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Introduction


This is part of the story of one Union regiment, the 24th Wisconsin Volunteer Infantry. Like tens of hundreds of other such units, its members went off to war for a variety of reasons. Some volunteered in anger over the Southern attempt to sunder the Union. Other men, while not philosophically opposed to slavery, felt that eradicating the peculiar institution would help defeat the rebellion. There were also those who enlisted to escape a prosaic life and find adventure, or to acquire the substantial monetary bonus offered; there were some who saw the war as an opportunity to gain glory, notoriety and the enhancement of political and other careers. Unlike the “Boys of ’61”—volunteers who rushed to enlist in the first, febrile days of war—the men of the 24th and later regiments were a somewhat older and more mature lot; many were family men. Nearly all had jobs, businesses, and professions—men with “good situations,” it was said.

Although many who marched in the ranks of the 24th were from rural counties and smaller towns, about two-thirds were from the largest city in Wisconsin, Milwaukee, and its proximate communities. An expanding and prospering community of some 40,000 on the shore of Lake Michigan, Milwaukee was, in the mid-nineteenth century, still a somewhat rough and coarse town, a city whose residents considered themselves Western. It was characterized by the Yankee–New Yorker economic and political foundations laid in the preceding decades coupled with a growing immigrant presence—predominantly from the Germanic states. Many of the latter fled after the abortive democratic upheavals in Europe of the 1840s; they arrived daily in great numbers. As a result, Milwaukee began to assume a particularly Teutonic flavor. Still, the overwhelming majority in the 24th Wisconsin bore the surnames of the British Isles.

Because the city and its proximate communities provided the great majority of volunteers, the unit became known as the Milwaukee Regiment; it was also occasionally known as the Chamber of Commerce Regiment. In its ranks were sons of some of the most prominent political and commercial families in the city. Judge Arthur McArthur, for example, watched his seventeen-year-old son leave the city in the 24th Wisconsin; in little more than a year, young Arthur gained a reputation as a gallant soldier and his act of bravery in Tennessee would ultimately gain him the Medal of Honor. (Young Arthur’s son, Douglas, also earned the award during World War I, and won undying renown as a general in World War II and Korea.) Moreover, the plutocratic railroad and banking magnate Alexander Mitchell, perhaps the richest man in Wisconsin, saw his son, John, march off to war with the 24th Wisconsin. (John’s son, Billy Mitchell, won great fame as a World War II aviator.) There were many other scions of wealth and prominence; some were considered “pets,” and their actions and fates gained prominence in the city news sheets for much of the war.

The grand triumphs as well as ignominies of the Milwaukee Regiment were writ large for the entire city to read. Several volunteers served as soldier correspondents to daily news sheets, detailing the long marches and harrowing battles. In many instances, too, private letters were published in news. Fathers, ambitious for their soldier sons, often shared missives with news editors to further the reputations of their offspring.

“The 24th is composed so largely of young men, and is so exclusively a Milwaukee regiment, that a more than ordinary interest is felt in its welfare in the city that has not a member, a relative, or a friend in its ranks, and when it leaves our city it will carry with it the hopes, the tears, and the prayers of thousands of its citizens,” wrote a news editor.1

When these soldiers returned after three years of fighting, their experiences, for a few decades at least, became woven into the city’s cultural and historical fabric. They formed veteran organizations, and publicly told the tales of their youthful adventures. Newspapers printed their recollections. There was embellishment, of course, to turn good yarns into better ones; but the tellers, in print and orally, often laced their tales with realistic incident and graphic description—antidotes, perhaps, to the heroic and bloodless vision of the war growing among civilians. What was more, these veterans, as they grew into middle and later years, memorialized the sacrifices of comrades, men of Milwaukee who had fallen in battle in such distant places as Kentucky, Tennessee, and Georgia. They contributed money for the erection of monuments, tangible granite, marble, and bronze edifices that would outlast their mortality and attest to their story.

But as these men passed away, in the twilight of the old century and early years of the new, their deeds, briefly recalled in obituaries, faded from public view. The monuments became pocked, encrusted, and overlooked; cemetery markers, scoured by wind and rain, stood forgotten, unkempt and overgrown. Within a half century, only the scholar and amateur historian could cite the record of the Milwaukee Regiment.

What follows is not an objective history of the 24th Wisconsin and its battles. In large measure, only what the regiment’s soldiers saw and recorded forms the basis of narrative. Nor are there attempts at presenting tactical and strategic analyses of these engagements. (Such has already been done admirably by contemporary historians.) There also is no assertion that the actions of the Milwaukee Regiment were pivotal in any battle or turned the course of war, albeit their charges at the battle of Missionary Ridge in 1863 and Franklin the following year were inarguably instrumental in attaining Federal victories. Moreover, the Milwaukee men took part in some of the bloodiest battles and campaigns of the war—in addition to Missionary Ridge and Franklin, they fought at Stones River, Chickamauga, and in the Atlanta campaign. In a detailed statistical analysis after the war, William F. Fox listed the 24th Wisconsin as among the 300 “Fighting Regiments” of the war. Over 10 percent of the unit were either killed in battle or died subsequently of wounds. It also sustained many hundreds of additional casualties.2

Not all of the narrative focuses upon campaigns and battles. Most of a soldier’s life was spent in camp between battles. At one point, for example, nine months passed after the battle of Stones River before a new campaign was begun. For this reason, seemingly mundane matters dominated army life—food, clothing, shelter, comradeship, and the like. This was the stuff of a common soldier’s life.

Native-born or immigrant, supporter of President Lincoln and the Republicans or Democrat who hoped for an early peace; farmer, tradesman, manufacturer, merchant, railroader, bookkeeper, or professional; wellborn and wealthy, or baseborn and common volunteer—these were the men, about a thousand in all, who volunteered in the summer of 1862, convinced, perhaps, that their deeds would defeat the attack against their nation. “It is no longer the boys who go to war, but the men in the middle of life, who go into the army with the determination to finish up this rebellion.”3

In all of this, the men of the 24th Wisconsin were like hundreds of thousands of other men in blue who saw a duty to their nation, and determined to make personal sacrifice to fulfill it. If need be, they were prepared to suffer privation, maiming, and death in the bargain. This is their biography.
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Prologue
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“Your indomitable Regiment.”

Arthur McArthur1 stood before them once again. But now, a half century since he led them into battle as a youth during the great Civil War, he was in his autumn years, a general, lately retired after more than forty years in the U.S. Army. His hair, slightly flecked with gray, was closely cropped, unlike the thick cloud of black curls that had crowned his youthful head; and a full mustache bloomed where once the face had been smooth and childlike.

“Comrades,” he began (the voice was no longer high-pitched as it was back then), “such occasions as these are appreciated only when they are over. We tonight can never realize what enjoyment the reminiscences of this meeting will bring.” McArthur’s gray eyes, once bright and undaunted, were framed behind the familiar pince-nez. At sixty-seven, his five-foot-ten-inch frame had filled out considerably, nearly doubling the spare one hundred pounds of youth. With a striking resemblance to Teddy Roosevelt, he stood erect, shoulders back. Perspiration must have beaded his brow, for the late summer night was uncommonly close; even the hoary men who listened intently, tight in their dark suits and hard-collared shirts, may have been affected by the humid atmosphere.2

McArthur and his old comrades had gathered in Milwaukee September 5, 1912, to mark the anniversary of that day when their regiment, the 24th Wisconsin Volunteer Infantry, had marched off from Milwaukee to fight in the war against the Southern rebellion. Only days before in 1862, McArthur, less than three months past his seventeenth birthday, had strode before the thousand men of the new outfit, prepared to parade past the garrulous colonel, Charles Larrabee, and thousands of city folks who had come to see the Milwaukee Regiment. He wore a handsomely tailored lieutenant’s blue coat and carried what appeared to be, because of his small size, a huge sword. His father, the judge, had given in after more than a year of the lad’s incessant importunings to go off to war; the elder McArthur had used his Democratic Party influence with the governor to secure a commission for his son as adjutant in the regiment.

It had all been rather awkward and disastrous, this first experience of leading men in September 1862. The new volunteers, not yet fully schooled in army ways, had guffawed, and spectators laughed when he sputtered orders in that squeaking, quavering voice. Several companies were unable to hear him. He tripped over the sword scabbard. It had all been dreadful. But he vowed he would show these soldiers. After more than a score of bloody battles in Kentucky, Tennessee, and Georgia he proved he belonged with the Milwaukee Regiment, and gained undying fame and recognition for gallantry and bravery. At nineteen he became the “Boy Colonel of the West,” the youngest man to hold such a rank in all the Union armies, it was said.

The war veterans remembered those days for the remainder of their lives. And as the old century waned, they put an unmistakable stamp upon the nation, keeping those recollections alive and all but dominating the political life of the nation. “Vote as you shot,” was the watchword among these men who fought and bled to save the Union. Former soldiers were elected to office at every level, local, state, and national; several veterans were sent to the White House. Legislation favorable to veterans such as pensions was passed handily. They had formed a Grand Army of the Republic with thousands of local chapters chartered across the country. And they assembled by the tens of thousands in gatherings each year, twice coming to Milwaukee in the 1880s. Blue suits adorned with reunion badges and ribbons, and campaign hats perched on their graying heads, they marched through the streets, camped out in tents, and dined in open-air messes, attempting to recapture the great adventure of their youth.3

Several of the old army commanders, “Little” Phil Sheridan, the Milwaukee Regiment’s beloved division commander, and “Old Cump” William Tecumseh Sherman, had come to the city after the great Civil War, paying respects to friends and acquaintances in the 24th Wisconsin and other local units. In 1889, Nicholas Greusel, “Old Nick,” the revered Illinois German who had led them in numerous bloody battles, had visited from Iowa where he settled after his war service; he was thin and frail then, and still bore the speech inflections of his native land. Too, one of their old corps commanders, Alex McCook, had traveled up from Ohio to join the old boys that year. A camera captured their presence.4

But all that was past now. These days, the hoary old veterans whose legs still carried them continued to gather, trading old stories about their youthful war experiences, burnishing and sometimes embroidering those tales, elevating dead heroes to great heights. But the ranks of the old soldiers were fast thinning. The nation, with the new century, was changing at a breathtaking pace, and seemed to weary of these white-haired, bearded men of a bygone time.

