
Noble F. Dunshee was a unique specimen among our Civil War veterans for a number of reasons.
First was his Christian name – Noble. Usually this name was reserved for family names, like my
own. It was unusual to see it used as a first name. Something else that set Noble apart from
others was his occupation at the time he enlisted into the Union Army. About two-thirds of the
veterans who served were farmers of some kind in civilian life. He was a businessman running a
dry goods store. His age at the time he volunteered to serve was another factor that made him
unique. The average age of a Civil War soldier in the Union Army was about twenty-five.[1]
Noble was twenty-eight. Other things in his private life made him stand out from the typical
Civil War soldier. He was, briefly, one of the “Forty Niners” who joined the California Gold
Rush seeking his fortune in the gold fields of the West. While prospecting in California, Noble
almost lost his life to an Indian war party who had surrounded the miners in one of their raids on
the white intruders into their territorial lands. When gold wasn’t struck, he turned to real estate as
a substitute way of getting rich. At one time, he owned much of the land that Denver, Colorado
now stands on. He served in the Vermont Legislature several times. He was a well-respected
Addison County sheriff for a while also. For a 19th century citizen, Noble was somewhat of a
Renaissance man. He certainly was an interesting character with an extraordinary past.

Noble Finney Dunshee was born April 4, 1833 in Bristol, Vermont, the third child of Robert
Eugene Dunshee (1798-1850) and Zilpha Pettibone (1797-1882).[2] Robert originated from New
Hampshire. Zilpha’s roots were in Massachusetts.[3]Noble’s parents were married in New York
state in 1825. Their first child, Minerva D., arrived in Stockton, New York on March 15, 1826.[4]
According to the 1840 Federal Census, Robert was residing in “Addison, Vermont” and was
employed in “Manufacturing and Trade” [5] What that meant exactly was not clear. And it was
also uncertain whether he lived in the town of Addison, Vermont or in the County of Addison.
How many siblings Noble had was something else that was difficult to pin down with precision.
There were five that could be verified: Minerva D. (1826-1907); Carlton B. (1827-1850); Dorus
Eugene (1835-1837); Robert Eugene (1836-1844); and Warner Bradley (1843-1883). Some
sources suggested an additional three siblings. These either could not be confirmed or were
refuted outright by other researchers: Captain Franklin Noble Dunshee (1831-1897) – resoundly
refuted as any relation to Noble F. Dunshee; Melanchton Dunshee (1831-??) – supposed twin of
Franklin; and Jesse Dunshee (1842-??).[6] Of the six confirmed children Robert and Zilpha
brought into the world, four died at early ages: Carlton at twenty-three in 1850; Dorus at two min
1837; Robert at eight in 1844; and Warner at forty in 1883.

With the end of the Mexican-American War in February 1848, new lands along the Pacific Coast
drew the attention of the young United States. In early December of 1848, President James K.
Polk announced to the country that gold had been found in California. In the Spring of 1849,
30,000 gold seekers, called in history the “Forty-niners”, converged on Missouri preparing for
the journey west. The wagon trains had to wait until the prairie became firm enough for their
heavily ladened wagons to travel over. Before August 1849, 90,000 gold seekers had reached
California to mine for the precious yellow metal.[7]Among them was sixteen-year-old Noble F.,
Dunshee. It was not clear whether he went to California alone or traveled with older siblings,
friends or neighbors heading west, but he spent part of 1849-1850 searching the hills for his
share of the buried wealth. In the process, he experienced firsthand encounters with “blood
thirsty Indians”. In one confrontation, he and his party of fellow miners were surrounded by a
marauding group of hostiles. After a desperate fight with the outraged savages, Noble and his



companions escaped with their hair still attached to their heads. That brush with death may have
been the impetus for Noble to modify his intent on how to make his fortune. He turned to a
method less dangerous – dealing in real estate. At one time in his life it was reported, he owned
most of the land where Denver, Colorado now sits. If he had held on to his acreage in Colorado,
he may indeed have become a very wealthy man.[8]However, for reasons unknown, that did not
happen. By the time the 1850 U.S. Federal Census was taken in August of 1850, Noble was back
in Bristol working in his father’s mercantile store.

