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    This Congressional Medal of Honor

    was awarded to Joshua L. Chamberlain

    for his service during the Battle of Gettysburg.
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      To the memory of

      Anna Pasko and Mary F. Ryan,

      my grandmothers who lived in Chamberlain’s time.

      “We pass now quickly from each other’s sight;

      but I know full well that where beyond these passing scenes

      you shall be, there will be heaven!”

      —Joshua L. Chamberlain
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    A NUMBER OF graduate students in history during the 1950s took on projects to edit various historical manuscripts. Sadly, they understood editing to mean cutting down of the manuscripts so that nonhistorians would not have any trouble understanding them.

    It has always been my editorial style to leave everything in the original document, including misspellings (which sometimes give clues to colloquial pronunciation by the writer), grammatical errors (which show the individual’s education or mastery of writing skills), and quirks unique to individual documents. In other words, I do not change or cut anything from the original. I merely add clarification and my own interpretations as a historian to the documents.

    This does two things: First, it leaves the original documents and all their information intact for future historians who may be looking for something completely different from what I seek. And second, it allows others to disagree with my interpretations.

    In fact, one of the stipulations of the Pejepscot Historical Society, which oversees most of the Chamberlain papers, was that I not cut anything from the documents—that I reprint them verbatim. This I did.

    If something has been added within the body of the letter to clarify the meaning to the reader, it is enclosed in brackets. Anything emphasized by Chamberlain by underlining has been underlined here. If a proper name is spelled one way in one letter and another way in a different letter, I have not corrected it.

    I was often working from photocopies of photocopies of photocopies. Sometimes the originals are not available even to serious scholars. Small marks like periods or commas in the original sometimes do not show on the copy. Regardless, though a small punctuation mark might be missing from a letter in this book, the meaning and tenor of the document remains for posterity.

    Sometimes ink ran, as when Chamberlain was writing in his smoky tent and his eyes were tearing. Where a word or letter was illegible, I have so indicated thus: [ill.]. Julia Oehmig of the Pejepscot Historical Society helped immensely in deciphering much of Chamberlain’s handwriting. Where a word was obviously omitted, I have inserted it in brackets. When obvious mistakes were made by Chamberlain or somewhat confusing words or phrases were used, I left them and have indicated them with [sic].

    A very few pieces of Chamberlain’s correspondence extant are merely military forms that he filled out, for the most part on a quarterly schedule, to report expenses or receipt of supplies. When all he did was fill in numbers or a few words, I have omitted the form. Perhaps the most significant thing that emerges from the forms, however, appears on an account form dated from June 1 to August 31, 1864, wherein he requests clothing and subsistence “For 2 private servants not soldiers.” In the “Description of Servants,” he notes one Lewis Jones and Jack [ill., possibly Williams], “Colored boys.” Although it was not uncommon for Federal officers to hire locals as servants while in the Southern states, this is the first I have read anywhere that Chamberlain did so.

    Copies of virtually all of Chamberlain’s correspondence (as well as correspondence related to Chamberlain) are held in the Pejepscot Historical Society, in Brunswick, Maine. Alice and James Trulock donated their immense collection of copies of Chamberlain’s papers to the Society after they completed their magnificent biography of Chamberlain, In the Hands of Providence: Joshua L. Chamberlain and the American Civil War.

    The Library of Congress in Washington, D.C., houses approximately one thousand items from the life of Chamberlain, including much on his personal life both preand postwar. Hundreds of pages of information on the Warren Court of Inquiry, fine pencil sketches by his brother Horace, photos, regimental indexes, and originals of some orders and reports are included in the collection in eleven boxes. Most important to this work are the letters to his wife, nearly all of which were found in the Library of Congress collection. Probably most fascinating to the historian are the battle field maps, upon which Chamberlain drew march routes and unit positions as he collected his thoughts for his postwar speeches and writings. To hold in your hands the same map over which a Civil War personage such as Chamberlain pondered, then drew positions upon from personal recollection, is an experience only a historian can understand.

    Many original Chamberlain papers reside in the Bowdoin College Library in Brunswick. The Maine State Archives in Augusta contain much of Chamberlain’s correspondence to state officials.

    Other Chamberlain manuscripts used in this book reside at the University of Maine in Orono, the National Archives in Washington, D.C., and the Maine Historical Society in Portland.
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    LYING ON THE floor of a barn that once stood behind the home of Joshua L. Chamberlain—late major general of Maine Volunteers—were soiled papers scattered and slowly soaking up the mud from boots that recently trod Maine and Potter streets in Brunswick, Maine. For years people visited the barn because stored within were antiques and furniture from the Chamberlain family for sale and for perusal. The papers were a combination of letters and notes, canceled bank checks, correspondence, perhaps a few maps and sketches of old battlefields, most of them dropped from the drawers of furniture being moved out of the barn by its new owners. Some of the documents were in piles in the barn mixed with other correspondence. More letters and documents were stored across the river at a place called the Walker Homestead in Topsham. There were “hundreds and hundreds of letters,” according to one gentleman. “Many were Joshua Chamberlain’s.” There was a sign in the place that read, “Any Letter—$5.” That was a lot of money in the late 1930s and ’40s.1

    The Walker Homestead no longer exists. The letters and documents, like the old barn that once belonged to one of Maine’s—and America’s—most famous sons, have also vanished.

