
Stealing The General The
Great Locomotive Chase And

The First Medal Of Honor

Stealing the General: The
Great Locomotive Chase and

the Birth of the Medal of
Honor

The daring raid on the Western & Atlantic Railroad in April 1862,
now immortalized as "The Great Locomotive Chase," remains a
captivating tale of bravery, ingenuity, and audacious military

strategy during the American Civil War. This thrilling episode,
involving a desperate chase across Georgia, not only captured the
imagination of a nation but also directly led to the creation of the

Medal of Honor, the highest military decoration in the United
States. This article delves into the historical details of the chase,

explores its impact on the war effort, and examines the legacy of the
event, including its role in establishing the Medal of Honor and its

significance in shaping the narrative of Civil War heroism.

The Great Locomotive Chase: A Gamble
for Information

The Great Locomotive Chase, a pivotal moment in Civil War history,
stemmed from Union General William T. Sherman's need for

intelligence. His scouts lacked critical information about
Confederate troop strength and movements in Georgia. To obtain

this vital data, he tasked a group of 24 Union soldiers from the 33rd
Indiana Infantry Regiment with a daring plan: steal a Confederate

locomotive and survey the railway line for enemy positions. This act
of military espionage highlights the desperate measures employed

during the war.

Led by the intrepid James J. Andrews, the mission was incredibly
risky. They successfully seized two locomotives, the *General* and
the *William R. Smith*, near Big Shanty (now Kennesaw, Georgia).
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Their initial success was exhilarating, as they outran pursuing
Confederate forces for miles. The subsequent chase involved

breathtaking feats of speed, daring maneuvers, and several close
calls, underscoring the bravery and resourcefulness of the raiders.
The events unfolded over a grueling 88 miles, a testament to the

participants' physical and mental endurance. The narrative is filled
with tense moments – burning bridges, near captures, and

desperate attempts to maintain a significant lead. The chase
showcased not only courage but also the vital role of railroad

warfare in the conflict.

The Pursuit and its Consequences: A
Race Against Time

The Confederates, however, were persistent. Led by Conductor
William Fuller, the pursuit gained momentum as they managed to

secure a replacement locomotive. The ensuing chase, characterized
by intense moments of near-capture and narrow escapes, became

legendary. The Union soldiers, facing increasing odds, were
ultimately forced to abandon the locomotives and flee on foot. Many
were captured; some escaped and reached Union lines. This daring

exploit, despite its ultimate partial failure, provided invaluable
intelligence to the Union Army regarding Confederate troop

deployments and railway infrastructure. The sheer audacity of the
operation and the intense pursuit helped shape the legend of

"Stealing the General."

The Medal of Honor: A Legacy of Valor
The extraordinary heroism displayed during The Great Locomotive
Chase directly influenced the establishment of the Medal of Honor.
President Abraham Lincoln, profoundly impressed by the bravery of
the participants, championed the creation of a formal recognition

system for exceptional acts of valor in combat. The initial Medals of
Honor, awarded in 1863, were bestowed upon several members of
Andrews's raiding party, cementing their place in military history

and making them some of the first recipients of the nation's highest
award for bravery. The Civil War Medal of Honor became a

symbol of exceptional courage and sacrifice. This underscores the
lasting impact of the chase – moving beyond mere military strategy

to establish a lasting tradition of honoring military heroism.

The Lasting Impact and Cultural
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Significance
The Great Locomotive Chase is not just a historical event; it's a

compelling narrative that has resonated through generations. Its
story has been adapted into books, films, and theatrical productions,
continuously capturing the public's imagination. The tale's enduring

appeal lies in its blend of daring adventure, strategic importance,
and the remarkable courage of the individuals involved. The chase
embodies the spirit of risk-taking and perseverance in the face of
overwhelming odds. The legacy of this event extends beyond its

immediate military consequences, solidifying its place in American
folklore and enriching our understanding of the Civil War. The
Andrews Raid, as it is sometimes known, serves as a poignant

reminder of the human cost of war and the unwavering
determination of soldiers on both sides of the conflict.

Conclusion: A Tale of Courage,
Ingenuity, and Legacy

The Great Locomotive Chase stands as a compelling illustration of
bravery, resourcefulness, and the high stakes of Civil War
espionage. The daring raid, although ultimately partially

unsuccessful in its primary objective, provided critical intelligence
and directly inspired the creation of the Medal of Honor. The event
continues to fascinate and inspire, highlighting the human spirit's
capacity for courage and ingenuity even in the face of seemingly

insurmountable odds. The story's lasting impact lies not only in its
historical significance but also in its ability to capture the

imagination and remind us of the sacrifices made during a pivotal
moment in American history.

FAQ: The Great Locomotive Chase and
the Medal of Honor

Q1: How many Union soldiers participated in the Great
Locomotive Chase?

A1: Twenty-four Union soldiers from the 33rd Indiana Infantry
Regiment participated in the raid, under the command of James J.

Andrews.

Q2: Were all the Union soldiers involved awarded the Medal
of Honor?

A2: No. While many received the Medal of Honor for their bravery,
not all participants were awarded the decoration. The criteria for
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the award were strict, and some participants received other
commendations or recognition.

Q3: What was the primary objective of the Great Locomotive
Chase?

