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The Eighth New York Infantry and the Battle of Cross Keys

by M. A. Schaffner (m.a.schaffner@comcast.net)

Background – Enlistment and Early Service


Among the first northern regiments raised in the civil war, the Eighth New York mustered in New York City on April 23, 1861 for two years.  Under the command of Colonel Louis Blenker, the “First German Rifles” or “Blenker’s Rifles,” formed one of several ethnic regiments that sprang up among immigrant populations eager to show their support for their new country.  In its enthusiasm the Eighth included not just an infantry regiment, but attached artillery, pioneer, and ambulance corps.   Many of the men had experience as soldiers in European armies, or as revolutionaries in the 1848-49 uprisings in Germany and Hungary.  Some few had experience in both.  Many of the officers had served as such in the old country, only to find themselves in menial occupations in exile.  According to the historian Kaufmann:  “The noted innkeeper Lindenmueller in New York, a former hero of the barricades in Berlin, employed only waiters who had once shone as guard officers in Berlin and Potsdam.”  These men scarcely needed any prodding to take up their former profession when the opportunity arose.


Others had loftier motives.  As Albert Krause wrote to his family in Prussia:


As far as I am concerned, I am off to the fire filled with courage and enthusiasm.  The United States have taken me in, I have earned a living here, and why shouldn’t I defend them, since they are in danger, with my flesh and blood?  I don’t want to go back to Germany, especially Prussia – I have tasted freedom, and it tastes too good to trade it again for a dungeon.
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According to a Baltimore Sun article of May 29, 1861, written as the Eighth passed through on their way to Washington, the regiment wore a natty gray parade uniform, with rifle-green trouser stripes, cuffs, and collars, and decorated their caps with sprigs of cypress.  In Washington City, they decorated their camps with evergreens, and messed well, the men enjoying a regular beer ration and the officers freely indulging in wine and champagne.  Blenker’s call for the latter (“Ordinans numero eins!”) would become a particular favorite of McClellans’ in the days after Bull Run.  The regiment had good drill and discipline, despite the need to place an entire company in arrest for refusing to accept the 1842 smoothbore musket (according to the Sun, other companies did have rifles, including the Sharps).
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Alfred Waud, “Pioneers, 8th NY German Rifles 1861”


Blenker’s skill in promoting the Union cause in the émigré community soon led to his command of a brigade that included four other German Regiments besides the Eighth (29th, 39th, and 41st New York, and the 27th Pennsylvania).  Appropriately enough, his talents lay as much in entertainment as military science – he’d been a wine merchant in the old country between periods of service as a gendarme for Greece’s Bavarian king and as a colonel in the revolutionary army of 1848.  His subsequent career in exile included occupations as diverse as journalism and dairy farming.  Eventually his flamboyant lifestyle would catch up with him, and he would leave the army in a cloud to die of consumption (of the lingering effects of a fall from a horse) in 1863.  But in 1861 his star shone bright indeed.


With Blenker’s promotion, Lieutenant Colonel Julius Stahel took command of the Eighth.  Originally “von” Stahel, this former Austro-Hungarian officer fought with skill and bravery on the revolutionary side in the nearly successful Hungarian uprising of 1848 – an uprising that the Austrians only suppressed by humbling themselves enough to invite the assistance of a massive Russian army.  Although successful in the infantry, Stahel would eventually return to his first love, the cavalry, win the Medal of Honor at Piedmont in 1864, and briefly serve as a corps commander before resigning in 1865.


The first test of all the new volunteers came in July, 1861, as the Federal forces moved out from Washington to confront the Confederate army at Manassas.  Blenker’s brigade stood in reserve during the ensuing first battle of Bull Run but, upon the general rout of the northern army, the German regiments moved up to cover the Centerville Road at Club Run.  There, Blenker used his pioneers to entrench the position and bolstered it with artillery abandoned by other elements of the army.   The Eighth, sent out as pickets, met the faint pursuit of Confederate cavalry under Stuart and repulsed them.  According to Kaufmann, it was the Eighth that the rebels later identified as “regulars” and, ergo, a good excuse not to push the pursuit any further.  As it was, Blenker finally retreated at 3 a.m. the following morning.  When the brigade returned to Washington they entered with colors flying and the band playing, a sharp contrast to the disordered refugees from the bulk of the army.
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Henry Berckoff, “General Blenker at the Close of the Battle of Bull Run”