    This body of work contains all the letters of Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain that are housed in public and semipublic archives. There are a number of Chamberlain’s letters in private collections that, for one reason or another, may never see the light of day. Perhaps, with the publication of this book and the recent resurgence in popularity of Chamberlain, collectors holding those unseen papers will be encouraged to place copies of them in public archives.

    Still, much has been said, written, and dramatized recently about Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain, called by himself and his friends and family in Maine simply Lawrence.

    Certainly Chamberlain’s legacy of long public service to his country, to his state, and to his alma mater would deserve attention in any era. That he served with distinction in the American Civil War, rose from lieutenant colonel to major general, taking six wounds in numerous battles, and was chosen to oversee the official laying down of arms by the Confederate Army of Northern Virginia at Appomattox would certainly qualify him as a man of great courage capable of solid judgment and heroic action.

    But heroes usually emerge because of one singular event. Many modern Civil War buffs believe that for Chamberlain, this would have been an hour-and-a-half battle in which he directed his men to defend the extreme left flank of the Union line at Gettysburg against numerous Confederate assaults, receiving the Medal of Honor for his actions. In recognizing a hero for just one action, however, one can lose sight of the whole man he really was or the other men who helped him get to his place of recognized prominence. No one would have disliked this more than Chamberlain.

    Chamberlain’s military career lasted from August 1862 until August 1865.2 He died on February 24, 1914, at the age of 85, and so his life as a soldier would seem but a small part of his lifetime, perhaps even inconsequential.

    But war changes everything. Visiting the frightening realm of combat changes everyone engaged, in one way or another, forever. The gentle college professor who once felt the irresistible pull of patriotism would visit a number of times that inscrutable place between death and life. The experience of being there, of watching close friends around him suddenly be taken from this life, of imagining himself on that journey in the very next moment, changed him. You can see the progressive metamorphosis in his photos. That youthful friends and comrades-in-arms died at age twenty-one or twenty-two haunted him the rest of his life. If he did not necessarily feel guilt for surviving when they did not, he certainly pondered both the mysterious nature of the horrible happenstance in battle that plucks one and leaves another, and the guilt of command an officer must carry for the rest of his life. You can read of it in his book The Passing of the Armies.

    The battle that seemed to change him the most was Gettysburg, his first as a commanding officer. “You are to hold that ground at all hazards!” were the words of Col. Strong Vincent, Chamberlain’s brigade commander at Gettysburg. The meaning, to any military man, was not to leave until so ordered. Vincent died and Chamberlain held the ground at Gettysburg, and then held on to it, returning to it over and over, for the rest of his life, obeying, like the good soldier he was, Vincent’s last orders to him.

    But his other battles were—even if slightly less memorable to us—no less dangerous or horrifying to him. At Fredericksburg in 1862, he spent more than twenty-four hours lying behind dead bodies in front of the Confederate line at the wall of Marye’s Heights listening to the grisly thump of bullets as they hit the corpses that shielded him. The living there were saved over and over by the dead—soldiers true, performing their last, most hideous duty. The June 18, 1864, charge at Petersburg almost killed Chamberlain on the spot; the effects of his brutal wounding there eventually did kill him fifty years later. And in the last few weeks of fighting at the very end of the war, he took another bullet, which wounded him in two places, deflected from his heart only by a leather case and a brass-mounted hand mirror.

    At the war’s end, he was chosen from among all the officers in the army to oversee the laying down of arms of the enemy. This moved him greatly, perhaps more than anything else in his whirlwind military career of three short years.

    Then it was the long march home to Brunswick, Maine, and an active—and painful—half century of public life. His wound from Petersburg hurt him the whole time and affected everything from his sitting for long periods to his intimate life. His marriage, which suffered much from his absences, suffered even more. But his spirit of public duty and daily evidence of his personal courage remained strong.

    Postwar, he served four terms as governor of Maine; was president of Bowdoin College; was appointed by the Hayes administration as commissioner of education representing the United States in Paris at the Universal Exposition; was president of three companies, including a railroad firm and an electric motor company; and later became surveyor of customs for the port of Portland, Maine. In spite of his Petersburg wounds, which never really healed, you can see photos of him attending Bowdoin functions in his gown and mortarboard or riding down a street astride a huge horse, his distinctive mustache white and flowing, his body as straight in the saddle as any eighteen-year-old cavalryman of the World War that was soon to break out. He was, no doubt, in pain in those photos; there are records of him suffering from simply sitting in a comfortable chair too long. He never wrote much about it, though, and he was active to the end, his passion for duty and service buoying him again and again above the physical pain.

    Most modern aficionados of Chamberlain know him from the movie Gettysburg or the novel on which the movie was based, The Killer Angels, by Michael Shaara. Chamberlain was the centerpiece of both, but both were about just one battle of the many he experienced.

    And both of those were works of fiction. The most basic facts were accurate, but most of the content was made up, especially the dialogue.

    This collection and interpretation of Chamberlain’s own letters—his words, not a fictionalization—will help the reader visualize what the Civil War was really like, through the eyes of one of its most distinguished participants. It is a guided tour of the Civil War by Lieutenant Colonel, then Colonel, then Brigadier General, then Major General Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain. It is also a guide by Lawrence.

