
"William H. Cobb (was) one of the honored veterans of the Civil War, one of the valued

officials of Addison County and one of the enterprising and progressive agriculturalists of

his locality." [1]At one time in his life, he was also a carpenter. He used his experience as

a soldier in the Civil War to become a well known and respected Addison County Deputy

Sheriff for nearly forty years. His membership in many fraternal organizations brought

him additional notoriety and recognition. Even William's wife gained a certain level of

fame in the County as a brave matron of the County Jail.

William H. Cobb was born in New Haven, Vermont on January 17, 1838. He was the son

of Harvey Cobb and Amanda Bryant. His father had also been born in New Haven, but

his mother came from Warrensburgh, New York. [2]For siblings, William had two

brothers: Edson, nine in 1850 and George, five in the same year. He lived in Starksboro

with his family. His father was a laborer. None of the boys seemed to attend school; at

least the Federal Census did not note it on the form. [3]By 1860, the Cobb family had

moved to nearby Huntington, Vermont, where Harvey, William's father, continued

working as a farm laborer. William was old enough to hire himself out on a farm as well.

In fact, his two brothers, Edson, eighteen, and George, sixteen, were employed as hired

hands, too. 1861 was a busy year for the Cobbs. All of the grown males were wage

earners outside the home. William found time somehow to court a young lady from

Middlebury. Her name was Miss Fidelia E. Landon. Her father was Edwin P. Landon

(1798-1882), once a farmer in the Middlebury area. Her mother was Ester Bagley (?-

1856). Edwin had been born in New Hampshire. Ester was a native Vermonter, having

been born in Brandon. [4]Where the newlyweds took up residence after they were married

was not clearly revealed. If there was room, and everyone else was good with it, they

may have remained with William's parents in the homestead house. However, there was

some evidence to suggest that they retired to Burlington, Vermont after the wedding.

Where they were living became of little importance, as, very soon, William and Fidelia's

small world was turned upside down.

The Spring of 1861 brought bad news to the small state of Vermont - indeed to the entire

northern United States. Fort Sumter in South Carolina had been forced to surrender to



insurgent Rebel forces. The floodgates of war had burst open on another April morning.

The country was at war with itself! The initial rush of volunteerism swept through every

city, village and town north and south of the Mason-Dixon Line like a like a brush fire

driven by hurricane force winds. Young men, mostly, pushed and shoved one another in

line everywhere to stand before a recruiter to enlist. They couldn't wait to sign up for fear

that the whole affair would be over before they had a chance to kill a Reb. No one was

ready for war - not the nation; not the States of the North or the South. And no one

realized what a horrific monster had been unleashed with the single pull of a canon's

lanyard.

William must have felt the irresistible pull to war that his contemporaries felt. But the ink

was hardly dried on his marriage certificate. What to do?! Go or stay? How distraught his

new wife must have been, watching her young husband wrestle with his decision. And

she must have had turmoil of her own as she dealt with her mixed emotions. It took

almost a full year for William to decide what he was going to do. But when the call came

for more troops to defend their country from self-destruction, he could not abstain any

longer. The hardy six feet one inch twenty-three year old carpenter from Burlington gave

his pledge to do his duty for his country for the next three years of his life on August 2,

1862. The handsome volunteer had a medium complexion, blue eyes and black hair

which made him stand out even more than his above average height. [5]The first of

September, 1862 at Brattleboro, all the volunteers met to be mustered-in the service of

the Union Army. At that time, the good-looking soldier was made a Corporal of

Company D, Tenth Vermont Regiment. He was paid a bounty of $25 and a premium of

$2. [6]

By December 18, Corporal Cobb, literally standing head and shoulders above most men

in the ranks, found himself chosen as color guard for the Regiment. To be chosen as a

member of the color guard was an honor, due to the fact that these individuals were

charged with protecting the Regimental Color and the National Color in and out of battle.

Usually the color guard consisted of four select men: two under arms, one NCO who

carried the Regimental flag, and a Sergeant Major who carried the National flag. This



group's sole assignment was to safeguard, care for and display the flags. In battle, each

regiment's ability to keep its formation was potentially critical to its, and therefore the

army's, success in its attack upon the enemy. Therefore, in the chaos of battle with its

attendant noise, smoke and confusion, soldiers needed to be able to determine where their

regiment was. The Regimental and National Colors on the field served this purpose.

