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ABSTRACT: Cyrus Ballou Comstock The War Years

Cyrus Ballou Comstock The War Years deals with an

engineering general during the Civil War. It is the author's

contention that Cyrus Comstock played a significant role in

the ultimate Union victory in 1865. During the Hebellion he

took part in the battles of the Peninsula, Fredericksburg,

Chancellorsville, Antietam, Vicksburg, the Richmond Campaign,

Fort Fisher, and Spanish Fort at Mobile Bay. He served for

a time as Chief Engineer of the Army of the Potomac, com

mander of that army's Balloon Corps, and as Senior Aide-de

Camp to Lt. General U. S. Grant. As a result of his active

role in the war he attained a volunteer rank of Bvt.

Brigader-General.

Research on this paper was based primarily upon two

sources: the diaries of Cyrus Comstock and the Official

Records of the War of the Rebellion. Supplementary material

is discussed in a Bibliographical Bssay at the end of the

paper.

After the ~ivil War Comstock remained in the army until

his retirement in 1904. During this period he served as

personal secretary to President Grant, Superintendent of the

Geodetic Survey of Northern and Northwestern Lakes, and

Chairman of the Mississippi River Commission. He died in New

York City on May 29, 1910. His remains are interred at the

U. S. Military Academy at West Point.
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CHAPTER I

THE THESIS

The American Civil War has attracted more historians

and novelists than any other era in the history of the

United States. Almost every conceivable topic has been

pursued in a vast number of treatises, novels, monographs,

and other literary compositions. And yet, in spite of

all the research done on the Civil War, every so often a

topic is discovered which has received little or no atten

tion by serious students of the period. The author of this

paper believes he has found such a topic.

Wars have made men's names prominent in history.

Alexander, Napoleon, and Caesar have all gained prominence

because of their military exploits. The same is true of

the American Civil War. Everyone has heard of Grant, Lee,

and other commanding generals, but who has heard of the men

behind the lines who were responsible in their own special-·

ized way for the successes or failures of a campaign?

Who was Cyrus Ballou Comstock? To many historians of

the Civil War he is unknown or just another name. Rarely is

he mentioned in a prominent role in any of the rebellion's

campaigns. If he were so insignificant, why write a paper

on him and his wartime career?

It is the author's contention that Cyrus Comstock

played a significant role in the ultimate Union victory. As
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a military engineer he p~rticipated in some of the major

engagements of the war, winning for himself praise from all

those under whom he served. Horace Porter gave this descrip-

tion of Comstock:

Lieutenant-Colonel C. B. Comstock ••• an officer
of the United States Corps of Engineers; a man who
served with great efficiency in obtaining a well
deserved reputation for scientific attainments,
while serving with Genera~ Grant in the Vicksburg
Campaign. l

Henry Cappee, in a military biography of Grant described

Comstock as:

• a so ldier of grea t moral courage and pure
bravery, energetic and untiring in the discharge
of his duties, and ever seeking to advance the·
interests of the service; a c~ose student, and
one of the ablest officers of his corps.2

Comstock's military career was a long and illustrious

one. He entered the Military Academy at West Point in 1851

and remained in the army until his retirement in 1904. This

thesis is concerned only with his activities during the Civil

War; to familiarize the reader with the format of the paper

a short resume of Comstock's activities during thewar is

included.

When the rebellion broke out Comstock was Assistant

Professor of Natural and Experimental Philosophy at West

IHorace Porter, Campaigning With Grant (New York:
The century Press, 1897), p. J~. --

2Henry Cappee, Grant and His Campaigns: A Military
Biography (New York: Charles ~RTcnardson, 1886T, p. 460.
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Point. Soon after the First Battle of Bull Run he was

ordered to Washington where he was engaged in the construc

tion of the defenses of that city until the opening of the

Peninsular Campaign. He was then assigned to the engineer

ing staff of the Army of the Potomac. With this army he

took part in the siege of Yorktown and the Battles of South

Mountain, Antietam, Fredericksburg, and Chancellorsville.

From November, 1862, until March, 1863, he served as Chief

Engineer of the Army of the Potomac. After this per lod he

was transferred to the Department of Tennessee, where, as

Chief Engineer, he took partin the siege and capture of

Vicksburg. From July to August, 1863, he was Chief Engineer

of the Depar'tn'e nt of Tennessee. After a four month sick

leave of absence he retu~ned to duty as Assistant Inspector

General of the Military Division of Mississippi. In

M~rch, 1864, he was appointed Senior Aide-de-·Camp to General

Grant and served in that capacity until the end of the war.

In the Battles of the Wilderness, Spottsylvania, Cold Harbor,

Petersburg, and in the assault and capture of Fart Harrison

he played an active role. Within this period he was tempor

arily detached to serve as an advisor to General Butler in

the firs·t Fort Fisher expedition and Chief Engineer under

General Canby in the seoond expedition to the fort, W1 lch

led to its capture. Under General Canby he took part in

the siege and capture of Spanish Fort, the assaul t on

Blakely, and occupation of the city of Mobile.



4
In summary, the author believes that Cyrus Ballou

Comstock played a significant role in the Union victory in

the Civil War. The purpose of this paper, then, is to pro-

vide the reader with a detailed account of his activities

during that period: thus the title Cyrus Ballou Comstock:

The War Years.----
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CHAPTER II

PROLOG

Cyrus Ballou Comstock was born in West Wrentham, Massa-

chusetts, on February 3, 1831. He represented the ninth

generation of an old New England family whose geo'eatog·y ;ean

be traced to Devonshire, England. On the southwestern

peninsula of that country is the village of Culmstocke,

lying on the small stream Culm, from which the village un-

doubtedly derives its name. This hamlet was in existence

during Norman times as it is listed in the Domesday Book

as the village of Colmstocke. From this village the family

name of Comstock is derived. l

The exact date of emigration of the family name to the

New World is not known but the first reference to it can be

found in the last will and testament of one Henry Russell

of Wymouth, Massachusetts, November 28, 1639. To his wife

Jane he consigned " ••• the remainder of his time to be

served by my servant John Comstock."2 From this bequest it

would appear that John Comstock bnmigrated to the American

colonies as an indentured servant.

Late in life Cyrus Comstock published a biographical

lcyrus B. Comstock (ed.), A Comstock Fami~ Genealogy
The Descendants of William Comstock (New York:e Knicker
bocker Press, 1917), p. 1.

2Ib id ., p. 2.
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register of his family. He was the descendant of William

and Elizabeth Comstock, who first settled in Massachusetts

and later in Connecticut. The Wethersfield, Connecticut

records show that on February 28, 1641, William Comstock

purchased a tract of land from one Richard Miles.) Nathan

Comstock, great-grandfather of Cyrus, moved to West Wrentham,

Massachusetts, which remained the home of his branch of the

family. Nathan, for religious reasons, took no part in the

American Revolution, but he was a member of the Massachusetts

convention which ratified the Constitution of 1788, and was a

member of the Massachusetts legislature in 1789.4

Cyrus was the first of nine children born to Nathan and

Betty (Cook) Comstock. As a youth he led a life character-

istic of most rural children of his day. Life was centered

around the farm, school, and church. Various farm chores

occupied much of his time. Schooling was quite unlike its

modern counterpart. The academic year was from the first

Monday in May until the first Monday in October. 5 According

to Massachusetts law a male was required to leave grammar

school at the end of the term following his fourteenth birth-

3 Ibid.

41912 Annual Reunion of the Association of Graduates
Office (Saginaw, Michigan: Seeman-and Peters, Inc., 1912),
p. 157.

SOtis W. Caldwell and stuart A. Courtis, Then and Now
in Education (New York: World Book Company, 192~.-rJ.---
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day.6 Any further education had to be undertaken at the

student's or parent's expense.

Throughout history many men have attained greatness

with little or no formal education. With fortitude and

perseverance these individuals have surmounted obstacles

which would impede the ordinary man. Cyrus Comstock was

one of these individuals. From the time he left grammar

school until his appointment to West Point he had only

three months of formal education. On November 23, 1847,

he enrolled for a three month term at Smithville Academy

at North Scituate, Rhode Island. Because neither he nor

his father could afford further education, he simply

taught himself at his home. His almost insatiable desire

for self-improvement was a governing factor throughout his

entire life. He once said as a youth, ttl am almost disgusted

with my little knowledge, there are so many things which I

cannot do."7 Besides his studies at home he read extensively,

an avocation which would occupy much of his life. He once

said of books, "It is grander to see those great books, the

work of men's lives, than to visit and examine the mightiest

work of man's doing in the world. u8

6Ibid•

7Elizabeth Comstock Papers (MSS in the Florence Wing
Library, Wisconsin State University at La Crosse), Vol. II,
May 7, 1854. Note: further reference to the Elizabeth Com
stock Papers will be footnoted as Comstock MSS.

8Ibid., October 18, 1851.
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On July 18, 1849, he took the first step in the course

of events which would lead to his eventual fame, by applying

for admission to the United States Military Academy at West

Point. Informed by General 1J:l otten, Chief Engineer, Uni ted

States Army, that there would be no appointments available

for his district until 1851, he found solace in a quote from

Bacon which he recorded in his diary:

He that dies in an earnest pursuit, is like one
that is wounded in hot blood, who for a time
scarce feels the hurt, and therefore a mind fixed
and bent upon something that is good doth avert
the dolars of death. 9

On February 27, 1851, he received a letter from Horace

Mann informing him that his name had been placed in nomina-

tion for the Military Academy. Two weeks later he was

notified by the Secretary of war that he had been officially

appointed. Even though his father felt that his appointment

was "unfortunate" he was lIalmost crazy with delight. ,,10

He arrived at West Point on June 3, 1851, to begin his

training. After some concern over his eyes, which had been

bothering him for years, he passed the physical examination

and began his studies. During the following four years he

distinguished himself academically. In his plebe year he

rose to the head of his class and remained there as a dis-

9Ibid., November 23, 1849.

10Ibid., March 7, 1851.
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tinguished cadet until his graduation. ll Throughout those

four years it was his intention to graduate at the head of

his class. During his third year at the Academy he reflected

upon the value of such hard work by stating in his diary:

I have been thinking whether a man ought not to
study to have pleasant days and not be at work all
the time. This last week for instance I have
worked hard and to look back it seems hard and
dry. Ought I not to have enjoyed life a little
more? We are eternal immortal are we not? What
then is the use in striving to learn so fast, we
cannot learn all mathematics in this life. If we
are not study it in the next what is the use
laboring so hard••• driving in part at least
the happiness from us here and making life dry
and hard. Verily I cannot say.12

Reflecting his country background Comstock took many hikes

while at West Point. One day he climbed a hill over-

looking the plain to examine cannon taken during the Mexican

War. That night he considered these cannon in his diary:

What fearful tales of blood, of desolate homes,
of broken hearts and lives doomed to grief and
bitterness might they tell. Pray heavan, I may
never have to fight, save in a righteous and
needful cause. To be killed is little, to
survive our dead is horrible. 13

These do not sound like the words of a man who would later

be denounced violently by General John A. Rawlins, Chief-of

Staff to Grant, for leading the Army of the Potomac to ruin

IlFor a complete record of Comstock's academic record
at the Academy see Appendix I.

12Comstock MSS, 2£. cit., December 25, 1853.

l3Ibid., October 18, 1851.
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by his "Smash 'em up" policy of making frontal attacks

against Lee's entrenchments during the Richmond Campaign of

1864-65. 14 War does strange things to men's perspectives

of moral right and wrong. Could Comstock have changed

this much in a matter of eleven years?

14clarence E. MacCartney, Grant and His Generals
(New York: The McBride Company, 1953),-P: 93;: James H.
Wilson, The Life of JohnA. Rawlins (New York: The Neale
PUblishing Company, 1916)~ pp. 198-99; James A. Wilson,
Under the Old Flag, Vol. II, (New York: D. Appleton and
Company, 1912), pp. 445-46.
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CHAPTER III

MILITARY SERVICE PRIOR TO THE PENINSULAR CAMPAIGN

After graduation from the Academy Comstock was assigned

to the Corps of Engineers. This was his desire and he would

have resigned his commission had he not been so appointed.

It was the policy of the Corps of Engineers to take the top

graduates from West Point. A few figures will bear this out.

In January, 1861, there were ~forty-eight graduates of the

Military Academy in the Corps of Engineers. Forty-five of

these men were ranked according to standing in class at the

time of graduation. None graduated lower than seventh in

his class, fifteen of them finishing at the head of their

classes. l Thirty-four or 71 per cent attained the rank of

general during the Civil War. 2 Here was the organization

which Comstock sought and here he would find his fame.

Three months leave followed graduation. During this time

he renewed old friendships, settled family affairs (his father

had recently died), and speculated where his first tour of

duty would be. Being from the North he had "strong fears

that it would be South. ,,3 In early October he received

lGeorge T. Ness Jr., "Engineers of the Civil Vvar,"
The Militarl Engineer, XLIV (May-June, 1952), 180.

2Ibid •

3Coms tock MSS, ~. cit., August 3, 1855.
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orders to report to Key West, Florida, as Assistant Engineer.

Even though it was the South he was "very well satisfied

since it was not New Or1eans."4

Transportation had been arranged for him from Charles-

ton, South Carolina to Key West. From West Wrentham to

Charleston he had to funish his own conveyance. The railroad

journey to Charleston gave him his first opportunity to

observe the South. He was not impressed. Comstock considered

the city of Petersburg, Virginia, to be the only thriving city

between Washington and Charleston. It is ironic that the city

of Petersburg would eleven years 1a ter lay in utter ruin,

partially due to the handiwork of Cyrus Comstock. Unaccustomed

to the plantation system of southern agriculture he concluded

that "everyone was apparently a planter or lived in a hovel.,,5

On October 19 he boarded the steamer Isabel at Charleston

bound for Key West. A week later he arrived. The semi-tropi

cal climate of Key West made him feel as if he were in a

strange land. During his eight months at Key West he found

the heat and dampness oppressive. Thro~shout his life he

nurtured a strong dislike for the South.

Officially his duties were to serve as Assistant Engineer

to Major Chase in the construction of Fort Taylor in Key West

harbor. Construction was well under way when he arrived and,

4 Ibid ., October 9, 1855.

5Comstock MSS, Vol. III, November 24, 1855.
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consequently,' there was little actual work for him to do.

Occasionally, he would make trips to Charleston to order

supplies for the fort. On an excursion to Havana, Cuba, he

inspected the ditches and glacises of Fort Torres del Morro,

one of the strongest Spanish fortifications in the Western

Hemisphere. Most of his free time at Key West was spent

studying, attending parties, and playing billiards with the

other officers.

In February, 1856, Major Chase, with whom he had develop

ed a warm friendship, was transferred to West Point to be

come the Academy's superintendent. Months earlier Cyrus had

expressed a desire to someday return and teach at West Point.

With Chase's promotion to superintendent, his chances of

achieving this goal were greatly improved.

Major Fraser became Chief Engineer at Key West and life

for Comstock continued much as it had before. On June 2,

1856, the steamer Isabel entered Key West harbor from Havana

wi th yellow fever on board. ltv'hen two people on the island

contracted the fever the Secretary of War, fearing an epidemic,

ordered all military and civilian construction personnel back

to the States. Comstock was temporarily ordered to New York.

Major Fraser was to leave the island when he felt it advis

able. On July 23, Fraser contracted the disease and died

three and one-half days later. Comstock eulogized him in

his diary by saying, "He was a good, kind man and pleasant

to serve; my life is probably due to his kindness in sending



me away so soon. 6

From July 10 to August 22, 1856, Comstock was assigned

to New York where he was primarily concerned with drawing

plans for Fort Richmond. On August 26 he was ordered by the

Secretary of War to join Captain Breverton as his Assistant

Engineer in the construction of Fort Carroll on the Patapsco

River about seven miles from Baltimore, Maryland. This tour

of duty was more to his liking. First, because construction

of Fort Carroll had just begun and he could therefore playa

larger role in its completion. Second, because he enjoyed

the city of Baltimore and the cordiality of its people.

Life in Baltimore was well patterned. From dawn to 8:30

A. M. he studied. After breakfast he worked at the office on

drawings of the fort or rowed out to it to superintend the

construction of the works. Office duty was over at 2:00

P. M. At least five nights a week he would go calling on

various friends, both male and female. On other nights he

would spend two or three hours studying German, calculus, or

other subjects which interested him. All during this period

he continued to make daily entries in his diaries.

In 1857 and 1858 two distinct gaps appear in his journal.

The first is from August 8, 1857, to February 3, 1858. This

discontinuity seems intentional because he says on February

28, 1858, "Scarcely know whether it is worthwhile to continue

6Ibid ., July 9, 1856.
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this diary ••• 1t 7 The second gap is from March 27 to Sept

ember 5, 1858. The material during this period was for some

unknown reason intentionally cut from the diary by Comstock

or some other individual.

Between the above two periods Captain Breverton took a

year's leave of absence and Comstock was made Chief Engineer.

Even though he now had added responsibilities and enjoyed his

work he still dreamed of teaching at West Point. Finally his

dream came true. On September 5, 1859, he was notified that

he was being transferred to the Military Academy as an Assis

tant Professor of Natural and Experimental Philosophy.

Natural and experimental philosophy was the study of the

natural sciences based upon observable facts instead of

hypothetical assumptions.

Although he took his teaching duties seriously he was

still an engineer. During his summer leave he visited the

Canadian city of ~uebec. While he was there he inspected the

famous citadel overlooking the Plains of Abraham, not as an

awe-struck tourist, but to take notes of its strengths and

weaknesses. His curiosity led him into a restricted area

from which he was evicted by the guards.

while at West Point Comstock had little to say about

the growing hostility between the North and South, even

though it must have been a constant topic of conversation

7Ibid., February 28, 1858.
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among the officers and men at the Academy. He casually

mentioned the fact that Lincoln was elected and that possibly

two or three Southern states might secede as a result. As

the secession controversy grew in magnitude and some Southern

states avowed to leave the Union he felt that the existence

of the Union in its present form seemed doubtful. 8 Similar to

the views of President Buchanan and many officers at West

Point, he felt that if the cotton states did secede, no

coercion should be used to bring them back. 9 After South

Carolina seceded on December 20, the Engineering Department

at the Academy was ordered to organize a field battery of

four pieces and seventy men to be ready at a moment's notice.

After Lincoln took office in March and the firing on

Fort Sumter in May, he felt that things were "getting thicker"

but as no battles had been fought as yet Congress might still

do something to avert an open clash between the two sections.

When classes were over in July, Comstock immediately went to

Washington and volunteered for active duty. Instead he was

sent back to 'West Point to be what he referred to as a "fix

ture." It took the Union defeat at the Battle of Bull Run

and the fear that the capitol was open to invasion to get

him an active duty assignment. He "bought himself a horse,

8Ibid., December 12, 1860.

9Ibid •
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equipment, and pistol and was ready for war. ulO

His first duties were to help erect defenses for Washing

ton which was in a state of chaos. Lt. Colonel Lecomte, a

Swiss volunteer on General McClellan's staff, described the

flurry of construction: "Everyone ordered, in turn, a bit of

fortification according to the needs of the moment ••• The

result was a network of forts for which no person could really

by responsible."ll

Specifically, Comstock was assigned to the construction

of Battery Martin Scott, which guarded the Chain Bridge, one

of the main arteries into Washington from the south. 12

William F. (Baldy) Smith was the officer in charge at Chain

Bridge, with whom Comstock would develop a lasting, but

sometimes strained friendship. Comstock's duties in the

construction of these fortifications earned him the commenda-

tion of J. G. Barnard, Chief Engineer of the Army of the

Potomac, who stated in an ,official report that Lt. C. B. Com-

tock had served with efficiency in the whole or part of these

lOIbid., August 1, 1861.

llJohn G. Barnard, The Peninsular Campai6n and Its
Anticedents (New York: D. Van Nostrand, 1864), p. I4: ---

l2See "Ground of Occupation and Defenses of Wa.shing
ton," Atlas to Accompany the Official Records of the Union
and Confederate Armies, 4 Vols. (Washington: United States
Government Printing Office, 1891), Plate VI, Map 1. Note:
henceforth this reference will be cited as Atlas. Also see
frames 7, 8, 11, & 12 of microfilmed Vol. IV of the Comstock
diaries for some pencil sketches Comstock made of the
various defenses of Washington.
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constructions.»13

Comstock's commanding officer at Washington was Major

General George B. McClellan who, on July 26, 1861, had been

assigned to command the defenses and troops in and around the

capitol. This force was to 'serve as the nucleus of the future

Army of the Potomac. McClellan's task was twofold. Besides

organizing the defenses of Washington he was given the added

responsibility of building an army capable of taking the

offensive from the thousands of raw recruits that were pouring

into the capitol from all parts of the Union.

This he did with his characteristic vigor but his

reluctance to take the offensive against Confederate troops

around Washington produced dissatisfaction within political

circles. With the resignation of the aging Winfield Scott,

McClellan became Chief of United States Armies on November

1, 1861. Much to the displeasure of President Lincoln and

other high officials of the government, McClellan, a perfect-

ionist, consumed an inordinate amount of time in preparation

for the forthcoming campaign.

13Records, £E. £!!., I, 5, p. 684. Note: in future
references to the Official Records the Roman numeral pertains
to the series number; the Arabic numeral refers to the
volume number of that series.
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CHAPTER IV

THE PENINSULAR CAMPAIGN

While McClellan was completing the fortifications of

Washington and training the Army of the Potomac Comstock

remained in the capitol. Early in March, 1862, McClellan

submitted a plan to President Lincoln in which he proposed

to move the Army of the Potomac to Fort Monroe on the York

town Peninsula. From this point he would then advance on the

Confederate capitol at Richmond and with its occupation end

the war. Lincoln, though fearful for the safety of the Union

capitol during the absence of the Army of the Potomac, reluc

tantly agreed to McClellan's plan. Barnard, Chief Engineer

of the Army of the Potomac, later stated that " ••• General

McClellan entered upon a campaign which he had obstinately

inaugurated against the earnest remonstrances of the Presi

dent. "I

On March 12, 1862, supposedly to allow him to devote

full time to forthcoming campaign, McClellan was relieved

from his duties as Chief of United States Armies and made

commander of the Army of the Potomac.

From a military standpoint McClellan's plan had its

merits. First, the distance from Fort Monroe to Richmond

was considerably shorter in distance than from Washington to

Richmond. Secondly, there would be fewer rivers to cross

IBarnard, 2£. cit., p. 21.
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and thus fewer engineering and logistical problems. Earnestly

believing in the success of this campaign, McClellan visualized

his army" ••• sweeping like the shadow of a summer cloud

over river and mountains, until the rebellion, gliding before

it, faded from view in the remote and indefinite South-west.,,2

McClellan's somewhat rose-tinted picture of future sucesses

form a sad contrast to the final outcome of the campaign.

On March 3, 1862, Comstock was breveted captain in the

Corps of Engineers. Prior to the embarkation of the Army of

the Potomac to Fort Monroe he was assigned to the Engineer

Battalion with the responsibility of helping secure the pon

toon trains needed for the forthcoming movement. 3 Swinton

describes this movement as the "stride of a giant. n4 The

order to provide transportation was given on February 21,

1862, and in a month's time 121,)00 men, 14,592 animals, 44
batteries, and all the otner enormous amount of equipment

needed for the Army of the Potomac was transported in four

hundred steamers and sailing vessels to Fort Monroe. For

this period in history it was an achievement of colossal

magni tude.

2John C• Palfrey, "The Siege of Yorktown," Campaigns
of Virginia, 1861-62, Vol. I of the Papers of the MilItary
Historical society of Massachusetts (Boston: Houghton,
Mifflin and Company, 1881), p. 91.

3Records, Ope cit., I, 2, Part I, p. 106.

4Wi1liam Swinton, Campaigns of the Army of the Potomac
(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons,-r8~, p. 9~
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Comstock kept no journal for this period but the author

discovered a diary of one Gilbert Thompson who was also a

member of the Engineering Battalion of the Army of the Potomac

and kept a daily account of the battalion's activities. This

diary, supplemented by the Official Records, give a concise

account of Comstock's military activities during the Peninsular

Campaign.

From March 16-21 the engineers were engaged in loading

their bridging and other equipment on vessels for transport

ation to Fort Monroe. On the later date the battalion

embarked for the Yorktown Peninsula on board the steamers

Herald and Maryland. They arrived the following day and

spent until April 4 preparing for the march on Richmond.

The Yorktown Peninsula is seven to fifteen miles wide

and approximately fifty miles long. Its topography is rela

tively flat, in many places marshy, and generally wooded.

From Fort Monroe to the Confederate capitol is about seventy

five milas.S

On April 4, 1862, the advance up the peninsula began.

Immediately two problems were encountered that McClellan had

not expected. One was the lack of precise topographical

charts as to the country in advance of the march. Secondly,

was the poor condition of the few roads which traversed the

peninsula.

SSee Figure 1, p. 22.
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The topography of the Yorktown Peninsula had never been

accurately mapped. 6 Maps were prepared for the Army of the

Potomac by the Corps of Topographic Engineers but Barnard

states that" ••• erroneous courses to streams and roads

were frequently given, and no dependence could be placed on

the information thus derived.,,7 Thus the advancing army had

to move through heavily wooded terrain with little or no

precise information as to its topography.

During the first three days of the advance little

progress was made due to the poor condition of the roads. 8

Again the responsibility for this problem must fallon

McClellan. He had stated in his original plan for the Rich-

mond Campa ign tha t ". • • the roads in that region are pas-

sable at all seasons of the year ...9 Again McClellan placed

too much trust in erroneous information.

What was the Confederacy's reaction to the Union advance

6J • C. Palfrey, "The Siege of Yorktown," £E.. cit.,
p. 99.

