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The above picture, taken in 1910 in Atlantic City, 

compares Shaaber to a man who may have been the 

shortest Civil War veteran, Benjamin F. Smith (1846-

1918) of Millersburg, Dauphin County. 

During the Civil War Shaaber served in three 
enlistments.  After enrolling at Reading, Berks 
County, Pennsylvania, he was mustered into 
the 93rd Pennsylvania Infantry, Company B, as 
a Private, in Lebanon, Lebanon County, 27 
October 1861.  His occupation at the time was 
“machinist,” and he gave his residence as 
Reading, according to the information on the 
Pennsylvania Veterans’ Index Card.             
After a while, he was promoted to Corporal.                
It was during this service that he had a  chance 
meeting with Abraham Lincoln who was 
reviewing the troops: 

Abraham Lincoln liked to ask exceptionally tall 
men to stand with him, back to back, in order 
to compare measurements.  He was rarely 
topped, because wearing a very tall silk hat, he 
measured almost seven feet from head to toe. 

Headed for a visit with Maj. Gen. Ambrose 
Burnside, Lincoln stopped at Aquia Creek, 
Virginia, to review troops.  Almost as soon as 
he entered the encampment, the federal 
commander in chief spotted a lanky member of 
the 93rd Pennsylvania Regiment.  Gesturing, 
the president let Mahlon Shaaber know that he 
wanted a word with him.  “Turn around, young 
fellow,” he is alleged to have said, “and put 
your back against mine while I take off my hat.”   
As soon as their heads touched, Lincoln knew 
he had met a man considerably taller than he. 

Carefully measured, the seventeen-year old 
boy from Pennsylvania proved to top the six-
foot four-inch president by two and one-half 
inches.  Together, the two men, who towered 
above most of those who surrounded them, 
gleefully measured others who considered 
themselves exceptionally tall.   

 

They found Brig. Robert A. Cameron to be six 

feet, one inch in height.  To Lincoln’s surprise, 

Pennsylvania Governor Andrew G. Curtin, who 

was present for the review, topped Cameron by a 

full inch. 

As a memento, President Lincoln jotted down a 

memorandum, listing the names and heights of 

“six-footers” on hand for the spur-of-the-moment 

ceremony that Shaaber ever forgot. 

     __________________________________ 

EXCHANGE                         

OF PRISONERS                  

IN THE CIVIL WAR       

PART II                       
civilwar.com/prisoor the delivery of all prisonersnerexchange 

The parolled Union prisoners in the East were 

sent chiefly to Camp Parole, at Annapolis, MD.  

Often the officers had been separated from their 

men and did not report to the camp.  Many were 

unwilling to resume army life and refused to do 

police or guard duty around their camp, on the 

grounds that such duty was forbidden by their 

parole.                                                                     

In the West, many of the paroled prisoners were 

sent to Camp Chase, in Ohio.  General Lew 

Wallace, who found three thousand paroled 

Union soldiers when he took command of the 

post, had reported that “there had never been 

such a thing as enforcement of order amongst 

them; never any guards mounted or duty of any 

kind performed.  With but few exceptions officers 

abandoned the men and left them to shift for 

themselves  The consequences can be easily 

imagined..  The soldiers became lousy and 

ragged,  despairing  and totally demoralized.”  

