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    To Justine with gratitude





Those hot, sad, wrenching times—the army of volunteers, all States,—or North or South—the wounded, suffering, dying—the exhausting, sweating summers, marches, battles, carnage—those trenches hurriedly heap’d by the corpse-thousands, mainly unknown—Will the America of the future—will this vast rich Union ever realize what itself cost, back there after all?—those hecatombs of battle-deaths—Those times of which, O far-off reader, this whole book is indeed finally but a reminiscent memorial from thence by me to you?

—Walt Whitman




Organization of Union forces under Lieutenant General Ulysses S. Grant on the morning of May 4, 1864.

ARMY OF THE POTOMAC

Major General George G. Meade

SECOND ARMY CORPS

Major General Winfield S. Hancock

FIRST DIVISION

Brigadier General Francis C. Barlow

SECOND DIVISION

Brigadier General John Gibbon

THIRD DIVISION

Major General David B. Birney

FOURTH DIVISION

Brigadier General Gershom Mott

FIFTH ARMY CORPS

Major General Gouverneur K. Warren

FIRST DIVISION

Brigadier General Charles Griffin

SECOND DIVISION

Brigadier General John C. Robinson

THIRD DIVISION

Brigadier General Samuel W. Crawford

FOURTH DIVISION

Brigadier General James Wadsworth

SIXTH ARMY CORPS

Major General John Sedgwick

FIRST DIVISION

Brigadier General Horatio G. Wright

SECOND DIVISION

Brigadier General George W. Getty

THIRD DIVISION

Brigadier General James B. Ricketts

NINTH ARMY CORPS (reporting directly to Gen. Grant)

Major General Ambrose E. Burnside

FIRST DIVISION

Brigadier General Thomas G. Stevenson

SECOND DIVISION

Brigadier General Robert B. Potter

THIRD DIVISION

Brigadier General Orlando B. Willcox

FOURTH DIVISION

Brigadier General Edward Ferrero

CAVALRY CORPS

Major General Philip H. Sheridan

FIRST DIVISION

Brigadier General Alfred T. A. Torbert

SECOND DIVISION

Brigadier General David McMurtrie Gregg

THIRD DIVISION

Brigadier General James H. Wilson




ONE The Ghost of Stonewall Jackson



“It is an approved maxim in war, never to do what the enemy wishes you to do, for this reason alone, that he desires it. A field of battle, therefore, which he has previously studied and reconnoitered, should be avoided, and double care should be taken where he has had time to fortify or entrench.”

—Napoleon Bonaparte



The Army of the Potomac began to move during the early morning hours of Wednesday, May 4, 1864. The general-in-chief of the Union Army, Lieutenant General Ulysses S. Grant, believed a head start under the cover of darkness might allow his troops to cross the Rapidan River quickly and then pass through the Wilderness—a tangled forest of underbrush and thickets—before a battle could take place with General Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia. The coming spring campaign would be the first contest between Grant and Lee, the two most successful military leaders of the war. Not since Napoleon fought the Duke of Wellington at Waterloo in 1815 had two such celebrated commanders faced one another in the field.

As the soldiers marched in long, blue columns during a pleasantly warm morning, they knew a murderous struggle was imminent. Before breaking camp, many of the men had notified their loved ones about what lay ahead. “In a few days you will probably hear of the greatest battle yet fought in America,” Lieutenant Uberto Burnham of the 76th New York Infantry informed his mother. “If successful, Richmond and all Virginia will soon be ours. If we are defeated, Lee will probably again invade the northern states.”1 Union Brigadier General James Rice wrote similarly, “We are about to commence the campaign, the greatest in magnitude, strength and importance since the beginning of the war. God grant that victory may crown our arms; that this wicked rebellion be crushed, our Union preserved, and peace and prosperity again be restored to our beloved country.”2 The Massachusetts gentleman, Major Henry Livermore Abbott, told his family, “It makes me sad to look on this gallant regiment which I am instructing and disciplining for slaughter, to think that probably 250 or 300 of the 400 which go in will get bowled over.”3

Private Charles Biddlecom, who served in Rice’s brigade, tried to be philosophical in a letter to his wife, “Everything indicates an early move and when you will hear from me again I cannot tell. Perhaps never, but I will try and not expose myself to danger that can be avoided. Esther, if I am killed do not mourn, but try and think that everything is ordained for the best. Teach my children to believe that Charlie died a glorious death and above all things, teach them to hate and despise a slaveholder as the meanest of beings.”4

Across the North and South, everyone wondered if this might be the last campaign of the war. General Lee, lacking in provisions and a sustainable supply of fresh troops, hoped to encourage the peace movement in the North by delivering a quick and decisive blow against Grant’s army. In a letter to his son, Rooney, in late April, Lee wrote, “Our Country demands all our thoughts, all our energies. To resist the powerful Combination now forming against us, will require every man at his place. If victorious we have everything to hope for in the future. If defeated, nothing will be left us to live for.” The Confederate general added, “This week will in all probability bring us active work & we must strike fast & strong. My whole trust is in God, & I am ready for whatever he may ordain.”5 The stakes for this battle were especially high for Lee personally. At that moment, Union troops occupied his beloved estate at Arlington, Virginia.

Unfortunately for Grant, only the complete destruction of the Army of Northern Virginia would be viewed as a success by his countrymen, who were tired of war. Failure would lead to cries for an armistice and might even result in the victory of a “peace candidate” in the fall presidential election. Quite simply, if the Rebels drove Grant back across the river, as they had Union Generals George McClellan, Ambrose Burnside, and Joseph Hooker before him, it could mean the end of the Union. Understandably, soldiers and citizens from all parts of America were apprehensive on the eve of the spring campaign. As Grant succinctly put it, “The two armies had been confronting each other so long, without any decisive result, that they hardly knew which could whip.”6

On the day before crossing the Rapidan, Grant met with eight of his most senior staff officers to discuss the forthcoming campaign. Grant felt that northern armies had previously acted independently of one another “without concert, like a balky team, no two ever pulling together.”7 Going forward, Grant intended to coordinate all attacks against Confederate forces across the South. His goal would be “to hammer continuously at the Armed force of the enemy, and his resources, until by mere attrition, if in no other way, there should be nothing left to him but an equal submission with the loyal section of our common country to the universal law of the land.”8 In conjunction with the attack on Lee in the Wilderness, Grant announced that Major General William T. Sherman had been ordered to attack Confederate forces in northwest Georgia.

