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SECURING THE
POTOMAC:

Colonel
Charles P. Stone

and the Rockville

Expedition,
June-July 1861

Timothy R. Snyder

ome authors who have written on the first weeks
of the Civil War have assumed that the U. S. volun-
teers who came to detend Washington, D.C. were
extended quickly along the Potomac northwest of
the city. In fact, the national government was burdened by
other priorities, such as establishing and defending a trans-
portation link with the North, securing the bridges linking
Washington with Virginia, the pacitication of Baltimore, and
the occupation of Arlington and Alexandria, Virginia. As a
result, the Union army made no attempt to place pickets
along the Potomac above Washington until almost eight
weeks after the outbreak of hostilities. The detense of the
border with Virginia was an important objective, however,
as period records show that supplies and volunteers for the
Confederate army crossed the Potomac at two prominent
points below Harpers Ferry: Point of Rocks in Frederick
County and Edward’s Ferry in Montgomery County. Colo-
nel Charles P. Stone’s expedition to Edward’s Ferry, which
began on June 10, 1861, was the first effort by the Union
army to seize control of the Potomac above Washington.’

Colonel Charles P. Stone

Charles Pomeroy Stone was a graduate of West Point, class
of 1845, where he finished seventh out of forty-one cadets.
After graduation he served in the ordnance and infantry
branches of the army, taught at West Point, and served in
the Mexican War, where he earned two brevet promotions.

A Charles P. Stone, c. 1860.

He resigned from the army in 1856 and pursued business
opportunities in San Francisco and Mexico. He was living

in Washington, D.C. during the “Secession Winter” and, at
the request of U.S. Army General-in-Chief Winfield Scott,
became colonel and inspector general of the District of
Columbia Militia. Stone reorganized the militia, purged it of
disloyal men, and expanded the force until it reached thirty-
three companies of loyal soldiers, a total of about 3,500 men.
The D.C. Militia defended the nation’s capital during the
uncertain months before the outbreak of hostilities, includ-
ing during Abraham Lincoln’s inauguration as president, for
which Stone was in charge of security. After the outbreak

of hostilities at Fort Sumter, the D.C. Militia was the first

to enroll for Federal service and Stone was placed in direct
command of the new volunteers. These troops subsequently
helped to defend the nation’s capital until northern volun-
teers arrived to aid them. A month later Stone was given

a command in the regular army, colonel of the Fourteenth
Infantry. On May 24, 1861, at the head of the D.C. volun-
teers, he helped lead the Federal advance into Virginia that
resulted in the occupation of Arlington and Alexandria. At
the outbreak of the Civil War Stone was thirty-six years old.”

The Expedition

On June 8, 1861, General-in-Chief Scott ordered Stone
to lead an expedition to “seize and hold” Edward’s Ferry
and intercept supplies sent to Virginia from Confederate
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the third time had agreed to serve under
Stone outside of the District. Other
units in the expedition included the
Ninth New York State Militia (desig-
nated the Eighty-third New York Infan-
try); the First New Hampshire Infantry;
the First Pennsylvania Artillery (which
would serve exclusively as an infantry
regiment, designated the Seventeenth
Pennsylvania Infantry); a troop of horse-
men from Company H, Second U.S.
Cavalry; and two guns from Battery D,
Fifth U.S. Artillery (which had been in
service at the U.S. Military Academy
and in period records was referred to as
the West Point Battery). Except for the
New York regiment and the regular U.S.
troops, Stone’s command consisted of
ninety-day volunteers.”

Stone planned to advance up the
Potomac along three approximately par-

A Area of the Rockville Expedition. Maps of the Seat of War in Virginia, Dec. 1, 1861, Published by B. Duncan,

Columbia, SC.

sympathizers in Baltimore. The general also authorized
him to cross the river and seize Leesburg “if practicable,”
but left other decisions to the colonel’s discretion as he
passed up the river. The movement would come to be
known as the “Rockville Expedition,” a misnomer that
was likely attributed to the undertaking because its main
column was to proceed to Edward’s Ferry by way of
Rockville, which was also the first destination for the
expedition outside of Washington.?

