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THE PURPOSE OF THIS MAGAZINE
The Palimpsest, issued monthly by the State 
Historical Society of Iowa, is devoted to the dis­
semination of Iowa History. Supplementing the 
other publications of this Society, it aims to pre­
sent the materials of Iowa History in a form that 
is attractive and a style that is popular in the best 
sense—to the end that the story of our Common­
wealth may be more widely read and cherished.

Benj. F. Shambaugh
S u p e r in t e n d e n t

THE MEANING OF PALIMPSESTS

I

In early times palimpsests were parchments or 
other materials from which one or more writings 
had been erased to give room for later records. 
But the erasures were not always complete; and 
so it became the fascinating task of scholars not 
only to translate the later records but also to 
reconstruct the original writings by deciphering 
the dim fragments of letters partly erased and 
partly covered by subsequent texts.

The history of Iowa may be likened to a pal­
impsest which holds the records of successive 
generations. To decipher these records of the 
past, reconstruct them, and tell the stories which 
they contain is the task of those who write history.

PRICE—10c per copy: $1 per year: free to members of Society 
ADDRESS—The State Historical Society Iowa City Iowa
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Furrows
The prairie sod of Iowa, as the pioneers found it 

during the fourth, fifth, and sixth decades, was 
tough. Like a great blanket, from three to six 
inches thick, it covered the earth. The hard, closely 
interlaced fiber of grass and brush roots formed a 
mat so dense and wiry that a special breaking plow 
with a low, slim mold-board was required to cut 
through and turn under the growing vegetation. But 
when the roots had dried out and the turf had rotted 
during the winter, what a crop of wheat that prairie 
sod would produce the following season!

The breaking plow was a ponderous thing with a 
two-wheeled truck under the heavy oak beam. It 
required an able-bodied man to handle the big plow. 
The boss, he was called, walked in the furrow behind 
and guided the plow by means of two handles which 
extended out in the rear. Within easy reach was a 
lever which raised or lowered the front end of the



286 THE PALIMPSEST

beam and thus regulated the depth of the furrow. 
It worked easily when the plow was in motion. The 
plowshare, or cutting edge, was from twenty-eight to 
thirty-two inches long, making a furrow of the same 
width. Extending upward from the forward point 
of the plowshare was a flat bar of steel about three 
inches wide and a half inch thick, the top firmly 
clamped to the beam above and the bottom fastened 
to the point of the share by a flexible socket joint. 
The lower front edge of the bar was sharpened to cut 
the sod — a very important function. This blade 
could be adjusted according to the width and depth 
of the furrow. The disk or rolling coulter is modern 
and belongs to the stirring plow.

For the operation of such a heavy instrument the 
slow, steady oxen were the best motive power. 
Horses were too nervous and fast for the work. 
Four or five yoke of oxen were necessary to pull the 
big plow through the tough sod. While the boss 
handled the plow, a boy from eight to twelve years 
of age was usually selected to drive the team. This 
boy was not called the ‘ ‘ kid ’ ’. Suggest that and you 
had some scrap on your hands. With his dog and his 
double-barrelled shot gun, one barrel loaded with 
buckshot and the other with just ordinary shot, he 
would tackle anything from wildcats to rattlesnakes. 
God-fearing, he would face chain lightning or a bliz­
zard without a tremor. He loved nature and was 
perfectly familiar with the peculiarities of the 
weather and the seasons.
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The breaking’ team was organized and paired to 
the best advantage as to gait, disposition, and effi­
ciency. The leaders, ‘‘Tom and Jerry”, were young, 
active, quick to learn, and ready to respond to orders 
and the lash — mischievous daredevils. Jerry, the 
“ off” ox of the lead team, was taught to get into the 
furrow and stay there, and this he soon learned to 
do. If the lash cracked over his back he found 
escape from its sting in the furrow. The leaders 
kept the team straightened out and the chains taut. 
Next behind the leaders were “ Duke and Spot”, just 
oxen, well broken, a little heavier than the leaders, 
perhaps, quick to follow and line up in their places. 
The third team was composed of ‘ ‘ Dick and Stub ’ ’, 
lazy and slow. They must be touched with the lash 
occasionally, not so well broken, but held in line by 
the others and made to do their part by the energy 
of the driver. “ Star and Boney” were large, dumb, 
and scrubby shirkers. Here is where the boy learned 
to pick the green-headed flies off Boney’s flank with 
his lash. This yoke gave the boy an opportunity to 
practice with the potent words and oaths he heard at 
the village blacksmith shop and stage barn. If his 
father was the boss, however, he omitted his special 
vocabulary and vigorously cut loose with his whip. 
* ‘ Buck and Bright ’ ’, the yoke next to the beam, were 
ponderous, slow, steady, and dependable, holding the 
others in line. Old Bright, the off ox of the team, 
would get into the furrow and stay there “ though 
the heavens with all its stars come crashing down”.
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Should the others get in a tangle these wise old lads 
would hold back and keep things steady until order 
was restored.

While yoked, old Bright would let you ride him 
across the sloughs and through the tall grass and 
brush. He was the leader of the team: he wore the 
bell at night, keeping the team together while feeding 
on the prairie, and was first to be yoked in the morn­
ing. Old Buck, his mate, was a good old brute. Get 
old Bright yoked, step back, hold up the other end of 
the yoke and say to him, “ Come under, Buck”, and 
he would step into his place beside his mate and hold 
his neck under the yoke for the bow, with an air of 
wisdom almost human.

