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FOREWORD

One March day in 1862, General George B. McClellan, never averse to a little favorable publicity, granted passes to a small party of influential civilians that included Nathaniel Hawthorne and a British correspondent, Edward Dicey of The Spectator, to travel out from Washington into Virginia and report firsthand on his elaborate preparations for the peninsula campaign. Hawthorne, Dicey, and their companions were suitably dazzled by the miles of supply wagons, the busy fleet of transports that clogged the Potomac, the wharves and river-steamers crowded with eager, cheering men in blue. It seemed to Dicey impossible that such an army would not sweep all before it.

Toward evening, the little party headed back toward town, only to be halted on the Virginia side of the long chain bridge across the Potomac. “For hours we found it impossible to cross,” Dicey wrote, “as a division of 16,000 men were marching over.… With colors flying and bands playing, regiment after regiment defiled past us. The men were singing, shouting, cheering; … they chanted ‘John Brown’s Hymn,’ … and the heavy tramp of a thousand feet beat time to that strange weird melody. As the New England regiments passed our train, they shouted to us to tell the people at home that we had seen them in Dixie’s Land and on the way to Richmond. Ah, me! How many, I wonder, of those who flitted before us in the twilight, came home themselves to tell their own story.”

One of the New Englanders who marched across that chain bridge and did come home to tell his own story was Elisha Hunt Rhodes of the Second Rhode Island Volunteer Infantry, just a few days short of his twentieth birthday but already promoted to Sergeant Major. Over the course of the war, he would cross the Potomac at least twenty-five more times in pursuit of victory, and take part in every major campaign undertaken by the great northern army named for that river, from First Bull Run to Appomattox.

Rhodes had had to obtain his widowed mother’s permission before he could join the army as a nineteen-year-old private in July of 1861. He would leave it, a little over four years later, as the colonel in command of his Regiment, a seasoned soldier at twenty-three. His account of what he lived through, lovingly compiled by his great-grandson and published here for the first time for a wide audience, is, I believe, one of the finest of the war—fresh, vivid, understated, utterly free of the ornate and imitative style with which more learned veterans managed to put some distance between themselves and the ghastly sights they saw.

Rhodes had the genuine soldier’s innate distrust of false heroics: at its first taste of gunfire, he faithfully reports, his Regiment “immediately laid down without waiting for orders.” But his pages are filled nonetheless with instances of heroism, and it is hard for a modern reader to understand how any man, enduring what Rhodes and his friends endured at Fredericksburg, Gettysburg, the Wilderness, Cold Harbor, or any one of a score of other battles, could have held on to his sanity.

No single soldier can be said to be representative of all his comrades. Armies, perhaps especially American armies, are made up of idiosyncratic individuals. But surely Elisha Hunt Rhodes can safely be said to have been speaking for most of his fellow-soldiers when, a few days before he was mustered out of the army, he looked back on his military career with understandable pride. “I have been successful in my Army life,” he wrote, “simply because I have always been ready and willing to do my duty. I thank God that I have had an opportunity of serving my country freeing the slaves and restoring the Union.”

Geoffrey C. Ward


INTRODUCTION

Elisha Hunt Rhodes, eldest son of Captain Elisha Hunt and Eliza Ann (Chace) Rhodes, was a lineal descendant of Roger Williams and was born in Pawtuxet village, Cranston, Rhode Island on March 21, 1842.

He attended schools in Pawtuxet as well as the Fountain Street Grammar School and Potter & Hammond’s Commercial College in Providence. When his father, a sea captain and master of the coastal schooner Worcester, was shipwrecked and drowned on Linyard’s Cay, Abaco, Bahama Islands on December 10, 1858, Elisha was only sixteen and sole supporter of his family. He left school and went to work as a clerk in the office of Frederick Miller, a mill supplier, where he remained until June 5, 1861 when he enlisted as a private in Co. D, 2nd R.I. Volunteers. He remained in this regiment until it was disbanded on July 28, 1865. He participated in every campaign of the Army of the Potomac from Bull Run to Appomattox with rapid promotions up to the rank of Colonel in 1865.

On June 12, 1866 he married Caroline Pearce Hunt, daughter of Joshua Hunt of Providence and had two children: Frederick Miller, who married Annie Pierce Webb, and Alice Caroline, who married Howard P. Chace.

He took over the firm of Frederick Miller and formed Dunham & Rhodes Co., traveling throughout the South and West establishing contacts with many veterans in the cotton and woolen mill business.

After the war he maintained his interest in military affairs, and on June 25, 1879 he was elected Brigadier General, Brigade of Rhode Island Militia and held that command until 1893.

Elisha Rhodes was President of the Second Rhode Island Volunteers and Battery A Veterans Association and helped to organize reunions at battlefields with other veterans of the Union and Confederacy, carried on voluminous correspondence with other veterans (trading information and souvenirs), and helped raise funds for monuments for the cemeteries and battlefield parks.

General Rhodes was one of the founders, a charter member, and the first Commander of Prescott Post, no. 1, Grand Army of the Republic, Department of Rhode Island on April 12, 1867. In 1871 he was Assistant Adjutant General, Dept. of Rhode Island, G.A.R. During the years 1872-73 he was Commander of the Department. He was Senior Vice Commander-in-Chief, Grand Army of the Republic in 1877 and Vice-President of the Army of the Potomac Society in 1877. He was a founder and the first President of the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Historical Society of Rhode Island for seven years. He was Master of Harmony Lodge, No. 9, Free and Accepted Masons in 1886, and was the head of Golden Rule Lodge, Knights of Honor, and of What Cheer Assembly, Royal Good Fellows, Providence and Grand Master of the Grand Lodge of Rhode Island 1892-93.

