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“It was without local pride. No county claimed them. No city gave them a flag. They received no words of farewell on leaving your State, no words of welcome on their return. But their name is known in other climes, and their fame is owned by their enemies. In the hour of battle they knew the meaning of ‘Dirigo’ on your State escutcheon, and their record is as unsullied as your fame; may their memory be as green as your Pines.”1

—Joshua Chamberlain on the Twentieth Maine (1865)
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Introduction


It was one of the Civil War’s singular moments. Nearing sundown on July 2, 1863, the second day of the Battle of Gettysburg, a massive Confederate assault threatened to expel the Yankees from their defensive position and compel the luckless Army of the Potomac to retreat once again. Confederate general Robert E. Lee and his men sensed that this could be the decisive battle, the one that would convince the northern populace the war was unwinnable and force President Abraham Lincoln to the negotiating table. But first they had to drive the Army of the Potomac off the high ground south of Gettysburg.

The most vulnerable position for any defending army lies on the flanks—or ends—of its line, and it was seemingly the great misfortune of the Union army that the regiment hastily placed on its extreme left flank was the Twentieth Maine. The unit was inexperienced: It had been in the army for just ten months, had engaged in only one major battle previously, and played but a small role there. Its commander was untested: Joshua Chamberlain was not a career military man with a West Point education; he was a college professor who had been teaching modern languages just a year earlier and had only recently been promoted to colonel and given command of the regiment. Lastly, seventy-two of the men present had mutinied in May—half a dozen remained under arrest—and their level of commitment to the cause and their comrades was unclear. As he put the Mainers into position, brigade commander Strong Vincent implored Chamberlain to “hold that ground at all hazards.”1

“Imagine, if you can,” one of the event’s chroniclers wrote, “nine small companies of infantry, numbering perhaps three hundred men, in the form of a right angle, on the extreme left of an army of eighty thousand men, put there to hold the key of the entire position.” For more than an hour, the men of the Twentieth Maine clung to that critical ground despite a half dozen attacks by a larger and vastly more experienced regiment from Alabama. Now “hardly more than a strong skirmish line” remained, Lieutenant Holman Melcher admitted, “and the 60 rounds of cartridges each man carried into the fight had been fired.” Without the ability to defend their position any longer, the decisive moment arrived.2

“At that crisis,” Chamberlain reported, “I ordered the bayonet.” What ensued was perhaps the most famous bayonet charge in the Civil War. William T. Livermore of the color guard wrote, “With fixed bayonets and a yell we rushed on them, which so frightened them, that not another shot was fired on us. Some threw down their arms and ran, but many rose up, begging to be spared.” The Mainers captured more than three hundred Confederates from five different regiments, Chamberlain reported, clearing the enemy in front of their position and securing the Union’s left flank. Livermore concluded, “Ours was an important position and had we been driven from it, the tide of battle would have been turned against us and what the result might have been we cannot tell.” Theodore Gerrish went further than his more measured comrade: “Not once in a century are men permitted to bear such responsibility for freedom and justice, for God and humanity.” Over time it became clear that Gettysburg was a turning point in the war that the Union eventually won, a turning point that might not have been possible had the Twentieth Maine faltered.3

The high stakes, the improbable unit and leader, the surprising action of the bayonet charge, and the extreme success of the maneuver in such a critical battle combine all the elements of a compelling story, and within a day, the tale of the Twentieth Maine’s charge was spreading throughout the army. Some incidents of thrilling action and great importance fade away once the moment has passed, but not this one. At first, it was the veterans who penned accounts of Gettysburg, seeking to better understand what had happened on the wooded, smoke-filled hill they had defended with their life’s blood and to share those accounts with family, friends, and the interested public. But then, even before the last veteran who stood on Little Round Top passed away in 1939, men who had not been there and had no connection to the unit took up the story.

The regiment’s exploits at Gettysburg have featured prominently in groundbreaking works of nonfiction, novels, and cinema. John Pullen’s The Twentieth Maine, published in 1957, was the first significant Civil War unit history written by a non-veteran and inaugurated a new genre. In his 1975 Pulitzer Prize–winning novel on the battle, The Killer Angels, author Michael Shaara positions the story of Joshua Chamberlain, the Twentieth Maine, and their fight on Little Round Top as the centerpiece of the second day of the Battle of Gettysburg. Gettysburg, the 1993 film adaptation of that novel, solidified the standing of the Twentieth Maine and its colonel among the most famous regiments and small-unit commanders in the Civil War and brought forth numerous publications dedicated to more fully telling its story. By the decade’s end, there were more than a dozen new books covering the regiment or its colonel. Two standouts—both inaugurated before the movie Gettysburg—were a compelling biography of Chamberlain penned by Alice Rains Trulock and an insightful study of the Twentieth Maine at Gettysburg by Thomas Desjardin titled Stand Firm Ye Boys from Maine.

In the years since Pullen and Desjardin published their books on the Twentieth Maine, historians have developed new questions and lines of inquiry to guide their studies into the lives of Civil War soldiers and have advanced innumerable new ways to understand the soldier experience before, during, and after the war. New sources also have come to light over those decades. A Hell of a Regiment utilizes those new approaches, lines of inquiry, and sources to tell the story of the Twentieth Maine at Gettysburg and beyond in a new and deeper way. Rather than following a strict chronological approach, each chapter investigates a central question that helps readers understand not only what happened to the unit before, during, and after Gettysburg but also how and why.

