UNSUNG HERO

A report on The

Unique History

of the

/1st Pennsylvania

in the

Civil War .

by

PAUL CLEVELAND ,

Company K, California Regiment
(Seventy  First Penna. Vols.)

HARRISBURG, PENNA.

Office of the State Printe r.



In the American Civil War, the vast majority of fighting was done
by the volunteer infantry, raised by the respective states of the Union
and Confederacy. However, in one of the more ironic and confusing
incidents of political maneuvering in the Civil War , the unit known as
the California Regiment was neither composed of Californians n or even
associated with the government of the state of California. This cohort of
Union troops, which would later be given the moniker 71 ' Pennsylvania
Volunteer Infantry, fought in all of the major battles and campaigns of
the Army of the Potomac in the Eastern Theater of the Civil War. Its
performance at most battles were on a par with the rest of the army, but
at Gettysburg the regiment played a decisive part in repulsi ng what has
VYWcaY _bckb Ug qJ]W_Yhhpg =\Tddsprésof cb Di ~"m . (
Y Ybhg giffcibX]b[ h\Y fY[]aYbhpg ZcfaUh]Jchb U
of Gettysburg make the 71 ' Pennsylvania stand out as one of the most
unique and fascinating units oft  he American Civil War , worthy of a
great deal more historical attention than it has received in the one
hundred and forty - nine years since its inception

The man behind this group of vo lunteers , and indeed one of the
reasons for its significance, was Edwar d Dickinson Baker , former U.S.
Congressman from lllinois, Mexican War veteran, practiced western
lawyer, legendary orator, the sitting United States Senator from the state
of Oregon at the outbreak of the Civil War , and an intimate friend of
President Abra ham Lincoln . Baker was born on February 24, 1811 in
London, the son of an English Quaker family. 1 His family migrated to
the United States when he was four years old, living in Philadelphia for
ten years, then moving westward and eventually settling in lllinois. The
young Baker chose a career in law, and not long after beginning his
practice he met  the young Lincoln in Springfield in 1837. The two me n
ei ] W_" " m VYWUayY qrVo clagerthatatie futtie president named
one of his sons Edward Baker Lincoln, but the child unfortunately died
when he was only four years old. 2 Baker was elected to the lllinois
legislature and subsequently the U.S. House of Representatives, and made

a name for himself as one of the most skilled rhetoricians in Washington
However , Baker was far more than just a politician and lawyer i he was
a genuine nineteenth - century renaissance man.
According to a later biography by 71% veteran John D. Baltz, Baker
kUg gbch ¢cb m kY °~ fYUX ]b h\Y "~ Uk UbX [YbYfU

he especially delighted in studying the principal historical campaigns of
the Old World T those of the most famous of the ancient Greek watrriors,
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and the more modern generals, Frederick the Great, Marlborough, and

Napoleon, all of whom he re - read carefully, and with whose historic

marches and battles he was UVgc i hY m?3zZyd] Yipg*Zf] YbX UbX
later California Regiment officer Isaac J. Wistar described him as a

g UkmYf k\c XYgd]g¥YX aib]l]W du  ~ Uk Ug U ayYfy
was familiar with the biography and speeches of all the great orators of

his own tongue, and held stored in his memory entire volumes of Eng lish

classical poetry, (and was ) none the less versed in the marches, campaigns
UbX VUhh > Yg ¢Z h\Y [fYUh \]Jghcf]W gc X]Yfg cZ

When the United States declared wa r on Mexico in 1846, the young
politician saw his chance for glory. Baker petitioned the governor of his
native state for a colonelcy, and received such a commission  as the

commander of the 4 ™ lllinois Volunteers.  ° The regiment participated in

both of the major campaigns of the Mexican War, and Baker was one of

many later Civil War commanders (including Robert E. Lee, Ulysses S.