Secretary Stanton, in  an interesting telegraph 

correspondence with Governor Tod, of Ohio, on 

September 9, 1862, stated he believed “there is 

reason to fear that many voluntarily surrender for 

the sake of getting home.  I have sent fifteen 

hundred to Camp Chase and wish to have them 

kept in close quarters and drilled diligently every 

day, with no leave of absence.”  Governor Tod, 

the same day, had suggested that these paroled 

prisoners awaiting a declaration of exchange, be 

sent to Minnesota to fight the Indians, and upon 

reply, Secretary Stanton immediately approved 

the suggestion.  Genral Wallace says, however, 

that very few were willing to go, and in order to 

bring some sort of order out of the chaos, he 

then was determined to organize new regements 

and refused to pay or to provide clothes for any 

man who had not enrolled himself in one of these 

companies. The first regiment to be organized 

deserted almost in a mass.  The officer of the 

guard one morning found three muskets leaning 

against a tree, left there by the  sentinals who 

had  

deserted.  Since so few of the released Federal 

prisoners were willing to reenlist, while the 

majority of Confederates by this time were in the 

ranks, “for the whole war,”  it is perhaps natural 

that many doubts of the  wisdom of further 

exchange should become convictions in the 

minds of some of the Northern leaders. 

Meanwhile, General Benjamin F. Butler had 

begun his military government in New Orleans, 

and one William B. Mumford, a citizen, was 

hanged for pulling down the United States Flag.  

The Confederacy charged that this was done 

before the city was formally occupied by Federal 

troops.  On December 23, 1962, Confederate 

President Davis issued a proclamation which 

denounced General Butler as “a felon deserving 

of capitol punishment,” and the commissioned 

officers serving under him “common robbers and 

criminals,” not entitled to be considered soldiers 

engaged in honorable warfare and deserving of 

execution. 

Also at this time, Negro troops had been 

enrolled in the Union army, and President 

Lincoln had then issued his preliminary 

proclamation of emancipation.  In answer, 

President Davis decreed that all negro slaves 

captured in arms and their white officers should 

not be treated as prisoners of war but should be 

delivered to the Southern States to be punished 

according to their laws.  If carried out, these 

officers would be put to death on the charge of 

inciting negro insurrection. 

Secretary Stanton, on December 28, 1862, then 

answered by suspending the exchange of all 

commissioned officers, but the exchange of the 

enlisted men went on as usual, though marked 

by much mutual recrimination between Colonel 

Ludlow and Colonel Ould.  Special exchanges 

were sometimes effected, although Colonel Ould 

attempted to prevent all such.  President Davis’ 

proclamation was practically endorsed by the 

Confederate Congress, and on May 25, 1863, 

General Halleck ordered all exchanges stopped.          

In  spite of the suspension of the cartel, many 

exchanges went on in the East by special 

agreements for more than a year longer.   

In the West, many thousands were exchanged 

by Colonel C.C. Dwight, on the part of the United 

States, and Lieutenant Colonel N.O. Watts and 

Major Ignatius Szymanski, on the part of the 

Confederacy. 

General Sherman and Hood also exchanged 

some prisoners taken by their respective 

commands, and other special agreements 

between other commanders in the field were 

made.   
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Meanwhile, though the cartel of 1862 declared 

that all captures must be reduced to actual 

possession, and that all prisoners of war must 

be delivered at designated places for their 

exchange or parole, unless by an agreement 

of the commanders of opposing armies, the 

custom of paroling prisoners at the point of 

capture had grown up by common consent.                                                                 

On the last day of the battle of Gettysburg, 

July 3, 1863, Secretary Stanton issued 

General Orders No. 207, declaring that all 

such paroles were in violation of general 

orders, and therefore null and void; declaring 

further that any soldier accepting such parole 

would be returned to duty and severily 

punished for disobedience of orders.                  

Some provisions of General Orders No.100 

served upon Colonel Ould on May 23d also 

forbade parole without delivery.  The reasons 

for the issuance of this order were probably to 

put an end to the massed accumulation of 

paroles by the irregular guerilla or partisan 

Confederate forces in the West, which picked 

up prisoners here and there. 

