


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 of the rammers, because,
if the thumb were raised a particle after the gun became
heated, the result would be an explosion. [n 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
killed instantly, 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 THE PURPOSE of reconstructing life at Fort

37T, R. Stewart, “Memoirs,” in two volumes in the division
of archives and manuscripts in the Minnesota Historical So-
ciety. Part of the Stewart work was published in the Caledonia
Journal from May 1 to October 2, 1929. The episode described
bere is in volume 2 of the manuscript, p. 65.

38 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 Stillwater, 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,38

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 narrow, 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 of the 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 by
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 “liscence” [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 serambling 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 quantBty. 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.3®

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.4?

On Monday alternocon, June 3, came drill. In order to
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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 of the drill. The
next day the regimental major tried his own hand at dril
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 fuor-
nished much amusement for his subordinates. On June 6
the men were delighted to see the “Jeanette Roberts,” a
familiar sight oo the vpper river, bearing supplies for the
fort. These volunteers of 1861 were young — the average
age at enlistment of Bloomer’s company was 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,
bulls bellowing, cows lowing, calves bleating, wolves
howling, ““and a variety of other noises” which, when put
together “made quite an entertaining concert.” Recrea-
tion on another occasion consisted of sparring with box-
ing gloves that one of the 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 leam 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

39N finnesota in the Civil and Indian Wars, 1861-1865.
1:200 (St. Paul, 1890).

10Bloomer, "Diary, 1861-62.” The rest of the article is
based on this source.



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’ with liquor,” attempted to “show of[{]” the company
- but scarcely to their advantage. He presented himself
with 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 followed with “Now then three cheers
for Hell.” To Bloomer's disgust, some gave the cheers.
When complimented by their officer on the quality of
their drill, the men replied 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 all the beer they could consume. Certain
members of the company, including Bloomer, did not
approve of this turn of events and, instead, went to the
chaplain’s quarters to hold choir practice for the service
of the following 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 Snzlling with the

welcome orders that they were to depart right away for
Washington, D.C. At once 2 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 next 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
19, 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 wagons 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 served 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 Bull Rup (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 Barnard E. Bee, a former captain of the 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. All 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 the stone barracks.

INDEX AVAILABLE

THE INDEX for volume 44 of Min-
nesotu History, covering the eight is-
sues published in 1974 and 1975, is
now ready. Subscribers do not auto-
matically 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.

28-31, 34-44.

Minuesotans 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,

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 will be re-
sumed in the Winter issue.
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