Buck was the “ near” ox of the yoke “ on the 
beam”, or “ on the tongue”. The “ near ox” and 
“ off ox”, and “ nigh side” and “ off side” were com­
mon expressions in the days of ox teams. From be­
hind, facing in the same direction as the team, the ox 
nearest your right arm would be the “ near” or 
“ nigh” one, the other the “ off” ox. A tap with the 
lash on the flank of the off ox would turn the team to 
the left, or haw. The lash dropped gently over the 
head or face of the off ox while the near ox kept 
moving would turn the team to the right, or gee. The 
stock of the whip against the faces of both oxen in 
the rear team, with the exclamation “ whoa”, would 
stop the team. The meaning of these words, to­
gether with the language of the whip, was soon 
learned by the oxen. About noon, or toward sun­
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down, one “ whoa” would bring the team to a stand­
still with startling promptness. A lash about ten 
or twelve feet long, made of braided thongs cut out 
of a tanned woodchuck hide, finished with a buckskin 
cracker, and fastened to a slender, tapering birch 
pole about twelve or fourteen feet long made the 
whip needed to handle the ox teams on a breaking 
plow.

The boy knew the team and, while the boss cold- 
hammered the plowshare in the early morning, he 
'would speed away to their feeding haunts to round 
them up for the daily task. The boy learned to love 
the prairie, the clouds, the level horizon on which 
could be seen the smoke from distant prairie fires 
slowly and gently mounting into the azure sky. In 
his search for the oxen he came upon bull snakes, 
caught glimpses of slinking coyotes, heard the dis­
tant booming of prairie chickens, and became fa­
miliar with the early flowers, — anemones, butter­
cups, violets, and, where the old grass had not been 
burned, the fragrant sweet-william. Nature was 
pure and fresh in those early days. It all entered 
the boy’s memory and became to him a sacred book, 
full of pictures and poetry — though he would prob­
ably have disdained to express what he felt in verse.

The boss was careful to cut a furrow the full width 
of the plowshare and no more, so that the sod would 
all be turned under. Woe unto him that “ cut and 
covered”. Some there were that cut into the sod 
farther than the width of the plow, with the result
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that a strip of turf was left undisturbed, though 
covered by the turned sod. Thus for the time the 
deception was concealed, but soon the green grass 
would show through, exposing the fraudulent at­
tempt to increase the daily acreage of plowing, and 
the boss would have trouble getting his pay.

The boy realizes in this day that there are still 
those who “ cut and cover”. The rivalry between 
pretense and reality, deception and truth continues 
in other forms. Perhaps the temptation to over­
capitalize will always be too great for human nature 
to withstand.

E. W . W e e k s



The Battle of Wilson’s Creek
Ere this (August 10, 1861) you have probably re­

ceived by telegraph the outlines of the battle of 
Springfield or Wilson’s Creek — the bloodiest in 
proportion to the forces engaged ever fought on 
American soil. Its details will give birth to both 
pride and deadly sorrow in our own State — pride 
at the gallantry displayed by her sons, sorrow at the 
numbers who sealed their devotion to their country 
by their blood. Iowa will weep as she learns how 
many of her children were swept down by the ter­
rible missiles of the battlefield, yet she can reflect 
with a thrill of honest pride that almost the very 
last words of General Lyon — words uttered as the 
mists of death were gathering rapidly over the 
senses of the fallen hero — were in commendation of 
those whom she sent forth to represent her in this 
terrible conflict.

Ever since the battle of Carthage, as is generally 
well understood, the Secession forces have been 
gathering in southwest Missouri with a view to oper­
ations upon Springfield and this portion of the 
State. The fact was well known here — not merely 
was the direction of the enemy’s destination known,

[This vivid description of the engagement at Wilson’s Creek is 
adapted for The P alimpsest from the account written by Franc B. 
Wilkie just after the battle on August 10, 1861, and published in the 
Dubuque Herald on August 21st.— The Editor]
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but liis exact force, arms — in short, everything. 
Day after day the enemy gathered strength and 
messenger after messenger was sent by General 
Lyon for reenforcements. None came, and he with a 
force of less than 6000 men was left in the heart of 
the enemy’s country to preserve all the hard-won 
possessions of the Government against a force that 
outnumbered him six to one. For weeks no one has 
doubted the result that reached us to-day — all knew 
it to be inevitable unless instant steps were taken by 
the Government to reenforce the command. The re­
sult has been that all the operations of the Govern­
ment in southwest Missouri have been rendered nu­
gatory, an army nearly cut to pieces, the prestige of 
the Federal arms weakened if not destroyed wholly, 
the Union cause in this part of the State given its 
death-blow — all arising from the infamous and 
criminal hesitation of the Government in respond­
ing to the demand of General Lyon for aid. A fear­
ful responsibility rests somewhere — it should be 
fixed instantly upon the ones to whom it belongs.