On the same day he gave Stone his orders, Scott
informed Major General Robert Patterson of the expedi-
tion. Patterson, a Mexican War veteran, was commander of
the Department of Pennsylvania, which gave him military
responsibility for the states of Pennsylvania, Delaware,
and most of Maryland, including that portion in which
Stone would lead his men. By late May Patterson’s sol-
diers, Pennsylvanians who had enrolled in response to
Lincoln’s call for 75,000 volunteers, were concentrating at
Chambersburg, Pennsylvania, for an offensive against the
Confederates at Harpers Ferry. In his letter, Scott advised
Patterson that Stone’s expedition “may be but a diversion in
your favor, but possibly it may be turned into an effective
co-operation.”

Stone’s 2,500-man force departed Washington on June
10. It consisted of the Second, Third, Fitth, and Eighth Bat-
talions, District of Columbia Volunteers, and the President’s
Mounted Guard, a District of Columbia cavalry troop created
to escort and protect the president and president-elect dur-
ing the inauguration. These were some of the same soldiers
Stone had recruited and trained to defend the capital over
the winter and spring. The D.C. troops had enrolled for
service exclusively within the District of Columbia, but for
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allel routes, (south to north) the Chesa-
peake and Ohio Canal, the river road,
and the road that ran between Rockville
and Conrad’s Ferry, all of which were
bisected by perpendicular roads that would allow support

to be forwarded if any of the units were threatened. On
June 10 the U.S. cavalry and artillery were sent ahead to
Rockville, followed by the New York, New Hampshire, and
Pennsylvania regiments. Stone and the D.C. troops made
camp in Tennallytown (Tenleytown), still within the bound-
ary of the District of Columbia. Two provisioned canal boats
were readied at the Chain Bridge above Georgetown for

the command that would move up the canal. The following
day the President’s Mounted Guard and the Third Battalion
D.C. Volunteers advanced to Rockville. The latter unit was
commanded by Captain John R. Smead, a West Point-trained
artillery officer who Stone had handpicked to lead the Third
Battalion. Smead also served as the expedition’s assistant
quartermaster and commissary of subsistence.’

On June 12 Lieutenant-Colonel Charles Everett and the
Fifth Battalion D.C. Volunteers boarded the waiting canal
boats at the Chain Bridge. At Great Falls, Everett lett one
company to guard the fords and ferries in that vicinity.
The remainder of the battalion advanced to Seneca Creek
and established a camp along the canal near the mouth
of the creek. Second Battalion D.C. Volunteers departed
Tennallytown along the river road and established camp
at Seneca Mills, about a half-mile north of Everett. The
Ninth New York State Militia left Rockville and occupied
Darnestown, three miles above Jewell. The Eighth D.C.
Battalion, largely German, stayed behind at Tennallytown
to keep open the lines of communication with Washing-
ton. The rest of Stone’s force remained at Rockville, with
the U.S. cavalry and artillery stationed one mile out along
the road toward Darnestown.’

T




Stone was soon forced to accelerate the pace of his
advance. On June 13 he learned from a scout that on the pre-
vious day a party of Confederates had crossed the Potomac
near Edward’s Ferry and had drained the water from the
canal. He had also received a report that about three hundred
Confederates were still on the Maryland side of the river.?

The Confederates were well aware of the Union expe-
dition. Stone learned that when his troops first reached
Rockville, couriers were sent across the river to inform the
Southern outpost at Harpers Ferry. Additionally, the day
before Stone’s command departed Washington, Confeder-
ate Colonel Eppa Hunton, who commanded the Eighth Vir-
ginia Infantry and other forces in Loudoun County, Virginia,
| wrote that an informant had told him that the Union army
was loading canal boats with provisions and ammunition.
He had asked for additional men to enable him to “cut to
pieces” any force that passed up the canal. General Robert
E. Lee responded the next day, suggesting that Hunton
destroy the canal’s dams in the Potomac or the Monocacy
Aqueduct, hence the Confederate raid on the canal near
Edward’s Ferry.®

In response to reports that the Confederates were north
of the Potomac, on June 14 Stone sent the Pennsylvania
regiment, commanded by General Patterson’s son, Colonel
Francis E. Patterson, and the artillery toward Dawsonville.
He also forwarded the New Hampshire regiment to Pool-
esville. Stone then accompanied the cavalry on a scouting
expedition toward Edward’s and Conrad’s (White’s) Ferries.
Finding no enemy north of the river, the following day a
portion of the Pennsylvania troops, a piece of artillery, and
twenty cavalrymen occupied Edward’s Ferry, and a part of
the New Hampshire regiment took possession of Conrad’s
Ferry. By occupying Edward’s Ferry, Stone had accom-
plished one of his primary objectives five days after begin-
ning the expedition.!?