    My own interest in Chamberlain goes back much further than just the last few years since the media popularized him. While working as a park ranger at Gettysburg National Military Park in the early 1970s, I gave talks on Little Round Top to visitors. I wove the story of the 20th Maine into the tale of the gallant defense of the key terrain feature, because it was an important part of the battle. I gave directions to the monument of the 20th Maine to the very few people who asked where it was. More often than not, they would return, not having found it and I would have to lead them down the narrow, wooded path on the southern spur of the hill. Now, the paths to the monument to the 20th Maine at Gettysburg are being worn down and new ones created.

    Although I studied the American Civil War for more than thirty-five years and have been a professional historian since my days with the Park Service, it was not until I began working on this book that I fully understood why the Union soldier fought.

    For me, the reason the Confederates fought was easy to understand: Their very land was being invaded, their homes ransacked, their families threatened, their small-farm livelihoods in danger of being taken away, which would leave them and their dependents without food or shelter.

    It was through my intensive study of Chamberlain that I finally came to comprehend why the Union soldier fought and suffered and died. The reasons came to me late, even after all the studying, because it was a concept that my experiences growing up in the cynicism of the Vietnam era didn’t allow me to ponder. They were concepts that were out of date to me, alien, and will perhaps sound strange to many people studying the Civil War today.

    These men of the Union were fighting for love of country. They were fighting for patriotism. They were fighting for the honor of their country’s flag so that it wouldn’t go down before an enemy. They continued to fight because of their ideal of manhood, which disallowed quitting once their duty was defined. They believed in these principles strongly enough to be willing to risk death and lifelong disfigurement for them. They believed in them so passionately that some even gave up—like those under the numbered tombstones in national cemeteries—not only their lives and families but also their very identities.

    Over and over in the letters that make up this book, but especially in the ones to his family, Chamberlain repeats this theme. His love of country and his resolve to do his duty as long as his country needed him are paramount. He passionately explains to his governor that he will pass up a safe sabbatical in Europe to join others who would “rescue our Country from Desolation.” He gently explains to his wife, “I feel that I am where duty called me,” and that “Most likely I shall be hit somewhere at sometime, but all ‘my times are in His hands’, & I cannot die without His appointing.” And to his father, who has been pressing him to resign from the army and take a safe civilian position, he writes simply, “I owe the Country three years of service.” But perhaps he sums up his feelings of patriotism best in writing to his six-year-old daughter: “There has been a big battle, and we had a great many men killed or wounded. We shall try it again soon, and see if we cannot make those Rebels behave better, and stop their wicked works in trying to spoil our Country, and making us all so unhappy.”

    Duty. God. Manhood. Honor. Country. Always his “Country,” with a capital C.

    This book, therefore, has been a journey and an epiphany for me as well, thanks to Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain’s letters.

    It is both curse and blessing that people have rediscovered Chamberlain. It is a curse because they are “overvisiting” the very ground he fought for and are literally wearing it down. It is slowly losing its semblance of the terrain as he saw it on that sultry July afternoon in 1863.

    It is also tempting for visitors to stand on the small plot of ground where Chamberlain once stood, where his men once fought, within the horseshoe or angle formed by the 20th Maine’s line, and, having looked from end to end, say to themselves, “Now I’ve seen it all—where the Civil War was won.” But that is untrue. You cannot quantify history; you cannot say that one place was more hallowed or more important than another. That is too simple. The battleground where Chamberlain paced and his men fought and died as heroes is just one more place on the Gettysburg battlefield, just one more place on one of the thousands of battlefields, large and small, across America, where heroes trod and bled and perished for something nobler than themselves, nobler than you or me.

    But Chamberlain’s rediscovery is a blessing, too, for in rediscovering a man like him and the men he associated with—and even those he fought against—perhaps we can rediscover something or things in ourselves that have been missing for a long time and have needed rediscovering. Years after Appomattox, Chamberlain described the Confederate soldiers who laid down their arms, but he could have been talking about the Union soldiers who had fought them as well: “Before us in proud humiliation stood the embodiment of manhood: men whom neither toils and sufferings, nor the fact of death, nor disaster, nor hopelessness could bend from their resolve; standing before us now, thin, worn, and famished, but erect, and with eyes looking level into ours.”

    Will anyone ever be able to say anything like that about us?

    Chamberlain was born in Brewer, Maine, on September 8, 1828. He was named Joshua after his father and grandfather and was given the middle name Lawrence as a tribute to Commodore James Lawrence, who became famous during the War of 1812 with his dying entreaty “Don’t give up the ship!”

    Firstborn Lawrence grew up near the water and forests of Maine. He was soon joined by siblings Horace, Sarah (whom he called “Sadie” or “Sae”), John Calhoun, and Thomas Davee. Lawrence helped with the farm, pursued his studies, enjoyed riding horses, and especially loved sailing, commanding his younger brothers as crew. Hunting, however, was one common nineteenth-century pastime that Chamberlain never engaged in.

    His mother encouraged him to study for the ministry; his father steered him toward a military career. He attended Whiting’s Military and Classical School for a while but later agreed to study for the ministry. While waiting to be able to attend Bowdoin College in Brunswick, Maine, he taught school in North Milford. With the help of a friend from Whiting’s, he learned Greek and Latin, and in February 1848 he entered Bowdoin.

