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Remarkable is the adjective most frequently associated with Princess
Agnes Salm-Salm, and ﬁttingly so. For even if many of the exploits and
honors attributed to her never came to pass, or did so in a less spectacular fashion than she recalled, she lived a remarkable life. Of most of her
sixty-eight years (seventy-two by some accounts, sixty-six by others)
little is known. But during a ten-year period—from  to —she
made her mark. In that time she played an often conspicuous and always colorful role in three of the nineteenth century’s major events: the
Civil War in the United States, the fall of Maximilian’s empire in Mexico,
and the Franco-Prussian War. But it remains diﬃcult to determine just
how remarkable she might have been.
She appeared seemingly out of nowhere at Washington, D.C., in
, an American girl without a past, and she preferred to keep it that
way. The prevailing historical impression, reported in numerous reference works and obituaries, holds that she had for some years performed
in the circus as an equestrienne. In wartime Washington she married a
German soldier of fortune who served in the Union Army and who
also happened to be a minor prince. This alone made a good story. But
myth took over. By the time of her death in  so many versions of her
life, her adventures, even her appearance had emerged that to develop
anything like an accurate picture would require magic.
The mythical Agnes became a new-world Florence Nightingale,
treating the wounded and campaigning with her warrior husband. She
claimed to have been awarded a captain’s commission for her Civil War
service. Later variations on this theme placed her in command of a
company of troops during General William T. Sherman’s March to the
Sea—the “Soldier Princess.” She also claimed a close friendship with
President Abraham Lincoln and his family. In an  interview with
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the Iowa State Register she stated that she “knew President Lincoln well,
and Mrs. Lincoln. And their little Bob, I have trundled him on my
knee many a time.”
Available sources, though, tell a diﬀerent story. While she apparently
did care for the sick and wounded in an administrative sense, she likely
never nursed anyone during the Civil War and never came under Rebel
ﬁre. Nor was she a friend of the ﬁrst family, although she was known to
both the president and the ﬁrst lady. As for “little Bob,” Robert Lincoln—the president’s ﬁrst son—was roughly the same age as Agnes,
which puts an entirely diﬀerent spin on her comment. Even if she accidentally identiﬁed the wrong Lincoln child, her statement was ludicrous. Willie Lincoln died in February, , before Agnes could have
gained access, and Tad would have been almost ten—a bit past the trundling-on-the-knee stage. Agnes was hardly of advanced age in —
ﬁfty-nine at the oldest—and nowhere is there a hint of dementia. It
appears that she, too, had bought into the myth.1
The troubling thing, from a historical point of view, is that the parts
of her life that can be substantiated make for a truly compelling story—
how she manipulated powerful men into backing her husband, for instance. In fact, she operated at a high level in what must be considered
a man’s world. Through her eﬀorts and contacts, she acquired a regimental command for her husband, when his chances for such appeared
limited at best. She did use her inﬂuence to improve the lives of the
sick and wounded—even if she did not toil personally in Civil War
ﬁeld hospitals. She had the ability to attract to her cause several
inﬂuential friends, among them senators, governors, and generals. In
this endeavor she employed her beauty and her charm and, of course,
her title.
The impact of her title cannot be dismissed. Lest we believe that
America’s infatuation with Diana, Princess of Wales, presented a new
phenomenon, or, more to the point, that we accept Princess Grace of
Monaco as a ﬁrst among American women, we should consider Princess
Salm-Salm. Americans are, after all, supposed to disdain royalty. But
this never really has been the case. Indeed, a good many Americans are
and always have been enamored of royalty, and this was true during
that most republican of times—the Civil War. It is not surprising, then,
that much of the exaggeration and myth associated with Agnes SalmSalm springs from her U.S. career.

Preface



Her exploits in Mexico included extravagant and veriﬁable eﬀorts to
save Maximilian from execution, and during the Franco-Prussian War,
in which her husband was killed, she took an active and unglamorous
role in the relief of the sick and wounded. This is not to suggest that
these aspects of her career escaped embellishment. Her attempted sexual
seduction of a Mexican oﬃcer in a last-ditch plan to facilitate Maximilian’s
escape remains a popular but unproven vignette from that period. And,
although she undoubtedly garnered high recognition for her services to
the German army during its war with France, it was widely reported
that she received the Iron Cross, one of the most coveted of decorations,
which Germany reserved for men only.
Agnes clearly relished the title, but, like Diana and Grace, she often
found it hard to stay in character. In a review of her oft-cited book, Ten
Years of My Life, published in English in , a New York Times writer
oﬀered an astute observation: “There is evidently no Princess about her,
saving only the name, and, doubtless that very fact made her interesting
to people unused to so much republican boldness.”
There is another undeniable comparison between Agnes and Diana
and Grace: sex appeal. By all accounts Agnes was quite physically attractive, perhaps unconventionally so, with something of an Ava Gardner
look to her. And like Gardner, she undoubtedly made an impact on men—
a lot of men. She caused Abraham Lincoln to blush (and prompted
Mrs. Lincoln’s overt jealousy in the process); she induced the governor
of New York, a man usually immune to female charm, to give her
husband the command of a regiment; and she made more than a few
soldiers wish they could be in the prince’s place. She also warmed the
heart of the doomed Maximilian and at the same time stirred the
conscience of the victorious Benito Juárez.