With the occupation of the Maryland side of Edward’s
Ferry, the Confederates became concerned that Stone was
preparing to cross the river in force. Soon after, they burned
the railroad bridge over Goose Creek and destroyed rolling
stock. Eppa Hunton later wrote that he ordered the destruc-
tion after a false and hysterical report by Captain George
R. Gaither, a Marylander who commanded a company on
the Virginia side of Edward’s Ferry. The Confederates also
began to defend prominent crossing points opposite the
positions held by Stone’s men. On June 15 Colonel Everett
reported that the Confederates were erecting earthworks
opposite his position at Seneca Creek. The following day
the Confederates appeared in force on the Virginia side of
the two ferries and placed a battery on the road leading
from Edward’s Ferry to Leesburg. On June 17 the South-
erners fired about twenty artillery rounds at the New
Hampshire troops holding Conrad’s Ferry. On June 18,
when Stone’s men discovered a large body of Confeder-
ates opposite Edward’s Ferry trying to cross Goose Creek in
a ferryboat, skirmishing ensued and a Union artilleryman
used a howitzer to disperse them.!!

In response to the
Confederates fortifying
positions south of the river,
Stone sent two compa-
nies from the New York
regiment to strengthen
the outpost at Seneca, and
sent the remainder of the
New Yorkers to Dawson-
ville to defend against any
Confederate attempt to
cross the fords near the
Monocacy River or Point of
Rocks, locations that were
still not picketed. Conrad’s
Ferry was strengthened
by twenty Pennsylvania
sharpshooters, and the Third D.C. Battalion moved from
Rockville to Darnestown for four days, and then to Pool-
esville. On June 19 Stone sent a scout as far up the river
as Harpers Ferry, which the Confederates had deserted in
mid-June. On June 21, after the colonel learned that Con-
federates opposite the Monocacy River were attempting to
raise a sunken ferryboat, he moved the New Yorkers from
Dawsonville to the Monocacy, and this unit subsequently
extended its pickets two miles farther to Noland’s Ferry."’

Within days after the June 18 skirmish at Edward’s Ferry,
a state of calm settled along the river. On June 22 pickets
from both armies met in the middle of the Potomac at
Conrad’s Ferry, shaking hands and drinking to each other’s
health. The peace lasted about a week, until the Confed-
erates placed recently arrived South Carolina troops on
picket duty at the ferries. Stone wrote that the new sentries
resumed the “unsoldierlike” practice of firing on opposing
pickets. During the last week of June the two sides engaged
in an almost daily skirmish at Seneca Creek.!?

Stone was convinced that the occupation of Point of
Rocks was essential to the defense of the border. In the
early spring the Confederates had maintained armed occu-
pation of the turnpike bridge that spanned the river there,
but the Southern troops had burned it on June 9 prior to
deserting Harpers Ferry. The fords in the vicinity were still
used by sympathizers, however, and Confederate pickets
were nonetheless guarding the Virginia end of the burned
bridge. On June 24 Stone accompanied the cavalry on a
scouting expedition up the Potomac and later wrote, “I
deem it highly important to occupy the Point of Rocks, and
guard the ferries and fords there, a little above and below.
Communication is constantly going on there, and the
enemy can at any time cross and destroy the canal and rail-
way track.” The pickets of the Ninth New York were within
four miles of the small village, but with Stone’s 2,500 men
and two artillery pieces extended over the thirty miles
between Great Falls and Noland’s Ferry — and having made
dispositions in his rear to defend against an attack by any
force that might cross the river at a higher ford — Stone did

A Fppa Hunton, c. 1880.
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A “General Stone's Division at Edward's Ferry October 20, 1861 from the Harper's Weekly of

November 9, 1861.

not think his command strong enough to occupy any more
ground. He was also perplexed that Patterson had not yet
occupied Harpers Ferry, especially since the Confederates
had abandoned the town. The next day he wrote, “With
Harper’s Ferry unoccupied, the disaffected in Maryland
have free communication with Virginia across the Potomac
above Point of Rocks, and information and supplies go daily
to the enemy.”"

