
of music, the laughing eyes, the spirit of utter enjoy
ment" created a never-forgotten picture for one young 
girl whose recollection of the ball years later is the source 
for this account of it. The program of reels, quadrilles, 
polkas, and waltzes continued until midnight, when 
everyone approached the gaily decorated tables at which 
were favors for each guest. The elaborate menu included 
the roasts, with chicken pies, vegetables of all sorts, oys
ters, pickles, bread and cakes, jellies, ice cream, candy, 
nuts, raisins, and coffee. After the banquet the dancing 
began again and continued until almost daylight. "As the 
first streak of dawn appeared in the east, " long lines of 
sleighs were drawn up before the barracks, and hot 
bricks and buffalo robes helped keep out the cold as, in a 
swirl of snow and icy wind, the guests departed. More 
than 500 persons had been present, and the cost had 
been more than $1,000 — all donated by officers and 
enlisted men and an amount considered huge at the time 
to be spent for mere entertainment.^* 

No doubt in part because of the fact that it contains 
original records of the events of the Sioux Uprising of 
1862, the journal ofthe guard mount for that summer has 
been preserved. This source furnishes additional in
teresting sidelights on life at the post at the time. This 
journal was ordered to he kept in a special box and was to 
be taken out only when called for hy the officer ofthe day 
or when required for entering records. "No scribbling or 
writing, other than the Guard Report," was permitted in 
the volume, and not a leaf, either blank or written upon, 
was to be torn out. The record was to be examined care
fully each day in the post adjutant's office, and noncom
missioned officers were held strictly accountable "on a 
charge of neglect of duty, mutilating the record of the 
Post, " should it become in any way defaced. The key to 
the record was in the custody of the sergeant of the 
guard, who might deliver it only to the sergeant relieving 
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During the summer of 1862 the day-by-day counter
signs in the apparently prosaic record reflected the in
tense interest in the Civil War among those at far-away 
Fort Ridgely. Names such as Vicksburg, Anderson, Fair 
Oaks, Seven Pines, Memphis, Winchester, Monitor, 
Corinth, Shiloh, Port Royal, and Malvern Hill all ap
peared as countersigns and suggested important events 
in the fraternal struggle. Occasionally there were names 
from earlier wars — Cerro Gordo, Palo Alto, Ben
nington, Princeton, and Trenton, among others. Then 
on June 28-29 the countersign was Redwood, and on 
June 29-30 YeUow Medicine. The attention of those at 
the fort was being brought much closer home as there 
was Indian tension at both the Lower and Upper Sioux 
agenc ies . On Augus t 15-16 the sign was Yellow 
Medicine again, and on August 19-20, just before the 
first Sioux attack on the fort, it suddenly was "Shoot all 
Indians you see coming." vVfter signs like Pope, Crooks, 

Vengeance, Watch Close, Little Crow, Little Crow's Vih 
lage, Prudence , Beware, and Attention, the record 
broke off. But enough was preserved to demonstrate 
how attention was abruptly diverted from the war in the 
South to that at home.^^ 

The guard-mount journal also presents a picture of 
equipment at the guardhouse by including a list of arti
cles turned over day by day from sergeant to sergeant. 
On the list are padlocks, keys, shovels, axes, stoves, bed-
ticks, a ball and chain, a broom, rakes, a desk, a wash 
basin, forks, a hand cart, a table, bench, and two bunks. 
Members ofthe guard were usually posted at the guard
house and at the stables and, when more men were 
available, at headquarters. Guards were on duty two 
hours. Once every two hours the guard patrolled the 
post, and the officer of the day usually visited the guard 
four times each day and every hour during the night. 

According to the journal few prisoners were in the 
custody of the guard during the summer of 1862. At one 
time, three soldiers were held on a charge of drunken
ness and one for disobeying orders. Two were released 
the next day, a third on the second day, and on the third 
day the guardhouse was empty again. According to one 
report , two men had been out until midnight, but 
otherwise the fort was as usual. Another record was en
tered that a light had been found burning in the commis
sary at midnight. It had not been lit at the time of the 
previous round — a suspicious circumstance — but 
these irregularities foreshadowed none of the serious 
trouble that was to engage the attention of those at the 
post with the attack of the Sioux. The usual guard had 
been but a sergeant and three to six privates, hut on the 
night of August 19-20 there were one sergeant, two cor
porals, twenty-seven privates, and twenty citizens who 
were divided into nine posts and three reliefs. A picket 
guard also was kept out. A notation was made that night 
that "As the Soldiers are all tired and worn out[,] we are 
obliged to use Citizens as well as Soldiers for Guard." 
Only a few hours before he was droxvned at Redwood 
Ferry in an attempt to escape with his detachment from 
the ambush ofthe Sioux, Captain John Marsh signed the 
journal as officer of the day. It was probably his last 
signature. 

