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and

Sergeant John Wesley Black, Company I, 42nd North Carolina Infantry, who served the Confederacy at Cold Harbor, Petersburg, and Bentonville;

and in memory of my great-granduncle,
Private Eli Black, Company C (“The Rip Van Winkles”), 2nd Regiment, North Carolina Infantry, who was drafted into the Confederate Army on July 8, 1862, died of disease near Richmond on February 17, 1863, and left his widow an estate of $1.15 in Confederate currency


Prologue

 

A perfect instrument of death, the hawk circled watchfully in the leaden  gray Virginia sky. The eyesight of a hawk is a miracle of nature, giving it the ability to see prey from a distance of three miles. The hawk saw many things, but only that which it could kill was of interest.

Below, not far from the twisting ribbon of steel that was a railroad, two cavalrymen in Union blue sat in silent misery, beating their arms against the onslaught of the bitter cold. Inspired by patriotism, they had answered Father Abraham’s call and joined the army in the fall of 1862. They had been told they would have a good time in the cavalry, but now it was January 1863 and all they had known was work and discomfort. The men wanted to fight the Johnnies, but their regiment had the mission of guarding railroad tracks and bridges. These soldiers were called “Vedettes,” the outer fringe of the outpost line, the forward edge of the defense system of Washington D.C., the capital of the United States. There was no satisfaction in the job. It was endless hours of misery and boredom, sitting in a cold leather saddle, staring through snow, sleet or rain, waiting for an enemy to come. Every now and then some damn bushwhacker would come sneaking up in the bushes with a rifle or shotgun and kill a soldier or shatter an arm or leg that the surgeons would saw off, maiming that man for life. On occasion guerrilla bands hit an outpost and the troopers there just disappeared. After that, there would be a period of heightened watchfulness, but it was so hard to always be alert.

One of the two cavalrymen looked up and saw blue sky in the distance. “It’ll get better, Bill,” he told his comrade.

“Yeah, but it’ll be a damn long time coming,” said Bill, then pointed upward at the hawk. “That’s something to watch,” he said, as he momentarily stopped shivering. “I’ll bet we get to see a kill.”

Across the clearing, concealed behind dense brush, ten horsemen looked with hungry eyes at the Union soldiers. Most of these Rangers were dressed in gray uniforms, but some of them wore captured Union blue overcoats as an outer garment. The leader, an undistinguished looking man about five feet seven and weighing 125 pounds, bent forward in the saddle as he heard the footfall of the eleventh rider. “Seven more behind these two,” the returning scout said softly. “They’re snugged up around a fire.” The leader caressed the grips of the Colt .44 revolver he carried at his waist and lifted it from its holster; the other men followed the example of the leader. Most of them were armed with at least two revolvers and some carried three or four—the extras in saddle holsters or stuck down in a boot.

Overhead the hawk folded its wings and fell to the kill. “I told you he’d get him,” said the cavalryman named Bill.

Across the clearing, the Ranger leader used his left hand to touch the rein to his horse’s neck. With his right hand, he raised his pistol shoulder high. “Now boys!” he said grimly. “Let’s go through them!”

September 17, 1863. The former superintendent and professor of engineering of what one day would be called Louisiana State University sat on a camp stool beneath a canvas roof penning a letter to Gen. Henry Halleck, general in chief of U.S. forces. Gen. William T. Sherman grinned as he thought of the words of South Carolina lawyer James L. Petigru who had observed South Carolina was “too small to be a Republic and too large for a lunatic asylum,” but South Carolina had left the Union on December 20, 1860, and other Southern states quickly followed. At 4:20 on the morning of April 12, 1861, the fiery secessionist Edmund Ruffin pulled the lanyard on the first cannon to fire on U.S. soldiers, at Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor. Five days later Virginia seceded and its governor, John Letcher, sent a message to Andrew Sweeney, the mayor of the city of Wheeling: “Seize the custom house, the post office, and all public buildings and documents in the name of the sovereign state of Virginia.” Mayor Sweeney responded, “I have seized upon the custom house, the post office and all public buildings and documents in the name of Abraham Lincoln, President of the United States, whose property they are.”

In Virginia the question was asked, “Will brother fight brother?” The answer was “Aye, when the mother is struck.”1

As hot voices filled the air, women sewed uniforms and brightly colored banners, men sharpened sabers and practiced musketry. A man said he felt patriotic and when asked what that meant he replied, “I feel as if I wanted to kill somebody or steal something.”2

The pounding of hooves as a dispatch rider reined his horse to halt outside the tent momentarily distracted Sherman. He heard the muffled voice of a staff officer receiving the message, then returned to his remembrance.

On April 25, 1862, the War Department of the Confederate States of America established and published “The Partisan Ranger Act” as General order No. 30. The orders spelled out the authorization by the Confederate Congress for the army to “form bands of partisan Rangers in companies, battalions or regiments, either as infantry or cavalry—the companies, battalions, or regiments to be composed, each of such numbers as the president may approve.”

These same orders gave those partisan Rangers who were regularly received in the service the same pay, rations, quarters and status as members of the land forces of the Confederate States of America. This was important as it gave them legal protection under the rules of war. They were permitted to elect their officers.

Section 3 of the order would be controversial: “Be it further enacted, that for any arms and munitions of war captured from the enemy by any body of partisan Rangers, and delivered to any quartermaster at such place or places as may be designated by a commanding general, the Rangers shall be paid their full value, in such manner as the Secretary of War may prescribe.”

Thus Section 3 introduced a profit motive into membership in these units. It set them apart from the line unit soldier who did not receive such reimbursement. The prospect of monetary gain would attract some undesirable men who were more interested in wealth than patriotism. When uncontrolled, it was only a small step to robbery and murder, not just of the enemy, but of their own citizens. When controlled it was the best recruiting tool the Rangers had. In most wars the manufacturers make money while the soldier gets nothing but misery but under the Partisan Ranger Act a fighting man could make a profit.

Virginia’s initial effort to form local Ranger units failed due to lack of supervision. The officers in some of these units could not or would not control their men. Their criminal acts enraged both North and South and cast a shadow over future Ranger units and Ranger operations.

Many ruthless men sought to use the Partisan Ranger Act as a cover for their depredations. Even William Clark Quantrill, the butcher of Lawrence, Kansas, enrolled his men under its protection of legitimacy. The actions of these murderers detracted from the valuable service being done by authentic Rangers. There was intense jealousy on the part of generals who often did not have the knowledge to employ Rangers effectively, yet resented the idea of independent commands. Despite these problems, Sherman knew the Confederate Ranger performed a unique service to their cause. In Virginia alone, Rangers Mosby, McNeill, Gilmore and White—commanding fewer than 2,000 effectives—would tie down the equivalent of two Union corps by forcing the United States Army to guard everything. Some 30,000 to 35,000 Union soldiers would be kept from the battlefront by Ranger action.

Sherman put pen to paper and described the people of the South as being of four classes: The first was the large planters, the ruling class; the second was the small farmers and mechanics; the third was the Union men of the South and the fourth was the “young bloods.” Sherman wrote of this group, “War suits them, and the rascals are brave, fine riders, bold to rashness and dangerous subjects in every sense. . . . This is a larger class than most men suppose, and they are the most dangerous set of men that this war has turned loose upon the world.”3 It was this class of “young bloods” that produced the Rangers of the Confederacy.

No fighting force of the United States of America carries into battle a heritage that equals that of the Army Ranger. With roots that reach deep into the 1600s, the Rangers fought six American wars before the United States was formed. The Rangers were citizen-soldiers, products of the American frontier. All volunteers who used a blend of Indian tactics and European discipline and weapons, the Rangers were experts at reconnaissance, ambush and raid. The war was fought primarily in the South and the local populace usually favored the cause of the Confederacy. These two factors were critical to the frequent success of the Confederate Ranger.

Three Confederate Rangers occupy a special place in the history of the Civil War. John Singleton Mosby became known as “The Gray Ghost,” John Hunt Morgan was called “The Thunderbolt of the Confederacy,” and Nathan Bedford Forrest was “The Wizard of the Saddle.”

This is the story of the Ghost, the Thunderbolt, and the Wizard.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Gray Ghost

The man most closely linked to the word “Ranger” in the Civil War was Virginia-born John Singleton Mosby. In his work “The Scout toward Aldie,” Herman Melville would write:

“As glides in seas the shark

Rides Mosby through green dark.”

John Singleton Mosby was born December 6, 1833, at Edgemont, Powhatan County, Virginia, about 40 miles west of Richmond. His father, Alfred Mosby, was a farmer from Amherst County and his mother, Virginia, was the daughter of an Episcopal minister.1 In 1838, the family moved to a farm near Charlottesville, where, from a nearby ridge, young Mosby could see Thomas Jefferson’s home, Monticello.2 In 1849 Mosby entered the University of Virginia. He was a good student, proficient in the classics and languages, but devoid of mathematical skills. His readings were wide ranging and his inquiring mind made him a good conversationalist and companion.

