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Army of the Potomac

INTRODUCTION

‘The defeated troops commenced pouring into Washington over the Long Bridge at daylight on Monday, 22 – day drizzling all through with rain.’ [So the poet Walt Whitman watched men of the Union Army return from Bull Run, that battle which was supposed to end the war before it even got a chance to begin.]

‘The Saturday and Sunday of the battle [20, 21 July 1861] had been parched and hot to an extreme – the dust, the grime and smoke, in layers, sweated in, followed by other layers again sweated in, absorbed by those excited souls – their clothes all saturated with the clay powder filling the air – stirred up everywhere on the dry roads and trodden fields by the regiments, swarming wagons, artillery, etc. – all the men with this coating of murk and sweat and rain, now recoiling back, pouring over the Long Bridge – a horrible march of twenty miles, returning to Washington baffled, humiliated, panic-struck. Where are the vaunts, and the proud boasts with which you went forth? Where are your banners, and your bands of music and your ropes to bring back your prisoners? Well, there isn’t a band playing – and there isn’t a flag but clings ashamed and lank to its staff.

‘The sun rises, but shines not. The men appear, at first sparsely and shamefaced enough, then thicker, in the streets of Washington – appear in Pennsylvania Avenue, and on the steps and basement entrances. They come along in disorderly mobs, some in squads, stragglers, companies. Occasionally, a rare regiment, in perfect order, with its officers (some gaps, dead, the true braves) marching in silence, with lowering faces, stern, weary to sinking, all black and dirty, but every man with his musket, and stepping alive; but these are the exceptions.’

The army which had gone forth to so easily capture Richmond had met its equal and been turned back. One veteran later said that once getting the order to retreat at Bull Run he would not have stopped retreating until he reached his home town of Boston, Massachusetts, except he was stopped by an armed guard after crossing the Long Bridge into Washington. Now the mob which had been so badly beaten would have to be transformed into an army.

The raw material, the men, was there. It would simply take training, equipping and organizing to convert them from the mob of Bull Run to the Army of the Potomac. A new general, straight from some small victories in western Virginia, George B. McClellan, was brought in to organize and lead the army. In October 1861 the Army of the Potomac officially came into being.


The Men and their Regiment

Before this there was, of course, the regular U.S. Army. In March 1861 it was made up of 13,000 all ranks, and during the war another 67,000 men were recruited for its ranks. Rather than split up the regulars and send them to the volunteer regiments, the army was kept intact, to form a sort of dependable ‘Old guard’ of totally reliable troops. Many regular officers, however, had resigned to accept commissions in the Confederate Army – the men weren’t given the chance to do so – while others took higher commissions in volunteer organizations, which meant that regular units were generally under-officered.
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A Connecticut regiment’s informal camp in early 1861. Note the havelocks, white cap coverings designed to prevent sunstroke, which were quickly abandoned
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Major-General George B. McClellan, sixth from left, confers with President Abraham Lincoln after the Battle of Antietam

The idea of using regulars in this way was probably a successful one, although there was some ill feeling between the regulars and volunteers. The regulars regarded the volunteers as little more than an undisciplined mob, while the volunteers considered the regulars as social inferiors. Nevertheless, when serving together the two types of troops grew to respect each other.

In the meantime, the sight of regulars in action was an inspiration to many volunteers. Wrote one volunteer in 1862: ‘Oh, father, how splendidly the regulars drill; it is perfectly sickening and disgusting to get back here and see our regiment and officers maneuver, after seeing those West Pointers and those veterans of eighteen years’ service go through guard mounting.... I am only glad I saw, for now I know I am a better soldier after seeing them perform.’

It was not only in drilling that the regulars looked more soldierly than the new volunteers. Years of learning how to remake government-issue uniforms gave them a real edge in looking smarter. Massachusetts volunteer private Warren Lee Goss wrote: ‘My first uniform was a bad fit: my trousers were too long by three or four inches; the flannel shirt was coarse and unpleasant, too large at the neck and too short elsewhere. The forage cap was an ungainly bag with pasteboard top and leather visor; the blouse was the only part which seemed decent; while the overcoat made me feel like a little nubbin of corn [maize] in a large preponderance of husk. Nothing except “Virginia mud” ever took down my ideas of military pomp quite so low.’

Goss’s experiences were hardly unique. The regimental historian of the 8th Vermont Regiment wrote that ‘it was clear that Uncle Sam’s contracting tailor who made the garments had no idea of measuring the man and then fitting his suit; he seemed rather to expect that, having made the uniforms according to certain patterns, it would be the duty of the officers who distributed them to fit each wearer to his clothes.... As a fact, however, when the time came to exchange the citizen’s dress for the soldier’s garb, it provoked a deal of hilarious mirth to see the square-shouldered, portly man struggling to encase his ample limbs in trousers scant enough to please a dude; while a lean, light-weight comrade fairly lost his corporeal identity in the baggy capacity of a fat man’s coat. Nor were the seams of these new garments always equal to the strain to which they were subjected, so that in the course of the first week after they were donned, many of the wearers had to resort to the spools and cushions thoughtfully provided by a loving wife or mother, and turn bushelman.’