7Barnard, ~. cit., p. 19. Barnard, in his criticism
of the commander or tne-Army of the Potomac, felt that
McClellan undertook this campaign with ft ••• utter defect
iveness of his data and his own culpable negligence in fail
ing to obtain proper information to base a campaign. It Ibid.,
p. 21. ----

8Gilbert Thompson, "The Engineer Battalion in the
Civil War," Source Book of the Peninsular Campaisn in Vir
ginia (Fort Leavenworth, Kansas: The General Service-Scnool
Press, 1921), p. 220.

9Records, ~. cit., I, 5, p. 44.



on Richmond? As McClellan moved up the peninsula both

Generals Johnston and Lee, the later at this time Chief-of

Staff to President Davis, felt that the peninsula was unten

able and therefore should be abandoned, the main body of Con

federate troops moved to the defense of Richmond. Davis

overruled both his generals, primarily to stall for time until

the fortifications at Norfolk were dismantled and Confederate

troops were able to evacuate the city. To relieve some pres

sure on Richmond Davis ordered General Stonewall Jackson into

the Shenandoah Valley. Jackson's movement caused Lincoln to

countermand the march of General McDowell's corps from Wash

ington to join McClellan. Davis felt that the Confederate

defenses around Yorktown were strong enough to at least stall

the advance of the Army of the Potomac for some time.

McClellan's anny arrived before the Confederate defenses

at Yorktown on April $. Barnard felt that tlall chances of

success of the campaign turned upon not being delayed at

Yorktown. ttlO But delayed the Union army was '.

The Confederate line ran obliquely across the peninsula

from north-east to south-west, from Yorktown on the York

River, along the Warwick River, to the James River. One

misleading facet of information the Corps of lfopographic

Engineers had included in their maps was the extent of the

Warwick River. Thought to be a small stream it actually

lOBarnard, £E. cit., p. 22.
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traversed almost the whole width of the peninsula, in all

approximately thirteen and one-half miles. ll North and west

of Yorktown ran a small stream within a marshy ravine which

eventually ran into the York River. Approximately twelve

hundred yards from the head of this ravine began the marshy,

wooded headwaters of the Warwick River. The Confederate

first line of defense rested upon this river; a river whose

banks for the entire length were heavily wooded and marshy.

There were a total of five dams built along its course to the

James River. Two of these were bull t to operate mills, and

three were built by Magruder, the Confederate commander at

Yorktown, to intensify the marshiness. The lowest of these

five dams was at Lee's Mills. Beyond this point the tide

came up from the James River, forming salt-marshes two to

three hundred yards wide and bordered by bluffs thirty to

forty feet high.

Above Lee's Mills the Warwick was fifty feet wide and

not fordable because of the boggy sides and bottom. The only

practical place to cross would have been on the various dams

but they were protected by Confederate earthworks.

The left of the rebel line was commanded by the fortifi-

cations of historic Yorktown. These works were of moderate

11See "Official Plan of the Siege of Yorktown," Atlas,
2£. cit., Plate XIX, Map 1. This maps shows the Union and
Confederate lines along with the location of Union batteries
and the proposed armaments for these batteries.
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strength and protected by fifty-three serviceable guns of

various calibers. The river-side of the town was defended

by some water-batteries at Gloucester Point approximately

eleven hundred yards across the York River and guns placed

on the low bluffs surrounding the city. Gloucester Point

was fortified with both bastioned field works and water-bat

teries, all of which were bomb-proofed. 12 Palfrey felt that

even though these batteries looked formidable, they were not

particularily strong. 13

Between Yorktown and the headwaters of the Warwick River

was Fort Magruder. This fort was an ordinary lunette of

moderate strength. Five hundred yards from Fort Magruder was

Red Redoubt. Between these two works were only rifle pits

without exterior trenching. From Red Redoubt to the source

of the Warwick there was nothing in the form of defensive

works. This later area was fortified by Magruder between the

arrival of the Army of the Potomac and his eventual withdrawal

from his lines in May.

Defensively these works were not overly strong, especially

with the huge size of the army opposing them. It was strong

in sections but very weak in others. At the time of the

12See "Reconnaissances of Secession Works at Yorktown
and Gloucester Point," Atlas, .QE. cit., Plate XV, Map 1.
Comstock drew the section of this map pertaining to the
Confederate batteries on Gloucester Point.

l3J. C. Palfrey, "The Siege of Yorktown," .QE.. cit.,
p. 108. ---
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arrival of the Army of the Potomac Magruder's force to defend

this line numbered only about fifteen thousand men.

McClellan's arrival in front of Yorktown's defenses

opened four possible avenues: 1) have the navy reduce York

town by bombardment from the York River; 2) have the navy, in

cooperation with the army, take the works at Gloucester Point,

and then attack Yorktown from the rear; 3) carry some point in

the Confederate line by direct assault; and 4> lay siege to

the line.

The first alternative was dropped when the navy informed

McClellan that it had no forces available for the purpose of

bombardment. The second aLternative was untenable because of

President Lincoln's decision to cancel McDowell's movement to

Fort Monroe. The best plan would have been to assault some

part of the Confederate line either between Red Redoubt and

the headwaters of the Warwick River or along some weak spot

between the headwaters and Lee's Mills. General Keyes,

commander of the IV Corps, felt he could have forced a breach

in the Confederate line when he arrived on April S.14 Com-

stock recommended that the dam at Garrow's Mills be broken,

thus reducing the river to its normal wldth of fifteen feet.

A concerted assault along two or three points would have

assured the success of at least one Comstock felt. IS

14I bid., pp. 106-07.

ISIb id ., p. 144.
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Deprived of both McDowell's corps and his naval support,

the cautious McClellan attempted a limited assault on the

Confederate line near Lee's Mills. General W. F. Smith's

division carried out this attack only to have it fail after

some initial success. With this failure McClellan felt that

Yorktown could not be carried without a partial siege. As

a result McClellan surrendered the initiative to the Confed

erates and for a month conducted siege operations while

Magruder's and later Johnston's bold and deceptive movements

made him believe he was facing a much larger rebel force.

The classical stages of siege operations are: 1) the

investment of the opposing strong point; 2) the overpowering

of the enemy's artillery; 3) the construction of safe avenues

of approach for the assaulting parties; and 4) the destruction

of the enemy's works as a prelude to the assault.

The term "siege of' Yorktown n is actually a misnomer

because it was not really a siege. Investment of the Confed

erate works could not be accomplished as both flanks were

securely anchored on bodies of water. Thus Magruder could

receive, at any time he wished, supplies of men, munitions,

and provisions from the rear. When he felt necessity required

it he could safely withdraw from his position.

The second phase was extremely difficult for all concerned,

especially the engineers. Movement of heavy siege guns and

their mountings over poor roads and placing them in battery

caused a great deal of physical exertion and fatigue. Still
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some were already in position and firing on Yorktown~s wharf

by April 20.

Phase three began as supplies were brought in from a

depot established at Shipping Point. The first parallel

was dug about a mile from the Confederate works, extending

from the York River on the right to the Warwick River on the

left; a line ab~ut four miles in length. Simultaneously

fourteen batteries and redoubts were constructed. These bat-

teries and redoubts were heavily armed with siege cannon and

mortars, some of them two hundred pounders. As the sap and

batteries moved forward the heavy weapons which were to be

used for the destruction of the rebel earthworks were not

allowed to fire until all batteries were 1n position so that

the whole line could open simultaneously.16

By May 5 phase three was to be completed and the general

bombardment to begin on the morning of May 6. 17 Imagine the

Union consternation when Johnston skillfully and unmolested

abandoned his fortifications on the night and morning of May

3-4. Palfrey stated that "our bloodless victory, so long in

winning, brought us nothing but disadvantage ••• it was more

like a defeat. n18 The merits and practibility of the siege

1862,"

Ibid. ,

l6See ttPlan and Siege of Yorktown, April and May,
Atlas, £E. cit., Plate XIV, Map 1.

l7See "The Position of Yorktown With Approaches,"
PIate XV , Map 1.

18J. c. Palfrey, "The Siege of Yorktown, tt £E.. ci t. ,
p. 152.
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can be left to the military theorists.

What was Comstock doing during this month-long siege?

A daily account of his activities can be traced from Barnard's

engineering report made after the campaign and Thompson's

diary. Specifically, he was under orders of Captain James C.

Duane of the Engineer Battalion. He remained with Duane

until after the Battle of Fair Oaks when he was assigned to

General Sumner. 'rhroughout the second week in April, Com-

stock was primarily engaged in reconnaissances along the

Warwick River, especially in the area of Wynn's Mill and

Lee's Mills. General Keyes, commander of the IV Corps,

stated in his report that these reconnaissances were conducted

wi th "great skill. tt19 Fran April 13-18 he was occupied in

surveying ravines in front of Yorktown preparatory to the

establishment of siege batteries in these protected areas.

Some of the batteries were laid out by him personally.20

General Barnard in his report to General Joseph J.

Totten, Chief Engineer, United states Army, made the following

two statements about Comstock's abilities as an engineer:

Lieutenants Cyrus B. Comstock and Miles D. McAlester
rendered most gallant and valuable services in the
siege works of Yorktown ••• These two exhibited
unwearing assiduity and great gallantry.21

Captain Duane, with his command, Lieutenants Comstock

19Records, £E. cit., I, 2, Part I, p. 359.

20 Ibid •

21Ibid., p. 106.
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and McAlester, has superintended the siege works.
All these officers have exhibited great energy,
industry, and courage, and will be favor~bly

mentioned by the commanding general ••• 2

With Johnston's withdrawal from the defenses of Yorktown

underway, major elements of the Army of the Potomac were sent

in pursuit. General Sumner was placed in command in the field

while McClellan remained at Yorktown to arrange the embarka

tion of Franklin's division for West Point. This move was

good military planning by McClellan, simply because the

occupation of and advance from this point would force the

Confederates to abandon whatever defensive works they might

have on the peninsula below this point. Jobnston had forseen

the importance of checking any Union advance from this direction

and had therefore sent a division to hold Franklin until the

Confederate forces had safely withdrawn towards Richmond.

This blocking action was successful, Franklin was checked, and

Johnston withdrew towards Williamsburg.

Between the Warwick River and Williamsburg was an area of

swamp, tangled forests, small farms, and few roads. From the

Union lines only two roads led up the peninsula: the Yorktown

Williamsburg Road,' ran nearly due west past Halfway House to

a small church on the outskirts of Williamsburg; the other,

the Lee's Mills-Williamsburg Road, ran past Lebanon Church to

the above mentioned church. At the junction of these two roads

22Ibid ., p. 320.
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the Gonfedera tes had cons tructed :F'ort Magrl.lder. 23 This fort

was an extensive work effectively covered by detached redoubts'

and field batteries. By the time advanced elements of the

Army of the potomac arrived in front of Fort Magruder, Johnston's

divisions of Longstreet, Magruder, G. W. Smith, and D. H. Hill

were already assembled behind the works. Johnston, whose

final objective was a withdrawal to Richmond, stopped, tocka

defensive attitude at Williamsburg to allow his baggage-trains

to ge t ahead on the roads to the Confederate cap! tole

As Johnston had his new position well defended, Sumner,

who was in temporary command, decided not to attack until the

following morning when he had more forces available. On May

5 a spirited fight developed with ~ookerts assault on Fort

Magruder. 24 Late in the day a flanking movement by Hancock

forced the Confederates to withdraw during the night.

Comstock did not pl~y a role in the Battle of Williamsburg.

While the battle was being fought he was making a reconnais-

23See "From Yorktown to Williamsburg," Atlas, ~. ill.,
Plate XVIII, Map 1. This map shows the whole Yorktown Penin
sula from Fort Monroe to Williamsburg. It also dates the
location of the Army of the Potomac in its advance from Fort
Monroe to Vfilliamsburg. Also see "Sketch of the Battlefield
and Rebel Works in Front of Williamsburg, tt Ibid., Plate XX,
Maps 2, 3, & 4. ----

24Barnard says of the Battle of W"illiamsburg, It. • •

it occurred without foresight, preparation, or orders, and
there was utter confusion wIth regard to command and the
direction of troops." Barnard, £E.. cit., p. 23. This state
ment is consistent with Barnard's criticisms of McClellan who,
at the time of the Battle of Williamsburg, was still at York
town superintending Franklin's embarkation for West Point.
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sance of the Confederate position at Gloucester Point. In a

message to Barnard he reported the strength of the works and

the various guns which he observed. 25

The Engineer Battalion must have remained far to the rear

of the Union army because Thompson states in his diary that on

the night of May 8 the battalion camped in the very same field

where Cornwallis surrendered on October 20, 1781. 26 On the

following morning the battalion moved through the city of York

town following the Federal army. It is assumed that Comstock

was with the battalion at this time.

With the withdrawal of the Confederate army from William

sburg, the Army of the Potomac followed as rapidly as the

condition of the roads would permit. To slow the Union

advance rear guard elements of Johnston's army felled trees

over the roads which the engineers were forced to clear. In

a sense this delaying action on the part of the rebels was

beneficial to the Union army as the downed trees were used to

corduroy sections of the road and thus allow heavy equipment

to move more quickly. On May 16 the Army of the Potomac

reached the Pamunkey River and established its headquarters

at White House, located on the York and Richmond Railroad

which ran due west to Richmond, eighteen miles away.27

25Records, £E. cit., I, 2, Part I, pp. 337-38.

26Thompson, ttThe Military Engineer in the Civil War,"
£E. cit., p. 220.

27See "Williamsburg to Whi te House, n Atlas, ~. c1 t. ,
Plate XIX, Map 3.
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Supplies were brought by water to White House, located at the

head of navigation on the Pamunkey River. The York and Rich

mond Railroad was repaired by the engineers and became a

direct line of communication with the advancing Federal army.

On the same day (May 15) the engineers were building

McClellan's headqua.rters at White House, Johnston crossed the

Chickahominy and two days later was encamped about three miles

from Richmond along a series of works constructed in 1861.

The Confederate commander's plan for the defense of Richmond

was based primarily on the principle of concentration of

forces. In other words, wait until McClellan reached Richmond

and then vigorously assume the offensive when the opportunity

availed itself.

By May 20 the Army of the Potomac was astride the Chick

ahominy River. This river itself did not form any significant

barrier to the movement of an army but the area around it did.

Both sides of the stream were bordered by heavily timbered

swamps. Stream valley walls were not high but the surrounding

timber screened the slopes and the bottom-land. Geologically,

the Chickahominy would be considered a mature stream, with

many meanders, secondary channels, a low gradient, and a wide

flood plain. The above conditions are ideal for flooding and

any rapid rise of the stream would turn the flood plain into

a quagmire and therefore make it unsatisfactory for the move

ment of heavy wheeled equipment.

McClellan's arrival at the Chickahominy produced two
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objectives: one, he would have to move the Army of the Potomac

across the stream and gain a firm footing on the Richmond

side; and two, he would have to dispose his forces to insure

a junction with McDowell's corps which had been released

from duty at Washington and was marching by way of Fredericks

burg to join the Army of the Potomac.

The first objective was accomplished on May 20 when

Casey's division of Keyes' corps forded the Chickahominy near

the site of Bottom's Bridge, which the Confederates had burned

in their Withdrawal towards Richmond. Federal engineers

immediately rebuilt the bridge giving Casey an avenue of supply

and withdrawal, if necessary. Comstock, on the above date,

accompanied Barnard in a reconnaissance of the area around

Bottom's Bridge. 28 The following day he again reconnoitered

the Confederate positions in the vicinity of Bottom's and

Railroad Bridge. 29

The movement of one or two divisions over the Chicka-

hominy could be accomplished by fording or by temporary

bridges but to move the entire Army of the Potomac and its

immense trains would be more difficult. Because of the

liability of the Chickahominy's bottom-lands to innundation

by a heavy downpour, it became necessary for the Engineer

28Records, £E. cit., I, 2, Part I, p. 110.

29See "Reconnaissances Beyond the Chickahominy at
Bot tom's and Railroad Bridge s ," Atlas, £E.. cit. , PIs te LXIV,
Map 4. This map was drawn from field notes made by Comstock
and McAlester on their reconnaissances.
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Battalion to construct between Bottom's Bridge and Mechanics-

ville Bridge, eleven new bridges, all extremely difficult to

construct, with extensive corduroy approaches. 30

On May 22 McClellan's headquarters was moved to Cold

Harbor from White House. This put him in closer proximity to

the Army of the Potomac which was astride the Chickahominy.

The Engineer Battalion moved its headquarters to Cold Harbor

where "officers were constantly making surveys and examinations

as far as the Chickahominy, taking men along to assist."31

From May 21-24 Comstock continued his reconnaissances in the

vicinity of Bottom's Bridge. From the above mentioned state

ment by Thompson it can be surmised that these were reconnais-

sances in force, sometimes two companies strong. Barnard bears

this out in his official report when he stated J "In my judge

ment the /Confederate/ artillery must have embarrassed the

reconnaissance."3 2

Militarily the situation on May 24 was as follows: the

Federal line extended from Bottom's Bridge to Mechanicsville

upstream, with Keyes' and Heintzelman's corps on the south

side of the Chickahominy; McClellan was waiting for the

arrival of McDowell's corps before crossing the river and

30see Appendix II for a description and chart of the
location of these eleven bridges.

3l Thompson, "The Mili tary Engineer 1n the Civil War, It

£E. cit., p. 222.

3 2Records, Ope cit., I, 2, Part I, p. 645.
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starting his push towards Richmond. There is no logical

reason for McClella.n's decision to leave the III a.nd IV Corps

isolated on the south bank of the Chickahominy. The exposed

position of these two corps left them vulnerable to attack and

even extermination. McClellan learned· on the 28/th that

McDowell's corps was being sent to the Shenandoah Valley in

stead of to the Army of the Potoma. Instead of rushing to

reenforce or recall Keyes or Heintzelman he only ordered the

engineers to build two more bridges over the river. Barnard

felt that "as far as engineering operations were concerned,

the whole army could have been thrown over as early as the

28/th. ,,33

Johnston, hearing of McDowell's recall, was not going

to wait for McClellan to take the initiative. A heavy rain

on the night of May 30 inundated the bottom-lands along the

Chickahominy and swept away a number of Union bridges,

especially New Bridge. The following morning Longstreet

attacked Keyes' and Heintzelman's exposed corps. Thus began

the Battle of Fair Oaks.

It was during or after this battle that Comstock was

assigned to the engineering staff of General Sumner. Thomp

son states that the Battle of Fair Oaks could be plainly seen

from the engineer's camp. About 5:30 P. M. the battalion

attempted to rebuild New Bridge but rising water, heavy swamps,

33Barnard, Ope cit., p. 27.



and darkness made throwing the bridge impossible.34 General

Sumner, on his own initiative, moved his corps over the only

two remaining bridges in his vicinity to reenforce the

beleagured Union left wing and save it from virt~al extermin-

ation. Comstock described the scene of fighting around Fair

Oaks:

The battle yesterday and the day before was more
severe than we had supposed. There is every sign
of desperate fighting. One tree near Fair Oaks
was cut off by a shell and had 20 rifle balls 1n
it. Every tree in the vicinity was badly scarred. 35

The bloody encounter at Fair Oaks must be considered

a defeat for the Confederates for a number of reasons:

1) they failed in taeir attempt to destroy the two exposed

corps on the south bank of the Chickahominy; 2) they lost

more men than did the Army of the Potomac; 3) they lost

Johnston who was wounded in the battle (Robert E. Lee took

command of the Confederate forces around Richmond on June 1);

and 4> they withdrew from the positions they had gained and

Union forces reoccupied the ~rks.

During June McClellan did nothing to gain the initiative.

Two alternatives were open to him: 1) he could abandon the

White House-York River Railroad supply line and change his

base of supply to the James River, using the port facilities

of Norfolk that Huger had abandoned on May 10 and attack

34Thompson, "The Engineer Ba.ttalion in the Civil War,"
op. cit., p. 223.

35Comstock MSS, £E. cit., June 2, 1862.
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Richmond from that position; or 2) he could attack Richmond

from his present position of the Chickahominy and if unsuc-

cessful, then establish a line on the James River. Instead

of either of these two alternatives he remained almost in

the same position he occupied prior to the Battle of Fair

Oaks.

The Engineer Battalion was taxed almost to its limits

during the first week of June as it attempted to repair the

damages done to the bridges by the flood of May 30. Thompson

describes the engineer's lot:

Details were out every day, aiSO at night. The
constant work in the water of the Chickahominy
became very trying; the water had fallen; dead
animals and filth were encountered; heavy
showers at night rendered a dry sleep imgossible;
and the health of the command suffered.3

During this same period Comstock was being employed in

reconnaissances of the Confederate positions. On June 9 he

reported to Barnard that the rebels were constructing

artillery batteries in Garnett's Clearing. 37 The following

day he reported that his party had been shelled by this

battery but had suffered no damage. 38 Two days later he

again reported to Barnard that the enemy was constructing

new rifle pits around Old Tavern.39

36Thompson, "The Engineer Battalion in the Civil War,"
Ope cit., p. 224.

37Records, Ope cit., I, 51, Part I, p. 666.

38Ib i d ., p. 669.

39 Ib id ., p. 673.
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While Comstock was carrying out his reconnaissances the

Engineer Battalion continued to rebuild the destroyed bridges

and construct new ones, especially Duane's Bridge which was

large enough to support the heaviest artillery. On June 16

Comstock observed the Confederate position from a tree near

Garnett's Clearing. With his report to Barnard he included a

sketch. 40 The following day he reported that the rebels were

throwing up earthworks and constructing new artillery roads.41

Thompson states in his diary that on June 19 Comstock examined

the area between the Chickahominy and James River. 42 This may

be the first indication that McClellan was pondering a move

ment of the Army of the Potomac to a new base on the James

River.

McClellan's mind was made up by Lee. Secretly recalling

Jackson from the Valley he had, on June 26, sent Longstreet,

D. H. Hill, A. P. Hill, and Jackson, two-thirds of his entire

army, against Porter's single corps entrenched along Beaver

Dam Creek north of the Chickahominy. This movement severed

the Army of the Potomac's supply link with White House and

thus forced a shift to the James upon McClellan. Porter was

to remain and cover the Union rear, a task assigned to pqrter

40 Ibid., pp. 677-78.

4lIbid.

42Thompson, "The Engineer Battalion in the Civil War, n
Ope cit., p. 224.
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"almost the character of a forlorn hope. ,,).+3 Wi th but frag-

mentary reenforcements, Porter had to bear the full burden of

the onslought that roared down upon him. Luckily, the tardi

ness of Jackson saved him from utter destruction. Night ended

the Battle of Mechanicsville but Lee was bound to attack again

in the morning.

During the night of the 26/th Porter withdrew to new posi

tions near Duane's Bridge and Sumner's Upper Bridge. During

the hours of darkness his baggage trains and heavy artillery

was sent across the river. As expected, Lee attacked the fol

lowing morning and again Porter had to withstand repeated

assaults. This was the Battle of Gaine's Mill. Towards even

ing his battered line could hold no longer and it finally broke.

By this time Duane's Bridge had been destroyed and the remnants

of Porter's V Corps crossed the Chickahominy on Sumner's Upper

Bridge. When all elements of the Army of the Potomac were on

the S) uth bank of the river all bridges which the engineers

had worked so hard to construct were taken up or destroyed.

With the transfer of McCJe llan' s army to the south bank

of the Chickahominy completed, it turned its back on Richmond

and began what can only be considered a "retreat" to the James

River. McClellan had one advantage over Lee in that he knew

where he was going. Lee would have to find out and it would

take him the better part of two days to fUlly understand

43swinton, Ope cit., p. 148.



McClellan's intentions. Even still, the Army of the Potomac

was not out of danger.

The withdrawal (retreat?) from White House to Harrison's

Landing severely taxed the energy of the engineer battalion.

Besides the destruction of the Chickahominy bridges it was

given the added responsibility of constructing new roads for

the withdrawing army. Especially difficult was keeping the

White Oak Swamp crossing in usable condition. 44 Because of the

heavy traffic of trains and artillery the roads had to be cord-

uroyed practically the entire length of the swamp. Due to the

time element the battalion's sick and wounded had to be left at

Savage Station to be captured by the Confederates. 45

After the Battles of Savage Station (June 29), Frayser's

Farm (June 30), and Malvern Hill (July 1) the Army of the

Potomac finally arrived at Harrison's Landing on July 2.46

Instead of getting a much needed rest the engineers were

immediately detailed to slash timber and brush so the Union

gunboats anchored in the river could have a clear field of

fire in the event Lee should attempt an assualt on the new

44see IIWhite House to Harrison's Landing," Atlas, £E.
cit., Plate XIX, Map 1. This map shows the daily position of
the Army of the Potomac from White House to Harrison's
Landing.

45lJ.'hompson, "The Engineer Battalion in the Civil war,"
Q£. cit., pp. 226-27.

46Comstock made a number of sketches in Volume IV of
his diary that pertain to the Peninsular Campaign. See the
following frame numbers of microfilm: 13, 14, 16, 19,& 20.
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base. The engineers, like the Army of the Potomac as a whole,

was in no condition to immediately assume the offensive. Com-

pany A of the Engineer Battalion had one man capable of duty

and other companies a~so h~d a high sick and disabled list.47

If McClellan was to earn any glory in the Peninsular

Campaign it was in the movement of the Army of the Potomac to

tne sanctuary of the James River. Given only twenty-four

hours advantage he was able to traverse inhospitable territory

saving everything that could be moved and destroying the rest.

Even with Lee's hounds in pursuit McClellan was not the fright

ened rabbit but the cagey fox which led an organized retreat,

not a rout.

