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This is the fourth publication in the series of Corps of Engineers
Historical Studies. The first three contained the official reports of Army
Engineers. This one is a little different. It reproduces the personal let-
ters and diary of an Engineer soldier who served in the Civil War.

Union forces in the Civil War needed far more Engineers than the
Regular Army could furnish. Volunteer Engineers, who entered the Army
for wartime service only, supported operations just as did the regulars.
Their contributions ranged from constructing ponton bridges under fire
to building field fortifications for siege operations.

Thomas Owen’s letters and diary reveal the life and duties of a
volunteer Engineer who served as a sergeant and company-grade officer.
These writings convey his reactions to the extreme conditions of war-
time, from the rigors of combat to the boredom of camp life. For their
insights into the thoughts and feelings of an Engineer at war and descrip-
tions of Civil War combat engineering, they should still interest those
of us who serve as Army

Colonel, Corps of Engineers
Chief of Staff
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EDITOR’S PREFACE

Thomas James Owen’s letters and diary came to the Historical Divi-
sion, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, through the efforts of several people.
Paul Trap, a history teacher in Grand Haven, Michigan, mentioned the
Owen papers to Gordon Olson, the historian for the city of Grand Rapids,
Michigan. Both men realized the importance of the papers, and Olson
suggested that Owen’s descendants, Shirley and Charles Millard, donate
them to the Historical Division. They agreed, and the Historical Divi-
sion, after seeing the papers, decided to publish them.

Between 8 April 1862 and 2 May 1865, Thomas Owen wrote the 55
letters that appear in this publication to his family in New York. In these
letters, Owen often used the salutation “Dear Friends at Home,” which
the Historical Division chose for the title of this book. The collection
of Owen’s papers in the custody of the Historical Division includes some
letters that he wrote long after the Civil War and others that he received
from family and friends during the conflict. These few additional letters
were not included because they add nothing to the story of Owen’s role
in the Civil War. Owen apparently wrote other letters home during the
war, but the Historical Division has not located them.

The diary extends from 29 April to 18 May 1864. It covers the early
stages of the Army of the Potomac’s 1864 spring offensive. The Historical
Division has not found any other diary entries.

The letters and diary were generally legible and easy to transcribe.
In a few cases, however, including one soiled part of the diary, I could
not transc
spaces.

ribe some words. I have indicated these with blank underlined

Owen sometimes wrote in haste and made careless errors. In some
instances, he left out words or suffixes. If I could not determine what
the word or suffix was, I left a space which I framed in brackets. When
I discovered what was missing, I included it in brackets. Also, Owen
wrote some phrases or
possible and worthwhi
through them.

sentences and then drew lines through them. When
le, I transcribed these, and they appear with a line

The diary and letters contained numerous spelling mistakes. Owen
used “wer” for “were,” “fer” for “for,” and “verry” for “very.”
He misspelled many other words, particularly the names of people and
places. Like most Civil War soldiers, he seldom saw the names of peo-
ple or places in print. He usually heard them spoken and wrote the names
phonetically. When Owen wrote “Johnson” for “Johnston,” “Fort
Steavenson, ’ ’ for “Fort Stevenson,” and “Seymer” for “Seymour,”
he spelled them as well as he could. Although the various misspellings
are interesting and sometimes humorous, for the sake of clarity I have
corrected all of them.
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Captain W. W. FOLWELL.
Embossment on Thomas James Owen’s stationery.

Generally, I have provided annotated footnotes for people and places
mentioned in Owen’s writings. For place names that appear in Dallas
Irvine et al., Military Operations of the Civil War: A Guide-Index to the
Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies, 1861-1865
(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1968-1980); in the in-
dexes to the War Department’s Atlas to Accompany the Official Records
of the Union and Confederate Armies (Washington, DC : Government
Printing Office, 189 1- 1895); or in the Rand McNally Cosmopolitan World
Atlas (Chicago: Rand McNally and Company, 1971), I refer the reader
to the appropriate pages of these publications for information. In some
cases I have provided additional information pertaining to the events,
operations, and experiences that Owen described.

Like numerous Civil War soldiers who wrote letters and diaries, Owen
simply jotted down his thoughts on paper. For readability, I have ar-
ranged the resultant phrases in sentences and paragraphs. Throughout
his writings, Owen underlined certain words and included others in paren-
theses. I have left those as I found them. However, I have substituted
“and” for ampersands (&) and corrected unwarranted capitalization.
Although Owen used the contemporary term “pontoon,” I changed it
to the modern usage of  "ponton. "

I received valuable advice and assistance from numerous individuals
and institutions. John Greenwood, Chief of the Historical Division, en-
thusiastically endorsed the project and provided encouragement. Two
colleagues, Paul K. Walker and Frank N. Schubert, helped me in various

 .  
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ways ranging from transcription of difficult words to moral support.
Michael Musick, my former colleague at the National Archives and a
dedicated Civil War scholar, generously assisted me in locating infor-
mation for some of the annotations. Others who provided useful sugges-
tions and information were John Y. Simon, editor of the  The Papers of
Ulysses S. Grant; William Lay, Jr., curator of the Tioga County Historical
Society in Owego, New York; Gordon Olson, city historian of Grand
Rapids, Michigan; Richard Sommers, archivist at the U.S. Army Military
History Institute in Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania; and various historians
of the National Park Service at the Fredericksburg-Spotsylvania and
Petersburg National Military Parks.

Archivists Maida Loescher, Mike Musick, Elaine Everly, Charles
Shaughanessy , and John Dwyer ably assisted me in locating documents
in the National Archives. The staff of the Minnesota Historical Society
searched the William Watts Folwell Papers and located important
documents and ‘photographs, including a picture of Owen. Employees
of the Prints and Photographs Division of the Library of Congress helped
me find many pertinent illustrations.

Shirley and Charles Millard, Paul Trap, and Gordon Olson arranged
for the donation of the Thomas J. Owen Papers to the Historical Divi-
sion. Without their help, publication of the Owen letters and diary would
have been impossible.
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INTRODUCTION

Reality dawned slowly in the North during the secession year of 186 1.

Three months after the South fired the opening shots of the Civil War
at Fort Sumter, the United States still expected that one battle would
destroy the rebellion. Consequently, the government augmented its in-
considerable Regular Army with only a small number of three-month
volunteers. On 2 1 July 1861, Union forces met the Confederate foe at
Manassas. The rebels sent them reeling back to Washington and awakened
the North to its folly. I

On the next day, Congress authorized President Abraham Lincoln
to accept 500,000 volunteers for three years’ service. The northern states
began enlisting and equipping the recruits, and Lincoln brought to
Washington a promising young general officer, George B. McClellan,
to train and organize the new troops into an effective fighting force.
Patriotic fervor facilitated mobilization. Lawyers and businessmen as well
as farmers and laborers scrambled to enlist.*

Among the thousands of men who responded to the call for volunteers
was a gray-eyed, brown-haired, 19-year-old farmboy named Thomas
James Owen. The five-foot eight-inch, fair-skinned son of Thomas and
Almira Owen enlisted on 14 August 1861. Unlike most of his peers, Owen
entered the service as a sergeant rather than as a p r i v

Along with 44 men, including friends and neighbors, Owen enrolled
in Captain E.R. Patten's company at Owego, Tioga County, New York,
his hometown. Other men from various towns in New York and Penn-
sylvania also joined the company. By 24 August, the unit totaled 83.
The company traveled to Elmira, just west of Owego, where it assembled
with nine other companies to form Stuart’s Independent Regiment .4

Governor Edwin D. Morgan of New York originally authorized
Charles B. Stuart, formerly the state engineer and surveyor, to raise and
command a regiment of infantry. While at Elmira, Colonel Stuart set
about instructing his men and oversaw their muster into federal service
by .a Regular Army officer. At that point, Owen officially became a
member of Company I, Fiftieth New York Volunteer Infantry Regiment?

In late September 1861, the regiment went to Washington D.C., by
train. After a short stay in the capital, it moved to Hall’s Hill in Virginia.
Here the regiment underwent a drastic change. General McClellan, in
desperate need of combat Engineers, detailed the Fiftieth New York to
act as sappers, miners, and pontoniers. In reassigning the regiment,
McClellan noted the “unusual number of sailors and mechanics” in the
Fiftieth. Thus, the Fiftieth New York Volunteer Engineer Regiment, its
official designation after 17 July 1862, had many new jobs to learn and
perform, including laying ponton bridges, erecting field fortifications,
and constructing roads. 6



General Barton S. Alexander, first commander of the Volunteer Engineer
Brigade. Library of Congress photograph B812-9342. B812-9342.
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In late October 1861, the regiment returned to Washington. There
it settled in at Camp Lesley , which eventually became known as the
Washington Engineer Depot, about one-half mile north of the Navy Yard
on the Anacostia River .7 Soon afterward, the Fifteenth New York
Volunteer Infantry Regiment, also detailed as combat Engineers, en-
camped nearby. These two regiments formed the Volunteer Engineer
Brigade of the Army of the Potomac, commanded successively by Lieute-
nant Colonel Barton S. Alexander, Brigadier General Daniel P. Wood-
bury, and Brigadier General Henry W. Benham.
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On the other side of the Navy Yard, the Regular Army’s small
Engineer force bivouacked near the Washington Arsenal, at the site of

present-day Fort Lesley J. McNair. This Battalion of Engineers worked
closely with the Volunteer Engineer Brigade throughout the war and for
a brief time, from 20 April to 7 July 1863, was part of it. Together,
these units constituted the entire permanent Engineer force of the Army
of the Potomac and performed valuable service throughout the Civil War. *

Sergeant Owen was responsible for training the men under him and
leading them on the march and in battle. He performed his duties well.
In early 1863, he received a promotion to first sergeant, which made
him the senior noncommissioned officer in his company. Later he became
a commissioned officer, receiving a promotion to second lieutenant on
17 March 1864 and first lieutenant as of 15 October 1864. In addition,
he served as acting assistant quartermaster for his unit from 12 July 1864
until 1 June 1865 .9

Owen’s letters and diary are a worthy contribution to the literature
of the Civil War. Few published, firsthand accounts by Civil War
Engineers exist, especially for units in the Army of the Potomac. Gilbert
Thompson, a private and later a corporal in the Battalion of Engineers,
wrote a history of his unit, which included a day-by-day account of opera-
tions. An enlisted man in the Fifteenth New York Volunteer Engineer
Regiment, writing under the pseudonym Don Pedro Quarendo Reminisco,
published a book of poetry about his war experiences. Wesley Brainerd,
an officer in the Fiftieth New York Volunteer Engineer Regiment, penned
an article on the laying of ponton bridges during the Fredericksburg cam-
paign. Seven letters of Deloss S. Burton, an enlisted man in the Fiftieth,
appeared in print recently. These are the only published, firsthand ac-
counts pertaining to the Fiftieth. lo

Owen’s writings shed needed light on a relatively unknown and
neglected aspect of the Civil War-combat engineering. The Fiftieth New
York Volunteer Engineer Regiment participated in every major campaign
of the Army of the Potomac from the Peninsula to Appomattox. Among
its achievements were field fortifications at Yorktown and Petersburg;
ponton bridges at Fredericksburg and in the Peninsula; Antietam, Get-
tysburg, and Wilderness-Spotsylvania campaigns; and corduroy roads
in Virginia and Maryland. Also, Owen and some of his subordinates
assisted Philip Sheridan on his expeditions to the Shenandoah Valley in

 .  
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1864 and 1865.
Finally, Owen’s jottings document his varied career. At first, he was

a noncommissioned officer overseeing the actions of a squad of men.
Later, as senior noncommissioned officer and commissioned lieutenant,
he assisted in administering a company. During the last year of the Civil
War, he was a staff officer and commanded a unit the size of a company
during the absences of his superior. Few northern farmboys had similar
experiences during the war.

Following the Civil War, Owen returned to Owego, but he left home
in October 1865 and moved to Michigan. Settling in Big Rapids on the
Muskegon River in the central part of the state, he worked as a clerk
in a store and as a bookkeeper. Apparently, he also obtained employ-
ment in the lumber business. During his 25-year residency in Michigan,
Owen and his wife Alice, also a New Yorker, had one child, Blanche,
who was born about 1875?

In 1890, Owen moved to a farm outside Rhinelander, in north cen-
tral Wisconsin. Engaged in farming for the rest of his life, Owen also
surveyed timberland for the U.S. government. Additionally, he estimated
the value of lumber on land owned by various companies. In 19 13, Owen
attended the Fiftieth Anniversary Veterans Reunion at Gettysburg and
visited Owego. Following his return to Rhinelander, he fell ill and, on
4 March 1915, entered the Northwestern Branch, National Home for ’

Disabled Volunteer Soldiers, in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. On 7 April, he
died of Bright’s disease and a weak heart and was buried in the soldiers’
home cemetery in Milwaukee. I2
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Thomas Owen’s Letters
8 April 1862 - 2 May  1865

1 . Alexandria, Virginia, Apri

Dear Friends at Home,1

Once more I have the pleasure of writing to you.
yours before we left Camp Woodbury? I will now try and 

8th, 1862

I received
 give you

a description or history of our journey which commenced on Friday
last.

Last Friday morn about 2 A.M. o’clock we were awoke by the
drums, and the cooks were ordered to cook 3 days’ rations before
morning, as we were ordered to Manassas at 5 o’clock. Well, 5
o’clock came but we did not start until 1 P.M. We then went to
the railroad to take the cars for Manassas, but as the 15th [New
York Volunteer Engineer Regiment] was ahead of us and there
being a lack of cars, we were obliged to wait until morning before
we could go. So we stuck up our little tents. I laid down to rest.

In the morning, we found the weather bad, for it rained quite
hard, but we could not stop for rain. So we went to work and packed
our knapsacks so as to be ready when the train came along. We
were ready long before the train came.

At last it came, and about 11 Y2 A.M. o’clock we started for
Manassas, where we arrived about 2% o’clock P.M. We rode in
open cars, and therefore we had a good chance to see the coun-
try; and a rough sight it is. On our way we crossed Bull Run Creek,
and from there to Manassas and on beyond is [sic] the worst sights
I ever saw. Around the Junction,3 as you must know, the rebels
destroyed a great quantity of stuff just before they left, the ruins
of which can be plainly seen still. There are also a great many
rebel camps still standing, some of which are occupied by our
troops. I saw in one place, along the track at Manassas, where
the rebels had burnt a lot of cars with all their contents which ap-
peared to have been trunks. In another place was a large pile of
wagon iron which showed that wagons had there been burnt. Hun-
dreds of dead horses lay scattered all around. I cannot tell you
all that I saw there now.

,
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We pitched our camp about 2 miles beyond Manassas, where
we stayed two nights and a little over one day. While there., I went
around some but not as much as I would like to, on account of
our short stay.

--

I was into several rebel camps. They seem to have had good
quarters this last winter. They did not live in tents but they built
log huts, some of which were very nice. There was one camp near
where we stopped, and you had ought to have seen the boys. Soon
after we got there every man seemed to be bringing something
into camp. Some had pots, some beds, boards, chairs, old
bayonets, and in fact everything that they could find that had
belonged to the rebels.

Sunday was a fine day, and just at night we got orders to march
the next morn at 7 A.M. o’clock for the Rappahannock River. Well,
we started at the appointed time and marched about 5 miles when
an order came for us (that is, the 50th and 15th Regiments) to
turn back, for we were ordered to Fortress Monroe.4 We then
marched back to Manassas where we were to take the cars for
Alexandria. The 15th marched before us and so they were loaded
first.

, About 2 o’clock P.M. it commenced to snow, and Colonel
. . Murphy5 said we should all have covered cars, and so we waited

until almost dark before we got on. I must say that I had a pretty
!. ; hard time that afternoon and night. Thank God we got covered

j cars, but the train was so heavy that the engine could take us but
5 miles when it had to leave part of us and go on with what it could
draw, and there we sat in the cars all night. I can say for myself
that I did not sleep a wink.

