Battle of Ball’s Bluff 

On 19 October 1861 BG Charles P. Stone’s division, christened by Stone himself as the “Corps of Observation”, was headquartered at Poolesville, Maryland.  The mission of the “Corps of Observation”, dictated by Gen McClellan was as follows:

“You will keep the main body of your force united in a strong position near Poolesville, and observe the dangerous fords with strong pickets that can dispute the passage until reinforced…  Should you see the opportunity of capturing or dispersing any small party by crossing the river, you are at liberty to do so, though great discretion is recommended in making such a movement.  The general objective of your command is to observe and dispute the passage of the river and the advance of the enemy… I leave your operations much to your discretion, in which I have the fullest confidence.”
Stone’s area of responsibility was a ten-mile stretch from Edward’s Ferry in the south to Point of Rocks in the north.  A regiment under the command of Col John W. Geary was on Stone’s right flank and covered the area from Point of Rocks to Harpers Ferry; to the south, closer to Washington, were much larger forces consisting of one division under Major General Nathaniel Banks guarding the river from Edwards Ferry to Washington D.C. and two divisions under Generals McCall and Smith who were guarding the approached to Washington from the Virginia side of the river. 
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To accomplish it’s given task Stone’s division consisted of three infantry brigades under the command of BG Willis A. Gorman, Col Edward D. Baker, and Colonel Frederick W. Lander.  Gorman’s Brigade was made up of the 1st Minnesota, 15th Massachusetts, 34th New York, 42nd New York and the 2nd New York Militia.  Landers Brigade included the 19th Massachusetts, 20th Massachusetts, 7th Michigan and I Company, Massachusetts Sharpshooters.  Baker’s Brigade was the oddly named California Brigade, mostly recruited from the Philadelphia area, consisting of the 1st, 2nd 3rd and 5th California Regiments.   The 3rd New York Cavalry, also known as Van Allen’s Cavalry, provided the division cavalry support.  Division Artillery was comprised of the 1st U.S. Artillery, Vaughn’s Artillery, the 1st Rhode Island Light Artillery, and the 6th New York Militia Battery.  Among these units the15th and 20th Massachusetts, 42nd New York and the 1st California Regiment, would see the bulk of the action atop the bluff and will, therefore, be the focus of this introduction.  As a general comment the division could be described as green and inexperienced, with few exceptions.  Least experienced among them was the 20th Massachusetts, mustered into service less than two months prior to their baptism of fire. During their brief existence, the 20th had spent much of its time recruiting to get up to strength (something it never achieved, it entered the battle with approximately 650 men rather 
than the full compliment of 1,000), equipping and moving from Massachusetts to Washington and then to Poolesville.  The 15th Massachusetts, 42nd New York and California Brigade had each been mustered in between three and four months prior to the battle. Combat experience was extremely limited, with only the California Brigade having seen action at Manassas.  This experience was a limited engagement at Munson’s Hill and the resulting casualties mostly the result of an unfortunate friendly fire incident with another Union regiment.  
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Training deficiencies among these newly minted regiments were recognized and efforts were made at correction.  When not on picket duty the men engaged in regular drill, which was by supplemented by skirmishing drills, platoon firing drills and individual marksmanship.  It was recognized that the enlisted men of the 20th Massachusetts were so unfamiliar with their muskets the many “shut their eyes when pulling the trigger.”   Schools were started to teach battle tactics to NCOs.  Regimental bands were required, in the case of the Massachusetts regiments under the threat of courts martial, to conduct ambulance and litter carrying drills and individual first aid was also instructed.  Otherwise well equipped, many in the Massachusetts regiments, particularly the 15th, were still carrying old smooth bore muskets which upon issue were deemed “so badly worn that many were unfit for service.”   The only cure for the training deficiencies was time and experience, the former was rapidly running out and the latter was soon to be provided in spades by Confederate forces under the command of Colonel Nathan “Shanks” Evans.
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The officers of these regiments were just as green as the troops.  Only Cogswell (West Point ’49), leading the 42nd New York was a professional soldier. Col Edward D. Baker, sitting US Senator from Oregon, in command of the California Brigade, had a brief period of service during the Mexican War but no formal military training.  LTC Isaac J. Wistar, commander of the 1st California Infantry, was Baker’s law partner, and had no military training or experience.  The 15th Massachusetts was led by Charles P. Devens, a Harvard graduate, with limited military experience as an officer of the state militia and the 3rd Battalion of Massachusetts Rifles, a ninety day regiment.  The 20th Massachusetts Regiment was commanded by William R. Lee, a classmate of Robert E. Lee at West Point.  William Lee dropped out off West Point prior to graduation as a result of a family emergency and had accumulated no further military experience.  Junior officers were even more wanting of military experience.  Captain Ferdinand Dreher, Commander, C Company, 20th Massachusetts and a former officer in the German Army, was compelled to write the governor of Massachusetts about the state of officers in that regiment.  Dreher informed the governor that he, “...could take all the military science of these gentleman and put it them into a private and it would not make the best sergeant we 
have.”   Despite Dreher’s concern’s 11 officers of the 20th Massachusetts would end the war with the rank of Brevet Brigadier General or higher, but that was well in the future.

