@ it
o
e

ki
@ 7/
//) 4 J%"% \Q il
G
L
o

L
S x\g\ i

S

Wk
Wi f{\;‘y}:y?i’;,

PONTOON BRIDGES OF THE CAMPAIGN IN
VIRGINIA, 1864-65. K

By: Raleigh Taylor, April 1943.
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Pontoon Bridges of the Campaign in Eastorn Yirginia, 1864;-65

The most complete single report on this activity of the arnies
is probably that of It. Col. Ira Spauldingfl)nho covers the wo‘;rk of his
regiment, the Piftieth New York Engineers, in twelve pages wn«ch add
up to form an interesting picture of & branch of army life not too well
known, ‘

As the spring of 1864 approached, the battalions of the regi-
ment-were camped nesr the Rapidan, at Stevensburg, elford's Ford and
Rappehannock Station. Equipment consisted of the entrenching tools
of the Army and five pontoon trains, totallgxg forty wooden boats and
twenty-four collapsible canvas ones. There v:rere about 1,500 men in
the regiment, and in the last days o_f’April they must have been ex-~
tremely busy, like most of Grant's Army, with preparations for the
coming movement. The canvas boats were of & type developed by kajor
J. C. Duane (Chief Fngineer, Army of the Potomac), and never having
been tried in sctive service, required labor up to the last minute,
and were only finished May 2, three days before the battle of the
¥Wilderneas.

The first bridge building of the campaign- took plasce on
April 29, when Captain Folwell's detachment of the Reserve ﬁattalion
laid & dbridge at Kelly's Ford. At one o'clock that afternoon the
last plank was in place and Gregg's Cavalry Division moved over it.
The hundred and eighty foot bridge stood the strain to the satisfac- .

tion of the engineers. At four next morning it was pecked up and

again moved on.



The engineera*® big day eame on May 4, when all rive bridgos were
put down for the Army's croasing of the Rapidan, three of them by 6 a.M.
There were many more streams to be*hroased in ¥ay and June as tho strug-
&le neared Richmond: the Po, the North Anna the Pamunkey, the Eatta-
poni and the Chickshominy. Aeroas the last, at Cole's Fbrry, the
longest bridgs up to that time was laid under Colonel Spaulding'
supervision, June 14th,

The work of bridge building was not always péaearul, At Germanna
Pord the bridges were laid to the accomyaniment of cavairy gkirmish -
fire. On the sixth the regimont reported ag inrantry and manned part
of a nemly formed line on the deeral right. On Juno 1, at Dunkirk
on the Mattaponi, the pontoniers had to cross by boat and drivs
guerillas auay bafore they could build the bridga. Jhno 12 at lLong
Bridge, ¥ajor’ Fbrd crosseﬂ by boat with a squaed of Chapman's cavalry,
and "While croasing the eeconﬂ boatload of cava{;y the enemy's pickets
opened a brisk fire upon the troops and pontonig;;. Ong'engineér
was mortally wounded,

Kost of the dirticulty, however, restilted from the intrinsio
problem of the work, the movement of heavy wagons by poor halr—known
roads to destinations frequently hidden in darknees or dad weather.
Little of the cursing and showving that must have gone on filters through
into the reports, though at the lsst rentioned bridge the trouble of
clearing away the tangled wreck of the old bridge is given as a reasson
for taking two and a half hours to corplets the new one.

The story of the Chickahominy bridge at Cole's Ferry may be

told as follows: At 8 a.m. June 14, Captain Personius arrived there
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with his train, and built a wharf of boats on each side of the ﬁvair
and a large raft b)'? which he crossed dispatch riders, some cavialry
and wagons. He had a;ant a note which was roceived by Colonel Spauld-
ing at Jcnesf Bridge two hours later, whereupon the Colonel ordered
all his bridge-treins to Cole's. Major Beers arrived at 1 p.m.,

and Major Ford on the gonth bank at five. This brought all the "land®
éontoone(aa distinguished from those towed by water by way of Fort
Hom%e) of the army together, excspt for eight canvas boats with

Sheridan's Cavalry,

¥ ¥

. Y

Pwo hundred feet of raiscd corduroy was constructed at th‘e-;zgn;th
approach. After dark all the boats were in the water, but the bridge
lacked thirty feet. It was therefore detached rroiyftné north bank,
cox;nected‘ in the center, and adﬂit’io‘na'l cribbing added. The bridge,
1,240 feet long., with approaches of 450 feet, was completed by 3 a.m.
Although the canwas boats were laid 'in unusually long spens, by the
use of extra baulks, the bridge was strong enough to pass all the
supply trains c;t the army, 2,800 cattle, and a division of infantyy.