The capture of Vicksburg and Port Hudson, 

together with the battle of Gettysburg, threw 

the excess of prisoners very largly in favor of 

the Federals, and from this time on the 

number of Confederates in Northern prisons 

was larger than that of Federals in Southern 

prisons.  It was next determined by the War 

Department to make no exchanges except for 

those actually held in confinement.  This 

rendered useless, of course, a large number 

of paroles which Colonel Ould claimed to 

have, and if accepted would have released 

every Federal prisoner in the South, while 

leaving thousands of Confederates in 

confinement.  With the practical cessation of 

exchanges came much complaint upon both 

sides.  The hardships of Salisbury, Libby, and 

Belle Isle, are of course better known by the 

North than those of Fort Delaware, Alton, and 

Camp Morton.  But in Southern experiences 

and reminiscences, perhaps as many 

complaints of insufficient food as well as  

clothing and of cruel treatment can be found 

as on the other side up to the summer of 

1863.  Federal officials in control of the matter 

refused to complete the exchange of those 

whose parols had been given, or to exchange 

prisoners from Vicksburg and Port Hudson.  

Colonel Ould, however finally declared them 

as being exchanged, regardless of the 

approval of the Federal commissioner.         

The question as to whether the consent of 

both commissioners was necessary to make  

a valid declaration of exchange  had been 

discussed before by Generals Buell and 

Bragg,  

October 1, 1862, when General Buell declared 

that it was not the case.  His version had been 

accepted in the West, though in the East a 

mutual declaration had been the rule.  The 

trouble arose from the lack of clearness in the 

supplementary articles of the cartel which gave 

permission to “commanders of two opposing 

armies” for paroling or exchanging prisoners by 

their mutual concent.  Colonel Ould then claimed 

that General Gardner, in command of Port 

Hudson, was a subordinate officer and therefore 

was not authorized to accept paroles.              

The Federal commissioner would now protest 

vigorously, and a lengthy and heated 

correspondence ensued, in which Colonel Ould 

declared that mutual consent was not necessary 

and that Colonel Ludlow had made similar 

declarations.  Colonel Ould then furnished a 

schedule of captures, some of which were 

pronounced legitimate while the validity of others 

were denied.  When his paroles were exhausted, 

all other exchanges ceased for a time.  Brigadier 

General S.A. Meredith then succeeded Colonel 

Ludlow as agent for exchange, and soon became 

involved in many acrimonious controversy with 

Colonel Ould.  General Butler, who was to be 

appointed to command Fortress Monroe, was 

then, due to his own suggestion, created as a 

special agent for exchange, and from that time 

onward, made no reports to General Hitchcock, 

commissioner for exchange, but assumed the 

title and duties of commissioner.  At first, the 

Confederate authorities refused to deal with 

General Butler, but finally Confederate Secretary 

Seddon, on April 28, 1864, wrote: “It may well 

excite surprise and indignation that the 

Government of the United States should select 

for any position of dignity and command a man 

so notoriously stigmatized by the common 

sentiment of enlightened nations.  But it is not for 

us to deny their right to appreciate and select one 

whom they may not inappropriately, perhaps, 

deem a fitting type and representative of their 

power and characteristics.”   

After this, Colonel Ould opened negotiations.   

Through General Butler’s natural shrewdness as 

an astute lawyer, he saw that way too many 

questions were involving the public to gain a 

clear idea of the matters in question.  Therefore, 

General Butler was willing to grant to Colonel 

Ould what the previous commissioners of 

exchange had refused to do, and also setting 

forth in his confidential communication to 

Secretary Stanton that his great objective was to 

get exchanges started once again, and even to 

exchange a considerable number of negro troops 

as prisoners of  war.  Furthermore, the Union 

authorities, at this time, held many more 

Confederate prisoners that they could more than 

easily do this and still retain a number large 

enough to guard against cruel treatment of  

negro troops.  Butler’s objective, after the 

exchanges had continued for some time, was to 

bring the matter of negro troops sharply and 

clearly into view, and to make further 

exchanges dependent upon the treatment of 

negro troops as prisoners of war. 