Mosby shot a bully named Turpin who threatened him. The wound was slight, but sufficient to bring a judgment of a year in prison and a $500 fine against Mosby. These were later rescinded when the facts became known. However, while young Mosby was spending time in jail, he became enamored of the law that consigned him there and decided to be a lawyer. When his studies were complete, he established his law practice in Howardsville, Albemarle County, Virginia. Mosby married Pauline Clarke, the daughter of a former congressman from Kentucky, on December 30, 1857, at Nashville and settled in Bristol, Virginia. Children came quickly, beginning with a daughter, May Virginia, and a son, Beverly, the name of Mosby’s father-in-law.

By 1860, talk of secession was commonplace in Virginia, and militia units were forming throughout the counties. Mosby had grown up with the practice of slavery and, when a boy, had a slave as a personal servant. African slavery was an accepted practice of his time, but he was never known to speak in favor of it. He believed each state should have the right to decide if it would have slavery within its borders or not. He was a strong Union man, arguing against those who would tear the Union apart.
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John S. Mosby, leader of Mosby’s Rangers and the “ghost of the Confederacy,” in full uniform. For the photograph, he poses with a saber, a weapon he described as “useful for cooking meat over a fire.” In battle Mosby favored revolvers. USAMHI



It was a time when hot words by politicians and men of influence and financial power made secession seem a viable, indeed, the only choice. Robert Barnwell Rhett Sr. and William Lowndes Yancy of Alabama were not men known for battlefield accomplishment, but they were secessionist firebrands who could stir up crowds and get the fight started. Confederate general Richard Taylor later noted that “a majority of the people of the South approved secession as the only remedy suggested by their leaders.” Taylor wrote, “So travelers enter railway carriages and are dragged up grades and through tunnels with utter loss of volition, the motive power, generated by fierce heat, being far in advance and beyond their control.”3

Had Virginia not left the United States, Mosby likely would have fought for the Stars and Stripes. Like Robert E. Lee, his primary loyalty lay with the state of Virginia. When Virginia seceded, so did John Singleton Mosby. Throughout his life, Mosby the lawyer felt that Lincoln had a legal precedent for calling out troops to suppress the Southern rebellion. He found it in the Pennsylvania Whiskey Rebellion of 1794 when Virginian George Washington had called up and dispatched troops to western Pennsylvania.4 The man in command of the expedition in Pennsylvania was Virginian, “Light Horse” Harry Lee, the father of Gen. Robert E. Lee, with Virginian Dan Morgan leading advance troops.

Fearing war was coming, Mosby joined a militia unit to begin learning to be a soldier. In April 1861 he closed his law office and began military experience as a private under William E. “Grumble” Jones, the best cusser in the Confederate army. When the devout Stonewall Jackson was having difficulty with a subordinate, Grumble Jones offered to cuss out the man for him.5 Jones was a U.S. Military Academy graduate, a tough fighter and strong disciplinarian. He drilled his “Washington Mounted Rifles” with colorful and profane commands.

Mosby was without friends in the cavalry company and requested a transfer to the infantry where he knew some people. The request disappeared in some administrative black hole, as both foot soldiers and horsemen were ordered to the defense of Richmond. The cavalry rode a distance Mosby called about 500 miles and the infantry went by train. Mosby would later write that at the time he was broken hearted his transfer did not go through.6

At Bunker Hill, a small community on the turnpike between Winchester and Martinsburg, The Washington Rifles7 joined the 1st Regiment of Virginia cavalry commanded by 28-year-old Col. J.E.B. Stuart. Sharp’s rifles were issued, and the good soldier Mosby was given one of them. His company had been issued sabers, but Mosby disliked them. In his memoirs he would write, “the only real use I ever heard of their being put to was to hold a piece of meat over the fire for frying.”8

The young lawyer adapted well to campaigning. When Mosby heard that Col. J.J. Daniel was raising a unit of mounted Rangers in Gen. Henry Wise’s brigade, the idea appealed to him. On Thursday, July 11, 1861, while on a scouting mission, Mosby’s company captured two foraging Union soldiers from New York. Mosby got a zinc canteen that he treasured.9 These men were the first of many prisoners he would take. But for the time being, the front was mostly quiet. For the first ninety days of the war, Mosby saw little action, but during that time he learned the routine of the soldier.

In July 1861, Stuart’s command moved eastward from the Shenandoah and joined Beauregard’s Confederate army to take part in the battle of Manassas (Bull Run). The Confederates were amazed at their own success in the battle. For the Union soldier there was little but scorn. Puffed up by their success at Manassas, many southerners thought the war would end quickly, and that northern men would sue for peace.

Mosby was proud of Virginia and wrote Pauline deriding South Carolina troops, “When we arrived on the field we met them running.”10 From a hilltop near Big Falls on the Potomac, the Confederates had a view of the capitol in Washington. Mosby wrote Pauline on Saturday, September 14, 1861, “We could see it distinctly with all their fortifications and the Stars and Stripes floating over it. I thought of the last time I had seen it, for you were there with me and I could not help but feel some regrets that it was no longer the capital of my country but that of a foreign, hostile foe.”11

The character and spirit of the 125-pound Mosby soon caught the eye of senior officers. Six Colt pistols were secured for his company. Mosby was given one of the revolvers with the understanding that he and the other men who received them would serve as spearhead for the company when on raids. Doing picket duty along the Potomac River, Mosby and his comrades had frequent brushes with Union outposts. In these brief actions Mosby showed an aggressive spirit and a clear head. Nothing he experienced at this stage taught him respect for the enemy. In a September 17, 1861, letter to his sister Liz, Mosby wrote, “Nobody thinks the war will continue longer than a few months. We will clean them out in two more battles.”12 In November he killed a Union soldier from the Brooklyn Zouaves.

J. E. B Stuart liked what he heard about Mosby and began to take notice of this young lawyer serving as a private soldier. Stuart loved the company of beautiful women, and Private Mosby was selected to drive the carriage of some female friends home after a party. Mission completed on a snowy night, Mosby returned to Stuart’s headquarters to get a pass back to his unit. Stuart, Gen. Joseph Johnston and G.W. Smith were at the headquarters by a fire and permitted Private Mosby not only to stay overnight, but also have dinner and breakfast with them. Mosby was in awe of their rank. He wrote, “I actually got into conversation with Joe Johnston, whom I would have regarded it as a great privilege the day before to view through a long range telescope.”13

Though he was uncomfortable, Private Mosby must have impressed his seniors. The following day he was promoted from private to first lieutenant in the 1st Virginia Cavalry. He was appointed regimental adjutant, a position that gave him great difficulty as he had no experience in formal commands or dress parade procedures. It was Mosby’s least-desired job as an officer. He would note, “I was never half as much frightened in any fight I was in as I was on that first dress parade I conducted.”14

Stuart needed someone to go on a reconnaissance of Union forces. Mosby volunteered, asking only for a guide of the area. His mission was successful and brought recognition of his ability to move without discovery in enemy territory. Adjutant Mosby was in good position for promotion. His mentor Stuart was now a brigadier general, and his friend Grumble Jones had command of Stuart’s former regiment. But command was determined by election, and Fitzhugh Lee was elected colonel, replacing Jones. Citizen-soldier Mosby was not sufficiently polished for Fitz Lee. Legend has it that when as Adjutant Mosby announced, “Colonel, the horn has blowed for dress parade,” Lee was furious. “Sir!” he is said to have responded,  “If I ever again hear you call that bugle a horn, I will put you under arrest.” The sour relationship caused Mosby to resign as adjutant and with the resignation went his commission. He began to scout for Stuart as a private soldier. Mosby’s relationship with Stuart was one of absolute admiration and loyalty.15

In June of 1862 on the Virginia peninsula, Union general McClellan’s Army of the Potomac had taken position between the James and Pamunkey rivers. The right flank of the Union army was intended to be the Pamunkey and the left on the James. A creek named the Totopotomoy flowed into the Pamunkey and Stuart sent Mosby on a reconnaissance there to determine the accuracy of reports of enemy activity.

The 8th Illinois Cavalry, attached to Porter’s corps, was providing men for a picket line of some eight to ten miles length, The efficient Hoosiers had passed warnings up the chain of command that there was an open area of several miles between their right flank and the Pamunkey River, but their warnings were disregarded. Mosby found the gap and reported that Confederate cavalry could pass easily through it.16 Stuart was much impressed and ordered Mosby to write and sign the intelligence report that Stuart would take to General Lee.17 Stuart wanted Lee to know of Mosby.