Milwaukee had, of course, been transformed too since 1862. Then it was still a somewhat rough and rude town of less than 50,000; now, in 1912, it had grown nearly tenfold. Where once men of Yankee and New York birth had dominated the day and Irish and Germanic immigrants waited for their turn, great waves of Poles and Italians now were daily enlarging the city’s precincts. What had been a handful of wards had mushroomed to almost two dozen, and the cityscape expanded for miles to the north, west and south from the shores of the great blue Lake Michigan. Soldiers going off to war called Milwaukee, in the old century when the veterans were young, the “city of pale bricks and beer”; commercial structures now soared thirteen floors or more. The tall and massive new million-dollar city hall on the east bank of the Milwaukee River, of light sandstone and red brick, sent its lofty bell tower nearly 400 feet into the sky. West of the river, on the rise of Grand Avenue near the former Mitchell family Second Empire mansion (it was now owned by the Deutscher Club) stood the impressive monument to the city’s Civil War soldiers. It was called “The Victorious Charge,” and although the sculptor, John Conway, had not consciously set out to do so, the bronze memorial was thought by some to represent the Milwaukee Regiment whose ranks were nearly filled by the sons and husbands of the city. U.S. senator John Mitchell, himself a 24th Wisconsin veteran, had led an early effort to raise money for the monument.5

While the wintry old men gathered to look backward, Milwaukee, like the nation, rushed headlong toward modern times. The United States now numbered forty-eight, the final two stars of Arizona and New Mexico having been stitched onto the nation’s banner that very year; there were now a dozen more states than in Civil War days. Motor cars barked and coughed choking gray smoke, frightening horses on Milwaukee city streets and bringing everything closer together. Nick-elodeons flickered moving pictures in darkened theaters, and even then a man named D. W. Griffith was giving thought to a mighty celluloid Civil War epic. In April, the mightiest ship of the age, the Titanic, had sunk to the bottom of the Atlantic with 1,500 lives during its maiden voyage to America. And a Virginia Democrat named Woodrow Wilson was running for the presidency against the Republican William H. Taft and Teddy Roosevelt’s rump Bull Moose Party. (Roosevelt, in October 1912, would be wounded in Milwaukee in an assassination attempt.)6
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Fiftieth Reunion, 1912.
 “Your indomitable regiment.”

COURTESY OF THE MILWAUKEE COUNTY HISTORICAL SOCIETY.

McArthur had not attended the entire day’s festivities that September 5. He had been feeling unwell for several days. Events had begun early in the morning Thursday at the University building on Mason and Broadway streets in the central business district east of the Milwaukee River; one of the Grand Army posts met there regularly. The lowceilinged room was expansive, dark wood trimming the walls. The gray old men sat at long dining tables, attentive in straight-backed chairs. Presiding over the grand reunion was likeable Ed Parsons, who had been a lieutenant (he later rose to captain) in the Milwaukee Regiment in 1862. His white hair bespoke seventy-six years, yet he still conducted business as a commercial merchant. He had been in the forefront of the local reunion organization, and had over the years written and spoken much about the war. When one of the war’s great generals, Phil Sheridan, died in 1888, Parsons delivered a moving eulogy to him.7

A total of ninety veterans from many regiments gathered at the Grand Army post for the beginning of activities; few more than fifty, however, had marched and fought with the 24th Wisconsin. One of them was Tom Balding, the captain who had given encouragement to young McArthur early in the war; his speech still bore the traces of London birth and upbringing. Tom, whose deeply lined face still bore a kindly look, had won a battlefield promotion to major late in the war; now he worked for one of the big insurance companies, Northwestern Mutual, a rather prosaic existence compared with the great adventure of a half century past. Henry Drake signed the roll, too; he had earned lieutenant shoulder straps in 1863. Felled by typhoid fever that year, he had resigned and returned to the wholesale and retail drug trade, and his brother still retained a sheaf of letters Henry had written to him during the war, detailing grueling marches, cold camps, and bloody battles.8

Among others from the old Milwaukee Regiment anticipating McArthur’s speech was Jim Bacon, who listed himself simply as a “commercial traveler.” The story still circulated of his fear in the second summer of the Civil War that he would not be accepted into the 24th Regiment because he lacked teeth; the ability to “bite” musket cartridges was necessary to become a soldier. Tom Ford, the fiery-haired Irishman, was on hand, too; he had not made much of life after the war, and for a time had to satisfy himself as a common laborer. But he had become one of the chroniclers of the regiment, pulling together a series of articles late in the past century and publishing them in the Evening Wisconsin newspaper; laced with humorous episodes, his writings were also graphic. Gus Scheiding also inked his name into the registry; an immigrant from the Germanic states, he had volunteered from Oak Creek south of Milwaukee in 1862; but his service was cut short because of a disability discharge. Joseph Cramer, yet another immigrant (about one-third of the Milwaukee Regiment had been immigrants from the several Germanic states), had come down to Milwaukee to join, and served as a wagoner until the war ended; now he ran an art store and was said to love playing his violin.9

Yet another newcomer to America in 1862, Henry Bichler had then been the lone tailor in the Lake Michigan town of Port Washington; he shuttered his shop for more than three years to fight for his adopted country, only to be captured by the rebels in Tennessee. (Most of the soldiers, during the war and afterward, spelled the term “rebels” in all lower case.) He came to the reunion with his young son. Bichler was joined by a man who had much to say about his war service with the Milwaukee Regiment: Ed Blake, also from Port Washington, had carried the regiment’s revered flag through scores of campaigns; he had even turned down a promotion to lieutenant because he would have had to leave the color company to do so. Blake may have felt some pique when McArthur was awarded the Medal of Honor for his actions at Missionary Ridge.10

McArthur had not felt well in the weeks before the grand reunion of the 24th Wisconsin: he had been stricken with what was said to be “acute indigestion.” “Pinky” McArthur, his Virginia-born wife, had pleaded with him not to attend the gathering. But how could the old soldier say no to his comrades on this auspicious day, the fiftieth anniversary of the time they departed Milwaukee for almost three years of war. He had taken a carriage the few blocks from his Marshal Street home to the Grand Army hall at University building. The late-season heat and close air troubled him. There in the banquet room, they greeted their colonel.

The day had been long, with a sumptuous evening banquet capping the reunion. It was approaching ten o’clock before McArthur had been introduced to his appreciative comrades and friends. The general had planned to talk about the great campaign for Atlanta in 1864 led by frowning General Sherman. The boys of the Milwaukee Regiment had fought stoutly during the battles of May and June, and many a good soldier had fallen under the rain of rebel shot and shell. Resaca, Adairsville, Kennesaw Mountain, the Chattahoochee River, Peace Tree Creek, and Jonesboro—these were battles fought. Mere boys like Amandus Silsby, a student from Ohio who had joined the 24th Wisconsin while attending school at Prairie du Sac, had marched and fought with the Milwaukee Regiment and wrote to his abolitionist preacher-father; McArthur likely did not recall his name.

“He was speaking of the old days of the campaign, when they were all comrades in the joys and misery of that awful conflict, and extolling the valor of the old boys of the regiment which saw the hottest fighting of the great war,” said James G. Flanders, a longtime friend who attended the banquet.

“Little did we imagine fifty years ago,” McArthur continued, “that we should ever be allowed to gather in this way. Little did we think that on that march to Atlanta so many of us would be spared to see Wisconsin again. Your indomitable regiment . . .”

His voice trailed off. “He staggered slightly and grew pale,” observed an old veteran. “He gripped his hands as though striving for strength to proceed.”

“Comrades,” McArthur gasped, “I can not go on. I am too weak. I must sit down.”

Suddenly he stopped and put his hand to his heart. He made an effort to continue but his voice failed. He slumped into his chair and closed his gray eyes. His head fell forward. Every one of the old men in the audience rushed forward.

“Instantly the banquet room was in a turmoil of confusion as the members of the regiment rushed to the stricken comrade and gathered about him,” Flanders told a news man. “Already his face had assumed the pallor of death and he lay back in his chair breathing easily. Tenderly we moved him to a couch and everyone stood at a respectful distance while the doctors worked busily.” Dr. William J. Cronyn, a veteran, quickly pushed his way to the stricken general.

“In the room there was no more sound than death, as with staring eyes and bated breath we awaited the decision of the physicians. Not a sound was heard but the beating of our own hearts.”

“Suddenly, Dr. Cronyn moved quickly, grasped the general’s pulse, thrust his head to the dying man’s breast—and straightened up. We knew the rest,” Flanders said. A blood vessel had burst at the base of the brain, and death had been almost instantaneous.

“A sob escaped somewhere and then all was still,” recalled an ashen-haired man.

“Then one of the old soldiers, in a voice broken with sobs, began to speak. At first the sound was indistinguishable, but presently we made out the first words of the Lord’s prayer. Slowly, solemnly, the old soldiers gathered around the body of their great friend, and in voices heavy in grief, a last broken plea to the heavenly father was quavered out:

“Our father, which art in heaven . . .” Paul B. Jenkins, pastor of Immanuel Presbyterian Church, who had delivered the banquet invocation, led the rest of the prayer.

Another of the gray men took down the old battle flag of the 24th Wisconsin that had been brought over from the state capitol for the occasion. This was the badly tattered banner that young Arthur had grabbed up at the battle of Missionary Ridge in 1863; he had hoisted the flag into the air, shouting “On Wisconsin!” to his comrades. They fought their way to the summit, following the eighteen-year-old hero. It was said that the boy-soldier was the first to the ridge top, and afterward, when the rebels had retreated, General Sheridan had clutched the curly-headed youngster and said he would win a medal.

Now the silent men draped the flag over their comrade’s body. “Sobbing like children, the men with whom he had fought during the bitterest years of the civil war left the room.”

Ed Parsons, who presided over the grand reunion, was shocked to his core. Seeing his dead commander, he “staggered to his feet and burst into tears. ‘We’ve been so long together,’” he murmured. A few minutes after McArthur was pronounced dead, Parsons was seen to be in serious distress. The shock of his friend’s demise caused paralysis to his right side. Dr. Cronyn attended him, too. He suffered a stroke, was carried away insensate; the worst was feared.

Amid all the news coverage of the general’s death a small story was printed only a few days before the tragedy: He had told some friends that when the time came for him to die, he hoped he could pass away surrounded by his old comrades; he would rather die that way than on the battlefield. Such, to some, was the stuff of nineteenth-century melodrama.

Another boyhood friend from the east side of Milwaukee, Charley King, carried the news of the general’s death that Thursday evening. He, too, was an old army man. When he informed Mrs. McArthur of her husband’s death, she was prostrated with grief and would not recover for several days.

Heavy dark columns rivered across the front pages of the daily newspapers the next day and after. Encomiums of all kinds were printed. Of his boyhood chum, King wrote: “He was our greatest soldier. He was by long odds the best read man in his profession as well as in political history in the United States army. He is looked upon far and wide throughout the army as the brainiest of our generals, and all Wisconsin soldiers know his gallantry in the field in the days when as a mere boy, barely 17 years old, he entered the service as adjutant of the 24th, and was in command of the regiment when only 18 years old.”

“As boys we were next-door neighbors and intimate friends, and since our retirement from active service our friendship had only strengthened,” he said. “I have no words in which to tell of how I mourn his loss.”

King had also telegraphed the sad news to McArthur’s sons, army captain Douglas and navy lieutenant commander Arthur. When Douglas received the cable, he was stunned: “My whole world changed that night. Never have I been able to heal the wound in my heart,” he wrote years later in an autobiography.11



Chapter 1
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The Great War Meeting
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“What a trumpet sounds.”

