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For a second or two, it 
sounds as if Amanda 
Foreman is about to 

apologise for producing a 
book the size of a breeze 
block. It weighs in at 
3lb 11oz and is 988 pages 
from prologue to index. Its 
290,000 words represent 
a savage pruning from the 
original 360,000. And still 
it requires an invalid’s 
breakfast tray to make it 
manageable to read in bed. 

But take stock of her task: a 
panoramic history of the 
four-year American Civil War, 
embracing 197 characters. 
An epic work produced 
alongside marriage, the birth 
of five children and anxiety 
over a husband who was 
diagnosed with cancer.

The wonder isn’t why it 
took her 10 years but how 
she achieved it at all. 
“Having spent so long on the 
book, I couldn’t let go of it,” 
she says. “The publishers 
had to wrest it from my 
hands. I know it’s too long. 
I know it should be two 
volumes, but…” 

But that wouldn’t have 
done justice, she says, 
to the epic nature of the 
undertaking or found room 
for the rich, original material 
she was turning up on both 
sides of the Atlantic.

The internet was still in its 
infancy when she started, so 
she harried every records 
office, library and likely 
institution in England and 
the United States by letter. 
Two years later, she had 6,000 
notes from 6,000 sources. 

It took her another two 
years to construct a properly 
meshing Anglo-American 
narrative, because she 
wanted to tell the story in 
the round, as if everything 
were seen from a camera 
panning 360 degrees.

“The first few chapters 
were terrible,” she says. 
“I was digging myself into 
a hole, I felt the material 
was much bigger than I was. 
I went back and made a 
narrative map. It was hard, 

but becoming master of the 
material was the only way.”

The narrative had to be 
both linear and tectonic, 
she decided, “because it is a 
whole slice of the world 
from top to bottom”. There 
were multiple simultaneous 
events with multiple 
simultaneous storylines 
and for each person, the 
narrative ups and downs 
needed a different rhythm. 

“You want them to have 
their own narrative arc and 
yet at the same time to 
impose a super-narrative arc. 
It took me a long time, with 
flow charts, to figure out how 
to do it.”

She compares the task 
with writing a symphony. 
“I thought, the whole time, 
in terms of writing music.” 
Building a cathedral, 
more like.

The result is filmic and 
intense, not simply akin to 
watching a 19th-century 
battle painting come to life, 
but peering into drawing 
rooms, eavesdropping on 
encampments and being in 
the web of political intrigue. 
British loyalties were torn 
between support for the anti-
slavery North and empathy 
for the agricultural South, 
which we depended on for 
cotton.

Queen Victoria declared 
Britain’s neutrality 
but Foreman uncovers 

the huge tide of volunteers 
that surged into America to 
fight either for the Unionists 
or the Confederates. Their 
individual voices are 
penetratingly clear. She has 
struggled to keep her account 
even-handed. “Politics is my 
second passion,” she says, 
“but as a historian you have 
to be genuinely neutral. You 
have failed in your primary 
duty as a historian if you are 
one side or the other.”

People who accuse her of 
feminising history will find 
her unrepentant. Her lively 
cast of women is one of the 
joys of the book. “Yes, 
hooray! We need to 
feminise history because we 
are 50 per cent of the 
population and our story is 
just as interesting.”

Foreman, 42, is tall and 

It was like 
writing a 
symphony
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‘We need to feminise history’: 
Amanda Foreman
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Damn the Federals, damn 
the Confederates

At the end of November 
1861, Britain and the 
United States stood on 

the brink of war. A few weeks 
earlier, the USS San Jacinto 
had pursued and intercepted 
a British mail steamer, the 
Trent, just off the Bahamas. 
On board were two envoys 
from the Southern slave states, 
James Mason and John Slidell, 
who had been dispatched to 
Europe to obtain diplomatic 
recognition for the secessionist 
Confederacy. 

Carried off as prisoners to 
Boston, Mason and Slidell 
found themselves right at
the centre of one of the biggest 
international storms of the 
century. 

In London, the Cabinet 
prepared for battle, mobilising 
British troops along the 
Canadian border. How dare 
the Americans “with their 
dwarf fleet and shapeless mass 
of incoherent squads which 
they call an army… fancy 
themselves the equal of France 
by land and Great Britain 
by sea?” asked one London 
paper. And across the Atlantic, 
tempers ran equally high. 
“While the British government 
has been playing the villain, we 
have been playing the fool. Let 
her now do something beyond 
drivelling – let her fight… if 
she is not as cowardly as she 
is treacherous,” replied a 
Philadelphia newspaper.

If the Trent Affair had worked 
out differently, it might have 
changed the shape of world 
history. Had Britain and the 
Northern states gone to war, it 
is likely that the Confederacy 
would have survived. Perhaps 
even now African-American 
slaves would be toiling in the 
plantations of South Carolina. 
For as Amanda Foreman’s 
gigantic narrative shows, 
the American Civil War was 
not merely the world’s first 
genuinely modern warfare, 
complete with slaughter 
on a horrifyingly industrial 
scale; it was also a potentially 
global conflagration. 

