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BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH
‘By George Alfred Townsend‘

The death and funeral of Gen. Alfred, Torbert have
ed the attention of the continent to that old and
rated Peninsula on which he was born, who made' :
‘mark in the military, soem] and dlploma,tle hlstory, ,
he country

Family. a.nd Bn'thpla,ce : .
he Delaware Pemnsula as it is called is composedf

he State of Delaware and parts of Maryland a.nd o

inia, It was of ancient settlement but a few yeams_
than that of Jamestown. William Penn,,and Lord

timore divided between them that{ portion iof the -

sula north of Virginia, and from the Duke of York’s
ement probably came the ancestors of Gen. Torbert.
as born at the present cou‘v ty seat of Georgetown
hleh the courts were removed about 1790 from",
ewes, on the Delaware Bay——July 1; 1833 *Georo"e- ,

pla.ced o .

the centre of the country befnween rills Whleh flowed,
nto the Delaware Bay, some into the Chesapeake,
laware State was a,equn'ed by the ‘English half a
y after the occupatlon of proxnna’ce parts of'
and and Vu-glnla families from both those States

irated into Dela,Ware and ass1sted in the composmon
50 said to be: named for George Mltchell who owned the land;
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Copied from original copy loaned by
Miss Thelma Mayhew, teacher at
C Milford School,\May 27, 1953.
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the Loyal Legion and the U.S. Army Military History Institute

ALFRED T. A. TORBERT
as colonel of the 1st New Jersey Volunteers
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GEN. A. T. A. TORBERT



The General Torbert Memorial

[The following memorial of Gen. Torbert is published by ar

rangement with the committee having charge of his funeral ser-
vices. They have chosen this method of publication in preference
to a pumphlet issue, believing thet it will bring the article more
immediately  within reach of Guea, Torbert's friends in snd ont

of the Service.)



' The News Journal, Wilmington, Del.

A Delaware dandy rose to Chief of Cavalry
with Sheridan but fell from favor. Gen. A.T.A.
Torbert still managed to die a hero’s death
I3 years after the Civil War

By GARY MULLINAX
Staff reporter

b

t's fitting that the very month
Delaware's A.'T.A Torbert joined the
Union cavalry under Phil Sheridan he
developed a cyst on his rear end and
couldn't ride for several weeks.

Torbert's military career was filled with
missed opportunities and bad luck, along
with a few successes (notably at Cold Harbor
and Cedar Creek in Virginia). In some ways,
his was an absurd life in wartime. He mud-
dled through pretty much the way most regu-
lar tolks would have, though any man had to
be brave to endure four years of the Civil
War.

All this 1s suggested by a new biography.
“"A.T.A. Torbert: Southern Gentleman 1n
Union Blue,” from Morningside, a Civil War
specialty house. The author, Anne D. Slade
of Grand Rapids, Mich., will be at Wilming-
ton’s Smoke Shop today to sign copies.

“l wanted to show him with all his faults,”
said Slade, whose interest in Torbert grew
out of a fascination with Sheridan and the
1864 Shenandoah Valley campaign both par-
ticipated 1n. “He was a real person - that's
one thing I enjoyed about him. | didn’t want
to make him a school kid’s hero.”

No danger of that.

Sociable, sartorially splendid, always
angling for promotion, Gen. Torbert got
close to some big events but often stayed on
the fringes. Through no fault of his, the First
New dJersey Regiment he commanded
reached Antietam too late to fight. It got to
Gettysburg just before Pickett’'s Charge,
which Torbert could watch from behind a
stone fence as Union troops cut down the
charging Rebels.

Torbert, whose mutton-chop whiskers
stuck out on either side of a bare chin, ate
his lunch during the charge. Annoyed by
what he thought were pebbles being tossed
at headquarters by his men, he was informed
that “them's Rebel bullets, General.”

Torbert was around famous and heroic
people without being particularly famous or
heroic himself. Think of him as the Rosen-
crantz (or Guildenstern) of the Civil War,
with Sheridan or George Armstrong Custer
as Hamlet,

He left no memorable words tor the histo-
ry books, but he did provoke one of Sheri-
dan’s famous phrases. “Whip the Rebel cav-
alry or get whipped,  he snarled at Torbert,
who had unwisely retreated 1n a previous
engagement. Torbert complied this time.

Sheridan had made him head of the First
Division of his Virginia aavalry in May 1864
and 1n August made him chief of all his cav-

" ' l!;-:l'm

alry there. But by September, Torbert had
run afoul of the short-legged Irishman, who
did not take him to Appomattox, Va., to
share the glory of Robert E. Lee's surrender.

He made serious mistakes in two Virginia
battles under Sheridan. At one, he failed to
pursue Jubal Early's weakened troops in the
Luray Valley. “To this day,” Sheridan wrote
20 years later, "1 have been unable to account
satisfactorily for Torbert's failure . . . his
impotent attempt not only chagrined me
very much, but occasioned much unfavorable
comment throughout the army.” (This was
no way to please the boss.)