Blenker’s Division in the Valley


After Bull Run the Eighth and the rest of Blenker’s brigade resumed the lifestyle that ingratiated them with reporters and McClellan’s staff.  Additional German regiments formed and by December Blenker had command of a division of 10,000 men, including cavalry and artillery.  Many of the commanders would become famous – von Gilsa, Krzyzanowski, Bohlen, von Schimmelpfennig, von Steinwehr, Koltes, and Dilger.  Others, such as D’Utassy of the 39th “Garibaldi Guards” (the majority of whom were German or Swiss), would become somewhat less distinguished.  Von Stahel took over Blenker’s old brigade and command of the Eighth went to Franz Wutschel, a veteran of the Vienna barricades, who would later prove to have been the third-stringer for a reason.


In the spring of 1862, as McClellan moved to the Peninsula, he sent two corps to Manassas to mask the movement and screen the capital.  Blenker’s division was in one of these and in March they broke camp at Hunter’s Chapel and advanced, their trains to follow later.  Much later, as it turned out – Jackson’s attack on Kimball’s troops at Kernstown in March alarmed Washington, and led to Blenker receiving orders to proceed to Warrenton without waiting for his trains, a distance of thirty miles through spring rains without tents or rubber blankets.  At Warrenton the division received further orders to proceed immediately to join Fremont’s army in Romney, West Virginia – in other words, to march over the Bull Run mountains to Salem, thence over the Blue Ridge to Front Royal, and finally over the Alleghenies to Romney.  


The march began on April 4th 1862 and, with few provisions, the division made poor progress, “foraging liberally” in a countryside that could scarcely support its own population.  A flood on the Potomac cut communications with Harper’s Ferry, leaving the division without expected supplies.  These it finally received at the end of April, under the personal supervision of General Rosecrans (Fremont’s predecessor), who had been sent out from Washington to locate them after they were thought lost in the mountains.  He found them in deplorable condition around Berryville and Winchester.  Placed in temporary command, he oversaw the provision of tents and rubber blankets before turning them over to Fremont.  In the meantime, Blenker left for Washington to face charges of embezzlement (something to do with the regiment’s beer concession, among other things).


For a few weeks the division found its situation improved.  According to Kaufmann they received Enfield rifle-muskets in May, replacing the ‘42s of the Eighth and the Belgian and Austrian smoothbores of the other regiments.  The countryside felt familiar to them – not only did the mountains resemble those of the Vosges and Schwarzwald, but the towns of the Valley reflected the German heritage of their opponents in Stonewall Jackson’s ranks.  The marches of Blenker’s division led them through Strasburg, Woodstock (famed as the home of Peter Muhlenburg), and Neumarkt, now called New Market.  
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Henry Berckoff, “General Blenker’s Fatal Fall at Salem”

Jackson’s Campaign and Fremont’s Response


The logistical problems of Blenker’s division mirrored those of the other Federal commands in the Virginia mountains.  Despite the Shenandoah Valley’s reputation as a breadbasket, the amount of bread available before harvest was not great, supply lines to the rear depended on wagons rather than barges or trains, and few detailed maps existed to guide operations.  Although three Federal “armies” totaling some 50,000 men operated in the region – Banks, Shields, and Fremont – they had no overall command, little communication with each other, and a poor understanding of their own locations, much less those of any supporting force, much less that of the enemy.


An unenterprising Confederate commander might have enjoyed this situation by simply watching the Federal forces fumble about.  But Stonewall Jackson had other plans, and much to do in little time.  With supreme confidence in himself and his soldiers, intimate knowledge of the country, and the maps of Jed Hotchkiss, he set his little army on the Federal forces one by one.  After the poorly planned attack on Kimball’s division  at Kernstown, Jackson fenced with Banks for the rest of April, then turned on Milroy’s brigade of Fremont’s army at McDowell.  With the advantage of numbers, Jackson drove  Milroy away from the Valley despite losing twice as many men.  


With Fremont’s command now on the defensive, Jackson quickly turned on Banks, eventually overwhelming that general’s 6,500 Federals at Winchester with his own army of 16,000.  In reaction Fremont turned north with 11,500 men while Shields moved from Manassas to Front Royal with another 10,000, followed by Ord with a further 10,000.   Together with Banks’ recuperating forces, these threatened to surround Jackson, so Stonewall retreated up the Valley.  Fremont and Shields pursued cautiously – and alas for them, separately – on either side of Massanutten Mountain.  