Duty on the Potomac was a mixture of drill, training and picket duty.  The adversaries would occasionally exchange a few artillery rounds and errant musket shots but for the most part it was a monotonous routine.  Interaction between the opposing pickets was more common than gunfire.  In a letter to the Fitchburg Massachusetts newspaper a soldier of the 15th Massachusetts wrote. “We have agreed with the pickets on the opposite shore, who are Mississippians, not to fire at each other.  …an exchange of newspapers the Boston Herald for the Mobile Tribune…, and one of the Mississippians is coming over by boat to take dinner with the Leominster boys.”  This prelude to the latter day sitzkrieg was about to come to and end.[image: image5.png]
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In late September Union intelligence sources reported a Confederate force withdrawal from their most forward positions in Northern Virginia. At Poolesville, Gen Stone received word from a deserter from the 13th Mississippi Regiment that Evan’s Confederates across the river were also preparing for a withdrawal.  Union commanders, from General McClellan down, saw the possibility of further securing the Virginia banks of the Potomac and the approaches to Washington D.C. and do so with out a fight!  On 19 Oct, McClellan wrote his wife of the opportunity to make the enemy  “abandon Leesburg tomorrow.”    McClellan did not confine himself to spousal correspondence, he also wrote orders for forces under his command to go on the march and accomplish the task.  McClellan ordered a division under General George McCall to conduct a reconnaissance in force towards Dranesville and beyond in the hope of hastening the perceived Confederate withdrawal from Leesburg.  To assist McCall’s effort McClellan dispatched the following message to Stone, which was delivered by a McClellan staff member in the late morning of the 20th:

“ General McClellan desires me to inform you that General McCall occupied Drainesville(sic) yesterday, and is still there.  Will send out heavy reconnaissance to-day in all directions from that point. The general desires that you keep a good lookout upon Leesburg, to see if this movement has the effect to drive them away.  Perhaps a slight demonstration on your part would have the effect to move them.”

General Stone, realizing that a suggestion from a military superior is akin to an order, immediately organized the suggested “slight demonstration.”  Within a few hours Stone orchestrated a series of intricate movements designed to simulate a support operation to McCall’s movement from Dranesville.  At approximately one o’clock in the afternoon Stone accompanied Gorman’s Brigade, the 7th Michigan Regiment, two troops of Van Allen’s Cavalry and Battery I, 1st U.S. Artillery to Edwards Ferry.  At the same time, four companies of the 15th Massachusetts were marched from Conrad’s Ferry, upriver to Harrison’s Island where they were joined by the bulk of the 20th Massachusetts who were marched from camp at Poolesville.  To replace the 15th Massachusetts at Conrad’s Ferry 
the 42nd New York and the 1st Rhode Island Light Artillery were marched from Poolesville.  All these movements were accomplished in the most obvious manner possible, hopefully “demonstrating” to any watchful Confederate eyes that something was afoot.  Upon arrival at Edwards Ferry, Battery I begin a deliberate shelling of the Virginia shore.  Late in the day, to complete the ruse, Stone ordered two companies of the 1st Minnesota to cross the river.  Companies E and K crossed to Virginia utilizing three flat boats lifted from the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal which ran parallel to the river on the Maryland side. The Minnesotans stay in Virginia was brief, maybe as little as fifteen minutes.  Having completed the demonstration, the Edwards Ferry contingent was back in camp by nightfall.  Unbeknownst to Stone or any of the participants, while they were “demonstrating” McCall and his troops were already on the march back to their camps in McClean, Virginia.  

The demonstration being complete Stone still had the requirement to “keep a good lookout upon Leesburg” to determine the success of the efforts to force a withdrawal by the enemy forces in the area.  In mid-afternoon Stone ordered Devens’ 15th Massachusetts to conduct a reconnaissance across the river from Harrison’s Island, as no pickets had been seen in the area during the past two days.  Unfortunately there was a long delay in delivering the order to Devens and it was early evening before Devens chose Captain Chase Philbrick and twenty volunteers from the Company H for the job. Devens instructed them to, “cross from the island and explore by a path through the woods, little used, in the direction of Leesburg, to see if he could find anything concerning the enemy’s position in that direction.”  

Additionally, Devens moved Companies A, C, G and I to Harrison’s Island in support of the pickets already on duty there and to cover the reconnaissance element return.  As dark set in, Philbrick, a 38 year old, New Hampshire born, stonecutter from Northbridge, Massachusetts and his intrepid band of twenty landed in Virginia under the imposing heights of Balls Bluff.  Phibrick and his men found the path to the top of the bluff and according to Lt Church Howe, a volunteer participant in the reconnaissance; “We proceeded…three quarters of a mile or a mile from the edge of the river.  We saw what we supposed to be an encampment………………  We were well satisfied it was a camp.” 
Despite having encountered no enemy, or seeing any for that matter, Philbrick returned to Harrison’s Island and reported the unguarded enemy camp to Devens.  Devens immediately ordered Lieutenant Howe to report the intelligence to Gen Stone at Edwards Ferry.  Howe made his report to Stone at approximately 10pm.  Stone viewed this as a opportunity to take advantage of McClellan’s order of August; “Should you see the opportunity of capturing or dispersing any small party by crossing the river, you are at liberty to do so………”
By midnight Stone had prepared and delivered the following order to Devens:  “ Colonel Devens will land opposite Harrison’s Island with five companies of his regiment, and proceed to surprise the camp of the enemy discovered by Captain Philbrick in the direction of Leesburg….. 

