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PART ONE

The Chaos of a Virginia Summer


“It was sublime to witness, but awful to participate in.”

–CAPT. THOMAS PARKER, 51ST PENNSYLVANIA




AT NEWPORT NEWS

“A BEAUTIFUL GRASSY PLAIN” GREETED THE 6TH NEW HAMPSHIRE around Newport News. Placed in a brigade with the 2nd Maryland and 48th Pennsylvania, the Granite Staters enjoyed many positive developments, albeit in a temporary location. Of the 6th Regiment’s first night at their new camp along the James River, George Upton wrote, “I never slept better in my life.” Later in the month he proclaimed to his wife, “With the help of God, we shall yet be victorious, and rebellion killed.”1

A member of the 48th Pennsylvania gleefully wrote of ice cream and other refreshments, which augmented the soldiers’ respite from marching and fighting. The happy and resting troops also had typical duties such as the invariable repetition of drill and serving on picket. The regimental historian recalled how proficient the 48th had become “in handling the musket,” so drills and more formal parades for the dedicated soldiers “amounted to a poem,” especially when visiting Northern ladies were observing.2

Colonel James Nagle of the 48th led the brigade of the three regiments. He had been serving as commanding officer of his regiment since October. Nagle had a wide range of military experience dating back to the Mexican War, where he led a Pennsylvania regiment. The native of Reading saw service in the state militia after Mexico and fought with a short-term Pennsylvania unit at First Bull Run. Returning home later in the summer, he found leadership of the 48th as his way back into the war at the age of forty.3

The other brigade in Reno’s Division, under Edward Ferrero, included three strong regiments with service in North Carolina: the 21st Massachusetts and the “two 51sts” from New York and Pennsylvania. A Bay Stater recalled the pleasing oceanic breeze during the days of rest around Newport News. Fresh clams and boxes of treats from home further nourished the brigade. The historian of the 51st Pennsylvania recalled many games of baseball. Several officers “indulged in this game with right good zest.” Colonel Hartranft was considered one of the regiment’s best players.4

The Newport News camp gave two bakers in the 4th Rhode Island, part of Harland’s Brigade in Parke’s Third Division, a chance to practice their trade for the benefit of their comrades. A memoirist happily recalled, “There were two large, fourteen-foot brick ovens at the bakery, and two gangs of men to work them night and day.” The double rations and extra 40 cents a day made the hot work worthwhile; the bakers were able to trade for additional food and other desirables. “We lived well, and were content with our lot,” the talented chef remembered.5

The corps’ First Division arrived on the Peninsula more than a week after Burnside’s force. General Stevens wrote his wife to inform her that he slept for twenty hours during the trip from South Carolina to Virginia. The well-rested general must have been pleased as he surveyed the environs of Newport News. In a letter written at sea, William Lusk informed his mother of his happiness at being out of South Carolina, “Few of us regret to leave this unholy soil and wretchedly mismanaged department, where we have been sure only of mismanagement and disgrace.” Those disgusted with the course of their war while in South Carolina discovered the delight of attaching themselves to a winner after the move north. As the historian of the 79th New York wrote, “The Highlanders were well pleased to serve under so distinguished a leader” as Ambrose Burnside.6
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With all three divisions at hand, Burnside commanded about 13,000 men. Capt. Ralph Ely of the 8th Michigan recorded hard work for the troops fresh from the Palmetto State on July 20. The Wolverines quickly set up their new camp. Ely even commanded the regiment briefly.
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Drills took up much time for Stevens’s boys, just like their corps comrades. Colonel Fenton still led the First Brigade of the Division, with Daniel Leasure in charge of the Second Brigade, including the 46th and 79th New York alongside the 45th and 100th Pennsylvania.