As the two Federal forces neared each other, Jackson fought several rear-guard actions to delay Fremont so he could concentrate on Shields.   At one of these – Goods Farm – he lost Turner Ashby, a promising commander of partisans.  Varied accounts had Ashby falling either to friendly fire or the bullet of a Pennsylvania Bucktail, but Kaufmann repeated the Germans’ claim that he was unhorsed by a former Brunswick lieutenant of hussars.   However that might be, as Fremont drew nearer, Jackson detached Ewell’s division to block him at Cross Keys, while the rest of his men prepared to swamp Shields’ advance (a mere 3,500 men under Erastus Tyler) at Port Republic.   

The Battle of Cross Keys and “The Slaughter of the Eighth New York”


On the morning of June 8, 1862, Fremont carefully arrayed his forces on one side of Mill Creek, assuming that he faced Jackson’s entire army.  We may forgive him this, given that much of the rest of Jackson’s army was only a few miles away.  From left to right Fremont deployed the brigades of Stahel, Milroy, Schenk, and Cluseret, with the two remaining brigades of the old Blenker Division – Bohlen and von Steinwehrs’ (temporarily under Koltes) – in reserve.  Blenker had briefly returned to the army but Fremont kept him on staff, out of the way.


Appropriately enough, the largely German army found itself in what Kaufmann called “old German cultural soil.  The battle took place between two German churches, Wetzel’s Lutheran Church and the House of Prayer of the United Brethern.  The latter was also call Friedenskirche [‘Peace Church’] or the Union Church.  The churches later served as field hospitals.”


Fremont’s plan of attack called for a grand right wheel of his army, with Stahel’s brigade leading off.   Stahel accordingly sent the 45th New York out as skirmishers, forming up the other regiments to wait as his artillery clattered off to take position.  Much to the surprise of the whole, one regiment did not wait, and headed straight for the heart of the Confederate line.  According to August Hortsmann of the 45th:

Long before the battle was supposed to begin and without having any reserves behind him, this officer gave his regiment the command to attack (rumor has it he was drunk and he now faces court-martial). They beat back the enemy pickets, and then they started singing "Hinaus in die Ferne" [ a German hiking song ] etc. and went straight into a bayonet attack, & it was uphill and over three fences, until after the last Fence on the other side of the hill, they met up with 7 enemy regiments hidden in the woods.  They were received so warmly by the enemy that 4 regiments were firing on this 1, & 3 more were standing by with their bayonets poised.  What must those 7 enemy regiments have thought when they saw a single regiment storming at them with their bayonets at charge and singing at the same time.  The outcome could easily be predicted…


As Kaufmann described it:  


The soldiers of the 8th charged in closed ranks with fixed bayonets, against wooded heights controlled by superior enemy forces… within 150 paces of the enemy, where they were met with dreadful close-range fire from four batteries, as well as a hail of rifle fire.  In a few seconds almost half of the brave German regiment (220 dead and wounded of 660) lay on the ground.


According to a report of the New York Bureau of Military Statistics:


In this engagement the eighth formed part of the left wing, and was ordered to advance. Companies A and K were thrown out as skirmishers, and soon came in contact with the enemy skirmishers, who were repulsed, and retired to a piece of wood-land close by. The regiment was then ordered to advance. Before reaching the woods it was to cross an open piece of ground of about four hundred yards, and three fences. The advance was made in fine style; two fences were passed and the third approached under severe fire; more than half of the regiment had already fallen ; no support whatever was afforded, and the regiment was compelled to retreat.


From the various accounts it seems clear that, drunk or not, Wutschell jumped off early.   Since the regiment was described as having two companies forward as skirmishers but otherwise being in close formation, prepared to charge, it may have come over the last ridge in the same column of assault that Willich’s 32nd Indiana used with considerably better effect at Shiloh:  column of companies doubled on the center.  This also seems born out by Private Henry Berckhoff’s eyewitness sketch of the action.


Unfortunately for the Eighth, the accounts of Confederate strength were not much exaggerated:  waiting on the other side of that last fence was Isaac Trimble’s brigade of  three regiments, supported by two other regiments and over-watched by four batteries of artillery.   If we can believe Berckhoff’s sketch, the Eighth made some attempt to deploy and fight back, which may simply have made matters worse for them.  After some minutes they fell back in confusion, leaving their regimental flag.  Trimble counterattacked and, as other Union regiments came to Wutschell’s aid, they were met in detail and pushed back.  Eventually further reinforcements and artillery support stopped the Confederates, but by that time the battle effectively ended and, now firmly believing he had all Jackson’s troops before him, Fremont made no attempt to renew his attack.   


