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“I Hope To Do My Country Service”: The Civil War Letters of John Bennitt,
M.D., Surgeon, 19th Michigan Infantry. Edite d by Robe rt Be ase cke r.
De troit, Mich.: Wayne  State  Unive rsity Pre ss, 2005. ISBN 0-8143-
3170-X. Maps. Appe ndixe s. Note s. Bibliography. Inde x. Pp. xxxv,
409. $54.95.

In 1992, t he Civil War–era let t ers of  Dr. John Bennit t  were donat ed t o t he
library of  Grand Valley St at e Universit y in Allendale, Michigan. Senior
Librarian Robert  Beasecker has now edit ed t hem and had t hem
published. There are over t wo hundred let t ers in t he collect ion, including
more t han a score t hat  were writ t en before Bennit t  joined t he army.
[End Page 24 0]

The pict ure of  Bennit t  t hat  emerges from his let t ers is t hat  of  a man
who desperat ely misses his wife and daught ers, a man for whom religion
is of  great  import ance and who sees slavery as a scourge on America, and
a man who seems unable t o decide what  t o do when t he war is over.

Such collect ions of  let t ers o:en cont ain int erest ing vignet t es of
bat t les or camp life, but  t hese let t ers are barren of  t hat . Dr. Bennit t
spent  most  of  his army t ime away from his regiment  in brigade or division
hospit als and was seldom even wit hin hearing dist ance of  t he f ight ing.
He and most  of  his regiment  were capt ured in Tennessee on 25 March
1863, and, according t o Beasecker, Dr. Bennit t  was sent  t o Libby Prison in
Richmond, from which he was exchanged at  t he end of May. Bennit t
barely ment ions t his. Furt hermore, his let t ers indicat e t hat  alt hough he
was not  exchanged unt il t he end of May, he was paroled and on his way
nort h fully six weeks before t hat .

The edit or has done an able job in chronicling Bennit t 's life bot h before
and a:er t he war, but  t he let t ers t hemselves do not  cont ain much of real
int erest .

James McCaffrey
Houston, Texas
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I Hope To Do My Count ry Service: The Civil War Let t ers of  John Bennit t , MD, Surgeon, 19t h
Michigan Infant ry, grat uit ous wit hdrawal leads t o fear.
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