Expedition Through Accomac and Northampton Counties, Virginia

by Steve Johsz (revised 11/25/02)

The following is my transcription of a letter I recently purchased written by George W. Leavitt of Company ‘F’, Fifth New York Volunteer Infantry. George enlisted on July 8, 1861 in New York City as a Private, promoted to Corporal during his service, wounded at Gaines Mill, and ultimately killed on August 30, 1862 at the Second Battle of Bull Run. This journey is documented in the Official Records (Series I, Volume V, Chapter XIV, pages 424-435) as the Expedition Through Accomac and Northampton Counties, Virginia – November 14-22, 1861, and is also documented in “Camp and Field Life of the Fifth New York Volunteer Infantry” by Alfred Davenport, in Chapter VII, pages 125-131.

Major General John A. Dix, in a letter dated November 8, 1861, notes one of the reasons the Fifth New York was selected to accompany the expedition: “In order to overawe opposition, I propose to send a force of 3,500 men. The troops sent from here on Monday and General Lockwood’s command will amount to about that number.  If I find the latter too raw, I can send 500 of the Zouave Regiment from Federal Hill and an equal number from some other regiment here, so as to have a well-trained force of 2,500 men with the expedition”. Here is but another example that the Fifth was a well-trained and highly-regarded Regiment.

Please note that punctuation and some wording has been added to assist in reading the letter, but the original spelling (as far as I could determine), including errors, remains. In addition, although the letter is only signed “George”, I have a copy of another letter in which George signs his entire name. I hope you enjoy reading this letter and that this account will add to your knowledge of some of the early experiences of the Fifth New York.