    In later life, Chamberlain would be remembered for his magnificent public speeches. As a young man, however, he stammered over words beginning with t, p, and b. With the same power of will that got him into college and that would serve him during army life and after, he tackled the problem, creating several methods of overcoming the speech impediment. After he applied himself, few could detect the problem; eventually, the condition was mastered so completely that he even won prizes in college for his oratory.

    He missed a year of school because of a serious illness. When he returned, he got involved in the local church, often playing the organ as the choir sang. There, one Sunday morning, his eye paused upon Miss Frances Caroline Adams, nicknamed “Fanny”—the adopted daughter of the pastor. A relationship blossomed, and then deepened, at least on Chamberlain’s part, but was interrupted by Fanny’s returning to New York to study music. Meanwhile, Chamberlain focused his energies on studying and became a top scholar at Bowdoin.

    After graduation, he attended Bangor Theological Seminary and studied German, Hebrew, Arabic, and Syriac. Though he and Fanny were engaged in 1852, she left for Georgia to teach music there. Chamberlain then, as later, was disappointed by her apparent dislike of letter writing. In 1855 Chamberlain graduated from the seminary and received his master’s degree from Bowdoin just a week later. By the next term, Chamberlain was instructing natural theology and logic at Bowdoin. Fanny had returned from Georgia, and in December 1855 they were married.

    A daughter, Grace, who would be called “Daisy,” was born the next fall, and in the autumn of 1859, a son, Harold—called by his middle name, Wyllys—was born. In the spring of 1860, another daughter, Emily Stelle, was born to the couple, but the baby died in the fall. In December 1861, Chamberlain lost his brother Horace to disease.

    His personal tragedies were mirrored by national catastrophe on a far greater scale. Since Abraham Lincoln’s election and inauguration, eleven Southern states had seceded from the Union, and armed conflict had broken out between the Federal government and the states in rebellion, now known as the Confederacy. During 1861 and through half of 1862, Chamberlain watched Bowdoin boys, as well as thousands of others from Maine, join the Federal forces and march off to the seat of war in far-off Virginia. Within him something stirred—every bit as powerful, it would turn out, as the passion he held for Fanny. Yet there was something different about it. He would write about it many years later: “The flag of the Nation had been insulted. The honor and authority of the Union had been defied. The integrity and the existence of the People of the United States had been assailed in open and bitter war.”3

    [image: ]

    Professor Chamberlain. SPECIAL COLLECTIONS, BOWDOIN COLLEGE LIBRARY

    In July 1862, Chamberlain offered his services to his state.
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    The regiments passing to the front marched not between festoons of ladies’ smiles and waving handkerchiefs, thrown kisses and banner presentations. They were looked upon sadly and in a certain awe, as those that had taken on themselves a doom. The muster rolls on which the name and oath were written were pledges of honor,—redeemable at the gates of death. And they who went up to them, knowing this, are on the lists of heroes.

    —Maj. Gen. Joshua L. Chamberlain, The Passing of the Armies

    
      Brunswick July 14 1862.

      To His Excellency Governor Washburn:

      In pursuance of the offer of reinforcements for the war, I ask if your Excellency desires and will accept my service.

      Perhaps it is not quite necessary to inform your Excellency who I am. I believe you will be satisfied with my antecedents. I am a son of Joshua Chamberlain of Brewer. For seven years past I have been Professor in Bowdoin College. I have always been interested in military matters, and what I do not know in that line I know how to learn.

      Having been lately elected to a new department here, I am expecting to have leave, at the approaching Commencement, to spend a year or more in Europe, in the service of the College. I am entirely unwilling, however, to accept this offer, if my Country needs my service or example here.

      Your Excellency presides over the Educational as well as the military affairs of our State, and, I am well aware, appreciates the importance of sustaining our Institutions of Learning. You will therefore be able to decide where my influence is most needed.

      [image: ]

      Israel Washburn, Jr., governor of Maine in 1861 and 1862. MAINE STATE ARCHIVES

      But, I fear, this war, so costly of blood and treasure, will not cease until the men of the North are willing to leave good positions, and sacrifice the dearest personal interests, to rescue our Country from Desolation, and defend the National Existence against treachery at home and jeopardy abroad. This war must be ended, with a swift and strong hand; and every man ought to come forward and ask to be placed at his proper post.

      Nearly a hundred of those who have been my pupils, are now officers in our army; but there are many more all over our State, who, I believe, would respond with enthusiasm, if summoned by me, and who would bring forward men enough to fill up a Regiment at once. I can not free myself from my obligations here, until the first week in August, but I do not want to be the last in the field, if it can possibly be helped.

      I am sensible that I am proposing personal sacrifices, which would not probably be demanded of me; but I believe this to be my duty, and I know I can be of service to my Country in this hour of her peril.

      I shall acquiesce in your decision Governor, whether I can best serve you here or in the field. I believe you will find me qualified for the latter as for the former, and I trust I may have the honor to hear a word from you, and I remain,

      Yours to Command,

      J. L. Chamberlain1

      To His Excellency

      The Governor

    

    From his teaching post at Bowdoin, Chamberlain had watched large numbers of men from his state form around the national colors and march to war in Virginia. He had opportunity to hear of the defeats and humiliation of Federal forces at Fort Sumter, South Carolina, and Balls Bluff, Virginia, in 1861. The Federal defeat at Manassas, Virginia, nearly a year before was common knowledge. From the fall of Fort Donelson, Tennessee, in February 1862 emerged a new hero: Ulysses S.—”Unconditional Surrender”—Grant, and Union troops occupied Nashville. In the Eastern Theater of the war, an ironclad gunboat called the Virginia (or, from its former incarnation as a United States Ship, the Merrimack ) had threatened to destroy the U.S. fleet at Norfolk and cruise up the Chesapeake Bay and attack Washington. The Federal counterpart, the Monitor, fought the Virginia to a draw at Hampton Roads just four and a half months before Chamberlain wrote his letter to the governor. Since then, Gen. George B. McClellan had begun his slow march up the Virginia peninsula formed by the York and James rivers, which led directly to Richmond.

