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Combat History

of the

5th New Hampshire Infantry

SFC Daniel O’Connell

Most Civil War enthusiasts know that the 5th New Hampshire Infantry Regiment is credited with suffering more causalities than any other. This was no accident. The 5th was involved in almost every major battle in the East. 
Having spent much of the Peninsular Campaign out of action or attached as laborers on the Grapevine Bridge, Colonel Edward Cross was eager to get his men into action. His chance came on 1 June 1862 in the dense woods of Fair Oaks (Seven Pines). Assigned to the 1st Brigade of the 1st Division of II Corps, under "Bull" Sumner, the 5th marched into battle against Pickett’s Brigade. At a distance of 30 yards they opened fire on the rebel line. One company, Captain Barton's men, leveled its weapons against the 64th New York who hit the deck just in time to avoid disaster. Cross ordered Barton to correct his position but the company again fired on friendly troops before joining the fight in earnest.
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The two lines blazed away at each other from short distance with predictable results. Causalities grew quickly. 
Lt Keller, leader of the Claremont company, described the action this way;

"We fought so close that if a little nearer the powder of the one would have burned the faces of the other."

The Confederate troops were forced back and Cross urged his men to follow despite suffering a painful leg wound.

The regiment advanced, under fire the whole time. In fact it advanced too far and found itself without support on either side. Lt Col Langley, substituting for the injured Cross determined that a move back to prevent being flanked was a wise choice ordered a withdrawal.
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Volunteers were solicited to aid the many wounded.  Four men, led by 19 year old Pvt Henry Chase, answered the call. While tending to the fallen the detail was caught by surprise. One man, George Hacket, was wounded in the leg and Chase was taken prisoner. He was exchanged six months later.

The terrain contributed heavily to the closeness of the fighting and therefore the high causalities.  So thick and tangled was the surrounding area that Cross had two personal encounters with his enemies before the battle started. In the darkness he stumbled onto a tent located near his and when he called out for identification was answered by a Texas Regiment. He made a judicious retreat. He also captured a Confederate messenger that approached him for directions.

Cross succumbed to the usual hyperbole in his official report of the battle stating that "the officers and men of my regiment in the face of a largely superior force and under fire seldom experienced by troops in battle" had helped the Union to a hard fought but inconclusive victory.

The 5th suffered 190 killed, wounded, and missing for their efforts.
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The remainder of the Peninsular Campaign saw the 5th participate in fights at Orchard Park, Savage Station, White Oak Swamp., and Malvern Hill adding another 52 men to their already growing list of losses. 
Like the rest of the Army of the Potomac, the 5th NH was unhappy about retreating from the peninsular. Cross writing to a friend in New Hampshire stated “A great battle would not have damaged us more- the officers dispirited, the men tired and homesick & the whole army shattered & disgusted.”
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To compound Cross’s discomfort McClellan was relieved. An unabashed McClellan loyalist Cross blamed the problems on Mac’s replacement Pope.  In his eyes the departure from the peninsular was a result of Pope’s bungling that put Washington in jeopardy.

The 5th arrived at Camp California on August 28th and the next day they were ordered to Arlington Heights. On August 30 they marched to the sound of guns to the west.  The Second Battle of Bull Run was over before they arrived. The 5th was one of a handful of units that were put into line to cover the retreat of Pope’s forces. After a cold and sleepless night they withdrew to Washington. The march covered 26 miles.

With Pope out of the way Lee continued north into Maryland. Pope was relieved and McClellan reassumed command. He marched immediately in chase of Lee. The march into Maryland proved disappointing to the 5th. The 18 year old Lieutenant Thomas Livermore reported “the people here and elsewhere we foraged were not generally very loyal.” The attitude of the locals probably made it very easy for Livermore to disobey Cross when he was called in by the Regimental commander and admonished;

“Mr. Livermore, don’t you on any account let two of your men go out there and get one of those sheep for supper.”

A fine lamb stew was forwarded to Cross who returned the pot with thanks.  Cross displayed a soft spot for his men when he noticed Pvt Jonathan Bronson, a newly returned wounded man, shoeless. Cross purchased a pair of shoes from his own pocket to keep Bronson on the march.