All danger to the garrison did not arise from the In
dians. A fatal accident that occurred on July 4, 1865, was 
recalled by one of the survivors. In honor of the occa
sion, two sections of battery were firing rapidly. Accord
ing to the account, a cannon could be fired until very hot 

3*Mrs. Ashby, "A Military Bafi at Fort Ridgely." 
35 Minnesota Infantry, Fifth Regiment, Company B, "Jour

nal of Guard Mount at Fort Ridgely," May 16-September 14, 
1862, in division of archives and manuscripts, Minnesota His
torical Society. 

3""Journal of Guard Mount at Fort Ridgely. " 
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without danger of igniting the charge if air was kept out. 
The piece had to be " thumbed" by using a leather pad or 
cot, held with the thumb over the vent hole at the 
breech to exclude air. Upon the carefulness of the 
"thumber " depended the lives ofthe rammers, because, 
if the thumb were raised a particle after the gun became 
heated, the result would he an explosion. In this case, 
the guns were heated, a six-pound cartridge was placed 
in a twelve-pound cannon, and the thumbing was im
properly done, so the piece exploded. One rammer was 
kdled instantiy, the arm of another was torn away, and 
the flesh on the fingers of men attending the cannon was 
also torn away. The officer in charge was said to have 
been intoxicated; his neglect of his duties caused no little 
bitterness.^'' 

FOR T H E PURPOSE of reconstructing life at Fort 

3'T. R. Stewart, "Memoirs, " in txvo volumes in the division 
of archives and manuscripts in the Minnesota Historical So
ciety. Part ofthe Stewart work was published in the Caledonia 
Journal from May 1 to October 2, 1929. The episode described 
here is in volume 2 of the manuscript, p. 65. 

3* Samuel Bloomer, "Diary, 1861-62,"' in Samuel Bloomer 
Papers, in the Minnesota Historical Society. 

Ridgely there is, perhaps, no better source than the 
diary of Samuel Bloomer of Stifiwater, private in Com
pany B, First Minnesota Volunteer Infantry. On May 28, 
1861, his company and Company G were ready to depart 
from Fort Snelling after being mustered in there. They 
must have been keenly disappointed when they found 
they were not to go South right away but were to relieve 
the regular troops stationed at Fort Ridgely. The "Frank 
Steele, " long in service in supplying the latter post, car
ried the men upriver on May 28. After waiting for a 
while "to see what we dare and dare not do, " the men 
arranged their luggage and made themselves as comfort
able as the crowded condition of the boat would per
mit.^* 

Early the next morning they passed Mankato, where 
a crowd gathered on the levee and cheered them on. The 
diarist commented that no such admiration for the men's 
patriotism was shown by the deck hands, who did not 
hesitate to pilfer their blankets. Although navigation on 
the narroxv, crooked river was difficult, the steamer 
made such good progress that it reached the fort at 8:00 
P.M. on May 29. After considerable delay, the teamsters 
at the fort brought up the baggage. The volunteers rolled 
up their blankets and made their beds as best they could 
on the hard floor of the barracks. 

THIS PHOTOGRAPH ofthe Fort Ridgely area was made in 1936 by G. Hubert Smith. 
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On May 30 the men were up early to inspect their 
new quarters. Bloomer was among many who liked what 
he saw. He recorded his impressions of the old stone 
barracks with its long piazza, the parade ground, and the 
buildings that housed the officers and their families. The 
latter, he noted, were one and a half stories high and 
painted a straw color in front. Trimmings and gables 
were white. The parade was divided into four squares hy 
graveled walks. Other walks were on the outer edges. 
South of the parade were the stables, capable of holding 
200 horses. Like many others before him. Bloomer was 
impressed with the view of the majestic valley of the 
Minnesota available from the fort. 

The new volunteers now cleaned up their quarters in 
the barracks, and later "escorted " the departing regulars 
to the steamboat. Several of the latter were "rather the 
worse for liquor." One of them "took two to support[,] 
and others had to be taken down in wagons. " This day, 
their last at the fort, the commanding officer had given 
them "hscence" [sic]. 