The results were orders from Lee that sent Stuart, Mosby and some 1,200 troopers and Pelham’s artillery on the famed June 13–15, 1862, ride around McClellan’s army. This was the first major raid of the war. The primary accomplishments of the raid were that it caused Union leadership to take men needed for the battle line to guard Washington D.C., and the impact it had on lowering morale in the North and raising it in the South. Mosby bragged to his wife about the raid in a Monday, June 16, 1862, letter: “I not only helped to execute, but was the first one who conceived and demonstrated that it was practicable.”18

Mosby stood high in Stuart’s favor and promotion seemed guaranteed. In early September 1862, the Confederate army moved north and into the bloody battle of Sharpsburg (Antietam). More of a spectator than participant at this horror that caused 28,000 casualties in a single day of battle, Mosby saw the dead and wounded and described the numbers of torn and bleeding bodies in his memoirs as “Like leaves of the forest when autumn hath blown.”19

As cold weather set in, Mosby continued to lead small numbers of men on scouting operations. These missions made him keenly aware of the importance of knowing the terrain. He became adept at striking with the advantage of surprise. He began a tactic of vocal commands to imaginary Confederate units. On several occasions this created a panic that caused larger Union units to withdraw, leaving valuable equipment behind. Captured enemy materiel was his principal means of supply. Mosby wrote that he believed in the Napoleonic principle of making war support war.20 It is not unusual in war to overestimate the number of the enemy. Mosby was a reasonably reliable scout, but in his writings home of the number of enemy he overcame in battle, there was a tendency to exaggerate. In a December 9, 1862, letter to his wife Pauline, he claimed that while on a scout to Manassas with nine men he “stampeded two or three thousand Yankees.”21

Heading back to join Lee’s army, Stuart made a temporary headquarters in Loudoun County. He choose the little community of Dover, located between Aldie and Middleburg. Mosby liked the area, describing it as “a land flowing with plenty.”22 As Stuart prepared to leave Loudoun, Mosby asked permission to remain behind for a few days with a squad of men. Stuart consented and gave Mosby nine men. Mosby claimed this was the start of his career as a Ranger.23

The Union defense of Washington was spread in a wide arc about the city. Since the spring of 1862, a combined force of Union artillery, cavalry and infantry had been headquartered at Fairfax Court House. The cavalry consisted of a brigade commanded by English volunteer Col. Percy Wyndham. The regiments of this brigade were the 1st Vermont, the 5th New York, the 18th Pennsylvania and the 1st Virginia (West Virginia). The men of these cavalry regiments were scattered into forward outposts from Centreville to Dranesville and from there to the Potomac River; this was a line extending some twenty miles.24

Much of the Union forward line consisted of small outposts backed up by detachments large enough to provide at least two reliefs of the forward outpost. The frontage covered was so large that in many cases the reserve would require a half hour after notification to come to the assistance of an outpost. The outpost duty was that of a weary guard watching for days, weeks or months for an attack that might not come. The Reverend Louis N. Boudrye, the historian of the 5th New York Cavalry, described the duty as, “Mounted upon their shivering horses, the poor fellows with nothing cheering, but their courage, go out to sit in the saddle for two hours, facing the biting wind, and peering through the storm of sleet, snow or rain which pelts them in the face mercilessly. Happy if the guerrilla does not creep through bushes impenetrable to the sight to inflict his cruel blows, the two hours expired, relief comes and the Vedette [mounted guard] returns to spend his four, six or eight hours off duty as best he may.”25

With their companies scattered and deprived of their mobility by fixed positioning, the morale of the Union cavalry suffered greatly. As expressed in the history of the 1st Vermont Cavalry, “The arrangement of picket stations could hardly have been better adapted to encourage the operations of Mosby, and it is not surprising that these were often successful.”26

At least one account has Mosby beginning independent operation on January 2, 1863.27 If not Mosby, someone was raiding his chosen area in early January. The history of the 5th New York Cavalry recounts for Monday, January 5, 1863:

“At a post called Frying Pan, the pickets were attacked by guerrillas, and quite a number of the men were captured. The nature of the country is such as to afford the enemy the greatest possible advantage. Deep ravines, skirted by massive foliage summer and winter, give him shelter, while his knowledge of every road and footpath gives him a fine opportunity to escape with his booty in case of pursuit.”28

The next day the guerrillas struck the 5th New York again. A frustrated Union officer wrote of Tuesday, January 6, 1863,  “Several men were captured and one wounded on picket at Cub Run. The guerrillas are very active. The utmost vigilance on our part cannot secure us perfectly from their depredations. The only way to rid ourselves of this plague would be to scour the entire country with a large force, arrest every male inhabitant able to carry a musket, and burn to the ground every building, including houses, where these bushwhackers reside or find refuge. To so stern a punishment, falling upon the innocent and the guilty with like terror, the government is not willing to resort. If the war is to continue long this would prove to be true policy, saving the lives of many of our brave boys.”29 The officer’s words were prophetic and in time would become U.S. government policy.

On Saturday January 10, 1863, Private John Mosby, carrying the honorary title of captain, began a documented ride into immortality. The objective was a picket post located at Herndon Station, a stop on the Alexandria, Loudoun and Hampshire Railroad in Loudoun County. Mosby had eleven men with him, the nine provided by Stuart, John Scott a volunteer from Fauquier County, and a remarkable guide by the name of John Underwood. Using his lawyer’s analytical mind, Mosby had begun to formulate techniques of attack on Union outposts. He would attack at night, often in inclement weather, and would approach the outpost from the direction of Union supporting troops. The picket would be inclined to think it was a friendly patrol or relief coming into their positions. On his first independent operation, Mosby’s objective was easily taken with one Union soldier wounded and a total of seven men captured with horses and equipment. No provisions were yet established for forwarding prisoners to Stuart. Mosby did not have the manpower to provide guards. Taking the prisoners some distance from their post, Mosby and his men “went through them,” taking watches, wallets, weapons, horses and whatever else suited their fancy. Mosby then paroled the men and allowed them to begin walking back to their units.30

On the night of Monday, January 12, 1863, guide John Underwood led Mosby’s men to another picket post. Not far from Herndon Station, Cub Run flowed across the Little River Turnpike. Here Underwood found five New York cavalrymen neglecting their duty. Instead of being on watch, the men were seated around a campfire playing cards. Mosby led his men close to the fire and, after watching the game for awhile, fired a pistol shot in the air. Mosby wrote that one man “was so frightened that he nearly jumped over the tops of the trees.”31 Five men with horses and equipment were taken prisoner. Not yet satisfied, the Ranger leader moved on to Frying Pan Church where a cavalry picket of ten men of the 1st Vermont Cavalry was located. Again Mosby approached the outpost from its rear, and it was not long before the remainder of the Union soldiers surrendered.32 Again Mosby paroled the prisoners after taking horses, equipment and whatever else he could take. The equipment would be kept or sold under the provisions of the Partisan Ranger Act of April 1862.33 The two raids had netted twenty-two horses, equipment and loot that were divided among all, except the leader. Mosby firmly believed in the rights of his men to legally profit under the law. He also knew that if he began to take personal profits, enemies both North and South would have a cause to pursue against him. He elected not to participate in the division of spoils.

Early in the war, prisoners who were paroled had hopes of furlough home until exchanged. Under the rules of gentlemen’s war, they were on their honor not to fight again until an equal number of the enemy had been released. This romantic notion was observed by some but ignored by many on both sides. It would not last.

Mosby held his nine men on temporary loan and it was time to return them. On January 15, Mosby rejoined Stuart and asked for and received fifteen men and the authority to ride back to northern Virginia and begin operations on the border. Stuart liked what had been accomplished and provided fifteen men, primarily from Fitzhugh Lee’s 1st Virginia Cavalry. Lee provided the men as ordered, but did not like having to do so. There remained bad feeling between Mosby and Fitzhugh Lee.

On Sunday, January 18,1863, Mosby made an attack on an outpost of the 18th Pennsylvania Cavalry near Chantilly Church and captured eleven men. The 18th Pennsylvania had been formed two months prior at Harrisburg and did not have sabers issued or its first mounted drill until twenty-one days prior to the capture. It did not arrive in the area until January 10. Its history shows for January 15, “Drill in the morning, mounted; in the afternoon target practice. Picket post captured by ‘Mosby,’ and nine men of the regiment taken prisoners.”34 In time, the 18th Pennsylvania would become a fine regiment. In January 1863, it was a collection of civilians in uniform, poorly equipped and armed. The regimental report for Thursday, January 29, 1863, reads, “Some of our captured men return to the regiment, paroled by Mosby who sent a verbal message to the lieutenant-colonel that unless the men were better armed and equipped it wouldn’t pay to capture them.”35

Mosby was building a reputation. On January 20, 1863, Companies E and G of the 5th New York Cavalry were sent to picket duty in the Frying Pan area. Disturbed by the loss of horses, their commanders sent them dismounted.”36

The history of 5th New York Cavalry records that on Monday, January 26, “Mosby made an attack on the 18th PA on picket near Chantilly Church, capturing 11. A detachment of the 5th New York Cavalry under Maj. John Hammond was sent in pursuit of the guerrillas.” The cavalry report stated, “Having reached Middleburg, Major Hammond [a future colonel and commander of the regiment] ordered a charge through town, which was executed handsomely and with entire success, resulting in the capture of 25 prisoners and the scattering of Mosby’s men. The entire party save one man captured by the Confederates, returned safely to camp, after a journey of 34 miles. . . .”

