From the Historian
William Lovelace Foster, Psi 1850 And The Siege of Vicksburg, 1863
“None but those who have had the experience can tell the feeling of
the soldier’s heart on the night before the approaching battle….”

“To your guns now, Ye Confederate artillerists & punish
the insolent foe that dares defy your strength!”

The summer of 2013 saw the observance of the 150th anniversary of the siege and fall of the city of Vicksburg, Mississippi, to Federal forces during the American Civil War. Vicksburg, located on high bluffs overlooking the Mississippi River, was a key Confederate bastion for maintaining control of the great river. Early in the war, the Union high command had established the conquest and control of the river as being of top priority in its strategy for the defeat of the new Southern nation. This vast waterway divided the Confederacy into two parts of almost equal size, and control of it by the Yankees would effectively split the Confederacy in two, and effect the severing of Louisiana, Arkansas and Texas, rich in vital supplies and recruits, from the Confederate armies fighting in the east. This would also severely damage Southern morale, sever vital communications and hamper Southern efforts to gain European diplomatic recognition, all thus weakening an already embattled Southern nation. Control of the river would also allow for the uninterrupted passage of Union ships, troops and supplies to New Orleans and the Gulf of Mexico. Thus, from the beginning, conquest of the Mississippi River was a key aspect of Union military strategy.  

By early 1862, Union forces were prepared to move against Confederate posts on the river. The attack came from two directions: Kentucky from the north and the Gulf of Mexico from the south. Columbus, Kentucky fell in February, then Island Number 10, near the Tennessee-Kentucky border, in April, then Memphis in June.

