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SECOND BULL RUN

How the Battle Was Fought – The Story Retold by Two Soldiers

BY JOHN D. VAUTIER, CO. I 88TH PA

   Tower’s  Brigade,  consisting of  the  26th and 94th New York and 88th and 90th

Pennsylvania,  of  Rickett’s  Division,  McDowell’s  Third  Corps,  Army  of  Virginia.
General  John Pope in command,  reach Bull  Run battlefield on the  afternoon of
Friday, August 29th, 1862, after a series of excessively hard marches and movements
that began on the Rapidan River on August 18, and continued without intermission,
until after the battle of Chantilly, September 1st, 1862.

   In reviewing the strategic movements of the Union and Confederate armies during
this brief but strenuous campaign, lasting about one month, it  is amazing what
ignorance General Pope displayed in regard to the intentions, locations, spirit and
strength  of  his  opponents,  and  the  contempt  with  which  he  measured  their
combative powers to the last.  One the other hand, the Southern Generals appeared
to have gauged Pope’s generalship and their every movement was carried out with
remarkable precision, to the utter discomfort and defeat of the Union General, and,
though his army fought never so bravely, it was a losing contest from the beginning
to the bitter end.

Arriving at the Battlefield

   The second battle of Bull Run really began on the evening of 28 th of August, was
continued all  the 29th,  and fought to a finish of Saturday, the 30th,  the different
divisions of both armies being pushed into action as they arrived on the field.

   Rickett’s Division bivouacked on the night of the 29th near the Henry House, and
on the morning of the 30th was massed near the Matthews and Dogan farms, being
held in reserve.

  Here  rations  were  distributed while  the  lines  were  being  arranged for  further
operations, defensive and offensive, mostly offensive, for Pope had conceived the idea
that the Johnny rebs had been fought out and their chief aim in life now was to get
out of reach of our avenging legions.

   Where this idea originated is hard to conceive, but, at any rate, Pope telegraphed
the news to General Halleck as an actual fact, and the good tidings sent a thrill of
joy through the loyal sections of the county that was most rudely dispelled a few
hours later.



Pursuing the Enemy

   That Pope believed Lee’s army was defeated and flying there is no doubt, though
Porter, Reynolds, Sigel and others insisted that Lee had no thought of retreating, but
was arranging his lines for  a determined and concentrated attack on the Union
positions;  but  to  all  these  protests  Pope  paid  not  attention,  and  about  noon
organized strong columns to go after the enemy, press him all day, and pick up any
stragglers, cannon wagons, or anything else they could lay their hands on.

   General McDowell was to direct this pleasant duty, and Rickett’s Division was to
lead on the right.  About 3 or 4 o’clock the head column pulled out the Sudley road
to go after those skedaddling Johnnies – first piling our knapsacks in a field, but we
never saw those knapsacks again – a job that we were more than willing to do,
though no fellow could exactly understand why they were on the run, hiking for the
mountains;  but  we  were  easily  persuaded  to  believe  the  good  news,  and  we
cheerfully footed after them, fully determined that we would now repay them for the
many unpleasant experiences we had lately had at their inhospitable hands.

   There had not been much doing during the morning in the fighting line, and I
remember  marching  near  Kearny’s  Division  and  seeing  that  renowned  General
carelessly leaning on a brass cannon, while a rifled cannon threw an occasional
shell toward a farm house a half a mile or more to the right front; but the other
fellows were evidently not ready to respond yet.  Everything comes to those who
wait, and these waiting artillerists got plenty of practice a little later in the day.

   It must have been between 3 and 4 o’clock when our two brigades (Tower’s and
Hartsuff’s)  marched  north  on  the  Sudley  road  to  rejoin  the  other  two  brigades
(Duryea’s and Thoburn’s) of the division, who had been sent to the extreme right
early in the morning; but the march had not gone far before the real intentions of
the enemy had been fathomed, and instead of running away he was massing a force
of 30,000 troops of all arms to crush the Union left, south of the Warrenton pike.

   By some unaccountable blunder the line south of the Warrenton road had been
entirely neglected, and to meet this emergency Warren rushed his semi-brigade of
two  regiments  into  the  breach,  supported  by  McLean’s  Ohio  Brigade,  of  Sigel’s
Corps,  and  presently  by  Jackson’s  (Anderson’s)  Brigade  of  the  Pennsylvania
Reserves and Tower’s and Hartsuff’s Brigades, and, when these troops had been
beaten  back  by  Koltes’s  and  Milroy’s  Brigades  of  Siegel’s  Corps.   These  seven
brigades in succession bore the brunt of  Longstreet’s  and Stuart’s  attack in the
angle formed by the Warrenton and Sudley roads, west of Henry House Hill.