On Thursday the entire force under General Ben. 
McCulloch moved up and occupied a ravine, known 
as Wilson’s Creek, lying some fifteen miles south of 
Springfield. The ravine is deep, some eight hun­
dred yards wide at the top, densely timbered and 
watered by a small stream. Its general direction is 
a little north of west, as one enters it from the State 
road and follows up the ravine. In this ravine the 
enemy, to the number of 23,000, cavalry and infan­
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try, twenty-one pieces of artillery, and an immense 
amount of impedimenta, entered from the State road 
and, proceeding up and down the ravine, took up a 
position which occupied one mile east of the road 
and two west. The point is a strong one — stronger 
by nature than a majority of the most formidable 
military works — and reminds one in its general 
character of Bull’s Run and vicinity.

During the day General Lyon determined to at­
tack the enemy here and not wait for their sortie 
upon Springfield — which at furthest would be de­
layed but a day or two. Accordingly Thursday 
night the entire force, with the exception of the First 
Iowa Infantry and a small force to guard the town, 
was detailed for the expedition, and soon after dark 
set out and at a distance of some four or five miles 
from the enemy halted. At midnight he sent down 
word for two companies to advance and drive in the 
enemy’s pickets for a distance of two miles from his 
own command; and immediately set out with his 
staff to superintend the projected attack in person. 
It was his intention to reach the position of the 
enemy, so as to fall upon them at daylight, if pos­
sible, taking them by surprise. To do this the Fed­
eral forces should have left their position by at least 
two o’clock, but two passed and a faint grayish tint 
in the eastern sky announced the approach of day­
light, and yet the General gave no order to move. 
Suddenly he glanced at his watch. “ Why good 
God”, said he, “ it is three o’clock. I have made a
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terrible mistake !” And so it proved. In looking at 
his watch before he had not held his timepiece in the 
right position — it was two hours later than he 
thought! Too late to make the surprise, and the 
whole force was immediately turned about and 
marched to Springfield.

Friday he determined to renew his attempt and 
meet the enemy in his own position, anticipating an 
attack, which he learned McCulloch would the next 
day make upon Springfield. I am constrained to be­
lieve that this attack was made against the advice of 
a majority of his own officers, and even against his 
own convictions. He knew the immense superiority 
of the enemy —• knew their vast strength in position 
and artillery ; and yet, urged on perhaps by the hope 
that some turn of Fortune’s wheel might befriend 
him, or determined that he would not yield posses­
sion of southwestern Missouri without a struggle, 
he concluded to make the attack. I know that for 
the last week it lias been the earnest feeling of all 
that their command should fall back upon Rolla — 
not conceiving it to be their duty to hold this place 
against such tremendous odds, while the Govern­
ment persistently disregarded their demand for help.

However, General Lyon determined to make the 
attack and did it, as I said, even against his own 
convictions. In a conversation with one of his staff 
Friday evening he asked the other if he believed in 
presentiments, saying he did, and was assured that 
the attack would prove disastrous. That his premo­
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nitions were fearfully correct, is shown by the 
bloody record of the next twenty-four hours. And 
not only did General Lyon attack the enemy in the 
face of his own and his officers’ opinions, but even 
planned it in a manner that a majority of his ad­
visers disapproved. His force was small and weak 
at best — to divide it made it of course still weaker, 
yet he determined to attack the enemy at two points. 
General Franz Sigel, with six pieces of artillery and 
about 1300 men, was sent down the State road to 
make a detour and attack the enemy at the east end 
of his line, while General Lyon with the main body 
of 3900 proceeded to attack from the west. Before 
starting out the General reviewed the forces, pass­
ing in front of each command, saying something 
cheering and complimentary, which was everywhere 
received with enthusiasm, for no other officer in the 
army enjoyed so fully as himself the esteem and 
confidence of the soldiers.

I may remark here that the Iowa First was com­
manded by Lieutenant Colonel William H. Merritt 
— Colonel John F. Bates being sick with a fever. 
He made an effort to go, but after riding a short 
distance his further progress was absolutely pro­
hibited by his physician and he reluctantly returned 
to his bed. Lieutenant Colonel Merritt and Major 
A. B. Porter were both in the thickest of the fight all 
day, and constantly encouraged their men both by 
word and example. “ Up and at ’em boys!” was 
the refrain constantly sung and well was it obeyed.
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The entire force of the Federal troops was 5200 
men — of which there was one company of Kansas 
cavalry and four of regular dragoons. The artillery 
force was sixteen pieces — of which six went with 
General Sigel to attack the east end of the ravine — 
the balance, including Captain James Totten’s and 
Lieutenant John V. Du Bois’s batteries, accom­
panied the body under General Lyon. It was ar­
ranged that the attack should be made immediately 
by both commands at about daylight. A small com­
pany of cavalry under Lieutenant Kelley and a 
quantity of home guards and two guns were left to 
guard the town. The balance left soon after dark 
and, moving up respectively to within five miles of 
their intended points of attack, halted and slept on 
their arms till within a couple of hours of daylight.