It seemed, according to the 1850 Census data, that Robert, Noble’s father, was retired from the
dry goods business and that Noble managed the store. Zilpha kept the house along with her
twenty-four-year-old spinster daughter, Minerva. Carlton was still alive at the time the Census
recorder took down the names and occupations of all the household members. Carlton was a
wheelwright at twenty-two. He would pass away before the end of the census year. Melanchton,
nineteen, was a teamster. Noble clerked in the mercantile. And Warner, only seven, attended the
local grammar school. By 1850, Dorus and Robert Eugene had died.[9] In the process of building
a fine reputation as the best dry goods store in Bristol during the 1850s, Noble met and married a
young woman by the name of Charlotte Soper ((1838-1911). She was the daughter of Henry
Cushman Soper (1806-1869), another merchant in Bristol. Charlotte’s mother was Eliza B.
Warner (1810-1868). Noble took Charlotte as his bride in Bristol on February 4, 1857.[10] In 1860,
at the eve of the Civil War, Noble and his new bride were living with Charlotte’s parents in
Bristol. Noble was listed as a merchant and was worth $1,000. Whether he was working in his
own store, his father’s business or had taken over his father-in-law’s establishment was unclear.
His father-in-law did have a son of his own, age twenty-three in 1860 and listed as a merchant as
well.[11] So, most likely, Noble was only living in the Soper’s home with his new wife while they
arranged for living quarters of their own to occupy. Whatever plans the newlyweds had for their
future was rudely interrupted by the outbreak of a violent shooting civil war that had been
building for decades. April 12, 1861, another day of infamy in American history, changed the
future of hundreds of thousands of individuals, not just Noble and Charlotte’s.

Obviously, being recently married, Noble was not among the first to surge forward as a volunteer
for military service after the fall of Fort Sumter in April 1861. He hesitated until after President
Lincoln’s call in August 1862 for 300,000 additional troops to fill the depleted ranks of the
regiments already in the field following a succession of major battles which caused high casualty
rates. On September 1, 1862, the dry goods merchant closed his store’s doors and enlisted
himself into Company G, Fourteenth Regiment Vermont Infantry for a period of nine months.
Although not a certainty, it looked like Noble had not only volunteered to serve but had also
committed himself to raising a company of men for the Fourteenth Vermont. This speculation
was based on the fact that Noble’s military records indicated that he had recruited himself for
Company G, and also on the fact that he went into the service not as a Private, which was the
habit for most recruits, but as a Captain, entirely skipping over the lower ranks of Corporal and
Sergeant. Being twenty-eight, handsome with blue eyes, light complexion and hair and standing
five feet, seven and one-quarter inches tall, would not by itself justify entering the service with
no prior military service as a Captain.[12] But raising a company of 100 volunteers might do the
trick.



The Fourteenth Vermont only existed for a short time (they were "Nine Months" men), but they
saw hard service during their term of enlistment. At first, the Regiment was attached to those
units making up the defenses around Washington, D.C. After December 11, 1862, the Fourteenth
was placed on guard duty in and around Fairfax Court House where it was engaged in the repulse
of Jeb Stuart's cavalry raid. From March to June, 1863, the Vermonters were stationed at Wolf
Run Shoals along with other Vermont troops to guard the vital river ford on the Occoquan River.
On the 25th of June, the Fourteenth was attached to the Third Division of the First Corps and
began its march northward towards Gettysburg. It was a grueling march sometimes covering
twenty miles a day for consecutive days at a time. Over two hundred of the Regiment were
forced to drop out before every reaching Gettysburg because they could not keep up the pace.
The Fourteenth arrived at Gettysburg too late to take part in the first day's action. It bivouacked
in a wheat field to the left of Cemetery Ridge. Late on the second day, the Regiment was called
into action to help the Thirteenth Vermont repel an attack by General A.P. Hill on the left center
of the Union line. After the tremendous opening cannonade of July 3, during which several men
of the Fourteenth were killed by an explosion of a battery caisson, the left flank of Pickett's long
grey line could be seen advancing towards the concealed Vermonters. At less than one hundred
yards distance from the enemy, the men of the Fourteenth rose at command and delivered a
devastating volley into the Confederate columns. The Thirteenth and Sixteenth changed fronts
and added their fire to that of the Fourteenth. The result was that Pickett's right wing was caught
and crushed. After the main charge was halted and Pickett's divisions were streaming back
towards Seminary Ridge, four companies of the Fourteenth, A, F, D, and I, captured most of
Confederate General Wilcox's Brigade as prisoners. This independent action taken by the
Vermont troops was credited by the Union high command as being crucial to the turning of
Pickett's Charge. The Fourteenth was also part of the Union's pursuit of Lee's forces following
the three-day battle. It was during this pursuit that, on July 18, 1863, the Fourteenth was released
and sent home. The Fourteenth was mustered-out on July 30, 1863.[13]

In general, Civil War officers of volunteer regiments at the company level were “chosen” in one
of four ways: a political appointment based on what politician in the appropriate position you
knew; appointed, usually by the Governor of the state the regiment was from as a reward for
raising a company of 100 volunteers; elected by the rank and file within the company; or
promoted up through the ranks based on meritorious conduct in battle or to replace casualties
from combat. Officers in the regiment above the rank of Captain were usually trained military
professionals commissioned by Congress. The lesser ranks were customarily civilians
transformed into soldiers with no more military experience than the privates who served under
them. Noble was a dry goods merchant on April 12, 1861. He had no military experience or
training between then and the day he enlisted on September 8, 1862. Regardless of how Noble
was given the rank of Captain, he was in command of Company G, Fourteenth Vermont. This
unit, along with the Twelfth, Thirteenth, Fifteenth and Sixteenth Vermont Regiments, were
“Nine Months” men so called because their term of service was only for nine months rather than
three years or the duration of the war. These short-term regiments were part of a grand scheme
concocted by the War Department in Washington as a way to bring the South to its knees in one,
decisive short campaign. The basic idea was to recruit a large number of nine months recruits
who would be used to relieve the more veteran soldiers who had combat experience from
mundane duties, put all the hardened men into regiments who would then mount offensive
movements on every Confederate Army regardless of where it was located and by shear



overwhelming numbers pound the Southerners into surrendering. The plan sounded great on
paper. The North had the manpower to pull it off. Just two things stood in the way of the Union
high command’s strategy: the timidity of the Union Army’s generals to wage all-out war against
their own countrymen and the wily, old war-horse, Robert E. Lee. Before the Union’s game plan
could be fully executed, Lee decided to bring the war to the North’s home turf. He invaded
Pennsylvania. Union generals had to postpone any offensive plans to destroy the Confederacy
and divert troops to protect the capital in Washington. Gettysburg became the ultimate testing
ground for the concept of a United States of America. The result of that three-day battle in and
around that small Pennsylvania hamlet put an end to the South’s hopes of bringing the war to the
doorsteps of the Yankees. It also put an end to Captain Dunshee’s military career. Although the
Fourteenth and the other nine months regiments’ term of service was about to expire, they were
part of the Army of the Potomac Meade finally sent after the retreating Confederates. Two weeks
following the July 1-3, 1863 battle, the Fourteenth was ordered home. Gettysburg was the first,
and last, combat action the Regiment was to see. Captain Dunshee was discharged and sent home
on July 30, 1863.[14]

Before leaving for the war in 1862, Noble’s first child was born. Her name was Jesse F. and she
was delivered about May 18, 1862, four months before Noble shuttered the door of his store and
left to fight in the civil War.[15] He had not been home long to reunite with his wife and infant
daughter, when the Adjutant General of Vermont tapped him for a job in the Southern states
recruiting volunteers to fight for the Union. Noble, along with a man named Charles Field, were
appointed to go to South Carolina and Florida to recruit. Noble was given the rank of Colonel in
the Vermont militia. The two agents worked out of Hilton Head, South Carolina in 1864.
Although this bold program to raise Southerners to fight for the Union was mostly a failure, the
two agents from Vermont were the most successful of any, obtaining 102 recruits for the Union
Army.[16]A short time later, the Civil War ended.