The question at the heart of chapter 1 is: How did the Twentieth Maine go from a bunch of civilians in the summer of 1862 to the highly effective fighting force that performed so well at Gettysburg just ten months later? This chapter does not recount every incident during the period. Instead, the chapter investigates key events and themes that reveal what motivated the men to enlist, how they adjusted to military life, the training that prepared them for their actions at Gettysburg, and their experiences during the first ten months of their service that both bonded them as a unit and motivated them to prove themselves at Gettysburg. A theme emerges in chapter 1 that is carried throughout the rest of the book: the desire of the men in the Twentieth to earn the respect of their commander as well as the folks back at home and to build a reputation that would persist throughout the war and in its aftermath. While each subsequent chapter has its own focus, the themes of earning respect as well as building and defending a reputation flow throughout.

What the first chapter did for the men of the Twentieth Maine, the second does for Joshua Chamberlain. How did Chamberlain transform from a college professor with no military training in 1862 to one of the army’s most capable small-unit commanders less than a year later, one who was awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor for his actions at Gettysburg? This chapter goes back to Chamberlain’s earliest years to unearth his life experiences and the skills and mindsets he developed that propelled him from outstanding college professor to exemplary military leader. Chamberlain’s own words reveal the extent to which his attempt to both build and be worthy of a reputation drove his actions as a civilian and as a soldier.

Chapter 3 covers a vital part of the Twentieth Maine’s story—the integration of the “mutineers” of the Second Maine in May 1863. The same basic story has been told by nearly every previous writer on the subject in a page or two: When eager men volunteered for the Second Maine in 1861, some mistakenly signed three-year enlistment papers and then mutinied when their comrades who had signed two-year enlistments went home in May 1863. The traditional story concludes that Joshua Chamberlain’s leadership ultimately led all but one mutineer to drop their protest and agree to serve in the Twentieth Maine. The full story is far more complex and offers a window into the volunteers’ views of their rights and responsibilities as soldiers, the ways they responded when they felt they were disrespected, and the dynamics of effective small-unit leadership. Following the mutineers onto Little Round Top and beyond highlights the tremendous contributions the former mutineers made to the Twentieth Maine’s success at Gettysburg, as well as the full gravity of that extra year of service.

Chapter 4 covers the Gettysburg Campaign and the fight on Little Round Top, offering the most comprehensive story of that action yet published. Recent works have examined separately the tactics, the weaponry, the psychology of taking another’s life, and the human experience during battle. Bringing all of those insights to bear on the various accounts by the men of the Twentieth Maine allows a deep exploration of the soldier experience of Civil War combat at the regimental level with conclusions that go beyond one unit and its ninety-minute struggle on Little Round Top.

Since Vietnam, there has been increasing interest in how veterans navigate the postwar adjustments in returning home, a field of study that has taken on even more urgency in the wake of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Chapter 5 examines the postwar lives of the Twentieth’s Gettysburg veterans. Striking vignettes and stories lost for a century or more emerge from the soldiers’ pension files, census records, and buried newspaper accounts. These paint dramatic pictures of postwar exploits that are as fascinating as their wartime experiences and reveal the multiplicity of ways the men adjusted to their return home and how their wartime service shaped the rest of their lives.

The final chapter explores how the men remembered and commemorated their actions at Gettysburg and sought to ensure that the reputation they had won at such great cost was not diminished or overshadowed by those they deemed less worthy. Examining the accounts in order of their appearance allows the reader to see each narrative not as singular but as part of an ongoing, public conversation among the veterans that evolved their collective understanding of the fight on Little Round Top. This chapter refutes the notion that the Twentieth Maine’s reputation was a late ­twentieth-century creation, demonstrating instead that it was firmly established by the soldiers during their lifetimes.

At the center of this story are the 506 men from the Twentieth Maine who were at Gettysburg. Though 1,621 men served in the unit at one point or another before the war’s end, Gettysburg was ever after their reference point, and thus this book focuses on the men present at the great battle. The roster of those 506 men was both painstakingly created and assuredly inaccurate. In 1898, the state published Maine at Gettysburg, containing histories and complete rosters of each unit that fought at Gettysburg. Three veterans of the Twentieth compiled the unit’s list of “PARTICIPANTS”: Joshua Chamberlain, Holman Melcher, and Samuel Miller. They based the preliminary list on the June 30, 1863, muster roll and then made adjustments. Ultimately, their list contained the names of 509 men. Three of those names should not have been on the list: Records show that Verano Bryant, Theodore Gerrish, and Daniel Morton were sick at the time of the battle and not present. Some of the men on the list were at Gettysburg but not on Little Round Top (such as Quartermaster Alden Litchfield and Quartermaster Sergeant Howard Prince) or were not engaged in combat (such as Chaplain Luther French or three men under arrest for mutiny). Some would argue to remove those men from the list, but such a judgment was not made in 1898, and thus they are left in the sample. To better understand those 506 men as individuals and as a group, I created a database with twenty-five pieces of information on each man, including name, rank, company, where and when they were born, both their stated and their real age on enlistment, their marital status and occupation at enlistment, their height, when they enlisted and were mustered in, any wounds they received, whether they reenlisted, if they transferred to another unit, when and how they left the service, when they died, their age at death, and where they are buried. The basis of this information came from the soldier data cards at the Maine State Archives, with additional information pulled from the Maine Adjutant General’s Reports, the soldier’s Compiled Military Service Records and Pension Files at the National Archives, and—for the death dates and burial locations—FindaGrave.com. The simple act of compiling this database revealed many fruitful lines of inquiry and allowed for broad statistical statements about the men as a whole. Ultimately, only a dozen of the 506 men proved unfindable in the postwar years.4