McClellan's position at Harrison's Landing was militarily

better for an attack on Richmond than his position astride the

Chickahominy. He still had his army intact and was in a good

position to receive reenforcements and supplies. All that

would have had to be done was to transfer his army to the south

bank of the James River and attack Richmond by was of Peters

burg as Grant did in 1864-65. There was some favorable opinion

in Washington as to the value of this pl~n but it was never

carried out by McClellan.

What contributions did Comstock make to this campaign or

what knowledge did he gain as a result of it? In the advance

up the peninsula he was employed at various time in recon-

47Thompson, "The Engineer Battalion in the CivIl War,"
£E. cit., p. 228.
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noitering the rebel positions. Throughout the war he would be

called upon to carry out these always hazardous missions. He

also gained valuable experience in siege warfare at a time

when no member of the Corps of Engineers had any practical or

even little theoretical knowledge of siege operations. This

experience would be put to use again at Vicksburg and later at

Spanish Fort. Any military operations in the South necessitated

the bridging of many streams. Again as an engineer field

experience in the construction of pontoons added to Comstock's

knowledge which would later prove valuable, especially at

Fredericksburg. One might say that the Peninsular Campaign,

although it gained nothing militarily for the North, added

immensely to the logistical and engineering knowledge of how

to conduct future operations.
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CHAPTER V

THE ANTIETAM CAMPAIGN

To understand why McClellan never had the opportunity to

attack Richmond from his base at Harrison's Landing a discus

sion of the role of Major-General John Pope is necessary.

Pope, whose ordered duty was to protect Washington but whose

avowed purpose was to take Richmond by the overland route,

was placed in command of the Army of Virgina. To accomplish

this he would have to have the services of the Army of the

Potomac. Both he and George Halleck brought pressure on Presi

dent Lincoln to withdraw McClellan from the Peninsula under

the gUise of protecting Washington.

Lee would have also liked to see McClellan removed from

the Peninsula. As long as the Army of the Potomac remained at

its base at Harrison's Landing the Confederate commander could

do nothing but remain in a defensive attitude near Richmond.

While Pope was urging the recall of the Army of the Potomac,

McClellan in his own .a~ was proceeding with his plan to

attack the Confederate capitol. Comstock only made scattered

entries in his diary during the two months that the Army of the

Potomac remained at Harrison's Landing. These entries were for

the second week in July, 1862, when he was ordered by General

McClellan to examine roads in the area around Barrett's Ferry

to ascertain the possibility of constructing a bridge across

the Chickahominy. Comstock felt a bridge in this area was
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practical and from July 11-14 he was engaged in superintending

its construction. 1

Showing some new found initiative, McClellan, on August

6, reoccupied Malvern Hill, only to withdraw the following day.

On August 13 McClell~n was in turn ordered by General Halleck,

now Genera1-in-Chief of United states Armies, to withdraw from

the peninsula. This decision allowed Lee to also move north

to join Jackson who was encamped at Gordonsville at the junc-

tion of the Virginia Central and Orange and AlexandrIa Railroad.

IBarrett's Ferry is no longer in existence but was
located near where the present bridge on Virginia Highway 5
crosses the Chickahominy a short distance from its mouth.
There is a discrepancy be tween Coms tock' s diary and Barnard' 8
engineering report as to the dates of the construction of this
bridge. Comstock states he reconnoitered the position on July
10 and the bridge was completed on July 14. Barnard states:
"On the 10/th of August, Lt. Comstock received orders from
yourself (General Marcy, McClellan's Chief-of-Staff) to an
examination of the Chickahominy River at Barrett's Ferry and
roads leading to it and on his return that night orders were
issued for the construction of a bridge." Records,~. cit.,
I, 2, Part 1, p. 123. The author believes that Comstock's
dates are incorrect for a number of reasons: 1) Barnard's
date corresponds to the withdrawal date of the Anny of the
Potomac from Harrison's Landing (August 14); 2) July 14 is the
last entry in Comstock's diary until September 6, 1562, and if
he meant August 14 it is understandable that the withdrawal of
McClellan's army and its movement back to bases near Washington
would have taken so much of Comstock's time that he would not
have had time to make entries in his journal; 3) Comstock, on
July 8, mentions that Confederate artillery bombarded the Union
base at Harrison's Landing-if he meant August 8 this would
coincide with Lee's diversionary operations to screen the with
drawal of A. P. Sill's division to join Jackson at his bases
as Gordonsville. Also see Volume IV (microfilm) frames 21-28
of Comstock's diary for his sketches in the area of Barrett's
Ferry.
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Comstock's whereabouts between August 14 and September 6

are not clear but some conjectures can be made. If he still

were assigned to General Sumner's command he disembarked at

Acquia Creek Landing on the Potomac River on August 31. This

appears to be the case as his diary includes a s:ketch of Acquia

Creek Landing and a reconnaissance report of' the area. 2 If

Comstock took part in the Second Battle of Bull Run there is no

indication of it in his diary or the literature. The major part

of Sumner's II Corps did not take part in the above battle so

possibly Comstock was not involved. The next entry in his

diary is for September 6, 1862, when the Army of the Potomac

was already inside the defenses of Washington and Lee had begun

his first invasion of the North.

On September 7 Comstock was assigned to General McClellan's

headquarters and on the fOllowing day was encamped at Rockville,

assembly point for the Army of the Potomac. Its mission: To

stay between Lee's Army of Northern Virginia and the nation's

capitol, and, if possible to destroy Lee.

Even for the commander of the Army of Northern Virginia,

Lee's invasion of the North was a daring maneuver. Lee planned

to concentrate his army in the Cumberland Valley west of South

Mountain near Hagerstown, Maryland. From this point he would

invade Pennsylvania, especially Harrisburg, where he planned

2See frames 33-)6 of microfilm of Comstock's diary,
Volume IV.
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on destroying the 3altimore and Ohio Railroad bridge over the

Susquehanna River thus closing the main northern supply route

from the west. He could then turn his attention to such cities

as Philadelphia, Washington, and Baltimore.

Before Lee could begin his movement into Pennsylvania be

would have to be sure of his lines of communication with Rich

mond. A threat to this line were the Union garrisons at

Harper's Ferry and Martinsburg. Lee decided that before he

moved these Union strongpoints would have to cleared out.

On September 9 Lee issued Special Order 191. This order

split Lee's army into four parts. Three columns (Jackson,

Walker, McLaws) were to converge on Harper's Ferry while the

fourth (Longstreet, D. H. Hill) was to proceed across South

Mountain towards Hagerstown. Jackson, after the capture of

Harper's Ferry and Martinsburg, was to rejoin Lee on or about

September 13.

In view of the circumstances, Lee's plan was dangerous.

Why did he do it? Lee knew McClellan. Against a driving

opponent, Lee probably never would have attempted such a daring

maneuver but he felt that McClellan would approach so caut

iously that Jackson could return before McClellan could come

within striking distance of the Army of Northern Virginia. So

confident was Lee of McClellan's dilatory approach that he did

not even make any provision for guarding the gaps of South

Mountain.

The Army of the Potomac arrived at Frederick, Maryland,
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two days after Lee had departed. 3 On September 13 McClellan

and his staff arrived. That afternoon a fantastic event

occurred; a copy of Lee's Special Order 191 was found and given

to !>1cClellan. A blueprint to disaster for Lee. All I'1cClellan

had to do was cross South Mountain and plant himself between

Jackson and Lee. The two wings of the Confederate army could

then be destroyed in turn.

But again McClellan, with his characteristic caution, was

slow in getting his columns underway for South Mountain. Com-

stock was at this time with General Sumner's corps as it

advanced up the Smokestown Road towards Middletown. 4

On September 13 Lee was notified by a Confederate sym-

pathizer that his Special Order 191 was in Union hands.

Immediately the South Mountain passes became a matter of

extreme importance to Lee. Jackson had not yet captured

Harper's Ferry and McClellan's troops were already on the

Frederick-Hagerstown Road. If the Union army could force the

South Mountain gaps, Lee was doomed.

Lee had no other alternative but to place his outnumbered

forces in a position to defend Turner's, Fox's, and Crampton's

Gaps. On the morning of September 14 the Confederates could

only watch as the huge columns of the Army of the Potomac

3For composition, losses, and strength of the Confed
erate and Union forces see "Opposing Forces in the Maryland
Carnpaign,1I Vol. II, Battles and Leaders of the Civil war,
£E. £i!., pp. 598-603.

4Records, £E. cit., I, 51, Part I, p. 831.
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crossed the Middletown Valley, formed lines of battle, and

marched up the roads to the gaps. With Burnside's and

Franklin's assault began the Battle of South Mountain. 5

By nightfall all three gaps were either in Union hands or

would be in a short time. Lee had gained a day but he had

lost the initiative. The invasion of Pennsylvania was

impossible; his only objective was now to save his army.

The following day a stroke of luck was in line for Lee;

Jackson had taken Harper's Ferry and was rushing north to Lee's

aid. Confident of Jackson's return, Lee took a defensive posi-

tion at Sharpsburg along Antietam Creek. A new possibility

presented itself to Lee. If Jackson returned in time he might

even be able to take the offensive against the approaching

McClellan. If not, he could still escape across the nearby

fords of the Potomac River.

Jackson did arrive in time to be present for McClellan's

assault on September 16. 6 As this paper is concerned with Com-

stock's activities during this period it is unnecessary to re-

count the bloody battle that raged back and forth near Sharps-

burg and Antietam Creek for the next two days.

On the day of the Battle of Antietam Comstock was,

5see "Battlefields of South Mountain, It Atlas, £E. cit.,
Plate XVII, Map 3.

6See oJ'Map of the Ba t tIe of An t 1e tam, Saptembe r 16-17,
1862," Atlas, £E.. ci t., PIa te XVIII, Maps 1 & 2. The se two
maps show the positions of the two armies during the Battle of
An tie tam.



-'-----"~

51

according to a report in the Official Records, on a recon

naissance near Centreville. 7 If this report were correct it

would place Comstock on the Warrenton Turnpike some fifty plus

miles from the battlefield at Antietam. It was further compli

cated by a message from General Marcy dated September 18 to

General Franklin, commander of the VI Corps, that Comstock was

being sent to Franklin to indicate where he was to attack the

following morning. 8 Could Comstock have been at Centreville

on the l6/th and at Sharpsburg on the 18/th? From biographical

reports on Comstock, including one by himself personally, it

would appear that the later report is more correct.

After the Battle of Antietam Lee moved his army to

Opequan Creek where he reorganized and reenforced his battered

command. McClellan sat north of the Potomac and did nothing

except feud with Washington over what his next move was to be.

Sometime in September Comstock was assigned to superintend

the strengthening of the Union defenses at Harper's Ferry. In

October Comstock received orders from Halleck relieving him

from duty with the Army of the Potomac and assigning him to the

command of General Wright. On October 6 McClellan sent the

following message to Halleck:

Lt. Comstock has been engaged in arranging and
superintending the defenses of Harper's Ferry and
his services cannot be dispensed wi th there at
this time without manifest detriment -to-thff

7Records, £E. cit., I, 9, Part III, p. 308.
8Ibid., I, 51, Part I, p. 848.
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of Harper's Ferry. Dated Sept. 26, 1862.
of Maryland Heights.
of Loudon Heights.
of the redoubts to be built around Harper's
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service, as he has made himself familiar with the
whole ground ••• I should regret very much to lose
the servic~s of Lt. Comstock at Harper's Ferry at
this time.':I

On October 17 Comstock submitted his report for the defenses

of Harper's Ferry.lO This report was accepted by Duane,

McClellan, Halleck, and Secretary of War stanton.~l

9Ibid., I, 9, Part II, p. 387.

10Ibid., pp. 441-42.

lIThe following pertain to frame numbers of Volume IV
of microfilm of the Comstock diaries in Florence Wing Library,
Wisconsin state University at La Crosse:

37-,38 - Ske tch
;39 -40 - Ske tch
41-42 - Ske tch
43-44 - Sketch

Ferry.
49 - Sketch of stone blockhouse for Harper's Ferry.

51-54 - Sketch of overall defenses of Harper's Ferry to
accompany report.

See Appendix III for a copy of Comstock's recommendations for
the defenses of Harper's Ferry.
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CHAPTER VI

THE FREDERICKSBURG AND CHANCELLORSVILLE CAMPAIGN

Throughout November both the President and Halleck became

increasingly impatient with McClellan's resistance to moving

the Army of the Potomac. Finally, on October 21, Halleck

ordered McClellan to submit a plan of operations. Apparently,

the commander of the Army of the Potomac had no specific plan

in mind, though he did move his forces to an area south of the

Manassas Gap Railroad near Warrenton, Virginia. This half

hearted move was easily countered by Lee's now reenforced and

reorganized Army of Northern Virginia. On November 7 President

Lincoln removed McClellan from command.

Lincoln'n new commander was Major-General Ambrose E. Burn

side who, although junior to other Union generals, had proved

himse~f militarily and had no political aspirations. Burnside,

with possibly false modesty, did not feel qualified for the

position, a fact which was clearly evident in the succeeding

months.

Two days after his appointment, Burnside submitted a plan

of operations which was accepted somewhat reluctantly by Lincoln.

This proposal was a simple straightforward move to Fredericks

burg, Virginia, across the Rappahannock River at this point,

and then advance towards Richmond. Fredericksburg was chosen

as a crossing point because it had a direct rail connection

(Richmond-Fredericksburg and Potomac Railroad) with Acquia
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Creek and thus a secure water supply line with Washington.

Burnside's plan was approved by Lincoln on N6vember 14.
On November 9 General Cullum, Halleck's Chief-of-Staff,

requested the services of Comstock and McAlester in Washington.

Burnside replied, "McAlester is not here, Comstock is very

necessary to us but will send him if you wi she ttl The reason

for Burnside's request to keep Comstock on his staff was Com

stock's knowledge, which he gained during the Peninsular

Campaign, of bridging streams. Much of the success or failure

of Burnside's advance would depend upon crossing the Rappahan

nock from Falmouth and occupying Fredericksburg as well as the

heights around the city before Lee could organize to thwart

the crossing. Burnside placed Comstock in charge or organizing

and moving the pontoon trains from Washington to Fredericksburg.

The Army of the Potomac had been reorganized into three

Grand Divisions commanded by Sumner, Hooker, and Franklin.

Sumner and Franklin were to cross the Rappahannock on pontoon

bridges Which were to arrive approximately the same time they

did at Falmouth. Many historia~place the blame for Burnside's

failure not so much on himself but on the Quartermaster Corps'

inability to supply or coordinate the movement of the pontoon

trains to Falmouth. Must Comstock share in this criticism

since he was in charge of obtaining these trains?

Reports in the Official Records point out that the fail-

IRecords, loc. cit.
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ure of the movement of the trains appears to be more of a

mix-up on the part of the Q.uartermaster Corps than anything

else. The following facts bear this out. Burnside was

appointed commander of the Army of the Potomac on November 7.

He submitted his plan to President Lincoln two days later.

Lincoln approved the plan on November 14. It seems logical

that the bridges would not have been ordered until Lincoln

had given his approval. On November 14 Comstock sent a message

to a Captain Bowers, presumably of the Quartermaster Corps,

inquiring how long it would take to outfit these trains and

send them on their way.2 There is no indication of how many

trains were ordered originally but at least six were used

during the campaign. Comstock received his answer on the

morning of November 15 that two bridges would be sent; one by

the land route, the other by water to Acquia Creek Landing.

This date would coincide with the date the Army of the Potomac

set in motion for FaLmouth. Comstock, on the same day,

notified General D. P. Woodbury, commander of the Engineer

Battalion of the Army of the Potomac, that both trains were

to be sent by water to Acquia Creek.) Leading elements of

Sumner's II Corps arrived at Falmouth on the north bank of

the Rappahannock on November 17 but had no pontoons to cross

the river. At this time tne Quartermaster Corps had had only

2Ib id., p. 580.

3Ibid., I, 51, Part I, p. 946.
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three days to organize the trains, load them on steamers,

send them to Acquia Creek, unload them on wagons, and

transport them to Falmouth. In the author's opinion no great

censure can be placed on the quartermasters to this point

simply because, unless they were operating at peak efficiency,

it should have taken them at least three days t 0 accomplish

this task.

On November 17 Comstock received a message from one

Major Spaulding that the trains would not be organized until

the following day.4 On the 18/th the trains still had not

left Washington due to the lack of harnesses and teamsters for

the two hundred and seventy horses. 5 On November 25, a week

late, one train finally arrived. The opportunity for an unop-

posed crossing had ceased to exist because Longstreet's corps

was already occupying Marye's Heights and Jackson and Lee were

enroute.

Was the late arrival of the pontoon trains that much of a

disaster to Burnside's plans? When Sumner arrived on the l7/th

the Rappahannock was at low water mark and thus could have been

forded in several spots. Had Burnside allowed Sumner to cross

as he had requested and occupied Fredericksburg and Marye's

Heights at that time the outcome of the campaign might have

been appreciably different. Burnside, possibly remembering

the exposure of Keyes' corps on the south bank of the Chickahominy

4Ibid., I, 21, p. 84-85.

5Ibid.
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during the Peninsular campaign, feared that a rise in the

river might isolate Sumner's corps leaving him to the mercy

of the oncoming Confederates. One must appreciate Burnside's

motives but he had lost a golden opportunity and thus sacri

ficed many of his men when he finally attempted an assault on

the city. Comstock, on November 21, received a surprise; he

was appointed Chief Engineer of the Army of the Potomac. 6

Although Burnside must have placed some blame on the engineers

for the ~te arrival of his pontoon trains (he had General

Woodbury arrested until he could offer a satisfactory explana

tion) he did not hold Comstock personally responsible.

Three days after his appointment as Chief Engineer, Comstock

had the opportunity to observe the newest addition to the

Army of the Potomac, the Balloon Corps. Although at this time

a part of the Quartermaster Corps, it would eventually become

part of the Corps of Engineers and Comstock's responsibility.

Balloon had already been used in military observations

by the French during the Crimean War. When the American Civil

War broke out T. C. S. Lowe, among others, interested the Fed

eral government in the military use of balloons. Originally,

the newly formed Balloon Coprs was assigned to the Topographical

Engineers and Lowe officially began his duties on August 5, 1861.

The firs t Union balloon ascen t was made Augus t 29, 1861,

near Arlington, Virginia, and was immediately fired on by the

6 I bid., p. 785.
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Confederates. for the first eighteen months that the Balloon

Corps was in operation accurate identification and correct

interpretation of what was seen was difficult for the observors.

Besides the observational uses the balloons could act as fire

control for artillery. The first aerial correction of artillery

fire was done on September 24, 1861, when a balloonist acted

as fire control for General W. F. Smith who was shelling Falls

Church, Virginia, from his position at Chain Bridge on the

Potomac.

The major difficulty faced by Lowe and his assistants was

that they had no military status. As civilians this proved

dangerous in that if they were captured by the rebels they

could claim no protection of uniform and technically could be

charged with being spies. Because of their civilian status it

became necessary to place them under some branch of the army

and its officers. In many cases these officers, such as Com-

stock who had his own engineering duties to perform, often

found the additional responsibility of the balloons trying.

Many times there were clashes of personalities and respon-

sibilities between Lowe and the army officers. This will be

seen later in the case of Comstock. Lowe declared later in

his memoirs, It ••• I was subject to every young and inexper-

ienced lieutenant or captain who for the time being was placed

in charge of the BaIlon Corps.,,7 Lowe also stated that these

7Frederick S. Haydon, Aeronautics in the Union and Con
federate Armies (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1941),-P: 303,
cIting the Lowe Memoirs, p. 166.
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officers were more of a serious hindrance than a help.

Consequently, the Balloon Corps became an unwanted orphan,

juggled from one branch of the military to another. At its

inception it became a segment of the Topographic Engineers.

On March 31, 1862, it was transferred to the ~uartermaster

Corps. Finally, on April 7, 1863, it became a part of the Corps

of Engineers, placed under the direction of Cyrus B. Comstock.

By November 30 the entire Confederate army was in position

around Fredericksburg. 8 Burnside, while waiting for his trains,

was determined not to allow Lee to take the initiative and

cross the Rappahannock upstream to strike the Union right flank.

Comstock personally inspected the fords on both the Rappahan

nock and the Rapidan Rivers. Diary Volume V contains detailed

descriptions and drawings of the various fords. To keep Lee

from crossing the rivers Comstock ordered the engineers to

build batteries at both U. S. and Bank's Fords. 9

Another criticism of Burnside has been that, like

McClellan at Antietam, he did not effectively scout the rebel

positions before he attacked. he tended to rely too much on

the reports from balloons. Many times observations made from

aloft were inaccurate and misleading. Whatever the case,

Burnside was intent upon crossing the Rappahannock directly in

8See Figure 3 and "Fredericksburg," Atlas, .Q.E.. ci t. ,
Plate XXXIII, Map 1. The later is an excellent 'map showing
the Confederate positions from Port Royal upstream to
Fredericksburg.

9Records, .Q.E.. cit., I, 9, Part I, p. 952.
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front of Fredericksburg instead of farther downstream as

Skinker's Neck or Port Royal. This is evident when, on Dec

ember 8, Comstock ordered the engineers to see if a dam could

be destroyed across the Rappahannock downstream from Falmouth. IO

This would have lowered the river in front of Fredericksburg

and made the pontoon crossing less difficult.

The Army of the Potomac began its crossings on the night

of December 10 on six pontoon bridges. The location of these

bridges and the placement of the artillery covering them were

the responsibility of Comstock. ll Franklin's crossing down

stream from Fredericksburg met with little opposition but

Sumner had difficulty from snipers within the town who contin-

ually picked off engineers working on Sumner's bridges. Burn

side, in his official report stated "that no more difficult

feat has been performed during the war than the throwing of

these bridges in the face of enemy by these brave men. n12

General Woodbury, reinstated as commander of the Engineer

Battalion, stated, "1 take pleasure in acknowledging the

assistance of Lt. C. B. Comstock, Chief Engineer."l3 The cross-

IOIb~d., p. 954.

11See "Sketch Showing Position of Pontoon Bridges and
Guns Covering Them at Fredericksburg, Virginia, December 11-15,
1862, " Atlas, op. cit., PIa te XXV, Map 4. This map was
drawn by Comstock. --

12Records, Ope cit., I, 21, p. 89.

l3Ibid., p. 171.



ing of the Army of the Potomac was completed on December 12

during a heavy morning fog.

The following morning Burnside initiated the battle

against Lee's entire entrenched army. The Union commander

mistakenly supposed he faced only a part of the Confederate

force. The balloon observers must have failed to detect the

return of D. H. Hill and Jubal Early from Port Royal and

Skinker's Neck. The bloody assaults only gained for the Union

a 10,000 man casualty list. Taking its bridges up behind it,

the Army of the Potomac withdrew back across the Rappahannock

during the night of December 17. It can only be assumed that

Comstock was responsible for the removal of these bridges.

Burnside kept the Army of the Potomac in the vicinity of

Falmouth until January 20. Five days after the disaster at

Fredericksburg, a small Union force was pushed across the

river below the town. The purpose of this crossing is unknown

but again Comstock was in charge of throwing the pontoon bridge.

A report by Colonel Normal J. Hall, commander of the Third

Brigade, stated, "Lt. Comstock ••• directed the embarkation

personally • • • The boats pushed gallantly across under a

sharp fire." 14

On January 20 Burnside began his famous "mud march" up the

Rappahannock in hopes of turning Lee's left flank. Comstock

was again involved in reconnaissances ahead of the movement.

14Ioid., p. 282.



On the day the advance began he reported that a crossing

ordered for General Sumner's oorps was impractical. I $ Two

days later he reported enemy concentrations near Seddons,

Mansfield, and Massaponx. 16 Bad weather, low morale, and

increasing quarrels between Burnside and his subordinates, all

combined to finally halt this movement. On January 2$ presi-

dent Lincoln relieved Burnside from command along with two of

the Grand Division's commanders, Sumner and Franklin.

The new commander of the Army of the Potomac was Major-

General Joseph Hooker. While Hooker reorganized the deter

iorating Army of the Potomac Comstock was sent to the Union

supply depot at Acquia Creek. His purpose here was to super

intend the construction of defensive works at the landing. 1 7

On February 2 Comstock submitted his plan for the defenses of

the landing to General Butterfield. IS Comstock's recommenda-

tions were approved and the defensive works were completed on

March 22.

Hooker's plan for the forthcoming offensive was essentia1ly

the same as Burnside's in late lS62; march up the Rappahannock

and turn Lee's left flank. This maneuver would be difficult

as Lee had fortified all the fords from Port Royal below Fred-

l6Ib1d ., I, 51, Part I, p. 977.

l7Ibid., I, 25, Part II, p. 56.

l8Ibid ., I, 51, Part I, p. 979; also see Volume IV of
the Corns toCl{'(Iiaries for his notes and tk etches of Acquia Creek
depot.
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ericksburg to Bank's Ford upstream. Either a weak spot in

Lee's defensive line would have to be found or the Army of the

Potomac would have to cross farther upstream near Chancellors-

ville. Again the commander of the Army of the Potomac turned

to his Chief Engineer for information.

On February 3 Comstock submitted a notice to General

Butterfield, Hooker's Chief-of-Staff, of the various fords

on the Rappahannock between Skinker's Neck and U. S. Ford. 19

Three days later he submitted a reconnaissance report as to

which fords would be the best and safest to cross. 20 Many of

the reconnaissances along the Rappahannock were made by Com-

stock personally as Volume IV of his diaries contain detailed

information and drawings of these fords. 2l

Comstock must have taken his first balloon ride on February

24 when Butterfield requested that Lowe take the Chief Engineer

up .ith him on an observation. 22 The fiight in the balloon

Washington must have impressed Comstock because three days later

19Ibid., pp. 980-81; also see Figure 4.
20Ibid., p. 982.