As they approached Sharpsburg, MG Richardson called for the 5th to lead the way. It was a posting of honor for the 5th that were at the trail of the division. Battle tested veterans had to move aside as the 5th double timed to their cheers towards the front. Cross particularly enjoyed thumbing his nose, figuratively at the Irish Brigade as they moved out of the way of his passing men. The two units had clashed on two previous occasions and the Granite Staters basked in their honor at the Irishmen’s expense.

Richardson’s orders were simple, there was no cavalry and no artillery so the 5th

“…must act as both. Deploy and sweep both sides of the road.”

Cross split the Regiment equally and sent four companies on each side of the road. At Boonsboro they extinguished a fire that threatened a bridge and then pushed on to Keedyville making prisoners of straggling and wounded Confederates. After receiving a volley from rebel skirmishers who were quickly dispersed they pushed on. The Regiment took position on a small ridge overlooking “a creek lined with trees and crossed by an arched stone bridge.” A night’s sleep in a ravine behind the ridge prepared them for their role at Antietam. 
On the evening of the 16th each man was issued 80 rounds; a sure sign of hard fighting to come. They were not disappointed. Starting at the Pry Farm at about 0730 the Second Corps was ordered into action. Second and Third Divisions, under Sedgwick and French respectively, joined the heated battle with the First Division in reserve. Sedgwick’s men immediately ran into trouble. Assailed from three sides they were badly used up. BG French meanwhile moved his men against a sunken road that was being held by 2500 rebels in the heart of the Confederate position. Three charges did little more than litter the ground with dead and wounded. Richardson was called to send in his reserve and renew the effort. The First division splashed across the creek and formed a two brigade front with the third behind to lend weight to any gains that might be made.
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With the Irish Brigade on their right Caldwell’s Brigade, with the 5th, struck the road. The 5th at the extreme left overlapped the Confederate line. In a complex maneuver, better used on the parade ground, Cross brought the regiment around in a ten company front that allowed Meagher’s battered men to pass through. Again the fighting was close but the Confederates had taken, as well as issued a pounding, and were ready to break. The 5th’s first volley sent them rearward. Twenty rebel cannon roared back and spared the retreating men further punishment. General D.H. Hill rallied the survivors and moved around to strike the Union’s new position from the flank. Detected they were greeted by a mass volley from the 5th. Again they rallied. Cross sent Sergeant Hale to get reinforcements from General Caldwell. As he left, Captain Richard Cross, the colonel’s brother, thinking he was fleeing the fight, raised his pistol to shoot him in the back. The weapon misfired and Hale continued unknowing on his way.  Kneeling on the dead and wounded the 5th fought off another attack. One rebel flag bearer reached within 15 feet of the Regiment’s position, only to be killed and his flag captured. Cross sensing that his men were fading resorted to the theatrical to urge them on.  Painting on a war face with spent powder he called for his men to do the same and “give ‘em a war whoop.” Giving an Indian style war cry they beat back another attempt on their position. Finally, with the help of the 81st PA, the attacks ran out of steam and the 5th was relieved. A pre-battle roll call showed 319 men present for duty, not including the chaplain and three surgeons. When the scattered remnants of the unit were gathered and counted 184 men answered the roll.

In the post battle recovery of the wounded Cross, Captain Perry, and two others went in search of a Confederate officer that had written a message seeking help of fellow Masons. They rescued Lt John Edon, 10th Alabama and LTC Nesbit of the 13th Georgia.

Following Antietam, the 5th took a well deserved rest at Harper's Ferry. For six weeks they recuperated on Bolivar Heights. Only a reconnaissance in force to Charles Town, where they met only light resistance and liberated a few Virginia chickens, interrupted this idyllic respite. The rejuvenating stay was exactly what the regiment needed for its next call to action - the bloody fiasco at Fredericksburg. 
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The 5th received their marching orders just as Colonel Cross was completing his annual report to the Governor of New Hampshire, Nathaniel Berry, on the condition of the regiment.  He filled his report with glowing praise for the men and their accomplishments but made no mention of the obvious. Sergeant George Gove made note of it in his journal.

