
   
 

   
 

My Fellow Roundtable Members:   Our meeting on Wednesday, April 10, 2019 at 7 pm will be the 

MOTTS MILITARY MUSEUM, 5075 South Hamilton Road,Groveport, Ohio 43125. Please come early and 

enjoy the great museum that our fellow Roundtable member Warren Motts has created. Please 

seewww.mottsmilitarymuseum.org for more information. 

  

Our Speaker will be author and guide Dan Welch, whose topic is “Gettysburg Campaign, June 3-July 1.” 

This talk will focus on the question “How Did They Get There?” and will  follow the Union and 

Confederate armies northward across Virginia, Maryland, and into Pennsylvania during the weeks 

leading up to the battle of Gettysburg and examine the many battles and events that impacted both 

armies before the first shot of July 1, 1863. Dan currently serves as a primary and secondary educator 

with a public school district in northeast Ohio. Previously, Dan was the Education Programs Coordinator 

for the Gettysburg Foundation, the non-profit partner of Gettysburg National Military Park, and 

continues to serve as a seasonal Park Ranger at Gettysburg National Military Park. Please see our 

website at www.centralohiocwrt.wordpress.com for more information about Dan Welch.   

 I have attached Tom Ayres’ report on our March Meeting, where Tom gives us a great follow-up 

discussion of the defense of the Fredericksburg riverbank by William Barksdale, as related by Frank 

O’Reilly at the meeting. 

Here is our Treasurer’s Report from Dave Delisio: 

 Treasurer's Report for March 2019 

Beginning checking account balance 3/1/2019 = $2,238.93 

March receipts = $234.00 ($125.00 from dues,  $109.00 from meeting book raffle) 

March expenses = $455.00 ($325.00 to Frank O’Reilly for speaker fee and $130 to Mike Peters for 

speaker expenses) 

Ending checking account balance 3/31/2019 = $2,017.93 

Please pay your 2019 dues to Dave or me at the next meeting!  And keep participating in the book raffle. 

Please let Dale Beck or me know if you are interested in going on a Morgan’s Raid Tour through Ohio 

over a couple of weekends in 2019, and we’ll begin to select some dates and look into hotels etc.  We 

have already heard from five Members, so we have a good start. 

FOR OUR RUFUS DAWES FANS: Steve Magnusen, a member of the Indianapolis, Hamilton County (IN), 

and Milwaukee Civil War roundtables, authored and published TO MY BEST GIRL- Courage, Honor and 

Love in the Civil War: The Inspiring Life Stories of Rufus Dawes and Mary Gates. It is their true story, 

based on hundreds of original letters, diary entries, journal books, and other archived material.  The 

book is historical fiction, but with dialogue closely based on their actual written correspondence, which 

is often directly quoted. The scenes, battle action, and the many characters are factual, with very few 

noted exceptions. The narrative begins at their childhood, focuses on their trials during the Civil War, 

and ends several years after Appomattox. Over 100 photos, illustrations and maps are included. It is a 

remarkable, dramatic and inspiring story. Dawes was a Ohioan but served heroically in the Iron Brigade’s 

6th Wisconsin Volunteer Infantry. The Licking County Library and the Dawes Arboretum are sponsoring 

Steve’s presentation of the book, plus sales and signing, on Saturday, May 18, 2019 at the library in 

Newark. You may read more about the book at: www.stevemagnusen.com.   

 

Jamie Ryan      
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William Barksdale at Fredericksburg 

William Barksdale, the virulent racist Mississippi politician turned Confederate general, had two 

assignments on the banks of the Rappahannock River in December 1962: warn Robert E. Lee of the 

federal invasion of Fredericksburg and delay the federals in order to give Lee time to assemble his army 

on the heights overlooking the town. 

Barksdale succeeded gloriously in these tasks, enabling Lee to repel repeated assaults by Major General 

Ambrose Burnside’s army on Marye’s Heights on December 13. 

Both Burnside and President Abraham Lincoln, and his War Department under Secretary of War Edwin 

Stanton, counted on speed to dislodge Lee and advance on Richmond. Burnside wanted to move in mid-

November. 

What they got was delay upon delay, foiled by a scandalous failure of army logistics to delivery pontoons 

for river crossings, leading to a massacre of Union soldiers. 

At the March meeting, Frank O’Reilly, lead historian of the Fredericksburg and Spotsylvania battlefield 

parks, related the story of the river assault that preceded the main battle. O’Reilly’s knowledge of the 

battle, the landscape and its participants is deep and intimate. 

O’Reilly described Barksdale as an unlikely hero of the battle. Not much combat experience, heavy 

drinker, not really inspiring. But his men came to adore him. He fought alongside his men and asked them 

to do unconventional things. Barksdale’s three regimental commanders, David Lang, John Fiser and 

Andrew Govan were charged with defending two miles of riverfront in the town. Their troops dug 

trenches but the main deployment was in houses and other structures. 

O’Reilly described the combat as asymmetrical and urban, not at all akin to the customary fighting behind 

fences and walls. 

