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Advanced Praise for The B.A.A. at 125


“As a former B.A.A. Team Member who has run the Boston Marathon wearing the B.A.A. Unicorn on his chest, and as a long-time racer at the Boston Marathon, it’s a thrill to read the wonderful history of the B.A.A.!

“As I am also a track and field fan, I congratulate the B.A.A. for establishing and managing the B.A.A. Indoor games for decades, and for their current efforts to reach out to the New England public via their new races: the B.A.A. Half Marathon, the B.A.A. 10 km, and the B.A.A. 5 km.

“The history of the B.A.A.’s 125th anniversary is a terrific story, and I salute the leaders who built the B.A.A.: John Clark and John O’Reilly, the Brown family of Hopkinton, Will Cloney and Jock Semple and Guy Morse and Gloria Ratti in particular. Marathon running worldwide stands on the shoulders of all those who have loved the Boston Marathon.”

—Bill Rodgers, four-time Boston Marathon champion;
four-time New York City Marathon champion

“Without the Boston Athletic Association, there wouldn’t be a marathon … in Boston, or perhaps anywhere else. The fascinating and little-known story of the B.A.A.’s spectacular rise, its precipitous fall, and its splendid resurgence in the last quarter-century is told in this book—and told well by John Hanc.”

—Amby Burfoot, 1968 Boston Marathon champion;
editor-at-large for Runner’s World

“The Boston Athletic Association has been part of American society, and the backbone of American marathoning, for 125 years. Like every individual runner, it has struggled, endured, and triumphed over the full distance. John Hanc tells the story of the visionaries, the dedicated backstage workers, and the regular runners who kept this great dream alive to enhance the lives of millions.”

—Kathrine Switzer, pioneer of women’s running movement
with her participation in Boston Marathon;
author, Marathon Woman

“Since 1964 I’ve been in love with the Boston Marathon. Many of us know the race and its history, but now for the first time John Hanc gives us an in-depth look at the remarkable organization behind the Boston Marathon.

“John Hanc has done a superb job of capturing the rich history of one of the oldest and most prestigious marathons in the world.”

—Bobbi Gibb, the first woman to run in the Boston Marathon;
three-time first female finisher in Boston Marathon
(1966, 1967, 1968); author, Wind in the Fire

“While the B.A.A. Marathon has had a special place in my heart since I first moved to Boston in 1978 to train with the great Bill Rodgers, I only knew the history of the B.A.A. in a superficial way. Yes, I knew the story of the B.A.A. in the first Olympics in 1896, and the marathon they founded after being inspired there. I also knew the history of the greats who honored the course: DeMar, Kelley, Billy, and Joanie. I was even lucky enough to have known Jock Semple and Will Cloney. But I didn’t know the people who were the B.A.A.

“I wish I could have known John Boyle O’Reilly, a health and fitness prophet 125 years ago. What a fascinating character he must have been. Later, I would have enjoyed watching the B.A.A. Indoor Games in their prime, when the best of track and field came to Boston. It was also interesting to read about the years that challenged the existence of the B.A.A. and gentlemen like Walter Brown who worked to keep it going.

“The contrast between the forward thinking O’Reilly compared to Semple and Cloney, who, while thinking they were protecting the B.A.A., fought the progression of the event into the modern era. As the B.A.A. enters its second 125 years, I believe the marriage arranged by Mayor Flynn between John Hancock and David D’Alessandro with the B.A.A. Board of Governors back in 1985 has created a foundation that has allowed the current board and staff to recapture the vision of O’Reilly and move the organization to even greater accomplishments. In the end, that is what athletics teaches us—to push ourselves to be our best. Thanks Mr. O’Reilly and thank you John Hanc for this wonderful history.”

—Greg Meyer, Boston Marathon champion in 1983;
most recent American male champion

“Boston certainly has many historic events and landmarks to be proud of. From the Boston Tea Party to the Freedom Trail and birthplace of the American Revolution. But certainly The Boston Marathon is recognized as a world class event. The Boston Marathon combines pride, competition, and history. The B.A.A. at 125 reminds the reader of the Boston Marathon’s unique and wonderful past, but, just as importantly, the glorious journey ahead, from Hopkinton to Boston. Get ready for the “race of a lifetime.”