"The Fifth New Hampshire Regiment left Concord one year ago today. We then had more than one thousand men. Now we can muster for duty but two hundred."
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The march towards Falmouth was a leisurely affair until the night of November 8th. The replacement of McClellan with Burnside had placed Cross in a foul mood. When the train they were guarding fell behind schedule Cross ordered his brother's company to the rear with fixed bayonets. Any man that fell behind or was caught straggling was to be put to the blade. The order caused a near mutiny among his company commanders. Court martial actions were threatened and the unit moved on to Falmouth. When they arrived counter charges were filed against Cross by two of his commanders. A quick hearing found both the men innocent of mutinous behavior and the case against Cross was postponed to a later date.

The regiment counted 249 men and 19 officers present for duty when they marched down Sophia Street to join the assault on Marye's Heights. Again they would follow the Irish Brigade into action. It did not take long for the call to advance came. Almost immediately the killing ground began to collect its toll. After crossing the millrace a shell exploded in Cross's face knocking him out of action. Major Edward Sturtevant assumed command. It was a short lived promotion. A shell struck him squarely and exploded. No recognizable piece of his body was ever found. 
Captain John Murray was thrust into command and tried to steady the men. Coolly issuing orders to stay aligned with the colors the regiment advanced. They remained firm in their conviction to stay dressed despite the carnage raining down on them. A soldier from a nearby regiment, the 118th PA, wrote in his diary after the battle: 
"The organization whose splendid line had attracted such universal admiration was the 5th New Hampshire."

The going was costly; officers were paying a heavy price. Besides Cross and Sturtevant, Capt Keller, Lt Little, Lt Nettleton , Capt Moore, Capt Crafts, Lt Ballou, Lt Graves, Capt Perry, and Capt Murray fell dead or wounded. Beyond the Stratton House they pushed on suffering for each step gained. Finally confronted with a sturdy fence they came to a halt. After a brief pause they gathered themselves and some of the intrepid remains of the regiment climbed over the fence and continued forward. Private John Crosby later noted that none of the men that proceeded forward of the fence escaped unharmed. The colors were handed through and the bearers quickly shot down. Corporal McCrillis ignored his own wound and rushed out to gather in the banner. He managed to escape and returned to the relative safety of the Stratton House. The 5th's part in Burnsides' disaster was over. Teams recovering the dead later reported that three regiments had come nearer to the Confederate position than any other, the 69th New York, the 88th New York, and the 5th New Hampshire. It was impossible to determine which had outright claim to the honor since the bodies had been stripped of all identifying clothing by battlefield scavengers. 

The price for those bragging right was enormous. Two days later the total roll of effectives at Falmouth showed 63 men and 3 officers present for duty.
Sergeant Gove put it in easy to understand terms when he wrote,

"The Fifth New Hampshire is played out."

Played out as they were the 5th still had more battles in their future.

The 5th NH Infantry's role at Chancellorsville, Robert E. Lee's masterstroke of military boldness and ingenuity, was of a secondary nature. It was the first time and the only time that they would be spared a major part in the fighting.  There were a couple of major changes before the campaign began. First Col Cross was elevated to Brigade command and was replaced by LTC Charles Hapgood. The 5th was also thrown into a new Brigade alignment with the 81st PA and the 88th PA. The units were not unfamiliar with each other. The 81st had been brigade mates since the Peninsular Campaign and the battered 88th came from the hated Irish Brigade.

The first job of the brigade was to secure U.S. Ford and occupy the 41 houses there to prevent word of the operations from slipping out. The 5th was responsible for 27 of the dwellings. It was a "pleasant interlude for the men. Sergeant Samuel Dulbear took the time to repair a small grist mill and was rewarded with fresh corn flour to make hoecakes. The cakes were distributed to the troops and the local population. 

On 30 April the brigade left their comfortable surroundings with marching orders to join Hooker on the far side of the river. While they moved toward Chancellorsville they heard heavy musketry and artillery fire to the east. After a marching and countermarching they were ordered to fortify a line near the Chancellor house.  With only 89 shovels, 50 picks, and 12 axes they built a line 600 yards long which was promptly abandoned to move to a new position at the end of Hancock's line. On 2 May they played a minimal role in repulsing Lee's diversionary attack to cover Jackson's end around. Hapgood reported that the rebel artillery was firing “old files and railroad iron" at his men. New sounds soon occupied their attention. The growing thunder from the west turned out to be Jackson's assault on Howard's Corps.  That attack turned into a rout. They had to stop the avalanche of Union soldiers fleeing the scene before they could stop the rebels. Cross issued orders to fix bayonets and draw sabers to put the fleeing men back into line. He later reported that his brigade was able to force nearly 1000 men back into the fight. 