General Grant, on April 17, 1864, who after 

consultation with Secretary Stanton, forbade 

any exchange until the question of the 

Vicksburg and Port Hudson paroles and the 

matter of exchanges of negro troops were 

arranged.  The Confederacy, despairing of 

forcing a complete exchange according to the 

cartel, yielded to the inevitable, and on August 

10, Colonel Ould offered a man-for-man 

exchange so far as the Confederate prisoners 

would go.                                                          

On August 18th, however, General Grant wrote 

to General Butler, who was still corresponding 

with Colonel Ould, saying: “It is hard on our 

men held in Southern prisons not to exchange 

them, but it is humanity to those left in the ranks 

to fight our battles.  Every man we hold, when 

released on parole or otherwise, becomes an 

active soldier against us at once either directly 

or indirectly.  If we commence a system of 

exchange which liberates all prisoners taken, 

we will have to fight on until the wholeSouth is 

exterminated.  If we hold those caught, they 

amount to no more than dead men.  At this 

particular time to release all rebel prisoners in 

the North would insure Sherman’s defeat and 

would compromise our safety here.” 

The next day a letter to Secretary Seward 

closes with the following sentence, “We have 

got to fight until the military power of the South 

is exhausted, and if we release or exchange 

prisoners captured, it simply becomes a war of 

extermination.”  To this determination General 

Grant held fast against pressure to which a 

weaker man would have yielded.  Conditions in 

Andersonville and other Southern prisons were, 

by this time, well known.  The Confederate 

authorities, finding it more and more difficult to 

secure provisions for prisoners and army, 

allowed five non-commissioned officers to go 

through the lines bearing a petition from the 

prisoners at Andersonville, setting forth the 

conditions there and asking for exchange; but 

to no purpose.  Nor was the protest of the 

commissioned officers more successful, for the 

broad reasons reasons given by General Grant  

as shown in the above quotation. 

Relatives and friends of prisoners besieged the 

War Department, the governors of their states, 

members of Congress, and all who were 

supposed to have any type of influence with the 

officers of the Government, were pleading, 

imploring,and demanding that some method of 

releasing prisoners be adopted. 



 

 

 

 

  

 
The same determination which led Grant to 

hammer stedily in the Wilderness Campaign, 

now enabled him to hold the War Department 

in harmony with his policy.                          

Since the Confederate armies could be beaten 

only by exhausting them, therefore every 

means by which those armies were prevented 

from being increased was certainly justified 

from his standpoint.  In Grant’s opinion, to give 

Lee fourty thousand additional men might very 

well prolong the war indefinitely, for nearly 

every Confederate prisoner released went 

back to the ranks, while a large proportion of 

the prisoners at Andersonville belonged to the 

regiments whose time was expired and in 

many cases had been mustered out of service.  

Therefore, had their physical condition 

permitted it, very few would have returnrd to 

the ranks, or could have been utilized for 

further service.  It was, of course, greatly to the 

advantage of the Confederacy to exchange, as 

their resources were dwindling alarmingly. 

General Lee, on October 1, 1864, again had 

proposed an exchange to General Grant.          

It was met by the question whether negro 

soldiers who had been slaves would also be 

exchanged.  General Lee, acting under 

instructions by his superiors, wrote that negros 

belonging to Southern citizens were not to be 

subjects of exchange.  At that time, General 

Grand declined any further discussion. 

When it seemed that exchange was not 

probable, several Southerners advised that 

prisoners in South Carolina and Georgia be 

released on parole, even without equivilents.    

It was suggested that all opposed to the 

Lincoln administration should be sent home in 

time to vote, and also that all whose time had 

expired be released.  The Confederacy would 

thus be relieved of the burden of their support.  

Secretary Seddon evidently evidently had 

considered the matter seriously, for he wrote, 

“It presents a great embarrassment, but I see 

no remedy which is not worse than the evil,” 

and did not issue the order. 

Previously, on September 9th, Vice President of 

the Confederacy, Alexander H. Stephens had 

suggested the release of the Andersonville 

prisoners, to General Howell Cobb, who was 

responsible for the suggestion already 

mentioned that those opposed to the 

administration be sent home. 