21The following numbers pertain to frame numbers of
the microfilm of Volume IV of the Comstock diaries;

65-66

67-72

73-74
75-76
79-80

- Description of Bank's, U. S .", Kelly's, Powell's
Ellis' and Field's Fords.

- Description of the various fords on the Rapidan
River.

- Sketch of Richard's Ferry.
- Sketch of U. S. Ford.
- Sketch of Skinker's Neck.

22Records, ££. cit., III, 3, p. 295.



Lowe was ordered to place a ballon at Comstock's dlsposal. 23

Throughout March Comstock continued to make flights in the

balloon Washington. Advantages of balloon observations over

those from towers and high points were many and Comstock was

"gratified with the knowledge he obtained.,,24 While in the

balloon Comstock made sketches of the Confederate positions

he observed.

Whether it was on Comstock's own volition or on the part

of General Halleck the Balloon Corps was, on April 7, trans

ferred from the immediate supervision of the Quartermaster

Corps to the Corps of Engineers, subject to the general admin

istrative control of Cyrus B. Comstock. As of March 30 Com

stock had been relieved from his position as Chief Engineer of

the Army of the Potomac and had been replaced by G. K. Warren.

The reason for this dismissal was not that he had not performed

his duties satisfactorily but it must be remembered that at

this time he was only a captain in a position that required an

officer of much higher rank. Warren, although an engineer, had

served as a line officer and had been wounded at the Battle of

Gaine's Mill during the Peninsular Campaign. Recovered from

his wound, a skilled engineer, and a senior officer, Warren

would have been a natural replacement for Comstock who then

took over command of the Balloon Corps. General Hooker, in a

23 Ib id ., p. 296.

24 Ib i d ., p. 299.
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Special Order, assigned Comstock not only the balloons and

their civilian personnel but also direct responsibility for

all expenditures and accounts of that segment of the Balloon

Corps with the Army of the Potomac. 25 One of the first things

Comstock inaugurated on taking command of the Corps was a new

system of reporting enemy positions. This was a simple triangu

lation method based on some known landmark and symbols repre-

santing the various Confederate camps, fortifications, and

movements which were observed from the balloon. This method

was effective in some cases but proved ineffective in others,

especially the Battle of Chancellorsville where accurate bal-

loon observations might have saved the day for the Union

forces •.26

The harmony which existed between Comstock and Lowe early

in 1863 slowly degraded in April of that year. As an adminis-

trator of the Balloon Corps Comstock not only established a new

system of reporting aerial observations but he also gave

specific orders as to rules for civilian employees, the keeping

of accurate logs and records, and care of equipment. What

caused the greatest amount of friction between Comstock and Lowe

was when Comstock informed Lowe that in the public interest it

might be necessary to reduce his pay from ten dollars per day

to six. 27 Comstock also dismissed Lowe's father from the service

25Ibid., p. 302.

26Haydon, Ope cit., pp. 322, 336.

27Records, Ope cit., III, 3, p. 302.
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charging the younger Lowe wi th nepotism. A number of other

instances increased the hard feelings between Comstock and

the younger Lowe. Comstock, after Lowe's resignation and the

disbandment of the BaIlon Corps, stated that if the balloons

were ever needed again he would not employ the Lowes. 28

Lowe did not immediately resign as he claimed he would

after his reduction in pay. Instead he remained in the

service until late 1863. Although Comstock was not overly

friendly to the aeronaut he still made use of the balloons

for aerial observations. On April 19 he ordered Lowe to submit

a detailed report of what provisions would be required for the

balloons while on the march. 29

Lowe finally did resign after the Battle of Chancellors

ville. It was about this time that Comstock was transferred to

Grant's Department of the Tennessee. Comstock was replaced by

Brigader-General Gouverneur K. Warren, the last officer to

exercise supervision over the aeronautic department of the

F'ederal army.

Hooker finaLly put the Army of the Potomac on the march

on April 27. The forcing of the Rappahannock and Rapidan fords

in the face of Confederate opposition would be a difficult

task. A Union demonstration would be made downstream from

Fredericksburg while Slocum would take three corps (his own

28Haydon, Ope cit., p. 55.
29Records, Ope cit., III, 3, p. 307.
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XII, Howard's XI, Meade's V) and cross the Rappahannock at

Kelly's Ford. After fording the Rappahannock the unit would

split into two segments: Howard and Slocum crossing the Rapi-

dan at Germanna Ford while Meade was to cross downstream at

Ely's Ford. Sedgwick's VI and Reynold's I Corps were to cross

the Rappahannock on four pontoon bridges downstream from Fred-

ericksburg. Couch's II Corps would eventually cross the

Rappahannock at u. S. Ford. This was an intricate plan whose

success depended largely on how rapidly the Army of the Potomac

could force the Rappahannock and Rapidan Fords.

As Slocum's three-corps were the primary enveloping force

it was imperative that they cross Kelly's, Germanna, and Ely's

Fords quickly. To insure the success of these crossings Hooker

ordered Comstock to superintend the throwing of the pontoon

bridges as Kelly's Ford. 30 The bridge was completed with

little Confederate opposition on April 29 and Slocum crossed

over the river.

As soon as V, XI, and XII Corps crossed the Rappahannock

Comstock was ordered to pUll the bridge and accompany Meade to

Ely's Ford.3l Here the bridge was again thrown for Meade to

cross the Rapidan. Meade, in his official report, stated:

I also desire to bear testimony to the zeal and
intellegence of Captain Comstock, Corps of Engineers,

30 Ibid., I, 25, Part II, pp. 264, 546, & 627; I, 51,
Part I, pp7275 & 1014.

31 rbid., I, 51, Part I, p. 509.
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in charge of the bridge-train at Kelly's Ford, and
which accompanied my column to the Rapidan and
United states Ford. 32

At the Union position near Chancellorsville General

Butterfield reported to Hooker that:

Comstock is here, pretty well used up; gone to bed;
reports his trains in bad condition • • • Have
mrected him to U. S. Ford very early tomorrow
A. M., in case nothing from you, to take his train. 33

The following morning Comstock was ordered to throw a bridge

at U. S. Ford over which Sickles' III Corps was to cross.

On April 30 pre~iminary skirmishes around Chancellorsville

favored Union forces. Late in the afternoon, over the protests

of his corps commanders, Hooker ordered his forces baok to the

posi tions they held on April 29. While this wi thdrawal was

being oompleted a balloon reported the weakness of Early's

forces at Marye's Heights at Fredericksburg. Hooker, like

McClellan at Yorktown, had surrendered the initiative. A

combined attaok by Hooker against Lee at Chancellorsville

and Sedgwiok against Early at Fredericksburg was a golden

opportunity to destroy the Army of Northern Virginia.

For some reason Hooker's courage failed. Once back at

Chancellorsvil1e the left wing of the Union army fortified

its new position. Meade's left flank was anohored securely

on the Rappahannock but Howard's position on the right was

dangling, vulnerable to an attack from along the Orange Turn-

32Ibid., I, 2$, Part I, p. 1016.

33 Ibid., I, 2$, Part II, p. 303.
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pike. Comstock inspected Howard's position on May 2-3 and must

have seen its weaknesses. All he did was suggest to the com-

mander of the XI Corps that he plug a number of gaps in his

line and establish a new battery.34 Lee's cavalry scouts

reported the exposed Union flank and Lee saw his opportunity

to destroy the three corps near Chancellorsville. This would

involve the movement of Jackson from his position at Catherine

Furnace opposite Sickles down a road to Brock Road to Orange

Turnpike near Wilderness Tavern, then down the Turnpike to

Howard's right near Talley's Farm. An examination of Figure

4 shows the danger of Lee's planning. 35 He had divided his

forces into three wings, all at least a day's march apart.

A concerted attack by Hooker and Sedgwick would have destroyed

hime. Even with reports of Jackson's movement, Hooker took no

real aggressive action.

Jackson, for a number of reasons, could not launch his

attack against noward until two hours before dark. After some

initial success it stalled as Union resistance hardened and

darkness approached. As Jackson formed his assault lines

3401iver O. Howard, "The Autobiography of Oltver Otis
Howard, Source Book of the Peninsular Campaign in Virginia
(Fort Leavenworth, Kansas: The General Service School Press,
1921), p. 131; Oliver O. Howard, "The ll/th Corps at Chancel
lorsville," Battles and Leaders of the Civil War, Vol. III
(New York: The Century Press, 18EE4~p. 195;~cords, 2£. cit.,
I, 25, Part I, p. 309.

35See the following maps: "Sketch of the Battles of
Chancellorsville, Salem Church, and Fredericksburg," Atlas, 2£.
cit., Plate XLI, Map 1; "Position of the Army at the Battle
field of Chancellorsville, May 1-5, 1863," Ibid., Plate CXXXV,
Map 6. ----
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Hooker ordered Sedgwick to attack on his front at Fredericks

burg. At this time Comstock was serving as liaison between

the two Union wings at Chancellorsville and Fredericksburg.36

On his fourth assault, Sedgwick drove Early from Marye's

Heights back of Fredericksburg and began his advance down the

Plank Road towards Lee's rear. Early was driven south along

Telegraph Road while only McLaws and later Wilcox's divisions

stood to check Sedgwick's advance. Sedgwick may have lacked

dash but not foresight. In case he might be cut off from

Fredericksburg, Sedgwick had a pontoon bridge thrown over the

Rappahannock at Scott's Ford when his advance was checked at

Salem Church.

Lee, hearing of Sedgwick's advance, again attempted a

brilliant but daring maneuver. L~aving only Stuart's corps

of 25,0000 to harry Hooker's 75,OO~ Lee advanced against

Sedgwick's single corps. Sedgwick learning the following

morning that Lee's whole army was in front of him placed his

back to Scott's Ford, fought Lee to a draw, and crossed his

bridge during darkness. There is no proof but there is a

possibility that Comstock could have been in charge of throw

ing Sedgwick's bridge at Scott.s Ford.

With Sedgwick safely across the river Lee again turned his

attention to Hooker whom Lee correctly surmised was demoralized.

But while Lee was advancing Hooker was Withdrawing over his

36Records, £E. cit., It 25, Part II, pp. 387-93.
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bridges to the north side of the Rappahannock. On May 6

the withdrawal was completed and the Chancellorsville Campaign

ended where it had begun; both armies on their respective side

of the river.

If any praise is due in the Chancellorsville Campaign it

should be given to the engineers, especially to Comstock.

Since the Union defeat at Fredericksburg he had planned and

surperintended the defensive works at Acquia Creek Landing,

reconnoitered the various fords of the Rappahannock and the

Rapidan, served as Chief Engineer of the Army of the Potomac,

commanded the Balloon Corps, and been responsible for the laying

of strategic bridges during the advance on Chancellorsville.

His contribution to the Union cause can be summed up in a

report by G. K. Warren who succeeded Comstock as Chief Engineer

of the Army of the Potomac. Warren stated:

Captain Comstock was there to assist in any'
emergency•••Captain Comstock was not under
my orders during these operations but I am
indebted to him for perfect cooperations In
all my duties.3?
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CHAPTER VII

THE SIEGE OF VICKSBURG

After the Battle of Chancellorsville the Union and Confed-

erate armies faced each other from opposite sides of the

Rappahannock. Hooker had pulled the Army of the Potomac back

to the vicinity of Harper's Ferry. Comstock again was employed

in his specialized capacity of reconnaissance. On May 31 he

and General Meade reconnoitered the fords of the Rappahannock

from Bank's Ford to Kelly's Ford. Lee knew that Hooker's

position was strong enough that even the strengthened Army of

Northern Virginia could not assault him. Remember, it was

Comstock who had planned the new defenses for Harper's Ferry.

Lee knew that to win the war he could not remain on the

defensive, but would have to strike north. Lee's move north

must have been anticipated by high military authorities in

Washington because on June 7, 1863, Halleck ordered Comstock

to:

••• immediately repair to the city of Pittsburg,
Pa., and make preparations for the defense of that
place against a possible rebel raid ••• The main
object of your mission is to assist municipal
authorities and people in preparing their own
defense .1

Two days later General Lee embarked on his second and last

invasion of the North.
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From all indications Comstock never went to Pittsburg.

Sometime in the second week of June he was ordered to duty

wi th Grant's Department of the Tennessee as Assistant Engineer.

There is no disclosure in the Official Records of the exact

date but it must have been around June 9 or 10. The only

entries Comstock made in his diaries pertaining to the Vicks-

burg Campaign were June 13 and 17. On the former date he was

at Memphis, Tennessee, bound for Grant in front of Vicksburg. 2

Traveling by train and river steamer it would have taken him

at least three days to reach Memphis from Harper's Ferry. This

would have given him only two days to superintend the defenses

of Pittsburg if he went there at a~l. He arrived at Vicksburg

on June 16.3 Before discussing Comstock's role in the Vicks-

burg Campaign a short synopsis of the campaign before his

arrival will be given.

After nine months of frustration Grant arrived in front

of Vicksburg on May 18, 1863. Owing to the high morale of the

Federal troops and his feeling that the defenses could be

taken by assault, Grant ordered one for the following day. It

failed. Three days later a second assault was attempted and

after some initial success it a~so failed. Realizing further

attempts were futile, Grant ordered siege operations to begin.

2Comstock MSS, Ope cit., IV, June 13, 1863.

3rbid., June 16, 1863; Records, Ope cit., I, 24, Part
T, p. 101-.-- -- --
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The city of Vicksburg stood on a plateau composed of

fine calcareous loess. This plateau was approximately five

miles long, two miles wide, and two to tnree hundred feet

above the Mississippi. Loess soil has the unique character-

istic of not eroding in the same manner as water-borne soils.

Because of the interlocking nature of its particles the soil

erodes into irr'egular ravines of very complex arrangement

and configuration. These ravine5have almost vertical walls

which are difficult for a man to climb without using both

hands. Topography, combined with rebel defenses, did not

make Vicksburg an ideal location for siege operations.

Confederate occupation of Vicksburg was the immediate

result of the fall-of New Orleans on April 25,1862.4 The

natura~ defensive position of the city made it ideal for

thwarting any Union attempt to open the Mississippi River.

Placement of heavy batteries along the river began immediately

upon Confederate occupation. In September, 1862, fortifica

tions on the land-side were started. Over-all responsibility

for the defenses of Vicksburg were assigned to S. H. Lockett,

Chief Engineer of the Department of Mississippi and East

Louisiana.

In general, the Confederate line began on the M1.ssis

sippi two miles above the city and following the crest of a

48. H. Lockett, "The Defenses of Vicksburg, U Battles
and Leaders of the Civil War, Vol. 1 (New York: The century
Company, 1884T,P7 482. -
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ridge curved for eight to nine miles to the river bluff below

the city.5 Included also on the river-side were four miles of

rifle pits and heavy batteries consisting of thirty-one pieces

of heavy caliber siege guns and thirteen pieces of mobile

field artillery.

At commanding points a~ong the Confederate line on the

land-side extensive lunettes, redans, and closed redoubts

were constructed. A total on 128 pieces of artillery were

encompassed within these forts. Thirty-six of these were

of heavy caliber and the remainder field pieces. Parapets for

these batteries were twenty-five feet thick and ten feet high,

fronted by vertical ditches six feet deep. Between these bat-

teries a line of entrenched rifle pits were built, which were

protected by parapets and ditches. From a military standpoint

Vicksburg was an entrenched camp "owing much of its extra-

ordinary strength to the difficult nature of the ground, which

rendered rapidity of movement and unity of effort in an

assault, impossible.n6

From the east six roads and one railroad entered the city.

These strategic lines of communication were commanded by nine

forts. Inside these powerful Confederate works Lieutenant-

General John C. Pemberton felt he could withstand siege until

5see Figure .5 and "Map of the Siege of Vicksburg,"
Atlas, Ope cit., Plate XXXVI, Map 2. This map was surveyed
and arawn under Comstock's direction.

6Adam Badeau, Military Historl of Ul~sses §.. Grant,
Vol. 1 (New York: D. Apple ton and Company, I 68) p. 29'7.
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relieved. 7

Thus the si tus..tion stood on May 22, 1863. Grant was

determined to capture this long sought prize and open the

Mississippi. Pemberton, & though ordered to evacuate, was

just as determined to hold it. 8 Both men faced many problems

in accomplishing their objectives.

Grant's position in front of Vicksburg was not militarily

sound. With Pemberton in front of him and Johnston organizing

an army at his rear, a combined attack by both could have

forced Grant to lose not only Vicksburg but his whole army as

well. Grant's first problem would be to collect enough men to

oonduct siege operations and at the same time keep Johnston in

check.

Another difficult problem Grant faced was how to conduct

the siege itself. When operations began there were only six

officers, including Grant, that were graduates of the Military

academy, and none of these had any practical or little theor

etical knowledge of siege operations. 9 EarLy in the campaign

7When General Joseph E. Johston ordered Pemberton to
evacuate the city he replied, "With the proper economy of
subsistence and ordinance stores, I know I could stand a siege. It

Cited in Badeau, Military History, pp. 299-300.

8For the composition, losses, and strength of each army
see: "Opposing Forces in the Vicksburg Campaign," Battles and
Leaders of the Civil War, Ope cit., Vol. III, pp. 546-50.-- -- -- -

9Badeau, Militarl History, Ope cit., pp. 337-38;
James H. Wilson, Under the old F1~-,-VOr:-l (New York: D.
Appelton and Company, l~);-P. •
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every officer below the rank of general was on engineering

duty. There also were no specifically designated engineer

troops in Grant's army. This in many ways accounts for the

numerous mistakes made and the lack of progress that might

have been expected during the early stages of the siege

operations.

To completely invest the Confederate works Federal troops

would have to entrench a line approximately twelve miles long.

It was not until the arrival of Herron's division from the

Army of the Frontier on June 11 that investment of Vicksburg

was completed.

Siege operations folLowed the classical pattern: the

initial investment; work up to the enemy's fortifications by

trenching and underground approaches; move the army into

position in the trenches; and conduct a massive artillery

bombardment weakening the enemy defenses for the final

infantry assault. Prior to the failure of his health, siege

operations were under the direct command of Captain F. E.

Prime.

Once investment was completed the Union sappers began

their laborious and hazardous work of digging approaches to

the Confederate works. Trenching was done by three groups:

pioneer companies, work details from the ranks, and hired

Negroes. Most work was accomplished during the nighttime

hours. Enemy sharpshooter activity, the heat of the day,

and the scarcity of good water all made these hours more
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satisfactory. still the casualty rate in Grant's army was

large, more from disease than enemy gunfire. 10

The army moved forward with the trenches, a~ways attempt

ing to encamp itself in ravines which protected the men from

picket and sharpshooter fire. Rebel artillery fire was never

too grave a danger in the early digging of the sap and con

struction of the camps. Besides the work of trenching, roads

had to be built to the camps and timber cleared away for the

digging of the approaches.

The day after his arrival at Vicksburg Comstock inspected

General McPherson's line with Captain Prime. ll On June 19

Grant assigned Comstock the supervision of the siegeworks on

the lines of both Lauman and Herron. This position would be

on the Union left flank, due south of Vicksburg. Grant

reported to Ha~leck on June 25 that the trenching was going

forward well, especially on ~erron's front which Comstock

was directing. 12 Sometime late in June Captain Prime became

ill and was sent north. Comstock then became Chief Engineer

of Grant's army and bore the responsibility for the success

or failure of the siege.

The Confederate army inside Vicksburg, except for the

shortage of provisions and ammunition, suffered less hard-

lOSamuel R. Reed, The Vicksburg Campaign and the Battle
About Chattanooga (Cincinnati: Robert Clarke and Company,
1882), p. 119.

11Comstock MSS, Ope cit., June 17, 1863.

12Records, Ope cit., I, 24, Part I, p. 108.
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ship possibly than did Grant's army outside. The defenders

a~ready had their trenches dug and they occupied higher and

thus healthier ground. Little actual danger confronted the

begieged, save from exposing themselves to Federal sharp-

shooters who protected the sappers. All Pemberton's men

could do was watch the approaching sap and hope Johnston

could relieve them before the advent of the Union assault.

Towards the end of the siege vocal exchanges between the two

opposing forces becameoommon. A rebel defender would yell,

"Yank, when are you going to make a general assault and end

this thing?" A Union wi t would reply, nOh, don't be impatient

Johnpy, we are in no hurry. We're just guarding prisoners am.

it would be inhuman to fire on them unless they undertake to

break out. 1T13 This attempt at humor was only superficial

because both sides knew the end was drawing near.

If little damage was done to the defender 1 s works,

extensive damage was done to the town. Nightly, Admiral

Porter 1 s gunboats shelled Vicksburg. Most of the inhabitants

were forced to flee their homes to caves dug in the bluffs.

Because ttie vast share of the food went to the military the

civilians were forced to eat short rations.

The Union siege approach to the Confederate line was one

of the most difficult duties required of the men in the ranks,

After the war an infantryman who took part in the siege

re called that:

l3cited in Wilson, Under the Old Flag, Ope cit., p. ~20.
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Every man in the investing line became an army
engineer day and night. The soldiers worked at
digging narrow, zigzag approaches to the rebel
works. Entrenchments, rifle pits, and dirt caves
were made in every conveivable direction. When
entrenchments were safe and finished, still others,
yet further in advance were made, as if by magic,
in a single night. Other zigzag underground saps
for mines were made for explosion under the forts.
Every day the regiments foot by foot, yard by yard,
approached nearer the strongly armed rebel works.
The soldiers got so they bored like gophers and
beavers

4
with a spade in one hand and a gun in the

other. l

The aggregate length of the Union trench was twelve

miles consisting of ten approaches to the Confederate forti-

facations. Most of these were towards strategic points in

the Confederate defenses as Grapeyard, Jackson, Baldwin's

Ferry, and Warrenton Roads. Due to the lack of ammunition

and caps the sappers had little to fear from Confederate

batteries. The defenders were ordered to fire only when it

was absolutely necessary. Still the men in the Union trenches

protected themselves by sap-rollers to cover the head of the

trench as it moved forward. Made by placing two barrels head

to head and winding cane around the hollow core the sap-roller

was impervious to musket balls and could be rolled easily over

rough ground.

The twelve miles of Union trenches were further protected

by eighty-nine batteries containing two hundred and twenty

cannon of various caliber from heavy naval guns manned by

l4cited in William C. Everhart, ViCkSburf' National
Park Service Historical Handbook Series No. 21 Washington:
Government Printing Office, 1954), p. 40.
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sailors to mobile field pieces. Host Federal batteries were

built on plank platforms and revetted (faced) with gabions

and fascines, cotton bales, and green hides, the later to pro

tect the gunners from small-arms fire. Material for the

facines, gabions, and sap-rollers were found in the ravines

to the rear of the Union lines. The batteries were connected

by a line of rifle pits which were constantly occupied by

Union sharpshooters during the day and pickets or guards

during the night. Comstock designed many of these batteries

and surely superintended their construction. The front

section of Volume V of his diaries contains many sketches and

diagrams of these batteries.

Only once since the unsuccessful assault of May 22 did

Grant attempt a breakthrough in the Confederate defenses.

On June 25 an extensive mine, extending thirty-five feet

along Jackson Road to under the Third Louisiana Redan was

detonated. Comstock, as Chief Engineer, approved the digging

of the mine in hopes that it would hurry the fall of Vicks

burg. 15 The twenty-seven hundred poUnds of powder blew a

conical shaped crater large enough to hold two regiments of

infantry. Like at Petersburg, two years later, the crater

accomplished little more than the death of a few Confederates

who had the misfortune of being in proximity to the mine and

the death of many Union troops. Defenders of the Third

15Records, 2£. cit., I, 24, Part I, p. 113.
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Louisiana Redan had heard the miner's picks and had constructed

a second defensive work to the rear. When the assault troops

tried to gain possession of the work the Confederate defenders

rained death down upon them from their elevated position. A

second mine was exploded on July 1 but no Federal attempt was

made to assault the breach. Comstock would never again favor

mining as a means of breaching enemy YO rks. Yet the nightmare

of the crater at Vicksburg would be repeated at Petersburg.

By July 1 the trenching had reached a point that further

digging would not have accomplished anything. Not one of the

approaching trenches had in any way reduced any part of the

Confederate fortifications. Extensive preparations were made

for a grand assault on July 6. This assault, however, was

unnecessary, as Pemberton, with no hope of relief from Johns

ton, surrendered Vicksburg on July 4. For his role in the

Union victory Comstock was breveted a major in the volunteers.

What was the significance of the fall of Vicksburg?

After two years of frustration the Mississippi was open from

its source to the Gulf. The Confederacy had been severed.

Rich lands to the west could no longer provide sustenance to

the Confederate armies. Coupled with the repulse of Lee at

Gettysburg it marked the beginning of the end of the rebellion.

To the engineers who undertook the tedious forty-seven day

siege it was an event of which everyone could be proud. Grant,

in his official report, praised both Comstock and the engineers

by stating:
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••• such practical experience was gained as would
enable any division of this army to hereafter conduct
a siege with considerable skitG in the absence of
regular engineering officers.

For ~omstock, the experience gained at Vicksburg, would be of

value when he was assigned to superintend the siege of another

Confederate strong point: Spanish Fort at Mobile Bay.

Vicksburg had fallen but this did not mean that the Chief

Engineer's duties were over. Immediately upon Federal occupa-

tion Grant ordered Comstock to destroy the Union approaches to

the city and fortify it for a garrison of five thou~and

troops.17 Such are the fortunes of war. Comstock worked dili

gently to construct these approaches and then he had to destroy

them so the enemy could not use them in the future.

