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Praise for A Brotherhood of Valor by Jeffry D. Wert

“If the reader wishes a lively, informative account of these two brigades, one that is full of fresh detail, he would do well to read A Brotherhood of Valor. . . . Far better written than many other studies of Civil War military history. . . . A page-turner. Wert is a fine scholar. . . . A splendid example of its genre.”

—Reid Mitchell, The New York Times Book Review

“Offers fresh details and a uniquely close focus . . . offers indelible evidence of how war consumes its participants, no matter their training, dedication, or enthusiasm for the cause that made them fight.”

—James Polk, The Philadelphia Inquirer

“Touches of humanity . . . make the book readable, both for the occasional Civil War buff and the more serious student, who will appreciate the appendix and voluminous [notes].”

—Mike May, Pittsburgh magazine

“A compelling account by a fine Civil War historian.”

—Jim Buford, Montgomery Advisor

“Compelling. . . . An old story, but it never seems to tire from the telling.”

—Geoffrey Norman, American Way

“A gripping account of the dirty, terrible nature of [the] Civil War. . . . Readers can almost smell the burnt powder and flesh and hear the crack of musketry and the roar of cannon. . . . A valuable contribution to the vast literature of America’s bloodiest war.”

—Pat Truly, Fort Worth Star-Telegram

“A masterful and engaging account of the Civil War. . . . Wert writes history the way it ought to be written: with clear prose, a deep understanding of his sources, and with the voices of ordinary men, all of which make the events as real to us as if they had only happened yesterday.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“It’s Wert’s good fortune—and ours—that the two most interesting Confederate and Union units left such wonderful paper trails. Wert takes full advantage of this and delivers a first-rate book. . . . Through skillful use of period letters, diaries, and action reports, Wert paints a vivid portrait of the Confederate and Union soldiers who bled together.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Well researched and engagingly written. . . . [A] fresh perspective. . . . Recommended.”

—John Carver Edwards, Library Journal

“Jeff Wert is one of our finest Civil War historians. This excellent account of these distinguished brigades is a boon to Civil War scholarship. An exceptional book.”

—Alan T. Nolan, author of The Iron Brigade: A Military History

“Wert never allows readers to forget the human dimension of combat, the soldiers’ stories. He allows the dreams, fears, and devotion to duty of these brave men in blue and gray, who faced each other at Second Bull Run, Antietam, and on other bloody fields, to emerge vividly as the combatants themselves recount the turmoil and triumph that forged the strong bonds that bound them as brothers in arms.”

—Carol Reardon, Associate Professor of History, Pennsylvania State University

“The conjunction of two of the Civil War’s most celebrated brigades, expertly narrated by one of the war’s best historians.”

—Stephen W. Sears, author of Chancellorsville
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PREFACE


ON a July morning nearly seventeen months ago, I stood alone at the edge of the Cornfield on Antietam National Battlefield outside Sharpsburg, Maryland. I had arrived early, before the park opened and others shared the ground with me. Before me lay some of the most hallowed ground in the United States, where visitors, like myself, try to understand, to see what can no longer be seen, or to hear what time has silenced. It was a special place for me, however. I knew the names of men who had fought there on that terrible Wednesday in September 1862, and had read their letters and diaries. I remembered Edwin A. Brown, a Wisconsin captain who wanted only to go home and to rest, and a Virginia private whom I knew only as Robbie, whose poignant letter to his wife after the battle reminded me of war’s price.

I had time to look at the Miller and Poffenberger farmsteads, to walk across Hagerstown Pike to a rock ledge and to West Woods. The white-washed Dunker Church was unmistakable as the morning sun touched its walls. There was a silence over the ground, a welcome companion. Monuments, with chiseled words, marked unit positions. It was an awful place once on a late summer’s day.

A group of uncommon men had brought me back to Antietam. Where I stood, they had fought each other directly as enemies during the battle. They were more alike than different, believed in duty and honor, but had answered opposing summons when their nation had embraced a furious wind. Home to them meant Virginia or Wisconsin and Indiana. Where I stood, men of the Stonewall Brigade and men of the Iron Brigade bled together across a killing ground.

This book is their story. It is more a dual history than a comparative study. Recounted together, however, their separate stories allow for the integration of comparative analysis. All soldiers share a brotherhood, the common experience of warfare. By interweaving their journeys through four years of civil war, this book offers a different perspective upon two groups of common soldiers who comprised the most renowned infantry commands of the conflict. Much of the retelling of their story has been left to them.

I selected these two brigades for several reasons. First of all, their reputations as combat units enticed me. Secondly, members of both commands left behind a wealth of manuscript material from which an account could be fashioned. Thirdly, they fought in the same theater, participated in many of the same battles, and on three fields stood opposite each other in combat. Finally, as a historian, I wanted to share their journeys, to revisit with them Henry House Hill, Kernstown, Brawner’s Farm, the Cornfield, McPherson’s Ridge, and the Bloody Angle.

•  •  •

My journey has only been possible because of the collective efforts of others. For those individuals who offered their assistance, I extend my sincere gratitude. Their knowledge and insight have made this a better book, but all errors are solely the responsibility of the author.

First of all, I wish to thank the archivists and librarians at the institutions cited in the bibliography for their understanding, expertise, and patience with my requests for materials.

Other individuals deserve my particular recognition:

Michael Musick, archivist, National Archives; Dr. Richard Sommers and David Keough, archivists, and Michael Winey, photograph curator, United States Army Military History Institute; Ted Alexander and Paul Chiles, historians, Antietam National Battlefield; D. Scott Hartwig, historian, Gettysburg National Military Park; Donald Pfanz, historian, Fredericksburg-Spotsylvania National Military Park; David L. Poremba, librarian, Detroit Public Library; Diane B. Jacob, archivist, Virginia Military Institute; John M. Coski, historian, Museum of the Confederacy; Harold L. Miller, archivist, State Historical Society of Wisconsin; and C. Stanley Vaughan, librarian, Washington and Lee University.

Curtis R. Kemery, a Civil War reenactor, for sharing with me material on the Thirty-third Virginia.

Gary L. Ecelbarger, a fellow historian, for sharing with me material related to the Battle of Kernstown.

Brian Pohanka, Civil War historian and author, for sharing with me material on Charles S. Winder.

Catherine Boyers, a fellow Civil War buff, for assisting with the research.

Gary Kross, Licensed Battlefield Guide at Gettysburg and a fellow historian, for reading my chapter on that battle.

Allan Tischler, longtime friend and fellow historian, for his extraordinary research efforts on my behalf, and for his friendship.

Nick Picerno, Sr., dear family friend and fellow historian, for reading my chapters on Antietam and Gettysburg, and for his friendship and counsel.

William Miller, Civil War historian and editor, for reading several chapters of the manuscript.

Alan Nolan, a friend and a historian, whose study of the Iron Brigade remains the benchmark for all who follow, for reading most of the manuscript, offering much insight, and correcting errors.

Robert K. Krick, a friend, historian, and the authority on the Army of Northern Virginia, for reading the portions of the manuscript on the Stonewall Brigade, correcting my mistakes, challenging my conclusions, and improving the text.

Robert Gottlieb, my agent, for his counsel and support.

Bob Bender, my editor, for his acceptance of the idea, for his advice, kindness, and understanding, and for his friendship.

Jason and Natalie, our son and daughter, and Kathy, our daughter-in-law, for their love and for their understanding.

Gloria, my wife, for sharing my journey from beginning to end, for her countless hours of work on the manuscript, for her love, and for all that makes life meaningful and fulfilling.

Jeffry D. Wert

Centre Hall, Pennsylvania

December 3, 1997



AUTHOR’S NOTE


Officers and enlisted men earned promotions throughout the course of the Civil War. Given the large number of names in this book, such promotions are seldom noted. Instead, when soldiers are mentioned in the text, they are given the rank they held at that point in the war.
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GATHERINGS

CHURCH bells rang in Winchester, Virginia, on Thursday, April 18, 1861. More than ninety miles farther south, up the Shenandoah Valley, in Staunton, “a great state of excitement” prevailed as townsfolk jammed the streets. What had been speculated about for weeks and anticipated for days in both towns had become a reality. Telegrams had arrived from Richmond, announcing the secession of Virginia from the Union. The bells of Winchester tolled for a revolution.1

A second telegram followed from Governor John Letcher, ordering militia companies in the Valley, as the region was familiarly known, to seize the United States arsenal at Harper’s Ferry and its valuable cache of weapons and arms-making machinery. Letcher’s directive brought an immediate response, and by midnight of the 19th, units from Winchester and Charlestown entered Harper’s Ferry, located at the northern end of the Valley at the confluence of the Potomac and Shenandoah rivers. The arsenal’s contingent of troops had torched many buildings before it departed, but the militiamen and local residents saved the machinery and thousands of finished rifles and parts.2

In the days that ensued additional companies of Valley men arrived at Harper’s Ferry. The units bore names such as the West Augusta Guards, Augusta Rifles, Rockbridge Rifles, Staunton Artillery, Southern Guards, and Mountain Guards. Each company had its own “uniform”—the Mountain Guards wore red flannel shirts and gray trousers; the West Augusta Guards and Augusta Rifles, gray woolen jackets and trousers; and the Southern Guards, blue flannel shirts, gray trousers, and United States Navy caps. One company carried a flag given to it while en route from women in Harrisonburg.3

The colorful attire could not hide the rawness of the militiamen. Before these days, the companies had “played military,” in the words of one member. But the seizure of the arsenal heralded a reckoning, an act of war against their national government. The novice soldiers, however, embraced the future. The men “are ready for a fight,” a militia captain assured friends and relatives at home, adding that “if a fight occurs, we will be the first in it, and the last out of it.” Another officer in a letter to a newspaper asserted that “we are in the midst of a great revolution; our people are united as one man, and are determined to maintain their rights at every sacrifice.”4