In the evening most of the Confederate forces withdrew to reinforce Jackson’s main army.  This left Fremont in control of the battlefield and able to claim victory, though, having received word from Shields that only his advanced guard had reached Port Republic, the rest of his forces having halted from exhaustion, Fremont decided to retreat.  After the next day’s defeat of Tyler, both Union armies would fall back, leaving Stonewall Jackson the victor of one of the great campaigns of military history and, of more immediate importance, free to join the Army of Northern Virginia in the defense of Richmond against McClellan.
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Henry Berckoff, “The Battle of Cross Keys”


How badly did the Eighth suffer at Cross Keys?  Tellingly, the phrase “Slaughter of the Eighth New York” does not appear in period accounts and seems to be a late 20th century invention.  Fremont praised the courage of the Eighth in his after action reports and the soldiers themselves seem to have thought they acquitted themselves honorably in their first real engagement.   Two years after the battle, for example, former Corporal (and company clerk) Robert Rossi would write to his sister Elise in Mecklenburg that:


Some of the old members of the 8th Regiment have created a veteran’s mutual aid association, called the Blenker-Veterans’ Association which I also belong to.  Yesterday was the anniversary of the Battle of Cross Keys where three years ago our regiment received its baptism of blood.  This year the association held celebrations again, with speeches and singing, followed by dancing, and since the weather was so beautiful, the celebration went very well.


Singing and dancing?  What about “the slaughter”?  In fact the Eighth suffered dreadfully at Cross Keys, the final butcher’s bill coming to 63 killed or mortally wounded and another 140 wounded out of the 660 present for duty.  But this hardly counts as a “slaughter” by Civil War standards – the 63 dead places them far down on the list of Fox’s Regimental Losses, behind about 110 other regiments.  Further, they believed that they had made the enemy pay for their loss.  Fremont claimed to have buried more than 200 Confederates and thought their loss exceeded 1,200.  Horstmann, in the same letter that described the Eighth marching to their doom singing “Hinaus in die Ferne” stated:


The battlefield of the Feast of Pentecost was horrible.  More than 500 enemy corpses were heaped in 2 big piles.  And 2-300 of our own men. – Our total casualties, dead, wounded & missing amounted to ca. 700 [very close to the official report of 684].  Enemy losses must have been twice as high, judging by the number of their dead….  Our artillery in particular had had a dreadful impact & many of the corpses were ripped apart so badly you couldn’t distinguish friend or foe…


The Confederates officially gave their losses as 287, some half of these in Trimble’s brigade.  One wonders how Trimble could have suffered any casualties, given the situation of the Eighth, but the ambush exposed his position to Federal artillery, and his counterattack only furthered the danger to his men.  The possibility that Ewell’s force suffered more than reported gains credence from Jackson’s decision to leave Trimble and Patton’s commands near Cross Keys, and to put the rest of Ewell’s men in reserve during the initial assault on Tyler’s greatly outnumbered command at Port Republic.


Another view of the underreporting of Confederate casualties comes from J. Boone Bartholomees’ history of ANV staff organizations.  In Buff Facings and Gilt Buttons he notes that Jackson did not submit complete after action reports on the Valley campaign until April, 1863 (p. 243) and that as a general matter “Accounting for battle casualties in the Army of Northern Virginia was as mystifying as strength reporting (p. 28).  Indeed, the official report of Ewell’s casualties combines losses for Cross Keys and Port Republic, and for several regiments and batteries states simply “No report.”  (OR, Series I, Vol. 12, Part I, p. 717).


Whatever the actual numbers, it seems clear that soldiers of the Eighth such as Rossi felt themselves neither slaughtered nor defeated, and even Horstmann could conclude his letter home with this statement:


As for me, despite all the horrible hardships, despite hunger, rain & sore feet, I am healthier & stronger than ever & this life of war does me good…. But even if I should die in the fight for freedom & the preservation of the Union of this, my adopted homeland, then you should not be too concerned, for many brave sons of the German fatherland have already died on the field of honor, & many more besides me will fall! – Much the same as it is in Germany, the free and industrious people of the North are fighting against the lazy and haughty Junker spirit of the South.  But down with the aristocracy who are lacking only in titles, and may industrious and free men revive the glorious soil of the South…

Aftermath


Fremont’s army retreated down the Valley to Middletown, where he and Blenker left and General Franz Sigel – another hero of the ’48 revolution – took over.  Stahel retained command of the brigade while Schenk took over the division and, in the new First Corps of the Army of Virginia, the Eighth took part in the second battle of Bull Run, again distinguishing themselves under fire.  When the regiment’s two years ran out in April, 1863, they returned to New York, just missing the disaster of Chancellorsville.  