Grant then told his officers he had carefully studied whether to move against Lee’s left or right, and had decided on the latter. By moving to Lee’s right via the Wilderness, the Union Army would be better able to protect its supply lines as it moved farther south. As he concluded his remarks, Grant went over to the map on the wall and drew an imaginary circle around Richmond and Petersburg. He then declared, “When my troops are here, Richmond is mine. Lee must retreat or surrender.”9

After the meeting, Grant retired to his tent to write a letter to his wife, Julia. He finally shared the news she knew was coming, “Before you receive this I will be away from Culpeper and the Army will be in motion. I know the greatest anxiety is now felt in the North for the success of this move, and the anxiety will increase when it is once known that the Army is in motion.” Despite the high stakes of the campaign, Grant admitted, “I feel well myself. Do not know that this is any criterion to judge results because I have never felt otherwise. I believe it has never been my misfortune to be placed where I lost my presence of mind, unless indeed it has been when thrown in strange company, particularly of ladies.”10 Grant’s sense of calm was extraordinary given that the nation’s survival depended on the success of his Virginia Campaign. A few days earlier Grant received a letter from President Abraham Lincoln, who wrote, “And now with a brave army, and a just cause, may God sustain you.”11

Hiram Ulysses Grant, who had turned forty-two years old on the eve of the campaign, was born in Ohio to laboring parents. His father, Jesse Grant, eventually built a successful tanning business. A classmate at West Point described young Ulysses “as a plain, common-sense straightforward youth; quiet, rather of the old-head-on-the-young-shoulder order; shunning notoriety; quite contented while others were grumbling… respected by all and very popular with his friends.”12 Uncle Sam Grant, as he was known by his fellow cadets, was also an outstanding horseman.

An aide-de-camp on Grant’s staff, Lieutenant Colonel Horace Porter, described his chief as “a man of slim figure, slightly stooped, five feet eight inches in height, weighing only a hundred and thirty-five pounds.”13 He had chestnut-brown hair and his beard “was always kept closely and neatly trimmed.”14 The prominent lawyer, Richard Henry Dana, upon meeting Grant for the first time in March 1864, saw an “ordinary, scrubby-looking man, with a slightly seedy look, as if he was out of office and on half-pay with nothing to do but hang around the entry of Willard’s, cigar in mouth.” Dana was shocked that such a person was “the generalissimo of our armies, on whom the destiny of the empire seemed to hang!”15 One observer of Grant in 1864 said, “Among men he is nowise noticeable. There is no glitter or parade about him. To me he seems but an earnest business man.”16

Grant’s ascent in the Union Army was one of the most remarkable stories of the war up to that point. Before Fort Sumter, Grant had been a clerk at a leather goods store in Galena, Illinois. Having been educated at West Point and having served in the Mexican War, Grant sought a suitable position in the army when the war broke out. Eventually, the governor of Illinois gave him a regiment. Quickly promoted to brigadier general, he began winning battles, among them Fort Donelson, Shiloh, Vicksburg, and Chattanooga. That last campaign resulted in Congress restoring the rank of lieutenant general specifically for Grant, who also became general-in-chief of all Union Armies in March 1864.

Northerners showered praise on Grant for his victories at Vicksburg and Chattanooga in 1863. His generalship during the Battle of Shiloh in April 1862 had been worryingly subpar, however. The enemy caught him by surprise and his army was almost swept into the Tennessee River during the first day of battle. “The neglect of pickets and out-posts approached criminality,” the journalist Whitelaw Reid wrote. A soldier who survived the disaster said, “For the great loss of life in this battle, General Grant is in great degree responsible, as it cannot be denied that we were completely surprised, for which there was, nor is, the least explanation or excuse.”17 Reid added, “The fearful loss of life was charged directly to his negligence, and exaggerated stories of his habits were widely circulated. Even the gross slander, that explained the disasters of the first day’s battle by the allegation of Grant’s absence for hours in a state of intoxication at Savannah, found ready believers.”18 Years later, Grant defended his decision not to entrench in anticipation of an attack at Shiloh, stating, “the troops with me, officers and men, needed discipline and drill more than they did experience with the pick, shovel, and axe.”19 Grant was lucky he hadn’t been cashiered by his superiors for the debacle—albeit a Union victory—at Shiloh.

The Union troops that crossed the Rapidan and entered the Wilderness on that lovely morning in May 1864 made up one of the largest invasion forces ever witnessed on the North American continent. The Army of the Potomac consisted of 99,438 soldiers “present for duty equipped.”20 Grant also had the Ninth Corps, commanded by Major General Ambrose Burnside, at his disposal, adding another 19,331 for a total force of about 120,000 soldiers. Among Burnside’s men was a division of African American soldiers led by Brigadier General Edward Ferrero. They would be the first black troops to take the field against the Army of Northern Virginia. Colonel Charles Wainwright, a reliable observer serving with the Fifth Corps, believed that roughly one-third of the total number of Grant’s force were green troops, yet he also felt “the army was never in better condition, take it altogether.”21 The troops were supported by 4,300 wagons, 835 ambulances, 34,981 horses, and 22,528 mules. General Lee would only be able to deploy around 65,000 men to somehow stop this perilous host.22

Numbers alone wouldn’t achieve victory, as recent history demonstrated. Exactly one year ago in the same geographical area, the overconfident and unfortunate Major General Joseph Hooker directed 134,000 Union troops against 62,000 of Lee’s veterans during the Chancellorsville Campaign. Hooker suffered a humiliating defeat, losing over 17,000 men. Upon learning of the debacle and Hooker’s subsequent retreat across the Rappahannock River, President Lincoln muttered, “What will the country say? Oh, what will the country say?” A prominent journalist said of Lincoln at this time, “Never, as long as I knew him, did he seem to be so broken, so dispirited, so ghostlike.”23

Merely one year after the Chancellorsville debacle, Grant’s army came pouring down the roads toward the bridges around midnight. Lieutenant Morris Schaff, an aide to Major General Gouverneur Warren, experienced the beauty and joy of seeing the entire army on the move, and described it as a “magical pageant” with flags of various colors, representing brigades, divisions, and corps, whipping high above the heads of the soldiers.24 One of Grant’s staff officers wrote, “the roads resounded to the measured tread of the advancing columns, and the deep forests were lighted by the glitter of their steel.”25 Schaff thought the soldiers “were very lighthearted, almost as joyous as schoolboys” and believed “there was illumination in every soldier’s face.” He wondered if “it was the light from the altar of duty that was shining there.”26 Herman Melville commemorated the epic invasion in verse,


The livelong night they ford the flood;

With guns held high they silent press,

Till shimmers the grass in their bayonets’ sheen—

On Morning’s banks their ranks they dress;

Then by the forests lightly wind,

Whose waving boughs the pennons seem to bless,

Borne by the cavalry scouting on—

Sounding the Wilderness.27



To cross the Rapidan, army engineers laid down pontoon bridges at Germanna Ford and Ely’s Ford. Major General Winfield Scott Hancock’s Second Corps crossed at Ely’s Ford, six miles to the east, and then moved on to Chancellorsville—the same ground where Stonewall Jackson’s devastating flanking movement decimated the Union right almost a year ago to the day. Warren’s Fifth Corps and Major General John Sedgwick’s Sixth Corps crossed at Germanna Ford. Warren’s men soon moved to Wilderness Tavern at the intersection of the Germanna Plank Road and the Orange Turnpike, while the Sixth Corps bivouacked several miles to the rear.