In the morning an engine came and took us on, and we arrived
here about noon, cold and hungry, and when we started we only
took one meal in our haversacks. We expect to go on board [a
steamer] in the morning and then away for Fortress Monroe.6

The 15th have gone on board tonight. It is now after 10 o’clock
P.M. and I am quite sleepy. Our company is quartered in a hall
tonight. The boys have all laid down on the floor and I can tell by
the breathing that they sleep.

I hope you will write soon. Most likely I cannot in some time.

Goodbye from your son



---
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[On back of letter] I will write and let you know where I am, if  II
can, after we move. My health is good.  Give my respects to all.
Tell Putt7 that I have not forgotten him.

Goodbye from Tommy

ij
I  _
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2 . Yorktown, Virginia
August 18th, 1862

Dear Friends at Home,

. . .

Having a few moments to spare, I will let you know where I
am. The first thing is, I am well. We left Harrison’s Landing,’ on
the morning of the 13th for parts unknown to us. Our knapsacks
were put on board the transports. We had our tents, rubber
blankets, and woolen blankets to carry. Well, about 8 A.M. we
started, 3 days’ rations in our haversacks, and all armed with either
axes, picks, or shovels besides our guns. We took a southeast
course down the James. Passed our pickets about 10 A.M. There
were four companies of us in all; they were B, G, K, and I. We
were then on our own hooks. I have not time to tell you all about
the march now.

,.:_ --. . . - -_-.. . _ . . . - - - - .- . /~ . .

. ,~ --. ._._-.. - _.c:ti_.* . . ..

We stopped at Charles City Court House long enough to eat
dinner at that place. We captured a young Cesesh* with a team
[and] a wagon who we made draw our tools. I’ve lots of things
to tell but I can’t now.

Arrived at the mouth of the Chickahominy about noon of the
14th. Started on the 15th for Williamsburg. Arrived there at night
and stayed until morning. Arrived at Yorktown on the eve, on the
16th, where we remain for orders. There is [sic] only 2 companies
of us here. The other 2 remained at the Chickahominy. The whole
army is coming down. I hear that Pope had a big fight.3 This is
all at present.

I am the only sergeant able for duty, and the only one with the
company. I received the Frank  Les/iesa you sent.

Those mortars look just as natural as life.
This is all. Please to write soon.

Your affectionate son

Sergeant Thomas J. Owen
Company I, !5O[th] New York State
Volunteer Engineers



3 . Camp of Engineer Detachment
Near Falmouth[, Virginia]
January 13th, 1863

4. . .

:

Dear Friends at Home,

I received yours of the 6th this eve from Alice and was much
pleased to hear that you had received the present I sent you. I

hope you will put it to good use. You must take pains when you
write, and soon you will be a good writer.

We are now in a fine place. It is in a pine woods. We have built
up our tents with logs so that they are very nice and warm. The
weather is fine for the time of the year. Think some of moving soon,
which don’t please us much now that we have such a nice place.
The company is quite well at present.

You must improve your time at school as best you can, for your
education is something that will be of great service to you yet, if
you live.

I want to hear quite often how you are getting along. I am in
such a hurry that I have not time to write much more. I hope to
hear from this soon. From your affectionate brother,

Thomas



4 . Camp Engineer Corps
Near Stoneman Station,1 Virginia
February 2d, 1863

,

Dear Friends at Home,

. _: _ -._ -.- -_-._ f _.._- .._ _~ - -:. . _.

I have a few spare moments which I will try and improve.
received yours of the 23d January a few days since and have no
had a chance to answer it until now. I have not much news abou
the war.

Philip R. Goodrich* has been promoted to 2d lieutenant of our
company. He received his commission yesterday. I have been ap-
pointed orderly3 of said company. For my part, I am glad to see
Phil get up. I think he has been skipped to[o] long. The company
is in quite good health. We have had some snow lately but it is
about gone now. I am at a loss to think what the Army will do next.
I hardly think Joe4 will make another push for Richmond this winter.
If he does, I hope he will meet with better success than Burnsides
did. The Army is getting a little discouraged, I think, but not half
so much as people at the North think. Just send Little Mac6 down
here to lead us and then you will see what we are. The mud is
drying up some. I have not much more time now. Please to send
the papers every week.

My respects to all, your affectionate son,

Orderly Sergeant Thomas J. Owen



5. Camp of Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
near Falmouth, Virginia
May 21st, 1863

Dear Father and Friends at Home,

Several days have passed since I received your letter of the
8th and I I  have been waiting for something of importance to turn
up so that I could have something of interest to write you, but I I
guess I shall have to wait sometime for that. Nearly all I can say
now is that I am well.

Day before yesterday the colonel called me to his tent and told
me that he would like to have me go with an artist to the river and
point out the spot where Captain Perkins’ was shot. I told him it
would please me much to do so.

 
 

 

Sketch of Engineer troops laying ponton bridge at Fredericksburg,
Virginia, 11 December 1862, by Alfred R. Waud. Library  of Congress
photograph Z62- 7023.
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At one o’clock the artist called for me and we started, having
* been furnished with a pass from General Hooker to go outside

the picket lines. 2 o’clock found us at the spot. Yes, there was
the spot where fell a noble man, and there were the old houses
where the sharpshooters concealed themselves while firing at us,
and there was the famous Rappahannock moving slowly along
towards the bay, the same as ever. Oh, how fresh. It brought the
scene of battle back to me. There also was the place where poor
Champtin* fell just as he had reached the opposite shore. All
these things flashed through my mind in a moment as I stood gaz-
ing at the old city.3

May 22d. I did not have time to finish this last eve so I will con-
tinue this morning. The rebels now occupy the city. Their picketsi, -;~ . *. . I *: were along the opposite bank not more than 400 feet from the spot
where Captain Perkins fell. I went to the very spot. We then retired
to the top of the bank and the artist proceeded to take the sketch
which is to be sent to Captain Perkins’ brother in New York.  We
were there until 4% o’clock. All the while we were there the rebs
were drilling. Just back of the city we could see them very plain.
While the artist was sketching, I also took a sketch of the buildings
that stand close to the bank on the opposite side. I will finish it
up and send it home.

The scenery about Fredericksburg is very fine, and in time of
place it must have been a pleasant place to live in. Yesterday,
we had a General Review by General Benham. The prospects
for a move are not as bright as they were a short time since. I can
form no idea of what is to be done. I must now close. Please tell
me who you let [lent?] the money to.

I remain your affectionate son,
Thomas J. Owen



. . . -:!

6 .

Dear Father and

Camp of 50th New York Volunteer Engineers
near Falmouth, Virginia
June 6th, 1863

Friends at Home,

I take this early opportunity of letting you know that I am still
alive and well. You will see that I wrote you yesterday morning.
Also sent you some money. You also remember that I told you
we had orders to go and lay a bridge. Well, the bridge is laid, and
we now hold the opposite side of the Rappahannock, but we did
not gain it without shedding blood. Let me give you the events
as they occurred.

They are as follows.1
At about 8 o’clock we received orders to get ready to move

 

the train to the river. Soon after, we received orders to move, and
in about 2 hours from the time we received orders to get ready,
we were at the river with our train.

We then waited until about 4 o’clock before the troops came
that were going to cross. In meantime, we amused ourselves look-
ing at the Johnny9 on the other side. They had a fine rifle pit,
and we knew that they would give us trouble. The day was quite
warm, and at length we began to grow anxious for the fun to com-
mence. A little after 4, the artillery began to wheel into position,
and we could see the rebs coming from other points to strengthen
the point opposite where we were to cross, which was about 2
miles below the city of Fredericksburg. At 5I4 o’clock, the first gun
was fired which was from our artillery aimed at some skirmishers
that were coming up from below. Oh, I never shall forget that scene.
I think it was one of the grandest scenes I every saw. I was where
I had a good view of the whole thing. First came the boom of the
gun, and the next instance the balls were skipping away over the
level plain (which extends over a mile back from the river), carry-
ing death and destruction with them.

At 6V2 o’clock we started down to the water with the pontons,s
the object being to throw infantry across in boats and drive them
out of their rifle pits. Although our artillery kept up a continual fir-
ing, they did not hinder the enemy from keeping up a brisk fire
of musketry at us. As we marched down the bank, the ball fell thick
and fast around. Now and then some poor fellow would drop with
a cry of pain on his lips.

When we got down the bank we had orders to lay down. The
most of the boys did so. Now and then we would get up and unload -

a boat. At length we had 10 boats unloaded. Captain FolwelP then
came and asked me to go up the hill after the boatmen who were
to ferry the infantry over. I started and just as I got to the top of

9



Captain, later Major, William Watts Folwell commanded Company I, Fif-
tieth New York Volunteer Engineer Regiment. William Watts Folwell Collec-
tion photograph CN#11,  Minnesota Historical HHHistorical Society.
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the hill, I looked around and saw a little curl of white smoke rise
from the center of the pit, and the next instant, a minies whizzed
close to me. I went on, and before I had taken 5 steps, 3 more
struck the ground just ahead of me. I then took a zigzag course
so they could not aim at me, and went on. I have reason to think
that all four balls were aimed at me, for there was no one else
within 10 rods of where I was. Well, I found the boatmen and then
I soon went back and helped ferry the first regiment over. As soon
as the infantry took the works, the firing ceased and then we went
to work, and soon the Rappahannock was bridged and once more
General Sedgwick6 was crossing over. Our whole brigade was
there, general and all, but Companies A, F, and I layed the bridge,
which constitutes Major Spaulding’sT detachment. As a general

.
thing the boys did well, we k E C&m-p-aw

W-FW. Corporal Armstrong8 of our company was the only man hurt.
He was wounded in the foot somewhere about the heel but I think
not dangerously. Our regiment lost (as far as I know of now) IO
wounded and one killed besides one officer wounded, Lieutenant
Newcome of Company C, in head.

I think the main part of the enemy’s force has left for some
other parts unknown to us here. The main part of the Army of the
Potomac is also gone. I think Joe is enough for the Johnnys. Very
likely, you know more about the Army than I do.

We can hear some firing today. The weather is fine. It is now
almost time for the mail to leave. I will have to cut short with a
goodbye to you all. I remain with a whole hide, your affectionate
son,

Thomas J. Owen
Orderly Company I,
50th New York Volunteer Engineers

11



7 . Camp of 50th New York Volunteer Engineers
Washington, D.C.

.July 6th, 1863 -

Dear Friends at Home,1

I now have about 5 minutes which I will spend in writing. We
are now camped in the old ground1 in Washington.

Came here on the night of the 3d having had a long and
tiresome march from Edwards Ferry via Frederick City, Johnsville,
Liberty [now Libertytown], New Market, and so around to .

Washington. Were on the march almost day and night for 6 days.
When we came in here we were footsore and nearly tired out.2
We only had 2 days rations out of the 6, but the people along the

. , way gave us plenty to eat. Oh, how I want to tell you all about the
march, but I have not time now. I began a letter yesterday and
was going to give you a full detail of the whole thing but this morn-
ing we have orders to pack up. The report is that Companies I
and H go to Harpers Ferry. The boys are packing up now. I have
packed and thus I have time to write this hasty note. I am well.

~ f While we were out, we had some pretty narrow escapes from
-_-. _- -. :< i the rebs cavalry, but we came out all right. The whole train was

saved. I hope you enjoyed the 4th. I can’t say I did. I must stop
. . . I.- now or I’ll be behind. Don’t fail to write soon.I

I have received several letters from you. I received one from
Ely3 and Alice a day or two since. Our mail has been very irregular.
We have been twice, 5 or 6 days without mail but at last it came
in a heap. I hear we have no more Longstreet. Goodbye. Look
out to hear from me again before long.

Your affectionate son,

Thomas J. Owen

P.S. Respects to all. Tell them I am well.

Thomas

12
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8 . Camp of 50th New York Volunteer Engineers
Washington, D.C.
August 2d, 1863

Dear Father and Friends at Home, ,

Your kind letter of the 31st came to hand this P.M. and now
I will immediately let you know how and where I am. You see by
the heading that we are now in Washington. We came here on
the 29th from Berlin which we left the 27th, having taken up our
bridge ere we started. Our trip down the canal was a fine one
though at the latter end I met with a misfortune as follows:1

At Georgetown we left the main canal and struck off into the
old canal,2 which by the way is not in use nor has it been for
sometime past. Well, while we were getting through with our train,
we came to a [place] where the water was very shallow, and our
timber raft stuck.

I, of course, was soon in the water lifting and tugging to get
off, little thinking then what was to follow. At length we got off and
in due time arrived in camp. By this time, my feet began to burn
and pain me severely. This was about 3 P.M., and so they con-
tinued until about midnight when I. managed to stop the burning,
but man they were so swollen that it was impossible for me to use
them. I have been off duty ever since. They are better today so
that I have on my shoes and stockings. I shall go on duty tomor-
row. I think my feet were poisoned by gas, tar, etc., that runs into
the old canal, the bottom being full of it. Several other of the boys
also got a dose; but none so bad as myself. The prospects are
that we will stay here sometime.

Sergeant LaGrange has gone to Elmira after conscripts.
The health of the company is good.
Weather very warm.
The draft takes place here tomorrow. Some talk of our being

called out to patrol the city and keep peace.4

Some talk of a mob.
I must close now.
I remain your son, etc.,

Thomas J. Owen



. I  
! 9 .

Dear Father and Friends at Home,

We have just received two months’ pay and now  I take the

Camp of 50th New
Washington, D.C.
August 15th, 1863

York Volunteer Engineers

earliest opportunity of sending to you my allotment, as usual
$20.00

The weather is very warm. We are quite healthy considering.
I have little as no news at present. I hear that the conscripts are
paying their little [$]300.1 Well, they must want to stay at home
more than I do. For my part, I would not give 10 cents to stay at
home, if I was there that is, as long as the war lasts.

I have not time to write a long letter now, so please excuse
me and remember me as your affectionate son,

Thomas J. Owen

P.S. I also send you my photograph that I had taken a few days
since. It is rather dark but it is as good as I can get now.

Thomas

. --- - ..~ -
-. -. - - --  -

. .
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10. Washington, D.C.
August 22d, 1863.

Dear Father and Sister Alice,
,

I have just received both your kind letters bearing date August
20th, and indeed, I was very glad to hear from you. You spoke
about receiving the money but not a word did you say about my
picture. How did you like it anyhow? You also spoke about cousin
Lucretia.1 I am glad you are going to let her know where I am,
and I hope to hear from her myself before long. Please tell her
to write to me and I will answer.

I see you meant to send your letter by George Forsyth* but
he gave you the slip. He came here yesterday about noon. I was
very much pleased to see him as he was just from home. He said
he saw you the day before.

We still remain in the city. The weather is very warm but we
do not have to work very hard. The most of my duty is in the morn-
ing and evening but I have to be on hand all the while. The health
of the company is good. I never felt better. On the 20th, we drew
linen trousers which are much better this warm weather than the
common woolen.

There is little of interest going on now here. I see the news
from Charleston3 is good, and I sincerely hope that this nest of
rebels may be cleaned out and receive a punishment due them
for opening this wicked war. 4 But, we have not much to brag of,
for in our own native state, yes in the noble Empire State, they
have been guilty of as base an act as the citizens of Charleston?
In either place, they are guilty of treason, and I sincerely hope they
may meet with a just punishment either in this world or the next.
I suppose the drafted about Owego are mostly paying their
$300.00. Well, I pity them. Before I would be such a coward, I would
come, [even?] if I was sure of being shot. Of course, I do not say
that all are cowards that pay, but there are those that dare not
come, dare not serve the country that sustains them, the Govern-
ment that protects them. But, I think I will close.

I wish Alice to let me know how she is getting along, what she
is studying, and where she is in her books, etc.

