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FOREWORD





  In late November 1996 I received a letter from J. Gregory Acken inviting me to read and comment on a manuscript that he had recently completed. The core of the manuscript, he said, was the Civil War correspondence of Capt. Francis Adams Donaldson of the 118th Pennsylvania Infantry—better known as the Corn Exchange Regiment—which, in transcribing and editing, he had lived with for more than seven years. The Donaldson Papers, Acken noted, were in the collections of The Civil War Library and Museum in Philadelphia, of which he was on the Board of Governors. Long familiar with the museum and its outstanding collections of Civil War manuscripts, artifacts, and iconography, I told Greg Acken I welcomed the opportunity to examine his manuscript.




  Over the Christmas holiday, I had the privilege of spending many hours with “Old Soldier Donaldson.” I use the word privilege after considerable thought. Since reporting for duty at Vicksburg National Military Park on September 28, 1955, through a forty-year career in the National Park Service and beyond, I have immersed myself in the Civil War as a researcher, author, lecturer, and battlefield guide. During these years, I have read thousands of soldiers’ letters, journals, and reminiscences, both published and in manuscript form. The Donaldson manuscript, unlike so many soldiers’ collections which add little to our knowledge of the war or the soldiers’ personalities, excites interest. Here is a soldier who writes well, is a talented observer, and served with two of the Army of the Potomac’s better-known regiments. He was an enlisted man in the 71st Pennsylvania (the 1st California) until wounded at the battle of Fair Oaks on May 31, 1862, and then served as a captain and company commander in the Corn Exchange Regiment until his discharge from the army in January 1864.




  Donaldson, for most of his two and a half years in the military, was an enthusiastic and exemplary Union soldier. An antislavery Democrat and an admirer of Maj. Gen. George B. McClellan long after his departure as commander of the Army of the Potomac, the twenty-one-year-old soldier first saw combat at Balls Bluff on October 21, 1861. He was one of the large number of Federals captured in that disaster and spent the next four months as a prisoner of war in Richmond.




  His fortunes and hopes for advancement in the military, a career in which he represented the best and the brightest, changed in the months after he joined the Corn Exchange Regiment. Initially, there is an erosion of the respect he has for longtime regimental commander Lt. Col. James Gwyn, which results in his earning the colonels enmity. The denouement comes when good soldier Donaldson challenges Gwyn s authority, which ultimately leads to his departure from the service.




  Spiced by his bitter interpersonal relations and conflicts with Colonel Gwyn and his sycophants, the story of Donaldsons decision to self-destruct is reminiscent of a Greek tragedy. Donaldson s letters and journals lend excellent insights into camp life, marches, and battles. There are human interest stories, some poignant, others laced with humor. These provide the grist for a better understanding of what it was like to be a line officer in an unhappy regiment, as Donaldson and his friends gather in the evenings to sit around and talk, gripe, and share another “Joe Hooker.”




  As one who has spent more than two score years immersed in the Civil War, my thanks to The Civil War Library and Museum for its good work in preservation and education and for sharing the Donaldson journal and correspondence. A special plaudit to Greg Acken for the long hours spent with Captain Donaldson and his correspondence, readying them for publication. As an editor, he is in that special class, providing excellent background and explanatory information without overwhelming the reader with trivia. Scholars, buffs, and casual readers will find Inside the Army of the Potomac: The Civil War Experience of Captain Francis Adams Donaldson enjoyable and informative.




  Edwin C. Bearss




  Historian Emeritus


  

  National Park Service
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INTRODUCTION





  For thousands of men in the North and South, the outbreak of the American Civil War signaled the beginning of the most important experience of their lives. For Francis Adams Donaldson, his enlistment in the Union Army was a change that could not have come at a more propitious moment. Bored with the workaday routine of life as a clerk in the Philadelphia shipping concern of Alexander Heron, Jr. & Co., he found the escape he had been looking for in the prospect of a military career. “I like the life of a soldier more and more,” he wrote soon after he joined the army, “and would not give it up for anything in the world. It is just what I have been longing for and dreaming about all my life. It suits me and I it.”1 While Donaldson s enthusiasm for life as a soldier would wane perceptibly over the course of the thirty-two months he served, there was no hint of its lessening in the momentous days that followed the firing on Fort Sumter.




  When word of the onset of hostilities reached Philadelphia in April 1861, Donaldson immediately determined to enlist. He was not an abolitionist, though, and like many of the volunteers who signed on early in the war, he was prompted to fight more by what he perceived as the effrontery of the newly formed Confederacy and the desire to uphold the Constitution than he was by any desire to put down slavery. “I burn with indignation when I think of the outrageous conduct of the South,” he would later write, “and I for one will never be able to give up the fight until they are chastised into submission to the laws.”




  Assisted by his friend William Harris, who was a member of a local militia unit called the Blue Reserves, the pair canvassed the streets of Philadelphia, accompanied by a fife and drum corps, gathering recruits and adding generally to the patriotic atmosphere then prevailing. In due time, they had enough men to fill out a company, the services of which they had previously pledged to an unidentified regiment that was forming for service in western Virginia. But after a short time, Donaldson and Harris grew disenchanted with the leadership of the organization and transferred their company en masse to the headquarters of Capt. Garrick Mallery, who was mustering men for service in what was to become Company H of the California Regiment, later to be known as the 71st Pennsylvania Volunteers. “The price of this defection,” Donaldson wrote, “was a 2nd Lieutenancy for Harris, and—nothing—for myself, having told Capt. Mallery I was not after any position.” Donaldson did not go completely unrewarded, though, as he was soon appointed 5th sergeant of the company.




  So began the Civil War experience of Francis Adams Donaldson. He was born in Philadelphia on June 7, 1840, the third and youngest son of John Plankenhorn Donaldson and Matilda Nice, both of whom died during his adolescence. Donaldson traced his paternal lineage back to Capt. Andrew Donaldson, who had served as an officer during the French and Indian War, and to William Townsend Donaldson, who was high sheriff of Philadelphia in the early 1800s. His maternal ancestors were instrumental in establishing the Nicetown section of Philadelphia in 1704, and his great-grandfather, George Nice, had served as a captain in the Pennsylvania state forces during the Revolutionary War.




  After the death of his parents, Donaldson and his two brothers, Jacob, who was five years his senior, and John, who was two years older, were raised by their mother’s sister, Eliza Ann Nice. In the wartime letters he wrote to Eliza, Frank Donaldson addresses her as “Auntie,” but there is no doubt that the brothers considered her as their mother, and in their letters they refer to her as such to anyone other than family members. Little is known about Eliza, though Donaldson does mention that he entered the service against her wishes and that she was constantly worried about the safety of her boys. The basis for this worry was not without foundation, because Eliza would see two of her nephews in armed conflict during the war, one serving the Union and one the Confederacy.




  In 1858, at the age of twenty, John Donaldson had moved from Philadelphia to Charleston in the Kanawha Valley of what is today West Virginia. He had gone there seeking employment and began working as a salesman in the general merchandise firm of John Goshorn. Outgoing and handsome, John soon found himself accepted among the social circles of Charleston, and in the course of time he joined the local militia company, the Kanawha Riflemen. The Riflemen were led by a Virginia Military Institute graduate and transplanted Richmond attorney, Capt. George S. Patton, who had set up his law practice in the city, and whose grandson and namesake would gain fame during World War II.2 When Virginia seceded and the war began, recalled one of John Donaldson s fellow Riflemen, “this company volunteered to a man in the cause of Virginia and the Southland, and none more eagerly than did Donaldson, whose association and identification with its Southern-born members had been so intimate and of such duration that no one of his associates ever thought of his Northern birth. . . ”3 The Kanawha Riflemen were mustered into the Confederate service as Company H of the 22nd Virginia Infantry, and John Donaldson was elected second sergeant. Captain Patton was eventually promoted to the colonelcy of the regiment, and in May 1862, John was elected captain of the company, which he led through numerous battles and skirmishes until he was captured at Cold Harbor, Virginia, on June 3, 1864.4




  Frank Donaldson, although in complete disagreement with Johns decision to side with the South, understood his brothers motives. “When you write to John,” he told their brother, Jacob, in June 1861, “tell him that now that he is a soldier, even though it be in a bad cause, to try and distinguish himself, and also say that I do not blame him, because he believes he is right.” In his letters, Frank expresses anxiety about the possibility of opposing John on the battlefield, and when the opportunity arose, he would question prisoners taken in battle as to the whereabouts of his brother’s regiment. Frank and John never did meet in combat, though, as the 22nd Virginia campaigned for the most part in the western regions of Virginia through early 1864, while Frank’s actions were directly tied to the Army of the Potomac, fighting predominandy in eastern Virginia and Maryland. No lasting animosity resulting from their divided loyalties appears to have existed between Frank and John, and even as the war progressed and Frank adopted a more hardened attitude toward the South, he continued to express his love and concern for his “misguided” brother.




  [image: Capt. John P. Donaldson, 22nd Virginia Infantry. The Civil War Library & Museum.]


  

  The oldest of the Donaldson brothers, Jacob, was born in 1835. Jacob was a Philadelphia merchant and was Frank’s principal correspondent during his war service. Although none of Jacob’s letters to Frank have survived (when necessity dictated it, Frank would erase Jacob s letters and use the paper to respond), it is clear from Franks replies to his brother that he looked up to Jacob and valued his guidance, especially on nonmilitary matters. From time to time, Jacob would offer an opinion on the Army of the Potomac or one of its commanders, but these opinions seemed to invariably contrast with Frank s views, and the young soldier would usually suggest that Jacob confine his letters to news from home. Despite their occasional differences, however, Jacob was by far Frank s closest confidant throughout his term of service. Jacob was the sole supporter of Eliza Nice and, as a result, saw little war service, spending time briefly in the state militia during the Antietam Campaign.


  [image: Jacob Donaldson, Frank’s oldest brother and principal correspondent, the civil war library & museum.]




 

  Frank Donaldson served during the Civil War in two of the more well-known regiments of the Army of the Potomac, initially as a sergeant and second lieutenant in the California Regiment of the 2nd Corps, which was to become officially known as the 71st Pennsylvania Volunteers, and later as captain in the Corn Exchange Regiment, which was the nickname of the 118th Pennsylvania Volunteers of the 5th Corps. While some of the notoriety attached to these two organizations resulted from their distinctive names, they were also famed, and rightfully so, for the severity of batdes they passed through and the number of casualties they suffered as a result. Donaldson served with the California Regiment until May 1862, fighting at Balls Bluff and participating in the Peninsula Campaign until the Batde of Fair Oaks. With the Corn Exchange Regiment, he was present for many of the landmark battles and campaigns in the east, including Antietam, Fredericksburg, Chancellorsville, Gettysburg, Bristoe Station, and Mine Run.




  Donaldson s Civil War experiences were diverse, and his letters, as they convey the details of what he passed through, chart the course of his transition from a naive, enthusiastic recruit into a war-wearied, somewhat cynical veteran and, at the same time, mark the passage of a youth maturing into manhood. He labored during his first few months in the California Regiment to hold himself to the high standard that he felt characterized what he above all desired to become: “a complete and finished soldier.”




  When his brother asked him in July 1861 if he would accept a furlough were it offered, Donaldson wrote that he “would decline it, no matter how dearly I would love to see you all. I would feel a greater pride in stifling and subduing these feelings, which should not be allowed a place in a soldier s breast. . . than in gratifying my longing to be again with my loved ones at home. This is what I interpret as discipline, this is what [I] would do to crush out the tenderheartedness. . . which must be put aside for sterner and more soldierly thoughts.”