PRI RS 32

The longest bridge of &ll however wag not built by this regi-
ment but by the gegular Engineex; Battalion and detachments from other
units. The workf'%iegan on June 12, when Lieutensnt Peter S. Michie
was sent to exé}aine the James -"River in the vicinity of Fort Powhatan.
He reported on three possible crossings. Next day he directed the
work of- 15;) axemen, 'wixo cut 1,200 feet of six-inch logs in éo:ffoot
lengths, and brought down 3,000 feet of timber in rafts. At 3 p. m.
a dispatch from Grant brought the informatfon that the head of

column would be at the bridge at 10 a.m. Quoting Brigadier General

Godfrey Weitzel, Chief Engineer of the Army of the James:
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"With the greatest exertion on the part of both officers and men the
approaches on bbth sides of the river, with a pier 150 feet long over
the soft marsh on the east bank, was completed at 9:45 a.m., a quarter
of an hour before the time indicated by General Grant; and the bridge
would have been built, ready for the passage of the troops, at or ba-
fore 10 a.m. on the l4th if the pontoon trein had arrived, as it
should, at this time. Through incxcusable tardiness, and rmore than
culpable neglect of duty, Captain **  did not appear in sight with
his pontoons until after 12 o'clock at noon on the léth, alqhohgh he
had but eighty miles to come from Fort Monroe, end received his orders
to go as fast as he could at 2 p.m. on the 13th. So anxioug was I
that there should be no delay that I gent & dispatch Bopt to }ook for.
the pontoons down the river, with orders to go until they were found
and hurry them up. Fifteen miles below Jamestown Islend they were
found at anchor, the captain being esleep. Owing to the strength of the
current and tide, and depth of water, it was deemed necessary to moor
three schooners each above and below to steady £he bridge. These had
been brought down the night before with a view to thias disposition, were
anchored by us, and used by General Benham for that purpoae;"{f’
Captain George H. Mendell, commanding the Engineer Battalion,
reported: "The battalion was engaged in and did a great part‘pf the
work of throwing the bridge over the James, containing 101 wooden
pontoons. In the channel the depth of water was twelve to fifteen
fathoms, the tidal ocurrent strong, rising and falling ebout four feet.

* ®* The bridge was commenced from each - end, and built by successive
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pontoons and b& rafts. It was commenced about 4 p.m. on the 15th of
June; two companiea et each end, under the direction of Ehjof Dueans,
chief gngineef. Later in the afternoon and after considerable progress
had been made, General Benham took commnnd. The bridge was complated
axcept a. passage-way of 100 feet left fox veesela, and the raft con-
structed to £ill this gap by 11 p.m. The greater part of the infantry
and artillery, all the wagon trains, and droves of beef2cattle of the
arny bassqﬁ this bridge safely and without interruption, except such
as resulted from é vessel woored above slipping her anchor, thereBy
carrying away a part of the bridge, which hovever, was promptly’

(3) ;

restored.” , ) Y

As to w@0wﬁutit;the bridge, an unofficial point.-of view ie“ex—
pressed by C. A, Dana: "After Duane had nearly finished it Bohhem came
up and took charge." £4)

Despite Mendell's statement aboué the cattle, and many Othpra to
the same effect, there is conflicting evidence as to just how they
were croéaed..’On June 16, Benham advised Major-Ceneral H. G. Wright
that the cattle should be made to swim, and that he had forbidden the
bridge to them.(S) Wright stated in reply that ﬁé'hbd arrdngad for .~
the cattle to be terriad; but that arrangements were now up to
Brigadier-Ganéral Ferrero. _On the rollcwing night, Gnneral Hbado
ordered: ® * * the pontoon bridge is under no c;rcumstances to be

(6)
used for the crossing of the cattle.”