With love and respect for you all, I remain as ever your son
and brother,

Thomas J. Owen

15



11 . Camp of 50th New York Volunteer Engineers
Rappahannock Station, Virginia
September 27th, 1863

Dear Friends at Home,

. . .

,

Once more we are in the field. We left Washington on Wednes-
day the 23d, about 3 P.M., and marched into Virginia. Camped
about 8 o’clock near Balls Crossroads and about 1% miles from
Uptons Hill. The 24th we lay still until 2 P.M. and then took up
the line of march to Fairfax Station where we stopped at 9 P.M.
The 25th we broke camp at 8 A.M., marched through Fairfax and
turned about and went back to where we stopped during the night.

There we waited until about noon for a portion of the 11th Corps’
that were on their way to Tennessee. We then marched to Bull
Run where we stopped for the night. 26th broke camp at 7 A .M .
and marched to Warrenton Junction where we stayed all night.
Today we marched to this place. We came here about noon, have
not put [up] our tents yet for we know not whether we will stay
here or-not.

The weather has been fine so far. We have not put up our tents
since we started. I have stood the march well. Some of the boys
have sore feet.

The Army has advanced from here.
I think that I never saw such a desolate looking country as that

which we have just passed through from Long Bridge to this place.
There is scarcely a fence and but few houses, except in the
villages, and they look mighty desolate. As for the cultivation, there
is none; hardly a hill of corn is growing between here and the
Capitol. On our way we passed through Fairfax, Centreville,
Manassas, Bristoe Station, Catlet's Station, Warrenton Junction,
Bealton, and last, Rappahannock Station. Here we are close to
the old river on which we have seen so much service. The
prospects are that we will go on to the front soon. The Regulars
have gone on today. There is a bridge here that one of our com-
panies laid sometime ago. I saw some of the 137th [New York In-
fantry Regiment]2 today. They say they are going to Tennessee.
They belong to the 12th Corps.3

A[s] for war news, I have none. Please don’t fail to send me
the Owego papers. I am expecting to hear from you by the next
mail as we have not had any since the 23d. I will now close. Please
give my respects to all inquiring friends. I remain your affectionate

: son,
-. ~_.-. . - ._h . .m. .-.- - :;--I

Thomas J.
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12 . Camp of Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
Rappahannock Station, Virginia
December 8th, 1863

The victim of [a] melancholy accident was one of my most in-
timate friends. I became acquainted with him during the spring
of 1856. From that time until he enlisted (1861) we were warm
friends, always together whenever it was practicable, and while
in the service we corresponde[d] with each other. And during our
long acquaintance we never quarreled or passed an angry word
with each other. I feel that I have lost a noble friend and one whom
I can never forget. In the midst of dangers have I been spared
while my most intimate acquaintances have been cut off in the
mids[t] of civil life. But he on whose footstool we dwell does decide,
and we poor mortals must abide.

Thomas J. Owen, Company I
50th New York Volunteer Engineers

This happened on the 20th of November 1863.

.

.- - _- _,”
3

[Newspaper Obituary]

Killed Instantly

John Frear,j son of Mr. John Frear, who resides about two miles
east of Owego village, was killed on the track of the Erie Railway
early on Friday morning of last week. His body was literally torn
to pieces and scattered along the track.

How this melancholy accident occurred we cannot tell. It ap-
pears by the statement of his father, that he left home about 4%
o’clock, on Friday morning, intending to go down the river on a
raft or ark, which was lying near the residence of Mr. Leonard.
Those living in that locality, when the going is bad, usually walk
to town on the track, but how the accident could have occurred
no one knows. A young, active, healthy man in the prime of life,
could hardly permit himself to be run over, no matter in what way

:* the train was moving. There are suspicions that he may have met
i with foul play and may have been laid on the track. John Frear
4,. A was a fine quiet young man, much estimated and highly respected,- ._e . *_ .._. 4- :.- ‘. ’ 4
‘ and his unfortunate end has brought sorrow to the hearts of one,

of our most respectable families.
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The following from those who served with him on the tented
field will show their estimate of his worth both as a man and as
a soldier:

The victim of this melancholy accident was among the first to
respond to the call of his country. In the spring of the year 1861
he volunteered in H Co. 3d Infantry N.Y.V. and served for two
years, the term of his enlistment, with credit to himself and his
country. Always ready as he was to obey the call of duty, kind,
obliging and genial, he was ever a favorite in his company and
regiment; and his loss will deeply be regretted by his old associates
in arms.

After passing through the dangers and privations incident to
camp life, it seems sad to have him thus cut off in the midst of
his days.

To his afflicted friends who have thus been called to mourn
the loss of a kind and obedient son and affectionate brother, we
offer our heartfelt sympathies.

May he who afflicteth not willingly console them in this sad
bereavement.

Members of H Co. 3d N.Y.V.-... .~
- - . . --  _- . . ~ _.--

- --e;
. --*

~ .

. I

’ . . - i

, 1

,

.

_ .  -

- -  *-  ..__ -  i

.  .-.- ’ :
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13 . Camp of 50th New York Volunteer Engineers
Rappahannock Station, Virginia
December 19th, 1863

Dear Father and Friends at Home,

Your kind and welcome letter came to hand this evening. I was
much pleased to hear from you but was a little surprised to learn
that you have not heard from me since I sent my allotment, for
I assure you I have written since and was expecting an answer.

There is little news as to the Army other than what you have
ere this heard. We are fixing up good winter quarters. I think the
plan now is to stay here this winter. Still, we cannot tell. Time works
wonderful changes.

At present, I am on duty on the road between here and Bealton
which a large number of infantry are repairing by building corduroy
bridges,1 etc. Captain Folwell has charge of the whole detail, and
I go out to superintend certain jobs which they will not do well if
they are not watched. I like General Meade’s* plan of fixing the
roads. It gives him a great advantage on the move, especially if
it is in a wet time.

Sunday December 20th. I did not have time to finish this last
night. Today, we are not busy at anything in particular. As usual,
we are trying to observe the Sabbath.

What is your opinion about the war? I do not think it can last
a great while longer by what we see in the papers. The South are
[sic] getting sick of the job. Of late, we have been victorious both
at the ballot box and in the field of mortal combat. All go to show
that the North is bound to sustain the Union.

You undoubtedly expect me home next summer, but if the war
is not over, it is doubtful whether you will see me then; but I do
not say that you may not see me before that time.

The weather is cool, though not more so than we expect this
season of the year. We shall look forward for some recruits before
long-either volunteers or conscripts. I presume the poor fools
up north are trembling in their boots, thinking of the 5th January
and the terrible Draft,3 poor fellows. I pity them, especially if they
are situated so that they cannot leave home, and more so if they
have not heart enough to fight for the Government that has pro-
tected them thus long. It is the latter class that cannot appreciate
the blessings of this noble republic. They are wrapped up within
themselves and care not how humanity progresses, so long as
they enjoy freedom and the blessings somebody else has won for
them. I have not time to say more on this subject, if I cared to.
I am well, and we are all in fine spirits.

19



Hoping to again hear from you  soon, I  remain  your affectionate
son,

Thomas J. Owen

Engineer troops building corduroy road, Richmond, Virginia, June
1862. Library of Congress photograph B8171-656.
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Dear Father,

Camp of Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
Rappahannock Station, Virginia
February 5th, 1864

Again I find myself in my tent sitting by a comfortable fire which
is blazing away in my new fireplace that the boys built for me while
I was home.

I tell you it seemed good to me to get back again and meet
the happy smiles and the warm shake of the hand from my noble
boys.1 I was much pleased to find the company in so fine a condi-
tion, not a man sick, all feeling finely. Indeed it takes away the
dread of a soldier’s life to have good men with him. Men that one
can feel towards as he would towards a brother. Well, I left the
famed city Wednesday morning at 9:45 and arrived in camp at
3 P.M. We were a little behind time on our furloughs but nothing
was said. I had a fine chat with Lieutenant Colonel Spaulding,*
and he was much pleased to learn that we had a good visit.
Likewise [he] expressed his satisfaction on seeing us return.

Well there, what do you think is on foot now? I will tell you.
The Captain just called me to his tent and told me to have the
company ready to march in the morning at eight o’clock. Bully
for that. We report to General Newton3 commanding the 1st Army
Corps.4 We know nothing more about it but suspect we shall cross
the Rapidan before we come back. We go to Culpeper in the morn- -
This came a little unexpected but I am ready and willing to go.
The weather is mild. The roads are not very muddy. I hope this
will find you well. Hoping to hear from you and Alice soon.

I remain your,

Thomas

: . I i_: 2

. -
.- - ve  _._-_  --.

. .-.-
-

. . ,
i
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15 . Camp of Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
Rappahannock Station, Virginia
February 14th, 1864

Dear Father and Friends at Home,

Last night I received the first letter since my return. It was from
you and Alice, having a date February 10th. It is indeed a pleasure
to hear that mother is getting better. Tell her not to worry about
me in the least for I am well and have comfortable quarters. Very
good living. In fact, I am enjoying myself. The weather is mild
though rather windy.

\ Our late move did not amount to much as far as hardship is
. ~ . *

i concerned. We went beyond Culpeper on Saturday the 6th where
we stayed until Sunday afternoon and then started back to camp
where we arrived Monday noon. So here we are all right.

On the march we passed through Culpeper, a small town lay-
ing between the two rivers, Rappahannock and Rapidan, about

.
midway, and is twenty-six miles north of Gordonsville and sixty-

- -
- ..-.

-. ~. *_ __...  _ __- - -...
- _; i- :, ’

. .- . ._ ._. _ . -. . . . . -. .:_. _. - !. . .;- J.. ~._ ,

two west of Alexandria, is the county seat of Culpeper County and
contained, before the war, about 1200 inhabitants, but since the
war it has seen ill-usage and now shows marks of the rebellion.
The country round about is rolling and very fertile, but now it
presents a sorry sight. Scarcely a stick of fencing is visible while
most of the Lords of Creation1 have fled to parts more undisturbed
by war.

Today is Sunday. We have had our inspection of arms, likewise
of tents. Found everything in good condition. The company is well
and contains, in all, 101 men, 80 which are present. The twenty-
two [sic] are on detach[ed] service, absent with leave, sick, etc.
Things are very quiet in camp. Today there is no work going on
and the men show respect for the Sabbath by refraining from the
usual sports. As we have no chaplain2 with us we cannot attend
divine service. Still, there are other ways by which we can respect
this holy day. There is little news now. The whole Army seems
to be enjoying winter quarters. The other day I went to Army Head-
quarters on business for the company. The camp is about 5 miles
from here and about two miles from Brandy Station (northeast),
situated in a piece of pine woods on a slight eminence, and for
miles around towering above the treetops can be seen the beautiful
emblem of the Union.3 The grounds are in fine condition. The tents
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Winter camp, Fiftieth New York Volunteer Engineer Regiment,
Rappahannock, Virginia, March 1864. Library of Congress photograph.

Entrance to camp of Fiftieth New York Volunteer Engineer Regiment,
Rappahannock Station, Virginia, March 1864. Library of Congress
photograph 351.
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stand in the shape of a half moon, General Meade’s in the center.
I will now close. Hoping this finds you all well.

I remain your son,

Thomas

P.S. I enclose a photograph of one of my boys, John H. Bunzey,d
for Alice’s album.

Thomas

. .
.L  l d .

: - ._.-- . - ._.-. ~ - -- . .
. .-.-

- ..--,  ’

.
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16 . Rappahannock Station, Virginia
February 20th, I.864

Dear Father and Friends at Home,

The mail this afternoon brought me a letter from you  dated 17th,
and I will not keep you in long suspense before you hear from me.
Now, do not make up your minds that you are about to hear of
some wonderful event, for if you do, you will suffer a
disappointment.

Indeed, there is little going on now save the old routine of camp
duty which is always nearly the same, but when there is not too
much of it, all goes well, as are the circumstances now. For a few
days past it has not been quite so pleasant on account of the cold.
Still, we have not suffered, as wood was plenty. Today is quite
moderate. The health of the company continues good. I was rather
surprised to hear of the death of George Forsyth.1 This is, indeed,
another singular circumstance. It seems that most of the deaths
that occur among people of this age, that is, the male portion, are
by accident of some kind. Oh, little can we tell the moment we
may be called to go or to attend the last tribute paid to the remains
of some departed friend. Thus, it is with life. Every evolution the
Earth makes, thousands of human beings are rolled into the mighty
gulf of eternity while we are all drawn one day nearer to the verge,
and as time flies on we too will, at length, have accomplished our
mission here and have passed away to make room for the com-
ing throng. I will not say more on this subject now for my time is
limited.

I hope this will find you all well. It would please you to look
into my nice little house which I have got papered with newspapers,
with here and there a picture which, indeed, gives it quite a homely
appearance.

You will not have to send me the Owego Times  as I have
subscribed and will have it sent from the office.

I must now bid you good night hoping to hear from you soon.
I remain your affectionate son.

Thomas
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17 . Camp of Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
Rappahannock Station, Virginia
March 1st, 1864

Dear Father and Friends at Home,

I was a little surprised the other day at opening an envelope
and finding therein a comb, some thread, needles, pins,
photographs, all of which come very acceptable to me. Indeed,
I thank you for your kindness.

I will send Alice some photographs in every letter as I now have
some on hand for her album.

There is little going on now. All still with us though I hear that
a portion of the Army is in motion, but as yet am unable to tell
what they have accomplished.

This morning we arose and found the rain falling, and it has
continued to do so all day, which makes it a little inconvenient
for us. Still, I feel thankful that we are so well off. I am looking
for a letter from home every day. I hope you are all well, at least
as well, as this leaves me.

I really believe if I had stayed home till now I would have been
sick. I feel much better here and am somewhat fleshier than when
at home. Still, I believe if the war was to end I would come home
and try the climate again. Perhaps, if I did not have so much on
hand it would agree with me better. The health of the company
is fine. We expect some recruits soon. If they come, enough of
them to fill the company, I am a  I presume Henry LaGrange
is in Owego. Please let me know all the news. This is all now.

My respects to all. I remain, your affectionate son,

Thomas J. Owen
Orderly, Company I
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
Washington
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18 . Camp of Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
Rappahannock Station, Virginia
March 5th, 1864

Dear Father and Friends at Home,

Your kind letter of the 1st came to my possession yesterday.
There is little going on now with us. We received ten recruits Thurs-
day. Lester ChampliP was among them, also Fred Hunt.2 I am
afraid we will not fill the company up. It seems that most of the
men that have been enlisted for the company have been coaxed
away.3 We have now 109 men in the company. The health of the
company is very good. We are having fine times, and fine weather.
I am engaged two hours each day drilling the recruits.

I wish you or Alice would get me another I+ dozen photographs
from Berry4 and send them to me. I will send two in this for Alice’s
album (Jeff Fergusons and A.B. Beer@). Let me know if you get
them.

It is hard to form any idea of what will be done this spring. I
do not believe this army will do much hard fighting. Still, we can-
not tell. There has been some little stir of late but I am not able
to say what it has amounted to. I will now bid you good night. I
hope to hear from Alice soon.

Yours,

Thomas
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19 . Camp of Detachment
  50th New York Volunteer Engineers

Rappahannock Statior1 Virginia

Dear Father, Sister Alice

It is with feelings of p

February 20th, 1864

and Friends at Home,

easure that I seat myse
    

to pen a few lines to you in answer to yours of the 7
to hand the 10th.

f this evening
h which came

.
3

,

-- .-. .- _. __..___- - - -e..
’

.

Well, we are still here and things go on about the same. Yester-
day we received eleven new recruits. The company now contains
120 men, thirty more, and then. None of this last lot are from our
place. Four are from Susquehanna County, the other seven from
Albany. We feel confident that the company will be filled up. Today
has been very pleasant though a little muddy caused by the rain
that fell yesterday and day before. I was much pleased today at
receiving a letter from Milicent.1 She is well, etc.