A3: The primary objective was to acquire intelligence about
Confederate troop strength and movements in Georgia. The plan

involved destroying bridges and telegraph lines along the railway to
disrupt Confederate communications and transportation.

Q4: How long did the Great Locomotive Chase last?

A4: The chase lasted approximately 36 hours, covering
approximately 88 miles.

Q5: What role did the chase play in the creation of the Medal
of Honor?

A5: The extraordinary bravery and daring displayed during the
Great Locomotive Chase directly influenced President Lincoln and

Congress to establish the Medal of Honor as a formal recognition of
exceptional military valor. The event highlighted the need for a

formal system to award heroism, as many soldiers involved
displayed extraordinary courage.

Q6: What happened to James J. Andrews?

A6: James J. Andrews was captured by Confederate forces and later
executed as a spy.

Q7: Are there any primary sources documenting the Great
Locomotive Chase?

A7: Yes, there are numerous primary sources including personal
accounts from participants on both sides, military reports, and

newspaper articles from the time. These sources provide valuable
insights into the events and perspectives of those involved.

Q8: What is the cultural significance of the Great Locomotive
Chase today?

A8: The Great Locomotive Chase remains a compelling narrative,
adapted into various media forms. It exemplifies courage,

resourcefulness, and the human spirit's capacity to overcome
adversity. It serves as a powerful reminder of the sacrifices made

during the American Civil War and continues to inspire and capture
the imagination of audiences today.
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Stealing the General: The Great
Locomotive Chase and the First Medal of

Honor
The thrilling tale of the Great Locomotive Chase, a audacious raid

behind enemy lines during the American Civil War, is more than just
a engrossing story of valor. It's a crucial moment in military history,
directly leading to the inaugural awarding of the Medal of Honor,

America's highest military award. This extraordinary episode
demonstrates the extreme risks undertaken by Union soldiers and

the resolute spirit that defined the conflict.

The escapade began on April 12, 1862, when a small group of Union
soldiers, led by the intrepid James J. Andrews, commenced on a

perilous mission to disrupt Confederate supply lines. Their goal: to
appropriate a locomotive and several cars from a important rail line

near Big Shanty, Georgia (now Kennesaw, Georgia). This daring
plan, authorized by General George H. Thomas, aimed to disrupt the

vital rail link between Chattanooga and Atlanta, crippling the
Confederacy's logistical capabilities.

The undertaking was fraught with obstacles. Andrews and his
soldiers had to covertly board the train, control the engineer and

conductor, and then effectively navigate the complex railway lines
while dodging Confederate pursuit. The excitement of the chase
itself is legendary. The pursued train, with Andrews at the helm,

sprinted along the tracks, while several Confederate trains, spurred
on by the gravity of the situation, gave chase.

The chase lasted for over 40 miles, a grueling journey punctuated
by near calls and frantic attempts to slow their chasers. The Union

soldiers utilized various methods to hinder the chase, including
setting fire to bridges and damaging sections of track. The drama

mounted with each passing moment, as the Confederate forces
obtained ground and the Union soldiers faced increasingly dire

prospects.

Ultimately, despite their brave efforts, Andrews and his team were
taken and many were later executed. However, their courage did

not go unnoticed. Their dedication, their devotion, and the
magnitude of their accomplishment were recognized by the Union

government.

The deeds of Andrews and his men directly led to the institution of
the Medal of Honor. While the first official bestowal of the Medal of
Honor happened later, the significant role of Andrews and his men
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in the Great Locomotive Chase became a emblem of the bravery
deserving of the nation's highest military accolade. Their account
became a powerful illustration of the kind of dedication that the

Medal of Honor aimed to honor.

The Great Locomotive Chase's impact extends beyond the Medal of
Honor. It serves as a memorandum of the unpredictable nature of

warfare and the ingenuity of soldiers confronting daunting
adversities. It highlights the importance of tactical preparation and

the consequences of bold, even seemingly unfeasible plans. The
story remains a captivating and vital part of American history, a

proof to the perseverance of the human spirit in the face of
difficulty.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Q1: Were all the men involved in the Great Locomotive Chase
awarded the Medal of Honor?

A1: No, not all participants received the Medal of Honor
immediately. The awarding of the medals occurred over time, and
some received recognition posthumously. The process of awarding

Medals of Honor was not always consistent in the early years.

Q2: What was the long-term impact of the Great Locomotive
Chase on the Civil War?

A2: While the immediate strategic impact was limited, the Great
Locomotive Chase significantly boosted Union morale and served as
a powerful propaganda victory. It also highlighted the vulnerability

of Confederate supply lines.

Q3: How accurate are the various accounts and depictions of
the Great Locomotive Chase?

A3: Accounts of the Great Locomotive Chase vary. Some
embellishments and inaccuracies exist, owing to the passage of time

and the various perspectives involved. However, the core events
and the bravery of the participants remain consistent.

Q4: What lessons can be learned from the Great Locomotive
Chase?

A4: The Great Locomotive Chase teaches the importance of bold
planning, quick thinking under pressure, and the inherent risks of

operating behind enemy lines. It also demonstrates the lasting
impact that courage and sacrifice can have, even in the face of

defeat.
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