The work of removing the bfidgé was completed by 3 h.h:;
(7)
June 18, and the pontoons, in three rafts, were towed to City Point.
An incident of its removal, the firing of’ Confederate artillory a
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: {8) i
mile eway, 1is mentioned by Captain 0. E. Hunt. These weré the guns

“of W. H. P. lee's Cavalry Diviaion,i McGregor's Horse Arti%le‘ry,
shelling "a wagon camp on the south side and some tranaport_é}iif the
river." The advance of ssveral gun;’dqfxts forced them back. ]T;m Con-~
federate forct;, advaencing to Vyanoke Gete, had picked up some .tmnt;r 7

(9) - '

prisoners. "Q

Two deys later, June 20, Captain Timothy Lubey of the 15th New

York Eng_ineerg was sent from City Point to Bermuda Hundred and thence
by wagon to Jones® Landing with thirty-six boats, with which he
forried 1,400 men two and a half miles down river to a point within
400 yards of the Confederate pickets. There he completed a bridge
acrosa the James Hiver dby 4 a.m. on the twenty-tifsf:m This work was
unogtentatiously done, it geems, but it marked the creation of a road
behind Grant's front which was to be of grest importance in the cam-
paignfn)was in fact to be the ossential means to four pairs of
nearly simultaneous attacks north and south of the James. J’gly 22,
another bridge was laid near the same pointfm)and on the 26th one
acroas -the Al;pomttox at Broadway, in addition to that built b
Butler's Army in Ehyfm) o ‘ .

Bridge-building on the Appomattox end ‘the James was a consid-
erable industry for soms months. On September 19 another bridgs was
1aid at Broadway, and on the twenty-seventh one at Aiken's Landing
on the J‘ameaf 14)111 January, 1865, the pontoons here were rqpla‘ced by
a pile bridgasm)a step made x!ze'ces‘sary by the freshets, ice and drift®
wood in the river. Pontoons wers towed from City Point by the Pifteenth

New York Engineers under Captain O'Keéfe, and a bridge built at Rich-
(16)
mond, April 5, 1865. The last bridge built by the Army of the James
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w2e in June, a structure replacing the burned.Mayo's Bridge,

l?rom' June, 1864, to Decemder, the Piftieth New York haﬁ en:-
Joyed a vacation from pontoons, the army being engaged in fortifi-
c_ation of the }?etez"gburg lines.. On November 18 the pontoon trains
were parkdd at Fort Stevenson, ground cleared and correls built for
2,000 eanimals, and on December 1 the trains moved to their new quar~
tersfrnlt was at this camp that the regimsnt built the 103 chapel
and recreation hall photographed by Bmdy. *

On December 6 a detachment of 300 nen under ¥ajor Van Brocklin
wag gent to Geneml Yarren, to accompany his expedition to Hick'
Ford. Pontoon \Ifri&a;;aw we\x'e laid at the nottowa;( and at i‘hree creeks.
The first, at Freeman's Bridge, was the acene of some troubls when
‘the supply train crossed during the night; two nagons went in;bo the
river {says l!éjér Ven Brocklin) " -- one through gross earele;aness
of the driver, the other I attributed to tha evkwardness of tho team
and the darkﬁosa.‘* The bridge received but 1ittle damage, although
in one case the team fell into the end of one of the boats. A fow
bmken‘ lbalks and chﬂsees and a hole through the canvas were the only

(18) .
damages . ™ This march was nede in severe winter weathar‘. .

The spring campaign opened for the pontoniers on !Earch 29
m:hen*i Van Brocklin's dstachment bridged Hateher's Run and Gravelly
Run, streans aouthwest of Petersburg which had helped to obstruct
Grant's campaign. During the purgu:if; to Appomttox, however, "the
pontoons of the Army of the James arrived at Farmville in time to
cross the trains and artillery of the Second and Sixth Corps, Army
of the Potomsc, although the pontoon trains of that army were better
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equipped, lighter loaded, and pessessed other advantages over the pon-
toon trains of our army." (19)General Hichie recommended Captain James
W. Lyon of the Fourth Rhode Island to be brevetted Lieutenant-Colonel
for this achievenent. The waigh£ of tﬁe wagons was 4,446 pounds for
a teanm ér eight mulesfao}

The trains of the Fiftieth New York reached Parmville April-8
at 9:30 a.m., and s jor Van Brocklin bridged the river at once, ‘fp'er- _
mitting the pontoons of the Twentyf:purth Corps o zo onfal)fhis
was apparently the last pontoon operation beforo the surrender.