Road dust billowed toward the high, hot noonday sun from the throng of thousands surging along the main street in downtown Milwaukee. Horns blared and drums thudded from military bands. Colorful militia companies, long-barreled muskets locked at their sides, trod in uniform step. The roiling July 1862 congregation was prompted by President Lincoln’s recent call to the states for 300,000 more volunteers this second summer of the Civil War. This conflict with the South, most were beginning to understand, would not be won easily, and many more thousands of men were needed to fill the ranks of Union armies depleted by over a year of fighting. A great War Meeting was under way.

Milwaukee, a city not yet twenty-five years old, boasted a population of some 45,000. It was a striking Western metropolis with many buildings of a distinctive pale brick that shimmered in the summer sunlight. The city—many called it Cream City because of those striking bricks—spread westward from bluffs overlooking the expansive blue of Lake Michigan, tumbled over the river from which its name derived, and fanned toward the horizon. The bustling city was in the midst of a population explosion that would, within a few years, see it eclipse 60,000.

Milwaukee’s foundations were Yankee—migrants from New England, New York, and Eastern cities who were attracted to the rough-hewn settlement not far removed from its French fur-trading days. Many migrants speculated, purchasing great swaths and parcels of land, subdividing, and selling them for great profit; they grew rich and powerful, controlling the city’s politics in the bargain.

But in recent decades thousands of immigrants poured into the rising city. First came the Irish who settled in cramped wards between Lake Michigan and the Milwaukee River; the majority had become laborers and tradesmen. Then newcomers from the Germanic states, duchies, and baronies arrived; many were called “Acht und Vierzigers” (Forty-Eighters) who had fled Europe after the abortive democratic revolutions. They were seasoning the Western city’s political, cultural, and commercial character with the distinctive Teutonic flavor. Thus, in 1850, 64 percent of Milwaukee’s citizens were foreign-born; a decade later, the Germans alone would command an absolute majority in the city.

The business of the city was business, above all. While Chicago, ninety miles to the south, was rapidly out distancing Milwaukee in population and other ways, the Wisconsin town would soon become the West’s largest exporter of grain and flour, millions of tons loaded aboard Lake Michigan schooners and steamers. Rail lines radiated toward the Mississippi River and to the north. Meat packers and brewers soon would mark Milwaukee. In the second year of the great Civil War, the city directory listed twenty-three breweries; most were small, but the portent of one of the city’s future industries was apparent. The city’s robust commercial heart pulsed with thriving banks, news offices, and mercantile enterprise; beer and music halls provided respite from enterprise.

Many of the streets in the central wards were graded, and curbing separated walkways from the thoroughfares; a nascent system of wooden sewers was begun. The rails of horse car lines ribboned toward the expanding city fringes. Elms shaded nearly all the prosperous neighborhoods north of the central business area. Most homes in the city bore the mark of settled permanence, albeit shacks still jumbled together in the poor Irish warrens south of the city’s heart. Here and there opulent palaces clearly marked the residences of men of money and influence.

Summers in the lakeshore city were mostly mild although there were many days when temperatures soared and humid air weighed heavily. But in winter, the cold often crushed down from Canada in November, gripping the city in bone-numbing temperatures—some years until well past Easter. The dull light from the weak winter sun shown only briefly, or so it seemed in the depths of January and February each year. On most days, the slate gray skies foretold the onset of icy blasts that drifted deep snows high against buildings, structures, and fences, blanketing all in mounds of white stillness. Lake Michigan brooded.

Politically, the Western metropolis was stubbornly tied to the Democratic Party. It had failed to exhibit a friendly face for the Republican presidential candidate, Abraham Lincoln, in 1860, delivering nearly a thousand-vote majority to his opponent, Stephen A. Douglas. And four years later, the Lake Michigan city provided a two-thirds vote plurality to another Democrat, George B. McClellan, the former army general who hoped to succeed in politics where he had not in battle. War as an expedient to end sectional trauma was ill advised, the majority seemed to say with their ballots.

The Democratic Party drew much of its strength from the Germanic and Irish newcomers. They were leery of the new Republican Party with its taint of nativist Know Nothingism, and the uncompromising position on the abolition of slavery. Many laid blame for the inflamed sectional conflict at the party’s doorstep.

There was recent evidence of how the rough frontier character of Milwaukee intensified the escalating antagonism between free and slave states. Less than a decade before the great War Meeting, a jailed fugitive slave had been freed by a mob before Federal marshals could lay hands on him. But then, more recently, in the summer of 1860, another mob just as readily lynched a black man suspected in the murder of an Irish immigrant.1

One of the young men who would volunteer for the new infantry regiment witnessed that awful deed in early September 1860. Gene Comstock, only seventeen, who had traveled to Milwaukee to take up the printing trade, wrote a graphic letter to his parents about the disturbing episode. He was attracted, he said, by the knelling of bells near midnight that aroused citizens to an ugly mob bent on mayhem. When the police chief attempted to quell the gathering crowd bent on stringing up the Negro named George Marshall, an assailant struck the constable insensible with a stone.

Marshall was marched down the street, the mob, numbering in Comstock’s calculation, about 500, shouting “Hang him!”, “Burn him!”, “Tar and feather him!” Matches were occasionally struck and held to the Negro’s face to insure the right man was still in hand during the march; at one point, the mob hit the prisoner with “stones and cudgels,” the impressionable Comstock told his parents. “The clothes were torn off from him and he was a mass of blood!” Ultimately, the lawless band dragged their captive a few blocks to a construction site where a pile driver stood idly. A Third Ward Irish immigrant then struck Marshall with a stick of wood before the bloody man was hoisted up and a rope flung over the pile driver; he was hanged. In uncommonly graphic prose, Comstock wrote:

He still struggled and while insensible put his hands up and loosened the rope so as it was even with his mouth when his strength failed him and he fell back with the rope in his mouth and was thus hung! In about a half an hour he was taken down and carried to the dead house.2

Almost coincident to this brutal incident was a tragedy that also brought the nation’s sectional antagonisms to the streets of Milwaukee. Virtually an entire generation of immigrant Irish leaders was lost in a horrible Lake Michigan accident early in September 1860.

Wisconsin’s firebrand Republican governor, Alexander Randall, pronounced that year that he would defy the infamous Fugitive Slave Law, refusing to hand over runaway slaves to Federal marshals for return to their owners. The captain of one of Milwaukee’s militia companies, Garrett Barry, averred that his men, all Irish, would defy the governor, as it must, to support enforcement of the Federal law. Randall ordered the unit to turn over its state-issued muskets and equipment, and disband.

An effort was begun immediately to raise private funds to purchase new muskets and military impedimenta for Barry’s company, the campaign to culminate in a trip to Chicago to hear the Democratic presidential candidate, Douglas. Four hundred Milwaukee citizens from the Irish wards chartered the handsome Lake Michigan side-wheeler, the Lady Elgin, September 6. On the return trip to Milwaukee on a foggy night a day later, a lumber schooner struck the twin-stacked, white steamer. The popular double-decked excursion vessel sank rapidly, and two-thirds of the revelers drowned. Bodies washed ashore south of the city for weeks afterward, and the tragedy touched nearly every Irish family in the city.3

In spring of the following year, when the sectional antagonisms burst into war, another young man, this one of Quaker parentage, struggled with his conscience about his role in the conflict. Howard Greene had migrated to Milwaukee from upstate New York in 1856 at the inducement of his brother, Thomas, a wholesale druggist; Tom offered his young brother a position in the firm. Welcome Greene, the father, seemed to favor Howard, the youngest of four sons, attesting to his “sweetness of disposition,” his business acumen, and popularity. Beneath heavy eyelids, Howard Greene bore a sad countenance.

After the firing upon Fort Sumter, the twenty-one year old was having “very serious thoughts” about enlisting. “I dread and deprecate war, particularly civil war,” he wrote his parents, “and I long and pray for peace.” He was troubled that his feelings were far different from those generally held by the Friends—feelings that constrained him from volunteering only because it was contrary to his parents’ wishes. He was clearly incensed that the U.S. flag had been “insulted,” and the government “abused [and] imposed upon by Traitors it has been nursing in its bosom. . . . [M]y blood boils in my veins,” he stressed, “and I think it is high time something should be done to put a stop to their traitorous designs, and I think a resort to arms under the circumstances perfectly justifiable.”

Just before Milwaukee’s grand War Meeting in the summer of 1862, Howard Greene returned to Providence, New York, impelled by his sense of duty to the country. He wanted to volunteer. “I hope and pray that my parents will put no obstacle in my path, but bless me and wish me God speed.”4

In Milwaukee during that summer, two politicians, one with military experience and another with apparent higher political aspirations, jousted for command of a new regiment. Wisconsin’s new governor, Edward Salomon, was an immigrant from Prussia who had bolted the Democratic Party to support Lincoln; he had been added to the so-called “Union” ticket as lieutenant governor in the 1860 election to attract the immigrant vote. The sectional trauma of the day had indirectly lifted Salomon to Wisconsin’s highest office. The Republican governor, Louis Harvey, drowned in April 1862 while accompanying supplies for wounded Wisconsin soldiers in Tennessee; Salomon assumed the office.5

As governor, Salomon received supplications from many men who coveted high rank in the new regiments to be raised. The Madison Journal reported in mid-July that Maj. Charles Larrabee was granted a colonelcy of a unit to be organized in the second congressional district, which included Milwaukee. The forty-two-year-old former state congressman from the counties north of the city was the third-ranking officer in the 5th Wisconsin Infantry, then currently with Gen. George McClellan’s Army of the Potomac attempting to extricate itself from Virginia’s Peninsula after an abortive campaign to capture Richmond.6

Meanwhile, a Milwaukee politician also cast his eye on command of an infantry regiment. Herman Page, one of the many New York-born men populating the city’s politician landscape, had been sheriff and mayor for one term, and was currently chief of police. Portly, he had a receding hairline, but a chest-length gray beard flowed down from cheeks and chin. Governor Salomon accorded him the rank of lieutenant colonel. The forty-four-year-old Page, however, likely hoped to march at the head of a new regiment recruited from the streets of Milwaukee. Shoulder straps adorned with eagles could, after the rebellion was put down, lead to a more favorable political position in the city or the state. The daily Milwaukee Sentinel proclaimed Page as “a man possessed of all the requisite qualities of a good officer, and he has served that community so long and so well that we have no doubt of his capacity to serve the country at large.”7

Page, although a Democrat, also made a good impression upon the men of money at the Chamber of Commerce. In an address a few days after his commission was granted, he opined that a full regiment would be raised in the streets of Milwaukee within thirty days—a prediction that was realized. Looking to larger issues, the police chief stridently struck the proper notes, casting aspersions upon the Democratic Milwaukee Daily News and its German-language kindred paper, the See-Bote: “I am sick and tired of the sympathy expressed for the rebels who are trying by every means to rend this Union.” He drew an analogy: If the president confronted a highwayman, intent upon robbery, would he croak about sparing the robber’s constitutional rights? Would Lincoln even stop to argue? “No!” said Page to thunderous applause, “give [the highwayman] the contents of your revolver. He has forfeited his constitutional rights to protection!”8

Politics, obviously, was part of daily affairs, and broadsides of printer’s ink blasted across the front pages of rival news sheets. The Republican Milwaukee Sentinel lost no opportunity to lambaste its rival Daily News, while the latter often fulminated against alleged corruption in Lincoln’s Washington and the trampling of the constitutional rights of Southern states by his government.