During their trip northward, down the Valley, the militiamen had witnessed a flood of enthusiasm and support by neighbors and strangers. “I have never seen such an outpouring of popular feelings in behalf of the South,” recounted an officer. “We were as well treated as if we were paying 3/per day,” claimed a private. The civilians cheered and hugged the volunteers, shared food with them, and pledged devotion to the cause.5

This response to recent events had followed a winter of doubt and apprehension. Like their fellow Americans, Valley residents had watched closely the quickening of time since the election of Republican Abraham Lincoln to the presidency in November 1860. Many citizens in the region had voted for John Bell, the compromise candidate in the election. The secession of Lower South states and the formation of the Confederate States of America “weighed heavily on spirits” of those in the Valley. They opposed unsuccessfully a secessionist convention for Virginia, and when the time came to select delegates, they chose “conservative Union men” in many of the counties.6

In the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia, roots went deep into the rich soil. Pioneer settlers had entered the region between the Blue Ridge Mountains on the east and the Allegheny Mountains on the west decades before the American Revolution. They were Scotch-Irish, who wrenched it from the natives, whose name for the region meant “Daughter of the Stars,” and built homes and mills and platted towns. Germans followed and made the fertile earth blossom and nourish. Craftsmen offered various products, and amid the natural beauty, the inhabitants prospered. The region sent forth its own as riflemen under Daniel Morgan to fight the British, and gave again during the War of 1812 and the conflict with Mexico. By the 1850s, a macadamized turnpike linked villages, and railroads breached the Blue Ridge. Within the valley’s confines, night often settled in easily.7

The Valley seeped into bones, touched souls, and when the national crisis climaxed in April 1861, the Valley residents looked to their own. The bombardment and surrender of Fort Sumter in Charleston, South Carolina, harbor on April 12–14 caused Lincoln to call for volunteers to suppress the rebellion. With the proclamation, allegiance to the Union ended in much of the Shenandoah Valley. In Staunton, a newspaper publisher spoke for his readers, writing that the people “were united with a firm and universal determination to resist the scheme set on foot by Lincoln to subjugate the South.”8

And so the Valley gave once again of its fathers, sons, and husbands. The response of the militia companies to Governor Letcher’s summons was but small eddies that during April, May, and June turned into a river of volunteers. On April 20, the governor asked for recruits to “repel invasion and protect the citizens of the state in the present emergency.” From the length and breadth of the Valley, men enlisted for twelve months. Farmers in Grayson County along the North Carolina border, mountain men from Highland and Allegheny counties, students from Washington College and cadets from Virginia Military Institute (VMI) in Lexington, merchants and clerks from Staunton, and Irish railroad workers from Shenandoah County enrolled. They walked, crowded into wagons, or boarded trains, with some detoured to Richmond before being ordered to their common destination at Harper’s Ferry. Watching the passage from her home in Winchester, a woman likened it to a “gathering of the clans.”9

At Harper’s Ferry, the companies with such names as the Montgomery Highlanders, Tenth Legion Minute Men, Emerald Guard, Liberty Hall Volunteers, Virginia Hibernians, and Berkeley Border Guards would be organized in the weeks ahead into regiments. Companies of Valley men filled entirely, except for a handful of units from the western mountains, the ranks of the five infantry regiments and artillery battery that would become the Stonewall Brigade. The command “comprised the very pride and flower of the upper counties of Virginia,” boasted a Winchester woman.10

Few, if any, Confederate brigades reflected such commonality of place, heritage, and kinship. “I never saw so many persons I knew in my life,” remarked a member, “every third person speaks to me.” Every company of the command contained descendants of the Scotch-Irish pioneers. Those of German, English, Irish, and Swedish ancestry stood beside the Scotch-Irish in the ranks. A surgeon of the brigade estimated later that only one man in thirty belonged to a slaveholding family. Little class distinction separated enlisted men from officers. Strong-armed farmers stood beside eloquent lawyers; unshaven college students beside bearded mountaineers.11

Blood ties bound many to each other. One volunteer thought that the brigade appeared to be a “cousinwealth.” One regiment counted eighteen members of the Bell family of Augusta County, eleven of whom were destined to be either killed or mortally wounded in battle or to die of disease. Pairs of brothers, fathers and sons, uncles and nephews shared mess fires in the regiments.12

“America was young, and filled with younger sons,” recalled a member. Approximately sixty percent of the volunteers were those “younger sons” between eighteen and twenty-five years old. The most common age was nineteen, with the majority of men in this age group in their early twenties. A few members had lived for sixty years, while a handful at fourteen and fifteen had barely passed childhood. Private David Scanlon was an unusual recruit, a fifty-one-year-old drummer boy.13

Characteristic of the Valley and of much of America, farmers and farm laborers comprised the largest segment of the command. There were dozens of professional men, clerks, and merchants, and scores of artisans, craftsmen, and mechanics that reflected the vibrancy and diversity of the economy in the region. Other occupations listed on enrollment papers included undertaker, jeweler, nailcutter, druggist, artist, distiller, confectioner, hatter, toymaker, and gentleman. One private listed himself as a “comedian,” and another as a “Yankee school master.” One company of roughly one hundred men had twenty-six different occupations noted on the rolls.14

“Probably no brigade in the Civil War contained more educated men,” a historian of the command has asserted. Current students and alumni of Washington College and the Virginia Military Institute in Lexington, and the University of Virginia in Charlottesville were among the rank and file in each regiment. One company, the Liberty Hall Volunteers, was recruited on the campus of Washington College and included fifty-seven members of the seventy-three-man student body, with a quarter of the volunteers studying for the ministry. VMI cadets and graduates provided a core of drillmasters and officers for the brigade.15

The organization of the companies into regiments occurred throughout April, May, and June. Most of the volunteers entered the service under the authority of Virginia, but on June 8, Governor Letcher transferred the state units into the armies of the Confederacy, with the men’s original twelve-month term of enlistment remaining in effect.16

Civil War infantry regiments consisted, as a rule, of ten companies, designated by the letters A–K, except for the letter J. United States Army regulations prescribed a company size of 3 officers and 98 enlisted men. With 15 field and staff officers, a regiment numbered 1,025 officers and men at authorized strength. Although the Confederacy would adopt a slightly higher figure for a regiment—1,389 officers and men—few regiments on either side ever had a full complement during the war. The recruitment of new volunteers and the infusion of conscripted or drafted men never restored a regiment to the numbers it possessed at its original mustering in. Both governments chose to create new units instead of filling old regiments to authorized strength.17

In turn, usually three or four regiments were organized into a brigade, which was, according to a historian, “the fundamental fighting unit of the army.” Once again, Confederate brigades consisted generally of more regiments—five or six—than their Union counterparts. Because of the importance of localism in the South, most Confederate brigades contained regiments from the same state. Regulations in both armies designated a brigadier general as commander of a brigade. Casualties among officers of that rank resulted often, however, in the temporary appointment of a senior colonel to the command. Finally, three or four brigades comprised a division under a major general. In time, both governments created corps of three or four divisions within an army or department.18

Consequently, as the companies of Valley men gathered at Harper’s Ferry, officers organized them into regiments. The effort consumed weeks, but eventually forty-eight companies were assigned to the five regiments—the Second, Fourth, Fifth, Twenty-seventh, and Thirty-third Virginia—that would constitute the future Stonewall Brigade. Each regiment had at its core companies from a particular section of the region—the Second Virginia consisted entirely of companies from four counties in the northern end or Lower Valley; the Fourth was formed with a majority of its companies from the Upper Valley; the Fifth originated from the militia companies of Staunton and Augusta County; the Twenty-seventh counted most of its members from the mountainous counties of southwestern Virginia, beyond the Valley proper; and, the Thirty-third contained volunteers from six counties, with Shenandoah County contributing one half of the number.19

The regimental field officers—colonel, lieutenant colonel, and major for each unit—were men who possessed either prior military education, militia training, or Mexican War experience, or had been leaders within their communities. Of the thirteen field officers—the Thirty-third had only a colonel initially—five were graduates of VMI, two had attended West Point, four had fought in the Mexican War, and/or four had served as militia officers. One of them, Lawson Botts, an attorney, had been a “decided and uncompromising opponent of secession doctrines” and had defended abolitionist John Brown, whose raid on Harper’s Ferry, in October 1859, hastened the destruction of the Union. Like Botts, four others practiced law, while Kenton Harper, a native Pennsylvanian, was a distinguished newspaper publisher, politician, and farmer.20

The company commanders or captains in the five regiments reflected the diverse origins and composition of their units. Like the field officers, at least one third of them had either prior military training or experience. The remaining captains were usually men of local stature—mayors, attorneys, state legislators, businessmen, and well-to-do farmers. Among the group several were destined to attain higher rank and to play prominent roles in the brigade’s history, including John Quincy Adams Nadenbousch, James A. Walker, Charles A. Ronald, John Henry Stover Funk, Hazael J. Williams, Frederick W. M. Holliday, and Abraham Spengler.21

Among the regimental captains none perhaps had sacrificed more for his loyalty to Virginia than Thompson McAllister. Born in Juniata County, Pennsylvania, in 1811, McAllister had prospered in his native state and had served in the legislature. In 1849, he moved with his family to Covington, Virginia, bought 2,200 acres of land, built a large brick home, Rose Dale, and made money in the milling business and in promoting railroads. McAllister remained in touch with his family, particularly his brother Robert. In January 1860, he returned to Pennsylvania for a family reunion during which he and Robert engaged in a heated argument over politics. The brothers departed enemies, and when the nation divided, Thompson joined the Twenty-seventh and Robert became lieutenant colonel of the First New Jersey. The wound between the brothers never healed.22

In May, an artillery battery from Lexington arrived in Harper’s Ferry, and in time would be attached to the brigade of Shenandoah Valley regiments. Within a week of Virginia’s secession, seventy recruits had enrolled, voted to be an artillery company, and adopted the name Rockbridge Artillery. On May 1, William Nelson Pendleton asked the company if he could serve as its captain, and the men accepted the offer. Pendleton was an 1830 graduate of West Point, but since 1838 had devoted his life to the ministry. He was serving as rector of the Grace Episcopal Church in Lexington when the war began.23