Everybody who was in Springfield was up long 
before daylight and awaiting with feverish anxiety 
the event of the day. Daylight came slowly — min­
utes seemed hours, and yet nothing was heard from 
the direction of the enemy. About ten minutes past 
five the heavy boom of artillery rolled through the 
town like the muttering of a thunder storm upon the 
horizon, and sent a thrill through every heart like a 
shock of electricity. I instantly mounted my horse 
and set out for the scene of the action, which was 
fully twelve miles distant, and as I neared it the 
explosions of the artillery became one continuous 
roar that only now and then was broken enough to 
distinguish the sound of single guns. At times for
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ten minutes the whole earth shook with one continu­
ous, tremendous peal that seem the prolonged howl 
of a hundred thunder-storms mingled in one — then 
it would slacken for a moment, and perhaps a single 
gun would be heard — then a half dozen in succes­
sion so quick that each succeeding sound lapped on 
the preceding one — and then the lapping on would 
become indistinguishable, and the whole would be 
merged again in one terrific volume.

It was like an old-fashioned “ fugue” tune where 
the parts were the tremendous voices of heavy ord­
nance — a single voice would lead off a note or so, 
then another would join and another in quick suc­
cession till all the sulphurous voices in one sublime 
chorus were reverberating over the hills and across 
the prairies with a volume that shook the earth like 
Niagara. Nearer the battle ground, the regular vol­
leys of musketry were heard mingling their sharper 
tones in the grand concert, while at all moments 
there was an incessant crashing of guns that was 
never silent for a moment, but sounded like a con­
tinuous discharge of huge fire-crackers. Still nearer 
and the words of command were heard, with now 
and then the crash of heavy bodies of cavalry tear­
ing over the ground — the dull thud of bullets as 
they buried themselves in trees, or their fierce 
whistle as they tore high in the air — the savage 
music of round shot, and the peculiar fizzing whirr 
of shells, and the sharp crack of their bursting. It 
all made up a scene, the like of which must be wit­
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nessed to appreciate half of its terrible, awful 
character.

As I approached the battlefield, when at a distance 
of two miles, squads of men could be seen galloping 
madly hither and thither, while out on the prairie 
were scores of saddled horses grazing peacefully, 
whose riders had left them, in many cases forever. 
I met also men getting away from the fatal timber, 
over which hung a thick smoke, as if hell itself were 
flaming within — some of them limped painfully 
along, others supported upon the arms of comrades 
— some hatless, and with locks clotted and counte­
nances ghastly with blood — while a few had helped 
themselves to horses, and all were making their way 
as fast as they could toward town. Going still 
farther, I came to a spring situated in a ravine a few 
hundred yards from the line of fight, and here the 
wounded were conveyed and here the doctors were 
busy in their humane but unwelcome duty.

But to return and take things seriatim from the 
beginning. Both of the Federal forces arrived on 
the grounds designed for the respective attacks of 
each a little after sunrise; and instead of making a 
surprise as was expected, they found the enemy all 
prepared for them, having been notified by their 
videttes, who ran in without firing a shot — at least 
this was the case on the side approached by the 
forces under General Lyon.

At the west end of the enemy’s line, the ravine 
takes a short turn and runs to the north. The enemy
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was in the ravine, his flank extending up to the point 
where the ravine makes its turn. Right on the west 
bank of the bend, and commanding the ravine to the 
east, Captain Totten’s battery was stationed. A 
little back of Captain Totten, and a little more to the 
left was Du Bois’s battery, also commanding the 
ravine, and sweeping it, in connection with the other 
battery, with a cross fire. On the right of the bat­
teries, and facing the south bank of the ravine the 
First Missouri regiment was stationed, while to the 
rear, on ground that sloped from the brow of the 
ravine down to the spring, the Iowa and Kansas 
regiments were stationed as a reserve. Following 
down the right bank of the ravine, at a distance of 
one hundred and fifty yards, was a space covered 
with a stunted undergrowth of oak which reached 
the timber where the enemy was posted in great 
strength. Following on down the right bank of the 
ravine, at a point about half way between the brow 
and foot of the hill, was the first battery of the 
enemy, and a little farther on, and more to the left, 
another. Three-fourths of a mile or so farther down 
the ravine was the baggage of the enemy and their 
camp. About two miles beyond, where the ravine 
ran south again for a short distance, was posted 
another portion of the enemy, and right there Gen­
eral Sigel commenced his attack.

The engagement was opened by throwing a com­
pany or so of regulars who acted as skirmishers, in 
front of the Missouri regiment. A few volleys from
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in the timber in front, before which the regulars fell 
back in good order, although considerably cut up. A 
rush from the enemy followed whereupon Captain 
Totten opened on them with his four pieces with 
round shot and cannister. His guns were well 
served, and their music was soon after joined by 
Du Bois, which was replied to by the two batteries 
of the enemy at the end of about five minutes. 
Scarcely were the batteries at this point in full work­
ing order, ere the roar of conflict came up from the 
point to be attacked by Sigel, showing that he too 
was at work — a circumstance that met with tre­
mendous cheers on the part of the Federal forces. 
The cannonade from sixteen pieces on one side and 
twenty-one on the other was, as can easily be imag­
ined, none of the lightest, and it was kept up with 
scarcely a moment’s intermission for nearly four 
hours.

The battle was thus fairly opened on both sides, 
and thenceforth the work was serious to the last 
degree. The enemy directed their batteries upon the 
Federal artillery, and upon our right line, firing 
shell and round shot with great rapidity but poor 
aim — nearly all the dangerous missiles passing too 
high, a fact shown in the circumstance that during 
all the tremendous fire poured upon him, Captain 
Totten did not lose a single man.

