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Maj. Gen. Lew Wallace - Indianaôs Own Hero 
 Most people, if they recognize the name of Lew Wal-

lace at all, know that he is the author of one of the epic novels of 

the 19th century, Ben Hur. Wallace was born in Brookville, In-

diana, in 1827 to David and Esther French Test Wallace who 

died when Lew was only seven. His father was a graduate of the 

West Point and served as lieutenant governor and governor of 

Indiana.  His stepmother, Zerelda Gray Sanders Wallace, was a 

noted suffragist and temperance advocate. His prominent family 

background set Wallace on  a course of accomplishment tinged 

with a haughtiness and ego that would serve him ill at times 

later in life.  

 After growing up in Covington, Indiana, Wallace stud-

ied law but was called to duty when the country became en-

gaged in the Mexican War. He raised a company of militia and 

was elected  a Second Lieutenant in the 1st Indiana Infantry, 

eventually rising to adjutant of the regiment with the rank of 

First Lieutenant, although he personally did not participate in 

combat. After hostilities he was mustered out of the volunteer 

service in 1847, admitted to the bar in 1849, and, in 1851, he 

was elected prosecuting attorney of the First Congressional Dis-

trict of Indiana. In May of 1852, Wallace married Susan Arnold 

Elston by whom he had one son, Henry Lane Wallace, born in 

1853. In 1856, he was elected to the Indiana State Senate after 

moving his residence to 

Crawfordsville.  

 At the outset of the 

Civil War, Wallace was 

appointed state Adjutant 

General and helped raise 

troops in Indiana. On April 

25, 1861, he was appointed 

Colonel  of the 11th Indiana 

Infantry. After brief service 

in western Virginia, he was 

researching the subject which eventually resulted last year in 

the publishing of her book Shadow of Shiloh: Major General 

Lew Wallace in the Civil War.  

 What was it that led Wallace to have little involve-

ment in the Civil War after Shiloh? Part of it can be blamed on 

the commanding general of the Union army, Henry Halleck. 

Halleck was regular army to the core, and he wanted West 

Point men in positions of importance. In fact, if he could have 

had his way, there would only be West Pointers in the army. 

This was a roadblock that made advancement hard, if not im-

possible, for a ñcitizen soldierò like Wallace. But Wallace was 

his own worst enemy, as well, being arrogant, testy and diffi-

cult to manage.  This would be his downfall at Shiloh. 

 After success in aiding Grant 

in taking Forts Henry and Donelson in 

February of 1862 with an inexperi-

enced division, Wallace was made, 

along with every other general there, a 

Major General. In March, 1862, the 

Union army moved up the Tennessee 

River toward Shiloh. Most of the army 

camped near Shiloh Church, but Wal-

lace was a few miles away at Crumpôs 

Landing.  When Albert Sidney John-

stonôs Confederate army attacked in 

force on April 6th, Grant ordered Wal-

lace to come to Shiloh Church and 

reinforce the Union Army. Due to a 

very rainy year and his knowledge of the roads in the area 

where Grant had none, Wallace chose a northern route rather 

than the more direct, but much muddier, River Road. His big 

mistake was in not telling his commander which way he was 

coming. Grant was furious when Wallace did not show up 

until 7 pm. Only the arrival of even more Union troops during 

the night turned the tide of the battle to the Union on the 7th. 

After the battle, Grant blamed Wallace for a near debacle and 

saw that he was sent back east to virtual picket duty for the 

next two years. This ñshadow of Shilohò would darken the 

relationship of these two men for almost the rest of the future 

presidentôs life.  

 While languishing in the backwaters of the war, one 

of the even lesser known triumphs of Wallaceôs career oc-

curred while he was in Cincinnati in late 1862. While in the 

ñQueen City  of the Westò and hoping to journey south to take 

command of his old division once more, Confederate troops 

under Gen. Edmund Kirby Smith defeated Union forces at the 

Battle of Richmond (KY) and were in Lexington, only eighty 

miles south. The threat of these troops moving north and at-

tacking Cincinnati was very real. Wallace was asked to take 
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 From this point on, Wallaceôs military career was 

checkered, at best. The roundtable learned why  from author and 

Monocacy National Battlefield volunteer Gail Stephens. Not 

long after starting at Monocacy in 1997 after a career with the 

NSA in Washington, she became fascinated with why this seem-

ing hero and ñSavior of Washingtonò was in place to save that 

city in 1864 because of virtual banishment by General Ulysses 

Grant after the battle of Shiloh in April, 1862.. She spent years 

Gen. U.S. Grant  



charge of the defenses of the city, 

which he did with expert results. 

There were few regular military 

troops in the area, so he orga-

nized the local militia units and 

civilians to build defensive forti-

fications. His efforts resulted in 

CSA General Harry Heth simply 

turning around and heading away 

when he saw them.  

 But Wallaceôs real vin-

dication came in 1864 when he 

was in charge of the defenses of 

Washington, D.C. Grant had 

stripped Washington of almost 

50,000 troops for his Richmond/Petersburg campaign,  leaving 

only about 10,000 in its defensive perimeter, thinking the city 

was the least of the Confederate armyôs worries. However, Jubal 

Early had moved up the Shenandoah Valley and was at Harperôs 

Ferry on July 5th. While Grant suddenly realized the peril this 

could mean to the city, Halleck, Wallaceôs old nemesis, spurned 

his offer of troops to aid in the cityôs defense.  

