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AUTHOR’S NOTE


I was different from other Gettysburg battlefield trampers. I was often drawn to obscurity.


I would whisk past Devil’s Den and Little Round Top and the field of Pickett’s Charge to find myself at an often-ignored corner of the Emmitsburg and Wheatfield Roads, where a plain iron tablet next to an old stone foundation reads simply, “Wentz House.” How poetic.


It was here that an elderly Adams County resident, John Wentz, crouched in his cellar during the battle of Gettysburg on July 2, 1863, unaware, at least at first, that his son, Henry, who had grown up in that house, was posted six hundred yards away as an artillery sergeant in the Confederate army.


Henry Wentz’s homecoming as an enemy soldier has intrigued me since the day I first read about it in Harry Pfanz’s Gettysburg: The Second Day. I wanted to learn more about him—to read and study more, to advance the story in my own mind—but, alas, very little was available in books. Like many other soldiers in the Civil War, Henry did not write about his experiences, or if he did, nothing has survived. No one has seen his photo or any of his possessions. He was, and is, a mystery—and perhaps he preferred it that way.


But I decided to explore. I came up with an idea to write a book about two young men from Gettysburg who had fought as Confederates in the battle of Gettysburg—Henry Wentz and Wesley Culp, whose name is better known because of his family’s hometown roots. In the process, however, I learned that three brothers named Hoffman had also grown up in Gettysburg and become Rebel soldiers, and that all three had direct connections to Culp.


Thus, Gettysburg Rebels was born.


The research was a challenge because Culp was killed in the battle, and none of the others wrote about his actions during this cataclysmic period in the nation’s history. Aside from Culp’s, no portraits of the men exist (though perhaps an unknowing descendant will dig into a box and come forward with one after this is published). But I decided that a lack of such traditional evidence should not deter me. These men’s stories still deserved to be told.


Uncovering those stories took me on an amazing journey to places I’d never been (Shepherdstown and Martinsburg) and some I’d never heard of (Linden and Warrenton), in addition to Harpers Ferry and Gettysburg. I scanned countless pages of oversized county deed books that probably had not been opened for a hundred years and sifted through wills, tax records, church records, newspaper advertisements, family files, obituaries—and, of course, military service records and pension applications at the National Archives. I met and was helped by many wonderful people along the way.


The story in these pages is certainly not the complete account of Henry Wentz, Wesley Culp, and the three Hoffman brothers, but I’m convinced it is the closest anyone has come. Perhaps it will spark more dogged research and the uncovering of more clues (maybe even a photo).


In the meantime, I hope that you enjoy the narrative presented here—the story of five young men who grew up in the North, fought for the South, and marched on their old hometown with an invading army in July 1863.


However you judge them, they will no longer be obscure.


Tom McMillan


Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania


December 2016









INTRODUCTION


Fifty miles from the Gettysburg battlefield, on a gently sloping hill behind the Green Hill Cemetery mausoleum in Martinsburg, West Virginia, a weather-beaten and barely legible tombstone marks the final resting place of one of the fascinating figures of the American Civil War.


Henry Wentz


Died December 10, 1875


Aged 48 Years


The stark memorial offers no tribute to his four years of artillery service for the Confederate States of America, makes no mention of his deeds on fields of honor at Manassas, Sharpsburg, Mechanicsville—or, hauntingly, Gettysburg. It is as though the friends and family of Henry Wentz did not comprehend the extraordinary role in America’s great cataclysm of a man who invaded his old hometown with a foreign army and fired on the house where he grew up.1


Born in nearby York County, Pennsylvania, in 1827, Wentz was just turning nine years old when his family moved to the Gettysburg area.2 His father, John, bought a one-and-a-half-story log and weatherboard house along the Emmitsburg Road in Cumberland Township, barely a mile from the Gettysburg town line and adjacent to a peach orchard that would one day merit its own place in American history. Henry spent his formative years there, maturing into adulthood and becoming a local land owner himself before moving to northwestern Virginia in 1852. He settled in Martinsburg (in what became West Virginia), found work as a plasterer, joined a local militia unit called the Martinsburg Blues, and enlisted in the Confederate army when war broke out in 1861.3


If Orderly Sergeant Wentz felt a strange queasiness two years later as the Army of Northern Virginia thundered into south-central Pennsylvania, he would not have been alone. Four other men in Robert E. Lee’s invading force had grown up in Gettysburg. John Wesley Culp, from one of the borough’s most prominent families and a private in Company B of the Second Virginia Infantry, was immortalized when he fell in battle near his cousin’s farm.4 The three remaining Gettysburg Rebels, however, were unknown even to Civil War historians for well over 130 years.


These were the Hoffman brothers—Robert, Frank, and Wesley. Their father, C. W. Hoffman, had been one of Gettysburg’s leading citizens, but in 1856 he suddenly, and somewhat mysteriously, pulled up stakes and moved to northwestern Virginia, with profound consequences for the lives of four future Civil War soldiers. Wesley Culp, a sixteen-year-old apprentice in Hoffman’s Gettysburg carriage-making business, went with his boss, helping him open a new shop in Shepherdstown, in what became West Virginia. Culp joined the local militia known as the Hamtramck Guards and eventually entered the Confederate service when the unit became Company B of the Second Virginia Infantry in 1861. And yet most historians have overlooked the story of Hoffman’s own sons, who also moved south with their father.5


Robert Newton Hoffman, the eldest of C. W. Hoffman’s surviving sons, worked alongside Wes Culp at his father’s carriage shop in Gettysburg. Like Culp, Robert joined the Hamtramck Guards after arriving in Shepherdstown and enlisted in Company B of the Second Virginia when their adopted state seceded in April 1861. He was with Culp at the battle of First Manassas and other major engagements with the famous Stonewall Brigade. Though no longer in a combat role by the time of the Gettysburg campaign, Robert came north with Lee’s army and served throughout the campaign.