In the meantime the right of the artillery, pro­
tected by the First Missouri, was swept by the mus­
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ketry of the enemy. A full regiment of the enemy 
suddenly made a dart forward, upon the Missouri 
First, and had reached within fifty yards of them 
when the deadly fire poured in upon them from the 
gallant First caused them to falter, and finally to 
break for the cover they had just left, leaving a 
goodly number of their force upon the ground. A 
regiment, however, was nothing to them, for scarcely 
had the fragments of the other vanished in the shel­
ter of the timber, ere another came pouring out, 
and advanced in the track of their predecessors. 
Again did the gallant First pour in volley after 
volley upon them, till they too broke and fled to the 
rear. A third regiment took their place and one 
more effort was made in the same direction as be­
fore, with precisely the same result.

But the incessant storm of lead that swept the 
ground occupied by the Missouri First, had told 
fearfully upon them, and their shattered ranks were 
ordered to the rear, while the Kansas First regiment 
came up and took their place. The Kansas men 
gallantly stood the storm for a while, and then with 
decimated ranks gave way to the First Iowa.

It is impossible to particularize all of the events 
of the battle upon this part of the field. It was here 
that a tremendous struggle was constantly kept up, 
one which tried the courage of our men to the ut­
most. From the large area in front, the vast hordes 
of the enemy directed a shower of balls that did not 
leave a square inch of ground unsearched while their
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artillery kept tlie air filled with missiles which, how­
ever, were generally more terrific from their noise 
than their contact. Lying flat on their faces our men 
poured in their fire with telling effect, and finally 
drove the enemy gradually down the ravine till they, 
thinking the battle lost, fired their baggage wagons 
and prepared for retreat. But with no fresh body of 
troops to aid them, our wearied men could not re­
tain their advantage, even after they gained it, as 
was shown once in the case of one of the enemy’s 
batteries from which every man was driven and the 
guns silenced by the deadly accuracy of the fire 
poured in upon them by Totten and Du Bois. If the 
Federal forces had had men enough to have sent re­
inforcements forward at this juncture the battle 
would have been decided.

Numberless were the diversions, feints, and other 
efforts made by the Secessionists to outflank the 
Union forces. At one time a body of at least eight 
hundred horsemen made a long detour and came in 
to the rear of the artillery. Captain Totten in­
stantly wheeled his four pieces and as they were 
then riding along at a distance of three hundred 
yards, he opened upon them with round shot and 
shell. The effect was absolutely awful. Every 
round shot marked its course by long lanes of fallen 
men and horses that opened through their lines, 
while each shell in its explosion was marked by a 
large area of writhing steeds and their riders. 
Three or four volleys were enough for them — they
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wheeled and sought shelter in the woods from which 
they came.

On the east side of the north ravine was a large 
cornfield and in this the Secessionists threw two 
regiments in an effort to turn the flanks of the Fed­
eráis. Scarcely had the last files entered the field 
when both batteries opened upon them with shell 
and cannister. The distance was not more than two 
hundred yards and the effect was frightful — it was 
not simply killing men, it was a wholesale massacre. 
They went down not by dozens but by fifties. One 
single shell burst exactly in the center of what 
seemed a large crowd of human beings, and the next 
instant not a soul could be seen in the vicinity. In a 
few minutes not a man of the enemy who could get 
away remained in the cornfield.

At another time a Louisiana regiment, having a 
magnificent, large flag came suddenly out of the 
woods, and began forming with great rapidity. Du 
Bois’s artillery paid its respects by scattering them 
like chaff — the flag and bearer went down together. 
Another man seized it and attempted to climb over 
the fence with it, but as he was astride the top rail a 
twelve pound ball struck him square in the back, and 
seemed to scatter him, flag, and all, as if a keg of 
gunpowder had suddenly exploded within his body.

Soon after the fight commenced General Lyon saw 
how fearfully the enemy outnumbered him and he 
gave up the day as lost. From that time he seemed 
utterly regardless of life, and in fact seemed scarcely
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conscious of anything. A ball struck him in'the leg, 
to which he paid no attention, and soon after an­
other struck him in the head inflicting a severe flesh 
wound. He bled freely, but refused to move out of 
the line of fire. The Iowa regiment was occupying 
the brow of the hill to the right of the battery, ex­
posed to a galling fire from the woods in front. 
General Lyon stood calmly a few steps in the rear of 
the color company, bareheaded, with balls hailing 
around him in frightful quantities.

‘ ‘ If some one will lead us, we will clear that woods 
with the bayonet ’ remarked one of the men.

“ I will lead you!” said he, and at that instant a 
ball entered his breast, passing through his body 
just above the heart. He fell instantly, and a mo­
ment after reaching the ground said: “Iowa regi­
ment, you are noble boys!” A little later he grew 
weaker and his last words were: “ Forward, my 
brave men, I will lead you!” He did not live a 
dozen seconds after being struck by the last ball.