In the campaign of 1864-65 the Fiftieth New York bui}t ?ﬁhpon-
toon bridges, with'aatotalllength of 9,760 feet -;Ivery nearly two
niles. Colonel Spaulding seems to have been well justified in his
Trorerk that these wore ™"more per{gctly ar;unga& than any hg&ﬁgg trains
before organized in America. -He also staten thnt "from thb'gfossihs

of the Rapidan in the spring of 1864 to the close of the war -Bo bridge

material wwas ever lost, destroyed or abandoned to the enomy, nor » *

were any troops ever kept walting for the construction of these
(22)
bridges. st

The Gontodergcy organized two regiments of enginesr troops in
time to take pert in the 1864 campalgn. Previous to this, engineer
work had been done by details from divisiona. The Firét.ﬂegiﬁént and
two companies of'the Second served in Virginia. antoon bridges were
built in Richmond in accordance with the plans made by Captaein George
ﬁr; REClellan before the war. -Shortly hefore the troops needed 1it,
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a bridge was laid at Bhaffind Bluff; end a' company sent wi ’h &
pontoon train to Petevsburg. ‘23)021' an 31, 1864 Captain Isaac W.
Smith wroto to Golonel T. H. B. T*alcott {communding Enrmeer "‘roops, 2
A. N, Va:.)' "I am directed by Golonel Rives to suggest to you the
propriety _ot ordering-a company of pontoneers to the .'famegs:_ R_ivgr to
teke charge of the boats now 1‘>eing collected near Drewry's BI\;!‘#‘.

I have alrendy a bridge amcross the river at Drewry's Bluff, and ;a:ill
have within two days over forty boats -in the river. s
"Gonerafnansom is anxious that sufficient boats should te in

readiness to b;idga the James at any point should the :gece‘séiigy

arise. In s.uc‘z_xy a case the only troops available for such duty are
aboui-so ;nén-,. under Lieutenant Sully. This, or"couzfsa, will :i;e too
srall a command to handle fi1fty boats. A telegram was ser’xt'i you' et
heedquarta?s asking that your pontoon train be ordered ;;o ‘?Ri‘g‘g;#and;

* * Eight ‘b’oats are ezl;ectad tonight, but the reserve is ati;li at
Gordonsville, and Licutenant Smith writes that he has no trmz%p‘or-
tation ¥ * We will have with the eight boats from Goochltmd Couxt-
house i‘orty-tvro boata in hand, s.nd will be able to make two boats par
day. If you could get the ten fron Gordonsville we would hnfm suffi-
cient to throw a bridge moross at q]r;:dst any point. We had to .pile
about half the bridge at Drewry's Bluff. * n(24) i

Colonel Telcott, in the articlé ecited, wrote: "During the
inveétment of Richmond and P::ter‘a'burg,‘ two pontoon bridges vore main-

tained across the Appomettox River, and one across the James at

Chaffin's Bluff; and additional pontoon truins were provided .in case
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they should be needed. * * Genéml Lee, during the winter of
1864~65, required the engineer troops to rebuild Bevili's 'Brs’.dge
over the Appomattox * * and to send a pontoon bridge to the
Staunton-River in Charlotte County. * * The pontoons for Genito,
which were ordered from Richmond two days before, failed to .

arrive” (in time for the use of the army}.

This is8 a survey of a asingle specialized branch of engineei-ing
activity for one twelve-wonth of war. It should be remerbered that
fortification and road-building wers the major tasks, and also’ 'thaf
meny streans were crossed by dridges of other types, or ex@qting
structures repaired. The engineer had his work out out, in 1864 as

at other times.
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