The Battle of Big Bethel

As Described in the Letter of George G. Meloy, Co. C, 5th NYVI

(by Steve Johsz)

Norm Schrader visited the Company C website and kindly offered a copy of his great-great grandfather’s letter describing the first land battle of the Civil War, Big Bethel, in which the 5th New York participated. Mr. Schrader’s great-great grandfather was George Meloy of Co. C, and the letter, dated July 11, 1861 from Fortress Monroe, describes the battle. According to Mr. Schrader, the letter was originally written in pencil and sent to his wife. Due to age, the original letter started to deteriorate and a relative transcribed it to preserve the content on stationary from a department store named Strawbridge and Clothier in Philadelphia, where the family lived at the time. Mr. Schrader believes the letter was copied in the 1870's after Mr. Meloy’s death.  The letter is as follows:
Fort Monroe, June 11th, 1861
Dear Wife:

I suppose you have heard the news before this. We have had a severe battle with great loss of life on both sides. I will endeavor to give you the details as near as I can. Last Sunday evening on parade we received orders to provide ourselves with ammunition and rations for twenty four hours, and hold ourselves in readiness to march at a moment’s notice. About ten o’clock we marched out of camp and took the Hampton Roads to the river, about two miles from camp. We crossed in boats into Hampton (the bridge being burnt) and started for Yorktown, a distance of twenty miles from camp. (It was now about midnight.) About thirteen miles from camp or eleven miles from Hampton we came upon the enemies’ picket guards, drove them in, taking the Officer of the guard, prisoner, besides the two others. It was now about daybreak and after a little rest we were about to resume our march when we heard heavy firing in our rear in the direction of our camp. We marched back again about four miles and came upon the Seventh Regiment of New York Volunteers and the Third Regiment of Troy, who were following us. They had come upon each other in the dark and each supposing the other to be the enemy, commenced battle and before they found out their mistake, several were killed and wounded. We started on again, altogether for Yorktown, our regiment in advance as it is always our place. About nine o’clock we halted in the woods for a rest and to prepare for what was coming. We were within half a mile of the enemy’s camp and all very tired from marching all night, the distance of about eight miles without any sleep and but little rest. We had just stacked our arms and sat down when the bugle sounded to fall in line. Some of the Scouting party ahead came back with the news that the enemy was just ahead in full force of about Five Thousands. We came upon the field and had just time to form in line when the ball was opened by the enemy sending into our ranks a shower of balls. What followed after that I cannot give you any connected account but I give it incidentally.
The enemy were not in line of battle on the open field as we expected to find them but entrenched behind a thicket of brush and woods and when we came upon the field we would not see a man of the enemy’s. They were completely in ambush and within the embankment of one of the strongest fortifications in this section of the country.
After forming in line the order came to take the wood in companies acting as scirmishers. Four companies on the right of the line fell into the woods and worked themselves through the fence where they halted and delivered their fine loading and firing again amid a shower of grape shot rifles and cannon balls. What became of the left of the wing I cannot say for we left them out of sight. After a few rounds we drove the enemy from one of their batteries and silenced it and carried one of their cannons. We were now ordered to fall upon our faces and hold fire. We lay there resting for about twenty minutes while the left of the wing with some of the Albany boys and a company of German riflemen having got down to a fence under their guns peppered away until we rallied and went to their assistance. This was the worst of all. We had to cross a ploughed field within fifty yards of the enemy and open to their fire which came thick and fast. I can’t begin to describe the scene which here met the eye. I will only tell a few instances. A Lieutenant of Artillery received a cannon ball shattering him in pieces and throwing him across one of his own pieces. A man behind him was shot in his breast and another in the heart, dyeing instantly. I saw another having his arm blown away just below the elbow, and Mr. Griggs, the young man that went to see you, was cut in tow by a cannon ball and Third Sergeant was killed and our First Corporal badly wounded. These are of Company C, as near as I can learn. There are six of our company killed and I don’t know how may wounded as they have not all been brought in. I am not wounded but came very near going several times. Once I was covered with dirt from a cannon ball which struck within four inches of me, while firing on my belly. I will not write any more now. To-morrow we are going to take them or die and if I live I will write a full account of all. I received your letter to-day. Give my love to my sisters.
May the Lord bless you my dear wife, from your affectionate husband,

George Meloy.

Get the Times Saturday and you will learn the full particulars. The seventh and third regiments lost a great many men. I have heard there was over a hundred of the enemy killed.
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