  When Jacob and Eliza contemplated visiting him at the encampment of the California Regiment outside of Washington in August 1861, Donaldson was against it. “I have fought down my homesickness,” he told Jacob, “and am wholly and truly a soldier—without ties of any kind, so far as I can master my feelings, and should Auntie come to see me, I fear I would lose control of myself and give way to feelings I would rather keep in subjugation. ... I am determined to be a soldier in all things—cost what it may to my hearts longing.”




  On another occasion, while the regiment was posted outside of Hampton, Virginia, in July 1861, Donaldson was returning to camp from a remote picket outpost one evening. As he walked along a dark, backwoods road, he was startled by a stone thrown at him. “Instantly I sprang into the bushes,” he admitted to Jacob, “and stood for a moment with hair on end and knees knocking together with fright.” He soon recovered his senses, though, and “felt a glow pervading my body . . . and once more brought under control my other faculties. The glow . . . was from shame that I should have been tried and found wanting.”




  Donaldson would wait several more months before he was able to prove to himself that he possessed the requisite inner strength to stand up to the enemy in combat. His first taste of action came at the disastrous Union defeat at the Battle of Balls Bluff on October 21, 1861. He was captured there and spent the ensuing four months as a prisoner in Richmond, albeit under less than normal circumstances. His first two months were spent in one of the jails that had been established in the tobacco warehouses of the city, but in early January 1862, his Confederate brother, John, was able to secure his release on the condition that he be confined to the limits of Richmond. Donaldson moved freely throughout the Southern capital over the next month and a half, clad in a gray uniform coat that one of Johns comrades had given him, and boarding with a former Confederate soldier from his brothers 22nd Virginia. Interestingly, during this time, Donaldson was offered a position in the Confederate Postal Service, which he declined. When he had occasion to attend church, he could look down from the balcony where he sat and see Confederate president Jefferson Davis worshiping below. Though his experience as a prisoner was not nearly as harrowing an ordeal as it was for Union soldiers captured later in the war, it was a trial he did not ever want to relive. As he passed near the Ball s Bluff battlefield while on the march northward during the Gettysburg Campaign in mid-1863, the familiar setting conjured up unpleasant memories for him. “I determined then and there,” he wrote, “never to be taken prisoner again.” Donaldson was exchanged and sent north in February 1862, and by March he was back again with his regiment, now known as the 71st Pennsylvania Volunteers.




  Upon his return, Donaldson was delighted to be advanced personally by the commander of the 71st to the rank of sergeant major, with the promise of another promotion at the first available vacancy. He would freely state at times throughout the war that he was eager for promotion, as he felt that by virtue of his knowledge of tactics and experience he could handle larger responsibilities. “I admit that I am ambitious and want to rise higher,” he wrote in December 1862 while serving with the 118th Pennsylvania, “feeling confident of my ability as an officer of higher grade than captain.” Early in his service with the 118th, he felt that his competence was underappreciated and talked of a desire to be transferred to the Regular Army. “There I could be what my dearest ambition longs to realize—[to be] an efficient, capable soldier, deserving recognition by these qualities.” Notwithstanding these complaints, Donaldson did, in fact, rise fairly rapidly for a man of his age, in spite of a self-described “youthful appearance,” which he thought “mitigated against him” and prevented more rapid advancement.




  Soon after his promotion to sergeant major, Donaldson was advanced again, this time to the second lieutenancy of Company M, and it was with no little pride that he conveyed the news to his brother, Jacob. When Jacob mistakenly addressed a subsequent letter to him using his previous rank, Donaldson was mortified. “I . . . will caution you against putting any further indignity upon me by addressing your letters to Sergt. F. A. Donaldson, as you are now doing, as I will return all such unopened.”




  As the Army of the Potomac advanced up the Virginia Peninsula during the spring of 1862, Donaldson was shocked at times by the severity and seeming wantonness of what he saw, and he struggled to come to terms with it. While occupying the entrenchments fronting Yorktown one day in April, he watched aghast as Federal sharpshooters first shot down a Confederate work detail, and then proceeded to pick off the stretcher bearers sent to the stricken mens aid. “These are some of the horrible incidents having official sanction that I have as yet been unable to reconcile in my mind with what I consider honorable warfare,” he wrote, “but I am constantly told by those better posted than I that war is a terrible arbitrament, and must be made as dreadful as possible while it lasts. . . .”




As the prospect of battle again loomed closer, Donaldson turned introspective and confided to his brother how he felt before a fight: “I freely admit that during an engagement or when one seems imminent, I have the most annoying feelings. Not exactly fear, but a longing desire that either the battle will terminate, the sun go down, or that I be detailed for some duty to the rear, but I act the other and more soldierly one of obeying orders and doing my duty no matter how unpleasant or what the consequences. These feelings are my true ones, which I do not disguise from you, but to my comrades and the men under me, I present a calm, unmoved demeanor during times of trouble, and when in actual batde, all thought of self is lost in my desire and anxiety to have those under me do their work and behave well. Could they but know my inward thought at such times, could they see beneath the apparently brave exterior, the fluttering heart, the quickened pulse, I fear the regard they have for my courage would be but short lived. . . .”




  Donaldson was also anxious to prove to his men that he was worthy of the leadership role he had been placed in, and he felt the quickest way he could do that was to set an example by rashly exposing himself to enemy fire at the earliest opportunity. He soon had his chance, but he paid a price for his recklessness. On the first day of the Battle of Fair Oaks on May 31, 1862, Donaldson was shot through the arm. He would never again serve in the 71st Pennsylvania.




  Donaldson spent the early summer of 1862 recovering from his wound in Philadelphia. While he healed, the 71st Pennsylvania reduced its number of companies from fifteen to ten, leaving Donaldson, as one of the most recendy commissioned officers in the regiment, without a command. A second generation of regiments was forming throughout the North at this time, though, and Donaldson was able to secure a captaincy in one of these new units, the 118th Pennsylvania Volunteers. From the very beginning, his transfer to the Corn Exchange Regiment would prove to be an unhappy change for the young soldier. Throughout the next year and a half, Donaldson would make known a great deal of personal dissatisfaction with his new command, reserving especial invective for the officers of the 118th, who he felt were generally inexperienced and too presumptuous. “A great drunkard and decidedly on the borrow,” was how he described one officer. Another he thought “rough and grossly ignorant, fond of whiskey, but a good soldier.” Of one of the field officers, he noted that “arrogance is his substitute for force of character,” and he found a fellow captain to be “an old grandmother.”




 



  At twenty-two, Donaldson was the youngest captain in the regiment (only two other officers, both lieutenants, were younger), but he possessed more battle experience than any other line officer. This fact did not, to Donaldson s annoyance, seem at first to make any impression on the other officers. “They rather look on me as a boy,” he wrote soon after joining the regiment, “to be treated as such.” His youthful appearance may have contributed to this impression of him, as he later wrote disdainfully that his company referred to him as the “Little Captain.”




  Not surprisingly, Donaldson found it difficult to make friends among the officer corps of the 118th. In mid-November 1862, he confessed to Jacob, “I do not like service in this regiment. Everything is so entirely different from the California Regiment that I can not endure it.” His disillusionment would only deepen over time. “I am very unhappy here,” he wrote in October 1863. “With exception of a very few officers I have no friends in this regiment. I do not and cannot mingle and associate with all the officers, and my intercourse with some of them is so very limited that it amounts to positive unfriendliness. . . .”




  While some of Donaldson s unhappiness as a member of the 118th resulted from his own predispositions and the high standards of honor and refinement he felt his fellow officers should aspire to, much of his dissatisfaction could be traced directly to the man who would ultimately lead the regiment for most of the time he served in it, Lt. Col. James Gwyn. The first colonel of the 118th, Charles M. Prevost (“a polished gentleman,” Donaldson noted approvingly), was severely wounded during the regiments first engagement at Shepherdstown, Virginia, on September 20, 1862, and except for several weeks in May 1863 and a stretch that fall, Gwyn commanded the 118th for the balance of Donaldson s term of service.




  On meeting him for the first time in August 1862, Donaldson was almost instantly put off by what he considered Gwyns coarseness and rough, uncouth manners. As time passed, his unfavorable opinion of Gwyn grew, and the feeling was returned in kind by the lieutenant colonel. “I despise him,” Donaldson would eventually write, “he is a drunken, dictatorial, worthless fellow, not a gentleman, [and] not fit to command gentlemen.” Gwyn was fully aware of the contempt in which Donaldson held him, and he went to great lengths at times to make life miserable for the headstrong young captain and several other officers of the regiment who felt the same way. As a result of this internal feuding, the 118th Pennsylvania became divided into two separate cliques: the officers who supported Gwyn and were willing to overlook his faults (Donaldson would refer to them as the “rum drinkers”) and those who, like Donaldson, maintained a strictly professional relationship with the lieutenant colonel and had little interaction with him otherwise. In a passage from the Regimental History of the 118th Pennsylvania, Gwyn’s attitude toward Donaldson and those of his ilk is described in the following way:




  Colonel Gwyn was intelligent, of fair tactical acquirement, and anxious to secure for his regiment the reputation it earned. But he was unhappily liable to be influenced by violent and unjust prejudices. While he was courteous and obliging to his friends, he too often acted oppressively and with wholly unwarranted severity towards others whom he conceived to be unfriendly to him. Some of the most manly spirits in the regiment were crushed by this oppressive conduct. They submitted uncomplainingly to injustice and oppression, rather than bring disgraceful criticism upon the command by an exposure of its internal disorders.5




  Donaldson attempted several times, through both official and unofficial channels, to be transferred away or resign from the 118th, but Gwyn would refuse to sanction any of his efforts. Eventually, Donaldson became frustrated by his inability to break free from Gwyn’s overbearing grasp, and finally, in December 1863, he took what he felt to be the only remaining course of action to remove himself from the control of his superior. Exactly what he did is fully spelled out in a letter written to Jacob soon after the incident.




  By virtue of the 118th Pennsylvania’s posting to the 5th Corps of the Army of the Potomac, Donaldson experienced a good deal of combat during his service in the regiment, and he left a remarkable written record of what he observed. Despite his lack of advanced education (his formal schooling had ended at the equivalent of the high school level), he wrote full, descriptive accounts of his adventures, occasionally sprinkling his letters with references to Shakespeare or the Napoleonic Wars. As a rule, within several weeks of the close of a particular battle or campaign, Donaldson would have a lengthy (in several instances more than fifty pages) narrative of what he passed through dispatched home to either Jacob or Eliza, in addition to his regular correspondence.




  He was a prolific writer, but it was not an undertaking he relished. “Letter writing to me is a task,” he wrote while with the 71st Pennsylvania. “I go about it pretty much as 1 suppose clergymen do when writing their sermons. I first think over what I am about to write, then note it down and afterwards write my letter” “I could no more sit down and write offhand as you could fly,” he told Jacob in May 1862. “All my letters, without exception, are first written in the rough, and then copied.” Although he writes that he strove to portray only what came under his observation (“I merely state facts as they occur and I see them, giving my own impression only of my surroundings”), Donaldson appears to have been guilty, on several isolated occasions, of embellishing details in his letters, and in these instances he seems to have chosen to do so in order to impress his older brother. Donaldson was also sensitive about the content of his missives, as is evidenced by his reaction when Jacob told him he wanted to give his letters to the editor of a Philadelphia newspaper for publication. “For heaven sake, do not give him my letters, can’t you see they are written in the fullest confidence? Were they published, people would think me the veriest egotist alive. There is nothing in them but self. While you and I know exactly the reason for this, others would say ‘this fellow carries on the whole campaign himself—alone.’ While my letters are merely discriptive [sic] of my personal experience, and are literally true, anyone reading them would feel that I said too much about myself.”




