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While members of the generd public regularly trave to Civil War battlefidd parksin large
numbers, they usualy do not give much thought to the history of those pastord facilities. With the
notable exception of Gettysburg, the same can be said of most scholars. Y et the dow evolution of
battl efields as state-owned parks can tell us much about the nation’s post- Civil War history and search
for meaning. Baitlefields became the focus of new battles over how the Civil War was to be
remembered, who was to be included or excluded in establishing an orthodox memory, and who was to
profit from their establishment. In the process, those who saw the land as something other than a
higtorica tableau struggled to establish a different identity. That process continues today.

The battlefield at Perryville, Kentucky, offers alesser known example of the process. On
October 8, 1862, Union and Confederate forces clashed just west of Perryville, a smal market town
located southwest of Lexington in the commonwedth's central bluegrass. The climax of a hard, Six-
week campaign that shifted the focus of the western war from northern Mississippi hundreds of miles
toward the Ohio River, the battle ended inconclusively. Although atactica Confederate victory, Gen.
Braxton Bragg abandoned the hard-won field overnight to his numericaly stronger foe and commenced
aretreat that eventually led back to Middle Tennessee' s Stones River at the end of the year. Mg. Gen.
Don Carlos Budl’s Union Army of the Ohio soon followed. Although the widespread Confederate

dream of adding Kentucky to the Confederacy did not die at Perryville, the last redistic hopes of



accomplishing it faded like the autumn leaves that fell on Bragg's army during its sullen retreet.*

The amies | eft Perryville s homes and farmsin gory shambles. Every resident within range of
the guns suffered losses during the battle. The post-battle Federa garrison particularly targeted
Confederates sympathizers, however, once the shooting stopped. As the most prominent secessionist
living on the field , the progperous farmer and magidrate “ Squire’” Henry P. Bottom fdlt the heaviest
blow. Squire Bottom’'s farm aready resembled bedlam by nightfal on October 8. Hungry and angry
Federd's then exacted more tribute over the next severa weeks. Y earslater Bottom complained that
after the battle the Federals deprived him of nearly $5,000 worth of property, notably over 8,000
pounds of pork, amost 5,000 pounds of bacon, well over 3,000 bushels of corn, fourteen tons of hay,
and 300 cords of wood. For the firgt timein hislife, he had to purchase food to feed hisfamily.
Economicaly and emotionaly, the battle broke Henry Bottom forever.?

Bottom and his neighbors faced another immediate problem, the hundreds of dead men and
horses till scattered acrosstheir land. By the time Budll pulled out, most of the Federd dead lay in
long, neat, trench-like graves, largely buried by their comrades but sometimes by impressed locd daves.

Some regiments chose pastoral spots, shaded by cedars or oaks and marked with wooden headstones
that denoted units and in some cases expressed hope in Christian resurrection.® In contrast, most
Confederate casudties remained on the field unburied for aweek after the fight. Angry a the Rebels for
robbing their dead the night of the bettle, Perryvill€ s garrison summaxily refused to bury them. If the
enemy wanted their dead buried, one man asserted, they should have interred them themsdlves instead
of pillaging falen Federds. Ferd hogs that usualy occupied the woods swarmed the field, devouring

putrid body parts with aplomb until they too sickened and began to die from their gory repast. Bottom



attempted to drive the hogs off his scarred land, but the absence of fences and the refusal of neighbors
to associate with him while eements of the Federal army remained dlowed the hogs to return
repeatedly.

Findly, with both the sght and smell of decomposing men growing “loathsome” to those
Federas till in the area, Col. William P. Reid of the 121% Ohio impressed Bottom, his daves, and other
local Secessonigsto assst 100 soldiers in accomplishing the grim task. Working with too few picks
and shovels, burid parties dso faced a difficult task breaking hard and rocky soil baked by the
summer’ s drought. Eventualy, they gave up and carved out only shallow trenches, temporarily covering
the dead with athin blanket of earth in vain hope of deterring the hogs. Only two months later, after the
121% Ohio marched away, would Squire Bottom, other Perryville residents, and a group of students
from Danville s Kentucky School for the Deaf exhume those Confederates and bury 347 of themina
compact mass grave located on Bottom's land. Using persond effects, he managed to identify afew,
notably some Mississippians, but the identity of most remained, and remains, unknown.”