Af Ubh( N\ caUg qMhcbYkU "r DUW_gcb( UbX U acgh
general ) who received their baptism of fire in the desert of Mexico. At

the Battle of Cerro Gordo, the 4 mc>1bec]lgp VFf][UXY WcaaUbXYf
Shields, was wounded and Colonel Baker took command of the entire
brigade, which included several other volunteer regiments. Baker then

led an attack on the rear of the tiring Mexican forces, securing a victory

for the Americans. © Later controversy arose over how much of a role

Baker actually played in the battle, but his reputation as a soldier -

politician was secured. '
Not long afte  r returning from Mexico, Baker wrote a letter to

Governor John Young of New York. The brigade that Baker commanded

at Cerro Gordo included a regiment from that state, and Baker would

“UhYf WcaaYbh gqC _bck k\Uh HYk Scf_ WbUb Xc k\
New York i Aug20 ™, 1847

My dear sir,

| beg leave to try & interest you for my friends Lt. Floyd and Lt.
Farry, lately from Mexico. They served under my eye at Cerro Gordo,
where | had the honor for a fraction of the time to command the regt
from this Sta  te, they are brave men and good soldiers if you can serve
them you will oblige me

Yours truly
E.D. Baker °



The letter was written on behalf of two officers who must have
distinguished themselves in some way while under his command, conduct
which apparently made such a lasting impression that Baker

recommended them to the governor of their native state. The fact that
Baker would write these men a letter of recommendation, even though he

was their commander for such a short period of time, displays just how

much Baker cared for the men under his command, and it is not difficult

to see why the men of the California Regiment fourteen years later had

such respect and affection for their beloved colonel.

In 1852, after his term i n Congress had expired, Baker struck out
for California to provide his legal services to the ne west state in the
Union . Accordingto a later biography by John J. Hay, a close advisor to
President Lincoln and a friend of both Lincoln and Baker (and later U.S.
Secretary of State thirty years later ), qUacb|[ h\Y "~ UkmYfg cZ =U"

<U_Yf kUg YUgY <mv_W\gngeAvasrsoon familiar across the
Ybh]fY ghUhY( UbX \'Y VYWUayY _ BlcKowevetg h\Y qgAf U

Baker left California for the soon -1t0- be st ate of Oregon in 1859 after the
death of David Broderick, a friend of Baker and sitting U.S. Senator from
California, in a duel over slavery. Well known in Western social circles,

Baker was appointed by the government of the new state as one of its
first two United States Senators. He performed admirably, becoming well
known in Washington as one of the most skilled rhetoricians and
debaters in the Senate.  '* When his friend and fellow Republican
Abraham Lincoln was elected President, Baker became one of th e most
influential voices in Washington, and set the stage for the part he would
play in the coming conflict.

The history of the 71 st itself began on April 21, 1861. Fort Sumter
had fallen just over a week before, and the entire nation was in the
grips of  fervor for war. On that day, an advertisement was posted in
the New York Times for a meeting at the Metropolitan Hotel to create a
g@] fgh =U"1]1Zcfb]J]U LY[]aYbh(r WeoafdundYX c¢cZ QYgh
themselves in the East yet wanted to provide their services to the nation.
At the meeting, which was chaired by Baker, several Californians who
\UddyYbYX hc VY ¢cb Vig]l]bYgg ] b HYkKk Scf _ Yl dfYg
firm commitment to the Union cause. Baker was unanimously chosen to
lead this fledgling and still un official unit, and work began immediately
on raising, training, and equipping the California Regiment. 13