Some bad blood emerged between the 46th and 79th New York while the men camped in Newport News. The German regiment included many members fond of wine, preferring the beverage to the whiskey common throughout many other regiments. When General Stevens ordered the stock of wine confiscated, then named members of the 79th to guard the alcohol, the 46th grew restive. Feelings became more disgusted the following morning, when only empty bottles remained. Perhaps this was an example of General Stevens playing favorites, with the division commander turning a blind eye as his original regiment consumed the wine. The spat was one reason for a change in organization. The two Empire State outfits would soon never serve in the same brigade again.7

Downtime around Newport News gave men the chance to ponder the big picture, with some starting to doubt the rumored expansion of the Union’s war aims to include an end to slavery. General McClellan and many senior officers preferred to keep the fate of slavery peripheral to the immediate consideration of defeating Confederate armies. Although President Lincoln had yet to formally announce any bold effort, George Upton doubted his own resolve to keep fighting if the government added the abolition of slavery to war goals.


Aside from the military, we don’t see much in the shape of humanity but Niggers, and the worst wish I have for anyone North is that all that think so much of them was out here to fight especially if they turn this warfare into fighting for the Niggers only. I came out here to help support the Constitution & Laws of the land, and for nothing else, and if it is turned into some other purpose—then those that do it may do the fighting.8




Regardless of a soldier’s views of slaves and slavery, all could spend time dreaming of life before the war. Highlander Alexander Campbell felt the longing for home. He noted how the regiments were pleasantly situated, with water in bountiful supply. Campbell lamented the relatively low number of men present in the regiment, only about 400. Optimistically, he informed his wife that he would likely stay around Newport News for some time. “I have felt very Lon[e]ly all day,” he concluded on July 20. Less than a week later, in response to his wife’s plea, Campbell said he would not be able to make a quick trip home. He expressed a wish to see her and the boys, even for just two weeks, but furloughs were virtually unheard of, and recruiting duty was reserved for those of higher rank, or those who had been wounded.9




REBELLION IN THE RANKS

Downright insolence pervaded the 4th Rhode Island for several weeks. Problems began in June when Lt. Col. George Tew failed to gain the command of the regiment over an “outsider” from the 2nd Rhode Island, William Steere. Tew was very well liked by the regiment, and the men grumbled mightily through drills and their normal duties for a time. Steere confiscated liquor his soldiers had received in packages sent from home, then delayed pay for the men in an effort to control their negative impulses.

Tension remained at the start of August. As detailed by a regimental memoirist, one of Steere’s attempts to address the regiment led to an ugly incident when a piece of firewood “scraped acquaintance with the side of his head.” A central outcome of the strife was the court-martial of Pvt. Edwin Gallagher, Company E.

Gallagher was charged with violating two articles of war. Under the first charge, the private “did, by threats and boisterous language, create a sedition in the camp” of the regiment. Based on the four specifications under the second charge, Gallagher may very well have been the assailant of Steere in the incident involving the use of firewood as a club. The enlisted man was alleged to “seize or grasp” Lieutenant Colonel Steere “and attempt violence against his superior officer.” In the only specification to which Gallagher pled guilty, the soldier also “did disobey the lawful commands of his superior officer, by continued disregard of orders to stop tumultuous noise and profanity.” The final two specifications related to Gallagher’s refusal to obey orders to return to his quarters and cease disrupting camp with his insolence and noise.

Found guilty on all charges and specifications, the court unanimously sentenced Gallagher, “To be shot until he be dead.” Under military law, the court had no choice but to render the sentence. However, the recommendation for death was remitted as part of the process by which President Lincoln would review the matter. Gallagher may have considered himself fortunate that the founding father of the Ninth Corps, Ambrose Burnside, was leading the Army of the Potomac by the time the verdict was transmitted up the chain of command. Burnside echoed the request for reduction of the sentence for a soldier in an original Ninth Corps regiment. Instead, “the prisoner will be dishonorably discharged from the service, with a forfeiture of all pay.”