We keep pretty busy now fixing up new tents for the recruits
which are here and those we expect along soon. I have now 102
men here, the other 18 are on detached service in Washington.
As a general thing, the company is healthy. I never enjoyed better
health.

We have no idea of a move; still, we are liable to go at any
moment. It cannot be long. At the longest, ere the spring cam-
paign opens, and for my part, if we are going to settle up this sum-
mer, the sooner we get at it the better. Oh, how I long to see the
end of this struggle. How I long to again return to civil life and
enjoy the blessings of peace which, to me, will be all the sweeter
for having participated in the strife. I sometimes think of what I
will go at when the war is over, but as yet have come to no
conclusions. I rather think I will be to[o] lazy to work much;
however, I will not make calculations to[o] far ahead.So, I will let
matters run and be governed by circumstances when the death
knell of the rebellion shall echo from state to state throughout this
grand and glorious Republic, and let us hope that ever after, each
and every sister state will lend a will[ing] hand to assist in keep-
ing aloft our noble motto, E pluribus unum.

I send in this two pictures of a scene near Yorktown, Virginia.
One is No. I Battery, the other No. 4 Battery.2 I have often been
to both these places; in fact, we helped build the same. I could
tell you a good deal about these pictures if I had time. You see

: that large [gun?] in No. 4?3 Well, I have stood near that and at
. - . .._ - .;.-- , , the same time heard the shells go whistling overhead, fired from.- . :.- 4

the rebels in Yorktown, but I will not say more now. I hope you
will find a place for them in you album or somewhere else so I
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can see them if II get back.
This is all this time, goodnight,

Thomas

Battery No. 1. near Yorktown, Virginia, May 1862. Photograph Collec-
tion, Engineer Historical Division.
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20 . Rappahannock Station, Virginia
March 18th, 1864

Dear Father, Sister, and Friends at Home,

I now have a little spare time which I think cannot be spent
to better advantage than in penning a few lines to you.

Yours of the 14th came to hand this P.M. and is now before
me. I am pleased to hear that you are well. We are having a little
more to do of late than [is?] common, such as drilling. Squad drill
from 8 to 9 A.M., company drill from 10 to 1 l%, battalion drill from
1% to 3% P M dress parade at 4 P.M., guard mounting at 4%.
So you see the’ greater part of the day is occupied.

There is a little a stir about camp concerning the rebs. Report
says that two brigades of them have crossed the river below and
threaten an attack,’ which, I think will not be for their interest to
do, as we have made some preparations for them and intend to
give them a real Yankee welcome. We have two pieces of artillery
planted in camp, and the latter we have surrounded with a brush
barricade. The orders tonight are for every man to be ready to fall
in at a moment’s notice. Still I do not apprehend much danger,
but it is well to be on the safe side and be ready.

The captain tells me that there is no doubt about the company
being filled up. Everything goes of[f] finely. Some of the boys have
mumps and measles. As yet, little is said about General Grant’s2
taking command of this department. We all expect to know him
better before long. I think something will be done soon. Everything
seems to look like work, and I sincerely hope U.S.3 will do as well
here as he has done [in the?] West. With respect to all, I remain,

Yours,

Thomas J. Owen
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21 .

Dear Father,

Camp   Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
Rappahannock Station, Virginia
April 14th, 1864

 

I send you twenty dollars this morning. You may expect more
soon. For reasons I will not now mention, I retain the rest of my
pay for a few days.

I am quite [well].

Your affectionate son,

Thomas
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22 . Camp Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
Rappahannock Station, Virginia
April 16th, 1864

Dear Father,

Thinking a line from me welcome anytime, I will occupy your
attention a few moments this evening. You remember when I sent
my check a day or two since, that I told you I would keep the rest
of my pay for reasons I then would not mention. Well, I can now
tell you the reason.

By today’s mail I received a commission as Second Lieuten-
ant of Engineers in the 50th New York Volunteers from Governor
Seymour of New York, dating from the 17th of March.1 Father,
I now hope to be able to help you more than ever. Of course, it
will cost me something for my new outfit. I must have a horse and
equipments and many other things an officer cannot get along
without.

I know you will be pleased to know that I have conducted myself
so as to gain the confidence of my captain and colonel, who have
been kind enough to recommend me for this position, and I hope
I may prove worthy of the trust they have so kindly bestowed on me.

My health is good. The weather is very changeable, some rain .
today. Two men of our company have died lately of fever, namely
William H. Kipp*  of Union and Aaron  Fridleya of Seneca Falls, New
York. We sent both home. Quite a number of the men are ailing.
Water is bad that we use. Think the sooner we move the better
for us.

I must now close hoping this finds you all well. I remain yours
with great respect,

Lieutenant Thomas J. Owen
Company I
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
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Colonel William H. Pettes, Commander, Fiftieth New York Volunteer
Engineer Regiment. National Archives photograph 11 1-B-5593.
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23 . Camp 50th, New York Volunteer Engineers
Rappahannock Station, Virginia
April 23d, 1864

Dear Father,

 Your kind note of the 19th came by today’s mail.   am indeed
much pleased to hear from you. Likewise to know the money I
sent has reached its destination.

Well, we are making preparations for the coming contest, which
at the longest cannot be postponed much longer. Some of the
detachments have joined their respective corps. Company I is
building a stockade at Warrenton Junction which shows that this
line of communication is to [be] kept. Captain Folwell, with part

, ’.- .h . .. _. ] of the company, has been there two days, and in the morning,
the rest of the company goes there to help complete the work.
I am going and will take command while the captain is absent,
as he has other matters to attend to here about the trains, etc.
Lieutenant Folwelll is going to work on the payrolls. We all have

I something to do.
I now live with Captain and Lieutenant Folwells who, by the- - - - . ,._ ,;

. - . _. _-_ _-_ry. _-__= - . - . c 8. :’ - _. , way, [are] fine men and good officers. I like them much. I have
not yet succeeded in getting a horse but have a clue of one. I was

I. ~ _- .~, ,_ ~ . _-. .-. assigned to duty as lieutenant on the 19th by Colonel Pettes.2
-. ax _.- . Things go well. For two or three days I have not felt well. Yester-

day, I had quite a fever but today I feel much better, no fever. The
headquarters of the regiment goes back to Washington in the
morning, that is, Colonel Pettes, etc., leaving Lieutenant Colonel
Spaulding in command of the pontoniering of the Army of the
Potomac.

Hoping this finds you well, I am your most dutiful son,

Lieutenant T.J. Owen

P.S. I received a letter from Milicent this P.M. She is well. Talke[d]
of going to New York on business.

Thomas
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Officers’ quarters, Fiftieth New York Volunteer Engineer Regiment,
Rappahannock Station, Virginia, March 1864. Library of Congress
photograph B8171-7604.
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24 . Camp at Rappahonnock Station
April 30th, 1864

Dear Father and Friends at Home,

Without doubt you are looking for a letter from me ere this.
I hope you will pardon me for not writing before. I now acknowledge
the receipt of two letters dated March 20th and 27th. I know not
why I have this delayed unless it is because I have had more on
hand to do of late than usual.

Since my last, I have been to Washington. Had a very fine time.
Stayed in the city from the 24th until the 29th. I will, in haste, review
my visit for your benefit, for I know you are somewhat anxious to

, 4 know what I am about. Well, on the 22d March, Captain Folwell,
. - . . ., . 1 Sergeant Bacon’ and myself received orders to report to a   court-

martial convened in the city of Washington at the camp of the 15th
New York Volunteer Engineers, which by the way is near the head-
quarters of the 50th. So, on the 24th we took the cars at Rappahan-
nock Station at 9:45 A.M. and trundled along over the rough

. railroad to said city where we arrived at  2%  P.M. The case on trial
was that of George Marshall2 for desertion, he having deserted
from Company I, 50th New York Volunteer Engineers about the
25th of January 1863. The order was for us to report on the morn-
ing of the 25th. After arriving in the city, we went up to camp where
I saw quite a number of boys in Company M from Owego.

The captain stopped in camp but Sergeant Bacon and myself
chose to stop outside of camp. So, we went downtown and took
rooms at the Casparis Hotel,3 which by the way is a quiet, respec-
table boarding house situated near the Capitol and patronized by
several Congressmen who make it their home during their sojourn
in the capital. Well, on the morning of the 25th (Friday) we reported
to the court. Told us to come the next day as they could only take
the testimony of the captain then. So we, Bacon and myself, went
back to our boarding place and during the  rem[ainder] of the day
amused ourselves about the city. I went into the Capitol and ex-
amined Rogers’ bronze door.4 I will send you a history of the same
which will be interesting if you have not read it. On Sunday I at-
tended church at the Episcopal Church on 3d Street.5  The
discourse was handled well and was very appropriate for the day,
“The Resurrection of our Savior.” On Monday we again reported,
and I was dismissed without having given my testimony, which
was nothing more than what the captain testified to. On Tuesday,
I returned to my company which I found full, complete to 150 men.
Thus you see, I have quite a company to look after. Still, things
go very well. My health is very good.

There has [sic] been some changes in the company. What
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were Corporals Pierce,6 O.L. Newell/ Bodlef [and] Surdam,g are
Sergeants. J. Perkins110 Probasco,ll C.  LaGrange,‘* J.H. Bunzey,.
and some others are corporals

The headquarters with the regiment joined us on Wednesday
last, the 30th. There are ten companies here now. Company A
is in Washington and E is at Hazel Run,13 making twelve in all,
all of which are full except two, and they  nearly. We have just had
quite a cold storm which is rather hard on Company M and others
that came from Washington and have not had time to build
quarters.

I will close, promising to write agair

I remain your dutiful son,

Thomas
Orderly

soon.

sic], Company I
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25  Camp of Detachment
near Zoan Church1

4 Miles from Fredericksburg
May 14th, 1864

Dear Father and Friends at Home,

< ~
. .

- 8-- - - - -. ._,.-. . . -_ __.es_.w . _,.- f, ,

; i. -_.- - .~ -, . .. _. 4I, .a- _._- I

,~ 4
. L - ,- .- ..__. .-.- - . . ,

I

I embrace this, my first opportunity, of communicating with you
since this long and severe fight commenced.

Had I the time I would be glad to go back and give you the
full details of our doings since the 29th of April, but I have not,
suffice to say. I have been in the saddle a good part of the time
both night and day. We bridged the Rappahannock at Kelly’s Ford
with our flying train on the 29th for Gregg’s2 Cavalry to cross on.
Took it up morning of 30th and went on toward the Rapidan.

On the 4th May, bridged the Rapidan at Ely’s Ford at daylight.
Took up bridge at ten o’clock (after a good portion of the 2d Corps3
having crossed) and went on. Stayed the night at Chancellorsville.
The 5th, the fight began. We went nearly to the front on the left
with our train but came back faster than went, to Chancellorsville
where we left the train and went the same night with arms and
ammunition to the front. Reported to General Warren,4 Command-
ing 2d Corps.

On the morning of the 6th at daylight, we went into the line
of battle, front of the old Wilderness Tavern,5 where we remained
twenty-four hours in rifle pits back of the first line of battle. There
were no casualties in Company I. One man of Company E was
hit with a piece of shell in the head, did not kill him.6 The fighting
raged in front of us all day. We had a good position which we made
better during the day by throwing up rifle pits, etc.

The 7th, we came out of the pits at daylight and lay at General
Warren’s headquarters al l  day. At night,  returned to
Chancellorsville. The 8th, went out toward Spotsylvania Court
House. Came back. Then went over the Ny River and camped on
the eve of the 10th, when we came back to the plank road and
camped on Bensen’s Farm7 until the eve of the 12th, when we
came to this place, taking all night for it.

We received General Orders from General Meade stating that
we had taken 8,000 prisoners, 22 stands colors, 18 pieces artillery.

I hope this will reach you for I know you are anxious. I am well.
The Army is now getting supplies from Belle Plain.

The wounded are in Fredericksburg. In your last, you did not
know that 2d lieutenants had to have a horse. Let me say that all
commissioned officers of the Engineer Corps have to be mounted. It
is the highest branch of service. The pay is better and their duty
requires them to be mounted.8 I have a horse.
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Ponton bridge across river in Virginia, 1864. Library of
Congress photograph B81171-748.

Oh, II am anxious to hear from you. My respects to all.

I remain yours truly,
Lieutenant T.J. Owen

[For additional information relating to incidents and experiences
that Owen describes in letters 24 and 25, please see the diary near
the end of this publication.]
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26 . Camp of Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
On the south bank of the Pamunkey
15 miles from Richmond
May 30th, 1864

Dear Father and Friends at Home,

I am now sitting in my tent, which is pitched on the bank of
the river neath the shade of a noble old maple. The sun is just
setting and as I have a few moments’ leisure,. I will try and drop
you a few lines. While I write, a heavy fight is going on between
here and Richmond. Every instant I can hear the boom of the   ar-
tillery knocking at the gates of the doomed city.

This morning I received your two letters of the 15th and 21st.
As you must know, there is [sic] no regular mails to or from the
Army, so it is only once in a while that we get a letter or send one
and even if there were, we have scarcely any time to write. For
the last month we have been on the move nearly all the while,
and as you very likely wish to know all about things, let me take

_ you back to where we last parted, which was near Zoan Church,
--. --\e,-. . . -- _-.. _ em- _ * -1 I believe.

,
L.-. - !- . ._ _

- . .-

Just as I had finished my letter of the 14th, orders came to
move, which we did and stopped again after going two or three
miles, near Salem Church, where we stayed until the morning of
15th, then moved to Fredericksburg and camped just back of the
city. This gave me a good chance to view the rebels’ works on
the heights, and I now wonder why any general would think of trying
to take them from the river, but I cannot stay on the heights long
for I have more important places to take you. The city was full of
wounded which were being taken care of. The Sanitary
Commission1 was doing a noble work. The  16th, we lay in camp.
The 17th, we broke camp at 5 A.M. and moved to Army head-
quarters at the front near Spotsylvania Court House.

Camped near the Ny River. On the morning of the 18th, we
broke camp and moved two miles to the right, when the train was
ordered back to former camp. I stay[ed] until noon with the com-
pany, building a corduroy bridge, and then went back.

The 19th, we lay quiet in camp until 5 P.M. when the enemy
made a desperate attack on our right wing but were handsomely
checked by the heavy artillery acting as infantry. This was their
first flight, they having just come from the fortifications of
Washington. The 20th was spent in camp until about dusk, when
the company received orders to move, and soon we were on our
way with the 2d Corps. We passed the Fredericksburg and Rich-
mond Railroad2 four time[s]. Passed through Bowling Green, about
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Ponton wagon and wooden ponton, Fiftieth New York Volunteer
Engineer Regiment, Rappahannock Station, Virginia, March 1864.
Library of Congress  photograph B8184-7160.

Canvas ponton, Fiftieth New York Volunteer Engineer Regiment,
Rappahannock Station, Virginia, March 1864. Library of Congress
photograph B8171-7273.
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noon, the 21st, which is one of the finest little places I have seen.
Crossed the Mattaponi at Milford and went into camp soon after.
General Hancock3 immediately began fortifying himself.  

There was a slight skirmish here this morning between the 5th
New York Cavalry4 and a party of rebs who were trying to hold
the station. The 5th took 72 prisoners The 22d, Sunday, we lay
quiet in camp, expecting an attack. 23d, broke camp early and
moved south to the North Anna River. The morning of the 24th,
we bridged that stream with two bridges just below the railroad
bridge which was on fire at the same time. The enemy had just
been driven over the river and when they left, the[y] set fire to the
bridge.

. . . . .