Almost all of Britain’s 
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cotton imports came from 
the Southern slave states; in 
Lancashire, the livelihoods of 
five million people depended 
on it. And although anti-slavery 
sentiment was strong, not 
all Englishmen felt a natural 
sympathy with Abraham 
Lincoln’s Union armies. 

“Damn the Federals. Damn 
the Confederates. Damn you 
both. Kill you damned selves 
for the next 10 years if you 
like; so much the better for 
the world and for England. 
Thus thinks every Englishman 
with any brains,” wrote an 
anonymous correspondent 
to Charles Francis Adams, 
Washington’s man in London, 
in 1863. “NB PS We’ll cut your 
throats fast enough afterwards 
for you if you ain’t tired of 
blood, you devils.”

Although the British 
government sensibly stayed 
out of the American conflict 

– thanks partly to Prince 
Albert, who subtly softened 
an inflammatory message to 
Washington at the height of 
the Trent Affair – Foreman’s 
book shows that thousands 
of ordinary Britons were 
deeply involved. Some were 
journalists, like the Times
war correspondent William 
Henry Russell or the intrepid 
battlefield artist Frank Vizetelly. 
Some were tourists kidnapped 
in America and forced to enlist. 

Others joined up voluntarily, 
such as James Horrocks, who 
fled across the Atlantic to avoid 
marrying the mother of his 
baby son. But he did not have 
much respect for his American 
comrades. General Benjamin 
Butler, he thought, was a 
“bloated-looking bladder of 
lard”, resembling “a sack full 
of mud” with “four enormous 
German sausages” for arms. 

“If I was in England or 
the English service, I should 

consider that it was a shame 
and a sin to desert,” Horrocks 
said. But “in the land of the 
Yankee Doodle”, desertion 
was “regarded universally as 
a smart thing and the person 
who does it a dem’d smart 
fellow”.

As Horrocks’s experience 
might suggest, Foreman’s 
sprawling narrative is a 
long way from the romantic 
fantasies of Gone with the 
Wind. Like all civil wars, this 
was a dirty, savage conflict. 

At the battle of Shiloh 
in 1862, the Welsh 
volunteer and future 

explorer Henry Morton Stanley 
spotted a young boy picking 
violets and sticking them in 
his cap. “They are a sign of 
peace,” the boy said. “Perhaps 
they won’t shoot me if they 
see me wearing such flowers.” 
Impulsively, Stanley stuck 
some in his cap, too. A little 
later, he heard the boy calling 
out. “Oh stop, please stop a 
bit.” He was “standing on one 
leg, staring at the remains of 
his foot”.

With her last book, a 
biography of Georgiana, 
Duchess of Devonshire, 
Foreman encountered fame, 
fortune and not a little criticism 
from rival writers unimpressed 
by her publicity stunts. Like 
Georgiana, this book deserves 
to be a huge popular success. 

True, the narrative 
sometimes moves painfully 
slowly, while academic scholars 
of the American Civil War will 
learn little they did not know 
already. But there is something 
undeniably impressive about 
an author with the courage 
to attempt something so 
ambitious, a global history 
of a seismic conflict, 
spanning two continents and 
encompassing a massive cast of 
characters. This is a very long 
book, admittedly. But as a feat 
of sheer storytelling, it is also 
a very fine one.

Dominic Sandbrook

 Dominic Sandbrook’s State of 
Emergency is published by Allen 
Lane

porcelain-pretty with a 
quick, crystalline voice and 
so much passion for her 
characters that they seem 
more real to her than the 
people in Fulham Broadway. 

She is married to Jonathan 
Barton, a hedge fund partner, 
and they live mostly in New 
York, though Foreman has 
a terraced house in Fulham 
that strains at the seams to 
accommodate the family. In 
2008, Barton was diagnosed 
with non-Hodgkin lymphoma 
but has recently been given 
the all-clear. 

Critics have wondered 

whether Foreman could 
make the leap from 
Georgiana, Duchess of 
Devonshire (1999) to writing a 
political and social history of 
such enormous sweep. One 
grew out of the other. 

While she was deep in 
the archives of Chatsworth 
House, researching 
Georgiana, she discovered 
the duchess’s great nephew, 
the 8th Duke, Spencer 
Cavendish, had spent 
Christmas Day 1862 making 
eggnog for the Confederate 
cavalry officers of General 
Robert E Lee’s army. The 

idea of a book on the 
American Civil War took 
root then. She plans a third.

Meantime, A World on Fire 
is to be made into a BBC 
television miniseries, in the 
style of Band of Brothers.

“There is less room 
for manipulation and 
interpretation than there was 
with The Duchess [the film of 
Georgiana starring Keira 
Knightley]. There is less to 
break your heart over.”

A World on Fire: an Epic History 
of Two Nations Divided is published 
by Allen Lane at £30 T £26
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