From the south, the Yankees entered the mouth of the river, and after being delayed several days by heavy fire from the forts guarding the lower river, they captured New Orleans, the largest city in the South, on April 25. By mid-May, Baton Rouge and Natchez had fallen. Vicksburg thus became the last major stumbling block for the Union.
Vicksburg, situated on high bluffs above the river, did not present the same easy target as low-lying New Orleans. On May 18, a Union fleet arrived at Vicksburg, but despite a bombardment of the city, they were unable to compel it to surrender. “Mississippians don’t know, and refuse to learn, how to surrender to any enemy,” was the Confederate reply to the demand for surrender. Vicksburg stood firm, and withstood all subsequent bombardments. It soon became evident that Vicksburg could be captured only by a large land force.
With massive amounts of firepower threatening any Union naval force, Vicksburg could simply not be ignored. Its already formidable strategic importance was enhanced in August 1862, when Port Hudson, Louisiana, 250 miles to the south, was occupied by Federal troops. Now a significant stretch of the river, from Vicksburg to Port Hudson, was once again held by the South. Lincoln believed that Vicksburg was “the key,” declaring “The war can never be brought to a close until that key is in our pocket.”
General Ulysses S. Grant was placed in command of the Union Department of the Tennessee, with specific instructions to capture Vicksburg. His initial expedition in December 1862 was repulsed, as were additional expeditions in early 1863. Towards the end of March, Grant embarked on a bold campaign which would ultimately lead him to success. He moved south through Louisiana, and crossed the river into Mississippi south of Vicksburg. Moving rapidly inland, the Yankee juggernaut captured Jackson on May 14, then turned west to advance on Vicksburg. 
Unable to stop the Union advance, the Confederates withdrew into the Vicksburg defenses, where they were in a better position to withstand the Union onslaught. By May 19, Grant’s forces surrounded Vicksburg. He immediately ordered a general assault, hoping to take the demoralized Confederate army by storm. Much to his chagrin, his army was repulsed in ferocious fighting. A second and more determined attack was made on May 22, with the same result. Grant decided to lay siege to the city, expecting that a round-the-clock bombardment, along with starvation, would gradually demoralize the Confederate forces into submission.
Now submitted for your perusal into this setting comes our own Reverend William Lovelace Foster, Psi DKE, Class of 1850. Foster was born on January 29, 1830, in Foster’s Settlement, Alabama (so named for his family), now known simply as “Fosters,” in Tuscaloosa County, ten miles southwest of the city of Tuscaloosa, just off of I-59. He was the seventh child of Robert Savidge Foster, a wealthy Alabama planter. The Foster family had its roots in Virginia; William’s grandfather, John Foster, was a Revolutionary War veteran. His father, Robert, served as a Brigadier General in the Alabama State Militia, and saw to it that William and his brothers got a “thorough” education. William entered the University of Alabama in 1847 and graduated with distinction, receiving his B. A. degree in 1850, having also been a member of Alabama’s newly (and secretly) organized chapter of Phi Beta Kappa. In 1854 he also received an M. A. degree from the University. His younger brother, George Washington Foster, and his cousin, David Lawrence Foster, were also both Psi DKEs, Class of 1853.
The Fosters were pious Baptists, and William felt called to the ministry. He began preaching in Tuscaloosa County, and was ordained to the full ministry around 1853. Rapidly establishing a reputation as an effective preacher, he became pastor of the Baptist Church of Clinton, Alabama, where he met and married his wife, Sarah Mildred Maxwell, on July 15, 1856. Shortly thereafter, he and his new wife moved to Mississippi, in order to minister to various congregations there. In the words of historian Ken Urquhart, “Foster was a man of great amiability, personal magnetism, high moral character, and dedication. Early in his ministry, he established the firm principle of never disappointing a congregation by failing to appear at the appointed hour for services, often braving inclement weather and swimming swollen creeks to reach his congregations. His tireless dedication to his calling earned him the deep devotion of the people of his churches.” In short, Foster seems to have epitomized the DKE ideal of having combined in him “in the most equal proportions the Gentleman, the Scholar and the Jolly Good-Fellow.”
Not long before the outbreak of the Civil War, the Fosters moved to Starkville, Mississippi, where they were residing in the spring of 1862, when, despite being a college graduate and an ordained minister, William enlisted as an ordinary private in Company F of the 35th Mississippi Volunteer Infantry Regiment. The position of chaplain to the regiment had already been filled by another minister, but when that man died, Foster was appointed regimental chaplain, effective February 1, 1863. It was in this capacity that he served during the siege of Vicksburg, being present from the beginning of the siege until the surrender of the city on July 4th, 1863.
Shortly after Foster joined the 35th Mississippi, the regiment entered Confederate service. In early October, 1862, it got its first real combat experience when it participated in the Battle of Corinth, Mississippi, where it “acted nobly and did good service,” participating in a desperate charge upon the enemy’s works, during which their brigade sustained heavy casualties. After Corinth, the 35th Mississippi eventually joined the Confederate forces assigned to defend Vicksburg. 
The siege of Vicksburg began in mid-May of 1863, and lasted for 47 long days. Foster, conscious of the drama and the tragedy taking place around him and of which he was a part, decided to write his wife a letter, describing life as he experienced it in the beleaguered city. He began his letter on June 20, probably using notes he had written earlier. He wrote “at broken intervals of time” with many interruptions, “in the midst of danger,” knowing that at any moment he might be killed or wounded. By the time Vicksburg surrendered on July 4th, Foster’s letter had grown to 79 pages. The letter was eventually acquired by the Historic New Orleans Collection, which had it edited by historian Ken Urquhart and published in 1980 as a small book entitled Vicksburg: Southern City under Siege. This historical gem presents a unique opportunity to share the combat experiences of one of our DKE brothers, in his own words, as those experiences unfolded. 
I’ve read countless books, articles, and other accounts of the Civil War, but Foster’s letter is written in a style and with a feeling I’ve never quite seen before. He writes in the eloquent and poetical style of the talented and dedicated preacher that he was, and much of his letter seems almost sermon-like, replete with poignant references to the Almighty while in the midst of battle. There are so many great quotes from his letter that I had a lot of trouble choosing the limited number that could feasibly be included here. Much of his writing is done in the present tense, as he describes the siege and the fighting with not just the facts but also the feelings and emotions he felt at the time these events occurred. Most modern histories of military clashes tend to be more objective in style, such hyperbole as written by Foster being generally respectfully left to those who were actually there. Check out the following passage, for example, describing the first Yankee assault on the Confederate lines on May 19, 1863: 
“On they come. Our cannon pours forth the deadly grape into their ranks. They fill the vacant gaps, without pausing a moment. They come now in startling proximity to our works. Not a musket yet has been fired by our men. They have received orders to wait until they can see the whites of their eyes. Not a single head is seen above the works- except now & then a solitary sentinel, who stands ready to give the fatal signal. They come now in seventy yards of our lines. Now a thousand heads rise above. Above the earthworks, a thousand deadly guns are aimed & the whole lines are lighted up with a continuous flash of firearms & every hill seems to be a burning, smoking volcano. The enemies solid columns reel & totter before this galling fire- like grass before the moving scythe they fall. For a while they pause & tremble before this deadly storm of death, & then in confusion & dismay they fall back, behind the hills. They rally again & make another attempt. As before our men reserve their fire. But when they reach the fatal line the same murderous fire is poured into their bosoms- The same deadly tempest hurls them back- defeated, scattered & in utter disorder…After the enemy retired & the smoke had been dissipated, an awful scene was spread before the eyes of our brave men. The hillside was strewn with the dead & dying. Some had fallen just in front of our works. Two stands of colors were lying in thirty steps of our ditches. There the colors lay while the brave standard bearer lies close by, cold in death. Bravely did the enemy charge & bravely they were repulsed. While this charge was being made no doubt many hearts were lifted to Almighty God that he would defend us & inspire our brave troops with unyielding courage. For three hours the musketry was incessant. Towards sunset it decreased until finally nothing could be heard but the regular sharpshooting. The sun set quietly in the West- twilight spread its soft pensive light over the hills, & now the dark mantle of night covers the earth…. Thanks be to the Great Ruler of the Universe, Vicksburg is still safe…. The same quiet stars now look down from the serene skies. Alas! Many eyes that looked up to them are now darkened by death & shall never open again until the heavens be no more.”
Later, he describes philosophically the intense artillery barrage which followed the Yankees failed attempts to overcome the Rebel defenses by direct frontal assault:
“A shell now explodes upon our right, & now close by on our left, now one just behind us- & then another in front. Now they burst above us. How awful the rushing, howling sound of those rifle shells, as they pass with the speed of lightning close to your head & then burst with thundering crash in your very ears. They come like howling demons of destruction, rejoicing in death & carnage. What is poor frail man when opposed to such missiles of war? Can his strength or courage avail him anything? Can he fight against the lightnings of heaven? Can he resist the swift thunderbolt when hurled from the hand of the Almighty? Where may he withstand the mighty missiles of war? What heart is that that quails not in the face of such danger? What face but turns pale in the presence of these bursting furies? Surely the demons of hell could not have invented a more terrible & frightful engine of destruction than these exploding bombs. If all the furies of the lower regions were turned loose upon earth to terrify & destroy the children of men, they could not with all their screams & howlings & fearful noises equal these terrible machines of death.”
It seems like this guy would have been quite a character to have around the DKE house, although I suspect he was a teetotaler. Can you imagine his written description of the Tide’s victory over Notre Dame in the BCS?  He was possessed of an eloquence probably unmatched by few Psi DKE’s other than perhaps John Nielsen ’83 (see Brother Nielsen’s articles in this and other recent Sighs of Psi).

