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Foreword


FOREWORD

Military historians are fond of the hoary old adage that, on the day of battle, naked truths are there for the seeing; very soon they put on their uniforms. Those of us who served as combat historians in the Pacific were well aware of this warning; hence we interviewed and observed soldiers before, during, and right after the fighting. This made for much more authentic history. Even so, something was lacking. The fighting men had their brief moments of glory and misery, of victory and death, and then passed from the scene. There was little recording of them as persons—as human beings with individual and regional backgrounds, earlier civilian and military successes and failures—or of what happened to them after their brief combat appearances on the stage of history.

It is this personal background of human beings in war that Richard Moe presents so feelingly in his treatment of the First Minnesota Volunteers. With his own deep roots in Minnesota, the author takes us back to a fort named for its designer, Col. Josiah Snelling, and located on a fine military site originally scouted out by an expedition sent by President Jefferson. We read about the migration into Minnesota of families from the East and from Europe and about the hardening of the men—farmers, trappers, loggers, and the like—who would supply some of the toughest troops for the coming ordeals of the Civil War.

We follow these troops out of their homes and villages, into the hullabaloo and optimism of the mustering-in process, the choosing of most small-unit officers through political means—from Washington patronage to election by the troops—as well as through merit, and the soldiers’ introduction to the most ancient military experiences—poor food, inadequate equipment, “hurry up and wait.” And we follow them further as they journey down the Mississippi, take trains—the first experience for many—to Chicago, and move through cheering villages and then a hostile Baltimore to Washington. They arrive in ample time to experience the devastating defeat and retreat of Bull Run.

The truths in this narrative do not take on uniforms, as Richard Moe pictures the long three-year involvement of the Minnesotans in the bloodiest battles of the Civil War. They do not, because he uses remarkably revealing and moving letters and diaries written by soldiers before, during, and after combat, as well as newspaper dispatches from the front. The letters have a freshness and an immediacy that make us feel close to the human beings who are trying to come to grips with the strangeness and horror of war. But we see more than war through their eyes—we see them looking scornfully at the different agricultural world of Virginia, with soil far inferior to the deep sod of their home state. We view their first encounters with blacks, who were hardly known back home—initially seeing them as wretches far worse off than any people they had known, then finding the humanity and the hope in the black men and women they talked with.

Some chronicles of men at war take on a repetitious quality, especially chronicles of twentieth-century wars, as day after day and month after month, soldiers grind out small infantry, tank, and artillery attacks along the endless front. Not so this story of the First Minnesota Volunteers. Each battle unfolds as a mighty, new drama, with different constellations of forces, context, terrain, leadership, strategy. If at times the reader feels as perplexed as the soldiers did during the roar and chaos of battle, that was the way it was. Like Tolstoy’s War and Peace, this work sticks close to the men in battle, and hence, like Tolstoy, the author keeps close to the human side of war. Richard Moe captures also the spirit of another classic, Stephen Crane’s The Red Badge of Courage, in chronicling how men lived as well as how they fought and died—playing games, telling stories, chewing tobacco, foraging for food, feeling homesick, experiencing dread, coming under fire, watching comrades die.

While The Last Full Measure keeps the reader oriented to the changing overall military and political context during the Civil War, it does not purport to be a history of that war. Certain broad themes or questions, however, do emerge from the work. One is the nature of leadership in war. Many of these pages reveal how crucial such leadership was, but not merely leadership at the top. Time and again the “common” soldier displayed uncommon leadership as well as valor.

What interests the author above all, I believe, is the most mysterious of all the mysteries of war—why men (and today women) fight. In the case of the Minnesota volunteers it could not have been a fervent belief in abolition—that whole struggle, while important, must have seemed remote to farmers and tradespeople who had rarely even seen a black American. Nor was it a deep hatred of the Southern “secessionists” or “rebs,” even though that feeling of course intensified during the long course of the war. Nor was it, certainly, for the soldier’s pay, which was paltry, whether disbursed by the federal government or by the state of Minnesota (which had a total annual budget of $100,000 at the time).

What appeared to motivate these men was something so old-fashioned and hallowed as to seem platitudinous—a sense of duty. But the immediate question is what kind of duty, or duty to whom? These men had duties to the families they were helping support, to wives and parents and siblings they loved, to farms they had cleared and had to maintain, to their churches and schools and communities. How could a duty that transcended all that lead men to go to war, never to return to those duties at home? Perhaps it was the example of Abe Lincoln, who reviewed the volunteers in Washington and who might have struck the Minnesotans then and during the war as a man of absolutely steadfast goals and principles, a man whose vision would be given its best expression at Gettysburg and whose own sense of duty undergirded his leadership throughout the war. Lincoln symbolized the nation to which these men also felt a sense of duty. But even more, that soldier’s sense of duty was strengthened by the examples of officers who led the charges, of noncoms who took over when officers fell, of comrades who griped and swore but came through when courage and sacrifice were called for.

So through Richard Moe’s gifted pen, through his extensive research and historical imagination, we follow these soldiers as they pursue their duty. At the end he brings us home with these men—with the small number that survived—as they retrace their steps from Washington to Minnesota. In one of his most evocative portraits, he describes the hardened veterans, in the final leg of their journey, wrapped in buffalo robes as they ride in horse-drawn sleighs up the Mississippi over three-foot-thick ice. Because they had fulfilled their supreme duty, as they defined it, now they could return to the duties of citizens.

James MacGregor Burns

Williamstown, Massachusetts

1992




Preface


PREFACE

Like most boys growing up in Minnesota at midcentury, I saw the Civil War as ancient and largely irrelevant history. It was simply too remote in time, place, and effect to have much meaning for a youngster preoccupied with the here and now. That began to change one day, however, when, for reasons long forgotten, I was selected to be one of several Boy Scouts to attend church with Albert Woolson, then one of the few living survivors of the Civil War. Woolson was the most honored man in Duluth—within a few years he would be the only living veteran of the Union army—and it was impressed on me that it was a very big thing to attend church with him.

Woolson had said that in 1864, at age seventeen, he enlisted in the First Minnesota Heavy Artillery in order to get his “share of the glory.” But serving as a drummer boy and bugler doing garrison duty in Tennessee, he didn’t find it. (“We were fighting our brothers,” he would say toward the end of his life. “In that there was no glory.”) As the years passed, he found something else. Until he died at age 109 in 1956, he was a living link to the most important national event since America’s founding, and for that he was venerated.

I didn’t quite understand it in these terms at the time that I met him, but I did understand from all the attention that was paid him that Woolson was a great man who had participated in a great event. It began to occur to me that the Civil War couldn’t be “ancient” history if I had met someone who had served in it. The older I got, in fact, the more “recent” the war seemed, and that progression is still under way. It also occurred to me that, nearly a century later, people took the Civil War very, very seriously. World War II had ended just a few years earlier, and I understood why people took that war seriously. I had lived through it, albeit as a child, and it had dominated our lives for nearly five years. But the Civil War?

The impression that people took the Civil War seriously was strongly reinforced years later, when, as a young man, I worked in the Minnesota state capitol in St. Paul. Like most state capitols, it was— and still is—filled with reminders of the conflict. Paintings, statuary, battle flags, uniforms, and other memorabilia were everywhere. The conclusion was inescapable that the Civil War had to be something very important to warrant all this attention—still.

Today, more than a century and a quarter after it ended, the Civil War continues to have a phenomenal hold on Americans. Fought over the profoundly fundamental issues of union and slavery, the conflict severed the country as nothing else before or since. It cost nearly as many American lives as have all other wars combined. The enmities it fostered have taken generations to dissipate, and some of them still linger. But despite all the trauma and pain—in fact, largely because of it—the experience and its result determined the kind of nation that we were to become. More than anything since the Founding Fathers put pen to paper in Philadelphia, the war defined the America that Lincoln and the North sought—one nation, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.

This part of the Civil War story is well known. It has become deeply embedded not only in our history but in the way we still choose to see ourselves. The part that is less well known concerns the men who actually fought the war. What were they like? Why did they enlist? What were they fighting for? What did they think of their leadership, both civilian and military, and why did they put up with such incompetence? How did they live their lives day by day, and how did they endure as much hardship and defeat as they did? What kept them going year after frustrating year? In short, who were these men?

Fortunately, the answers to these questions are revealed in the literature they left behind. The men who fought the Civil War bequeathed future generations of Americans many legacies, among them a literature in the form of letters, diaries, and reminiscences. During the war itself, most of the men wrote letters whenever they could for the same reasons that soldiers have always written letters: to assure family and friends that they were well and to assure that they would receive letters in return. The smaller number who kept diaries did so for a different reason: most of them knew that they were engaged in the greatest adventure of their lives, and they wanted to keep a record of it. The reminiscences, of course, came later, after the war was over—sometimes long after it was over—and the motivations here were more complex. Some merely wanted to complete the record of their experiences, but many also wanted posterity to see them in the most favorable light possible. A number of veterans wrote hoping to be published—not all were successful, but many of their writings nonetheless survive—and various degrees of revisionism crept into some of the later accounts. This fact and the fading of memories decades after the event make the reminiscences less reliable than the contemporaneously written letters and diaries.

The letters and diaries by themselves make the Civil War the most literate war in American history. Never before had so many American soldiers been able to write, and never since have they been able to write so freely. In subsequent wars letters home were heavily censored and the keeping of diaries was strongly discouraged. But the security concerns that led to these later measures were minimal in the Civil War; the only real inhibitions the men felt in conveying their thoughts and experiences were self-imposed.

When the Civil War soldier wrote home, Bruce Catton says, he “talked about his officers and about his food, about the irritating absurdities of army life and its deadly monotony, and about the evils of making forced marches across country.... He was usually a bit reserved when it came to describing the reality of combat. He was willing enough to tell where his regiment went and what it did, but when it came to saying what fighting was really like, he generally picked his words carefully, apparently on the theory that the man who had been there did not need to be told about it, while the man who had not been there would not understand it anyway.”