—Ray Flynn, former Mayor of Boston; Boston Marathon participant
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“The B.A.A. at 125”

The idea of writing a 125th anniversary history of the Boston Athletic Association was presented to me by my friend Jack Fleming, the B.A.A.’s marketing and communications director. Jack is a well-known and respected figure throughout the world of running. When he speaks, I usually listen. He told me that while several fine histories of the Boston Marathon had been written (many of which I was familiar with), the story of the organization that founded it has never really been told.

He also said that while much of the institutional memory of the B.A.A. was gone, he had heard that the founders of the club included a Civil War officer as well as some famous Irish poet—although exactly what an Irish poet would be doing helping to organize an athletic club in Massachusetts was unclear.

Civil War? Ireland? Boston? That was all I needed to hear. I accepted and soon became acquainted with Robert Farley Clark and John Boyle O’Reilly, the former an obscure but interesting character, the latter a celebrity in his time. They were just the beginning. Members of the 1896 Olympic Team: George V. and Walter Brown. Athletes from Clarence DeMar to Gil Dodds to John J. Kelley. I got to know them all in my research, and in the process learned more about the history of a city that holds a special place in my heart—Boston.

Some might wonder why a guy from Long Island—and a Yankees fan to boot—would be writing about the history of the Boston Athletic Association. Well, you’ll have to ask the B.A.A., but I think one reason Jack and his colleagues reached out to me was my long and eclectic (some might say bizarre) career writing about both running and history for such publications as Newsday, Runner’s World, The New York Times, Smithsonian and the Boston Globe. They also were aware that I had attended school in Boston—Emerson College—and lived there for three years after graduating. It’s the city where I went from adolescence to adulthood; it’s a city I love, and one I’ve learned a great deal more about in the process of writing this book. To a large extent, the history of the B.A.A. is the history of Boston in ways we try to illuminate in the text.
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[image: image] A granite slab and a quote from Tennyson’s Ulysses salutes a century of marathon running in Boston.

It has been an intense but rewarding journey, and it would not have been possible without help from a number of people:

In addition to Jack, I wish to thank Gloria Ratti and Frank Porter, both members of the Board of Governors, vice presidents of the B.A.A., and big supporters of this project. Their comments, insight, and input on the manuscript were invaluable. I should add that Frank, a writer himself, made some very helpful contributions to the book. Like Gloria, he has lived some of the history that we chronicle here.

I thank also the entire B.A.A.—board members, management, and staff—for their support and input on this project, in particular Marc Davis, Ken Lynch, Guy Morse (whose contributions to the book are acknowledged elsewhere), Michael Pieroni, and T.K. Skenderian.

The photo editor for this book, who also shot some of the wonderful images you see here, was Jean Hangarter. A former Emerson classmate and a longtime freelance photographer in Boston (jeanhangarterphoto.com), Jean worked long and hard on this project, scanning, selecting, organizing, and shooting hundreds of images—and always managing to keep smiling.

Thanks also to Tom Burke, who is no relation to the B.A.A. Olympian of the same name, but is indeed related to the most important family in the Association’s history. Tom’s grandfather was George V. Brown and Walter Brown was his uncle. We thank Tom for generously giving us time, information, recollections, and photos.

My good friend James O’Brien of the New York Athletic Club shared images and resources with us that were important in the telling of the B.A.A. story. Bill Miller of the Friends of Rowing History helped us better understand the sport that was so popular in Boston in the nineteenth century and with so many of the B.A.A. founders; and a man whose work I’ve written about as a journalist, Barnet Schecter, a distinguished writer of history (George Washington’s America: A Biography Through His Maps, The Battle for New York) gave us good advice and suggestions.
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“A great dinner with many resounding speeches by important personages”: An invitation to the exclusive event held in honor of the returning B.A.A. 1896 Olympic team.