From the volunteers' first day at the fort, "there was 
considerable grumbling in camp about rations. " Bloomer 
thought, probably with good reason, that the men did 
not have enough to eat. Nor could all the men eat at once 
in the small room allotted for meals. Those who arrived 
last were likely to get nothing better than crackers and 
water. As a result, the doors were now kept locked until 
mealtime, and when they were opened there was a great 
crowding and scrambling to get inside. The diarist said 
the scene reminded him of "hogs going to their swill 
trough. " Before long. Bloomer was happy to learn, the 
men would have three messes and also the "privilege" of 
buying their own knives, spoons, and forks. 

There is other evidence besides Bloomer's diary to 
indicate that food at the fort was sometimes lacking in 
quality as well as quantity. Later volunteers had their 
fun over the beef served, which they regarded as 
"deficient in adipose. " They organized a mock burial 
party, using the police cart for a hearse, and marched 
with reversed arms to the center of the parade behind a 
fife and drum playing a "dead march." The solemn mili
tary funeral for the meat rations offended no one but the 
beef contractor, although the commandant quickly dis
banded the party. ̂ ^ 

On Bloomer's first Sunday at the fort he and others 
did not neglect divine service. It was held in front of 
headquarters "with a stand on the stoop for a pulpit. " 
Chaplain Sweet read the Episcopal service and delivered 
a short sermon, while a hastily organized choir sang. 
Bloomer thought the choir did very well considering the 
short time the members had to practice. On that Sunday 
afternoon the first dress parade was held, and the diarist 
was much amused at the difficulties of the amateur 
drummer who took part.*" 

On Monday afternoon, June 3, came drill. In order to 

be certain that it was correctly performed, the inexperi
enced captain of Company B read the movements from 
his book of tactics. Bloomer felt this procedure was a 
grave mistake, because the drill was much slower than it 
would have been if the officer had studied movements in 
his quarters and later demonstrated them. There was 
much confusion over the proper routine ofthe drill. The 
next day the regimental major tried his oxvn hand at drill 
and did, said Bloomer, "'quite well for a green hand." 
After drill came dress parade and then drill again, during 
which movements at the "double quick" were at
tempted. This served to place the men in utter confusion 
because of the officers' excitement. When their com
mander was cool, the men usually did well, the diarist 
said. 

One night a sergeant of the guard was making his 
rounds in the darkness. When he received no response 
to a challenge, he charged with his bayonet, only to 
strike a harmless post. The incident presumably fur
nished much amusement for his subordinates. On June 6 
the men were delighted to see the "Jeanette Roberts, " a 
familiar sight on the upper river, bearing supplies for the 
fort. These volunteers of 1861 were young — the average 
age at enlistment of Bloomer's company xvas twenty-
four, that of the second company at the post was twenty-
two — and inevitably full of boyish pranks. On June 7, 
1861, for example, Bloomer recorded that it was some 
time after "tattoo" before the men could get to sleep, 
"owing to the usual concert. " This consisted of imitations 
of cats and dogs fighting, cocks crowing, hens cackling, 
buUs bellowing, cows lowing, calves bleating, wolves 
howling, "and a variety of other noises " which, when put 
together ' m a d e quite an entertaining concert. " Recrea
tion on another occasion consisted of sparring with box
ing gloves that one ofthe men had thoughtfully brought 
with him. Even the captain entered into this sport. 

Another day there was "considerable fever" among 
the soldiers about having their hair cut short. A sergeant 
who took a chance sitting for a man who passed himself 
off for a barber had his locks cut so short that he was 
forced to wear a handkerchief over his head to protect it 
from the sun. "Poor fellow, " wrote Bloomer. "He looked 
as though he had lost all his friends in this world. " 

On June 12 Bloomer and others of his company were 
greatly disappointed to learn that they would not be 
among the troops attending the Indian annuity payments 
scheduled to take place at the end of the month at the 
agencies. They had hoped for such an opportunity "to 
show their importance" at the payment. On June 14, 
after dress parade, the captain, who was "pretty well 'set 

"^Minnesota in the Civit and Indian Wars, 1861-1865, 
1:200 (St. Paul, 1890). 