This book attempts to tell, through their own writings, the story of the men of one remarkable Union regiment, the First Minnesota Volunteers. The premise of the work is that nothing can convey the experiences, thoughts, and emotions of these soldiers more effectively than their own words. Thus, to the maximum extent possible, the story is told by them, with a narrative added only to provide glue, context, and occasional explanation.

As in most regiments, the officers tended to be better educated and therefore to be better writers than most of the enlisted men. But many of the men—including Isaac and Henry Taylor, the principal storytellers, both of whom were college graduates—were good writers as well. Isaac Taylor, in particular, enjoyed language and tried hard to make it work for him. Most of the other enlisted men were less accomplished with the written word. Edward Bassett, Mathew Marvin, and Charley Goddard, among others, made numerous errors of spelling, grammar, punctuation, and syntax, although fewer and fewer as they gained experience. But however technically flawed, their writings almost always conveyed clearly the thoughts or experiences their writers intended to convey, and no attempt has been made here to modify the original language unless doing so was necessary for understanding its meaning. As for the less reliable postwar reminiscences, I have used them only when I was reasonably certain that the writer—including the seemingly ubiquitous William Lochren—personally witnessed the events he describes.

Much of the Civil War art and memorabilia I encountered in the state capitol in St. Paul thirty years ago concerned the First Minnesota. I was vaguely aware then that the regiment had had a distinguished record and that it somehow played an important role in the battle of Gettysburg, but my interests at that time were elsewhere and I made no effort to learn more. It was not until many years later that, no longer living in Minnesota, I rediscovered the First. This time I pursued the facts behind the legend and discovered a marvelously human and poignant story of men at war. I also discovered a story of uncommon bravery and heroism, especially at Gettysburg, where, as Catton writes, “The whole war had suddenly come to focus in this smoky hollow with a few score Westerners trading their lives for the time the army needed....” I realized that the story had been largely lost over time, even to most Minnesotans, and that it had never received the attention elsewhere that it deserved.

During the years following the Civil War the veterans of the First were among the most honored men in Minnesota. Their feats were legendary, indeed reached near-mythic proportions in some accounts. But the passage of time took its toll on the legend, and as the veterans disappeared, so did the public recognition for what they had done. Also, unlike the citizens of virtually every other state then in existence, most Minnesotans didn’t necessarily experience the Civil War as the most significant event in the years it took place. It was fought largely in the East and the South, and it never touched Minnesota’s soil. What did touch Minnesota’s soil was the Sioux uprising of 1862, which resulted in the massacre of hundreds of white settlers throughout the southern and western parts of the state. The experience traumatized Minnesotans for years to come, and it is understandable that they would accord less lasting recognition to Civil War veterans than they would have otherwise.

But the story of the First is much more than a Minnesota story; from the beginning I have viewed it rather as the story of the Army of the Potomac during the first three years of the war as seen by the men of one regiment, which happened to come from Minnesota. It is the story of the rush to enlist after Fort Sumter; the early heady enthusiasm dashed by sudden defeat at Bull Run; the pride at being shaped into an army by George McClellan; the frustration at his—and his successors’—inability to defeat Robert E. Lee; finally, the costly victory at Gettysburg, the decisive battle of the war. It is the story, as they told it, of ordinary young men who did extraordinary things.

Richard Moe

Chevy Chase, Maryland

October 1992
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Future years will never know the seething hell and the black infernal background of countless minor scenes and interiors, (not the few great battles) of the Secession War; and it is best they should not. In the mushy influences of current times the fervid atmosphere and typical events of those years are in danger of being totally forgotten. I have at night watch’d by the side of a sick man in the hospital, one who could not live many hours. I have seen his eyes flash and burn as he recurr’d to the cruelties on his surrender’d brother, and mutilations of the corpse afterward.

Such was the war. It was not a quadrille in a ball-room. Its interior history will not only never be written, its practicality, minutia of deeds and passions, will never be even suggested. The actual soldier of 1862–65, North and South, with all his ways, his incredible dauntlessness, habits, practices, tastes, language, his appetite, rankness, his superb strength and animality, lawless gait, and a hundred unnamed lights and shades of camp—I say, will never be written—perhaps must not and should not be.

Walt Whitman

“Memoranda during the War”
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Chapter 1


1
FORT SNELLING

“I can fight. I know I can.”

Gen. George Gordon Meade, the commander of the Army of the Potomac, was emboldened by his recent successes against the Confederate army. Not only had he defeated Robert E. Lee several months earlier at Gettysburg, the single most important battle of the war, but just weeks earlier he had prevented Lee from turning his flank as the two armies raced toward Washington from their positions below the Rappahannock. Meade’s Union forces had mauled the Southerners first at Bristoe Station and then at Rappahannock Bridge and Kelly’s Ford, and Lee had been forced to return to the safety of his camp south of the Rapidan River. Now, on the eve of Thanksgiving Day 1863, Meade decided to seize the initiative from Lee and pursue him across the Rapidan. Believing that he had about a two-to-one advantage in men, he proposed to cross the river on fords far beyond the Confederate right and then swing swiftly to the west and hit Lee’s unsuspecting flank. With the Confederates stretched out along a thirty-mile line on the south bank of the Rapidan, Meade intended to bring his full force to bear on only a part of Lees. The plan was premised on stealth and speed, qualities not always associated with the Army of the Potomac, but Meade was determined to deal Lee the decisive blow he had failed to deliver at Gettysburg and since.

On 24 November 1863, every man in the First Minnesota Volunteer Regiment was issued five days’ rations and forty rounds of ammunition before the army marched off toward the Rapidan. But it was a false start, and the men soon returned to their camp. Two days later the operation resumed in the midst of a heavy fog. “At 10:30 a.m. we filed off from the road within a mile of the Rapidan River and are ordered to keep quiet and build no fires,” Sgt. Henry Taylor, a 25-year-old former schoolteacher, wrote in his diary. “Crossed the river on a pontoon bridge of eight boats at Germania at 2 p.m. We bivouac some three miles south of the river after dark. This is Thanksgiving Day but I fail to see the roast turkey—pork and hardtack is the soldier’s lot.”1

A series of Union delays caused the crossing to go neither smoothly nor quickly. A scouting report enabled Lee to discover it sooner than Meade had wished, but the Confederate commander was uncertain whether the Union aim was to engage his army or to head east for Richmond. Reminding himself that he had humiliated this same army only six months earlier, at nearby Chancellorsville, he ordered the left wing of his army brought up to join the main force. He soon learned that the Federals were moving westward, and before long, forward units from the two armies became engaged. There would be none of the element of surprise that Meade had hoped for.

“The skirmishers are already engaged and in a short time the tumult swells to a battle,” Sergeant Taylor wrote the next day. “I distinctly hear the shouts of the combatants. Late in the afternoon our regiment ... was ordered to take position on the right, which we did, passing over the 15th Mass. Vol, which was then banging away at the enemy in the pine thicket. Halting our regiment at the edge of the woods, it was deployed and we advanced a quarter of a mile, driving the skirmishers of the enemy before us. The skirmishers of the 1st division fired into our skirmish line about 8 p.m., by error, as they were trying to join our right.’”2 The experience of fighting an enemy at close hand for two and a half years had not eliminated casualties from friendly fire.

Lee ordered a heavily fortified defense line prepared west of Mine Run, a creek flowing north into the Rapidan. The next day he permitted his forward units to be pushed back to the line while the rest of his army was coming up to it. The result was a seven-mile line of earthworks behind an unobstructed slope that provided a clear field of fire down on anyone approaching it. Precisely as Lee had in mind, it offered an opportunity for a massacre like the one that had devastated the Army of the Potomac at Fredericksburg. Meade was nonetheless determined to go forward, and he ordered that an artillery barrage on the morning of 30 November was to be followed by infantry assaults against both ends of Lee’s line. The First Minnesota and the rest of the Second Corps, under the command of Gen. Gouverneur K. Warren, would anchor the Union left and would lead the charge.

“Up at 2 a.m. and march without cooking coffee,” Taylor wrote on the morning of 30 November, “passing along the plank road towards Orange C[ourt] H[ouse] about two miles and form in battle line—two lines of battle and a line of skirmishers.”3 Edward Bassett, a twenty-one-year-old farmer from Rice County in southern Minnesota, wrote that the plan called for the Minnesotans “to drive in their pickets, go as far as we could and wait for the line of battle to come up. Then we would join them and charge the works. It was cold and frosty and we had to wait about two hours for light. We could see their camp fires, and hear them talking. At dawn it created quite a stir among the Rebs when they saw us. We counted twelve cannon on their works.”4

William Lochren, a lawyer from St. Anthony, recalled later that once in position the Minnesotans


could plainly see the line of earthworks on the crest of the gentle slope rising before us. Our position required us to do picket duty during the night, and we could hear the incessant sound of entrenching tools in the enemy’s works. We knew that it was expected that we should charge those works, and earnestly wished that the order would come to do so in the darkness, before they were made stronger and reinforced. Near morning the order came that the charge would be made at eight o’clock precisely, on the firing of signal guns from the different corps, and that, in the advance, the First Minnesota should march on the enemy’s works, keeping its distance as skirmishers in front of the first line until it should draw the enemy’s full fire, upon which the lines behind were to move at double-quick, and the survivors of our regiment were to fall into the first line as it reached them, and participate in the assault. The earthworks in our front seemed very strong, and well covered with artillery, which would sweep every inch of the perfectly open, gentle slope over which we must advance. It was plain that reinforcements were pouring in.... The prospect was far from assuring, and, with our orders here, we felt that... there would not be enough left of the regiment for a formal muster-out after this charge should be made.5



Although the Minnesotans had been at Fredericksburg, they had been spared the slaughter, and they knew how lucky they were. But they had been in the Army of the Potomac since its very beginning, since the first battle of Bull Run, and they had little doubt what was going to happen to them at 8 o’clock the next morning. They believed their chances of being spared again were so remote as to be nonexistent. They had been at Antietam, Gettysburg, and more than a dozen other bloody battles, and the growing ferocity of the war convinced them of that. But instead of the few fleeting seconds they had had in earlier engagements to grasp the danger they faced, now they had all night on the forward line to think about it. They knew that their chances of surviving an assault across a clearing against entrenched artillery and musketry was next to impossible. They knew that if they were wounded even slightly, enemy fire would almost certainly prevent stretcher bearers from reaching them. They knew that if they lay disabled for long in the wintry cold, they could easily freeze to death.