The burden upon the South now had became 

extremingly overwhwlming, Colonel Ould then 

offered to deliver the sick and wounded at 

Savannah, without equivalent.  Transportation 

was sent late in November, to Savannah and 

also to Charleston, where the delivery was thus 

completed after the railroad leading to 

Savannah was cut, about thirteen thousand   

Neither of these men endeavored to usurp war 

power or adversely affect the lives of so many 

innocent people.                     

Another irony is that those interested in 

protecting controversial historical monuments 

have often been accused of whitewashing 

history. In actuality, it has been the petulant 

mobs who seek to remove statues that have 

engaged in actual historical whitewashing. 

By removing cultural symbols and historical 

markers, these agitators are making an 

unmistakable long-term effort to change the 

culture. Only by doing so will an alternative 

narrative become solidified in the hearts and 

minds of all Americans. 

Recent developments have proven that the 

movement to tear down cultural symbols will 

not end with the Battle Flag of the Army of 

Northern Virginia. A likeness of the writer of the 

Declaration of Independence, Thomas 

Jefferson, has been desecrated at his alma 

mater. City councils have even voted to dig up 

the graves of popular Confederate generals. 

If these things can happen, what is next? Are 

George Washington, James Madison, and 

Patrick Henry next? Must Yale be renamed? 

What about the national capitol, which was built 

with the help of slave labor? If society 

embraces this trajectory, there will be no safe 

haven for historical symbols. 

Despite the widespread contempt toward 

particular statues and relics of the past, in other 

parts of the world, many have stood the test of 

the test of time even though they represent 

negative and harmful events. For instance, 

American historian Phil Magness has recently 

pointed out that the Arch of Titus in Rome 

illustrates the Roman Empire’s sack of 

Jerusalem in 70 A.D. Even though this event 

created dire hardship for Roman Jews, and the 

arch may be one of the most anti-semitic 

structures in the world, it has never been 

destroyed or defiled. Why? It has since been 

viewed as a Jewish icon of resilience, and 

many Jews visit the monument to this day. 

Iconoclasm has provided no net benefit to 

humanity. The removal of monuments, religious 

imagery, and other cultural items has simply 

made it harder for individuals to learn from the 

past. Many rightly condemned the Taliban for 

destroying teems of Buddhist artifacts and 

temples, despite having little empathy for its 

theistic doctrines, for this reason. 

While I generally remain on side of preserving 

all monuments – even those depicting figures 

or ideas I consider unsavory, I believe a 

consistent standard should be applied. 

 

 

men were released.  More than three thousand 

Confederates were delivered at the same time.  

Another proposition for exchange was made on 

January 24, 1865, and as it was then certain that 

the action could have little influence on the final 

result, exchanges were begun and continued with 

little interruption to the end, though a lot of 

confusion was caused by the refusal of either 

sides’ subordinates who had not been informed of 

the arrangements to receive the prisoners.  In 

February, for example, General Schofield’s orders 

from General Grant was delayed, and for several 

days he declined to receive, much to the dismay 

of the Confederate commander, a large number of 

prisoners ordered to Wilmington from Salisbury 

and Florence.                                                  
Source: “The Photographic History of the Civil War”, Volume 4, 

Soldier Life and Secret Service, Prisons and Hospitals.        

Article by Holland Thompson           
_____________________________________ 

WHY PURGING 

MONUMENTS                     

IS A REALLY                                                     

BAD IDEA                                       
From Intellectual Takeout by Dave Benner 

On the streets of New Orleans sits a statue of 

Franklin Roosevelt. As one of the most prominent 

Presidents of the United States, his posture is 

proud and sure, matching how he is commonly 

portrayed in historical narratives. His eyes contain 

quintessential confidence and optimism.  Outside 

of his repute as “FDR” or “Houdini in the White 

House,” most Americans recognize Roosevelt as 

the man who ushered in the New Deal, the 

inception of the American welfare state.           