Although no evidence has surfaced to prove that Agnes used sex to
advance her agenda, there is too much innuendo to ignore. In this regard she resembles another modern woman, the late Pamela Harriman,
who gained notoriety for her aﬀairs with great men—a Churchill and a
Harriman among them—and for the inﬂuence she wielded in political
circles. This is not to imply that Agnes had aﬀairs with the great men
she encountered, but she certainly made an impression.
So the Agnes who passed into history is largely an invention, one
cultivated by the woman herself and perpetuated to the present by
chroniclers who proved all too willing to accept the myth. Despite its
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republican values, America wanted to believe in a warrior princess. The
anomaly of a beautiful princess-warrior-nurse made for an irresistible
heroine in post–Civil War American culture, just as it would today. The
anomalous nature of Agnes Salm-Salm’s story likely appealed to a nation
that had experienced intense disruptions in traditional gender spheres
during the war, as if her achievements exceeded the reach of the average
American woman. An exotic princess oﬀered a plausible exception to
the rule. In a twist on Voltaire’s comment regarding the existence of
God: if Agnes had not existed it would have been necessary to invent
her, which in a real sense is what happened.
Although tempting, it would be a stretch to cast Agnes as a woman
who moved consciously outside of traditional Victorian gender roles.
She almost certainly did not think of herself in that way. During a time
in which thousands of women aggressively accepted the challenge of
nontraditional roles, working as nurses, running family farms, advancing relief eﬀorts, and indeed ﬁghting, Agnes lived the life of a princess.
The boldness she exhibited on her husband’s behalf, at least during the
Civil War, seems to have been little more than youthful impetuosity.
Even her activities in Mexico, while clearly less self-serving and undoubtedly courageous, did not represent a substantial challenge to accepted behavior.2
But Agnes presents a diﬃcult case in this regard. She clearly behaved
unconventionally, and, as will be discussed, she frequently drew the
establishment’s criticism for such behavior, both in the United States
and in Mexico. Then again, once Agnes married a European prince,
she instantly threw oﬀ myriad potential constraints and created a sphere
of her own. After all, how was a teenaged American princess to behave?
Her husband apparently harbored no desire for his dynamic bride to
conform to a domestic ideal. On one hand, the nature of her public
activity, the overt promotion of personal interests, set her apart from
women such as Clara Barton, who worked for the general good and in
so doing helped to topple the narrow conceptions of the woman’s role
in society. On the other hand, with her heroic eﬀorts in Mexico, Agnes
set a positive example that garnered international praise. Finally, although
outside the scope of this work, Agnes earned legitimacy as a wartime
caregiver during the Franco-Prussian conﬂict. Unfortunately, for Agnes
and those who would write about her, the more positive aspects of her
life paled in comparison to the legend.
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Almost ninety years after her death many important details about
her life remain unknown. The date and place of her birth cannot accurately be determined. Her life prior to  is the subject of wild speculation because nothing of it is known for sure. This work will not solve
these mysteries, although, through a process of elimination, I hope to
narrow the range of possibilities.
Something I read in an article about Pamela Harriman in the Washington Post Magazine struck me: “After a while, she probably became
more myth than woman.” What I envisioned as a lively life-and-times
story about a “remarkable” woman became more of an attempt to sift
through a pile of myth and misinformation in search of some form of
truth. There has been a good deal of storytelling about the princess, but
almost never is there consensus on any given event or detail. The historical record is hopelessly blurred; apparently no birth record for her
exists, and no adequate family history has surfaced. Case in point: one
historian—a relative—lists two diﬀerent birth dates in separate reference works.3
But Agnes did write a book, covering roughly a ten-year period from
 to , that details her experiences in the Civil War, the Mexican
Intervention, and the Franco-Prussian War. It is a colorful, gossipy, selfserving story written by a woman who, after those ten amazing years,
was not older than thirty-two and perhaps as young as twenty-six. Ten
Years of My Life provides the foundation for my study of the ﬁrst six of
those years—the years spent in North America. The rest, her years in
Europe, must await a sequel.
Because most writers have accepted her claims and have bought into
much of the myth that surrounds her, I have looked to primary documents and newspapers to help sort fact from ﬁction. I have not altered
quotations except to add clariﬁcation when necessary and have not
employed the Latin [sic] to identify incorrect or archaic spellings within
quotations. Also, I have found it necessary to leave my main subject for
several pages at a time in order to establish needed context. While I
have failed to conﬁrm some of her claims and have found her in later
years to misrepresent her past, the story is not altered substantially by
these ﬁndings. She remains an interesting, indeed remarkable, woman,
who over a ten-year period lived a life that few could imagine and fewer
still could match. This book represents at once a search for the real Agnes
Salm-Salm and a case study of the impact of invention on history.
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The idea to write about Agnes Salm-Salm came to me as I researched a
paper on the French Intervention and the Second Mexican Empire for
Bill Beezley’s Mexican history seminar at Texas Christian University.