The four divisions of the Fifth Corps began marching at midnight from Culpeper, Virginia, and passed over the pontoons starting around 7:00 A.M. on the morning of May 4. The entire corps was across by 1:00 P.M., reaching the area around Wilderness Tavern by 4:00 P.M. Upon reaching their destination, after sixteen hours of intense excitement and activity, the weary soldiers washed their feet and prepared their supper. “The scene is sublime,” a 76th New York infantryman recalled, “the red sun hangs just over the woods, the trees are brilliantly green and filled with happy birds. Men by the thousands are boiling coffee and frying pork and hard tack.”28

For the thirty-four-year-old commander of the Fifth Corps, who had won everlasting fame at the Battle of Gettysburg, the Virginia Campaign represented his biggest challenge yet. With long, dark hair and jet-black eyes, Gouverneur Kemble Warren was a slightly built man, who always seemed to wear an extremely grave expression on his face. On the morning of the march, he rode a majestic white horse and wore a smart uniform with the yellow sash of a major general. Unlike most officers in the Union Army, Warren cared a great deal about the way he dressed while in the field. A rival once derisively referred to Warren as “young Napoleon.” Many senior officers in the army jealously watched his rapid rise through the ranks.

Though prone to melancholia on occasion, Warren exuded energy and good humor on that lovely spring morning. Right before starting out, he wrote his wife, “I am feeling very well, and, though I have no easy task, feel light-hearted and confident. We are going to have a magnificent campaign; and I have a situation commensurate with it.” He then acknowledged the danger ahead and attempted to offer reassurance, “Come what may, we shall not fail of our full duty. Do not fear, my sweetheart, for me. I am only too happy in the high place I fill, and if I am to die, I can never do so more gloriously than in the now opened campaign.”29 Despite these positive sentiments, Warren experienced some anxiety on the eve of the campaign.30 As a young corps commander, he knew his actions would be scrutinized by his senior officers. Normally deliberative by temperament, Warren would be expected to be decisive when the fighting began.



Grant and his staff followed closely behind Warren’s troops as they marched toward Germanna Ford. The Union commander rode his large bay horse, Cincinnati, and wore top-boots that reached his knees. On his head, he had a black felt slouch hat with a simple gold cord around it. Unusually for Grant, he appeared in full-regulation attire and even wore a pair of elegant, yellow-brown thread gloves. Melville called him “the silent General.” Elihu Washburne, a congressman from Illinois who had asked to witness the fighting, accompanied Grant. The soldiers nervously joked that Washburne, dressed in black civilian clothes, was Grant’s personal undertaker. The congressman slept in the same tent as Grant during the first week of the spring campaign.31

Around midday on May 4, shortly after crossing the river, Grant stopped at an old farmhouse. He sat down on the steps and lit one of many cigars that day. Watching the last of Sedgwick’s troops passing over the bridge, he told his staff, “Well, the movement so far has been as satisfactory as could be desired. We have succeeded in seizing the fords and crossing the river without loss or delay. Lee must by this time know upon what roads we are advancing, but he may not yet realize the full extent of the movement. We shall probably soon get some indications as to what he intends to do.”32

A journalist accompanying the army then asked, “General Grant, about how long will it take you to get to Richmond?” Grant replied, “I will agree to be there in about four days—that is, if General Lee becomes a party to the agreement; but if he objects, the trip will undoubtedly be prolonged.”33 Later that afternoon, Grant telegraphed Chief of Staff Henry Halleck in Washington, D.C., “The crossing of Rapidan effected. Forty-eight hours now will demonstrate whether the enemy intends giving battle this side of Richmond.”34

Early in the afternoon of May 4, Grant received his first indication of what Lee might do. Signal officers deciphered a message from Lee to one of his corps commanders, Lieutenant General Richard Ewell, which read, “We are moving. Had I not better move D. and D. toward New Verdierville? (Signed) R.”35 Grant interpreted the message to mean Lee was leaving his entrenchments along the southern banks of the Rapidan, and was most likely moving some of his army toward his Mine Run works, approximately ten miles west of Wilderness Tavern. Grant then dispatched a message to General Burnside, “Make forced marches until you reach this place. Start your troops now in the rear the moment they can be got off, and require them to make a night march.”36 Grant hoped to have his entire force in line as he attempted to threaten Lee’s right flank.

Before Grant’s crossing of the Rapidan, Lee had been headquartered among the pines at the foot of Clark Mountain, near Orange Court House, Virginia, approximately seventy miles northwest of Richmond and twenty miles west of Wilderness Tavern along the Orange Turnpike. Over the previous few months, Lee worried about the condition of his army. In a letter to the secretary of war in January 1864, Lee wrote, “Short rations are having a bad effect upon the men, both morally and physically. Desertions to the enemy are becoming more frequent… Unless there is a change, I fear the army cannot be effective, and probably cannot be kept together.”37 By May 1864, the supply problem hadn’t gotten much better, though the morale of the army remained remarkably good. One Confederate soldier, proudly declared in April, “There is hard Fighting to do and our Army is in fine spirits and anxious for a Fight—the fighting has to be done and they Say they don’t care how quick it commences.”38

In April 1864, as the Union Army prepared for its spring campaign, Grant and Major General George Gordon Meade questioned how Lee might respond to the gathering threat against his forces. Meade, who defeated Lee at Gettysburg, remained the titular commander of the Army of the Potomac, though Grant provided direction on strategic matters. Both generals wondered if Lee would retreat toward Richmond when the Union Army finally launched its invasion. Or would Lee move toward his heavily fortified position behind nearby Mine Run, a small, northeasterly flowing stream that was “as crooked as a snake track” according to one Confederate veteran? Grant and Meade expected this last movement to be the most likely one.

Lee might possibly decide on one other plan of action. He could choose to attack the Army of the Potomac as it snaked through the Wilderness, an especially inhospitable place to fight. This heavily forested area with impenetrable undergrowth appeared to favor the Confederates, who were more familiar with the region. Artillery would be less effective there and a lack of visibility would make it difficult for officers to manage their men. Union advantages in troops and matériel most likely would be neutralized by Lee.

Major General Andrew Humphreys, who organized the initial advance for Grant and Meade, was aware of the risks and intended for the army to move through the Wilderness as quickly as possible. Union troops were required to bivouac there during the evening of May 4, however, to stay close to the supply trains that continued to lumber across the Rapidan. Despite this unavoidable delay, Grant and Meade remained confident they had plenty of time to get the army out of the Wilderness. In November 1863, it took Lee almost thirty hours to deploy his army from the south bank of the Rapidan to his Mine Run line. It seemed unlikely Lee would be able to move his troops more quickly this time around.39 Melville noted that the Confederates would have to “speed to the woods afar.”


The foe that held his guarded hills

Must speed to woods afar;

For the scheme that was nursed by the Culpepper hearth

With the slowly-smoked cigar—

The scheme that smouldered through winter long

Now bursts into act—into war—

The resolute scheme of a heart as calm

As the Cyclone's core.