It is believed by many that he did not desire to 
live after finding that he could make no headway 
against the immense odds opposed to him; he saw at 
a glance the result of a defeat both to him and to the 
cause which he revered; he saw that all his efforts 
from the hour in which he took Camp Jackson to 
that of his splendid effort at Bonneville, and from 
that down to the present — the tremendous fatigues 
of the march to Springfield, the labors at Forsyth, 
Dug Springs, Greenfield, Carthage, and Mt. Vernon



THE BATTLE OF WILSON’S CREEK 305

— all were vain, and like a brave but despondent 
soldier, he dared to die rather than live. All honor 
to his memory, and as for the Government which 
persistently refused to sustain him, let it be anath­
ema maranatha. Two horses were shot under him a 
short time before his death, and one of his white- 
plumed body-gnard almost at the very same moment 
of his fall, dropped mortally wounded by his side.

“ They fought like brave men, long and true”, but 
what availed gallant fighting and desperate charges 
when, as fast as each regiment was driven from the 
ground or cut to pieces, the enemy was able to sup­
ply its place with a fresh one, and so, after driving 
the enemy for more than a mile from his original 
position, the Union troops were compelled from 
sheer exhaustion to suspend the labor of slaughter, 
and soon after to retire from the field as best they 
could. Here again the shattered forces of the Iowa 
First were gathered in line to resist the onset of the 
enemy while the wearied, broken fragments of the 
army were collected in order preparatory to a re­
treat. The enemy saw the maneuver and again and 
again hurled themselves against the First Iowa in 
order to break through it and precipitate themselves 
upon our fragmentary columns. Had Iowa yielded 
then woful would have been the result — the retreat 
would have become a savage massacre, an indiscrim­
inate, terrible rout. But they breasted like rocks the 
iron hail and tremendous charges of the enemy — 
pouring in a deadly fire and holding the enemy in
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complete check till the Union forces were forming 
and moving, and then and not till then did they leave 
their position. They came away in splendid order 
— not a man quickened his step, and when a soldier 
fell from the ranks, they closed up and shoulder to 
shoulder moved slowly from the field.

The Iowa regiment suffered severely. The gallant 
Captain Alexander L. Mason, of the color company 
(C), while urging on his men, received a ball through 
the thigh, and in ten minutes thereafter was dead. 
His First Lieutenant, William Purs ell, received a 
severe wound. Three others of the company were 
killed in their tracks, and some ten others wounded, 
but through all the colors never for a single moment 
kissed the dust, and when the regiment covered the 
retreat of the dispirited forces, they still fluttered as 
proudly as ever in the smoke of the battlefield. Poor 
Joseph H. McHenry, of Company I, rose incau­
tiously on his knee to cap his musket, but had 
scarcely done so ere a musket ball tore through his 
head scattering his blood and brains upon his com­
rades on either side of him. He was dead ere he 
reached the ground. At one time the Iowans were 
ordered to rise and charge upon the enemy who lay 
concealed less than fifty yards away. “ Come on, 
boys,” cried George Pierce of the Governor’s Greys, 
springing to his feet and fearlessly facing the storm. 
“ Come on, boys, and let us chase them out!” At 
that instant a hue-looking officer mounted on a mag­
nificent sorrel charger galloped out in front of the
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enemy and appeared to urge them to charge. Pierce 
drew a bead on him with his musket and fired — the 
officer tumbled like a log from his horse and at al­
most the same instant George dropped, shot through 
the thigh. Sergeant Dettmer, of the Jackson Guards, 
fell badly wounded and the handsome Frederick 
Rhomberg, a private in the same company, fell dead, 
pierced through the brain.

The killed on the Federal side was about one hun­
dred and fifty and the wounded about six hundred 
and fifty, while the casualties of the enemy were 
treble this number. Captain Gordon Granger, who 
was constantly over the field during the whole day, 
says that he saw more than eight hundred of the 
enemy lying on the field from Totten’s battery east­
ward along the south bank of the ravine. Their loss 
must have been immense as their columns were al­
ways dense, upon which the veterans who manned 
our batteries scarcely ever threw away a shot. The 
prisoners taken admit that their loss was perfectly 
awful. In addition to the killed, the Union men took 
two hundred and fifty prisoners, about four hundred 
horses, a beautiful Secession flag, and several cases 
of revolving rifles, Minnie muskets, swords, and 
other equipment.

The success of General Sigel was indifferent. He 
commenced the attack in fine style, but was met by a 
heavier force of men and guns. He defended his 
position bravely for several hours, but finally the 
enemy flanked him and, his artillery horses all being
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killed, lie dismounted five of tlie gums, set fire to the 
carriages, and with a single piece cut his way- 
through and retreated upon Springfield. Those 
were the only guns lost in the action.

There are many incidents of great interest con­
nected with the battle. After Captain Mason of 
Company C was killed, and Lieutenant Pursell 
wounded, no other commissioned officer remained. 
The color hearer also fell at the same time, when 
Sergeant William Grant suddenly caught up the flag 
and, waving it aloft, took command of the company 
for some time. Captain Markoe Cummings of Com­
pany A subsequently relieved him and took com­
mand of both companies.

Gus Monroe of Company I, while carrying his gun 
at a trail had it struck by a cannon shot, which 
shaved off the breech as completely as if done wutli 
a saw. Charley Clark of Company I was struck by 
three balls which shaved two buttons from his coat 
and did no other damage. Captain F. J. Herron was 
knocked over by a shell, but was not materially hurt.