    In April 1862, a battle had been fought at Pittsburg Landing around a little country parish house called Shiloh Church near the Tennessee River. The losses, to a nation still not used to modern warfare, were appalling. Also that spring, the U.S. forces captured distant New Orleans. Confederate general Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson was leading troops to victory in battles in the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia. June brought word of battles near Richmond, Virginia, and Memphis, Tennessee.

    Having had some military schooling, Chamberlain was no doubt interested when Confederate cavalry leader J. E. B. Stuart humiliated the Federal army on the peninsula by riding completely around it. Stuart returned with information that helped the new commander of the Confederate army, Gen. Robert E. Lee, launch a counteroffensive against McClellan and drive him from the doorstep of Richmond in the Seven Days Battles in June and July 1862.

    Though the Federal armies in the West seemed to be successful, the war in the East was going badly for the Union. Chamberlain’s patriotic blood stirred, and his family’s military background, as well as his own early though brief military training, encouraged him to believe he could fight as well as any other man. More than that, he was absolutely positive, because of his educational background, that what he did not know he could learn. With full recognition that he was risking personal health and wealth, he offered to persuade his students who had not yet volunteered to join in service to their country.

    He was encouraged by the governor’s reply and so offered to work to gather enough men for an entire regiment:

    
      Brunswick July 17 1862

      To His Excellency, Gov. Washburn

      I received your note of yesterday, and thank you for your favorable opinion. I shall endeavor to comply with your request, and see you tomorrow. Mean time let me say that I only want to be where I can best serve you. I do not wish to stand in the way of others—especially of our gallant men on the Potomac.

      I believe I can get together a thousand men in a very short time, and shall hold myself entirely at your Excellency’s command in so doing.

      Several young graduates of the College have come to me of their own accord, and say they will go with me as privates or any way.

      I know my men, & know whom to pick. I think they would prefer a new Regt. but it shall all be as your Excellency sees fit.

      Hoping to see you tomorrow

      I am

      Yr. Ex’s most obdt sevt.

      J. L. Chamberlain2

    

    But word of his efforts at joining the army rather than taking his sabbatical got to his colleagues at Bowdoin. Several of the faculty there opposed his enlisting. Though he had recently been elected to a new department and had chosen to serve the college on sabbatical in Europe, some of his fellows began an organized campaign to discredit him.3

    
      Brunswick July 22d 1862

      Hon. Israel Washburn:

      I beg your Excellency will understand that these mortifying reports in regard to my appointment, did not come from me in any way that I can imagine.

      To Genl. Howard4 alone, in a private conversation, I stated that though it was scarcely probable that a new Regt. would be raised, yet in case it should be, I had received the impression that you thought favorably of my having it, and I asked the Genl. what I had better do in the mean time.

      To others I had, of course, every notion to maintain a discrete [sic] silence, as to the result of my visit to Augusta.

      I hope your Excellency will not be as disturbed as I am, at these reports and contradictions which are so embarrassing and injurious to me.

      I do not know any way in which I am to blame for them, and I only hope that at some time I can overcome their mortifying effect by actual service in the field.

      I am persecuted with applications and propositions, but I urge all I see to enlist at once in the first Regt. they can find.

      We had a good meeting Saturday, and the effects of it are very evident in this slow town.5

      Very truly

      Your Excellency’s obdt. servt.

      J. L. Chamberlain6

    

    
      Brunswick July 23d 1862

      To whom it may concern,

      I take pleasure in commending Mr. Charles Bennett of the Sophomore class of Bowdoin College, to the favor of any to whom he may address himself. He has made up his mind to go into the Army.

      He is a young man of capacity & energy, and of the right spirit & stamp for the business. I hope he will be successful in his application, as I am confident he will make a true soldier, & do himself honor & his country good service.

      J. L. Chamberlain7

    

    While Chamberlain could help secure appointments to the army for his students, he was still having problems with some of the faculty at Bowdoin.

    
      Brunswick Aug. 8th 1862

      Governor Washburn,

      My dear Sir,

      I find I have to encounter an unexpected degree of opposition in the Faculty of the College. They are unwilling to give me any sort of countenance in the matter. But I feel that I must go, & I trust that the representations that they propose to make to induce you to withhold my commission, will have no more weight with you than with me. I feel it to be my duty to serve my Country. Your call to a post of honorable service finds me as a good citizen to come forward without delay & without excuse. I regret that I am obliged to act against the wishes of my colleagues, but I feel that I can make no other decision.

      One or two matters of note to mention.

      Would another company be accepted from Brunswick? Our quota is not half filled, and men here say that if they can have until the 20th of August, they would raise a whole company, otherwise, I suppose, we shall have to Draft.