“Old Penn,” as the young gunners dubbed Pendleton, drilled the company with borrowed small brass cannon from VMI. On May 11, the Rockbridge Artillery departed for Harper’s Ferry with two cannon while Pendleton traveled to Richmond for additional guns. Pendleton obtained two, and rejoining the company at Harper’s Ferry, resumed drilling the gunners with four cannon that were soon named Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. By June 30, the battery consisted of Pendleton, three lieutenants, and eighty-one enlisted men.24

The formal organization of the forty-eight infantry companies and one artillery company lasted into July. Throughout the weeks, the Valley men labored with the rigors of military drill and discipline. But the volunteers maintained their morale and gave the reasons for their and their families’ sacrifices. “The men work willingly,” Captain William S. H. Baylor assured folks in Augusta County, “eat heartily, and sleep as soundly on the ground, as a prince in a palace. They are ready for a fight, and I believe are eager to show their courage in driving back any invading force.”25

To the officers and men of the brigade, the stakes were evident. The actions of the Lincoln administration threatened the rights of Virginians and the beloved Valley itself. They understood the gravity of their choice, for as a member asked his wife, “Is not this Revolution?” A lieutenant stated to his wife that he and his men were engaged “in a glorious cause,” one “of defending our good old dominion from the threatened invasion of northern hords.”26

Lieutenant Samuel J. C. Moore, Second Virginia, worried whether his young sons would understand their father’s absence and his reasons for entering the army. Most likely speaking for many other fathers he wrote home:

Do you know for what your Papa has left his family and his home and his office and his business? I will tell you. The State of Virginia called for all the men who are young and able to carry arms, to defend her against Lincoln’s armies, and it is the duty, I think, of every man to answer her call, and be ready to keep the army of our enemies from ever setting their feet in the State.

War is a dreadful thing, and I would rather do anything in the world than kill a man or help to kill one, but then if we were to let Lincoln’s army pass here, they might go into the State of Virginia, and burn our houses and kill the old men and the women and children, and do a great deal more harm, and I am sure I would rather see a thousand of them killed around me, than to know that they had done any harm to my wife and dear little boys.27

So Moore and his comrades prepared for the “dreadful thing” at the gateway to the Shenandoah Valley. With a swiftness they probably never expected, their lifelong allegiance to the old country had been severed. Now they were willing revolutionaries, defending home and family, bound to the cause by duty. In the Valley, as they learned to be warriors, the wheat crop “never was more promising.” For it to ripen and to nourish those at home, the Valley men stood in ranks.28

•  •  •

Spring only beckoned across Wisconsin in mid-April 1861. Winter was a stubborn adversary, a season with an iron grip. During the months of the long nights, in farmhouses, villages, and lumbering camps, the residents had waited for news from the East. The state’s voters had gone for Abraham Lincoln, and then watched as a succession of Southern states withdrew from the Union and created a new government. And now they waited more as the melting snows filled creeks.

Wisconsin had offered them a renewal, like the promise within spring’s new grasses and flowers. During the previous two decades, they had flooded into the territory and brought it statehood in 1848. They were Americans come from New England, New York, Pennsylvania, and the states along the Ohio River, and German, Scandinavian, and Irish immigrants. In 1860, the census counted a population of over three quarters of a million residents in fifty-eight counties. They planted fertile fields in grains, milked cows, sheared sheep, cured cheese, hewed timber, and brewed beer. For many, if not most, Wisconsin had kept its word.29

But they saw beyond Wisconsin’s promise to that of America’s. To them, the country offered opportunity found nowhere else in the world, for if Wisconsin played out, a common man could begin again in another territory or state. As the crisis, brought by secession, deepened, they steeled themselves. A La Crosse newspaper in a typical editorial admonished its readers: “There is a grand old storm coming up—there will be such fighting as this country has never yet seen, and that right soon. This is no time for wavering.”30

When the news of Fort Sumter, followed by Lincoln’s summons for volunteers, reached Wisconsin, the citizenry did not waver. “Patriotism was effervescent,” claimed one man. On April 18, as militiamen marched away to cheers in Staunton, Virginia, residents of Oshkosh met in what the local newspaper described as the “greatest and most enthusiastic gathering which ever assembled” in the community. Across the state townsfolk held similar “war meetings.” “Every rugged backwoodsman, whether American, German or Norwegian, was full of patriotism,” a citizen avowed. “Indignation at the firing on Fort Sumter was genuine and universal.” An Irish farmhand and future recruit put it simply, “I want to do what I can for my country.”31

Two days before the Oshkosh meeting, on April 16, Governor Alexander W. Randall issued a proclamation to the state’s residents. “For the first time in the history of this Federal Government,” Randall began, “organized treason has manifested itself with several States of the Union, and armed rebels are making war against it.” He then noted the consequences of treason, affirming that the attack against a federal installation must be met “with a prompt response.” He concluded with a call for unity: “It is a time when, against the civil and religious liberties of the people, and against the integrity of the Government of the United States, parties and politicians and platforms must be as dust in the balance. All good citizens, everywhere, must join in making common cause against a common enemy.”32

Randall also stated in the proclamation that one regiment of militia “will be required for immediate service, and further service will be required as the exigencies of the Government may demand.” Within days enough companies had volunteered for three months’ service to organize the First Wisconsin Infantry. An additional nineteen companies had offered their services, so on April 23, the governor authorized the creation of the Second Wisconsin Infantry, the first regiment to be organized that would become a part of the Iron Brigade. Randall ordered the three-month volunteers of the Second Wisconsin to report to Madison, the state capital, by May 1.33

The ten companies of the Second Wisconsin came from nine counties across the breadth of the state. From Racine County came the Belle City Rifles, a unit composed entirely of unmarried men; from Winnebago County, the Oshkosh Volunteers, formed by members of a local fire company; from Rock County, the Beloit Cadet Rifles, whose ranks included a dozen students and graduates of Beloit College; and from Grant County, the Grant County Grays, one fifth of its members listing their place of birth as outside the United States. Four companies—the Portage Light Guard, La Crosse Light Guard, Citizens Guard, and Miners Guard—originated as prewar militia units. The Janesville Volunteers, like the Beloit Cadet Rifles, hailed from Rock County, while the Randall Guards filled its ranks in Madison and surrounding Dane County.34

The volunteers departed from their homes for the state capital amid an outpouring of support. The local heroes received meals, heard speeches, were presented with flags, and were accompanied to railroad stations by vociferous crowds. Like Virginians and other Americans, North and South, Wisconsinites gave of their own in a torrent of celebration. Over a year later, after the cheers had died long past, one of the recruits explained to his parents why he had boarded a train for Madison. “With thousands of others,” he wrote, “I was so much excited at the thought of treason breaking out in our Old Union that I thought nothing but to be if possible the first to enroll my name amongst those of her defenders.”35

The La Crosse Light Guard from La Crosse County and the Portage Light Guard from Columbia County arrived together on the same train in Madison, on May 1. Officials directed them to the State Agricultural Society’s Fairgrounds, a forty-acre area located about a mile from the city that had been converted recently into a training camp for soldiers. Even as the two companies passed through the gate, scores of workers were changing cattle pens into barracks. During the next fortnight, the remaining companies of the Second Wisconsin joined the La Crosse and Portage volunteers at the fairgrounds, now designated as Camp Randall.36

Camp Randall served as home to the regiment for the next seven weeks. The installation offered few comforts. “We are cooped up in a 40 acre lot fenced in,” Horace Emerson informed his brother on May 10, “and our Barracks are made up by the side of the fence and every time it rains the damn Shanties leak and wets our beds.” They slept on beds of hay, had not enough blankets, drank “dish water coffee,” and awoke each morning from the discharge of a large brass cannon. The regimental historian later described their stay at the camp as “the short woodshed life in Madison.”37

The cannon’s blast began the daily routine for the men at Camp Randall. The recruits drilled twice a day at first, four times a day by the end of the month. First sergeants of companies usually conducted the drills, with one or more officers present. At night, many of the men visited Madison, and if the opinion of one of them was shared by most of the men, the city had few inducements. Alured Larke grumbled that “there is scarcely a pretty woman here,” adding that “as a town Madison is miserably dull, as a capital wretched.” After some members of the Janesville Volunteers participated in a “great rumpus” in the city, no man was allowed to leave camp without a pass signed by his captain and the regimental colonel.38

Despite the assertion by one member that “our boys are all good hearted Noble fellowes we all love one another as Brothers,” evidence indicates that an element in the regiment did not accept willingly the strictures of military discipline. In fact, one officer described them “on the whole” as “rough, vulgar blackguards.” Even the Second’s historian admitted that “the regiment had become a terror” to Madison’s citizens by the time it departed.39

Responsibility for the discipline of and instruction of the rank and file belonged to the company commanders and field officers, the latter of whom had been selected by Governor Randall. For the colonelcy of the Second, Randall picked a prominent Milwaukee lawyer and former attorney general of the state, S. Park Coon. A forty-one-year-old native of New York, Coon had been a resident of Wisconsin for nearly two decades, and during the winter of 1861 had been outspoken in his support of the Union. He knew little, if anything, about commanding a regiment, drank too much whiskey, but counted among his friends the governor for whom Coon had named the camp. Within the regiment, it was believed that the subordinate officers would compensate for Coon’s shortcomings.40

Randall appointed Henry W. Peck as lieutenant colonel and Duncan McDonald as major. Peck was an Ohioan by birth and had attended West Point but withdrew before being graduated. “A great deal was expected of Peck,” stated a member of the Second. Like Peck, McDonald had some military experience, having served for two years as a colonel in the state militia. When the war began, McDonald was a prominent and respected Milwaukee businessman.41