Many of the sources central to a project such as this are well known and have been accessible to the public for fifty years or more, including the magnificent document collections at the Maine State Archives, the Pejepscot History Center, and the National Archives. Others have been known but difficult to access or utilize until recently. Digitization projects are making myriad sources available in a searchable electronic format. Of particular use for this project was the digitized Lincoln County News, a clearinghouse for all things related to the Twentieth Maine in the 1880s and 1890s and the local outlet in which many accounts were first published. Additionally, various census, military, and cemetery records that are digitized and searchable through places like Ancestry.com, Fold3.com, and FindaGrave.com allow a researcher to discover connections and deeper stories that previously would have been nearly impossible to pursue through paper or on microfilmed records. But of all the records, the pension files in the National Archives are perhaps the greatest underutilized resource. Nearly all the soldiers who served in the Twentieth Maine became eligible for a pension at some point in their postwar lives, and the paperwork generated through their application process offers tremendous insights into their lives before the war, the challenges they faced during their time in the service, and the nature of their postwar lives. A small percentage of these files have been digitized, but most are still available only in their original paper format. It is these files, many running one hundred pages or more in length, that truly bring these men to life.

Maine’s state seal, then and now, features the Latin word Dirigo, which means “I lead.” The story of the Twentieth Maine is one of leadership, from the brash young colonel who trained and developed a crack unit, to the former college professor who led one of the war’s most famous bayonet charges, to the men themselves who faced up to a moment of crisis and did not turn away from danger, instead lunging toward it. This is the story of Dirigo’s sons and what they did on a hot summer day in July 1863 when the fate of the nation hung in the balance.





1
“A hell of a regiment”
Becoming the Twentieth Maine



Ellis Spear, a captain in 1862, later admitted the inauspicious beginnings of the Twentieth Maine, noting that, when Colonel Adelbert Ames arrived to take command of the unit, he “proceeded to express his opinion of the conditions of affairs in which the only thing clear to my mind was that the condition was [a] highly unsatisfactory one. He summed the matter up by saying that it was a ‘hell of a regiment.’” Proving that the judgment was not a fleeting one rendered in a moment of ill humor, Private Nathan Clark of Company H reported that the colonel reiterated his feelings two weeks later when the unit had arrived in Virginia: “Colonel Ames was disgusted with our appearance and gave us a brief speech as he halted us, saying if we could not do better than that we had better desert.”1

At Gettysburg—just ten months later—these men changed formations and positions while under fire and undertook a famous bayonet charge—some of the hardest things to do on a battlefield. As a result of these maneuvers, the unit held its critical position on Little Round Top against an experienced, numerically superior foe. They had become one of the Union’s most effective regiments, and Brigadier General Joseph Bartlett commented in 1864 that the Mainers had “a reputation second to no Regt. in the service.”2 But how, exactly, did that transformation take place?

This chapter traces the evolution of the Twentieth Maine from a ragtag collection of individuals in the summer of 1862 into the highly effective fighting force that so distinguished itself on July 2, 1863. It is the story of how “a hell of a regiment” became a hell of a regiment.

When the Civil War began, most people expected a quick, relatively bloodless affair that would result in victory for their side. The Battle of Bull Run, fought on July 21, 1861, showed the folly of such thinking. The magnitude of nearly five thousand casualties in a single day was shocking. The entire War of 1812 had seen just sixty-seven hundred American battle casualties, and the more recent war with Mexico just fifty-nine hundred. Further, Bull Run had been far from decisive and suggested that the nation was in for a protracted conflict.

With hopes of a quick victory dashed, the leaders of the eastern armies spent much of the next six months training their citizen soldiers. On the Union side, the man overseeing that work was George B. McClellan, a thirty-four-year-old West Pointer and former railroad executive. It was not until early 1862 that McClellan was ready to put his troops back into the field. His plan was to use the Union’s superior navy and engineering capabilities to transport his army down the Chesapeake Bay, flanking the Confederate defenses, and land southeast of Richmond on the peninsula formed by the York and James Rivers. He would then trek up the peninsula and in the backdoor of Richmond. Getting underway on March 17, McClellan made slow progress but finally reached the outskirts of the Confederate capital by mid-May. Northern recruiting offices closed in anticipation of the war’s imminent end.

At the Battle of Seven Pines on May 31, 1862, Confederate commanding general Joseph Johnston was hit in the shoulder with a rifle bullet and in the chest with a fragment from an artillery shell, necessitating his removal from the battlefield. Confederate president Jefferson Davis replaced Johnston with one of his advisors, Robert E. Lee, and, in so doing, transformed the war. After a pause to plan an offensive, the aggressive Lee inaugurated six battles over seven days from June 25 to July 1, 1862. Those battles drove the Union forces back down the peninsula, ended the threat to Richmond, and gave birth to Lee’s reputation as one of the war’s great generals.

The following day, July 2, 1862, in a sign of desperation, the United States called for three hundred thousand new volunteers to join the army. Men in Maine were anxious to join the fight. Ellis Spear would always “remember well the strain of the war in that first year, upon those who remained at home, the eager interest for news from the front, the vague rumors, the false reports, the hopes fondly cherished.” Thus, “It was a relief to take part in the struggle after the bitter disappointment and grief caused by [the Peninsula Campaign].” Nathan Clark, a twenty-four-year-old married farmer from Masardis and soon to be a member of Company H, remained happily at home “untill after [General Nathaniel] Bankses retreat in West Va the summer of 62 where the 1st Me Cavalry was intirely broken to fragments by a surprise from the Reb Cavalry. Then I told my friends the time had come for me to take a part in the strife.”3

