Another Unsolicited Testimonial

by Steve Johsz

While looking through some letters the other day, I found another reference to the 5th New York being very proficient at drill.  The letter was written by a member of the Eighth Ward Home Guard (Baltimore) on August 23, 1861.  However, before I divulge the testimonial, some background information may be helpful to put the quote into context.

As you all know by now, the 5th New York was stationed at Federal Hill, Baltimore (83 feet, 6 inches above mean high tide) from July 1861 to March of 1862.  Why Federal Hill, you ask?  Read on.  General John A. Dix commanded Baltimore and the surrounding area and was responsible for the defense of the city, both from Confederate forces and from disloyal citizens.  According to a letter written by General Dix on August 17, 1861: “Next to Fort McHenry it [Federal Hill] is the most important position in the harbor of Baltimore.  It commands the railroad through Pratt Street to the President Street depot, the entire basin, the whole lower part of the city, and in the hands of an enemy, might be dangerous to Fort McHenry, from which it is 2 miles distant.”  General Dix had several infantry regiments (both regular and volunteer), cavalry companies, and artillery units from which to draw, but due to the reputation of the Fifth, selected the Duryee’s Zouaves to fortify the most important unfortified position in Baltimore.

General Dix also notes in his letter of August 17 “the home guard is in the course of organizing in the city, and I think it can be armed next week.”  The home guard to which he is referring is that which the letter writer (Edwin, writing to his uncle C. H. West, Esq., Hartford Co., Md.) is a member.  Edwin speculates that his Eighth Ward Home Guard unit will be taken in as the Second Regiment, since the First Regiment is composed of home guard units from other Wards within the city.  It is also interesting to note that General Dix believes “the eighth ward [to be] one of the most disloyal in the city.”

On August 7, 1861, General Dix was ordered to send two Wisconsin regiments to Washington, both of which occupied other “important eminences nearest to Baltimore.”  One of those eminences was McKim’s Mansion, located on a hill (119 feet, 9 inches above mean high tide) directly across the harbor from Federal Hill (at the northwest corner of present day Baltimore and Aisquith Streets).  McKim’s Mansion (later McKim’s Free School) “was occupied by the Fifth Wisconsin Regiment until the 7th instant, when the regiment was ordered to Washington.  If I had a regiment to spare I should place it here in preference to Patterson’s Park.  It has excellent and ample ground for battalion drill.”

The 5th New York regularly paraded through the streets of Baltimore, and it was perhaps on one of those occasions that the 5th visited the ground around McKim’s Mansion and was witnessed by Edwin of the Eighth Ward Home Guard who remarked: “The Zouaves are the point of attraction and the regiment at McKim's old place. You ought to see the Zouaves drill. They are equal to the Chicago Boys.”  It cannot be know with certainty exactly who the Chicago Boys were, but I would speculate that they were none other than Elmer Ellsworth’s United States Zouave Cadets of Chicago.  Another unsolicited testimonial that the 5th New York was, without a doubt, the best drilled unit during the Civil War.

