
Firewood

Firewood became a symbol of the harsh realities faced by Major Anderson and his
garrison at Fort Sumter during the cold days and nights of late March 1861. As the
storm clouds loomed over Charleston, both literally and metaphorically, the fort’s
defenses were being pushed to their limits. On March 26, Chief Engineer Foster
reported that the last of the temporary buildings on the parade ground had been
demolished, and the soldiers were resorting to burning lumber and even a condemned
gun carriage to fuel their fires. The outside world, however, often romanticized their
plight, turning Major Anderson’s stand into a heroic narrative. They painted the scene
as a classic David versus Goliath struggle, where Anderson’s small, outnumbered
garrison held firm against a much larger enemy. This portrayal, though compelling,
glossed over the difficult and grim reality the soldiers endured within the walls of the
fort.

The day-to-day survival at Fort Sumter was far from the heroic image often depicted.
Captain Doubleday’s memorandum from the same period highlighted the more
pragmatic concerns that occupied the minds of the men stationed at the fort. He
outlined specific points on the fort’s structure that required additional defense
measures and suggested tactical adjustments to improve security. Doubleday
proposed placing drums at the center of each flank to serve as alarms at the first sign
of an attack, ensuring that the soldiers could respond quickly to any threat. He even
recommended the construction of a secure privy to enhance the safety and well-being
of the garrison, addressing not only defense concerns but also the basic needs of those
stationed under extreme conditions. These practical measures served as a stark
reminder of the challenging environment Anderson’s men were forced to navigate
daily, away from the romanticized image of heroism often shown to the public.



Meanwhile, Major Anderson's nephew, R.C. Anderson, was caught up in the emotional
turbulence of the moment. In letters to his family, R.C. expressed a sense of
excitement mixed with a deep sense of duty. His children, referring to Major Anderson
as "Uncle Robert Major," looked up to him, seeing him as a figure of strength and
resolve in the face of adversity. R.C., too, shared a strong bond with his uncle,
expressing in his letters that had he not been responsible for a family of his own, he
would have joined Anderson at Fort Sumter without hesitation, regardless of the
dangers. This sentiment underscored the contrast between personal responsibilities
and the larger cause at hand. While R.C. felt a deep sense of duty to protect his family,
Major Anderson, too, had to weigh his family’s needs against the duty he felt to defend
the fort and uphold his responsibilities as a military leader.

In a more candid letter, R.C. shared his fear of what a potential defeat at Fort Sumter
would mean. He explained that the raising of South Carolina’s flag in place of the
American flag would be a blow so devastating that it would crush his spirit. For R.C.,
the loss of the fort symbolized more than just a military defeat—it represented the loss
of everything his family stood for, and the consequences of such a loss were too much
to bear. He admitted that such a calamity would affect him far more deeply than even
the announcement of his uncle’s death. This exchange between R.C. and his family
highlights the immense emotional and psychological toll that the events at Fort Sumter
had on the individuals directly involved. The anticipation of defeat and the personal
sacrifices that were being made weighed heavily on those who remained behind, as
well as those stationed at the fort, each struggling with the uncertainty of their
situation.

These personal reflections underscore the profound emotional and psychological
challenges faced by those connected to Fort Sumter during the early days of the Civil
War. For Major Anderson and his garrison, the fort’s physical and logistical limitations
were compounded by the emotional weight of their situation. As the storm gathered
outside and tensions escalated within, both the soldiers at the fort and their families
back home endured the profound effects of this uncertainty. In this way, the story of
Fort Sumter was not just one of military strategy and political maneuvering, but also



one of deep personal sacrifice, emotional resilience, and the heavy burden of duty in
the face of an uncertain future. As the events unfolded, these intimate stories
intertwined with the larger narrative, providing a human perspective on the historic
struggle that defined the beginning of the Civil War.