 Wallace took charge and scraped together 3,200 men to 

augment those he already had and came up with about 6,500 

total, many of whom were old men, young boys and walking 

wounded. This was a force meant to oppose Earlyôs command 

of about 12,000 veteran infantry. The outcome of any direct 

confrontation between the two forces was clear, but Wallace 

accepted the challenge. On July 9th Earlyôs troops attacked at 

Monocacy Junction, just south of Frederick, MD. Wallaceôs 

troops fought valiantly but were beaten back by nightfall. But 

his resistance gave Halleck time to realize his error and get 

Grantôs 6th Corps up and in place on the 10th. This was enough, 

and Early was turned back, saving Washington for the Union 

and perhaps saving the Union cause for the war. Had Washing-

ton fallen, it is conceivable Northern sentiment might have 

turned to getting the war over with as quickly as possible by 

negotiation. Wallace had been vilified for his role in a victory at 

Shiloh in 1862, but was venerated for his role in a loss at Mono-

cacy in 1864. Life has its ironies. 

 After the war, Lew Wallace led an almost storybook 

life. He served on the tribunal of the trial of the Lincoln assassi-

nation conspirators. He was a judge in the trial of Henry Wirz, 

the commandant of Andersonville prison and the only individual 

who was tried, convicted and executed for war crimes after the 

Civil War. He served as the governor of New Mexico Territory 

and was a minister to the Sultan of Turkey. And, most famously 

of all, he retired to his beloved study in Crawfordsville to write 

the novel that would make him wealthy many times over and 

assure his long-sought place in history, Ben Hur. But he never 

escaped the unwarranted enmity of Grant until, just before 

Grant's death in 1885, the former president received a memo 

from a former aideôs widow that shed light on Wallaceôs true 

actions on April 6, 1862, and explained confusing orders and 

why he was so late in getting to the battle. In the end, it was 

ñShiloh and its slanders (that were) the only shadow that could 

come into his studyò. Read Gailôs book for the whole story... 

Donôt Forget! 
 September was our dues month. We need a small 

amount of operating funds. Annual membership is only $15 

for individuals, $20 for a family and $5 for students, so please 

consider joining (or re-enlisting!) today.  

 We are also asking for extra donations for our 

Speakersô Fund so we can continue to invite expert guests like 

Jeff Patrick, and Gail Stephens, our most recent guest lectur-

ers, or Ed Bearrs next fall, to share their knowledge with us. 

Send in your contribution today!  

While we hope they are informative and entertaining, the lead 

articles each month are greatly condensed from our programs. 

If you want the full details, always put the second Tuesday of 

each month on your calendar and join us for the ñreal dealò.  

Annual Holiday 

Dinner 
 

 As is our custom, there will be no regular 

meeting in December. We will have our annual dinner 

to be able to spend a bit more time enjoying the com-

pany of our fellow members. 

 This year, we have a new venue. We will be 

hosted by the fine folks at Bell Trace on the east side, 

just off 10th. St. The dinner will be on our regular 

meeting night, Tuesday, December 13th, at 7 pm. Un-

like past years, we will allowed to ñbring our ownò, so 

if you have a special wine or beer that you would en-

joy with your meal, bring it along! The menu will be 
be salad with two dressings, roast beef, glazed ham, 
broccoli, corn and mashed potatoes, bread and butter, 

dessert and tea, lemonade and coffee The cost is $17 
per person and there is no tipping. We need to know 

how many attendees there will be so we can tell our 

hosts, so just e-mail any of the officers or call any of 

the board members to get your name added to the list.  

MCCWR Snow Policy 

Reminder  
 The Roundtable and the History Center follow the 

Monroe County School System when inclement weather is in 

the forecast. Yes, that means snow and/or ice! If conditions 

are iffy, just access the local media and find out if schools 

have been closed that day. If so, the Roundtable will not 

meet. Itôs just that easy. You can also call any of the people 

on the Executive Board at the end of this newsletter. Letôs 

hope  we donôt even have to check this year! 

 Petersen House Re-Opens 
 The Petersen House, across the street from Fordôs 

Theater in Washington, has now re-opened after extensive 

renovation. This work included renovating the exterior, reha-

bilitating the interior, repairing the historic window casings, 

doors, woodwork and shutters and installing a new climate 

management system. A new rear deck entry has been built to 

provide a more controllable access to the room in the rear 

where Lincoln died. Admission is free with timed tickets. For 

more information, go to www.nps.gov/foth.  

ñAnd now he belongs to the ages.ò 
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A page from the brochure of the Digital Collection Project currently under way.  

Monroe County's Digital Collec-

tion Project Needs Your Input 

 
 The two items above are from the brochure of the 

Digital Collection Project for local Civil War documents 

currently under way as a joint effort of several organiza-

tions, including the History Center and the Monroe County 

Public Library. Remember that, if you have any documents 

that are from or concern the war years here in Blooming-

ton, loan them to one of these places so they can be 

scanned and returned safely to you. They will become a 

part of our local history and will be available to all. If you 

have questions, contact the History Center at 332-2517 and 

ask how you can help in this important project.  

New Civil War Novel Out 

 A new Civil War novel is out that depicts battles from 

Shiloh to Petersburg and life on the Indiana home front. Author 

Emily Meier brings Civil War life on the home front alive in 

Suite Harmonic: A Civil War Novel of Rediscovery. It is the re-

markable story of John Given, an Irish immigrant who, having 

abandoned his studies for the priesthood, arrives in New Harmo-

ny, Indiana, in the afterglow of its utopian experiment and soon 

finds himself both in love with the townôs most alluring woman 

and immersed in the violence of war. Excerpts and other infor-

mation can be found at http://emilymeier.com. Suite Harmonic is 

available in all ebook formats and on order in paperback from the 

distributor, Itasca Books, from Amazon and BarnesandNo-

ble.com, and from independent booksellers. 