Union cavalry commander Col. Percy Wyndham, the opponent of Turner Ashby, was captured at the time Ashby was killed. He later was exchanged. Wyndham was, according to some, a dashing soldier of fortune. Others thought him a pompous windbag. He had fought with Giuseppe Garibaldi in the effort to make the petty states of Italy a country. Wyndham was determined to capture Mosby and led 200 cavalry to Middleburg where, with his long handlebar mustache bristling, he threatened and frightened the civilians but did not get his man. In frustration, Wyndham sent Mosby a message calling him “Horse Thief.” Mosby responded that all the horses he had stolen had riders, and the riders had sabers, carbines and pistols.37 That was a bit of an exaggeration, but taking the opponents’ transportation was necessary and routine. Mosby was just better at it than Wyndham.

Not all Confederates were happy with Mosby’s efforts. The town fathers of Middleburg, Virginia, asked him to cease operations as Colonel Wyndham was threatening to burn Middleburg because of what Mosby was doing. In a Wednesday, February 4, 1863, response, Mosby wrote to them,  “Not being yet prepared for any such degrading compromise with the Yankees, I unhesitatingly refuse to comply.” Mosby defended his actions based on the “custom of war and the practice of the enemy.”38

Fitzhugh Lee now called for the return of his fifteen men, an event that would put Mosby out of business. Fortunately a number of volunteers were coming in. Mosby even visited Confederate hospitals and recruited. As a result some of his raiders were on crutches. For a time the Mosby invalids evaded Union efforts to capture them; U.S. soldiers did not believe such men could have struck their outposts. Hospital recruiting fell off when one of the invalids was killed, but many more men were seeing that money could be made as Rangers and joined the command.39

The lush rolling countryside of Loudoun and Fauquier counties would be home turf for the new command. The area of Mosby’s operations had been left largely to occupation by the Union army when Confederate general Johnston had determined he could not defend Harpers Ferry and had withdrawn in the summer of 1862. The loss of this territory left a deep wound in the Confederacy. Mosby believed that though behind enemy lines, the area was fertile soil for a Ranger. He wrote, “My idea was to make the Piedmont region of the country lying between the Rappahannock and Potomac Rivers the base of my operations. This embraces the upper portion of the counties of Fauquier and Loudoun.”40 This was a rich land that could supply him with food for his men and forage for his horses. He knew that the great majority of the people were devoted to the Southern cause. Initially, he did not plan to fight in his home area and bring retribution on his supporters, but to use it as a base of operations to range outward.

From the outset Mosby had a clear view of his purpose. He believed that “the most vulnerable part of every invading army is its rear.”41 His mission would be to draw enemy troops away from the front line to protect their rear areas. He told Stuart that he would “by incessant attacks, compel the enemy either greatly to contract his lines or to reinforce them; either of which would be of great advantage to the Southern side.”42 By striking successfully at one point in the enemy rear area he could force them to guard a hundred. Static guard positions are costly in manpower and supplies and are a drain on offensive action. Mosby clearly understood this. He believed, “It is just as legitimate to fight an enemy in the rear as in the front. . . . The military value of a partisan’s work is not measured by the amount of property destroyed, or the number of men killed or captured, but by the number he keeps watching. Every soldier withdrawn from the front to guard the rear of an army is so much taken from its fighting strength.”43

Mosby reaped the benefits of excellent guides and a friendly civilian community. His raids were a constant threat to the Union outposts and Northern reaction forces were established. Due to the slow communication of the period, word of a Mosby raid usually came too late and resulted in a long and tiring ride for the blue-coated cavalry. False alarms frequently kept the men in the saddle for long periods, tiring them and their horses. The news of Mosby’s successful raids created a feeling of great pride in the Confederate ranks and lifted the spirits of the civilian community. The Rangers’ success was a prime topic of conversation in the Union camps.

In this unusual war where men shared the same language and heritage, it was not uncommon for those who were dissatisfied to desert to the other side. Mosby would be plagued by two Rangers and a teamster who left his ranks and became guides for the enemy, but he struck gold when on February 10, 1863, Sergeant James F. Ames—a deserter from Company L of the 5th New York Cavalry44—walked into Middleburg and began telling people he had arrived to join Mosby’s Rangers. Why a cavalryman would walk some thirty miles remains a mystery, but there were many things about Ames that were mysterious. He was described by one who knew him as “large and muscular, with determination stamped in every line of his face. His black eye is quick, clear, intelligent, while his bearing is manly and his manners and conversation are pleasing. Sergeant Ames had been a seafaring man ere he became a soldier and carries about him all the characteristics of that profession.”45

Ames was carried twice in the records of New York, also being shown as “Aimes.” The records are obviously of the same man:

AIMES, JAMES F. Age, 30 years, Enlisted, October 21, 1861, at New York; mustered in as sergeant, Co. L, October 31, 1861, to serve three years; deserted to the enemy, February 10, 1863.

AMES JAMES F. Age 30 years. Enlisted October 29, 1861, at New York; mustered in as corporal, Co. M, October 31, 1861, to serve three years; transferred to Co L————1862; deserted to the enemy, February 10, 1863.46

Sensing a plant, Mosby’s men and the civilians of Middleburg cautioned Mosby about taking Ames into his command. Mosby instinctively trusted Ames and was rewarded when Ames became one of his best men and in time was promoted to lieutenant.

Following a habit of long term, Mosby stopped talking to his men, put a toothpick in his mouth and began chewing. The men knew he had been thinking, and it would not be long before they got orders. On March 8, 1863, twenty-nine Rangers gathered at Aldie in Loudoun County in response to Mosby’s orders. As darkness came, a drizzling rain was falling and snow was melting on the ground, ideal conditions to keep the curious indoors and to conceal the sound of horses moving. Mosby led out, then called Ames (who was now known to all as “Big Yankee”) to his side. He told Ames and Sgt. William Hunter that the destination was Fairfax Court House. This was scarcely two miles from the camp of the 5th New York Cavalry and not far from a brigade of infantry with artillery and cavalry at Centerville. Indeed the whole area featured scattered strong points that could interfere with the plan.

Both Stuart and Mosby had a personal dislike for Percy Wyndham. The temptation to let the air out of Wyndham’s bubble of reputation intrigued them both. Wyndham’s remarks about Mosby irked the Ranger leader. In the Belford magazine of 1892, Mosby would write that he had determined to make Wyndham pay for careless remarks. As the deserter, Ames knew both the Fairfax Court House area and the Union dispositions. Mosby had the best possible guide, but his information was incomplete. Mosby was not aware Wyndham was not alone at Fairfax. The youthful Union general Edwin Stoughton, who was the commander of the region, disdained to live with his troops. With a strong guard of some 200 men he established himself in the warmth and comfort of a home near the Fairfax Court House, several miles from his command.

The Rangers moved down the Little River Turnpike which passed by Fairfax Court House on its way to Alexandria and came near the courthouse. The Union password system was inefficient. In place of a daily sign and countersign it was necessary only to give the name of a unit that was in the area to pass guards. Whenever challenged, Ames would respond “Fifth New York Cavalry,” and the column would move on, capturing the sentry as they passed. Telegraph wires were cut before they moved into the court house area.

In the Fairfax Court House square, surrounded by a Union encampment of several hundred officers and men, Mosby demonstrated his remarkable sang-froid in the face of danger by assembling his men and issuing his instructions. Mosby wrote “the men were detailed in squads; some were sent to the stables to collect the fine horses that I knew were there, others to different headquarters, where the officers were quartered. We were more anxious to capture Wyndham than any other.”47

A sentry was walking his post in front of a hospital. Ames went to him, came close and held a pistol to his head and the sentry was silently removed. Ames then led a party to where Wyndham resided, only to learn that the Briton had been called to Washington. Wyndham’s uniforms, his horses and several officers were captured by Ames. Among the officers was Capt. Augustus Barker who had been Ames commander. Mosby would have gone for Wyndham himself, but Ranger Joseph Nelson had captured the telegraph operator and another soldier who said he was part of the guard for Stoughton. On learning that Stoughton was in a nearby house, Mosby determined to capture the 25-year-old who graduated in the class of 1859 at West Point and, when made a brigadier general at age 24, was the youngest man of star rank in the Union army.