Perryville could not forget the bettle that |eft it scarred, however much its residents tried to
rebuild their shattered community and get on with life. Boyle County’swar crudly did not end with
Bragg'sretreat. Confederate raiders and partisans periodically operated in the area until the end of the
war. Worried about such partisans as well as suspicious of Kentucky’s loyaties, Federa authorities
maintained a heavy hand on the community and the commonwedlth throughout the remainder of the
conflict. The result was a crucia shift among whites from their pre-war Whiggery toward the postwar
Democratic party, aredirection largely occasioned by Lincoln gppointees’ trestment of Kentucky asan

amogt-conquered province coupled with an unredlistic hope to hang onto their dave property. The
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sght of Black men in blue uniforms, some loca residents, particularly galled loca whites and stimulated
aviolent reaction. In the bitter yearsimmediately following the war, county “Regulators’ lynched three
Blacks. Some wags eventudly opined that Kentucky had findly joined the Confederacy, only four
yearstoo late.”

In the face of such violence, Perryvill€ s African Americans struggled to build aviable and sdif-
sugtaining community in the aftermath of emancipation and the Thirteenth Amendment. In 1865, a group
of three extended families led by Preston Seet, aformer Boyle County dave who took up arms during
the battle and left with the Federal army, occupied about 150 acres of battlefield land. For severa
years, the mae residents of Sleettown as it came to be called toiled as sharecroppers. They apparently
worked hard and lived frugdly, for in 18380 Preston and Henry Sleet purchased the property from the
financidly strapped Henry Bottom and aneighbor. During the years that followed, they added
additional, smaller tracts purchased from the Bottoms.  Sleettown survived as a different monument to
the Civil War' slegacy well into anew century, its restaurant, generd store, and taxi service providing a
brief progperity, while its church and one-room school otherwise enriched the lives of the hamlet’s
populace.

While Sleettown experienced its genesis, Federa soldiers returned to other parts of the field to
supervise the reburia of their hagtily buried dead in anationa cemetery. Burid partiesin 1865 exhumed
969 bodies and moved the remains to a two acre square, hilltop compound. A handsome stone fence,
five feet high, enclosed the cemetery, with two gates providing admittance to mourners. “In the center
of the grounds,” aloca doctor wrote, “is avacant space fifty-two feet square, on which it isintended to

erect a suitable monument.” Eight carriage roads, each ten feet wide, radiated from the monument site



to awalkway bordering the stone wall, dividing the graveyard into eight distinct sections®

Asit turned out, the monument would never be erected, nor the grand design completed. In
1867 the government, unable to obtain legd title to the property due to the stipulations of awill, closed
the new cemetery and transferred al the Federd dead buried at Perryville to alarger, centrd facility at
Camp Nelson, in Jessamine County. Aside from afew logt souls whose londly graves remained
unmarked and largely unknown, no Federal dead remained on the field after the summer of 1868. One
cemetery gill existed, however, that built by Squire Bottom for Confederates. 1n the years following the
war, Bottom attempted to erect a tone wall around the plot, Smilar in design to that described by Polk
around the Federa cemetery.”

If Bottom seemed placid in the 1880s, others connected with the battle did not. Perryville
receded quickly from the American popular mind during the two decades following Appomattox. Many
Americans were in the mood to forget the war entirely, and even those who still wanted to fight it out
non-violently increasingly focused on the Virginiacampaigns. By 1884, Perryville veteran Marshdl
Thatcher could complain in his memoirs that no one remembered Perryville at al except asan

unimportant skirmish.? Just at that moment, however, the Battles and L eaders series reopened old

wounds and brought new discord. Budl’slong narrative of the campaign and defense of his actions
crested the grestest dir. A flurry of memoirs and articles followed, nearly dl of which attacked Budl’s
poor generdship. Former Confederates would write scathingly of Bragg as well, but hisrefusd to
respond aswell as his earlier demise at least provided less ammunition than Buell gave his critics’?
Although the war of words brought Perryville back to mind, it nonetheless failed to change the

growing popular perception of the battle as an affair of rdatively minor importance, an interlude between



Shiloh and Stones River. That annoyed Kentuckians. The birth of anew century, however, coupled
with gpproaching fortieth anniversary of the battle, did spur new interest in the battle. Aging veterans of
afew units began holding their annual regmental reunions on October 8, their most Significant day.*°
More importantly, the impending anniversary set off a growing movement intent upon memoridizing the
battlefield. By the 1890s, battlefields had come to loom in the American mind both as Sites made
sacred by the blood of soldiers, and outdoor classrooms superbly able to provide atangible link to a
more glorious past. To some, they promised to play arolein sectiond reconciliation as veterans of both
armies returned for annua reunions. Others placed them within areviva of proclaiming the glories of
the south. At the same time atug-of-war began nationally between battle survivors, who claimed
dominion over the once bloody fields, and a growing host of artists, bureaucrats, and boosters who
advocated giving control of battlefields to artists, landscape architects, government officids, and other
Progressive Era‘ experts.’