But that was not quite the end.  One company had enlisted for three years and, as the “Independent Company, Eighth New York” formed part of the 11th Corps provost guard.  They served in this capacity until reenlisting as veteran volunteers and being reassigned to the 68th New York, the “Second German Rifles,” in April 1864.  This regiment served in various theaters until mustered out in November 1865, which means that men of the Eighth stood present for duty with rifles in hand when the Confederacy itself fell, three long years after the “slaughter” at Cross Keys. 
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Henry Berckhoff, "Homeward Bound"

Note on the Clothing and Equipment of the Eighth New York at Cross Keys:

Between Kaufmann and the Baltimore Sun, we know that the Eighth went to the theater of war in gray uniforms and with a mix of long arms – some smoothbores and some rifles, perhaps Sharps for the flank companies.

The Berckhoff sketches provide additional detail.  For all their Grandma Moses quality, these illustrations by a soldier in the ranks of the Eighth clearly show a transition from gray to blue uniforms in September, from which point we also see a mix of many kinds of shirts (including red and purple) as well as both frock and sack coats.  

On the march in the spring and summer of 1862, the troops no longer have their leather knapsacks, but instead make do with blanket rolls, which – if we believe Kaufmann – will by June include their rubber blankets and shelter halves.

Despite the initial issue of muskets, the accoutrements shown have the cartridge box on the waist belt, with no sign of a sling.  In action at Cross Keys, the men have only their accoutrements, having left their rolls, haversacks, and canteens behind.  

Some officers retain their red kepis as late as April, 1862, but none appear in the picture of Cross Keys.

The scale of the drawing does not allow us to say whether the men wore evergreen sprigs in their hats at Cross Keys, though it might be nice to think so.  In any case, we can only trust Berckhoff so far – in his depiction of the Eighth at the first Bull Run, he shows the Confederates carrying a battle flag.

Appendix:  “Hinaus in die Ferne”


This song, also known as the “Jaegers Marschlied” (Hunter’s Marching Song) or “Turnermarsch” (Turner’s March), was composed in 1813 by Albert Methfessel.  The Turners – or Turnverein – was a fraternal gymnastic society founded by Friedrich Ludwig Jahn in 1811 as a reaction to the national decadence that had led to Prussia’s defeat and conquest by Napoleon.  Jahn and the Turners supported the Lutzow Freikorps in the 1813 War of Liberation against the French and the movement spread after the war.  Thus, in addition to inventing early versions of the parallel bars, vaulting bar, and horizontal beam, Jahn founded a group dedicated to liberal democracy and free speech.  


Although it seems strange to read a military history that refers to elite troops as “gymnasts,” members of the Turnverein took a leading role in the 1848-49 wars for a German republic, and excited the admiration of both Friedrich Engels and August Willich.  Exiled to America, Willich – a former Prussian officer and communist compatriot of Karl Marx – would raise two of the great regiments of the Union army (9th Ohio and 32nd Indiana) from American Turnverein. 


Text, translation, and notation for this song can be found at:  http://www.zither.us/?q=node/13

This site also has a Midi file and the first two stanzas, with (rough) translation:  

http://ingeb.org/Lieder/hinausin.html
Hinaus in die Ferne
Mit lautem Hörnerklang,
Die Stimmen erhebet
Zum mächtigen Gesang.
|: Der Freiheit Hauch
   Weht kräftig durch die Welt,
   Ein freies, frohes Leben
   Uns wohlgefällt. :|

 Wir halten zusammen,
Wie treue Brüder tun,
Wenn Tod uns umtobet
Und wenn die Waffen ruh'n.
|: Uns alle treibt
   Ein reiner, freier Sinn,
   Nach einem Ziele streben
   Wir alle hin! :|


For a sound file of a concert version of the piece performed by the Vienna State Opera, please contact the author at m.a.schaffner@comcast.net
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