They had time to reflect as well on the strong likelihood that this engagement, no matter how it turned out, would be their last. Almost certainly both armies would go into winter quarters in December, and by spring the Minnesotans’ three-year enlistments would be up. But there was no way, virtually all of them concluded that night, that they would live to see themselves mustered out.

The frigid temperatures made the waiting even worse. Water in the men’s canteens turned to ice, and the soldiers on both sides had to move constantly to keep from being frostbitten. “The severe cold drove [the Confederates] out of their pits for exercise,” Lochren remembered, “and as we did not fire on them, they also abstained from firing, and soon they and we were running and jumping about, within pistol range, to keep from chilling.”6

The assistant adjutant general of the Second Corps, concealing his rank under an overcoat, ventured out to the skirmish line to hear what the men were thinking: “I asked an old veteran of the noble First Minnesota, on picket, what he thought of the prospect. Not recognizing me as an officer, he expressed himself very freely, declaring it ‘a damned sight worse than Fredericksburg,’ and adding, ‘I am going as far as I can travel, but we can’t get more than two-thirds of the way up that hill.’ ”7

Shortly after 6:00 a.m. Gen. Alexander Webb, the division commander, began making the rounds of each of his regiments. According to Henry Taylor, he


caution[ed] them to reserve their fire until they are fairly upon them—says the enemy has 63,000 men and we have 80,000, and that the first grand assault is to be made by the left wing of our army, consisting of 28,000 men, and that a division of A.P. Hill’s Corps—15,000 men—is all that is in front of us. The morning is cold and very chilly and we are anxious to have the dreadful hour of “8 o’clock” come when we are to charge.

At 7:30 a.m., the two lines of battle and the line of skirmishers are seen picking up their knapsacks, preparatory to the charge. Every man seems determined to “wade in.” Officers pass along the line and speak of the “big thing, if we are successful,” and caution us to fall in with the first line so as to have the 1st Minnesota among the first to enter the works. This deep silence of 28,000 men, waiting for the order to storm the Rebel works, is one of the most sublime scenes I have witnessed. How anxiously do the men, every few minutes, ask “What time is it?” Eight o’clock and all quiet—perhaps my watch is fast—8:10 and cannonading commences far away to our right, perhaps three miles off, and gradually works toward us. I hear the remark, “Boys, she will soon reach us”—but in the course of 15 minutes, all is yet quiet. Since daylight, the enemy has been bringing in troops and strengthening their works in front of us.



It was the waiting that was the worst, at least for Lochren: “We were nerved up for the rush and the sacrifice, and the suspense was almost painful.”8

General Warren saw the same reenforcements that Sergeant Taylor had seen. Assessing the situation anew, he concluded that an assault would not only fail but be suicidal. He sent for Meade to come and make his own assessment. At the last moment Meade agreed. He called off the attack on both ends of the line. The lesson of Fredericksburg had been learned after all: it was sheer folly to send men up an open slope against artillery and entrenched infantry. The tenet was obvious, but it had almost been lost. Because it wasn’t, the Minnesotans were spared.

“Curiosity was aroused as to the cause of the delay,” Lochren wrote later, “and after a half hour of intense expectation of instant signal to move, came the rumor, soon confirmed, that Warren had decided that the assault could not succeed, and that he would not order the slaughter. This was relief indeed, and every man commended the decision.” Bassett agreed: “Thus we got out of another bad spot. I believe that if we had charged, as first ordered, not ten men of our Regt. would have come out alive. It was one of the worst places that I have seen. We were lucky. I shall never forget Nov. 30th 1863.”9

Charley Goddard had managed to enlist in the regiment when he was only fifteen years old. Now, at seventeen, a battle-hardened veteran who had just returned to the regiment after being severely wounded at Gettysburg, he wrote his mother that he had seen “some fighting, been in some hot places, but never in my life did I think I was gone up the ‘spout’ until the order came to charge those works and I was as shure as I set here writing to you that if I went up in that charge Chas. E. Goddard would be no more ... Such awful suspence I never experienced before in my life. I thought it was the longest day of my life.”10



When Charley Goddard, Henry Taylor, Edward Bassett, and their comrades had responded to President Lincoln’s call for volunteers some thirty months earlier, Minnesota was still America’s northwestern frontier. A decade of extraordinary growth during the 1850s, however, was beginning to change it in profound ways. Land cessions conferred by the Sioux and Chippewa in a series of treaties opened millions of acres to farming, timber harvesting, and land speculation, a combination that drew thousands of ambitious men from the East and abroad. In 1856 alone, at prices as low as $1.25 an acre for surveyed land, public sales totaled more than two million acres. But many of the newcomers didn’t bother to wait for the surveyors; they simply took possession and started cutting trees, plowing fields, and building homes.

The territorial government sought to attract new settlers by every means possible. Advertisements were placed in European newspapers, a special exhibit was sponsored at the New York Worlds Fair, and a “commissioner of immigration” was dispatched to New York to persuade newly arrived immigrants to settle in Minnesota. These efforts were wildly successful. The population soared twentyfold in just over a decade, from fewer than 10,000 in 1850 to over 200,000 in 1861. More than two-thirds of the new Minnesotians, as they were then called, were native-born Americans, drawn primarily from New England, New York State and the Midwest, but a large number were foreign-born. Of these, Germans represented the largest number, with the Irish, Norwegians, British, and Swedes following behind.

By the end of the 1850s more than four hundred cities, towns, and villages had been established, and eleven of them had populations over a thousand. An entrepreneurial spirit thrived in the new communities, with new shops and businesses springing up everywhere. By the time statehood was granted in 1858 there were more than thirty banks and nearly ninety newspapers. The telegraph had arrived and, with it, an important link to the outside world. The railroad, however, had yet to make its appearance. Until it did, the principal means of transportation was by water. In 1855, St. Paul saw a hundred steamboats come up the Mississippi; three years later, there were more than a thousand.

Most of the newcomers shunned the cities and towns and headed instead for the rich virgin farmland in the southern part of the territory. Despite innumerable obstacles there were some 18,000 farms by 1859, and more farmers were coming all the time. Most of them settled in family units, but some came together to organize farming colonies or, occasionally, towns. They cleared the land, built sod or log houses, and planted crops. They survived long, cold winters, scorching summers, constant isolation, and the fear of Indians. For their efforts, most of them barely eked out a living.

Although they didn’t know it, a number of these new Minnesotans were in the process of developing precisely those qualities they would soon need to fight a war. They endured great hardship, but they persisted with resourcefulness, hard work, and a conviction that they would ultimately prevail. They demonstrated a degree of toughness and self-reliance that would help see them through ordeals they could not yet imagine.



On 13 April 1861, Alexander Ramsey, the second elected governor of Minnesota, happened to be in Washington to discuss patronage with the new Lincoln administration—like many governors of his time and since, he was preoccupied with the subject—when the electrifying news reached the capital that Fort Sumter had been fired on by South Carolina militia and had surrendered. The next morning Ramsey, a popular Republican whose strong ambition was well served by a keen political instinct and an eye for opportunity, rushed to the War Department to see the secretary, Simon Cameron, an old acquaintance from Pennsylvania. As Ramsey later told the story, he “found the Secretary with his hat on and papers in his hand, about to leave his office. I said, ‘My business is simply as Governor of Minnesota to tender a thousand men to defend the government.’ ‘Sit down immediately,’ he replied, ‘and write the tender you have made, as I am now on my way to the Presidents mansion.’ ”11 Ramsey wrote out the offer as requested, thus earning for Minnesota the distinction of being the first state to tender volunteer troops to preserve the Union.

The news from South Carolina was not unexpected. The previous December, following Lincoln’s election, seven Southern states declared they were seceding from the federal union. In January South Carolina militiamen fired on a U.S. ship sent to resupply the isolated garrison at Fort Sumter, and the next month the Confederate States of America was officially pronounced. Lincoln warned in his inaugural address during the first week of March “that no state, upon its own motion, can lawfully get out of the Union,” and he vowed that federal laws would be “faithfully executed in all the states.”12 Lincoln pleaded for reconciliation, but armed conflict seemed inevitable.

The standing peacetime army numbered approximately sixteen thousand troops in 1861, and obviously many more men than that would be needed to put down the insurrection. It was then the practice to raise and train volunteer regiments through the states at times of national need. Once the War Department determined its requirements and apportioned them among the states, the governors would issue a call for volunteers to form the regiments requested.

