
Book Reviews 

The Civil War Round Table: Fifty Years of Scholarship and Fellowship 
By BARBARA HUGHETT. Chicago: Civil War Round Table, 1990. Pp. xviii, 206. |32. (Also available from 
the Book Department, Illinois State Historical Society, Old State Capitol, Springfield, Illinois 62701, at 
a member's price of $25.50.) 

This volume is an insider's view of the Civil War 
Round Table (CWRT) during its first half cen­
tury. Barbara Hughett, a member and editor of 
the CWRT newsletter, has produced a com­
mendable institutional history of the founding 
chapter of the Civil War Round Table located in 
Chicago. She tells the story of its members, 
meetings, and meeting places from 1940 to the 
present. We accompany members and guests on 
their tours of Civil War battlefields and glimpse 
the genuine comradeship among those on tour, 
which helps explain the vitality of the CWRT and 
the loyalty of its members. 

Hughett provides the range of topics of 
speeches given by both members and special 
guests. Those historical lectures are at the heart 
of the enterprise. Frequent excerpts give us the 
flavor of the discourse over fifty years. The CWRT 
has brought together amateur and professional 
historians joined by their fascination with the Civil 
War. In the comprehensive Appendices there is 
a complete list of all presentation topics and pre­
senters, a document of the changing but also 
continuing interests in personalities, battles, is­
sues, and consequences of what James M. 
McPherson describes as "the single most dramatic 
and crucial experience in American history" 
(page 156). 

While we meet some of the major historians 
who became members or honorary life members 
(Douglas Southall Freeman, John Hope Franklin, 
Benjamin P. Thomas, Frank E. Vandiver, Bell I. 
Wiley, Bruce Catton, Harold M. Hyman, Allan 
Nevins, John Y. Simon, and T. Harry Williams), 
Hughett's study is most vivid in presenting the 
men and—after thirty-seven years—the women 
who are active members. In particular, we follow 
the roles played by the sixteen founding mem­
bers, mostly businessmen, lawyers, and amateur 
historians. By book's end only two of the origi­

nal sixteen survive. One of them, Ralph G. 
Newman, is the acknowledged "Father of the Civil 
War Round Table." It started informally in his 
bookshop (later known as the Abraham Lincoln 
Book Shop). The first formal meeting was on 
December 3, 1940, at the Bismarck Hotel. 
Newman's energetic, entrepreneurial, and schol­
arly hand is seen throughout the development 
of the CWRT. Hughett has not exactly provided 
a biography of that remarkable bookseller and 
collector, but she has painted a vivid portrait of 
his beloved Civil War Round Table, with him 
near the center of the stage. This study, among 
other accomplishments, helps explain the re­
markable professional life and interests of 
Newman. 

We do not really encounter the interpretive 
struggle over the Civil War by successive genera­
tions of historians, which could have been 
analyzed if Hughett had done a thorough con­
tent analysis of the more than five hundred 
papers given at CWRT events. What she has given 
us is a careful and appreciative view of a group 
of people who have loved to discuss Civil War 
history, to touch it on the battlefield tours, to 
commemorate its great moments, to savor its he­
roes and scoundrels, and to honor those who 
have done the most to preserve and present its 
history. Hughett captures the fun along the way, 
a rare specimen of which is preserved in an ap­
pendix, "A Ballad to a Straddle Trench" by Ver 
Lynn Sprague. 

In a society struggling to rekindle an interest 
in its past, the commitment to know and experi­
ence America's history as demonstrated by these 
Civil War Round Tablers provides an inspirational 
example. 

CHRISTOPHER N . BREISETH 

Wilkes University 

ILLINOIS HISTORICAL JOURNAL 

Vol. 85 (Summer, 1992) 119 



120 SUMMER 1992 

Across Spoon River: An Autobiography 

By EDGAR LEE MASTERS. In t roduct ion by RONALD PRIMEAU. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1991. Pp. 
xxiii, 426. Paper, $14.95. (Originally published by Farrar & Rinehart , 1936.) 