In such a charged climate, Milwaukee found itself on the final day of July 1862 with thousands gathering in the central business district at the Chamber of Commerce building to begin the parade to the great War Meeting. The city needed to induce new volunteers to join the fight. Enterprising news writers that day estimated those who had arrived from out of town Thursday, July 31 at 30,000; they had begun arriving the day before and joined more thousands of city residents who were taking part.9

Somewhere amid that seething throng was a slight youth little more than a month past his seventeenth birthday. He was the son of a prominent circuit court judge, Arthur McArthur, who strode in the forefront of the effort to raise funds and recruit men to the new infantry regiments. Arthur McArthur, Jr., carried not much more than ninety pounds on his slight five-foot-seven-inch frame. But he had already held an army commission. The youngster, with a ruddy complexion and somewhat narrow-lidded gray eyes, appeared even younger than he was; in his specially tailored coat, some may have taken him for a mere drummer boy but for the straps of an officer that perched on his narrow shoulders. His dark hair bore the same deep waves and curls of his father; he attempted to tame the thick mane with a part. The Scot heritage was evident. Bright and impetuous, the youngster had known a privileged and protected life, away from boys of lesser station. There had been tragedy and loss in his life, however.

His mother, a New England woman whom the elder McArthur had met when he came to America, had, in 1859, left husband and two sons in the rough-hewn Western city to return home to family in the settled Massachusetts environment; out of earshot of the McArthurs, it was whispered that she had suffered a breakdown of some sort.10

Young Arthur, whom his chums called “Mac,” grew up among the families of prominence in the city’s Seventh Ward—the near east side adjacent to the central business district and a short distance from the blue waters and soft summer breezes of Lake Michigan. One who chronicled those days from the remove of more than sixty years was Charley King. A year older than McArthur, King was the son of Rufus, Milwaukee’s first school superintendent and early editor of the Republican Milwaukee Sentinel. Charley always told good soldier stories in those days late in the nineteenth century.

The boys who congregated in the leafy Yankee/Yorker enclave, King said, “met in force pretty much every pleasant evening in the spring, summer, and fall. . . . They were the merriest, jolliest gang of youngsters that this city of Milwaukee has ever turned out.” King, who wrote and spoke of these days after the century’s turn, also recalled that young McArthur “was no scholar in those days.” He attended what was called Milwaukee University, something of a prep school. “He loved the [Lake Michigan] shore, the woods, the camp fires along the Menom[i]nee [River],” said King. “He was ever ready for fun and adventure, but life was somewhat of a go-as-you-please affair to him in early 1861 [and] the opening of the great [war] was set him to thinking.”11
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Arthur McArthur.
Age sixteen—he had to wait a year.COURTESY OF GREG RUPNOW.

Arthur was less than two months short of his sixteenth birthday when the rebellious South Carolinians fired upon Fort Sumter. Family legend has it that the “undersized boy” of barely seven stone desperately wanted to enlist. But Judge McArthur refused permission.

Another man who, in decades following the war turned considerable writing talents to spinning stories and telling tales about Milwaukee’s Civil War soldiers, was Jerry Watrous. He had volunteered and served in the 6th Wisconsin Infantry, one of the famed Iron Brigade regiments; he had risen to officer ranks, and after the war edited a weekly society and soldiers newspaper, the Milwaukee Sunday Telegraph.12

As Watrous recalled it—and few could weave better soldier stories than he—after training at Camp Randall in Madison and being sworn into Federal service July 21, 1861, the 6th Wisconsin Infantry traveled through Milwaukee. Two of the unit’s companies had been recruited from the city—the all-Germanic Citizens’ Corps and the fully Irish Montgomery Guard. The city feted the new soldiers, who, afterward, stepped off smartly in natty state-issued gray uniforms and caps. When the regiment strode through the central business district toward the train station, youthful McArthur attempted to convince the captain of the Fond du Lac company (Watrous was a private in those ranks) to accept him. A politician of promise, Edward S. Bragg, himself of unimposing stature, responded to the youthful supplicant.

“No, my boy; you are not old enough for a soldier in my company.”

“Then you will not take me?”

“No; you would not last a month.”

At that, one wag in the company, a bulky Irisher named Harry Dunn, ever armed with wit, blurted, “Enlist him, Captain. Sure there is the making of a second Lieutenant-General Winfield Scott [the Federal army’s commanding general of the day] in the lad.” Dozens of soldiers in the ranks burst into laughter at Dunn’s observation, and the ninety-pound youngster must have reddened in mortification; yet he importuned several other companies in the line. But the result was the same, and he retired from his effort in tears, wrote Watrous thirty-seven years after that day.13

Family legend and myth also burnished events, and sometimes failed to agree fully in details and chronology with sparse facts about the incidents of those times. At midpoint in the twentieth century, a family historian spun a tale of the sixteen-year-old stripling, as one writer described him, begging the stout judge. Arthur asked his father to use influence to gain an appointment to West Point. The senior McArthur’s response was hardly encouraging:

“‘Even if President Lincoln would agree with me in this,” said the judge, it would be “far wiser to stay at home for another year.’ With his sensitive lips shut tight to keep them from trembling, young Arthur looked straight at the big man in Broadcloth, sitting at the far side of the mahogany table gleaming with crystal and silver. He could not trust his voice to answer.” Here was a good family tale. “‘The men will laugh at you.’ The father’s voice was growing impatient. ‘Why, Arthur, don’t you realize how your voice squeaks when under stress? Wait, at least, until you get over that falsetto.’” Color washed from the youngster’s face—or so a writer of a later generation had it—but the boy would not promise. The judge warned that he would have a private detective watch his every move to prevent any impetuous action. Then in a gesture to placate the boy, he promised that his son might study at a military school in Illinois.14

Nearly a year passed, with Arthur dutifully attending military school. He posed for a likeness sometime during that period: Despite the pose in the long military coat, the handsome, light-eyed face appeared even younger than sixteen years. Then in May 1862, a month before his seventeenth birthday, the youth returned home, reiterating his wish for a military academy appointment. Certainly against his considered judgment, the elder McArthur wrote to the president. With a Wisconsin senator acting as intermediary, they gained an audience with the tall, gaunt Abraham Lincoln amid the crush of political and military supplicants. Lincoln explained that all ten appointments the president was authorized were already allotted. Arthur’s boyhood chum, Charley King, in fact, would be in the Class of 1862. There was a real possibility, however, a spot might be found in the 1863 West Point class, if only the wavyhaired young man would wait that long. Arthur was likely crestfallen on the train back to Wisconsin, and upon his return he badgered his father incessantly.

Relenting, Judge McArthur used his influence as a member of the Union Democrats to wrangle a lieutenant’s commission from Governor Salomon. His slight, underweight son, whose voice had not yet gained the timbre of manhood, was appointed adjutant of a new infantry regiment. A new uniform coat was made, and the straps of an officer sewn on its shoulders.15

Another youth, of modest background and means, who struggled amid the surge of bodies at the great War Meeting that hot Milwaukee afternoon, July 31, 1862, had a few things in common with McArthur. Amandus Silsby had traveled east from the Wisconsin River town of Prairie du Sac where he was attending school. There was little to distinguish him in the throng: Of average five-foot-seven-inch height, with brown hair and eyes, Silsby, the son of an abolitionist Presbyterian missionary, was caught in the tumult. The youth’s light complexion must have flushed by a quickened pulse amid the myriad images and sensations.16

Silsby was born June 26, 1845, just days after McArthur, at College Hill in southern Ohio near Cincinnati. He and the Milwaukee youth also shared the loss of a mother, although such information was never exchanged between the two. He was the son of John and Amanda Whiteside Silsby, who had been married less than a year. Amanda had a difficult birth, and died within days of the infant’s delivery; John named his son after his deceased wife. It must have been difficult for a man to raise an infant son, particularly since he was so deeply involved in his church’s far-flung proselytizing efforts. Moreover, John Silsby remarried in April 1848, and between 1851 and 1862 sired five more children. Amandus was perhaps fourteen or fifteen when he was sent away to school; the youngster journeyed into the rough frontier state where he lived with a guardian, Andrew Benton, at Prairie du Sac, a community on the roiling Wisconsin River.

The seeds of his excitement had been sown even earlier than 1862. “A company has been forming here,” Silsby had written to his grandmother in Illinois ten months before. “They are called the Buena Vista Flying Artillery [which became the 6th Wisconsin Battery].” The company’s lieutenant was Samuel F. Clark, a former student and “a very daring fellow.” Many of the privates were classmates, and Clark had marched his company to the school a few days before, Silsby wrote, “and while there the girls presented each member with a rosette.” He observed: “The citizens of this place are going to give them a farewell dinner, and orators are appointed to deliver addresses [at their departure].” Admiring young girls, it seemed, provided a boost to recruitment.17

It must have all been very momentous for the impressionable young man, this martial ardor abroad in Wisconsin, penetrating every county and community. He had recently received a letter from another schoolmate who was a musician in the 6th Wisconsin Infantry “now in Virginia, on the ‘sacred soil.’” Other friends were in the 5th and 2nd Wisconsin regiments in the East, and his uncle, William, had enlisted in an Iowa regiment. This war business was very exciting, and the men who joined were assured a measure of attention from the girls as well as the townies.18

It was somewhat understandable that when schoolboy Silsby learned of the great War Meeting gathering that next summer, he saw it as an opportunity for adventure—and perhaps more. All the state’s railroads, in an effort to help raise volunteers, granted men eighteen years and older free round-trip passage to Milwaukee for the grand event. Silsby and two schoolmates determined to make the trip east; and despite the fact that none was older than seventeen, the station agent gave them tickets. The train left Wednesday, July 30 at 7 P.M., for an all-night trip. Since there was insufficient space in the regular coaches for all the potential recruits, they were consigned to drafty, dirty, uncomfortable freight cars. But upon reaching Spring Green, another Wisconsin River village some thirty-five rail miles west of the state capital, Silsby and his friends slipped into the regular fare cars and enjoyed the ride. In a letter to his grandmother describing the experience, the youngster wrote that every station “seemingly swarmed with heads . . . cheering for the Union.” At Madison, the capital city, where the train stopped for supper, a band played “The Star-Spangled Banner.” They arrived in Milwaukee at 4:30 A.M. Thursday, weary but still enthusiastic.19

Milwaukee men of money and influence, including Judge McArthur and several other fathers of men who would volunteer to fight, had stumped for the war effort; the Chamber of Commerce had raised thousands of dollars to pay bonuses to men who volunteered, thereby aiding families to be left behind. There was talk, after Lieutenant Colonel Page’s assertion, that, indeed, city men might compose an entire Milwaukee regiment.