President Lincoln had not yet called on the states to provide volunteers when Ramsey offered his thousand men. The governor apparently thought Lincoln had, however, and he further believed that Minnesota was not among the states asked to comply. Ramsey may have thought he could have the distinction of being the first governor to tender troops without actually having to provide them, at least not right away. In any event he did not allow his patriotic ardor to interfere with his responsibility for the state’s limited finances, for he placed certain conditions on the tender. Since the legislature would not convene until the following year, he wrote Cameron, “May I ask whether you would feel justified in saying that the reasonable expenses that may be involved will be furnished by the general government?” He took the liberty of answering his own question when he wired his adjutant general back in Minnesota later that day that “the expense of uniforming and of transportation will be borne by the government here.”13

The next day Lincoln called for 75,000 three-month volunteers to suppress the insurrection “and to cause the laws to be duly executed.”14 Cameron notified Ramsey that Minnesota would be expected to provide one infantry regiment of 780 officers and men. Ramsey instructed his adjutant general to issue a proclamation “in my name, calling for volunteers under a requisition of the President of the United States for one regiment of infantry, composed of 10 companies, each of 64 privates, 1 captain, 1 lieutenant, 4 sergeants, 1 ensign, 4 corporals, 1 fifer or bugler, to report at St. Paul forthwith.” Ramsey’s prickly lieutenant governor, Ignatius Donnelly, sensing a plot to slight him, insisted on issuing the proclamation himself. He did so as governor ad interim, indicating that preference would be given to the “volunteer companies already organized” and that enlistments would be for three months “unless sooner discharged.”15

Minnesota already had eight volunteer militia companies scattered throughout the southern half of the state. In theory the militia included 26,000 men between the ages of eighteen and forty-five, but in fact there were only 147 officers and about 200 privates. Their ostensible purpose was to support regular army units garrisoned in frontier forts to protect against Indian attacks, but in practice their function was at least as much social and fraternal as it was military. Most of the militiamen, it soon became evident, had a decidedly dim view of being activated into federal service. Being a part-time soldier at home was one thing, but actually going off to war was quite another. A majority of militiamen in virtually every company rejected the idea of activating their units in response to Donnelly’s proclamation; usually they argued that if both the regular army and the militia went off to put down the rebellion, whole areas would be left unprotected from Indian raids. Whatever their real reasons for rejecting federal service, the fear of Indian raids was justified, as the tragic events of the Sioux uprising the next year would confirm.

Three militia companies—the Minnesota Pioneer Guard from St. Paul, the St. Anthony Zouaves, and the Stillwater Guard—were permitted to offer their unit names and as many of their members as wanted to volunteer because, unlike the other companies, they had not formally rejected the proposal to join the regiment. Each of these units was filled out to the required number of men with new volunteers. At public meetings around the state, would-be officers formed seven additional companies, including another from St. Paul and the Lincoln Guard from Minneapolis, a small but promising community of 2,500 across the Mississippi from the capital. The balance came from the river towns of southern Minnesota—Red Wing, Faribault, Hastings, Wabasha, and Winona.

Despite the reluctance of most militiamen to join up, other Minnesotans responded with such swiftness and enthusiasm that the ten companies were accepted by the state adjutant general on 27 April, only eleven days after Donnelly’s proclamation. In Winona, for example, so many of the town’s citizens attended the public meeting that the hall couldn’t accommodate them all. At the urging of Henry C. Lester, a leading citizen, the group adopted and signed an enlistment agreement: “We, the undersigned, mutually agree to unite ourselves together as the Winona Volunteer Company and tender our services to the state adjutant-general for the purpose of sustaining the government of the United States in pursuance of the call of the government; the details of subsequent action to be arranged upon receipt of proper instructions from the adjudant-generals office at St. Paul.”16

But they didn’t bother to wait for “proper instructions” from St. Paul. The next morning they started signing up volunteers and made provision for those families that would require financial assistance while a husband or son was gone. Within a week the company had seventy-six enlistments. They included Mathew Marvin, a twenty-two-year-old native New Yorker who had come to Winona two years before to work as a clerk in a leather shop; Sam Stebbins, thirty-one, who wrote for the Winona Republican; and Charley Goddard, the lanky and mischievous youth of fifteen who followed the company to Fort Snelling, told everyone he was eighteen, and got away with it. Lester was elected captain, and on 28 April the eager volunteers boarded the steamer Golden Era for the trip up the Mississippi to Fort Snelling, where the companies were assembling.

Goodhue County organized its company in much the same way. The first “war meeting” was held on 25 April in the courthouse at Red Wing, where the crowd was sustained by rousing patriotic speeches well into the night while a committee of five drafted resolutions to express the sentiment of the community. Attending the meeting were a number of professors and students from Hamline University, one of the few institutions of higher learning west of the Mississippi. When the speeches were finished and the resolutions adopted, the presiding officer issued a call for volunteers. At least two men in the audience, Edward Welch and William Colvill, believed that great honor would attach to the first man to sign up, and they both sprang from their seats and leapt over chairs in a race to the front of the room. Welch appeared to be the winner until he fell bounding over the last chair, making a valiant effort to reach for the pen on his way to the floor. Colvill got to it first, however, calmly telling Welch, “You are next, Ed.” More than fifty men followed them to the front of the hall, according to one account, “pledging their lives, their fortunes and their sacred honor in upholding the stars and stripes against the rebellious assaults now made upon them.”17

Within five days the company’s ranks were oversubscribed, and some had to be turned away. A number of the Hamline students and their professors signed up, together with farmers, tradesmen, and clerks. Local enthusiasm for the cause ran so strong that a large number of citizens signed a petition to the county commissioners urging that $500 be appropriated to support the families of the volunteers while they were gone. The commissioners, wishing to be both responsive and frugal, voted the sum of $300 and appointed a committee of three to direct its use as needed.

William Colvill III was elected captain of the Goodhue County Volunteers, as they preferred to call themselves in these early days—soon they would be known simply as Company F. Edward Welch was elected first lieutenant, or second in command. More than mere honor was at stake, apparently, in the race to be the first to enlist. Although only thirty-one and a Red Wing resident for barely seven years, Colvill was already a leading citizen in the community as an attorney and newspaper publisher. His father had arrived in America in 1820, the product of the best education Scotland had to offer—among other things, he had studied with Thomas Carlyle at the University of Edinburgh—and he was determined that his son should have the same. The family settled in Forestville, New York, where young William attended the Fredonia Academy before moving to Buffalo, where he read law in the office of Millard Fillmore. Admitted to the bar at twenty-one, he practiced in Forestville for three years before restlessness and the lure of the West drew him to Red Wing. By the time war broke out, he had established a successful law practice and served briefly as editor of the Red Wing Daily Republican before founding his own newspaper, the Sentinel. But for all his education and achievement, Colvill was without the things he now needed most—military training and experience. More than a hundred lives would soon depend on his leadership, and yet at this point he had no better idea of what war was about than his men did. They would learn together, and in the end Colvill’s performance would vindicate their decision to choose him as their leader.

On 27 April, the fresh Goodhue County recruits, most of them of Scandinavian descent, were seen off by a large, enthusiastic crowd. A brass band made the trip with them, and when they reached the capital, according to the St. Paul Press, “an immense crowd of citizens were at the levee to welcome their arrival, and as the companies filed through the streets to their quarters, the sidewalks were lined with ladies and gentlemen, who kept up a continuous cheer as the brave volunteers passed along. The ranks returned the salutations with hearty goodwill. The Red Wing brass band ... added materially to the enthusiasm of the occasion. The company is more than full, and composed of the very bone and sinew of the stalwart farmers of Goodhue county.”18

The same sequence of events—enthusiastic rallies, patriotic resolutions, the rush to volunteer, emotional partings—was repeated in Faribault, Hastings, and Wabasha. The pattern varied some in St. Paul, where patriotism overcame past political divisions. Approximately half of those signing up had been members of the Republican Campaign Uniformed Club, known locally as the St. Paul Wide Awakes, and had campaigned the year before on behalf of Lincoln. A smaller number had been members of the opposition Democratic Club, known as the Little Giants after the candidate they had supported against Lincoln in 1860, Stephen A. Douglas. The election decided and a national crisis now bringing them together, they asked William H. Acker, the state adjutant general, to resign his post to become the company’s captain. Although only twenty-six, Billy Acker was “possessed of a brilliant intellect, had an admirable military carriage and was so affable in his nature as to captivate all with whom he came in contact,” according to Thomas Pressnell, an eighteen-year-old who had been one of the first to join the new company. “[I]t required but little persuasion on the part of the old ‘Wide Awake’ and ‘Little Giant’ elements in our new company C to induce him to become our Captain and he was unanimously elected to that position.”19

The pattern varied again at Stillwater, where the existing militia formed the core of the new company. The unit had a heavy concentration of woodsmen from Maine and Switzerland and, consequently, fewer farmers and Scandinavians than those from the other river towns. Edward A. Stevens undertook his own census of the company and reported that thirty-nine of its members had been born abroad and forty-seven in the United States. The fact that not a single member had been born in Minnesota underscored the newness of the state. He also reported that the average age, probably higher than that of most of the other companies, was “26 years and 8 months. The average age of foreigners is 28 years, and that of natives a fraction over 25 years. Twenty are over 18 and under 22, 29 are over 22 and under 26, 16 are over 26 and under 30, 22 are over 30 and under 35, 8 are over 35 and under 40, 5 are over 40 and under 46.”20

The men who formed these new companies had responded enthusiastically to President Lincoln’s call for volunteers to suppress the rebellion. The rallying cry in western states such as Minnesota was not slavery but secession, and in this respect the westerners reflected the views of the president, who, coming from Illinois, was one of them. Preoccupied with the harsh demands of life on the frontier, most Minnesotans did not get caught up in the abolitionist cause that had gained such a firm foothold in the cities of New England. They tended to oppose extending slavery into new territories, but they were not inclined to interfere with it where it already existed. Lincoln had carried Minnesota overwhelmingly in 1860, but he had done so largely on the issue of federal land policy, for most citizens a much more immediate and compelling issue than slavery.

In calling for volunteers Lincoln had appealed “to all loyal citizens to favor, facilitate and aid this effort to maintain the honor, the integrity, and the existence of our National Union, and the perpetuity of popular government; and to redress wrongs already long enough endured.”21 The great and urgent need, in short, was to preserve the Union; all else was secondary. Fort Sumter had been fired on and federal property had been seized by the insurrectionists. There was no alternative but to deal with the rebels swiftly and, if need be, harshly.