Many believe he successfully guided the country 

through its most severe economic downturn and 

led it with honor through a bloody world war.  

Unlike some of its counterparts, the fate of this 

statue is not at the mercy of hysterical mobs or 

reactionary government. Instead, it sits free of 

vandalism and public scorn. Its condition is 

pristine, as is Roosevelt’s standing. Tellingly, his 

likeness adorns American coinage. 

All of this is despite the fact that Roosevelt, 

through Executive Order 9066, infamously 

ordered all Americans of Japanese ancestry into 

internment camps, a pernicious deed that often 

goes overlooked. Displacing over 110,000 people 

without regard to due process, the act represents 

one of the saddest and most tyrannical forms of 

executive overreach in American history.  The 

condition of the Roosevelt statue is ironic, 

considering that the same city, New Orleans, 

recently removed statues of Robert E. Lee and 

P.G.T. Beauregard – both widely considered 

Southern heroes.  As American historian and 

author Brion McClanahan has pointed out, it has 

only been in recent decades that Lee’s reputation 

has been brought into disrepute by some factions.  



 

  

 

                                                                                                                                         

OCTOBER PRESENTATION REVIEW                                                                                                        

BY ROBERT FRENZ                                                                                   

 

We do not ordinarily think of Wisconsin as being a “hotbed of secession.”  However, that is exactly what Jerry Allen 

discovered while researching wartime Governor, Alexander Randall.  He found this quote about Randall prior to the 

war: “he was an ardent abolitionist and proposed that Wisconsin secede from the Union if Abraham Lincoln did not 

win the Presidency.”  This nugget of information led to further research and October’s program for the McHenry 

County Civil War Round Table. 

 Jerry began his discussion with a look back at previous threats of secession (during the War of 1812 for 

example) and assertions of states’ rights (e.g. South Carolina and the Nullification Crisis of the 1830’s).  He posed the 

question: does a state have a right to nullify a Federal law?  And, does a state have a right to secede?  The latter 

question seemed to have been settled in the 1869 Supreme Court case of “Texas v. White.”  Here, in a 5-3 decision, 

the court ruled that the Articles of Confederation created a “perpetual union” and the Constitution only strengthened 

that relation with the states. 

Wisconsin experienced explosive population growth in the decades prior to the Civil War, going from just a few 

thousand residents to over 300,000.  Many of these newcomers were from New York and New England where 

slavery had little support.  In the 1840’s the New England Anti-Slavery Convention had endorsed the principle of 

disunion by a vote of 250 to 24. 

 Wisconsin citizens opposed the Fugitive Slave Law that passed through Congress in 1850.  Stops on the 

“Underground Railroad” sprang up throughout the state.  The Octagon House in Milton is a good example.  When 

Caroline Quarlls ran away from slavery in Missouri she was assisted by Waukesha residents Samuel Brown, Lyman 

Goodnow, and Ashael Finch.  Goodnow was the first “conductor” on Wisconsin’s Underground Railroad. 

 Sherman Booth of Connecticut moved to Wisconsin in 1848 and set up a newspaper called the American 

Freeman.  When Joshua Glover, another fugitive slave from Missouri, was captured in Wisconsin in 1852, Booth led 

a Milwaukee protest of his arrest.  He encouraged a mob of 1,000 people to try to free Glover.  Using a battering ram 

to break down the jail door, the mob liberated the runaway.  Booth declared in his paper that the “Fugitive Slave Law 

had been repealed in Wisconsin.” 

 Booth, himself, was now arrested but released on $2,000 bond (a considerable amount of money in the 

1850’s).  Attorney Byron Paine announced he would handle the case.  Later, Booth was re-arrested and placed in the 

Federal Customs House in Milwaukee.  Eight attempts were made to “free” Booth; on their 9th try the crowd was 

finally successful.  He then became the “guest” of Hans Heg at the state prison in Waupon.  Heg threatened to kill the 

federal marshals when they came to re-arrest his “guest.”   