This paperback repr int of Edgar Lee Masters's 
1936 volume makes readily available a book of 
much value no t only to Masters enthusiasts but 
to those interested in midwestern culture and 
attitudes dur ing the late n ine teen th and early 
twentieth centuries. 

T h e au tob iography is wri t ten with the flat 
frankness and inheren t skepticism typical of a 
straightforward midwesterner of the time. A keen 
observer. Masters writes often with economy and 
always with clarity. He pulls no punches about 
bo th his own behavior and atti tudes and those 
of his friends and associates. He is open about 
his peevishness as well as its causes, and he goes 
into details of little consequence at great length. 
Yet the book contains an intermit tent u n d e r t o n e 
of lyricism that reveals the struggle of a practical, 
unpre tent ious man in a utilitarian per iod to cre­
ate his own poetic voice and that of his region. 

Masters 's Spoon River Anthology (1915) suc­

ceeded in forging one midwestern voice of such 
durability that echoes of it still appear in new 
poetry of the region. He never again equalled 
the power of that strong and original book. 

In a sense one can read Across Spoon River as 
Masters's own estimate, from the vantage of 1936, 
of the years leading u p to the Anthology a n d its 
immediate impact, for the narrative ends in 1917. 
Masters never cont inued his autobiography in a 
later volume. 

This reissue is p receded by a fine sixteen-page 
In t roduct ion by Ronald Primeau, au thor of a 
1981 study of Masters, Beyond Spoon River: The 
Legacy of Edgar Lee Masters. Pr imeau summarizes 
Masters's literary life, provides an insightful ori­
e n t a t i o n to t he a u t o b i o g r a p h y , a n d adds a 
biographical note containing nineteen books and 
articles on Masters. 

PAUL O . WILLIAMS 
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A Guide to the History of Illinois 

Edited by JOHN HOFFMANN. Westport, Conn. : Greenwood Press, 1991, Pp. 349. $59.95. 

This welcome survey of Illinois historical re­
sources is the latest volume in the Reference 
Guides to State History and Research series pub­
lished by Greenwood Press. J o h n Hoffmann, 
librarian of the Illinois Historical Survey at the 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, or­
ganized a n d edi ted the research, bibliographical, 
a n d topical surveys p r e p a r e d by twenty-eight 
leading Illinois experts. Illinois' history is now 
convenient ly summar ized in this valuable re­
search tool for profess ional h i s to r ians . T h e 
volume can also serve as a cogent survey for ordi­
nary ci t izens mindfu l of t he Pra i r ie Sta te ' s 
heritage. 

H o f f m a n n ' s I n t r o d u c t i o n discusses bibl io­
graphical me thods , p rob lems connec t ed with 
certain fields in terms of information gather ing, 
and earlier resource publications as testimony to 
prior generat ions of historians and archivists who 
labored long a n d often as unsung advocates in 
preserving Illinois' rich legacy. T h e Int roduct ion 
represents a learning tool and handbook for both 

amateur and professional researchers in terms 
of where and how to look for source materials. 
Faculty of history graduate studies and library 
science programs will wisely assign this guide as 
required reading for their students. 

The first half of the volume is devoted to bib­
liographical essays subdivided into two groups: 
chronological periods and topics. The chrono­
logical periods cover eight time frames beginning 
with Illinois before 1765, followed by British Rule 
and American Settlements, Frontier State, Civil 
War, Gilded Age, Progressive Era, and Prosper­
ity, Depression and War, concluding with Illinois 
since 1945. Specific topics analyze the Peoples of 
Illinois; Chicago; Religion and Education; Litera­
t u r e ; Ar t , A r c h i t e c t u r e , a n d Mus ic ; a n d , 
significantly, Abraham Lincoln. Contr ibutors to 
these chronologies and topics no t only discuss 
source materials and publications but also evalu­
ate new research and historical revisionism. 