Torbert then failed to press the Rebels at
(rordonsville. “Sheridan placed another
mark beside Torbert's name and laid his
plans for replacing him,” wrote a historian.

Slade believes some of the fight went out
of Torbert because of Sheridan's order to
burn and loot farms 1n the Shenandoah Val-
ley. Torbert followed those orders, but with-
out enthusiasm - one of several reasons his
life was endearing no matter how flawed.

To Slade, Torbert's reluctance was partly
due to his love of the valley's Southern way
of life, so similar to what he knew 1n down-
state Delaware. Nor was burning and looting
gentlemanly 1n the Southern sense (though
it sure helped bring the war to a close).

The flashy young Custer served under
Torbert in the Shenandoah Valley, but
forged an allegiance with Sheridan - they
called each other Curly and Phil - and
achieved a more secure place 1n history than
his commander. Torbert, who seems to have
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Left to right: Gen. Sheridan, Gen. Davies an '
Delawareans Gen. Wilson and Gen. Torbert.
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IF YOU GO

What: Anne D. Slade signs copies of her new

biography, “A.T.A. Torbert: Southem Gentle-
man in Union Blue”

When: 11 a.m. to 1 p.m. Saturday

Where: The Smoke Shop, Delaware Avenue
and Du Pont Street, Wilmington

Information: Call 655-2861

ABOVE: Alfred
T. A. Torbert as
colonel of the
1st New Jersey
Volunteers

Photos from “"A.T.A
Torbert: Southern Gen-
tleman in Union Blue”
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been chosen by Sheridan for his
administrative skills and ability
to get along with his superiors,
did not relish taking risks as Cus-
ter — or the great generals —

did.

Still. Torbert could match Cus-
ter 1n at least one thing — his
dress. Torbert, too, was a dandy.
He liked to wear flared trousers, a
shirt with a broad collar and a
cravat. For certain occasions he
wore a velvet uniform. He some-
times strutted his stuft along the
skirmish line with a full entou-
rage, which tended to draw criti-
cism — and enemy fire.

Torbert, filled with Southern
notions about hospitality, wore
his finery on the social occasions
he found even as war raged.
Once, he led his troops through

He sometimes strutted
his stuff along the
skirmish line with a full
entourage, which
tended to draw criticism

— and enemy fire.

Warrenton, Va., and decided to
call on folks he had met there
earlier. His orderly spotted some
Rebel soldiers and warned his
commander, who rushed from the
house and barely got out of town
alive, "Around him, thick as hor-
nets at the nest, the brigands
were pointing pistols at his head,”
according to one account.

Torbert also socialized on his
many extended leaves. He often
took leave because of malaria (the
attacks often struck when he was
under pressure) but sometimes to
visit friends and family. This
raised eyebrows. "'Gen. Torbert
ought to be old enough now to be
over this sort of thing,” said an
early commander, John Sedgwick,
who granted Torbert’s request for
time off.

Torbert sometimes used this
time to jockey for promotion,
which seemed a never-ending
task. He was a professional sol-
dier and West Point graduate
who transferred to the volunteer
army when war began. Though he
quickly rose to general with the
volunteers, he never got past the
rank of captain with the regulars.

General:
some fleeting fame

Finally

TOP BRASS

Other Delawareans who
served as generals 1n the

Civil War, all on the Union
side:

B Thomas A. Smyth.
Born 1n Ireland, moved to

Wilmington before the war,
died 1n 1865.

B George Sykes. Born in
Dover, stayed in the Army

after the war, died 1in 1880.

B James H. Wilson. Born
in Illinois, moved to Wil-

mington 1n 1883, died 1n
1925.

Historical Society
of Delaware

This was a serious problem for
his career at war's end. Sheridan
wouldn’'t help, though he happily
promoted Custer and others.

So Torbert retired and joined
his wife, Mary, in Milford. They
had no children, though distant
relations include William Torbert,
a Delaware state senator from Do-
ver, and Marvin Schelhouse of
Milford, whose collection of
A'T.A. Torbert memorabilia was
useful to Slade.

In Milford, Torbert grew fruit,
ran unsuccessfully for Congress
and became bored. He called on
U.S. Grant, now president, to help
an old war buddy. Grant made
him consul to El Salvador (not
the best place for a fellow with
malaria). He next took a similar
job in Cuba and then in Paris.

After leaving Paris, he was sent
by Grant to Mexico in 1880 to
negotiate for U.S. railroad rights.
His ship was wrecked 1n a storm
on the way. He rose to the occa-
sion, according to accounts, mov-
ing like a sunbeam’ as he tried
to save others. But Torbert him-
self drowned, his body washing up
on the Florida coast.

His death at age 47 made The
New York Times front page.
(reorge McClellan and other fa-
mous people escorted his coffin
down Broadway in New York
City. Torbert was buried in Mil-
tord.

Suddenly, Torbert was a hero,
not for his war record, but for a
few moments on a sinking ship.
And now that the world was
watching, he was dead.

Another absurdity, but no sur-

prise to anyone familiar with his
lhfe.
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