The captains, elected by their respective companies, were men of local stature. Six of them had practiced law in their communities, while the other four owned and/or operated a business. Each captain had been involved in the recruitment of a company. George H. Stevens of the Citizens Guard, John Mansfield of the Portage Light Guard, and William E. Strong of the Belle City Rifles would be the best of the group.42

On May 9, the volunteers heard a rumor that their three-month term of enlistment was to be changed to three years. For several days, individual companies met and discussed the news, with some men from each company deciding to return home. But only one company, the Beloit Cadet Rifles, refused to enroll for three years. On May 15, officers read the order that authorized the change, and at 10:00 A.M., on the 16th the regiment formed, with 517 members sworn in for three years. A week later, the Wisconsin Rifles from Milwaukee County, led by Captain Andrew J. Langworthy, former county sheriff, marched into Camp Randall, replacing the departed Beloit Cadet Rifles.43

By the end of May, most of the company ranks had been refilled with unassigned recruits in the camp. June 11 was designated for the mustering in of the regiment into Federal service. To allow men to visit friends and relatives, Coon approved passes to upward of four hundred members on the night of the 10th. Uncounted others sneaked out of camp without passes, and by the early hours of the 11th, gangs of drunken soldiers roamed the streets. A large group of them gathered outside a brewery, demanding admittance. When someone broke a window and others grabbed whiskey bottles, the owner, from an upstairs window, fired a shotgun over the crowd. Several soldiers discharged pistols and threw stones at the gunman. The men fled, however, when neighbors ran into the street.44

The next morning, a sobered Second Wisconsin, dressed in state-issued gray uniforms, entered the service of the United States. Nine days later, on June 20, the regiment marched from Camp Randall after receiving a national flag, with “2ND REGT. WISCONSIN VOL.” on each side, and after listening to a speech by Randall. The governor wanted to say farewell and to remind them of the cause for which they had volunteered. “This rebellion must be put down in blood,” Randall averred, “and treason punished by blood. You go forth not on any holiday errand, not on any Fourth of July excursion, but as men to perform great and urgent duties.” They go, he added, “because you will to aid with your own right arms in maintaining the integrity of your Government and my Government.”45

The 1,048 officers and enlisted men of the Second Wisconsin boarded railroad freight cars for the nation’s capital to a chorus of cheers. Many in attendance were undoubtedly glad to see the soldiers leave Madison. The town meetings, the sumptuous meals, and the boisterous support upon the men’s enlistment had given away now to the reality of leaving families, friends, and Wisconsin. “It is safe to say,” remembered Captain Thomas S. Allen, “that not a man in the regiment knew anything of actual warfare.” But the recruits, Allen believed, were “actuated by a common motive and by similar patriotic impulses, yet differing as to policies and parties.” Perhaps Corporal Horace Emerson, as he found a place in a car, recalled the words he had told his brother at the time of enlistment. “If I fall,” Emerson stated as explanation, “I die in defence of the Flag I was born under and which I will die.”46

The train carried the Wisconsin men east, through Chicago, Cleveland, Pittsburgh, and on to Harrisburg. At the Pennsylvania state capital, Colonel Coon refused to continue the trip until the regiment was issued arms. During the previous weeks, contingents of Union troops had encountered mobs in Baltimore, Maryland, the next stop for the Second Wisconsin. Authorities consented, issuing 780 Harper’s Ferry muskets to the unit. The train proceeded to Baltimore, where the regiment marched from one station to another with loaded and capped muskets. On June 25, the Wisconsin soldiers reached Washington, D.C., and camped along Seventh Street, next to a regiment of New Hampshire troops.47

The Western men roamed through the capital as sightseers for about a week, visiting the stone edifices that marked the government they had volunteered to save. Horace Emerson and two fellow corporals arranged a meeting with President Lincoln and drank a glass of wine with the chief executive. After they left the White House Emerson wrote, “bulley for old Abe he is a Brick.” “If ever I get a chance to draw sight on a Rebel,” the corporal vowed, “down goes his shanty.”48

The Second Wisconsin filed into column on the afternoon of July 2, and marched across a bridge over the Potomac River into Virginia, a land of “Devels,” as one called the Southerners. They were halted at Fort Corcoran on the road to Fairfax Court House, and assigned to a brigade under Colonel William Tecumseh Sherman. “Many were confident,” a soldier asserted about his comrades, “that the war would last but for a few months and none anticipated remaining more than a year” away from Wisconsin.49
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FURY ON A HILL

HARPER’S FERRY, Virginia, sat at the northern boundary of the Confederate States of America. The action taken by Virginia Governor John Letcher to seize the arsenal testified to its ordnance value and its strategic importance at the gateway to the Shenandoah Valley. Through the town ran the tracks of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad, a vital supply line for the Union government. To strengthen its defenses and to bring order to the chaos among the volunteers at the site, Letcher and the state’s military commander, Major General Robert E. Lee, assigned Colonel Thomas J. Jackson to the post during the final week of April 1861.1

Jackson, dressed in the blue uniform of a VMI faculty member, arrived in Harper’s Ferry on the afternoon of April 29. A few of his former students at the institute recognized their former instructor and greeted him. The colonel took a room at a small hotel and established his headquarters at the home of the armory’s superintendent. To his wife, Mary Anna, he confided that he had been given “the post which I prefer above all others . . . an independent command.”2

The new commander was thirty-seven years old, a native Virginian who had been graduated from West Point in 1846 and had earned the brevets of captain and major in the Mexican War. In 1852, he had resigned from the army and had accepted a position on the faculty at the Lexington military school. As a professor, he was noted for dull lectures, strict adherence to a textbook, unbending discipline and integrity, and an intense religious devoutness. Self-discipline and piety formed the steel core of Jackson’s being. He was a figure easily ridiculed by young men. The cadets dubbed him “Tom Fool,” while swearing that he could see backward.3

Jackson was, according to an acquaintance, always in “dead earnest.” Before he left Lexington, he warned a group of rowdy cadets, who were celebrating the attack on Fort Sumter by firing guns into the air, “The time for war has not yet come, but it will come and that soon, and when it does come, my advice is to draw the sword and throw away the scabbard.” To him, the terribleness of civil war was God’s will, and His faithful must accept it and do their duty. His faith, a biographer has averred, “permeated every action of his adult life.” When he departed for the war, Jackson went as the Lord’s servant and with unsheathed sword.4

A man of lesser faith might have questioned his Maker’s will had he confronted the problems at Harper’s Ferry that Jackson encountered. But in characteristic fashion, the colonel labored long hours to correct innumerable deficiencies. His orders from Letcher and Lee authorized him “to organize into regiments the volunteer forces which have been called into service,” and to augment the command by issuing a call for additional companies from the Shenandoah Valley. At once, Jackson relieved all general and field officers of the militia, assigned campsites, instituted a daily regimen of formations and drills, assigned details to work on fortifications, began the organization of companies into regiments, and sent wagons laden with the men’s unnecessary clothing and luxuries south to Charlestown. The latter directive moved one Valley recruit to grumble that Jackson “considered a gum cloth, a blanket, a tooth brush and forty rounds of cartridges as the full equipment of a gentleman soldier.”5

Hundreds of other recruits evidently shared at first the Valley man’s complaint. “Few had a good word to throw at the new man,” contended Captain William Nelson, while Lieutenant Samuel Moore informed his wife that “the discipline is pretty strict.” But Jackson would not bend, and as Nelson added, the volunteers’ “notions of war were so completely revolutionized in a short time.” The men might have understood him better had they read his words to Lee on May 7: “I am of the opinion that this place should be defended with the spirit which actuated the defenders of Thermopylae, and, if left to myself, such is my determination.”6
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Jackson imposed order and discipline by instituting a daily routine for the volunteers. Reveille sounded at 5:00 A.M., beginning a fourteen-hour day that included formations, guard mounting, drills, and a dress parade. The type of warfare that would mark Civil War combat required that soldiers master intricate movements either in column formations or in battle lines. They learned it in what was called the “school of the soldier.” By a system of close-order drill the troops practiced the movements in eight-man squads, by companies, by battalions (two or more companies), by regiments, and by brigades. The hard work demanded knowledgeable officers and long hours under the sun’s heat on dusty fields. To assist his officers, Jackson appointed nineteen VMI cadets as drillmasters.7

Officers and men alike struggled with the novel mysteries of military science. With each passing week, the hours devoted to drill increased, while details of men cleared acres of ground and built fortifications. “Days and nights were all full of work and unrest,” recalled a soldier. Despite the labors and instruction, an inspector reported during the third week of May that Jackson’s command was “without discipline and organization of an army.” The troops, he stated, “are all raw and inexperienced—wanting even in the first elements of the school of the soldier.” He concluded, however, that “a fierce spirit animates those rough-looking men,” and if they would meet the enemy, “I have no fear of the result of battle.”8

At the time of the inspection, Jackson commanded nearly eight thousand volunteers from Virginia, Alabama, Mississippi, and Kentucky. These unprecedented numbers, combined with the thousands of troops stationed near Manassas, east of the Blue Ridge, rapidly drained Virginia’s supply of arms and equipment. At Harper’s Ferry, rare was the company that had adequate accoutrements—cartridge boxes, belts, bayonets, knapsacks, haversacks, and canteens. While on drill or guard duty, the men carried their ammunition in trouser pockets. Uniforms embraced an array of colors. In the Second Virginia, for instance, one company wore the dark blue of the United States Army; another, yellow and gray cloth; and a third, dark green.9

The Valley men benefited from their closeness to home. Counties throughout the region authorized money for the purchase of equipment. Local authorities allotted thousands of dollars to secure the items; but their efforts, combined with those of Virginia and the Confederacy, could not fulfill the demands at this point in the war. In early July, two weeks before the Battle of Manassas, Jackson’s ordnance officer, Lieutenant Alexander S. “Sandie” Pendleton, son of Captain William N. Pendleton of the Rockbridge Artillery, reported that the brigade of five Virginia regiments required 168 belts, 627 cartridge boxes, 733 percussion cap boxes, and 783 bayonet scabbards.10