A great patriotic fervor swept through the North, and the residents of Minnesota, just three years a state, were determined to prove themselves as full participants in the nation’s struggle. “We have reason to thank God that Minnesota is represented in this Grand Army,” Pvt. Jasper Searles wrote; “that she has this opportunity of defending (as it has become necessary) that Constitution under which she was born and under whose benign influence she has become what she now is—a prosperous, flourishing state.”22

They enlisted for a variety of reasons. For some, it was purely a matter of patriotism and hatred for the secessionist “traitors.” For most, however, the motives were more complex. The prospect of excitement, adventure, travel to new places, and even financial improvement usually came together with patriotism to impel young men to sign up. In the end, as Shelby Foote has said of new recruits both North and South, it was the thing to do.

For whatever reason they enlisted, ten companies were subscribed and accepted so rapidly that there was no room to accommodate seven others, some of them not yet fully formed but all eager to be part of the new regiment. Eventually more than twenty-two thousand Minnesotans would wear federal blue uniforms, forming a total of eleven infantry regiments and assorted other units.



At that point on the upper great plains where the Minnesota River flows into the Mississippi, the bluffs overlooking the two rivers—formed over the centuries by their confluence—reach more than one hundred feet above the water. Offering control of the waterways as well as a sweeping view of the surrounding prairie, the site was an obvious one for a frontier fortification early in the eighteenth century. On an expedition for President Thomas Jefferson’s administration following its purchase of the Louisiana Territory, Lt. Zebulon Pike decided that the United States should build an outpost there to establish its authority and protect the growing fur trade in this untamed part of the Northwest. Designed by Col. Josiah Snelling in the shape of a diamond anchored by three defensive towers, the fort was built of limestone blocks that gave it an imposing and impregnable look. When Gen. Winfield Scott visited in 1824, he was so impressed that he later persuaded the War Department to name it after Snelling.

For the next thirty years the fort not only fulfilled its military purpose but also became the hub of economic and social activity in the vast northwestern territory. It served as a trading center for the entire region, and it housed the first school, the first library, and the first hospital in what was to become Minnesota. With the emergence of St. Paul as a major city just six miles away, however, Fort Snelling gradually diminished in importance, and ultimately it was sold to a private developer. When war broke out in 1861, Ramsey commandeered it back into military service as a training facility for Minnesota’s volunteer troops.

By 29 April the ten companies had all reported to the fort, which, they quickly discovered, had seriously deteriorated from years of disuse. Nor was its size adequate: the Stillwater Guard found itself assigned to a large barn outside the fort. Every man was given a heavy blanket, a flannel shirt (usually red), a pair of woolen socks, and the promise of a regular uniform within a fortnight. Because supply logistics could not keep pace with events, it would be several months before the promise was fulfilled. A local physician made a pretense of giving each volunteer an examination, which was primarily intended—though it was not very successful—to weed out those not yet eighteen years old. Few were eliminated for any reason, but one who was rejected for defective eyesight was a young man from St. Paul named James J. Hill, who would become one of the railroading giants of the Northwest. Despite his rejection, Hill developed close relationships to the men of the regiment that he maintained for the rest of his life.

During the next two days the volunteers were mustered into the United States Army by a regular officer, who read aloud the articles of war—which spelled out severe punishments for specific transgressions—before administering the oath of allegiance.

The volunteers came from every part of the state and virtually every walk of life. Josias R. King of St. Paul, twenty-nine, had rushed to the meeting of the Pioneer Guard, immediately enlisted, and thereafter claimed to be the Unions first volunteer. Peter Hall, a Swedish-born lumberman working at Taylor’s Falls, built a raft to carry him and three others down the St. Croix River to Stillwater to sign up. Newton Brown, a young farm boy from Waterville, walked barefoot the sixty-five miles to St. Paul to do the same. Emmet Jefferson, who had just built one of the first houses in a new settlement at the head of Lake Superior known as Duluth, packed up his wife and baby daughter and headed for Fort Snelling, 150 miles to the south. Traveling by stagecoach and canoe through dangerous Indian territory, he arrived at the fort only to be rejected for reasons that do not survive.

William Lochren, twenty-nine, would become the regiment’s official historian. Born in County Tyrone, Ireland, he came to America with his widowed mother and lived in New England and Canada before arriving in Minnesota in 1857. He had studied law along the way and went into partnership with two others in St. Anthony. When war broke out he enlisted in Company E and was immediately promoted to sergeant.

Even Chief Pug-o-na-ke-shick of Minnesota’s Chippewa Nation wanted to help. He wrote Secretary Cameron that he was “deeply impressed with the sentiments of patriotism” and that, “grateful for the aid and protection extended to him and his people,” he wished to offer “the services of himself and 100 [or more] ... of his headmen and braves to aid in defending the Government and its institutions against the enemies of the country.”23 There is no record of the secretary’s response.

And there were the Taylor brothers: Isaac, who was sometimes known as Ike, and Patrick Henry, whom his family called either Henry or P. H. Isaac was born in 1837 and Henry a year later in Franklin County, Massachusetts, the fourth and fifth of Jonathan and Alvira Taylor’s thirteen children. In 1855 the family moved to Fulton County, Illinois, where it established a household and took up farming. By all accounts it was a prosperous and happy family, actively involved in its church and community. Henry lost the use of one eye as a child when a flying woodchip from his father’s chopping block struck him, but the handicap never inhibited his activity. Nearer to each other in age than they were to any of their other siblings, Isaac and Henry became especially close.

The Taylors believed strongly in education and saw to it that their children were afforded opportunities not readily available to their Illinois neighbors. The two boys graduated from an academy at Prairie City before going on to Burlington University, a Baptist school in Iowa. Isaac, one of the first to attend the new university, concentrated on the study of science in the “gentleman’s department.” Deciding on a teaching career, he returned to Fulton County to pursue it. Henry also was determined to teach, but he set off for Minnesota, and his decision would ultimately lead both of them to the First Minnesota Volunteers.

A decade earlier Jonathan Taylor’s sister and her husband, both mission teachers, had founded a school for Chippewa Indians at Belle Prairie, some fifty miles north of Fort Snelling on the Mississippi River. Various branches of the family had helped support the school for years, and a number of Taylors, including Isaac and Henry’s older brother Jonathan, had settled nearby. Henry arrived in Belle Prairie in 1859—a year after Minnesota was admitted to the Union as a state—after he and Jonathan undertook a five-hundred-mile journey by birchbark canoe down the Red River and the headwaters of the Mississippi. He taught both whites and Indians in the public school, keeping in constant contact with Isaac by letter.

When war broke out two years later they both got caught up in the patriotic fervor and, like most young men at the time, agonized as to what to do. But by the time Henry had decided to enlist he was told the First Minnesota was already fully subscribed. “We are not sufficient in no.s here to form a military co.,” he wrote Isaac, “or I, too, should enlist to try what I could do for the ‘Stars & Stripes’ of which I hope to be ever proud. If you can do anything—go ahead.... Some from here have gone 20 miles to enlist & then could not from the fact that Min. has more ready now than have been called for. If I am wanted by & bye I shall go, I think, if my eye don’t prevent.”24

By a stroke of luck Henry got his opportunity. On a trip to St. Cloud, he chanced on a traveling recruiter for the First Regiment and eagerly signed up. The next day he wrote his parents in Illinois: “The spirit of patriotism prompted me to volunteer to go and fight for my beloved country. I gave in my name last eve. I’ll start next Monday for St. Cloud to drill and shall be gone a week and then return and continue teaching until the Co. is accepted. I go for the flag of 39 stars.”25

There was to be only a slight change of plans, as he indicated when he wrote his parents again five days later:


I have heard that it is doubtful about the St. Cloud company being accepted for some time at least, and as more men are wanted to fill up the First Regiment which has already been accepted for three months, but now wanted for three years or during the war, I have given my name to go in that Reg. I am to start for Fort Snelling (near St. Paul) in the course of three hours. It is now 7 o’clock A.M. I am the only one who goes from Belle Prairie. I have taught two weeks on my term at Little Falls, but you know schools come after Law and Government. I shall probably take the oath day after tomorrow. The “Star Spangled Banner, o long may it wave.” I should be pleased to see you all before I go, but I cannot. The same God who has thus protected me will not withhold his guardian care in future. I go feeling that I am right and in a good cause, and if that be the case, I will not fear. Tell all my brothers and sisters to stand firm by the Union and by the glorious liberties which, under God, we enjoy.26



Henry resigned his teaching post and traveled south to Fort Snelling to join the regiment. He was the first of the Taylors to enlist, but five of his brothers would follow. More restless than ever, Isaac went north to Minnesota to assume Henry’s teaching duties; he tried to concentrate, but his thoughts kept coming back to his brothers great adventure as Henry wrote of his training and his new comrades. It would be only a few months before Isaac joined him.

Henry decided to keep a diary beginning on the day he left for Fort Snelling. His first few days’ entries reveal both his excitement and his uncertainty: “May 22, 1861—Left Belle Prairie, Minn. at 11 a.m. by stage, arriving at Sauk Rapids at 7 p.m., the boys drilling in the opening. May 23—St. Anthony, 7 p.m. Put up at ‘St. Charles.’ May 24—Took buss for Fort Snelling via Minnehaha Falls. Was sworn into the U.S. Army at 2 p.m. to serve three years or during the war. Ho, Ho, for the wars! May 25—On guard, but I don’t know ‘beans’ about a sentinel’s duty. May 26—Rains. No religious service. Most of the boys pay very little respect for the Sabbath. I am reminded of the kindly restraining influence of women. Assigned to Company E under Capt. G.N. Morgan, First Minnesota Volunteers.”27



Tradition and state law permitted the governor to appoint the colonel commanding the regiment as well as the other field officers. Captains and lieutenants were elected by the men of each company, and in Minnesota, as elsewhere, the person who took the initiative and demonstrated leadership in organizing the unit was frequently elected captain. Military experience was not considered a prerequisite for company command, but it helped. Billy Acker’s service as state adjutant general, for example, was an obvious credential. But there were few others with similar qualifications, and if there was no one with prior military experience, it was simply assumed that a captain or lieutenant would learn his job along with everyone else.