Colonel Devens will attack the camp of the enemy at daybreak, and, having routed them, pursue them as far as he deems prudent, and will destroy the camp, if practicable, before returning…

Having accomplished this duty, Colonel Devens will return to his present position, unless he shall see one on the Virginia side, near the river, which he can undoubtedly hold until reinforced, and one which can be successfully held against largely superior numbers.  In such a case he will hold on and report.”

The unhappy drama known, by Union forces as the Battle of Balls Bluff and by Confederate forces as the Battle of Leesburg, had entered its first act.  This drama would be played out as a tragedy. For the Union forces involved.
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The post midnight darkness of 21 October 19861, found Colonel Charles P. Devens, commander of the 15th Massachusetts with a problem.  How to transport 300 men of Companies A, C, G, H and I from Harrison’s Island to the Virginia Shore?  Initially only two boats, capable of carrying approximately 25 men, were available, but another small boat was located to increase the lift to 35 men per trip.  It was 5 o’clock in the morning before the men of the 15th were all ashore in Virginia.  The 15th was followed across the river by companies D and I, 20th Massachusetts, accompanied by regimental commander Colonel William R. Lee. The mission of the 20th Massachusetts contingent was to secure the top of the bluff, the boat landing area and cover the expected Devens withdrawal.  The remainder of the 20th Massachusetts was ordered onto Harrison’s Island.  To further support Devens’ raid Stone ordered artillery in the form of two 12 pound mountain howitzers, under the command Lieutenant Frank S, French, Battery 1, 1st U.S. Artillery and four 12 pound rifled guns from Battery B, 1st Rhode Island Artillery moved to the canal tow path near Harrison’s Island.  From these locations the artillery pieces could fire onto Ball’s Bluff in support of a withdrawal.  The 1st California Infantry and 42 New York were placed on stand-by for support as necessary.  As a further distraction Stone ordered General Gorman to cross two companies of the 1st Minnesota and a detachment of thirty cavalrymen at Edwards Ferry.  This crossing would be accomplished under the cover of artillery fire.

At first light Devens and his men marched inland from the river to the disappointing conclusion that the “enemy camp” that the “well satisfied” Philbrick and Howe had spotted the previous evening, was nothing more than a line of trees, which illuminated by night sky gave the impression of a line of tents.  Leaving his men in the woods, Devens, Philbrick, and Howe scouted, without success, for a sign of the enemy further inland towards Leesburg.  Had the elaborate ruse of the 19th worked?  Had the rebels abandoned Leesburg?  Devens, uncertain as to the next move, decided to stay put and dispatched Lt Howe on his second trip to report the situation to Gen Stone and obtain new orders. On his way to Edwards Ferry Howe briefed Lee on the situation, Lee told Howe to tell Stone “that if he wished to open a campaign in Virginia, now was the time.”

Gorman’s simultaneous adventure at Edward’s Ferry found the enemy quickly when the detachment of Van Allen’s cavalry had a brief skirmish with elements of the 13th Mississippi while scouting in the vicinity of the Leesburg Turnpike.  The cavalry put up little fight and returned to the safety of the bridgehead then secured by the two companies of Minnesota infantry.[image: image9.png]
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At approximately 0730hrs, Col Lee dispatched pickets to the wooded areas to his north and south.  Pickets from Company I, 20th Massachusetts also succeeded at finding the enemy.  As they scouted in the direction of a rugged ravine to the north the Massachusetts’s men were fired upon by confederate pickets stationed on the northern slope of the ravine.  Sgt   Riddle was wounded in the elbow and Lee’s men scurried back up the slope to the top of the to report the encounter to Col Lee.  The Confederate pickets rallied their company and it moved into position at the head of the ravine near the Jackson House.  Union pickets returned the favor and informed Devens of the Confederate movement.  Devens ordered Philbrick and his company H forward to confront the Confederate movement.  Realizing he was outnumbered the Confederate commander withdrew 300 yards and took up a defensive position.  Philbrick followed closely and approached, despite loudly and repeatedly announcing that they were friends, Philbrick drew a Confederate volley.    Company H returned fire and a small skirmish developed.  Devens pondered reinforcing Philbrick with Company G, but a report from pickets announcing the approach of Confederate Cavalry changed his mind.  Devens ordered a withdrawal back to the bluff.  Philbrick had experienced one killed, nine wounded and two missing in the skirmish. 

At 0830hrs Devens consulted with Lee at the top of the bluff and after a brief stay there, returned to the previously evacuated position near the Jackson house to await orders from Stone.  Having taken casualties among his pickets, received the briefing from Howe, heard the skirmishes to his front and watched Devens move forward once again, Col Lee sent a note to Maj Paul Revere on Harrison’s Island.  The note told Revere “we are determined to fight” and ordered Revere to cross the remainder of the 20th Massachusetts to the Virginia side.