      Alpheus S. Packard jr son of Prof P. is anxious for the position of Hospital Steward. I do not know who the surgeon is, but we can all commend Mr. Packard as a superior man for the place he wants.

      Your Excellency’s

      obdt. Servt.

      J. L. Chamberlain8

    

    The Bowdoin faculty’s objections to Chamberlain’s trading his professor’s robe for army tunic apparently did little to impress the governor, and Chamberlain received his commission as lieutenant colonel of the 20th Maine Regiment of Infantry. Recent West Point graduate Adelbert Ames was colonel of the regiment.

    
      Brunswick Aug 8. 1862

      Governor Washburn,

      My dear Sir,

      The interval between the mails leaves me only time to thank you & to say I should prefer the office you tender to any other. I shall accept. The College Laws require me to present the matter to the Faculty before the case is finally adjusted, but it can have only one issue, & an hour will settle it. I wait your further orders Shall I go to Augusta?

      Very respectfly,

      J. L. Chamberlain9

    

    
      Brunswick Aug 11, 1862

      My dear Loring,

      I have received your favor and shall be extremely happy to do what I can for your friend, who, I learn from all sources, is worthy of the place.

      As the Col. will not be here for some time, I suppose I shall have something to say about some of the new appts. I am inclined to think that your letter will secure the place for Mr. Loring. I go to Augusta today & shall attend to the matter.

      The faculty here are greatly opposed to my going. They absolutely refuse to give me up, & have passed a vote to that effect, but I feel it is to be my duty to go, & know that I can be of service in the field, where my natural tastes & my early education lead me & for which they in some small degree qualify me.

      I dare say those who oppose my going, will say things to break me down if possible, & I hope you will do what you can to countermand such an influence. I thought the “Press” a little hard in the way the Report of my appt. to the Colonelcy was connected, & perhaps it was somewhat injurious to me. I was not responsible in any way for that story. I had only offered my services, in any capacity in which I might be placed. However that is past. Do look after such [ill.] as that, my good friend, & I will thank you.

      I told you I could not do much for the Press. Those two letters were written a line at a time in a great hurry. I can hardly do anything more I suppose, so I won’t hold you to your promise to send. I will subscribe, & then do what I can to see that you get correct information of Brunswick & Bowdoin.

      Yours truly, J. L. Chamberlain10

    

    Chamberlain and the recruits from his area of Maine were about to gather at Camp Mason near Portland, Maine, to come under the command of their colonel, Adelbert Ames. Besides being a graduate of West Point and a Maine man, Ames had “seen the elephant”—had fought in the Battle of Manassas, Virginia, and had been wounded in the thigh. He would receive the Medal of Honor for his actions there as a first lieutenant. The first meeting between Ames and his charges would not be a cordial one. The men were supremely independent; he was a martinet. But they would bend to his stern will and, in the end, become a superb fighting regiment for it.11

    As part of his early duties, Chamberlain wrote to a military assistant of the governor concerning recommendations for staff appointments.

    
      Brunswick Aug 15th 1862

      Dear Col.

      As the Governor must be much occupied, I address a note to you in regard to some matters in the 20th Regt.

      I have had a great many applications for staff appointments, & have taken some pains to look into their merits, and if I have anything to say about them, I would suggest the following.

      Mr. A. L. Loring of Yarmouth for Quarter master. He makes out a strong case.

      Mr. Henry S. B. Smith of Brunswick sergeant major. The Governor will recollect Smith’s claims.

      Thomas D. Chamberlain of Bangor a brother of mine, wants to be Quarter master sergeant. He is abundantly competent for the place having been for some time chief clerk in F. M. Sabine’s store, and I should like to have him receive the appointment.

      A. S. Packard jr of Brunswick wants the place of Hospital Steward. The surgeon recommends, I believe, but I mention him here.

      The above frees my mind and conscience, & as I suppose the appointments will be made when Col. Ames comes I wish to place in your hands whatever I have to suggest in the matter.

      I report in Portland Monday.

      I am obliged for your courtesy while I was in Augusta.

      Very Truly Yours

      J. L. Chamberlain

      Col. Eugene Hale

      Aid de Camp12

    

    Early in the Civil War, politics had as much to do with becoming an officer or gaining a post in the army as military training. It was apparently so even after a year of war had taken all the enthusiastic enlistees and either killed or maimed them or sent them home full of tales of army life and combat. More inducements to enlist were offered for the second round of requests for recruits. Though Chamberlain petitioned for certain individuals to serve in positions early in his military career, it was a habit that apparently came from a desire to assist others, since it continued throughout the conflict.

    And so, off they went—quartermasters who had done no quartermastering, store clerks, brothers, college professors’ sons, and the professor himself, taking on the responsibilities of a lieutenant colonel in a combatbound regiment of infantry, officially numbered the 20th Regiment Maine Volunteers—little knowing what those responsibilities were, or what they would entail. Later Chamberlain would understand the burden of writing a testimonial for a desiring friend or former student. But in 1862, as he wrote recommendations for his acquaintances and relatives, he had too little experience in the army to realize that for some, he was also writing out their death warrants.

    Interestingly enough, though Chamberlain thought he was going to report to Camp Mason near Portland on Monday, the next letter he wrote was from Portland and dated the same day as the previous one from Brunswick, Friday, August 15, 1862. Apparently he made the twenty-mile journey down the coast that day.