He was a member of the Pawtuxet Baptist Church until 1867 when he joined the Central Baptist Church in Providence where he served as a Deacon and Superintendent of the Sunday School.

He served as a member of the Providence School Board for many years. From 1875 to 1885 he was Collector of Internal Revenue (Customs), District of Rhode Island, appointed by President Grant. In 1885 he was elected Assessor of Taxes in Providence.

General Rhodes was a member of the State Board of Soldier’s Relief in 1889 and 1890 and was President of the Officers’ Rifle Association during those years. He was also Chairman of the Home for Aged Men and Couples in Providence. He was urged to run for the office of Governor, but he declined.

Elisha H. Rhodes died at the age of 75 on Sunday, January 14, 1917, having spent his life in the service of his church, country, state and fellow men.

The diary and letters consist of various slips of papers from small notebooks, letters, with the largest portion a journal re-copied by him in 1885 onto uniform-sized sheets of paper. It is written very simply in contrast to the texts of speeches he delivered as an officer and as a veteran, but it was written as a journal for him to refer to in later years and the rest were letters written whenever he could find the time. His words need no embellishment to capture the feeling of a young man’s view of the war. I have tried to add only explanatory notes and to verify names of people and places when I could not read the handwriting and have added other documents as noted, otherwise the manuscript is as he set it down.

R.H.R.

[All of the illustrations used in the preparation of this volume have been selected from originals contained in the personal collection of Colonel Elisha H. Rhodes.]


1861


Regiment formed — Recruiting — Mustering In — Camp at Dexter Parade Grounds — Colors presented — New York — Baltimore — Washington — Reviewed by President — Camp Clark — To Virginia — Bush Camp — Centreville — First Action — Bull Run — Fairfax, Va. — Camp Brightwood, Md.



The first Rhode Island Detached Militia under command of Colonel Ambrose E. Burnside has left the state for the seat of war. Military spirit runs high and I, in common with the other young men, feel that it is my duty to serve in the field. I tried hard to go with the First Regiment, but my mother being a widow and having two younger brothers to support, I resisted the inclination to enlist. At this time I am nineteen years of age and for two years have been employed at the office of Frederick Miller Esq., Reed and Harness Manufacturers, no. 92 Canal Street, Providence as a clerk. My mother lives in the village of Pawtuxet, and with her, and my sister and two brothers I spend my Sundays.

Late in the month of April Governor Sprague issued an order stating that the 2nd Rhode Island Volunteers would be immediately enlisted for three years service and called upon the citizens to enlist. Saturday night I visited my home and laid the matter before my mother. She at once refused her consent, and giving as a reason that I was her only support, I was forced to promise that I would remain at home until such time as she might consent to my enlisting. The next Sunday was a sorrowful one at our home. My mother went about with tears in her eyes, while I felt dissappointment that I could not express and therefore nursed my sorrow in silence. Sunday night after I had retired, my mother came to my room and with a spirit worthy of a Spartan mother of old said: “My son, other mothers must make sacrifices and why should not I? If you feel that it is your duty to enlist, I will give my consent.” She showed a patriotic spirit that much inspired my young heart. I did not sleep much that night and rose the next morning (which was early in May) and took the omnibus at six o’clock for Providence. On the omnibus I met my old school mate, Levi F. Carr, and finding that his father had consented we agreed to enlist together. On reaching Providence we immediately went to the Infantry Armory corner of Weybosset and Dorrance Streets, and we took seats upon the stairs, it being only seven o’clock A.M. About nine A.M. Mr. William A. Arnold appeared, and upon enquiring we found that he had been appointed as a recruiting officer and was about to open the armory and receive recruits. We followed him into the armory and after he had properly headed a book for signature, Carr signed his name (he being my senior) and I followed.
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The boyhood home of Elisha H. Rhodes in Pawtuxet, Rhode Island. Looking south on Broad Street, the house was opposite the corner of Sheldon Street. It is no longer standing.

Recruits began to come in rapidly, and by the end of the week we had more than one hundred names upon the books. The next Monday evening the company organized and elected officers as follows: Captain William B. Sears, First Lieutenant Thomas H. Carr, and First Sergeant James S. Hudson. We drilled day and night and I was especailly instructed by Mr. John E. Bradford, an old member of the Light Infantry Company. Standing before a long mirror, I put in many hours of weary work and soon thought myself quite a soldier. A call for recruits for the first Rhode Island Regiment having come, John E. Bradford and First Sergeant James S. Hudson left our company to join the First Regiment in Washington. I was elected First Sergeant, much to my surprise. Just what a First Sergeant’s duty might be I had no idea, for I had never done duty in the militia and was ignorant of the first principles. We spent all our time in the Armory and talked of nothing but soldiering.