While this was going on atop the bluff, Lt Howe made his report to Gen Stone.  Howe, who had departed the bluff prior to the morning skirmishes, did not report these events to Stone. Stone ordered Howe to report back to Devens to stay put and that a detachment of cavalry, two mountain howitzers and the remaining five companies of the 15th Massachusetts were being sent as reinforcements.  Stone ordered LTC Ward, of the 15th to take the five companies and march on Smart’s Mill and secure Devens’, northern flank.  Upon being informed of Stone’s decision by the recently returned Howe, Devens once again dispatched the exhausted Howe on his third trip to Edward’s Ferry to report the morning skirmishes to Stone.  Devens expressed a wish that LTC Ward should join him at his current location rather than move to Smart’s Mill.  As luck would have it Howe met LTC Ward and informed him of Devens’ wishes, Ward moved to reinforce Devens rather than Smart’s Mill.  By 1100hrs, the 20th Massachusetts had 317 men aligned along the top of the bluff with pickets posted in the woods to both the north and the south.  The 15th Massachusetts had 650 men at the position near the Jackson House.  
The two mountain howitzers, wrestled with great effort by men of the 15th Massachusetts up the steep path to the top of the bluff, were positions on the north side of the open field in front of Col Lee’s position.  Unfortunately, while the Stone ordered reinforcements were arriving, Col Lee diverted the cavalry detachment, under the command of CPT Candy. Lee provided Candy, a staff officer in Lander’s Brigade serving temporarily on Stone’s staff, a note for delivery to Stone.  Candy took the note and his cavalrymen back to Edwards Ferry.  The note said,  “..if the government designed to open a campaign at this time and on that field, we had made a lodgement, but we should want re-enforcements; that the means of transportation were small, and that we also required subsistence.”

The coming storm was growing.  Col Lee’s mention of the limited transportation available should have served both notification and warning.  [image: image11.jpg]



At 0900hrs on the 21st, Col Baker met with LTC Wistar, Commander of the 1st California Regiment at Conrad’s Ferry, a few miles north of the Ball’s Bluff.  LTC Wistar informed Baker that the 1st California’s orders were to remain at Conrad’s Ferry unless he heard heavy firing at the bluff.  If heavy firing were heard at the bluff Wistar was directed to cross his regiment to support the Massachusetts regiments.  On Wistar's advice, Baker decided to ride to Edward’s Ferry to meet with Stone and get a full picture of what was happening.
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Baker and Stone met at Edwards Ferry at approximately 1000hrs and Stone turned command of the growing enterprise at Ball’s Bluff over to Baker.  Stone told Baker that McCall was at Dranesville (something that had been untrue for almost 24hours) and that Gorman would cross troops at Edwards Ferry to push the Confederates back to the Leesburg Turnpike. Because General Lander was unavailable (He was in Washington D.C. this day.), Baker would command the Union right wing.  Stone’s orders to Baker were to hold all ground already seized in Virginia but not to engage a “superior enemy force.”  If heavy fighting broke out Baker had the choice to reinforce Devens and Lee or pull the entire force back across the river at his discretion.  Baker requested Stone write out the order and then departed northward toward Harrison’s Island.  Along the way Baker met the well-traveled Lieutenant Howe, who was on his way to inform Stone of the morning’s skirmishes.  Howe briefed Baker, who immediately dispatched a staff rider with an order for LTC Wistar to move the 1st California across the river to support Devens and Lee.
Following his meeting with Baker, Stone wrote General McClellan and informed “The enemy have been engaged opposite Harrison’s Island; the men are behaving admirably.”

McClellan later testified that this was his first knowledge that the affair at Ball’s Bluff was anything more than a scouting mission.  This apparently not the only thing that McClellan didn’t know as his first reaction was to telegraph McCall with directions to remain at Dranseville.  After being informed that McCall had already returned to Langley, McClellan changed the order and required McCall and Banks to “hold their divisions in readiness” for a possible move to support Stone.  McClellan informed Stone to call upon Banks, the nearest available force for reinforcements as necessary and that “I will support from Darnestown.”  McClellan further asked what size Confederate force 
was opposing at the bluff and how many troops Stone felt would be necessary to “carry Leesburg?”  

While McClellan, Stone and Baker pondered success at Leesburg, Devens was under ever increasing pressure from the growing Confederate force to his front.  Confederate reinforcements had brought their numbers to near 700 men by 1200hrs.  Increased skirmishing accompanied the growth the Confederate line and the three companies of skirmishers deployed by Devens were forced back to the east of the Jackson house.  Lieutenant Howe returned, once again, from Edwards Ferry brought news of reinforcements and Baker’s appointment of command.  Devens was thankful for the news and inpatient for the reinforcements.  On three occasions, Devens dispatched the well used Lieutenant Howe back to the bluff to find Baker and request the speeding of reinforcements.    Each time Howe returned empty handed, Baker had not yet arrived on the field!