The 25th, we laid another bridge above the railroad. On the
morning of the 26th, we took up all of our bridges on the North
Anna, they having been relieved by the wooden bridges. At noon
we started for Chesterfield where we joined Sheridan’s5 cavalry
and immediately went southeast down the Pamunkey which we
struck at daylight near the remains of Hanovertown, having
marched all night as fast as cavalry. This was the 27th. The enemy
had a few skirmishers who were driven after firing a few shots.
We immediately laid a bridge, and the cavalry went over. We  re-
mained there with the bridge until the night of the 27th, when Com-
pany I took what boats we had left after building the two bridges
at Hanovertown and at midnight started for Huntley’s Crossing,6
several miles up the river, which we reached at daylight and laid
our bridge. This was the main crossing. General Meade crossed
at 9 A.M. and on the morning of the 29th, we took up the bridge
and went back to Hanover-town. The morning of the 30th, we took
up our bridge there and moved back to Huntley’s Crossing, where
we now lay in camp.

Time afternoon, 31st May, our bridge is on the wagons ready
to move. There is a wooden ponton bridge here now. The weather
is fine. Nearly every day since I last wrote there has been a hard
battle fought. You must know nearly all the news. Yesterday, the
30[th], there was a hard fight. I have not yet learned the particulars.
Today the fighting is going on. It is southwest of us about 4 miles
and about 12 from Richmond. I feel confident now of success.
Communication is open from here to White House. The teams went
today after rations, etc.

We have foraged some, it being necessary to do so in order
to keep the teams and men in condition. This is a beautiful part
of Virginia that we have just passed through. This being the first

I time the Army has ever been here, there is any quantity of stuff
18 in the country, but we do not allow the men to pillage or take things.

. . - .-- .e ..-. .-.- . . I They ought not to. When we want anything, we send out a party,
, take it, and bring it to camp. The company, considering the hard
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work they have done, is in good condition, and we all feel as though
we would sacrifice anything if it will only put down the rebellion.

We are now on the Peninsula7 which, I believe as McClellan
did, is the true way to Richmond. This month has been a bloody
one, the most so, I think, of any during the war. The Army has
done nobly. Lee8 has been drawn and driven out of his favorite
strongholds and now is in front of his darling city, but he has still
more to do before he gets done with U.S.G.9

I hope to be able to tell you all about these movements before
long when I shall have more time than I now have and when I can
talk instead of write.

I have me a good boy for a servant. He was a house servant
and is very handy. His name is Albert?

Today I had a chance to send a letter, but as I had not time
to finish this, I wrote an order for [you] to draw the interest on my
money and send it. I hope soon to be able to relieve you if you
need money. If you find it necessary, you can draw on the bonds
in the bank, but I would rather send you the money if you can get
along. Tell mother I am much better of[f] than I ever was before,
since I have been in the Army. I now have a horse to ride, a ser-
vant to cook and look after my things, plenty of rations and good
as we like or can get.

I must now come to a close. I was pleas[ed] to see that Alice
has improved so much in writing. I hope she will stay in school
by all means. Goodby[e] until next time.

Your affectionate son and brother,
Lieutenant Thomas J. Owen
Company I
50th New York Volunteer Engineers

P.S. Evening, June lst, we moved up to the front today. We are
now 6 to 8 miles of Chickahominy. Hard fighting this P.M. Goodbye
now,

T.J. Owen
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27. Camp at Dunkirk,’ Virginia
June 20th, 1864

Dear Friends at Home,

For the first time in a long while, I have a chance to pen you
a few line[s]. (I send this by an officer who will mail it as soon as
possible.)

For the last fifteen days we have been with General Sheridan’s
Cavalry and every day during the time we have been on the march.

On the 5th, the captain, myself, and 50 men of our company
were ordered to the Cavalry Corps with a ponton train of eight
boats. The 6th, we crossed the river Pamunkey at New Castle.
We then proceeded northwest and on the 11th met the enemy near

 t 8
. --. . .k z  Trevilian Station, 9 miles east of Gordonsville. Fought all day and

drove the enemy out. The  12th, moved up to the Station, fought
all day, drove the enemy during the first part of the day but suf-
fered a heavy loss. Took several hundred prisoners. On the night
of the 12th, fell back very fast, having expended nearly all the am-
munition, and the enemy having to[o] strong a force for us to with-
stand. We then came back passing through Spotsylvania Court
House, Bowling Green, thence to King and Queen Court House
where we lay on the night of the 18th. Yesterday, we came back
to this place where we are now crossing the Mattaponi on the way,
I expect, to White House. This has been a terrible raid. We took
scarcely any rations or forage and have had to live on the country
as we passed through.

I am well as are the men. Have not heard from you in a long
time. Can’t tell when I shall write again. Goodbye,

Thomas J. Owen
Lieutenant, Company I
50th New York Volunteer Engineers

’  
. .

.

. .
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28. 

Dear Friends at Home,

Headquarters, Detachment
Engineers with Cavalry Corps
Debson's Landing1

James River
June 28th, 1864

We are now on the north bank of the James. Came here on
the morning of the 25th and have been very busy helping cross
the Cavalry Corps ever since. We brought with us from White
House an immense wagon train, about 800 wagons in all. These
all have to be ferried over in steamers and as the landing is not
very good, it is slow work. The train will all be over today. We have
not taken the pontons over yet as we have part of our bridge in
use for a dock way.

The move from White House took place on the night of the
22d or morning of the 23d. The eve of the 23d, we stopped at
Wilcox’s Landing, six miles above here, but were oblige[d] to pull
out and came down here. The cavalry had a hard time of it, fighting
to protect their train which the rebs seemed bound to have, but
thanks to the good pluck of the Yankees they did not succeed.

We will all be over the river in a day or two and I expect we
will go back to General Grant’s army. The weather is very warm,
103 below [sic] zero.. on the 27th in the shade. A fine- -
shower yesterday towards night. Nice  and cool today. I have had
no mail this month except a let[ter] and by and by.

I hope you do not worry about me for I am doing well. I feel
somewhat anxious about you and hope to hear from you before
long

I cannot tell when I will get [paid]. I have a little money with
me and will send you some. Please give my respects to all. Your
affectionate son,

Thomas

I

*~ . . .
.- . .w .._

.  .-.-
I  *
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29 . Camp of Detachment
(Ponton Train No. 4)’
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
July 7th, 1864

Dear Father and Friends at Home,

I confess I am now under obligation to you for two letters
received on the lst, dated respectively the 8th and 13th of June.

I wrote you from White House about the 22d. Well, we did not
make a very long stop at the above-mentioned place as you will
soon see. On the morning of the 23d, long before the day had
dawned, we were on our way to the James which we reached the
same eve at 6 o’clock, having been detained on the way several
hours by the enemy, who seemed to dispute our passage to the
river. General Gregg with his division of cavalry fought well, and
through his courage and skill, we succeeded in getting through.
On the way, we passed through Charles City Court House. Arrived
at the river. We went into camp expecting to stay all night, at least,
but lo, about 9 o’clock, orders came to move immediately, and
soon we were on the road, pontons ahead. From Wilcox’s Land-

ing, we went down the river to the neighborhood of  Fort Powhatan,*
which is situated on the south side of the river. We were on the
road all night and just at daylight parked close to the river bank.

Steamers were in waiting to ferry us over and soon the Cavalry
Corps began crossing first by sending over their wagons, which
took several days, there being about eight hundred of them.
Though we were the first at the landing, we were the last to cross,
being engaged in the meantime in loading the wagons and keep-
ing the wharf in order, which kept us quite busy enough.

On the morning of the  29th, everything being safely over, we
loaded our train and crossed the noble James. Landed at Wind-
mill Point,3 where we went into camp for a short time.

At 4 P-M., received marching orders and soon were on the way
to City Point, the cavalry going at the same time off to the left of
the Army to help General Wilson4 (3d Division) out of trouble. The
train arrived at this place early on the 30th. We joined our old
detachment, which we easily found, and went into camp. Indeed,
it seemed like getting home after having been on the march for
nearly a month during which time we traveled several hundred
miles in the heat and dust of Virginia.

t Since we have been here, we have had very little to do. On
t the 4th I went up to the front where I participated in a fine Fourth

. . of July dinner given by the 1st Battalion, 50th New York Volunteer
_ . - ._-- . .- .._.~ .-.- . ,, Engineers, commanded by Major Brainerd.5 It was a fine affair

and did honor to its donors. Since then, little has occurred worth
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notice save the continual boom boom of the artillery firing on
Petersburg, which, by the [way], I had the pleasure of seeing on
the 5th, that is, from a distance of several miles.

This afternoon the companies received orders to go to the front.
Captain Folwell and Captain Van Brocklin6 of Company C have
both gone. I remain with about 30 men in charge of both trains
and anticipate a fine time. Yours, with respects to all,

Thomas
,
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Headquarters, Detachment
[Ponton Train] No. 4
50th New York (Cavalry Corps)
Light House Point’
Virginia
July 21st, 1864

Dear Friends at Home,

Why I do not get any news from you I cannot tell, but I can
tell the reason why you have not [heard] from me for the last few
days.

Our company is now attached to the Cavalry Corps and are
[sic] stationed near headquarters of said corps, which is at Light
House Point, on the James, 5 miles below City Point. We came
here on the 12th, this month. Since then, we have been very busy
repairing our train and, by the way, I have been appointed quarter-
master for this detachment. This gives me plenty to [do] as I have
no clerk yet. We have with us 42 wagons in all, which requires
252 mules to haul the same.

There are 18 boats (canvas) in this train. We can bridge 400
feet. Now, I hope you do not expect [to] hear much war news from
me. If so you are disappointed. Now and then we get a paper in
which we see that we are yet in front of Petersburg (news ain’t
it) and I have no very definite idea how long we will stay here. I
think I can stand it as we have a pretty camp and good quarters.
As the mail is going soon, I will not have time to write anymore
now. I am well, as is the company generally. Please give my
respects to all who inquire.

Your affectionate son,
Lieutenant Thomas J. Owen
Acting Assistant Quartermaster
Ponton Train No. 4
Cavalry Corps
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31 . Camp of Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
near City Point, Virginia
August 10th 1864

Dear Friends at Home,

I have forgotten almost but I believe there is one letter of yours
that I have not answered, but it’s of little account whether there
is or not. I will write at least. On the 8th, we moved from Light House
Point (where we have been laying for some time) to this place which
is near City Point and almost in the same place we were before
going down there. The captain and Lieutenant  Folwell have gone
to the front with part of the company. I remain with the train and
the majority of the company to take care of it. Do not imagine for
an instant that I have nothing to do, for that is not the case when
the company joined the Cavalry Corps. I was appointed quarter-
master of the detachment. Therefore you see why I am with the
train. I must stay and take care of the property in my charge. There
are 47 wagons in all and about 300 public animals-horses and
mules-together with the accompanying appendages-[which]
make quite enough for one man. I am now making out my papers
for the month of July. I have a clerk but he has not learned the
business yet so I am kept pretty close.

Yesterday, there was a terrible explosion at the Point. The im-
mense pile of ammunition stored on the wharf blew up, completely
demolishing everything near it. I believe it originated in a vessel
load of the same then laying at the dock. I have not been able
to learn the loss of life but it is estimated at 2 or 3 hundred, mostly
colored, who were engaged in unloading supplies at the dock.1
Fragments of bodies and materials about the building were blown
several hundred yards from the spot. The general expression of
all that have seen it is it’s awful. There has [sic] been several deaths
in the company since the 21st of July. We have lost four men, the  

first was George Dan2 from Jacksonville; 2d, James Randall3 from
Vestal Broome; 3d, Squire A. Kimbera from Owego; the last was
poor Charley Stratton5 of Owego. He was a good soldier and one
that we all miss. He was also one of the veterans and was home
when I was, last winter. He is the first of the lost that reenlisted
last winter to lay down his life on the altar of his country and may
he be the last. We have sent him home. I presume ere this he
has been interred by those who best know where to lay the re-
mains of their friend and noble soldier. I am quite well. The com-
pany is doing very well now. I hope we will not lose any more. I
think if they can stand it throug[h] August they will come out all
right.
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One particular pester here now is the flies. O[h], you cannot
imagine how they act. The animals go almost frantic. They can
take no peace during the day and we keep both hands in motion
most of the time brushing them away. I never saw anything of the
kind at home. I must now bid you good night. I hope you are all
well. My respect to all.

I am very respectfully,
Your obedient son and brother,
Lieutenant Thomas J. Owen

. . ,
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32 . Headquarters
Ponton Train No. 4
near City Point, Virginia
August 24th, 1864

Dear Friends at Home,

It seems quite a long time since I have heard from you. If I

mistake not, your last letter was dated July  19th, almost a month.
I presume you have written and through somebody’s carelessness
I have not received them. However, we will let that drop. I will write
about so often whether I get answers or not.

We are still laying quiet near City Point. Nothing of any impor-
tance has taken place here except that we have had some con-

k i. - 4~
4

siderable rain which has in a measure rid us of our active and. . . .. _~
troublesome enemy, the fly. One that has not been here and seen
for himself cannot imagine what a pester this little insect is.

Today, I was up to the front to see the captain but was disap-
pointed as he was out with part of his men cutting a road on the
left of our lines in the vicinity of the 5th Corps.1 I was unable to
learn anything definite except that the Weldon Railroad* is com-
pletely cut and that we are holding the position. This is pretty good
and in time must tell on the enemy. There is a usual, almost con-
tinual, firing between the two armies, and I now have no doubt
that General Grant will be successful, in accomplishing his object.
A good reinforcement is what we want here just now. Our noble
army has been reduced a great deal during the campaign but what
there is left is of the true stamp,-and though we all want peace,
we want a union more. Peace-and-the-Union, no botchwork about
it. Now I do not like War. Neither do I like soldiering as a profes-
sion, but I do not feel as though I could even think of abandoning
the cause until the Glorious Cause we have undertaken is suc-
cessful. How I wish some of them at home could think so and come
down here and help stop this bloody war, but I am afraid some
will have to be drafted from our country before the ea# quota is
filled. O[h], how I pity the poor wretches afraid to help maintain
their Government. I believe I’d sooner be shot than scared to death.

I hope to hear from you soon. Please direct to the ‘regiment
as you used to, as I will get them sooner.

In good health, I remain,

Very respectfully,
Your obedient son,
Lieutenant Thomas J. Owen
Acting Assistant Quartermaster
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
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P.S. Alice,
Enclosed you find a photograph of Lieutenant [Henry]

LaGrange for your album.

Thomas
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Camp of Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
near City Point, Virginia
August 28th, 1864

Dear Father and Friends at Home,

I have been looking for the last few days for a letter from you
and today it came bearing date August 13th, which shows it has
been some time on the way. Why this delay and who to blame
for it is entirely out of our knowledge. There seems to be something
wrong. I have written you quite often as I always intend to do
whenever it is practicable.

It is a beautiful Sunday afternoon. Everything is quiet,
“remarkably so.” I do not even hear the heavy boom of the heavy
guns in front of the doomed city.1 We are still in our nice little camp
near City Point. Everything goes on very nicely. My animals are
now doing well. I have just 300. The flies are not as bad as they
have been. The health of the men is, I think, a little better as a
general thing. I hear from the part of the company with the cap-
tain quite often. They were in the rifle pits the other night and by
the way that was the same night we had the scare here which was
on the 25th of August. Now there are several ponton trains laying
here in the neighborhood of each other. Otherwise, there is not
much force just about. Well, on the afternoon of the day mentioned,
Captain Personious* (of Company G and commander [of] the train
laying next to me) came and showed me an order from head-
quarters ordering us to post a picket and to be ready to hitch up
and take the trains to City Point in case of an attack which was
anticipated might be made by the enemy’s cavalry as several thou-
sand of them [ ] .  We in our lines. . . the picket was posted.
Night came on and so did a heavy thunder shower which lasted
about half the night. I had given orders to the guard to wake me
in case he should hear any alarm or firing.