Stone asked for an additional regiment of infantry, along
with more artillery and cavalry, so that he could occupy
Point of Rocks and either Knoxville or Sandy Hook, both of
which were located just below Harpers Ferry. He believed
that more troops would not only allow him to cut off com-
munication across the river below Harpers Ferry, but also
help sustain Union sentiment in Frederick County, Mary-
land, and in Loudoun and Berkeley Counties in Virginia. In
response, on June 28 Brigadier General Joseph K. F. Mans-
field, head of the Department of Washington and nominally
Stone’s commanding officer, gave the colonel command of
five companies from the Twenty-fifth Pennsylvania Infan-
try, then in Washington. The companies reported to Stone
at Poolesville on July 1.

Local Reception

On June 16 General Mansfield had directed Stone to sustain
the Union sentiment on both sides of the river. Most of
Stone’s expedition was conducted in Montgomery County,
Maryland, a county that likely was of strong pro-Southern
sentiment. In 1860 thirty percent of the county’s popula-
tion were slaves, the sixth highest percentage of slaves in
Maryland’s twenty-one counties and Baltimore City. In
addition, in the state’s 1864 constitutional referendum, only
twenty-four percent of Montgomery County voters would
cast their ballots in support of a new constitution that
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outlawed slavery and denied political rights
to former Confederate soldiers and their sup-
porters. In contrast, neighboring Frederick
County would vote sixty percent in favor of
the constitution.'®

Nonetheless, despite having received a
report that Rockville’s citizens were “one-
half rabid secessionists,” Stone’s expedition
was met with goodwill from local inhabit-
ants. After his men reached Rockville, the
colonel wrote that “the soldiers are most
kindly received and are very popular with the
people.” The authors of three unit histories
also wrote that the citizens of Rockville had
showed them many kindnesses and that
nearly the entire town turned out to watch
the dress parade."”

Despite the pleasant reception that most
locals gave the men, not all Rockville resi-
dents were pleased to see the soldiers. On
June 21 the pro-Southern Montgomery County
Sentinel asserted, “Whilst some of our citi-
zens hail with joy the armed forces which
have been concentrated here, many turn in disgust from
them, as they hasten on to imbrue their hands in the blood
of our brothers.” As period records show that the troops
only received a positive reception, those who opposed
their presence apparently stayed behind closed doors or
kept their opinions to themselves. The Montgomery County
Sentinel also claimed that some of Stone’s men made threats
against the newspaper, although none were carried out.”

As Stone’s command advanced up the river, some local
citizens were initially suspicious of them and their inten-
tions. Usually after a brief period, however, the soldiers
gained the trust of the locals. On June 20 Stone wrote from
Poolesville, “The people in the neighborhood seem to gain
confidence in the Government day by day, and the troops,
especially the Pennsylvania First, are very popular with
them. . . . The troops are now looked to for protection.”
Stone also reported that secessionists had warned local
women and children to expect “outrage and horror” at the
hands of the U.S. troops, and the soldiers had to overcome
such fears before gaining the trust of the citizens. A soldier
in the expedition wrote from Poolesville on June 27, "“Many
of the farmers who had left here have returned to their
farms, and are now quietly conducting their affairs, having
recovered from their apprehension of danger from the occu-
pation of this section by a large body of troops.”"

During the expedition Stone learned that a number of
Unionists lived across the river in Loudoun County, Vir-
ginia, one of whom had appealed to him to provide protec-
tion while he harvested his grain. Stone urged the govern-
ment to send him additional troops so that he could occupy
the county and defend the loyal citizens living south of the
Potomac. He also expected the grain harvest there to be
very abundant and feared that the Confederates might seize
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the crop. Stone would soon receive new orders, however,
and was unable to cross the river and aid the Unionists
who lived there.?”