Francis William “Frank” Hoffman, the middle brother, enlisted in the Confederate army as an infantryman at the start of the war but soon transferred to artillery service. He served in Company A of the Thirty-Eighth Battalion Virginia Artillery for four years until being wounded at Petersburg, Virginia, in March 1865. Frank’s company arrived on the field at Gettysburg on the morning of July 3 and played a key role in the great cannonade that preceded Pickett’s Charge.


Wesley Atwood Hoffman followed his older brothers into the Confederate service in March 1862, enlisting in Company A of the Seventh Virginia Cavalry, the “Fauquier Mountain Rangers.” Though his Gettysburg service is more difficult to document than his brothers’, there is strong circumstantial evidence that he was with the Seventh Virginia throughout 1863 and during the Gettysburg campaign, when it took part in the battle of Brandy Station in early June, guarded the mountain passes under General William “Grumble” Jones on the move north, and fought in the cavalry action at Fairfield on July 3.


The first mention in print of the Hoffman brothers’ connection to the battle came only in 1995, when the great Gettysburg researcher William Frassanito identified Robert in his book Early Photography at Gettysburg. Frank’s presence as an invading soldier on his native soil was overlooked until 2015, when James A. Hessler and Wayne E. Motts briefly mentioned him and Robert in a sidebar in Pickett’s Charge at Gettysburg. The third brother, meanwhile, has been a cipher to Civil War historians for more than a century and a half; Wesley Hoffman’s service in the Confederate cavalry is detailed here for the first time.6


I have scoured the military, legal, and family records to reconstruct the stories of all five Confederate soldiers who returned to Pennsylvania as invaders in 1863. Though the names of Wesley Culp and Henry Wentz have been known to serious students of the Gettysburg campaign, the two are barely mentioned in the classic single-volume histories of the battle, and their stories are almost never told together. Culp is familiar largely because of his connection to the Gettysburg heroine Jennie Wade and because he fell in battle on “his uncle’s farm,” but I have uncovered convincing evidence that puts the previously accepted date, site, and family relationship in dispute. Wentz merits a mere eight sentences in Harry W. Pfanz’s 438-page epic, Gettysburg: The Second Day, and even Pfanz can only conclude that his role “must remain as one of the tantalizing mysteries of Gettysburg.” My goal has been to conduct a more thorough examination of the Culp and Wentz stories and to place them in context with the heretofore anonymous Hoffman brothers.7


The book will also probe the fascinating and complex background of C. W. Hoffman, whose prominence as a Gettysburg business owner and civic leader is understated by historians who identify him only as a “carriage-maker.” Hoffman had direct connections to four of the soldiers—his three sons and Wes Culp—exerting a strong influence over the Gettysburg Rebels. It is also possible that he knew Henry Wentz, for modern-day Hoffman descendants say C. W.’s sister lived as a tenant on the Wentz property in the late 1840s (when Henry was still at home). Gettysburg in the mid-nineteenth century was a very small town.8


Beyond those personal details, Gettysburg Rebels will highlight the astoundingly inefficient communication within the Confederate army during the campaign, a weakness that prevented Lee and his senior staff from realizing they had five men from Gettysburg in their ranks. Brigadier General James Walker of the Stonewall Brigade was aware that Wes Culp had Gettysburg ties, allowing him to visit his sisters in town on the night of July 1, but there is no evidence that Walker conveyed this important information to his division commander, Edward Johnson, or to his corps commander, Richard Ewell. None of the other colonels or generals overseeing Culp, Wentz, or the Hoffmans made any mention of the hometown connections in their battle reports or postwar memoirs. We are left to conclude that no one in authority other than Walker was aware of the potentially rich sources of local intelligence among the Confederates’ own ranks.9


By contrast, some of the foot soldiers in Company B of the Second Virginia were well aware that both Culp and Robert Hoffman were from Gettysburg—Private Benjamin S. Pendleton requested that pass from General Walker for his friend Culp on July 1—and one member of Henry Wentz’s artillery battalion knew that a fellow soldier had family living on the Gettysburg battlefield. But apart from Pendleton’s request for Culp’s pass, it appears that none of these men in the ranks thought to pass the information up the chain of command.10


Thus was Robert E. Lee deprived of rare intelligence assets that could have provided crucial information during his bold and historic invasion. It was not uncommon for Civil War commanders to identify soldiers in their units with local ties and temporarily assign them as scouts or guides. General Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson tapped Private David Kyle of the Ninth Virginia Cavalry for such a role at the battle of Chancellorsville because Kyle had once lived and hunted nearby; Kyle, it was said, knew “every hog-path.” The need for local knowledge was especially acute at Gettysburg because General J. E. B. Stuart’s Confederate cavalry did not reach the field until the afternoon of the second day of the three-day battle. “Lee was entirely in the dark as to the terrain and any features of any likely battlegrounds,” writes Stephen W. Sears in Gettysburg, his history of the campaign. Had Stuart been on hand earlier, as expected, Sears believes, he would have been “in position to reconnoiter most of the ground between the converging armies.” But he was not. Certainly, any of the five Gettysburg rebels could have helped in that regard.11


One of the famous missteps in Confederate strategy took place early on the morning of July 2, when Lee sent his topographical engineer, Captain Samuel Johnston, to scout the Union left flank. A Virginian with no previous knowledge of the Adams County landscape, Johnston informed Lee that from the summit of the hill known to history as Little Round Top he saw no enemy troops in the vicinity—a compelling report for the commander of an invading army and one that had a powerful influence on Lee’s battlefield assessment that morning. But as Harry Pfanz writes, “Captain Johnston made an incorrect report to his commanding general.” Historians have concluded that Union troops were indeed present in the area of the Peach Orchard and Little Round Top that morning. Lee’s July 2 battle plan was therefore based on a hopelessly flawed scouting report.12