At sunrise Thursday, the final day of July, Milwaukee was awakened by a sixty-gun salute to begin the day’s festive effort at recruiting more of the state’s sons for war. At noon, another cannon boom announced the closing of businesses and the start of official ceremonies. Eight splendid bands, seven fire companies, and Capt. Elisha Hibbard’s colorful militia Zouaves were among those who led the roiling procession up Wisconsin Street in the old Juneautown, as the east side of the river was once called, across the Milwaukee River to Spring Street, and west about a mile to Kneeland’s Grove, an expansive, verdant picnicking ground where the patriotic pontification was focused.

Voice tinged with Prussian accent, Gov. Edward Salomon delivered the opening oration. “My heart expands as I look upon the multitude of patriotic men gathered together to assist in the work of putting down this rebellion,” he began. “It shows me that the men of Wisconsin are not to be trodden down by the aristocracy which is striking at the life of our government.” He railed against the “conspiracy of Slaveholders,” and warned of the denigration of the nation into a “patchwork of feeble and discordant States” if the rebellion was not beaten. He concluded his lengthy delivery with a ringing appeal:

Young men, you are best able to leave and can best be spared: what a trumpet call sounds in your ears! What a field of heroic struggle is offered to you! Your gallant comrades from the battle field, call upon you by name. Will you shrink? Will you turn your backs?

There were more appeals from other politicians, oratory soaring into the hot afternoon air. Then it was time for men to step forward, to apply signatures to rolls and pledge their lives to the defense of the Union. Amandus Silsby must have been moved by the ringing call to volunteer. But when he wrote to his grandmother just days later, he was fearful about telling her of his decision: Despite his tender years, the young man signed the roll of one volunteer company. Marching off to war within a few weeks, he would not gain the honor and fame of the other boy-soldier, Arthur McArthur, nor live to ripe maturity. But the two would, for the next few years, share the life of camp, the arduousness of march, and the deadliness of battle.20



Chapter 2
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The Volunteers
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“Drums beat, fifes play, bands parade.”

“Drums beat, fifes play, bands parade the streets in full blast, gathering crowds at every corner and literally blocking the streets and crossings.” That was the way one news man described the atmosphere permeating Milwaukee during August 1862:

The city is one complete hive of busy men and boys. . . . Play-cards [sic] garnish every blank wall . . . , recruiting officers jostle you at every turn . . . , flaming handbills setting forth the advantages of enlisting in this or that company meet the eye at every turn. Little boys run after and hail you; men beckon to you across the streets and importune for an hours work in behalf of their company; men already enlisted swarm around public places urging old comrades to join them; and the ladies lend the sanction of their presence and efforts at every suitable opportunity.1

For nearly a month after the Great War Meeting of July 31, the city of Milwaukee feverishly turned to the task of recruiting men for new regiments. Flags; red, white, and blue bunting; and other patriotic adornments fluttered from nearly every building, post, and outcropping in the sweaty summer days. Businesses were urged to close at noon each day so the public would not be distracted from its duty. Some shopkeepers and tradesmen, however, chose profit over patriotism, failing to follow the dictum. To read the daily news sheets of the day, however, the task of raising recruits was taken up with near religious fervor.

More than a year had passed since other sons of Milwaukee had marched off to war in several of the nearly two dozen regiments recruited in Wisconsin. (The state ultimately organized fifty-two regiments of infantry and troops of cavalry and batteries of artillery.) But the men who volunteered in this second year of war were not the hot-blooded boys who charged forward to enlist after the attack upon Fort Sumter in 1861. Milwaukee had seen hundreds of these city lads march off in natty, state-issue gray uniforms. The war would be over in ninety days, just as soon as these Badger boys pitched in against the rebels—at least that was how the city viewed these matters in the first fiery breath of war.

But the grim reality was not long in becoming manifest: The state’s initial unit, the proud 1st Wisconsin Infantry that included hundreds of Milwaukee men, was blooded in June at the battle of Falling Waters, Virginia. Howard Greene, the sensitive Quaker from New York, had seen them return to Milwaukee in August; they were “the hardest[,] dirtiest looking set of men I have ever seen.” But after washing and shaving, they “looked like men again.” Many, he predicted, would enlist again. “Brave for them.” Greene still wrestled with his conscience about the war and his part in it.2

In July, the Federal army had suffered a disastrous defeat at Bull Run. Despite a tactical victory by the army under Gen. Ulysses S. Grant the following spring, heavy losses were reported at Shiloh, Tennessee. Then the vaunted march on Richmond by the Army of the Potomac had been stalled virtually at that city’s gates; the new rebel general, Robert E. Lee, stopped the magnificent Federal army in a series of brilliant battles in June 1862, and the American Napoleon, Maj. Gen. George B. McClellan, was vanquished.

Thus, hundreds of Milwaukee soldiers had been killed or maimed in Virginia, Mississippi, and elsewhere. For those families who could afford the expense, corpses were sent home in tin boxes; fresh earthen mounds appeared in the city’s cemeteries. For most mourners, however, the dead lay covered over by Southern soil; only the memories of the once vital young volunteers remained. Then, blue-coated men, disabled soldiers missing limbs or otherwise scarred, began to appear on city streets with increasing frequency. It was becoming awful, this war business.

The demands of this Civil War required yet more Milwaukee men to step forward and fill new ranks. It was calculated, and duly reported on the front page of one Milwaukee daily, that under President Lincoln’s recent call for volunteers, 1,602 city men needed to sign the rolls while the remainder of the county’s communities must add 609 more—a total of 2,211. Should state and local quotas for volunteers not be met, the onerous draft would be instituted. When that day came, dire reactions would cause violent eruptions in some Wisconsin communities.3

Using the whip of the impending draft and the carrot of generous bounties and other inducements that August of 1862, every city ward and precinct was scoured for able-bodied men willing to step forward to put down this damnable rebellion. A grand War Committee of prominent men, including Judge McArthur, had coordinated the effort for almost a month, presenting speeches and convincing the reluctant to enroll. Members of Milwaukee’s Chamber of Commerce had offered considerable financial support for the recruiting effort from their own pockets as had citizens of great and modest means. Moreover, these moneyed men of Milwaukee also paid for the creation of a special flag to be awarded to the first regiment filled in the summer call for volunteers. Let that unit be composed entirely of Milwaukee men was the implication. Throughout that month, news sheets printed front page stories of gatherings and enlistments.4

Dozens of men established headquarters in the city’s central business district east of the Milwaukee River in efforts to corral volunteers and raise companies. A captain’s uniform shoulder straps would result if a hundred men could be coaxed to sign the company roll. Fifes twittered, drums pounded, and cannons boomed from nearly every intersection. Papers reported progress in nearly every four-page issue.

Although there were many young, fresh-faced lads who stepped forward to enlist, seventeen-year-old Amandus Silsby among them, the majority now beginning to answer the new call for volunteers represented an older and steadier set. The latter were men of the trades and professions who gave up what was said to be good situations to volunteer; many had wives and children. These were railroad men, farmers, clerks and merchants; bookkeepers, printers, and professional men—a practical lot, it was said. And, significantly, several were scions of wealthy and prominent families in Milwaukee, the offspring of men of position and power. Many of these new volunteers evinced breeding, background, education, refinement, and promise of bright futures. Several knew luxury and ease. In time, many would become the commercial leaders, lawyers, and bankers, the men who charted the city’s destiny late in the century. If they wanted, the wealthy might have paid another man to serve in their stead.
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Charles Larrabee (post-war).
Milwaukee Regiment’s colonel.
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Young, smooth-cheeked, and slender Arthur McArthur must have been excited. Not only did the embroidered bars of a lieutenant perch on the shoulders of his blue coat, but he would also be adjutant of a new infantry regiment, responsible for keeping the roll, and using his extensive knowledge of drill. He had, after all, spent long months studying military science, and was conversant with the army manuals of the day as well as treatises on tactics. Still, many older men, to be sure, snorted at the thought of such a tender, baby-faced, thin-bodied boy wearing an officer’s straps. But after all, heads may have wagged, he was the judge’s son.5

On the day after the great War Meeting, Charles Larrabee arrived in Milwaukee with a colonel’s commission. At five foot eight inches, he looked the part in a neat new uniform; his dark hair, receded back on his forehead, and eyes and swarthy complexion revealed a French heritage. A heavy mustache drooped beneath his straight nose. He quickly made his obsequies to the prestigious Chamber of Commerce, whose membership of the moneyed and influential seemed to exert more control over city affairs than the mayor and his elected minions. Although the freshly minted colonel was not a Milwaukee man, many, especially Democrats, favored his appointment as regimental commander.

As major of the 5th Wisconsin, Larrabee had won commendations for his actions at the battle of Williamsburg during General McClellan’s failed Peninsula campaign. But he was felled with a serious gastrointestinal disorder contracted in the Virginia swamps; he would never fully recover from the malady during his war service. Well regarded by many in his old regiment, he was “endeared to them by his bravery, and the uniform regard for the comfort of his men.” Most of his fellow officers had, when he left Virginia July 26, signed a testimonial, expressing their “confidence and affection.”6

The new colonel, however, had significant impediments. He was not a Milwaukee man, first of all. What ramifications this might have upon a new regiment whose soldiers, it was hoped, would be drawn largely from the city and adjacent communities may have been grist for idle speculation. Then there was the matter of Herman Page, Larrabee’s junior in rank, who was apparently intent upon commanding a regiment of city men, perhaps earning political capital in the bargain.