After the June 24 scouting expedition to Harpers Ferry,
the colonel learned that strong Union sentiment existed
along the river to the west, especially in Sandy Hook,
located in the southeastern corner of Washington County.
In April the townsfolk had endured armed searches of their
homes at the hands of the Confederates from Harpers Ferry.
Stone again requested an additional regiment to stop the
low of supplies and intelligence to Virginia between Point
of Rocks and Harpers Ferry and to support the residents
of Sandy Hook. He believed that it was the “right of those
loyal citizens who have faithfully stood by the flag under
circumstances of difficulty and danger to protection at the
first moment possible.”?!

Stone’s guardianship of the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal
also helped him gain the support of local inhabitants. After
the Confederates drew the water from the canal at Edward’s
Ferry, General Mansfield had ordered Stone to protect the
waterway and restore navigation. Although in doing so the
colonel was insuring the operation of what would become
an important coal carrier and military supply line, it also
aided local inhabitants by reopening an avenue to markets
for their goods. Stone wrote from Poolesville on June 17,
“the canal is absolutely necessary to the well-being of this
neighbor-hood — one of the best small-grain districts in the
state. It is now suffering for want of means of transporta-
tion, and the appearance of troops here has had an excellent
etfect.” Although artillery opposite Edward’s Ferry prevented
Stone from restoring the canal at that point, he did protect
the waterway to Seneca Creek — where a large mill complex
was located — and received supplies via the canal.??

During the expedition only one incident occurred that
created animosity toward Stone’s men. On June 21 the col-
onel ordered the German battalion, the Eighth D.C. Volun-
teers, from Tennallytown to Great Falls. On June 24 a party
of about twenty-five soldiers from the battalion searched a
number of private homes for arms. The Montgomery County
Sentinel reported that no weapons were found, but that the
soldiers took eggs and poultry before departing. On June 27
the local States’ Attorney for Montgomery County, W. Veirs
Bouic, complained to the colonel about the conduct of the
troops. Stone promised to investigate the matter and bring
charges against any soldier who had engaged in wrongdo-
ing, which helped to diffuse the matter. The Washington
Evening Star later reported that Stone had determined that
the men had searched the homes “with all propriety” and in
obedience to orders.?

The End of the Expedition

In late June General-in-Chief Scott ordered General Pat-
terson to cross the Potomac at Williamsport and engage
Brigadier General’s Joseph E. Johnston’s army. Patterson,
who had also been ordered to return some of his best
troops to Washington, complained loudly and persistently
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Of the duty performed by the D.C.
troops, particularly in securing
Washington after the outbreak of
hostilities, Stone would later write,
“I think that the country has never
properly appreciated the services of
those District of Columbia volunteers.

about his lack of cavalry, artillery, and experienced troops,
and as a result on June 30 Scott issued Special Orders No.
109, which directed Stone to report to Patterson with his
command after returning his own artillery and cavalry

to Washington. The colonel was also ordered to send

back any of the D.C. volunteers who desired to return to
the capital, as these troops were nearing the end of their
ninety-day enlistment period and maintained the right to
decline service outside of the District. Most of the D.C.
soldiers took the opportunity to return to the capital. Of the
duty performed by the D.C. troops, particularly in securing
Washington after the outbreak of hostilities, Stone would
later write, “I think that the country has never properly
appreciated the services of those District of Columbia
volunteers.”?*

Stone received Scott’s orders on July 1 and immediately
made preparations to comply; nevertheless, he was con-
cerned about leaving Edward’s Ferry without troops. On
the same day he wrote Scott’s adjutant, “It will be with
serious misgivings that I leave this horseshoe of the river
unguarded, for I shall expect to learn that the enemy have
crossed immediately on my leaving, and doubtless the canal
will be destroyed, as well as large amounts of grain. . . .

[ greatly regret the necessity which exists for leaving this
village [Poolesville] and vicinity without troops.” To protect
the river crossings as long as possible, Stone sent one hun-
dred returning D.C. soldiers to Edward’s Ferry with rations
for two days. When their provisions were exhausted, the
men were ordered to fall back to Seneca, which was held
entirely by D.C. troops, and all of them would then return
to Washington along with the artillery and the President’s
Mounted Guard. The U.S. cavalry proceeded to Washington
immediately.?