  He also admitted that while his letters and diary entries accounted for the doings of his brigade, division, corps, and army as a whole, there was little in them on the men he commanded. The reason for this, he told Jacob, was because “It is the same with them, one day with another. They are like all others, a shiffless [sic] set, so unthinkingly improvident. They would try the patience of Job himself, for they are a childish set of babies, so dependant [sic] ... I am in a measure to blame for this—I have spoiled them.” Despite these seemingly disparaging comments, when the time came for Donaldson to part with them, he would speak of his men with pride: “They are my creation, they are soldiers of my own making ... a braver, better, or more honorable set of men no captain ever commanded. I have great respect for my company.”




  Although dismayed that at five feet, eight inches tall and weighing 160 pounds, he was known to his company as their “Little Captain,” Donaldson handled the physical rigors of active campaigning remarkably well, never spending a single day, except the time he was wounded, in the hospital. When his messmates and he were able to arrange it, they dined sumptuously, especially while in a permanent encampment, but Donaldson found no difficulty subsisting on the plainer fare of army food. “It makes very little difference what I have to eat,” he wrote to Jacob. “When nature informs me that my stomach is empty, I can make as enjoyable a meal on crackers as others can on roast chicken and trimmings.” Although he was not overly fond of alcohol, he was no teetotaler, and he expressed surprise and disgust at the amount of alcohol his brother officers imbibed and the frequency with which they drank. “It is astonishing the extent to which drinking is carried on in camp,” he told his brother in December 1862. “It appears to be a qualification in certain quarters to be able to carry an enormous amount of beverage with the least possible exhibition of its side effects. It is a bad business, I think.”




  Throughout his service, Donaldson was unabashedly proud to be a member of the Army of tHe Potomac, and he was not hesitant to share with his brother his thoughts on the men who commanded it. Like many of the veterans of the Peninsula Campaign, he was utterly devoted to the army’s first commander, George B. McClellan. “Give us him back,” he wrote while en route to Gettysburg a full seven months after McClellan was relieved, “and the Johnnies will soon show a clean set of* heels.” He found Ambrose Burnside “comically incompetent,” had no love for Joe Hooker, and after some initial skepticism, grew to respect George Meade. Of his 5th Corps commanders, he held Charles Griffin in high esteem but felt that although George Sykes was capable, he was too cold and distant to be liked.




  While Donaldson would infrequently allude to his dislike for the Southern civilians he came in contact with, he had nothing but praise for the combat abilities of the Confederate soldiers he faced. “They are splendid fighting men,” he wrote in September 1862, and several months later he said he found them “energetic, brave, [and] wonderful.”




  Politically, he identified himself as a Democrat, “first, last, and all the time,” but as the conflict wore on, Donaldson’s convictions gradually shifted. Shortly before election day 1863, he wrote that he “would dearly love to be at home” to cast a vote for the staunchly pro-Republican governor of Pennsylvania, Andrew G. Curtin, adding that “. . . as long as the Rebels are in arms, I will sustain the government’s efforts to put down rebellion with my life if necessary.”




  The sum total of the rigors of the campaigns he participated in combined with the human cost of the battles in which he fought came to harden Donaldson and at the same time changed the way he viewed the war. In September 1863, he reflected on what he had been through: “I do not think I am now as reconciled to Army life, after an experience of nearly three years, as I was at first. It is, of course, a free and easy way of living, but the surroundings tend to develope [sic] all that is bad in human nature, and the little good there is in man has a sorry chance among soldiers.” In a diary entry written around the same time, Donaldson noted that his brother chided him in a letter for what he called Frank’s “degeneration” since his enlistment. “Well,” he admitted, “there is a good deal of truth in what he says. I believe I have changed; the poetry has been rudely taken out of me, all sentiment gone, and I see things differently” He attributed this in part to the way the war was being waged. “I believe the battle of Fredericksburg first gave me an insight into the way with which the war was prosecuted. The Army of the Potomac is merely a political machine. We are moved forward and backward to suit the political situation. Earnest men like Genls. Meade, Hancock, and Sedgwick, all true soldiers, are given to understand that strategy will be supplied from Washington. . . . As it is, backing and filling, racing to the Rappahannock and back again to the Potomac will never end the war. I, an humble line officer with no military training, but as earnest in the cause as when I first entered the army, can see these things and I am discouraged, or as my dear brother says, ‘luke warm.’ ... I have degenerated, and so has the army. . . .”




  His combat experiences also served to desensitize him. He related to Eliza after the Battle of Gettysburg that he viewed with indifference the sight of two of his fellow officers shot down on either side of him, “an occurrence that at any other time would have horrified me.”




  His changing attitudes and outlook on the war, combined with Gwyn’s undisguised animosity and the continuing alienation Donaldson felt within the 118th Pennsylvania, ultimately took their toll and led to the termination of his Civil War service. He gave vent to the bitterness he felt soon after. “I want to get away, I am unhappy here. It is without exception the most dreadfully demoralized command in the service. Bickerings and quarrelings, hatred, jealously and malice are abroad among us everywhere. All the officers are at loggerheads . . . they cordially hate and despise one another. I doubt whether throughout the Army of the Potomac or indeed the whole Army of the United States there exists a regiment so torn to pieces by internal discentions [sic] as this famous Corn Exchange Regiment—and all brought about by its disreputable commanding officer.”
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  With several exceptions, the Donaldson letters have never appeared in print, at least not in their current format. The Regimental History of the 118th Pennsylvania Infantry was published in three separate editions, first in 1888 as the History of the Corn Exchange Regiment 118th Pennsylvania Volunteers, then in 1892 as Antietam to Appomattox with the 118th Penna. Vols. Corn Exchange Regiment, and finally in 1905 as the History of the 118th Pennsylvania Volunteers Corn Exchange Regiment. The book itself, comprising an average of six hundred pages of text, plus a roster in each edition, is one of the better written and more thorough unit histories on the Union side, and many modern students and historians have consulted it for details of the battles, campaigns, and attitudes of the soldiers of the Army of the Potomac. Bruce Catton, in his highly influential trilogy on the Army of the Potomac, consulted it extensively. John J. Pullen, in his masterful history of the 20th Maine, cited it frequently in his early chapters as the basis for some of what he wrote. John Bigelow and Harry Pfanz, in their superlative studies of the Battles of Chancellorsville and Gettysburg, respectively, also used the work. What these writers, along with a host of others who have referenced it did not know, however, was that when quoting from the Regimental History of the 118th, they were in fact quoting indirectly from Donaldsons letters.




  Donaldson served with the 118th from its formation in August 1862 through early January 1864, and in the Regimental History, the seventeen months covering his term of enlistment account for the initial two-thirds of each edition. These 375 pages are based to a large extent on the letters Donaldson wrote home to his family. But where the Regimental History glosses over or leaves entirely unmentioned the darker side of life in the Army of the Potomac, Donaldson speaks of it with unvarnished candor in his correspondence, and it is herein that the value of his observations lies. Incompetence and drunkenness abound. Rivalries fueled by resentment and jealously are commonplace. Officers resort to fisticuffs and brawling to settle their differences. Subalterns who turn and run in the face of enemy fire are discharged; naive recruits who desert are put to death. Though Donaldson wrote plainly of these occurrences and many others, most of these unsavory incidents never made it to the printed pages of the history of the 118th.




  The introduction to each edition of the Regimental History states that it was compiled and authored by the “Survivors’ Association” of the regiment and goes on to list seven veterans who “aided materially” in the preparation of the work. Conspicuously absent from this list is Donaldson, and it is uncertain why this is so. Possibly it was in deference to Colonel Gwyn, who was alive when the first two editions were published. Gwyn does not appear in the most benevolent light in the pages of the book, and had he known that Donaldson was one of the principal contributors, he might have strongly objected to its content. Or maybe Donaldson simply did not want any of the notoriety that might have come from identifying himself as a contributor. There were many cabals and divided loyalties among the officers of the 118th throughout their war service. Rivalries ran deep and feelings ran high, and Donaldson may have wanted to avoid becoming once again embroiled in any sort of controversy. Whatever the reason, although his name is occasionally mentioned in the body of the work, it is not listed among the contributors, even though I strongly suspect that he actually wrote much of what was contained in the book.




  Several pieces of Donaldsons correspondence have previously appeared in print. An unincluded letter from early in his enlistment was published, in an edited form, in the Philadelphia Daily Evening Bulletin of September 12, 1861. There is little doubt that Jacob passed this letter on to the paper, with or without his brother s permission. A postwar letter to a young friend (not a part of the collection) in which Donaldson described a reconnaissance by the 118th Pennsylvania in late December 1862, appeared in the January 1961 issue of Civil War Times Illustrated. His letter of December 6, 1862, which was missing from the collection since the mid-1970s but has since been restored, was reprinted in North-South Trader in the January—February 1982 issue. Overall, remarkably little of what Donaldson recorded has previously been seen in print.




  Donaldson wrote 169 letters, dozens of pages of diary entries, and several separate narratives during the course of his service. Included in this work are 117 letters, two postbattle narratives, and his diary entries. Donaldsons letters were carefully saved by his brother Jacob, who presented them to him several years after the war, and Donaldson painstakingly placed them in three large, black, leather-bound volumes. Each of the volumes measures 15½ by 11½ inches and contains on average 250 pages. The spines bear the gold-stamped title Army Letters of Francis Adams Donaldson, 1861–1864. Interspersed throughout his writings are photographs, personal papers, official documents, newspaper clippings, and in several places, correspondence with fellow soldiers that sheds light on details contained in the letters. In only three instances did Donaldson alter the content of his letters, blacking out or erasing passages. Almost every letter is accompanied by the postmarked and dated envelope in which it was mailed, although most of the stamps have disappeared. Roughly half of his correspondence was written in pencil and half in dark ink.




That Donaldson realized the importance and historical value of the collection is apparent by the care with which he arranged and preserved it. Although it was suggested to him on at least one occasion that he publish his letters, there is no record of any attempt to do so. Shortly before he died, Donaldson made it known to his oldest son, Francis Jr., that he wanted the volumes to be donated to The Civil War Library and Museum in Philadelphia (then known as the War Library and Museum), the welfare of which he was keenly interested in. Upon his passing in 1928, his wish was fulfilled, and his letters, photographs, and correspondence, along with other war-related personal effects, became a part of the holdings of the museum, where they can be studied by qualified scholars. The collection remained in the vaults of the museum, for the most part untouched, until I found it there in 1989. Donaldson surely would be pleased to know that the publication of the letters he treasured was being undertaken to benefit the institution he revered.




  In editing the Donaldson letters, I have taken scrupulous care not to materially alter any of what he has recorded. Twenty letters from his first three months in service have not been included. Little of note happened to Donaldson during that time, and it is not until just before the Battle of Balls Bluff that the present work begins. Portions of letters dealing with personal matters, entire letters that deal solely with personal matters, and material of a repetitive nature has been deleted. Additionally, due to space constraints, it was necessary to omit paragraphs and passages that might otherwise have added to the readers insight into Donaldson. All told, roughly 35 percent of his writings were left out.




  Like any writer, Donaldson occasionally misspelled words. In many places his errors can be attributed to several factors—fatigue, time constraints, or simple carelessness. This is evident from the fact that words that are misspelled in certain instances are, at other times, spelled correctly. I have corrected the majority of these misspellings, but, for the purpose of retaining some of the nineteenth-century flavor of his writing, I have kept his original spelling for some words, such as bivouaced for bivouacked and centre for center. In cases where proper or place names were misspelled, I have let the name or place stand initially as Donaldson wrote it, endnoted the error, and in subsequent mentions have silently corrected it. An occasional comma or apostrophe has been added or deleted, paragraphs formed, and proper punctuation has been added to the conversations he records. Words have been added in brackets where their presence is necessary to convey the meaning of a sentence. Ampersands replace the plus signs that Donaldson used as a substitute for the word and. Complimentary closes at the end of letters have been excised. I have added endnotes and explanatory paragraphs as necessary and have provided chapter introductions to help the reader more clearly follow Donaldson in his battles and campaigns. In no instance have I rewritten, modified, or changed anything that Donaldson wrote.