Finally, thanks to our literary agent Linda Konner, always wise in her judgment; and to our editor Jay Cassell, the editorial director for Skyhorse Publishing in New York, and editorial assistant Lindsey Breuer, who shepherded the manuscript and helped in the formidable task of organizing the 100 images you see in these pages. And as always, to my family, wife Donna and son Andrew, for tolerating the interruptions of Dad’s half dozen trips to Boston and his year-long immersion in the nooks and crannies of that city’s history.
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Foreword

By Matt Damon

Boston is a sports town. Admittedly, there are those who suggest that we Boston natives take our sports a bit too seriously, but rarely do these critics hail from Boston. To grow up a Bostonian—or even a New Englander—within the past century means growing up alongside the Sox, Celts, Pats, Bruins … and the Boston Marathon. What this book helps to illustrate, however, is that the B.A.A.’s role in Boston sports history is at least as significant as that of our flagship sports teams, and that the organization behind the Boston Marathon has a history as rich and colorful as the famous race itself.

Some of my most vivid childhood sports memories took form in the early 1980s at Fenway Park, the Boston Garden, and by the side of the road near the fire station on Commonwealth Avenue in Newton, Massachusetts. “Comm. Ave.” is a pretty ordinary street any other day, but on the third Monday in April it transforms into a sporting spectacle like no other, overwrought with nerves and excitement as enervated runners from around the world confront the historic Heartbreak Hill(s). I’ll never forget standing there in the crowd with my brother, Kyle, as we looked first for Bill Rodgers, and then, in the very same race as some of the most talented runners on Earth, our smiling (and grimacing) 40-year-old dad.

My dad never did catch Bill Rodgers, but he ran the Boston Marathon with the same passion as “Boston Billy,” and he did so four times throughout my childhood. I later learned that our Comm. Ave. viewing locale represented more than just the course’s most convenient proximity to our home; it was part of my dad’s careful design to supply himself with the necessary motivation to face the daunting topography that follows the 18-mile mark.

Clearly my dad’s strategy has caught on—nowadays the Heartbreak Hill section of the Boston Marathon course features crowds roughly five deep, some looking feverishly for loved ones competing in the dense field of racers, others simply wanting to be part of the signature 26.2-mile event. At this junction in particular, a palpable bond exists between audience and athlete, forming a distinctive stew of sympathy and suffering that has lasting effects for both parties. In fact, many of those running in the race are doing so precisely because of their past experiences watching it. These roadside spectators offer some of the most heartfelt and loudest support of any sporting event on the planet, rivaled only perhaps by the nearby (all girls) Wellesley College gaggle, who’ve developed a proud tradition of augmenting their handmade signs and creative attire with screams as loud as physically possible for the athletes who race by their campus every April. No participant finishes the Boston Marathon without ears still ringing and a story about what they experienced while running amidst the trademark enthusiasm of Wellesley College.

[image: image]

[image: image] In motion: Boston Marathon, 2012.

Through these lures and others, not the least of which include storied battles among the elite runners on the 26th mile on Boylston Street, the Boston Marathon has continued to gain momentum among amateurs and pros alike. Much of that story is well known. What is not are the exploits of the individuals who built this race, the B.A.A. (as well as the heroics of B.A.A. athletes in the Olympics of 1896, in the famed B.A.A. Games—one of the premier indoor track meets of its time), and its many other events and sports.

Who knew, for example, that the B.A.A. fielded a football team in the days when the only New England Patriots most people recognized were the ones of who had worn powdered wigs?

Who knew that B.A.A. athletes won the first medals in the modern Olympics—or that one of the first hockey teams in Boston sported the Unicorn logo of the B.A.A.?
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[image: image] “These people are champions, too.” Boston Marathon, 2012.

Who knew that the B.A.A. had its own posh clubhouse in Copley Square—the elegant heart of Boston—and that its facilities for that time would have rivaled the hippest health club in Hollywood or the Upper West Side of Manhattan today?