The most critical deficiency, however, related to the variety and the quality of shoulder arms. For months before the war, agents from Southern states had been purchasing weapons in the North and in Europe, stockpiling them against the approaching storm. When the war began, the supplies of arms remained inadequate, and authorities acquired any type of available gun, including outmoded flintlock muskets. Consequently, within regiments, even companies, the troops received different arms in both caliber and firing range. The hodgepodge of weaponry compounded the ammunition supply problems and the training of the men.11

Records from the five Virginia regiments that would form the Stonewall Brigade illustrate the shoulder-arm problem in that command. In the Second Virginia, three companies carried .69-caliber muskets altered from flintlock to percussion; one company had .58-caliber smoothbore muskets; and another, .58-caliber rifled muskets, the preferred weapon. In the remaining five companies, men in each unit possessed either a .69-caliber or .58-caliber arm, some smoothbore, some rifled. Eight companies of the Fifth Virginia bore similar shoulder arms, but five of them had the .58-caliber rifled musket that would become the standard Civil War infantry weapon. The disparity of ordnance within the brigade would not be solved for months.12

Despite the want of equipment and arms, the volunteers had settled well into the daily routine with its rigors of work and discipline. They had ample food—“good fat beef,” bacon, and “the best bread I ever saw,” in the words of one of them. “The men were discontented and unmanageable at first,” an officer wrote in a letter on May 24, “but are now very well satisfied.” Recruits continued to enlist from the Valley. Two members of the Rockbridge Rifles of the Fifth Virginia deserted, however, only to be captured and confined in the town jail. Many complained of sickness at times, but the morale and the “fierce spirit” noted by the inspector remained steadfast. As a private in the Fourth Virginia put it, “we sleep ruff, and live ruff, and we hardly get enough of Scotch snuff, but we must be satisfied and hope for the better.”13

On the afternoon of May 23, Brigadier General Joseph E. Johnston arrived in Harper’s Ferry. A Virginian and West Point classmate of Robert E. Lee, Johnston was one of the Confederacy’s most highly regarded and senior officers. He had been ordered by the War Department to assume command of the post and garrison. Unfortunately for the general, he had forgotten a written copy of his appointment, and no one in Richmond had informed Jackson of the change. A rigid adherent to proper, written orders, Jackson refused to relinquish the command until Johnston found a letter from Lee that included an endorsement: “Referred to J. E. Johnston, commanding officer at Harper’s Ferry.” Jackson stepped aside, and on the 27th, Johnston appointed the colonel to command of the Virginia regiments.14

Jackson’s brigade consisted of the Second, Fourth, Fifth, and Twenty-Seventh Virginia Infantry—the Thirty-third Virginia lacked enough companies at the time to be organized into a regiment—and the Rockbridge Artillery. Although his responsibility and authority had been reduced, Jackson was where he wanted to be, with troops in the field, readying them for battle. Now he could personally oversee the drills, instill a firmer discipline, and imbue them with their commander’s aggressive spirit. He knew the men; he had lived among them for nearly a decade, had taught many of them at VMI or in Sunday School class, and understood their attachment to the Valley and to Virginia. When he learned from his surgeon shortly after assuming command of the regiments that Johnston had derided aloud the mettle of the Second Virginia, Jackson asked: “Did he say that? And of those splendid men?” Pausing, he then affirmed, “The patriotic volunteer, fighting for country and his rights, makes the most reliable soldier on earth.”15

“Drills and marches and work was the order of the day under our new commander,” wrote a brigade member. Roll call at five o’clock in the morning was followed by the first of four hours of drill during the day. At sundown, the regiments marched in a dress parade. Jackson wore seemingly at all times a “grave, solemn countenance.” “He was a man who had very little to say,” asserted a private. An officer who was assigned temporarily to his staff during this time described his superior as “one of the most conscientious men I know, pious, determined and brave, I like him very much, very fair, very polite.” From the beginning, the Virginia soldiers called him “Old Jack.”16

While Jackson focused his labors on the brigade, Johnston wrestled with the broader responsibility of the Harper’s Ferry post. From his arrival, the general regarded the place as indefensible. Sitting in the bottom of a bowl carved by the Potomac and Shenandoah rivers, the town was dominated militarily by surrounding heights, and the position could be easily turned by a Federal advance south up the Valley. By his estimate, the enemy had seven thousand troops at Williamsport, Maryland, upstream on the Potomac, and another two thousand at Romney, sixty miles to the west in the mountains. If the Maryland force crossed the river and combined with the Romney contingent, Johnston and his garrison could be trapped within the bowl.17

Johnston tried unsuccessfully to persuade Lee and others in Richmond of the place’s vulnerability. In the capital, Harper’s Ferry was viewed as indispensable to the defense of Virginia’s borders, a symbol of Confederate resistance. Finally, after weeks of exchanged messages, the government acquiesced to Johnston’s repeated demands, and on June 15, the garrison abandoned the post, but only after destroying the nine-hundred-foot metal railroad bridge across the Potomac and burning the arsenal works and buildings. Silently, Jackson opposed Johnston’s decision. The only satisfaction that he received from the withdrawal was witnessing the spirit with which his brigade marched to meet a reported advance of the Federals. “But when they were ordered to retire,” he informed his wife, “their reluctance was manifested by their snail-like pace.”18

The Confederates retired to the Bunker Hill area north of Winchester. In this section of the Lower Valley, Johnston maintained a bold front for the next month, contesting Union incursions from Maryland. On June 19, for instance, Johnston ordered Jackson, who had been promoted to brigadier general two days earlier, to march with his brigade to Martinsburg, Virginia, west of Harper’s Ferry, and to destroy the railroad shops.19

The Virginians started in the evening, marching into the night. Jackson pushed the men for several hours. In the heat and the dust, hundreds straggled, falling out of the ranks to rest in fence corners. A soldier described it as “a most wearisome and exhausting journey.” An officer thought it was the “severest they have had yet,” but the men “take what comes and in the main keep cheerful.” When they reached Martinsburg, crews began the work of destruction, burning the shops and engines and cars. Jackson established Camp Stephens four miles north of the town, and here the brigade remained for nearly a fortnight.20

While at Martinsburg, Jackson hoped that the Federals would cross the Potomac and offer battle, writing to his wife that “our troops are anxious for an engagement.” Confederate cavalry, under Colonel James E. B. “Jeb” Stuart, roamed along the river in Jackson’s front to warn of an enemy advance. To keep the 2,300 members of the brigade busy, Jackson drilled them for six hours each day. “The Commander,” a VMI drillmaster still with the troops wrote of Jackson, “is strict in requiring attendance at the camp, and wherever to military discipline.”21

On July 2, while the men ate breakfast, orders came from Jackson to prepare to march. He had received a note from Stuart, who reported that a Union force was less than five miles away and advancing south. Jackson hurried Colonel Kenton Harper’s Fifth Virginia and the battery toward the enemy. Harper’s skirmishers, posted in the front, like a long knotted string of men, encountered the Northerners near Falling Waters at a bend in the Potomac. Harper pushed his other companies forward to a farmhouse, barn, and outbuildings. The Federals, a brigade of about three thousand troops, opened, in Harper’s words, a “very heavy” fire on the Virginians. “My men, however, stood well to their ranks,” the colonel stated. “Balls flew in every direction,” wrote a private. When the Northerners outflanked the Fifth Virginia’s position, the regiment withdrew, ending the minor engagement with a loss of eleven wounded and nine killed or captured.22

Falling Waters was the first combat experience for a unit in the brigade. Private George Ruse of the Fifth Virginia became the first member killed. In a letter to Mary Anna, Jackson wrote that “my officers and men behaved beautifully, and were anxious for a battle, this being only a skirmish.” A private in the Second Virginia, which was posted in support to the rear, put the day’s action in perspective: “The experience was helpful to all; it gave us some idea of what we should have to do, and braced our nerves for that which would surely come to pass.”23

Jackson retreated after the engagement, and the Federals occupied Camp Stephens, seizing the tents of the Second Virginia that had been left behind mistakenly by the regimental quartermaster. By July 4, the brigade had returned to Winchester, where its plans for a celebration ended in disgust when a captain, who was a member of the Sons of Temperance, so diluted the whiskey “that no toasts were drunk that day.” The regiments occupied a campsite in woods north of town and soon returned to the “monotony of camp life.” “I have never in the whole course of my life been so utterly discouraged and disheartened,” Lieutenant Samuel Moore grumbled in a letter. “A man in the army soon learns or ought to learn,” Moore added, “to be like an old wagon horse, to obey his master’s voice, without asking any questions.”24

Many members of the brigade shared Moore’s discontent and weariness. They had enlisted to defend Virginia, had seen Yankees only from a distance, except at Falling Waters, where only some of their comrades had tasted combat. They had had enough of being “an old wagon horse.” “Our troops are eager for a fight,” a captain wrote from the Winchester camp. “They are tired out with these two months marching and countermarching.” Fortunately for them, Jackson dispensed with daily drills at the new campsite, but the itch to do their duty, to test their manhood remained. They had not long to wait, however, because of events beyond the Blue Ridge.25

For weeks, Northerners and Southerners had watched the escalating prospects of a confrontation in northern Virginia, outside Washington. Confederate forces, under Brigadier General P. G. T. Beauregard, occupied Manassas Junction, where the Manassas Gap Railroad from the Valley connected with the Orange & Alexandria Railroad, which continued south into central Virginia. If the Union army, gathering in numbers outside the capital, planned an overland campaign against Richmond, the railroad junction was vital to the defense of northern Virginia. Here, Beauregard had the rail connections to combine his 22,000 troops with Johnston’s 11,000 west of the Blue Ridge.26