Governor Ramsey apparently felt some pressure to appoint a military man as the regiment’s colonel although he was not required to do so. He entertained the idea of appointing at least two others—even Lieutenant Governor Donnelly had some interest in the job)— before he finally settled on Willis Arnold Gorman of St. Paul. Having represented Indiana in Congress for two terms and having served as the second territorial governor of Minnesota—he had been appointed by President Franklin Pierce to replace Ramsey in 1853—he was a familiar and respected figure in the state. More to the point, he had led two Indiana regiments with distinction during the Mexican War. Among other things, he looked the part, having by most accounts an impressive bearing and a commanding presence. Lochren said he “acquired a reputation for sterling, unbending integrity, and of being one of the most effective orators in the country. His voice was a marvel of flexibility and power.” Although an unabashed admirer of Gorman and at times even his apologist, Lochren conceded that he could be “rough in manner and eloquent in vituperation.”28 He also had a proclivity for generating controversy, as he would soon reveal.

His major drawback, as far as Ramsey was concerned, was the fact that he was a Democrat, and an active one at that. The public support for Gorman and his obvious qualifications made him impossible to ignore, however, and Ramsey hid whatever reservations he had and made the appointment. Having conceded the top position to a Democrat, Ramsey was determined to name Republican loyalists to the remaining regimental posts. Patronage was something he took seriously, and these appointments were unmistakably a matter of patronage. He selected Stephen Miller of St. Cloud, a close political ally, as lieutenant colonel, the number two position in the regiment. Miller had edited a Whig newspaper in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, until 1858, when he moved to Minnesota for health reasons. He became deeply involved in the politics of the new state, and during the 1860 campaign, as a Republican elector, he and his Democratic counterpart debated the merits of Lincoln and Douglas in more than fifty joint appearances throughout Minnesota. His efforts strengthened his ties to Ramsey and won him a coveted appointment in the U.S. Land Office.

The governor named William H. Dike of Faribault a major. Dike had been elected captain of the Faribault company after serving as its chief organizer, but neither he nor Miller had any previous military training or experience. There is no evidence that Gorman was consulted on these or other regimental appointments, but he was permitted to select his own staff, which soon included two of his sons. Political and blood ties counted when it came to making officers. It was to be that kind of army, at least in the beginning.

On 30 April, exactly two weeks after the state’s call for volunteers, Gorman informed Ramsey that “the First Regiment of Minnesota Volunteers has been duly mustered into the service of the United States, and are now ready for duty, and await the orders of the Secretary of War.” The governor wrote Secretary Cameron the same day that “one regiment of nine hundred men has been detached from the militia of Minnesota, and is now ... ready for active service.”29

The First Minnesota, as it would be known, may have been deemed “ready for active service” but it was a regiment in name only. The men began their training immediately, performing squad, company, and regimental drills daily. Joseph Spencer, the orderly sergeant of Company G, summarized his daily routine: “My duties ... are such that I have no time to spare. I have to get the boys all up every morning to call the roll at 6 am, have to make my report at the Colonel’s office at 7 am. Drill from 9 to 12 and from 2 to 5. The balance of my time is occupied in keeping the boys strait and asking ten thousand questions that I don’t know any more about than they do themselves.”30

Since only a few officers had had any prior experience, they learned the basics of drilling along with the enlisted men and with the help of Hardee’s Tactics and other manuals. Those who had served in the old militia units helped teach the manual of arms to the newcomers. “The whole business was extremely tiresome,” Thomas Pressnell said, “and, in fact exasperatingly so at times.”31 But despite their lack of training, equipment, and uniforms, the men “presented a very creditable appearance,” according to Edward Stevens, reporting for the Stillwater Messenger under the byline “Raisins.” “One thing is certain, it would be difficult to find a hardier, better natured, or a better looking set of men, anywhere except in the great northwest.”32

Although ammunition was scarce, the men learned to fire their muskets and rifles at targets up to nine hundred yards away. Fortunately, there was an ample supply of weapons from the militia arsenals. The best shoulder arm then available was the .58 caliber Springfield rifle, which fired “minié” bullets. There were enough of these to arm three companies, while the others had to settle for .69 caliber rifled muskets. Both were muzzle-loading weapons.

Morale was high among the men at Fort Snelling. They cleaned out the musty barracks and brought in straw bedding, which made sleeping two to a bunk more comfortable. “We are all well Generally and enjoying ourselves first rate,” Pvt. Edward L. Davis wrote in early May. “We have had a good time ever since we left home.”33

The men quickly became the focus of admiring public attention, and life at Fort Snelling took on something approaching a holiday atmosphere. Visitors swarmed into the fort nearly every day, among them “the soldiers’ relatives, friends and neighbors, who were often charged with distributing articles of comfort and convenience prepared by the ladies of different localities throughout the state,” according to Lochren.34 In the evenings there were often dress parades, which invariably drew appreciative civilian audiences. One day the women of Minneapolis and St. Anthony treated the regiment to a banquet on Nicollet Island, after which, according to Pressnell, Gorman put the regiment through maneuvers “principally for the purpose of ‘showing us off’ to the ladies.”35 A week later the men assembled in front of the capitol to hear flowery speeches and receive the regimental flag from the governor’s wife. After the ceremony the regiment moved on to yet another banquet before enjoying a leisurely steamboat ride back to Fort Snelling. A few days later a half dozen coaches carrying young women from St. Anthony visited the fort. “The life of the First at Snelling,” Private Searles would remember, “was all the people could make it in point of comfort and encouragement.”36

The business of preparing for war under these circumstances was not altogether unpleasant, but neither was it trouble-free. The first food provided by local contractors was so bad that it provoked what came to be known as the “bad beef riots.” After the men took out their ire on the cooks by pillorying them with plates and the malodorous meat, Colonel Gorman threatened drastic measures. “The rations furnished the men were of the poorest quality,” “Raisins” wrote,


consisting of beans, dry bread, bull-beef, chicory coffee, turnips and salt. The beans are the most valuable and nutricious article of diet to be found, being boiled for dinner on one day, and on the next such as are not used are made into soup—1714 beans to a pint—should any soup be left it is strained, the beans picked out, dried, roasted, ground and made into Java coffee for supper. Much complaint was made to the Colonel concerning the rations, and on Wednesday he gave Messrs. Eustis & Lamb, the “grub” contractors, notice that unless an immediate improvement was made in the quality thereof, the contract would be revoked or a Court of Inquiry ordered. The result of this prompt action on the part of our energetic Colonel is, that yesterday and to-day our rations will compare favorably with those of the State Prison convicts ... or any other body of hard working men.37



The problem of inadequate clothing and equipment was not as easily remedied. In addition to the blanket, shirt, and pair of socks each man was given on arrival at Fort Snelling, he later received a pair of black pants and a slouch felt hat. Only the men from Company K had anything resembling a uniform; they wore the light gray suits made by the patriotic women of Winona. “They do not look very well,” “Raisins” observed, “being almost white.”38 Proper uniforms were ordered for the regiment, but their arrival was delayed by endless bickering between Governor Ramsey and the quartermaster general in Washington over who was to pay and, if it was to be the state, how soon reimbursement could be expected. In Ramsey’s defense, the state government had almost no resources—the entire budget for 1861 was slightly more than $100,000 and the state had just $675 in its treasury at the beginning of that year. But Ramsey had signed a joint resolution of the legislature in January, when Fort Sumter was being threatened, promising men and money from the state to support the authority of the national government. What’s more, the governors of states just as financially strapped were finding ways to clothe and equip their regiments properly. Ramsey was harshly criticized for not doing more. The need was so great that John B. Sanborn, the state’s new adjutant general, whose annual salary was $100, spent more than $2,000 of his own money to purchase equipment. Other private gifts were gratefully received. The problem would not be resolved until the regiment had been through its first major battle.

Not all the men took to army life, and some of them felt themselves less than fully bound by the terms of their enlistments. “Four good-for-nothing rascals concluded camp life was rather a hard kind of living, and deserted on Monday evening,” “Raisins” reported to his readers. “Col. Gorman sent a squad of men after them with orders to take them dead or alive. They were found in St. Paul, and after some little resistance concluded to come back peaceably. They were alive in every sense of the word, so much so that they appeared to be moving, when perfectly still. What was done with the culprits I have not learned, but rumor has it that they were kicked out of camp, minus the buttons on their coats. ‘A good riddance of bad rubbish.’ ”39

Some of the independent frontiersmen, moreover, had a difficult time adjusting to authority. The men of Company C briefly considered resisting the arrest of a few of their number who had been charged with being “drunk and disorderly” and “speaking in a disrespectful manner to and of their superior officers.” The men thought better of it, however, and, according to “Raisins,” “graciously allowed them to be taken ‘prisoners of war,’” but not before the sergeant of the guard received a bayonet wound from one of the prisoners. “Those arrested—a half dozen—were put in the guard house and there remain.”40



In early May the regiment received two disturbing pieces of news. On the fourth, it was ordered to send detachments to the frontier posts—Fort Ripley, Fort Ridgley, and Fort Abercrombie—to replace regular army troops, which were needed back east. The despondency at Fort Snelling was universal; these men had enlisted not to sit out the war in remote outposts but rather to put down the rebellion. The news threw “a decidedly wet blanket over our patriotism,” Thomas Pressnell recalled.41 Gorman responded that he would comply with the order as soon as practicable, but he also convened a meeting of his commissioned officers. They promptly agreed to send a resolution to Ramsey, who was about to leave again for Washington, urging that the order be reversed.