At one time during the action Captain Granger of 
the regulars saw a large force of the enemy stealing 
through the timber on the north bank of the ravine 
evidently intent upon passing to the left and gaining 
the rear of our position. He instantly took three 
companies of the Iowa regiment to a small ravine 
directly in the line of the advancing column, and 
directed the men to lay flat down. On came the 
enemy unsuspicious of a trap and chuckling in antic­
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ipation of the success of their maneuver. “ Now, 
boys,” said the Captain, as the enemy came exactly 
opposite, “ keep cool, aim low, and give ’em hell!” 

‘ ‘ By God, sir! ” said the Captain afterward in re­
lating the circumstances to me, “ your boys raised 
on ’em just as cool as a cucumber and in ten seconds 
there wasn’t a one of ’em in sight.”

“ Yes,” said Major H. D. Sturgis, “ your fellows 
fought like devils, and if any man after this ever 
says to me that volunteers won’t tight, I ’ll make it a 
personal matter with him! Yes, sir, by God, your 
men fought just like devils!”

I am full of the belief that these emphatic compli­
ments to the volunteers, and particularly to the Iowa 
regiment, were well earned by the gallant men to 
whom they were paid. To be sure a few men from 
each company sneaked from the tight — but there 
must be cowards of necessity in so large a crowd. 
The shooting of the enemy with small arms was uni­
versally low — they aimed to wound and not to kill, 
probably knowing that every wounded man required 
two others to carry him to the rear, thus weakening 
the force much more than by killing men outright.

Several times during the day our forces were 
drawn into deadly traps by the enemy concealing a 
force or masking a battery and then displaying the 
American flag — artifices which twice at least dur­
ing the day were successful.

By three in the afternoon the forces had all re­
tired, and soon after the wounded began to come in.
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The hospital was filled, and then a large hotel, the 
Bailey House, was appropriated, and finally a large 
Methodist Church. Some of the wounds were hor­
rible— some had the lower jaw shot away, others 
had arms torn off, others came in with legs dangling 
over the sides of the wagon. All were thirsty, call­
ing almost incessantly for water. A flag of truce 
went out soon after to bring in the wounded and 
bury the dead, and up to a late hour the work still 
went on. The men who bore the flag report that they 
were taken to McCulloch in person, who treated them 
with great courtesy, joked with them a little about 
their ill success, assured them that he intended to 
kill Sigel at all events, offered them some refresh­
ments, and readily gave them the desired permission 
to carry away the wounded and bury the dead.

During the whole day and last night Springfield 
was the scene of great confusion — citizens antici­
pating an instant attack were packing up their ef­
fects and flying in crowds to all parts of the State 
for safety. The troops commenced a retreat upon 
Kolia about three o’clock this morning, deeming it 
madness to attempt, with the present small force, to 
hold this place. If not attacked they will probably 
reach Kolia by Wednesday next. The wounded are 
all left here under competent medical attendance. 
The Iowa regiment will probably be at home by the 
last of next week.

F raxc B. WmKiE



One Who Dissented
Stern winter is upon us in eastern Iowa. It com­

menced on the seventeenth of November, and has 
grown severer ever since. The ice is now three feet 
thick in the river, and it will require a fortnight of 
warm weather, aided by a “ tall” rise of water, to 
remove it.

Since the first of March the thermometer has been 
generally below zero; and on several nights it sank 
to nine and ten below. It is not fire that we dread in 
these “ diggings” ; it is freezing that we fear, maugre 
the prediction of Mr. Miller! [William Miller had 
proclaimed the second advent of Christ in a blaze of 
glory and fixed the year 1843 as the date of the mil- 
lenium]. Our people would deem it an especial fa­
vor, if the prophet referred to would send us all his 
spare fire — we could use it with advantage.

Heavy losses in cattle are being experienced in 
this country, owing to the great length and severity 
of the weather. The stock of hay is exhausted in 
several districts. Some of the Indians have lost all 
their horses by starvation. Heretofore, the opening 
of March brought mild weather; but March thus far 
has been more frigid than January.

[This letter, out of harmony with the general optimism of the 
frontier, was written in Davenport on March 19, 1843, and is here 
reprinted from Niles’ National Register, Vol. 64, p. 121.— The 
Editor]
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The cold lias been greatly increased by' the im­
mense snows that have fallen in the country north of 
us, and it still remains, chilling the atmosphere. 
The ground is still frozen to the depth of two or 
three feet. We have had the temperature here as 
low as twenty-four degrees below zero. You com­
plain in Philadelphia, if it sinks to zero — we regard 
anything short of zero moderate weather.

Hundreds of persons, embracing all sexes and 
ages, are now, and have been all winter, living on our 
western border, in miserable log huts, patiently 
waiting for the Indians to remove from the country 
recently ceded to the government. The sufferings 
and privations these settlers have undergone must 
necessarily have been great. They could not, being 
strangers, have made suitable preparation for a Si­
berian winter, such as we have passed through. To 
reach their present location, they have passed over 
millions of acres of land, within the pale of civiliza­
tion and unsurpassed in fertility by any country on 
the globe. But the cry is “ westward lio!!n

Notwithstanding the severity of the weather, our 
people in the settled parts of Iowa Territory, have 
enjoyed good health. Locked up by ice as we have 
been, for four long and dreary months, it would have 
been insupportable, if health had been denied us. 
Let us hope that this special blessing may be still 
continued to us.