Fortunately the rebels did not advance onto their position in the growing darkness. The next morning a 5 AM artillery barrage announced Lee's intention to drive them from the field. The 5th took a position in support of Captain Rufus Petit's battery that exchanged fire with the Confederate gunners. The firing was close enough and severe enough to render Sergeant Major John McCrillis almost totally deaf.  

Finally Hooker decided to pull his army back. The 5th was to cover the withdrawal. The expected enemy attack was not long in coming.  Petit's battery was badly used up and Col Cross, himself, manned a gun.  Pushed to retreat they were forced to abandon the wounded. Executing a delaying action as they moved back the pressure gradually lessened. After two days of waiting for a renewed assault they received orders to pull back across the Rappahannock on the morning of May 6th.  Hooker's grand offensive was over and once again the Army of the Potomac had suffered defeat. The only balm to soothe their battered morale was the comparatively light casualty list. Only 22 men had been wounded and 3 were missing, presumably left with the wounded. 

Sergeant George Gove noted in his diary:

"We for a wonder have escaped once."

Nineteen year old Captain Livermore was forced to deal with many of the Regiments 19 men accused of fleeing the battle. He opted to take one month's pay and tack on 30 day's extra duty for the guilty.  As enlistments were nearing the end some of the war weary men were seeking survival even at the risk of humiliation. Gettysburg would challenge the original members of the 5th NH one more time.

By the time of the Gettysburg Campaign the 5th NH had been whittled down to "14 commissioned officers and 165 men." These remaining few would be tested before the march to catch Lee would begin.

Colonel Cross was selected by General Hancock to lead the infantry portion of a combined infantry/cavalry raid on Culpeper Court House. Cross opted to take many of his 300 men from the unit he knew best, the 5th NH. He gave command of the two companies to officers from the 5th, Captain Larkin and Captain Livermore. On 8 June the detachment moved to Kelly's ford where they would cross the Rappahannock by boat. A tense crossing was made at 4am the next morning. A few badly aimed shots fired by rebel pickets before they retreated were all that opposed them. Before the infantry force could be aligned for battle the cavalry pounded past them and engaged the Confederates on their own. Unable to keep pace with the troopers the infantry force remained in place until the horsemen retreated near dark. The infantry rowed back without being challenged throughout the whole affair. Captain Livermore's fear of a "forlorn hope" attack on rebel batteries went unrealized. On their return the two captains were invited to dinner with Cross, who boasted "the last pig of the Rappahannock" had "surrendered himself" and would be served up for dinner.

On 17 June the detachment rejoined II Corps and marched in pursuit of Lee. It was a grueling march. On 28 June Hooker's letter of resignation was accepted by Lincoln, who replaced him with MG George Meade. The new commander asked the columns to redouble their efforts and the march became even harder.

Cross was particularly strict on march discipline. A corporal from the 148th PA suffered his wrath when that unit failed to negotiate a stream crossing to his satisfaction. Cross drew his sword and struck the man on the back of his neck with the flat of the blade. He later increased that unit's dislike of him when he unceremoniously relieved their popular commander and replaced him with an officer of his own liking.