The day he received the orders, Stone sent six New
York companies to Point of Rocks, the crossing point that
had previously caused him so much concern. Over the
next several days Stone moved most of his troops ahead to
Sandy Hook where he intended to ford the river, while the
New Hampshire regiment remained in the rear at Point of
Rocks. On July 4 Stone reported, “The people received the
troops at Berlin, Knoxville, and Sandy Hook with the great-
est demonstration of joy and reliet.” On the same day a
handtul of Confederate soldiers at Harpers Ferry opened fire
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A “Sandy Hook, Head-Quarters of Colonel Stone, on the Upper Potomac” from the Harper’s Weekﬂf of August 10, 1861.

on Stone’s men at Sandy Hook. In the halt-hour skirmish,
the New York regiment suffered one soldier killed and two
wounded.?®

On July 5 Patterson directed Stone to instead cross the
river at Williamsport and join him at Martinsburg. The next
day the colonel sent the New York and the two Pennsylva-
nia regiments ahead, while he moved the New Hampshire
regiment to Sandy Hook. The New Yorkers were heart-
ened when they reached Sharpsburg on July 6. One soldier
wrote, “This was to be a thoroughly loyal town, the tirst
the Ninth had entered, whose people boldly flung to the
breeze the American Flag. Cheering and shouts of delight
were heard on each side as the regiment gallantly marched
through the main street.” A small contingent of from fifty
to sixty D.C. volunteers who had agreed to accompany the
expedition brought up the rear of the column, escorting
the wagon train of baggage and provisions. On July 7 and
July 8 the units that comprised Stone’s command crossed
the Potomac between Falling Waters and Williamsport and
proceeded to Martinsburg.”

14 Catoctin History @ Issue # 11 (2009)

In the meantime, the Eighth D.C. Battalion, which had
declined to return to D.C., remained on duty at Great
Falls. On July 7 the battalion engaged the Confederates
across the river in a sharp skirmish and suffered two killed.
They remained at their post until July 10 when they were
relieved by Massachusetts troops.*®

When Stone reached Martinsburg on July 8 and reported
to Patterson, his expedition had come to an end.”

Although Stone’s departure from the river between Great
Falls and Noland’s Ferry appeared to abandon the Potomac
to the Confederates, no such thing occurred. The colonel’s
decision to post the returning D.C. volunteers on the river
until their supplies ran out seems to have discouraged any
raids. In any event, there was never a strong likelihood
of any Confederate advance across the Potomac because
of the activity of Union forces west and east of Leesburg.
Some thirty-five miles to the northwest, Patterson’s force
was in Martinsburg, Virginia. About twenty-five miles to
the southeast, the Union army was concentrating resources
in northern Virginia for its pending offensive against the
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A "The Civil War in America: Retreat of the Federalists After the Fight at Ball's

Bluff, Upper Potomac, Virginia” from the llustrated London News of November
23, 1861,

Confederates at Manassas Junction. In fact, on July 18
Hunton’s Eighth Virginia Infantry and any remaining
cavalry and artillery left Leesburg for Manassas and partici-
pated in the subsequent battle.°

Although Stone’s expedition was involved in only
minor skirmishes, he accomplished a number of important
objectives: 1) he had placed the first Federal pickets at the
vulnerable fords and ferry crossings above Washington; 2)
he had prevented further Confederate raids and scouts onto
Maryland soil within his jurisdiction; 3) he had prevented
the passage of recruits and supplies to Virginia from Con-
federate sympathizers in Maryland within the region under
his control; 4) he had helped sustain and strengthen the
Union sentiment along the border, while not unnecessar-
ily antagonizing those of uncertain loyalty; and, 5) he had
allowed for the resumption of navigation on the lower por-
tion of the C&O Canal.

On July 6 Stone received a letter from Winfield Scott’s
adjutant: “I'he General-in-Chief has been highly pleased
with the whole conduct of your expedition, and only
regrets that it has not been in his power to furnish you
additional cavalry and artillery and to permit you to carry
out the plans suggested by you.”?!