Regimental Colors were given to regiments, sometimes by civilian groups, often by the

State in which the regiment was raised at the time of their departure for the front. Battle

honors were often inscribed on them to symbolize the honorable service of the regiment.

Therefore, the Regimental Color and the National Color were treated with reverence as

they represented the honor and traditions of the regiment. The loss of a unit's flag was not

only shameful, but losing this central point of reference on the battlefield could cause the

regiment to fragment and loose its fighting efficiency. The Color Guards duty was to

keep the Colors safe and in the center of the action on the field. [7]

The Tenth Vermont Infantry Regiment was recruited from all parts of the State. Colonel

A. B. Jewett commanded. The Regiment was mustered into service September 1, 1862 at

Brattleboro, Vermont. It left there on September 6 for Washington, D. C. arriving there

on September 8. The Tenth went into quarters at Camp Chase near Arlington Heights the

next day. On the 17th, the Regiment was posted along the Potomac River in Maryland

and ordered to guard the river fords from Muddy Branch to Edward's Ferry.

By the middle of October, 1862, the Regiment was ordered to the vicinity of the mouth of

Seneca Creek, a six mile stream in Montgomery County, Maryland roughly sixteen miles

northwest of Washington, D. C. It drains into the Potomac River. The Vermonters were

brigaded with the 39th Massachusetts, 14th New Hampshire, 23rd Maine, 10th

Massachusetts Battery and the 6th Michigan Cavalry. Due to the swampy environment,

camp fever and death swept through the men. During their nine month stay, the Tenth did

light picket and guard duty at the various river fords along the Potomac. The Regiment

had no contact with the enemy during this period.



On June 22, 1863, the Tenth received orders to march for Harper's Ferry where it was

incorporated into the Third Corps, First Brigade, Third Division. It participated in all the

battles and marches of that Corps and the Army of the Potomac up to July 6, 1864. At the

time the Potomac Army was reorganized, the Tenth became part of the First Brigade,

Third Division of the Sixth Corps.

The first engagement with the enemy significant enough to be called a battle was the

action at Locust, or Orange, Grove, Virginia on November 27, 1863. In that action, the

Tenth was ordered to take an enemy position on the crest of a hill. Although never under

heavy fire before, they behaved with determined bravery and the steadiness of veterans.

At the Battle of The Wilderness on May 5-7, 1864, the Regiment was fortunate to stay

out of the heavy fighting of the first day. They were repositioned the second day when at

about sunset they were faced with a crisis. The enemy had pushed the advanced Federal

troops back and had flanked them. The Tenth Vermont and the 106th New York changed

fronts, kneeled and fixed bayonets to form a welcoming committee for the swarming

Rebels. The barrier checked the enemy's rush and forced them to retire.

In the twelve days' operations at Cold Harbor June 1-12, 1864, the Vermonters of the

Tenth suffered more casualties than it had in all of its previous engagements. Several

contacts with the enemy from June 1 to June 12 reduced its numbers to twelve officers

and three hundred fifty-two enlisted men.

After a brief detour to assist General Butler at Bermuda Hundred, the Tenth was ordered

to Harper's Ferry on July 6, 1864. On the way, they were stopped by General Lew

Wallace at Frederick City. A Rebel force of fifteen thousand under General Jubal Early

lay nearby. General Wallace posted his force of five thousand troops three miles above

the city so as to place it between the Confederates and Washington, D.C. Outnumbered

and out gunned, Wallace's mix of regulars and raw militia were overwhelmed by the

three to one odds the next day, July 9, 1864 at the Battle of Monocacy. Despite a

stubborn resistance of nine hours duration, the Federals were defeated. However, the



delaying action fought by Wallace's troops allowed reinforcements to be brought up to

eventually halt General Early's attempt to capture Washington, D.C.

For the next month, the Vermonters were involved in marching - to Berryville on the

Shenandoah River, crossing at Ball's Bluff, back to Washington through Snicker's Gap,

on to Harper's Ferry, down to Frederick and Monocacy, again to Harper's Ferry where the

Tenth became attached to Sheridan's "Middle Military Department". The Regiment then

became part of all of Sheridan's campaign up and down the Shenandoah Valley.