How did Johnston make such a mistake? The eminent Civil War historian Allen C. Guelzo offers one possible explanation: “Federal troop movements made Johnston’s claim to have ridden straight up to the summit of Little Round Top unopposed and with nothing to observe simply incredible—unless, of course, Johnston had not been anywhere near the Round Tops in the first place.” The captain apparently did not have an Adams County map in his possession, and it is possible that he mistook one of the many other hills in the region for Little Round Top. We can never know for sure, but under any circumstances and regardless of where he went or what he saw, he could have used a local man to guide him.13


Unfamiliarity with the terrain took another toll later on July 2, when Confederate troops under General James Longstreet were marching into position to attack the flank that Johnston had already misidentified. Hoping to surprise the Federals, Longstreet instructed his division commanders to avoid being spotted by troops from a Union signal corps posted on Little Round Top. The unfortunate Johnston accompanied them to show the way. Alas, when they crossed a bald hill near the Fairfield Road about three miles from their destination, they came within long-range view of the flag-waving signal men. The 14,500 Confederates were compelled to turn around and counter-march several miles to reach the assigned position, costing them valuable time and delaying the start of the fateful attack.14


By way of contrast, a rebel artillery battalion of twenty-six guns under Colonel Edward Porter Alexander had faced the same challenge earlier—on the same hill, with the same perspective of Little Round Top—and had made it into position undetected. Turning off the road and cutting across fields, they zig-zagged down the slope into a narrow valley and onto the edge of Warfield Ridge, then waited idly while the counter-marching infantry found its way. Was it mere coincidence that Alexander’s battalion included Captain Osmond B. Taylor’s Virginia Battery, and that the battery’s orderly sergeant was the onetime local Henry Wentz? Neither Alexander nor Taylor mentioned Wentz in his battle report, so perhaps their seamless arrival at the assigned position was simply good luck. We can never know for sure.15


But this was Wentz’s back yard. When the rebel gunners crossed the rise beyond the Fairfield Road and began their descent to the valley, the site of his boyhood home was visible in the distance. His parents and youngest sister still lived in the house where he was raised. Colonel Alexander, trained as an engineer, had been assigned by Longstreet earlier that morning to reconnoiter the ground and find an acceptable route for his unit, but it strains credulity to think that Wentz would not have mentioned his intimate knowledge of the landscape to his fellow soldiers if not to any of his commanders. Wouldn’t someone have passed it on?16


Sadly, neither Wentz nor any of the Hoffman brothers wrote about their experiences in the Civil War, and Culp was killed in action during the battle, so we are left to speculate about the thoughts, emotions, and actions of these soldiers as they approached their hometown. Few men have found themselves in such remarkable circumstances. Of the 75,000 rebel soldiers who came north with Robert E. Lee that summer, five had spent their childhoods playing in the streets and fields of the town that would become the bloodiest battlefield of North America. The mystery and poignancy of the story of the Gettysburg Rebels make it one of the most intriguing episodes of the Civil War.









One


INVADERS


Private John Wesley Culp trudged dutifully down Carlisle Street and veered left into the town square. How many times had he made the turn before? Hundreds? Thousands? Even in the falling darkness of July 1, 1863, the familiar sights of his hometown greeted him. The carriage shop where he’d worked as an apprentice in the mid-1850s was nearby on Chambersburg Street, and his oldest sister’s home was a block away on West Middle Street. One of his many cousins lived on York Street, just a few doors from the square. For a foreign invader from Company B of the Second Virginia Infantry, it all must have seemed so surreal.1


The bustling crossroads town of Gettysburg had been home to the Culp family for four generations. Wesley’s great-grandfather, Christophel Culp, bought a sprawling 233-acre farm on the southeast side of town in 1787, and by 1860 more than seventy Culps were listed in the Gettysburg census. They included Wes’s father, Esaias Jesse Culp, who operated a tailor shop on Baltimore Street before passing away in 1861, and Esaias’s first cousin Henry Culp, who inherited the original family farm. Henry’s property featured a rocky, tree-covered protuberance that towered over the rolling landscape. It would soon be known to American history as Culp’s Hill.2


Just that morning, lead elements of General Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia had clashed with Federal forces on the town’s western ridges, and now the rest of Lee’s vaunted army was finally catching up. General Edward Johnson’s division of the II Corps had taken a circuitous route, weaving its way from Carlisle, Pennsylvania, through Scotland and Green Village before traipsing down the Chambersburg Pike toward Gettysburg. Wes Culp, whose regiment belonged to the famed Stonewall Brigade in Johnson’s division, may have sensed his destiny as he approached the borough. He was one of five men from Gettysburg who had come north with Lee’s army, but his was the family with the deepest local roots.3


Great-grandfather Christophel Culp was seventeen years old in 1744 when he sailed into Philadelphia from Germany on the Friendship, one of the ships “importing foreigners.” The original spelling of his surname was Kolb or Kalb, and he would be variously identified over the years as Christophel Kolb, Stophel Kolp, Christopher Kolb, Christopher Culp—even Staphael Kolp—before “Christophel Culp” became the settled American version of his name.4


Christophel married Maria Catherina Leise in about 1760 in Berks County, and the couple had six children—including two sons whose descendants would figure in Gettysburg’s Civil War history. Christophel was a rebel himself, enlisting in the Pennsylvania militia from Lancaster County in 1777, though the fifty-year-old private’s service in the Revolutionary War was probably limited to the symbolic home guard in Lancaster.