In May 1864, a newspaper correspondent described the Wilderness as “an exceedingly broken table land, irregular in its confirmation, and so densely covered with dwarf timber and undergrowth, as to render progress through it very difficult and laborious off the few roads and paths that penetrate it.”40 Morris Schaff wrote, “It is made up chiefly of scrubby, stubborn oaks, and low-limbed, disordered, haggard pines—for the soil is cold and thin—with here and there scattering clumps of alien cedars.”41 Since the early 1700s, the Wilderness region had been noted for the poor condition of its soil and the presence of rich deposits of iron ore. These “poison” lands, as they were known, likely resulted from the overly extensive cultivation of tobacco beginning in the early 18th century. In 1732, a planter wrote, “I rode 8 Miles together over a Stony Road and had on either side continual poisen’d Fields, with nothing but Saplins growing on them.”42 The development of ironmaking in the Wilderness, during the 18th and early 19th centuries, also had a distinct impact on the forest.

The Rapidan and Rappahannock rivers marked the northern boundary of the Wilderness, which extended south to the area around Spotsylvania Court House. In 1864, its western limit began near Mine Run with the eastern boundary extending to Chancellorsville. Two main roads traverse the region from east to west. The Orange Turnpike, a well-known road built during the War of 1812, ran from Fredericksburg to Orange Court House. In the 1840s, the Orange Plank Road was constructed, which passed through the Wilderness along the same route, running parallel with the Turnpike, just a few miles to the south. Brock Road, located one mile from Wilderness Tavern, ran north to south, connecting the Turnpike and the Plank Road. Various small roads and windy paths also connected the two main thoroughfares. The thickest part of the Wilderness was roughly twelve miles wide and six miles long.

Both armies became all too familiar with the Wilderness during the Battle of Chancellorsville in May 1863. The most searing memory of that event by far was Lieutenant General Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson’s flanking maneuver on May 2, which wreaked havoc on the Union right and helped secure a Confederate victory. Toward the end of his bloody assault, Confederate troops in the Wilderness accidently shot Jackson, who soon had his left arm amputated at Wilderness Tavern. He died of his wounds eight days later.

In brilliantly outflanking the Army of the Potomac, Jackson used the Wilderness to his advantage. He obtained the assistance of a local resident in finding a road that allowed him to move three divisions of troops, totaling 29,000 men, through the densely forested region. The cover of the woods and the audacity of the plan resulted in one of the most successful military actions of the Civil War. The soldiers of the Army of the Potomac, who eventually retreated across the Rappahannock River, were left wondering why they didn’t have bold leaders like Jackson or Lee, instead of the hesitant, morally inferior Joseph Hooker and his detestable chief of staff, Major General Daniel Butterfield. Speaking of the dissolute Hooker and some of his advisors shortly after the disaster, Gouverneur Warren wondered, “Can a cause be holy which is entrusted to such hands? Can God smile upon them and bring defeat upon such Christians as Lee and Jackson fighting for their own Virginia?”43 Even President Lincoln said of Jackson, “If we only had such a man to lead the armies of the North, the country would not be appalled with so many disasters.”44

Throughout the day on Wednesday, May 4, Grant’s soldiers headed to their assigned resting spots after having crossed the Rapidan. One of Hancock’s divisions stopped at the Chancellorsville battlefield at precisely the same location where it had seen action one year before. “The field still showed signs of that desperate conflict,” reported Captain Edwin Houghton of the 17th Maine, “Skeletons and skulls of men and horses, fragments of shell and cannon balls, with all the incidental debris of a fiercely contested battle lay strewn upon the ground. Many of the bodies of our brave union soldiers, with their knapsacks and clothing still clinging to their skeleton forms, lay where they fighting fell.”45 After witnessing this gruesome spectacle, groups of soldiers began talking about their experiences during those horrible days. Houghton pitched his tent near where his horse had been killed by a shell a year ago. He could see the skeleton of the horse that was located where the “noble animal” fell.

The skulls and skeletons and other grim reminders of the previous year’s battle spooked the men who bivouacked in the Wilderness near Chancellorsville. Colonel Robert McAllister, a brigade commander under Hancock, captured the mood perfectly in a letter to his wife:


My dear Ellen,

Here I am, writing this letter on my lap on the battlefield of Chancellorsville. We have reached this far without fighting—an unexpected matter for us. I have been over the battlefield this evening and found the bones of our dead laying and bleaching on top of the ground. Some where my regiment fought so gallantly! They had had a light covering of earth, but the bones were washed out. The trees and timber was cut to pieces. I did not sleep any last night and but little the night before. I must lay down and get some rest. You will excuse me from writing no particulars at this time.

Inclosed you will find two or three pretty violets and flowers that I picked up on the very ground where my regiment stood and fought so splendidly. The ground was made rich by the blood of our brave soldiers. I thought the flowers would be a relick prised by you. We will not be here long; we will be kept moving.46



The belief that the blood from the battle had made the spring flowers grow more vibrantly was commonly held among veterans. One soldier wrote of how they would include a tiny wild flower in letters to loved ones. “It was a very easy matter to discover just where pools of blood had been,” he believed, “for those particular spots were marked by the greenest tufts of grass and brightest flowers to be found upon the field.”47

A sergeant from a New Jersey regiment shared a particularly ghoulish story that exemplifies some of the eerie experiences of the troops on the eve of the coming battle. He remembered a conversation back in 1863 between two soldiers, Daniel Bender of Company H and A. B. Searing of Company E. Before the battle of Chancellorsville, Bender told Searing he had a premonition he wouldn’t survive the coming fight. One year later, as the New Jersey division bivouacked on the same ground, Searing discovered a skull with a cap still on it. On the visor was written, “D. Bender, Co. H, 11th N.J. Vols.” Searing kept the visor as a relic.48

As the soldiers of the Second Corps, along with a couple of regiments from the Fifth Corps, gathered around their campfires near Chancellorsville after having marched for most of the day of May 4, they could see that the surrounding ground “was strewn more or less with human bones and skeletons of horses.” In just one small area, “fifty skulls with their cavernous eyes were counted, their foreheads doming in silence above the brown leaves that were gathering about them.” From their campfires, the tired troops could also see many half-open graves that displayed “arms and legs with bits of paling and mildewed clothing still clinging to them.” Schaff reported that everywhere one could see “tokens of the battlefield: shriveling cartridge-boxes, battered and rickety canteens, rotting caps and hats, broken artillery-carriages, barked and splintered trees, dead, or half-dead, dangling limbs, and groves of saplings, with which the woods abound, topped by volleys as if sheared by a blast.”49

The debris from the battlefield reminded veterans of their stunning defeat after Stonewall Jackson’s flanking movement rolled up Hooker’s right. Melville set the scene,


In glades they meet skull after skull

Where pine-cones lay—the rusted gun,

Green shoes full of bones, the mouldering coat

And cuddled-up skeleton;

And scores of such. Some start as in dreams,

And comrades lost bemoan:

By the edge of those wilds Stonewall had charged—

But the Year and the Man were gone.