Post-Expedition

During the late summer of the same year Stone was pro-
moted to brigadier general and was commanding a Corps of
Observation in Major General George B. McClellan’s Army
of the Potomac. He again made his headquarters at Pooles-
ville and was ordered to watch the river crossings between
Seneca and Point of Rocks, the same region in which he
had served while leading the Rockville Expedition. By Octo-
ber he was assigned additional units and was designated

a division commander. It was during the third week in
October that the disastrous Battle of Ball’s Bluff occurred on
the Virginia heights that overlooked the Potomac. Over two
hundred Union soldiers died and more than five hundred

were captured during the battle. The commanding officer
on the bluff was Col. Edward D. Baker, a U.S. Senator from
Oregon and a personal friend of President Lincoln, who
suffered a fatal wound there. Stone had remained at his
headquarters in Poolesville during the battle.?

In the weeks after Ball’s Bluff, conditions along the river
returned to a relative calm. Stone continued to see the
C&O Canal as an asset to the army and the local economy,
especially since it had resumed navigation over its entire
184.5-mile length in August. During a period of sustained
heavy rain in early November, for example, Stone’s men
repaired three breaches in the canal above Edward’s Ferry
that were caused by high water, and he informed Major
General Nathaniel P. Banks of two breaks near Seneca,
which were subsequently repaired by Banks’s men.*

Canal navigation was nonetheless hindered by restric-
tions that the army had placed on boating, regulations that
doubled the time required for a boat to travel from Cum-
berland to Georgetown. These included forbidding naviga-
tion at night and prohibiting the discharge of cargo at any
point except in Georgetown. Military officers had gotten
into the habit of stopping boats and seizing company
property at will. In late November canal company presi-
dent Alfred Spates complained to McClellan about the
army’s conduct and asked for increased protection from
Confederate raids. In response, on December 6, McClel-
lan appointed Stone military supervisor of the canal. Stone
immediately sought to remove restrictions on navigation
and ordered officers under his command to help keep the
waterway in order.%

Meanwhile, repercussions from the Battle of Ball’s Bluff
were beginning to catch up to Stone. When Congress
reconvened on December 2 there was much grumbling
about the war and calls for an investigation to determine
why the Union military effort was languishing. This dis-
pleasure gave rise to the Joint Committee on the Conduct
of the War. The Joint Committee, led by Republicans Ben-
jamin F. Wade and Zachariah Chandler, began meeting in
December. With regard to the Battle of Ball’s Bluff, mem-
bers turned their suspicions toward Stone, a Democrat.
Soldiers who had served under Stone, some of whom held
grudges against him, testified in the case. When a refugee
from Virginia testified that Stone was held in high regard
by the Confederates serving opposite him, Secretary of War
Edwin M. Stanton ordered Stone’s arrest, which occurred
on February 8, 1862.%

For Union citizens who resided north of the Potomac,
Stone’s arrest was a significant loss. Stone had spent about
eight months in service along the Potomac and at the time
of his detention was the most experienced officer serving
along the river. He had proven that he could lead a com-
mand in a region of divided sympathies without unneces-
sarily antagonizing those who favored the South. He had
also quickly recognized that the C&O Canal provided a
significant advantage to the Union side, not only as a coal
carrier and Federal supply line, but as a means to sustain
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and build Union sentiment among those who were eco-
nomically dependent upon the waterway.

The significance of Stone’s role in keeping the canal open
is suggested by the fact that less than two months after his
arrest navigation on the canal came to a standstill. Although
the canal was typically closed for two to three months dur-
ing the winter, as spring 1862 approached the resumption
of navigation was in jeopardy. A significant winter flood
had occurred in late January and the army had seized about
150 canal boats in February and March. Additionally, mili-
tary officers stationed along the waterway interfered per-
sistently in canal company affairs. The company president
was so exasperated by military interference that on March
27, 1862, he wrote directly to Secretary Stanton: “Between
Washington and Cumberland . . . all officers assume to have
power to give orders on the canal, (while no two orders
agree,) ignoring all other orders heretofore given. . .. The
conflict is so great that even now, in many places, the canal
is not navigable, neither will permission be given by the
officers for the proper repairs to be made.” Navigation was
fully resumed only after the personal intervention of the
secretary of war.