''"Bloomer, "Diary, 1861-62." The rest of the article is 
based on this source. 
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THE AUTHOR of this article headed archaeological excavations at Fort Ridgely for the Minnesota Historical Society in 
1936 and 1937, assisted by the Civilian Conservation Corps. Several building foundations were uncovered which later 
were stabilized and can now be viewed by visitors. In the distance are two buildings which still remain: a powder 
magazine and the stone commissary. 

up' xvith liquor," at tempted to "show oflf] " the company 
— hut scarcely to their advantage. He presented himself 
wdth such words as "Fellow soldiers," "It's me," "I'm 
here ," and so on and then offered "Three cheers for 
Major Dike"—Major William H. Dike, the commanding 
officer. This was foflowed with "Now then three cheers 
for Hell."" To Bloomer's disgust, some gave the cheers. 
When complimented hy their officer on the quality of 
their drill, the men repfied that they would have done 
better had they not been so dry. The captain took the 
hint and promptly led them off to the sutler's where he 
provided ah the bee r they could consume. Certain 
members of the company, including Bloomer, did not 
approve of this turn of events and, instead, xvent to the 
chaplain's quarters to hold choir practice for the service 
of the folloxving Sunday. 

THAT DAY, June 16, was a momentous one for mem
bers of the Fort Ridgely garrison. While they were at 
church a messenger arrived from Fort Snelling with the 

welcome orders that they were to depart right away for 
Washington, D.C. At once a great shout went up. The 
men had obviously tired quickly of Fort Ridgely, and 
Bloomer confided in his diary that "the sooner we are 
relieved the better we will like it. " The ne.xt day all was 
bustle as the men prepared for marching orders. Old 
regulation coats, regular knapsacks, haversacks, can
teens, and overcoats were issued. To the delight of 
everyone, the old canteens and haversacks were con
demned — the former, made of japaned tin, caused the 
water in them to boil when exposed to the sun. 

Amidst the great excitement on the morning of June 
f9, 1861, the men eagerly watched from the barracks 
porch for a first glimpse of the steamboat "City Belle," 
which arrived about 9 o'clock. Rations for thirty days 
were stowed in the xvagons along with baggage to be 
taken to the landing. Shouldering their knapsacks for the 
first time, these loyal volunteers marched to the levee 
and boarded the steamer, where they were seived a 
good meal in the cabin. When the vessel cast off about 
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4:00 P.M., the men were on their way at last "to Dixie," 
leaving twenty-five forlorn men behind with their cap
tain, Lewis McKune. Some of those remaining "fairly 
cried with disappointment," but, concluded Bloomer, 
"We cannot always do as we like in the army. " Captain 
McKune went South in his turn and only a little more 
than a month later died on the field at Bufl Run (Manas
sas). Among members of his company who also died 
were perhaps some of those who were so bitterly disap
pointed at Fort Ridgely a short time before. 

By a strange coincidence, another casualty on the 

same Bull Run battlefield was Confederate Brigadier 
General Bamard E. Bee, a former captain ofthe United 
States army who had served at Fort Ridgely. Four years 
earlier he had led a difficult and discouraging march from 
the fort across the wintry Minnesota prairie in search of 
the perpetrators of the so-called Spirit Lake massacre — 
the renegade Sioux, Inkpaduta, and his band. 

THE PHOTOGRAPHS on pages 127 and 128 are by Kenneth 
Carley. Afi other pictures used with this article are in the 
Minnesota Historical Society's audio-visual library. 

THE RECONSTRUCTED commissary now houses an interpretive center that was completed in 1975 by the Minnesota 
Historical Society. In foreground are foundations of tlie stone barracks. 

INDEX AVAILABLE 
THE INDEX for volume 44 of Min
nesota History, covering the eight is
sues published in 1974 and 1975, is 
now ready. Subscribers do not auto-
maticaUy receive the index: it must be 
ordered. 

The price for this and earlier in
dexes is $3.00. (Add 5 cents for post
age and handling if ordering by mail. 

Minnesotans must also add a 4 per 
cent sales tax.) Indexes can be pur
chased for the following volumes of 
Minnesota History: 8, 16, 17, 23, 24; 
2 8 ^ 1 , 34^4. 

Orders should be sent to the Min
nesota Historical Society Order De
partment, 1500 Mississippi Street, St. 
Paul, Minnesota 55101. 

SEVERAL regular features were 
not published in this Sioux Up
rising issue. They wi l l be re
sumed in the Winter issue. 

128 Minnesota History 



 

Copyright of Minnesota History is the property of the Minnesota 
Historical Society and its content may not be copied or emailed to 
multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the copyright holder’s 
express written permission.  Users may print, download, or email 
articles, however, for individual use. 
 
To request permission for educational or commercial use, contact us. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

www.mnhs.org/mnhistory 

http://www.mnhs.org/mnhistory�
mailto:permissions@mnhs.org?subject=Minnesota History magazine - Request permission for commercial or educational use�
www.mnhs.org/mnhistory�
http://www.mnhs.org/�

