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INTRODUCTION





MORE THAN TWENTY YEARS HAVE PASSED SINCE I FOUND THE LETTER. HIDDEN IN A collection of old papers, it was obviously much older than the others, a fact confirmed by its date, August 10, 1863. It had been written by Capt. Maris R. Vernon, commander of Company K of the 78th Illinois Volunteer Infantry Regiment, requesting a furlough for Sgt. Jonathan Butler, one of his men.

Butler, the letter said, had “for the last month been unfit for duty, sick in the regimental hospital . . . Sergt. Butler has had little or no sickness prior to this since entering the service. He has always been with the regiment on the march, and without regard to weather has ever discharged his duties in a prompt and soldierly like manner. A furlough would not only benefit him in health and spirits, but would also afford him an opportunity to arrange his business matters at home in a more satisfactory manner for absences. Sergt. Butler has never before asked for a furlough.”

As Civil War letters go, this one was not unusual; there were probably thousands like it. Nevertheless, it challenged my curiosity. Who was Jonathan Butler, this soldier who had always been with the regiment and discharged his duties faithfully? What illness confined him to the hospital? What business did he have at home? Was his furlough granted?

And who was Captain Vernon? The letter made it clear he was an educated man who wrote well. It was also clear he cared enough for his men to write such a letter. What was his story?

For that matter, what was the story of the 78th Illinois Volunteer Infantry? In years of studying the Civil War, I had encountered few references to this regiment. Had it spent the war in obscurity? Or merely suffered from lack of a historian to record its exploits?

I decided to try to answer these questions.

At first I searched casually, finding scraps of information here and there and filing them away in a folder. Membership in the Puget Sound Civil War Roundtable brought contact with other members who provided some information, but for a long while my folder remained thin. The Internet, which had been little more than an idea when I started my quest, provided a gradually increasing source of further information and contact with others interested in the 78th Illinois, mostly descendants of men who served in its ranks. From them and other sources I learned of a few published diaries or memoirs and was able to find copies. Through diligent detective work, I tracked down other diaries or letter collections in libraries around the country and obtained copies with the generous help of archivists at these institutions.

Bit by bit, my collection of information on the 78th grew until it occupied not just a single folder but many, and I realized what had begun as a casual search had become an obsession. I also realized I was on the track of a remarkable story, for the 78th Illinois had a very unusual history. It got off on the wrong foot in nearly every way possible, serving under a lackadaisical colonel who was often absent, feuded with his officers and superiors, ended up in arrest, and finally retreated to his tent and did nothing. The regiment was issued ancient rifles, including many that didn’t work, and those that did work were almost as dangerous to their users as they were to the enemy. The regiment’s companies were posted separately as guards at railroad bridges, which prevented the regiment from drilling and learning to maneuver as a unit. The companies also were beyond mutual supporting distance, so the Confederate raider John Hunt Morgan was easily able to capture two of them. Reduced in numbers, devoid of leadership, distrusted by senior officers, the 78th became a regiment that was always left behind when others went to the front. For the first year of its existence, it fired few shots in anger.

But after the regiment’s reluctant colonel was finally forced to resign, his second in command, Lt. Col. Carter Van Vleck of Macomb, Illinois, took over. Van Vleck, a forceful, no-nonsense officer, had been in command only a short time when every available regiment, even the 78th, was called to take part in the campaign to capture Chattanooga. The 78th, part of Maj. Gen. Gordon Granger’s Reserve Corps, was summoned urgently to assist Maj. Gen. George Thomas in his desperate defense of the Union left during the second day of the Battle of Chickamauga. And there, in its first real test of combat, the regiment charged up Horseshoe Ridge, drove a veteran Confederate force from its crest, then held against furious counterattacks, helping Thomas earn his sobriquet, “the Rock of Chickamauga.” The 78th lost nearly one hundred men that day and ended up under temporary command of a lieutenant, but never again would anyone ever question its bravery or spirit.

The 78th later joined the pursuit of Confederates retreating from Missionary Ridge, then made the brutal winter trek to relieve Union forces besieged at Knoxville. As part of the XIV Corps in the Army of the Cumberland, it joined Sherman’s campaign against Atlanta and fought at Buzzard’s Roost, Resaca, Rome, and Dallas. It behaved heroically in the assault at Kennesaw Mountain, fought in battles around Atlanta, and achieved perhaps its greatest moment when its determined soldiers braved showers of canister to capture a rebel battery and a Confederate general at Jonesboro.

The 78th then joined Sherman’s March to the Sea and was in the thick of the action at the final great bloodletting at Bentonville, North Carolina. After the Confederate surrender, the regiment marched to Washington, D.C., and stepped proudly through the city as part of the Grand Review—a tough, veteran regiment that had overcome great adversity to forge a record that inspired other soldiers to call it “the Old, Reliable 78th.”

Uncovering this remarkable story was a deeply satisfying experience, though some questions remain unanswered. I was able to learn what ailed Jonathan Butler and what became of his requested furlough, but found little else about him. If he wrote letters home during the war, apparently they did not survive, so he is seen here only as others saw him. As for Maris Vernon, he was later promoted to lieutenant colonel and his terse reports appear in the Official Records of the War of the Rebellion. A few of his letters also survive. But the man himself remains mostly a mystery.

Fortunately, however, the words and deeds of many other soldiers of the 78th Illinois Volunteer Infantry have been preserved, and their individual stories are as fascinating as the story of their regiment. Their letters and other sources also provide previously unreported details of the fighting at Chickamauga, Kennesaw Mountain, Jonesboro, and other actions and incidents—details new to history.

This history, as so many others, relies in part on the Official Records of the War of the Rebellion. The Records are invaluable to historians, often providing the best account—sometimes the only account—of battles, skirmishes, or other incidents. But they are far from perfect. Most were written well after the events they describe, when memories were no longer fresh, and nearly all were written in the formal manner demanded by military protocol, which inhibited free expression and opportunities to relate personal experiences. For these we must look to the letters and diaries of the officers and men who fought the battles, endured the drudgery of camp life and the weary exhaustion of the march. Their unfettered accounts and the disclosures of their most private thoughts tell us what the Civil War was really like.

In this volume, I have relied principally on four extensive collections of letters, four diaries, one brief published memoir, and excerpts from many other letters written by members of the 78th Illinois Volunteer Infantry Regiment. Some have never before been accessible to historians.

Most important are the letters of Carter Van Vleck, who joined the 78th as its lieutenant colonel and later became its colonel. For nearly 150 years, his letters to his wife Patty and daughter Nellie have been in the private custody of descendants, and it was only through their generosity that the letters were made available for quotation in this history. They also were made available to my colleague, Teresa Lehr, recently retired from the State University of New York-Brockport, for an edited version of the letters titled Emerging Leader: The Civil War Letters of Carter Van Vleck to His Wife Patty, 1862–1864, which should be a valuable complement to this volume.

Van Vleck, a lawyer by profession, was a born leader with more than ordinary common sense. Deeply in love with his wife and daughter, strong in his religious convictions, and devoted to the Union, he set an example for everyone he met. As second in command of the 78th Illinois, he was in the difficult position of being caught between its do-nothing colonel and the growing discontent of the regiment’s other officers, yet his integrity assured the respect of both. When he finally ascended to command, his tough-minded approach to discipline quickly turned the 78th into a first-rate fighting outfit. His letters provide the best surviving account of the regiment’s transition from one always left behind to one that never failed in its duty. He was also an eloquent, articulate writer, and some of his letters are literary gems.

Second in importance only to the Van Vleck letters are those of Maj. William L. Broaddus, the third-ranking officer of the 78th. The Broaddus collection has long been part of the David M. Rubenstein Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Duke University in North Carolina, but seems to have been previously overlooked by historians.

Broaddus was not an educated man, but he was intelligent, decent, and a devoted patriot. He was also deeply conflicted between his loyalty to the regiment and his love for his family. In letters to his wife, Martha, Broaddus spoke often of obtaining a furlough or resigning from the service so he could return to his family. But whenever his wife pressed him on the matter, he replied that a furlough probably wasn’t in the cards just then, or he needed to stay with the regiment until its work was finished. Since his son, Thomas, also was a soldier in the 78th, part of his reluctance to leave the regiment may have been from concern for his son.

The Broaddus letters provide a different perspective on divisions within the regiment and activities during its first year of service. His lack of formal education is evident in his use of phonetic spelling, sometimes with unintentionally hilarious results, but he always managed to make his meaning clear. The phonetic and other misspellings have been left intact to preserve the original flavor of the letters, as they have for other letters or diaries whose writers spelled phonetically. Errors in capitalization and punctuation have been corrected to spare readers a few headaches.

The letters of Thomas Goldsborough Odell, collected, edited, and published by his great-grandson, the late Donald Odell Virdin, contain the most detailed descriptions of camp life in the 78th Illinois. Odell and his younger brother, Risdon, were privates in Company G, and Odell wrote often to his wife, Beliscent, and their children. He was a literate correspondent with an apt turn of phrase, though he mostly used dashes for punctuation, a common practice among Civil War correspondents. Odell was wounded at Chickamauga and the letters he wrote during his subsequent lengthy stay in hospitals shed light on what it was like to be confined in such places.

The letters of James K. Magie are the most skillfully written of any 78th correspondent. That was to be expected, since Magie was a newspaper editor in civilian life. A few excerpts from his letters have been published previously, but most appear here for the first time, courtesy of the Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History.

Magie had gone into debt to purchase an interest in the Macomb Journal before the war and also needed money to pay for an operation needed by his son, so financial matters were ever on his mind and many of his letters are devoted largely to that topic. He thought all his problems were solved when he became brigade postmaster and saw a chance to make a profit selling stamps and newspapers to soldiers in the 78th and other regiments. He wrote excitedly to his wife about how much money he could make, suggesting his postmaster’s position also might allow him to avoid combat. Sometimes he also seemed to delight in deliberately provoking his wife, as when he sent home an old uniform and told her to “watch out for the greybacks” (lice).

Things didn’t work out as Magie hoped. He didn’t get rich, and when the 78th finally went into combat he was there in line with the rest of them. Eventually he was promoted to first sergeant of Company C, which increased his pay a few dollars a month. His letters contain many interesting and sometimes hair-raising anecdotes, but they do not always paint a flattering portrait of the man who wrote them.

The diary of John Batchelor is the most important of those kept by men of the 78th because it is the only one yet found that covers the entire period of the regiment’s service. Batchelor, a twenty-three-year-old carpenter originally from Warwickshire, England, was a private in Company I. Most of his diary entries are terse—e.g., “Some of the men are drunk”—but Batchelor was never shy about expressing his opinions, and in some ways he is the most likeable of the 78th’s correspondents and diarists. The diary, now in the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library at Springfield, Illinois, has been cited often by other historians.

Charles Vilasco Chandler was nineteen years old and had just completed his first year at Lake Forest Academy near Chicago when he enlisted as a private in Company I of the 78th. Bright and articulate, he was soon appointed regimental sergeant major and was later promoted to lieutenant. His diary, now held by the Putnam County Public Library in Greencastle, Indiana, was started in June 1861, and its first year chronicles the relatively carefree life of a college student who enjoyed socializing with young ladies and playing a game that would later be known as baseball. But there is a mysterious gap in the diary between July 16 and September 13, 1862, when, for reasons not explained, Chandler suddenly joined the army. The remainder of the diary chronicles his service with the 78th, including his studies to become an officer, the mistakes he made, and his junior officer’s view of the regiment’s internal problems. The diary ends shortly after the Battle of Chickamauga, where Chandler was wounded in the opening moments of action. His wounds eventually forced him to leave the service.

The diary of James M. McNeill contains some of the most flowery writing to be found among the surviving documents of the 78th Illinois. McNeill, a twenty-six-year-old sawyer from Dallas City, Illinois, was a sergeant in Company H. His diary, which covers the first seven months of the regiment’s service, was published in Call Them Men, Then, a small book compiled and edited by William and Marvel Allen of River Falls, Wisconsin, distributed mostly to family members and libraries (William Allen was the adoptive great-grandson of Capt. John K. Allen, Company H commander). The diary is valuable for descriptions of the regiment’s early history and also provides a detailed account of a skirmish at New Haven, Kentucky. The diary ended abruptly on March 16, 1863, and McNeill was discharged from the service in June of that year for reasons not recorded.

The journal of Pvt. James Edgar Withrow of Company I is the briefest of any 78th diary that has surfaced to date. Withrow began keeping the diary shortly after the battle of Chickamauga in September 1863, perhaps realizing he was a participant in historic events. If so, his resolve did not last very long; the final entry was January 4, 1864.

Withrow got off to a bad start in the regiment. He was homesick and hated the army. “He don’t like to drill nor to do anything else & has made every body dislike him, so that it is really a very hard place for him,” Van Vleck wrote. As a consequence, whenever Company I had to provide men for detached duty, Withrow’s name was always near the top of the list, and he spent much of his time away from the regiment. During the period he kept his diary, he served in an artillery battery and on a cattle butchering detail, so his perspective was more that of an outsider than a member of the 78th. Nevertheless, his diary has useful information, particularly his description of the condition of the 78th when it returned from the harsh winter march to relieve the Union garrison at Knoxville. The diary is now part of the Illinois History and Lincoln Collections at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.

The only published memoir by a member of the 78th was a little book by Edward Mott Robbins with the weighty title Civil War Experiences: Chickamauga, Mission Ridge, Buzzard Roost, Resaca, Rome, New Hope Church, Kenesaw Mountain, Peach Tree Creek, Atlanta, Jonesboro, Averysboro, Bentonville. Robbins, who enlisted in Company H as a private, wrote the memoir in 1919, more than fifty years after the events he described, relying mostly on his memory and the published Report of the Adjutant General of Illinois. Both were fallible sources. Robbins’s recollection of names and dates was unreliable, so he often used dates supplied by the Adjutant General, also unreliable in many instances. In fact, Robbins was so heavily influenced by the Adjutant General’s Report that he even borrowed some of its language. But there was nothing wrong with Robbins’s memory of some of the events he witnessed, and his brief memoir contains some of the best anecdotes of the 78th Illinois.

Other sources include small collections of letters from Dr. William H. Githens and Pvt. Benjamin F. Gill; a single long letter from regimental chaplain Robert Taylor; excerpts from the letters of William E. Summers and the reminiscences of his sister, Lucia Summers; excerpts from letters of Pvts. Isaac Landon and Cornelius Pierce; and a couple of anonymous letters sent by members of the 78th to local newspapers. Githens, a surgeon, wrote feelingly about the wounded men he treated and the dead he saw being carried to their final resting places; unfortunately, most of his letters apparently were auctioned to private collectors and have been lost to historians. Gill, a blacksmith in civilian life, helped keep the regiment’s horses and mules well shod. Taylor describes his efforts to attend to the spiritual needs of the unit. Lucia Summers shared her reminiscences and excerpts from letters written by her brother, original first sergeant and later first lieutenant of Company K, in a pair of lengthy newspaper articles. Excerpts from letters and reminiscences of Landon, a private in Company K, and Pierce, a private in Company F, also appeared in newspapers.

The attrition of war took a severe toll on the diarists and correspondents of the 78th, and Batchelor’s diary and some reports in the Official Records provide the only direct record of events after the Battle of Jonesboro, including the March to the Sea in November and December 1864, and the Carolinas campaign that followed. These records, however, have been augmented by published histories of two regiments that served in the same brigade as the 78th and shared many of its adventures. They are History of the Thirty-Fourth Regiment of Illinois Volunteer Infantry, by Sgt. Edwin W. Payne, and Every-Day Soldier Life, or a History of the Hundred and Thirteenth Reg’t, Ohio Volunteer Infantry, by F. M. McAdams. The diary and letters of Maj. James A. Connolly, published in book form as Three Years in the Army of the Cumberland, also was a valuable source.

So these are the voices that speak to us across the years. There may be others yet unheard, their words waiting in tattered, water-stained diaries or yellowed packets of letters hidden away in attics across the land. Perhaps in the future some will surface and fall into the hands of historians who will add to the saga of the 78th Illinois Volunteer Infantry Regiment.

But for the present, these pages include all that is known. It is a story that has been waiting more than 150 years to be told. It is my great privilege now to tell it.

—Steve Raymond
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“The Blind Leading the Blind”





AUGUST 2—SEPTEMBER 20, 1862

THEY MET FOR THE FIRST TIME AT THE OLD STONE CHURCH IN DALLAS CITY ON Saturday, August 2, 1862. Few of the men present were strangers to one another; many had grown up together, and some were related. All had answered President Lincoln’s latest call for troops to help put down the rebellion.

The purpose of the meeting was to elect officers for a new company of infantry. It would be the third company raised in Dallas City, a remarkable record for an Illinois community of barely a thousand souls. Every man present took an oath to abide by the results of the election. Then the name of John Knox Allen, a thirty-seven-year-old Dallas City merchant and one of the company organizers, was placed in nomination for captain. He was elected by acclamation. George T. Beers, twenty-nine, a civil engineer from neighboring Pontoosuc, was elected first lieutenant, and Samuel Simmons, a forty-two-year-old farmer from Henderson County, was chosen second lieutenant.

“The meeting then adjourned to Gabhart’s Beer Saloon” where the new officers “exhibited their thanks by a copious treat, of the company, to what Lager they could drink,” James K. McNeill wrote in his diary. McNeill, twenty-six, would become a sergeant in the new company.

Recruiting continued after the meeting until the company had nearly reached its goal of a hundred members and it was time to head for Quincy, where new regiments were assembling and being mustered into federal service. Sunday August 10th was fixed as the date for departure and the community turned out the day before to say farewell to its sons. The young ladies of Dallas City presented the company with a silk flag, accompanied by a “very pretty and befitting address” by Miss Lucie Hinkley.1

Early the next morning, the men of Captain Allen’s company boarded the 135-foot steam packet Jennie Whipple for the journey down the Mississippi to Quincy. With the great river’s current behind the Jennie Whipple, the trip downstream would be short, and as the steamer edged away from the Dallas City quay the men arranged themselves around her deck and sat back to doze or watch the scenery. Some lit pipes.

They expected a peaceful journey, but they had scarcely grown accustomed to the sounds of the river and the rhythmic thump of the boat’s engine when they heard another sound rising above the others—the shouts of an angry mob. The Jennie Whipple was approaching the town of Alexandria, on the Missouri side of the river, where a crowd had assembled on the shore, shaking fists, waving black flags, and chanting “Hurrah for Jeff Davis!” The same unsettling scene was repeated at Canton, the next town downstream along the Missouri shore. “It made us very indignant to think so near home we should be insulted in such a manner,” wrote Edward Mott Robbins, a twenty-year-old member of the company. “I have never had a very favorable opinion of those two towns since.”2

Missouri was a bitterly divided state and the attitudes of some of its people were decidedly different from those of their Union-leaning neighbors across the river in Illinois. It was almost as if the Mississippi was a philosophical as well as a physical barrier between the two states, and the jeering Confederate sympathizers on the Missouri shore reminded Robbins and his comrades of the reason for their journey: They were on their way to fight.

The Jennie Whipple reached Quincy about three o’clock that Sunday afternoon, and there Captain Allen and his men met a more friendly reception. Another new company, still in process of organization and led by a Major Holten, greeted the Dallas City contingent and escorted them to the town square.

Quincy, the county seat of Adams County, Illinois, was the largest city in the area. Its citizens were proud their city’s population had topped 14,000 in the 1860 census, though just barely (the final tally was 14,005).3 Quincy in 1862 was a busy, noisy, smoky, smelly place, a thriving transportation hub served by three railroads and almost daily visits from cargo-laden steamboats passing up and down the Mississippi. The city’s streets, muddy or dusty by turns, were deeply rutted with wagon tracks and crowded with freight wagons, carriages, solitary riders, and pedestrians who stepped carefully through dried mud and horse manure, brushing away flies that seemed to hover everywhere.

Quincy also was a city greatly changed by the Civil War. Nearly the entire population had shifted to a war footing. A local foundry converted production from farm implements to cannon and a local tannery started turning out leather boxes to hold the percussion caps soldiers would need to fire their rifles. Women residents organized the “Needle Pickets” and “Good Samaritans,” who met four times a week and began soliciting flannel, lint, and other material that could be used to make bandages or other “articles of comfort” for soldiers.4

Women in neighboring Melrose Township established a similar group, the “Melrose Aids,” who met twice a week to knit and sew items for soldiers. Lucia Summers, a member, later recalled that the “Melrose Aids” also made havelocks, caps “made of heavy white linen, having a cape to it about 10 or 12 inches deep, to protect the necks of the soldiers from the hot rays of the sun.” Soldiers who received the fruits of their labors sometimes wrote letters of acknowledgement. “Some were very thankful for the havelocks, others put them to different uses from what was intended—‘Made pretty good dishrags,’” one said.5

Several hospitals were built in Quincy to accommodate the anticipated flow of sick or wounded men from the camps and battlefields. Newsboys on street corners shouted war headlines from the city’s four newspapers, while bookstores advertised the latest texts on military tactics for aspiring officers. Attorneys proclaimed themselves advocates in settling “war claims,” including bounty payments and pensions.

When the war began, Quincy had only two militia companies, the “Rifles” and “Guards.” The latter company was commanded by Capt. James Dada Morgan, who had broken his leg while packing ice during the previous winter and was still on crutches. But when the company departed for service on April 21, 1861, less than ten days after the Confederates fired on Fort Sumter, Morgan hobbled along.6 He would become a general before the war was over.

Responding to the call for volunteers to quell the rebellion, men from Quincy and surrounding farm communities stepped forward in sufficient numbers to fill eight additional companies. Two of these joined the “Rifles” and “Guards” and became part of the 10th Illinois Volunteer Infantry Regiment. Five others joined the 16th Illinois, which formed at Quincy and camped in the Adams County fairgrounds south of the city. A single company mustered into the 27th Illinois.7

In November 1861, the city received word of its first battlefield fatality. William Shipley, a twenty-four-year-old first lieutenant and the adopted son of Senator Orville H. Browning, was killed at Belmont, Missouri. His body was sent home and a funeral service was held at the home of Senator and Mrs. Browning on the corner of Seventh and Hampshire Streets.8

Such funerals would become sadly routine by the following spring. By then, however, it was beginning to look as if the war would be over soon and the Union would be victorious. New Orleans, the South’s largest city, had been captured, Union forces had driven all the way into northern Mississippi, and Maj. Gen. George Brinton McClellan’s huge Army of the Potomac was poised on the doorstep of Richmond, apparently on the verge of capturing the Confederate capital. The federal government, anticipating an early end to the war, began shutting down recruiting offices and reassigning recruiters.

Then everything changed. The Confederate Army of Northern Virginia under its new commander, Robert E. Lee, launched a series of savage assaults that would become known as the Seven Days Battles, driving McClellan’s army away from Richmond. The defeats changed the whole complexion of the war, and suddenly it was clear the conflict would continue and the Union would need many more men in its armies. In July 1862, President Lincoln issued a call for three hundred thousand more troops, with quotas based proportionally on the population of each loyal state.

Quincy’s quota was 225, thanks to its having surpassed the fourteen thousand population mark in the 1860 census. The quota for all of Adams County was 675.9 Recruiting efforts resumed quickly along with subscription rallies where citizens were asked to pledge sums of money for a fund to pay enlistment bonuses.

So “war fever” was running high in Quincy when the Dallas City men arrived, and the city was already filling with other new companies in various stages of organization. But when Captain Allen’s men reached the town square, they learned a camp for new regiments had yet to be established, and no preparations had been made to receive them. They would have to find lodging on their own.

Some headed for the Adams House hotel on Hampshire Street, which advertised “no pains will be spared to make those comfortable that favor us with their patronage.” That promise may have won over a few men, but more likely they were attracted by another business on the same premises, the partnership of Whitbread & Wetzell, purveyors of “Lill & Diversey’s Chicago Champagne and Stock Ales” with “barrels and half barrels received daily.” Other members of the company, perhaps less thirsty, found quarters at some of Quincy’s other hotels.

The new company’s arrival did not go unnoticed in the city. “A first class company of recruits came in on Sunday afternoon from Dallas City,” the Daily Whig reported August 11. “They did not arrive as early as expected, but come in now with full ranks, numbering over 100 men. This morning they paraded on the Square, and elicited a good deal of admiring attention.”

On the same day, the Daily Whig reported a local company recruited by Capt. M. G. Tousely and Lt. H. P. Roberts “is now full and ‘running over.’ It numbers 102 sworn men.” Major Holten was reported to have eighty-two men signed up for his company, and Major Hugo Hollan, “whose headquarters are over Fred’s Saloon North of the Court House,” had about fifty recruits. “Captain Vernon, we understand, has only about fifty men sworn in, but with the other companies out of the way and the war fever still so high, he will undoubtedly fill up in a few days.”

Maris R. Vernon, twenty-seven, was one of several local attorneys who had recently advertised his services on behalf of those who had war claims. Now he was trying to raise a company so he could join the war himself, advertising for recruits to report to his law office at 105 Hampshire Street. His efforts received a ringing endorsement from the Daily Whig: “Mr. Vernon is well qualified for the position, being a thorough master of company drill, and admirably fitted by his excellent character to have the control of young men amid the temptations of war . . . He will hold meetings throughout the county, and will be aided by influential speakers. Let all help to make Captain Vernon’s company a success.”

A day later, August 12th, another new company “of fine looking men” arrived in Quincy, this one from Carthage, Hancock County. It was commanded by Capt. Robert M. Black, a twenty-five-year-old Carthage resident who listed his occupation as “student.” “Captain Black is a man of energy,” the Quincy Daily Herald reported, “for he had been in the city but three or four hours before he picked up six or seven additions to his company and had them sworn.”

The same edition of the Daily Herald was filled with notices of “war meetings” scheduled that week. “Ellington on the War Path!” was the headline over one advertisement. “The people of Ellington Township will meet en masse at the grove just east of Center School House on Thursday, Aug. 14th, at 10 A.M. to take action upon the subject of bounty for volunteers; to instruct our Town Supervisors to vote for such bounty; to encourage enlistments, and other important matters. Come on! Turn out! Bring on your wives, your children and your sweet-hearts, and let us have a good old-fashioned Basket Pic-Nic, and a general good time.”

Another notice told of a recruiting meeting to be held at Chatten Spring in Fall Creek Township August 13th. Yet another, signed by “Many Citizens,” summoned “all able bodied and patriotic citizens of this town and neighborhood” to a meeting “at early candle lighting in ‘Union Church’ at Big Neck Prairie, in Adams County, Illinois, on Tuesday evening. Good speakers will be there.”10

Jonathan Butler, twenty-four, a blacksmith who had moved to Big Neck from his native Pennsylvania, may have been among those who listened to the “good speakers” at the Union Church. Despite having been married scarcely seven months earlier—or maybe because of it—Butler volunteered to enlist in Maris Vernon’s company.11

Similar enlistment meetings and rallies were going on in and around the city of Macomb, in McDonough County northeast of Quincy. John Batchelor, a twenty-three-year-old carpenter, was among those who enlisted. Like most people then living in southwestern Illinois, which had not been settled long enough to have many native-born residents, he was from somewhere else—in his case, all the way from Warwickshire, England. Batchelor’s name was added to the roll of a new company commanded by Capt. Granville Reynolds, a thirty-seven-year-old farmer from Industry, McDonough County.

The recruits would need officers to lead them, and on August 16th the Whig & Republican announced that Quincy attorney William H. Benneson would be one of them. Benneson had been appointed colonel “of one of the regiments now mustering here,” the paper said. “Its number is not yet assigned, but [it] will probably be the 78th. Mr. Benneson is generally esteemed a very safe, able and considerate man, and we have no doubt he will do full justice to this appointment.”12

Born in Newark, Delaware, Benneson had graduated with honors from Delaware College in 1840, then taught school for three years in Virginia while studying law. He moved to Quincy in 1843 and opened a law office in partnership with Stephen A. Douglas, the future US senator who was Lincoln’s opponent in the famous Lincoln-Douglas debates and a presidential candidate in 1860. The partnership dissolved when Douglas entered politics, but the two men remained friends.

In 1849, Benneson left his law practice to seek his fortune mining gold in California. Apparently unsuccessful, he returned to Quincy three years later to resume the practice of law. Now, at age forty-three, with a newly signed colonel’s commission from Illinois governor Richard Yates in his pocket, Benneson was ready to try his hand as commander of an infantry regiment, a task for which his prior experience had done little to prepare him. There is no record of his physical appearance; his service record contains no description and apparently no photographs have survived.

The following week the Whig & Republican reported that “Capt. Vernon turned out yesterday with most of his men and made a fine parade. He has an excellent company. In general his men are of good size and strong look, and we predict they will make their mark on the enemy.” The paper also reported the results of elections in Vernon’s company: Not surprisingly, Vernon was elected captain. Jeremiah Parsons of Melrose was chosen first lieutenant and William B. Akins of Keene Township, second lieutenant. All the votes were unanimous.13

It was standard procedure at that stage of the Civil War for companies to elect their officers. Usually the drive to recruit the company was headed by a leading local citizen, and his election as captain was virtually a foregone conclusion. The choices for first and second lieutenant often were contested, however, and the results were made unanimous only after a clear winner had emerged. Sometimes runners-up in the voting became sergeants, as was evidently the case in Vernon’s company. William E. Summers of Quincy, brother of Lucia Summers of the “Melrose Aids,” was chosen first sergeant, while Jonathan Butler, the blacksmith from Big Neck, became one of the other sergeants.

Captain Reynolds’s company, including John Batchelor, left Macomb for Quincy on Tuesday, August 26. Batchelor noted in his diary that his son, William, was six months old that day.14

By that time an encampment for the new regiments had been established on open ground on the north side of Quincy, extending from Sunset Hill on Locust Street eastward to about Tenth Street and southward for several blocks. It needed to be large, because it would have to accommodate a large number of men. A typical Union infantry regiment had ten rifle companies, nominally with one hundred men each (although few companies were able to sustain that number), plus a headquarters company. The latter included three field officers (those with ranks above captain), a colonel, lieutenant colonel and major; an adjutant, usually a lieutenant, who handled much of the regiment’s paperwork; a surgeon, assistant surgeons, and hospital stewards; a quartermaster, responsible for rations, forage, and equipage; a chaplain; and a noncommissioned staff. If the regiment had a band, its members also were assigned to the headquarters company; if not, then the company usually included a “principal musician” (bugler or drummer). At full strength, a regiment would have somewhere between one thousand and eleven hundred men. Four new regiments—the 50th Illinois, commanded by Col. M. M. Bane; the 78th, under Col. Benneson; the 84th, led by Col. Louis H. Waters; and the 119th, commanded by Col. Thomas J. Kinney—would be established at Quincy. That meant the new camp would have to accommodate more than four thousand men.

At first the camp had no barracks, so tents were provided—mostly tall, conical Sibley tents that could shelter as many as twenty men each, provided they slept side-by-side with their feet toward the center of the tent and their heads toward the outside, like spokes on a wheel. As soon as the tents were ready for issue, the company from Dallas City left its hotel rooms and moved to the new camp on the edge of town. Five Sibley tents were issued to the company and Captain Allen appointed a sergeant to supervise the men in each tent. The men also were formed into separate “messes,” each responsible for preparing its own food.15

“We knew absolutely nothing about camp life,” Edward Mott Robbins wrote. The Sibley tents were just one of many new things that posed challenges. They “were round with [a] pole in the center to hold them up, and guy ropes to hold them from blowing over . . . It was some time before we got used to those guy ropes, for we were constantly getting too near and falling over them. What was said on those occasions would hardly bear repeating.

“Each man drew a tin plate, tin cup, knife, fork and spoon. The company drew five camp kettles, all of different sizes, to be used in cooking different kinds of food. The greatest trouble we had for a time was how much rice to put in the kettle. The first time cooking . . . we had everything around camp filled with rice. It kept swelling beyond what we had any conception of.”16

While the Dallas City men adjusted to camp life, more new companies were arriving in Quincy. “A fine company from Liberty came in yesterday afternoon, and were escorted about town by the companies of Captains Holton and Hollan,” the Whig & Republican reported August 30th. “Captain Holton made quite a handsome little reception speech to them in the Square, for which he was deservedly honored with three cheers. The men are substantial looking soldiers.” They were commanded by Capt. George Pollock of Beverly, Adams County.

Two other Adams County companies arrived the next day, one from Camp Point, under command of Capt. Jacob F. Joseph, and the other from Coatsburg, commanded by Capt. Henry E. Hawkins. All these companies were assigned to Colonel Benneson’s 78th Regiment along with Captain Reynolds’s company from Macomb, Captain Allen’s from Dallas City, Captain Vernon’s from Quincy, and four others.

The regiment was completing its organization. Carter Van Vleck, a Macomb attorney, was commissioned lieutenant colonel. Van Vleck, thirty-two, was a former Democrat who had switched allegiance to the Republican Party and endorsed Lincoln in the 1860 election. Besides Lincoln, he also may have been the only man in southern Illinois to hold a US patent at the time. Lincoln obtained a patent in 1849 for his design of a device to lift riverboats over shoals. Van Vleck received a patent in 1857 for the invention of “Never-Fail Roofing” material made of gutta percha, a latex-like substance from tropical trees.

Van Vleck’s photograph, published in a family genealogy, shows a rather sad-eyed man with dark hair, a short dark beard, high forehead, and resolute expression. Van Vleck had reason to be sad-eyed; he and his wife, Patty, had three children die in infancy, the most recent less than a year before Van Vleck was commissioned. The close-knit couple was sustained by their religious faith and love for their only surviving child, a four-year-old daughter named Nellie.

William L. Broaddus, a thirty-nine-year-old mechanic, also from Macomb, was commissioned major. Broaddus stood five feet, nine inches tall and had dark hair and gray eyes. He started the war as a lieutenant in the 16th Illinois Volunteer Infantry, was promoted to captain, then resigned to accept appointment as major of the 78th. His son, Thomas, eighteen, had enlisted as a private in the new 84th Illinois, but transferred to the 78th when his father joined that regiment; his nephew, Robert Laughlin, also was a member of the 78th.

George Greene, a twenty-year-old clerk from Quincy, was appointed regimental adjutant, and the Rev. Robert F. Taylor, thirty-one, of Quincy, became chaplain. Dr. Thomas M. Jordan, a thirty-two-year-old physician from Macomb, was appointed surgeon. Other appointments would be made from the ranks after the new companies were formally mustered into the service.

That happened September 1st. A few men were rejected by the mustering officer for reasons not recorded, while a few others had drifted away before the regiment could be mustered, including five from Captain Allen’s company (one went to Chicago, where higher bounties were paid, and enlisted in another regiment there).17 The rest were mustered into federal service; for the next three years, they would belong to the government.

Next day there was a drawing to assign each company the alphabetical letter by which it would be known. The letters A through I and K were written on pieces of paper and placed in a hat (the letter J was not used because when handwritten it was too easily confused with the letter I). Chaplain Taylor was appointed to draw letters from the hat and was blindfolded for the occasion.18

The chaplain drew letter A for a company of eighty-five troops mostly from St. Clair, Schuyler, McDonough, and Hancock Counties, commanded by Capt. Robert S. Blackburn. The company receiving letter B had ninety men, mostly from Adams County. It was commanded by Capt. John C. Anderson, at age forty-eight one of the two oldest men in the regiment.

The letter C went to a company of eighty-five recruits all from Blandinsville, McDonough County. Its commander was Capt. Charles R. Hume, a lawyer who at age forty-eight was tied with Captain Anderson as the oldest man in the regiment. Among his men was thirty-five-year-old James K. Magie, who had purchased a half interest in the Macomb Journal on March 23, 1862, and served as editor until his enlistment, leaving the paper under management of a man named Nichols, who owned the other half interest.

Company D, commanded by Capt. Robert M. Black, was mostly from Hancock County and a few settlements in Adams County. The company’s ninety men included the regiment’s youngest, Charles N. Bennett, who was only fourteen.19 Capt. George Pollock’s band of “substantial looking soldiers,” noticed earlier by the Quincy Whig Republican, became Company E. Its ninety-four men were almost all from Adams County. Capt. Henry E. Hawkins’ company, seventy-nine men also mainly from Adams County, drew the letter F.

Company G, commanded by Capt. Jacob F. Joseph, was another company of Adams County men. It mustered ninety-five men. Capt. John K. Allen’s contingent, including Edward Mott Robbins, became Company H. Most of its ninety-two men came from Dallas City, Pontoosuc or Durham, Hancock County, along with several from Henderson County. Company I—John Batchelor’s company, commanded by Capt. Granville Reynolds—was mostly from cities and towns in McDonough County. Its roster numbered eighty-eight.

Company K—Jonathan Butler’s company, commanded by Capt. Maris Vernon—had men from nearly every village and township in Adams County. Among its eighty-eight men was twenty-four-year-old Perry Lesure from Liberty, only son of aging parents who wanted him at home. When they learned he had enlisted, they began a campaign to have him discharged; it would continue for two years.

So these were the men who would go to war under the banner of the 78th Illinois Volunteer Infantry Regiment. Their average age was just over twenty-five years, and including six members of the Headquarters Company, 716 gave their occupation as farmers—about eighty percent of the regiment. There were also thirty-six carpenters, twenty-one blacksmiths, twelve teachers, eight shoemakers, six wagon makers, six merchants, five masons, five laborers, four teamsters, four students, four plasterers, four clerks, three lawyers, three saddlers, and a host of other trades, including such esoteric occupations as “plow stocker,” “moulder,” “tinner,” broom maker, and leather inspector.

But their peacetime occupations no longer mattered, for they all had the same occupation now: They were soldiers.

What induced these men to enlist? Why had they pledged their lives to the service of their country for three years or the duration of the war? The war had already been in progress seventeen months when they enlisted; why hadn’t they answered the first call for troops when the war began?

One answer is that more than a hundred of them would have been too young; they had reached military age in the months since the war’s beginning. But that does not answer for the rest. During the great wave of patriotism that swept the North after Fort Sumter, when thousands flocked to volunteer, these men had not. Those who did enlist at the outset of the war expected a grand adventure with a swift result, but that was not what happened. Instead, the war had become a grim, deadly struggle, and the enormous casualties at Shiloh and the Seven Days battles shocked the nation. Anyone who volunteered now was surely putting his life at risk. So why did these men step forward in the late summer of 1862 when they had not done so in the spring of 1861?

There are probably as many answers to that question as there were men in the 78th Illinois, but patriotism was certainly one factor. The surviving diaries and letters of men who served in the 78th bear ample evidence of that. Some expressed their thoughts eloquently while others were barely literate, but each in his own way voiced a deep commitment to the nation’s experiment in democracy and a fear that the rebellion could mean the end of it. The idea of the Union was sacred to them, holding great promise for the future, and they were willing to fight for it not only for themselves but also for their children. The very fact that the war had become a bitter, protracted struggle may have given them greater incentive to enlist, for everyone could now see the war was going to last a long time and the Union would need many more men in its armies if it was going to prevail. So they stepped forward.

Did slavery have anything to do with it? The letters and diaries of men in the 78th reveal that some were morally opposed to slavery and others at least had serious reservations about it, but the idea that the war was a struggle against slavery was still emerging in the late summer of 1862, so it was probably not among the factors that induced these men to enlist. However, when Lincoln announced his draft of the Emancipation Proclamation shortly after the 78th was mustered into service, it may have helped many men feel they had made the right decision when they volunteered.

Peer pressure was certainly a factor motivating some men to enlist. Since Civil War companies were typically raised in small communities where everyone knew everyone else, or in some cases was related to nearly everyone else, everybody knew who had volunteered in the first call for troops and who had not. Those who did volunteer became local heroes. In the year that followed, those who stayed behind sometimes found themselves targets of subtle hints that maybe they also should have volunteered. Sometimes the hints weren’t so subtle.

To have one’s lifetime friends, neighbors, and relatives suggesting repeatedly that it was one’s moral duty to volunteer was a powerful inducement to enlist. Young men also worried that if they didn’t volunteer, young women were unlikely to view them favorably as marriage prospects. So some men enlisted at least partly from fear of what others would think of them if they did not.

Enlistment was made easier by the knowledge that one would be serving with relatives, neighbors, or lifelong friends. Most company commanders also were local community leaders, well known and respected by their men, and their companies often included fathers and sons and sets of brothers or cousins. So the prospect that the uncertainties of military service would be shared with familiar faces also was surely a stimulus to enlistment, though how much is impossible to measure.

Economics were another important factor. The previous year’s harvest in southwest Illinois had been sub-par and the next one promised to be little better, so farmers’ incomes were uncertain at best. The first year of war also had resulted in double-digit inflation, taking a big bite out of the already meager purchasing power of farm families. With so many men in the army, there was also a shortage of farm labor, and labor costs had risen to the point where some crops cost more to harvest than they were worth. For all these reasons, the promise of thirteen dollars a month as a private in the army was appealing to many young men, and the prospect of an enlistment bonus was an added attraction. The bonuses came from funds pledged in local subscription drives and the amounts varied, tending to be higher in larger communities where more people contributed. The enlistment bounty in Quincy, for example, was forty dollars—more than three months’ pay for a private soldier—while in smaller Macomb it was twenty-five dollars.

It seems incredible in the twenty-first century to think that anyone would risk his life for thirteen dollars a month, but the dollar was worth a great deal more in 1862 than it is today—at least 113 times more, if one compares a private’s pay in 1862 with a newly enlisted private’s pay in today’s army. By that measure, a private’s pay of thirteen dollars a month in 1862 would be worth $1,467.60 in today’s dollars. Using the same comparison, an enlistment bonus of twenty-five dollars in 1862 would be equivalent to $2,825 in today’s dollars, and a bonus of forty dollars would be worth $4,520. These figures are conservative, and the actual value of an 1862 dollar in modern terms might be even higher. In any case, to an Illinois farmer trying to figure out how he was going to feed his family through the winter of 1862–63, the prospect of earning thirteen dollars a month plus an enlistment bonus was a powerful stimulus to enlist.

Of course, those who did enlist also expected to be paid on a regular basis. In that, they would be sorely disappointed.
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Even before they were formally mustered into the service on September 1, 1862, the new soldiers of the 78th Regiment were beginning to learn the mysteries and miseries of military drill. Most men in the regiment were accustomed to the discipline of hard work, but nothing had prepared them for the experience of marching shoulder-to-shoulder in lockstep and responding instantly to a bewildering variety of shouted commands, each with different meaning. Yet they would need to learn these things until they became second nature if they were to be able to respond instantly on the battlefield.

Major Broaddus, by virtue of his earlier service in the 16th Illinois, was well versed in drill, but few if any of the regiment’s other officers had any experience; they were starting from scratch. They not only had to learn the commands and what they meant; they also had to learn how to give orders.

It did not go well at first. Men stumbled over one another, formations collided, and embarrassed officers shouted frantically, trying to untangle things and restore order. “It was like the blind leading the blind,” recalled Isaac W. Landon, a private in Company K. “Instructor and instructed were both alike ignorant; yet, somehow, we made tolerable progress.”

To onlookers, progress was probably difficult to discern and they might have wondered how such stumbling troops could ever hope to win a war. The same thought also later occurred to Landon: “When we remember that our entire army was made up of men as ignorant of the science of war as ourselves, are we not baffled to know from whence our victory came?”20

It didn’t seem to bother Major Broaddus that everyone looked to him for guidance. “I stand drilling first rate, or rather stand the labor of drilling the officers,” he wrote to his wife, Martha, who was home caring for the couple’s younger son and daughter. Colonel Benneson “is very busy with other matters.”21

One of those matters was a meeting with a man named Dills, who was trying to win the colonel’s blessing to become sutler of the 78th Regiment. Sutlers were civilian merchants who were given a more or less exclusive franchise to sell goods to a regiment. They accompanied the regiment on the march with a wagonload of merchandise—pies, cakes, other confections, canned goods, articles of clothing, writing materials, and other items not readily available in the field—and, in the absence of competition, sold them at high prices. It seemed an easy way to get rich, because soldiers were a captive market, always hungry and always in need of the delicacies and necessities sutlers had to offer. But being a sutler was not without hazards, because soldiers also were nearly always short of cash and resented being overcharged, and there were stories of regiments that turned on their sutlers and cleaned out their wagons. When a sutler was greatly outnumbered by a mob of angry armed men, there was little he could do about it, and some sutlers were left with nothing.

If Mr. Dills had heard such tales, they apparently didn’t bother him. Determined to win Colonel Benneson’s favor, he presented the colonel with a splendid horse worth several hundred dollars. The gesture had the desired effect; Dills was promised the sutler’s appointment. Later, however, Dills had second thoughts and eventually decided not to accept the appointment, and the sutler’s franchise eventually went to someone else. But Colonel Benneson kept the horse anyway.22
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In addition to their efforts to master the convolutions of military drill, the new soldiers of the 78th also had to struggle with new uniforms. Privates were issued dark-blue woolen frock coats, trousers of lighter blue, wool forage caps with leather visors, and a belt set that included a cartridge box, percussion-cap box, bayonet, and scabbard. But they didn’t get everything at once, and many of the things they got didn’t fit.

If a soldier knew how to handle a needle and thread, he might be able to fix things himself. He might even be able to make a little money on the side. Thomas Goldsborough Odell of Company G wrote his wife and children that he made ten cents tailoring a pair of pantaloons for another soldier. He also said a lady came into camp and made about four dollars a day fixing uniforms, charging twenty-five cents to alter the waist of a pair of pantaloons or one dollar to make them over.23 Those prices would put a significant dent in a private’s monthly pay, but for sake of appearances or comfort, or both, some men were willing to pay.

Odell wrote the folks at home—his wife, Beliscent, and four children—about a picnic September 3rd arranged by residents of Honey Creek Township. “It was a nice thing to see a whole Co(mpany) surround the good things, which were spread out on the ground,” he wrote. “Lieut. Herndon returned thanks.”

On the night of September 3 there was excitement in camp. “Orders were received to have four days rations prepared, and to be ready to march at any moment,” James M. McNeill wrote in his diary. “But soon the order to prepare rations was countermanded, and the fires prepared to cook, which were burning brilliantly, making a beautiful scene for the new soldiers, who had never before seen camp fires burning, [were ordered] to be put out. The excitement, which was greate, which we presume is always the case with fresh troops on getting an order to march, soon died down to the usual quiet, which at no time while we stayed here was very extensive.”

Next day it was McNeill’s turn to be impressed by a picnic. “Quite a stir in camp on account of a huge PicNic being on hand, given by the liberals of Macomb,” he wrote. “A large crowd in attendance estimated at two thousand. The ardue [ardor] of whom, especially the young misses in their white drapes and the young lads with their shining collars, etc., was somewhat dampened in the evening by the fall of a very heavy rain, which beside damping the ladies and gents, had an admirable tendency toward testing the capacity of our tents, which held good their reputation as to turning the rain from above, but wonderfully deficient in keeping it out from beneath, the rain having run under and almost floated some of us off.”

On September 8th the regiment drew its first pay. Privates in some companies apparently got their full monthly pay of thirteen dollars, but that was not the case in Odell’s company. Next day he wrote home that he had been paid ten dollars and expected to receive the remaining three dollars “and perhaps the balance [probably referring to his enlistment bonus] today or tomorrow.” That didn’t happen, but Odell and his mates were consoled by knowledge that another picnic was scheduled that day and his company was invited to attend. He also noted that daily prayer meetings were being held in each company.24

Next day Lieutenant Colonel Van Vleck wrote home to his wife, Patty, and daughter, Nellie, that the regiment was still a long way from being prepared for active service. “We have no tents except for the privates & no knap sacks, haversacks, guns or canteens & [the] government will surely not send us away so, & it will take some time to get a supply.”25

The regiment also was still making appointments to fill vacancies in the Headquarters Company. Dr. Elihu S. McIntire, thirty-one, of Company H, a Dallas City physician in civilian life and one of the original organizers of the company, was appointed first assistant surgeon. Abner V. Humphrey, a Quincy resident who listed his occupation as clerk, became regimental quartermaster. Pvt. Charles Vilasco Chandler, a nineteen-year-old Macomb resident who had just completed his first year of college at Lake Forest Academy near Chicago, was appointed sergeant major. Seth W. Grammar, a forty-three-year-old farmer from Beverly, Adams County, was named commissary sergeant. The 78th would have no regimental band, but Reuben L. Maynard, thirty-five, a farmer from Industry, McDonough County, was appointed principal musician.

One of the other regiments in camp, the 50th Illinois, did have a band, and it played every evening during dress parade. The 78th had its first dress parade September 13th. “We make a show worth seeing,” Odell wrote, “all ranged in two ranks some 50 rods in length, the buttons glistening in the evening sun.” He described how Colonel Benneson stood in front of the regiment and saluted and the men in ranks answered the salute. The colonel then put them through several other evolutions and everything went well as long as they were standing in ranks and did not have to march.

Dress parade “was a fine sight,” Lucia Summers agreed, “the soldiers in line, the white tents and the inspiring ‘Signal March.’ A great many people were there to see the parade—people from the county, and many citizens always attended.”26

But life in camp wasn’t all just drill, picnics, prayer meetings, and dress parades. Many young men in the 78th had spent their lives on isolated farms and had never been exposed to common childhood illnesses such as mumps and measles or other diseases. Now that they were crowded in camps with thousands of other men under less than ideal sanitary conditions, it did not take very long for them to start getting sick. Every morning a few more turned out for sick call, complaining of everything from blisters or aches and pains to sore throats, coughs, diarrhea, fevers, measles, or something more serious. The prescribed treatment often was nothing more than a day or two off from drill, perhaps coupled with a dose of “blue pills” (a concoction of chalk and mercury), but the more seriously ill were sent to hospitals. For some, that would be their last stop.

Odell’s younger brother, Risdon Odell, eighteen, who also had enlisted in Company G, was among those afflicted, as was Odell himself. His service record shows he suffered from chills, fever, and diarrhea, but apparently it was not serious enough to keep him from duty—or from going to town to spend his first pay on items for his family and some paper and ink for himself.

Most of the regiment’s time in camp was spent in drill, but some members of the 78th were able to pick up a little extra money by helping build barracks. However, those structures—each one hundred feet long and twenty feet wide—would not be completed in time for the 78th to occupy them.
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On September 17 rifles were issued to the regiment. They were not what the men expected. They were old and in poor condition, and they were huge and heavy—.69-caliber rifled muskets. The reaction was one of universal disgust.

“We got some old guns,” John Batchelor wrote in his diary. “We called them Mexican, of very large bore. We then named them, after our Colonel, and called them our Bennisons.” Pvt. Cornelius Pierce of Company F was issued a rifle with a firing mechanism that didn’t work and a ramrod stuck so solidly in the barrel it could not be removed, but an inspector examined the weapon and declared it ready for use.

Isaac Landon didn’t like the rifles either. “They were a dangerous weapon, about as destructive at one end as at the other,” he wrote.

The men of the 78th were volunteers and had not yet absorbed the lessons of army discipline, so they did exactly as they would have done in civilian life: They drew up petitions calling on Benneson to reject the weapons. The petitions, however, were never presented to the colonel, probably because the guns were packed up in crates shortly after they were issued and the men of the 78th thought they had seen the last of them. They would not be so lucky.27

The consternation over the rifles was forgotten when movement orders were received September 18th. “We got imperative orders this morning to go immediately to Louisville, Ky.,” Van Vleck wrote his wife, “but the Col. [Benneson] has telegraphed back that we cannot move until we get guns, our bounty money & canteens. I don’t know what the result will be but expect we will be compelled to go.”

He was right. The regiment was told to “go with what we have got.” Orders were issued for the men to cook four days rations and be prepared to move the following day.28

Not everyone received the news enthusiastically. Pvt. Henry William Richter, thirty-five, of Company H, evidently decided that wherever the regiment was going, he did not want to go along. He failed to answer roll call September 19 and was listed as a deserter.


2
“We Have Bin Seeing Pretty Hard Times”


SEPTEMBER 20–OCTOBER 28, 1862

IF THE MEN OF THE 78TH REGIMENT HAD ANY THOUGHTS OF RIDING TO WAR IN comfort or style, those hopes were quickly dashed when they arrived at the Quincy & Toledo Railroad station on the morning of September 20th. The train that was waiting had no coaches. It did not even have any boxcars. Instead, it consisted of a long string of open cars that had last been used for hauling coal. Two-by-twelve-inch wooden planks had been nailed across the tops of the cars to serve as seats, but the cars themselves had not been cleaned, and some still had coal dust several inches deep in their bottoms.1

But there was no help for it, so the men climbed awkwardly into the cars and made themselves as comfortable as possible on the hard wooden benches. By one count, 934 men boarded the train—several seriously ill men had been left in Quincy hospitals—along with their Sibley tents, other equipment, and several horses. About 3:00 p.m. the train started with a spasmodic jolt and began moving slowly out of town. If there was any sort of formal send-off, none of the 78th’s diarists or correspondents saw fit to make note of it.

Quincy was left behind and the train headed out across the prairies. Without cover, the men were exposed to smoke and cinders from the locomotive, plus coal dust stirred up by their feet and caught by the wind. Added to the unfamiliar swaying motion of the cars, the smoke and dust made some men feel nauseated. It did not help that most also had received smallpox vaccinations shortly before boarding the train and some were beginning to suffer bad reactions to the vaccine. Soon many were sick.2

But the train continued on its way, rocking and belching across a mostly empty land, stopping at isolated stations to take on wood and water and give the cramped men a chance to crawl out of the open cars, stretch their muscles, and answer calls of nature. Then they scrambled back and the train resumed its journey.

Dusk came, then darkness, and the men could see little but the glow from the locomotive’s headlamp and the steady stream of sparks issuing from its huge funnel. Now and then they caught glimpses of dim lanterns or candles in the windows of distant cabins, or clusters of flickering lights as the train lumbered through remote villages or small towns.

Through the vast empty darkness, the train continued on its way. Sleep was nearly impossible, even for men who were not sick, but many tried anyway, curling up on the hard wooden benches or seeking a more comfortable position in the dusty grime at the bottom of a car. After a long, mostly sleepless night for all aboard, the train passed through Decatur, Illinois, around daylight September 21st, and about 1:00 p.m. it crossed the Wabash River at Attica and turned toward Lafayette, Indiana. There it made a longer stop to add an extra




















[image: image]













[image: image]


























[image: image]











OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_005.png
gpp





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
% % % %k %k *x %k %k *x * Xk
.7}“//40

VERY THICKEST
OF THE ElGaEla"

servation

THE CiviL WAR SERVICE OF THE 78TH
IrLiNnoIs VOLUNTEER INFANTRY REGIMENT

STEVE RAYMOND





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png
o buy books i quantiy for corporate use
or incentves, cal(800) 962-0973
el premiums @GlobePequat.com.






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
gPp