May 30, 1861—An order has been issued by Governor Sprague that after examination a company will be formed from the best men now enlisted in the First Light Infantry Company, National Cadet Company and Providence City Guards. During the day Major John S. Slocum of the First Regiment (He is to be Colonel of the Second.) and Surgeon Wheaton (Francis L.) made their appearance at the Armory and stated that only twenty-fine men would be taken from the First Light Infantry. Major Slocum asked for some one to act as clerk, and I was detailed for this purpose. The Colonel asked me if I was acquainted with the men and their general character, and on my saying that I knew them all quite well, he said: “We want only good men. Now when a good man comes in to be examined you look up. If the man is not all right you just go on with your writing.” The first man that came in was my friend Levi F. Carr. I looked up. Dr. Wheaton caused him to strip off his clothes, and as Levi was a large robust young fellow, he gave him a severe examination. But he passed and went into another room. I then arose and said that I wanted to go. The doctor looked at me and said: “Young man, you cannot go. You are not fit to be a soldier.” I begged of him to let me go and told him of the days I had drilled and how much work I had done. The Colonel finally asked me my age, state of health, if my father was living, and if my mother was willing for me to go. I answered his questions, and he said: “Put your name down. You can go.” The doctor inquired if he should examine me, but the Colonel said: “No!” very decidedly. The doctor then said: “Why Colonel, he will be in the hospital in a week, and we shall have to send him home.” “Well,” said the Colonel, “We will send him home then.” I was happy. The examination went on until a man came in who had enlisted and played the bully with us youngsters. He was a large fine built fellow, but I did not look up. The doctor said to him: “You cannot go. You are not a well man.” The fellow looked his surprise and said: “What is wrong with me?” The doctor evidently did not expect this question, but he answered promptly: “You have a heart disease.” (I doubt if the fellow had a heart for he was a tough customer.) He denied this and insisted upon being examined, but the doctor declined, and he went out. I explained the matter and we went on. As soon as the twenty-five men were selected I was ordered to march them to the Cadet Armory and report to Captain William H. P. Steere. It was my first command, and I made the most of it. I marched the squad through Dorrance, down Westminster Street, through Exchange Street, Exchange Place, across the bridge, through Steeple Street to North Main Street and up to the Cadet Armory in Arnold’s Block. Here I formed the men in line and saluting Captain Steere said: “Twenty-five men from the infantry for your company, sir.” The Captain said: “I do not want them,” and turned away. I did not know what to do and so stood still. It seems that Captain Steere had already formed his company and in order to make room for us he had been obliged to turn out twenty-five men. The Captain finally came up to me and said: “What were you in the Infantry Company?” I replied: “I was First Sergeant, Sir.” “Well,” said the Captain, “You are a private here. Take your place in line.” As I did not know much about sergeants or privates and cared less, I was satisfied. Levi Carr was a sergeant in the Infantry and the Captain continued him in office. At night I wanted to go home, but the Captain said that I was a soldier and must sleep in the Armory. So I slept upon the floor with a lot of other fellows and howled most of the night, much to the disgust of the Captain. As we were still citizens we claimed the right to do about as we pleased. Here we drilled for several days. One evening the Captain came to me, and taking me by the arm, led me to the left of the company and putting me on the flank said: “Rhodes, you are now Eight Corporal.” This made me feel all right towards the Captain, but just what an Eight Corporal had to do I did not know. And why I should be eight I did not at the time understand.

June 5, 1861—Today our company marched to a building on the east side of Eddy Street near Clifford Street and was mustered into the U. S. Service by Colonel Loomis, U.S.A. The scene was a solemn one and the impression made upon our minds will last a long time. We marched back to the Armory, and during the evening I was fitted out with a uniform. It consisted of a blue flannel shirt worn with the flaps outside of the pants, grey pants, fatigue or forage cap and shoes. It was after dark, but I immediately donned my new rig and receiving permission I walked to Pawtuxet, five miles distant, reaching there about nine P.M. Now I was an object of curiosity to my school friends. My mother shed many tears but was still willing that I should go. This was my last visit home before leaving for the war.
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E.H. Rhodes as 8th Corporal of Company “D.”
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2nd Lieut. William Ames

June 6, 1861—Went back to Providence and resumed drill in the Armory. No more could I control my own movements, and we were kept shut up in the Armory most of the day.

June 7, 1861—Our company was designated as Company “D” and the following company officers were appointed by the Governor:

Captain William H.P. Steere

First Lieutenant Edward H. Sears

Second Lieutenant William Ames

Today the Regiment formed for the first time and marched to Exchange Place where services in memory of Stephen A. Douglas were held.

June 8, 1861—The Regiment formed on Exchange Place and marched to the Dexter Parade Ground where a camp was laid out and named Camp Burnside in honor of the Colonel of the First Rhode Island Detached Militia. Sibley tents were issued and at night most of the companies were under canvas, but Company “D” for some reason failed to receive their tents. At noon the entire Regiment marched down street to Railroad Hall for dinner, but by supper time the sheds on Dexter Street opposite to the camp were ready and we took supper there. The sheds, four in number, were built of rough lumber and were 100 by 25 feet. This night our company had to look for quarters to sleep and our Captain marched us to a carpenter shop, corner of Cranston and Gilmore Streets, where we slept upon the benches and floors. We did not howl all night either, for we found that as we were now soldiers regularly mustered into the U.S. Service we couldn’t do as we pleased.

Sunday June 9, 1861—This morning the Regiment marched to the First Baptist Church on North Main Street and listened to a sermon by Dr. Caldwell.