Taking Rangers Joseph Nelson, William Hunter, George Whitescarver, Welt Hatcher and Frank Williams, Mosby approached the door of Doctor Gunnell’s two-story brick house where Stoughton was staying. Mosby rapped on the door and an upstairs window opened. Lt. Samuel Prentiss, a sleepy-eyed staff officer, inquired what was wanted. Mosby responded, “Fifth New York Cavalry, with a message for General Stoughton.” When Prentiss came downstairs in shirt and underwear and opened the door, Mosby grabbed him by the collar and whispered who he was and who he wanted. Leaving Hatcher and Whitescarver to guard the horses, Mosby and three Rangers went up the stairs. Entering Stoughton’s bedroom, he gave the sleeping general a slap on the back or backside to wake him. Stoughton naturally was nonplussed at this treatment. Mosby leaned close and asked, “General, did you ever hear of Mosby?”

“Yes,” replied Stoughton. “Did you catch him?”

“No,” was the response. “I am Mosby and I have caught you.”

Mosby then took away any hope of rescue by saying that Stuart and his cavalry held the town.48 In writing of the event, Mosby spoke of champagne bottles in the room and gave the impression that Stoughton had been carousing with women. Others reported Stoughton was being visited by his mother and sister. Whatever his female companionship, he was not with his troops as he should have been.

To Mosby’s disgust, Colonel Wyndham was not in the prisoner bag, but General Stoughton, thirty-two prisoners and fifty-eight horses were rounded up and Mosby and his men started back to Confederate lines. At another house, an upstairs window opened and a man in his nightshirt called out to ask what the riders were doing. The man was Lt. Col. Robert Johnstone, commander of the 5th New York Cavalry. Gleefully, the Rangers went after him. Deducing what was occurring, the 38-year-old Johnstone fled through the back door of the house, while his brave wife used tongue and nails to delay the Rangers at the front door. The story made the rounds that Johnstone’s nightshirt tore free, leaving him naked as he hid under a barn or outhouse. Nude under an outhouse, immersed in feces, made the best story and laughter followed the unfortunate officer. Had he chosen to surrender, he would have gone into captivity, in time been exchanged and forgotten, or his career saved. Had he slept fully clothed, history might have spared this officer, but hiding nude under an outhouse made a good tale and his career was ruined. Johnston was cashiered from the service on December 5, 1863, by General Order No. 104, Army of the Potomac. Brave men go to great lengths to avoid capture. In 1865, Union officers reported Confederate President Jefferson Davis was wearing women’s clothing when he was taken. Johnstone avoided capture and the hell of Libby prison, but could not avoid the ridicule of his opponents, fellows and present-day tour guides who have never been in his circumstance.
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Mosby brought his Rangers back to Confederate lines before daylight. The captive Stoughton was anxious to see his West Point classmate, Fitzhugh Lee. Mosby was wet, tired and cold, but the warm reception Fitz Lee gave his defeated old school chum did not include the victor. While the two men chatted, Mosby was not even offered the opportunity to warm himself at the fireplace.

Far from being thankful, Fitz Lee soon tried to get the few men of his brigade that had been detailed to Mosby returned. Stuart put a stop to that. Always grateful to his mentor, Mosby sent Stuart the captured saddle of Stoughton. Yankee Ames’s former company commander, Union Capt. Augustus Barker, was soon exchanged and returned to duty, only to be killed by guerrillas on September 14, 1863, at Kelly’s Ford.

Mosby wrote, “I was never able to duplicate this adventure; it was one of those things a man can only do once in a lifetime. The Northern cavalry got too smart to allow the repetition.”49

When President Lincoln heard of the raid, he managed to inject his ever-present wit into the calamity by remarking that he did not mind so much the loss of a general—for he could make another in five minutes—but he hated to lose the horses.50

Stoughton was exchanged, but his military career was finished, and he left the service to join his father’s law firm. Ironically he would later serve as the defense counsel for a Confederate Ranger involved in the attempt to burn New York City. Stoughton fought hard to save his former foe but could not overcome the evidence. Edwin Stoughton died in Boston, Massachusetts, on Christmas Day 1869. He was 30 years old.

Mosby was now proclaimed a hero by newspapers throughout the Confederacy, but his status was unofficial. Governor Letcher of Virginia had offered him a commission in the Provisional Army of Virginia, but that organization was defunct and Mosby declined. Now President Jefferson Davis sent him a commission on orders dated March 23, 1863. Sent by General Lee’s assistant adjutant general, Col. Walter H. Taylor, through General Stuart, the commission was accompanied by a letter whose wording is significant. It begins, “Captain: You will perceive from the copy of the order herewith inclosed that the President has appointed you a captain of partisan Rangers.”

Mosby was delighted with the appointment. As a lawyer, Mosby knew what the Partisan Ranger Act of 1862 did for his men. Years later he pointed out in his reminiscences that the division of spoils provision of the act was merely maritime prize law carried over to land. He wrote that England did so in India and at Waterloo. He explained, “It will be seen how the peculiar privileges given to my men served to whet their zeal. I have often heard them disputing over the division of the horses before they were captured, and it was no uncommon thing for a man to remind me just as he was about going into a fight that he did not get a horse from the last one.”

The fact that his commission came from the president of the Confederacy would prove to be significant to the Rangers. General Lee sent orders that Mosby should begin to organize his company, “With the understanding that it is to be placed on a footing with all troops of the line, and to be mustered into the Confederate service for and during the war.” Mosby realized this instruction would cancel the provision of the Partisan Ranger Act whereby Rangers could keep or distribute the spoils of war they accumulated. This provision was critical to his recruiting. Mosby would later say “that his command resembled the Democratic party in at least one respect, that it was held together by the cohesive power of public plunder.”51

Disturbed by Lee’s order, Mosby wrote to Stuart requesting clarification. The letter included: “The men who have joined me have done so under the impression that they are to be entitled to the privileges allowed in the Partisan Ranger Act. If they are to be denied them I cannot accept the appointment. Please let me know.” Stuart forward this to Lee who responded that Mosby had not been given authority to raise partisan troops, that his commission was limited to himself, and its provision did not extend to the troops he raised. These would be mustered into the regular service.52

Courage comes in many forms. His entire life would prove that when John Mosby believed he was right he would fight anybody. Mosby would not accept the decision of General Lee and appealed Lee’s decision to the secretary of war. The powers in Richmond sided with Mosby’s contention that his commission entitled him to recruit for partisan Ranger service. Lee was too much of a soldier to dispute the overturning of his decision and took it in good grace.53

Mosby’s position as commander was secure, but the law stated that men were to be allowed to elect their lieutenants.54 Mosby allowed elections to be held but told his men who they could elect. There were no secret ballots. Men were required to vote in the open and anyone who opposed Mosby’s wish found himself quickly transferred to line units. Stuart urged Mosby not to allow his men to be called “partisan Rangers,” thinking it would cause the unit to be looked upon as little more than pirates masquerading under a Letter of Marque. Stuart wrote Mosby on Wednesday, March 25, 1863. He suggested the unit be called “Mosby’s Regulars” and cautioned Mosby about recruiting deserters or men too young or too old. Stuart wanted candidates tested in battle before they were accepted. Mosby practically worshiped Stuart, but he would not take chances on his men losing their benefits. His command would remain Rangers no matter what numerical or other designation higher authority would wish on them. He understood that war is fought by youth. He liked young recruits and tested them when possible. If conditions did not permit, the test period was waived. He had the authority and determination to rid himself of men who were not performing as he desired.

Greatly angered at the embarrassment of General Stoughton’s capture, Union commanders took steps to prevent a recurrence. Col. Tom Kane of the Pennsylvania Bucktails was ordered to move his regiment of marksmen close to Fairfax Court House. The movement was done in secret, the cover story being that the hard-fighting Bucktails were being sent back to Harrisburg, for some rest and recuperation. The rumor brought hoots from the Union line infantry regiments being left behind.

While the Bucktails secretly guarded the headquarters after the general had been stolen, four of the top marksmen from each of the companies in this select unit were drawn off and formed into squads. On March 9, 1863, the Southern Unionist Yankee Davis led four covered wagons out from Fairfax village. Concealed in each of these wagons were the best shots the Bucktails had. The 1st Rhode Island Cavalry furnished a light escort that Mosby’s men would not hesitate to attack. The small group of wagons traveled throughout the day and stopped for the night in a barn. On the morning of the tenth the march resumed and soon Mosby’s men took the bait.