In 1787 Culp uprooted his family again, purchasing a farm in Cumberland Township in modern-day Adams County that had been owned briefly in the 1770s by Samuel Gettys, the father of Gettysburg’s founder, James Gettys.5 Culp’s son Peter bought the farm in 1798,6 and his son Henry in turn became the owner in 1841. Wesley Culp has sometimes been misidentified as the nephew of Henry Culp (and thus said to have been killed on or near “his uncle’s farm”), but Wesley’s father was Henry’s first cousin. Wesley and Henry were first cousins once removed.7


Wesley was a descendant of another of Christophel’s sons, Christian, a wheelwright who contributed to Gettysburg’s burgeoning carriage industry and lived with his wife, Barbara Rummel, less than two blocks from the town square. Among their five children was Esaias Jesse Culp,8 born in Gettysburg in 1807, a devout Methodist Sunday school teacher, a doting father, and a skilled tailor. In the early 1830s he moved his young family and tailoring business fourteen miles to Petersburg, in northeast Adams County, where Margaret Ann Sutherland Culp gave birth to the couple’s third child and second son in July 1839. Christened John Wesley, after the founder of Methodism, he would come to be known by his middle name.9


County tax and church records for Esaias Culp show that Wesley likely spent the first seven years of his life in Petersburg (now York Springs). By the spring of 1847, however, Esaias had returned to Gettysburg, as this advertisement in the town’s Republican Compiler newspaper indicates:


NEW TAILORING ESTABLISHMENT


               The subscriber respectfully informs the citizens of Gettysburg and vicinity, and the public generally, that he has opened a Tailoring Establishment in South Baltimore Street, in the room occupied by Daniel Culp as a Chair Ware-room, a few doors south of the Post Office, where he will at all times be happy to accommodate those who may patronize him, assuring them that he feels himself able to make a first-rate FIT. His charges will be reasonable as at any other establishment in the county. Country produce taken in exchange for work. He has made arrangements to receive the New York and Philadelphia fashions, quarterly, and will therefore be prepared to make garments in the most approved styles.


Esaias J. Culp


Gettysburg, April 5, 1847


Esaias’s son William, having learned the tailoring trade from his father, worked as a “coach trimmer” for the local carriage maker Charles William Hoffman, preparing the lace, lining, and other trimmings on coaches destined for lucrative markets in Maryland and Virginia.10 In the mid-1850s, at the age of fifteen or so, Wesley was apprenticed in the same establishment. Eager and talented, he was probably the smallest man in the shop, barely more than five feet tall. One brief account of his childhood says he was “much smaller than the other boys” and “most likely endured a great deal of teasing and bullying.” But Wes, too, had learned the tailoring trade from his father and refined that skill to become one of Hoffman’s most valuable employees.11


In the spring of 1856, when Hoffman moved his business fifty miles south to Shepherdstown, Virginia, he asked Wesley, his older brother William Culp, and some of the other workers to come along. It must have been a tempting opportunity for young men who had rarely set foot outside of Adams County. William, twenty-five, married, and just starting a family, declined the offer, but Wesley, still only a teenager—unsettled, single, and adventurous—decided to follow Hoffman.12
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Wesley Culp. Gettysburg National Military Park


Shortly after arriving in Virginia, Wesley joined a militia unit known as the Shepherdstown Light Infantry, commanded by a local veteran of the Mexican War, Colonel John F. Hamtramck. The militias of the nineteenth century appealed to a young man’s sense of civic responsibility and offered a social life. For the transplanted northerner, the Shepherdstown Light Infantry was a source of new friends. Colonel Hamtramck commanded the respect of his volunteers. The son of a daring Indian fighter and a graduate of West Point, he had briefly served in the War of 1812 while still a teenager and led a Virginia state regiment in the Mexican War. His second-in-command in Mexico had been Major Jubal Early, who would lead a Confederate division at Gettysburg.13


One of Shepherdstown’s most distinguished citizens after returning from Mexico, Hamtramck was elected to five consecutive one-year terms as mayor from 1851 to 1854. Is it any wonder that the Shepherdstown Light Infantry so readily attracted young men of the region to serve as the town guard? Wes and the others drilled on weekends and, dressed in fancy uniforms with horizontal white chest piping, appeared at parades and other patriotic events. Shortly after Hamtramck’s death in 1858, the unit was reorganized under new officers and officially renamed the Hamtramck Guards.14


Three years later, almost to the day, the Guards marched twelve miles to Harpers Ferry to enlist in the Civil War. Wesley Culp was among those answering the call of his new country, signing his enlistment papers on April 20, 1861 (the same day that his brother William committed to the Union army). The Guards were formally mustered into the Confederate service on May 11 as Company B of the Second Virginia Infantry and assigned to a brigade under the soon-to-be-famous commander Thomas Jonathan Jackson. They would bear the name Hamtramck Guards throughout the war.15


Wesley and his unit had their first taste of battle on July 21, 1861, near Manassas, Virginia, along the banks of a meandering creek called Bull Run. It was here, in the war’s first major engagement, that General Jackson earned his legendary nickname (“There is Jackson standing like a stone wall!” a fellow officer shouted.) The Confederates wavered early but hurled back federal forces with a vicious counterattack that had the bluecoats fleeing in terror, sending shock waves rippling to the front lawn of the White House, thirty miles away. Many had hoped for—predicted, even—a quick and seamless victory for the Union. The rebel forces under Stonewall Jackson, including the Hamtramck Guards, let it be known that they would not be subdued so easily—and that there would be more battlefield horrors to come.16


There were. Wesley endured long marches, picket duty, and relentless drilling through the fall and winter of 1861–1862. He was captured by Federal troops while on furlough in March 1862, shortly after the battle of Kernstown, but defiantly rejoined his unit after being released from a Union prison later that year. He’d become a hardened veteran by the age of twenty-three. During the march north in mid-June 1863 he even encountered his brother’s regiment, the Eighty-Seventh Pennsylvania Volunteers, at Carter’s Woods during the second battle of Winchester. A few days later, on June 18, Wes and the men of Company B splashed right past their old homes when they crossed the Potomac at Shepherdstown onto nominally Union soil in Maryland. By this point it was apparent that Robert E. Lee had designs on Pennsylvania, and a handful of his men faced the peculiar prospect of invading their native state.17


Johnson’s division marched through Hagerstown, Maryland, on June 22 and churned toward the Pennsylvania border. We know the men were in or around Chambersburg, Pennsylvania, until June 26 because Wesley addressed a short letter at that time to his sister, Ann E. Culp Myers, in Gettysburg. After advancing as far north as Carlisle and setting up camp, they were abruptly ordered to countermarch to the Gettysburg area on June 29. “In obedience to orders,” Johnson wrote in his official report, “I countermarched my division to [Green Village], then eastwardly, via Scotland to Gettysburg.” They arrived on the evening of July 1, a few hours after major fighting had ended for the day.18


Darkness now cloaked the battlefield. Turning off the Chambersburg Pike, Johnson’s foot-weary men “moved along the Gettysburg and York Railroad to the northeast of town.” They took a position near Hanover Road, on the extreme left of the Confederate line, and threw out a thin line of skirmishers.19 Other units, including the Second Virginia marched boldly through the center of Gettysburg rather than following the railroad.