In the colonel’s first public utterance, he “expressed his determination to make [the new regiment] the best one in the state, and an honor to the city that had contributed so handsomely to its organization. The war is no holiday affair,” he stressed. All well enough said for those concerned. But then Larrabee loosed remarks that set some teeth to clench, at least in the Democratic Party press of the day, revealing the division abroad in the city, about war aims. “The people of the south are united, and terribly in earnest,” averred the colonel. “This is a war of utter subjugation, whatever men may think of it.”7

Just days later, the Democratic daily had cause to clarify Larrabee’s remarks. Although supportive of the war to preserve the Union of states, city Democrats still hoped for an early peace and a return to the nation as it was before Republican hot brands had inflamed the political climate with their abominable talk of abolition. Colonel Larrabee “did not advocate the ‘subjugation’ of the southern people in the sense in which the phrase is commonly employed,” a front-page report stated. “He did urge[,] however, the necessity of conquering the military forces of the south and so far subjugating the Confederate States as to crush out the armed hostility to the government.” The colonel believed only in the war for the Constitution, the return of the rebellious states to the Union with their constitutional rights unimpaired, said the daily. “There is no citizen of Wisconsin more patriotic at heart than Col. Larrabee and none with whom the brave soldiers of this state should prefer to enlist.” The editors would have more to say on these matters.8

There was this related matter, too, this question of Negroes. At intervals during Milwaukee’s rush to raise its regiment, the Democratic press cautioned the city about the “negro question.” The war, said a news sheet, was not being prosecuted so “blacks are to be set free and made the equals of white men or remain in slavery, but it is whether we ourselves are to enjoy the blessings of a free government or not.” Preservation of the government as it was before the secession crisis is the aim of the war, the Democratic press prescribed.9

This whole issue of slavery was a vexing one. Few writings left behind by men of the Milwaukee Regiment contained overt abolitionist sentiments. Even after the issuance of Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation, freeing slaves in rebellious states, little more than ambivalence toward the Southern institution would be expressed. Implied in some soldier letters was a decided view of black inferiority; in others, a paternalistic stance was revealed. Although several companies, at least for brief periods, secured the services of freed blacks as cooks and wallopers, few soldier writers would dwell upon what they saw of slavery when they encountered its “legal” presence in Kentucky and Tennessee. It was all a rather troublesome matter.

That issue was not discussed when Larrabee planned to parlay his political connections in the counties north of Milwaukee, to call men to the banner of war. “Citizens are requested to make arrangements for the meetings,” one Milwaukee daily proclaimed on its front page, “and the patriotic and loyal people are invited to rally their strength and give expression to their determination to uphold the constitution, the government and the execution of the laws against rebellion, treason and disunion.” The sheet was staking a claim to a position on the war much stronger than that of its competitor, the Daily News.

With an entourage that included Judge McArthur and assorted politicians and luminaries, Larrabee boarded the steamer Comet in Milwaukee Harbor some few days later, traveling north to the Lake Michigan towns of Port Washington and Sheboygan; they also visited the inland farm communities of West Bend and Beaver Dam, stumping for men to volunteer.10

Leading the effort to raise a company in Port Washington was a man whose family name had been Americanized from Goltschmidt. Gus Goldsmith, born in one of the German states twenty-three years before, was a child when his family immigrated to Wisconsin; a railway engineer in Canada, he had enlisted in the three-month 1st Michigan Infantry, and fought in the first battle of Bull Run. Wounded and later imprisoned in Richmond’s Libby Prison, he was exchanged by the rebels; family and friends had mourned him, as it was first reported he was killed. Returning home determined to return to the fight, Goldsmith established a recruiting station at the Union House Hotel in Port Washington.11

Goldsmith soon gathered over thirty men, many “sturdy and patriot German boys,” like Charles Klein, the only son of immigrant parents who worked to support his aging parents. The twenty-six-year-old carpenter laid out the matter, it was said, asking them what was his “plain duty” as citizen in an adopted nation’s hour of peril. “Go, if you think best,” was said to be the reply. And so the farmer did, to be at his captain’s side at a critical battle in Tennessee, and to return to his infirm parents after the war.12

Another of the immigrants who signed Goldsmith’s roll was the only tailor in Port Washington. Henry Bichler, a twenty-nine-year-old immigrant from Luxembourg, who had been in America but six years, was determined, like Klein, to “stand by the Federal government.” He signed Goldsmith’s roll, closed up his shop, and left for war. Although he never gained promotion, he did his duty, marched, and fought; once captured and imprisoned by the rebels, he would return to the regiment after exchange, surviving the war and marching home with his fellow veterans in 1865.13

Among others in the company was Ed Blake, a nineteen-year-old Massachusetts-born lad who was having difficulty convincing his father “that his place was at the front in that glorious line of blue,” as a latter day writer saw it, “for the protection of the old flag and the perpetuation of our great republic.” Barnum Blake, the father, tried to induce his son with a generous sum of $10,000 to stay home. “Father, you cannot bribe me to desert my country!” was the reply. It was a good story chronicled more than thirty years later.14

The drive for volunteers in Milwaukee, meanwhile, continued in earnest. Erstwhile officers buttonholed men for units of all stripe. Within days nearly two dozen nascent companies attempted to gather signatures for the 100-man outfits. Many would not be successful. The recruiting effort was somewhat complicated since others were attempting to secure volunteers for a statewide Methodist regiment and one composed entirely of immigrants from the Germanic states and their sons. Agents for numerous other companies prowled the city and established recruiting offices at prominent locations in the central business district. Placards, banners, bands, barkers, and displays of all manner were set out to attract potential recruits. “Temperance companies, religious companies, mechanics’ companies, clerks, rail road men, Methodists, farmers, boys, roughs, Germans, Irish, and almost every branch of business, occupation, class and nationalities are getting up companies,” wrote a Milwaukee news man.15

By the first week in August, Wisconsin’s largest city had enrolled many score volunteers, and it now seemed possible that sufficient men of Milwaukee might compose an entire 1,000-man regiment. It was a prospect that provided renewed impetus to recruiting activities during those humid summer days. In time, over three-quarters of all men—about 800 on the roster—would list Milwaukee or adjacent communities as their home. The unit was to become a veritable cross section of the community’s trades and talents. Moreover, the volunteers reflected the basic constituencies of Milwaukee’s population—Irish and German immigrants and their sons as well as offspring of New England and New York-born families. The predominant percentage of surnames was either English, Welsh, Scot, or Irish; immigrants and sons of Ireland alone composed about 12 percent of the total regiment’s strength. Germanic surnames represented about one-third of the 24th Wisconsin.

For those who would survive the three-year ordeal, the stories of their great adventures would become part of the city’s collective memory, the stuff of legend and lessons for the remainder of the century. Some men signing the roll of the new unit were friends and acquaintances who had grown to manhood in the city’s streets. Still others were known to one another through associations and workplaces.

Howard Greene agonized about his decision to volunteer for over a year; he had turned twenty-two the March before. Although he likely had not informed his parents, he had in that time familiarized himself with military matters, perhaps scouring through army manuals and talking to friends about this business of war. He had decided, contrary to the dictates of his family’s religious convictions, to volunteer. His motivation, he wrote his mother, was “from pure patriotism.” What was more, he said, “I am confident that if God spare my life in the war, it will be of great benefit to my future health.”

Then, there was another matter, an affair of the heart. The new soldier, who now cultivated a thick brown mustache, informed his parents about a young woman he had met on one of his business travels to St. Louis. He had discussed the decision to join the army with his “noble” lady, Louise Webb, and she had reluctantly assented to his enlistment. “If you deem it your duty to go,” Greene related she had said, “wait not a moment on my account, but go and God speed and if you are ever wounded or sick, let me know at once and I will immediately come to you.” One day, she would have cause to regret her consent.16
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Recuiting broadside.
Young Men’s Association Tigers.

FROM: MILWAUKEE SENTINEL, 1862.

In all probability, Greene belonged to the Young Men’s Association, a prominent organization popular among the sons of the Yankee and New Yorker circles for fourteen years. Boasting a library, the association was also a focal point for social, cultural, and political affairs as well as a place for “coming men” to make important business contacts. The sad-eyed Greene was acquainted with the well-known lawyer, Ed Buttrick, and “Lish” Hibbard, the militia leader.

One Milwaukee daily printed a prominent, front-page advertisement announcing the formation of a company gathering under the auspices of the prestigious Young Men’s Association. Although nearly $500 for bonuses was pledged by the membership, its advertisement made no note of it. A few days later, a fine band paraded the streets all day in a wagon festooned with banners to lure volunteers. The name of the company was to be the “Tigers.” Howard Greene was one of the leading recruiters.

Greene and the other Tigers’ recruiters established headquarters in the central business district, and their small cannon, the “Constitution,” stood ready for action. Periodically, the gun was stoked with a blank charge and fired, the boom echoing from the cream-colored brick and brown frame buildings, gray smoke billowing over the business district.17

Although his service would not reach the heights of McArthur, there was another young man of wealth and position who cast his lot with Milwaukee volunteers. John Mitchell, two months short of his twentieth birthday, was the son of one of the wealthiest men in Wisconsin, the ponderous Scot immigrant, Alexander, a magnate of banking, railroads, and other endeavors. The Mitchells shared Sunday services with the McArthurs at St. James Episcopal on Spring Street west of the Milwaukee River.18

Mitchell was a man of culture and education. When sectional antipathies exploded into war, he had been studying in Europe; it was said that he immediately booked passage home, determined to do his duty and enlist. A youth of unimpressive stature, his height reached only five feet four. There was little physically to distinguish him: He had a typical light complexion and brown hair. His brown eyes, however, were weak and they would cause him difficulty in the army. With his father’s virtually inexhaustible supply of money, John Mitchell had led a life of leisure, representing himself upon enlistment as a gentleman farmer.

He would serve as a lieutenant less than a year before physical difficulties and the rigors of army life caused him to resign. But he would publicly revere his war experience for the remainder of his years, and talk about it as he rose to become one of Wisconsin’s most prominent politicians. He would help, with gentle wit and self-deprecating manner, to stitch the story of the Milwaukee Regiment into the city’s fabric for the remainder of the nineteenth century. From the remove of twenty years, the matters of 1862 did not seem freighted with as much import as they once were. When writing about those August recruiting days two decades afterward, Mitchell remembered:

There were a hundred or so recruiting commissions for the regiment we proposed to join. Every one, not troubled with diffidence, wished to become an officer. Consequently, there was a fierce struggle and some bargaining over the few unfortunates who were willing to enlist. We three [Fred Root, Robert Chivas, and Mitchell] had great difficulty. Our youth was against us. Grown men hung back, cautious parents preferred to confide their loved ones to a more mature leadership.19

Chivas, who spoke with the distinctive accent of one foreign-born, was actually Mitchell’s cousin; wealthy and influential Alexander Mitchell likely aided him in his immigration to America three years before. His father had been an East India Company merchantman, and his mother had raised him—a fact that may have drawn him close to his aunt, Martha Mitchell. In Milwaukee, Chivas had established himself as a lumber merchant, and lived in the two-story Italianate Mitchell home on Spring Street. He also held a membership in St. James Church on Milwaukee’s near west side. He was impressive, this twenty-year-old Scot, standing over six feet two inches tall and bearing the coloration of his native soil—auburn hair and light complexion set off with gray eyes. Already successful as a businessman, Chivas may have been looking for something more; perhaps in soldiering he would find it. He was not a U.S. citizen, so had no legal obligation to serve; yet he stepped forward “in the spirit of his God-fearing, liberty-loving ancestors,” a later-day chronicler wrote. Along with fellow churchman Fred Root, Chivas scoured the ranks of retailers in the city for prospective recruits.

