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KIDNAPPING THE GENERALS

During the Civil War, Cumberland, Maryland, was one of the most-well-defended cities in the Union. The city was essentially under martial law with about half of the population of 16,000 made up of Union soldiers. The city was a hub of transportation activity, which is why it was important to the Union. The Baltimore and Ohio Railroad had a major stop in the city. The National Road had started in Cumberland and the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal had ended there. Keeping Maryland’s Queen City safely in Union control helped keep soldiers, equipment and goods flowing quickly throughout the North.
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Baltimore Street in Cumberland, Maryland during the winter of 1864. Photo courtesy of the Library of Congress.
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SO THE UNION ARMY KEPT regiments of soldiers stationed in town. Officers took over rooms in town and common soldiers slept in tent camps outside of town. Their primary job was to keep things moving by rail, river and road. Yet, in this city where one out of every two people was a soldier, a small band of Confederate raiders could penetrate the heart of the city and kidnap two Union brigadier generals.

Confederate Colonel John Mosby said that the capture of the two generals “surpasses anything I have ever done. To get even with you boys, I have got to go into Washington and carry Abe Lincoln out.”​[1]

The plan to kidnap General Benjamin Kelley and General George Crook from Cumberland did not originate with Confederate Lieutenant Jesse McNeill, but he is the one who pulled off the daring raid. Jesse’s father, Capt. John McNeill, formed of the notorious McNeill’s Rangers. Captain McNeill had originally come up with the idea of kidnapping Kelley, but he could not execute the plan.

Capt. McNeill organized his men as Partisan Rangers under the authority of the Confederate Congress. The Rangers cooperated with the Confederate Army but operated independently, moving more quickly in smaller companies.​[2] Their motto could have been: “Hit hard and hit fast.”


“The southern partisans built their method of attack around the element of surprise. They assaulted their enemy preferably at daybreak, tried to cripple him before he could grasp the situation, and almost always succeeded even when outnumbered two or three to one. The effectiveness of Captain McNeill’s tactics was illustrated by action that took place near Romney, West Virginia. The weird Rebel yell sounded from the brush as twenty-three guerrillas attacked a Federal supply train guarded by 150 soldiers. The surprised defenders became entangled in confusion, and McNeill’s men captured twenty seven wagons, seventy-two prisoners, 106 horses, and other valuable equipment.”​[3] 



Capt. McNeill commanded 210 men, though no more than two-thirds were ever together at once. ​[4] McNeill’s Rangers raided Union outposts and supply trains and disrupted army operations throughout the Potomac Valley. By all accounts, they were effective at their work.

[image: image]

Capt. John McNeill, founder of McNeill’s Rangers.
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THE RANGERS ATTACKED a Union supply train of eighty wagons nearly Burlington, West Virginia, on November 16, 1863. The rebels captured twenty men and 245 horses and set the wagons on fire. 

“Captain McNeill took to the mountains, and by a wonderful march (for rapidity) escaped, though pursued by over six hundred men,” Confederate General John Imboden wrote of the incident.​[5] McNeill lost only one man and had five wounded.

In 1864, the Rangers captured Romney, West Virginia, and held it for three days.​[6]

“One expedition after another was sent out by General Kelley, the Union commander in his front, for the purpose of crushing him; and in giving orders to his subordinate officers the injunction was invariably repeated to ‘Kill, capture, or drive McNeill out of the country!’“ Ranger John Fay wrote about life with Capt. McNeill.​[7]

Capt. McNeill’s daring-do ended in October 1864. Confederate General Jubal Early’s men were retreating in the face of General Philip Sheridan’s Union forces. Though Sheridan was in Harrisonburg, Virginia, the supply train supplying his men stretched back toward the north. Near Mt. Jackson, Virginia, the wagons crossed a bridge over the Shenandoah River that guarded by a hundred Union soldiers. 

Sixty of McNeill’s Rangers attacked the supply train and soldiers at dawn on October 2, 1864, hoping to provide some relief to General Early. Capt. McNeill rode into the battle screaming the rebel yell. At one point in the battle, he fell from a wound through the shoulder that lodged in the base of his spine.

Jesse rode to his father’s side and Capt. McNeill told him, “take command and show yourself a man.”​[8] Capt. McNeill told his men to leave him because he was too wounded, but Jesse refused to leave him. Instead Jesse and the Rangers took Capt. McNeill to the home of Reverend Addison Weller, a Methodist minister who lived nearby. Weller’s wife, Elizabeth, wrote later: 


“We saw at a glance he was severely wounded, as they filed into the yard, and lifted him from his faithful old horse and laid him on the grass. His noble form, writhing in agony, reminded one more of a wounded lion. The fire still flashed form his clear blue eyes. . . . As his men bent over him with tears of sympathy, he looked into their faces and said: ‘Goodbye, my boys, leave me to my fate, I can do no more for my country.’ One of his men knelt and offered up a short prayer, commending their gallant leader to a merciful God. As he arose and left with the men, the Captain’s eyes followed them as long as they were in sight. Then for the first time, he exclaimed: ‘Oh, I am in such agony; do something for me if you can!’“​[9]



Mrs. Weller could not treat the wound because she could not remove the bullet in Capt. McNeill’s spine. So she tried to ease his pain and she cut his beard to disguise him from Union forces that began searching for the famed Ranger when they heard he had been wounded.​[10]

Meanwhile, Jesse rode fifty miles to fetch his mother and bring her back to her husband. The Union soldiers eventually discovered McNeill, but they also realized that he was too sick to be moved.

However, wily to the last, the Rangers snuck in, carried McNeill to a carriage and took him south to Harrisonburg. McNeill lingered near death for two more weeks before he died on November 10, 1864, in the arms of his wife and surrounded by friends.​[11]

With Capt. McNeill dead and the Rangers without a leader, the Confederate Government revoked McNeill’s Rangers’ charter. The Rangers were ordered to join with Gilmor’s Company, which was in the area. Most of the men refused and because they no longer had legal recognition, they became bushwackers in the eyes of both governments.​[12]
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Lt. Jesse McNeill
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PLANNING THE RAID

Jesse McNeill had something to prove. He had lived in his father’s shadow all of his life. Jesse decided that if he could pull off a feat that his father hadn’t been able to do, then it would prove that the son was the rightful successor to his father’s command of the Rangers. Jesse also wanted to do it for the same reason his father had. In 1863, Kelley had arrested Jesse’s mother, sister and four-year-old nephew.​[13] The group escaped shortly after their arrest and made their way to Capt. John McNeill’s headquarters in Moorefield, West Virginia. When Capt. McNeill heard what had happened, he said, “General Kelley will regret that, for I will go into
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