On December 11, Burnside decided the time had come, at long last, to cross the river on pontoon bridges 

at three locations. The task of assembling the floating bridges fell to Daniel Phineas Woodbury (West 

Point 1836), a highly skilled bridge builder who had commanded the engineer brigade under George 

McClellan during the Peninsula campaign in the spring of 1862. Woodbury had overseen the construction 

of many bridges in the 

Chickahominy River wetlands east of Richmond. (Woodbury died of yellow fever on August 15, 1864, at 

Key West.) 

The Mississippians on the south bank could hear the engineers assembling the pontoons, starting under 

cover of darkness and fog at 3 a.m. The rebels waved torches and fired a cannon to alert their comrades of 

the crossing. 

At first light Barksdale’s 17th and 18th regiments, mainly, started peppering the bridge builders. Two 

New York regiments completed two bridges at the lower crossings. The upstream span was completed 

about halfway across the 400-foot-wide river. Nine distinct attempts to complete this span failed due to 

heavy rifle fire. As casualties escalated, the engineers regrouped, realizing they could never cross under 

fire. They needed to control both banks. But never before in U.S. military history had an army attempted 

to establish a beachhead under fire.    

Burnside called on his chief of artillery Henry Jackson Hunt to wipe out Barksdale’s troopers hidden in 

houses. Hunt, a Mexican War veteran, was considered the greatest artillery tactician and strategist of the 

war. He had rewritten the manual on organization and use of artillery. His genius was on full display at 

Malvern Hill under McClellan on July 1, 1862. Hunt’s 171 guns annihilated Lee’s army and thwarted 

numerous suicidal rebel charges. One of Lee’s men described the failed assaults as “murder.” 

  



   
 

   
 

 

From Stafford Heights starting at midday, Hunt’s 180 guns unleashed a barrage never before witnessed at 

that point of the war. At around 100 bursts per minute Hunt’s artillerists rained some 3,000 rounds on 

Barksdale’s men. The town was destroyed. Barksdale himself was cut on the head by falling slate from a 

roof struck by a round. Lang, of the 8th Florida infantry, had to be carried from the field, seriously injured 

when part of a chimney fell on him. 

The Floridians had been divided, with Lang’s men to the left of the 17th Mississippi regiment and 

Captain William Baya’s three companies to the right of the 17th. Baya was none too happy with this 

exposed placement. As such, these Floridians declined to fire a single shot, afraid any firing would attract 

cannon fire. Lang’s men also faltered when he was removed, not doing much at all. Historian George 

Rable wrote that the Florida troops “proved utterly worthless.” Many of them were captured en masse 

when the federals were able to land and advance on the town. 

Hunt’s merciless cannon fire, reducing much of the town to rubble, gave Fredericksburg the dubious 

distinction of being the first town to be bombarded by massed artillery fire. 

Amazingly, despite all the physical destruction, the holed-up Mississippians suffered minimal casualties 

and remained in fighting trim. 

The unprecedented riverine assault by Union troops was hardly an operation of beauty or execution. In 

fact, it was downright sloppy. Infantry and engineers piled into flat bottom pontoon boats meant for 

stationary usage. Obviously, the boats had no keel or rudder. And no oar locks. Somehow, the infantry, 

turned marines, made it to the south shore, despite some heavy fire. At the upper crossing, boats made it 

two-thirds across the river and were safe. The rebels could no longer see them due to the high bank. The 

89th New York made it across the middle crossing with few casualties. But they had no experience in 

house-to-house urban warfare. By this time it was 4:30 p.m., well beyond the planned 7 a.m. crossing. 

The 13th Mississippi, reinforcing the 17th infantry, attacked the 20th Massachusetts under Captain 

George Macy and drove them back. At Caroline Street the 20th was fired on at all sides. 

Ragged fighting raged on into the late afternoon and early evening. Division commander Lafayette 

McLaws ordered Barksdale to withdraw, his delaying mission accomplished. Barksdale ignored him, 

wanting to milk his success to the extreme. This act of disobedience earned Barksdale the full wrath of 

McLaws, who refused to even mention Barksdale’s success in his report of the battle. 

In one final episode of the street fight, Lieutenant Lane Brandon of the 21st Mississippi squared off 

against his old Harvard roommate Captain Henry Abbott of the 20th Massachusetts and desperately 

wanted to capture him, disobeying an order to break off the fight and move to the heights. Eventually, the 

rebels withdrew leaving the wrecked town to the frustrated and abused federal troopers. The soldiers in 

blue exacted their own revenge, further vandalizing and sacking the town. It would take Fredericksburg 

well into the 20th century to regain its population of 1862. 

Barksdale continued his aggressive ways at Gettysburg, leading a charge on Dan Sickles III Corps at the 

Peach Orchard on July 2, 1863. Counterattacked at Plum Run, Barksdale was wounded in the left knee 

and leg and shot in the chest, knocking him from his horse. Sent flying, Barksdale’s men were forced to 

leave him on the ground. He was taken to the nearby Joseph Hummelbaugh house where he died on the 

porch the next day. 

Lang, wounded at Antietam and injured at Fredericksburg, led the 8th Florida at Gettysburg. Supporting 

Pickett’s charge on July 3, the 8th was attacked on its flank by three Vermont regiments, suffering 60 per 

cent casualties. A survivor, Lang lived to command his regiment to the bitter end at Appomattox.  

 

Tom Ayers 

 

 

  



   
 

   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