Wednesday June 12, 1861—After dress parade a set of colors was presented to the Regiment by the ladies of Providence. This presentation attracted a large party of ladies and gentlemen and was conducted with great ceremony. Speeches were made by prominent citizens and much enthusiasm shown by the men. Hon. Jabez C. Knight, Mayor of Providence, made the presentation.

While encamped on Dexter Parade Ground, I performed my first duty. Captain Steere ordered me to report to Colonel Slocum with two privates armed with side arms (bayonets). On arrival at the Colonel’s unit he said to me: “Corporal, take this paper and obey the instructions given.” I read the paper and found that it was an order to proceed to a house on Richmond Street and there arrest a deserter and bring him to camp dead or alive. The “dead or alive” part caused me some uneasiness, but I started with my guard, consisting of Thomas W. D. Markham and James M. Bronson, privates of Company “D”. On arriving at the house a young lady told me that the man that I was looking for was her brother and that he was sick in bed upstairs. I insisted upon going up and entering a room found a young man groaning in bed. After some conversation during which he told me that he was very ill, my suspicions were excited, and by a sudden movement I stripped off the bed clothes and found that he had turned in boots and all. I made him get up and we went out into the street. Here he asked me to wait on the sidewalk while he went into a beer saloon, but I reminded him of my order which I had already read to him, laying stress upon the “dead or alive” section and we went on. We all sat down upon the steps of Grace Church and waited for an omnibus. He tried to persuade me to get into the omnibus first and let him sit next to the door in order that people might not think him a prisoner. I reversed this and let him get in first and I took a seat by the door. On arrival at camp I turned my prisoner over to the guard. This little adventure made some talk in the Regiment, some of the men claiming that they would not have obeyed the order to arrest the man. But most of the men took a more soldier-like view of it and thought it right to obey orders.

June 16, 1861—This morning the Regiment attended service at Grace Church and Bishop Thomas M. Clark preached. In the afternoon I tried to get a pass to go to Pawtuxet but did not succeed. The Captain did give me a pass to go out of camp but not to leave the city. He made me wear my belt and cartridge box, which rig I did not like, but not knowing enough of the world to disobey orders, I kept it on while I made farewell calls upon my friends. At night we had dress parade and the camp was filled with the friends of the soldiers. Frederick Miller presented me with a Smith and Wesson seven shooting revolver and a holster to carry it in. All sorts of useful and ornamental articles were given to us by our friends. I had a silver spoon, knife and fork and a knapsack full of traps that were supposed to be of use to me.
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The 2nd Rhode Island parades through Exchange Place (now Kennedy Plaza) in Providence on their way to join the Army of the Potomac.

Wednesday, June 19, 1861—Today we have orders to pack up and be ready to leave Rhode Island for Washington. This is new business for us and the work of taking down the tents is slowly performed. Toward night we slung our knapsacks and moved down High, Westminster, and South Main Streets to Fox Point where we went on board the sidewheel steamer State of Maine. The streets were crowded with people and we were observed continually. My knapsack was heavy; in fact it was so heavy that I could hardly stagger under the load. At the wharf an immense crowd had gathered and we went on board our steamer with mingled feelings of joy and sorrow. After leaving the wharf I with others fell in for rations. A man stood beside a cask or barrel, and as I passed he threw into my haversack that I held open a piece of boiled corned beef. It proved to be entirely of fat, and as I did not like fat, I threw it overboard and made a supper upon dry bread. The Colonel made us go to bed early and so spreading my blanket upon the floor of the saloon I went to sleep. We were not allowed to make any noise and soon all was quiet.

Thursday, June 20, 1861—We arrived this morning in New York, and as I had only visited New York once before I enjoyed the sail up to the city. We touched at a wharf and after remaining a few minutes steamed down the harbor and landed at Elizabeth Port, New Jersey. Here we found a long train of cars, and we were soon on board and off for Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. All day we dragged along or waited at stations for other trains. We moved so slow that at times the men got off and walked. We had to sleep on the train and being crowded the night was one of much discomfort, and when morning came it showed a party of very weary men. We descended upon the contents of our haversacks for food and the supply was limited.

June 21, 1861—Today we are still on the cars and on the road between Harrisburg and Baltimore. We move slow and are much interested in the scenes from the windows. The little towns and hamlets through which we pass turn out apparently all their inhabitants who stare at the Yankees as if we were wild beasts. Just before dark, ammunition was issued to Companies “C” and “D”. We were given three rounds each which were placed in our cartridge boxes. It being the first warlike ammunition I had ever seen I examined mine with much interest. A few percussion caps were also handed to each of us. We were ordered not to load our muskets until orders were given and not to fire until we got the word from our Captain. Our muskets are old fashioned smooth bore flint lock guns altered over to percussion locks, and the cartridge contains one round ball and three buck shot. We arrived in Baltimore after dark and disembarked from the cars to march through the city to the Washington Depot. Immense crowds met us at the Depot and the streets were lined with people who shouted for Jeff Davis and abused us roundly. But we said not a word and plodded on. Governor Sprague was with us and many questions were asked concerning him, but remembering our orders not to speak to anyone we took no notice of the people or their talk. The march nearly killed me for my knapsack was so heavy that I could hardly move, but fear of the people kept me from falling out of line, and at last we reached the Washington Depot. Here we took the cars and the balance of the night was passed on the road to Washington only forty miles distant.