The resistance from regimental malcontents calmed soon after the events leading to Gallagher’s court-martial, with Steere still in command. Tew and thirteen other officers resigned later in the month. Steere’s strong commitment to his men would be appreciated later in the summer, when he would be seriously wounded in Maryland.10

Even with some unhappiness, a general state of contentment prevailed. The victories in North Carolina marked Burnside’s troops as special in the eyes of some other soldiers. As the historian of the 21st Massachusetts opined, “We were much pleased to find in what high regard General Burnside’s men were held by their brother soldiers in Virginia.” With the addition of Stevens’s Division from South Carolina, he continued, “we felt that we had become a power in the centre of grand operations.”11 Soldierly success often pairs itself with danger, and the Ninth Corps would soon know plenty about how their reputation meant more active service.




MOVING FARTHER NORTH

As the troops rested around Newport News, the strategic situation in Virginia failed to offer clarity. McClellan kept his army protected around Harrison’s Landing. Even a strong natural position at Malvern Hill—closer to Richmond—could not suit the cautious general. Meanwhile, John Pope’s Army of Virginia started to assemble as a single force, although a division rested at Fredericksburg. Pope’s arrogant demeanor and disrespect for some Eastern troops earned him few friends among his officers and the rank and file. Career soldiers across the U.S. Army, including McClellan and Burnside, strongly condemned Pope’s ideas to live off the land and arrest Confederate citizens. Pope was certainly sure of himself, seeming to believe Robert E. Lee and his army could be pushed aside by sheer will. In a note to General Halleck on July 30, Pope’s attempt at foresight proved utterly ridiculous. He reported the likely retreat of the Confederates to a line from Lynchburg to Danville, well west of Richmond and almost to the North Carolina border.12 This would not be the first, last, or most devastating mistake John Pope made in the summer of 1862.

Burnside joined Halleck in a visit to Harrison’s Landing late in July. The sense of stalemate on the Peninsula worried the Lincoln administration, especially with Lee starting to move his forces north to confront Pope. McClellan still dreamed of attaching Burnside’s men and other troops to the Army of the Potomac for another shot at Richmond. In a one-on-one with his beleaguered and weary field commander, Halleck grew quite flustered. The Army of the Potomac was well southeast of Richmond and could not easily support Pope, who was under far more danger than anyone wearing the blue uniform of the U.S. Army realized. After McClellan sought troops in excess of his verbal agreement with Halleck, the fate of the Peninsula campaign was sealed. Because the move would further limit the means to support Pope, a western drive from south of the James was taken off the table. Halleck made some highly fateful decisions soon after returning to Washington.13 The plans dramatically altered the trajectory of the Ninth Corps’ summer. Relaxation along the James with pleasing summer breezes and plenty of bread would soon be a memory.

Orders officially terminating the Peninsula campaign began with a missive to Burnside, not McClellan. Halleck wired Newport News on August 1, “The troops of General Burnside’s command will immediately embark for Aquia Creek, and on reaching that landing will take position near Fredericksburg; the movement to be made as rapidly as possible, and the destination to be concealed.” The following afternoon, Burnside responded, “My troops are rapidly embarking,” with a midnight departure planned. He also reminded Halleck of his corps’ lack of wagons, ambulances, artillery, and cavalry, all left behind in the Carolinas. Halleck soon informed Pope of the initial effort to augment the Army of Virginia.14

On August 3 the Army of the Potomac was ordered to prepare for a sea voyage from Fort Monroe. “You will take immediate measures to effect this,” Halleck demanded of the Peninsula evacuation. The following day, McClellan begged for a change to the order in a very long note to Halleck, predicting the evacuation of the Peninsula would bring a “fatal blow” to the war effort.15

Burnside rapidly took to the task of moving the Ninth Corps from Newport News to Aquia Landing, 10 miles north of Fredericksburg. While cruising up the river, Burnside’s ship passed the boat carrying the 51st Pennsylvania, with the soldiers happy to see their corps commander. “Three cheers were given for him with a hearty good-will,” the regiment’s historian wrote.