  In conclusion, I would like to add a personal note, a justification, and a comment. It has been an unmitigated pleasure for me to have spent a portion of the last seven years in the company of Captain Donaldson, and it is with regret that I part with him. Given the multitude of firsthand accounts by participants in the American Civil War, one might ask why we need another one. Harold Adams Small, in the preface to his father’s engagingly written memoir of service in the Army of the Potomac, answered the question best when he wrote:




  Because if we read only the latest Civil War novel or the latest Civil War history, we may lose as much as we gain. It is true that as time creates a perspective through which we look upon the past, we are better able to discern the relations of things and to judge men and motives more justly; but the gain in coolness of judgment is likely to be accompanied by a fatal loss in warmth of fellow feeling. The historian unhappily may be the first to suffer, and on his pages heroes will stiffen into statues, tides of anger and pride and fierce animosity will congeal as ‘trends,’ and pretty soon it will all be reduced to a ‘complex of forces’ and the war—the shouts and yells, the blood, the pain, the exultation and despair—will have become a ‘study.’ . . . As the years carry us farther and farther away from the Civil War, the more we lose in actual nearness to what was once as near as a trigger to the finger. The only way for us to reach back to it, now, is through a book; and the surest way is through a record set down by one who was there.




  Small had prefaced these comments with an observation on the relative skill of the Civil War memoirist: “If he writes well, so much the more enjoyment for us. Even if he writes badly, something will shine through, and we will see for a moment what he saw and in the sunlight of his day.”6




  Fortunately for us, Donaldson wrote well, and the tides of anger and pride, the shouts and yells, and the exultation and despair all shine through in his letters.




  CHAPTER 1




  Ball’s Bluff, Captivity, and Return




  September 28, 1861–March 20, 1862




  The 1st California Regiment was raised under the authority of President Abraham Lincoln by his close friend and former Illinois Whig party confidant, Edward D. Baker. Baker; fifty, was an English-born lawyer-politician known for his brilliant oratorical skills. He also possessed military experience, having commanded an Illinois regiment, and later a brigade, in the Mexican War. After serving several terms as a congressman representing Illinois in the 1840s, Baker relocated to San Francisco in 1852 to resume his law practice.




  Over the course of the decade that preceded the Civil War, Baker had become a leader in the California Republican party, and in the months leading up to the Rebellion he had worked tirelessly to ensure that the western U.S. territories would remain loyal to the Union. When the conflict began in April 1861, Baker was in Washington, D.C., serving as the first senatorfrom the newly admitted state of Oregon.




  Initially dissatisfied with the speed with which troops were arriving to defend the capital, Baker hastened to New York City in mid-April, hoping to attract enough men from California then present in that metropolis to complete his regiment, but he met with only limited success.1 NOT willing to concede defeat, he contacted his former San Francisco law partner, Philadelphia native Isaac J. Wistar, and promised him a lieutenant colonelcy if he would help him to fill out the regiment by recruiting in Philadelphia. “Within six months I shall be a major general,” Baker promised Wistar, “and you shall have a brigadier general's commission and a satisfactory command under me.”2




  Wistar took on the task in earnest, and by late May he had forwarded over one thousand Philadelphians to Fort Schuyler; New York. Included among them was 5th Sergeant Francis Adams Donaldson of Company H.




  Donaldson was immediately taken with his new vocation. “The life of a soldier as thus far experienced,” he wrote Jacob early in his service, “has every charm for me, and I tell you frankly that I like it and strive with all my energy to be a soldier in everything. ” The young recruit apparently excelled at his duties, as by mid-June he had been promoted to third sergeant of his company.




  The California Regiment remained at Fort Schuyler, drilling and training under the direction of Lieutenant Colonel Wistar (Baker had retained his senate seat and split his time between the regiment and his obligations at Washington) until June 28, when they were ordered to Fort Monroe, Virginia.




  Outfitted in what Donaldson described as a “gray light jacket, gray pants with red stripe down the leg, gray felt overcoat, [and a] very heavy and entirely impervious fatigue cap,” which had originally been earmarked for a Confederate artillery regiment,3 the regiment paraded through the streets of New York and headed south. On passing through Philadelphia, fwe additional companies were added to the ten already in place, and the men arrived at Fort Monroe on July 6.




  The regiment continued its instruction and training near Fort Monroe, which was located on the tip of the peninsula formed by the York and James Rivers, and conducted occasional picket and scouting forays inland, although they fought nothing more substantial than the insects of Virginia. “My dear brotherwrote Donaldson, “the bite of the bold Virginia Secesh mosquito is as unlike the gentle puncture of the educated abolition mosquito of the good old Quaker City as is the kick of a mule to a gentle tap from the paw of a kitten. . . . My head looks like a big plum pudding.”




  The California Regiment's stay in Virginia was short-lived. In late July; following the Confederate victory at First Bull Run, they were rushed to Washington to help bolster the defenses of the capital against an expected Rebel attack. The Southerners failed to take advantage of the disorder their triumph had wrought, however, and they settled into a defensive position near Manassas.




  Donaldson and his fellows were soon set to work building fortifications and manning the defenses surrounding the city. Like many of his comrades who were seeing their nation's capital for the first time, Donaldson was unimpressed. “1 don't think much of Washington City,” he wrote in August. “It may be pleasant in winter, but in summer it is both scorchingly hot and very dusty. Apart from the public buildings, there is really nothing to see here.”




  Maj. Gen. George Brinton McClellan, a thirty-four-year-old West Pointer who had recently met with success in several minor battles in western Virginia, was placed in command at this time by Lincoln. McClellan was a skillful administrator and organizer, and he immediately set about molding the disheartened troops encamped around the capital into a cohesive fighting force. Within a few short months, he was able to take a defeated, dispirited mass of men and instill in them pride, discipline, order— and an identity: They would ever after be known as the Army of the Potomac. In the process, McClellan earned from many of the men who served under him, including Donaldson, an unswerving devotion. “He is .. . ,” Donaldson would write in early November 1862, “the greatest military chieftain of the age.”




  In October, the 1st California Regiment was brigaded with the Philadelphiaraised 2nd and 3rd California Regiments, and all were placed under the command of Colonel Baker. Following a reconnaissance and foraging expedition to Lewinsville, Virginia,4 on September 11, Baker’s brigade was posted in reserve outside of Washington on the Virginia side of the Potomac River. On September 28, the brigade was ordered on a nighttime advance to Munson’s Hill, a commanding eminence several miles southwest of Ball’s Cross Roads that was occupied by the Confederates. In what proved to be a deadly mix-up, the gray-clad California Regiment and its supports were fired on by advanced Union pickets who mistook them for the enemy in the moonlight. “Was there ever such a mixed up affair?” lamented Donaldson. “Who is responsible for sending upon such an expedition men dressed in the garb of the enemy?”




  Camp near Monocacy, Md.




  Oct. 15, 1861




  Dear Jacob:




  Yes! it has been a long time, indeed, since I last wrote you, and, as you say, a perfect age has passed by, with its stirring incidents, while pages have been added to the military biography of your younger soldier brother. It will be utterly impossible to chronicle all the many stirring scenes encountered during this time, and the brief mention of them in my letter to Auntie, is, I fear, all that I will be able to do. I have been unable to keep a correct journal owing to our rapid movements, and the want of paper to note my daily experiences upon. But I will try and give you a hasty review of our doings to date, and only regret Capt. Tomlin's5 inability to see and give you a personal account of the “Midnight horror at Munson's Hill.”6. . .




  Nothing of moment ocurred until Sept. 28th, when after retreat had sounded, orders came for the regiment to prepare for immediate marching orders, and at 10 p.m. with the balance of the brigade we started, with the California Regiment and a battery of artillery in the van. There were a good many surmises as to our probable destination, but from the fact that knapsacks had been left behind, the one day s cooked rations alone told it to be a midnight attack upon the enemy. It was soon learned that many other troops, beside those of our brigade, were marching also, and the mystery attending the expedition, together with the celerity of our movement, caused us to be keenly on the alert.




  At first the night was extremely dark but towards midnight the moon came up and illuminated the woods and fields through which we passed, making distant objects distinctly clear to our vision. . . . Just at the place where the outposts were met, and where we halted for a little rest, ran a road at right angles with the one on which we were traveling, and out which the picket posts at short intervals extended along the worm fence bordering the side of it nearest the enemy’s country. The fences on the opposite side had been taken to form rude shelters. The now thoroughly amused sentinels, near us, stood in front of their posts with every look and appearance of astonishment at our sudden advent. In conversation with them I learned the enemy were abt. a mile further on, and that Munson’s Hill was abt. a mile and half out the road on which we then were. Again we moved forward, but no skirmishers were thrown out, which suprised me a good deal. I could not understand how it was we could move in the enemys country without the protection of a skirmish line. I will confess that I felt nervous and excited, but the comforting assurance that we were commanded by an able and experienced officer, Genl. W. F. Smith,7 went a great deal towards quieting my apprehensions.
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  Orders were now received for the men to cease talking and to make as little noise as possible. In our company were a number of unruly men who either could not or would not understand the importance of religiously observing this order, and among them, Private Joseph Pascoe8 seemed, in this occasion, to be possessed by an uncontrollable demon. He was spoken to a number of times by Capt. Mallery,9 but nothing could stop his low jests and blasphemy. At length, after lighting his pipe, contrary to the most positive orders not to strike matches, he finished a long speech in a merry burst of low humor and a string of oaths that appalled me. We were then at a halt so I went up to [him], and in as forcible a manner said to him, “Pascoe—be careful that the Almighty God, whom you have just asked to damn your soul, don’t take you at your word.” Said I, “We are apparently upon some desperate undertaking, and you, among others of us, may be called suddenly to meet this God above you so grossly defy, so cease your cursing and act as a man.”




  With all his indifference, bluster, and noise, Pascoe was a man well liked by every man, and his great fault of profane swearing was more a habit than otherwise, but it was exceedingly uncalled for and out of place at this time. This conversation had taken place within the hearing of the whole company and had a very salutary effect upon the men. I heard no more loud talking from any of them save Pascoe, who kept it up despite all efforts to still him.




  The road now led through dense forests and after a further march of about ½ hour we came to a halt near a place called Falls Church, when the order was given to load our muskets. The moon was now shining brighdy, and our regiment, with its gray uniforms, looked, for all the world, like the rebels. As we stood in the roadway, the silence of death prevailing and not a sound disturbing the tranquil midnight air, the sudden & incessant barking of a dog in the distance jarred uncomfortably upon our sensitive ear, as strained to its utmost tension, we listened for the slightest sound that would apprise us of the nearness of the enemy. I will never forget the tones of that terrible beast, and though it must have been at least a ¼ mile away, its dreadfully plaintive whine and sharp bark made me feel that the creature had scented us and was giving the alarm to our foes.




We were now wrought up to a great state of excitement by the conflicting orders passed along the line, while the death like stillness, the uncertainty as to our position, and what was expected of us all tended to increase the uneasiness of the men. How it came about will probably never be known, but suddenly a panic and a stampede took place on the right of the line, and the rushing sound made by the frightened men as they pushed and crowded each other in one wild endeavor to escape some impending and unforseen danger was the most harrowing and blood curdling I ever heard. The alarm extended along the whole line, and like sheep they broke for the woods back of the regiment, and instantly all organization and discipline was lost. Each man struggled to be the first to climb the worm fence between him and safety.