Baker quickly busied himself with the formation of his command.
He set out for the capital to seek official recognition for his regiment,



andtelegrap \ YX V] g Zf]YbX UbX Wc "~ YU[Ii Y [hGgWUW D* C
WcaY hc QUg\]b[hcb ]JaaYX]UhY m“cwWwistdbadcf hUbh V
member of a prominent Philadelphia family, had returned home the
previous year and already accepted a post as an administrator in the
Pennsylvania militia. Hesitant to leave his duties, Wistar eventually
met Baker in New York after the latter had returned there to continue
preparing his regiment. Baker displayed the order signed by the
MYWf YhUfm c¢cZ QUf k\ ] W\ Udish and dqlipnan iXfantry] a g hc f
regiment of sixteen companies, to be called the California Regiment, to
be mustered into the U. S. service at New York, and to be organized and
WcaaUbXYX Vm \]JagyY Z Ug Wc cbY (r UbX fYeiYgh
raising the r  egiment in New York. 1> Since Wistar had no familiarity or
contact with N ew York and its social scene, Baker suggested that the
regiment instead be raised in Philadelphia, and offered Wistar a
tantalizing opportunity to sweeten the deal:
Go to work and raise this regiment in Philadelphia, bringing the men [to

New York ] to be mustered. | cannot at this moment accept military rank

without jeopardizing my seat in the Senate, but you know my relations

with Lincoln, and if you will do that for me, | can assure you that within
six months | shall be a major - general, and you shall have a brigadier
general's commission and a satisfactory command under me. 16

Convinced, Wistar returned to Philadelphia with all possible haste,

and began to drum up rec ruits for the California Regiment. There was

no shortage of manpower in those early months of the war. Recruiting

lines were full of young men who wanted to taste glory in what most

assumed would be a short war. Volunteer companies were usually

composed of men from the same district, town, or borough, and it was

not uncommon for a new recruit to go to war with people he had known

his entire life. In a procedure which epitomiz ed the American way of

life , most companies elected their officers, sergeants, and corporals. In

the Civil War, like virtually any other armed conflict, a predominant

[ fci bX Zcf fYWfi]haYbh kUg h\Y ~cWU  hUj Yfb*

QlghuUf ( qgfia gYYag WcbbYWhYX ]J]b gcaY amghyYf]c

affairs of a free people, and everyone knows that saloons and grog - shops

UFY h\'Y W\ cgYb UVcXYg Yz dUhf]lch]W ZYfjcf=*r
When Wistar recruited men for the California Regiment in

Philadelphia, he already had an advantage over many if not all of the

other units actively recruiting in that area. Most regiments were raised

by the state under the authority of the governor, and as such the
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governor could appoint literally whoever he wanted as officers in the
regiments from his state . In many cases, Civil War regimental officers

were the friends and /or political allies of the governor or leading citizens

of the state T just as Baker received a regiment during the Mexican

War. These colonels were for the most part unknown to the troops of

their regiments until they were actually in the arm y, and the majority

had little to no military training or experience. However, in the

=U ] Zcfb]J]U LY[]aYbhpg WUgY( h\Y Wc cbY kUg U
highly respected. Even if they did not know exactly who Edward Baker

was, a potential recruit would p robably have jumped at the chance to
serve in a regiment commanded by a U.S. Senator. This was a time when
government offices were respected (even if sometimes the men who held

them were not ), and a Senator carried much power and prestige,
especially one that had such a great reputation as Baker. It was this
reputation that made Baker so beloved by his men, and why the regiment
stayed loyal to him in their own way throughout the war.
Unlike most Civil War regiments, which were recruited and
prepared with  in the same general area, the California Regiment recruited
in Philadelphia and trained ] b HYkKk Scf _* M] bWY ] h kUg <U_°
intention to raise the California Regiment from New York, the official
War Department authorization stipulated that the regi ment would be
mustered into federal service in that city, forcing Wistar to immediately
put his new recruits on trains to New York en masse. This unusual
Uuf fUb[ YaYbh kUg U VfYYX]b[ [fcibX Zcf fUh\ YT
after the trains wereinmoto b ( aUbm ~iad¥YX c¢czZzZ(r Q] ghuUf ki
c Vg Yf |j anKwere teft scattered promiscuously in a wide swath across
h\'Y MhUhY c¢z H¥ Reg@xdiesspoivhaw many abandoned their
commitme nt en route, approximately 15 00 men formally enrolled in the
California Reg iment, making it one of the largest regiments formed at
the beginning of the war. % From New York, they awaited a transfer for
training to Fort Schuyler, approximately 13 miles up the East River from
the city. %
Upon reaching its new quarters in June of 1861, the California
Regiment quickly got down to the business of preparing and training
itself forwar. ?* Since h\ Y f Y[ ] etheb &dar formation was
directly authorized by the War Department itself as opposed to one of
the states, before being adopt ed by Pennsylvania the California Regiment

was for all intents and purposes a unit of the U.S. Regular Army T
virtually the only volunteer unit to have that distinction . For all of