Baker arrived at the crossing to Harrison’s Island at approximately noon, instead of the immediate and standard commander's reconnaissance of his assigned battlefield he consumed two hours supervising the movement of a boat from the canal to the river and the crossing of troops.  Baker also took the time to order the 42nd New York to reinforce the force in Virginia. Two rifles guns of the1st Rhode Island Light Artillery were also ordered to Virginia.    Before crossing Baker sent a message to Stone that his intent was to advance towards Leesburg as soon as sufficient troops had been crossed.  Baker also commented that he hoped that operations at Edwards Ferry would “give advantage.”   The Edwards Ferry adventure had grown to three infantry regiments but had scarcely moved inland despite the claim for Gorman to his troops that “we will sleep in Leesburg tonight.”  
While Baker tended to items on Harrison’s Island no one directed the troops arriving in Virginia to reinforce Devens.  Growing Confederate troop strength finally forced Devens to retreat to the Bluff.  Baker finally arrived on top of the Bluff at approximately 1400hrs and ceremoniously announced his command to Lee and congratulated him on the “prospect of battle.”  These words had barely left Baker’s lips when Devens’ tired troops, marched down the path from their forward position.  Devens and his troops were well aware of the prospect for battle but were congratulated by Baker “for the splendid manner in which your regiment behaved this morning.” Baker assigned to 15th to a place on the north of the Union line.   Baker had decided he was not yet strong enough to initiate offense action and established a defensive line.  Abandoning the forward position allowed the 8th Virginia to tighten the noose around the growing but idle Union force by moving into the woods at the western edge of the field recently vacated by Devens. 
 The Union forces now truly had their backs against the wall.  The few hundred yards of maneuver room provided by Devens’ advanced position was now gone.  Confederate 
forces quickly took control of the wooded area west of the open field to Baker’s front.  Baker’s line was only a few yards from the precipice of the bluff to the east.

The battles final stages began with Baker’s forces rearranged in a chevron shaped defensive front that would soon prove faulty.  On the Union right the 15th Massachusetts, aligned east-west, was located on a down slope which gave poor line of site toward the open field; two companies of the 1st California fell in on the right of the 15th.  The skirmishers of H Company, 20th Massachusetts completed the right of the Union line.  The bulk of the 20th Massachusetts formed the center of the line that ran north-south, parallel to the bluff.  The left of the line consisted of two additional companies of the 1st California and D Co, 20th Massachusetts that had been posted there as pickets at 0730 hrs and promptly forgotten.  The two available mountain howitzers were in the open field near the right of the line.  Additional reinforcements from the 1st California and 42nd New York continued to arrive at a pace supported by the limited boat capacity.    
Baker and Wistar consulted about the troop disposition and Wistar became the first to express concern about the terrain to the south.  Wistar told Baker that if Confederate forces seized the ravine and sloping wooded area to the south Baker would be outflanked.  Wistar requested to extend his line in that direction to help prevent that from happening.  Baker responded by giving Wistar the, “…entire responsibility for the left wing.”    

Sporadic fire continued to fall upon the Union lines with little response.  Many in the 15th Massachusetts could not, based upon the ground slope, see the enemy and laid or sat down to get out of the line of fire.  The two companies of the 1st California on the right of the 15th followed suit.  Eventually Baker ordered his officers and men to lie down to avoid the incoming fire.  This ensured no return fire, as it is virtually impossible to load a musket lying down.   By 1430 hrs, the 1st California had landed six additional companies; followed by C Company, 42nd New York; one of the rifle guns and Col Cogswell, Commander of the 42nd.  The reinforcements from the California regiment bolstered the left of the line.  The first job for Company C was to drive back Confederate skirmishers on the north edge of the bluff that were shooting at the boats crossing to the landing point.  As he had with Wistar, Baker asked Cogswell for his opinion concerning troop disposition.  The professional soldier quickly pointed out the high ground to the south and told Baker that if the Confederates occupied it, Baker’s command would be destroyed.  Cogswell recommended an immediate advance of the entire force to seize the ground.  Baker ignored the advice and detailed Cogswell to look after the artillery.

At the end of his tour with Cogswell, Baker again met with Wistar and briefed him concerning Stone’s estimation of 4,000 Confederate troops opposing the landing.  Baker ordered Wistar to push out two companies of skirmishers to locate the enemy.  Wistar pleaded with Baker that to send out two companies against 4,000 was to sacrifice them.  Baker insisted and Wistar sent two companies forward, across the open field and into the wood line on the western side.  Wistar’s men succeeded in finding the 8th Virginia, who 
surprised the right flank of the skirmishers and quickly sent them back from whence they came.  The final battle had begun.
Unfortunately for Baker and his men, the 18th Mississippi arrived and occupied the feared high ground to the south, the 18th was soon reinforced by elements of the 17th Mississippi and Baker was now truly hemmed in; backed against the bluff on the east and
Confederate forces to the north, west and south.    Baker’s only hope was relieve from the Edwards Ferry crossing, but this was to be a furlong hope as Gorman’s troops never sent more than a few skirmishers forth from the bridgehead.  