Nothing except the wind and rain disturbed us until about 2%
A.M. when I plainly heard the report of several guns in the direc-
tion of the picket. The guard called out lustily but I was ahead of
him. In a few moments the men were ready to repel the foe should
he show himself but as we heard no more firing we concluded
the picket had made a mistake or at least that the enemy was not
upon us and accordingly allowed the men to again retire while I
mounted my horse and rode out to see what the matter was. When
I came to the post, I found them all alive and  in line. It seems two
or three horsemen had rode up and, being challenged by the sen-
tinel, did not halt but fired on him. The sentinel returned the fire
and the horsemen galloped off. The next morning the picket was
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taken in and since then nothing has transpired to disturb the tran-
quility of the camp.

I am enjoying myself very well.
With kind regard to all.
I remain most respectively,
Your dutiful son,
Lieutenant Thomas J. Owen
50th New York Volunteer Engineers and Acting Assistant
Quartermaster with Ponton Train No. 4

P.S. Alice. One photograph enclosed of James H. Perkins of this
company.

Thomas
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34 . Camp of Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
near City Point, Virginia
August 31st, 1864

Dear Father and Friends at Home,

I acknowledge the receipt of yours of the 25th and feel much
pleased to hear from you.

Today was muster day so we now have six months’ pay due
us. When we will get it, I am unable to say, but I think it will not
be long hence.

Yesterday, I was up to the front and found the company had
moved the day before out to the Weldon Railroad on the left with
the 5th Corps. Wishing to see the captain, I went out there and
found all hands at work on a fort just beyond the railroad. I was
much pleased with the look of things and believe there is [sic] not
rebs enough in the neighborhood of Petersburg to drive us out
of this good position. The works are good and there is plenty of
them but I shall know more about them in a few days and then
I will tell you more particularly. This afternoon I received the follow-
ing e-r&r note which I will copy:

Headquarters, Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
in front of Petersburg, Virginia
August 31st, 1864

Lieutenant

We have so much work for our officers on the various works
in front of Petersburg that I am obliged to gather them in for this
duty wherever I can get them. I therefore send you the enclosed
order not from any dissatisfaction with the manner in which you
have performed your duties as acting assistant quartermaster, but
as a matter of necessity.

Respectfully,
I. Spaulding, Lieutenant Colonel
Commanding
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Lieutenant Thomas J. Owen
Acting Assistant Quartermaster
Ponton Train No. 4

Well, the order was for me to turn over all quartermaster prop-
erty in my possession to Lieutenant McNaught,l quartermaster
of the reserve battalion, which I will do in the morning and then,
as soon as I can make up my papers for the month, I shall join
the company for duty which will be in a few days. The reason of
this is there is no pontoniering to do now and it is not likely there
will be any for some time to come. The principal work is on the
fortifications as you see by the colonel’s note. The weather is fine.
Now and then a little shower. The flies are quite civil though not
quite so much so as we could wish. Everything goes well. I am
enjoying good health and am quite well pleased with the duties
of quartermaster but that is my nature. I always try to make myself
contented and try to be pleased with anything that it is my duty
to be engaged in. As you say, I hope this bloody war will be brought
to a close ere long, but yes, that’s if there is something besides
peace that we want more and that is what we are all fighting for.
I hope this will find you all well.

With my respects to all,
I remain your affectionate son and
brother
Lieutenant Thomas J. Owen
Company I
50th New York Volunteer Engineers

P.S. I see Alice has not written in theI
matter? I am always pleased to hear

Thomas

ast two letters What’s the
from her.
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35 . Camp of Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
near City Point, Virginia
September 15th, 1864

Dear Father and Friends at Home,

Yours of the 5th and 6th came to hand the 12th. I am indeed
happy to hear that our beautiful town is free from the “draft.”

I am much pleased to see the new troops coming in. This looks
as though the people of the North were still alive and anxious to
close this terrible war. It is now understood here that the Army
of the Potomac is as strong  as when it crossed the Rapidan. This
is encouraging to us. The only thing now to hinder a speedy
“peace” is the difference of opin[ion] at the North. I believe the
Army is all right  in reference to the coming election and feel con-
fident that Mr. “Lincoln” will receive the support of the soldiers
now in the field, all of whom well know the only true road to
“peace.”

Yesterday, I went up to the headquarters of the 5th Army Corps
on the Weldon Railroad. Captain Folwell is still engaged in that
vicinity, fortifying, and I think if General Lee could see these works
he would bid goodbye to any hopes, if he has any, of ever taking
this line. Not only is the fortifying going on briskly, but extensive
preparations are being made for the bad weather that will ere long
set in. Miles of road are being covered with corduroy. A railroad
has been constructed branching from the City Point and
Petersburg Road to the Weldon Road’ at 5th Corps Headquarters,
so that now the cars run from City Point clear through to the left
of the Army, passing right through the Army. It will be very conve-
nient by and by when the roads become muddy as supplies will
only have to be hauled a few miles at the farthest.

But I am in hopes we will not lay here this winter. Every day
now tells on the Rebellion and brings us reinforcements. General
Lee will without doubt try to do something before long, but the
monster (rebellion) is doomed. A few more struggles and he will
fall prostrate before the loyal of the land, so let us cheer up and
stand firm a short time longer and we will gain the rich reward
for the many noble men of our land that have given their lives that
the Nation might be preserved. When I think of all this, I cannot
see how some men at the North think of having peace without first
silencing this rebel gang. Talk about “compromising,” indeed,
and at this time of day to[o]. If a compromise was needed, why
not have made it at first and saved the many noble hearts that
have oozed out their life blood on southern soil, saved us from
national debt and everything accompanying such a terrible war.
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But the “People of the United States” said No, that these rebels
had risen up against the Government and must be vanquished.
Accordingly, we set about it and now, when we have them nearly
subdued, there are “black-hearted” traitors in the northern states
encouraging the enemy by talking about “peace at any price,”
“compromise,” and the defect of the “Administration,” all of which
go in the balance on the side of the enemy, and I believe that this
war would have been ended ere this had it not been for this class
of men. No, that is to[o] good a name. What shall I call them?
Traitors. No they are not as honorable as an outright traitor. Ah,
I hav[e] it. Copperheads. That’s it, and if you want to see any of
their poisonous venom, look at the Chicago Pill2 they fix up for
General McClellan, but it turned his stomach and he could not
swallow it. Think they had better “sugarcoat it” a little.

Now I am not particularly against General McClellan but I am
against the party that has nominated him. I am against anyone
who is not for the “Administration” and the prosecution of the war
until we can have peace and a Union with it. One that will stand
wherein there will be no slavery to again overthrow a peaceful and
happy people, and I believe that is not far distant. I will now close.
I think you know my mind on the war question now. Expecting to
hear from you soon, I remain,

Very  respectfully,
Your obedient son
Lieutenant Thomas J. Owen
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
and Acting Assistant Quartermaster
Ponton Train No. 4
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36 l Camp of Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
near City Point, Virginia - -

October 9th, 1864

Dear Father and Friends at Home,

It has been some little time since I have written you. Since I

last wrote, we have been paid. I received 4 months’ pay where
6 months were due me. I had been in hopes to send you a hun-
dred or to [two?] dollars but living is so high, and not receiving
all the pay due me, I find I have not much to spare. So, I will give
you an order on Mr. Warner1 for a couple of $50 bonds and you
can get them cashed without trouble. I hope you will not fail to
take them and use them if you are in as [ ] I know you
must be. You have no idea how much this has troubled me of late.
I knew you were looking for money from me and when you see
none come, you must be disappointed.

I think, bye and bye, I can send some money home but I  I can-
not now. I have things so that I shall not have to be laying out so
much hereafter. I have also quit the use of tobacco entirely. This
I did on the 1st of October. Cigars have become so high that I
made up my mind to stop smoking and save 10 or 15 dollars a
month. I am still acting assistant quartermaster with the train. Last
Sunday we moved out to the front and back the same night. Not
a very pleasant time as I was not feeling any to[o] well, in fact,
have not been right well for some little time. On the 6th, I had a
chill and another on the 8th, light touch of fever and ague, but
I think I can drive it of[f] and come out all right. I have no news
from the Army, only we are fortifying the advanced position on
the left. Our regiment is now beyond the Weldon Railroad busy
at that business. The weather is getting somewhat chilly and I begin
seriously to think of building a fireplace. I hope you will write soon.
I remain,

Truly, your obedient son,
Lieutenant Thomas J. Owen
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
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37. Camp of Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
near City Point, Virginia
October 22nd, 1864

Dear Father and Friends at Home,

It was with feelings of joy that  I read your kind letter of the 9th.
The very kind line and the earnest sympathy shown in your in-
vitation for me to come home all go to make my heart glad. I am
very glad, indeed, that you received the order for the bonds and
hope you had no trouble in getting them cashed. My health has
improved and, as I told you before, what I meant to do, I think I

, d have accomplished. That is, I have got rid of the fever and ague1. - . . - , and glad am I to be able to say it for I tell you it is not a pleasant
thing to have on hand (in fact, I think it most to[o] shaky). Yes,
I am well again and able to fly about and see to things but about
the furlough, not now. I shall try and come home this winter but
don’t look for me until you see me as I am utterly unable to say
for certain when or whether I can come. The captain and Lieuten-

. - 4.- - - - _..- ~ . . - - . _.-. _ _.m- . -... . .

. .:. -. -. .
-

ant Bain,’ his brother, are both home now on twenty-day leave.
We had what we call election[s] on the 20th, that is, the men were
sworn and the ballots given them, one of each kind to every man,
and he put which one he liked in the envelope and sent them to
a voter of his town.2 I sent mine to you and you know what kind
of ticket it contains. As well as I can tell you, this is the first time
I ever voted for President and I believe with my whole soul that
I voted for the good of the country. May God grant that it may so
turn out.

,

O[h], we have glorious news from the valley again. Sheridan
can crow again now. Things look about the same here with the
exception that there is more earth on the top of the ground than
there was, but I expect we will have to move soon now, for I have
just been having my house fixed comfortable for the chilly weather
that is coming on. I have a fine fireplace built and even now I sit
here by my desk and write with a nice fire blazing away, which
makes it almost as pleasant as home. No, I will not say that, though
the fire burns just as bright and the room may be just as warm
and comfortable. Still, there’s no place like home. You may think
that I have been away so long that I have become weaned from
the place of my youth. To be sure, I do not feel homesick but I
have a strong desire for this war to end that I may again enjoy
the blessing of a civil life and the comforts of home.

f Not long since you spoke of a box for J.H. Perkins (poor fellow).
. _.- - .- .- . ~.. .-.- ,. Well, it came and as Lester Champlin was not here, I sold the con-

tents and the money I send to his father. I cannot help feeling sad
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when I think of that noble boy. O[h], he was a fine soldier. None
more ready and willing than he ever was to do his duty. Kind and
obliging to his comrades as well as mannerly and soldierly in his
bearing. Thus he won the respect of and goodwill of both officers
and men of his company and regiment, but alas, he cut off in the
springtime of life like many other noble youths of our land who
have perished during this desperate struggle. Oh, may their dy-
ing groans ever haunt the traitors that have caused all this and

. those that would today prolong it an hour. Yea, may the bleeding
skeletons of the many heroes that now lay bleaching on southern
soil ever appear to them both day and night so that death to traitors
will be a welcome guest. Yea, may the entering of the dark and
bottomless pit be a relief. I will now close. Hope you will write soon
and tell me all the news.. .J

: . .-- ~ . . , .: - - 1 1 I remain,,

most respectfully,
Your obedient son,
Lieutenant Thomas J. Owen
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38 . Camp near City Point, Virginia
November 13th, 1864

Dear Father and Friends at Home,

Sunday morning. The sun shines bright and clear. I am feel-
ing quite well and pen these few lines while my mail carrier is sad-
dling his horse. We have the glorious news that Mr. Lincoln is again
to steer the good old ship of State, thank God. I verily believe that
the country is now comparatively safe and that before we vote for
a national head again this horrid war will be ended, and those that
are fortunate enough to go through can return home and again
live a peaceful and happy life. “Oh,” I often think how will it seem.

. 4 Yesterday, I was up to see the captain again. He is feeling finely
. 4, as are the men. There is little news. O[h], yes, Company M has

rather bad luck with her officers, two of them having been lately
dismissed the service of the U.S. The first was Lieutenant Waldo’
for drunkenness while on duty. The other [was] Lieutenant Austin,2
for disobedience of the 5th Article of War which forbids any of-

, ficer or enlisted man using any disrespectful “language” towards
- the President, Vice President, Congress, or Chief Magistrate, or

-. - _. ._. _,._- - -- .,i. , legislature of any of the United States, etc. Well, he is found guilty
I

of this. Also, for conduct prejudicial to good order and military
. -. . ., disciplin[e]. I expect he will be home soon but they can’t send me

home in that way (“rather come in a box”). The fact is I wouldn’t
come. I wish you all a pleasant good morning. Time is up. The
hors[e] is saddled.

Your most obedient son,
Thomas

Alice, send a paper with a needle and thread in it. Black, if you
please.

Thomas

.
. .: - ..- . .. : - - ..--,:
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39 . Camp of Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
near City Point, Virginia
November 17th, 1864

Dear Friends at Home,

Your very kind and welcome letter of the 10th came yester-
day as did the messenger with the primer in it. Many thanks for
your promptness. The boy will soon learn to read. He knows the
letters now.

Still, the glorious news of “election” keeps coming better and
better, “thank God.” The Union that has long withstood the thump-
ing and banging of those cursed traitors that would bear it twain--.
is today stronger than when they first began, but we are not only
binding it together stronger and stronger, but we are polishing the
old surface. Scouring off the old “black” “rusty” “spots” that came
nigh, being its destruction, and soon it will shine forth “brighter”
than ever, on a foundation the “world” cannot move. When I think
of this, the cruel deeds of war, the fatigues, privations, and all seem
to lose their horror and seem as but a shadow that will
be seen but a shorttime in the bright surface of the glorious future,
but their deeds will remain a shining light to the world,- -
“ever proclaiming ” “The people of the United States are able to
sustain a government."  A beacon light to the poor, “persecuted,”
and downtrodden, kindly inviting him to seek shelter and comfort
beneath its “glowing rays.”

There is little news just now. We still remain quiet at City Point.
Two men, recruits, have died lately. C. Crawford1 joined the com-
pany last spring and C. Hollenbeick,* a new recruit, came this fall.
Both bodies are to be sent to their friends. The men with me are
quite healthy. The fever and ague is not so prevalent as it was.
I have a shake now and then but think I will be all right soon. I
received a letter from Milicent a day or two since. She inquires
about Father and Alice and says she has not heard from them
in some time. She is now in Green Point (near New York City).
With my best wishes to all, I kindly bid you good morning.

Your Most Obedient Son,
Thomas
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40 . Camp of Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
near Fort Stevenson,1 Virginia
November 27th, 1864

Dear Father and Friends at Home,

Yours of 20th came last eve. Since I last wrote we have moved
from City Point to this place which is near Army headquarters about
1% miles from the Weldon Railroad. Came here last week, Satur-
day the 19th, after having a very disagreeable march all night. To
make it interesting for the traveler, the rain commenced falling
just about the time we left camp and continued until Monday night.
This made things a little unpleasant, and I must say we had the

. hardest time and suffered the most of anytime since the present. *
 campaign. However, I will not stop to describe the dark side of

things. Suffice to say we are now quite comfortably situated in new
quarters.

When we moved up, there was a contemplated move of the
I Army which would doubtless have taken place had the weather

remained fine. Still, it is not altogether abandoned but depends
_ - ~ i-- --- .- -_ __._-___- -- 0 altogether on the weather.-_.  