Tower to the Rescue

   As our two brigades, with Hall’s and Leppien’s Maine Batteries, countermarched
on  the  double-quick  south  on  the  Sudley  road,  the  ever-increasing  roar  of  the
cannon and musketry a mile west of the Warrenton road told us the battle was on in
its full, and we realized that we would soon have our share in what was going on.



   We rushed by the Stone House, across the pike, through the little stream called
Young’s Creek, and on in the direction of the Chinn House, the division now coming
under a fierce fire of the Confederate artillery, advantageously posted on the hills
back of the house.  We formed line of battle as best we could on the brow of the hill,
but the ranks had been broken by the rapid march and there was no chance to
properly deploy under the biting fire of the enemy now sweeping down the hill.

   As we went in we met scores of red legged Zouaves of Warren’s Brigade (the 5th and
10th New  York)  coming  out,  many  of  them  wounded  and  bleeding  and  many
supporting wounded comrades to the rear and while this was not an inspiring site
for us, still, they were not panicky but were working their way to the rear with their
disabled comrades in an orderly way.

   When we reached the brow on the top of the hill I loaded my rifle and looked for
something to shoot at, but though all kinds of missiles were tearing through our
ranks, dropping our men by the dozens, for a while I could not see a Johnny.  I
stepped out to the front to see what the boys were firing at and saw not a hundred
yards away, at the bottom of our hill, a line of Confederates, evidently a regiment, as
they had a red battle flag, who were lying down and industriously sharpshooting our
line.

   I called the attention of our men to these friends, and we gave them such a hot fire
that they soon got up and dusted.  One fellow ran straight up the hill to the Chinn
House, and I fired at him, but made a good miss, my ball throwing up the dirt a foot
or two from him; then he stopped running and walked up the hill. While the rifle
balls spattered all about him; but evidently he got safely away.  I would have given
him another one for luck, but he was gone before I could tear cartridge and ram and
prime my load.

A Soldier’s Feeling in Battle

   I have often been asked how a soldier feels in battle.  This is a hard question to 
answer, as it all depends on circumstances.  If the men are well handled and have 
confidence in the General’s, are assured that the commanders know their business 
and are not blindly or recklessly pushing the soldiers in the fight, the spirit of the 
men, singly and collectively, is good, and every, fellow will stand up with his 
comrades to the bloody work.

   This confidence was always felt in McClellan, Meade and Grant, but probably more
in “Little Mac”, than in any other General in command of the Army of the Potomac.
If the men did not think their Generals were smart enough to meet the enemy, their
fighting qualities were correspondingly weakened.  I think every man has more or
less scared going into action; he simply couldn’t help it; the terrifying shriek of the
cannon balls,  the  agonizing  sights  of  mangled  and bleeding  dead  and wounded
comrades,  and the knowledge that  the enemy is trying to shoot  him all  tend to



appall any and cause the stoutest to quail; but a man’s personal pride will cause
him to curb his fears and stay with his companions in the fight.

   There were many soldiers in the 88th Pennsylvania whom if they were frightened,
did not show it; still, I have heard them confess they were as much scared as anyone
else.

   As for my own feelings, I can safely say that I never went into one of the dozen
general engagements that I participated in but that I were a hundred miles away;
but after being in the thick of the fray, loading and firing at the enemy, the sense of
personal peril almost entirely disappeared; the excitement of the fight, the shouts
and examples of comrades and the desire to do the common foe as much harm as
possible, largely drove away the sense of fear and caused one to stay to the last.

   If General G.K. Warren, commanding the Fifth Corps, had any rear in his heart he
never showed it. Captain G.B. Rhodes, who was on of the killed at the head of the
88th in White Oak Swamp, was one of the bravest of the brave.  One of the best men
in our regiment was Sergeant Wm. Montgomery, of Co. “e”, and one of the coolest
was Captain Sylvester H. Martin, of Co., “K”; but what is true of these can also be
said  of  Henry  S.  Booz,  Adjutant  Cyrus  S.  Detre,  Captain  Richard  B.  Clevinger,
James Hague, Joseph Sergeant, Captain E.L. Gilligan and scores of others that I
could personally name.

Under a Hot Fire

   But to go on with the fight.  Soon a Confederate battery with some white horses in 
it, said to be the Washington Artillery, galloped into position near the Chinn 
Farmhouse, and, opening on us, discharged their shells directly in our ranks, now 
wavering in some confusion.

   To make things worst, some cannon of our own batteries came swinging in our
rear, shouting for right of way, but the noise of the firing and yelling of the men was
so great  that  none could hear or  know what to do,  and some of  our men were
knocked down and injured by the horses, they being as much excited as the men.
In short, there appeared to be no directing minds, and every fellow shouted and
swore as if he were the General in command.  It was an undisciplined mob, not a
line of soldiers in orderly array, yet every soldier was courageously doing the best he
could under the most disadvantageous surroundings.