Who knew that the founders of the B.A.A.—the people indirectly responsible for the race that my family would enjoy so much decades later—included a Civil War officer, a former Irish revolutionary-turned-poet-pacifist, and the ne’er-do-well scion of one of Boston’s oldest and most famous “Brahmin” families? Or that its greatest heroes, by contrast, were blue collar guys—logging their long and lonely miles through the cold streets of Boston at a time when the only other people running were either trying to catch trolleys or escape the police?

Who knew any of this? I bet not even the most ardent fans on Comm. Ave., including Kyle and me. But I think all Boston fans—in fact, all sports fans—will be fascinated to uncover and learn about these long-forgotten chapters and characters on the occasion of the B.A.A.’s 125th anniversary year.

There’s something else you may learn about in these pages. The word “Boston” is itself a hallmark in the international running community, forging a bond by the very sound of it between all who count themselves among its ranks and those who aspire to them. The strict qualifying standards, originally implemented to thin the growing field, ironically, today only enhance the race’s appeal to people whose primary motivation in running was not medals. Now, many run for a slimmer waistline, a healthier lifestyle, or simply the challenge of completing 26.2 miles—or 13.1 miles, in the B.A.A. Half Marathon; or 6.2 in the B.A.A. 10K, as well as a number of other newer B.A.A. events of various distances that have attracted thousands more runners, of all ages and abilities, to the streets of my city.

These people are champions, too.
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[image: image] Bourne to Run: Matt Damon’s father Kent Sr. and brother Kent Jr. (Kyle), have each finished four Boston Marathons.

Inspired by these very qualities, coupled with his same childhood memories of our dad, my brother fell victim to exactly this seduction. With me serving as water boy, Kyle earned his spot in the Hopkinton corrals at the Las Vegas Marathon in February, 2000: the last available qualifying marathon for the 2000 Boston Marathon, just two months later. Then, in a cathartic reenactment of our Comm. Ave. exploits of exactly twenty years prior, he positioned his two boys at the same spot where we rooted on our dad. The drama was enough to propel my brother to literally follow our dad’s footsteps and run the race four times as well. To this day both my father and brother have their bib numbers archived with their most prized possessions and describe their experiences at the Boston Marathon as some of the most emotional moments of their lives.

Ours is not the only family to have such a personal history in connection with America’s oldest marathon or with the Boston Athletic Association. As you’ll see in this history, one of the preeminent sports families in the history of Boston—and the U.S. for that matter—was responsible for helping to establish the B.A.A. and the marathon; and then, later, when times got tough, it was that same family that managed to keep it alive.

In the early days of the B.A.A., amateurism was a big deal. To be a professional was looked down upon; you were supposed to compete for the pure love of sport. We don’t have such a stigma today—we welcome the elite runners from Africa, Asia, Europe, as well as the U.S., and don’t begrudge them their well-earned paydays. But we do see a different and perhaps even nobler spirit at work, as more and more participants at B.A.A. events are raising money for worthy causes. My brother and I are proud to be part of that trend, as we have runners from our foundation TEAM.Water.org out on the roads of Boston alongside all the charities and foundations represented.
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[image: image] “A dreamer lives forever”: Chasing rainbows past the fire station on Comm. Ave. in the 2012 Boston Marathon.

These people are doing something good for themselves—and for others. How great is that?

Running connoisseurs who sample marathons around the world will tell you exactly what my family has known for decades: “There’s only one Boston Marathon.” And I think what you’ll learn from this book is that there’s only one Boston Athletic Association. Their history and the characters behind them make up another fascinating part of the history of sports here in my hometown—and another reason I’m proud to be a Boston sports fan.

–April, 2012
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CHAPTER 1

Manly Sports

It was, in the words of one veteran, “like dog days … not a breath of air stirring.” After an early morning downpour, the weather in Tranter’s Creek, North Carolina, on June 5, 1862, was hot, thick, and overcast.