There was some friction between Comstock and James H.

wilson, who was also an engineer although most of his fame

came as a line officer and later as a cavalry commander. As

will be seen later in this paper Wilson was sympathetic to

John Rawlins' cause in his disagreement with Comstock during

the Wilderness Campaign. Wilson states in his book Under the

Old Flag that on July 21 Grant took "several ornamental

members of his staff" to New Orleans. 18 while at Vicksburg

Wilson served as Assistant Engineer in the Army of the Tennes-

16Ibid., pp. 56-57.

l7Ibid., I, 24, Part III, pp. 477, 547.

l8~"ilson, Under the Old Flag, .2..E. ci t., p. 243.
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see with the rank of lieutenant-colonel. Comstock only had

the rank of captain at this time and possibly Wilson felt

because of his senior rank that the position of Chief Engineer

should have been his. There is some question whether Wilson's

"ornamental members" pertained to Comstock. The Chief

Engineer did leave Vicksburg on July 21 but not for New

Orleans with Grant. Instead he was sent to Memphis and

Helena upstream from Vicksburg to see what could be done to

strengthen the defenses of those two cities. 19 Whatever the

case, there must have been some antagonism because Comstock

in his official report on the engineering operations at

Vicksburg failed to even mention 1Nilson and any contribution

he may have made to the success of the siege. Comstock, in

his diary, frankly mentions that 'Nilson "did not like it. n20

Comstock's stature as an engineer had vastly improved as

the war progressed. On October 10, 1863, Major-General W. S.

Rosecrans, commander of the Department of the Cumberland, sent

the following message to General Halleck: HTo give the best

results we want Comstock, of the Engineers, for its colonel."21

Halleck replied, "Captain Comstock is sick • .,22 Sometime earl'y

in October, whi~e at Grant's headquarters in St. Louis, Comstock
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became too ,.i11 to fulfill his duties and was relieved by

Wilson. There is no indication as to the nature of this il1-

ness in his diaries or the Official Records but it was serious

enough that he had to go North to recuperate.

The third week in October he remained at the West Point

Military Academy and then went home to West Wrentham where he

remained from October 20 to November 1. On November 4 he

returned to Washington to attend some engineering meetings

and begin his report on the engineering operations at Vicks

burg. For the next ndneteen days he worked on the report

which he took to New York on November 25 for Captain Prime to

read. Prime signed the report and his name appears on it

although he had nothing to do with writing it. 23

As Comstock's health improved he became increasingly

impatient to return to Grant's headquarters. While in Wash

ington he was offered various positions in the East but he

"would rather return as Grant's Chief Engineer. n24 On November

16 he telegraphed Grant saying he did not wish to leave the

commander's staff if Grant wished to retain him in view of the

"changed clrcumstances.,,25 What Comstock meant by "changed

circumstances" was that J. H. Wilson was now Chief Engineer

of Grant's army and as a senior officer it would be difficult

II, pp.
23For this report see Records, Ope cit., I, 24, Part
168-78.

24comstock MSS, Ope cit., November 5, 1863.

25I bid., November 16, 1863.
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to replace him by the junior ranked Comstock.

Comstock's fears of not rejoining Grant's staff were

alleviated when he was assigned to the Military Division of

Mississippi as Assistant-Inspector General with the rank of

lieutenant-colonel. Comstock served in this capacity until

Grant was promoted to lieutenant-general and given over-all

command of United states armies on March 7, 1864.
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CHAPTER VIII

FROM WILDE,RNESS TO PETERSBURG

Comstock, while still serving in his capacity as

Inspector-General mentioned in his diary on February 26, 1864,

that there were rumors that Grant wOUld be appointed lieutenant

general commanding all United states armies. By this time a

very warm friendship had developed between Grant and Comstock,

a cordiality which would continue throughout their lives. He

expressed hoped that if Grant received the appointment he

would include Comstock on his staff. On March 4 Grant accom

panied by Rawlins, left Nashville for Washington informing

Comstock that he would be ordered to follow. This, much to

Comstock's relief, meant that Grant was going to include him

on his staff.

The following day Grant telegraphed Comstock that he was

to join him immediately. It was not until Cincinnati that he

was able to join the Grant party. The journey from Cincinnati

through Pittsburg, Harrisburg, Baltimore, and finally Washing

ton was similar to the triumphant march of Caesar from the

Rubicon. All along the way large crowds of people gathered

to cheer Grant and his staff. On March 9 Comstock was in

attendence when President Lincoln formally presented Grant

with his commission. That evening he dined at the Whi te

House with Lincoln, Grant, Halleck, and various members of

the Presidential cabinet. When Grant went back to Nashville
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to transfer his command to Sherman, Comstock remained in the

capitol, dining with Lincoln again on March 11.

On March 23 Grant returned to Washington and moved his

headquarters to Culpeper Court House on the Rapidan front.

Grant's GeneraL Order No.1 made it clear that the war would

be won in the East and that Lee and the Army of Northern

Virginia would be his primary objective. l Meade retained the

command of the Army of the Potomac but Grant would accompany

it on the forthcoming campaign making most of the tactical

decisions himself. Meade's funtion would be to execute them.

On March 26 Grant appointed Comstock his Senior Aide-de

Camp, entrusting in him the function of serving as a liaison

between the commanding general and seventeen different commands

in the field. 2 Comstock's engineering capabilities were not

forgotten by Grant. As early as March 28 Comstock was sent on

a reconnaissance along the various fords of the Rapidan River

to ascertain which were the least defended by Lee. 3

When Grant moved south, four Union armies of over

300,000 troops were to move in conjunction against the Confed

eracy. Meade's Army of the Potomac was to advance against Lee.

Butler's Army of the James was to move from Fort Monroe along

the south bank of the James River and attack Richmond. Sherman,

lRecords, op. cit., I, 59, p. 83.

2I bid., I, 33, pp. 757, 820.

3Comstock MSS, op. cit., March 28, 1864.
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from his base at Chattanooga, would push through Georgia to-

wards Atlanta, destroying the enemy's war resources and cleav-

ing the Confederacy. Banks, with naval support, would capture

Mobile and plunge into the Confederacy from the south. To

achieve success these movements would have to be effectively

coordinated to prevent the shifting of Confederate forces

from one theater of operations to another.

Grant entrusted in his Aide-de-Camp the responsibility of

explaining his plans to Sherman and Butler. On the last day

of March Comstock was sent to Butler's headquarters at Norfolk

with instructions for the spring campaign. Like so many others,

Comstock immediately developed an abhorrence to the man.
I

He

described Ben Butler as "sharp, shrewd, able, without modesty,

and overbearing.»5

During the first two weeks of April Comstock was engaged

in the mass of logistical problems that would confront the

movement of the Army of the Potomac. Much of this period was

spent in Washington with General George Halleck who, although

replaced by Grant, was appointed Chief-of-Staff and given

over-all responsibility for the operational and administrative

detai~ of armies in the field. Comstock, because of his past

experience at the siege of Vicksburg, was specifically assignBd

to the organization of the siege trains.

On April 19 Grant telegraphed Sherman at Nashville that he

was sending Comstock with some instructions and that he could

5Ibi~., March )1, 1864.
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ft ••• fill up many a little gap of information not given in

any of my letters."6 Sherman reported to Grant Comstock's

arrival on the 241th and that he understood his orders. 7 The

next day Comstock returned to Washington, stopping to deliver

some Southern newspapers to Halleck which Sherman had sent. 8

On April 28 he was back at Grant's headquarters at Culpeper

Court House.

On 1Jlay 1 Comstock wrote in his diary, "The time is fixed

and nearly everything is ready for a start. God give us

success."9 During the night of May 3-4 the Army of the Potomac

moved to the fords of the Rapidan and began its attempted

envelopment of Lee's right flank. Crossings were made at

Ely's and Germanna Fords primarily because Comstock felt that

the crossings farther upstream were too heavily fortified and

10too strong to be taken by frontal attack. A movement against

the right flank of Lee's army would place the Army of the

Potomac and Butler's Army of the James in a better position for

mutual support.

From a tactical and logistical standpoint, Grant, in his

march on Richmond, had the advantage, although there were

6Records, £E. cit., I, 32, Part III, p. 409.

7Ibid., pp. 465-66.

8Ibid., pp. 469, 474, 489.

9Comstock MSS, 2£. cit., May 1, 1864.

10Ibid., March 28, 1864.
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certain factors over which he had no control. One was Robert

E. Lee. Lee had had his nose bloodied at Gettysburg and the

winter had been hard on his army but he was still a dangerous

antagonist. Grant, although knowing Lee would always be in

front of him, had no reliable information about the size of

the Army of Northern Virginia. A second major drawback of

the movement on Lee's right would be the necessity of advanc

ing through the Wilderness.

The Wilderness of Virginia was once a forested area

fringing the south bank of the Rapidan River. In 1864 it was

a second growth scrub forest, its great trees cut to provide

charcoal for pioneer efforts to smelt local iron ore. Besides

the dense underbrush and thorny vines, there were the swamps

and marshy creek bottoms. Even though Wilderness Virginia was

not a place to fight a battle, a battle would be fought. Here

two generals would pound each other unmercifully until both

the ir armie s Ja y exhaus ted. The outcome was an impasse; only

the dead were the real losers.

Grant, with his superior sized army did not want to fight

in the Wilderness. He would have preferred to engage Lee in

the open country where his numerical advantage could be

utilized. His success in forstalling an encounter with Lee

would depend entirely on how rapidly he could move his army

through the Wilderness. This meant he would have to march his

army, encumbered by 4,300 wagons stretching some sixty to

seventy miles to his rear, over only two hard-surfaced roads.
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The strategic artery of the Wilderness was the Orange

PLank Road, located on a ridge between the Rapidan and Pamun

key Rivers. Paralleling the Orange Plank Road to the north

was the Orange Turnpike which crossed the Rapidan and joined

the Plank Road at Nilderness Church. ll From here the two

roads ran on past Chancellorsville into Fredericksburg. No

rna tter what Grant's fu:ture plans were, the success of his

primary movement was dependent upon moving the Army of the

Potomac through the Wilderness along these two roads before

Lee could deploy his troops on a line of battle.

As the Army of the Potomac crossed the Rapidan, Lee had

already begun to shift his forces to his right flank.

Jefferson Davis had given Lee a free hand in thwarting the

Union movement and he was determined to hold the Rapidan River

line, even counter-attack if the situation warranted it. He

knew that if he could deploy in the Wilderness before Grant

got there this would minimize the advantage Grant had in men,

cavalry, and field artillery. Thus the race began-Grant to

get through the Wilderness and meet Lee in the open on the

other s ide and Lee to meet Grant in the woods. Lee won~

Comstock included a description of the first day of the

movement in his diary. With Grant's staff, he crossed the

Rapidan at Germanna Ford with no opposition from the rebels.

By 2:00 P. M. Warren's V Corps had reached WiLderness Tavern

IIFor a location of these roa.ds see Figure 7.
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and bivouacked. Hancock's II Corps had bivouacked a hour

earlier at Chancellorsville. The reason for the early halt

in the march was to allow the lagging supply trains to catch

up. Sedgwick's VI Corps was just crossing the Rapidan at

Germanna Ford when II and V Corps went into bivouack. Burn

side's IX Corps was approaching the Rapidan by forced marches

from Brandy Station and Manassas where it had been on duty

guarding the Orange and Alexandria Railro~d. Thus by night

fall Lee had to contend with only two Union corps in the

Wilderness.

Luckily for Hancock and Warren, Lee was not able to

concentrate his whole army against them on the morning of May

5. Because of the difficulty of supplying his men with food

Lee was forced to scatter his three corps. stuart's cavalry

was on scouting duty near Fredericksburg. Longstreet's I

Corps was forty-two miles away at Gordonsville. Ewell's II

Corps was on the Orange-Fredericksburg Turnpike near Locust

Grove. A. P. Hill's III Corps was on the Orange Plank Road

advancing towards Warren at Old Wilderness Tavern. This ~ck

of concentration may have cost Lee a chance to overwhelm

both Warren and Hanoo ck.

Comstock reported a synopsis of Grant's orders for May 5.

The Army of the Potomac was to occupy a line from Shady Grove

Church (Hancock) to Parker's Store (Warren) to Wilderness

Tavern (Sedgwick). Here it was to wait until the arrival of

Burnside. The first meeting of the opposing forces came as a
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surprise to both when at 7:00 A. M. Ewell collided with Warren

who was advancing towards Parker's Store. With this chance

engagement began the great Battle of the Wilderness.

It is unnecessary to discuss the intricacies of the frus-

tratingly blind and brutal battle which raged back and forth

in the underbrush along the Orange Plank Road and the Orange

Turnpike for the next two days as this paper is concerned with

the activities of Comstock at that time.

During the fighting of May 5 Comstock was assigned to

Burnside's IX Corps in assisting Hancock who was being heavily

engaged by A. P. Hill and Longstreet. Porter reported that he

and Comstock "labored vigorously" to get troops through the

tangled underbrush to relieve Hancock. 12 Specifically, he had

been sent by Grant to show Burnside where he was to attack

Hil1. 1) Hill's divisions easily repulsed the commander of the

IX Corps.

The following day both armies rested behind their breast-

works listening to the cries of the wounded between the two

lines. While the men rested, Comstock inspected positions

(some timeS es tablishing new ones) for all the corps except

Hancock's. This occupied his time from 10:00 P. M. to 1:00

A. M.

l2Horace Porter, Campaigning With Grant (New York: The
Century Press, 1897), p. 59.

. 13Comstock MSS, Ope cit., May 6, 1864; Andrew A.
Humphreys. The Vlr~Tnra ~am4argn of 1864-65 (New York: Charles
Scribner's Sons, 1 63), p. 1; Records, Ope cit., I, )6, Part
I, p. 322, Part II, p. 442. -- ---
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It was during this time that Grant, deciding further

frontal attacks on Lee were futile, again moved south hoping

to turn his antagonist's right flank. Sedgwick and Warren

withdrew from their positions and marched for Spottsylvania;

Burnside moved for Aldrich; while Hancock remained in position

to guard the Union rear.

As has been seen the best laid plans sometimes go astray.

Grant hoped to annihilate Lee at the Rapidan but had to settle

for a draw. Lee, after the Battle of the Wilderness, hoped

that Grant, like so many Union commanders before him, would

withdraw, lick his wounds, and go through the log process of

preparing for another invasion. Grant was not built of the

same fiber as previous commanders Lee had faced. With the

Wilderness began a forty-five day war of attrition, which

finally ended in the trenches of Petersburg.

The southern march of the Army of the Potomac began at

8:30 P. M. It was a dark night and the lack of good maps made

it even more difficult. Comstock rode in advance of Warren's

Corps and must -have felt something amiss. Grant later stated

that Comstock dashed ahead "with the instinct of an engineer,"

suspecting that Warren's line of march would take him directly

into Lee's lines. 14 Comstock's instincts must have been highly

tuned because he discovered the movement of Longstreet's Corps

14Ulysses S. Grant, Personal Memoirs of U. S. Grant,
Vol. 2 (New York: Charles L. Webster and Company, 1885),
pp. 210-11.
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and thus gained the valuable intelligence that Lee was also

on the move. 1S

On May 8 both armies were concentrating around Spottsyl

vania Court House. 16 Grant located nis headquarters about

three miles from the courthouse. During the next day both

armies organized and entrenched. Comstock first laid out

Warren's line on the right to Todd's Tavern and then accom

panied Hancock's Corps across the Po River from White House. 17

When darkness stopped Hancock's advance near Blockhouse

Bridge, Comstock helped establish the right section of his line.

At dawn on May 10 Comstock reconnoitered Hancock's front

and found a strongly entrenched line of Confederate rifle pits.

He felt that it was too strong to attack. Although a weak

spot was found on Anderson's left, Grant ordered a frontal

attack by Wright and Warren for 5:00 P. M. but it was repulsed.

The same day Comstock rode completely around the Union rear

and joined Burnside on the left.

Relatively little fighting was done on the ll/th outside

of some skirmishing between the opposing pickets. In the

morning Comstock reconnoitered the ground between Wright and

15 rPorter, Ope cit., p. 01.

16See "Map of the Battlefield of spottsylvania Court
House, May 8-21, 1864," Atlas, Ope cit., Plate LV, Map 2 &
Plate XCVI, Map 3. -- ---

l7See "Map of the Country in the Vicinity of Todd's
Tavern, Virginia, May 8, 1864," Ibid., Plate LV, Map 3.
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Burnside in hopes of connecting them if front of Ewell's

salient or the ttMule Shoe."18 Because Comstock lost his way

in a belt of timber and the advance position of the Confed-

erate skirmishers it was impossible to select positions for

tne column of attack. consequently, the assault the following

morning would have to be made without much knowledge of the

extent and direction of the works to be carried. 19 Comstock

was also to remain with Burnside during the attack scheduled

for the following morning.

In the dark and fog of May 12 Burnside and Hancock

assaulted the Mule Shoe. Although they experienced initial

success, determined Confederate counter-attacks almost drove

them out of the salient. 20 Burnside's attack had been slow

and disorganized and Comstock thought he was "rather weak and

unfit for a corps commander. t121

There was no heavy fighting on May 13. Both armies lay

exhausted in a heavy downpour which made the roads a sea of

mUd. As frontal attacks against Lee had proved to be of little

value, Grant decided to shift Warren's Corps from the Confeder-

ate left flank to the right flank hoping to envelop it before

18Grant, Memoirs, Ope cit., pp. 229-30; Humphreys, Ope
cit., .. p. lOO;Records, op.cit:-;-I, 36, Part I, pp. 334,
J57-58. - --

19Francis A. rNa.lker, General Hancock (New York: D.
Appleton and Company, 1895), pp. 195-96.

20See Figure 8.

21Comstock MSS, Ope cit., May 12, 1864.
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Lee could shift his fo rces. To accomplish this maneuver

Warren wo uld have to move his fo rce after dark through a

forested, road1ess area while the continual rain turned the

many small streams into raging torrents. Comstock accompanied

Warren's movement and noted that it was next to impossible to

move the artillery.

Grant had ordered an attack for 4:00 A. M the following

morning and when it did not begin on schedule he dispatched

Comstock to "go around and see how things stood. n22 He found

Warren's men were too exhausted and disorganized to be an

effective fighting force. Lee had aLSO discovered Warren's

movement and beca~se he had the shorter distance to travel his

men were in line, well rested, and ready for a fight. As a

result of Comstock's report, the scheduled assault was

cancelled.

During May 14-17 there was little fighting between the

two armies. Both improved their positions but not their

temperament as the rains continued. The night of the 17/th

Comstock inspected the Union line preparation for a 4:00 A. M.

attack the following morning. He recommended to Grant that

the Confederate line was too strong for an assault but Grant

ordered one in the area of the Mule Snoe. It was carried out

with vigor but Lee's artillery cut it to ribbons. At 10:00

A. M. Gran t hal ted the opera tion. Coms tock fe 1 t tha t n if the re

22Ibid., May 18, 1864.
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were no new developments, then another move to Richmond ... 23

Following the fighting on the 18/th there was little

activity except for the shifting of various Union corps into

new posicions. Preparations were being made for the withdrawal

of Hancock south to Milford Station on the Fredericksburg and

Potomac Railroad and on the east bank of the Mattapony River.

Grant hoped to lure Lee out of his trenches by this movement

and thus attack him in the open. Whatever the case Grant must

have changed his mind and on the 21/st ordered the woole Army

of the Potomac to follow Hancock. Lee, informed by his cavalry

of Grant's movement, retired along the south bank of the Po

River until he reached his new defensive position on the west

bank of the North Anna River. Using the steep banks along the

river he established an extremely well-fortified defensive line

running from Hanover Junction on the right to New Market on the

left.

The Army of the Potomac arrived at the North Anna River on

the 23/rd and again found Lee solidly entrenched behind his

works. 24 Warren and Wright crossed the river on the Confederate

left while Hancock forced his way over the Chesterfield Bridge

on the right. Comstock fe.Lt that "some of the division comrnand-

ers do not push very vigorously and are too fearful of losing

23Ibid., May 18, 1864.

24See Figure 9 and "Map of the Battlefields of the
North Anna, May 3-27,1864," Atlas, Ope cit., Plate LV, Map
4 and Plate XCVI, Map 2.
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men. tt25 After Hancock had secured his position on Lee's right

Comstuck went over to inspect the Chesterfield Bridge. Whi~e

he was on the bridge, a Confederate battery hit it twice

forcing him to "put out at double quick in a great hurry.,n 26

On the 26/th Comstock supervised the destruction of a

stretch of the Virginia and Central Railroad on Wright's and

Warren's frunts. This action was preliminary to Grant's

withdrawal southeast to Cold Harbor. 27

The shift to Cold Harbor was accomplished with little

Confederate opposition. Pontoon bridges were built over the

Pamunkey River so the Army of the Potomac could cross. Com-

stock described his role in the movement:

Dana and I left the rest of the headquarters officers
and felt our way down the bank of the Pamunkey to
Hanover Ferry with adventures-mainly driving stragglers
away from houses, questioning people a long time about
roads, see if the young ladies were pretty, and com
municating with those who had lost chickens, pigs, and
such wild fowl. 28

Lee, having to travel a lesser distance than the Union

army, crossed the Totpotomy Creek anchoring his left here and

his right at Grapevine Bridge on the Chickahominy River. For

the next three days Comstock was busy inspecting and organizing

the Union line, occasionally being shot at by rebel sharpshooters

25C~mstock MSS, Ope cit., May 23, 1864.

26rbid ., May 24, 1864.

27See Figure 10.

28Comstock MSS, Ope cit., May 28, 1864.



109

Source: Battles and Leaders of ~ Civil War

FIGURE 10
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and art illery.

By June 2 both armies were in position around Cold Harbor.

Grant had been reenforced by Smith's XVIII Corps from Butler's

Army of the James while Lee had also received additional

troops.29 Grant, without adequate reconnaissance and organ

ization, ordered an assault which Lee repulsed inflicting

heavy losses on the Union army.3 0 Comstock felt this assault

failed because the corps commanders were not pushing their men

hard enough.3 l

Grant's opponents have been highly critical of the cold

blooded manner in which he persisted in driving this attritional

campaign. By Cold Harbor the Army of the Potomac had suffered

approxi~ately 55,000 casualties. There were some who at this

time place more responsibility for the heavy losses on Comstock.

One such individual was General John A. Rawlins.

Rawlins had been Grant's Chief-of-Staff since the begin

ning of the war. He looked upon himself as somewhat of a "gray

eminence" to the Union commander. After the battle and Federal

repulse at Cold Harbor, Rawlins felt that his influence with

Grant was waning. He felt that there was a "certain balefuL

29For composition, losses, and strength of each army
see: "The Opposing Forces at Cold Harbor, June 1, 1864,"
Battles and Leaders of the Civil War, Ope cit., Vol. 4,
PP. 185-ar:- - -- - - --

30See "Map of the Ba ttlefie Id of COld Harbor," Atlas,
Ope cit., Plate XCVII, Map 2.

31 Comstock MSS, Ope cit., June 2, 1864.
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influence which had fina~ly become paramount at Grant's head

quarters. n32 There was no doubt in Rawlins' mind that this

ttbaleful influence" was Cyrus B. Comstock.

Rawlins' pent-up emotion finally overflowed at General

WLlson's headquarters after the Battle of Cold Harbor. The

Chief-of-Staff expressed that he was bitterly opposed to the

Slipshod manner in which many operations of the Army of the

Potomac were conducted, especially the persistency with which

the army was being hurled head-on in parallel order against

Lee's entrenched lines. Wilson described Rawlins' outburst:

Rawlins' face grew pale, and his form became almost
convulsed with anger . . • He did not hesitate to
declare later that such attacks were a fatal blunder,
due mostly to Coms tock of his (Grant's) staff, a
regular engineer whose advise and constant refrain
was 'Smash 'em upt Smash' em upt' 33

From Comstock's diary there is every indication that he felt

the Army of the Potomac was not performing as it should since

it entered the Wilderness. As Rawlins, Comstock worshipped

Grant and must have felt that the lack of success in destroying

Lee's army would be a reflection upon Grant's military image.

Much of the blame Comstock placed on the corps commanders. As

has already been seen he felt that Burnside was not a capable

commander. Comstock alSO felt that the quality of the troops

had badly deteriorated. Stl.ll, if Rawlins' charges were

York:

York:

32James H. W.ilson. Under the Old F44~' Vol. 1 (New
D. Appleton and Comp~ny, 19~, pp. -46.

33 James H. Wilson, The Life of John A. Rawlins (New
Neale Publishing Company,~6r; pp. 19S-99.



correct, a great change had come over Comstock since that day

he stood on a hill overlooking West Point and reminisced about

the cannon captured in the Mexican W~r. Comstock, in the

author's opinion was no a "war lover" that relished seeing men

die (he must have seen many) but if he did influence Grant in

making frontal assaults it must have been in hopes that

destroying Lee would end the war.

The assault and repulse at Cold Harbor ended the first

month of Grant's Richmond Campaign. A review of the events

of the first month bears out three facts: 1) both sides had

suffered heavy losses, approximately thirty-one per cent for

Grant and thirty-two per cent for Lee; 2) Grant could sustain

these losses more easily than could Lee; and 3) from Cold H~r-

bor to the end of the war Lee's Army of Northern Virginia was

no longer capable of taking the offensive. 34

Comstock may have saved the military career of his old

frIend W. P. Smith during the Cold Harbor assault of June 3.