American military history up to the present, the professional soldiers of
h\yYy LY[i Ufg \VUjY VYYb h\Y gwWfYUa c¢cZ h\Y Wfcd
today, in the Civil War the regular army received the best equipment
that the federal government could procure, as opposed to the sometimes
"Ygg h\Ub UXYed\WHKrqgY Wdadb dedrby thelstateg fgr the
volunteer units. Granted, the regiment was not composed of professional
soldiers like the regular regiments, but the California Regiment received
the highest quality of supplies and equipment when it was first
mustered, placing itabove and beyond the other volunteer units being
raised across the nation at that time.
b i bigiU  dUfh c¢czZ h\Y fY[]aYbhpg bYk Yei]
based on that of the New York State Militia. Ironically, i t consisted of

U gXUf _ [fUm “addpanssh { h'wpdaYX k] h\ U?fE¥ed Wcf X*r
though uniforms on both sides varied in styles and colors between
regiments, the respective colors of the Union and Confederacy were
starting to coalesce and the California Regiment and others suffered from
the problem of being mistaken for the enemy. Fortunately, the very
early gray uniforms were swapped out for standard Yankee blue before
the California Regiment saw combat. 23 After about a month of training
and drill, the California Regiment departed Fort Sch uyler for the front
and arrived at Fort Monroe, Virginia on July 5. However, they were not
to stay there long, and the regiment was quickly shipped to Washington,
>*=* hc¢c Vc ghyYf h\Y WUd]hU pg XYZYbgYg ]b h\Y
Union defeat  at the Ba ttle of First Bull Run or First Manassas on July
212
By this time, the California Regiment had been brigaded with three

other regiments from the Philadelphia area T the Philadelphia Irish

LY[]aYbh( <Ul hYfpg @ fY Tci UjyY LY[]aYbh( UbX
Pennsylvania Regiment  (laterthe 69 ™, 72" and 106 ™ Pennsylvania

respectively ). Like the California Regiment, these units consisted of

Pennsylvania men but were not yet recognized by the state government.

Colonel Baker was given command of the brigade, leaving Lt. Col. Wistar

in de facto command of the California Regiment. Due to his new role as

a commander of multiple regiments and his political status, Baker was

offer ed a commission as a brigadier general. However, Baker declined,

and wrote to Lincoln gh\yY c¢cd]b]lcb aUb] ZYghYX Vm h\Y g¥Yb
States as to the compatibility of the office of a senator of the United

States with the office of General compels me hce XYW ]bY h\® dcg] h]
In other words, the C onstitutional quagmire forced Baker to choose one
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over the other. Even in the field, Baker protected his political future by
fYZig]lb[ hc []]JY id \]g MYbUhY gYUh ]b YI W\ Ub

After the  panic of the Union defeat at Bull Run subsided, the
California Regiment was eventually orde red to join the rather grand ly -
bUaYX g=cfdg c¢cZ |1 VgYfjUh]lcbr i bXYf h\Y WcaaUb
Charles P. Stone at Poolesville, Maryland * N\Y gWcfdg(by k\] W kL
Civil War standards hardly more than a division , faced off against a
Confederate brigade under the command of General Nathan Evans on the
Virginia  side of the Potomac .>® General Stone was ordered by Major
General George B. McClellan, commanding officer of Union forces around
Washington and later commander of the Army of the Potomac, to make a
gg J][\Vh XYacbghfUh]cbr UWfcgg h\Y f]jYf hc Ug
intentions. 2 N\'Y ghU[Y kUg gYh Zcf h\Y =U]Zcfb]U L
fire.