On July 16, the 35,000-man Union army lumbered out of its camps, marching toward Manassas Junction. Its commander, Brigadier General Irvin McDowell, a West Point classmate of Beauregard, had resisted making a movement with such an untrained army. But Northern newspapers, politicians, and the public clamored for an advance, an “On to Richmond” movement. Abraham Lincoln prodded the general. McDowell relented finally, and his eager volunteers filled the road toward Beauregard’s army. The march of slightly more than twenty miles consumed three days. On the 18th, units of each army clashed at Blackburn’s Ford on Bull Run, a meandering stream behind which Beauregard planned to give battle. Early that morning, the War Department telegraphed Johnston to join Beauregard “if practicable.”27

Johnston reacted swiftly. For weeks his opponent in the Valley, Union Major General Robert Patterson, a sixty-nine-year-old relic from the War of 1812, had shown no aggressiveness. Using Stuart’s horsemen as a screen, Johnston marched east. Jackson’s brigade, which had included the Thirty-third Virginia since July 15, started at 3:00 P.M., pacing the march. At nine o’clock they forded the Shenandoah River, with the taller men carrying their shorter comrades on their backs across the current. The column passed through Ashby’s Gap after midnight and halted outside Paris, where the men slept along the road.28

Jackson had them on the road again by four o’clock on the 19th. Two hours later, the men began loading onto freight and cattle cars of the Manassas Gap Railroad at Piedmont Station. One locomotive was available, and the thirty-five-mile ride with the heavy cargo took eight hours. While on board, Private Willie Page of the Liberty Hall Volunteers read a passage from the Twenty-seventh Psalm: “Though an host of men were laid against me, yet shall not my heart be afraid; and though there rose up war against me, yet will I put my trust in him.”29

The Virginians joined their comrades behind Bull Run on the morning of the 20th, and were placed in line of battle near Blackburn’s Ford. Many of them visited the scene of the fighting on the 18th. “A line of fresh graves was rather depressing,” admitted one of them. That night in the bivouac area of the Thirty-third Virginia one soldier, attempting to shoot off a toe, ripped apart half his foot. The Virginians slept in a grove of pines. Sergeant Major Randolph Barton never forgot the night, writing years later, “to me there is something inexpressibly melancholy even to this date about the smell of pine woods.”30

•  •  •

Beyond Bull Run, members of the Second Wisconsin Infantry examined their equipment and arms, filled canteens, and wrote letters home from their camp west of Centreville along the Warrenton Turnpike. At dress parade that evening, officers announced that the army would advance against the Confederates south of the stream at two o’clock next morning. For the Wisconsin men, it appeared that after nearly three difficult weeks in Virginia, they would meet the enemy.31

Troubles beset the regiment soon after its arrival at Fort Corcoran on the outskirts of Washington. During the weeks at Camp Randall, Colonel S. Park Coon drank whiskey freely, and evidently once the regiment reached Virginia, his indulgences increased, affecting his ability to lead the unit. His behavior so disgruntled the regimental officers that on July 10, all of them, except a captain, signed a petition, requesting Coon’s resignation. The colonel was, according to Captain Andrew Langworthy, “completely unmanned” by the document, arguing that some of the signers were “greater sinners than he.” At Langworthy’s suggestion, Coon gave the petition to the brigade commander, Colonel William T. Sherman, who told the beleaguered colonel that when the army advanced on the Confederates he could serve on the brigade staff. Lieutenant Colonel Henry Peck could command the regiment if they engaged the enemy.32

The brigade to which the regiment had been assigned consisted of the Thirteenth, Sixty-ninth, and Seventy-ninth New York infantry regiments, and Battery E, Third U.S. Artillery. The Sixty-ninth was a regiment of Irishmen with an emerald green flag. The Seventy-ninth, known as “Highlanders,” wore magnificent knitted Scotch dress uniforms. The Thirteenth was, in the words of a Wisconsin soldier, “only a common, everyday Yankee regiment like my own.” As for the brigade commander, Colonel Sherman, the Western men left behind few comments about one of the army’s future architects of victory. Sherman was forty-one years old, an Ohioan, West Pointer, and Mexican War veteran. He had been superintendent of a military academy in Louisiana until January 1861, when he returned North, and with the attack on Fort Sumter, secured a commission.33

While at Fort Corcoran, Sherman attempted to train the regiments but had to cancel drills on a number of days because of rainy weather. The troops managed some time at target practice with their shoulder arms. The Wisconsin men had the .69-caliber Harper’s Ferry muskets, altered from flintlock to percussion, that had been issued to them in Harrisburg. The men were allowed to fire only two rounds a day, but those who shot more cartridges discovered that the musket overheated rapidly. The men dubbed the faulty weapons “gaspipes.” On July 13, however, Company B received new .58-caliber Springfield rifles, apparently at the request of Brigadier General Daniel Tyler, division commander, who had inspected and drilled the regiment four days earlier.34

The campsite of the Second Wisconsin was, to a sergeant, “rather a poor one.” It had good water, but dozens of men became ill. Here, they were introduced to hardtack or “hard bread,” thick three-inch squares made from flour and water. “You might soak a biscuit in a cup of coffee six weeks,” wrote a sergeant on July 10, “then you would have to have a good set of teeth to eat it. This kind of bread I suppose was made to keep.” At night men sneaked away from camp into the countryside to forage for additional food. Some evenings, the regimental brass band played songs, most of which were “of excruciating melody.” When the musicians accompanied the troops at a review, “no man,” contended an officer, “excepting a broken-legged cripple, could possibly keep step.”35

With the other units of the Federal army, Sherman’s brigade marched west toward Manassas and the Confederates on July 16. In the Second Wisconsin, about one hundred reported unfit for duty and were left in camp under a lieutenant, “whose obesity was a guarantee of his inability to march.” Most of the officers in the regiment hired private wagons to haul their dress uniforms and luxuries. They were certain of victory and wanted to be attired properly.36

The van of the Union army, Tyler’s division, entered Centreville, roughly two miles east of Bull Run, on the morning of the 18th. Tyler had orders from Irvin McDowell to “observe well the roads to Bull Run and Warrenton,” but not to “bring on an engagement.” Local residents informed the brigadier that Confederate units had retreated west beyond the creek earlier that morning. Tyler decided to send a brigade toward Blackburn’s and Mitchell’s fords on a reconnaissance. About eleven o’clock Union artillery opened fire on a Southern force behind Blackburn’s Ford, and within an hour, Tyler advanced his leading brigade.37

At Centreville, meanwhile, the Second Wisconsin and the New York regiments of Sherman’s brigade listened to the roar of the heavy guns. It was the first time they had heard artillery fire in an engagement, and a Wisconsin soldier noted in his journal afterward that “it had a peculiarly pleasant sound, there being something so glorious in the thought of a battle for ones country and that battle at hand.” Shortly, orders came for an advance, and Sherman’s brigade went forward at the double quick after “some ignoramous,” in an officer’s words, had ordered that pace of march. In the afternoon heat, the men, carrying knapsacks on their backs, wilted under the three-mile march at the double quick. When the exhausted men reached the ridge above the crossing, they formed a battle line in nearby woods.38

Confederate artillerists across the creek rattled the woodlot with shells. Suddenly, the sound of cannon was not “so ‘peculiarly pleasant’ ” to the Wisconsin journal writer. One shell burst killed Private Myron Gardner and wounded two other members of the Second. The Irishmen of the Sixty-ninth New York, however, had enough and raced to the rear. When Colonel Coon rode up with orders for the men to lie down, the Second stood erect. The Southern fire came in so rapidly that one Wisconsin soldier compared it to “the heaviest snowstorm in winter.” With the Union thrust repulsed, Tyler ordered a withdrawal, and Sherman’s brigade bivouacked one mile west of Centreville. A captain in the Second remarked later that the real danger in a battle was not a shrieking artillery shell but a bullet, “which reached one without note or warning.”39

The Federals waited in their camps while McDowell and his generals plotted a battle plan. When the orders for a march filtered down to the ranks at dress parade on the 20th, the soldiers prepared. In the Second Wisconsin’s camp, before lying down to sleep, Private George Davis wrote a letter to his parents. “It will be a great battle the greatest yet,” the young private predicted. “God only knows how it will end who amongst us will stand the contest God can only disside should I live I will write as soon as it is over should I fall you will here in time the fate of war shall deside.”40

Davis and his comrades stirred at two o’clock on Sunday morning, July 21. They carried muskets, canteens, haversacks, blankets, and forty rounds of ammunition. They were “equipped like pack horses instead of men,” groused a captain. Thirty minutes later, they filed into a column of four abreast and marched west toward Bull Run. In the darkness, other units angled north and west in McDowell’s planned turning movement of the Confederate position behind the creek. At daylight, Sherman’s troops crossed Cub Run and soon afterward halted in woods that overlooked the Stone Bridge, where Warrenton Turnpike crossed Bull Run. They lay down, waiting to hear their comrades’ attack from the north.41

•  •  •

Reveille sounded in the camp of Jackson’s brigade before daylight on July 21. The Virginians answered to roll call, and officers inspected arms. Before five o’clock the Second and Twenty-seventh Virginia left their breakfast fires and hurried toward Blackburn’s Ford in response to a request from Brigadier General James Longstreet for support. In the Second, several men from each company remained in camp to finish cooking the meals and to carry them to their comrades. Soon, Jackson received orders from army headquarters to move his brigade upstream to support a brigade at Mitchell’s and Ball’s fords, roughly four miles to the north. The brigadier formed the Virginians into column and sent a staff officer to recall the Second and Twenty-seventh regiments.42

The Virginians stumbled across the countryside, “feeling our way along,” according to a lieutenant. They reached the position above the fords as cannon fire echoed down Bull Run from the north. From where the Virginians stood, they could see the puffs from Union guns east of Stone Bridge. Then after ten o’clock the air seemed to explode with volleys of musketry to the northwest. Some men in the ranks grumbled that the battle had begun and that they would miss it. Another hour passed, as the fury beyond their view intensified. Finally, officers shouted orders to file into a column. The men shouldered their weapons and stepped off—Jackson was leading them to the assistance of another brigade under attack.43