Confederate troops from all sides poured small arms fire onto their Union adversaries.  Their fire was concentrated on the crews of the Union artillery pieces that were on the field and in the open.  Gun crews quickly suffered heavy casualties and volunteers including Baker and Wistar vainly attempted to keep them in action.  The artillery would play little part in this story, less than ten rounds were fired from the recently arrived rifled gun. What rounds were fires had little effect on the enemy due to the wooded nature of their positions.  Similar poor results were achieved by the two mountain howitzers, whose crews also suffered heavy casualties.  

At Edward’s Ferry optimism was still high; Stone believe the heavy fire from the bluff was evidence of Baker’s advance towards Leesburg.  The truth was impending disaster, on the right of Baker’s line the 15th was forced to detail two companies (A & I) as skirmishers to protect their rear from the growing presence of hostile Virginians and Mississippians closing in from the north.  The latest Union troops to arrive, Companies A and H, 42nd New York were immediately thrown into the fray at the south of the line were the Confederates strength in the woods was now a very serious issue.  The brave New Yorkers managed to drive the forward most enemy back about 50 yards before they themselves were forced back by the volume of fire.  Now completely surrounded and under heavy smalls arms fire, Baker remained steadfastly upright. At about 1700 hrs, Confederate fire found the Union commander, several balls hit the Colonel, killing him instantly.  

Colonel Lee, believing command passed to him, ordered a retreat across the river.  Colonel Cogswell, however, had other ideas and claimed command for himself, and took it with Lee’s consent.  Cogswell believed the only hope was not retreat across the river, but a breakout to the south and reunion with the forces at Edward’s Ferry.  Cogswell ordered all remaining forces into a column of attack for the breakout attempt.  An attempt was made to throw the rifled gun over the bluff to keep it from Confederate hands but fallen trees foiled the attempt.  Seeing the enemy rearranging, Colonel Eppa Hunton’s 8th Virginia rushed forward and seized the mountain howitzers despite an attempt by the 20th Massachusetts to defend them.    Cogswell’s breakout attempt fizzled when a mystery officer appeared and seemingly ordered the attack to begin.  Only some elements of the 42nd New York and 15th Massachusetts heeded the mystery order and the resulting weak effort was quickly repulsed by the Mississippians to the south.  The havoc caused by the aborted attack made even Cogswell realize all was lost, and he ordered a retreat to the river.  Colonel Devens, in a most untimely display of backbone, refused the order unless it was repeated in the presence of another officer.  Cogswell repeated the order for Devens and Maj Kimball of the 15th, and the order was passed to the troops.  What was 
intended as an orderly movement down the steep path to the riverbank rapidly turned into a panicked stampede.  Men were killed and injured when they jumped or were pushed over the bluff.  

As Union troops massed on the narrow flood plain at the foot of the bluff, Devens attempted to arrange return fire but the effort proved futile.  Devens ordered his troops to throw their weapons into the river and escape the best they could, it was every man for himself!  Devens threw his sword into the river and floated to Harrison’s Island on a large tree branch.  Remarkably, the large flatboat now arrived on the Virginia shore carrying troops from Companies E and K, 42nd New York!  Colonel Cogswell rallied the newcomers and a few volunteers from the 20th Massachusetts to form a line on the path from the bluff and prevent Confederate forces from entry onto the flood plain and gain as much time as possible for the retreat.   The emptied flat boat was swamped with wounded and panicked troops and tipped over and sank upon leaving the shore.  Only three small boats were now available to support the retreat.  Confederate troops, in control of the bluff, poured fire down on the mass of troops below, encouraging many to attempt the swim to Harrison’s Island, and eventually rendering the remaining boats unseaworthy.  Cogswell  fought to the end, rallying a few troops he attempted to prevent Confederate fire from the mouth of the southern ravine onto the flood plain.  Cogswell and his brave band were soon surrounded and captured.

Stone became fully aware of the looming disaster and the death of Baker at approximately 1830hrs and ordered a retreat from Edward’s Ferry.  By 2000hrs it was essentially over, the Union troops remaining on the flood plain surrendered to the victorious Evans.  Small groups would evade the enemy and make or attempt their escape throughout the night.  Informed of the disaster McClellan countermanded Stone’s order to withdraw the Edward’s Ferry force.  McClellan ordered Banks to rush his division to reinforce Gorman.   It was during this exchange that Stone finally learned that McCall had been withdrawn from Dranesville before the battle at the bluff had begun. Two of Bank’s brigades arrived at Edward’s Ferry at 0300hrs, 22 Oct, much too late to make any difference.

The weather on 22 October 1861, day after the battle, was cold and rainy. Union spirits were even drearier.   Col Hinks, commander of the 19th Massachusetts and senior officer at Harrison’s Island, was charged with preparing entrenchments on the island to defend against a possible Confederate attempt to seize it and restoring order among the panicked and demoralized troops.  Hinks and LTC McGuirk of the 17th Mississippi arranged a truce so that a burial party could attend to the Union dead atop the bluff.  The burial party was led by Capt Thomas Vaughn, 1st RI Light Artillery and Lt James Dodge, 19th Massachusetts, and consisted of ten enlisted men of the 19th Massachusetts.  Lt Dodge carried an offer to send over Union physicians to help with the wounded but the Confederate Commanders agreed only on the condition that the doctors remain in 
Virginia as Prisoners of War.  LTC Hinks understandably declined the Confederate conditions and the physicians stayed in Maryland.  Capt Vaughn and his detail worked until nightfall and completed the burial of 47 Union dead.  Vaughn reported that this constituted approximately two thirds of those that required burial. Soon after Vaughn’s return, Col Hinks was ordered to stop digging entrenchments and abandon Harrison’s Island under the cover of darkness.  McClellan initially directed that the Edward’s Ferry contingent be reinforced by Banks and ordered the beachhead held “at all hazards.” However, after McClellan arrived to view the situation for himself on the evening of the 23 Oct he changed his mind.  Once again the Union forces were withdrawn under the cover of darkness and by the morning of the 24th all had returned to the Maryland side of the river, a place McClellan declared in a letter to his wife “they never should have left.”