Burnside arrived at Aquia on the evening of August 3 with some of the Ninth Corps. The rest of the troops arrived over the course of a few days, with Captain Ely reporting the 8th Michigan’s disembarkation at Aquia on August 6. An officer in the 48th Pennsylvania absorbed the scenery on the train ride south to Falmouth, which reminded him of home. Sadly, a member of the regiment, perhaps overwhelmed with the stress of a soldiers’ life, committed suicide during the steamer ride north.16

On the 4th, Halleck informed Pope of the delay in an advance of the Ninth Corps due to Burnside’s lack of transportation, artillery, and cavalry. Pope’s division at Fredericksburg could move west, at least, while Burnside occupied the area and protected the vital link with Aquia Landing. The presence of the Ninth Corps also guarded the region between Pope’s army and Fredericksburg. Halleck compelled Pope to retain linkage with Burnside, showing obvious concern about the chance of Lee’s army moving northeast to crush the separated Union commands.17

Men arriving around Falmouth soon found pleasures like those awaiting them a month before at Newport News. Fresh water appeared in abundance, and many wondered how they ever managed to stay hydrated and healthy from the fetid water they settled for in North Carolina. The 6th New Hampshire’s historian recalled the beautiful view in camp opposite Fredericksburg. The soldiers used subterfuge to feast on local delicacies. The Granite Staters possessed an abundance of counterfeit Confederate currency, thanks to a printer in Philadelphia. Ready to do more damage to the South, George Upton informed his wife of the expected move to augment a major attack. “I hope when they get the ball in motion, they wont[sic] let it stop till it gets into the Gulf of Mexico,” Upton explained.18

Members of the 9th New York also enjoyed the scenery around Fredericksburg. “I do think that this country is the prettiest in the world,” a memoirist penned. The spires of the city multiplied the charms of the vicinity. Hills dotted with tents did not detract from the location’s attractions for the happy man. Like many of their comrades, the 9th New York had to send men out on picket duty, but the soldiers seemed much happier in Virginia than North Carolina.19

On August 8, Captain Ely took about one hundred men to relieve some of Pope’s troops who had yet to march west. The Wolverines picked some blackberries, which undoubtedly proved a welcome treat. Hot weather prevailed as regiments alternated between duty on picket and rest in camp.20

Upset at the slow pace of troops moving off the Peninsula, Halleck wired McClellan on August 9. The stern rebuke Halleck penned offered proof “Mac” had failed to heed the advice of “Burn” to not make enemies in the Lincoln administration. With five full days elapsed since the order to remove his army from the Peninsula, McClellan’s troops had yet to board a ship. Halleck scolded the Army of Potomac’s commander.


I am of the opinion that the enemy is massing his forces in front of Genl Pope and Burnside and that he expects to crush them and move forward to the Potomac. You must send reinforcements instantly to Aquia Creek. Considering the amount of transportation at your disposal your delay is not satisfactory. You must move with all possible celerity.21




The next day, McClellan showed the temperament of a spoiled child, and much worse. In a letter to his wife, the army commander noted, “I have a strong idea that Pope will be thrashed during the coming week—& very badly whipped he will be & ought to be—such a villain as he is ought to bring defeat upon any cause that employs him.”22 The only way Pope could lose would be through a military defeat costing thousands of Union casualties. McClellan’s wish for such an outcome damages his historical reputation.

In contrast to his flustered friend, Ambrose Burnside had quickly moved his men to within supporting distance of Pope. Without a murmur, he then acted as an administrator for Pope, funneling troops west, even though Burnside was a senior major general to the Army of Virginia’s commander. Burnside could have demanded command of Pope’s army. Instead, a nineteenth-century writer lauded Burnside’s “customary devotion to his country.”23




TWO DIVISIONS TO THE RESCUE

A portion of Pope’s army fought a bloody engagement at Cedar Mountain on August 9. Although the battle led to a Confederate withdrawal, the tussle unveiled the danger Pope faced from the bold Southern army, with Stonewall Jackson’s men heavily involved in the fight. No one in the Unionist high command rested securely as Pope’s men stood in central Virginia with Lee’s army ready to brawl and knowing the divided nature of Union forces. A tense stalemate prevailed along Pope’s line, which rested uncomfortably between the Rapidan and Rappahannock rivers, nearly 30 miles northwest of Fredericksburg. Pope had yet to gain reinforcements from Burnside or McClellan.