Maine adjutant general John Hodsdon contended that these volunteers of 1862 were not reluctant soldiers who had dodged enlisting in 1861 but enthusiastic patriots waiting for their chance. When the war broke out in April 1861, Maine had raised ten infantry regiments in just three and a half weeks, and on May 17, 1861, the governor sent home thousands of men who were eager to join the war effort but belonged to units that had not yet been mustered into federal service. Many of those units continued to drill in their towns throughout the fall of 1861 and into 1862, leading Hodsdon to conclude that, by late 1861, “Maine can now be relied upon for twenty thousand militia at three days’ notice, unarmed and unorganized, it is true, but in mental and physical power unsurpassed by any like number on the globe.” Patriotism and martial spirit, perhaps in excessive quantities, led Hodsdon to lament, “It would indeed be unfortunate if in the present emergency no occasion should require the thousands of reserved, unorganized forces to be called upon for active service, who are so capable of doing honor to themselves and to the government.” The failed Peninsula Campaign offered just that “occasion.”4

On Independence Day in 1862, Maine governor Israel Washburn called for four new regiments of volunteers so “that the Constitution and the Union, which have been to us all the source of unmeasured blessings, may be preserved; that Liberty, of which they were the inspiration and are the selected guardians, may be saved; and that the light of one great example may shine brighter and brighter to guide, to cheer and to bless the nations.” The Sixteenth Maine was already forming, and now the Seventeenth, Eighteenth, and Nineteenth were organized. In early August, the federal government asked for a twentieth regiment of Maine infantry, and on August 7, General Hodsdon ordered all companies not yet assigned to one of the previous regiments to rendezvous at Island Park in Portland.5

In response to Governor Washburn’s call, prominent men throughout the state had begun enlisting volunteers, hoping their work would earn them commissions as officers. Selecting officers in such a way would not necessarily yield the best stock, but the way the men were recruited and the fees paid to recruiters also left something to be desired. Lysander Hill, appointed captain of Company I by the governor, wrote to his benefactor:

[image: ]


Lieutenant P. M. Fogler, whom you assigned to my Co. with his squad of men, made an arrangement with one Hiram Bliss Jr., Esq. to furnish him with 25 men and assign them to him, and to put their enlistment papers in his possession on or before Monday, Aug. 18th, in consideration of which, Mr. Fogler agreed to pay him $3.00 apiece for the men, relieving him of the trouble of looking to the State for his pay,—and was to pay him a bonus besides. Mr. Fogler paid Bliss $40.00 down, in cash.—Bliss has not sent, and will not send a single recruiting paper, nor will he transfer one in any way to the possession of Fogler. . . . The supposition is that this Hiram Bliss intends to speculate at Mr. Fogler’s expense, by retaining the $40.00, and then putting the enlistment papers into the Adjt Gen’s office in his own name and claiming the $3.00 apiece from the State—or else by selling them to somebody else and making another $40.00.

This same Bliss has been engaging men to enlist in the town of Washington, to go on the quota of Thomaston, telling them that Thomaston paid a bounty of $100.00.—Thomaston pays a bounty of $130.00—Bliss was, in this way, pocketing $30 a piece for the volunteers enlisted by him, and cheating these poor men, whom everybody that has a soul in him is trying to reward for their service in the country’s defense, out of the same amount.6



Unfortunately, such activity was all too common. Chester Greenleaf (later a captain in the Twenty-Fifth Maine) wrote to the governor on August 21, 1862, accusing Company K’s Lieutenant James Nichols of trying to sell him the position of company orderly for the sum of $50. Greenleaf was particularly irked as he had recruited fourteen men for the company, helping Nichols achieve his own rank as a lieutenant.7

As might be suspected given the incentives to sign up recruits, the supposed physical standards the men were required to meet were often overlooked. Men were supposed to be over eighteen, under forty-five, and at least 5'3" tall; have sufficient teeth to tear open paper cartridges; and be free from any obvious signs of illness or disease. Samuel Keene wrote on August 13, 1862, “Took a squad of 25 men downtown to be examined all passed.” That all twenty-five were fit for military service seems unlikely, but given the pressing need for soldiers, anyone who volunteered was likely to be accepted barring an obvious physical infirmity. In his landmark history of the regiment, John Pullen wrote, “Examining physicians could be persuaded that patriotism was sufficient evidence of physical fitness.” Ellis Spear recollected some of the tricks employed to fill up the regiment—tricks by both the recruiting officers and the recruits themselves: “One stout little fellow [Henry Pero, of Wiscasset] who wanted to enlist was a trifle too short and I had an extra pair of taps put on his boots, a pious fraud I fear, but it caused him to pass unchallenged. He served until the close of the war and became an excellent soldier.” Pero’s enlistment papers give his height as 5'7", but postwar medical exams recorded a mere 5'3½"! Pero was far from the only man to get creative. “I remember another fraud,” Spear wrote, “not perpetrated by the enlisting officer, and not discovered by him, until after organization of the regiment. This was a man with a very black beard, which turned gray by degrees after we got into camp.” The lax standards resulted in hundreds of discharges and even deaths over the ensuing months as unfit men broke down under the burdens of army life and the diseases that swept through the camps.8
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Ellis Spear (Library of Congress)

Despite the previous anecdote, it was a young man’s war. The mean age of the Twentieth’s enlistees was 25.6 years, and the median was 23. The most common age was 18. An age is known for 966 of the 979 men who originally joined the unit, and of those, 73.5 percent were in their teens or twenties. Just 7 percent were in their forties. This age distribution also explains why some of these men joined the war effort in 1862: They had been too young in 1861. The 155 eighteen-year-olds, and approximately a third of the 88 nineteen-year-olds, would have been seventeen when the war broke out. Of course, the previous numbers are all the “official” ages provided on enlistment. Pension records and gravestones reveal that of the 506 men with the unit at Gettysburg, five had been just fifteen years old when they enlisted, twelve had been sixteen, and thirty had been seventeen. Those numbers align with a new estimate from historians Frances Clarke and Rebecca Jo Plant that approximately 10 percent of Union soldiers were underage at the time of their enlistment. On the other end of the spectrum, five men had been between forty-five and forty-nine and thus had also lied about their ages so they could enlist.9