Dr. Beezley endorsed the idea and encouraged me to pursue it further.
The fact that Princess Salm-Salm began her career in the Civil War
made her an irresistible subject, allowing me to combine two of my special
interests—the Civil War and Mexican history. Her story also prompted
me to break from a traditional military study to explore a truly fascinating
individual in more of a life-and-times approach, which became my
doctoral dissertation and, with a few additions and alterations, this book.
Because a book represents the culmination of a lengthy process that
no one can complete without much support and assistance, I am pleased
to acknowledge that help. And because there are too few opportunities
to do this, I beg the reader’s indulgence as I recognize some of the
people who have helped me out over the years. Undoubtedly, I have
neglected to include the names of many people who deserve mention,
and for this I apologize and plead for forgiveness.
During ﬁve years of graduate study at TCU I made many friends
and accumulated a rather large debt of gratitude. Grady McWhiney,
my major professor, allowed me great ﬂexibility in my pursuits and provided me with numerous professional opportunities. I thank him for
getting me started in this business of history. Dr. McWhiney’s wonderful wife, Sue, died in March, . I remember fondly her sweet spirit
and the kindness and encouragement she oﬀered me.
I am fortunate to have worked with some truly excellent professors
at TCU. Don Coerver is a gifted scholar and a fabulous classroom
teacher. I thank him for his many kindnesses and for setting such a
great example. Gene A. Smith, also a great teacher and an aggressive
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Sciences, which supported my graduate education, and to former Associate Deans Priscilla Tate and Bonnie Melhart and Administrative Assistant Ida Hernandez for their assistance.
I am ever grateful to Dr. Beezley, now at the University of Arizona,
for his interest and for encouraging me to go to Mexico, where I spent
a month improving my Spanish and doing some preliminary research.
It was a month that changed my life.
Jim Corder, crafty writer and professor of English at TCU, lost his
battle with cancer in . He was a uniquely engaging teacher who
served on my master’s thesis committee a few years back. I learned a lot
from him, and I think about him often. Donald E. Worcester, professor
emeritus of history at TCU, remains one of the best writers and editors
around. Not only did he teach me so much about writing, but he also
gladly read and edited my work, which was a great comfort (and more
than a bit humbling). I am honored to know him and thankful for his
always gracious assistance.
I wish to thank Spencer Tucker of the Virginia Military Institute
(former chair of the TCU History Department) for his support and
encouragement and for the opportunity to work on his award-winning
Encyclopedia of the Vietnam War. It was great experience.
I am privileged to have had some ﬁne colleagues during my time at
TCU. Thanks to Mike Nichols, Mark Barringer, Wes Watters,
Elizabeth Alexander, Brenda Taylor, Dallas Cothrum, Stan McGowan,
Jeﬀ Kinard, and Shannon and Roger Tuller. Special thanks to Mark
Beasley for his generous support, and to Matt Esposito and his wife,
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Joy, for warm friendship and for Matt’s always patient assistance with
my many Mexican history questions. Thanks also to Terry Cargill, Eric
Osborne, Jay Menzoﬀ, Victor Macias-Gonzalez, Daniel Newcomer, and
Claudia Gravier. And thanks to Steve Bunker for his research in Mexican
newspapers and for ﬁnding me a great place to stay in Oaxaca. James
Garza and I were in Mexico together; his help proved invaluable and
his friendship is much appreciated. We had a blast.
Tom Mays, now of Quincy University, and his wife, Carrie, have
been wonderful friends, with whom I have enjoyed many good times
and great adventures. I thank them for being there when it counted.
Thanks also to Tom’s dad, Bob Mays, who put me up for a night during
one of my lonely research trips to Virginia.
A ﬁnal note about my time at TCU: before I entered the graduate
program, Dr. McWhiney invited me to join his Civil War writing seminar. Only days into the semester he suﬀered a heart attack, but the seminar continued under Don Frazier, with assistance from Marvin Schultz
and Bruce Winders. It was a heady experience for me. Schultz and
Winders taught me much about writing and seminar etiquette and
treated me better than I had a right to be treated. I will never forget
their kindness. Thanks especially to Don Frazier, who later invited me
to McMurry University in Abilene, Texas, where I taught history for
three years and worked on this book. He also read and oﬀered valuable
comments on the manuscript.
McMurry University was a great place to work, mostly because of
the support I received from Joe Specht and his staﬀ at the Jay-Rollins
Library. Warm thanks to Viola Norwood, Trudy Mosley, and especially
Lynn Haggard, who worked magic with interlibrary loans. Thanks to
Gary Shanafelt of the History Department for helping me with German translations and to Robert Pace of the History Department for his
friendship and assistance. Thanks also to Perry Kay Haley for her support and friendship. I am most grateful to all the wonderful people—
faculty, staﬀ, and students—who made McMurry such a great place to
work.
I formed many friendships in Abilene. Joe and Alice Specht have
been terriﬁc. Brandon Polk, a great CPA and burgeoning historian,
opened a lot of doors for me. We shared many an adventure. I extend
my appreciation to my colleagues at the Abilene Convention Visitors
Bureau and on the Texas Forts Trail board of directors. Thanks also to
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