The “ occupation of Oregonn, will inflict upon 
thousands much misery and distress. In the lan-
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gnage of Senator George McDuffie, would to heaven 
we had no claim to it. Our population is already 
scattered over too broad a surface: to extend the 
platform is positive madness. ’Twere better — aye, 
much better — if our entire population were re­
stricted to the east bank of the Mississippi. We 
should then be a much happier people, while our per­
sonal comforts would be greatly multiplied.

This you may regard as a strange admission, com­
ing from a western man, but it is nevertheless true. 
Just conceive if you can the sufferings, privations, 
and hardships of the women and children now hud­
dled together in miserable huts, on the borders of 
the late Indian purchase, waiting for the first of May 
to arrive — the date fixed by the treaty for the sur­
render of the country. And when the Ultima Thule 
is reached, what is there in it to compensate these 
people for the toil and sacrifices they have made? 
Positively nothing.

But the cry is “ westward ho!” And westward 
they will continue to go, reaping all the bitterness of 
a frontier life, until death shall close the scene upon 
them and their children. I would not ride out to the 
point alluded to for a fee simple in a “ crack section” 
of this reputed El Dorado. I am far enough west 
already, and when I next move it will be on a line 
“ due east”. The prairie wind is now raging, and 
the temperature is decidedly Laplandish.



Comment by the Editor
FRANC B. WILKIE

The climax in the career of Franc B. Wilkie, ama­
teur historian and professional journalist, occurred 
in August, 1861, when his dramatic story of the 
battle of Wilson’s Creek was published in the Du­
buque Herald. That vivid narrative, like Alexander 
Hamilton’s brilliant description of the typhoon 
which he witnessed as a boy in the West Indies, was 
the particular incident that determined the course 
of future events. It not only established the fame 
of the First Iowa Infantry, but it won for the author 
a reputation as a war correspondent which plunged 
him into metropolitan journalism for the rest of his 
life.

Even in 1861 Wilkie was an experienced news­
paper man when he accompanied the first regiment 
of Iowa volunteers as army correspondent in the 
Missouri campaign. While a student at Union Col­
lege in Schenectady, New York, he had managed the 
“ literary” department of a local newspaper for 
more than a year, and in September, 1856, had 
joined George C. Harrington in establishing the ill- 
fated Davenport Daily Evening Neius. But the 
panic of 1857 ruined the enterprise, so that in less 
than a year Wilkie found himself adrift without a 
dollar. In this extremity he had a bright idea of
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writing a history of Davenport: Past and Present, 
but the publishers cheated him out of all of the prof­
its. For three months’ work he received $65 in de­
preciated currency. After travelling a short time 
with a bankrupt panorama depicting the rise of 
Mormonism, he finally sought refuge at the home of 
his father-in-law where he quite outstayed his wel­
come. At last, however, he got a job late in 1858 as 
“ local” editor on the Dubuque Herald, a position 
he held until the war began.

In his preface to The Iowa First, his collected 
“ Letters from the War” to the Dubuque Herald, 
Wilkie disclaimed any literary distinction, stating 
that they were “ written carelessly and hastily — 
penned on desk and saddle, in woods and prairie, 
and generally under circumstances that prevented 
any style beyond that of the plainest narrative.” 
Perhaps the simple, flowing style was the chief merit 
of his correspondence; but his stories of camp life, 
the arduous march across Missouri, and the bloodv 
fight at Wilson’s Creek were vivid, full of particu­
lars, bubbling with humor, and, above all, dramatic. 
When the New lrork Times offered him $7.50 a col­
umn and necessary expenses as a special war cor­
respondent he was as astonished as if a “ thunder­
bolt had exploded under his feet”. Nevertheless he 
hastened to accept the position.

During the following two years he wrote for the 
Times over the signature “ Galway”. He was pres­
ent in most of the western campaigns from Wilson’s
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Creek until two months after the fall of Vicksburg. 
Once, when some Union forces were besieged, he 
surrendered to the Confederate commander, wit­
nessed the operations, and wrote an exclusive ac­
count for his paper — an exploit which the editor of 
the Times described as ‘ ‘ unparalleled in the history 
of j ournal i smThe principal incidents, adven­
tures, and labors during his career as an army cor­
respondent were later published in two volumes: 
Army and Miscellaneous Sketches, 1869, and Pen 
and Powder, 1887.

After leaving the army, Wilkie conceived the idea 
of writing the history of the volunteer regiments of 
the various States. But before arrangements for 
publication were consummated, an invitation to join 
the editorial staff of a Democratic newspaper in 
Chicago completely altered his plans. From Sep­
tember, 1863, until he died on April 12, 1892, Wilkie 
was connected with the Chicago Times. During that 
generation the newspaper business developed from 
the rather itinerant trade of the printer to a repu­
table profession, editors learned how to be forceful 
without resorting to vituperation, hand presses gave 
way to titanic rotary sextuples, typewriters dis­
placed sputtering pens and Horace Greeley copy, 
and direct telegraphic communication brought the 
daily news from the ends of the earth to every man’s 
breakfast table. Of all of this Franc B. Wilkie was 
a part, and much of it he has told in his Personal 
Reminiscences of Thirty-five Years of Journalism.

J. E. B.
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