It was also a single man’s war. Of all the unit’s enlistees, 62 percent were single, while 38 percent were married. All but three of the 244 teenagers were single, while 81.7 percent of the thirty-year-olds had wives at home. Those twenty-six and younger were more likely to be single than married, with the twenty-seven-year-olds reversing that trend.10

And it was a farmer’s war: Two-thirds of the soldiers had worked the fields before enlisting, around twice the number as the average Civil War regiment in the Army of the Potomac. Roughly 3 percent of the men identified themselves as seamen, sailors, or mariners, the second most common profession. Other categories, such as clerks, laborers, mechanics, millers, shoemakers, students, and teachers, each claimed around 2 percent of the unit’s members. In the average Union regiment in the Army of the Potomac, 42 percent of the men were unskilled workers—likely hailing from more populous areas—but in the Twentieth, it was less than half that many.11

Representative of the men who joined the unit is William T. Livermore, the keeper of a tremendously detailed diary that shapes much of what we know about the daily life of the Twentieth Maine. A single farmer from Milo, Livermore was born in May 1840, making him twenty-two at the time of enlistment. He stood 5'9" tall and was a Republican who held strong religious beliefs. He lived at home at the time of his enlistment, as did 40 percent of Union soldiers in the Army of the Potomac.12

[image: ]

William T. Livermore (From John Pullen’s The Twentieth Maine)

The officers were a different story. First, they were five years older than the men, with an average age of 30.4 and a median age of 28. Due to their older age, they were also more likely to be married, with 47 percent having wives at home. Professionally, only 15 percent made their living through farming, while 15 percent were merchants, 15 percent were teachers or professors, and 8 percent were lawyers. Lastly, in keeping with modern studies on the social advantages of height, the officers stood just over 5'9" on average, two-thirds of an inch taller than the privates. Typical of the officers was Samuel Keene, a twenty-nine-year-old recently married lawyer from Rockland who helped raise a company and mustered in as a lieutenant before rising to captain and then major.13

[image: ]

Samuel Keene (Maine State Archives)

The demographic differences between these men who enlisted in the late summer of 1862 and those who had joined on the outbreak of war a year earlier are illuminating. The average 1861 volunteers who had joined the Second Maine—a unit soon to be associated with the Twentieth—were just 24.7 years old at the time of their enlistment in April or May 1861, with a median age of 22. Only 23 percent of the Second Mainers were married, in contrast to the 38 percent of the men in the Twentieth who left wives behind. In short, the typical recruit in 1862 was both older than those who had rushed off to war in 1861 and much more likely to be married, which helps explain why some may have been more reluctant to join the war effort until the Union’s setbacks in the summer of 1862 demanded a more significant commitment from all. The men who joined at this moment were well aware of the war’s stakes and seriousness.14

Writing a half century later, Joshua Chamberlain recollected, “The motive under which they first sprung to the front was an impulse of sentiment,—the honor of the old flag and love of Country. All that the former stood for, and all that the latter held undetermined, they did not stop to question. They would settle the fact that they had a country and then consider the reasons and rights of it.” Historian Gary Gallagher contends, “From the perspective of loyal Americans, their republic stood as the only hope for democracy in a western world that had fallen more deeply into the stifling embrace of oligarchy since the failed European revolutions of the 1840s.” Governor Israel Washburn’s call for volunteers, with its emphasis on the Constitution and serving as an example of democracy for other nations, reinforces Gallagher’s argument. In the spring of 1863, William Owen of Company B wrote to his sister about the transformation of his country that had led up to war, lamenting the existence of “traitors, doughfaced office seekers, slave holders, etc.” Like his president, Owen believed that the preservation of the Union and the end of slavery were inextricably linked: “If President Lincoln had, in his slave Proclamation, said that all slaves were forever free, it would have been something done towards gaining the great end which we should all strive for: Freedom, Right, and Humanity. But now if we should conquer, enough of slavery will be left to breed another rebellion. . . . I say put down slavery or let the south go.”15

Owen’s antislavery sentiments stand out as an exception, for most of the diaries, letters, and postwar recollections of the men in the Twentieth Maine focus solely on the preservation of the Union as their driving motivation. In a twist of fate, ten enlistees hailed from the town of Union, Maine. The men made rare references to ending slavery even though 62 percent of Maine voters had backed Abraham Lincoln and the Republican platform pledging to stop slavery from spreading into the territories. But opposing slavery’s extension and advocating for its immediate end were two separate things. As Adam Goodheart notes, the moniker abolitionist “was still an ugly epithet for most people, connoting dubious patriotism and, perhaps worse, a most un-American tendency to trespass upon affairs of one’s fellow citizens.”16

Most of these men from Maine had no experience with slavery—which had been illegal in the region since the 1700s—or even with African Americans. In 1860, just 1,327 of Maine’s 628,279 residents were African American, barely 0.2 percent of the population. Of the 634 towns in Maine in 1860, African Americans were present in just 101. The day the Twentieth arrived in Washington, William T. Livermore wrote, “There I am sitting about 20 feet from a dozen Negroes and I made an errand or an excuse to Sharpen my pencil to get into Conversation with them and I was Surprised to find them So Intelligent there conversation was about the war.” He continued, “One of them seemed more frank than the rest and as we were talking about Stonewall Jackson I asked him if he would Shoot him if he could get a chance. ‘My God’ said he ‘I would shoot him before I could get time to get sight of him’ They all seemed to understand about affairs as well as the whites There are thousands of them in Washington a great many came in with the Army.” The curiosity that drove Livermore’s attempt to “get into Conversation with them” and his surprise in finding them “So Intelligent” suggests that this encounter may have been his first interaction with African Americans, which is plausible considering that the 1860 Census taker found not a single African American among the 15,032 people living in Piscataquis County, the location of Livermore’s hometown of Milo. No wonder, then, that for the men of the Twentieth the impulse to save the Union took primacy in their consciousness.17