Root, a thirty-year-old merchant, was, at five feet five, like Mitchell, not impressive physically. He was a Virginian by birth who had migrated with his parents to Wisconsin some years earlier. He had become a devoted Sunday School teacher at St. James, and his pastor said he was “impulsive and warm-hearted.” He would prove himself fearless in battle, almost reckless, Chivas later attested. Root would lead the company into battle until he was severely wounded a year later. Chivas would then step forward in his friend’s stead, and in November 1863, the young Scot would charge up a steep, rebel-held hill in Tennessee alongside Arthur McArthur.20

As recruiters, the trio of friends stood in contrast: Chivas, well over six feet; Root measuring an unremarkable five feet five; and Mitchell barely reaching the minimum height for Federal service. They called their company the Merchants’ Guards, and they employed novel techniques to attract prospective volunteers. “This crack company created quite a sensation” at their headquarters on one of the city’s busy thoroughfares east of the Milwaukee River. The street was “illuminated in fine style. The muskets stacked gave . . . quite a military appearance,” observed a newsman. In time, the new regiment would list 100 merchants, clerks, and bookkeepers. The company promised to exercise “a beneficial influence in the shape of powder and balls on the traitorous ‘secesh,’” it was predicted. The going would not be so easy as the men who enlisted were soon to discover. Root, probably because he was oldest, became captain while Chivas and Mitchell were lieutenants. Chivas would regularly write letters to his “Aunty,” detailing the long dull days in camp, the rigors of march, and the deadly earnestness of battle.21

Another of the many New York-born volunteers involved in the rush to raise a company was Ed Parsons, who would in decades to come speak and write regularly about his war experiences, lauding the exploits of young McArthur, Gen. Phil Sheridan, and others. He began buttonholing volunteers for the Page Light Guard—with a nod toward the man named lieutenant colonel of the 24th Regiment. Educated at a local business school, the twenty-six-year-old, it was said, “gave up his situation as a bookkeeper at an extensive reaper manufactory.” It was also reported that he made “great sacrifice of future prospects, and at certain present pecuniary loss.” He was also reputed to possess “considerable military experience,” having been a member of the state’s premier militia company, the natty Milwaukee Light Guard. Just two years before, in fact, Parsons had won a handsome prize in the Guard’s target excursion, taking third place. He was obviously familiar with the workings of the rifle musket, a skill that would prove valuable.

He would find himself under a cloud of recrimination in early 1863 when he accused some officers of the regiment with less than heroic conduct in battle. But he would later gain mention for his daring part in a charge up Missionary Ridge outside Chattanooga, Tennessee, alongside young MacArthur.22

Charley King, a well-known Milwaukee military man who would fight in two wars, wrote of these feverish days some thirty years later. When the city’s recruiting effort for the new regiment pressed forward that summer of 1862, sixteen-year-old King served in Virginia, as an aide to his illustrious father, Rufus King. The general served as a division commander, and almost at that moment, near Gainesville, Virginia, in a prelude to the second battle of Bull Run, “Stonewall” Jackson’s men would assail his unit.23

One of the older boys whom King also remembered was Elisha Hibbard—those who knew him well called him “Lish.” The younger boys looked up to him because of his military bent. Why, he had led the colorful Milwaukee Light Guard Cadets—they called them “boy Zouaves”—a militia company of young men eighteen and under that was featured in nearly every city parade and ceremony.24

Yes, “Lish” cut a handsome swath on Milwaukee’s East Side; wearing the company’s tall bearskin hat stretched his modest five-foot-seven-inch height, and the natty gray uniform, scrubbed white belts, patent leather accoutrements, and brass and silver adornments enhanced his upright bearing. Married and a bookkeeper at an insurance firm, Hibbard, in 1861, had led many in that militia company to enlist in the 5th Wisconsin Infantry, a regiment that saw hard fighting in McClellan’s Peninsula campaign. Now twenty-three years old, “Lish” used his experience, influence, and connections to complete a company with 100 men; he was the first to fill his roll, and the company would be designated A, the first of ten. He would win substantial promotion in the new regiment, and lead it in one of its bloodiest fights. Several soldiers in the regiment remembered him as a martinet, however, and applauded his eventual departure from the regiment in the new year.25

Charley King also noted men of more common stock, men who would fill the ranks, march long, and fight hard. One was Maine-born George Merrick, whom King recalled in a mixed metaphor as “a little red-headed terrier” and “quick as a cat.” But hazel-eyed Merrick, a diminutive man whose stature just reached the Federal army minimum, was not quick enough to avoid being badly shot up the final day of 1862. To his veteran friends’ amazement, Merrick, a nineteen-year-old store clerk when he joined, would be discharged and returned to Milwaukee “to live for many a year a wonder to his people” because he survived such grievous wounds.26

As the drums of recruiting reached a staccato beat, the good offices of Milwaukee’s women were sought. They should, one news writer averred, lend their sanction to the recruiting effort. “Even the ladies can help to fill up the regiments. They must evince an interest in it, give the preference to the young men who serve their country, and throw no obstacles in the way of husbands, brothers, lovers volunteering.” Affairs of the heart and matters of war, as schoolboy Amandus Silsby could attest, were to be coupled.27

Then there was this offer, no more than a nod toward feminine equality, at least as a temporary measure. A Congregational minister from a parish east of the river suggested permitting “young ladies” to take the places of all the clerks who enlisted. Magnanimously, he proposed that the female workers be paid half of the men’s salaries while the war continued. Of course, the women would be expected to resign as soon as the soldiers returned. The churchman guaranteed twenty-five clerks for enlistment if the arrangement could be made. There was no later report if the effort was successful.28

The feverish activity and rush to raise companies by hopeful officers prompted one local daily to caution that not all should be motivated by the desire to gain commissions. The majority, it was proposed, must enlist as common soldiers, to bear muskets, and follow orders. The choices were several: In addition to the Merchants Guard were the Angus Smith Guards, the Chamber of Commerce Guards, Milwaukee Cadets, Milwaukee Zouaves, and more than a dozen others. Few of these units would succeed in signing the requisite 100 men.

Named in honor of one of the city’s prominent meat packers, the Plankinton Rangers were being organized by Duncan Reed, better known as “Cam.” A man of mature years who lived in old Walker’s Point south of the Menomonee River, he had served for a time as deputy U.S. marshal. In later years, after his ignominious war service ended, he was listed as an engineer.29

John Plankinton, a wealthy meat packer, offered $5 to the first ten men to enlist in the company that bore his name. Meanwhile, another wealthy man of commerce paid $5 to the next twenty signing. Riverius Elmore, who bore his uncle’s unusual given name, worked with Reed to gather the company. Elmore’s father, Samuel, and uncle were prominent coal and brick merchants in the city who had migrated from Connecticut.  Captain Reed and Lieutenant Elmore, although they formed Company E, would not serve with distinction during their brief service in the new regiment.30

The effort to raise a company called the Rough and Readys, meanwhile, was proceeding apace. David Horning, who hoped for leadership of the outfit, had also marched with the old 1st Wisconsin, the three-month regiment. With all the competition for volunteers, he was unable to muster 100, and would merge his men with those of the Plankinton Rangers to form Company E of the new regiment. Horning would serve ably, earning promotion to captain and leading the company through the entire war.31

In Horning’s company were a score of men from the town of Granville, a rural community north of Milwaukee. And among these were two friends, Datus Worth and James Harvey, both twenty-three-year-old single farmers who lived with their parents. Worth, whom friends called Date, was a stocky man of average height with narrow and wide-set dark brown eyes and thick sandy hair; he would write home regularly in the months to come, signing many letters with the phrase “your erring son.” He and Harvey would become closer during the trial and travail of army life, remaining together until the final battle.

Simultaneously, Henry Gunnison named his new company after the country’s highest-ranking officer, Maj. Gen. Henry Halleck. Gunnison had standing in the Irish community, having served with the Union Guard militia company; he was also a survivor of the tragic Lady Elgin sinking of two years before. But despite Gunnison’s energy and zeal, the Halleck Guard, too, would number about fifty by midmonth. He would merge with the Barry Guards, named after the militia captain who died in the 1860 tragedy, being raised by Courtland Larkin, son of Milwaukee sheriff Charles Larkin. Court was remembered as a young man of somewhat a delicate nature.32

At the same time, Sam Philbrook, for five years foreman in the Milwaukee & Mississippi Railroad’s roundhouse in the city, pressed the call for volunteers upon his fellow employees as well as with railroad men on other lines. The New Hampshire-born husband and father who eschewed his given name, Alvah, was organizing an outfit called the Mississippi Roughs. Broad-shouldered, handsome, and pleasant-faced, his hair was receding and he wore a full dark beard; he had turned thirty-two just three months before. Philbrook had the look of command about him. Decades later, his epitaph would read: “He never took a backward step.” When he left Milwaukee, he would carry a small bag of gold “wishing to keep it for the purpose of relieving his wants if he should ever be taken prisoner,” his wife, Caddie, said, “or if returned, to keep as a relic.” Also in his possession was a cased gold pen and pencil set; to these he would add a handsome gold-enameled Masonic emblem, a gift of his wife when he returned to Milwaukee on furlough in 1863. Philbrook’s daughter, Carrie, an only child, was seven at the time; she would revere her father’s memory well into the next century.33

The company “will probably embody more bone and sinew than any in the state,” boasted an admiring writer. “Railroad operatives are proverbially hardy, hard working, free and easy, big-hearted fellows, always lovers of fair-play, always terribly in earnest and, in this case, will always be ready to give and take the heaviest blows wielded.” In time, the broad-shouldered, dark-bearded, handsome Philbrook would raise a contingent of over 150 men, some of whom were added to other companies. He would become captain.34

Assisting in the collection of Philbrook’s contingent was another veteran of an earlier regiment, the 6th Wisconsin. In the late spring of 1861, Christian Nix, an immigrant from one of the Germanic states, joined Capt. Wilhelm Lindwurm’s all-Teutonic Citizens’ Corps, and marched away to war. He was twenty-four, married and residing in the Ninth Ward on the city’s south side. A machinist by profession, he had earned sergeant’s stripes. But, taking the opportunity to gain a promotion in a new regiment, he returned to his adopted city. Nix, with blue eyes and blond hair, would serve well as second lieutenant.35

One of the volunteers attracted to the railroad company was thirty-five-year-old Sam Chase, a “rollicking whole-souled fellow,” as he was remembered afterward, who piloted historic locomotives in the 1850s. When the New England-born volunteer was given a commission as the regiment’s quartermaster, his fellow workers presented him with a handsome sword, sash, and brace of revolvers. He would leave behind for posterity, with those accoutrements, a series of letters to his sisters in New Hampshire filled with evocative observations and pronouncements.36

Still another of Philbrook’s men was Ed Glenn, whom the boys predictably called “Sandy” because of his ruddy complexion, auburn hair, and Scot heritage. He was but eighteen, and had been a railroad telegraph operator in western Wisconsin. Standing the average height of five feet seven, Glenn would be a stalwart soldier until he received two ghastly wounds while aiding a fallen general during one of the bloodiest battles of the war.37
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Bill Kennedy.
“Thorough-going soldier.”

FROM: MEMOIRS OF MILWAUKEE COUNTY.