On August 9, Burnside gave an update to Halleck, noting the disappointing addition of only one regiment from South Carolina after four were expected. Hunter’s decision to send a single regiment limited the manpower Burnside had when the Ninth Corps moved to help Pope. Based on intelligence he was gathering, Burnside kept Halleck’s nerves on edge by suggesting Lee’s force was likely on the hunt for Pope’s army. Later in the day, Halleck replied, “I fear the enemy may attack Pope in large force. Be ready at a moment’s notice to co-operate with him.”24

The order sending the Ninth Corps forward arrived on August 12. Burnside was required to retain some troops to protect the region around Fredericksburg, a task given to Parke’s Third Division. Then Burnside was ordered to “send the remainder to Pope’s assistance by the road north of the Rapidan.” Halleck requested frequent updates on the arrival of McClellan’s troops finally getting ready to leave the Peninsula. Burnside himself stayed in Fredericksburg. Reno took charge of the two divisions heading west toward an unknown future attached to the Army of Virginia. Burnside sent some artillery and two companies of cavalry with Reno. Of his two divisions, Burnside promised they would arrive to assist Pope “as early as possible without breaking down the men.”25

Reno, who had gained the second star of a major general earlier in the summer, commanded both his own division and the men under Stevens after the troops left Falmouth. The Ninth Corps had about 8,000 men across the two divisions for the march to join Pope. This would give the Army of Virginia close to 50,000 effectives before any of McClellan’s men arrived. With continued hope for assistance from McClellan’s army, the departure of the Ninth Corps was prudent, especially because the Army of Virginia was wedged between two rivers, something no textbook would suggest to a general.

Stevens’s First Division included two artillery batteries, the 8th Massachusetts and Battery E, 2nd U.S. Earlier in the summer, the Massachusetts artillerists enlisted for only six months. Under the command of Capt. Asa Cook, the battery had quite an ordeal reaching Washington. Moving south via rail, a horrifying incident occurred south of Trenton, New Jersey. As the adjutant general was informed, “The train ran off the track and several of the forward cars were thrown into the canal.” Cook’s outfit lost two men and thirteen horses killed, with several reported injured, the costliest day of service the battery would suffer.26

A New Yorker, Lt. Samuel Benjamin, commanded the excellent 20-pound Parrott rifled cannons of Battery E. The unit had been attached to the same brigade as the 79th New York during First Bull Run. The Highlanders’ historian noted the “mutual admiration” the two units reestablished. The cooperation included the occasional use of volunteers from the 79th to assist the battery. Benjamin, only twenty-three years old, graduated twelfth out of forty-five in the May 1861 class at West Point. Quickly promoted to first lieutenant, Benjamin and his battery spent several months in the defenses of Washington and on the Peninsula. A Highlander described Benjamin as “a skillful officer and perfect gentleman.”27

The First Division’s infantry consisted of three brigades, with only two regiments each. Benjamin Christ commanded the 8th Michigan and 50th Pennsylvania, while Colonel Leasure’s two regiments were the 46th New York and his Roundheads of the 100th Pennsylvania. The 79th New York and 28th Massachusetts constituted the brigade of Col. Addison Farnsworth.28

Reno’s Second Division retained the same organization under Nagle and Ferrero. The men in the 48th Pennsylvania gave up their “very pleasant and agreeable” posting in Fredericksburg to fall in for the march with their brigade comrades. As men from the regiment walked by on their way west from Falmouth, members of the 9th New York recalled the time they enjoyed with the Keystone Staters on Hatteras Island. To give their marching Pennsylvania pals a boost, “Our Regiment cheered them lustily as they passed,” a 9th New York soldier wrote. The good wishes from fellow soldiers must have assisted the 48th’s march, although one man recalled the unfortunate amount of mud encountered along the way. Additionally, the decision to not take tents left men exposed to night air that felt unexpectedly chilly. Evening thunderstorms added to the woe, with a Granite Stater suggesting, “Nothing will take the fun and vim out of a soldier quicker than rain and mud.”29

To ensure a rapid march, General Stevens ordered his men to leave all surplus clothing and other equipment at their Fredericksburg camp. The division’s first night on the trip found the men along Deep Run, which flows into the Rappahannock on the north side of the river. Thus, the first day’s march amounted to roughly 13 miles. “Water very scarce,” Capt. Horatio Belcher of the 8th Michigan wrote on the 14th. A detail walked 2 miles to find an excellent well capable of soothing hundreds of throats.