In regard to Perryville, Kentuckians and especidly locd citizens took the lead in working to
establish such a park there. Their task was by no means an easy one, for Perryville lagged behind other
dgtes. Monuments aready littered battlefiel ds like Gettysburg, increasingly regarded as the nation’s most
important scene of combat as well as atourist mecca. In contrast, by 1900 there was little |eft to suggest
that amgjor battle once took place a Perryville. Only Squire Bottom's Confederate cemetery marked
the spot, and it now stood in disrepair, its grounds and the still incomplete wall now overgrown with
briars and weeds.

A dtillborn attempt by Kentucky Congressmen to have the area purchased for a Nationa

Military Park aong the lines of the new facilities at Chickamauga and Gettysburg, opened in 1895,



nonetheless served to refocus aleast Kentucky’ s attention to Perryville. With much of the 1862
battlefidd till in use by the Bottom heirs as aworking farm, however, most of that interest automaticaly
devolved on the Confederate cemetery and itsimmediate environs. The Kentucky Divison of the
Daughters of the Confederacy spearheaded a drive to raise both public and private funds to erect an
gppropriate monument in the cemetery. Thefirst decade of the twentieth century had witnessed the
peek of Civil War monument erection. That women led such a project is not surprising, sncein the
years between 1865 and 1885, dite women's groups and especialy the Daughters had spearheaded
most monument efforts. Asin Perryville, more often than not they had erected the completed
monuments in cemeteries, since theoreticaly Federa authorities would object less to commemoration
confined to the dead. Although more public town squares increasingly became home to monuments
after 1885, Perryville' s and Kentucky’ s peculiar situation empowered the earlier tradition, as did
continuing southern poverty that usudly precluded sate aid.

On October 8, 1902, forty years to the day of battle, a crowd of at least 5,000 celebrants
gathered for the monument’s unveiling. Among them were two Union veterans of the 10" Ohio, both
carrying regimenta flags and embodying the turn of the century’ s growing spirit of reconciliation, as
evinced by many of thewar’ s veterans a * Blue-Gray reunions and monument dedications. While
Union veterans generdly refused to participate in events that seemed to honor the Confederate cause,
men like the veteran Ohioans had grown perfectly willing to saute the bravery of individua Johnny Rebs
at placeslike Perryville. After prayer and a speech, the crowd followed the path of the initia
Confederate assault to the cemetery site. There, within the hagtily completed stone wall, they found a

granite shaft, twenty-eight feet high, and topped by the figure of an dert Confederate infantryman



prepared to begin the manua of arms. The rather typica soldier atop the monument, of the sort
increasingly mass produced commercialy for southern town squares, represented a new trend that had
gppeared after 1885. Earlier monuments tended to be smpler, funerary obdisks. Still, there was no
mistaking the monument’s essentia purpose as headstone. Inscribed with lines from Theodore
O Hara s dready standard “Bivouac of the Dead,” the shaft also provided the names of the roughly
thirty men Squire Bottom had been able to identify. ™

Despite the very public and blatantly Confederate commemoration, no nationd
acknowledgment of Perryvill€ sfirg-rank importance followed, and the remainder of the field went
back to the plow in the spring. Indeed, dmost another thirty years would pass before Perryville's
Federals received asimilar honor. That isnot surprising. Nationdly, the 1930s marked another period
of renewed interest in the Civil War, an upswing in interest created by both the widening Great
Depression, which had Americans searching for hope in asmpler and more noble past, and the
increased passing of many of the war’s now ederly combatants. Battle anniversaries figured
prominently. Perryville, like many others towns, participated fully in the wider trend. On October 8,
1931, the Perryville Woman's Club and Perryville Battlefidld Commission, the latter the latest
incarnation of the town’s booster spirit, unveiled a complementary Union monument near the cemetery.
Symboalicaly smadler than the Confederate column, the Union obelisk drew its ingpiration from the
Washington Monument as well as the hundreds of memoria obelisks around the nation.
Acknowledging the Federd dead’ srole in preserving the Union, the monument’ s creators aso inscribed
on it yet another verse from O'Hara. After the troubled unveiling--at firgt the shrouding vell refused to

come off despite herculean efforts--a tremendous downpour ominoudy soaked the crowd and