Saturday June 22, 1861—Hurrah we are in Washington and what a city! Mud, pigs, geese, Negroes, palaces, shanties everywhere. We marched out to a place called Gales Woods where we are to camp and stacked arms in Camp Sprague, the home of the First Rhode Island Detached Militia. Here we were cordially received by our Rhode Island comrades and breakfast given to us. I took breakfast at the “Tigers’ Retreat” this being the name given to the barracks of Company “A”, or National Cadets of the First Regiment. After breakfast we went down into the woods and pitched our tents. Our camp has been named Camp Clark in honor of Bishop Thomas M. Clark of Rhode Island. Well, this looks like soldiering and also work.

Sunday June 23, 1861—Our first Sunday from home, and it has been a queer one to me. At eleven A.M. our Regiment joined with the First Regiment in church service. The scene to me was a solemn and impressive one. Our Chaplain, Rev. Thorndike C. Jameson, preached a fine sermon. The camp has been full of visitors all day and things have been lively. Not much like a Sunday in Rhode Island, but yet we have tried to keep the day holy and recognize the fact that God is still our Lord.

Monday June 24, 1861—Today we brushed up and marched into Washington and were reviewed by the President. As we passed the White House I had my first view of Abraham Lincoln. He looks like a good honest man, and I trust that with God’s help he can bring our country safely out of its peril. I was not well pleased with the appearance of the city, but was struck with the magnitude of the public buildings. The Capitol, although unfinished, is a magnificent structure and every American should be proud of it. After the review we returned to our camp.

Thursday June 28, 1861—For the past few days we have been busy putting Camp Clark in order, and now we shall settle down to work and drill. Today we had a Union dress parade with the First Regiment on their parade ground. It was a fine sight to see two large Regiments drawn up in line. The parade concluded with prayer and singing the Doxology by the men.

Sunday June 31, 1861—We are having a rain today and so services have been omitted. We have employed our time in writing letters to our friends and in reading. Our Sibley tents are very comfortable and we feel quite at home. We march to our meals up to the camp of the First Rhode Island where the food is cooked. We have excellent food and not at all as I thought it would be. If we take the field I guess there will be a change of diet. Plum pudding, gingerbread and milk and other good things are served daily.

Camp Clark, July 4, 1861—Our first Independence Day in the army and we have had a grand celebration. Rev. Augustus Woodbury, Chaplain of the First Rhode Island Detached Militia read the Declaration of Independence to both the First and Second Rhode Island Regiments at nine A.M. Prayer was offered by Chaplain Jameson of the Second Rhode Island Volunteers and a fine oration delivered by Rev. Father Quinn, Assistant Chaplain to the First Rhode Island. Captain Cyrus G. Dyer, Company “A”, Second Rhode Island Volunteers followed with an excellent poem. At twelve noon a national salute was fired by the Light Battery and we were invited to a fine dinner. Prof. Benoni Sweet, a member of Company H, Second Rhode Island gave an exhibition of tight rope walking. Our camp has been full of people all day. In fact we are in the habit of seeing many distinguished men at our parade. Night before last (July 2) there were present the Hon. Salmon P. Chase, Secretary of the Treasury, Colonel John C. Fremont the great path finder, James F. Smith, Esq. of Rhode Island and others.

July 9, 1861—We have had a sad accident today. While on drill a caisson belonging to our battery exploded and killed two men and wounded three others. This sad affair has cast a gloom over our camps and it gives us our first idea of the terrible effect of gun powder. Governor Sprague has taken up his quarters with our Regiment.

Camp Clark, July 11, 1861—President Lincoln and wife paid our camp a visit today and received a fine reception from the troops. In the afternoon both Regiments had a dress parade after which we passed before the President in review. We began to hear rumors of a movement by the army but we do not know much about it.

I have taken my turn at guard duty and cannot say that I like sitting up nights. As I am a corporal I do not have to stand guard or walk a beat, but as corporal I have charge of one of the reliefs which in our camp numbers sixteen men and have to post them as it is called or march them to their beats. Every few minutes some sentinel will call our Corporal of the Guard post no. 1, 2, or 16 as the case may be, and I have to take my gun and run down to his post and find out what is wanted. As we follow the line of sentinels other corporals have to stop and give the countersign which makes delays. Of course there is no enemy near, but we are made to do duty the same as if the Rebels were in Washington. I do not complain of this for I want to know the whole duty of a soldier.
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Governor William Sprague

July 16, 1861—We have orders to be ready to move, but where no one can tell. Rations are being cooked and we expect to march very soon. It begins to look warlike, and we shall probably have a chance to pay our southern brethren a visit upon the sacred soil of Virginia very soon. Well I hope we shall be successful and give the Rebels a good pounding.