The brigade followed a narrow woods road toward the cannon fire and musketry. Wounded from the morning’s fighting soon appeared, hobbling to the rear and claiming that the battle had been lost. “Such talk was very [dispiriting] to raw troops,” recalled a member of the Fourth Virginia. “It was calculated to make a boy wish himself a thousand miles away and in the trundle bed at his mother’s home.” When the Virginians emerged from the trees, they halted at the base of a broad hill. Before them, unscathed infantrymen and artillerists with their guns were spilling over the crest. At the head of three artillery crews came Captain John D. Imboden from Staunton. When the artillerist learned the reinforcements were Jackson’s men, he vowed to return to the field, promising that “we’ll have warm work of it, I can tell you.”44

The Confederate fugitives belonged to the remnants of three infantry brigades that had been overwhelmed by the main assault of McDowell’s army. Among the fleeing troops were those of Brigadier General Barnard E. Bee, who encountered Jackson. “General, they are driving us,” exclaimed Bee. “Sir,” Jackson replied calmly, “we will give them the bayonet.” The South Carolinian spurred away to rally his men, while Jackson turned to deploy the Virginians.45

Jackson posted the five regiments in a pine thicket along the southeast or reverse slope of Henry House Hill, a broad rise that extended several hundred yards in a roughly east-to-west direction and loomed above the intersection of Warrenton Turnpike and Sudley Road. The home of eighty-five-year-old Judith Henry, for whose family the hill was named, sat on the northwest spur, while a smaller house, belonging to the Robinson family, lay six hundred yards to the northeast. Jackson’s line fronted the fallow fields between the two residences. If the enemy attacked, they had three hundred yards of open ground to cross.46

The Thirty-third Virginia held the brigade’s left, with the Second, Fourth, and Fifth regiments extending the line to a hollow. To their front, Bee and other officers were re-forming the broken units from the morning’s action. The Twenty-seventh Virginia formed to the rear of the Fourth. In the infantrymen’s front, Jackson placed five cannon, including three from Imboden’s battery. The men lay down amid the pines, sheltered and concealed by the trees. Jackson rode along the ranks, telling the regimental commanders to be prepared to use the bayonet. Private Thomas McGraw of the Thirty-third had been telling his comrades throughout the morning how he wanted a chance at the Yankees, but when he heard the order about bayonets, he conceded that it meant closer quarters than he had anticipated.47

The alignment of the brigade took an hour, during which time a lull in the combat blanketed the field. The morning’s victory had disorganized the Federal units, and their officers needed time to reestablish the ranks before resuming the attack. The initial Union thrust against Henry House Hill rolled up the northwest slope near the Robinson house finally at 1:30 P.M. Two regiments of New Englanders drove past the building and were met by a volley from the Fifth Virginia and the Hampton Legion. The Confederates had advanced into open ground to meet the assault and were soon pushed back into the woods. The Federals blasted the Southerners with musketry, but the Fifth stood and triggered a volley. Private Billy Woodward of the Fifth shouted: “I will never retreat! Give me liberty or give me death!” and died instantly with a bullet in the heart.48

The New Englanders recoiled and disappeared over the crest. The combat temporarily subsided, but within thirty minutes two batteries of Union cannon unlimbered on each side of the Henry house, three hundred yards from the Virginians. Behind them Federal infantrymen appeared. The gunners rammed in charges and pulled the lanyards on the pieces. A gale of iron seared the open ground and shook the pine thicket. Jackson, meanwhile, had gathered additional cannon, and the Rebel artillerists, including the Rockbridge Artillery, opened fire.49

For perhaps an hour the battery crews dueled across Henry House Hill. In the pine thickets, the Virginians hugged the red clay ground. It seemed like an “incessant shower of shot and shell” to a member of the Second Virginia. Lieutenant John Lyle of the Fourth Virginia admitted later that he was scared and uttered prayers, adding “the shorter catechism and scripture for good measure.” One shell killed Sergeant Charles Bell, Corporal William Paxton, and Private Benjamin Bradley, all in Lyle’s company. Bell and Bradley had been childhood friends and roommates at Washington College, and together they died. Men pleaded for the fury to end. One soldier shouted: “Oh Lord! Have mercy upon me! Have mercy upon me!” Hearing his words, a comrade exclaimed, “Me too, Lord! Me too, Lord!” Speaking for many, one Virginian confessed that “doubtless I wished I was home, but I had to stick.”50

Dressed in his blue VMI uniform, Jackson rode along the line, assuring the men: “All right my brave Boys this day we will drive the enemy beyond the Potomac.” Earlier, a bullet or piece of shell had fractured the middle finger of the general’s left hand. To his right, in the hollow beyond the Fifth Virginia, General Bee watched the punishment inflicted upon the Virginians. Turning to the mass of troops, he shouted: “Look, men, there is Jackson standing like a stone wall! Let us determine to die here, and we will conquer! Follow me.”51

About three o’clock, Union Lieutenant Charles Griffin shifted two of his battery’s cannon from south of the Henry house to a position opposite and within two hundred yards of the Thirty-third Virginia’s left flank at the end of Jackson’s line. The Union gunners raked the Southern batteries and the men of the Thirty-third. The Virginians had earlier been pressed by two enemy infantry regiments until Jeb Stuart’s horsemen scattered the Northerners in a charge. If the Thirty-third broke under this new threat, Jackson’s entire line would be endangered.52

Like all of Jackson’s regimental commanders, Colonel Arthur C. Cummings had orders to withhold the men’s fire until the enemy was within thirty yards. A VMI graduate and Mexican War veteran, Cummings could see that his eight companies—two had remained in the Valley on guard duty—could not withstand the artillery fire much longer. Many of them clamored for an attack, and finally, Cummings gave the order to charge. The Confederates emerged from the pine trees, crossing the open ground in a disorganized swarm. Seventy yards from the two cannon, whose gunners had withheld their fire, uncertain about the troops’ identity amid the acrid smoke, the Virginians halted and unleashed a volley. In minutes, they were among the pair of guns, scattering or capturing the artillerists. The Virginians cheered; it was the first victory for Confederate arms on the field that day.53

Cummings and company commanders tried to restore order in the ranks. They failed, and it cost the Virginians dearly. Coming up the northwestern slope of Henry House Hill was the Fourteenth Brooklyn, a Chasseur regiment modeled after French troops, dressed in red trousers, blue jackets, and red kepis. At a murderous distance, the New Yorkers lashed the crowd of Virginians with a fearful volley, “cutting us to pieces,” claimed a member of the Thirty-third. The Valley men streamed for the shelter of the woods, and the Federals reclaimed the cannon.54
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In the pines, the Second began to disintegrate when Cummings’s fleeing men plunged through the Second’s left-flank companies. According to Lieutenant Samuel Moore, in letters written within two weeks of the battle, Colonel James W. Allen, despite the pleas of the men, had refused to advance with the Thirty-third. Now, with the left flank uncovered and under increasing fire from the Chasseurs and Union cannon, a “bewildered” Allen shouted for the troops to “fall back, fall back.” A tall man, the thirty-one-year-old colonel had lost sight in his right eye in a childhood accident, and during the action was temporarily blinded when a tree branch struck his left eye. Undoubtedly, it contributed to his bewilderment.55

In his report, Allen claimed that he had ordered only the three companies on the left to bend their line but the instructions had been misunderstood by others, resulting in the retreat of most of the companies. Moore’s version of events seems more credible, even alleging that some of the soldiers “actually shed tears when the order was given.” Evidently, about one hundred officers and men never heard the command nor saw in the thicket their comrades retire.56

The Fourteenth Brooklyn, meanwhile, redirected its attack toward the Confederate cannon. The Southern gunners reloaded their pieces with canister—one-inch iron balls, packed in cylinders of sawdust—and blasted the Chasseurs. Jackson ordered the Fourth and Twenty-seventh to open fire with musketry. The New Yorkers retreated, came on a second time and then a third, driving to within feet of the cannon before the Rebels finally blasted them rearward. Jackson directed the artillery crews to withdraw and then rode to the front of the pair of infantry regiments. To Colonel James F. Preston of the Fourth, he said, “Order the men to stand up.” Officers relayed the instructions, and the Virginians rose from the ground. “We’ll charge them now and drive them to Washington,” Jackson stated. He then admonished them not to fire until within fifty yards of the enemy and to “yell like furies.”57

The two regiments—the Fourth in front, the Twenty-seventh behind—cleared the pines, obliqued left to avoid the artillery crews, and prepared to charge. Many of the men’s faces were stained with the red clay of Virginia. The Rebels surged forward, the ranks of each regiment mixed with those of the other. Across the plain, Griffin’s and Lieutenant James B. Ricketts’s gunners switched to canister. The cannon mouths looked as “big as flour barrels” to the oncoming Virginians, who were, as ordered, yelling “like furies.”58

Explosions belched from the cannon as a storm of canister slammed into the Virginians. Undaunted, the attackers closed, triggered a volley into the Federals’ faces, and raced among the guns and crews. Some of the artillerists resisted. Men clubbed at each other. Private Joseph Neff of the Twenty-seventh, according to a witness, “knocked a Yankees brains out with the butt of his gun.” Nearby, Private William Jennings lifted the Twenty-seventh’s flag on a cannon and fell with two disabling wounds. A VMI drillmaster, John Daniels, picked it up, only to be shot in the right breast and left hip.59

The “dreadful charge” had secured the cannon, but the Federals were determined to retake them. During the next hour the Virginians clung to the captured pieces. Approximately one hundred men from the Second Virginia came in on their left, and the Fifth Virginia and Hampton Legion on the right. Five Union regiments in three successive counterattacks advanced against the Confederates. The carnage was “fearful,” claimed an officer in the Twenty-seventh. “I never expected to see you again,” a private in the same regiment told his wife. “The balls was falling around me like hail and I don’t see how I ever did escape for the men was falling around me like cornstalks and still I was not touched.” First Sergeant Henry Shanklin fired many rounds but reported to his parents that “I dont know whether I killed anyone or not.”60