Smith's XVIII Corps took part in the assault and sustained

heavy casualties. While the battle raged, Comstock came up

to examine Smith's advanced line and found it weak. When

Meade ordered ~ith to renew the assault he refused to do so,

claiming he was too low on ammunition. For refusing to obey

the direct order of his cummanding general during a battle

34Richard Wayne Lykes, Petersburg National Military
P~rk, Virginia, National Park Service HIstorIcal Handbook
No. I) (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1951) p. 4.
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Smith could have been court-martialed and even shot. About

an hour after Smith's refusal to carry out Meade's order Com-

tock again inspected the line and then returned to Grant's

headquarters. Smith la ter states, "Whatever Colonel Comstock

reported I never knew but heard nothing more from headquarters

on the subject."35

After the costly repulse of June 3 the Union army settled

down to a nine day siege. During this period Comstock was

engaged in strengthening the Federal line and supervising the

destruction of sections of the Richmond and York River Rail-

road. A rebel sharpshooter almost ended Comstock's military

career when he came close enough to knock the engineer into a

rifle pit. Comstock personally felt the Army of the Potomac

was wasting its time entrenching around Cold Harbor.

On June 6 Grant ordered his Aide-de-camp and General

Porter to General Butler's headquarters at Burmuda Hundred

to examine Butler's ~ine and more important to see what

preparations were necessary to transfer the Army of the Potomac

across the James River.36 Specifically, Comstock was to examine

the area for the possible ~ocation of establishing a pontoon

bridge.

35William F. Smith, "The Eighteenth Corps at Cold
Harbor," Battles and Leaders. of the Civil Wt1.r, Vol. 4,
p. 227. . M' - ---'-- - ---- -'-

36comstock MSS, Ope cit., June 7, 1864; Porter, Ope
cit., pp. 187-68; RecordS; ~cit., I, 36, Part III, p.~62;
~37, Part I, p. 599. ---



114

This action by Grant indicated that he wished to move

'----' the Army of the Potomac across the James River and attack

Richmond by way of Petersburg. As early as May 26 he had

ordered Halleck to concentrate all bridging material available

at Fort Monroe. Butler's engineers began the constuction of

the bridge at the site chosen by Comstock on June 14.37

Comstock ',was there to supervise the project.

On June 12 Grant began the movement of the his army south.

Smith's XVIII Corps was to march to White House on the York

River, embark on transports, and sail to Butler's headquarters

at Bermuda Hundred where the XVIII Corps would unite with

segments of Butler's Army of the James, cross the Appomattox

River on a pontoon bridge, and strike for Petersburg. Warren,

Hancock, Wright, and Burnside would silently extricate from

their lines at Cold Harbor, march south, and cross the James

either by ferry or the pontoon bridge Butler's engineers were

building .38

Grant's move was militarily dangerous. If Lee discovered

the movement he CD uld strike any of the marching corps in the

flank and annihilate it. The Confederate navy could also come

down the James from its station at Drewry's Bluff and raise

37The building of this pontoon was one of the greatest
military engineering feats in history. It was not only 2,100
feet .. long but had to be constucted to adjust to a four foot
tidaly rise and fall.

38See "Position of the Pontoon Bridge on Which the Army
of the Potomac Crossed the James River, It Atlas, £E.. cit.,
Plate LXVIII, Map 6.
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havoc with the crossing. On June 15-16 the four Federal

corps traversed the James with no Confederate oppostion.

Grant established his headquarters at City Point.

115
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CliAPTER IX

THE PETERSBURG CAMPA IGN

Grant's choice of Petersburg as his new base of operations

against Richmond had its merits. The city was located on the

southern bank of the Appomattox River near where it joins

with the James. Richmond lay to the north twenty-three miles

away. Its strategic importance lay in that Petersburg was a

rail and road center through which most of Richmond's and thus

Lee's, supplies had to pass. As more and more Confederate

territory fell into Union hands the dependency by the Confederacy

upon Petersburg increased.

The railroads, more than the roads, made Petersburg a

vital communication center. In the 19/th century rapidity of

movement was achieved by railroads, not highways. The South,

even before the war, did not have an extensive network of

railroads. If the Union army could capture Petersburg where

five rail lines conve~ged, the Confederate capitol would be

left with only one, the Richmond and Danville Railroad.

Railroads radiated from Petersburg in a~~ directions. l

The Petersburg and City Point Railroad connected Petersburg

wi th Ci ty Point on the James River. The Petersburg and Rich

mond Railroad was the main artery between these two cities.

The Southside or Petersburg and Lynchburg Railroad ran west.

ISee Figures 11, 12, & 13 and "Map of the Vicinity of
Pe tersburg," Atlas, op. ci t., Plate LVI, Map 1.
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Source: National Park Service
Handbook No. 13
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Products of the Carolinas came north on the Weldon and Peters-

burg Railroad. Although Norfolk was already in Union hands

the Petersburg and Norfolk Railroad still tapped the rich area

between the two cities. Grant and the Confederates knew that

a Union capture of Petersburg would be a disaster for the

Confederacy.

Because of its strategic importance, fortifications were

built around Petersburg in the fall of 1862. Most of the work

was completed under the direction of Captain Charles H. Dimmock

and was sometimes referred to as the Dimmock Line. 2 When it

was comP1:eted the Confederate line was ten miles long, beginning

and ending on the Appomattox River. 3 A total of fifty-five

batteries were connected by breastworks, rifle pits, and

trenches. Confederate engineers had constructed a strong

series of works but at the same time produced a problem.

Because of the size and extent of the fortifications, it was

necessary for a large number of troops to defend them.

Grant's move to the James completely fooled-Lee, who

thought the movement south of the Army of the Potomac was just

another attempt to envelop the Confederate right flank.

Accordingly, Lee moved his forces south and established a

defensive position anchored on Malvern Hill and White Oak

2Lyke s, op • cit., p • 6.

3See "Map of Approaches and Defenses of Petersburg,
1862," Atlas, Ope cit., Plate XL, Map 1. This map was
prepared by Confederate engineers and shows the location of the
various batteries and the number of guns and caliber of each.
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Swamp. By the time his scouts reported that there was only

Union cavalry in front of him Smith was a~ready over the

Appomattox and marching on Petersburg with the XVIII Corps.

Only then did Lee realize Grant's true intentions and rush to

support Beauregard in the Petersburg line.4

Smith's XVIII Corps which was now assigned to Butler's

Army of the James reached the outer defenses of Petersburg on

June 1$ and promptly assaulted them. Beauregard was unable to

effectively protect the whole line with his small force and by

nightfall over a mile of the rebel works were in Union hands.

The next day, Hancock's II Corps and Burnside's IX Corps

joined Smith. Comstock and Barnard, the later serving as

Chief Engineer of the Army of the Potomac, examined Beauregard's

line and both felt that an attack was practical. 5 On the

recommendation of these two Grant ordered an assault for 6:00

P. M. It experienced some initial success but sustained heavy

10sses. 6 In the late afternoon Warren's V Corps arrived and

Comstock advised that he should occupy a position on the Norfolk

and Petersburg Railroad. 7

4For the composition, size, and losses of the two
armies at Pe tersburg see: "The Opposing F'orces at Pe tersburg,"
Battles and Leaders of the Civil War, Ope cit., Vol. 4,
pp. 590-9'47 - -- -- - -

5Comstock MSS, £E. cit., June 16, 1864; Records, Ope
cit., I, 40, Par t I I, p. 86 •

6Beauregard nad withdrawn most of his forces from Ber
muda Hundred and moved them into the Petersburg line. Advanced
elements of Lee were also arriVing.

7Records, Ope cit., I, 40, Part II, pp. 94-95.



122

The Union attacks were renewed on June 17 and 18. Again

some ground was gained but Confederate resistance hardened as

Lee arrived to take over the defenses personally. Comstock

observing some of these assaults , felt that they were "feeble. u8

In all probability Comstock's description of the assaults

were correct. By this time the officers and men of the Army of

the Potomac must have developed a reluctance to assault forti-

fied works. For two and one-half months this was practieally

all they had been doing and all they could show for it was a

mounting casualty list. With the knowledge that Lee was now

in the Petersburg trenches Grant suspended further assaults.

It was now his intention to strangle the Confederate capitol

by severing the railroad line which connected it to the rest

of the South. 9

On June 19 Comstock accompanied Grant and Butler on an

inspection trip up the James River looking for another suit

able location for the construction of a pontoon bridge. Deep

Bottom, near New Market, was selected as the most satisfactory

site. Comstock's impression of Butler had not improved since

their last meeting in April, 1864. The inspection up the James

had been made on a Federal gunboat and Comstock must have con-

versed with some of the naval officers because he said in his

8Comstock MSS, Ope cit., June 18, 1864.

9For a detailed map of Union and Confederate forces
around Petersburg see: "Pe tersburg and Fiva Forks, Virginia,"
Atlas, Ope cit., Plate LXXVII, Map 2.
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dia.ry, "The navy hates Butler cordially and no wonder."IO The

next day Butler requested that Grant send Comstock to assist

General Weitzel who was having difficulties in constructing

the new bridge at Deep Bottom. ll Grant replied that he would

be unable to do so because Comstock was temporarily detached

from his headquarters. 12 On June 22 Meade requested Comstock's

assistance and again Grant 'replied that Comstock could not be

sent but offered on expl~nation.13 The reason for the tight

security put on Comstock's whereabouts was that for two days

he was serving as personal guide to President Lincoln who had

come to inspect the Petersburg lines.

Four days of violent fighting had failed to break the

Confederate line which stretched from White Oak Swamp on the

left to the Jerusalem Road south of Petersburg-a distance of

twenty-six miles. For the next twenty days the Army of the

Potomac rested and prepared for siege operations. The positions

captured from June 15-18 were consolidated and new works were

constructed. During this period Comstock was engaged in

organizing the various paraphernalia needed in conducting siege

operations. On June 23 he was out looking for siege trains,

supposedly coming from City Point. On the 25/th he was again

lOComstock MSS, Ope ~., June 19, 1864_

llRecords, £R. cit., I, 40, Part II, p. 257.

12I bid.-
13~., p. 268.
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sent to City Point to look for eight thousand sand-bags

Burnside needed to reenforce his line. Aiong with these

duties he was also engaged in reconnoitering Lee's line to

determine what was the best route to follow in encircling

Pe tersburg.

On June 27 Grant sent Comstock and Barnard to recon-

noiter a section of Smith's iine for a possible surprise attack

from Butler's ieft. Comstock's opinion of General Butler had

not improved. "I think Butier has the abili ty to be more

dangerous, sharper, and more disagreeabie than any man I have

ever seen," he noted in his di ary .14 In a discussion wi th

Grant Comstock expressed an opinion that even if t hey could

force a breach in Lee's line at Petersburg, Lee probably would

not leave his defenses. If he did not, a Union march on Rich-

mond would have no chance of success. He felt it would be

better to operate against the rail lines, especially the Weldon

or Southside Raiiroads. Grant decided to first cut the Weidon

and Petersburg line. As early as June 22 a Federal force had

reached the iine and succeeded in tearing up a section of

track. The Union division was lttter forced to withdraw but

did succeed in cutting the Jerusaiem Piank Road, thus severing

a vitai link with the south.

The proposed plan of a surprise attack from Butler's left

was dropped when Comstock and Barnard, while on a reconnais-

l4~!OCk MSS, Ope cit., June 27, 1864.
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sance mission, discovered a heavily entrenched Confederate

line "which Butler must have known about but did not report. ulS

Grant was now firmly convinced that Petersburg could be taken

only by encirclement and lenghty siege operations. There were

some who were still willing to try any new innovation that

might possibly shorten the war.

One such man was Lt.-Colonel Henry Pleasants, commanding

officer of the 48/th Pennsylvania Infantry Regiment. Pleasants

proposed using some of his men who were experienced coal miners

to dig a tunnel from Burnside's line to a nearby Confederate

redan called Elliot's Sa~ient.l6 The tunnel would then be

packed with a heavy charge of powder and detonated. Union

forces would charge through the breach, bringing the Petersburg

siege and possibly the war to an end. Grant, with some mis

givings, approved the plan and mining started on June 25. 17

Comstock was not in favor of the proposal. He had already

seen one such venture fail at Vicksburg and felt that Burn

side's men were not in good enough fighting shape to hold the

salient if a breach could be made. l8 Subsequent events would

prove him right.

While the tunnel was being dug Comstock still advocated

that Grant's only hope of success was to continue the invest-

16pleasants himself was a mining engineer.

17For a plan of the tunnel see Figure 14.
l8Comstock MSS, Ope cit., July 2, 1864.
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ment of Petersburg, especially extending the Union line across

the Weldon and Petersburg Railroad. Grant, now firmly commit-

ted to the mine experiment, was not ready to move against the

Confederate works west of his present line.

On July 5 General Barnard was temporarily relieved as

Chief Engineer of the Army of the Potomac and during his

absence Comstock would serve in his place. 19

As siege operations progressed tempers grew thin. Meade,

possibly from the awkward command position in which he found

himself wa.s especially irritabJ.e, even "abusing Burnside,

Hancock, and Warren to their faces. ,,20 A1 though Meade may have

become difficult, Comstock still felt that he was the best man

for commanding general of the Army of the Potomac.

Throughout the time that the tunnel was being dug Comstock

repeatedly advocated an attack on the WeJ.don Railroad. On July

14 Grant sent his aide-de--camp to Washington to deliver some

messages and information to General Halleck. 2l While in Wash-

ington he had to defend Grant's operation to Halleck who wished

to see an attack on Richmond from north of the J~es River. 22

Thef0110wing day he returned to Grant's headquarters at City

Point.

40,

19Records, Ope cit., I, 40, Part III, p. 6.

20Comstock MSS, Ope cit., July 7, 1864.

21Records, Ope cit., I, 37, Part II, p. 300 and I,
Part ITT, p. 22;7 ---

22Comstock MSS, Ope cit., July 15, 1864.
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Comstock continued in his temporary duty of Chief Engineer

spending most of his time inspecting the Federal line both at

Petersburg and Butler's front at Bermuda Hundred. On July 27

he accompanied Sheridan and Hancock on a raid against Confed

erate positions near Chaffin's (Chapin's) farm. 23 An episode

during this raid exemplifies the authority Comstock had as

Grant's Aide-de-Camp. When Hancock ran into stubborn Confed-

erate resistance he proposed to wait until Grant arrived with

orders. Comstock told Hancock that there was no question that

Grant wanted the rebels driven into an area around Chaffin's

farm. Hancock comp~ied and later Grant gave him written orders

to the same effect. The raid near Butler's front, although

l~rgely unsuccessful, did force Lee to shift some troops from

Petersburg front north to the trenches near Richmond.

This shift of Confederate forces made even Comstock feel

that Burnside's mine might have its merits. Comstock incor-

rectly estimated that Lee had only three divisions in the

Petersburg line when the mine was exploded at 4:30 A. M.,

JUly 30. 24 Comstock gave a description of the fiasco at the

era ter:

Mine was fired about 4:30 A. M•.•• Two or three
trifly attempts at assault were made, with much
loss to us and little to the enemy. The enemy's
line was very weak, artillery fire insignificant,
and 5,000 good men could have gone straight

23comstock refers to this as Chaffin's Farm. On most
maps it is referred to as Chapin 1 s Farm.

24comstock MSS, Ope cit., July 29, 1864.
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through to the crest, which gave us everything
• • • Troops undoubtedly are not in as good a
condition as when this started and I fear are
not effeciently commanded ••. we will neve~

have another such opportunity. God help us. 5

Comstock later testified at a Court of Inquiry that when

the assault occured he was at General Burnside's headquarters.

He felt that ~n assault would have been practical after the

explosion took place if some working parties had been sent out

into the crater to remove obstructions, thus enabling the

assault troops to advance in line of battle instead of being

thrown in piecemeal as they were. 26

After the failure of the assault Burnside and Meade, who

was never in favor of the venture, quarreled. When Grant and

Meade left Burnside's headquarters, Comstock remained behind.

The antipathy between Comstock and Burnside which had been

growing since Antietam finally broke into the open. During

the argument Meade had accused Burnside of failure to obey

orders during the assault on the crater. The somewhat dis-

traugh t cummander of the IX Corps asked Coms tock if he had

remained behind to see that all future orders were carried

out? Comstock had served as Grant's representative at Burn-

side's headquarters during the early phase of the assault and

had been sending his commander reports of the progress of the

battle. Burnside accused Comstock of sending Grant adverse

25Ibid., July 30, 1864.

26Records, op. ci t., r, 4u, Pa.rt I, pp. 82-·83.
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reports about his ability to command. An examination of Com

stock's reports prove this charge to unwarranted. 27 Burn-

side also stated that he wished that in the future Grant would

send some other staff officer to his headquarters. Later the

same day Burnside resigned his command and it was taken over

by Parke.

The Union failure to carry the Confederate line near the

crater did accomplish a number of important objectives. First,

it decided the direction future operations of the Army of the

Potomac would take. Grant would, as Comstock had been advocat-

ing, turn to extending the Federal line west around the city

of Petersburg. 28 Secondly, Grant's position in front of Peters-

burg forced Lee to maintain his defensive positions. Thus,

Lee was unable to send any of his forces to reenforce other

hard-pressed Confederate armies, especially those opposing

Sherman who was in the final stages of his operation against

Atlanta.

On August 4 Comstock accompanied Grant on a trip to Wash

ington. The purpose of this trip was to inspect Union defenses

around the capitol and Harper's Ferry and to organize an offen-

sive against General Jubal A. Early who was making a pest of

27Ibid., pp. 142-44; I, 40, Part III, p. 637.

28See the following maps: "Engineer Department l"IaR of
of the Union Line in Front of Petersburg, July 28, 1854,' Map
Showing Part of the U. S. Forces in Front of Petersburg, July
29, 1864," and "Position and Operations of the Artillery of
the Army of the Potomac, July 30, 1864," Atlas, .Q.12.. cit. ,
Plate LXIV, Maps 1, 2, & 3.
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hL~se!f in the Shenandoah Valley region. Three days later

Grant returned to City Point and Comstock went to Philadelphia.

From August 8-11 a~l material in Comstock's diary is deleted

m~king it impossible to ascertain his purpose in that city. It

may have been to inspect the defenses of the Philadelphia area

beoause General Early was nearby. There is some indication that

Comstock may have been looking for his old friend James G.

Duane who had lost his mind possibly as a result of suffering

from a sunstroke. 29 Whatever his purpose, he accomplished it

and returned to City Point on the l2/th.

The following day Hancock was ordered to make another

assault north of the James River. Grant and Comstock went up

to the front to observe and "got handsomely shelled ••• we had

leaves, bits of bark, etc. thrown over us by shells and musket

balls. ,,30 Al though Hancock's assaul t experienced Ii ttle success,

Grant ordered him to remain in his position hoping that Han-

cock's pressure in the north would mask Warren's future opera-

tions in the south against the Weldon and Petersburg Railroad.

The Weldon Railroad was one of the two remaining links

Petersburg had with the south. Even before the digging of the

mine tunnel, Comstock had been advocating that it should be

cut. On August 8 Warren's V Corps advanced against the line.

After ·two days of fighting and heavy losses, especially in

29See Com,stock MSS, Ope cit., September IS, 1864.

30rbld., August 14, 1864.
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prisoners, Warren was across the line. Comstock in describing

Warren's offensive said:

Warren's loss yesterday W&S far worse than we sup
posed ••. It i~ disgusting and disheartening•••
our men are not worth half wnat they were when we
started on this campaign-doubts about the enforce
ment of the draft, a very strong peace feeling
growing in the North ••• it is hard to forsee
the future.3l

The rebels continued to use the railroad south of the break

even though it had been cut by ~~rren. Confederate trains came

up the line as far as stony Creek, about a day's haul by wagon

from Petersburg. Supplies were transferred to wagons and routed

around the Union left by roads into Petersburg and Richmond.

In order to stop this traffic Grant recalled Hancock's corps

from north of the James. To facilit~te Hancock's movement

Comstock was placed in charge of building two pontoon bridges

over the river, one at Point of Rocks and the other at Broad

way.32

Hancock's orders were to destroy the Weldon Railroad as

far south as Rowanty Creek, ten and one-half miles from Warren's

position. The II Corps had torn up approximately seven miles

of track when, on the 24/th, he was attacked by A. P. Hill.

Some of Hancock's raw divisions p~nicked and he was forced to

retire with heavy losses, especially in prisoners. Comstock

expressed his disgust over the high ratio of losses in prisoners

31Ibid., August 20, 1864.

3 2Records, Ope cit., I, 42, Part IT, p. 335 •
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by stating in his diary, "It is disgusting ••• I would rather

they"were killed or wounded, that would look as if they fought."33

After the route of the II Corps Confederate forces still held

the Weldon Railroad scuth of Ream's Station but the wagon

route took longer to get supplies into the two beleaguered

cities.

During September Comstock was engaged in two major

engineering projects. The first was the supervision of

extending and fortifying the Federal line across the Weldon

Railroad. 34 Secondly, he was involved in the construction of

a spur line railroad which ran from the Petersburg and City

Point Railroad, southwest to where it crossed the Norfolk and

Pe tersburg Railroad. A glance a t a map of this area shows the

vast logistical problem this spur line rectified. Up to this

point all supplies coming to Grant's army had to be shipped by

steamer to City Point. Here they were tansferred onto cars of

Petersburg and City Point Railroad and moved to the Federal

lines in front of Petersburg. As the Union line extended

farther west around the city it became increasingly more

difficult to transfer supplies by wagon. The new military

spur line greatly aided this movement. Not only could the

Army of the Potomac move its needs by rail directly from City

33Comstock MSS, Ope cit., August 27, 1864.

34see "Sketch of Redoubts and Batteries of the LinesQi'
the United states Forces in Front of Petersburg, September 13,
1864," Atlas, Ope cit., Plate LXVII, Map 9.
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Point to the Weldon Railroad at Globe Tavern but it could also

now more easily utilize the port facilities of Norfolk.

From September 12-17 Comstock accompanied Grant again to

Washington, Baltimore, and Harper's Ferry. Although he does

not state it in his diary the purpose of this trip was probably

to organize Sheridan's last offensive against Early in the

Shenandoah VCi.lley. They arrived back the same day the Wade

Hampton, cavalry commander of the Army of Northern Virginia,

returned to the Petersburg lines with 2,400 head of Union

cattle he had daringly rustled from the rear of the Union army.

Hampton's remarkable raid was indicative of the waning food

supply in the Richmond-Petersburg area. It is doubtful if Lee

would have allowed the departure of four thousand mounted

troops if the need for provisions was not becoming increasingly

more desperate.

While on an inspection of Birney'S line of September 20

Comstock possibly came the closest to becoming a battlefield

casualty. A Confederate shell landed close enough to his

horse to throw dirt on both of them. The inspection of Birney's

line was probably in preparation for Grant's next move. On

September 25-26 Comstock escorted Seward and Washburne along

the Federal front and outlined the plan of battle. The offen

sive would be a two-pronged attack. General Ord of Butler's

Army of the James would again advance towards Richmond.

South of the James, Warren would direct his attack against the

Confederate defenses along Squirrel Level Road with his goal
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the capture of the Southside Railroad, Petersburg's last rail

link with the south. The later of these two offensive would

be known as the Battle of Peeble's farm.

Grant assigned his Aid-de-Camp to General Ord's headquarters

on Butler's front. Specifically, Ord was to direct his attack

against Port Harrison, a strong Confederate works located on

the James River thirteen miles north of Petersburg. Ord

assigned Comstock to be with the assault troops and to keep him

informed of the progress of the battle. When Ord was wounded

Comstock urged him to retire and relinquish his command to

Hickman, which he did. Comstock then remained with Hickman

until Fort Harrison fell. During the night he laid out

defensive positions which held up under a determined Confeder-

ate counter-attack the following morning. Ord, in his report

on the capture of Fort Harrison stated, "Lt.-Golonel Comstock,

of General Grant's staff ••• and a large number of others

••• were conspicuous for their gallantry.u35

Butler's attack on the 29/th had also gained some new

ground. Comstock and Barnard, the later back as Chief Engineer

of the Army of the Potomac, were immediately assigned to lay

out a defensive line and fortify it. 36 On October 2 the same

two were ordered back to Butler's headquarters to layout a

secondary line for the commander of the Army of the James to

35Records, Ope cit., I, 42, Part I, p. 795.

36 I bid., p. 662.
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falJ. back on in case he was forced to withdraw. This new line

had its right resting on Four Mile Creek and its left on the

marsh on the James River below Three Mile Creek. 37 While Com-

stock was with Butler the commander expressed his desire to

renew his attack on Richmond. Comstock persuaded Grant that

the best area for attack was still south of the James. 38

On October 3 Grant went to Washington and Comstock was

disgusted that he could not go a~ong. During Grant's absence

it appears that Comstock was almost in command. Reports were

directed to him personally and he mentions "pushing a line

forward.,,39 Whatever his o.apacity it must have taken much of

his time because he made no entries in his diary between

October 8 and October 17.

Grant was ready to strike again on October 27. The plan

was basically the same as the operation conducted three weeks

earlier. Butler would again make an attack towards Richmond

while Hancock and Warren would striKe for Hatcher's Run Creek

near Burgess' Mill.

Butler must have appreciated Comstock's assistance,

because he again requested that Gra.nt assign his Aid-de-Camp

to the Army of the James during its phase of the operation.4o

Butler was instructed by Grant that it was imperative that he

37Ibid.

38Comstock MSS, Ope cit., October 2, 1864.

39 Ibid ., October 7, 1864.

40Records, Ope cit., I, 42, Part III, p. 366.
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not attack strongly entrenched lines. Consequently, Butler's

offensive gained little. That night Comtock remained at

Butler's headquarters, while the later reminisced about his

military career. Comstock analyzed Butler in his diary by

writing:

lIn thel evening Butler told me many stories, mostly
about himself. If they are not colored he is most
unscrupulous and would stop at nothing to carry out
his ends. At no lfleans fair or foul to punish one
crossed nis path.4l

The October 27 operation would be the last one Comstock

would take part in on the Pe tersburg front. From this point

to the end of the war Grant would assign his Aid-de-Camp to

minor but significant operations in the Shenondoah Valley,

Atlantic seaboard, and Mobile Bay.