As gunfire erupted, the 1st Rhode Island Cavalry, with the Rangers in pursuit, came galloping back to the wagons. Hearing the horses, the overeager Bucktails threw aside their canvas covers. The marksmen found to their disgust that the Rangers had not yet come within effective range. They opened fire, but Mosby’s men promptly shied off and the well-planned trap was a failure.55 On March 23, Mosby led some fifty of his men from Rector’s Cross Roads traveling the Turnpike until about six miles from Chantilly. There to avoid detection, he left the road and using cover and concealment continued traveling in the direction of Union forces. About a mile from the Chantilly Mansion, he exited a woods.56 This put the Rangers close to a picket of the 5th New York Cavalry, which was posted by a small stream on the Little River Turnpike. Mosby opened the affair by shooting a New Yorker through the head.57

The Union soldiers fled as the Rangers advanced, but four or five were captured. Mosby knew the alarm would be given and that his horses were tired. As the reserve force of the 5th New York came out in pursuit, Mosby elected to withdraw. He had ridden about a mile when a force of some 200 Union cavalry was seen riding hard to catch the Rangers. Farther on Mosby’s route was a woods that stretched across the road about a half mile. At two points within the woods, Union troops had previously felled trees across the road. Mosby withdrew to the second of these positions. The sight of the felled trees where they believed their enemy to be caused the Union cavalry to slow and make a cautious approach. When they were about 100 yards out, the Rangers suddenly charged them and the cavalry fled. Mosby wrote, “It was more of a chase than a fight for 4 or 5 miles.” He reported five cavalrymen killed and a number wounded. One lieutenant and thirty-five enlisted men were taken prisoner.58 The Union cavalry met with another force coming to its aid and both resumed the hunt. Mosby broke off the action and retreated until darkness when both sides discontinued the action. The 5th New York Cavalry history recorded the action as, “They escaped after inflicting upon us very serious injury. For some reason the regiment never acted with so little concert, and was never so badly beaten by so small a force, supposed to be about eighty strong. Every one felt mortified at the result of this day’s work and resolved to retrieve our fortunes on some more fortunate occasion.”59

Mosby was soon back in action. On Monday, March 31, 1863, he led seventy men toward Dranesville, intending to attack some outposts. He found that Union troops had pulled back on the road to Alexandria and, as darkness was falling, Mosby withdrew on the Leesburg Pike. The ground was covered with snow and the weather cold. They decided to camp at Miskel’s farm, which was in the forks of Goose Creek and the Potomac on the north side of the Leesburg Pike and within a half mile of the Potomac River. The Rangers arrived there about 10 P.M., passing through the gate of a pasture fence that separated the turnpike from the Miskel farm.

There was forage for the horses at the Miskel farm, the family was friendly, the house was warm, and the barn had a well-filled hay mow that was a good place to bed down. As few of the men could be accommodated in the house, most of them slept in the barn. The barnyard had a high board-and-stone fence surrounding it, a fence too high for horses to jump. There was only one gate in the barnyard and that opened into a field and the dirt track that connected the farm to the turnpike. The tired men unsaddled, fed their animals and enjoyed the Miskel hospitality before settling in. There were no outposts, though Mosby would later claim he had left one of his men on the Leesburg Pike.60 He admitted in his report to Stuart that he had not “taken sufficient precautions to guard against surprise,” but excused that, when he wrote that he and his men had ridden through snow and mud some forty miles, his men and horses were exhausted and the enemy had fallen back some eighteen miles.61 Mosby thought the enemy was distant. He would later quote Napier who wrote, “He who wars, walks in a mist through which the keenest eye cannot always discern the right path.”62

Meanwhile, a local Unionist, who had seen Mosby’s arrival at Miskel’s, was riding through the cold night. He found Maj. Charles F. Taggart of the 2nd Pennsylvania Cavalry at Union Church, some two miles above Peach Grove. Taggart had command of detachments from various regiments that for a time were stationed at Dranesville. At this time they were some twelve miles away. The Unionist told Taggart that Mosby and some sixty-five men were at Miskel’s farm. Taggert ordered Capt. Henry Flint, a courageous officer of the 1st Vermont Cavalry, to sound “Boots and Saddles” and lead some 150 men to attack the Rangers. Men of companies A, B, C, D, G and I of the 1st Vermont soon were on their way.

As it was the practice of Mosby’s men to stay at private homes, Ranger Dick Moran had stopped for the night at the home of a friend named Green on the road between Dranesville and Miskel’s. Flint’s horsemen passed by Green’s, and Moran hid while Flint stopped to question Green. As soon as the Vermont cavalry left, Moran ran to his horse and spurred cross-country to get a warning to Mosby.

It was now sunrise. The Rangers had breakfasted and were caring for their horses, all of which were tied in the fenced-in barnyard. Some of the men had saddles on their mounts, but all still had the bridles off and feeding was in progress. Mosby was in the Miskel house when one of the men entered and told him that Union troops on the other side of the Potomac River were making some kind of signals. Mosby left the house to see what was occurring. His attention was immediately drawn to Moran riding hard across the fields, waving his hat and shouting, “Mount your horses! The Yankees are coming!”63

Mosby could now see Flint’s cavalry coming down the pike at a gallop. Hurrying to the barnyard, he shouted at his men to get mounted. Flint’s column was in two sections, with Flint in the lead of the first and Capt. George H. Bean heading the second at an interval. As the Rangers hastily gathered equipment, bridled and saddled their horses, Flint and the lead section of Vermont cavalry came through the outer fence gate by the turnpike and drew up on line. Mosby’s Rangers were outnumbered at least two to one and in a disadvantageous position, having to equip their horses, make it through the barnyard gate, and then pass through the gate by the road that Flint’s cavalry now controlled. Flint’s men closed the outer gate behind them, confident the trap was sealed. As Union troops on the other side of the Potomac began to cheer in anticipation of victory, Flint prepared to attack.

Flint was a brave man. Trained in Union cavalry tactics of the period, he was leading men armed primarily with rifle and saber. Flint divided his force, sending half the men to strike from the flank. He disdained a volley of rifle fire from his line and decided to lead a charge in the classic cavalry manner with sabers outstretched. Lt. Josiah Grout suggested Flint hold off on the charge until Bean’s men were with them and deployed, but Flint was eager to engage and would not wait. Reports disagree on whether Flint decided to use a volley of rifle fire. If he did, it was from too great a range and was ineffective. The charge took Flint’s men to the board-and-stone barnyard fence, but it was too high for the Union cavalry to leap and protected the Rangers who were still saddling. The charge resulted in milling confusion. Only those near the barnyard gate could engage, and there the revolvers of the Rangers were more effective than the cavalry sabers.

Still dismounted, Mosby threw open the barnyard gate, went through it, and ordered those of his men who could to charge. Ranger Harry Hatcher was on horseback but, seeing his leader on foot, leaped from the saddle. Mosby took Hatcher’s horse, drew his pistols and led his men in a countercharge. In most cases it was saber against revolvers and the Union troopers lost. Panicked, the Vermont cavalrymen fled toward the outer gate by the turnpike. It was a narrow gate, too narrow for a crowd of men to pass through together. Ranger Sam Chapman encountered a Vermonter armed with a revolver. Both men pointed their weapons at each other from a distance of one foot. The cavalryman pulled his trigger first, but his weapon misfired. Chapman killed him.

Seeing their comrades defeated, the other detachment of Vermont cavalry tried to get out the exterior gate. The fleeing cavalrymen jammed the opening with their horses and bodies, while others pressed upon them from the rear. Captain Flint was trying to bring his saber into play and rally his men. Flint died with six bullets in him. The death of their commander and the sudden charge of the Rangers sapped the fighting spirit of the Union cavalry. Lieutenant Grout was severely wounded but recovered and later would become speaker of the Vermont House of Representatives. As the trapped men were shot down, most surrendered. Those who made it through the gate were hotly pursued by the Rangers. Lt. Charles Woodbury tried to rally the Vermonters but was shot in the head and killed by Ames. Mosby estimated that fight occurred three miles from the initial fight, and he drove his opponents to Dranesville. A potential disaster was turned into Ranger victory by taking advantage of a mistake by the enemy and using firepower and audacity. One Ranger was killed and three wounded.

The 1st Vermont Cavalry lost seven men, including Flint, and twenty-two wounded; eighty-two of the men were taken prisoner and ninety-five horses with equipment.64 Only some forty men, primarily those at the rear of the column, were able to escape. Maj. Gen. Julius Stahel, commander of the Union cavalry division in the area, sent men of the 6th and 7th Michigan and 1st Virginia (West Virginia) cavalry in pursuit, but Mosby could not be located. Stahel in his report on the action attributed the defeat to “bad management on the part of the officers and the cowardice of the men.”65 Once again, a scapegoat was needed. Now Capt. George Bean was censured for failing to support Flint, and the unfortunate officer was dismissed from the service on April 28,1863. He fought to clear his name, came back to duty and was killed in action on May 11, 1864.

Capt. John Singleton Mosby had been leading his Ranger band of brothers only two months, yet his reputation for military brilliance had flashed across both South and North. In forwarding the report of the action, General Stuart closed with the words, “Recommended for promotion.” Confederate Secretary of War Seddon ordered that Mosby be promoted to major on Wednesday, April 22, 1863—the promotion was effected on April 26.