Benjamin S. Pendleton, Wesley’s friend from Shepherdstown and a member of Company B, who became an orderly on General Walker’s staff during the Gettysburg campaign, recalled the route with striking clarity years later. “We came in on the Carlisle Road and the head of the column turned left at the square. There were few citizens of the town to be seen for there had been fighting in the streets of the town before we arrived.”20 Aware that one of his comrades had grown up there, he noted, “The townspeople had made themselves scarce, so that no one welcomed or recognized Wes Culp on his homecoming.”21
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A few hours before midnight on July 1, campfires crackled along the Chambersburg Pike in Greenwood, Pennsylvania, about fifteen miles from Gettysburg. The anxious gunners of Colonel E. P. Alexander’s reserve artillery battalion knew they would be moving shortly to the site of the first day’s action, where, as Alexander put it, “we heard enough to assure us that the little dispute was not entirely settled.” Many of the men tried to steal a few minutes of sleep before the order to start the fateful march, but one of them, Sergeant Henry Wentz of Taylor’s Virginia Battery, likely peered out from his post and pondered the eerily familiar territory up ahead.22


His parents, John and Mary Wentz, and his youngest sister, Susan, still resided in the house in Cumberland Township where he had grown up. It had been eleven years since Henry left home at the age of twenty-five to start a new life fifty miles to the south in Martinsburg, Virginia. He had boarded with a family there, found steady work as a plasterer, immersed himself in the local culture, and like so many rambunctious young men of his generation, enlisted in a militia unit. But he never could have imagined that he would one day be an officer in Robert E. Lee’s vaunted Army of Northern Virginia, returning home to make war.23


Henry’s great-grandfather, Frederick Wentz, was thirteen in 1743 when, like Christophel Culp, he arrived in Philadelphia from Germany. The next two generations of the family drifted west to York County, until Henry’s father, John, bought two acres at the intersection of the Emmitsburg Road and Millerstown Road in Adams County in 1836.24 A weaver by trade (but often simply a “laborer”), John was fifty and had fathered nine children by two wives by the time he settled in the Gettysburg area. Henry, the third of the four children born to the second wife, Mary, was born in York County in 1827 and was nine years old when the family moved to the site now marked by the “Wentz House” sign along modern-day Business Route 15 in the Gettysburg National Military Park.25


There is little record of Henry’s life before the Civil War, but there seems to have been nothing remarkable about his upbringing or appearance. He was listed in Confederate military records as standing five feet eight inches, with black hair, hazel eyes and a dark complexion. The carriage business was prospering in Gettysburg in the mid-nineteenth century, and Henry took a job in town working for David Ziegler, a partner in the Danner and Ziegler Carriage-Making Establishment on East Middle Street. Ziegler and his partner, J. B. Danner, had purchased the business in 1846, promising in a newspaper advertisement to conduct their business “on an extensive scale” with “a large number of the best workmen engaged.” Carriage-making promised a prosperous livelihood for a young man turning twenty years old.26
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The modern-day Wentz House sign at the corner of the Emmitsburg and Wheatfield Roads. Author photo


In 1850, another career possibility opened up for Henry when his father, perhaps hoping to quell the young man’s wanderlust, gave him nine acres of prime Adams County farm land along the Emmitsburg Road, diagonally across the intersection from the Wentz family home and directly across from Joseph Sherfy’s peach orchard. (By the time of the Civil War, this land abutted farms owned by George Rose and James Warfield.)27


John Wentz’s attempt to anchor his son to Gettysburg didn’t work. Henry moved to Martinsburg in 1852, ostensibly to continue his work in the lucrative carriage industry, possibly with the ambition of opening a carriage shop of his own. But while he may he have dabbled in carriage-making and other jobs for a few years after settling in Virginia, his occupation in the 1860 Martinsburg census (and all existing records thereafter) is given as “plasterer.” He boarded with a family headed by another plasterer, George Toup—apparently his boss and landlord.28


Henry’s interest in military affairs was piqued early on when he came across a Martinsburg militia unit known as the Blues, led by Ephraim G. Alburtis, the editor of the influential Berkeley County Republican. Alburtis and the original roster of Martinsburg Blues had volunteered for duty in Mexico in 1846, serving in the Virginia regiment commanded by Colonel John F. Hamtramck of Shepherdstown. Alburtis managed to keep his small unit intact as a home guard following the war, no doubt using his newspaper connections and prominent position as two-term county clerk of courts to attract a new wave of recruits.29


The Virginia Convention voted to secede from the Union on April 17, 1861, stoking tempers and fracturing loyalties in the northwestern part of the state near the Pennsylvania border. Some citizens in the Martinsburg area were staunchly pro-Union, while others favored secession. Men from the same towns and neighborhoods scrambled to enlist in armies representing different sides. The nineteenth-century Aler’s History of Martinsburg and Berkeley County describes the complex mix of sentiments in the area:


           The minds of the grandsons of Berkeley were pervaded in 1861 by the same spirit which animated the heroes of 1776 and 1812, and emulating their noble example, a full representation volunteered who were willing to take up arms; and, if need be, sacrifice their lives in defense of the principles which they had adopted. These heroic men enlisted on both sides. Men equal in intelligence and courage, honesty of purpose and stubborn determination, whose forefathers had fought side by side for the independence of their country during the Revolutionary War; only differing, perhaps, in the circumstances and influences which had educated them into a decided opinion upon the great questions then at issue.30