Would the coming battle end the same way? All of the Union soldiers, veterans and new recruits alike, instinctively grasped that the Wilderness was a bad place for a fight. They hoped they’d get through the region without a battle. The Confederates would fight well here as Jackson’s troops demonstrated.

Around one of the many campfires on the evening of May 4, a New York artilleryman told his comrades about those unfortunate wounded Union soldiers who burned as they lay helpless in the woods at the Battle of Chancellorsville. The dense underbrush made the Wilderness prone to fires that could quickly rage out of control. The veteran finished his tale by saying, “This region is an awful place to fight in. The utmost vision is about one hundred yards. Artillery cannot be used effectively. The wounded are liable to be burned to death. I am willing to take my chances of getting killed, but I dread to have a leg broken and then to be burned slowly; and these woods will surely be burned if we fight here.” As he finished his story, a nearby infantryman rolled a skull across the ground with a bayonet after having poked at a shallow grave. He then told those who were sitting around the fire, “That is what you are all coming to, and some of you will start toward it tomorrow.”50

The specter of Stonewall Jackson haunted the soldiers of the Army of the Potomac as they settled down for their first evening in the Wilderness. A year ago in those woods, the Union Army appeared to be in an enviable position. General Hooker improved the discipline and morale of the army after its catastrophic defeat at Fredericksburg in December 1862. Before the battle of Chancellorsville, Hooker possessed superior numbers of men and guns compared to Lee. Hooker boasted he had “the finest army the sun ever shone on,” and declared, “My plans are perfect, and when I start to carry them out, may God have mercy on General Lee, for I will have none.”51

Initially, Hooker’s plan did seem like a good one. At the opening of the campaign, a large Union force crossed the Rapidan and then concentrated on Lee’s left flank near a former tavern called Chancellorsville. In response to this movement, Lee asked Stonewall Jackson, who many contemporaries considered to be the finest corps commander of the age, “How can we get at those people?” Lee and Jackson then came up with the brilliant idea of sending almost 30,000 soldiers under Jackson’s command around the Union right via the forbidding Wilderness. Lee boldly decided to divide his smaller army in front of a much larger opposing force. It was a daring gamble.

Around 5:30 P.M. on May 2, 1863, Jackson’s men came yelling and running out of the woods, catching the Eleventh Corps completely by surprise. The commander of the Eleventh Corps, Major General Oliver Otis Howard, later wrote, “On last Saturday Stonewall Jackson attacked my right, with a solid column & with great fury. Col. Von Gilsa’s Brigade occupied the point of attack and immediately gave way, broke up & ran upon the other troops with such momentum that they gave way too. Such a mass of fugitives I hav’nt seen since the first Battle of Bull Run.”52 Jackson’s flanking maneuver lost momentum with the coming of darkness. After more days of fighting across the entire front, the Army of the Potomac eventually retreated across the river. Lee and Jackson had won their greatest triumph of the war.

The veterans, bivouacked in the Wilderness on May 4, 1864, would have remembered the horrific losses they suffered during the Chancellorsville campaign. The Union lost 1,694 dead, 9,672 wounded, and 5,938 missing. Making matters worse, many of the men suspected Hooker of being drunk during the battle. The rank and file soldiers knew Hooker “communed with John Barley-corn and was said to be a three-bottle man.”53 Responding to another rumor that Hooker may have been injured during the fighting, Captain George Custer said it must have been “a wound he received from a projectile which requires cork to be drawn before it is serviceable.”54 Even one of his staff members said Hooker “drank to excess to celebrate the unhindered crossing of the Rapidan and consequently slept in a deep stupor until almost 10:00 A.M. the next morning when orders for the day’s march were finally issued.”55 One wonders, in light of Hooker’s disastrous performance, if the soldiers under Grant had concerns about rumors relating to his drinking. General Lee, by comparison, tended not to drink anything stronger than buttermilk.

Shortly after the catastrophe, Hooker explained what happened, “I was not hurt by a shell, and I was not drunk. For once I lost confidence in Joe Hooker, and that is all there is to it.”56 In one of the gravest errors of the battle, Union reconnaissance reported Stonewall Jackson moving through the Wilderness, but Hooker and other officers misinterpreted this intelligence to mean that Lee’s army was retreating. Underestimating Robert E. Lee’s willingness to take extreme risks in the face of the enemy may have been the Union Army’s biggest mistake of all. Would Grant repeat Hooker’s error?

Despite Lee’s historic victory at Chancellorsville, he suffered a series of troubling setbacks in the immediate aftermath of the battle. Stonewall Jackson, by far Lee’s most valuable lieutenant, died shortly after having been shot in the Wilderness. Before his death, Jackson’s amputated left arm had been given a proper Christian burial on the grounds of Lacy House, just west of Wilderness Tavern. Of Jackson’s loss, Lee said, “I know not how to replace him.”57

Nevertheless, flush with victory after the Chancellorsville campaign, Lee invaded the North where his Army of Northern Virginia experienced a rare defeat at Gettysburg in early July 1863. An exhausted and unwell Lee offered his resignation to Jefferson Davis after this failure, but Davis refused to accept it. Throughout late 1863 and early 1864, Lee’s army camped on the southern banks of the Rapidan opposite the Army of the Potomac on the other side of the river. Limited by a lack of fresh troops and supplies, the instinctively aggressive Lee remained on the defensive. Another northern invasion wouldn’t be possible.

By May 1864, “Marse Robert”—as his soldiers affectionately called him—was an old-looking fifty-seven. His health had been poor during the winter, but he began to feel better in the spring. He knew his men could still fight as well as any in the world at that time, though he had considerable doubts about his corps commanders, Lieutenant Generals James Longstreet, Richard Ewell, and Ambrose Powell Hill. All three performed well in the past, but had been disappointing at Gettysburg, where the absence of Jackson proved too much to overcome. Lee wondered if his army lacked the necessary leadership to withstand Grant’s spring invasion.

Lee’s men still had unflinching trust and confidence in their commander. “All seems to be in tolerably good spirits,” one Virginian wrote that spring, “and to repose the utmost confidence in Gen. Lee. Although he has to contend against the ablest one of the Yankee Generals, all think he will be more than a match for him.”58 When Lee reviewed Longstreet’s First Corps in late April 1864, the troops greeted him enthusiastically. As he moved by a group of South Carolinians, he received “a wild and prolonged cheer, fraught with a feeling that thrilled all hearts, ran along the lines and rose to the heavens. Hats were thrown high, and many persons became almost frantic with emotion.”59

Unlike Grant, Lee came from one of America’s most prominent families. His father was “Light Horse Harry” Lee, a mythic cavalry commander during the Revolutionary War. Young Robert attended West Point—where he didn’t receive a single demerit—graduating second in his class. A fellow cadet said of Lee, “His limbs, beautiful and symmetrical, looked as though they had come from the turning lathe, his step was elastic as if he spurned the ground upon which he trod.”60 Lee married Mary Anna Custis, the daughter of George Washington’s adopted son. Robert and Mary lived on a beautiful estate in Arlington, Virginia, overlooking Washington, D.C., from across the Potomac River.