In addition to preserving the Union, there were financial incentives to enlist. Joseph Glatthaar found that 90 percent of the soldiers in the Army of the Potomac had a net worth of $400 or less, while the median personal and family wealth of farmers who enlisted stood at $0. Private soldiers received $13 a month, an amount very close to the $14.34 per month (plus board) that the 1860 Census reveals was the average for a farmhand in Maine. On top of that monthly remuneration, the recruits received a state bounty of $45, a federal bounty of $100 ($25 paid up front, the remaining $75 on mustering out), a month’s pay in advance, plus a $2 premium from the federal government. Most towns also offered bounties that ranged as high as $400 but averaged around $100. Will Livermore received $145 on mustering in and was owed $75 more on his eventual muster-out. Additionally, towns provided assistance to soldiers’ families, with the state reimbursing each town for their remittances up to $0.75 per week for the wife or parent of a soldier, plus an additional $0.50 per week for each child. If disabled, the soldier would receive up to $8 per month. If the soldier was killed, that money went to his family, along with a one-time payment of $100.18

Adjutant General Hodsdon touted the benefits offered the soldiers: “Their enlistment with the government, insures them a home in sickness as well as in health, an abundance of comfortable clothing, and an amount of wholesome food of the best description that can be furnished, greater than they can consume, the surplus of which they can realize in cash.” Predictably, Hodsdon was far too optimistic about the efficiency of the government. Infrequent paydays and inadequate food would be a constant complaint. In the spring of 1863, Hezekiah Long, a thirty-eight-year-old prison guard who became a sergeant in Company F, wrote to his wife, “We have been living in hopes for some time passed that the greatest of all strangers, the Paymaster, would make his appearance amongst us, but he has not yet.” As Long’s comment suggests, the men would have been well served to ignore Hodsdon’s blue sky promises and remember the more realistic forecast of Italian general Giuseppe Garibaldi, who told his men, “I can’t offer you either honours or wages; I offer you hunger, thirst, forced marches, battles and death. Anyone who loves his country follow me.”19

But that all came later. The initial period of enlisting and organizing the unit was one of excitement and even fun. Most of the men eventually assigned to Company B initially gathered in Bangor, thinking they were destined for the Eighteenth Maine. The campground for the men was inside the city’s racetrack and featured two on-site saloons. A few days after arriving, eighteen-year-old William Lamson wrote to his sister Jennie, “The musicians are ‘going it’ on all sides,” creating an atmosphere of a county fair. Unsurprisingly, instilling discipline was difficult in such a setting. Using their Yankee ingenuity, men such as Lamson easily got around minor issues like chain of command. “I had a hard time getting out to see Anne Friday,” he wrote. “Col Chaplin would not, and Lieut Lyford could not, give me a pass. So we formed a squad to go and drill and when we got past the guard I ‘skedaddled,’ that’s the way the boys get out. An officer and eight men can pass the guard any time to drill, so one takes command and marches eight or more out and then we go back when we please.” Such behaviors led former school principal Ellis Spear to huff, “All these assembled recruits and expectant officers presented when in camp the general appearance of a town meeting.”20

Things were little better after the unit moved to Portland. On August 20, Lamson wrote, “We had a high time here last night with the sutler. He ‘set up shop’ yesterday forenoon and last night the boys ‘drew rations’ one corner of his shop and if the Maj had not come along and driven them off they would have ‘drawn’ everything to the ground. The sutler told the Major that if he would guard it last night he would leave this morning and he’d better keep his promise.” Given such gaiety, William T. Livermore wondered, “Who would not be a Soldier?”21

Then the colonel arrived.
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Adelbert Ames (Maine State Archives)

Years later, Ellis Spear recounted the first meeting between the newly minted colonel and his charges:


The Colonel, a thoroughly trained soldier, saw things, to him new and strange, and perhaps with a prejudiced eye. It was his first experience with volunteers, and he found them in their most immature condition. The respectable citizen who seemed to be half loafing, half on guard at the Headquarters’ tent did not salute, and, in fact, had nothing military to salute with, but cheerfully remarked “How do you do, Colonel.” Him the Colonel regarded as a villain of the deepest dye and perhaps as a fool into the bargain.22



The flabbergasted colonel, Adelbert Ames, had served for the first year of the war in the Fifth U.S. Artillery, rising to battery command with responsibility for six cannons and approximately seventy men, and just days earlier had been actively engaged in the Peninsula Campaign. The contrast between the seat of war and the “county fair” prevailing at the camps of his new recruits must have been jarring.