On the plateau of Henry House Hill, the Virginians bled and discovered a reality of combat. Amid the blinding, bitter-tasting smoke, the deafening crash of musketry and cannon fire, and the pitiful screams of the wounded, a man appeared frighteningly isolated, as if trapped in a cocoon. A soldier’s reality covered only a small area around him, and like Sergeant Shanklin, rarely knew if he harmed an opponent. Shortly after the battle, Lieutenant Samuel Moore wrote of this experience. “The uproar of the fight,” Moore related, “the excitement attending it, and the close attention required to the work immediately before him, so occupy him, that he has no time for observation beyond the immediate neighborhood in which he is himself placed.”61

About four o’clock a final Union assault force emerged from the low ground along Sudley Road. The Federals belonged to the brigade of Colonel William T. Sherman—three New York regiments and the Second Wisconsin. During the morning Sherman’s troops had waited—some impatiently—east of Stone Bridge until McDowell’s main force cleared the ground west of the span. When the order came to advance, the men removed their haversacks and blankets and waded Bull Run above the bridge. They marched across the countryside, arriving near the Warrenton-Sudley intersection as the struggle for Henry House Hill escalated. The brigade formed a battle line in a column of regiments, with the Second Wisconsin behind the Thirteenth New York and in front of the Seventy-ninth and Sixty-ninth New York.62

Confederate batteries soon targeted the area, and Sherman’s troops flattened on the ground. Sheltered by a hollow in which they lay, the Wisconsin men were spared, although Corporal Horace Emerson told his brother later that it was “awful to hear” the shells shriek over their heads. Before long, the Thirteenth New York rose and began to ascend the hill. Officers of the Second Wisconsin brought the men to their feet, waving them forward. Dressed in the state-issued gray uniforms, the Wisconsinites crossed Sudley Road, halted, and dressed ranks. Ahead of them, smoke obscured the crest.63

Either Sherman or division commander Daniel Tyler or both ordered the Second Wisconsin to charge. Shouting an “Indian war whoop,” the men went up the slope at the double quick. A ravine bisected their path of advance, and the regiment divided into two wings—four companies on the right, six on the left. From the crest, the Confederates unleashed “the most hellish shower of bullets you can imagine, if you try a month,” claimed a Westerner. The Southern line overlapped the flank of the right wing, enfilading the ranks of the four companies. Wisconsin men fell in clumps, caught in nearly a circle of fire as the Seventy-ninth and Sixty-ninth New York mistakenly fired into their rear. “Oh! It was dreadful,” Captain George Stevens averred, “and I cannot see how not only myself, but any of us, escaped with life.” Many of the men fell to the ground and returned the fire.64

Their comrades in the left wing endured a similar withering fire from the Southerners. “Our men fell in every direction,” recounted a private, “some killed, some wounded, begging for us to kill them, and put them out of their misery.” “I saw men cut in all shapes and manners,” lamented Corporal Emerson. The Wisconsin men pushed up the slope through the smoke, only to be hammered down the hillside. Few of them even saw the enemy. The combat defied description, even understanding. “There is no way I can tell you about the battle,” a soldier told his friends at home, “so that you can get the fainest idea of it.” He knew, however, “it was a sight to remember after it was over, but at the time I did not care anything about it.”65

Sherman advanced his final two regiments, again incrementally, into what he described as “the severe fire” from the hill. These New Yorkers fared no better than their comrades, and the survivors abandoned the slope. The Wisconsin and New York soldiers tried to re-form along Sudley Road. Suddenly, from the south hundreds of fleeing, panic-stricken Federals appeared, driven north by fresh Confederate troops that had arrived on the field from the Valley and from the opposite end of the Southern line. Much of the Union army dissolved, racing toward Bull Run.66

The Second Wisconsin scattered with the rest of the army. Beyond Bull Run, a handful rallied by their fallen flag, repulsing an attack by Rebel cavalry. One of the Wisconsin men grabbed the colors and waved it at the enemy. He “is the bravest man I ever saw,” contended one of his comrades.67

Many defeated soldiers stumbled through the night toward the capital. Members of the Second Wisconsin reached Fort Corcoran by noon on Monday, July 22. They heard later that Lieutenant Colonel Peck and Major McDonald were the first two officers to cross the Potomac with news of the disaster.68

In an old barn near the fort, with rain falling outside, the Second Wisconsin gathered and began counting the losses. Although the casualty figures vary, the most recent tabulation places the numbers at eighteen killed, seventy-six wounded, and seventy-six captured, out of an effective strength of about eight hundred. Like many units on both sides, it had been spared greater casualties because of the inexperience of each army. That night in the barn, Wisconsin most likely seemed far away.69

•  •  •

On the battlefield of First Manassas or First Bull Run—Confederates designated battlefields, generally by a nearby town, Federals by a geographic feature—on July 22, members of Jackson’s brigade buried their comrades. “Horrible” and “awful” were the common descriptions of what they encountered. The details laid the dead, wrapped in blankets, in common graves near where they died, anticipating that family members would retrieve the remains. During the work, a soldier in the Fifth Virginia passed a field hospital, with its mounds of amputated limbs. At a distance, he thought, they “resembled piles of corn at a corn-shucking.”70

The defense of Henry House Hill had incurred a fearful toll. The official count placed the cost at 119 killed or mortally wounded and 442 wounded, while a modern study listed 111 killed or mortally wounded and 373 wounded or missing, out of an estimated 2,600 in the brigade. Only three other regiments in the army suffered more losses than the Thirty-third, Twenty-seventh, and Fourth Virginia. Within the brigade, the Thirty-third had the highest figure of 146 killed, wounded, or missing. Of its dead, 33 came from Shenandoah County. No other Virginia county sustained a higher percentage of killed and mortally wounded in a single engagement during the war than did this Valley county at First Manassas.71

Combat generated its own form of democracy, inflicting punishment regardless of rank or stature at home. So it was with the Valley men, and so it would be. In the Fourth Virginia, Colonel James Preston and Lieutenant Colonel Lewis Moore fell wounded. Moore’s injury was so crippling that he never returned to duty with the regiment. Captain William Lee, acting major of the Thirty-third, was killed, as were three of the VMI drillmasters, all members of the same class. In the Second Virginia, the Conrad brothers, Holmes and Henry Tucker, died beside each other. Their cousin, Lieutenant Peyton Harrison, was slain nearby. The Conrad brothers had enlisted without their Union sympathizing father’s knowledge, and he did not hear of them until the news of their deaths reached the family’s Martinsburg home. An unknown fatality in the Twenty-seventh Virginia was as “homely-looking dog as ever seen perhaps,” who had joined the Rockbridge Rifles during its march to Harper’s Ferry and had been adopted as a pet.72

The sacrifice had, however, “almost immortalized” the brigade, as an officer exclaimed in a letter of July 22. Its stand on Henry House Hill had been the turning point of the battle, and the brigade’s and other units’ capture and defense of the Union cannon insured the stability of the Confederate center. Even the modest Jackson confided to a friend: “You will find, when my report shall be published, that the First Brigade was to our army what the Imperial Guard was to the First Napoleon—that, through the blessing of God, it met the thus far victorious enemy and turned the fortunes of the day.”73

In fact, the words of Barnard Bee, who fell mortally wounded later on Henry House Hill, insured immortality for Jackson, and in turn, for his Virginians. Within a week of the battle, Bee’s cry to his men had been published, and the general and his soldiers became known as “Stonewall.” But that lay down the road; for the present, duty required attention. In the rain of July 22, officers “gathered up fragments” of their commands, in the words of a lieutenant’s diary, “and started for the junction.”74



3


[image: Images]

VIRGINIA AUTUMN

THE stench of death choked the air around Manassas Junction, Virginia, during the final days of July 1861. Three months earlier, blinded by illusions of glory and swift victory, Americans had released the terrible furies of civil war. But a Sabbath day along Bull Run revealed the shadows of darkness that would envelop the nation. The carnage sobered everyone as summer winds carried death’s smell beyond the battlefield and into homes, North and South.

In the battle’s aftermath, while Confederates celebrated the valor of Southern arms, Abraham Lincoln acted swiftly to retrieve the disaster. On July 27, the president relieved Irvin McDowell as commander of the defeated army and appointed Major General George B. McClellan. The thirty-four-year-old native Pennsylvanian had undertaken a successful campaign in the mountains of western Virginia, resulting in control of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad in the region. With few choices, Lincoln turned to the young, dashing McClellan, who had been a classmate of Thomas Jackson at West Point.1

McClellan brought to the command organizational ability and inspirational leadership that would in time reforge the soon-to-be designated Army of the Potomac. For the present, however, the capital needed to be defended and the failures of Bull Run addressed. Few, if any, regiments in the army confronted the battle’s legacy more swiftly than did the Second Wisconsin.

Company officers and the rank and file had shamed neither themselves nor their families in Wisconsin. They had endured the fury on Henry House Hill until they and the other regiments in the brigade could do no more. Caught within the terror of a rout, they had fled with the army. But Lieutenant Colonel Henry Peck and Major Duncan McDonald had issued no orders during the fighting and had outdistanced the regiment during the retreat. The two officers had been, in a sergeant’s blunt words, “badly scared or frightened at Bulls Run.”2

Within days of the battle, the regimental officers met with Peck, McDonald, and Colonel S. Park Coon, who allegedly had been seen staggering drunkenly on the capital’s streets after Bull Run, and asked all three to resign. Coon and Peck left the regiment by month’s end, and McDonald by the second week of August. When the news of the resignations reached Madison, Governor Alexander Randall acted at once and traveled to Washington.3
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