On Monday, April 27, 1863, Stahel’s cavalry division was operating along the Orange and Alexandria Railroad. Stahel was a student of classical military history. He knew how Roman legions moved and believed what was good for the Romans was good for Stahel. Acting on false intelligence that Mosby had built a fort at Upperville, Stahel took two brigades of cavalry and four cannon, a force totaling some 2,500 men, and debouched for Upperville. Every military maxim that could be observed, was. Approaching a woods, he unlimbered his cannon and blasted the trees in a reconnaissance by fire. He then led his command forward and occupied the shattered trees. The one benefit of his effort would have been firewood, but though the night was bitter cold and rainy, Stahel would permit no fires, fearing these would reveal his position. Bits were taken from the horses’ mouths only long enough for the animals to feed, and the troopers were required to sleep beside their saddled horses to be ready for instant action. Stahel’s scouts had captured three of Mosby’s Rangers who were on foot and trying to make off with the horses. Taking no chances of weakening his command, Stahel would not permit any of his men to escort the prisoners to the rear. The captives were required to march with the column. Meanwhile Stahel’s mounted patrols rode through the night under strict orders to show results. The weary troopers, angry and knowing they had better not come back empty handed, raided houses and dragged the aged and infirm from their beds. A man named Hutchison, who was seventy years old and had always used crutches, was taken.66 The barns were stripped of their horses. Next morning, the cavalry, who by this time likely hated Stahel more than Mosby, were again marching to attack the supposed fort at Upperville.

They had not gone far when a half dozen of Mosby’s men under Tom Richards charged the advance guard and blazed away at the cavalry with pistols. Stahel acted with dispatch, deploying his command of more than 2,000 men for battle and bringing his artillery on line. The Rangers had vanished, but for more than an hour Stahel kept his men on line, ready to repulse an attack.

Uncertain of what lay ahead, Stahel determined to leave the nonexistent fort alone. He decided to turn south toward Salem (Marshall) and go back to Fairfax by Thoroughfare Gap. Meanwhile Mosby, who was setting out to attack a train, had passed through Salem en route to Thoroughfare Gap. As he neared the Gap, two of his Ranger scouts rode up with the information that 500 cavalry were on his trail. Mosby decided to attack them. He soon learned his information was incorrect. While Mosby was getting faulty information, Stahel was also. An informer had seen Mosby’s riders and arrived at a wrong conclusion. Stahel was informed that Stuart’s cavalry was waiting for him at Thoroughfare Gap. Stahel decided to avoid the trap and take another route to Fairfax through Hopewell Gap. Mosby’s scouts correctly gauged Stahel’s direction and both commanders now knew where they were going.

Mosby reached the road near Hopewell Gap where he encountered Stahel’s scouts. These withdrew and informed Stahel that Stuart was in front of him and coming to the attack. Stahel promptly deployed for battle. From a hilltop, Mosby could see Stahel mounted on a splendid white charger, issuing orders to messengers who galloped away. His brigades of brave men were marshaled for battle, his artillery ready.

Mosby sat on the hilltop with his small number of men and greatly enjoyed the scene of several thousand soldiers busily occupied in preparations for defense. Darkness fell, giving Stahel the opportunity of escape. He determined on a night march and, taking all precautions, quietly slipped away. En route he had bridges destroyed, with trees cut and dropped across the roads to his rear. Meanwhile Mosby had enjoyed his laugh, dispersed his men and retired to the house of a friend at Middleburg. Mosby awoke the next morning to the sound of bugles and found that Stahel’s night march had ended in a bivouac and he was right in the middle of it. Mosby slipped away. When he was asked later why he did not attack Stahel during the night march Mosby responded, “I knew nothing of it and I had no right to suppose that an idiot had been placed in command of two brigades of cavalry and four pieces of artillery.”

Stahel made it back to his Fairfax headquarters, where he held a Roman triumph, wrote an article for the newspapers extolling his tactics, and paraded his aged captives as Mosby’s band.67

The Stahel expedition amused Mosby as an example of rigid military thinking. He wrote of Stahel, “After shelling the woods in every direction so as to be sure of my extermination, and destroying many bats and owls, he took off as prisoners all the old men he could find. He had the idea that I was a myth and that these old farmers were the raiders.”68

On Saturday, May 2, 1863, Mosby gathered what he estimated at seventy to eighty men.69 He could hear the sound of battle from Chancellorsville and considered going in to attack Union general Hooker’s wagon trains which were less than twenty miles away. Scouts brought word that Union cavalry was located nearby at Warrenton Junction. Mosby knew he could bypass this force and deal a significant blow by destroying the supply train of the Union army while the great struggle at Chancellorsville raged.70 But the enemy cavalry was near, and Mosby had an independent command. To get too close to the main army might result in orders that would cost his freedom of action. Early on Sunday, Mosby and his Rangers moved out from Warrenton to attack the Union cavalry at the junction of the Orange and Alexandria and Manassas Gap railroads.

The Union cavalry was a 100-man detachment from the 1st Virginia (West Virginia). They had just returned from reconnaissance and their commander, Lt. Col. John S. Krepps, had not looked to their security. The cavalry horses were unsaddled, with many turned out to graze. Soldiers were taking their ease, some resting in a nearby building. Lulled by their belief that no enemy was about, the Union soldiers saw riders but thought a friendly force was approaching. In an effort to excuse lax security, they later reported that the front rank of Rangers were dressed in Union uniforms. The Rangers were soon among them with six-guns blazing. Many of the cavalrymen were caught in the open and promptly surrendered; others ran to nearby houses. Two of these were soon cleared, but most of the Union soldiers holed up in a house near the railroad tracks and commenced firing. Pressing their attack, the Rangers rode close to the house firing their revolvers through the windows. Mosby emptied his two Colt revolvers through a window, describing the house as “densely packed as a sardine box; and it was impossible to fire into it without hitting somebody.”71

Seeing that his fusillade would not bring the defenders to surrender, Mosby determined to set fire to the house. While Ranger Glasscock was setting fire to a pile of hay, brush and straw beside the structure, a number of men, including Rangers John DeButts, Harry Sweeting and Samuel Chapman, kicked in the front door and went in firing. The Union soldiers in the house were out of ammunition and the house was burning. Mosby wrote that “the house was filled with smoke and the floor covered with blood.”72 The Union soldiers decided to surrender.

To this point, the operation had gone smoothly and Mosby and his men set about rounding up the prisoners and equipment in preparation to leave the area. The scales of war swing rapidly and Mosby’s success vanished in the thundering sound of horses’ hooves. Some seventy men of the 5th New York Cavalry under the command of Major Hammond had been in camp near Cedar Run Bridge, about a quarter-mile north of Warrenton Junction. Capt. Frank Munson of the 5th New York wrote that shortly after they heard the firing, the 1st Virginia Cavalry horses came stampeding through their camp and took many of the New Yorkers’ horses with them. Those who could, about forty men, saddled and rode to the sound of the fight.73 They were followed by the other cavalrymen as soon as the runaway horses were caught.

Now it was the Rangers who were taken by surprise. A running battle developed with the cavalry in hot pursuit of Mosby’s men. Trying to break free, the Rangers managed to retain only seven prisoners and a small number of captured horses. The loss of Rangers and men from other units who accompanied them was significant. Dick Moran was among the wounded and captured. Among other Rangers captured were the scout Sam Underwood, Tom Richards and Capt. Samuel P. Ducheane. A man named Templeton, who had been one of Stonewall Jackson’s best scouts and had volunteered for the day, was killed. Twenty-three Rangers were taken prisoner, sixteen of whom were wounded. The Union prize included forty horses taken from the Rangers.74 Mosby suffered a major setback, losing men who were proven leaders. He consoled himself by overestimating the number of Union cavalry who attacked him and claimed he was driven off by ten times his number. Mosby knew he had made a mistake no matter what the outcome of this fight. He should have been going after Hooker’s wagon train where he could have inflicted great harm on the Union main force.

Though the fight was a loss, Mosby was the wiser for the experience. His mission was to attack enemy lines of communication and supply in order to draw troops from the battlefront. He vowed to keep that mission in front of him. He also knew it was important for a small unit such as his to remain independent. Ranger units are small and specialized. When placed with the main army, they tend to be swallowed up and misused. An army is a traveling city and its size often bewilders the soldier and is beyond the comprehension of the civilian. At Chancellorsville, a woman came to Gen. John B. Gordon and asked, “Do you know William?”

“What William, Madam?”

“My son William.”

Gordon replied: “Really I do not know whether I have ever met your son William or not. Can you tell me what regiment or brigade or division or corps he belongs to?”