Camp Clark, July 16, 1861—Hurrah! We are all packed and waiting to move. Our haversacks are filled with salt pork and hard bread and our canteens with water. This morning my Captain (Steere) sent for me and said: “Corporal 64,” (This is my company number and the Captain uses it in speaking to the men.) “You are detailed to remain in camp with a guard to look after the tents and Company property while the Regiment is absent.” I objected to this plan and finally told my Captain that if he left me in camp I would run away and join the Regiment on the road as soon as it became dark. He tried to convince me that I was too slight built to march, but I insisted that I would go, orders or no orders, and he finally told me to go to my tent and pack up my traps, and that he would detail another corporal to remain in camp. I packed up such things as I thought I should need and left my treasures that have accumulated in the Company chest. Our large felt hats with a blue cord and brass eagle were left in the First Sergeant’s tents. Just before the Regiment moved Captain Steere sent me with two privates to report to Colonel Slocum in great haste. We went up to headquarters on the run and the Colonel pointed to a citizen just outside of the camp and told me to arrest him. The man ran and we ran chasing him for at least a mile down New York Avenue towards the city. He ran up a flight of stairs on the outside of a house and entered the second story. We followed him, but after searching the house thoroughly we were obliged to return to camp without a prisoner. It appears that this man assaulted a little girl who was selling pies in camp, and when spoken to by the Colonel he fled the camp. On returning I took my place in line and we moved out into the street. Here we met the Second New Hampshire Volunteers and the Seventy-first New York Militia, who with the First and Second Rhode Island Regiments are to form a Brigade under the command of Colonel Ambrose E. Burnside of the first Rhode Island. A regular officer has joined our Regiment. He is from Rhode Island and is the son of our Surgeon Francis L. Wheaton. His name is Frank Wheaton and we understand that he is to be our Lieutenant Colonel. He is a handsome fellow and looks as if he would fight.

We moved through Washington with crowds of people looking at us from the sidewalks and houses, and at last reached Long Bridge and crossed into Virginia. It is my first visit to the Old Dominion and every object is of interest. At the head of the bridge on the Virginia side is a large fort called Fort Runyon. We saw several forts on the hills and soldiers in all directions. It was nearly dark when we crossed the river, so our march has been short. We camp at a little place called Annandale and our Regiment stacked arms in a large meadow. Rail fences were plenty and we soon had fires burning and coffee cooking in our cups. The novelty of this scene interested me very much, and I enjoyed the evening sitting by the fire and speculating on what might happen on the morrow. As we have no tents with us, we lay upon our rubber blankets spread upon the ground and slept soundly.

July 17, 1861—I awoke this morning feeling a little stiff and with my clothes wet with dew. But the hot sun soon dried our blankets, and after taking breakfast on the contents of our haversacks, we moved out into the road and continued our march. Company “D” Captain Steere was detailed as flankers for the Brigade, and while the troops marched in the road, we took the fields on the right of the column. It was a grand sight, the long line of soldiers with their bright gun barrels, with now and then a battery moving between two regiments. Our Company marched in single ranks by the flank with intervals of several paces between the men. We tried to keep the road in sight but could not always do so, as we had to pass through several pieces of thick woods. On the way we found an old railroad embankment, and I never saw black berries more plenty. We stopped and ate what we wanted and then moved on. About noon I left the line with two other men and went to the top of a hill where we saw to our left and rear a church spire and several houses. Believing it to be Fairfax Court House I called Captain Steere who examined the country with his field glasses. The Captain ordered the Company to assemble and then formed a square. In this manner we marched down the hill in the direction of the town and entered by a side street. As we entered the main street we saw a number of knapsacks which the Rebels had thrown away, and our boys wanted to stop and examine them, but the Captain made the Company march on, and we were soon in the main street and in about the centre of the village. We halted some minutes before we saw the head of the main column coming up the street. A Rebel flag was flying from the Court House but none of our boys thought of taking it down until the Regiment arrived. The flag was taken down by Andrew McMahon, Company “A”, Second Rhode Island Volunteers. Here we joined our Regiment again and Company “D” went into camp in the yard of the mansion formerly occupied by the Rebel General Beauregard. I found a subsistence return which gave the number of men and when rations were issued the day before. I gave this to Captain Nelson Viall, and he sent it to General Hunter. Some of the men tried to enter the houses, but the officers soon put a stop to this, but not before a piano was broken up and taken into the yard. Private Thomas Parker of our Company “D”, an old English soldier who had served in the Crimea, came down the street with a large Bible under one arm and a picture of General Washington under the other. Captain Viall saw him and sent him back to the house and made him restore them. The only thing that I took was an old rooster and I had a lively time catching him. I chased him about the yard until he ran under a corn crib. Leander Shaw, a private in our Company went under the crib on his hands and knees and passed him out. We killed him and took off his feathers in great haste. At night I put him in a kettle and agreed to watch while he cooked. As I had no salt I could only add hard bread to the mess and some time late in the night I awoke my chum Fred. A. Arnold and a few others and we tried to eat him. But he was tough, and we had to give it up. And I lay down near a fence for a little sleep, satisfied that I knew very little about boiling roosters.
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Private Thomas Parker, described by Rhodes as an “old English soldier”. Parker served throughout the war in the 2nd R.I. without rising above the rank of Corporal which he attained in 1863. After the war he enlisted in the regular U.S. Army and is shown here in his post-war uniform wearing his medals, the Congressional Medal of Honor and a large silver medal, presented to him by Gen. Frank Wheaton, engraved on both sides with all his battles and their dates.

July 20, 1861—Today we left Fairfax Court House and encamped a few miles beyond, near Centreville. Here we built shelters with pine and cedar boughs and call the camp “Bush Camp.” Here we have heard our first hostile shot, and we wonder what is to follow.

