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 The struggle of so many historians is to write without bias as they delve into the real lives 

of men and women of the times they are studying. In American history, few events summon such 

strong feelings as the Civil War. From childhood, depending on the location of our elementary 

schools, our opinions begin to form, filled with righteousness and condemnation. Richard S. 

Brownlee has made an attempt in writing Gray Ghosts of the Confederacy to present to us an 

unbiased view of the men and the events surrounding the Civil War in the states of Kansas and 

Missouri where guerilla warfare was at its most brutal. His vision for this project was to paint a 

clear picture through using contemporary sources that would be freer from the biases so often 

placed upon this time period.
1
 Brownlee was very clear in the preface of his book as to his goal 

in writing, “This book attempts to set forth what occurred when the Civil War west of the 

Mississippi River degenerated into widespread insurrection and almost complete military 

tyranny.”
2
 Brownlee limits his research and writing to the events between 1861 and 1865 within 

the area just west of the Mississippi in the states of Missouri and Kansas as he completed a 

thorough examination of the civilians living in those states, the Union soldiers as they occupied 

the land, and the guerillas who defended their homes. 

 Brownlee presents a very detailed account of the events in Kansas and Missouri between 

1861 and 1865. There were times in the midst of reading when I was overwhelmed by the 

thoroughness of his research and the detail that he shared with the reader. Small details such as 

exactly what was stolen during a raid and the number of men who were wounded, killed, or 

missing from both sides did not escape him. He further enriched his text with a number of 
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primary sources which allowed the reader to see into the minds of the guerillas and the Union 

officers. There are times when numerous quotations from primary sources can become tedious; 

however, Brownlee’s use of these sources, specifically letters and other correspondence, greatly 

added to the life of the book.  

 The chapters of Gray Ghosts of the Confederacy take the reader through the groundwork 

of the war in Missouri and Kansas and introduce us to the major players in this devastating time 

period. Brownlee opens the door to view the issues relevant to the people in Missouri and Kansas 

as they are placed in the special category of being slave states loyal to the Union, holding the 

border between the North and the South. Because of their pivotal role in the war, Union soldiers 

were sent immediately to occupy these states to keep the peace and to make sure that the people 

in the state remained loyal to the Union. This book takes the reader through an incredible journey 

as it reaches into the lives and acts of the men who were involved in guerilla warfare.  

 Brownlee devoted chapters to the guerillas Sterling Price, William Quantrill, “Bloody 

Bill” Anderson, and George Todd. He aptly discuses the events these men participated in and 

explains their feelings about the war through their correspondence. He briefly discusses the 

guerillas’ pasts and reasons for fighting in the war, not hiding their brutal acts and without 

attempting to analyze the psychology of their actions. The chapters focused on these men tend to 

be the most interesting because we are so amazed by the things these men did and the reasons 

behind them. In reading the preface phrase that stood out to me most was Brownlee’s denial of 

the inevitability of these events and the actions these men took, which seems to be different from 

several other historians. He simply stated, “It is the author’s opinion, after years of research and 

study, that the men dealt with here, in common with men of all other ages, were men of free will. 

Because of this there seems no reason to withhold from them the praise or condemnation they 
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deserve as they created history.”
3
 This further confirmed for me that Brownlee was attempting to 

write without personal bias, however what is even more surprising is that throughout there is 

little evidence of either praise or condemnation from Brownlee himself, but rather the cold facts 

as displayed by his research. 

 Not only did this book focus on the guerillas’ side of the action, but much attention was 

given to the role the Union army played in Kansas and Missouri. During this time Union officers 

struggled to deal with both the guerilla raids as well as the civilian population. As Brownlee 

stated in his thesis, martial law and ‘military tyranny’ became widespread and the people of 

Kansas and Missouri became the true victims of this very sad story. Their rights were stripped 

from them, many were put in jail, even murdered, and some were sent to live elsewhere. When 

the war was finally over, Missouri and Kansas were left in devastation.  

 As I read through the first several chapters of this book I was confused and overwhelmed 

by names and places and struggled to place each character on the correct side of battle. However, 

as I continued I soon fell into the flow of Brownlee’s words and came to greatly appreciate the 

detail and obvious research that went into the creation of his book. He used a great number of 

primary sources, and I believe that they added to the essence of this book. The purpose of the 

book was maintained, keeping to the states west of the Mississippi River and only leaving the 

proposed time frame to give us a glimpse of the lives of the guerillas after the war. Initially this 

seemed to be a difficult read, but at the end I found it truly enjoyable and educational. This is not 

necessarily a book I would recommend to anyone who was not sincerely interested in the 
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intricacies of the Civil War, but to the Civil War enthusiast and student of American history, I 

believe this to be a valuable and well organized piece of historical writing. 
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