  At this instant a rapid discharge of musketry came from the woods opposite, which added to the horror and confusion. My heart was paralyzed with a dreadful fear and my hair stood on end. Whether it was that I was unable to move, I cannot say, but I stood still in the middle of the road for a moment and looked right into the flaming tongues of fire as they came from the muskets of the unseen hands that fired them. I was very speedily knocked down, however, and lay in the roadway with the body of a man across me. The men, as they gained the shelter of the trees, commenced returning the fire, and a fierce fusillade ensued, which lasted a few minutes and then ceased altogether. Speaking to the man that lay so heavily across me, I told him to get up as all danger was past. Yes! all danger had passed for him—poor fellow, for he was dead—shot in the throat—his warm blood flowing over my pants. Would you believe it, Jacob, when I tell you it was Pascoe, who was even now standing in the presence of that God he so lately defied, and shot in the throat too, how dreadful—how awfully swift the avenging hand of the almighty.




  Disengaging myself I sprang to my feet, and owing to the absence of Sloanaker10 who was home sick, I was acting orderly sergeant, & commenced calling the roll from memory. As the men responded to their names they came over the fence and took place in line. When I called the name of Ed. Ford,11 there was no response, which surprised me somewhat, so I called again “Ed. Ford,” when someone in the ranks called out, “hasn’t got the order to halt yet.” I afterward learned that at the first alarm he had taken to his heels and ran away, never stopping until the old camp was reached. This was most mortifying to me, as Ford had been considered one of the brave and reliable men of the Co. I will state here, that his conduct, on this occasion, alienated his friends and caused the dissolution of the “House of Lords.”12 Ford rapidly lost cast and there after was of no account except to be company clerk for Captain Mallery. He still tents with me, however—but as he is a non-combatant and not subject to drills or duty of any kind—he makes himself generally useful about home—as it were.




  When Joseph Payran's13 name was called, the same answer was given, “No order to halt yet,” but daylight found the poor fellow, with one leg thrown over the top rail of the fence from whence came the firing, and so nicely was he balanced that, although he was stone dead, one would have supposed him to be merely resting preparatory to leaping over. The ball that had slain him had [pierced] his eye, passing through the glass of a pair of spectacles, but leaving them still adjusted with one glass yet perfect. Joseph White14 lay dead in the middle of the road, amid a pool of blood, with his brains all scattered around. Many of the men did not put in an appearance until daylight, but at morning roll call all were accounted for except Ford.




  Scarcely had order been somewhat restored when a second panic seized the men, and again a stampede took place. There were a few, however, who merely crouched down in the road as the firing again commenced, among whom were myself and Lieut. Harris,15 and we discovered that it was our own men who were firing on each other. It appears the Berdan Sharpshooters,16 a part of the same expedition, had been marching out another road, and their skirmishers, discovering us as we stood in the moonlight and mistaking our uniforms for that of the rebels, had fired into us. They now, at this second stampede, moved over the fence in order to attack, and as they gained the road we discovered their true character and called out they were firing in their own people. Maj. Parish17 and Adjutant Newlin18 now came riding along the road, calling loudly for the California Regiment to fall in and cease firing.




  To add still further to the commotion, the battery was heard to get into position to rake the road, and only for the forethought and promptness of Lt. Wm. C. Harris, a terrible slaughter would have ensued. Hastily calling upon those near him, he ordered a charge upon the guns and with a yell of despair we cleared the intervening space and actually took them, the gunners running in all directions and leaving their half loaded cannons in our hands. I ran still further to the rear in order to give notice of the mistake that was happening, when I found the road choked with abandoned ammunition wagons and artillery. Had the enemy been near, and understood the situation, a large capture could have been made by them. The alarm extended far to the rear and troops were hurried out of Washington and the adjacent Forts to repel the attack of the enemy. I never beheld such confusion.




The finale to this disgraceful affair was in my meeting with a squadron of the Cameroon Dragoon s picking their way along the road to charge our poor regiment.19 These I stopped and fortunately recognized in their orderly Sergeant my old friend Billy Bird,20 who speedily recognized me, and an explanation took place. His orders were to support the battery and by charging clear the road. Was there ever such a mixed up affair? Was there ever in the annals of War, such a disgraceful disorder? And pray who is responsible for the great loss of life—Who is responsible for sending upon such an expedition men dressed in the garb of the enemy? There had been 20 men killed and 50 wounded among our men and the Berdan men.21




  The regiment was now reassembled and after a little rest again moved forward a short distance and encamped on the road and in the wood where the Berdan men had been. The presence of other troops were discovered which at day break proved to be those of the 9th Massachusetts Regiment, the van of another column of the same expedition.




  The dawn showed a most curious sight. Very many of the men in their fright had lost their caps, and in seeking others had taken any that had come handy, and the gray felt, green plumed, stiff brimmed hat of the sharpshooter was freely found among the gray forage cap of the regiment. There were also found very many of the curious globe-sighted weapons of the Berdan men, and during the course of the morning quite a time was had exchanging these articles. Munson s Hill was found abandoned by another column, and it is supposed the enemy, hearing the firing and suspecting its cause, prudently retreated. So Ended the Night of Horrors.




  Immediately after their mishapt Baker's Brigade was ordered to join Brig. Gen. Charles P. Stone’s division guarding the upper fords of the Potomac near Poolesville, Maryland. Stone had been charged with monitoring Confederate infantry posted in the vicinity of Leesburg, Virginia, and on October 20 was ordered to make a “slight demonstration” across the Potomac in hopes of forcing the Rebels to withdraw.22 Stone, in turn, gave Colonel Baker discretionary orders on October 21 to either withdraw a small reconnaissance force that was already across the river near Leesburg or, if he encountered an inferior enemy force and felt that he might gain an advantage, reinforce the detachment. Unknowingly faced by a numerically superior Confederate force, Baker ill-advisedly chose to ferry his command piecemeal across the Potomac and fight. The resulting Battle of Ball’s Bluff cost Baker his life and the Union 49 killed, 198 wounded, and 714 missing and captured. Among the captives was Donaldson, who would spend the next four months as a prisoner in Richmond.




On Sunday Sept. 30th our Brigade recrossed the Potomac and marched to Great Falls, Md.—a distance of about 10 miles. Again we had no idea of the object of our movement, but as we packed up and took everything along, a permanent change of camp was thought to be most likely.




  Oct. 1st. At noon, we again took up line of march and at dark halted at Rockville. This was a glorious march through a glorious civilized country, at least the cultivated fields and well kept towns along the route told us that war’s rude blast had not yet swept over this portion of the country. We saw very few people on the way and these betook themselves in doors as we passed their farm lands.




  Oct. 2nd. We marched to Seneca Mills, through a drenching rain storm. This was a pretty place with its Great Flouring Mill in full operation, the workmen coming to the open door ways of each floor in front of the building, down which the hoisting rope hung idly, and gazed in silence as our wet, muddy and forlorn brigade passed by. Certainly there was no enthusiasm manifested, and one would have supposed, from the stoical indifference that we were looked upon as intruders. It will be well for them if the ravages of war does not reach this place and lay it waste.




  Oct. 3rd. We reached here and encamped. It is near Pollsville,23 Montgomery Co. Md., but I do not know whether we are to locate permanently or not. Col. Baker gave orders that private property should be respected and that each company would be allowed 10 fence rails for fuel. Since then, from the appearance of the country I should judge that after the first 10 had been used, the Co.s began a new count, as there are none left.




  We have pitched camp according to regulations, and have had work since at drills and other camp duties. Col. Baker and Lt. Col. Wistar have had the officers in hand, and the principles of battalion drill and other duties incumbent upon commissioned officers have been gone through with daily. It is a fine sight to us men of the ranks to see the company officers ordered around and hectored as the drill masters instruct them in the practical workings of tactical movements. The sergeants, also, have been in constant course of instruction by Maj. Parrish as to their particular duties, especially in that of guide, and I must confess I have learned much from him. Maj. Parrish is a stern, strict disciplinarian who requires the closest attention to his orders, and as he imparts the knowledge of his much studied tactics, he hammers home each lesson with the final injunction that he will make us thorough soldiers—“by the Eternal,” he will. Upon several occasions I have been out on officers drill, and now feel quite at ease in giving commands, as it frequently happened, in order that officers should properly understand the practical meaning of “facings” and “wheelings,” I have been put in command of a platoon of them. I made no bones in keeping them up to the work, I can tell you.




  An incident lately occurred upon one of the Sunday morning drills, when the regiment was out for “Divine Worship” which made me somewhat conspicuous against my will, and, I fear, hurt the feelings of a really worth[y] man. It appears that we were performing a movement by inversion, and I, in the absence of Lt. Harris, had charge of the 2nd platoon of the Co. Immediately on my right was Capt. Keffer,24 who, by the way, is a most excellent man, but a poor tactician, and is constantly getting mixed up when on drill. We were in column of platoons when by inversion were marching rear rank in front, and the order was given to form Company while on the march and then to halt. Capt. Keffer got his company so thoroughly tangled up that Col. Wistar, who was in command, halted the column, and after a volley of oaths, called the Captain to the front, and told him to hold up his right arm. When he had done so he said, “Captain that is your right arm, now hold up your left. That, Sir, is your left arm, now don’t again forget your left from your right, or else I will take your company from you and give it to Sergeant Donaldson, who is more fitted to command it than you are.” Can you imagine the utter humiliation of the poor man, to be thus disgraced before the whole command? And can you imagine my feelings at being so complimented? Why Jacob, I felt my face burn with shame at the indignity put upon the Captain, and the prominence given to my knowledge of the tactics.




  However, things are now looking nicely, and the regiment is looking in tip-top condition in its new uniforms, which I am glad to state have at last been issued. It consists of a dark bluejacket, light blue pants and dark blue fatigue cap. They are of a very superior and substantial quality and add greatly to our appearance. Indeed we look like a new regiment just come out. I feel sure, also, that the boys appreciate these good things, and work better and behave better, too. The fine crisp weather we are having may have something to do with their behavior, and I often look at their glowing, healthy countenances, and feel that an army composed of such material as Baker has under him could over-run the whole country without hindrance.




  Maj. Chas. Smith25 continues his kindness to me and upon every available occasion stops his horse and has something kindly to say. I wish he would not do so as I have no desire to be considered as attempting familiarity with my superiors. I avoid him always, and when it cannot be helped and I have to respond to his kind words, I invariably stand in the position of a soldier and salute him in the most respectful & soldierly manner. If he can forget that army discipline changes the relations of former acquaintance & friendship I can not.




  Our tent is a marvel of neatness and comfort and was made so by dint of hard work and the practical experience gained in former campaigns. Sergeant Stiles26 was the architect and straw the material used. By a complete system of organized raids upon a neighboring farm, we borrowed (some would call it stealing) a dozen “battons” of straw, which, after being matted together, were spread along the sides and floor. We also made a door of straw, well bound together and fastened by straps, in an ingenious manner, to the front pole. This was the happy work of old “limp-and-go-fetch-it” Chapman,27 and all his idle moments are now spent in swinging it backward and forward to see whether the “hinges” creak—so he says. Over the top we fastened our oil cloth blankets, and are now able to bid defiance to the rude blasts of “old Boreas.” Stiles has given birth to an underground plan for a house, which should the supply of straw fail or the present arrangement not prove a success, we will put into execution, when assured our stay will be a permanent one, or at least for the winter.




  We have also built an oven, and the manner in which old Stiles divided up the work among us was most creditable to his Yankee ingenuity. Stiles himself was the master builder and stone mason, Ed. Ford mortar maker, Jimmy Chapman hod carrier, and myself, water carrier and wood chopper. We commenced in good earnest after reveille on the morning of the 13th, Ford & I . . . getting up a lot of the most superior mortar ever seen on Mason & Dixon’s line. It consisted of well mixed soft mud, and after we were through, samples of it in great profusion covered our shoes and clothing. Stiles broke and fitted the stones that Chapman brought him, and before breakfast we had the foundation formed and lain, and by 12M the whole structure finished and ready for the fire. We inaugurated its completion by heating it hot and baking a prodigious mess of pork and beans, which required all night to thoroughly cook. The next morning, upon removing the door, we found the savory dish done to a turn. In fact, my dear brother, in order to form anything like a proper appreciation of our luxury and grandeur, you must visit our encampment and see for yourself. Our tent is celebrated for its good cheer and hospitality, the latch string always hanging out, and a dish of “Sheet Iron” bread awaits the visitor who chances to call. At night a knot of friends gather around the oven drawn thither by the glowing fire and genial warmth, while levity and mirth claim the happy hours until “tattoo.” . . .