The Regiment went on to take part in the engagements at Winchester (September 19,

1864; Fisher's Hill (September 22, 1864); and Cedar Creek (October 19, 1864). The

Tenth remained in the vicinity of Cedar Creek for three weeks. On December 3, 1864, it

was ordered back to Petersburg where it arrived on December 5. The Vermonters were

actively engaged in the contests of Hatcher's Run and Weldon Railroad. On December 23,

1864 the Regiment went into winter quarters until March 29, 1865. During that time the

Tenth did little except picket duty until the 25th of March, 1865 when General Lee made

his famous demonstration on Forts Stedman and Haskell. The Tenth captured one

hundred sixty prisoners in that action.

On April 2, 1865, the Tenth was in front of the Confederate Fort Welch, part of the

defenses around Petersburg. Lieutenant-Colonel Danson of the Tenth claimed his

command was first of the Division to plant its colors inside the enemy's lines. On the

third, the Tenth entered Petersburg at the head of the victorious Federals. The Regiment

was afterwards occupied in the pursuit of the enemy right up to June 9, 1865.

June 22, 1865 saw fourteen officers and one hundred thirty-six men transferred to the

Fifth Vermont. At Burlington, Vermont on the 27th of June the remaining thirteen

officers and four hundred fifty-one men were mustered-out. [8]

Corporal Cobb remained on Color Guard duty from December 18, 1862 until February 8,

1864 when he was ordered back into the ranks of the Tenth as a Private. [9]His service



records gave no hint whatsoever that explained his sudden reduction in rank from

Corporal to Private or dismissal from the prestigious honor of Color Guard. Whatever his

infringement of the military code of conduct was must have been pretty serious to be

disciplined by a reduction in rank and reassignment to the ranks. By July 8, 1864, Private

Cobb was sick in the General Hospital. [10]August 10, 1864 found Private Cobb a patient

in the General Hospital at Burlington, Vermont. [11]Here he continued his recovery from

his illness. He was owed back pay for four months by then and had been paid $25 of his

bounty. $75 more was due him. [12]

From July, 1864 until January, 1865, Private Cobb was absent from his Regiment, sick in

one hospital or another, mostly at Baxter General in Burlington. He was treated first at

the General Hospital on Camden Street in Baltimore, Maryland. He was then transferred

to Baxter in August of 1864 for further treatment. [13]His transfer came, at least in part,

because of his own request, but also because the surgeons at Baltimore could not effect a

cure for his chronic diarrhea and thought that "…a change in climate (was) necessary to

effect his recovery…." [14]Apparently it did not work as planned. On February 16, 1865,

Private Cobb was given a medical discharge at Baxter General in Burlington based on

"… a Broken down constitution Hemorrhoids General Debility. Will not recover previous

to expiration of term of enlistment unfit for duty in Veteran R. Corps Total Disability." [15]

Upon his discharge, Private Cobb had some debts to pay off. It seemed he had been

advanced clothing in the amount of $71.34. And he owed the Government an additional

$27.04 for "…one Springfield musket and a complete set of accoutrement (screwdriver,

knapsack, haversack, canteen)…." On the plus side, he did have $75 bounty due him. [16]

Mr. Cobb returned to Huntington where he resumed his duties on the farm which he

continued to do until 1868 when he removed to Middlebury. [17]

In 1870, William had taken up residence in Middlebury and had returned to his old ways

of making a living by doing carpentry work. He was now thirty-seven and his wife,

Fidelia, was forty-four. He apparently was a better farmer than a carpenter for the two of

them were barely hanging on in 1870. Together, their net worth was about $1,100. There

were no children in the home either. [18] In 1872, William changed occupations again. In



that year, he was appointed jailer of Addison County. Not long after, he also became a

Deputy Sheriff. [19]He would hold both positions for the next thirty-six years.