Despite some of the bravado in his words and the exhilaration he conveys as being experienced by him in the heat of battle, Foster’s letter doesn’t gloss over the ugly, awful side of war, and he will not make you want to see combat or wish you could have been at the siege of Vicksburg. Here is war in all its horror. As a chaplain, Foster spent a lot of time ministering to the sick and wounded in field hospitals, with shells falling constantly and the possibility of death occurring at any moment. Here he describes a visit to one such hospital:
“There is one with his whole underjaw torn off & his shoulder mutilated with a shell. He soon expires. Here is one with his arms and leg both amputated. What would life be to him if he could survive. There is one who has had a pair of screw drivers driven into his jaw and temples. He floods his bed with his blood…. One is pierced through the bowels & suffers a thousand agonies before death comes to his relief. Why should I proceed any further? Every part of the body is pierced. All conceivable wounds are inflicted…. The weather is excessively hot & the flies swarm around the wounded…. In a few days the wounds begin to be offensive and horrid! The vile insect finds its way into the wounded part & adds to the pain and terror of the poor sufferers…. Never before did I have such an idea of the cruelty & the barbarism of war. The heart sickens at the sight….”
Such graphic descriptions, which are numerous, lead one to believe that, despite Foster’s statement to his wife that his letter was “intended only for your eye,” he was actually writing for posterity and recording his observations for the future.
The surrender of Vicksburg on July 4th, 1863, the same day that General Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia met disaster on the fields of Gettysburg, was a demoralizing blow to the people and the military forces of the Confederate States. After the surrender, Foster was paroled along with thousands of his fellow soldiers. He returned to active duty in the Confederate army in the summer of 1864, took part in the Atlanta campaign, and served faithfully and honorably until the end of the war in 1865. Returning home, he resumed the Baptist ministry, serving various Baptist congregations in Mississippi. In the fall of 1866, he became Professor of Mathematics at what is now Baylor University in Waco, Texas. He resigned that position after six months, however, to resume his calling to the ministry. In September of 1868, he became pastor of the Baptist Church of Ladonia, Texas, where he died less than a year later on August 5, 1869, at the age of thirty-nine.