Camp Federal Hill

Baltimore, Dec. 9th ‘61

My Dear Father,

I received your letter of the 29th Nov. the day the Regiment arrived in Baltimore. The reason that I have not written before this, I did not know how to send a letter until it was to late for me to write. Moving from one place to another every day and in a part of the country where there is no mail, I was not sure that a letter would reach home if I wrote one, so I concluded to wait until I arrived in Baltimore and then write a good long one. We left Baltimore Tuesday, Nov. 12th at 4 o’clock PM on board the Steam Transport Pocahontas bound we knew not where, only that we had heard we were going to the eastern shore of Maryland.  Companies A, B, C, E, F and I Composed the Battalion under the command of Col. Warren and Lieut. Col. Hiram Duryea. As we passed by the Fort [Federal Hill] the Companies that were to remain behind were drawn up in line on the battlements and gave a parting salute. We were cheered at every point and at Fort McHenry the troops that were stationed there also gave a parting cheer.  Soon after passing Fort McHenry the sun went down and as it began to grow dark, I went below to pick out a place to sleep. I slept soundly all night and in the morning awoke in time to witness the most beautiful sun rise I ever saw in my life. This is Wednesday [the]13th. We were sailing all day on the Chesapeake until about four o’clock when the boat grounded on a sand bar opposite Cherry Stone Inlet. The Steam Transport Star, having on board the 21st Indiana, came to our assistance but was not able to get us off.  Within a short distance were three Gun Boats, but they could not help us as the water was not deep enough for them to come nearer. As the Star could not help us any, it was decided to let her proceed to New Town (Newtown per the Official Records and the Regimental history and incorporated in 1878 as Pocomoke City) about fifty miles distant and land the 21st Indiana and return and take us off. We were not pleased at all at the idea of passing another night on board the Pocahontas. I retired early and about twelve o’clock at night was awakened by tramping of feet. I awoke and found that Capt. McGowan of the Gun Boat Lyon, with part of her crew, were at work getting the steamer off the bar. In a short time we were again in deep water, but the Pocahontas was to large to sail up the Pocomoke [River], which [was] the most crooked river I ever saw in my life. About ten o’clock Thursday morning [the] 14th, the Steam Boat Balloon came up hurrying on board the 6th Michigan. Shortly, the Star was in sight and we got ready to go on board in a short time. We were all on board and heading for the Pocomoke River. As soon as we reached the mouth of the river, the Balloon took the lead. At many points the river is very narrow [and] some places we could shake hands with anyone on shore. Some times Balloon would be sailing through woods and sometimes through corn fields. Some times it looked as if the Boat was coming back. We arrived at New Town about three o’clock and disembarked. We had not been on shore fifteen minutes when Company F was ordered back on board again. What is the matter we asked, what’s up now [?] Nothing is the matter, only we were ordered to go back to the Pocahontas and carry off the provisions after Gen. Lockwood had given his word to our Capt. that he would not make movement against the Rebels until we returned. We went on board cheerfully. We got back to the Pocahontas about nine o’clock. It rained and blew very hard, but in about one hour and a half we had the Star as full as she could carry of provisions, but as it was very stormy we remained at anchor until Friday morning [the] 15th, when we again started for New Town. We arrived at New Town at twelve o’clock, and after moving our Company stores and camp equipage on shore, we started for the camp where we pitched our tents and then began to look around us to see what kind of place New Town was. New Town belongs to Worcester County, Maryland. The other two counties on this Peninsula are Accomac and North Hampton, which belong to Eastern Virginia. Accomac County is where Gen. Wise lived. New Town is a very olde town. I should say by the looks of the buildings from, what I saw of it, I should think the people had been to sleep for the last fifty years and our coming among them had awakened them from their sleep. We remained in New Town [until] Saturday [the] 16th. About ten o’clock Saturday night I was awakened by one of my tent mates who had been out on picket. I asked him what brought him back. He said the pickets had been driven in, but as he did not look as if he had been driven in, I doubted him. Then he told me that the Rebels had landed down the river and that we had orders to move out in the morning. Sunday [the] 17th. Reveille at five o’clock. After breakfast tents were struck, knapsacks packed, rations were given out and we were soon ready for marching at seven o’clock, every thing being ready, wagons loaded, &c. The Regiment was drawn up in line and the order given to load. In a few moments after, we took up in a line of march in the following order: The Fifth New York, Nims’ Battery [of] six rifle cannons of Boston (six bronze guns which had been rifled at Alger's Foundry in South Boston and which fired a 10.5 lb. Schenkel shell), the 4th Wisconsin, 21st Indiana and the Sixth Michigan. Purnell’s Legion, 17th Mass and 2nd Delaware remained behind as a reserve. The Brigade was under the command of Brigadier Genl. Lockwood of Delaware. After marching about six miles we had a short rest. Ten miles from New Town we came upon a battery built directly across the road. It was poorly built and would not have stood five minutes. As there was no one it, we did not have much trouble in taking it. At sundown, we reached Oak Hall and encamped for the night, having marched this day twelve miles. Thus far, we had not seen any thing of the Rebels. We remained at Oak Hall until Wednesday the 20th. While we were at Oak Hall a private in the Sixth Michigan was shot dead by accidental discharge of his musket. This Regiment has been [most unlucky] in this particular, one man having two fingers shot off on the march from New Town to Oak Hall. At Oak Hall the Brigade was divided into three Divisions, each taking different routes for Eastville where we were all to meet. The Division in which we were in was composed of the 21st Indiana, 5th New York and two pieces of Nims’ Battery. We left Oak Hall at one o’clock and arrived at Mappsville (Knappsville per the Regimental history) at half past five and encamped for the night. Just before reaching Mappsville we came upon another battery intended for fifteen guns. This, like the first, was built directly across the road. This was a little larger than the first but was better built. Left Mappsville early this morning [the] 21st for Drummondtown (now Accomac). I shall recollect this day’s march. It was a very hard one. We marched 22 miles this day. It was nearly Double Quick all the way. I thought we should never reach Drummondtown. We could get no information as to the distance. We would ask every on we met on the road how far it was to Drummondtown. Some would say 14 mile, some 10 miles. As we were passing a house on the road, we enquired of a girl that was standing at the gate how far it was. The answer was “Right Smart Ways, I Recon”. We did not ask again [as] we thought that [answer] was sufficient. We encamped five miles beyond Drummondtown. Our feet were so sore that we could hardly stand. We encamped in the woods where there was plenty of running water. We bathed our feet and retired early. I slept soundly and awoke the next morning very much refreshed and ready for another days march. Last night the cavalry, under Capt. Richardson (Richards per the OR), and Nims’ Battery took seven large cannon of the best description. They found them near Pungoteague on the [illegible] where they had been carried for the purpose of getting them across into Virginia. [November] 22nd. Marched 18 miles this day and encamped again in the woods where again we had plenty of water and the first thing after we halted we bathed our feet in clean cold water. We did not leave this encampment until Sunday [the] 24th. While we were in this place, we found a lot of rifles, muskets, knapsacks, and a large Rebel flag. The muskets and rifles were very olde, some of them made in 1808. We got the information from the slaves. Where ever we encamped they would flock in large numbers. They all had the idea we had come to free them and were willing to do anything we wished of them. We got a good deal of information from them as to the number of the Rebels and what had become of them according to their account. We were coming among them to kill and burn all houses in the Country. One story is too good to be lost. We got talking with one intelligent looking Darkey. He sayed that his massar and the folks were talking about the actions of the Rebels and that they had killed thousands of our troops. We asked if the Darkey believed it. He said yes while we were in the parlor, but when we got in the kitchen [h]e say no such thing. We encamped one mile from the Village of Eastville [on] Sunday [the]24th and remained until Monday, Dec. 2nd. While here we were visited by a large number of the inhabitants of the peninsula. Not a Rebel could be found. We had to forage while in this place as our provisions gave out. We were without coffee for this day. We can do without many things, but when the coffee gave out we were done for. We had plenty of oysters. All we had to do was to go down to the shore and we could kick up as many as we wanted. While here we lived mostly on oysters, chicken, turkeys, [and] sweet potatoes. We left Eastville Monday, Dec. 2nd and marched to Pungoteague and encamped for the night. Next morning [the] 3rd started for [a] landing two miles distant, where we found the Steam Boat Star ready for us. The Regiment was marched on board but as it was blowing very hard, the Capt. of the Boat sailed down river out into the bay until the wind went down, which was not until daylight. Next morning [December] 4, we left Pungoteague landing at daylight. Arrived at Ft. McHenry at ten o’clock at night and laid over until [the] next morning. Arrived in Baltimore Thursday morning, Dec. 5th, having been gone three weeks. We accomplished what we were sent for, without firing a gun. The company of cavalry Capt. Richardson have done all the work. About Brigadier Gen. Lockwood, the least said the better. If he is not a secessionist, he is very much afraid of hurting the feelings of the Rebels. If his wishes had been carried out, we should have given back the arms that we had taken and furnished them with powder and ball. At least that is the opinion of the whole brigade. It is time that such things were put a stop to. No one can tell what a bad influence some of the recent proclamations have in a Regiment unless he belongs to one. The men of the Regiment have all left comfortable homes, and many family, fortune and everything else to for the love for their Country. The men think that the Government is to much afraid of hurting the feelings of the Rebels. One thing is worth noticing in this Regiment, not a death has occurred from sickness. It’s remarkably healthy. I have plenty of clothing. Today we received two months pay and I have sent the money home. [Illegible] will excuse the looks of this letter as I have written it in a hurry. I shall write you again in three or four days and will try and do better. Hoping this will find you in good health. I remain your son,

George

P.S.


Tell mother I will write her soon. Give my love to all.

George