More technical in nature , the second half of 
the Guide comprises twelve detailed essays about 
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major archival and manuscript collections per­
taining to Illinois and where they are housed. 
Here is the golden key for researchers who need 
to locate and consult primary sources. Address 
and phone number data as well as in-house 
manuscripts catalogs are conveniently indicated 
for each agency or depository. Also discussed are 
representative holdings of significance at the Illi­
nois State Historical Library and Illinois State 
Archives and archival materials at the University 
of Chicago, University of Illinois, Northern Illi­
nois University, Southern Illinois University, and 
Northwestern University. Smaller institutions such 
as Knox and Augustana colleges and specialized 
collections at the Chicago Historical Society, 
Chicago Public Library, Art Institute of Chicago, 
and Newberry Library are also addressed. No se­
rious researcher should ignore the essay 
pertaining to the Library of Congress and Na­

tional Archives and their manuscripts of persons 
of national prominence as well as governmental 
documents, maps, and photographs pertaining 
to Illinois. 

Professional scholars and serious students of 
Illinois history will find this work indispensable 
as a research and bibliographical tool. Yet it can 
be pleasurably consulted by readers with a gen­
eral interest in the state's past and how its 
historical sources are currently preserved and in­
terpreted for future generations. Despite a 
seemingly hefty price, this volume is an extraor­
dinary bargain in terms of the amount of 
information provided. Personal and library cop­
ies will become well thumbed from frequent 
reference. 
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The Fate of Liberty: Abraham Lincoln and Civil Liberties 
By MARK E. NEELY, JR. New York: Oxford University Press, 1991. Pp. xvii, 278. $24.95. 

During the Civil War, many thousands of civil­
ians were arrested by military authorities and tried 
before military commissions, or with the writ of 
habeas corpus suspended, they were simply held 
in prison without trial. Who were those largely 
anonymous individuals? Were they mostly Rebels 
and traitors, as Republicans insisted at the time, 
or were they Democrats victimized by overzealous 
Republican partisanship, as they themselves liked 
to claim? In his long-awaited study, Mark E. Neely, 
Jr.—director of the Lincoln Museum at Fort 
Wayne, Indiana—states: On the answer to this 
question "stands or falls, to a great degree, the 
reputation of Abraham Lincoln as a legitimate 
political leader" (page xiii). 

Although many writers have expressed strong 
opinions about the military arrests (most of them 
in recent years repeating variations of the Demo­
cratic position), no one previously has sought to 
setde the controversy by making a painstaking 
analysis of the records of thousands of individual 
arrests, a prodigious task, since the records 
amount to hundreds of thousands of pieces of 
paper found in a chaos of United States govern­
ment collections. Forbidding in number as they 
are, the records are only fragmentary, which 
means that the total number of military arrests 

can never be known. In fact, it never could have 
been known, for the keeping of records was not 
systematic at high levels of bureaucracy and was 
often extremely slipshod at low levels in the field. 

But what revelations there are in the records 
that do exist! Secretary of State William Henry 
Seward, who was in charge of internal security 
from the time of the first suspension of the writ 
until February, 1862, is thought of as having been 
ruthless in his suppression of dissent and disloy­
alty. But his reputation "stemmed more from 
what he said than from what he did," writes Neely 
(page 24), for his arrests were modest in num­
ber compared to those later made by the War 
Department, and practically all of them were of 
prosecessionists in Maryland, the District of Co­
lumbia, and other border areas. When Secretary 
of War Edwin McMasters Stanton suspended the 
writ everywhere in the nation on August 8, 1862, 
and proceeded to make wholesale arrests in the 
border states (especially Missouri), his purpose 
was not to stamp out opposition to the war but 
to enforce the unpopular Enrollment Act passed 
in July. From first to last, military arrests were 
made to serve military, not political, objectives. 
In addition to the huge number of men seeking 
to avoid military service, civilians arrested in the 


