newspaper reports from home revealed to the Floridians in Virginia that despite their heroic sacrifices their land was being laid waste to, their homes burned by raiding parties, and their family members were being robbed and in some cases murdered.
  This caused some members of the regiment to go absent without leave, return home though whatever means they could find, and try to look after their families.  Some soldiers complained that officers were overly strict.
  Others complained that officers were not strict enough, and were lax accomplishing their duties.
  Disease and meager rations also were a factor which contributed to a decline in morale.
  The greatest factor which acted to reduce morale was the loss of fellow members of the unit.

With their families being robed and murdered, their homes being destroyed, and their “way of life” forever changed after the Emancipation Proclamation, it would seem that the men serving in the Second Florida Infantry would have had but little reason to stay and fight in Virginia.  There must be, then, some over-arching reason, some unique motivating factor which bonded them to their cause and to each other.  The sources demonstrate that this factor was their personal identification with another group of men who, just two generations previous to their own, fought a war to gain independence─the Americans who fought in the American Revolution.  Time and again, the members of the Second Florida made references to their connection with the Continental Army, even pointing out that during the Peninsula Campaign, in 1862, that they were treading upon the same ground as had General George Washington’s army during the victory at Yorktown.
  This perceived link with the “spirit of 1776” aided to the formation of an esprit de corps, as they were identifying themselves with a closely linked group which had been victorious.
  It also helped sustain their morale in times of tribulation, as they recalled how the Continental Army weathered similar hardships, and in the end achieved a glorious victory.
  Indeed, the tales of hunger and woe which flowed from the pens of members of the Second Florida resemble those described by Joseph Plumb Martin.
  Even after major setbacks, such as Gettysburg, they did not lose hope, recalling that their forefathers were “whipped in nearly every battle and yet after . . . years of trials and hardships achieved their independence.”
  Unfortunately, Southerners failed to recognize that the colonists did not gain their independence through unilateral action, and that although a percentage of French and Englishmen supported the South’s bid for independence, no nation’s government was willing to openly pledge support to their cause.

In hindsight, it is fairly obvious that the South could not win her independence, and that after Gettysburg, the overland campaign of 1864 and the siege of Petersburg only delayed the inevitable.  However, to those members of the Second Florida who suffered through four years of almost continual hunger, extreme temperatures, disease, and exhaustion, the outcome was not so obvious.  They looked back two generations and recalled how the troops of the Continental Army suffered, and believed that General Lee would, like Washington, somehow manage to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat.  Emboldened by the ideals instilled in them by their society and their religious convictions, motivated by their belief in their own invincibility, they fought against obstacles which in the end proved to be insurmountable.  Like those thousands of Frenchmen who went to their grave with the cry “Vive l’Emperor!” the members of the Second Florida went to theirs singing Dixie, victims of their own esprit de corps.
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