The next day, with Stevens’s men moving before dawn, would see the division encamped around Rappahannock Station, an additional 18 miles. With Pope still on the other side of the Rappahannock, the men were required to head south, reaching Culpepper, then Racoon Ford on the Rapidan.30 Reno’s men then were the left flank of Pope’s army.

Elements of the Ninth Corps started reaching Culpepper on the afternoon of August 14, with rain still a problem for men without adequate shelter. The start of the 15th “found all trying to dry themselves,” a member of the 48th Pennsylvania recorded. One soldier in the state’s 51st Regiment also remembered the rain, which seemed especially bad as the troops neared Pope’s army. “It had rained nearly all day and the marching was most horrible,” he recalled.31

Reno was under orders to establish the Ninth Corps north of the Rapidan between the roads around Raccoon and Somerville Fords, his right or center resting on Cedar Creek. The supply depot for Reno’s men was Mitchell’s Station on the Orange and Alexandria Railroad, about 2 miles north of the Rapidan and east of Cedar Mountain. On the 15th, Reno was ordered to maintain regular communication with the divisions of Irvin McDowell, about 2 miles west of the Ninth Corps.32

On August 14, the 8th Michigan suffered an unfortunate incident robbing the command of a brave, experienced, and excellent officer. Capt. Ralph Ely became the target of an unruly horse. The intrepid officer suffered notable internal injuries, including broken ribs, from the angered beast’s kick. Confined to an ambulance for the rest of the day, Ely spent time in a Virginia hospital before being sent to Washington. He would be away from his men for a month.33




WORK FOR THE TROOPS AROUND FREDERICKSBURG

General Parke and his division remained near Fredericksburg into late August. Camp Parke, on a delightful hill north of the river, served as the 9th New York’s home for a few weeks. The time allowed the men to reunite with a part of the regiment; Capt. Andrew Graham and about 100 men arrived after having remained on Roanoke Island. Members of the 9th benefited from some additional uniforms and equipment, which Graham’s band brought north with them. Even Confederate residents enjoyed seeing the bright red and blue uniforms of the 9th New York while the men served on picket duty or paraded through Fredericksburg.
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Although the citizenry demonstrated “aversion” to the Union soldiers, “the Zouaves could extract a cheer as they passed,” while, “the drum-major’s attractive appearance rendered him conspicuously observed.” On the 14th, a patrol from Company K found a group certainly unhappy to see the New Yorkers’ splendid attire. Lt. George Herbert and his group of twenty-nine men captured thirteen Confederate soldiers, some equipment, and four horses.34

Taking some secessionist citizens’ food created trouble for one soldier in the 89th New York. Sgt. Marvin Watrous of Company K had charges brought against him for killing some sheep. Burnside’s direct intervention led to the dropping of the allegations, which appears surprising because of the general’s aversion to damaging even disloyal citizens’ property. Several men enjoyed the mutton feast made possible by pilfering the countryside, as Sgt. George Englis reported in a letter home on August 18. The pleasing and beautiful region around Fredericksburg was another aspect of the division’s assignment Englis enjoyed.35

The 45th Pennsylvania was the only regiment in the First Division not sent to Pope with General Stevens. Instead, the men were employed in defending military infrastructure. The vital railroad connection between Aquia Creek and Brooks Station found protection from the 45th. The troops spread out to cover the tracks, with Companies I and K remaining at Aquia Creek. On August 14, Samuel Haynes noted, “We have the most comfortable camp,” comparing the location favorably to Hilton Head, with the benefit of lower temperatures.36