On October 29 Grant ordered Comstock to proceed to

General Sheridan's command and act temporarily as his Chief

Engineer.42 He arrived at Sheridan's neadquarters at Win-

chester on November 1. The following four days he spent

with Sheridan who was in the final stage of destroying Con-

federate resistance in the Valley. On the day prior to his

departure both men ate some bad cheese which made them

violently ill. Comstock was able to leave for Washington on

November 5 but Sheridan was still bed-ridden with food

poisoning.

4lComs tock MSS, op. cit., October 27, 1864.

42Records, Ope cit., 1,43, Part II, p. 498.
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Comstock returned to City Point on November 7. A

natural topic of conversation among the Union officers was

the upcoming presidential election between Lincoln and McClel

lan. Most officers felt that Lincoln was "safest and best. tt 43

When Lincoln's reelection was assured Comstock noted in his

diary:

The election of Lincoln by a large majority is now
certain and while I think McClellan honest and
patriotic, I feel relieved and more confident of
final success of permanent safety to our country.44

Together in front of PetersbQrg on November 16, Grant

and Comstock inspected the Union lines for the last time.

The following day Comstock was granted leave and he started

for Washington. Here, three weeks later, he would receive

orders to accompany tne Fledera1 expedition to Fort Fisher.

43Comstock MSS, Ope cit., November 8, 1864.

44 Ibid ., November 11, 1864.
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CHAPTER IX

FORT F'IS~1ER CAMPAIGN

First Expedition

When U. S. Grant became general-in-chief of all Union

armies his over-all strategy W&S to destroy the two remaining

Confederate armies: Leets and Jonnstonts. Meade, commanding

the Army of the Potomac was to move against the Army of

Northern Virginia. Sherman was to operate against Johnston

in Georgia~ taking Atlanta and thus severing the Confederacy.

To relieve some pressure upon Meade and Sherman, minor opera-

tions were to be conducted against other strong points in the

South. One of t~ese operations was to be against Fort Fisher,

Nortn Carolina.

This fort was within the territorial jurisdiction of

General B. Butler, who cOIT~anded the Union Department of

Virginia and North Carolina. Fort Fisher was located near

the end of a spit of land known as Fiederal Point, which, during

the war was known as Confederate Point. Bordered on the east

or ocean-side by Onslow Bay and on the west side by Cape Fear

River, this fort effectively protected the city of Wilmington

from any expeditionary force coming by land or sea. l Even

though a Federal blockading squardron was stationed off-shore,

blockade-runners continued to slip in and out of Wilmington

lSee "Approaches to Wilmington, North Carolina,H Atlas,
Ope cit., Plate CXXXII, Map 1.



harbor. Consequently, Butler decided to take the fort and

city, asking Grant to send Comstock along on the expedition.

Grant consented.

Over-&ll ccmmand of the invasion force was given to Butler.

Major-General Godfrey Weitzel would command the 6,500 assault

troops. Rear Admiral David ?orter would have the distinction

of' commanding tne largest united states fleet ever assembled. 2

The invading armada gathered at Fort Monroe on December 8,

1864. On De cerr~ber 12, Porte r' s squadron Ie ft for Beaufort,

North Carolina, where it would have twenty-four hours to re-

fuel. The troops transports, after a diversion up the Potomac

to deceive the rebels, left for Fort Fisher on December 14.
Sea travel was always a horror for Comstock because he

became ill even in calm water. December 16, the transports

arrived at the rendezvous twenty-five miles off-shore but

Porter was late in coming from Beaufort. During the afternoon

of December 17 Comstock and Weitzel took a small steamer close

in-shore to examine the works of the fort but were driven off

when they were fired upon. Admiral Porter's squadron arrived

on tue lB/th but heavy seas made any landing impossible.

The first expedition to Fort Fisher was seriously handi-

capped by poor weather. When the transports first arrived,

the seas had been calm bLlt by the time of Porter's arrival a

s. W.gale had blown up. Comstock, in a later report on the

2Thomas o. Selfridge, "The Navy at Fort Fisher,"
Battles and Leaders of the Civil War, Vol. 4, p. 655.



failure of the first expedition stated that if a landing had

been made on the day the transports arrived, the campaign

might have been a s~ccess.3 Because of high seas, the trans-

ports were ordered back to Morehead City, North Carolina, to

take on coal and fresh water. Comstock returned with the

transports and much to his relief spent the next four days on

shore. On December 23 the seas calmed and the transports,

preceded by Porter's gunboats, again headed south.

At 1:40 A. M., December 23, Butler exploded his famous

powderboat. This was one of Butler's pet projects and he had

discussed its effectiveness with Comstock earlier.4 The pro-

posed plan was to strip an old naval vessel, the Louisiana,

and pack her with four hundred tons of powder. 5 A select

crew would move the vessel w~thin two hundred yards of the

fort, light,the f~se, and escape to safety. Butler calculated

the resQlting explosion would create a pressure of 2,200 pounds

per square inch on the fort and thus sweep everything before

it. Comstock and General Delafield, Chief Engineer on the

first expedition, both agreed that it would have as much

effect as if the navy fired feathers at the fort. 6 A logical

reason for the failure of the powderboat can be seen in the

3Records, Ope cit., I, 46, Part II, pp. 4-5.
4Comstock MSS, 0E. cit., November 19, 1864.

5For a sketch of the powderboat Louisiana see: Atlas,
op.cit., Plate LXVII, Map 5.

6comstock MSS, loc. cit.



characteristics of black powder. As only one fuse was used

it must have been located somewhere near the center of the

c~arge. Bl~ck powder, unlike modern smokeless powders, is

slow burning and thus there was not the spontaneous explosion

that might have delivered the pressure wave that Butler pre-

dieted. Comsrock commented that the noise was much less than

even he had expected. 7

Naval bombardment of Fort Fisher began at 11:)0 A. M.,

December 24. Thus began one of the first major engagements

in United States naval history between guns afloat and guns

ashore. 8 Fifty vessels, including three frigates, five or six

sloops, and five or six monitors, brought four hundred and

seventy guns of various calibers to bear on the fort. 9 This

bombardment lasted for five hours at an average rate of one

hundred fifteen rounds per minute. IO Shelling was diffused

and wild, at least one-third of the projectiles never coming

near the fort. ll After a hour and a quarter the fort was un-

able to return fire, not due to damage inflicted upon the men

or weapons, but because the fort was low on ammunition; the

7rbid., December 24,1864

5John C. Palfrey, "The Siege of Yorktown,u .£E.. cit.,
p. 121.

9Ib i d ., p. 122.

lOIbid., p. 123.

llWilliam Lamb, "The Defenses of Fort Fisher," Battles
and Leaders of the Civil ~Nar, Vol. 4, p. 647.
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men simply retired to their bomb-proofs. 12

Comstock observed the bombardment on the 24/th from

Admiral Porter's flagship.13 That night a council of war was

held to determine the next course of action. Butler, somewhat

depressed after the fail'..lre of his powderboat project, pro-

posed a return to Fort Monroe. Weitzel agreed with Butler.

Comstock felt tnat at least a reconnaissance in force should

be made to see flOW strong the works were and if it were pos-

sible to make an assault. Comstock had his way and Porter

agreed to renew the bombardment the following morning. 14

The naval bombardment began anew the following morning. I 5

Although Fort Fisher was designed to withstand artillery fire

the Confederates faced a problem of defending the land-side if

the fort's protective cannon were destroyed. As a defense

against this possibility a line a electronic mines were buried

12 palfrey reported that during the bombardment of
December 24-25, Confederate ~osses consisted of one dead,
twenty-two wounded, and five cannon disabled: John C. Palfrey,
"The Siege of Yorktown," lac. cit.; Lamb reported only one
gun destroyed: Lamb, Ope cit. ,--p:- 646; Porter felt that the
lack of fire was due to damoralization of the Confederate
gunners: Corns tack MSS, loc. cit.

l3Hecords, Ope el t. , I, 46, Part I, p. 985; Part II,
p. 1049.

l4Comstock IviSS, lac. cit.; Records, Ope eit. , I, 42,
965.

-_.._-
p.

l5rn t:le two
of 25,000 rounds or
the ship's gunners.
Ope cit., p. 124.

days the navy shelled Fort Fisher a total
1,600,000 pounds of iron were expended by
J. C. palfrey, "The Siege of Yorktown,"
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five to six hundred feet in front of the 1~nd-face.16 These

torpedoes, as they were called, were so designed that they

COQld be fired simultaneoQsly or independently from a

bomb-proof within the fort. Further protection against

infantry assault was provided by a palisade consisting of

nine-foot palmetto logs buried upright in the sand. This

p~lisade ran the entire one-half mile length across the front

of the fort and had ample ports from which the defenders could

fire. It was further designed to produce enfilading fire on

the center, where a sally-port was located backed by two mobile

Napoleons. Any infantry force advancing upon the fort from

the land-side would not only have to face the electronic mines

but murderous fire from the p~lisade.

Naval gunners provided a canopy of protective fire as

Union infantry went ashore about 11:00 A. M. Confederate

defenders n~~bered about nine hundred veteran troops and four

hundred and fifty partially trained reserves. I7 During the

bombardment these men retired to their bomb-proofs, knowing

that the naval barrage would lift as soon as the infantry

neared the palisade. Co~stock landed about one thousand yards

from the fort. As there was no resistance from it he was

surprised when Weitzel reported that he could not make an

l6see "De fense s of Fort F ishe r," Atlas, op. cit.,
Plate LXVII, Map l~

17Lamb , loc. cit.



assault on the works.ol8 WhlolG Butler WaS ordering reembarka-

tion, Comstock and General Curtis had moved within five

hundred yards of the palidade. Both Comstock and Curtis, from

their position, found the works strong but assaultable. 19

Curtis wanted to try, and Comstock felt he was justified in

doing so, even in direct disobedience to Butler's orders.

Curtis would not advance without Butler's permission, and while

Comstock was looking for the commander, the naval shelling

ceased; the defenders reoccupied the works, and laid down such

heavy artillery and musket fire that any further attempted

assault was impossible. Troops were reembarked and the

expedition sailed for Fort Monroe the following morning. 20

During the voyage back Comstock wrote his report to Grant

stating the reasons for the failure of t.ne first expedition

and s ugge s tions for m y assaul t. 21

Second Expedition

Failure of the first expedition only instilled a greater

desire to smash this thorn in the Union's si de. Pre sident

Lincoln wanted another attempt made immediately but Comstock
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didn't "like it and doubted its success. n22 On January 5

General Grant oraered Comstock to accompany the second expedi

tion as General Terry's Chief Engineer. 23 Even though Grant

had ordered him nhe didn't want to go. ,,24

Overall co~mand of the second expedition was given to

Major-General Alfred q. 'ferry; the naval force again was under

Rear Admiral Porter. 25 The transports sailed from For t Monroe

and arrived at Morehead City on January 8. Again heavy seas

plagued the expedition and it was forced to remain in port for

four days.26 On January 11 Comstock telegraphed John A.

Rawlins, Grant's Chief-of-staff, ". • • gale is over • • • now,

if you will quit swearing for two days and pray naIf as hard,

I tnink we'll have good weather and good luck.»27

Although Comstock felt t~at the Confederate defenders

surely must have known of their coming, Colonel William Lamb

c. S. A., commander at Fort Pisher, claimed he did not know it

until the Union armada arrived off the fort on the morning of

22Comstock MSS, Ope cit., January 1, 1865.

23Records, Ope cit., I, 34, Part I, p. 42; I, 38,
Part I, R. 34; I, 45, Part I, p. 43; I, 46, Part II, pp. 3 &
770; I, 46 , Part III, p. 166.

24Comstock MSS, Ope cit., January 5, 1865.,

25Por a roster of Union and Confederate forces engaged
in the second battle of Fort Fisher see: Battles and Leaders
of the Civil War, Ope cit., Vol. 4, pp. 661-62. --- -------

26Comstock MSS, Ope cit., January 5-12; Records, Ope
cit., I, 46, Part II; p-.-69-.--

27Records, Ope cit., 1,46, Part II, p. 93.
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January 12. 28 \Vi th Farr'agut' s sea victory at Mobile Bay,

Fort Pisher commanded the last avenue that the Confederacy

had with the outside world. If it fell, all Southern block-

ade-running would cease. Lee, realizing that his army could

not subsist without Fisher, ordered Lamb to hold the fort at

all costs.

Lamb faced an even greater dilemma than Stevenson did in

the first assault. Little or nothing had been done to repair

the damage done by the first bombardment or to strengthen

the works. 29 Confederate batteries were again severely

limited by a lack of ammunition against an even larger Union

force. Finally, he faced an assaulting party composed of

eighty-five hundred infantry supported by sixteen hundred

sailors and marines. Lamb's defensive forces numbered

thirteen hundred effectives and he could expect no help from

General Bragg at Wilmington. 30

Naval barrage began on the morning of January 14. F~ederal

iron-clads were to anchor within twelve hundred yards of the

fort, thus being able to direct a more accurate and concentrated

28L b . t~, Ope ~., p.

29Ibid., p. 646; Comstock reported that the works
looked stronger: Comstock MSS, Ope cit., January 13, 1865;
Selfridge, contrary to LamOTS cIaim~tates that the fort
was much stronger defensively, repairs were made, and new
batteries added: selfridge, Ope c1 t., p. 658.

30J. c. Palfrey, "The Siege of Yorktown, It Ope ci t.,
p. 122.
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fire on the land-side.31 Fort Fisher was severely damaged;

its defenders suffering heavy damage. 32 Besides damages

done to the fort, great holes were torn in the palisade and

all but one of the wires to the electronic mines had been

cut. The north-east salient was open for assault.

Naval bombardment continued throughout the night of the

14/th and renewed with intensity at 8:00 A. M. on the 15/th

as assault troops moved ashore. All troops were landed north

of the fort by 3:00 P. M.33 While troops were being disem-

barked from the transports, Comstock and Terry made a recon

naissance to within four hQ~dred yards of the fort. 34 ~ven

though the palisade had been shattered in many spots Terry

was not in favor of an immediate assault. Comstock felt that

an immediate assault should be made for three reasons:

1) because of the possibility of bad weather, it could be

difficult getting adequate supplies and ammunition ashore;

2) "A siege where the works can constantly be supplied from

the rear is uncertain and tedious ••• n; and 3) an assault

31During the bombardment of December and January, the
navy fired between 45,000 and 50,000 rounds into the fort.
After the war one thousand tons of iron was gathered from the
works: Lamb, 2£. cit., p. 654.

32Lamb reported that he had only three or four guns to
repel any assault on the north-east salient; Lamb, £E. cit.,
p. 648; Comstock reported later that of the twenty-one guns
and three mortars on the land-side, three-quarters were des
troyed: Selfridge, loc. cit.

33Terry had already requested reenforcements from
Grant: Records, 2£. cit., I, 46, Part II, p. 122.

34Comstock MSS, Q£. cit., January 14, 1865.



must come eventually and possibly under conditions not as

favorable as at the present.35 When Porter offered to send

in two thousand sailors and marines to aid the assault,

Terry acceded to Comstock.

During the night and early morning hours of January 14

15 Comstock was busily engaged in making preparations for the

final assault. 36 The rebel steamer Chickamauga, due to its

shallow draft, had been continually harassing the Federal

concentration on the river-side. Comstock set about to build

a battery of two twenty pound Parrots to keep her off.37

The Union assault would take place in two segments: the

army would advance on Fort Fisher from the Cape Fear River

side; the two thousand sailors and marines would advance

from the sea-side. Naval barrage would continue until 2:30

F. M. when the charge signal would be given by steam

whistles of the fleet. At 3:00 P. M. the assault began.

Although the defenders had suffered heavily during the

bombardment they were still able to put up an effective

resistance, especially along the sea-side.38 By 5:30 P. M.

35Ibid •

36By this time Comstock secretly feared for the success
of an assault but was afraid to express his fears as he had
so strongly advocated it the day before: Ibid.

37Comstock MSS, £E. cit., January 15,1865; Records, 2£.
cit., I, 46, Part II, p. 14r:-

38Admiral Porter, so confident that his sailors and
marines would sweep everything before them, armed them only
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half of the fort had been taken, but Confederate resistance

had hardened to the point that General Ames requested permis-

sion to entrench and renew the attack in the morning. Com-

stock, fearful of reenforced rebel counter-attacks, urged

Terry to throw everything into a final push even if it meant

leaving the Union rear unprotected. 39 Again Terry assented

and Comstock was placed in charge of organizing the brigades

for the final assault to begin at 9:00 F. M. It was a success

and by 10:00 P. M. the Confederate defenses collapsed and the

fort fell. Comstock described his feelings upon entering

the fort:

What our feelings were as in the moonlight we looked
on the huge mounds and hollows, the disabled guns,
and the dead men scattered thickly around and knew
how great the work was we had taken and how terrible
the horror we had found I cannot write ••• our flag
was on Fort Fisher, never to be removed. •• at last
the long distance is over • • • All praises to the
all merciful God for his favor today.40

That night Comstock triumphantly telegraphed Grant that the

fort was in Union hands.41

with pistols and cutlasses. Although they attacked vigorously,
they could not breach the palisade and were pinned down.
Their heroic charge did contribute to final success by pulling
enough defenders from the river-side to allow the infantry to
gain a portion of the works.

39Comstock did not know at this time that Lamb was
wounded and out of action and that the Union rear was safe
as Bragg was moving away from Fort Fisher north to Wilmington.

40Comstock MSS, loc. cit.

41Records, £E. cit., I, 42, Part I, p. 975; I, 4~,
Part I, pp. 405-08.
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How great was the Union victory at Fort Fisher? Lamb

felt that it was one of its greatest but that its importance

was overshadowed by Lee's surrender at Appomattox.42 From a

purely military standpoint it was the first combined army

navy coastal operation against a strongly fortified enemy

position that was victorious. Lamb felt and the author

agrees with him, that the fort could not have been taken

without naval support.43 Selfridge disagrees but feels that

the Union losses would have been much greater.44 The final

success of the operation gave substantial experience to

Comstock who would use this knowledge in a future operation

against Spanish Fort at Mobile Bay.

42Lamb , .2.E.. ci t ., p. 654.

43Ibid.

44S e lfridge, ££. cit., p. 66.
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CHAPTER XI

FROM FORT FISHER TO THE CAPTURE OF WILMINGTON

On January 16, 1865, Comstock received a pleasant

surpri se • Gene ral Terry re turne d from Admiral Porter t s

flagship Malvern with a promotion to Bvt. Brigader-General

for Comstock. l He felt that Terry had been "too generous and

flattering.,,2 The promotion, though the largest granted to

anyone involved in the capture of Fort Fisher, was only

temporary. His brevet was in the volunteers and not in the

regular army. 3

The following day Comstock made a detailed and systematic

inspection of the captured fort. 4 He was amazed at the

lSecretary of War Stanton had observed the assault on
Fort Fisher and signed Comstock's battlefield promotion per
sonally.

2In his official report on the capture of Fort Fisher
Terry stated: "To Bvt. Brigader-General Comstock • •• I am
under the deepest obligations. At every step of our progess
I received from him the most valuable assistance. For the
final success of our part of the operations the country is
more indebted to him than to me." Records,.2.E. cit., I, 46,
Part I, p. 400.

3During the enti re Civil \'v'ar, the regular army and the
volunteers remained two distinct organizations. Many officers
held commissions in both branches. Promotion in the regular
army was more prized because it was a permanent rank, whereas
promotion in the volunteers would terminate with the war. At
the time of the Fort Fisher brevet Comstockts rank in the
regular army was that of captain.

4comstock drew a detailed map of the fort showing the
"location and caliber of the defensive guns. See Plan of

ii10rt Fisher," Atlas, .2.£. cit., Plate LXXV, Map 2.
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strength of the works and had he known it on the lS/th he

would never have urged an assault on it.S

The fall of Fort Fisher did not end the campaign as

Wilmington was the final objective. This place was still

protected by a number of minor fortifications along the Cape

Fear River. 6 Among these were Forts Anderson, Caswell, and

Campbell; Fort Anderson being the strongest of the three.

Anchored on these forts Bragg had constructed a strong line

of entrenchments that would impede any advance up Federal

(Confederate) Point towards the city. Reconnaissances by

Terry and Comstock up the river found that these forts were

so strong that they could only be taken by siege operations.

Grant sent a personal representative to communicate to Terry

that no advance was to be made until he arrived.

From January 21-27 Comstock was involved in various

engineering projects. Fort Fisher itself had to be strength

ened in the event of a Confederate counter-offensive from

Wilmington. A number of torpedoes (mines) had been dragged

out of the river so Comstock reported to the War Department

how they functioned and provided detailed drawings. 7

Continued reconnaissances were made upstream on board one of

the Federal rams, sometimes under fire from one of the forts.

5Comstock ~lSS, 2£. cit., January 17, 1865.

6See "Approaches to Wilmington," Atlas, lac. cit.

7Records, 2£. cit., I, 46, Part II, pp. 215-17.
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Grant arrived onboard Porter's flagship on January 28.

After inspecting the fort he outlined a plan in which General

Schofield and seventeen thousand troops would soon arrive to

take over the final push on Bragg and Wilmington. 8 Comstock

was to accompany Scholfield as an advisor and engineer.

On February 3 Schofield arrived and preparations were

made to move north. Comstock felt that there were three

possibilities in driving Hoke's division of Bragg from his

entrenchments: 1) use the navy and bombard Fort Caswell into

submission and thus turn the Confederate flank; 2) transport

men via pontoon bridges across Myrtle Sound and attack Hoke

from the rear forcing him into the open country; or 3) carry

out siege operations against the fort.9 Comstock personally

made a reconnaissance over the ground where the pontoons were

to be landed but the operation had to be cancelled because

of the slowness of moving the pontoons into position and

inclement weather. lO The failure of these two projects

forced a direct land movement on Wilmington. On February 19

8General Barnard, Chief Engineer of the Armies in the
Field, who accompanied Grant to Fort Fisher, commented to
Comstock that they were "lucky in getting in." Comstock MSS,
££. cit., January 29, 1865.

9Comstock telegraphed Admiral Porter that he fel t Fiort
Caswell could not take a heavy naval barrage. nIf you can
spare a vessel for several hours practice I should be happy
to accompahy it and arrange with its commander the details
of the experiment." Re co rds, .2.12. ci t ., I, 47, Part II, p. 324.

10Comstock MSS, 2£. cit., February 13-14, 1865; Records,
££. cit., I, 47, Part II, pp. 403-04, 486, & 437.
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Comstock fu~nounced the fall of Fort Anderson to Grant.ll

This fort was the anchor point of the defenses of Wilmington.

With its capture the city was doomed. Comstock reported

Wilmington's capture on February 22. 12

Thus ended the second illustrious campaign in Comstock's

military career. Vicksburg was a great accomplishment but

siege operations had already begun when he arrived and for a

time he had to share responsibilities. Fort Fisher's capture

was largely due to his advice and guidance. Experience

gained in this campaign would be instrumental in the fall of

another Confederate strong point, Spanish Fort.

llr d it I 47 F 4...tecor s, .££. _c_., , , art II, p. 93.

12Ibid., pp. 559-60.
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CHAFTER XII

THE MOBILE CAMPAIGN

With the Wilmington Campaign completed Comstock expected

to rejoin Grant in front of Fetersburg. Instead, he was

ordered to proceed to Washington to appear before the Co~~it

tee on Conduct of the War. l He remained in the capitol from

February 28 to March 1, 1865. On the later date he was

ordered by Grant to proceed to Mobile Bay to assist Major

General E. R. S. Canby, Commander of the Military Division

of West Mississippi. 2 Comstock arrived at General Canby's

headquarters at Fort Gaines on March 12.

Many Union commanders had cast envious eyes on the city

of Mobile since Farragut, in August, 1864, had given the

Union full command of the bay and had cleared the way for a

Federal advance against the city.

General Joseph E. Johnston had pronounced that Mobile

was the best-fortified place in the Confederacy. Between

1862 and 1864 no less than three continuous line of earth-

works had been constructed west of the city. Nineteen forts

and eight redoubts further strengthened this line. Parapets

of these forts were over thirty feet thick, fronted by ditches

twenty feet deep and thirty feet wide.

IRecords, QE. cit., I, 46, Part II, p. 689.

2Comstock MSS, QE. cit., March 1, 1865; Records, ££.
cit., I, 49, Part-Y; pp. 7~ 924.
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The entrance to Mobile Bay from the ocean was protected

by a heavy series of fortifications: United States Permanent

vJorks, Fort Horgan, Fort Gaines, and Fort Powell. Any

advance up the Apalachee River channel had to contend with

Forts Huger and 1'racy as well as pilings and mines. After

Forts Morgan and Gaines were taken by Union forces in 1864,

a strong line of defenses were built around Spanish Fort.

The Tensas River was protected by a heavily entrenched camp

at Blakely. Any Union attack on Mobile would have to be

along the east shore of Hobile Bay directed against Spanish

Fort and Blakely.3 If these two objectives could be taken

the undefended river-front of ~obile would be exposed as

well as opening the Alabama River to Federal forces.

Fort Gaines, on Dauphin Island and already under Union

control, was to serve as a supply base for Federal forces.

From this point the army would move part by water and part by

land to Donnelly's Mill where the two segments would again

unite. The combined force would then advance up the east

shore of Mobile Bay to Spanish Fort twenty miles away.