  The other day I witnessed, for the first time, a regular nigro dance, or break-down. Some darkeys from a neighboring plantation, having come into camp to see what could be picked up in the old cloths line, and to take a look at Massa Lincum’s soldiers, chanced into our streets, and the boys got around and set them to dancing. I never saw such dancing in my life—how they did jump and throw themselves about, and with it all, seemed so happy that it was with difficulty we could get them to stop. They appeared to be quite amused at our ignorance of such matters, and one of them said contemptuously, “sho’ you nebber seed a smot nigger affo’.” They promised to come again on Sunday, and as their dancing and singing is of the nature of a religious worship, no harm can be done in starting them up.




  Speaking of Sunday, we have on that day a very interesting discourse by our chaplain, and as the regiment is paraded for that purpose, the speaker is gratified by the presence of a large congregation. However, as he generally manages to make his sermons interesting, he is complimented still further by the close attention of the men, who remain silent and respectful listeners.




  The country round about us is very beautiful, and the farmers continue plowing as though there was no such thing as an army near them. I am very thankful for this, as we feel we are among civilized people, while in Virginia everything looks so desolate and forsaken. I will now have to say good bye, because of an invitation to spend a little time with Lieutenants Harris and Urie28 at their quarters. The latter gentleman is rapidly gaining in the flesh, which he attributes to the amount of dirt eaten, the limit of the traditional pick having long since been exceeded. . . . My health and spirits are good, and I begin to believe what every one says is so, that I am at last gaining weight. Upon looking at my watch I find it is so late, everyone having long since retired, that I will have to abandon my contemplated visit to Lieut. Harris’ quarters—and say good night—I am so sleepy although it is a splendid night and one to enjoy around the oven fire.




  The very pen within my hand
Its sabbath seems to keep,
And sinks in the accustomed stand
To gauge the sable deep,
Men, company, camp, mess and
Your scribes are Fast asleep.




  Oct. 16th. ... I am sorry I cannot answer your query as to the object of our movement to this point, but presume it is to meet the enemy should they attempt a raid into Maryland. We have also reinforced Geni. Stone,29 under whose command we now are, and with the other forces he has, make up a respectable division. I am sorry to learn of the bad opinion the people have formed of Col. Baker, and fail to understand it at all. His men love him devotedly, and I feel sure he will never again leave us.




  In regard to a furlough, it is simply impossible to get one, and it is therefore useless to try—Again, I do not care to leave, when there is a prospect of a forward movement. You must recollect we have never had orders to go into Winter Quarters, and are still, a moveable column, as it were. . . .




  . . . Captain Collis30 has been over on a visit, and I find him the same gay fellow as ever. That is, I stood off and looked on his reception by the officers. I am an enlisted man, you know, and keep my place accordingly.




  Tell Harry Donaldson31 not to take anything along with him but what is absolutely necessary, as every little thing in his knapsack will weigh a pound on a long march. I could make use of a good army blanket and think it would reach me by Adams Express—would also like to have a good pair of buckskin gloves. The Express reaches and if you think you can secure these things for me, will be very glad to get them.




  Enclosed find a lock of my hair; I had it cut in the “plug” fashion today, and send you this lest an occasion might arise when it would be a comfort to you all to have it. I send it as a remembrance. . . .




  Donaldson's description of his experiences at the Battle of Ball's Bluff is made up from notes he took following his exchange in March 1862. His narrative was supplemented by a volume of recollections, which a friend and fellow prisoner, 2nd Lt. William C. Harris of Company H, published soon after his return from Richmond. Donaldson wrote the account while at home in Philadelphia during the summer of 1862.




  On October 3rd, 1861 the California Regiment, afterwards the 71st Pennsylvania Volunteers marched to and encamped at Poolesville, Montgomery County, Maryland, having left Camp Advance, Virginia, the extreme outpost of the Union Army, beyond the defenses of Washington, Sunday morning September 30th. Here it remained in the usual course of active and incessant instruction and training until the morning of October 21st when at one o’clock it was suddenly aroused by hasty marching orders.




  One half of the regiment was on picket along the Monocacy River, and Companies A, C, D, G, H, L, N, P alone made up the command. While the regiment was preparing to move, Colonel E. D. Baker, commanding, visited each company street and talked with the men. We had lately received new uniforms, regulation, including overalls, instead of gray in which we had been clothed, and I asked the Colonel if we should wear the overalls with the new clothes. “Yes,” said he, “put on all the uniform that you have as it will be none too good to die in.” This remark rather surprised me at the time but I soon forgot it and did not recall it until some days afterward.




  Just before the regiment marched I was directed by Lieutenant William C. Harris to go to a farm house beyond Poolesville where a friend of his resided and notify the family of our hasty movement. I did so but was prevented from approaching the house by two vicious dogs, and so, stopping at the fence gate, I called lustily and tried to awaken someone in the house. Finally hearing a window raised, I said the regiment had moved away towards the Potomac and then made haste back to camp, but on the way I learned the regiment had moved at 2 o’clock and was a long way ahead of me, but I succeeded in overtaking it. It was a cold gray morning. At daylight we found many inhabitants of the various houses passed awake and at doors and windows. When asked how far it was to the Potomac, “about two miles” was the invariable answer, and it was always “two miles” until we reached the river. At 7 A.M. Conrad’s Ferry was reached where we rested on the banks of the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal skirting the Maryland shore, and awaited.




  Immediately across the river rises abruptly Ball’s Bluff, covered with trees, undergrowth and rocks, making it impassable for artillery and almost so for infantry. It commands Harrison’s Island, a narrow track of land a mile or two in length, midway the stream. The river was high from recent storms, flowing with great rapidity and very deep. The means of crossing was altogether inadequate, being two scows for crossing to the Island, one scow, one boat, and two small skiffs for crossing to the Virginia side. We commenced crossing to the Island at about nine o’clock and then over to the Virginia side. There were two cannon on the Island, a few wounded and a number of men from other regiments when I crossed. As fast as each boat reached the shore, the men scrambled and climbed the Bluff nearly to the top where we awaited further orders. We had about, or, a little more than 1,500 men in the line, composed of parts of the California, 15th and 20th Massachusetts, and 42nd New York regiments.




  About noon skirmish firing commenced and the battle was on at about 2:30 P.M. I was greatly excited throughout the entire action, especially at first, and much annoyed because our muskets fouled so.




  



  The first one killed in my company (H) was Private Morris Stradling,32 a man of magnificent physique and a fine soldier. I was near him at the time. Lieutenant Urie, late a sergeant of Co. H, but now in command of Co. L, was on the right of the regiment and I ran along in rear of the battle line and told him of the death of Stradling. “Get down,” said he, and pulled me beside him on the ground close to his company, now loading and firing with great coolness and deliberation.




  Urie was a man who always saw the humorous, as I had often observed, and he now pointed to one of his men, an old fellow with spectacles, who would wipe his glasses before firing to make sure of his aim, but while talking to me [he] was shot in the shoulder and rolled down the hill a short distance to near where one of the assistant surgeons had established himself to be near at hand in assisting the wounded, and [who], with my help, took charge of Urie, bound up his shoulder as best he could, gave him a big drink of whiskey, and started us both down the Bluff. I had the satisfaction of assisting him into a barge that, with many wounded, was leaving for Harrison s Island.


  I now made my way to the front where the battle was fiercely waging and when nearing the top I met Private Marsden coming down, very seriously wounded, his lower jaw having been shot away.33 As I passed the two cannon, (small Howitzers) which had been dragged up the hill along a rough path the artillerymen had made, I found but one in service, the other disabled, the gun crew killed or wounded, and it was being served by a few infantrymen as best they could, and I assisted in filling it with stones and dirt, as, with the exception of a few flannel powder bags, all ammunition had been expended. Then I returned to my company and continued with it until the end, frequently near Colonel Baker and Lieutenant Colonel Wistar, who were constantly in advance of the line of battle.




  About this time I noticed many wounded of Co. H either lying on the ground or crawling to gain cover below the hilltop, and that Privates Harvey, Johnson, and Survey were dead.34 Private Jaggard35 I saw shot and carried off the field by two soldiers, his legs over one of the muskets which both held and [his] arms around their necks. He recognized me as they passed. He died, I believe, when they got to the river bank. His loss was a very sad one to me as he was a kind friend and jovial comrade.




  The battle ground was an open space on top of the Bluff, surrounded on three sides by dense woods which concealed and covered the movements of the enemy occupying them, while we held the other side at the edge of the Bluff. At intervals there would be a lull in the fighting, and as strange as it may appear, at times there would come from across the river strains of music from a band on the canal bank. Notwithstanding the turmoil, noise and confusion, I was conscious of the music and repeatedly recognized the airs played.




  About 4 o’clock Colonel Baker was killed immediately in front of Company H. There had been fierce fighting and part of our line had been driven to and below the hill top. I did not see Colonel Baker killed, although but a short distance from him, because of the smoke that hung along our line, but saw him immediately after he fell, stretched full length on his side, with his head resting on his hand and elbow. Captain Beirel,36 Co. G came running toward the group of Company H and others that were still on the hill top and implored those below to join with those at the top in recovering the body of Baker. “Do you wish to leave the body of our beloved Colonel in the hands of the enemy?,” said he. This brought a number of men forward, a rush was made which drove off the rebels, but not before they had despoiled the body of its overcoat and hat. Shortly after, the Massachusetts men formed and made a charge, forcing the enemy from the clearing back into the woods again, but it was only momentarily, for the 8th Virginia, 17th & 18th Mississippi again assumed the offensive and charged, finally driving us off the hill. Colonel Cogswell,37 42nd New York, now ranking officer present, gave the order to retire and the line gave way and rushed down the Bluff in a wild, disorderly retreat, amidst the relentless firing of the enemy from the top. The only boats between the Virginia side and the Island had been sunk while returning with wounded; communication being thus cut off many tried to save themselves by swimming, but the current was too swift and cold, and but few succeeded. So those who escaped this terrible affair, shivering with cold, many with but scanty clothes, having discarded their uniforms in endeavor to swim, had to surrender. The battle of Ball’s Bluff was over and I became a prisoner of war.




  It was late when I was captured. Private Whitehouse38 and I after the retreat hurried along the river bank in an endeavor to reach our lines at Edwards Ferry, seven miles below, and after proceeding rapidly for at least an hour, sat down on a fallen tree trunk to rest. We were both wet, having waded out in the river, but did not part with any of our equipments. The moon was brightly shining making objects for a considerable distance quite distinct. We had been seated probably five minutes when a voice called out from the hill above, “Don’t move, Yanks, stay right where you are, how many are you?” I replied, “There are but two of us.” “Come up here one at a time.” I told Whitehouse I would go up first and did so. When I reached the top I found about 100 men in line drawn up to receive us. Without waiting for Whitehouse I was told to pass to the left of the line, and when I reached there I was stopped by a mounted officer who proved to be Col. Fetherson,39 17th Mississippi, who asked if I had any side arms. The moon was shining brightly on me as I turned to answer and hand him a bayonet I still held, when he asked my name, home regiment and age. Just then Whitehouse came along and we were ordered to fall in to the front of the detail, which we did, and the line of march was taken up to near the late battlefield where many other prisoners, officers and men, were assembled, and the whole moved on to Leesburg, some two or three miles beyond.