The handsome, dark-eyed municipal court clerk, Bill Kennedy, was mounting a call in the poor Irish wards for men to join him. Like Philbrook, he was thirty-two, and said to be a “thorough-going soldier and a fine man.” A dark six-footer with a broad, brushy mustache, Kennedy also had militia experience in the Garrett Barry’s Union Guards. A Vermonter by birth, he had come close to losing his life two years earlier in the Lady Elgin steamboat tragedy; he had been spared only because he and his new bride, Margaret, entrained east from Chicago on their honeymoon while his brother had been drowned during the tragic voyage back to Milwaukee. One news writer said of handsome Bill Kennedy that “many of his countrymen are anxious to serve under him.”38

Henry Bridge, simultaneously, was attempting to induce more prosperous Irish brethren west of the Milwaukee River into the Allen Light Guards. Thanks to his backers, Bridge offered $25 extra for the first recruit from the Second Ward. His effort, like several others, fell short of 100 names, and he shortly coalesced his men with those of Kennedy’s to form Company G. Bill Kennedy, the man who had nearly lost his life in a steamboat disaster, would rise to high office for gallant service. Bridge’s future in the regiment would be clouded.39

Among the recruits who signed the roll of Kennedy and Bridge was an eighteen-year-old clerk named Frank Hale. Of average height, the blue-eyed, dark-haired youth “was just merging into manhood, and possessed all the noble traits of character that make the man,” a comrade would write of him in early January. “I recollect the time his enlistment papers were made out how fearful he was that he could not gain the consent of his parents, and also the joy that lit up his manly countenance after the consent was given.” Despite his youth, Hale’s “manly bearing and gentlemanly deportment” quickly gained the attention of his officers, and he was named fourth corporal. He would march off to war with the “hope and pride of his parents,” only to fall “another victim of this most accursed of rebellions.”40

Not to be outdone, the call for men of Germanic background led by another veteran of the 5th Wisconsin, Carl Von Baumbach, was underway. An immigrant of aristocratic background (denoted by the appellation “von”) from Hesse, the twenty-two-year-old drug clerk had arrived in Milwaukee with his family in 1847; his father, Ludwig, had been named imperial consul to the German states. Carl, who would later Americanize his given name to Charles, carried scars in his arm and leg from wounds sustained in the battle of Williamsburg during McClellan’s campaign to take Richmond that spring. While on recuperative furlough, the stolid five-foot-eight-inch officer had been offered a commission. He had been among the distinguished gallery of military officers at the Great War Meeting in July, and his fellow Teutonic immigrants were perhaps attracted by his bearing and looks.41

Justus Lauterbach, one of Von Baumbach’s volunteers, had a harrowing tale to tell. The twenty-six-year-old from Hesse, “tall, straight and well proportioned,” had come to America in 1856 to seek his fortune. A tailor unsuccessful in finding work in Wisconsin, he traveled down the Mississippi River, leaving his new wife and parents. While working on a contract for gray uniforms in Arkansas after the firing upon Fort Sumter, he had been conscripted into the state’s 1st Infantry. When the regiment was scheduled to depart for Tennessee, he hid in the basement of his shop, and later, with partial payment for the uniforms in hand, gained passage on a Mississippi River steamer bound for the North. Undeterred by the experience of a year before, Lauterbach volunteered for Captain Von Baumbach’s company and was named sergeant. He later said that he became Gen. Phil Sheridan’s tailor while the famed Federal commander led a division in Tennessee. Lauterbach lived to tell many stories.42

In time, the Milwaukee Regiment’s roster would list over 30 percent of its roll with Germanic names, immigrants and their sons. These men were drawn from Milwaukee and elsewhere, and most would be listed among Captain Von Baumbach’s Company C.43

Recruiting activities among the immigrants of the German states, however, occasionally butted heads with resistance; to many, anything with the taint of the Republican Party, even war, was to be resisted. A few weeks earlier, a recruiting officer strolled into Schwarting’s & Sitting’s saloon on East Water Street, the teeming commercial district adjacent to the Milwaukee River. Here the new burghers of the “Deutsche-Athen” quaffed their beer and “Rhinish wine.” A man strolled into the saloon, and espying the recruiting officer’s military uniform, “fell to using all the uprobious [sic] epithets he could find,” reported the news man who recorded the scene. He called all recruiting officers rascals, and said they ought to be “hung,” warning customers to have nothing to do with the man.

“The officer stood this as long as human nature was capable; he then got up and gave the fellow a straight-out thrashing, which he certainly deserved,” cheered the Republican-oriented writer. The news man went a step further, suggesting that publications like the German-language See-Bote and kindred sheets (he meant the Democrat paper, the Daily News, of course) were conspiring to discourage volunteers from coming forward to do their duty. There was no report whether any men in the saloon subsequently volunteered.44

Then there was at least one blatant appeal to nativism printed by the Republican Milwaukee Sentinel: “Ye Americans!!” it admonished, “don’t permit the foreign population to surpass you in patriotism. Ye native-born citizens!! leave not to foreign hands the duty you owe your native land. Ye Yankees!! your country calls.” The appeal got results: In time that company would boast a predominance of English, Scot, and Welsh surnames. In all, the new regiment would list over half of its men with British backgrounds.45

Appeals were also made to the city for contributions to the War Fund, money that would be used to aid the families of those soldiers of common means while they went to war. Thousands of dollars were raised from the moneyed ranks, but even citizens of modest circumstances contributed what they could. A volunteer in the Irish Allen Guard, for example, a drayman by profession, said he would sell his horse and rig, and with the proceeds support his own family. A man named James Crummey immediately gathered 100 “subscribers” at $2 each to enter a drawing for the horse and vehicle. The winner was a prominent lawyer, James Mitchell (no relation to Lieutenant Mitchell);and an impromptu deputation accompanied the animal and dray to his home, prepared for patriotic speechifying. Mitchell, however, waved it off, donating the animal and dray to the war fund.

At least once levity attended the fund-raising. In the Ninth Ward resided a group of Dutch immigrants, whom the news writer called “Hollanders.” They had raised what was described as a handsome sum for the war fund. A poor neighbor, unable to donate money, offered his cow and calf. Led by lawyer John Rooney, the animals were herded to the main post office, and an auction began.

When Rooney coaxed bids to $10, he stopped proceedings and instructed a band to play “Yankee Doodle.” Then the offers rose to $20 or $30. The musicians thereafter struck up “Hail Columbia!” The bids jumped to $40. Then Rooney announced that the winning bidder would have the cow and calf accompanied to his home by the band. A man immediately offered $50. Then it was related that the fellow lived in Sheboygan, some sixty miles north. So the animals were sold to a local resident for $42.46

“For the past three days Milwaukee seemed one vast camp,” stated the Democratic daily near the middle of August, “in which nothing could be seen but knots and groups of men on corners and in the streets, and nothing heard but the shrill notes of the fife, and the heavy thud and thunder of bass and kettle drums.”47

As the rolls of volunteers lengthened, it became apparent that Milwaukee’s native and adopted sons might compose nearly all of the new regiment. But the vexing head of politics once again intruded—for politics was inextricably entwined with the day’s military affairs. Why not, it was asked in some circles, insure that the police chief, Herman Page, become the unit’s commander? He was a city man, after all, as were the majority of recruits, while Colonel Larrabee was from another part of the state entirely. Perhaps apprised of the rumblings from Milwaukee, Larrabee may have floated another idea. Rumor swept through the city, agreeable to many, that the colonel might lead another regiment, one recruited from the counties north of Milwaukee encompassing his former congressional district. That would leave the city’s men for Page to command. Silver eagles perched on his shoulder straps, Page might yet win command, it was supposed.

Within a few days, however, Larrabee announced that he would remain colonel of the Milwaukee unit. He told the press that he was “proud of the officers and men. . . . He considers it as good material as any regiment.” The recruiting efforts of the past few weeks had brought him to the city regularly, and “he counts himself a Milwaukeean, if not in residence at least in sympathy with the gallant men and patriotic citizens who are determined that Milwaukee shall contribute a Milwaukee regiment to the army of the Union.”48

For a week tension over the leadership of the new regiment was almost palpable in Milwaukee political circles. Then the city stiffened a bit when Lieutenant Colonel Page resigned. “[I]t is unnecessary to state [the reasons], as they are well understood by the public. It is a serious loss to the community,” one daily sputtered on its front page. “Mr. Page is universally regarded as possessed of as great sagacity and executive ability as almost any one in the State, while at the same time he would reflect dignity and character upon a body of troops of which he might have command. We hope to see him honored with the Colonelcy of some other regiment.”49

A Republican daily noted that Page “had labored zealously, and we may add most effectively and successfully, to get up the regiment.” The resignation was tendered to the governor “for reasons which to him [Page] were imperative. The public very generally will regret the complication of affairs that led Col. Page to this step.” The Democratic daily presented no headline in the aftermath of Page’s decision; only a small, three-line story noted that “Page of ‘The Badger Regiment’ sent his resignation to Madison Wednesday.” The matter was closed. Page never sought military office again.50

Finally on August 18, it was proclaimed that about a thousand men had enlisted. The new regiment was designated the state’s 24th Infantry.51

Within a week, shocking preliminary news filtered into Milwaukee of another military disaster for the Union army at Bull’s Run; it was the second time that the rebel forces drove the Federals from that field. Soldier families steeled themselves for another wave of casualty lists. In time, the extent of the second Federal defeat in northern Virginia hung in heavy, black print on the front pages of the city dailies. There was renewed urgency to call the Milwaukee men into camp.



Chapter 3
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Camp Sigel
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“Undisciplined, undrilled and unseasoned.”

The volunteers passed but a few weeks in the Milwaukee camp, and those days were hectic and event-filled. In a hurried fashion, the new officers with experience in the other regiments or the militia imparted their knowledge of drill, and attempted to introduce some rudiment of military discipline, largely without success. It was essential, in the Napoleonic dictates for warfare, that soldiers become practiced in long linear formations, moving from marching columns to a double-ranked battle line so musket fire could be delivered upon the enemy with devastating effect. There were formations and maneuvers for battalions, companies, and for the regiment. The raw volunteers needed to become acquainted with the many movements of the rifle-musket, the nearly four-foot-long, heavy gun that would soon become their most intimate companion. There would not be enough time, however, to complete the transformation from civilian to soldier.

Just about the time the new 24th Wisconsin was called into camp, startling news from the Minnesota frontier splashed across the dailies. “Sioux Indians Slaughtering Whites,” blared a headline. “Indian Massacres.” “Frontier Desolated.” “Shocking Barbarities.” Within days, lurid rumors of massacres swept from the North to the city. Hundreds of white settlers were murdered, it was said, and Wisconsin’s native population was restless. Many white settlers fled from the state’s northern fringes into cities and towns for protection. Why, the new Milwaukee soldiers might be sent north to fight Indians. But within several days, the situation was calmed and fears subsided.1
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