July 21, 1861—About two o’clock this morning we left “Bush Camp,” and marching down the hill, through Centreville, found the woods obstructed by wagons and troops that had failed to start on time. Soon the Second left the main road and struck off to the right, through a wood path that had been much obstructed. As we led the Brigade the task of clearing the road fell to us, and hard work we found it. About nine o’clock in the forenoon we reached Sudley church, and a distant gun startled us, but we did not realize that our first battle was so near at hand. We now took a side road that skirted a piece of woods and marched for some distance, the men amusing themselves with laughter and jokes, with occasional stops for berries. On reaching a clearing, separated from our left flank by a rail fence, we were saluted with a volley of musketry, which, however, was fired so high that all the bullets went over our heads. I remember that my first sensation was one of astonishment at the peculiar whir of the bullets, and that the Regiment immediately laid down without waiting for orders. Colonel Slocum gave the command: “By the left flank—MARCH!” and we commenced crossing the field. One of our boys by the name of Webb fell off of the fence and broke his bayonet. This caused some amusement, for even at this time we did not realize that we were about to engage in battle.

As we crossed the fence, the Rebels, after firing a few scattering shots, fled down a slope to the woods. We followed to the brow of the hill and opened fire. Our Battery came into position on our right and replied to the Rebel artillery, which was sending their shell into our line. On what followed I have very confused ideas. I remember that my smooth bore gun became so foul that I was obliged to strike the ramrod against a fence to force the cartridge home, and soon exchanged it for another. There was a hay stack in front of our line, and some of the boys sheltered themselves behind it. A shell from the enemy striking covered the men with hay, from which they emerged and retook their places in line. About this time, Private Thomas Parker of Co. “D” captured a prisoner, a member of the Louisiana Tiger Regiment, and as he brought him back to the line was spoken to by Colonel Slocum.

Colonel Slocum had crossed a rail fence in our front and had advanced nearer to the brow of the hill than the line occupied by the Regiment. As he returned and was in the act of climbing the fence, he fell on the side next to the Regiment. I, being the nearest man to him at the time, raised him up, but was unable to lift him from the ground. Calling for help, Private Parker dropped his gun and came to my assistance. Together we bore him to a small house of the left of the line and laying him upon the floor, sent for Colonel Burnside, Surgeon Francis L. Wheaton and Chaplain Thordike Jameson, who all arrived in a few moments, a lull in the fight having occurred. Chaplain Augustus Woodbury and Assistant Surgeon James Harris, of the First Rhode Island Detached Militia were already in attendance. With the sponge, from my cap, I washed the blood from his head and found that the bullet had ploughed a furrow from rear to front through the top of his head, but had not lodged. His ankle was also injured, having two wounds upon it. While unable to speak, he yet appeared conscious, and at my request would move his hand from his wounded head. When it was decided to place the Colonel in an ambulance, I took the door from its hinges with my gun screw driver, and assisted in carrying him on this door to the ambulance. The Second Regiment was engaged about thirty minutes without support, when the balance of the Brigade was brought on to the field and the battle became general. The Eighth Georgia Regiment was in our immediate front, and received the benefit of our fire. Shot and shell were continually striking in or near our line and the troops became much scattered. Losing my own Company I joined Company “F”, under command of Lieutenant William B. Sears, and remained with them until the battle ceased and we withdrew to replenish our ammunition.
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Colonel John S. Slocum
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Frank Wheaton

About three o’clock in the afternoon the enemy disappeared in our front and the firing ceased. We considered that a victory had been won. The wounded were cared for and then orders came for us to retire to a piece of woods in our rear and fill our boxes with ammunition. We found the First Rhode Island in the woods with arms stacked and some of the men cooking. I met friends in the First Regiment and congratulated them on our victory, little expecting the finale of our day’s fighting.

The firing, which had gradually receded, now seemed to be nearer, and soon a shell fired into the woods told us that the enemy had returned the combat. I cannot explain the causes of what followed. The woods and roads were soon filled with fleeing men and our Brigade was ordered to the front to cover the retreat, which it was now evident could not be stopped. Lieutenant-Colonel Frank Wheaton who on the fall of Colonel Slocum, had assumed command, posted the Regiment to the left of our first position and behind a fence. The field was soon clear of troops, excepting our Brigade, all of which except the Second Rhode Island, were posted farther back from the brow of the hill. The Rebels came on in a splendid order, pushing two light field guns to the front of them. We received their fire and held them in check until the Brigade had taken up their march, when we followed—the last to leave the field. The Rebels followed us for a short distance, shelling our rear, and then we pursued our march unmolested, until we reached the vicinity of the bridge that crosses Cub Run. Here a Rebel battery opened upon us from a corner of the woods, and the stampede commenced. The bridge was soon rendered impassible by the teams that obstructed it, and we here lost five of the guns belonging to our battery. Many men were killed and wounded at this point, and a panic seemed to seize upon every one. As our Regiment was now broken, I looked for a place to cross the stream, not daring to try the bridge. I jumped into the run and holding my gun above my head struggled across with the water up to my waist. After crossing, the Regiment gradually formed again, and we continued our march to Centreville where we found Blenker’s troops posted across the road to protect the retreat. We passed through their ranks, and entered our old grounds, “Bush Camp,” supposing the retreat to be at an end.
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William B. Sears