  One of the sergeants of the 17th Mississippi marched alongside of me and in conversation with him I learned that the Colonel of the 18th Mississippi had been killed40 and casualties were so severe in his regiment that it had been consolidated with the 17th under command of Colonel Featherston towards the close of battle. As we proceeded towards Leesburg he told me to give him my canteen, and upon hesitating to do so, demanded it. Shortly after he left me. This incident caused me to scatter along the road the musket caps I had, fearing trouble should they be found on me. Presently the sergeant rejoined the column and returned my canteen with directions to use its contents sparingly. I found it half filled with whiskey the kind fellow had secured somehow. Upon my thanking him for his generosity and goodness, he said that during the battle he had noticed me at the cannon and could not make sure how it was that I had not been shot, as he knew I had been fired at repeatedly. Of course he was mistaken as I was but a very short time at the guns and doubtless he mistook me for an artilleryman because of the overalls I had on, similar to those worn by the artillery. He also claimed me as his personal prisoner, I do not know why, but he seemed to feel that in some way he owned me. However, I was very grateful for his kindness.




  Upon reaching Leesburg we were at once surrounded by a howling, frantic mob, the townspeople appearing perfectly maddened at the sight of us, and with yells of ecstasy and derision, crowding and shouldering each other in herds to get a glimpse of us, shouting “We got ’em this time,” “Oh you infernal Yankees,” “Make way there, I want to see a Yankee,” and it was not until we were taken off the street that the wild uproar of the furious multitude quieted. To their credit it must be said the rebel soldiers, our late antagonists, protected us from physical violence.




My dear friend, my late enemy the sergeant, took me away with him, and after bidding me goodbye, passed me into a brilliantly lighted building hard bye, which proved to be the headquarters of General Evans,41 commanding the rebel forces, and now occupied by the captured Union officers. As soon as I perceived this I sought Lieutenant Harris and had him pass me out to the guard, where I explained that I was not an officer but an enlisted man, and was at once taken to the Court House which, by the way, was filled with prisoners, so I was put into the gallery, which was not so crowded.




  About 10 o’clock bread was distributed, hot, newly baked, a half a loaf to each man, those in the gallery, where I was, received theirs from the point of a bayonetted musket reached up to them. By some chance I was handed a full loaf, and without being sure of it have always credited my rebel friend, the sergeant, with this further evidence of his kindness. Water was also served. Here we remained until 12 o’clock when we were ordered out on the street, assembled in column of fours and marched about two miles, halting in an open field to await arrival of our officers. Shortly after they joined us, the march was resumed to Manassas, 25 miles away, the prisoners still in column, the officers in front and as many as possible of them crowded into the only wagon provided as a convoy.




  The roads from recent rains had become ankle deep with mud, and although the moon had been brightly shining, it clouded up and commenced raining before daybreak, and continued throughout the day, rendering the march slow [and] tiresome, with much suffering from the sharp October air. We were guarded on the front, rear, and flanks, under command of Captain Singleton,42 18th Mississippi, and Captain Jones,43 17th Mississippi. Captain Singleton was a very humane man and won our regard by his efforts to cheer and help us keep up, frequently dismounting and putting a weary, worn out soldier on his horse, and many times taking a man up behind him. Upon one occasion, he rode beside and invited me to ride, saying “Here youngster, put your foot on mine and get up behind me, you seem very tired.” I thanked him and replied that there were many others more weary than I, and many times during the day he would talk with me evincing interest not only in me but in other youthful prisoners. Upon one occasion towards noon he spoke rather energetically to the stragglers, saying in his broad southern dialect, “Look here you men, I have been doing all that I can to help you to get along, and I must insist that you keep up, for we are obliged to lose as little time as possible. I call you men as we call our troops, all gentlemen, not boys, as you call all your soldiers, we call our niggers boys. Now see here, I have done nothing for my men and they are just as tired and worn out as you are, besides, very few have overcoats as you have.” (He pointed to the splendid waterproof French Chausseur overcoats worn by our regiment.) I replied that while it was true his men did not lag nor complain, they were buoyed up by pride and the consciousness of having won a great battle, while we, the losers, were dispirited, discouraged and altogether uncertain as to our future. It is really a fact, I did not see one of his men with an overcoat. Gradually the officers’ wagon became filled with sick and weary privates, the officers trudging through the mud to relieve them. . . .




  At one or two halts we made, lasting a few minutes each, Captain Singleton told us to gather persimmons from trees that seemed to abound in this section, but would not allow his men to take any. I know that I had a goodly quantity. At near four o’clock in the afternoon we halted at a large mill near Bull Run; the privates were placed in the mill and the officers in the miller’s house. Here we expected rest and food, having marched without halting, except for a few moments to enable the line to close up, for sixteen hours, during which time we had not received any food. An incident occurred on the march that greatly excited and angered the men. One of the prisoners belonging, I am sorry to say, to the California Regiment, and to my company, had in his posession the field glasses of Colonel Baker which he picked up as his body was borne from the field, having fallen unnoticed by those carrying him. On the march this man showed the glasses to me, hidden in his overcoat, and we talked over what had better be done with them. Towards noon I saw him, as did others, part with the glasses to a rebel soldier for a small portion of the ration the man possessed. This Esau like conduct estranged his fellow comrades from all intercourse with him. It illustrates the effect the longing desire for food and keenness of appetite had at times upon some men under trying conditions such as ours.




  We were sadly disappointed as in a few minutes orders came to resume the march and we were again formed and marched three miles nearer Manassas, to an old stone house on the battlefield of Bull Run. It was here that our wounded at that battle were brought and on the field directly in front of the house the main struggle of the day was made. Many marks of cannon and rifle balls were to be seen, one, a rifled cannon shot, had gone directly through the building. At the stone house we halted, the privates bivouacing in the open air, the officers in the open house. At eleven o’clock at night rations of fat pork and corn bread were served, and I never tasted anything so palatable as this luscious diet. We had been for forty-eight hours without sleep, twenty four hours without food, and had marched seventeen hours without halting to rest, besides having been in action at Balls Bluff moreover from early morning until dark.




  At daybreak on the 23rd October, our march was continued to Manassas, a distance of seven miles, where we arrived at 10 o’clock A.M. We were halted at the headquarters of the provost marshal where the names, rank, and regiments were registered, during which process we were surrounded by a dense mass of soldiers, civilians, and a few ladies. Although no abusive language was used, there was a peculiar smile of delight and contempt upon every lip. We were arranged in single file in a long line, and passed before an officer sitting at a wooden table at the entrance of “The Pen” as the rebels termed the long fenced enclosure, which covered a space large enough to accommodate at least several hundred men without too much crowding, and as each man’s description was recorded, he was passed in. It had a large shed across one end for shelter from the weather, and had been constructed for disciplining their own unruly people. There were at this time about thirty rebel prisoners confined there who had built themselves a fire, around which they loitered, and from which, with threats and curses, they drove away any having the temerity to approach its genial warmth.




  As I stood in line awaiting my turn to register, I noticed a distinguished clerical gentleman who, with hands behind his back, was continually passing up and down inspecting the long line of prisoners. Once or twice as he approached he would slow up in his walk and look at me with [the] evident intention of speaking. Finally he did so, and asked if I thought my mother knew where I was. “Surely not,” said I. “Would you like her to know?” “Most dearly,” I replied. He then asked my name and home address and said “She shall know where you are.” He was the Rev. Mr. Smith, an Episcopal clergyman I believe. He did send the message to my mother but it had been anticipated by a small slip of paper similarly addressed, given [to] Solomon McDonald,44 Company H, enclosed in a note to his father and given a rebel soldier to mail. . . .




  At seven P.M. we were placed under guard and taken to the cars for Richmond—they were freight cars, at the doors of each two guards were stationed. The guard from Manassas was commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Johnson,45 19th Georgia, and Captain Andrews,46 4th North Carolina. We arrived without incident at 9 A.M. on the 24th of October. Buckets of water were handed into the cars before we alighted, which was most acceptable. We found the depot and adjacent streets thronged with a dense mass of people. The crowd surrounding the cars and crowding the depot and platforms was very abusive.




  After a short delay, we were assembled and marched in detachments and formed on Broad Street, eight abreast. The new guard commanded by Captain O’Neill, of what regiment I could not learn, surrounded us front, rear, and both flanks, we occupying the centre of the street. As far as the eye could reach the populace were thronging. In the street, pressing on the guard, on the side walk, in the trees, on the balconies, and on the housetops, were crowding the eager people. Frequently, triumphant yells would be heard, “I say Yanks, how do you feel?” From the depot through the main thoroughfare we were paraded guarded by soldiers, escorted by the mob, until we arrived at our future prison, a tobacco warehouse, southwest corner of 25th and Main Streets. As we halted on the pavement of the warehouse, every window was crowded by Federal prisoners, mostly Bull Run captives. We were counted and ordered into the building. For some unknown reason about one hundred, myself among the number, were put into a building on Cary Street, afterwards known as “Castle Thunder,” but in the course of a week we were transferred to Liggon & Co.’s warehouse where the others of our regiment were and without further incident I commenced my Prison Life.47


[image: chpt_fig_035]


  Richmond, Va.




  November 13th, 1861




  Dear Brother:




  Having permission from the authorities to write home, I avail myself of the opportunity to acquaint you of my continued good health. I have nothing to complain of except the confinement, which you know to a person of my active habits was, at first, a source of much worriment. Please tell Aunty to give herself no uneasiness about me, and, as far as circumstances permit, am treated as a gentleman. A letter, I think, will reach me, if addressed to




  Sgt. F. A. Donaldson (Prisoner of War)




  California Regiment Co. H




  Richmond, Va.




  I have written to Charleston, Va. but have no tidings of John.




  A few citizens of Charleston, West Virginia, including John Goshorn, a retail and drygoods merchant who was the prewar employer of Donaldson's Confederate brother; John, learned of Frank Donaldson's captivity and visited him while in Richmond. A member of the group, J. E. Caldwell, wrote to John soon after their interview with his brother.


  Richmond, Va.


  Dec. 13, 1861




  Jno. P. Donaldson Esq.




  Floyds Brigade -




  Friend Jno,




  I intend leaving here in the morning with Wm. Goshorn but will drop you a few lines this eve—Goshorn, Joel Shrewsbury & myself went this morning to call on your Bro. Frank who we had learnt was a prisoner taken at Leesburg. Col. Tompkins48 got us the permit to see him & intended going with us but did not find us when he called so we went without him. He was very much surprised to see & very glad to see us. He is a nice looking fellow & we were very sorry to see him a prisoner. He has been sick but is very well now, though looking thin. He says he is treated very well and has nothing to complain of. We told him that you expected to come and see him & he was very much pleased to hear it. When you come on Joel Shrewsbury who is in the P.O. Department will go with you to see him. Col. Tompkins who lives on 7th St. between Carey & Marshall I believe will get you a permit & render you any assistance he can. He expressed a desire to do anything he could to alleviate his condition. I think you might through Col. Tompkins get him released on parole although I do not know.




  Donaldson wrote as frequently as permissible to his family while in captivity, but not all of his letters may have reached Philadelphia. The correspondence below appears to be the first to reach his family since the letter he wrote five weeks earlier.




  Richmond, Va.




  Dec. 20th, 1861




  Dear Brother,




  Tomorrow will be exactly two months that I have been a prisoner, and is that all? Why it seems to me that I have been here six months at least. How many more weary months am I to remain a captive?