Ames was born in Rockland, Maine, in 1835. His father was a ship captain, and as a young man Adelbert sailed the world as a cabin boy. He had a different future in mind, however, and in 1856 secured an appointment to West Point. The West Point of the antebellum era is often derided as producing engineers rather than soldiers, and those making that argument point to the paucity of courses on military theory in the curriculum. Such a conclusion overlooks much. The year before Ames arrived, West Point adopted a five-year curriculum to address the deficiencies previous graduates had displayed in English, history, geography, modern languages, and military science. Under the revised curriculum, cadets had 120 hours more instruction in military science than previous classes. But even without this change, much of the military training at West Point took place outside of the classroom and is thus left out of any simple curriculum review. Each night, from 4:00 p.m. until sundown, the cadets drilled. Under the new curriculum, a five-year cadet had 695 hours of infantry drill, 252 hours of artillery drill, 268 hours of cavalry drill, and 216 hours of fencing. These drills covered everything from individual movements such as loading and firing weapons up to brigade maneuvers. The entering class served as privates, while the second-year students functioned as noncommissioned officers (corporals and sergeants) and the upperclassmen as lieutenants and captains. After 1,400 hours of drill at this level, it is safe to assume that most cadets understood the ins and outs of small-unit command and battle tactics. In fact, the revisions were so successful that former West Point faculty member James Morrison notes, “In 1856 the board of visitors complained that the prominence given to military training was seriously interfering with scientific instruction.” The officers who came out of West Point may not have been prepared to lead a division, corps, or army, but they absolutely were ready to lead a regiment or battery, particularly if they had taken their studies seriously and finished near the top of their class. Ames fit that criteria, as he graduated fifth in the class of 1861. With this high rank, he was commissioned into the Fifth U.S. Artillery.23

Ames distinguished himself at First Bull Run. Battery commander Charles Griffin wrote, “Lieutenant Ames was wounded so as to be unable to ride a horse at almost the first fire; yet he sat by his command directing the fire, being helped on and off the caisson during the different changes of front or position, refusing to leave the field until he became too weak to sit up.” Once he recovered, Ames was given command of the battery as a reward for his coolness.24

Ames was determined to show he was worthy of the position—and perhaps a higher one. He wrote home on December 4, 1861, “I have been laboring very, very hard. I am improving my battery greatly. A few months and it will be as good as any.” Three weeks later, he wrote, “My battery is progressing finely. At Camp Hooker in Maryland my men were frequently under fire, and I hope when they meet the enemy they will not disgrace me. Heretofore they have displayed the proper spirit, and if I have influence they will hereafter.” The following April, while participating in the Peninsula Campaign, Ames wrote of his junior officers, “They are good young men of the ordinary stamp, but not the best of officers. I am rather harsh and severe with them at times.”25

A letter home to his parents in December 1861 illustrates Ames’s commanding personality. They must have complained about his lack of correspondence, for Ames replied, “I received a letter from Father a day or two ago that really he ought to be ashamed of—and you, Mother—you appear to endorse it. No. You cannot persuade me from writing you by such a letter—I love you too much.” But there was more than just one dimension to the man. A January 21, 1862, letter reveals Ames’s sense of humor and playful side: “A large rat has taken possession of my tent—I ruling supreme during the day, and he during the night. He treats me very badly—wakes me up at night, runs through the mud and then drags his tail over my pillow, walks on my letter paper, makes his bed on me and pokes his nose into my private affairs, a course of conduct decidedly unkind, I think. I do not do so to him.” But even in this passage Ames revealed his stern nature, for he concluded, “For his rudeness I am feeding him—bread and butter spiced with arsenic.”26

Ames’s strict standards paid off, however, as his battery performed well at Malvern Hill on July 1, 1862. The lieutenant was singled out by his commander, who felt Ames “deserves particular mention for gallantry and skill at the battles of Chickahominy and Malvern.” The Mainer was subsequently breveted a lieutenant colonel in the regular army for his actions. Thus, when Governor Washburn needed a colonel to take command of the Twentieth Maine, Adelbert Ames was an obvious choice. Ames accepted the position on August 13, 1862, and arrived in Portland to take charge of the unit a week later.27

Given Ames’s nature, his standing as a professionally trained soldier, and the carnage he had witnessed on the Peninsula, it is no great surprise that he was less than pleased with his first impression of his new command and voiced his frustration with a “hell of a regiment.” Ames was a man who had developed his own capabilities, leading to self-respect, and then had displayed those capabilities on more than one battlefield, earning the respect of others both for himself and for his men. Finally, as those actions had become more widely known within the army and back in Maine, he had developed a reputation even among those who did not know him. Now Ames would be starting all over.28

Ames quickly began to drill the regiment in an attempt—like his battery before—to get it up to speed on the basics and make it worthy of self-respect. He soon found that the men had much to learn. One night, while on parade, Ames grew enraged when the band either ignored or missed his signals to cease playing. Being a man of deeds, he took action, as Spear recorded, and “charged upon that musical body sword in hand. It was an unfair advantage, justifiable only on the ground of military necessity. The Colonel was armed and the drum corps had only drums and fifes, formidable for offence but not for defence.”29

It was not just the enlisted men who lacked military experience but also the officers. As a West Pointer who had been on active duty since the beginning of the war, Ames was undoubtedly the most qualified of the five colonels appointed to lead Maine regiments in the summer of 1862. But on paper, he may have been saddled with the weakest initial grouping of officers of any unit. As Ellis Spear noted, “All of the officers, with few exceptions, were good men, but almost all of them were without military experience or training.”30

Ames’s second-in-command, Lieutenant Colonel Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain, was just such a man, a college professor with no military experience. Major Charles Gilmore had previously served in the Seventh Maine, so theoretically he was an asset, but, as Spear later chuffed, “I do not remember that [Gilmore] rendered any material aid in the organization or instruction of the regiment; but I do remember that he afterwards proved to be a most untrustworthy, worthless skulker.” In 1864, Ames wrote to Chamberlain lamenting that Gilmore had not been forced out and was nominally in charge of the unit, stating, “The Regt. is too good a one to have as its head a fancy-duty man.” Of the ten company commanders, one had some experience from the Mexican War, “But he had forgotten much and proved to be too old to bear the hardships of active service.” Another had served as a lieutenant in the Eighth Maine from September 1861 to April 1862. But that was the extent of the experience among the captains—two out of ten. Of the twenty lieutenants, just two had any experience.31

