National Characteristics 5th NY. Duryee’s Zouaves

A Soldier’s Journal, by Pvt. Henri Hendrick Buxton
(died of wounds suffered at 2nd Bull Run)

Our regiment, being composed of men of almost every nationality, affords ample opportunities for one to acquaint himself with the distinctive traits of character possessed by the people of different countries. I have availed myself to some extent of this favorable opportunity to study national peculiarities and the following are the results of my observations.

Englishman, taking those of our regiment as fair samples are a proud, pompous, blustering sort of folks, in soldiers’ parlance, greatly given to putting on airs. They deliver their opinions in an oracular tone of voice and with a look which says plainer than words, “what I don’t know about this isn’t worth knowing.” They are usually very ambitious, and do not scruple to use what we were accustomed at Old Williams to call the “boot licking process,” in order to secure some petty office wherein they can show off to advantage. They do not lack a certain sort of bravery, however, somewhat of the bull-dog type perhaps, and on the whole form an important element of the regiment.

The most prominent characteristics of the Irish, a large sprinkling of whom are found in our ranks, is a love of fun, fighting and whiskey. No matter what turns up, the jolly Paddylander always has some joke or bull just fitted for the occasion at his tongue’s end, and to him we are indebted for many a hearty laugh, when not for his witticism, a frown would have clouded our brows and vexation filled our hearts. But though of an exceedingly mirthful, rollicksome disposition, the Irishman is easily angered and when in a passion, a word and a blow may always be looked for, the blow often coming first, especially if he has been indulging in his favorite stimulant, ten-cent-per-gallon whiskey. “Green Erin’s” sons are very patriotic however, and in deed, rather than words, evince their love of their foster fatherland.
A goodly number of “Parley-vous” are to be found in our regiment, more than in others probably, because our costume is of that gay, picturesque style, which I s well calculated to attract their eye. In saying this, I have revealed the most marked feature of a Frenchman’s character, love of dress and show. All the sons of La belle France that I have become acquainted with, are very neat and tasty in their dress, and also take great pains to keep their arms and accoutrements in good order. They are moreover very polite, never fail to salute gracefully their superiors when an opportunity is given, and in their intercourse with equals, are universally smooth and suave in their manners. I am reminded of a laughable incident which occurred at the battle of Big Bethel. The color guard bearing the regimental stand of colors had taken post some distance in front and the captains of companies were exerting themselves to get their men to advance and rally around them. Our company passed near where Colonel Duryea was sitting on his horse and superintending the movements, when suddenly a comely little French sergeant stepped out from the ranks and with a polite bow, touching his cap gracefully at the same time, “Colonel,” said he, “I die for our flag if you please,” then resumed his place and behaved so well that he might have died but for the cowardly conduct of our General in soon ordering a retreat. The sergeant in question has since been promoted to a lieutenant.
The Germans, taking those in our regiment as representatives, are rather a dull sluggish people, delighting in Lager beer and the fumes of tobacco. They make good soldiers probably, yet are not well adapted to a gay dashing Zouave regiment, for there is nothing in their movements, nor quick in mental operations. Some from the higher classes, however, are very pleasant agreeable fellows.
Of the Swedes, Italians, Spaniards &c, though we have a few of each sort, I do not think it would be fair to think with Virgil “by one know all,” and so from single individuals pass judgment on whole nations.