Early in the war, critics unfairly called General Lee “Granny Lee” for his cautious approach in the mountains of western Virginia in 1861. The world soon learned that passivity was foreign to his nature, however. Upon assuming the command of the Army of Northern Virginia in June 1862, an officer said, “if there is one man in either army, Federal or Confederate, who is, head & shoulders, far above every other one in either army in audacity that man is Genl. Lee, and you will very soon have lived to see it. Lee is audacity personified. His name is audacity.”61

Over the past year, Southerners witnessed both the benefits and costs of Lee’s aggressive risk-taking. At Chancellorsville, Lee’s audacious division of his army in the face of a numerically superior enemy achieved a shocking victory. That same instinct, alas, caused Lee to order the disastrous Pickett’s Charge on the third day of Gettysburg. Despite his failures at Gettysburg and earlier at Antietam, Lee won strategic victories at the Seven Days’ Battles, Second Manassas, Fredericksburg, and Chancellorsville. In May 1864, most Americans considered him the most talented general on either side.

While confident in the faith of his own men, Lee wondered if Grant underestimated him. Other than a brief meeting during the Mexican War, Grant and Lee didn’t know one another personally—even though both attended West Point, the younger Grant graduated fourteen years after Lee. Volunteering as a colonel in 1861, Grant experienced a string of stunning victories out West and perhaps believed, Lee suspected, he’d achieve similar results against the Army of Northern Virginia. General Meade, who knew Lee and his men rather well, certainly respected their mettle, however. Of Lee’s army, Meade said, “A more sinewy, tawny, formidable-looking set of men could not be… they handle their weapons with terrible effect. Their great characteristic is their stoical manliness; they… look you straight in the face, with as little animosity as if they had never heard a gun.”62

While the Rebels loved Lee, the soldiers of the Army of the Potomac were still getting to know Grant. Upon meeting the new Union Army commander-in-chief for the first time, Wainwright dismissed him as “stumpy, unmilitary, slouchy, and Western-looking; very ordinary in fact.”63 Schaff thought, “There was nothing in his manner or his tone or his face that indicated that he had ever had anything to do with the victories of Fort Donelson, Vicksburg, and Missionary Ridge.”64 Yet, a staff officer for Meade felt encouraged by Grant’s appearance, “He habitually wears an expression as if he had determined to drive his head through a brick wall, and was about to do it. I have much confidence in him.”65

Grant’s simple looks and manner could be deceiving. When a group of Confederate officers expressed doubts about his abilities on the eve of the Virginia Campaign in 1864, James Longstreet asked them if they knew Grant. They didn’t. Longstreet replied, “Well, I do. I was in the corps of cadets with him at West Point for three years, I was present at his wedding, I served with him in Mexico, I have observed his methods of warfare in the West, and I believe I know him through and through; and I tell you that we cannot afford to underrate him and the army he now commands… for that man will fight us every day and every hour till the end of the war.”66



On Monday, May 2, 1864, two days before Grant put his army in motion, Lee asked his corps and division commanders to meet him at the signal station on Clark’s Mountain. During the meeting, Lee raised his field glasses to look out at the Army of the Potomac on the other side of the Rapidan. He told his commanders he was convinced the enemy would cross at either Germanna Ford or Ely’s Ford. Lee “believed that General Grant would cross the Rapidan on our right, and resolved to attack him whenever he presented himself.”67

Lee ordered Ewell to put his Second Corps in motion toward the east along the Orange Turnpike on Tuesday, May 3. Despite his confidence that Grant would pass through the Wilderness, Lee delayed moving Hill and Longstreet’s corps until he was absolutely certain. He still had to be prepared for the possibility Grant would try to turn his left. Delaying the movement of Hill and Longstreet was a risky, though necessary, decision. If Grant did eventually move to Lee’s right as expected and got through the Wilderness without opposition, then the Army of the Potomac would stand between Lee and Richmond. Such a disaster might mean the end of the war.68

Shortly after 9:00 A.M. on May 4, the Confederates learned Grant’s army was crossing the Rapidan on their right just as Lee expected. Upon hearing the news, Lee immediately ordered A. P. Hill to move east on the Orange Plank Road and notified Longstreet that he should be prepared to leave Gordonsville, Virginia, which would require his men to march a full day or more to reach the heart of the Wilderness. Lee rode with Hill all day until they camped for the night at New Verdiersville, roughly 12 miles from Grant’s army. Lee went to sleep at midnight, not knowing if Grant would get his men through the Wilderness by morning.



Grant and Meade were equally unaware of Lee’s intentions for the following day as they sat together around a campfire on the property of an old farmhouse on the evening of May 4. As Union troops lay down to rest throughout the Wilderness, they could hear the disconcerting sounds of thousands of chirping whippoorwills, who made their homes in those woods. Among the soldiers of the Army of the Potomac was Private William Reeves of the 76th New York Volunteer Infantry, Company C, which formed part of Warren’s Fifth Corps. Just nineteen years old, Reeves had been in the army for only eight months, and had not yet witnessed a major engagement like Chancellorsville or Gettysburg.

Reeves and his comrades hadn’t slept the night before. On this night, they laid down early, without pitching tents. As Reeves tried to sleep on the hard ground of the Wilderness that evening, he wondered about his fate in the coming battle. Would he run? Would he be killed or wounded? Would he be taken prisoner? He’d heard the fate of prisoners was especially frightful. Thinking of the odds facing him at that moment made it extremely difficult for him to get much-needed rest. The veterans of Gettysburg told Reeves of how the 76th lost nearly half of its men in just thirty minutes on the first day of that fight. Perhaps it was just as well that Reeves, who tossed and turned in the woods all night, had no idea that Confederate soldiers from General Ewell’s Second Corps were also bivouacking in the very same woods, a mere three miles to the west along the Orange Turnpike.






TWO Private William Reeves



“The youth was in a little trance of astonishment. So they were at last going to fight. On the morrow, perhaps, there would be a battle, and he would be in it… he was about to mingle in one of the great affairs of the earth.”

—Stephen Crane, Red Badge of Courage



Private William Reeves enlisted as a substitute at Canandaigua, New York, on August 25, 1863, and was mustered into the Army on the same day. He joined the 76th New York Volunteer Infantry Regiment, which was being restored to full strength after experiencing devastating losses at the Battle of Gettysburg. The soldiers of the 76th took pride in their numerical designation, which connected them to the “Spirit of 1776.” They also claimed credit for firing the first shots at Gettysburg on July 1, 1863.1 Despite its impressive record of service in 1862 and 1863, the 76th consisted overwhelmingly of raw recruits by May 1864. Reeves’s Company C, in particular, was made up of mostly new men. The bloody fighting at Gettysburg—which cost the Union 23,049 men overall—had transformed this regiment of hardened veterans into a unit of “fresh fish.”