During his lengthy tenure as a county law enforcement officer, William experienced a

number of memorable incidents. For example, he assisted in the capture of a man named

Shaw, who killed Deputy Sheriff Hoffman, in White River Junction. In recognition of

that arrest he was presented with a rifle. [20]But the early years of Deputy Sheriff Cobb's

law enforcement career were not always reported on as above reproach. In November of

1879, a temperance camp meeting was held in Middlebury. Tobacco sale and use was

prohibited at this rally by the sponsors as was the sale and consumption of spirituous

liquors (rum). In a letter to the editor of the Argus and Patriot, a Montpelier base

newspaper, a citizen wrote to complain of the use of "decoys" (under cover plants) to

catch people selling the prohibited items. The same citizen also objected to the sometimes

excessive use of force by some authorities in the crowd. One over zealous Deputy Sheriff

- Cobb by name - was observed attacking a citizen at the rally: "…a Deputy by the name

of William H. Cobb ordered a young man from Bristol to stand back upon the platform of

the depot. But as other's were behind him he could not get back, and he was pelted with a

billy until the young man took hold of Cobb's hands. Then Cobb went at the young man's

throat and choked him until he was black in the face, even after he had kicked him, and in

some other way broken both bones of one of his legs below the knee…." [21] In the same

month of that year (1879), William made his first application for a disability pension

from the Government. [22]According to an article on "Vermont Pensions" in the Barre

Evening Telegram, William H. Cobb was receiving $8 per month pension. [23]

The data in the 1880 Federal Census was a bit confusing. It listed William's occupation as

carpenter although he was serving as jailer and Deputy Sheriff of Addison County at the

time. Perhaps he was doing all three in order to financially survive. The way the form for

the Census of 1880 was filled out, it looked like William and Fidelia were living at the

jail house. The two of them lived with another woman, a Mary R. Thomas, a servant by

trade who did house work. It was not clear whether she did house work for the Cobbs' or

as a hired servant outside their home in the jail. Not so unusual was the fact that Edwin P.



Landon, William's father-in-law lived with the couple at the jail as a boarder, too. Also

living in the household was a married hardware merchant by the name of G.E. Barnum

and his wife, Francis. In addition to this already full house, was added three "prisoners".

There was a forty-seven year old day laborer named Anthony Little, a twenty-four year

old named Cyrus Ferson and a twenty-one year old named Alonzo Derby. [24]

No 1890 Federal Census existed because those records were destroyed by a vault fire.

There does remain a special survey conducted by the Government of veterans in all of the

armed forces of the United States. That schedule placed William in the town of

Middlebury that year. It confirmed that he had been a member of Company D, Tenth

Vermont for two years, six months and fourteen days, from August 2, 1862 to February

16, 1865. [25] It also verified that he was disabled in the service with chronic diarrhea. If

he and Fidelia were still living at the County Jail, his mother, Amanda Bryant Cobb, was

living with him and his wife. In December 1889, she had died at eighty-three. Her funeral

services were held in her son's home (William's) on January 3, 1890. [26] It was not clear if

William ceased doing carpentry work in the 1890's or not. But his Deputy Sheriff's job

put his name in the papers a few more times. One instance in particular was interesting:

"…Deputy Sheriff W.H. Cobb, of Middlebury, returned last Wednesday evening from

Canada, where he went to secure a stolen horse and wagon and capture the thief, in which

effort he was successful…." Like the famous Royal Canadian Mounties, it seemed like

Deputy Sheriff Cobb always got his man. In this case, the criminal was Zypher Trombley,

an ex-convict, who had first stolen a horse from T.A. Richards in Cornwall and then stole

a wagon belonging to Charles Stevens, also of Cornwall, to go with it and was heading

for Canada. Deputy Sheriff Cobb heard Trombley was seen in Rouse's Point, so he

headed straight for that place. He ran Trombley down, arrested him and took him to

Plattsburgh where he waited in the jail with him until New York's Governor signed

extradition papers so he could bring his prisoner back to Middlebury. [27]

At the halfway point in his jailer/Deputy Sheriff career, William and Fidelia may have

lived in Middlebury at the County Jail or maybe not. They had been married for thirty-

eight years in 1900. There were no children. But their home was full of people



nonetheless. The Cobbs had a married eighteen year old servant girl named Katherine

Larock living with them. She had a five month old child, Mary E. Larock, with her. In

addition to themselves and the young mother and her infant, there were also three

"prisoners" in the household. One was a twenty-two year old bachelor named H. Fushing.

the second was a forty year old single male named William H. Begor. The third inmate

was a married thirty year old named Frank S. Miller. [28]

Deputy Sheriff Cobb decided to run for Sheriff of Addison County in 1904 when Thad M.

