A LONG MARCH

By Corporal Steve Johsz

One of the joys of participating in the “hobby” is that of marching.  The Captain constantly drills us on the proper methods for marching in parade and we take that knowledge onto the “battlefield”.  However, many of us always wonder “What was it really like?”  The following is an excerpt from the regimental history of the Thirteenth New Jersey, Reminiscences of the Thirteenth Regiment New Jersey Volunteers, by Samuel Toombs.  The march takes place on July 6, 1863, several days after the regiment participated in the battle of Gettysburg, from Littlestown, Pennsylvania to Fredrick City, Maryland, a total distance of thirty-two miles (plus it was rainy)!  And to think we gripe about the walk from the parking lot!

The morning of the 6th of July was rainy and disagreeable.  Orders had been received to move at daylight, and soon the whole column was in motion.  Those who may imagine that the march of an army is simply a parade of troops on a large scale; that bands of music with a Drum Major, in gaudy uniform, precedes each Regiment or Brigade; that the soldiers carry their muskets to a “shoulder arms,” or “right shoulder shift,” as they have witnessed militia regiments on parade at home; that each Regiment marches company front, every man keeping perfect step, thereby inspiring the lookers-on with admiration – will, perhaps, be astonished to know that their imaginations are at fault.  The first announcement of marching orders is communicated by the Sergeant-Major to the Orderly-Sergeants of the different companies, who notify the men.  Tents are at once struck, and rolled up with rubber or woolen blankets into a long roll.  Equipments, haversacks and canteens are all placed together, and until the assembly call is beat, the men lunge around, smoking, playing cards or indulging in some innocent pastime.  At the sound of the drum equipments are donned, the men stand up in front of the stacks of muskets to the position of “Attention,” and at the command “Take Arms!” the stacks are broken.  The command “Shoulder Arms!” is next given, each piece being raised to the right side, and then at the command “Right Face” the column forms in four ranks – four men abreast – when (sometimes the command “Forward” is given, frequently not) the Regiment moves out to the road taking its assigned position in line for the day, either first, second, third or last, as may be.  So far the strict military form has been observed, but as soon as the column starts upon the road, guns are slung across the shoulder and carried muzzle down, some are at a “right shoulder shift,” others carried across the left shoulder, while some of the men find relief by loosening the strap of the gun and throwing it across their bodies diagonally to the roll composed of a piece of tent and a blanket, which is carried by being worn over the right or left shoulder and brought across the breast under the arm on the opposite side.  Some of the men have knapsacks strapped to their backs, but by far the greater number are without that bulky and superserviceable structure.  Thus the appearance of a column of troops on the march is far from imposing, as compared with a finely uniformed and gaily equipped body of militia on parade, and is in direct contrast to the preconceived ideas of those who have never witnessed a sight of this kind.

Each Regiment changes position in line daily and each Brigade of a Division is also assigned a new place in the line on every march, so that during a campaign all have an equal chance to share in the honors attached to “the right of the line.”  A Division generally marches in unbroken column.  The infantry always marches ahead followed by the artillery, after which comes the ambulance corps, and lastly the wagon train.  The troops on the right of the line have the best time of it, particularly on a long march, such as the one I am about to describe proved to be.  By the time the head of the column had marched four or five miles, and turned into a field on the road, stacked arms, and were enjoying a brief rest, the troops in the rear were rushing on to close up the wide gaps between the several commands.  Generals and Colonels, the innocent cause of all this confusion in the rear, were being roundly abused for their “heartlessness,” but still the men move along, grumbling, swearing and mad.  The last regiment finally enters the field just in time to see the head of the column moving out, and the men at once throw themselves on the ground to obtain a little rest at all events.  The rain came down in torrents during the day, but the line of march was over a good turnpike road most of the time, so that no delay was occasioned.  Gen. Patrick had charge of the Provost Guard, which brought up the rear of the army, and his cavalry were kept constantly busy scouring the woods for stragglers.  It was about eight o’clock at night when we neared Fredrick City, and though fatigued by the long and rapid marching, every man was infused with new life as the Brigade Band struck up a lively air when we entered the grounds selected for our resting place.