On 1 July the 5th left Taneytown, Maryland and headed towards Gettysburg and the sound of battle already joined.  They stopped at 8pm and lay down to sleep. At 3am they were awake and moving towards a position on Cemetery Ridge overlooking Plum Run. MG Daniel Sickles soon took an advanced position with III Corps below them. Sickles forward deployment invited attack and the Confederates were not long in accepting the invitation. The III Corps was quickly in grave danger of collapsing altogether. Meade was forced to commit II Corps to prevent a total disaster. The 5th was called back from guard duty behind the Round Tops and left in such a hurry that 16 pickets were left to wonder what happened to their regiment. In front of the ridge there was confusion as units jockeyed for room. The 5th, part of Caldwell's division, counter-marched only to be called forward again at around 5pm. On the move forward a poor set of orders had the file closers in front of the regiment. The experienced men of the 5th corrected the problem and moved on. 
The Brigade climbed a fence and headed for a field of ripe wheat. They stopped at a small clump of trees to dress their line and then moved forward without deploying skirmishers. The rebel pickets had no time to react and 20 became prisoners. The 5th's bugles signaled the attack and the brigade lunged into action. The 1st TX and 15th GA were waiting. The two forces collided and casualties mounted. Col Cross was targeted by a rebel sharpshooter. A mortal stomach wound removed the fiery leader from the ranks forever. The 5th and the 148th moved through the rebel position with fixed bayonets driving them back beyond Rose Run. The two badly depleted units attempted to hold on to their hard won gains, but were running low on ammunition. Gen Caldwell desperately searched for reinforcements. They remained in action for over two hours before they were relieved by BG Ayres regulars. The first of Caldwell's troops on the field the 5th was the last to leave. The retreat was a disaster. Disorganized, battle weary men herded to the rear by the dozens. Units became scattered and accountability was impossible. Lt Liscomb called the role of A Co and of the 23 assigned only 3 answered.

The confederate Counter-attack was finally stopped with the sacrifice of the 1st Minnesota and the fighting died down with the coming of nightfall. The 5th reorganized in their original position on Cemetery Ridge. They spent the morning of the 3rd entrenching. Major Cross stated that this” proved of great benefit to the regiment, as the enemy opened a tremendous cannonade on our line at about 2pm." The two hour bombardment claimed only one member of the 5th.

The 5th's role at Gettysburg encompassed about four hours of actual combat but they came at a terrific price. Major Cross listed 26 men killed and 53 wounded.

The 5th took part in the pursuit of Lee from the battlefield. On 14 July they were assigned as skirmishers and advanced to Falling Waters where they took "some 50 prisoners."

Newly promoted Col Hapgood wrote from his sick bed in Fredrick, MD requesting that the 5th be allowed to go home to rest and recruit. On 1 August his request was granted and 165 men, a quarter unfit for duty, boarded the train for New Hampshire. The 5th's role in the Civil War was not finished yet.

The 5th NH's stay at home lasted two months. During this time the ranks swelled with recruits and a great many bounty soldiers. Captain Livermore explained it this way; "a class of substitute brokers sprang up, who imported men from other states, chiefly New York City, who enlisted for money." These men were of poor quality or as Livermore put it; "there came out to us crowds of  disreputable rascals whose determination it was to desert at the earliest opportunity, as well as idiots and cripples..." that were passed through examinations " by collusion with the medical and enlistment officers."

Nearly six hundred men reported with Col Hapgood for their first assignment. The regiment spent until June of 1864 guarding prisoners at Point Lookout, MD. In their first call to combat duty the reconstituted 5th would pay a big role in the failed grand assault at Cold Harbor, VA. 
The 5th was one of the few units that made a, at least momentarily successful, attack on the entrenched Confederates there. After crossing the open space between the two lines they managed to push Confederate defenders out of the first line of works at Elliot's Salient. After a bitter hand to hand struggle they reversed the position and held on waiting for support to take advantage of the opening they had gained at a high price. The support never materialized and after moving as far as the McGehee house they were pushed back. A counter-attack by a Brigade of Floridians drove them from their hard earned gains. Eventually they were forced to retreat to their original positions with considerable loss. 

In the aftermath of the bloody repulse on 3 June, Col Hapgood played an integral part in the truce that allowed the wounded to be removed from between the two armies. Meade refused to order such an arrangement under his name but Grant, seeing the necessity of such an action wrote to Lee seeking a way to assist the wounded. He suggested that each side be "authorized" to send help in the form of "unarmed men bearing litters." Uncomfortable with the possibility that this entreaty would be rejected, Grant added another line to his message;

"Any other method equally fair to both parties you may propose for meeting the end desired, will be accepted by me."

The delivery of the message became the responsibility of LTC Theodore Lyman, an aide to Meade. He searched down the line looking for a place to approach the rebel lines, under a flag of truce (a torn pillowcase). Finally Col Hapgood was selected to act as a guide. When they approached Miles Brigade H.Q. and headed forward they were warned; 

"Do you know where you are going?"

Hapgood, sporting several bullet holes in his attire responded;

"Yes sir! I do know where I am going..."