Burnside used the Ninth Corps troops remaining in the area as his eyes and ears, ensuring fords on the Rappahannock close to Fredericksburg were guarded to prevent Confederate incursions. He was then required to head to Washington, leaving his duties at Fredericksburg with Parke. Prior to departing on the afternoon of August 14, Burnside provided details on some Army of the Potomac troops reaching Fredericksburg. He also reported on Reno’s presence at Rappahannock Station, within supporting distance of Pope’s army.37

William Lusk was one of the staff officers Burnside left behind to assist Parke. On August 19, he updated his mother about his duties and location, making note of the summer temperatures. “Here we are, occupying a fine house in the pleasant town of Fredericksburg,” he noted, “with the thermometer standing ever so high in the shade.” He witnessed the contempt many town residents had for the Union soldiers, concluding “a military occupation of a disaffected town is less pleasant than the tented field.” Although concerned about Pope’s orders potentially creating lax discipline as soldiers lived off the land, Lusk still viewed the Union cause as very powerful with “a great invincible army” that was “trusting in God and marching to victory.”38




DEFENDING TWO RIVERS

William Lusk and millions of soldiers across the millennia have found trusting in their god easy, with military victory much harder to effectuate. Reno sensed the unease pervading his adoptive army. He wrote Burnside expressing a wish he remained back at Fredericksburg. Some soldiers matched such distraught feelings. A member of the 21st Massachusetts suggested men experienced great disquiet, “We soon began to wish that we had somebody besides General Pope at our head.”

To give credit where due, Pope had not bungled irretrievably during the last several days. He would be neither the first nor the last Union general bested by Robert E. Lee and his devoted Southern warriors. Pope’s army faced many limitations, including the lack of fresh cavalry, an absolute necessity for the support of Civil War infantry. Moreover, the inability to quickly unite all United States forces in Virginia worked against any positive result in August 1862. All was not lost for Pope, however, and the arrival of Reno’s men improved the odds.39 An analysis of the events across the two weeks between the arrival of Reno and the utter disaster at Second Bull Run must not bog down in the inevitability of Pope’s ultimate defeat.

During the time spent between the rivers, Isaac Stevens certainly worked diligently. He used his sound appreciation for the impact topography has on military operations to accomplish the goal of watching the enemy. The First Division commander “always attached great importance to a thorough knowledge of the ground and seized every opportunity to gain it.”40

The Second Division received artillery support for the river defense efforts. Pennsylvania’s Independent Battery D, under the command of highly competent Capt. George Durell, previously served in Washington’s defenses and then McDowell’s command. The historian of the battery remembered the optimism the Keystone cannoneers expressed when attached to the Ninth Corps, just as two large armies maneuvered for a decisive collision. “Active service seemed to be in sight for the battery, which prospect nearly all the men appeared to welcome,” he recalled.41

Pope still labored to find a way to grapple with Lee successfully. On August 17, he ordered cavalry forces south of the Rapidan. Reno had oversight of Brig. Gen. John Buford’s brigade of cavalrymen, which crossed the river near the Ninth Corps. Also, south of the Rapidan, near Somerville Ford, part of the 2nd Maryland seized some Confederate prisoners and documents on Clark’s Mountain after “a slight skirmish.” A wonderful signal station and scouting location, the picturesque peak offered the chance to track enemy movements.42

The 2nd Maryland’s bold effort ended on the 19th, a time when events had already started to overtake Pope. Three days before, Halleck had suggested Pope would be safer north of the Rappahannock. Lee was planning a major move against Pope’s left, with orders issued for a significant effort on August 18. Snafus called off Lee’s attack, but Pope finally saw the futility of holding ground between the Rapidan and Rappahannock. A retreat to the north was quickly ordered.43

“We marched all night and the next day,” a Pennsylvanian wrote, before finding safety after crossing the river. Colonel Leasure remembered the nearly robotic nature of the soldiers as they made their way to their new position.