Stone ord ered a collection of his troops, including the 570 men of
the California Regiment pg @] f gh gdJkhokslthe Patotmac under the
command of Colonel Baker to make a show of force against the Rebels.
MhcbYpg ] bhYbh]Jcb kUg hc WUi h]Jcig m UddfcUW
force them out of Leesburg if possible, but without a vigorous
engagement. When Baker received these orders at 9:30 AM on October
21,1861, however, q\' Y kUg ] bhYbh c¢b nyfrdogsgpbskibleUg a U
to the Virginia side of the Potomac and engaging whatever Confederate
Zcf WY VY \UddYbYX *h 8aket had dwaps\beeh an aggressive
man, and his attitude on the battlefield was no different.

28

Unfortunately for Baker and th e Federal troops, the Confederates
had a powerful ally i the terrain surrounding Leesburg. The Potomac is
exceptionally wide at that point, and a patch of land called BUf f]gcbpg

Island stands in the middle of the river. 30 This made the task of

ferrying th e Union troops across the river twice as challenging, for two
sets of boats were needed to cross the two segments of the river. Boats,
however, were in very short supply, and the crossing was made all the
more difficult without adequate transportation. A fter the Union troops
that were able to cross the Potomac reached the opposite shore, they
faced a daunting challenge before they even met the enem y.
Q] ghUf k fhe VirYiniagside of the river was a bluff, eighty
feet high, nearly perpendicular, and co vered with rocks and a dense
h\ ] W?3YHfhehigh ground kUg _bckb hc h\Y “cWU g Ug <U"
which was to give its name to the coming engagement. gMhf YhW\ ] b
away directly from the summit was an open field of oblong shape,
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extending back from the river two hundred yards, by a width of
seventy; this was entirely surrounded by woods, except a triangular
opening distant about two - thirds of the length of the field from the
river, extending into the woods on the left, say one hundred yards. r
This small field, which was no more than ten acres, was where the
=U ] Zcfb]J]U LY[]aYbh kci X qg¥YY h\Y Y Yd\ Ubh*r
The battle itself was a short, confusing, and bloody affair. Out of

32

the 570 California Regiment men that enter ed the fight, approximately

300 were casualties, including the beloved Colonel Bake r. 3% With the

commander in the field slain, the Union chain of command broke down

into chaos, which, combined with the vigorous Rebel fire, caused an

absolute rout. Virtually the entire Federal force turne d and fled towards

h\Y f]jYf* ; WWecf X] b hc h\'Y QUf >WNedithf haYbhpg
Vi hWN Yfpg V]~ Zcf h\Y Ob] cb d&sudltesoutliofUg f YWc f X

approximately 170 0 men engaged, and most of the 581 soldiers recorded
Ug qalJgg]lb[r XfckbYX k\] Y hfm]J]b[ hc gk]a UWrf

34

The Confeder ates only suffered less than 200 casualties: thirty - SiX
killed, 117 wounded, and two missing. %5
The line between embel  lishment and fact is blurred surrounding

<U_Yfpg XYUh\ ( UbX UWWci bhg c¢cZ h\Y hfU[YXm j U
many popular heroes. Ql ghuUuf fYWU "YX U =cbzZYXYfUhY Wci

a volley and rushed in e<u_Yf zZzY" " hc h\VUh jc ~Ymgr k\]

G. Young of the California Regiment staff claimed gcbyY aUb fcXY

forward, presented a revolver at Baker, and fired all its charges at

\ ] a** rRegardless of the specific circumstances, the colonel was struck

down while leading his men in battle, and in th e eloquent words of John

Hay, g? Xk Uf X >]W_]bgcb <U_Yf kUg dfcach¥YX( Vm cl|

God of Battles, above the acclaim of the field, above the applause of the

kcf>X( hec h\Y \VYUjYb cz A\VY aUfhmf UbX \Yfc*r
Edward Dickinson Baker remains the only sitting member of the