shortened the festivities™

The Battlefiedld Commission dready had bigger plans than merdly erecting an additiona
monument. Since the initia battlefield movement that three decades earlier culminated in completing the
Confederate cemetery, Perryvill€ s residents had continued hoping that they could persuade the federd
government or the sate to purchase the forty or fifty acres surrounding the site, essentidly the locae of
the battle sinitid clashes, for abattlefield park. The new commission was no exception. The al-Black
settlement of Sleettown, lay squardly in the middie of their proposed battlefield. Sleettown actudly
disappeared in these years of proposed park expansion, its residents abandoning the areafor homesin
town. The Depression usudly is cited as the cause of Seettown’s demise, but a recently undertaken
ord history project should provide more informetion on the town’s demise. As David Blight has noted,
reminders of davery and Black freedom did not mesh with the nationd trend toward white reconciliation
and memory of the war as awhites-only affair unconnected to davery. One cannot help but wonder if
Sleettown smply wasin the way.*®

Despite continued lobbying and anniversary celebrations, however, nothing could be done
during the World War |1 years, a period when attendance at al national battlefield parks plummeted.
Indeed, by the early 1940s the battlefield once again bore signs of ongoing neglect and disrepair, an
isolated spot best suited for romantic assignations and other shadowy activities. A pond sprang upin
the midst of thefidld. Weeds and briars wound their way from its banks up the hill toward the stone
wall of the cemetery. Vandds repeatedly defaced the monuments. Anniversary activities ceased during

the war, and authorities findly hauled away the Sit€' s decorative cannons to melt down the metal for

14

scrap.
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With the end of the world conflict came a new, prosperous, and often nostalgic postwar era
provided by the sacrifice of soldiers of another conflict and coupled with the fears and continuing
nationalism stimulated by the Cold War. After 1945, the relatively new concept of “heritage’ became
an increasing preoccupation with many Americans, some of whom nationaly embraced it with
missonary zed. Not surprisingly, there emerged new hopes to memoridize World War |l soldiers
Civil War progenitors. By 1952, however, the Perryville Sit€' s deterioration had grown so
embarrassing to the community that the local Lions Club finaly persuaded the State Conservation
Commission to gep in and creste a Sate park, initidly on eighteen acres surrounding the monuments.
State workers rebuilt the stone wall around the cemetery, placed two cannon & its gate, sandblasted the
older Confederate monument, erected a marker that described the battle, and instituted regular upkeep.

Meanwhile, holding up their end of the bargain, the Lions raised funds to build a picnic pavilion with
cooking amenities and rest rooms, and reshaped the pond. Later, a playground would be added,
further cementing the park’ s role as a multi-use facility. Nearby farmersjoined in, clearing the
surroundings and in so doing again subtly reshaping the landscape of the battlefield as other landowners
had been doing since 1862.

On the ninety-second anniversary of the battle, October 8, 1954, Vice President Alben W.
Barkley officidly opened the Perryville State Battlefidld Site. The years that followed saw increased
activity and continued smd| land acquisitions, the pace quickened by the impending centennid of the
war. The crowning achievement came on the 100" anniversary, a the height of the Civil War
Centennid, when the park curators opened a new museum and visitor’s center near the cemetery. The

new vigtor center meshed nicdy with the Commonwedth’s myriad Centennid observances, which in
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addition to essay contests and other educationa activities emphasized developing the Sat€' s battle
grounds as potentid tourist Sites.

By the mid-1970s, Perryville had grown over time to ninety-eight acres, including the now
unmarked Sleettown site. Over 7,000 acres were recognized as a Nationa Historic Landmark. At the
park the pond disappeared. Under new park manager Kurt Holman, a subtle shift began that during the
early 1990s transformed the Site from a multi-use park to a battlefield memoriad. The nationd response
seemed to judtify the shift, for despite Perryvill€ s disiance from the new interdtate highways, the fied
attracted increasing number of vistors including the new breed of Civil War reenactors, the latter
manning an annua and Hill growing battle recreation every October. Some townspeople complained,
however, that in emphasizing history over recreation, the town had lost a popular recregtion facility. As
acompromise, some of the picnic tables and playground equipment remain.