,
. I was pleased a few days since on opening an envelope and

, _ finding not a letter but something that was almost as acceptable.. . . -.  _~ _.  
_~ .._ That was thread, needles, and pins. Thanks for them all. The

primer came. Likewise those other papers. The contraband2 can
say his letters and read a little. I shall learn him to spell “Alice”
next. He learns easy but has many sly tricks. He likes sugar and,
if not watched, will put a dozen or more spoonfuls in a little coffee
or tea and many other little tricks, some of which are amusing,
but I hope by perseverance to make him useful not only as a ser-
vant to me now but to his poor ignorant race, by and by, and may
God speed the time when they all will be free to learn, if they
choose, and elevate themselves from the low degraded state of
the “slave.”

  spoke some time since about a box. If you send one, pleas[e]
put in it four tea cups and saucers. Mother will do this, I know.
I have been thinking some of coming home for a few days in
January but cannot say with any certainty. Do not take it for granted
that I will come, for it is very uncertain, and I do not wish you to
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be disappointed. Am feeling pretty well. I remain, dear parents,
your affectionate son,

Lieutenant Thomas J. Owen
Company I
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
and Acting Assistant Quartermaster

[Written on margin] I am unable to say what became of James
Perkins’ watch, pen, and case but will make inquiry about it.

Thomas
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41 . Camp of Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
near Poplar Grove Church,’ Virginia
December 6th, 1864

Dear Friends at Home,

. ,
. - .z. -.

- - - _ . . _. .. -. - *. -- - . - em __.-- _ _._- . _-j:. _.
i

You see by the heading that we have again moved camp. We
are now with the regiment near the yellow house.2 Came here the
1st. Had a pleasant day to move and consequently a very pleas-
ant move. The colonel has been very active fixing up for winter.
He built houses for the quartermasters that all we had to do was
to move in. We have a beautiful camp. Nothing about here com-
pares with it. The weather is delightful but think it cannot last thus.
Your letter of the 27th came the other day. I am glad you asked
for the money, if you want it. Money was made to use. I send you
the order enclosed. I also send for fifty for myself which I wish
you to send to me immediately. I think it will come safe by mail.
We will not get pay until sometime in January, and I do not wish
to be without money. I am now entirely out. Whether I come home
or not I am unable yet to say, but shall try after we get pay.

I have not time now to say much. Please write soon.

.
~ - ., .~ -a

. . -.
.

. _
- i

- , I remain ever yours,,
- - *.--_-.. I I Lieutenant Thomas J. Owen

50th New York Volunteer Engineers
and Acting Assistant Quartermaster
4th Battalion, 50th New York
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42 . Headquarters, Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
near Poplar Grove Church, Virginia
December 10th, 1864

Dear Father, Mother, and Sister,

I hope you are all within hearing for I have communications
from each of you to answer and I hope none of you will chide me
for writing you all at the same time as I always intended to do.
Father and Alice’s letter came a day or two since, dated the 3d.
It always makes my heart leap with joy to hear from any of you,
that you are well, etc., and Alice please do not think I mean to
flatter you when I say your letter was excellent. There is only one
fault I have to mention and that is I came to the end to[o] soon.
Let me say there is no necessity for your saying, as you sometimes
do, that you think I must be getting tired of your nonsense, etc.,
for I assure you I will not, so that is no longer an excuse. Mother’s
letter of the 5th came last evening and it is useless for me to say
I was much pleased and I hope she will always say something when
any of you write.

Just now there is quite a stir among us. A few days since, one
canvas train was sent with the 5th Corps. Where they have gone
or what has been accomplished I am unable to say. The other pon-
tons have gone back to their old camps at City Point so that my
train is the only one remaining here and I am quartermaster for
headquarters. We have a fine camp. I have a good log house and
feel quite at home. Yesterday, there was [sic] some prospects of
a move. Last night the men were all ready, the teams hitched up
until about 8 P.M. when we received orders to unhitch. This was
carefully done. About the same time it commenced storming. A
sort of sleet fell all night and this morning the ground was white
with a light coating of wet snow. Yesterday was the coldest day
of the season. Froze all day. Moderated during the night, and to-
day is quite pleasant overhead.

We hold ourselves in readiness to move, but I think it depends
on the movements of the 5th Corps whether we go or not, at least
move or no. I am not going to bother my brain speculating on
possibilities. I think we will soon settle down for winter, and it would
please me to stay where I am.

I hope this finds you all feeling well and in as good nature as
it leaves me. I am improving in health every day. The company
is quite healthy, though I am not with it now. Still, I feel a deep
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interest in the noble boys with whom I have served So long. If peo-
ple ask how I am, tell  them to write and ask me after giving them
my respects.

I remain most respectfully,
Your dutiful son and brother,
Lieutenant Thomas J. Owen
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
and Acting Assistant Quartermaster
4th Battalion
Army of Potomac

-.
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43 .
,
Headquarters, Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
near Poplar Grove Church, Virginia
December 16th, 1864

Dear Father, Mother, and Sister,

Yours of the 1 1th came last evening (containing the receipt).
I have some scruples about my ability to express the feelings of
thankfulness that I feel towards you for this kind favor, and I hope
to surprise you one of these days by returning a much larger
amount.

You remember in my last I had no thought that we were even
then on the point of moving. Well, so it is in the Army. One cannot
tell what the coming hour may bring to light. I had just deposited
your letter in the box when the colonel notified me to have a por-
tion of the train ready to move immediately. The whole command
was ordered out and soon we were on the move. The lat[e] rain
had made the roads somewhat muddy but things went off pretty
well. Traveled all night and about daylight came to a halt near the
bank of the Nottoway River, distant about 20 miles from camp.
A portion of the 9th Corps! went with us. After taking some
breakfast, we received orders to bridge the stream. This we did
in a very short time, using eight boats. As soon as this was done
the 5th Corps began crossing from the opposite side, they hav-
ing been out tearing up the Weldon Railroad, etc. The Corps fin-
ished crossing just at dusk. We then took up the bridge and
camped until 2 o’clock A.M. when we started back to camp where
we arrived at noon the same day. The return was quite as unpleas-
ant as the going out, though there was no mud, but the ground
was frozen very hard. The wind was very bitter, indeed, making
it impossible to keep warm riding. In fact, I think it was the most
unpleasant day I ever saw in the service, but when we arrived in
camp and found good fires blazing away in our good log tents,
we soon forgot the cold. Since then, there has been no move with
us. We are busy building, and the camp begins to look like a city.
I sent to the [City] Point today and found the $50.00. It came much
quicker than I expected and I thank you again for your promptness.
My time is limited. I remain very truly, your obedient son and
brother,

Thomas
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44 . Headquarters, Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers .

near Poplar Grove Church, Virginia
January 6th, 1864

Dear Father, Mother, and Sister,

I had hoped to be able to let you know ere this when I could
come home, but as yet it is uncertain.

We still remain in winter camp. Time passes quite pleasantly
as we are very comfortably situated. Today, a man belonging to
the 2d Corps was executed near our camp for desertion. I saw
him shot. Every Friday, some poor victim has to pay the penalty
of the law with his life. A week ago last Friday, I saw three hanged.t *

. - i Last Friday, one was hanged but I did not go to see him. Today
there were two shot.1 How many more will follow I cannot say. It
looks hard to see a man in the prime of life thus cut off and in
such a manner, for better had he feel [fell?] by the hands of the
enemy, but if they will break the law they must suffer the

. consequences.
. - _, _ . . ..--- _--se-_ . . -_ - -._. _- _.- - -. {-a. ,

.- . . -.. . ~ . i
_, . . i,

The weather has been quite cold this year until the last day
or two. Today has been rainy and the mud is ankle deep.

There is little news about the Army. The pickets keep up the
usual music. Our detachment is doing a little work on the fortifica-
tions. One company is building a tower2 which is to be used by
the Signal Corps. There is a report that another expedition has
gone down the coast.3 Hope it will meet with better success than
the last.

I was thinking a little while ago where I was a year ago tonight.
How well I remember it and how short the year seems. Why the
very voice of Edward Kirk4 seems [to] still ring in my ear, and I
say to myself, can it be possible that it is a year ago tonight that
I heard him, but when I look back and see the scroll of events that
have happened, I am almost surprised to see so much
accomplished in so short a space.

I have not heard from Milicent in some time.
Hoping this finds you all well.
I will kindly bid you all a hearty good night.

Your obedient son and loving brother,
Lieutenant Thomas J. Owen
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
and Acting Assistant Quartermaster



45 . Headquarters, Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
near Poplar Grove Church, Virginia -

January 22d, 1864

Dear Father, Mother, and Sister,

- k

. -

.c. .

I

- - -. - . .~._. ;- . . - _ _ _-_:__ _-_._- - . - . - -- _. ,. ,

. -. . ~~ .__. _.
-- ..-

1

Many thanks for your kind invitation to me in your last, dated
the 15th January. Indeed I would gladly comply, but not yet. Wait
a little longer. I saw the colonel tonight and he told me he though[t]
I could go next month (February). Alice, you little witch, you almost
made me uneasy telling about the sleighing and etc. I had thought
to get away before this time but there were so many that did not
go last winter that those that did have to stand back a little while.
We can have 5 or 6 go at a time, and as some have just been,
the colonel thinks we will all have a chance.

The weather during the last week was beautiful up to yester-
day, which was made very disagreeable by a rapid and continuous
fall of rain which froze almost as fast as it fell. Today (Sunday)
has been, I would say, pleasant were it not for the mud. By the
way, we are building a church, 1 and as we have had preaching
only twice this winter, hope that when it is done, we will be a little
more human and have it every Sunday. We always try to regard
the day by refraining from the daily work of the week. I have been
reading most of the day, which I enjoy very much.

I presume Alice has been to church and Sunday school if it
was not to[o] cold. I was looking over some of my old Sunday
school lessons today in the Testament and it seemed so fresh that
I could hardly imagine it had been so long since I learned them.

Everything goes nicely. The rebellion is crumbling away, and
I must soon begin to think about some other business. Johnnies
coming in every day. I see the reb papers say they did not care
anything about Fort Fisher and Wilmington.2 If that is so, why did
they build the former and mount 72 guns in it to protect the lat-
ter? It’s all nice talk but Mr. Johnny can’t make us think we have
not gained anything. O[h], poor Butler, how do they sell shoes if
in Lowell?3 At the present price I wonder how many pairs he would
sell himself for. Guess he won’t go fishing again until he’s granted
the privilege.

I am enjoying good health, weight 155 pounds and growing.

Good night,
Your affectionate son and ,_ brother
T. J. Owen
Acting Assistant Quartermaster
Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
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The church that volunteer Engineers erected at Poplar Grove, near
Petersburg, Virginia. National Archives photograph 165-SB-74.
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46 . Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
near Poplar Grove Church, Virginia
January 27th, 1865

Dear Father, Mother, and Sister,

The last few days have been very busy times for us, and events
have happened that we little dreamed of. On the 24th, we received
a report that the enemy was making an attack on our lines in front
and on the river. Many reports have been in circulation and as
yet I am at a loss to know which is right. Without doubt, the enemy’s
gunboats tried to come down the river. Heavy firing has been heard
in  that direction and one thing is certain, they did not accomplish
their object, which was undoubtedly to destroy our shipping at City
Point and Bermuda Hundreds. (They say), that is, camp reports
say, that five of the enemy’s rams came down in the vicinity of
Dutch Gap1 where our heavy guns opened on them, that two of
them ran aground, one exploded, and the other succeed[ed] in
getting back up the stream.2 This is good for what it’s worth.

Well, the same day, three of our companies were ordered to
City Point to take charge of their pontons and be ready to move.
About midnight, orders were received from headquarters, Army,
that General Sheridan wanted a company of pontoniers, the same,
if convenient, he had last summer (quite a compliment for Com-
pany I). Accordingly, the next morning, Brevets Major Folwell, com-
manding Company I, made hasty preparations to go to the valley,
and at noon, they left camp, bag and baggage, all feeling well
pleased of again going with General P.H.S.4 I was unable to go
with them on account of the quartermaster business as all the train,
animals, etc., were left with this Army. The anticipation is that they
will take another train, and as soon as I can transfer my property
and close the business, I am going to take charge of it. I hope
to be able to get off the 30th as soon as I get through here. I shall
go to Washington and there await orders.

This may interfere with my calculations about coming home.
Perhaps it will delay me some. At all events, I intend to come as
soon as possible. Yesterday morning, I went to the [City] Point
and saw the boys before they left. Major Folwell has received his
full appointment and his brother, Brevet Captain Folwell, takes
command of the company. He is a fine man and good officer, well
liked by all. They left at  11 o’clock A.M. on the Steamer Thomas
Co/yefs for Annapolis, Maryland, where they will take the  railroad

: -.. .. . . . -~-- _ . - . . _-. - -_ -- .-.- . . ,
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to the Army of the Valley. Two of the companies   that went to the
[City] Point have come back. There is something in the wind
though, yet.

Weather plenty cold.

Very respectfully,
Your obedient son and brother,
Thomas J. Owen
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47 . Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
near Poplar Grove Church, Virginia
February 7th, 1983 [1865]

Dear Friends at Home,

 

I am yet in my old quarters. Have been expecting to start for
Washington for several days past, but since the late movement
has taken place, there is no prospect of my getting away just now.

Sunday morning our troops began to move to the left and ere
long the sound of battle told us they had met the enemy. The fir-
ing continued quite late in the evening. We were all packed up
ready to move but none of the command was called for until nearly
night. Then four companies (namely) C, D, H, and K were sent
out with two days’ rations under command of Brevet Major Van
Brocklin, Company C.

,

. - - - . .,e .:..- -. __ !.-. _. -- -w-.- _-_m- ~ -.-. se ,- _J ,
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,

I presume they have gone to fix roads or cut new ones as they
took tools. Yesterday there was some firing in the afternoon. I went
out to the tower which is now nearly done and took a good view
of rebeldom from an elevation of  110 feet from the ground. I saw
quite a number of ambulances going from the fight towards
Petersburg. I presume they contained wounded. I also saw a train
of cars on the Southside Railroad.1

Today there is some firing, though it is most to[o] stormy to
do much at fighting. During the latter part of the night a nasty wet
snow, about half rain, began to fall, but since morning it has turned
altogether to rain an[d] still continues to descend.

Things have settled back as regards the move, and we now
have no idea that we will break up winter quarters just now. What
has been done, I am not able to say definitely. Therefore, will let
you get the news from the papers and, by the [way], we have been
very poorly supplied with that article lately, especially since the
Potomac has been under ice. But, I have some idea that the late
warm weather has thawed out the obstruction and that we will
again be blessed with regular mails. That reminds me that I have
not had a letter from you lately, but I presume I will find some in
Washington as the company mail is -now stopped there.

Talk about coming home well and that’s about all, I guess you
think by this time, but wait a little longer in hope.

With feelings of love and respect for you all.

I remain as ever,
Thomas
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48. Engineering Depot
Washington, D.C.
February 11865

My Dear Father, Mother, and Sister,

It is with feelings of the kindest regards that I sit down this pleas-
ant evening to pen you a few lines in answer to your very kind
letter of the 12th.

I am sorry to hear that mother is sick and sincerely hope she
is better ere this. Indeed, I assure you nothing would give me more
pleasure than to come home and spend a few days with you, but
do not expect me just now. My business is so that I cannot possibly
leave at present. After the train is all fitted out and we know what
we are going to do and where we are going to do it, then I shall
again think seriously about going north, that is if the campaign
does not open earlier than usual. We are getting on nicely with
the work. The weather is a little more mild just now and a few more
such days as this will finish the snow. If one walks about, it’s not

Engineer church and quarters, Fiftieth New York Volunteer Engineer
Regiment, Poplar Grove, Virginia, March 1865. Library of Congress
photograph B817-7210.
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quite as pleasant under foot as might  be, especially where there
are no sidewalks. I was in the Capitol not long since and was much
pleased with Powell’s new picture, perv’s Wcfo~~(on Lake Erie).1
It is indeed a splendid painting. It hangs over the east door of the
rotunda. Over the west door is a new and beautiful portrait of Major
General Grant, life size.2 The dome has been topped out since
I saw it last winters and ‘now presents a very pleasing aspect.