Located eight miles from the town of Washington, in the eastern part of the state, Tranter’s Creek was little more than a cluster of mills and, as far as the Union command was concerned, a nest of Secessionists. A contingent from the 24th Massachusetts regiment—part of the large U.S. expeditionary force under General Ambrose Burnside that was securing control of the Carolina coast in one of the few Northern bright spots of the war at that point—had been en route to the creek on ferry and foot since the previous night. Now, in the oppressive afternoon air, they were massed on a winding road that ran by Meyer’s Mill and over a small bridge that spanned the creek. On the right was the millpond; on the left, the stream that fed the mills. On the other side of the bridge, unseen in the woods, was a detachment of Confederates led by Colonel George B. Singletary, a veteran of the War with Mexico and one of the many dashing cavalry commanders the South seemed so adept at producing.

[image: image]

[image: image] Battle flag of the 24th Massachusetts: The engagement at Tranter’s Creek, in which future B.A.A. president Robert F. Clark was cited for bravery, is noted vertically on the left side of the canton (blue field) of the flag.

The Northerners had marched through pouring rain to find and engage Singletary and his 45th North Carolina Regiment. “If you have a nice little chance of thrashing those scoundrels up there, do not hesitate to do it,” had been the blunt orders to the 24th’s commander.

As the troops approached the bridge, shots were fired and a Union lieutenant fell, severely wounded. The commander of the force ordered artillery to the front, along with Company F, under the command of 24-year-old Captain Robert Farley Clark.

The future co-founder and first president of the Boston Athletic Association led his infantrymen forward. The 24th was known as a well-disciplined regiment, in part through the incessant drilling its commander, Colonel Thomas Stevenson, demanded of the men. Still, that day at Tranter’s Creek the order of his second in command—Lieutenant Colonel Francis A. Osborn was somehow misinterpreted by the other officers. Not only did Clark advance, the companies on both sides of him did as well. And in a moment the young captain found himself leading not just 120 men but the entire force of almost 500 against the enemy on the other side of bridge.

[image: image]

[image: image] Captain Robert F. Clark, Company F, 24th Massachusetts Infantry. Also, a star athlete in antebellum Boston and the future president of the B.A.A.

The Union howitzers returned fire, and in seconds the fight was on. “The balls flew around me thicker than at New Bern,” recalled the twenty-seven-year-old Osborn, referring to a major battle the regiment had fought there, just weeks earlier. “I had many narrow escapes.”

Still, the Massachusetts men were bottled up at the foot of the bridge, and were ordered to lay flat on the road approaching it, as bullets sliced through the fetid air. A group of Confederate sharpshooters was spotted in trees on the other side of the river. The field pieces were adjusted. Within minutes the trees were raked with artillery, shredding limbs and bodies, and enabling Clark and the lead units to get to their feet, charge over the bridge, and rout the Southerners.

According to Osborn’s reports, “We found three dead bodies and saw an enormous quantity of blood, from which we judged their loss must have been very large.” They also learned that Singletary had been killed by a rifle ball in the forehead. Without their charismatic leader, the Confederates had fled, according to the Union, “in utmost terror, not stopping until they reached Tarboro more than 30 miles distant.”

That terror, no doubt, was felt by both sides. These men of Massachusetts had been soldiers less than a year after all.

Formed by order of Massachusetts Governor John A. Andrew in August 1861, the regiment had trained first in Readville (now the Hyde Park section of Boston), and after three months was transported—all 1,020 of them—by train and steamship to New York (banners there greeted them: “Welcome Sons of the Old Bay State!”) and eventually to a camp of instruction in Maryland. In a war in which there were more casualties from disease than hostile fire, their twenty-five-year-old commander Stevenson had, along with discipline, impressed upon his officers the importance of hygiene and health. The men were ordered to wash their hands before dinner, and to wash their underclothes at what was then considered the neat-freak frequency of once a week. Under the watchful eye of the young, aristocratic officers corps, the regiment followed an exacting schedule: 6:00 a.m. roll call; 6:30 breakfast; 9:00 drill; noon dinner (lunch); 2:00 drill; 5:30 parade (marching); 6:00 supper; 9:00 evening roll call; 9:15 taps and lights out.