One piece of evidence used against Stone by the Com-
mittee on the Conduct of the War actually demonstrated
that rather than engaging in disloyal conduct, he was
indeed doing his duty — in particular, defending the canal.
The testimony of witnesses indicated that Stone did not
contest the construction of Confederate earthworks oppo-
site his position. Stone explained that most of the works
were out of the range of his guns and that it was pointless
and expensive to bombard unmanned earthworks. Records
show, however, that Confederate Brigadier General Dan-
iel H. Hill had threatened to fire on passing canal boats if
Stone’s men hit private homes while bombarding earth-
works. Stone testified that he always intended to bombard
the fortifications once they were manned, but in holding his
fire he insured that barges of coal, supplies, and local goods
continued to move on the waterway.”

Witnesses further testitied that Stone was respected by
Confederates on the other side of the Potomac. He was
indeed polite and professional with the officers who served
opposite him, some of whom had been his classmates at
West Point. After the war, former Confederate oftticer Eppa
Hunton wrote in his autobiography, “General Stone was a
very superior man — a man of fine intelligence and military
attainments. He was a gentleman, and conducted the war
in the most gentlemanly manner.” Yet conducting himself
in a “gentlemanly manner” did not make Stone derelict in
his duty to the Union. A letter from General Hill, written
three weeks before Stone was arrested, contirms Stone’s
diligence in carrying out his orders: “I can perceive no dimi-
nution of Stone’s force. He has at least 1,700 men on post
every moment from Point of Rocks to Edward’s Ferry, or
5,100 on sentry duty. Colonel Radford thinks this is a low
estimate. I have never in my life seen such a chain of senti-
nels. They are evidently very solicitous about the canal.”
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A number of witnesses testified that Stone was also
highly regarded by the pro-Southern citizens in Maryland,
who very likely comprised a majority of the population in
the region in which he served. Stone certainly took great
care to be respectful and judicious toward them, which
helped ensure that they did not become enemies and
made it less likely that he would have to deal with spies
and plots behind his lines. In addition, Stone correctly
perceived that uncommitted citizens were more likely
to support the Union if treated well, especially since the
Confederates used sabotage against local transportation
lines, like the canal, upon which many citizens were
dependent.?

After his arrest, Stone was held for 189 days in a military
prison at Fort Lafayette in New York Harbor. Military offi-
cials never brought him to trial, lodged no charges against
him, nor ever provided him with an official explanation for
his detainment. After his release, he waited nine months
for orders, served in the Department of the Gulf for about
a year, and then briefly commanded a brigade in the Army
of the Potomac during the siege of Petersburg. With rumor
and suspicion from the Ball’s Bluff debacle still swirling
about him — and under constant surveillance — he resigned
his commission in the regular army on September 13, 1864.
Following the war, he worked in Virginia for four years as
superintendent of the Dover Mining Company. With the
failure of the company, he fell into heavy debt. In 1870 he
moved to Egypt where he lived for thirteen years, becom-
ing lieutenant general and chief of staff to the Egyptian
khedive. In 1883, after the British conquest of Egypt in the
previous year, he returned to America. He resumed work
as an engineer, his last position being that of chief engineer
for the construction of the foundation and pedestal of the
Statue of Liberty in New York Harbor, ironically the same
harbor where Stone was denied his liberty without ever
having been provided an official reason for his detention.
He died on January 24, 1887.%

Because of the controversy that arose in the aftermath
of the Battle of Ball’s Bluff, Stone’s Civil War service was
stunted and his record clouded in suspicion. Yet every
modern historian has placed primary blame for the defeat
at Ball’s Bluff on the battlefield commander, Col. Edward
D. Baker, rather than on Stone. Despite the uncertainty
that existed in his time, Stone’s legacy during the war is
secure: he reshaped the D.C. militia into a loyal force that
provided security during Lincoln’s inauguration and which
helped defend Washington until other troops arrived; he
commanded a column that occupied northern Virginia, ter-
ritory that the Union army would never relinquish during
the war; and leading the D.C. troops and other units in
the Rockville Expedition, he helped provide further secu-
rity to the capital and to the border between the North
and South. *

Ti Snuyder has written about Maryland's political history during the seces-
sion crisis and the Civil War. He is currently working on a book about the
Chesapeake and Ohio Canal during the Civil War.
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