In the hours and days following the battle Union regiments busied themselves with counting their losses and attempting to restore morale to the downtrodden troops.  Official records reported the Union losses as 49 dead, 158 wounded and 714 missing.  These figures are clearly incorrect as to the number of dead and wounded.  Confederate forces reported 553 prisoners taken, leaving 163 of the missing unaccounted for.  Vaughn’s count of 47 buried being two thirds of those laying on the battlefield accounts for some of the remainder as do the at least 18 bodies which washed up onto the banks of the Potomac on the Union side.   An unknown number of Union dead also washed up on the Confederate side of the Potomac.   The heaviest losses were reported among the 15th Massachusetts (14 dead, 61 wounded, 227 missing); the 1st California (13 dead, 40 wounded, 228 missing); the 20th Massachusetts (15 dead, 44 wounded, 135 missing); and the 42nd New York (7 dead, 6 wounded, 120 missing).  The Confederates sent 529 able bodied prisoners to camps the remaining 24 prisoners were wounded and unable to be moved.  The majority of the prisoners would be paroled early in 1862 and virtually all were returned by September 1862. A few of the officers, including Col Cogswell, were held as hostages in the CSS Savannah debate, they were threatened with hanging if the same fate should befall the crew of the Savannah which were being tried for piracy by their Union captors.

The truth of the matter is that this wasn’t much of a battle in size or importance and it garnered far more attention than it actually warranted.  The death of the well-known Baker and a second consecutive rout at the hands of the rebels put it on the front page of every newspaper in the Union.  The shock of a second miserable defeat, the loss of a sitting United States Senator, and unrelenting negative press led Congress to appoint a body known as the Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War.  The Committee had a broad mandate and subpoena power to investigate any aspect of military affairs “past, present and future” which struck its fancy.  The Committee’s fancy fell hard upon the debacle at Ball’s Bluff.  Called to testify Stone cast the majority of the blame on Baker but cast some on McClellan as well.  Stone testified that if McClellan had informed him that McCall’s division had withdrawn from the operation he would have withdrawn his 
forces as well.  For his part McClellan attempted to assist Stone by issuing a circular to the Army that placed the blame for the defeat on the “immediate commander”, a not so veiled reference to Col Baker.  McClellan was far less veiled in a letter to his wife in which he proclaimed, “the man directly to blame for the affair was Col Baker who was killed while he was in command, disregarded entirely the instructions he had received from Stone, and violated all military rules and precautions.”

Despite this evidence, the Committee (a kangaroo court of primarily Republicans), only one of which had any significant military experience, found cause to have Stone arrested and held in prison for six months.  Stone was eventually released and returned to duty but his career was effectively ruined and he resigned from the Army in 1864.  The armies of both sides had returned to winter quarters to await renewal of hostilities in the spring of 1862.

It is difficult to find any redeeming features for Union forces engaged on the Bluff,  Many newly minted soldiers and officers were “blooded” on the bluff and gained expensive but meaningful combat experience.  Among the two Massachusetts regiments at least eleven officers broken in on the Bluff would go to General Officer rank by the end of the war, with many commanding divisions or brigades.  They were:

               Brevet Major General Charles Devens (15th Mass)

               Brevet Major General William F. Barlett (20th Mass)

               Brevet Major General George N. Macy (20th Mass)

               Brevet Brigadier General George H. Ward (15th Mass)

               Brevet Brigadier General John W. Kimball (15th Mass)

               Brevet Brigadier General Francis A. Walker (15th Mass)

               Brevet Brigadier General William R. Lee (20th Mass)

               Brevet Brigadier General Francis W. Palfrey (20th Mass)

               Brevet Brigadier General Paul J. Revere (20th Mass)

               Brevet Brigadier General Charles L. Pierson (20th Mass)

               Brevet Brigadier General Caspar Crowninshield (20th Mass)
The Union catastrophe had many root causes each contributing its fair share to the outcome, among the most significant: 
Unintended “Mission Creep”:  Actually more like “Mission Dash” then “Mission Creep”, in the space of 24 hours a twenty person reconnaissance patrol became a 200 person raid which became a nearly 2000 person invasion of Virginia.  Stone, Lee and Baker all independently ordered reinforcements without apparent thought as to what to do with them; how to effectively move them to the battle area; how they might be exfiltrated should it become necessary; or really little if any advanced planning at all.  This failure of forethought proved costly.   