Tired, hungry and wet, we laid down, only to be awakened about eleven o’clock that night to resume the march towards Washington, in the midst of a rain storm. The Regiment filed out of camp and marched to Fairfax Court House in good order and rested in the streets. Crowds of soldiers were hurrying by and the streets were blocked with trains. After halting a few minutes we started again and soon, in the darkness, rain and crowd, became broken up to some extent. Of the horrors of that night, I can give you no adequate idea. I suffered untold horrors from thirst and fatigue but struggled on, clinging to my gun and cartridge box. Many times I sat down in the mud determined to go no further, and willing to die to end my misery. But soon a friend would pass and urge me to make another effort, and I would stagger on a mile further. At daylight we could see the spires of Washington, and a welcome sight it was. About eight o’clock I reached Fort Runyon, near Long Bridge, and giving my gun to an officer who was collecting them, I entered a tent and was soon asleep. Towards noon I awoke and, with my Company, endeavored to cross Long Bridge, but fell exhausted before reaching the Washington side. My officers kindly placed me in an army wagon and I was carried to camp, where with rest and proper care, I soon recovered and went on duty.

The loss of the Regiment in this disastrous affair was ninety-three killed, wounded and missing. Of this number, four officers were killed, namely, Colonel John S. Slocum, Major Sullivan Ballou, Captain Levi Tower and Captain S. James Smith. Twenty-six enlisted men were killed or mortally wounded. My Company, “D,” lost four killed, three wounded, one of whom died, and one missing.

On returning from the Battle of Bull Run, the Second Rhode Island Regiment entered the old camp at Gales Wood and was reorganized. Lieutenant-Colonel Frank Wheaton became Colonel, Captain William H.P. Steere Company “D” Lieutenant-Colonel and Captain Nelson Viall Company “C” Major.
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Capt. Levi Tower

[At this point the editor takes the liberty of inserting a letter found in the papers of Elisha H. Rhodes written by Corporal Samuel J. English, Company “D,” Second Rhode Island Volunteers.]


Camp Clark, July 24th / 61
Washington, D. C.

Dear Mother

I rec’d your letter of the 21st shortly after our return to camp and take the earliest opportunity of writing. Yes, we have been & gone and done it. Last Thursday the 16th our brigade consisting of the two Rhode Island regiments, the New York 71st and the New Hampshire 2nd took up our line of march for Fairfax Court House. We crossed Long Bridge about 3 o’clock and continued on for six miles where we bivouacked for the night. Nothing occurred of importance to disturb our slumbers except the passing of troops bound on the same expedition. We commenced our march early in the morning, the 2nd R.I. regiment taking the lead and acting as skirmishers, Co. A taking the advance on the right; Co. D acting as flankers; Co. F acting as rear advance on the right of the column, Co. K [?] acting as advance on the left. Co. C as flankers and Co. G as rear guard. I cannot state exactly the strength of our forces at the time, but should judge there were seven or eight thousand, including 1500 cavalry and two Batteries of artillery with two howitzers belonging to the New York 71st Regt. When within half a mile of the village of Fairfax, word was sent that the rebels’ battery was directly in our line of march. Our artillery was immediately ordered to the front and fired three shots into it, making the sand fly, and showing pretty conclusively that the birds had flown. All the time this was taking place your humble servant was skirting around in the woods as a skirmisher and arrived in the village ahead of the main column. As our company arrived the streets presented the scene of the wildest confusion: old negroes running around, some laughing, some crying and some swearing at a fearful rate. The streets were strewn with the knapsacks, haversacks, canteens, blankets, shirts and most every article pertaining to camp life. The houses were deserted and in some places the tables were set for dinner and coffee warm on the stove. After strolling around a short time we quartered ourselves in the park of Gen. Lee and made ourselves as comfortable as circumstances would permit. The cavalry in the meantime pursuing the retreating rebels and capturing 30 of their men. What particularly pleased me was that the company that lost the mess was the Palmetto Guards and Brooks Guards of South Carolina, having lost all of their camp equipage and barely escaped with their lives. But to continue, the next day our colors started for Manassas but halted and camped three miles this side of Centreville, waiting for our troops and reinforcements to come up; the second regiment being somewhat in advance of the main army; we stay here for three days and Sunday the 21st about 2 o’clock the drums beat the assembly and in ten minutes we were on our march for Bull Run having heard the enemy were waiting to receive us, our troops then numbering 25 or 30 thousand which were divided into three columns ours under Col Hunter taking the right through a thick woods. About eleven o’clock as our pickets were advancing through the woods a volley was poured in upon them from behind a fence thickly covered with brush; the pickets after
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ELISHA HUNT RHODES

Elisha Hunt Rhodes was born in Providence, Rhode Island, in 1842. He enlisted as a Union Army private in 1861 and went on to fight in battles from Bull Run to Appomattox. Rhodes’ illustrative diary of his service in the Civil War was quoted in Ken Burns’ PBS series The Civil War.




ROBERT HUNT RHODES

Robert Hunt Rhodes was born in Providence, Rhode Island, in 1937, as one of six great-grandchildren of Elisha Hunt Rhodes. He graduated from the University of Rhode Island and had an MS degree from Simmons College Graduate School of Library Science. He has served in both the Rhode Island and Vermont National Guards.
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