   From after experiences I give it as my opinion that if we had been taken up in good
shape, lined up and ordered to lie down and hold the hill, we would have held that
position  till  dark,  in  spite  of  the  insistent  attacks  of  Longstreet’s  legions.   Our
soldiers stood bravely to their work, and though I saw many dead and wounded
lying  everywhere  and could  see  the  track of  the  balls  as  they  tore  through the
clothing  or  buried with  a  sickening  thud in  some unfortunate’s  body,  I  saw no
shirking, no running to the rear.



   Presently long lines of Confederate infantry, with their red battle flags to the front,
deployed and marched straight against our position, firing as they came, the little
puffs of white smoke marking their line as they advanced.  
I remember our cannoneers deliberately sighting, their pieces, pulling the lanyards
and watching the shot, but the horses attached to the limbers were wounded and
ran off, leaving the guns without ammunition.

Our Lines Wavering

   Now our lines began to fall back, and I remember that I would shoot and then fall 
to the rear to load, and by the time I got my charge rammed home I would be in the 
front again by the line slowly receding.  I looked toward Hartsuff’s Brigade, on the 
right, and they were slowing giving way also.  Twenty-five yards or so in their front 
the color-bearer of a Pennsylvania regiment lay on the ground, but waving his colors
in the face of the advancing foe.

   He had been left by the receding line, and distain to retreat.  It occurred to me that
the flag would be captured, and I resolved to save it.  It would not do for me to run
across the front of our line, and I ran to the rear to get back of the flag before I
would go for it, but as I was making my way to the rear he got up and ran back to
the line, and had all the glory in saving his own standard without my help.

   At this period a heavy line came out of the woods on our left flank, and some of
the men prepared to fire on them, but all doubts were soon dispelled; when they got
within range they opened a savage fire that swept the hill.

   This was enough – flanked, raked by several batteries within easy range, under a
withering fire from the advancing troop, the Union lines on Bald Hill broke.  I stayed
as long as I could but when it was, in my opinion, time to go I hiked to the rear in
great shape though probably the proper thing for me to do was to contest the bloody
field inch by inch, and so on, but I didn’t contest any more.  I had enough, and if
our wayward brothers wanted that farm more than I they were welcome to it.

   Our losses had been heavy.  The 88th Pennsylvania reported a loss of 161 out of
400 engaged, pf which 28 were killed or mortally wounded.

Our Dead and Wounded

   Lieutenant Colonel Joseph A. McLean, commanding the regiment, was shot, and 
falling off his frightened horse, received another ghastly wound, dying on the field.  
His last words were; “I die for my country and the old flag.”

   Captain John J. Belsterling, of Co. “C”, was killed at the head of his company, and
many others  were  killed  or  wounded,  among  the  wounded being  Captain  Louis
Wagner  and  Lieutenant  Robert  B.  Beath,  both  of  Co.  “D”,  and  afterwards



Commanders-in-Chief of the Grand Army of the Republic.  Captain Wagner received
a severe wound in the ankle, which will disable him as long as he lives.  He was left
on the field of battle, and was subsequently paroled by the Confederates.

   As we went streaming down the hill, we met some of Sigel’s regiments marching
in, massed in columns of divisions.  They did not seem a bit excited at the noise of
battle and the ki-yi, ki-yi of the rebel yell, but stepped along as coolly as if on drill,
and checked the advance of the enemy, who got no further than the line of the
Sudley road by nightfall.

   Beyond the Sudley road the stragglers rallied, or at least hundreds of them did,
and formed long lines extending across the Warrenton pike.

   It was late in the afternoon, almost dark, when I got to these lines, and one long
line, about the front of a full regiment, had already formed, and a second line almost
as long was forming directly behind it.  I saw no panic among the men or teams and
but  few  wagons  abandoned,  and  if  the  country  toward  Washington  was  full  of
stragglers from Pope’s army I did not see them; all I saw had arms and came up on
September 1,st at Chantilly ready to do battle again for the flag and the Union.  After
dark we crossed Bull Run, slept by the roadside near Centerville, and the second
battle of Bull Run passed into history.

   We had been defeated, but not demoralized, and every soldier felt that the fault
was  not  with  the  rank  and  file,  but  rather  due  to  the  incompetency  of  our
commanding officer.

Editorial Note:  Next week the National Tribune will publish another article under
this same title, by Comrade L.E. Alden, who describes the Second Bull Run Fight
from the standpoint of a member of the 12th Massachusetts 

* This letter explains why this sketch of second battle of Bull Run was written:

Philadelphia, January 1, 1903
Comrade L.E. Alden, Co. F, 12th Mass. Corona, Cal.

Your letter received about Bull Run, and you will find my story of the fight.  I wish
you would write me your recollections of the battle just as they occurred to you.

Yours, Jno. D. Vautier
Co. I, 88th Pa.
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