    
      [No addressee]

      It gives me pleasure to say a word for Mr. A. N. Linscott who wishes an appointment in the military service. I think he has especial qualifications in that line, & am quite sure he would do himself honor.

      [image: ]

      Chamberlain’s wartime equipment: his gauntlet, blanket, sword, saddle, and boots. PEJEPSCOT HISTORICAL SOCIETY

      I should deem it a great accession to have him in the 20th Regt., but he will do his duty anywhere.

      J. L. Chamberlain13

      Headquarters 20th Regt. Me. Vol.

      Portland Aug 15 1862

    

    What Chamberlain imagined military life would be before he entered the service is not revealed in his earlier letters. One thing he may not have anticipated was the day-to-day tedium of paperwork and bookkeeping.

    
      Camp Mason Aug. 25th 1862

      General Hodsdon14

      I have the honor here with to transmit the Receipts for Regtl. Blanks Books &c. received on Saturday.

      I am, General,

      Very truly yours

      J. L. Chamberlain

      Lt. Col. 20th Regt. Me. Vols.15

    

    In early September 1862, Chamberlain and the men of the 20th Maine left Portland by train headed for Boston. There they boarded the steamer Merrimac in Boston Harbor. A four-day cruise down the coast, up the Chesapeake Bay, and up the broad, winding Potomac brought them to wartime Alexandria, Virginia. Though they were officially in the Confederacy, Alexandria, with its proximity to Washington, D.C., had been a Federally occupied city since 1861. It was from Alexandria that McClellan had launched the amphibious force that landed on the Virginia peninsula in the spring of 1862, then returned, defeated, during the late summer. It was around this time that the men of the 20th Maine heard of the Union’s most recent defeat at the end of August in a battle on the same field that saw contending armies in July 1861: a battlefield near Manassas, Virginia, called Bull Run.

    After camping near Alexandria, the men marched across the Potomac and into Washington. There they were issued Enfield rifle-muskets and ammunition and encamped in the city.16 To at least a few of the Mainers, accustomed to falling asleep to the mournful coos of loons across a coastal lake, busy, noisy wartime Washington must have been a shock.17
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    Early war map of Washington, D.C., and Virginia, showing Chamberlain’s route to Fort Craig. THE ATLAS TO ACCOMPANY THE OFFICIAL RECORDS OF THE UNION AND CONFEDERATE ARMIES, PLATE VI

    Soon the green regiment crossed the Long Bridge from Washington back into Virginia. The men made a seven-mile march without a halt in order to reach Fort Craig, where the rest of their brigade awaited. Their appearance was not very military; a frustrated Colonel Ames shouted that if they could not do any better than they did on this march, “you better all desert and go home.”18

    At Fort Craig they joined the 3rd Brigade of the 1st Division, 5th Corps of the Federal Army of the Potomac. The brigade under Gen. Daniel Butterfield had been romantically christened the “Light Brigade.” By the time the 20th joined the brigade, Col. T. W. B. Stockton was its commander.

    By September 12, 1862, the 1st Division with the 20th Maine left Arlington Heights to recross the Potomac. The next day they marched through Maryland toward Frederick.

    September 14 was a particularly hard day for the new troops of the 20th Maine, not quite accustomed to hard marching. They covered fifty-four miles in three days (including a forced march of twenty-four miles in one day) and finally bivouacked at the Monocacy River two miles from Frederick. Chamberlain, always compassionate to his men, carried one soldier’s blankets on his horse to help ease the man’s load.19

    On September 15 the men marched through Frederick toward the Catoctin Mountains to the west and encamped near Middletown, Maryland. Early the next morning the 20th left with the rest of the 1st Division, under division commander Maj. Gen. George W. Morell, and marched the National Road through picturesque Turner’s Gap across the South Mountains to Boonsboro. Marching through the gap, they witnessed their first casualties of war: the dead of the Confederate Army of Northern Virginia who had opposed the Federals’ advance through the gap a day and a half before, many bloated and rank from lying in the September heat. Chamberlain would recall the scene in a speech nearly twenty years later.20

    They passed through Boonsboro and Keedysville and joined the rest of the Army of the Potomac once again under its former commander, George B. McClellan, at midday September 16. While they marched, they heard the ominous low thud of artillery in the distance. They encamped just beyond Keedysville on the south side of the road.21

    Confederate general Robert E. Lee had been leading his Army of Northern Virginia across the Potomac and into Maryland on an invasion of the Northern states. McClellan had been watching, concentrating, and maneuvering his Army of the Potomac in order to engage Lee at his own advantage. Now, Lee was cornered inside a bend in the Potomac River near the Maryland village of Sharpsburg behind Antietam Creek. The two armies, fighting with desperation all the next day, would endure the bloodiest single day in American military history. The battle would be remembered by Southerners as the battle of Sharpsburg; to those left to mourn in the North, it was called Antietam.

    On September 17 after breakfast, Morell’s division with Chamberlain and the men of the 20th Maine moved to guard what was known as the Middle Bridge across Antietam Creek. Stationed behind some hills, they were just north of the road from Boonsboro to Sharpsburg. Chamberlain and some other officers climbed to the high ground in front of their position where the artillery was posted and watched some of the fighting.