Alburtis and his men chose the Confederacy. Henry Wentz enlisted on April 19 in Martinsburg, originally for one year but soon afterward committing to a term of “three years or the war.” The unit was mustered into the rebel army as Company B of the First Virginia Light Artillery, known less formally as the Wise Artillery (after Henry A. Wise, the revered “War Governor” of Virginia). Their transition from home-guard militia to a wartime artillery company was clumsy and time-consuming, in large part because Alburtis’s men, though eager, “knew nothing whatsoever about cannons.” Complicating matters, the few guns they possessed were outdated smoothbore six-pounders. One early observer judged the battery to be “little more than symbolic.” But with the assistance of a sharp young lieutenant from West Point named John Pelham, the Wise Artillery began to round into form by the early summer of 1861.31


Wentz was introduced to the war at the battle of First Manassas on July 21. The green gunners of the Wise Artillery were hustled into action on the key terrain of Henry House Hill, where they supported the troops of General Thomas Jackson (including Wesley Culp and the Second Virginia). Inexperienced and nervous as the Wise men were, Pelham thought they deserved “the highest praise” for their first performance under fire. Over the summer and early fall of 1862, they would develop into seasoned warriors in the Seven Days’ campaign on the Virginia peninsula and at Antietam.32


Wentz served under an ever-changing list of commanders (Alburtis and Pelham were followed by James S. Brown and John L. Eubank in the first two years alone), but he was always well regarded by the officer in charge. Entering the Confederate service as a corporal on Alburtis’s staff, he was promoted to first sergeant (also called orderly sergeant) shortly after Brown took command in February 1862, a rank he retained through the remainder of the war.33


When the Confederate high command reorganized its artillery in the fall of 1862, the Wise Artillery was disbanded and its men reassigned to compatible units. Wentz was one of sixty-eight who were transferred on October 8 to a company led by John Eubank, the secretary of the last Virginia convention on secession before the war, whose career as a commander would be short lived. Eubank battled through illness to lead his newly-strengthened unit at the battle of Fredericksburg in December, a resounding Confederate victory, but a medical examination in March declared him unfit for further service. He was promptly replaced by one of his lieutenants, Osmond B. Taylor.34


By the time the Gettysburg campaign got underway in June 1863, Taylor’s four-gun battery was part of a larger artillery battalion under E. P. Alexander and attached as a reserve unit to General James Longstreet’s corps of the Army of Northern Virginia. When marching orders from Longstreet arrived at his headquarters in Milford, Virginia, on June 3, Alexander knew instantly “that it meant another great battle with the enemy’s army.” After finally crossing the Pennsylvania border on June 26, however, his gunners spent four mostly idle days in camp at Chambersburg and had advanced only nine miles to a small village near the Cashtown Gap by July 1. “Back at our camp at Greenwood, we knew nothing of the fighting until later in the afternoon,” Alexander remembered years later. Then, almost hauntingly, “rumors began to arrive.”35


Shortly after dark on July 1, Longstreet sent word to move the guns forward to the newly-designated battlefield. The “little dispute” had not, in fact, been settled. “We had a little breakfast and corn coffee before starting,” Alexander said, “and then a lovely march over a fairly good pike by a bright moon.” Historians continue to debate the implications of Longstreet’s order for the course of Civil War, but for Henry Wentz they were personally momentous. At long last, he was headed home.36
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Late in the evening of July 1, a few hours before Wentz’s unit had broken camp out along the Chambersburg Pike, a dust-covered soldier in the butternut uniform of the Confederate army made his way down East Middle Street toward the intersection with Baltimore Street. He was cautious, pensive, purposeful. The rebels held the town after overrunning two Union corps on Gettysburg’s western ridges that afternoon, but this was no time to draw attention to oneself as an invader. The citizens were jittery and frightened—some downright angry—and many had loaded muskets in their parlors for protection.


Wesley Culp crossed Baltimore Street in the darkness and found a familiar address along West Middle Street. After hesitating for a moment, he raised his hand and rapped on the door.


There was shuffling inside, and he heard nervous whispered voices. The gunfire had stopped for now, but the eerie silence wouldn’t last for long. “It’s me!” he wanted to say, but he didn’t dare raise his voice, lest a neighbor recognize the sound of a traitor. He waited until he heard soft footsteps approaching and saw the latch being lifted.


The door opened ever so slightly, and their eyes met for the first time in years.


“Why, Wes!” exclaimed his older sister, Ann E. Culp Myers, “You’re here!”37









Two


A MAN CALLED C. W.


March 1856. Dust billowed as the caravan of carriages clattered away from the two-story home in the second block of Chambersburg Street in Gettysburg. Curious onlookers gathered to gawk at the spectacle.1


For almost seventeen years, an enterprising German named Charles William Hoffman had raised his eight children and operated his multifaceted business here on the north side of the street, a block from the town square. What began as a modest carriage factory in 1839 had expanded to include a thriving blacksmith operation, a buggy repair shop, a steam mill, and, by 1854, an enterprise that sold “clothing of all kinds made to order by experienced workmen.” Hoffman had become one of the town’s most prominent citizens: a three-term borough councilman, a trustee of the Methodist Episcopal Church, and a member of Gettysburg’s delegation to the 1854 state temperance convention in Harrisburg. In the mid-1850s he also served on a committee that established the Evergreen Cemetery on a hill south of town, where, a decade later, Abraham Lincoln would deliver the Gettysburg Address. But now C. W. Hoffman was heading south.2
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Upheaval had been part of his life almost from the start. Born on August 5, 1815, in Cologne, Germany, Charles William Hoffman immigrated with his parents to Baltimore in early 1817. His father, Francis William Hoffman, was a music teacher from a distinguished background whose elopement with his pupil Anna Barbara Esser in 1814 probably prompted the parental disapproval that precipitated the move to the United States.3