Three days later Lieutenant Governor Donnelly received a communication from Secretary of War Cameron indicating that all regiments mustered into federal service but still remaining in their home state should be mustered in again, this time for three years. Any three-month volunteers refusing to reenlist would be replaced by new three-year recruits. The administration had concluded that the war might not be over quickly after all. Donnelly notified Ramsey, by then in Washington, and Ramsey replied by stating that no other regiment had been honored by a request to serve for three years—which was untrue. He asked Donnelly and Gorman whether the regiment would comply. Before he got the answer he told Cameron the regiment would be available for a three-year term. He was eager, it seems, to offer up the men for a period twelve times longer than the one they had agreed to.

The men themselves, when the time came for each to decide, had mixed views on the matter. According to “Raisins,” it had become the “all-absorbing topic” among the men:


The most prevalent opinion ... is that it would have been better to have served out the three months enlistment, and then if thought advisable again enlist. Certain it is that the First Minnesota would not desert “our dearly beloved Uncle” in the hour of need. The probability of being sent to the various forts in this State throws a damper on the project, so far as a large number is concerned, who would readily enlist could they be sure of a glimpse at the elephant. As it is one-half, perhaps two-thirds will “go it blind.” The Regimental staff and most of the commissioned officers are keen to go. With the privates it is not so unanimous—the feeling being to wait and see whether orders for re-enlistment arrive (when they arrive they wish to know it), and then each man act for himself.42



Harboring grave doubts about the duration, if not the severity, of the conflict to come, more than 350 of the men opted out. Of the 600 or so who chose to stay, many were no doubt motivated by the same patriotic reasons that prompted them to enlist in the first place. Others were already caught up in the adventure of the enterprise and were not yet prepared to return to the predictable routine of a farm, shop, or classroom. Still others were reportedly susceptible to the officers’ threats or enticements, the latter usually in the form of drink. “Suffice it to say that [some] felt that they had been tricked into re-enlisting for three years,” Pressnell recalled years later.43

The Stillwater Company, “Raisins” recounted, was “drawn up in line, and all who were ready and willing to enlist for three years or during the war, were directed to step forward three paces. Out of about 80 present 62 stepped forward, and it is expected that when the absentees return, enough will volunteer to form a new company out of the old ranks. The beer had long since disappeared, no signs of it were visible, and all enlisted in their sober senses without undue excitement. The charge of ‘cowardice’ has been retracted, and is heard no more. So far, we have the largest list in the garrison, and we mean to keep it so.”44 The regiment undertook a new recruiting drive, primarily in the communities that had produced the original companies, to replace those who had concluded three months was long enough to serve. By early June the unit was back up to full strength.



“It is at last decided that some of the companies are going to the frontier forts to fight mosquitoes and ‘injuns,’” “Raisins” wrote at the end of May.45 On the twenty-eighth, Company B (the Stillwater Guard) and Company G (the Faribault Guard) left Fort Snelling and headed up the Minnesota River to Fort Ridgley. The next day Company A (the Pioneer Guard of St. Paul) began the march up the east bank of the Mississippi to Fort Ripley, to be followed a week later by Henry Taylor and the rest of Company E (the St. Anthony Zouaves). Companies C (the St. Paul Volunteers) and D (the Lincoln Guard of Minneapolis) started up the opposite bank several days later, toward the more distant Fort Abercrombie.

The two-day trip up the Minnesota River aboard the Frank Steel to Fort Ridgley was slow and pleasant. The men were met by a company of regular army soldiers eager to be relieved and facilities much to their liking: “We found the quarters here much better than in Fort Snelling in every respect,” “Raisins” reported. “Our beds last night consisted of a pine floor and blanket with a pillow of soft maple for each man. Today, however, we will have our bed-ticks filled with hay and then we can sleep easier.”46

The men didn’t really believe they would stay at the forts for “three years or during,” as they referred to their terms of enlistment, and they immediately began to speculate about how soon they would leave. “How long we will remain in the wilderness we know not,” “Raisins” wrote. “We hope only until Fall at latest, but are sorely afraid we will not leave here until the war is over, but if otherwise ‘it is a consummation devoutedly to be wished for,’ and we will soon be very glad of a chance to do our share towards showing the traitors of the South that the nerve and steele of ‘mud-sils’ form a slightly disagreeable mass to swallow. Minnesota, in such a case will look with pride upon her regiment, for ‘retreat’ is not down in our vocabulary.”47

The food as well as the accommodations may have been more appealing, but the Stillwater correspondent wrote that the routine of army life in an isolated wilderness fort quickly led to boredom: “Now that all hope of going South, at least for some time to come, is given up, many of the boys almost hope that the Indians will get just a little troublesome in order that we may have a brush and get our hands in; but nothing of the kind is anticipated.” To pass the time, he reported, “the boys amuse themselves between drill hours in stowing away rations, buying eggs, chewing tobacco, foot racing, jumping, boxing, playing ball, fishing, swimming, killing snakes, cleaning guns, singing, telling yarns, and waiting for the mail. A debating society is about being formed, and a Thespian Association is talked of.”48

Garrison duty gave some of the men time to reflect anew on why they chose to be in uniform. “Our country is imperiled by civil war,” Sergeant Spencer wrote his sister in Vermont. “Everything which the Christian and patriot holds dear is in jeopardy, our country’s flag is dishonored. Our Government is defied. Our laws are broken. Bitterest hatred is kindled between sections of a common country. Brother is arrayed against brother. Everything seems to foreshadow the most awful strife.... Our only hope in this day of peril is to stand firm as loyal and lawabiding citizens. Every tie of party, friendship and kindred, sinks into insignificance before the impending danger.” Spencer knew that he would be tested in battle, and he did his best to convince his sister, and probably himself as well, that he would meet the test: “When I enlisted my weight was 172, now it is only 138 which is rather light for me, but I can fight. I know I can.”49

No one in Minnesota was pleased by the prospect of its first regiment spending the war in these outposts, and pressure built on Ramsey and the state’s two U.S. senators, Henry M. Rice and Morton S. Wilkinson, to get the decision reversed. While in Washington, Ramsey had lobbied his friend Cameron hard but without success. Rice, a Democrat, thought he would try a new tack. He proposed that Cameron accept a second Minnesota regiment, this one led by Daniel B. Robertson, also a Democrat. Clearly more interested in getting troops to Washington than in Minnesota political maneuvering, Cameron told Ramsey he would accept a second regiment if it was prepared to leave Minnesota within ten days. But Ramsey would have none of it. His wire of 12 June to Cameron was blunt: “Do you want Minnesota regiment? If so, Colonel Gorman’s is well drilled and armed and can be in Washington in ten days. A full regiment could not be got up in ten days, but I can have the forts relieved in less time. Answer.”50

He got his answer two days later, and it was the one he wanted. A wire from Cameron ordered the First Minnesota to report to Harrisburg, and another wire the same day instructed the unit to travel directly to Washington. When word reached Fort Snelling at ten o’clock that night, nearly everyone was asleep. Colonel Gorman “fairly howled with joy” when he tore open the official envelope and read the order. “The news soon spread to the quarters of the company officers and then to the men,” reported the St. Paul Pioneer and Democrat a few days later, “and such rejoicing took place as had never before occurred since the regiment was mustered in. The men did not stop to put on their clothing, but rushed around hurrahing and hugging one another as wild as a crowd of school boys at the announcement of a vacation.”51

Couriers were immediately sent to retrieve the companies at the forts. The detachments intended for Ridgley and Ripley had already reached their destinations, but the one headed for Abercrombie was overtaken near St. Cloud, less than halfway there. The men of these companies were as delighted by the news as their comrades at Fort Snelling had been, indeed more so since it spared them a tour of duty in the wilderness. Henry Taylor was out on a pass when he received the word: “I hasten back as I learn our regiment is ordered to Washington, D.C. All hands busy packing up our ‘duds.’ ”52

When the “unexpected but wished for announcement” reached Fort Ridgley, according to “Raisins,” it set off a boisterous celebration. “The noise made by us can be in some measure imagined,” he wrote, “when I state that about three hours after we had got through, wagonloads of citizens arrived from the country around—chiefly from New Ulm, a town fifteen miles from here—to ascertain what the firing was occasioned by, and where the engagement had taken place.... Some few cases of sickness were on the Doctors list, and it is astonishing what a marvelous effect the news had on the poor sinners—not one but is able to ‘take up his bed and walk.’ ... The order just suits all concerned. Everybody is in the best of spirits.”53

Apparently the order didn’t “just suit” quite everyone, however. At least two members of the regiment decided that fighting in the East was not for them. “Our readers will notice the advertisement of Col. Gorman, for the arrest and return to Fort Ridgley, for punishment, the two cowardly deserters who escaped from Fort Snelling immediately after the regiment received order to proceed to Harrisburgh,” ran an article in the Faribault Central Republican in late June. “Men who will desert under such circumstances, after having taken the oath to serve their country, are fit food for powder, and should be sent back, if caught, to meet their fate. Boyd is said to reside some three or four miles from here, North of the Cannon River. Hetherington is a resident of Cannon City. We have never thought that Boyd had honesty, decency, and manhood enough about him to make a soldier. Hetherington we don’t know and don’t wish to. We understand there are patriots on the look-out for them, and if they return here they may look out for justice.”54

Within a week the First was back at Fort Snelling except for Company A, which remained at Fort Ripley, and twenty-five men from Company G, who stayed at Fort Ridgley until they could be relieved. The members of Company E marched all night on their trek back from Fort Ripley to be certain the regiment didn’t leave without them. “Fort Snelling, arriving 7 a.m.,” Henry Taylor recorded in his diary.55 With little sleep but more than enough enthusiasm, he and his comrades got there just in time.