    Stockton’s brigade, with the 20th Maine, was moved to the right a mile or so to support Maj. Gen. William B. Franklin’s 6th Corps later that afternoon, but returned at sunset to its original position above the Middle Bridge.
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    Boteler’s Ford near Shepherdstown. BATTLES AND LEADERS OF THE CIVIL WAR

    The next day, September 18, Morell’s division, with the 20th Maine attached, moved south. The men crossed the lower bridge on the Antietam, the one now known as Burnside’s Bridge after the Union commander who, because of stout Confederate resistance, had had so much trouble getting his men across it.

    On September 19 Chamberlain and the men of the regiment marched across the battlefield and into Sharpsburg, once again surrounded by the awful effluvium of combat: stiff-legged horses rotting in the sun; the putrefying dead; and wounded men everywhere, giving the field and the temporary hospitals a peculiar crawling effect, as arms waved for water or assistance, torsos writhed, and legs twitched in spasms of pain. Leaving the road outside town heading south, they passed the S. P. Grove house and bivouacked near the Potomac.22

    Early on September 20, two divisions from the 5th Corps were ordered on a reconnaissance in force across the Potomac at Shepherdstown (also known as Boteler’s) Ford. The 20th Maine was included in this reconnaissance and crossed the river. But Confederates under A. P. Hill returned to the vicinity from their retreating army to act as a large rear guard. Realizing they were outnumbered, the Union troops retreated quickly back across the river. By two that afternoon, the Union troops were back on the Maryland side of the Potomac River and ensconced in the dry canal bed of the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal. This was the first time the men of the 20th Maine had actually come under fire, but they performed the river crossing and retreat admirably. A few were wounded during the action, and Chamberlain’s mount (an animal borrowed to spare Prince, his own prize horse) became just one of several horses to be hit while he was astride during the war.23

    The next six weeks the men were idle except for the incessant drilling ordered by Colonel Ames. The 20th was encamped in at least one place for a while under unsanitary conditions, then moved camp to Antietam Iron Works near a place called Antietam Ford, where Antietam Creek flows into the Potomac. After several weeks in the field, they still had no tents.24

    On October 1, 1862, President Abraham Lincoln visited McClellan at his headquarters. Chamberlain observed him riding along reviewing the army. Lincoln commented to McClellan about Chamberlain’s beautiful white horse, Prince, as they stopped in front of him.

    Apparently there was some problem with the mail, or perhaps Fanny Chamberlain didn’t write her husband as often as he would have liked, so Chamberlain began numbering his letters to make sure all were received.25

    
      (letter 6th)

      Head Quarters 20th Me.

      Camp near Antietam Ford

      October 10th 1862

      My dear Fanny,

      It is very evident that you do not get all my letters & perhaps I don’t get yours. Now it occurs to me that it would be a good idea to number the letters. I will begin with this, if I can recall all that I have written—this must be at least the 5th letter of mine to you. O! Yes it is the 6th or 7th. I have rec’d 2 from you. I know my letters are very meagre & bald considering the opportunity you imagine I have both of observing & relating. I could talk hours together, but writing does not answer at all. I have so many things I wish to say & know that I shall forget many of them, & have no space left to speak of others that it disconcerts me. Then the surroundings & opportunities are not every thing that could be desired. Does your innocent little head imagine that I could get a photograph (!) taken here? My stars! I fear you have not a high idea of my position. If we can get any thing to eat; or any thing to sleep on except the open ground; or under, save the sky; if we can see a house that is not riddled with shot & shell, or left tenantless through terror, or if we could get a glimpse of a woman who does not exceed the requirements for sweepers in College, we think we are in Paradise. Why you have n’t [sic] the least idea of the desolation that has swept through this part of the country. You are a very dear little wife to suggest that Mrs. Col. Merrill & Mrs. Col. Sewall are coming this way. Well the difference is this Their Regiments are stationed in permanent fortifications, or camps, & are quite in the rear as I understand, while we are in the very front & as shifting as the nighthawk’s flight. I should wonder to see a woman in our camp. Really I think the exposure & hardship would kill her in less than a week. Then we have not half the comforts that most other Regts have because we have not been able to get teams & transportation. I do not imagine any body would be more glad to see any body, that somebody to see somebody who is the constant center of his every dream & the soul of his every thought! But for the present, only dreams & thoughts on that delightful side, & deeds & works on the other. By & by you will be able to come & find me in some civilized shape I hope. My rubber blanket is not quite big enough to accommodate ever so sweet & welcome a guest on the rough hill sides, or in the drenching valleys that constitute my changing homes. I have my care & vexations too; but let me say no danger & no hardship ever makes me wish to get back to that college life again. I cant breathe when I think of those last two years. Why I would spend my whole life in campaigning it, rather that endure that again. One thing though I wont endure it again. My experience here & the habit of command will make me less complaisant—will break upon the notion that certain persons are the natural authorities over me. Well I have been thinking of Wyllys & his birth day & Daisy’s too so soon. I wish I could send them something but it would only be a bit of candy which I happen to have, or a piece of a rebel gun or exploded shell, such as cover the ground all around here. Give the Darlings my love & tell them I always think of them.

      Fanny my impression is from all [The letter ends here with a page apparently missing. The following note in parentheses is written upside down along the tops of pages 2 and 3.]

      (Do prevent Tenney, if you can, from trying to say what I “write” No such thing as he says. We were ordered in to the fight & went. Then the Regt “fired” abundantly at the crossing.)26
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