The city is as lively as usual and one would think from the
number of officers and soldiers promenading Pennsylvania Avenue
that the majority of the Army was on leave.

O[h], I received avalentine the 14th and think I know the hand-
writing. I hope you received yours. The great peace question seems
to have gradually died away and we all. think more fighting must
be done, ere the little gentlemen can see the folly of their ways.
Well, if fight we must, let us do it with all our might, and those
that survive this terrible struggle will never repent the time spent
in so serious a cause. Would to God that every American citizen
would look at this in its true light and realize the position we now
hold. If there is a true born American that is willing to see this cruel
war end here without the restoration of the Union and the aboli-- -
tion of slavery (the cursed cause of all this), I am ashamed of him.- -
For my part, I feel the same warmth in the cause, and it seems
to be just as much my duty to help what little I can as it did the
day I first left home three years and a half ago. But this is enough
now, you know my feelings as well as I can tell you. I have no doubt
“if you did not,” you do now.

Good night all,
I remain very respectfully your very
obedient son,
Lieutenant Thomas J. Owen
Company I
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
Washington, D.C.
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49 . Whit& House, Virginia
March 19th, 1865

Dear Friends at Home,

. - --_ . .-, - . . . ..- ;5.-. . . -- _-.c _ -.- .. . - _+~ t , 0

. :. - ~ _~. - .. . . . _ -. 4- _~ d. 0

in haste, I write a few lines to relieve the anxiety that you must
have by this time. We arrived here yesterday, having been out 20
days without communication. In the meantime, we have traveled
between 300 and 400 miles, near the latter. Left Winchester, 27th
February. Moved down the Staunton Pike1 to that place which we
moved through on the morning of the 2d March. On the way, laid
one bridge at Mount Jackson. Custer* had fight at Mount Crawford.
Completely demolished Rosser’s3 command. From Staunton to
Charlottesville rainy and muddy, very bad roads, mud [ ] deep.
Had fight at Waynesborough. Swallowed Early’s4 whole command,
he barely making his escape by rail from Charlottesville to the
James River, which we struck at New Market. From New Market
down the James by way of Scottsville to Columbia, we went most
of the way on the towpath of the canal,5 which we completely
destroyed for nearly 100 miles from Columbia to Louisa Court
House, where we again struck the Virginia Central Railroad6 which
we destroyed both here and at Charlottesville.

From Louisa Court House to this point by way of Chesterfield.
March 20th morning, think of laying here a few days. All well.

Yours,
Thomas J. Owen
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50 . Camp of Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers

City Point, Virginia
March 30th, 1865

Dear Father, Mother, and Sister,

As yet, I have no mail and I am living in great anxiety. I see
by the papers that there has been very high water nearly all over
the state. Therefore you must have had your share but I hope you
are all safe.1

We left White House on the 24th. Marched to the Chicka-
hominy, which we bridged the same night. Next day, 25[th] the
corps crossed and we took up our bridges and marched to Har-
rison’s Landing, where we stayed all night. 26th, marched up the
river to Strawberry Plains. Crossed the James and camped for
the night near Five Mile Creek2 in the Army of the James.3    27th,
marched to Hancock Station4on Grant’s railroad and camped for
the night. 28th, lay in camp. 29th, the Corps left at 3% o’clock
this morning with part of the train to join the cavalry expeditions
on the left of the Army of the Potomac. About 7 o’clock, I received
orders to send the remaining portion of the train to City Point.
Marched to that place and went into park awaiting [orders] from
Cavalry Corps headquarters. There is a big move going on. Last
night we heard very heavy firing before Petersburg. Today has
been rainy. Not much fighting within hearing.

You may expect to hear great news. The rebellion is in its   last
reel and, within the next few months, will fall prostrate before the
victorious armies of the U.S.[G].

I am unable to say how long I will stay here. It may be a few
day[s] and it may be months. I am very well indeed.

Yours truly,

Thomas J. Owen, 1st Lieutenant
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
and Acting Assistant Quartermaster
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51 . Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
near City Point, Virginia - 
8 A.M., April 5th, 1865

Dear Friends at Home,

In haste, I pen these few lines. Of late, there is so much news
and so many victories that I hardly know what to say or where to
begin, if I try.

Yesterday, President “Lincoln” went up to Richmond, the-p
steeples of which [I] plainly saw from the Howlett House Battery.1
There is a report here that Lee has surrendered his whole army.

Yesterday afternoon, I paid a visit to the Howlett House Bat-
tery up the James. This was the enemy’s first work as you go up
the river, and a good one it was We found mounted one Brooke
gun and the Columbiads, also one mortar.2  They left things in great
haste. The guns were spiked with nails3 and can be extracted or
drilled out whenever we wish to use them. This is a very sightly
place. The crooked James is in view for several miles either way.
Just below, lies [sic] the remains of the rebel ram,4 near which
and a little lower down were our obstructions which we have just
blown out. Still farther down is Dutch Gap. Up the river, we trace
the stream in its windings until it is lost among the trees and hills.
While we were looking at this beautiful scenery, there appears in
the distance two steamers winding their way down the James from
Richmond, I presume, which shows that navigation is again open
on the James.

Just as we were about to leave, in came three Johnnys and
gave themselves up, guns, accoutrements, and all. They were
Virginians. Said they had been in the service since 1861. Had long
wanted to get out but hated to desert, but now there was no hope.

Respected General Lee but wanted to see Jeff Davis hung.5 “That
I find is the general sentiment.” We brought them in and turned
them over to the colonel of the 10th Artillery, New York.6 I must
now bid you good morning.

No mail yet. I live in suspense. Have had none since the 25th
February.

Yours truly,
Thomas J. Owen, 1st Lieutenant
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
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52 . Camp of Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
City Point, Virginia
9:30 P.M., April 9th 1865

Dear Father, Mother, and Sister,

We have just received the glorious news that General Lee has
surrendered to our noble General Grant.

A salute of heavy guns has just been fired. They sounded  dis-
tant and were at Richmond, I think. The men all about here are
cheering lustily and while I write, a salute is being fired here.

11 o’clock P.M., I could not stand it any longer, I felt as though
we ought to shout, so I turned out all hands, told them the news,

, 1 and gave three cheers and such hearty ones. Oh, it did my very
. ..x- 4 . soul good. They then built a noble bonfire which is now blazing

high and bright amid the shouts of the men, and well may they
shout. Many of them have been with us through the trials and priva-
tions, exposed to the hardships of war ever since the summer of
1861, but thank God the day is nigh at hand when we can bid

. farewell to this inhuman life and return to our peaceful homes
where anxious friends are waiting.

We are all proud of this great and glorious event, proud that
we are here and have participated in crushing out this wicked
rebellion that came so near ruining our glorious and noble govern-p-
merit. Thank god it is over now. We never shall see another such
event for there will never be such an army to surrender again.

It is a little less than a year since we left our winter quarters
at Rappahannock. What has been achieved since, we all know.
Many bloody battles have been fought and very many have fallen,
but now those that survive reap the rewards, thanks to our noble
leaders.

I must now bid you good night. No mail yet.

Your very obedient and affectionate
son and brother,
Thomas J. Owen, 1st Lieutenant
50th New York Volunteer Engineers

- . . i
. . . - - __.- - .- -.-. ,. .-.- -. . . , !
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53.

Dear Father, Mother, and Sister,

Camp of Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
City Point, Virginia
Easter Sunday, April 16th, 1865

Bad, o[h] very bad news today. I have just been to the [City]
Point. A report is in circulation that President Lincoln was
assassinated last Friday night, 14th, in Ford’s Theatre by J[ohn]
Wilkes Booth and died yesterday morning at 7 o’clock. Also, that
Secretary Seward was assassinated in his own house.1 This is
all that is known but o[h], God, this is enough. A deep gloom rests
upon us all. Flags are at half mast and everybody looks sad.

As I think of it, I can hardly believe it to be possible that the
chief magistrate of the nation is dead. Still it must be so and   d say

to myself, what next? I almost tremble to think what may happen.
Just at this present time, when the cloud of war seemed to be rais-
ing its dark mantle off us and we begin to see the sunshine of
coming peace. Just while we are rejoicing over the late glorious
victories that have been won under his most worthy administra-
tion. Just when he is wanted the most to finish up this terrible war
not only for his good judgment but for his great experience in the
affairs of the Government, he is “o[h],” I can hardly bear to men-
tion it, “assassinated.” Can it be possible? It almost makes my
blood chill in my veins to think that there was such a fiend in
human shape on the face of the earth, one that has derived benefit
and protection from the Government. God forbid that he should
ever be called an “American.”

While I think of all this the great feelings of  sorrow are almost
overcome by a feeling of revenge, but that will not do. Now is the
time we should control ourselves and look at things in their true
light. This is the most critical time this Government ever saw and
now is the time every American should rise up coolly and calmly,
say in a determined manner the “law” must and shall be
maintained, stand firm a little while and all will be well. Mr.
Johnson* must be sustained by every true law abiding citizen (let-p
us think what we will), but the public mind is laboring under such
an excitement that we may expect almost anything. Let us be
prepared for the worst and hope for the best. Take fate as it comes
and be thankful it’s no worse. Though it looks dark and gloomy
now, the Nation will yet surmount the many obstacles that have
beset it and come out brighter in the end.

.. _ . . - -_- we  _.

. .-.- - ..--.
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Still no mail. The time seems long but there’s no help for it
so must endure it.

Your very obedient and affectionate son,
Thomas J. Owen, 1st Lieutenant
50th New York Volunteer Engineers

. . 4
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54. Camp of Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
near City Point, Virginia
April 20th, 1865

Dear Father, Mother, and Sister,

I still sing the same old song “no mail” yet but I am feeling
well. The captain came back yesterday so that the whole of the
company with this army is now here. We all feel well. The captain
and his detachment have had pretty hard marching but met with
very good luck. He says there was no train in the Army that moved
as well as ours during the muddy time. On the left when everybody
was sticking and floundering in the mire, he moved along without
any trouble. This may not be of much interest to you folks at home
but I merely mention it to let you know why I am feeling well. The
detachment we left in Winchester were [sic] there when last heard
from but we expect to get together again as soon as practicable.
That is, we will either go to Washington where they will join us
or have them come down here. There is a report in circulation that
the regiment is going overland to Washington. Yesterday, they
sent us an invitation to come out to (Burkeville) where they are
and make the march with them. “Very fine thing.” The men of
the captain’s detachment have only marched between 7 and 800
miles since 27th February and those of my detachment about 500
miles in the same time, and now spread eagles1  at headquarters
want us to come up and go with them on a pleasure excursion.
I can call it nothing else because there is no enemy to chase or
chase us and the idea of marching a couple of hundred miles just
for the novelty of the thing is “played.” However, I am going up
to headquarters today and see what is going on. Think they are
little hasty talking about going to Washington so soon. Don’t see
what is their great hurry unless it is to get there and have a "nig-
ger show"2"2  which seems to be the zenith of their efforts just now,
but this I guess is dead language for you. Never mind, I’ll tell you
all when the war is over.

Lester Champlin arrived a day or two since from the “north.”
You would have laughed to see me question him and then wait
in breathless anxiety for his answers but after all, didn’t find out
much. He said he had not been to our house since the “flood”
but had heard that the house was partly turned round or tipped
up on one side and here I am as anxious as ever. We have sent
on to Washington to have the mail sent here at once, and I hope
before I write again to know the full particulars of the inundation.
It is “reported” here, by what authority I am unable to say, that
Johnston3 has followed the good example of General Lee.
“Sound” if he has and “sound whipping” if he hasn’t.
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We have now and then a rainy day but the rest of the time is
very pleasant. The “flies,” those pretty little insects, have begun
their hum in good earnest, and who would think it? They douse
themselves into coffee, milk, ink, and everywhere you don’t want
them with the same impudence of their ancestors of last summer,
but never mind, I guess there is room enough for us both, awhile,
expecially as we talk strongly of evacuating and giving them full
sway shortly.

. ,
.

!

As everybody says when they write letters, as for news, I have
none. Perhaps you think I’ve told a story. I hope so.

I have not time to write anymore now. Neither do I wish to de-
tain you longer with my nonsense, but I think the best way folks
can wind up a letter is to tell the reader “as many do” that they
can’t think of “anything more,” which I think is not much to
“anyone’s credit ."

With my best wishes for all, I remain your very obedient son
and brother,

Thomas J. Owen, 1st Lieutenant
50th New York Volunteer Engineers

P.S. Alice, please look and see (which I know you have ere this)
whether in my last, I spelt the word assassin right.

Tom. . . . -, .*. . .
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55 I Camp of Detachment
50th New York Volunteer Engineers
Middle Military Division1

Winchester, Virginia
May 2d, 1865

Dear Father, Mother, and Sister,

Yours of the 9th April came to hand the 26th. I was then at
City Point and until the present, have been so busy, that I have
not had time to write. You remember that when we left there with
General Sheridan, we left behind a detachment of the company
and portion of the train under command of Lieutenant Bainbridge?

Well, after the marching was over, Richmond and Petersburg
taken, and Lee surrendered, we settled down at City Point to await
orders. In the meantime, we had heard nothing from those we left
behind. Two months now elapsed, and we thought it best to try
and get the company together. We applied to General Sheridan
for an order to have the detachment at Winchester sent to City
Point, but on account of Sherman’s blunder,3 he was sent im-
mediately south with the companies before the order we requested
had been issued. After talking the matter over with the captain,
we came to the conclusion that I had better go to Winchester and
see how matters stood. So on the morning of the 27th, I left City
Point and arrived in Washington next day having had a fine trip.
Stayed in Washington overnight. Did some business and
telegraphed to Winchester to have my two months’ back mail kept
until I came. 29th, left Washington at 3 P.M. Arrived at Harpers
Ferry about 9, same evening. Stayed there all night and took the
10 A.M. train for Stephenson, 4 where we arrived about noon. It
was a lovely day (Sunday) and the scenery about, especially
Harpers Ferry, was grand, but I have not time to tell you about
mountains clothed in beautiful green as they were and rivers,
waterfalls, rocks, etc. All these we must pass quickly by. At
Stephenson, I got a horse and soon went the 422 miles to Win-
chester, where I found the detachment in splendid condition. Cor-
poral Jeff Ferguson, my forage master, had immediate charge of
the animals and quartermaster property and has kept things in
fine shape. M. Truman Smyth,s my clerk, has also done well.
Everything is all right. The men are all well. Many of them were
quite sick when we left and were left on that account, but the cool
healthy climate and good water of this vicinity has been the mak-
ing of them. It does me good to see how cheerful, healthy, and
active they are. There is quite a difference between this climate
and that of City Point. There, when I left it, was hot and dusty.
The flies had began to be a nuisance, but here the air feels cool
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and bracing. No flies. I am quite well pleased with the change.
There is now only one thing that keeps me from being almost
perfectly happy and that is my mail. (I know you will pity me.) My e

telegraph from Washington did not get here until after it had all
been sent to City Point. You can imagine my disappointment.

How long we will remain here I am unable to say. General Han-
cock has sent another train here, which is under our charge. In
all, we have a train of nearly 40 wagons beside that at City Point.

The captain telegraphed me this morning from City Point to
return there immediately as he had orders to go to Washington,
but we have orders here to bridge the Shenandoah tomorrow as
some of the troops here are to be sent overland to Washington,
so I think I had better stay and telegraphed the captain accordingly.

Your obedient servant,
Thomas J. Owen, 1st Lieutenant
50th New York Volunteer Engineers

[Written on the margin] Enclosed please find ($50.00) Fifty Dollars.

. - - . . . -.- . . __
- . - . _ _ _-_. _-_._- -.- se;
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Engineer ponton train on the move, from Frank Leslie's LLeslie's Illustrated,
January 3, 1863.
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