Gettysburg was a traumatic, yet sacred event in the life of the regiment. On the morning of July 1, the 76th was on the extreme right of Major General John Reynolds’s First Corps. During the early hours of the fighting, the courageous Reynolds was killed and his troops were severely cut up by the Rebels. Many of the 76th’s best officers were killed, wounded, or taken prisoner during the fighting that day. Three weeks after the hellish carnage at Gettysburg, there were only 80 men still present for duty in the 76th down from 375 men before the battle.2 It required vigorous recruiting efforts in Upstate New York during the summer of 1863 to replenish the regiment’s strength to 525 men present for duty on May 4, 1864.

Reeves expected another epic battle upon joining the army eight weeks after Gettysburg, though he was soon disappointed. For most of the eight months between August 1863 and May 1864, there was very little fighting to speak of. According to his military file, Reeves served with a detached unit guarding the ammunition train during much of the time from October 1863 until March 1864.3 This duty was uneventful and Reeves focused his energies on trying to stay warm and dry. Referring to the winter of 1863–64, one new recruit remarked, “How tired I got of camp, and drill, and guard duty! And how tired I got of the rain and mud!” The soldier also recorded that the enlisted men “were comfortably housed in canvas-covered log huts” and “were well fed, having plenty of bread, fresh beef, salted pork, beans, rice, sugar, and coffee.”4 On a strictly material basis, the Union soldiers had it much better than their Rebel counterparts.

Before entering the Wilderness in May 1864, the new recruits of the late summer and fall of 1863 came under sustained fire during the aborted Mine Run Campaign between November 7 and December 2, 1863. In the end, General Warren—who had been given the responsibility of leading the main assault—decided against attacking Lee’s well-fortified entrenchments at Mine Run, saying “I would sooner sacrifice my commission than my men.”5 General Meade supported Warren’s decision, even though Meade would eventually be criticized in Washington for his apparent lack of aggression.

On November 27 at Mine Run, the 76th did in fact come under some sporadic infantry and heavy artillery fire. For new recruits, this may have been the first serious danger they experienced. Of these recruits, one veteran noted, “As they hugged the ground, and listened to the whizzing of bullets and screeching of shells, the roar of artillery, and the quick crack of the sharpshooters’ rifles, they believed that Mine Run was the decisive battle of the war.”6 The veterans teased their inexperienced comrades, while also perhaps remembering their first time under fire. As part of the unit guarding the ammunition train at this time, Reeves may not have witnessed any fighting during the Mine Run campaign.

Only nineteen years old, Reeves had been too young to be eligible for the federal draft of 1863. He chose instead to sign up as a substitute, taking the place of Hiram Hezekiah Humphrey, a twenty-nine-year-old, who, like Reeves, lived in the small farm town of Victor in western New York. Surprisingly, 29% of those who served in the army were twenty years old or younger and boys as young as thirteen tried to enlist. William Reeves was not only young but slight, and only 5 feet, 4 inches tall. He had fair skin, brown hair, and green eyes. His mother, Louise Reeves, died when he was twelve years old. His father, Theophilus Reeves, owned a small farm in Victor. William worked as a farm laborer before becoming a soldier. He decided to join the army because he believed in the Union cause, and hoped to earn some money fighting for it.

Hiram Humphrey’s family was a prominent one in Victor. Hiram’s father, Rufus Humphrey, had served in the army during the War of 1812, and later achieved local notoriety for creating a new type of threshing machine that was widely used in the region.7 Rufus was also active in antislavery politics. Hiram could easily afford to pay $300—which was roughly the market price for a substitute at that time—to William Reeves, who was then required to serve in the Army of the Potomac for three years or until the war ended. The going rate for a substitute in western New York represented almost a year’s wages for a farm laborer like Reeves. He would also receive $13 per month from the federal government, while he remained in the army.

The $300 payment from Humphrey allowed Reeves to begin a new life with his sweetheart, Anna E. Barnett, an eighteen-year-old English immigrant, who also lived in Victor. On August 19, 1863—just six days before Reeves enlisted in the Army—he married Anna at a local Methodist church. Sadly, they spent less than a week together as newlyweds before Reeves was shipped off to Virginia to join Meade’s army. Eight months later, as Reeves lay on the sloping lawn of Lacy House near the Wilderness Tavern on the evening of May 4, he thought of how much he missed Anna, whom he hadn’t seen since leaving Victor back in August. He wondered if he’d ever see her again. Would they start a family together if he returned home?

In the months before the crossing of the Rapidan River by the Army of the Potomac, it seemed like signing on as a substitute was a good financial decision for Reeves. But now, with a deadly engagement looming—and the boys assured him that the aggressive Bobby Lee would attack them mercilessly in the morning—his calculation didn’t seem quite as smart. In the darkness that night, Reeves may have seen, like Henry Fleming at the Battle of Chancellorsville, “visions of a thousand-tongued fear that would babble at his back… while others were going coolly about their country’s business.”8

The fear of appearing to be afraid was common among ordinary soldiers. A private in the same brigade as Reeves wrote, “To me, I fight because I am too proud to be called a coward, not that I think my fighting will do any good to the human family.”9 Reeves may have recalled the case of Private Thomas Barton of the 76th, who lost his nerve during the Mine Run Campaign. Barton had his head shaved and a placard with the word COWARD inscribed in large letters and fixed to his back as he was “drummed out of the service of the United States in the presence of his Regiment.”10

In addition to being afraid, Reeves felt added pressure to honorably perform his duties in the coming fight. Military and political leaders viewed substitutes like Reeves in a negative light, so perhaps he hoped to disabuse them of that prejudice. Colonel Charles Wainwright, also a member of the Fifth Corps, believed most of the substitutes were “simply rascals who never intended to serve, but merely wanted the bounty or purchase money offered.” Noting the high rates of desertion among substitutes, Wainwright wrote in his diary, “I do hope they will keep on shooting them just as fast as ever they are caught, for society will be benefited at any rate by so doing.”11 A Provost Marshal, who was responsible for recruiting efforts, said “as a class, the substitutes were either morally or physically unfit for the profession of arms.”12 Among draft administrators, the fear of their unreliability was so high that newly enlisted substitutes were placed under armed guard until ultimately being dropped off at their regiments in Virginia or out West.

One substitute expressed his surprise at this treatment upon being mustered into the service in October 1863. After being given a uniform, he was locked in a room with an armed guard outside, “Before that was done I thought I was a patriot but now I thought I was regarded as a criminal.”13 Private Frank Wilkeson, who ran away from home to enlist in the 11th New York Battery, felt similarly. Before his enlistment, he “imagined that the population of Albany would line the sidewalks to see the defenders of the nation march proudly by, bound for the front, and that we would be cheered, and would unbend sufficiently to accept floral offerings from beautiful maidens.” Instead, the crowd didn’t cheer and small boys threw mud balls at them. One little fellow yelled to a friend, “Hi, Johnnie, come see de bounty-jumpers!”14

Many substitutes—drawn from those men who were ineligible for the draft such as foreign citizens and young men under twenty years-old—did in fact desert after obtaining their money, sadly. High bounty men—volunteers who signed up in return for generous bounties—were also notorious for deserting. Bounty jumping became a huge problem for the Union Army in 1863 and 1864. We also know, however, that Private William Reeves was present for duty during the early morning hours of May 4, 1864. He clearly intended to live up to his contract with Hiram Humphrey.