Francis “played the organ in a cathedral in Baltimore after coming to America,” but a second child was born shortly after his arrival, and the strain of providing for a growing family in a foreign land began to overwhelm him. “He was a musician,” one descendant wrote, “and knew not how to make a living for his wife and family.” Over the next thirteen years, the Hoffmans embarked on a series of moves around the region that took them as far west as Greencastle, in Franklin County, Pennsylvania, where three of their nine children were born, before returning to Baltimore by 1830. On November 22 of that year, the Baltimore Patriot and Mercantile Advertiser reported that “Francis W. Hoffman” was an applicant “for the benefit of the insolvent laws of Maryland.” Francis was broke.4


The family relocated one more time—to Gettysburg, possibly as early as 1831 and certainly by 1833, where Francis decided to try his hand at the town’s burgeoning carriage business in a futile attempt to make ends meet. Soon after the birth of his ninth child, in 1833, he disappeared. The Ancestral Record of Francis William Hoffman and Anna Barbara Esser reports that he “went to Baltimore to sell some carriages and was never heard from again. The supposition is that he either was waylaid and killed for his money from the sale of the carriages, or that he returned to Germany.”5


It is impossible to gauge the full impact of Francis’s sudden disappearance on his oldest son, Charles, who was seventeen at the time. He had been put to work at a young age to help his father provide for the family, but from the struggles of his teenage years he learned basic business principles and the difference between success and failure, developing a relentless work ethic that would serve him well as he grew to adulthood. Charles was driven to succeed. “[He] was a self-made man,” one of his granddaughters wrote with pride decades later. “He had no opportunity to go to school as he had to help his father make a living. He had only three months schooling but was a good businessman. . . . [He] was alert as to business and investments.”6


Charles was twenty-one years old when he married Sarah Ann Taylor in Gettysburg on September 6, 1836. A year later, he purchased a carriage shop on West Street, a few blocks from the square, and Sarah gave birth to their first child, Charles Wesley, on April 2, 1838. Four more boys and three girls followed, all born in Gettysburg between 1838 and 1855.7


An advertisement in the Adams Sentinel and General Advertiser on April 8, 1839, read:


COME AGAIN!


               The Subscriber returns his sincere acknowledgements to the public for the liberal patronage heretofore extended to him, and begs leave to inform, that he has


REMOVED HIS SHOP


               to the one formerly occupied by George Richter, in Chambersburg Street, a few doors west of Mr. Thompson’s Hotel, where he is prepared to execute all work entrusted to his care with neatness and dispatch. He hopes, by strict attention to business, to merit and receive a share of public patronage.


C. W. Hoffman


The man who from now on would be known as “C. W.” had become a major player in Gettysburg’s dominant industry. The town was a national leader in the production of carriages from 1800 to 1860, and at one point fifteen percent of its workers earned their wages from carriage-related businesses. C. W. Hoffman, at age twenty-four, now had his own stake in that legacy.8


The old Richter property, on the northwest corner of Chambersburg and Washington Streets, would be Hoffman’s home and workplace for the next decade and a half.9 The plant included “a blacksmith shop for iron work and tires, a cabinet-making shop for construction of carriage bodies, a trimming shop which provided canvas covers and other trim, a paint shop for painting the carriages and a silversmith shop for plating silver and other exterior metals.” Contemporary descriptions of his holdings include two brick “dwelling houses,” two brick stables, a “large Coach Maker Shop,” a blacksmith shop, a frame coal house, a wood shed, several back buildings, and three other substantial lots fronting Chambersburg Street. The two-story brick family residence anchored the complex.10 For a small Pennsylvania town in the 1840s, C. W. had quite a spread.
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Personal tragedy struck in 1843 when little Charles Wesley Hoffman died at the age of five. By then, however, there were two other children—Robert Newton, born in 1840, and Francis William, born in 1842—and more were on the way. Another son, Wesley Atwood, came along in 1844, and a daughter, Sarah Elizabeth, was born two years later. With Mrs. Hoffman now caring for four little ones under the age of seven in the main house and C. W. tending to his expanding carriage and blacksmithing businesses next door, the north side of the second block of Chambersburg Street was a decidedly bustling place.11


Having established himself as one of Gettysburg’s most prominent businessmen, C. W. entered the political arena in 1846 and was elected to a one-year term on the borough council. Consecutive terms were not permitted, but he regained his seat at the next opportunity, in 1848. In February of that year, he joined a number of local dignitaries—including Professor Michael Jacobs, the Reverend S. S. Schmucker, attorneys David McConaughy and D. A. Buehler, and businessmen Henry Fahnestock and Edman W. Stahle—in the Adams County Temperance Convention, which declared that “the evil against which we have enlisted demands the same kind of legislation which has been pursued in regard to horse-racing, gambling, profanity and other immoralities.”12


Hoffman’s business continued to grow, and soon he was offering shovel cultivators, second-hand buggies, “all kinds of blacksmithing” services, and even fruit trees—all in addition to the carriage shop. The arrival of another son in 1849 brought the number of children to five (along with three other relatives and five boarders) at the residence on Chambersburg Street.13
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Religion, especially Methodism, was an essential part of life for C. W. and his family. As early as 1833, not long after they’d arrived in Gettysburg, C. W. and two of his sisters, Mary and Henrietta, were listed on the membership rolls of the Methodist Episcopal Church on East Middle Street. Having served the church in various capacities throughout the 1840s, C. W. joined the board of trustees in 1851.14


His growing stature at the church led to his appointment three years later to the influential committee raising funds for a new public cemetery, called “Ever Green,” where “the dead shall repose together without distinction of sect, rank or class.” The Gettysburg Star and Banner reported in January 1854 that the committee had already approved a site, “the first hill on the Baltimore turnpike, west side, embracing lands of George Shyrock and Conrad Snyder,” a spot that would become famous nine years later as “Cemetery Hill.”15


