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“Qliver O. Howard: Bentonville’s Controversial ‘Christian General’”

By: Alan K. Lamm, Ph.D.

Introduction

This thumbnail sketch looks briefly at the life of General Oliver O. Howard (1839-
1909), a key participant at the Battle of Bentonville (March 19-21, 1865), who after the war
continued making significant accomplishments both as a soldier and as a social reformer.
He was well known as an honest, sincere, and deeply religious man. But despite his per-
sonal piety and impressive achievements, his life was often full of controversy.

Early Years

Oliver Otis Howard was born in Leeds, Maine in 1839, to Rowland and Eliza How-
ard. He attended school at local academies which prepared him to pass the rigorous en-
trance exams at nearby Bowdoin College in Brunswick, Maine in 1846. While at Bowdoin,
Howard gained a reputation as a very devout and pious Christian. After he graduated in
1850, an unexpected offer to attend the United States Military Academy at West Point ap-
peared thanks to an uncle. His Bowdoin education served him well and he easily passed
West Point’s entrance exams becoming a cadet in August 1850. Fellow cadets at the time
included Custis Lee, John Pegram, Jeb Stuart and others who would go on to make their
mark in history during the Civil War.

Howard did well at West Point academically thanks to Bowdoin but he found that he
was not very popular with some of his fellow cadets. There seemed to be several reasons.
First, some were jealous of his high academic standing. Others did not like it that he be-
friended enlisted men. Still others did not like Howard's religious piety and his active work in
a local Bible class. Nevertheless, Howard graduated fourth in his class in 1854.

His first assignments were rather routine commanding arsenals in New York and
later Maine. In April 1855, he married his longtime sweetheart, Elizabeth Ann Waite, and
the couple went on to produce seven children. In 1857, he was sent to Florida which was
then mired in the Seminole Campaign. Howard saw little action himself in Florida but the
time there away from his wife and children was hard on him. Though always devout, it was
during this period that his spiritual life deepened and he became very involved with the
evangelical Methodist church, He even gave very serious thought to leaving the Army and
becoming a minister. In the end, though, he elected to remain in the Army and was soon
assigned duties as a mathematics instructor at West Point.

(Continued on page 2)
Table of Contents
“Oliver O. Howard: Bentonville’s Controversial ‘Christian General’”, by Alan Lamm, Ph.D 15253
“NC Civil War Trails Program” by Becky Sawyer 3
“Managers Report” 4
“Bentonville Battlefield Wayside Exhibit Project Underway” by Becky Sawyer 5

“The US Christian Commission Goes to War, Conclusion” by Dr. Alan K. Lamm, Ph.D. 6

1