Chapman chose not to run again for the position. Prior to the election, a "Voter" put in a

good word (or two) in the Middlebury Register for candidate Cobb:

"Who shall be sheriff?....In the opinion of this writer the logical
successor….should be William H. Cobb of Middlebury….let us
see the reasons….Mr. Cobb has had a large experience as a deputy-
sheriff….has served continuously under the last five sheriffs of the
county….in charge of the jail all this time….had some pretty hard
characters to deal with….always came out first best in the occasional
unpleasantness with tough customers….whenever and wherever Mr.
Cobb was needed….he was always there….and his work was efficient..
..served 32 years as deputy sheriff….served in the 10th Vermont
Volunteers….and came back in much impaired health….has been a
member of various Masonic lodges….and is held in especial esteem…. [29]

The "Voter" even included compliments to Mrs. Cobb in his praise of Mr. Cobb's faithful

service to the County:

"Mrs. Cobb has had the charge of the culinary department of the jail….
great many good words said for her by the many unfortunates who
have had her motherly care during their incarceration….and will redound
in a blessing on her head forever, without regard to the heroism displayed
by her on many notable occaisions…. [30]

One of those "occasions" occurred in 1899. Fidelia was in the jail, alone except for any

prisoners locked up at the time. She heard noise coming from outside the jail house door.

The door burst open and a man (Eastwood) walked in. He said, "I've come to give myself

up to you." He then tossed Mrs. Cobb his revolver. Pushing his vest aside, he revealed a

blood stained shirt. Eastwood asked if Mrs. Cobb would get him some medical attention.



Mrs. Cobb assured him she would, but first she had to lock him up in one of the jail cells.

She gave him some water then hid his pistol and the jail keys until her husband came.

Eastwood was being chased by Deputy Sheriff Cobb at the time because the fugitive had

killed another man in town shortly before he gave himself up to Mrs. Cobb. [31]

Deputy Sheriff Cobb became Sheriff Cobb in 1904. But he was getting older and his

vigor was not what it used to be. He applied for an increase in his Government pension in

1908. [32]That was the same year William retired from the Addison County Sheriff's

Department. The Burlington Free Press ran this article in February of 1908:

"William H. Cobb, watchdog of the Addison County Jail, is to
resign as jailer and keeper of criminals in April after nearly 40
years service. Although he is 70 years old, it is not age which
leads him to seek the simple life but rather the ill health of his
wife who is seven years his senior. Mr. Cobb is a veteran of the
Civil War and an enterprising farmer. He has been a deputy sheriff
for thirty-six years and in the 37 years that he has been jailer has
had thousands of criminals under his care. One of his most un-
pleasant experiences was when Mrs. Myron Eldrich hanged herself
while confined at the Middlebury jail. His grandfather, Eliphalet Cobb,
was one of the first settlers in New Haven and was a drum major
in the War of the Revolution." [33]

The Federal Census for 1910 did list William as a general farmer in Middlebury. He had

a hired man working with him on the farm named Theo Forest. He was nineteen. Martha

A. Helden, seventy-seven, William's sister-in-law, also lived in the home with William

and Fidelia. Fidelia was in her eighties now and her health was failing. They had been

married for forty-eight years. Although William "owned" his home and farm, the bank

also had a strong interest in the holdings. [34]The end came for Fidelia on April2, 1911.

She passed away from "chronic nehritis and arteriosclerosis". [35]Her death occurred in

her home in the "eastern" part of town (East Middlebury). She was eighty-two. Surviving

her was her husband, William, her sister, Miss Martha Holden, and her brother, ninety

year old Charles Landon. [36]



William continued to reside on his farm in East Middlebury as a widowed man. By 1920,

he had managed to pay off his mortgage so he really did own his home free and clear.

The eighty-one year old was not living alone in 1920. He had a housekeeper living with

him, a forty-seven year old woman by the name of Mary C. Dumas. William was fully

retired, finally. [37]His health, never great after his time in the army, was deteriorating

gradually while he tried to live the simple life in his home. The time to leave came for

William on Monday, September 18, 1922. He was eighty-five. There were no

descendants left behind. His nearest blood relative was a nephew, Willie E. Cobb, from

East Orange, New Jersey. Funeral services were held in his home and burial was in the

family lot in Evergreen Cemetery, New Haven. [38]
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