Preparations for the attack had begun early in January,

1865. Overall command had been given to General Canby. All

troops and their officers were battle hardened veterans who

had fought in various theaters of operation during the Civil

War. Comstock was ordered by Grant to "stay a while with him

3See Figure 15.
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(Canby)t1 and serve as general advisor and assistant to the

engineer corps.4

By March, 1865, everything was in readiness for the

general movement to begin. On the 21/st the overland segment

crossed the Fish hiver via pontoon bridges, arriving at Don

nelly's Millon the 24/th. The same day the section coming

by water arri ved and the two seg.rnents uni ted. Wi th Ii ttle

interference from the Confederates, the army reached Spanish

Fort on March 27 and investment began. After a reconnaissance

C tIof the works, omstock found it a strong place and inviting

assault.u5 During the investment, two rebel gunboats, the

Nashville and Morgan, continually harassed the Union forces.

Comstock went out to the f:L.agship of Rear Admiral 'Thatcher

to deliver a message from Canby and to see if some Federal

vessels could be sent up to drive the gunboats off. 6

Formal siege operations began on March 28. Basically

they were the same as similar operations carried out in the

past: overpowering the enemy's artillery; sapping safe

trenches for the assaulting party to the enemy's works; and

finally the actual assault. Silencing the enemy's artillery

4comstock MSS, ~. cit., March 1, 1865; John C. Palfrey,
"'rhe Capture of r-lobile, 'llhe Mississippi Valley Campaign,
1861-65 (Papers of the Military Historical Society of !-1assa
chusetts, 1910), p. 535.

5Comstock MSS, 2£. cit., March 27, 1865.

6Ibid ., March 28, 1865; Records, 2£. cit., I, 49,
Part II,P:-113 •
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proved to be a slow and difficult task. Most of the guns

within Spanish Fort were mobile field pieces that could be

shifted whenever their position was endangered by the Union

forces. Comstock found this out only too vividly when, on

the 29/th, he made an inspection of the entire Union line and

almost had his horse shot out from under him by a Confederate

battery. 7

Unlike Vicksburg, there were few physical obstacles, as

extensive ravines and wooded areas to slow the advance of the

sappers. The Union advance was therefore quite simple.

Trenches and parallels were dug; Comstock would select posi-

tions for batteries to deliver enfilading fire; the second

trench line and parallel was dug; the batteries moved forward;

and so on. On the ninth day of the siege a general bombard-

ment by Union batteries was ordered. Seventy guns, many in

batteries established by Comstock, began shelling the fort.

Outside of making much noise this bombardment did little or

no damage. 8 Union batteries continued shelling as the sap

moved forward.

By April 8 segments of the sap approaches were within

one hundred yards of the Confederate ditch. Because of the

state of forwardness, a general bombardment began by all

7In his inspection Comstock found that the strength
of Spanish Fort was almost equal to that of Vicksburg.
Comstock MSS, £E. cit., March 29, 1865.

8J • C. Palfrey, "'The Capture of Mobile, II .Q.E. cit.,
p. 544; Comstock MSS, 2£. cit., April 14, 1865.
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Union batteries preparatory to an assault the following

morning. An isolated assault by a small Union force on the

81th achieved such success on the rebel left that the Confed

erate commander, General Gibson, ordered a withdrawal during

the night. This was successfully accomplished by means of a

walk constructed through a swamp to the bank opposite Fort

Huger. Here the defenders moved across the Apalachee River

by boats. Others escaped up the shore of Minette Bay to

Blakely. By morning most of the defenders of Spanish Fort

were safely within the confines of Blakely or had been

transported by boat to Mobile. Comstock telegraphed Grant

of the fort's fall. 9

Another segment of the Union army under General ~teele

was already carrying out siege operations against Blakely

when Spanish Fort fell. This operation had begun on April 2

and Comstock had gone up from Spanish Fort to help Steele

establish his siege lines. lO Siege operations in front of

Blakely were very similar in most respects to those carried

out against Spanish Fort except that the approaches were more

swampy and wooded. After the fall of Spanish Fort siege

artillery, including captured pieces, were moved into the

Union line in front of Blakely.ll

9Records, QE. cit., I, 49, Part II, p. 294.

lOIbid., I, 49, Part I, p. 283.

IIFor Steele's siege approaches see Figure 18.
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Late in the afternoon of April 9, the same day Lee was

surrendering the Army of Northern Virginia to Grant, a full

assault on Blakely began. Comstock went in with the storming

party.12 Even though the Confederate defenders fought with

resolution they were soon overwhelmed. By dark Blakely was

firmly in Union hands.

The following morning Comstock notified Grant of the

fort's fall. 13 On an inspection tour of the fort the same

day Comstock found that the works were very strong and if

the defenders had fought harder they should have been able

to hold. Little did he know that General Canby had already

recommended him to the ;:;;'ecretary of War for a promotion to

Bvt. Major-General for trgallant and meritorious services in

the capture of Blakely. u14

On April 10-11 Union activities were concentrated on the

final push against Mobile. Forts Huger and Tracy were shelled

by both shore batteries from Spanish Fort and Union gunboats.

They were abandoned late on the ll/th. These were the last

heavy guns fired in anger during the Civil war. 15 Mobile was

now open. The city was abandoned by Confederate forces on

12ComstockMSS, 2£. cit., April 9, 1865.

13Records, £E. cit., I, 49, Part II, p. 311.

14He never received this commission primarily due to
the confusion resulting from the collapse of the Confederacy
and Lincoln's assassination.

15J. C. Palfrey, "The Capture of Mobile," £E. cit.,
p. 555.
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April 12. Comstock and Union forces entered the city on the

following day.

Thus ended a three week campaign against the best forti-·

fied place in the Confederacy. Could it have been held if

the Rebellion had not been in its death throes? Comstock

felt that with the overwhelming Federal superiority in men

and equipment the "work should have been sooner done. ,,16

On April 15 he was released from Canby's command and ordered

back to Grant. Canby, in his report to Grant, said, "I am

under many obligations to General Comstock for his active

and efficient assistance. ,,17 The success of the 1'1obile

Ca~paign was somewhat anti-climatic, overshadowed by Lee's

surrender three days earlier.

l6Comstock MSS, 2£. cit., April 16, 1865.

17Records, ££. cit., I, 49, Part II, pp. 362, 365.
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EPILOG

The military action of the war was over but the killing

was not. Comstock heard of Lincoln's assassination while at

Vicksburg. In his diary he wrote:

It is horrible. Death is too good for the murd
erers. Just as he can see the end of this rebel
lion he is killed. It seems too bad. Ever!body
is horrified. It will cost the South dear.

Little did he realize that upon his return to Washington he

would be appointed to the military commission that would try

Lincoln's assassins. Comstock was one of the original

choices to sit in on the court-martial. He somewhat

questioned the secret proceedings and felt that they should

be tried by a civil instead of a military court. He was

relieved on May 10, primarily because he was member of Grant's

staff and Grant was also on the assassin's list. 2

Cognizant of his abilities, Grant retained Comstock on

his staff after the war was over. when Grant became 1:"resi-

dent Comstock served as his private secretary with a

volunteer rank of Lieutenant-Colonel. On May 3, 1870, he

resigned this rank and returned to duty as a major in the

Corps of Engineers. He was attracted by an offer of the

lComstock MSS, 2£. cit., April 19, 1865.

2Ibid., May 10, ~865; Benjamin P. Thomas and Harold
M. Hyman, Stanton The Life and Times of Lincoln's Secretary
of War (New York: Alfred A. Knoff, 1962), p. 424.
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superintendency of the Geodetic Survey of Northern and North-

western Lakes. This survey had begun in 1841 and was directly

in line with his boyhood ambitions. Comstock served as the

seventh and last superintendant of this commission. His

final report "stands as a monument to the professional

ability of himself and his associates."3

After successful termination of the lake survey he was

assigned to the Mississippi River Commission. He served with

distinction on this commission for sixteen years, being its

president for the last five. In 1895, he retired from the

army with a rank of colonel.

Comstock's en~ire life was spent in the pursuit of

knowledge. He was an army man but he was also a scientist.

In 1884, he was elected to the National Academy of Science,

a distinction accorded to few men. Seven years after his

retirement from the army he donated a ten thousand dollar

trust fund to the Academy to be used as a grant to researchers

in electricity, magnetism, and radiant energy.4

Cyrus Ballou Comstock died at New York City on May 29,

1910. His remains were interred with military honors at the

Military Academy at West Point. Thus ended the career of a

3Annual Heunion, .2.£. cit., p. 159. For this report
see: Primary Triangulation of the United ~tates Lake Survey,
Professional Fapers of the Corps of Engineers, U. S. Army,
No. 24.

4It was Comstock who placed the name of Thomas Edison
in nomination to the ~ational Academy of Science.
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man whom few have ever heard of in the history of the Civil

War. As a soldier and as a scientist he not only contributed

significantly to the Union victory in the rebellion but also

spent his talents in the application of science to the pUblic

need.
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REVIEW OF 'lIRE LITERAIIURE

Literature pertaining to the period of the American

Civil war is almost limitless to the researcher. 'The author

of this paper had attempted to explore every source and

employ ever research tool available in his preparation. Much

of the research of this thesis was centered upon unpublished

diaries. Other material was embodied in United States

government pUblications, post-war personal recollections and

memoirs, proceedings of military historical societies, and

other miscellaneous monographs. A brief bibliographical

summarization will be given here.

I. COMSTOCK ~~NUSCRIPTS

It is always the hope of a graduate student in history

to have the opportunity to write a thesis based primarily

upon unpublished manuscript material. The author of this

paper was indeed fortunate in having such material at his

disposal. In 1965 Wisconsin State University at La Crosse

became a depository for regional acquisitions of the Wiscon

sin Historical Society. Among the manuscript collections

deposited in the University's Area Research Center were the

Comstock Papers, donated to the State Historical Society by

Dr. Elizabeth Comstock of Arcadia, \'Jisconsin. These papers,

consisting of nine files, contained various memoranda of the

Comstock family dating back to the 1700's.

In October, 1965, Dr. George Gilkey, chairman of the



university history department, suggested to the author that

he consult the Comstock Papers for a possible thesis topic.

A survey of the collection disclosed that the greates~amount

of material pertained to correspondences, diaries, memoranda

books, and notes of Cyrus Ballou Comstock. Especially import-

ant were the diaries, which bore out three unique character-

istics.

First, Cyrus Comstock was an astute and faithful diarist.

From 1847 until his death in 1910 he conscientiously kept a

journal of his whereabouts and activities. There is every

indication that a diary was kept prior to April 16, 1847,

but it has been either destroyed or lost.

The only gap in the diary collection at La Crosse is

from August 2, 1861, to May 26, 1867. These two diaries

deal primarily with Comstock's activities during the Civil

War. These journals and approximately nine hundred other

personal papers were located in the National Archives of the

Library of Congress. These diaries, Volumes IV and V, were

microfilmed and incorporated into the collection at La Crosse. l

lIn Volumes I, II, III, and V Comstock kept an accurate
account of his daily activities. In Volume IV this is not
the case. From August 2, 1861, to October 20, 1863, Comstock
made only scattered references in his journal as to his role
in the Battles of the Peninsula, Fredericksburg, Antietam,
Chancellorsville, and Vicksburg. Most entries in Volume IV
are sketches and reconnaissance reports of the various
engineering projects in which he was involved. A personal
conversation by the author with the head manuscript librarian
of the Library of Congress ascertained that the Library's
collection has only two diaries: Volumes IV and V. It is
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A second notable characteristic of the Comstock diaries

is that he or some unknown individual deliberately edited

certain portions of the journals. 2 This effacing is found

throughout the five volumes used by the author in prepara

tion of this paper. It is especially prevalent in Volumes I

and II and that part of Volume V which deals with the period

immediately after the Civil War. From the ink color and the

pen nib size it appears that all deletions were done within

relatively the same period of time. 3 It is the author's

belief that this editing was done by Comstock personally

for reasons which will be explained later.

The third and most interesting characteristic of the

Comstock diaries is the cryptography he used at various times

throughout Volumes I and II. Close examination of the above

mentioned deletions show that much of the effaced material

is in this script.4 There are nine examples of this script

in the first two volumes which have not been deleted. It

therefore safe to assume that Comstock did not keep a daily
record during the above two dates. Because of the heavy de
mands placed on the Engineering Corps during this period
Comstock probably did not have time to keep a daily record.
This deficiency does not necessarily mean that there is no
information as to his activities. The Official Records
contain adequate supplementary information.

2See Figure 19 for examples of deletions.

3A recent conversation with Dr. Comstock ascertained
that the deletions were in the diaries when she received them
from her mother who in turn received them from Cyrus Comstock.

4See Figures 20 and 21 for examples of this script.
See Figure 22 for example of script which has been deleted.
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is the author's opinion that Comstock used this code as a

youth when he wished to include material in his diaries of

a personal nature. 5

II. PUBLICATIONS OF THE GOVERNMENT

A second valuable source of information on Cyr~s Comstock

was the Official Records of the ~'ar of the Rebellion. Besides

the detailed information pertaining to the war there are

approximately three hundred references to Comstock in this

series. An integral part of this collection is a four

volume atlas which is an indispensable research tool. Many

of the maps included in this paper are photocopies made

directly from the atlas or from publications which have

utilized the maps in their works.

vJhen any research is being conducted in reference to

military campaigns, The West Point Atlas of American ~ars-- --- -- ---
is a definite asset. This atlas was designed primarily for

use by cadets of the Military Academy but is equally useful

to the non-military researcher. The maps accompanying the

text are, beyond a doubt, the best the author encountered.

Publications of the National Park Service, although not

explicit, were valuable in forming an overall picture of

5Jay Brandon, Associate Curator of Ant'hropology, wis
Consin State Historical Society, suggests that this script is
a combination of cursive Gothic script and modern English. He
further states that the development of a personal exotic
alphabet was quite in keeping with the romanticism prevalent
during the mid-Victorian period, both in England the United
States.
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various battles in the war. The photograph of the Comstock

Memorial at Vicksburg National Military Park was received

through the services of the National Park Service.

III. WORKS, MEMOIRS, AND MONOGRAPHS

BY THE PARTICIPANTS

Every effort was made to comprehensively search the

literature for references to Cyrus Comstock. Although

scattered citations were found among the accounts and

memoirs of participants in the war, no extensive material

was discovered. From all indications a topic had been found

which would be based primarily upon unpublished manuscript

material.

Much of Comstock's wartime military service was with the

Army of the Potomac. Swinton's Campaigns of the Army of the

Potomac presents an accurate account of the military opera

tions of this army from its formation through its defeats

and triumphs. This single volume chronicle is considered by

many historians to be the most precise and impartial account

of the operations of the Army of the Potomac.

Besides the above mentioned ViDlume, three works dealing

specifically with the Peninsular Campaign of 1862 were

helpful: Alexander webb's 1'he Peninsula: McClellan's Campaign

in Virginia, the Source Book of the Peninsular Campaign of

1862, and John Barnard's The Peninsular Campaign and Its

Anticedents. The Source Book contains a series of extracts

from writings relating to the reninsular Campaign and is
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intended for use in the General Staff School at Fort Leavan

worth, Kansas. Barnard, who was Chief ~ngineer of the Army

of the Potomac during the Peninsular Campaign, was useful in

reconstructing the engineering operations of this period.

One fault of this volume is that Barnard uses it as a sounding

board to be highly critical of McClellan.

Of the many works on the Vicksburg Campaign, three are

noteworthy: Badeau's three volume Military History of Ulysses

S. Grant, Greene's The Mississippi, and Reed's The Vicksburg

Campaign. Of the three, Greene's work is the most informa

tive, although he has little to say about the actual siege

operations. Badeau, as Grant's official biographer, tends to

overemphasize Grant's role. Reed borrows heavily from other

Eources, especially Badeau, and also overplays Grant's role.

During the Rappahannock Campaign Comstock was in charge

of that segment of the Balloon Corps attached to the Army of

the Potomac. Frederick Haydon's Aeronautics in the Union and

Confederate Armies traces the balloon corps from its concep

tion to its disbandment. This volume was useful in under

standing the controversial issues which developed between

Comstock and Lowe. From all indications Haydon intended to

write more but has never pUblished a second volume.

Two works pertaining to Grant's hichmond Campaign bear

mentioning. Humphreys' The Virginia Campaign of 1864 and 1865

is a personal recollection of Major-General Andrew A.

Humphreys who commanded the II Corps of the Army of the Potomac

after Hancock was wounded in front of Petersburg. Steere's
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The ~ilderness Ca~paign is a more recent work but is highly

informative and extremely well documented.

A number of works in series proved useful to the author.

The eleven volume Campaigns of the Civil ~'ar Series was

written by men who actually participated in the conflict.

1'he Papers of the Nili tary Historical Society of Nassachusetts

is a ten volume collection of papers read before the ~ociety

by both Union and Confederate participants in the war.

Similar to the above papers is the four volume Battles and

Leaders of the Civil war edited by Robert Johnson and

Clarence Suel. For the most part these volumes are composed

of contributions made to the Century Magazine by union and

Confederate leaders during the Civil War.

In summary, many works were consulted in preparation of

this paper. Most of the text is based on two sources: the

Comstock Papers and the war of the hebellion: ! Compilation

of the Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies.

The author readily admits that he has not consulted all of

the unlimited material pertaining to the area encompassed

in this paper. Certain research limitations have made this

impossible.
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SCHOLASTIC RECORD OF CYRUS B. COMSTOCK

CLASS OF 1855

FOURTH CLASS YEAR: Distinguished Cadet

Mathematics - No. 1 in a class of 60
English Studies - No. 1 in a class of 60
French - No. 6 in a class of 60
Demerits for the year - 0

THIRD CLASS YEAR: Distinguished Cadet

187

Mathematics
Drawing
French
Demerits for the year

- No. 1 in a class of 48
- No. 12 in a class of 48
- No. 2 in a class of 48
- 2

SECOND CLASS YEAR: Distinguished Cadet

Philosoppy
Chemistry
Drawing
Demerits for the year

- No. 1 in a class of 42
- No. 1 in a class of 42
- No. 14 in a class of 42
- 14

FIRST CLASS YEAR: Distinguished Cadet

Engineering - No. 1 in a class of 34
Ethics - No. 1 in a class of 34
Mineralogy & Geology - No. 1 in a class of 34
Infantry Tactics - No. 1 in a class of 34
Artillery - No. 1 in a class of 34
Cavalry Tactics - No. 2 in a class of 34
Demerits for the year - 19
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.. MILITARY BRIDGES OVER THE CHICKAHOMINY, MAY AND JUNE, 1862*
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DESCRIPTION OF THE BRIDGES

Bottom's Bridge - This bridge crossed the Chickahominy on the
Williamsburg stage road to Richmond. It was located about
one mile below the bridge of the Richmond and York River
Railroad. It name was probably derived from the bottom
lands characteristic of the Chickahominy flood plain.
General Casey's division arrived and rebuilt Bottom's
Bridge on May 20, 1862. Engineers and civilian government
bridge workers rebuilt it and the railroad bridge above
it. The Richmond and York River Railroad bridge was open
for locomotive crossings on May 27, 1862. This bridge
was destroyed by Union engineers on June 27, 1862.

Sumner's Lower Bridge - This bridge was constructed about two
miles upstream from the York River and Richmond Railraad
Bridge. It was destroyed by Union engineers June 27, 1862.

Sumner's Upper Bridge - Located about one and one-fourth miles
upstream from Sumner's Lower Bridge. Over this bridge
Sumner would march his corps during the Battle of Fair
Oaks. Porter crossed here after the Battle of Gaine~s

Mill. Porter's engineers destroyed this bridge on June 27,
l86a.

Woodbury and Alexander's Bridge - This bridge was located about
one-fourth mile upstream from Sumner's Upper Bridge. Its
total length was 1,080 feet. It was not a pontoon bridge
but was built on cribs and stringers.

Woodbury's Bridge - This was an infantry footbridge located
about two miles upstream from Woodbury and Alexander's
Bridge. It was constructed June 11, 1862, and proved to
be one of the most important bridges on Chickahominy.
One of the only two Union bridges left open after the
Battle of Gaine's Mill. It was destroyed by Porter's
engineers on June 27, 1862.

Duane's Bridge - Named after Captain James C. Duane who com
manded the Engineering Battalion during the Peninsular
Campaign. This bridge was a first-class structure 1,200
feet long and of the crib and stringer type construction.
It was finished June 17, 1862, and destroyed during the
afternoon of June 27, 1862, after heavy siege guns of the
Army of the Potomac had crossed over it.

Lower Trestle Bridge - This bridge was located one mile below
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New Bridge. It was a pontoon bridge used only for in
fantry crossing. It was taken up by engineers June 26,
1862.

New Bridge - This bridge was located eight miles above Bottom's
Bridge. It was destroyed by the Confederates in their
withdrawal to the defenses of Richmond. It was later
rebuilt by Union engineers only to swept away by the faood
of May 31, 1862. It was rebuilt on pontoons on June 1,
1862, and taken up June 26, 1862.

Upper Trestle Bridge - Located one mile above New Bridge. It
was of the crib and stringer type construction. This
bridge was available only for infantry crossing. It was
continually under fire from rebel sharpshooters and
artillery. It was destroyed on June 26, 1862, after the
Battle of Mechanicsville.

*Based primarily on Gilbert Thomp~on, "Military Bridges
Over the Cnickahominy, 1862," Source Book of the Peninsular
Campaign in Virginia (Fort Leavenwort~ansaS:-TheGeneral
Service School Press, 1921), pp. 229-33.
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APPENDIX III

THE DEFENS~S OF HARPER'S FERRY

The defense of this position requires: 1) the holding of
a part of the neck between the Potomac and the Shenandoah;
and 2) the holding or controlling of all points within a mile
and a half of the neck so held on which the enemy could put
batteries.

There is one difficulty in holding the neck against any
attack made between the rivers. A line running from the
Potomac along Bolivar Heights and the Charlestown Road and
thence to the river can scarcely be made strong enough. There
will be needed an infantry parapet from the Potomac to the
Charlestown Road, placed over the crest to see the hillside
well and when possible to give flank fire with a redoubt on
the highest point of Bolivar covering epaulments for 15 guns
to sweep the ground in front-another redoubt near the Charles
town Road covering epaulments for 12 guns to sweep the ground
in front and towards the Shenandoah: from this point of the
Shenandoah with a redoubt or lunette near the Shenandoah.
The valley of the Shenandoah should be closed by musketry fire
from the bluff near this redoubt and by artillery fire (6
rifled guns) from the heights at Harper's Ferry.

It will be well to occupy at least one point on the
prolongation of Bolivar Heights south of the Charlestown Road,
to get flank fire (artillery) in front of Bolivar Heights and
it may be necessary to occupy another high point still farther
in advance by a work which should take care of itself. The
~eights at harper's Ferry give a second line which needs
completion.

Across the Potomac opposite and higher than Bolivar is a
hill that should be occupied by a small strong work. The fire
from this work with the fire from Bolivar will close the valley
of the Potomac at this point. The line thus occupied will be
about a mile and three-fourths long and independent of the
interior line. It should have 6,000 men for its defense.

The second and most difficult part of the problem is to
prevent the enemy from establishing batteries within a mile
and a half from the neck al ready enclosed. To effect this the
crests of Loudon and Maryland Heights must be held for a mile
and one half from the fotomac measuring along the crests, and
all plateaus and gentle slopes between the crests and Harper's
Ferry must be held or so covered so the enemy could not establish
a battery on them without first driving us from our works.

The best way to do this seems first-to occupy these crests
by temporary or permanent blockhouses, so strongly that the
enemy could not get possession of any point of them within the
limits mentioned; second-to occupy with a few light guns any
points which see the slopes tolerably well, connecting these
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points wi th the crest by a defensive line; third-to clear
these slopes of wood, put 12 twenty pound Parrots in embrasure
on the Harper's Ferry heights (to be moved if necessary) to
sweep the sides of the mountains, and to be concentrated on
any point where the enemy might try to establish himself.

Battery of heavy guns on Maryland Heights should fire up
the side of the mountain and be covered by a redoubt forming
part of the line of defense. A redoubt may be needed between
Loudon Heights and Shenandoah to close the line there. If
lines should not thus be continued to rivers it might be well
to form an entrenched camp below the crests, they being on
the long si des.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS

breastworks - A temporary or semi-permanent defensive work,
usually breast-high.

'''-----

brevet

enfilade

fascines

gabions

lunette

palisade

parapet

pontoon

redan

redoubt

sally-port

- A commission giving an officer higher nominal
rank than for which he receives pay, usually
granted for gallant and meritorious service on
the battlefield.

To rake with gunfire in a lengthwise direction.

- A long cylindrical bundle of wooden stickes
bound together, used for filling ditches,
supporting trenches, and corduroying roads.

- Cylindrical baskets without bottoms, placed
upright, and filled with sand or dirt. Uses
are similar to fascines.

- A horseshoe or semi-circular shaped fortification.
See Figure 25.

- A defensive work built of long wooden poles,
usually sharpened on the exposed end, which are
buried vertically or obliquely with others in a
close row.

- A raised wall of earth or stone to protect men
behind it. See Figure 26.

- A flat-bottomed boat used in the construction of
floating bridges. During the Civil War pontoons
were usually constructed of water-tight canvass
over a wooden frame.

- A fortification having two parapets forming a
salient angle, an unfortified rear entrance,
and usually connected with other fortifications
by trenches or breastworks. See Figure 24.

- A small temporary enclosed defensive work used
especially in fortifying a prominant place such
as a hilltop or mountain pass. See Figure 23.

- An opening in a palisade in which the defenders
may rush through to engage the enemy.

- The process of digging a trench up to a point
near an enemy position.
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sapper - A soldier, member of a pioneer company, or hired
worker employed in diggi. ng trenche s, tunnels,
or underground fortifications.

sap-roller - A gabion pushed forward of the advancing trench
to protect the sappers from enemy small arms
fire.
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FIGURE 23

Example of a Pe~anent Red~
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FIGURE 24

Example of a Permanent Redoubt
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FIGURE 25
Example of a Permanent Lunette