When the intrepid group reached the picket lines they called out the purpose of their mission and the Confederate troops in the area were ordered to cease firing. A sergeant led the way out, waving the makeshift banner and eventually they made contact with Major Thomas Wooten, 18th NC. The message was forwarded to Lee while the party invited the rebels to share a drink. Hapgood had brought along some whiskey as a good will gesture. The informal truce spread and soon the pickets in close proximity were swapping stories.

Lee's response finally arrived. He suggested, as the fewer causalities amongst his troops would suggest, that whatever party felt compelled to offer such assistance could do so under a white flag, "as is customary." Despite the obvious admission of failure that this course represented Grant accepted this and asked for three hours to clear the battlefield. Squabbling over the particulars lasted until 7 pm when Grant finally gave in and accepted a 2 hour period between 8 pm and 10 pm, when Confederate pickets would be removed and the mercy mission could begin. Slow communications pushed the hour of the wounded men's redemption out even further. By the time the truce was apparent to all the two hours had expired and little was accomplished.

On 7 June further communication between Grant and Lee firmed up an arrangement and the rescue crews could go to work. There is no way of knowing how many died during the negotiations. A blank round was fired by a Confederate battery to signal the end of the truce period. The universal response along the line was;

"Get back in your holes, boys!"

During the 5th's twelve day stay at Cold Harbor they suffered more causalities than any other infantry regiment involved in the failed assault; 69 killed and 162 wounded, or 40% of the 577 engaged.

Grant's move south of the James River started a new series of events for the Fighting 5th. They departed Cold Harbor on June 12th and crossed the James on the Long Bridge and entered the battles about Petersburg almost immediately. From June 15th to July 27th they were engaged in a series of minor actions. Major Larkin described the rapidly developing course of events, that added 73 men to the casualty list, this way in his report of the period;

16June-"About 3 p.m. the 5th NH formed a line of battle on the extreme right of the first division...In the engagement that followed Col Charles Hapgood was wounded..."

Larkin took over command of the 5th.

17 June-"I was ordered...to move my regiment forward...the regiment moved out of breastworks...occupied a rise...commanding rebel works...for two hours and a half... expending 160 rounds of ammunition per man."

18 June-"...the Fifth moved forward...near the Petersburg and Norfolk railroad. In gaining the railroad 6 men were wounded."

21 June-"...occupied the breast works just in time to repel an attack from a rebel force..."

24 June-9 July -"...relieved a portion of the picket of Sixth Corps."

13 July-26 July- "...arduous fatigue duty required in the prosecution of the siege." 
27 July-"...took up a line of march for Deep Bottom...line of battle was formed...the line moved upon the enemy's works, driving him out and capturing 4 Parrot guns...and prisoners."

An unexpectedly hard delaying action by the severely outnumbered defenders prevented the capture of the city when it was most vulnerable. Siege operations lasted for more than eight months. The collapse of the defenses here caused the evacuation of Richmond and led to the final actions of the Civil War.

The Appomattox Campaign saw the last engagement of the 5th in combat. In a sad climax to their glorious battle history the 5th surrendered their colors at Farmville. On 7 April six companies of the 5th, under Captain John Ricker, assaulted the Confederate works. Abandoned on the field by the supporting units from BG Miles division they ran out of ammunition. Ricker and 70 members of the 5th were forced to surrender. Ricker, although badly wounded, managed to crawl away from his captors and return to Union Lines and the medical attention that undoubtedly saved his life. Hours before the final surrender of the ANV the remaining POW's and the colors were rescued by the 91st PA. Death followed the 5th in other ways besides combat. Like all Civil War units they suffered badly from disease. A total of 178 officers and enlisted men died in this manner. In an ugly scar against an otherwise faultless record at least five members of the 5th were executed for desertion. In almost every case the man's name was followed by the word "substitute" on the rolls. Accidents also claimed at least one. John Kendall was reported drowned at Fort Monroe.

On 23 May the survivors of the 5th marched in the grand review. Their numbers included the remnants of the two NH companies of Berdan's Sharpshooters that had been reassigned to the 5th when that unit was disbanded. No better soldiers were on parade that day. They were mustered out of service on 28 July 1865 after suffering 1051 killed and wounded.
                 "If I was going to take Hell, I should want the 5th for skirmishers." 

                                                  MG Israel Richardson
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