Conducting a specialized operation without specialized support:  River crossing operations are specialized operations for which the army provides specialized troop support, usually in the form of engineers.  Stone had no engineer support available yet undertook a triple river crossing operation! (Edwards Ferry to Virginia; Maryland to Harrison’s Island; and Harrison’s Island to Virginia)  At Ball’s Bluff, troops had to be shuttled across the river from Maryland to Harrison’s Island and then across the river again from Harrison’s Island to Virginia.  Had the boatlift been confined to the 200 person raiding party this might not have been a problem.  Unfortunately, the mission 
grew beyond boatlift capability.  Cogswell commented on the shoddy manner in which the boatlift was conducted; no was one put in control, the boats were simply passed from unit to unit for use as the receiving unit saw fit. No ferrying service was properly established and it was several hours before a line was even strung for shore to shore to speed up the passage.

Terrain Choice:  The Bluff was an excellent choice for insertion of the reconnaissance patrol, lightly patrolled by the enemy with plenty of cover and concealment for a small body of men. The terrain proved far less suitable for the larger raid as evidenced by the several hours it took to get even 200 men into position.  The terrain was an absolutely ridiculous choice as the entry for a large-scale operation.  Union actions within the terrain acted to accentuate its difficulties.
Poor Coordination:  From the beginning this action was poorly coordinated.  McClellan ordered a demonstration that, based upon the timing of the order, could not take place while it was actually useful to McCall.  McClellan never informed Stone of McCall’s withdrawal until it was way to late to prevent this tragedy.  Stone’s efforts at supporting the Ball’s Bluff operation with another landing at Edward’s Ferry was a good idea, but not carried out to fulfill that objective.  Troops landed at Edward’s Ferry remained virtually idle, with only a small cavalry unit actually engaging the enemy.  Evans never had much to worry about from this operation, which was far better suited (three large flat boats providing lift and available artillery support) to offensive action than the Ball’s Bluff effort.  Stone ordered artillery moved to the Maryland shore across from the bluff but it never became involved in the battle.  Artillery support from the Maryland shore might have been useful, particularly against the high ground to the south.  

Poor use of artillery:  Artillery supported the Edward’s Ferry operations from the far banks of the Potomac, where was it at Ball’s Bluff.  Stone ordered artillery moved to the Maryland shore across from the bluff but it never became involved in the battle.  Artillery support from the Maryland shore might have been useful, particularly against the high ground to the south.  Emplacement of the guns atop the bluff was ridiculous but dictated by the failure to expand the beachhead.

Failure to expand the beachhead:  Once it was decided to “open a campaign” in Virginia at Ball’s Bluff actions to secure and expand the beachhead were essential.  Initially means to do this were small, but enemy resistance was also small.  The reinforcement of Devens’ advanced position and the seizure of key terrain would have allowed for more maneuver room, better utilization of the limited artillery available, and stretched the Confederate defenses. 

Immature leadership:  Okay, lets face it, this was horrible leadership at every level.  Green troops, led by green officers on a difficult mission and the results reflected it. The Union officers behaved bravely but stupidly, there was little or no tactical acumen to speak of.   (I would give Cogswell a pass here.)  

Battle of Ball’s Bluff – Bibliography

Harvard’s Civil War, a History of the Twentieth Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry; Richard F. Miller, University Press of New England, Lebanon, New Hampshire, 2005

The Twentieth Regiment of Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry, 1861-1865; George A. Bruce, Houghton, Miflin and Company, 1906

The Story of the Fifteenth Regiment Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry in the Civil War, 1861-1864; Andrew E. Ford, Coulter Press, 1898

Reminiscences of the Nineteenth Massachusetts Regiment;  Capt John G.B. Adams, Potter Printing Company, Boston, 1899.

Battle of Ball’s Bluff, Staff Ride Guide; Ted Ballad, Center of Military History

The Glories of War, Small Battles and Early Heroes of 1861; Charles P. Poland Jr., AuthorHouse, 2006

A Little Short of Boats:  The Fights at Ball’s Bluff and Edwards Ferry, October 21-22, 1861; James A. Morgan III, Ironclad Publishing, 2004

Ball’s Bluff, A Small Battle and Its Long Shadow; Byron Farwell, EPM Publications, 1990

The Battle of Ball’s Bluff, Report of Col. Charles Devens, Fifteenth Massachusetts Infantry, 23 October 1861.

The Battle of Ball’s Bluff, Report of Brig. Gen. Charles P. Stone, Corps of Observation, 29 October 1861.

The Battle of Ball’s Bluff, Report of Brig. Gen. N.G. Evans, C.S. Army, 31 October 1861

The Battle of Ball’s Bluff, Report of Col. William Barksdale, Thirteenth Mississippi Infantry, 28 October 1861

                       BG Charles P. Stone





                   BG Charles P. Devens





            MG George McClellan





Modern picture of Harrison's  Island taken from the   Virginia shore.





               BG Willis Gorman





       Col Edward Baker





           A current photo of a portion of the Bluff





            The narrow path to the top of the Bluff





     Col Milton Cogswell





                       Map depiction of the Battle of Ball's Bluff











                High ground to the Union south