One unscrupulous draftee, who achieved great fame in subsequent years, most certainly did not live up to his end of the bargain with his substitute. The future president, Grover Cleveland, who was twenty-six years old in June 1863, enlisted a Polish immigrant named George Beniski to serve as his substitute for $300. Cleveland paid him $150 right away with the promise to pay another $150 if Beniski “lived to come back from the war.”15 Like Reeves, Beniski was mustered into the 76th New York in August 1863. Beniski injured himself while doing manual labor early on in his service, and never experienced combat. When he returned home “sick and penniless,” Beniski’s requests for the remainder of the money were ignored by Cleveland. Years later a columnist wrote, “Such was Grover Cleveland’s patriotism during the late unpleasantness.”16

Cleveland wasn’t unique in trying to avoid army service during the latter years of the Civil War. After heavy losses at Antietam and Fredericksburg, the Union Army had a difficult time replenishing its ranks by relying solely on volunteers and statewide recruitment efforts. By early 1863, policymakers decided to introduce a federal draft. On March 3, 1863, President Lincoln signed the Enrollment Act. The legislation required all able-bodied male citizens of the United States—and persons of foreign birth who intended to become citizens—to perform military duties in the service of their country.

Men between the ages of 20 and 45 were the prime target of the draft with married men between the ages of 36 and 46 representing a secondary pool of manpower. There were numerous exemptions, however. Men might claim they were physically or mentally unfit. Or they could hire a substitute—the option chosen by Grover Cleveland, Hiram Humphrey, and many others. Finally, a draftee could pay $300 to the government to avoid service during a particular draft.

“Commutation,”17 as this latter process was known, was extremely unpopular with men subject to the draft, reinforcing their view of the war as a “rich man’s war, but a poor man’s fight.” Hiring a substitute was a far safer option for the draftee, too, as it protected him from future drafts for three years. Paying the commutation fee wouldn’t protect the individual from future drafts. The widespread unpopularity of commutation led to its repeal in 1864. It had only been an available option for the first two of the four drafts between 1863 and 1865.

The first federal draft during the summer of 1863 had mixed results. It indirectly promoted volunteering since many local districts tried to meet future quotas by offering generous bounties to volunteers. The arithmetic was somewhat straightforward. The more volunteers a district could entice, the fewer men it would be required to draft. In New York City, the first day of the draft in July 1863 was quickly followed by five days of bloody riots that resulted in 120 deaths. Eventually, Union troops that had fought at Gettysburg were commanded to head north to restore order. Disgusted by the riots, Wainwright wrote, “it was composed entirely of the lowest class of foreigners, not one in ten of whom were subject to the draft.”18 The New York riots angered the ordinary soldiers in the field. According to one observer, veterans “showed an extreme anxiety to be allowed the opportunity of showing the Bowery toughs a little real war from the muzzles of their Springfield rifles.”19

The July 1863 draft failed to achieve its primary aim in the near term—obtaining enough new recruits for the Union Army. Across the North, 39,415 of the draftees never even acknowledged their draft notice, which was 14% of the total. Of the 252,566 who were examined, an incredible 164,395 (65%) were exempted for a wide variety of maladies.20 Older Americans wondered what had happened to the fitness of the younger generation. All told, the July draft of 1863 yielded just 9,881 draftees and 26,002 substitutes. There were also 52,288 men who paid the $300 commutation fee, generating over $15,000,000 for the government, which put those funds toward procuring substitutes later in the year. In New York, the largest state in the Union, the draft resulted in 2,300 draftees and 6,998 substitutes.21

There seemed to be a variety of options for avoiding the draft. In addition to paying the government $300 or hiring a substitute, one could skedaddle to Canada. The most prospective soldiers, however, tried to get exemptions for mental or physical disabilities. A potential recruit might be disqualified if he could somehow prove he was suffering from “Manifest mental imbecility” or “Insanity” or “Epilepsy.” Some draftees deliberately knocked out their own teeth, since Civil War infantrymen needed to be able to bite off the tip of the paper cartridges then in use for a muzzle-loading weapon.

The draft regulations listed fifty-one different categories of disabilities that would exempt a citizen from serving. And the surgeons associated with the Enrollment Boards had a very difficult time distinguishing the genuinely disabled from the shirkers. Colonel James Barnet Fry, Provost Marshal General for overseeing the entire federal draft, believed “the large number of exemptions defeated… the object of the law.”22 By the summer of 1863, most American men viewed serving in the Union Army as something to be avoided, if at all possible. Those who did answer the call to arms were an increasingly small tribe.

Private Reeves was one of the relatively few who answered the call though it’s true he received a considerable amount of money to do so. Enrollments of eligible men in his Upstate New York district—the 25th representing Yates, Livingston, and Ontario Counties—had been compiled during June and July 1863. The draft for Reeves and Humphrey’s town of Victor was held in Canandaigua, New York, on Wednesday, July 29, 1863. A huge crowd of citizens gathered around the courthouse to witness the drawing of names. A blind man, who was also blindfolded in order “to render assurance doubly sure,” selected the names from a mechanical wheel. At this time, Hiram Hezekiah Humphrey’s name was drawn. Once the draft was complete, those new conscripts in attendance lined up in procession and paraded throughout the streets. Afterwards, the conscripts assembled in a local park to hear speeches from local dignitaries.23

Humphrey received his official draft notification sometime during the first week of August. Since Humphrey and Reeves both lived in the same small town, it’s rather likely they already knew each other and were easily able to agree to a substitute contract by August 15 or so. Reeves then got married to Anna before reporting for his examination on August 25. As a substitute, he was placed under guard after having been mustered into the service that day. Reeves was transported to Rikers Island in New York City and then taken to Alexandria, Virginia, before joining the 76th New York on September 6, 1864, in the field between the Rappahannock and Rapidan Rivers. It’s doubtful he received a warm welcome from the veterans, who treated substitutes with scorn.

Union Army officers began cracking down on bounty jumpers just as Reeves began his military service. This wasn’t coincidental. With the influx of new recruits—conscripts, substitutes, and high-bounty men—during the late summer and autumn of 1863, General Meade believed the safety of the army and the most vital interests of the country required the prompt execution of deserters that would “deter others from imitating their bad conduct.” According to Meade’s records, the Army of the Potomac found 402 soldiers guilty of desertion from July 1, 1863 to December 31, 1863. Of those, 94 were sentenced to be shot, though only 25 were executed.24
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“Hauntingly evokes the human drama of one of the Civil War’s most horrific battles.”

—Brian Matthew Jordan, Pulitzer Prize Finalist :
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