The more than nine hundred men who fell into ranks on the parade ground of Fort Snelling on the morning of 22 June 1861 were beginning to look like soldiers despite their red flannel shirts, black pants, and black felt hats. They were young, mostly in their late teens and early and mid-twenties, and their appearance suggested that a good number of them made their living with their hands. Just a few months before most of them had been farmers, but there were also trappers, lumbermen, schoolteachers, and clerks in the ranks. The day before many of them had said their final farewells to weeping mothers and sweethearts. Now, less than two months after enlisting, they were off to war.

The men were addressed by their chaplain, the Reverend Edward Neill. He urged them to see their mission in a determined but charitable light. “Your errand is not to overturn, but to uphold the most tolerant and forbearing government on earth,” he said. “You go to war with misguided brethren, not with wrathful, but with mourning hearts.... To fight for a great principle is a noble work. We are all erring and fallible men; but the civilized world feel that you are engaged in a just cause, which God will defend.”56

When the brief departure ceremony concluded, the men marched down the bluffs to the wharf, where two flat-bottomed steamers, the Northern Belle and the War Eagle, were waiting to take them to St. Paul, the state capital as well as its largest city. On reaching the upper levee they disembarked and proceeded to march through the main street. Although it was only seven o’clock in the morning, most of the town’s ten thousand citizens had turned out to see the regiment off. There were more emotional farewells, and the women of St. Paul gave each man a havelock, a cloth covering designed to keep the neck from getting sunburned.

The young Thomas Pressnell, who had taken ill and who was confined by his doctor to a room in St. Paul two blocks from the parade route, managed to slip away to see his comrades depart: “When Co. C came along the boys recognized and accosted me with friendly greetings. I halloed back that I was a little under the weather just then, but that I would be with them later.... [W]hat a sight it was to see the boys, arrayed in their black felt hats, black pantaloons and bright red shirts—with their guns, carried at a right shoulder shift, glistening in the sun-light as they were marching toward the front, and to duty. I never have seen, never expect to, and, in fact, never want to see a more glamorous one.”57

Within a half hour the men were back on the boats and steaming south. “The separation of soldiers and friends was a thrilling and affecting scene,” the Stillwater Messenger wrote, “but just such as has been witnessed all over the country. That all of them will return to home and kindred, is not within the range of probability; that most of them will, is the sincerest prayer of thousands of sympathizing hearts. The bearing of officers and men on departing was just what might be expected. They bore up manfully, and as the boats cut loose from their moorings, the air was made to vibrate with the shouts of the exulting soldiers. Determination, courage, patriotism, were visible in every eye and in every movement. May God in his mercy deal gently with our glorious First.”58

As the boats moved slowly down the Mississippi they made brief stops at Hastings, Red Wing, Lake City, and Wabasha, where the companies organized in those places were permitted still more goodbyes. When the Northern Belle reached Winona, the southernmost Minnesota town on the river, it was greeted by several thousand cheering citizens. “There were occasional instances of unrestrained emotion” when the men disembarked for their final farewells, according to the local newspaper. As the soldiers filed back up the gangplank to depart, they were followed by shouts from their friends: “Don’t let them shoot you in the back!” “Give the traitors hell!” “Go in to win, boys!” “God bless you boys!” “Be sure to thresh the rebels!” “The Union and victory!”59

The regiment left Minnesota behind as the two steamers steered toward the Wisconsin bank of the river. At LaCrosse and Prairie du Chien the men boarded railway cars for the trip to Chicago. Riding “the cars” was a new and exciting experience for many of them, and the “sumptuous” meals provided by the railroad company contributed to a holiday atmosphere. As Mathew Marvin wrote a short time later, people turned out virtually everywhere to show their support: “At each station we wer met by crowds of citizens who cheered us enthusiastically.”60 It was to be an especially festive trip for Lt. William B. Leach, twenty-seven, a successful lawyer from Hastings whom Gorman had named the regimental adjutant, and his new bride. They had been married just before leaving Fort Snelling, and they were now spending their honeymoon traveling east with nearly a thousand volunteer soldiers.

The regiment was reunited at Janesville and then continued to Chicago, where a huge crowd greeted it the evening of 23 June. Mayor “Long John” Wentworth gave a warm welcoming speech before he joined in leading the regiment on its march across town to another railroad station. Since it was Sunday, there was no cheering, but one Minnesotan noted that “plenty of ‘kids’ applauded in the most approved style, while compliments not a few, were passing round us on all sides.”61 By all accounts Chicago was impressed. The Tribune reported the next morning that “there are few regiments we have ever seen that can compare in brawn and muscle with the Minnesotians, used to the axe, plow, rifle, oar and setting pole. They are unquestionably the finest body of troops that has yet appeared on our streets.”62

Then it was back on the cars and on to the East—more crowds, more cheering, more first-class meals. Pvt. Jasper Searles described the atmosphere of celebration: “All along the road through Wis., Ill., Ind., Ohio, Penn., Md, we were cheered from almost every home. The boys tired themselves more yelling than from anything they had to perform.... At every station we found old men and women ready to greet us ... and in one instance an old lady, grey headed and trembling sat in her door as we passed and blessed us in words & actions so fervently that she resembled a spiritual medium passing through her gyrations.”63

Newspapers in several of the towns in which the companies had been organized had signed up special correspondents among the enlisted men to send back news of the regiment. Sam Stebbins, who in civilian life had written for the Winona Republican, continued to report as a member of the Winona Volunteers; Edward Stevens wrote for the Stillwater Messenger as “Raisins”; and a correspondent known to his readers only as “D” sent dispatches back to the Faribault Central Republican. The trip east was their first opportunity to write of the world beyond Minnesota, and they made the most of it.

On the twenty-fifth, the men pulled into Harrisburg to camp overnight. The crowds, the cheers, and the comforts were behind them now. At three o’clock in the morning they were rousted out and loaded onto filthy cattle cars for the ride to Baltimore. Sgt. William Lochren saw the transition from comfortable coaches to cattle cars for what it was: “We found we were approaching a region where soldiering was less of a holiday matter than it had been with us.”64

Baltimore was home to a strong secessionist element, and the Minnesotans witnessed the first signs of hostility as they approached the city. A “comely maiden,” apparently a domestic servant, stopped sweeping to wave her handkerchief at the troops as their train passed a large house. “A lady, apparently her mistress, stepped quickly from the door, took the broom from the girl, and shook the handle menacingly at us,” Lochren recalled. “The act was so sudden, unexpected and unlike any manifestation of feeling we had met with, that its impotent spitefulness was answered with cheers and shouts of laughter.”65

Other regiments had come under armed attack when passing through Baltimore, and the First Minnesota was taking no chances. The men marched from one train station to another with weapons loaded and bayonets fixed. The crowds lining the streets were surly but restrained, and the regiment reached its destination unmolested. “Suffice it we met nothing worse than cross looks,” Marvin reported. According to Pvt. Edward Bassett, the only excitement occurred when one of the Stillwater men “collared a man who was cheering for Jeff D[avis], and ordered him to cheer for the Union or he would knock his damned head off. He complied with the order.”66

While waiting for the train to get under way, Edward Stevens displayed the callous curiosity of many of his comrades, who had seldom if ever seen blacks. Reporting as “Raisins” he wrote:


I put my head out of the window, and seeing an old negro wench whom I had just heard addressed as “Dinah,” and wishing to hear her talk, I said “Good bye, Dinah, take care of yourself till I come back.” Her answer rather surprised me, and looked as tho’ the negro race have an idea that this war is to inure to their benefit. She opened her mouth to its fullest extent, and approaching the car window, spoke in a low voice as follows, in short, distinct jerks: “Good bye, massa—God bless yer honey—Take keer o’ yerself—I knows what yer arter—kill ‘em all—When yer come back bring a purty little yaller gal wid yer—De Lors a watchin’ ye—Look to him in de hour of trouble and keep yer eyes skinned.” With this benediction, she left and I saw her no more.67



As the Minnesotans rode the cars on the final leg of their trip to Washington, they were already thinking of home. Bassett, who had never been far from his family farm, showed the first unmistakable signs of homesickness when he wrote in his diary that he had “not seen any country to compare with Minnesota for soil, except Wisconsin, since I left. The red sand hills of Maryland, the clay bluffs of Ohio nor the clay stone points of Penn. Not even the noted prairies of Illinois or the old farms of Indiana, I think can compare with Minnesota. There will be a large immigration to Minnesota when the war is over.”68

It had been a long and arduous trip but as the men neared the capital they were still in a state of excitement. “Taking it all together we got along very well considering the distance and time—over 2,000 miles in five days, a thing unparalleled in the whole history of war,” Jasper Searles wrote. “Sunday the boys were entirely without food excepting a slice of raw salt pork,... but through all that the boys kept up their spirits well.”69

What awaited these barely trained volunteers in Washington and beyond they could only imagine. To a man they felt proud to be in the service of their country and excited by the prospect of danger; they almost certainly felt protected by the invincibility of youth. Many had never been more than a few miles from home, and this already was proving to be a great adventure. What’s more, like many Northerners they believed that the South was seriously outmatched by the resources of the North as well as by what they saw as the rightness of its cause. They were confident that the rebellion could be suppressed within a matter of months. Others knew better and said so, but many refused to listen or to believe.

The men of the First Minnesota were no different from the men of other Northern regiments in their expectation of what the future would bring, but they would experience the brutal and unforgiving nature of civil war in ways that none of them could have foreseen. Few of them suspected that they were destined to do extraordinary things. They were ordinary men for that time and place, susceptible to human weaknesses as well as possessed of great strengths. Both qualities would be evident in their early experiences, but as time went on the strengths prevailed. The fact that they did would change them, and it would change their country, forever.
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