Even when the men of the 24th were seasoned veterans, this regimen would continue. Stevenson, the commander, insisted on it. “To him, there was nothing like occupation to keep men out of mischief,” wrote the regimental historian. “So very few days passed without drill … and usually a parade.”

Like most units, the 24th was a microcosm of the place it represented, and from which its men had been drawn. Since its early Puritan days, Boston had been a stratified society. That social structure was replicated in its military units during the Civil War, where the blood of the officers was as blue as their Federal uniforms.

Born in May 1838 to one of those prosperous old Boston families, Robert Farley Clark was “Bob” to his friends—and most of the officers in the 24th were his friends. They’d grown up together in Brahmin Boston, sledding down Beacon Hill in winter, playing ball on the Common in summer. They’d gone to school together at Boston Latin and Dixwell’s, enlisted together in the heady days after Fort Sumter. Such were their bonds that when a fellow officer’s mother sent a food package to her son at the front, she specified that it should be shared “with Bob Clark.”

Clark would have been particularly well known to everyone in the regiment, as he was a bit of a celebrity. Described in a later biographical sketch as a “famous athlete,” he had been one of Boston’s best oarsmen in the 1850s. “Unapproachable,” was how one observer described Clark’s ability in a racing scull. He had also figured prominently in one of the biggest sporting events in Boston in the decade before the war. A member of the Union Boat Club, he was part of the six-man crew of Volant, a local racing boat that took on the Huron, representing Harvard.

Rowing was a major spectator sport in that era, and the three-mile race between the Volant and the Huron, held on May 16, 1857, attracted huge crowds that lined the Charles River. Among the spectators was Harvard professor Oliver Wendell Holmes, a prominent physician and poet (and father of the future Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr.). Such a fan of the sport was he that Dr. Holmes was able to position himself out on the Charles, in his own small craft, next to the judge’s boat. Still, with Bob Clark at oar for the Volant, most everyone outside of Harvard Yard knew what the outcome would be. In the weeks preceding the big race, Clark and his crewmates had done something radical in those days—they actually trained for the event. It paid off, as the Volant finished in twenty-one minutes—a full thirty-eight seconds ahead of the Huron. Bostonians were thrilled that a group of their own had beat an elite team from the college across the river. The Harvard community was stunned. In an article in the college’s magazine the following year, there was criticism of the “self complacency” of the Huron team, as opposed to Clark and his Volant mates, who were praised for “their severe, conscientious training … and stern determination to win.”

An illustration of nineteen-year-old Bob Clark holding a racing oar appeared in the local press after the race. He was long and lean— about five-foot, ten inches tall, 140 pounds (the average size of an elite rower in that period)— with a swarthy complexion, thick, dark hair, and a resolute countenance that, outside of the appearance of mustache and beard, would remain surprisingly unchanged in photos of him throughout his life.

A suggestion of his athletic prominence at the time surfaced just a few years ago, when a partner of the Boston law firm Ropes & Gray found an old carte de visite of Clark. These were small photographs the size of a calling card that were popular around the time of the Civil War, and often depicted well-known individuals. This one had been given to John C. Ropes, one of the founders of the firm, by Clark himself. Dated June 13, 1861, the inscription reads: “John C. Ropes Esqr. With best regards of R.F.C. Capt Robert F. Clark, 24 Reg.” While no doubt an equal in social standing, a signed photo by Bob Clark in the pre-ESPN era would have probably been for Mr. Ropes the equivalent of a Tom Brady autograph for a well-heeled New England Patriots fan today.

Indeed, most of the members of his regiment would have known about the athletic prowess of Bob Clark and how he and his crew trounced Harvard in the Great Race of 1857. Chances are, a good many of the officers would have been there themselves, as students, cheering along the Charles. The cohesion of the young officer corps in the 24th was striking. “So well acquainted were they,” wrote the regimental historian, “that the bickering and dissension too frequently characteristic of regiments in those days were practically unknown. They constituted a happy family.” An example of just how close-knit a world they came from: One of the other members of the Volant’s crew was Tom Stevenson, who was now, in 1862, Clark’s commanding officer.