Perryville sincreasing popularity to be sure wasin part of afunction of nationd trends. After a
brief downturn in the 1970s, Americans interest in the Civil War again grew steadily through the next
two decades, and attendance at parks like Perryville grew commensurately. It peaked in 1990 and
1991 after the initial broadcast of the blockbuster PBS series “ The Civil War,” produced by Ken and
Ric Burns. By the late nineties, despite the waning of Burns-mania, the Perryville bettlefidd ill
averaged a respectable 100,000 visitors a year despite being closed during the winter months.™

More dramatic changes, however, were in the offing as the century drew to aclose. The year
1990 saw not only the advent of Ken Burns, but also the creetion of the Perryville Battlefield Protection
Association (PBPA), alargdly loca group dedicated to preserving, enlarging and interpreting the park

through a combination of public and private monies. Like their spiritud predecessors throughout the
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century, PBPA members not only wanted to preserve and enlarge the field for its historica sake, but
aso hoped to increase local tourism and benefit the area economicaly. Working with the state
government and private agencies, PBPA members drafted a battlefield management plan. In 1993, the
same year that a Congressional committee identified Perryville as atop priority Site for preservation,
Kentucky provided an additiona $2.5 million in federa funding and appointed a Perryville Battlefied
Commission to oversee spending those and other public and private funds on implementing the finaized
plan. Attorney and noted Civil War scholar Kent Masterson Brown, a native Kentuckian from nearby
Danville, firgt presdent of PBPA, and former member of the Gettysburg battlefield advisory board,
agreed to chair the commission and spearhead the raising of the 20 percent of matching funds made
necessary by the state grant.

After gppraising those privately-held lands earmarked for battlefield expansion, PBPA began
purchasing property in the mid-nineties through the dlosdly &ffiliated Perryville Enhancemert Project
(PEP). Among the most crucia PEP acquisitions were 149 acres of farmland from Melvin Bottom,
Henry’'s descendant. That property alone doubled the size of the existing park to 251 acres, and made
possible for the firg time amore or less complete tour of the entire battlefield. At the same time, other
PBPA members purchased the Squire Bottom House, then in a sad state of disrepair, and commenced
its restoration. Separately but in cooperation, PEP and private individuas acquired other historic Stesin
or near town. With assistance from preservation groups and corporate Sponsors, property acquisitions
continue today, toward the eventua goa of an 800 acre park. The size of the park a thiswriting is 370
acres, and PBPA has affected an additiona 300 acres through protective easements. Plans cdl for the

construction of representative cabins on appropriate sites after archaeologica investigation, the
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smultaneous deconstruction of modern structures, restoration of the landscape to gpproximate the
scene in 1862, the creation of athree mile hiking trail to follow the Confederate march from town to
field, creation of an audio driving tour, and the addition of non-obtrusive informationd markers. A
museum located in town in a period sructure will replace the exigting but increasingly cramped vistor
center.'®

Asthe park expanded during the 1990s, those supportersinterested in it further refined their
godls. Battlefields nationdly at the end of the century once again became contested ground between
those who wanted battlefiel ds to teach important lessons, inculcate patriotism (American or
Confederate), right old wrongs, or preserve green space from rapacious developers. While some
defended battlefields as sacred spots made holy in martyrs blood, others chastised the keepers of
battlefield parks for both idedlizing war on beautiful pastora grounds that misrepresent the horrible
totdity of what occurred there, and for ignoring troubling politica, socid, and ideologica questions that
belie the lingering benign spirit of Blue-Gray reconciliation. Still others asked if the parks had not
‘wasted’” enough space as they opposed expansion plansin favor of commercia development at places
such as Manassas. 1n 1999, Illinois Congressman Jesse Jackson, J., inaugurated a particularly lively
debate when he cdled on the Nationa Park Service to move beyond dtrict battlefield interpretation and
broaden coverage of davery and other issues that caused the war in the first place.™’

At Perryville, however, Clarence Wyatt, a college professor and PBPA’ s second president,
aready had raised the issue two years earlier in PBPA’s member newdetter. “How do we preserve the
past?’ Wyatt wrote. “Whose past is preserved? Who chooses? By what standards? Those of us

who support the Perryville project have aresponghility to examine our own answers to these
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questions” Admitting that many would focus solely on the bettle, he continued, “are we redlly telling the
full sory of Perryville? What about the townspeople....And can we speak of theresdentsasa
monolithic group? What about women? African Americans, dave and free? And in the same way,
wheat if we dismiss the military aspects of this story as old-fashioned or out of favor?'*®

Wyt received little initia response, and initid PBPA policies suggested a continuation of the
policy of emphasizing the bettle rather than the “full gory.” Its current Seettown history project,
however, seemsto mark anew thrust. In the meantime, some townspeople have expressed second
thoughts about the projected growth the beattlefield might bring. At least afew quietly resent PBPA for
the pressure brought to acquire property. In anironic twist, anew water tower designed to
accommodate future growth aso has come in for criticiam from Civil War enthusiagts, who note that the
tower isin full view of the battlefield, marring the horizon. In regard to history, memory, and tourism,

Perryville probably has not seen its last battle.
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