  The monotony of my everyday life was somewhat agreeably interrupted last Friday by a visit from Mr. John Goshorn and two of brother John s friends, who together with himself are exiles from Charleston Va. I had quite a lengthy talk with them all and received most flattering accounts of John, who they say will shortly be promoted to the rank of Major. They offered to assist me in any way that was in their power, but I politely declined any assistance, accepting only a package of reading matter which they kindly offered to send. They told me that John would come on here immediately on receipt of a letter from them which they intended to write that same evening, and as a matter of course he would call at once to see me. They all wish to be remembered to you and Mother. You can imagine with what joy I looked forward to a meeting with a brother I love so well, and one who has gone so far astray as he has done, even to lifting his hand against a government that has protected him from his youth up. Unfortunately after anticipating with much pleasure his arrival I saw, two days after, a notice of the removal of his regiment far, far away from my direct communication with this city.49 Oh, how hard it was for me thus to have my hopes and wishes dashed at once to the earth, and now he has gone, and I may never see our dear brother in life again. It is strange he did not write me. ... I am still in good health and along with my fellow prisoners put great faith in our government knowing full well that if not released by an exchange it will be done by its strong and mighty arm; such a release would be more agreeable to my tastes than any other. Love to mother and all inquiring friends and when next you write don’t forget the 10¢ postage.




  John Donaldson soon learned of his brother's imprisonment, and in late December, accompanied by his friend Adj. Noyes Rand of the 22nd Virginia, he journeyed to Richmond from his camp at Lewis burg, Virginia, to try to secure Frank's parole. In 1904, Rand wrote the following recollections of their efforts:




  Hon. John Letcher was the war governor of Virginia at that time, and a resident of Lexington, Va., where the writer had attended Washington College immediately prior to the war and was well acquainted with the Governor and his family; a fact well known to John Donaldson, through the intimate friendship existing between us. Finding a rocky road to travel in his efforts in behalf of his brother through his own individual exertions, he appealed to the writer (then Adjutant of the 22nd Virginia Infantry, C.S.A.) to come to his aid in Richmond; which was done. I interviewed Governor Letcher and personally requested as a favor the parole of Francis A. Donaldson, and, after meeting many difficulties, finally succeeded in obtaining a letter to the War Department, which upon attempting to deliver I was most fortunate in finding in the person of one of the assistants in the War Department an old college-mate, through whose aid I finally, on January 1st, 1862, secured an order for the parole of the prisoner. John Donaldson and I had rooms at the Spotswood Hotel, one of the nicest in the city. We secured a carriage and drove down to Libby Prison,50 presented our order to the official in charge and soon had the pleasure of meeting Francis A. Donaldson, who was brought out and turned over to us and taken to our quarters at the hotel, or as Francis said at the time, “taken from Hell into Heaven.” We then spent some days walking about the streets of Richmond, and the prisoner, being the only one in Federal uniform outside of Libby, was often guyed by the crowds on the streets, until I suggested the idea of his changing coats with me,—we being about the same size and our caps and pants very near the same,—as the terms of his parole would not permit the idea of retaliation in any measure to any guying or insults he might be subjected to, whilst I could resent same with impunity. We had quite a pleasant association of a week or so in Richmond, when John Donaldson and I were obliged to rejoin our commands, and leave the paroled prisoner to await exchange. During our stay in Richmond, John Donaldson and I had our daguerreotypes taken to give to Frank as a souvenir of the incident.51 . . .
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  Richmond, Va.




  January 22nd, 1862




  My dear Brother:




  Do not think me neglectful in not writing you, as it is one thing to write and another to get you the letter. As it is merely my desire to acquaint mother and yourself of my continued good health and spirits, I try every known means of so doing, trusting that should the communication fall into the hands of the Confederate Government, they will be generous enough to let the same go through. Indeed, Jacob, I would be an ingrate should I try to communicate to the authorities at Washington, or even to you, what I incidentally see and hear daily in this Capital of the Confederacy, because I am deeply grateful for the uniform kindness received at the hands of Johns friends here (now mine, also). I am grateful, also, to the Confederate Government officials with whom I have come in contact, and will say that I am treated with great consideration by them all. There are many things I would like to say to you, but I fear I might be betrayed into saying something which I know to be a sacred trust—even to the mentioning of names, and I wish to act as honorably as possible, for I feel that it may not be considered just the thing to try to get a letter home “sub-rosa” when I am denied the privilege by those who have the power to grant it. Still for your sake and mother’s I will venture this stretch of my obligations.




  Need I say my thoughts are constantly with you all, and how I long to be once again at home. Oh! how utterly desperate and lonely I am. Could I but once again get a glimpse of our dear Flag, I would feel that all is not utterly lost. How ardently I love my country’s flag and my heart yearns for its dear presence more and more as I am denied the blessed privilege of seeing it— can this be treason thus for me to write? I know should I openly express such sentiments here, it would be so considered, and yet I am putting myself in jeopardy by writing just what I feel. I must not do so, as I desire to have this letter get to you, and I will not hazard its chances for doing so by any further untimely allusions.




  [image: Lt. John P. Donaldson (left) and Adj. Noyes Rand (right) of the 22nd Virginia presented a copy of this image to Frank as a memento of their successful attempt to obtain his parole from prison at Richmond in January 1862. Rand noted that they gave a daguerreotype of themselves to Donaldson, but no copy exists in what remains of Donaldson's papers and personal effects. This ambrotype, which is hand colored, was located at Virginia Polytechnic Institute. Louise testerman papers, Special Collections Department, University Libraries, Virginia Tech , Blacksburg, Virginia.]


  Our dear brother John left for his regiment this morning, and it was a very sore trial to part with him. Indeed, I fear I made myself quite contemptible in the eyes of the bystanders at the Depot, as I clung to him and implored him not to leave me. I could not help it—my feelings got the better of my manhood, and I wept like a child. My good dear brother. My splendid hero brother. Oh! God! I may have parted from him forever. He goes to battle against his people, his kinsfolk and the flag that has watched over him since his infancy. Is it not strange, is it not passing all understanding the inscrutable ways of Providence? To think of it, brother against brother. Still for all that I love him so tenderly, and had he been less honorable than he is, this very heart s tenderness could have been worked upon to have had me remain here and await the termination of the bloody arbitrament of war. Need I say that he has ever urged my return to duty as soon as I am exchanged, and has rudely refused the tempting offers of the officials for an appointment for me in the Post Office Department of the Confederate States, should I desire to remain. Even now, I am utterly powerless to control my feelings and as I write my eyes are blinded with the tears that refuse to be stayed and I write I scarcely know what.




  John has left me quite comfortably located in a private boarding house, and I have for a room mate a most excellent gentleman and a dear friend of his—Levi Welch52 by name, a former member of his company, whose brother was lately killed in battle. He is now preparing for admission into the military school here with a view of entering the regular Confederate Army. Welch is a kind hearted gentleman and quite literal in his interpretation of the duties of the soldier, that is, he respects my feelings, but as did John, urges me to again to return to my post of duty as soon as I am able to do so and not abandon the colors I have sworn to protect. He is also able to engage me in quiet argument as to the merits of the Confederate Cause, and combats, without heat, the various opinions I advance in sustaining my view of the situation.




  The package of clothing you so kindly sent me I have received in perfect condition, thus showing that it had not been opened by the Confederates for examination. I also acknowledge receipt of your letter of January 11th together with one from Julian Wright. They came through by flag of truce and were received promptly. It was like hearing from the otherworld, and I have read and re-read and kissed the pages again and again. The knowledge of mothers good health comforts me so much, and the loving anxiety of all my friends is very precious and dear to me. The greater part of the underwear together with the boots I gave to John, knowing that he stood in great need of them. The little gold coins is a priceless gift, the display of which is the “open sesame” to the hearts of this worthless paper currency ridden community. One dollar of my gold is nearly equal to a basket-full of the curious circulation they call money. My friend Levi Welch desires to enclose in this a letter to his friends in Kanawha, and I have assured him of its prompt mailing should this letter be fortunate enough to get through the lines. Please see to this!




  My health is excellent and I have nothing in the world to complain of except the separation from you all. Some idea of my personal appearance can be had when I tell you that I look not unlike an “undertaker” with my black cloths, black hat, and were it not for the Confederate overcoat which John gave me, in exchange for my splendid one, I fear I would be so mistaken. . . .




  Any additional letters Donaldson may have written during his captivity in Richmond have not survived, and along with many of the other BalVs Bluff prisoners, he was exchanged on February 19, 1862. After a brief reunion with his family in Philadelphia, he reported back to his command, where many changes had taken place.




  Following the BalVs Bluff disaster, the California Regiment, along with the other Philadelphia-raised regiments that made up Baker's Brigade, was claimed by Pennsylvania as part of its quota of men for three years' service and was, to Donaldson's displeasure, officially designated as the list Pennsylvania Volunteers. “What a pity the old name could not have been kept," he complained to his brother, “and how shabby of California not to recognize us."




  Together with the renumbered 69th, 72nd, and 106th Pennsylvania Volunteers, the brigade, which was destined to become known as the Philadelphia Brigade, was placed under the command of Brig. Gen. William W. Burns and assigned to duty in Brig. Gen. John Sedgwick's division.




  In late February, the division had been sent to support a Federal move against Confederate forces posted near Winchester, Virginia, but the Southerners retreated. As Donaldson relates, he reported back to the 71st Pennsylvania as they were returning to Harpers Ferry from Winchester, the first of the Ball's Bluff captives to do so. His celerity in returning was rewarded soon after, as in late March Colonel Wistar appointed him to act as sergeant major, with the promise of a commission should a vacancy occur.




Harpers Ferry, Va.




  March 12th, 1862




  Dear Jacob:




  Just arrived safe and sound after a short ride of nearly six hours. It is dreadfully warm and I have discarded several articles of my clothing. This is a wretched town and I cannot see where the beauty is I have heard so much of. I find that my regiment is but a short distance from Winchester, and about 17 miles from this place. I will start tomorrow early and try to reach the encampment by nightfall. I am stopping at the sutlers and will sleep there tonight. I will have to “hoof” it all they way. Have left all my baggage at the sutler s, it being too heavy to carry, and I do not care whether I lose it or not. Will write as soon as I reach a resting place.




  P.S. . . . This is written in great haste as I stand at the sutlers counter where I am jostled and pushed about by the men who frequent the place.
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  Bolivar Heights, Va.




  March 15, 1862




  Dear Brother:




  Here I am once again on Old Virginias sacred soil. In the few lines written from Harpers Ferry, I said I did not think much of the place. That was literally true as regards the town itself, but as to the beauty of the country, the magnificence of the surrounding landscape, there can be no question. Harpers Ferry is situated at the junction of the Shenandoah and Potomac Rivers, and is probably one of the most picturesquely located places in America. I can conceive of no more beautiful scene than just here. Then too it is full of memories of the stirring past, although desolation and ruin reign everywhere. There is scarcely anything beside a few standing walls to remind one of the busy arsenal where so many muskets, now in the hands of its enemies, as well as its own troops, were made by the government. The Engine House where John Brown battled for abolitions cause is still standing, but the citizens of the town itself have deserted it. The only places of business opened are by our own people, and the only customers, too, are our own army. Everything wears an aspect of utter decay and destruction. I was glad to get away.




  I left on Thursday morning and rode as far as Charleston,53 a distance of 9 miles, in the Sutlers Wagon, when finding he was not going further, I took up my journey on foot for Berryville, a distance of a trifle less than 13 miles. Charlestown is a pretty place, with numberless frame cottages painted white with green Venetian shutters. I did not have time to go all over the place, but a number of historical places were pointed out to me, notably the Court House where old John Brown was tried and the Jail where he was kept a prisoner. . . .




  All along the good solid turnpike to Berryville there were evidences of the passing of large bodies of troops, there being scarcely a fence-rail left in the whole distance, and the sod house made with the woods where our encampment had taken place was most marked. I saw no soldiers during this tramp. The farmers appeared to have been at work, and the country as far back as I could see was well cultivated and full of fine looking wheat, at least to my unpracticed eye it looked remarkably good and heavy.
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