Unfortunately, space limitations do not allow me to do justice to Brother Foster’s letter, which describes life in Vicksburg during this terrible ordeal from just about every possible angle: from the incessant rain and heat of the front lines, from the agony of the hospitals, from the city itself, from private homes, from the caves which gave some refuge from the non-stop bombardment. He writes of the thrill of combat, but also of extreme hunger, sadness, and a mind-numbing degree of pain and suffering, doing so at all times with an impressive degree of Christian fortitude and stoicism in the face of it all. Thus, I commend the modest little booklet containing his letter to anyone who may have an interest learning about the war experiences of one of our DKE brethren in his own words, or to anyone interested in the siege of Vicksburg, one of the momentous events of the “Late Unpleasantness,” but who may not care to read a book-length treatment of the subject. The booklet contains a brief nine-page summary of the Vicksburg Campaign, which allows Foster’s letter to be read in the context of the bigger picture. The text of the letter itself takes up 55 printed pages, so it can be read very quickly. Used copies of this booklet can be bought online for as little as $3.50 (see abebooks.com).
When the full history of the Civil War experience of the men of the Psi Chapter is written, this man will merit considerably more attention than is reflected in the booklet containing his letter, and certainly far more attention than I’ve been able to give him here. As noted by Ken Urquhart, when he died “He was thirty-nine years old, a comparatively young man, but, during his brief but eventful career, one who had accomplished much good.”  Also, although it seems unlikely that Foster would have considered his long letter about the siege of Vicksburg as a major accomplishment of his life, posterity has judged otherwise. 
William Lovelace Foster’s original letter and other family papers are housed in the William Lovelace Foster Papers collection at the Williams Research Center of the Historic New Orleans Collection, located in the French Quarter in New Orleans. Also included in this collection are 52 sermons written by him and extensive material relating to his family, but, unfortunately, nothing related to his life as a DKE. My thanks to the staff of the Williams Research Center for their assistance, as well as to Tuscaloosa historian Chris McIlwain, for information on Foster’s Settlement and the Foster family.

Finally, my biggest thanks by far go to Kenneth Trist Urquhart, who edited Foster’s letter from Vicksburg for publication, and to whom all DKEs thus owe a debt of gratitude. He passed away on December 17, 2012. Besides Foster’s letter and his succinct account of the Vicksburg campaign, which is largely summarized above, much of the biographical information on Foster in this article comes from Mr. Urquhart. In addition to his many other accomplishments as a historian, he was a longtime member of the Board of Directors of the Civil War Museum in New Orleans. The Civil War Museum contains the second largest collection of Confederate artifacts in the world, surpassed in extent (but not in quality) only by the Museum of the Confederacy in the former Confederate capital of Richmond, Virginia. However, visitors to New Orleans frequently overlook this priceless museum collection, which is located across the street from the newer and glitzier World War II Museum. As a present member of the Board of Directors of the Civil War Museum, I would be honored to personally escort any interested DKE on a guided tour of this amazing institution.
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