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Photo: Moreau J. Salisbury’s (Civil War Soldier, 24th Infantry Co. G wounded at Antietam) shoes are a part of the Town of Sandy Creek’s history collection. The twine is threaded through the bullet holes in the closer shoe.
April 12, 1861, 146 years ago, at 4:30 am, the Civil War began when General Pierre G. T. Beauregard’s Confederate artillery opened fire on Fort Sumter in the harbor of Charleston, South Carolina. Beauregard’s bombardment lasted for thirty-three hours until Union Major Robert Anderson surrendered the fort.

The fall of Fort Sumter brought the secession crisis to the breaking point. On April 15, President Abraham Lincoln called for 75,000 volunteers to serve in the U.S. Army for a period of ninety days. In doing so, Lincoln answered the South’s challenge to civil war. Following Sumter, Lincoln believed that the insurrection was “too powerful to be suppressed by the ordinary process of judicial proceedings.” It would be settled by force of arms. In the weeks that followed, four more states—Arkansas, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia, the South’s most populous state—seceded from the Union and joined the Confederacy.

During the Civil War, the town of Sandy Creek, which in the census of 1860 reported a population of only 2,431, furnished over 220 men for the Union army. 

“There were two – and they were brothers” by Irene Robinson Anthony. A story of two brothers from Sandy Creek who won the Medal of Honor: On the 14th day of September, 1861, Allen Joseph Thompson became a private in Company K of the 81st Regiment of New York State, commanded by Captain Steele. In schoolboy handwriting, Allen, at age 15 years, signed his name to his enlistment papers and immediately became 18. James Granville Thompson, born December 25, 1849, had to wait, but when he turned “age 15” he enlisted in the same outfit his brother Allen was in. 

James Granville Thompson was seriously injured at White Oak Road (Appomattax Campaign) and used the following words to tell about it: “I belonged to the 4th NY Heavy Artillery, First Division, Second Brigade, Second Corps – Division commanded by General Nelson B. Miles. For three days we had been in line of battle, sleeping on our arms, engaging the enemy each day in charges, taking breast works and skirmish. On April 1st we were advancing in the early morn by brigade front, when we came upon a formidable line of works protected in front by an impossible slashings to the works beyond.”

“The only possible way to get through would be to swing into columns of fours only to be annihilated if a trap had been laid for us. Not a flag in sight, not a rifle cracked to break the stillness of the morning, it looked suspicious. All eyes were turned toward the works. Every man in the Brigade was full of anxiety to know the secret they concealed. General Miles observed that it would be necessary to call for volunteers who would take the lead, advance through the woods and ascertain the situation. This call was responded to and Private James Thompson of Company K Fourth NY Heavy Artillery, one of a little squad volunteered, and lived to tell the following of what happened: Five other comrades and my brother joined me, stepping in front following the call of General Miles for volunteers. We received our instructions directly from the General.”

“We were to advance fifty feet apart, with our rifles ‘at ready’ and to fire the instant we discovered the first sign of an enemy concealed in ambush. When we reached a certain tree he pointed out to us, one of our number was to climb it and swing his cap as a signal for the brigade to come on if we found that all was well. We started, my brother first, I next, and the other five in their regular order from right to left.”

“After advancing perhaps one-fourth of the way, through the slashings we had all bunched up together and proceeded in this manner perhaps fifty yards farther when we were surprised to see an outpost of the enemy of about fifty men rise out of the slashings a little to the left of the road and within fifty feet of us. They ordered us to throw down our guns and ‘come in.’ What could we do? We had the secret of a signal that would have drawn that brigade of brave boys in our rear into this death trap where the enemty could have shot them down at their leisure. We knew very well that if we surrendered without giving the alarm we would be compelled to give up the signal or die. So we decided our only course was to give the alarm and die where we were. We fired and received their volley of fifty pieces at a distance of scarcely 100 feet. Six of our number were stretched on the ground, five dead, one desperately wounded, and one with several holes through his clothes but without a scratch on his body who made his way back to the rear and to his company as soon as possible.”

“Our troops heard the alarm shots and the volley that followed and knew at once what had happened to our little squad. The enemy’s position was uncovered. The battle commenced at once – our brigade held the position where they were, while the Second Division swung around and took them on the flank, taking a great many prisoners and compelling them to evacuate their works and hunt another position to the rear. After the battle was over our little squad was forgotten. A detail was sent to bury them. They found me still ‘in the land of the living’ lying with my dead comrades all this time between the contending lines praying for a ball to come and end my misery. My brother, Allen Thompson, was the one who got back to the lines in safety and made this report. He also received a Medal of Honor.”

This account was printed in “Deeds of Valor” edited by W. F. Beyer and O. F. Keydel, published in 1903 and is also in the military papers of the National Archives in Washington, D. C. 

I will be in my office on Fridays from 9am to 4pm, weather permitting. I can be reached by phone at 387-5456 x 7 (home phone 695-2820) or by e-mail at historian@sandycreekny.us. 

Our web site address is http://sandycreekny.tripod.com
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