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George Fowle, of Woburn, Massachusetts, was one of thousands of young men who 
enlisted in the early months of the Civil War. While serving in the 39th Massachusetts 
Volunteers, he wrote weekly letters to his fiancee, Eliza. These letters are a vivid 
reminder of the difficult, often gruesome, reality of war. Fowle survived the war and 
returned to Woburn to marry Eliza. During the last five years of his life (1912–1917), he 
lived with his granddaughter, Margery Greenleaf, who edited and published her 
grandfather’s letters in 1970. 
 
READING FOCUS: 
What were some of the hardships Fowle experienced, and are any of these issues similar 
to those that might be faced by soldiers today? 
 
 
 Near Petersburg Va June 21st 1864 
Dear Eliza,  
 
I often think of you going to the post office to see if there is not a letter from me and 
wonder why I do not write oftener but if you could see the life I live you would not 
complain if you did not get half of what you do. Just imagine me in a hole in the ground 
about 3 by 7 with a southern sun scalding down upon me and the bullets whistling over 
my head every minute.  
 
We have to keep our heads down daytimes or else we are liable to get hit. We have to dig 
almost every night and get our meals and sleep daytimes all doubled up. It is about as bad 
as the Stocks of old times that they used to use for the punishment of criminals.  
 
Everything is all dirt, am getting my peck [of dirt] down pretty fast, hope I shall get 
it all down before long.  
 
We crossed the Chickahominy a week ago yesterday and our [Division] marched up to 
White Oak swamp. We found the cavalry had come across the enemy infantry. We 
relieved them. We had some skirmishing and artillery fireing. We threw up some works 
and laid there untill dark when we fell back and marched to near Charles City Court 
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House, which plaice we reached about three oclock. We marched from Bottoms Bridge 
the night before and we were all ready to lay down when we halted. Our Div advanced 
[to] White Oaks Swamp so as to cover the crossing of our army. We crossed at Long 
Bridge but the Bridge has been destroyed and we crossed on the pontoons. Tuesday we 
marched to the James River and crossed at Wilcox Landing. We crossed in the steamer 
Geo Weems. There were several of the Boston boats there. After we got across we laid 
beside the river untill about four oclock. We had a chance to bathe which we all needed 
very much. I picked up three little snail shells. They are not at all pretty but I will send 
them more on account of the history connected with them.  
 
After we started we marched toward this plaice. We marched untill eleven and halted 
two hours for supper and sleep. At one started again but did not march a great way 
before we halted again about nine oclock [June 17]. We marched to the front, saw 
Captain Fay and some of the boys saw Sam but I did not happen to see him. A few shells 
came over and we halted there untill about dark. There was a fort in front of us that the 
Rebs had been driven out of by the 9th Corps.  
 
At dark we went up to support the 9th Corps who were going to make a charge. They 
made it and caried the works with considerable loss of life on both sides. We changed our 
position several times during the evening. We laid on the side of a hill all night, the 
bullets passing, passing over our head all night.  
 
We had one man, Miles Rowland wounded slightly in the back of the neck. The Captain 
was hit on the head by a spent ball which made a bunch as large as a hens egg. The next 
morning we advanced over the ground that Burnsides Corps charged the night before. 
There was a great many of our dead lay in front of their works and a good many of the 
Rebs laid behind them. Our men were shot as they came up but when our men got onto 
their works and they tried to run they got a volley.  
 
I never saw dead men so thick before. The Rebs laid in some five or six piled one over 
the other. We advanced into some woods beyond and then into an oat field where we 
laid down. While coming through the woods a shell burst and killed Irving Foster of our 
Co. and about the same time one wounded Albert Gleason in the arm which he has lost 
sence. Soon after we got into the oat field a shell exploded in front of our Co and 
wounded Louis Walker in the wrist and two plaices in the leg—he has lost the latter 
sence.  
 
We laid there untill about five when we advanced and crossed a field into a cut in the R 
R. We had to cross a field where the enemy’s skirmishers had a chance at us. We had two 
in the Regt wounded going across. It was laughable to see the men come down the bank.  
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It was pretty steep and we were running all we knew and did not know what kind of a 
plaice it was untill we got there. We laid there untill about dark when we started and 
crossed another field to a ravine. There was a charge ordered the whole line that night but 
the order was countermanded for some reason or other much to our delight. We went 
back onto the hill back of the Rail Road and threw up some strong brest works and have 
been laying here sence. We are on the Norfolk and Petersburg RR. We can hear the 
whistle on the main RR that runs through Petersburg to Richmond.  
 
I do not know how far we are from the city. Some say four miles and others say more. 
We are south east from it. The skirmishers are very near to the Rebs, not more than 50 
yds in some plaices so if one of them shows his head he gets about a dozen bullets after 
him. They cannot hit the skirmishers very well so they fire across to us everytime anyone 
shows there heads—whiz comes about half a dozen bullets so we have to keep down 
daytimes. We dig every night and sleep and cook daytimes. When we are not in brest 
works we have to lay down as near the ground as possible when we are under fire. It is 
very tedious business I can assure you. It is refreshing to stand up straight once in awhile. 
That is the reason that there is not more killed in battle. We do not stand up only when 
moving as [we] are obliged to. The skirmishers have silenced the batery that killed and 
wounded our men. They are so close to it that they cannot fire it. I do not know where 
you got that notion that an Orderly Sergt plaice was more dangerous than any other 
Sergt’s plaice unless it was from one that did not know anything about it or wants to 
frighten you. It is not so. There is no difference. What will miss one may kill another as 
shell and bullets come from every direction imaginable besides a good many that you 
[do] not immagine.…  
 
Give my love to all and remember me as your [affectionate] friend  
 
Geo 
 
 
Letters to Eliza from a Union Soldier, 1862–1865, edited by Margery Greenleaf 
(Chicago: Follett Publishing Co., 1970), pp. 105–110. 