Those with uniforms, however, were considered lucky. The 8th Ohio, mustered in late April, did not receive any uniforms until late July. All during that time they carried ‘. . . wooden guns, wooden swords, and cornstalks with which to drill and mount guard’.


The Infantry Regiment

Once the men were gathered into units, uniformed, accoutred and armed, they had to be organized into formal units conforming to official regulations. A regular infantry regiment was made up of two or more battalions of eight companies each. Organization of the volunteer infantry regiments was to be different. Each regiment was to consist of ten companies, each with a captain, a first lieutenant, a second lieutenant, a first (or orderly) sergeant, four sergeants, eight corporals, two musicians, a waggoner, and eighty-two privates. Each company was divided into two platoons, and each platoon into two sections. The regiment itself also included a colonel, a lieutenant-colonel, a major, a lieutenant holding the post of adjutant, another lieutenant as quartermaster, a surgeon and his assistant. Non-commissioned ranks on the regimental staff included a sergeant-major, a quartermaster-sergeant, a commissary sergeant, a hospital steward, two principal musicians and twenty-four bandsmen. The bandsmen were later authorized only on brigade level.
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This raw recruit has folded down the standing collar of his frock-coat so his tie and paper collar show originally ordered for the army, but soon changed to the pre-war sky-blue
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Above, Forage-cap, with the infantry insignia and badge of the 2nd Division, V Corps. (Author’s collection). Right, A dress hat with the insignia of ‘D’ Company, 71st Infantry Regiment. (Author’s collection)

Actually, due to the difficulty of recruiting when away from the state and losses in the field, strengths were usually under regulation. On the average, an infantry regiment at Fair Oaks in 1862 had some 650 men, while at Chancellorsville, May 1863, it had 530 men. The average regiment at Gettysburg, July 1863, had 375 men, and at the Wilderness, 1864, 440 men. Eventually 1,696 regiments of infantry were recruited into the Union Army.

In action, the regiment sent a company or two some 400 to 500 yards ahead of the main body to act as skirmishers. The rest of the regiment was drawn up, two lines deep, with, at times, a company or two held behind the lines for a reserve. As the war progressed and it was seen how the deadly accurate rifled musket ruled out the tactics of Wellington and Washington, it became the practice to send out about half the regiment in skirmish line – an informal line where men hid behind whatever cover they could find and fired independently of command. The rest of the regiment was actually held in reserve.

On the attack, regiments were moved forward in waves, with some 250 to 300 yards between them, so that stray shots aimed at the first wave would not hit the second.

Regiments themselves were usually made up of people from the same area, although the diversity of the northern population meant a wide variety of backgrounds would be found in the same regiment. An élite unit, the 5th New York, had a Company ‘B’ made up, for example, of sixty-seven native New Yorkers, eight men from other states, thirty-five Irish, eighteen Germans, fourteen Englishmen, five Canadians, four Scotsmen and three Frenchmen. Company ‘C’, 2nd New York Heavy Artillery, boasted sixty-two different professions in its ranks, ranging from ‘speculator’ to ‘gold beater’ and from ‘wool stapler’ to ‘reporter’.
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A whole regiment performs a rarely used tactic, forming a square against cavalry

Most regiments had distinctive characters. The 15th Wisconsin, commanded by Colonel Hans Heg, was almost wholly Norwegian, while Frenchmen went into the 55th New York (Gardes Lafayette) and Poles into the 58th New York (Polish Legion). Actually, most non-American-born men who went into the army were Germans, followed closely by the Irish. More than 50,000 Canadians and 45,000 Englishmen, with a large number of Scotsmen and Welsh, also found their way into Union ranks.

One regiment, the 79th New York (Cameron Highlanders), was almost wholly Scottish, and went to war behind the pipes, all the men in kilts and bonnets. The kilts lasted only as far as from New York to Washington, where they were put into storage, but the men then wore trews of the Cameron tartan, and kept their bonnets throughout the war.

Men felt more pride in their regiments than in their brigades, divisions, or even corps – although later the corps became a focal point for pride as well. A private of the 1st Massachusetts wrote in April 1862: ‘I had rather be a private in the Mass. 1st regiment than to hold the highest commision in any of the others, and I have heard many say the same.’ One who didn’t say the same about the 1st Massachusetts was a sergeant of the 1st Minnesota, after Fredericksburg
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