Ames had a serious job on his hands, and a tricky one too, for at twenty-six years old Ames was younger than both his lieutenant colonel and his major, eight of his ten company commanders, the majority of the lieutenants, and nearly half of the enlisted men. That may have been a barrier for other men, but Ames was not one to hold his tongue in the presence of his elders. In July 1864, he wrote to his father, “My last letter was somewhat sermon-like. Of course, good advice is always taken whatever may be its source. So I expect you will profit by mine.”32

After just a few short days in Portland, the regiment was formally mustered into U.S. service on August 29, 1862, for a term of three years or the duration of the war. Four days later, they took a train to Boston and then boarded a ship and sailed for Virginia. For the enlisted men, the voyage contained an element of sightseeing, with many of the diarists commenting on the features of the Chesapeake Bay, the various ships and forts they passed, and even catching a glimpse of Mount Vernon. But for the officers it was a different story: “On the voyage Colonel Ames kept school for the officers. We studied Casey’s Tactics, and so incessantly that there was no time for sea sickness.”33 After four days at sea, the unit landed in Alexandria, Virginia, on September 6.

They found a capital city in crisis, and Theodore Gerrish observed, “The demoralization of war was visible on every hand.” After driving the Union army away from the gates of Richmond earlier in the summer, Robert E. Lee’s Confederate Army of Northern Virginia had moved nearly one hundred miles north and attacked a newly formed Union army just thirty miles west of Washington at the Battle of Second Bull Run on August 28–30. An overwhelming Confederate victory, the battle cost the Union another fourteen thousand casualties. The disorganized and bloodied remnants of that army were now in Washington and visible to the new recruits. William T. Livermore wrote, “I am within 25 feet of a great Steamboat Hospital with 160 Wounded Soldiers from Bull run I can look in and See twenty five or So one died last night.”34 The high command was also in disarray, and the general who had led the Union troops in the battle—John Pope—was being exiled to the Midwest. George McClellan, who had been sidelined just weeks earlier, was once again placed in command and tasked with creating a coherent army from his units that had fought in the ill-fated Peninsula Campaign, Pope’s regiments, recently arrived troops from the western part of Virginia, and an assemblage of newly formed units like the Twentieth Maine. To add to the crisis, on September 4–5, 1862, the Confederates crossed the Potomac River and headed north into Maryland, ultimately aiming for Pennsylvania. They could not be allowed to run free, potentially encouraging the border state of Maryland to join the Confederacy and discouraging Pennsylvanians from supporting the war effort. The anxiety in the capital must have been palpable.

After landing in Alexandria, the men of the Twentieth Maine moved into Washington on September 7 and drew weapons from the arsenal. Now fully equipped, they were ready to move to the front lines. On September 8, they were ordered out to Fort Craig on Arlington Heights. The march that ensued nearly broke the regiment and showed that Adelbert Ames had much to learn about leading men. Theodore Gerrish—in postwar years a reverend but in 1862 just a lowly private in Company H—huffed, “It was a most ludicrous march. We had never been drilled, and we felt that our reputation was at stake. An untrained drum corps furnished us with music; each musician kept different time, and each man in the regiment took a different step. Old soldiers sneered; the people laughed and cheered; we marched, ran, walked, galloped, and stood still, in our vain endeavor to keep step.” James Rundlett, a corporal in Company G, wrote home, “We had not got more than 3 miles before they began to fall out side the roads and; when we got there there were more than 100 strewed along by the way. . . . Colonel Ames was a Capt. of the Artillery Com. and I suppose he is use to marching pretty fast on horses.” Hezekiah Long of Company F noted that just seventeen men from his company made it to roll call that night. The thirty-seven-year-old was among the few who had held up. The problem was not just the soldiers’ lack of experience with marching but also the weather. It was the hottest day of the entire month, and the temperature reached a scorching 88 degrees in the afternoon. Needless to say, these men from Maine were unaccustomed to such heat.35
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James Rundlett (South Portland Historical Society)

James Rundlett noted that the colonel added insult to injury, saying, “Men, I have but this to say, if you cant march better than you have tonight, I would advise you to desert and go home.” Rundlett added, “The soldiers were furious, and there was hardly a man but that could have shot him with a will.” Ellis Spear explained why the insult landed so poorly: “The Colonel, annoyed by the straggling, upbraided the men and as those only heard the reproaches who had kept up, and therefor deserved praise instead of blame, the impression was not very favorable, and a very unfortunate prejudice arose against the commanding officer by an incident apparently trivial.” Rundlett agreed with Spear’s assessment and even went further: “[Ames] has killed himself for this regt. He has got the ill will of every private. I am sorry to write thus, but it is the truth and I am not ashamed of that. I am safe in saying that I have heard 20 men say that he will not come out of our first engagement alive.”36

Maine adjutant general John Hodsdon had cautioned in 1861, “However skilled an officer may be in the school of the soldier, company and battalion, or however good his faculty for imparting his knowledge to those in




















	September 25: “Drilled the company an hour and half. Had officers drill before the Colonel one hour. Battalion drill in the afternoon. . . . Colonel very cross.”

	September 29: “Drilled in company drill till half past 9 drilled before the Colonel till 12 had battalion drill at ½ past 3 till 5. Acted as adjutant at dress parade.”

	October 9: “Drilled in forenoon. lounged till ½ past three and studied then had a hard battalion drill hot, dusty Colonel cross. Came in about sunset. Went on dress parade.”

	October 22, 1862—“Nothing but drill and drill.”

	December 2, 1862—“Drilled the company in the forenoon and afternoon mostly in the manual of arms.”

	December 3, 1862—“Drilled the company in forenoon and afternoon in skirmish drill.”

	December 4, 1862—“Spent the day on drill—company in forenoon, battalion in afternoon Recitation in evening.”50
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