Expanding his business empire, Hoffman had teamed with Thomas and David Warren two years earlier to open a factory on Middle Creek “on the road from Gettysburg to Emmitsburg” for the manufacture of “cloths, cassinets, carpets, stocking-yarn, and carpet-chains . . . in the best style and at reasonable rates.” At the start of 1854, he embarked on perhaps his most ambitious business enterprise—a steam mill for sawing timber and chopping grain, located around the corner from his carriage shop on Franklin Street, the most expensive and valuable of his business holdings.16


Having been out of elected office for six years, Hoffman was determined to solidify his leadership stake in the community and exert even more influence by resuming his political career. Gettysburg borough councilmen were now able to serve more than one-year terms, and C. W. was voted in for three years. With broad political support, multiple business interests, and religious and social prestige, Hoffman was part of the town’s elite.17
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Until, that is, an incident in the summer of 1854, little known today even among Gettysburg historians but vividly described in local church records:


           On Monday, the 26 day of last June, said C. W. Hoffman imprudently and unnecessarily engaged with one John Barrett in a cruel fight by striking with a stick or club, throwing stones, and striking with iron—Hoffman using the stick and stones and Barrett using the iron with the intention of doing severe bodily harm; and in which both were badly injured. All of which showed highly improper and immoral conduct and sinful tempers and actions on the part of said C. W. Hoffman and shamefully outraged the cause of God.18


Hoffman and two other men, who seem to have been the aggressors, were charged by an Adams County grand jury with assault, battery, and inciting a riot.19 A committee of Hoffman’s church, conducting their own investigation, “unanimously refused to recommend him to mercy” and expelled him from the congregation “for the good of souls and reputation of the church.”20


Despite his newfound infamy, Hoffman tended to his businesses, which straddled Chambersburg and Franklin Streets, as though no assault had ever taken place. An August advertisement in the Gettysburg Star announced, “The subscriber has completed his new Steam Mill and is now prepared to SAW TIMBER and CHOP GRAIN at usual rates and short notice. Hannover prices in Cash will be paid for Rye, Corn and Oats delivered at the Steam Mill, west of Warren’s Foundry, Gettysburg.” Nevertheless, the damage to his reputation in the community had been done.


Hoffman and his two accomplices—his brother John and another Gettysburg carriage-maker, William Graham—appeared in court on August 24. The record of the proceedings is sparse, but the jury found the three defendants “guilty of an assault and battery” and “not guilty of a riot.” C. W. was fined forty dollars plus court costs and ordered to remain “in custody until the sentence is complied with.” John Hoffman was fined twenty dollars and William Graham ten for their presumably less culpable roles in the attack.21


On August 28, the day before the church committee was to hear his appeal, C. W. attended his first borough council meeting since the incident with Barrett, offering a well-timed proposal to permit improvements to the Methodist Episcopal Church. The following day the committee members again found him guilty of “immoral conduct” but offered to reinstate his membership if he confessed his wrongdoing and promised “to do better in the future.”22
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The reason for the assault that changed Hoffmans’ life remains a mystery. Perhaps it was a difference of opinion over temperance. C. W. was a teetotaler, while Barrett was known to deal in “spirituous liquors.” The most plausible theory, however, rests on the previously undisclosed involvement of William Graham, who in the early 1850s had been John Barrett’s partner in a carriage-making business just around the corner from C. W.’s workplace on Chambersburg Street. Is it possible that Barrett was attacked by the three men because of a simmering business feud?23


Barrett and Graham had formed their partnership as far back as April 21, 1851. A newspaper advertisement from two years later indicates that Graham was now the man in charge:


           If you want a vehicle that can’t be beat! The partnership between Barrett & Graham having been dissolved by mutual consent, the undersigned respectfully informs the public that he continues the carriage-making business at the old stand in Washington Street. . . . [H]e flatters himself that his work is a little ahead of any turned out by any other establishment in the place.


But Graham’s sole ownership didn’t last. By March 13, 1854—barely three months before the attack—Barrett was back in charge. What caused the original breakup is uncertain, but the two men had clearly gone their separate ways by this time—perhaps not by “mutual consent.”


Barrett trumpeted the change in a new ad using eerily similar language to the one previously placed by Graham:


           If you want a vehicle that can’t be beat! The undersigned, having purchased the carriage-making establishment of Wm. Graham, respectfully informs the public that he will continue the said business at the old stand in Washington Street. . . . [H]e flatters himself that his work is a little ahead of any turned out by any other establishment in the place.


The evidence of a connection between Graham’s and Barrett’s business dealings and the attack is purely circumstantial. Did C. W. have his own beef with Barrett? Did he and his brother enter the fray on Graham’s behalf? Were other factors involved? Something caused C. W. Hoffman to risk his health, his good name, and his future in Gettysburg in a vicious armed assault on a fellow citizen. More than 160 years later, however, we simply can’t be sure what it was.
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C. W. did not leave town immediately. For a brief period, there were even signs that his life in Gettysburg might return to normal. On November 6, he attended a borough council meeting, only his second appearance in that official capacity since the attack on Barrett in June. The next day, local officials held opening ceremonies for the new “Ever Green” Cemetery with musicians, vocalists, orators, and “exercises appropriate to the occasion.” The first burial plots went up for sale that afternoon, Hoffman’s name was listed prominently in a newspaper advertisement with other members of the cemetery’s board of managers.24


But the respite didn’t last, and by early 1855 there were already hints that Hoffman was plotting a move away from Gettysburg and Adams County. Borough records show that he never attended another council meeting, even though he had two years remaining on his term. Then, on February 26, he made a very public show of his intentions with the following ad in the Republican Compiler:


           For Sale or Rent


               The subscriber offers for Sale or Rent the GETTYSBURG STEAM MILL. He will run the mill only until the 15th of March next.
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