 Tensions between the state and Federal authority heightened dramatically in the 1850’s: 



  

 

 

 

 

 

*  March, 1854: the Republican Party formed in Ripon.  Also in 1854 an Anti-Slavery Catchers Convention was held 

*  Dec., 1855: the Wisconsin Supreme Court declared the Fugitive Slave Act “null and void” 

*  1856: James Henry Lane, an Indiana Congressman who moved to Kansas to make it a free state, went on a         

speaking tour of Wisconsin 

*  Edward Daniels formed an Emigrant Aid Society to help people move to Kansas; Frederick Douglass also spoke in 

Wisconsin 

*  1857: The Wisconsin Legislature passed the Kidnapping Act 

*  1858: Alexander Randall elected Governor: his first address spoke of resistance to Federal authority and states’ 

rights.  Carl Schurz, a “48r” from Germany also spoke of resistance and revolution. 

    1859: The Elkhorn Independent raised the prospect of dissolution of the Union over slavery.  Also, Gov. Randall 

was reelected and considered using the militia to resist  Federal troops.  Assemblyman Benjamin Hankins proposed 

a motion to declare war against the United States over the slavery issue. 

The latter actions came in response to the U.S. Supreme Court’s ruling that year that states don’t have the power to 

nullify Federal law. 

 The final chapter of this saga occurred in September, 1860 when Milwaukee’s “Irish Union Guards” and their 

captain, Garrett Barry, booked passage on the steamship “Lady Elgin” for a trip to Chicago.  When Barry declared 

that it would be treason to take a stand against the United States, the Wisconsin Adjutant General revoked his 

commission and disbanded the Guards.  However, they refused to disband and decided to go to Chicago to raise 

money to rearm themselves.  Approximately 500 of the Guard and their spouses traveled on the Lady Elgin.  Upon 

their return trip to Milwaukee in the early hours of September 8th, the Elgin was struck by another ship, the Augusta, 

and sank within a half hour.  Among the 300 dead were Barry and dozens of the Guardsmen.  Some believed the 

ramming was deliberate to do away with the Guards.  Others cast Gov. Randall as the villain for disbanding the 

Guards.  None of this was true, of course. 

Bob Frenz 



 
 

 

 

 

 

GETTYSBURG AT 50                       

THE GREAT REUNION OF 1913      
BY SCOTT ALLEN 

From June 29 to July 6, 1913, the Union and 

Confederate flags flew side by side when more 

than 50,000 Civil War veterans convened in 

Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, to commemorate the 

50th anniversary of one of the most pivotal 

battles in American history. Here’s a closer look 

at the Great Reunion of 1913.   

In April 1908, General H. S. Huidekoper, a 

Philadelphia native who lost his right arm at 

Gettysburg in 1863, suggested a fitting 

semicentennial observance of the three-day 

battle to Pennsylvania Governor Edwin S. 

Stuart. Stuart, who presented the idea to the 

state’s General Assembly in January 1909 and 

established the Fiftieth Anniversary of the Battle 

of Gettysburg Commission later that year, 

envisioned a reunion of Union and Confederate 

soldiers that would be talked about for years to 

come. “Other States, both north and south, 

whose sons fought at Gettysburg, will surely co-

operate in making the occasion one that will 

stand foremost in the martial history of the 

world,” he said.   

John K. Tener, a former major league baseball 

player who succeeded Stuart as Pennsylvania 

Governor in 1911, oversaw most of the 

planning for the reunion.  

Invitations were extended to all Civil War 

veterans and the Commission called upon the 

National Government and individual states to 

appropriate funds for travel to and from 

Gettysburg, predominantly by rail.  

With assistance from the War Department, the 

Commission helped prepare Gettysburg, a town 

of 4,500, for the 100,000 visitors (about half of 

them non-veterans) expected to attend the 

reunion. The official celebration would be held 

from July 1 (Veteran’s Day) to July 4.            