The soldiers in Clark’s Company F were a far more diverse lot. They were mostly, although not exclusively, Massachusetts men, who had enlisted for a five-dollar bonus when the regiment was formed. There was Maurice Cronin, twenty-one, a butcher from Boston; Robert Barry, twenty-six, a shoemaker from Randolph; Melbourne Croscup, twenty-one, a tanner from Lynn; and James Leighton, thirty-five, a machinist from Augusta, Maine.

Casualties, as in most Civil War units, were appallingly high: One out of four of the 143 men in Clark’s company was killed or wounded during the course of the war (including, from the four mentioned above, Croscup, died that day at Tranter’s Creek).

Not all served willingly. An eighteen-year-old Irish youth named Frank McElhenny— a “North End rough,” in the words of one officer—was in Clark’s company and caused trouble almost from the get-go, showing what was described as a “spirit of insubordination.” Shortly after Tranter’s Creek, a court martial found him guilty of some unspecified offense, and he was imprisoned in Beaufort, North Carolina. He escaped and fled to the Confederacy, where he switched sides. In a bizarre coincidence, three years later he was captured and identified by the same 24th regiment he had once belonged to. Found guilty of treason, McElhenny was executed by a firing squad composed of men from his old regiment.

Charge on the Rifle Pits

A year after the skirmish at the bridge, Clark and the men of the 24th were on Morris Island in Charleston Harbor, South Carolina, participating in one of the many bloody assaults against Battery Wagner, the Confederate fort that guarded the state’s capital city. Numerous attempts on the fort had failed. One of them, on July 18, 1863, was led by the 54th Massachusetts, a regiment of African-American soldiers. This would later become the basis of the 1989 movie Glory and the Robert Gould Shaw memorial in Boston. Even at the time, the heroic and doomed charge by their black comrades inspired the men from the 24th Massachusetts. They were in reserve that day, and watched the attack from afar. Fifty years later it was remembered by the survivors of the 24th as “a sad [day] for many a regiment. The deeds of Massachusetts’ 24th in this effort would long be remembered.”

A month later, it was their turn. On August 26, the 24th Massachusetts attacked the Confederate rifle pits outside the fort. The plan was to dislodge the Rebels, then hastily throw up earthen defenses facing the opposite way so that the positions could be used by the Northern troops for what would be a final, decisive assault on the fort. Clark’s Company F and one other were chosen to do the digging.

“We took our positions concealed behind the breastwork,” recalled Clark’s commander. “When all was ready, I saw a flag waving in the rear, which was the signal to charge. I cried, ‘All up,’ when every man stood up and faced the enemy. ‘Forward,’ and in an instant we were over the works and rushing upon the enemy at the top of our speed, shouting like mad.”

The sudden attack caught the Rebels by surprise. The pits were taken, men were killed and prisoners were captured, but as Clark’s company and the others began throwing up an earthen line of defense facing the fort, the guns of Fort Wagner began opening up on them.

“Every man dug for his life,” wrote the officer.

“Never did men shovel dirt livelier,” remembered another soldier.

But the Confederate guns were not able to depress low enough to reach Clark and his furiously shoveling men just a few yards in front of them. The trenches were held and new Union earthworks created. It was a rare bright spot in a long, bloody campaign, and the “Charge on the Rifle Pits” became one of the proudest moments in the 24th’s history. But in the end, it amounted to little. A few weeks later, the Confederates abandoned the fort.

Clark’s war ended six months later, in January, 1864, when his father died. In a letter to the Army’s Department of the South— written in an exquisite hand—he asked to be discharged.

“Owing to the recent death of my Father, my Mother and sisters, the former of whom is at present in a delicate state of health, demand my personal care at home,” he wrote. “I therefore earnestly request that my discharge may be granted from the service of the United States.”

The letter was accompanied by a note from Stevenson, his commanding officer, former crewmate, and also part of the rarified society to which Clark belonged and who probably knew the family well. “Being personally cognizant of the reasons that induce Capt. Clark to make [this] application, I heartily recommend that his request be granted.”
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