Marching thus, during those hours of darkness no word was spoken, and when the head of the column halted the whole column would sink as it were into the earth, and in a moment the officers and men of the line would be in a sound sleep; and when the head of the column moved, it seemed as though, without a word of command, the whole line rose and silently moved on.44




Historians rightfully acknowledge the necessity of the Unionist retrograde. Pope worked hard to make the retreat generally uneventful. The Army of Virginia stole a march on Lee, and Unionist forces were much better off as a result. In other good news, Halleck informed Pope of the projected arrival of the Fifth Corps, Army of the Potomac, at Aquia.45

One highly notable event the troops experienced at this time was the ordered departure of the musical bands accompanying many regiments. The historian of the Highlanders opined how the government no longer wished to pay and feed the band members, so they departed for home. The New Yorker lamented, “Our band had been our pride; none in the field could equal it, and its members, who were all professional musicians, were being constantly called on to instruct and drill the country bands who accompanied new regiments into the field.”46

Protecting the area around Kelly’s Ford on the Rappahannock became an important goal of the Ninth Corps. Possession of the excellent river crossing was central for the army’s protection. Ninth Corps pickets had dangerous assignments while watching the ford, with several casualties sustained. As one member of the 50th Pennsylvania recalled, “Every day now seemed to have some slight skirmish in store for our forces.” Some men even went beyond the river to engage Confederates in relatively small fights. Two members of the 51st Pennsylvania found themselves prisoners after Confederates captured them in a house near the river.47

Thwarted in the drive to overtake Pope’s left, Lee began to see the virtue of moving beyond Pope’s right flank to interrupt the Army of Virginia’s supplies. With supporting troops coming from the east, Pope could not stretch too far to the west and north. Thus, Lee’s boldness offered tremendous advantages to the Confederates. The stage was set for a Southern dash to the north, with devastating consequences for hundreds of men in the Ninth Corps.48




LEE OUTSMARTS POPE THROUGH MANEUVER

While so much was occurring to the northwest, Burnside kept busy. A visit with McClellan followed the short trip to Washington in the middle of August. Burnside also witnessed the ongoing evacuation of the Army of the Potomac from the Peninsula. Perhaps Burnside deserves credit for McClellan’s improved drive to assist the war effort. When August 17 arrived, McClellan finally acted somewhat like a true team player. “I have seen Burnside,” McClellan wrote Halleck, “Now that we are committed to the movement, you may be sure that it will be carried out without the delay of a moment.” This, a soldier informed his boss, written two weeks after being ordered to evacuate the Peninsula. By August 20, McClellan requested promptness from his troops charged with assisting Pope’s Army of Virginia.49

With the Ninth Corps in the field, a Highlander summed up the marching and countermarching that brought the men north of the Rappahannock, “The men thought they had covered sufficient ground for complaint.” Reno led his division across the river first, with Stevens nearly a day behind. Later, in support of General Buford, Stevens joined a group of his men south of the river. The Highlanders and the 28th Massachusetts took a lead role in the engagement, which resulted in a few casualties.50 Lee still plotted a move around Pope’s right flank, hoping to force a Unionist pursuit.

Pope first knew of these strong enemy flanking efforts thanks to observation from McDowell’s men late in the afternoon of August 21. Reno was informed to prepare to move half of the Ninth Corps toward the sounds of battle. The rest of Reno’s force was to follow after Brig. Gen. John Reynolds and his division from the Peninsula arrived to take their place guarding the eastern flank of the army. At this time, now back at Falmouth, Burnside wired President Lincoln to inform him of the large number of boats visible south of Aquia, indicating that more of McClellan’s army would be arriving for the overland march to Pope.51

Cavalry leader J. E. B. Stuart and Stonewall Jackson commanded successful forays around Pope. Thousands of enemy troops ended up behind the Army of Virginia, gaining some intelligence and capturing supplies, helping to feed the hungry Southerners. Lee’s army was spread out across nearly 50 miles, but Pope failed to sever the connection anywhere. His best bet was to hold the eastern side of Thoroughfare Gap, 20 miles due north of Kelly’s Ford. Pulling off such a move would have prevented timely support for Jackson from the rest of Lee’s
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