The camp for the veterans at Gettysburg 

officially opened on June 29, and the first meal 

of the reunion was served that evening.    

About 25,000 veterans, including Major Gen. Daniel 

E. Sickles, the only surviving corps commander on 

either side, arrived on the first day. 

The camp comprised 280 acres and more than 

5,000 tents, which were organized by state and 

equipped with two hand basins and a water bucket. 

Artesian wells were installed in the months leading 

up to the reunion to supply water to the veterans’ 

village.  

According to the Commission’s report, there were 

53,407 veterans in camp. In addition, 124 officers 

and 1,342 enlisted men were assigned by the War 

Department to help make sure things ran smoothly, 

while 155 newspapermen and 2,170 cooks brought 

the total in camp to 57,198. 

Only veterans with the proper credentials, such as 

honorable discharge or pension papers, were fed 

and sheltered in the camp. Most of the 50,000 non-

veterans who traveled to Gettysburg to share in the 

celebration were housed at Gettysburg College. 

Public exercises were held July 1-4 in a giant tent, 

equipped with 13,000 chairs, inside the camp. 

Colonel J.M. Schoonmaker, the chairman of the 

Pennsylvania Commission, opened the ceremonies 

on July 1 at 2 p.m. Dedications of state monuments 

followed. The second day of the reunion, Military 

Day, featured a reading of Abraham Lincoln’s 

Gettysburg Address and the formal introduction of 

members of Union Gen. George G. Meade’s family. 

July 3, Governor’s Day, featured 65 regimental 

reunions, speeches by more than a dozen 

Governors, a flag ceremony at the site of Pickett’s 

charge, and a fireworks display. An address by 

President Woodrow Wilson highlighted the festivities 

on the Fourth of July. 

Temperatures climbed into the triple digits on the 

first few days of the reunion. According to a report by 

the U.S. Army’s Chief Surgeon, 744 cases were 

admitted to the camp’s hospitals, and 319 of those 

were for heat exhaustion. (Sunstroke and tonsillitis 

each accounted for one case.) There were nine 

fatalities during the reunion, but considering the 

mean age of the veterans present was 72 and that 

most had traveled hundreds of miles to attend, it’s a 

wonder that number wasn’t greater. The post-

reunion report by the Pennsylvania Commission 

declared the number of fatalities as “nothing short  of 

marvelous.” 

Cooks served 688,000 meals from June 29 to July 6. 

The great camp was stocked with 156,410 pounds of 

meat, 14,722 pounds of fowl, 7,008 cans of fish, 

24,930 dozen eggs, 12,383 pounds of butter, and 

403 gallons of pickles, among many other 

provisions.  The dessert menu included 2,015 

gallons of ice cream and 7,000 pies. Unused meat 

and vegetables were sold at auction after the camp 

closed. Fifty-four thousand mess kits were provided 

to the veterans as souvenirs. 

When they weren’t taking in the scheduled public 

exercises at the reunion, veterans spent their time 

in Gettysburg reminiscing with friends and getting 

to know former foes. It was common for a veteran 

to seek out a man who may have shot him or to 

exchange badges with a soldier from the other 

side. Two men reportedly purchased a hatchet at 

a local hardware store, walked it to the site where 

their regiments fought, and buried it. 

 

President Wilson initially declined the invitation to 

the reunion, having established a personal rule 

not to leave Washington for any speechmaking 

occasion while Congress was in session, but he 

ultimately reconsidered and decided to attend. 

Wilson addressed the camp at 11 a.m. on the 

Fourth of July and left after the playing of the 

National Anthem.  

 

The process of shutting down the camp began 

soon after. The hospital closed on July 5, fewer 

than 300 veterans remained on the night of July 

6, and the last veteran left on July 8. 

 

A 75th anniversary reunion was held in 1938, but 

as you might imagine, most Civil War veterans 

had passed away by then. About 25 veterans who 

had fought at Gettysburg and 2,000 other 

veterans attended. 
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