U.S. Congress to be killed in battle. % In the words of his friend Isaac

QlghuUf ( gh\Y [U "Ubh gc X]Yf( h\Y [YbYfcig Zf

kUg “cgh hc ig UbX \] ¢ T ésidentrdee@cniodrjed f * r

the loss of his friend. According to reporter Charles Carlton Coffin, upon

\'YUf]b[] h\Y bYkg ¢cZ <U_Yfpg XYUh\ F] hBdNc b kUg

and tears rolling down his furrowed cheeks, with face pale and wan, his

heart heavingwi  th emotion é not returning the salute of the sentinel

dUW] b[ \ ]% TWermenh of the California Regiment, even those who
had not participated in the battle, mourned just as deeply. “a
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Hch “c¢cb[ UZhYf <U® "pg <iZZ( h\Y ghUhY cZ
adopted the California Regiment as the 71 ' Pennsylvania Volunteer
Infantry, but knowing that they had served under a great man, the men
stayed loyal to him in their own way throughout the war, regardless of
what they were officially called. To honor their fallen leader, the
fY[]1]aYbh kci X U kUmg fYZYf hc ]J]ha¥YbE(UgUbXY
h\'yY =U"]Zcfb]J]U acb] _Yf UddYUfYX c¢cb h\Y fY[]ayY
the rest of its existence . Some men even resented that their name had
been officially changed: Sergeant John M. Steffan wrote his family
q>]f YWh mci f ° Yh h ¥$ Qglifdinia Regtand'not@] g h s J * P*% r
The71%pg VUhhh " YU ZfhWWec <X “wagyrelatively typical.
The regiment was not blessed with amazing heroics, nor was it a haven
for cowards. The  71%, which along with the 69 th 72" and 106 ™
Pennsylva b] U Zcfa¥YX k\ Uh VYWUay¥Y _bckb Ug h\Y qgJ\]
served in most of the major and minor engagements of the Army of the
Potomac for the next two years. The regiment sailed to the Peninsula
k] h\ h\Y Ufam ]b GW="Y "~ Ubpg [ f &g6okfeddratédsYad h hc

around Washington, and several months later it received a beating at

Antietam in the bloody West Woods. At Fredericksburg, the 71 st was on

dlW_Yh Xihm zZzUf bcfh\ ¢cZ h\Y ]J]bzZUacig GUf mYpg
heavy action, and at Chancellorsv ille the regiment was virtually

untouched. ® BckYj Yf ( h\Y tfroefclaimtytarhep g was yetto
come, on July 3, 1863, at a place called Gettyshurg.
In June of 1863, Confederate General Robert E. Lee launched his
second invasion of Union territory in an attempt to outflank Washington,
DC, capture Philadelphia, and force an end to the war. The Army of the
Potomac, which had just been placed under the ¢ ommand of Major
General George G. Meade a few weeks prior, raced north to stop Lee from
reaching the heartland of one of the most prosperous states in the Union.
The two armies literally stumbled into each other on July 1, 1863 at the
small town of Gettys burg, situated on a major road junction in south
central Pennsylvania. After two days of brutal yet inconclusive fighting
Uh d UWYg "] _Y =i dpg B] "~ ( h\Y Q\YUhz]Y X( U
decided he would make one last attempt to break the Union line at its
WYbhYf ] b Ub UhhUW_ k\]J]W\ \Ug YbhYfYX Wcaach
=\UuUf[Y(r bUa¥YX Zcf c¢cb¥Y ¢cZ h\Y LYVY X]jlglch
participated in the assault.
The Federal Il Corps, under the command of Major General
Winfield Scott Hancock, was the ¢ enter of the Union line, and the most
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Winfield Scott Hancock. John Gibbon

Alexander S. Webh Richard Penn Smith.