She answered: “No, I can’t, but I know he belongs to Gin’al Lee’s company.”75

Mosby had a tight knit organization and freedom of action. He had no desire to be in General Lee’s company.

Union efforts to eliminate Mosby and his command continued with the establishment of an ambush using the 67th Pennsylvania Infantry and the 1st New York and 6th Maryland cavalry. On May 4, captured boats were used to move the infantry across the Shenandoah at Castleman’s Ferry. Leaving guards at the boats, the infantry moved through Snicker’s Gap and went into hiding between Bloomfield and Upperville.

About twenty cavalrymen and lieutenants William H. Boyd (later colonel) and Jesse F. Wyckoff of the 1st New York (Lincoln) Cavalry would serve as bait. With the infantry hidden in position, the two officers and their small party would ride toward Upperville to bring on an attack by Mosby. When Mosby attacked, the cavalry would turn and flee, drawing the pursuing Mosby into the ambush. The action began as planned. The cavalry point was attacked near Blakeley’s Grove by Mosby’s men, and the New Yorkers drew them along as they galloped back to the ambush site. One rider had gone to the front to tell the infantry the enemy would be coming soon. The plan fell apart when the infantry got excited and fired upon their own men, not only killing and wounding their comrades, but giving away the ambush. Only one of Mosby’s men was wounded. The cavalry had two dead and six wounded, the latter including Boyd and Wyckoff.76

On Friday, May 6, 1863, some of Mosby’s Rangers struck at a dispatch rider and his escort. One of the cavalry was killed, the rest scattered and the dispatch rider escaped. A reaction force was immediately sent out by the 1st New York Cavalry. Part of the cavalry caught sight of the Rangers and gave chase. In the advance party were 45-year-old George W. Peavey, his 21-year-old son George Peavey, and a trooper named Bernard Dougherty (also spelled Doherty). Moving at a gallop, these three crossed a hilltop and found themselves facing Mosby and some fifteen of his men. At a range of about fifty yards, both sides opened fire. Other Union cavalry came over the hill and Mosby’s men began to think it was time to skedaddle.

Mosby did not think so. Yelling “Charge,” he galloped at the lead three men. The younger Peavey kept his head, sighted his revolver on Mosby’s chest and at a distance he estimated at three yards pulled the trigger. His revolver misfired.

Young Peavey later said,  “I thought I was gone then. I still see that ugly smile that came over Mosby’s face, which was as pale as death, his hat gone and his hair blown back, as he took deliberate aim and fired, the muzzle of his pistol almost touching me, the bullet passing through my right hand, striking me in the right breast and doubling me up in the saddle. He then dashed on exchanging shots with Charley Clark who was coming toward us and the next moment he met Father and exchanged shots with him, the bullet passing through the rubber coat and shelter tent strapped on the pommel of Father’s saddle. He next met Dougherty and they also exchanged shots, but without effect on either side. Mosby seemed to think his men were following him and that every one of us he passed was a prisoner. On passing Dougherty he pulled up and, as he did so, Father, who had been pursuing him and had emptied his pistol in the chase, dashed past him. Mosby’s pistol was now empty and he returned it and drew a fresh one. While he was doing this Dougherty got into a field close to the fence and fired, causing Mosby to crouch low in the saddle, and I thought he was ‘gone’; but he was unhurt. He then made for me, pistol in hand shouting ‘Surrender!’ My pistol was empty; I thought I had my death wound; and my horse being much heavier than his, I charged right on him in order to ride him down. He jerked his horse aside however, and our boots just touched as I shot past him like a rocket. He then fired at Clark who was in rear of me, killing his horse. Then seeing the rest of our boys coming on a run, he rode for his life and escaped.”77
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Unfazed by close calls, Mosby put out another call for men to assemble and took some forty of them on a railroad bridge-burning raid near the Rappahannock. They found the guards sleeping and burned bridges over Broad Run and Kettle Run. The Union trains were getting harder to attack as they now were accompanied by considerable infantry escort. The Rangers were tired and the horses needed feeding, so they stopped at a farm. Security was posted and soon came rushing in to report Union cavalry coming fast. Mosby leaped into the saddle and as the cavalry charged, he met them with a counter charge. He described the fight as “they had drawn sabers, that hurt nobody and we used pistols.”78 The Rangers were trained to take out the leaders of the opposing force. The lieutenant who led the cavalry was shot from the saddle and his command broke and fled.

Knowing the cavalry would be hot on his trail, Mosby took his prisoners and left the area. He was finding the railroad strongly guarded and difficult to attack. He sent his friend and subordinate of long standing, Fountain “Fount” Beattie, to General Stuart, requesting a mountain howitzer for use on trains. Mosby had officer volunteers serving as privates and several of them were artillerymen. An artillery piece would be of great value in attacking trains.

The Union army needed vast quantities of supplies, and railroads were critical to this and the movement of troops. Three important railroads were within striking distance of Mosby’s Rangers. The Baltimore and Ohio (B&O) ran on a generally east-west axis from Baltimore to Frederick to Harpers Ferry, Cumberland, Martinsburg and Wheeling. Part of the B&O route was along the Potomac River. At Harpers Ferry, the B&O began to leave the river trace and point toward Baltimore. Going southeast at this point the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal traveled to Washington; this canal was also an important logistics trail for the Union.

The Manassas Gap Railroad was farther south, but also traveled on an east-west axis. Coming from Mount Washington and Strasburg in the west, it crossed the Shenandoah River, passed through Manassas Gap following the trace of Goose Creek eastward to Rectortown, then dipping southward before continuing to Marshall, the Plains, through Thoroughfare Gap in the Bull Run Mountains and on to Gainesville and Manassas. Slightly east of Manassas at Manassas Junction, the Manassas Gap railroad connected with the Orange and Alexandria Railroad, a vital corridor that ran generally southeast to northeast, from Gordonsville to Alexandria. This railroad was like a dagger that could be used by either side to advance its aims. It connected at Gordonsville to the Virginia Central Railroad, a key link to Richmond and important railroads farther south.


CHAPTER TWO

Mosby and the Gun

By 1863 the Union controlled these Virginia railroads south to the Rappahannock River. The Orange and Alexandria Railroad was the key union supply route from Washington to troops along the Rappahannock River.

Because of the depth of Union penetration into Virginia, Mosby’s horse-drawn cannon and limber had to be secreted through Union lines. It arrived on Friday, May 29,1863, and was placed in the care of the Baptist artilleryman Lt. Sam “the Reverend” Chapman and the former British officer Capt. Bradford S. Hoskins. The driver was Ranger George Tuberville and Rangers Richard Mountjoy and Fount Beattie formed the crew. Training began immediately. The gun, often described as a small bronze field-piece, had a 2⅝ bore and was made in 1862 at the Tredegar foundry in Richmond.1

Mosby led his men to Greenwich, halted for supper with friendly local people, and moved on before stopping for the night. Early the next morning, the Rangers rode to the railroad at Catlett’s Station. Here they cut the telegraph wire, taking out a length of wire that would prove useful to them. Union patrols frequently made their way along the track. To remove a rail would leave something easily spotted by patrols or the engineer. By removing the spikes on a section of rail, the Rangers were able to tie the telegraph wire around the rail and conceal the wire as it ran off into the woods. As an unsuspecting train came along, men would pull the wire, thus throwing the rail out of alignment and causing the engine to derail. Posting a man to signal the arrival of a train, the Rangers concealed themselves. About 9 A.M., a heavily guarded train bound for Bealton came along and the rail was pulled, forcing the train to stop. The small bronze field piece fired a round into the engine, disabling it and terrifying the guards. A second shot from the gun went into the engine, sending steam escaping in hissing clouds. The Rangers charged in firing their revolvers and, though they outnumbered the attackers, the train guards fled into the woods.

Eleven boxcars filled with valuable supplies were taken. Men filled pockets and bags with oranges and foodstuffs. Fresh shad, which was now a luxury in the South, was taken along with a wide variety of sutler’s supplies. U.S. Mail bags were among the spoils. Within minutes, the Rangers had all they could carry, and the train was set on fire, sending a column of smoke into the air.

The success of the Rangers in drawing off soldiers to guard the rear area had resulted in more Union forces being available to pursue them. Col. William D. Mann of the 7th Michigan Cavalry had command of a brigade at Bristoe. He heard the cannon fire, but he and his officers thought it was Stuart’s cavalry. Mann took quick action. He sent Capt. Abram H. Hasbrouck with part of the 5th New York Cavalry to cut across country and meet whatever Confederate force was attacking the train. Col. Addison W. Preston of the 1st Vermont was bivouacked at Kettle Run, some five or six miles from the train. Within ten minutes of the first shot being fired, Preston was galloping 125 of his cavalry along the tracks. Mann was leading a detachment of the 7th Michigan Cavalry Regiment along the railroad tracks toward the train.
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