Returning to Vermont, Noble resumed being a civilian but kept the title Captain or Colonel for
the rest of his life. He resumed being a businessman in Bristol, a husband to his wife and a father
to his daughter. By 1870, Noble, now about thirty-seven, was running a business valued at
$2,000. Charlotte was thirty-two and Jesse was eight.[17] He was not only building up his retail
business, but he was also increasing the size of his family too. His second child was a boy named
Harry Soper Dunshee, born August 22, 1874 in Bristol.[18]At the same time Noble was fostering
more children, he was also cultivating a career as a politician using his status as a prominent
Bristol businessman to enhance his ambitions. He was elected to serve in the Vermont Senate
from 1878-80. Not satisfied with just two jobs, he added another one when he was chosen Sheriff
of Addison County from 1878-1884.[19] He made a name for himself in his capacity as a law
man, being openly praised for “…his unflinching daring in rounding up criminals wanted by the
law.”[20] Somehow Noble managed to juggle all these jobs, sometimes simultaneously, thereby
cementing his reputation as a leader in civil, criminal, political and business matters in the minds
of his contemporaries.

Colonel Dunshee continued to serve the people of the State by being elected to the House of
Representatives in 1883-84.[21] At the same time, he was fulfilling the role of benefactor to
members of his own family. According to the 1800 U.S. Federal Census, his wife and two
children were living under his roof in Bristol. At the same time, his sister, Minerva, her husband,



Henry C. Warner, and Noble’s mother, Zilpha also were members of his household. Noble was
forty-seven at the time. His wife was forty-two. His daughter, Jesse, was eighteen and his son,
Harry was six. Henry and Minerva were each fifty-four, while his widowed mother was eighty-
three. Noble’s brother-in-law, Henry, worked as a farm laborer. Minerva was listed as “retired” –
from what was not clear. In addition to his blood relatives and in-laws, Noble also housed one
female servant and two clerks who worked for him. Altogether, the home sheltered nine
people.[22] Noble’s dry goods business must have been doing quite well in order to support all
these people. One factor about the 1800 Federal Census I found to be ironic was that the Census
taker was Noble’s youngest brother, Warner Dunshee!

As active in politics and civil affairs as Noble was, it was surprising to find very little mention of
him in the state and local press. He was widely known throughout Vermont. He was a prominent
businessman in Bristol. People from all over the state sought him out for advice and assistance
on private and public matters. At one point in his political career it was reported, cohorts from
the Republican Party urged him to run for Lieutenant Governor of Vermont. He humbly resisted
the proposal citing his limited formal education and the demands of his dry goods business as
reasons he felt disqualified him from seeking such a high office.[23] The 1890 Special Schedule
that survived the fire which destroyed most of the regular 1890 Federal Census placed Noble’s
residence as in Bristol, Vermont and confirmed his nine-month term of service in the Fourteenth
Regiment from October 21, 1862 to July 30, 1863. The survey did remark that Noble suffered
from “rheumatism” but did not list any other disabilities.[24]

The 1900 Federal Census was taken in June and found Noble, at sixty-seven, still active in
operating his dry goods store. He owned his home which he still shared with wife, Charlotte, his
sister, Minerva, and her husband, Henry. There was also a twenty-three-year-old servant girl
named Nellie Burritt and a thirty-one-year-old boarder by the name of Edward Burritt.[25]
Obviously, the Burritt’s were either husband and wife or, at the very least, brother and sister.
Which was not immediately clear. Noble was getting along in years, and with his rheumatism
acting up more frequently, he applied for a government pension in December 1904.[26] He
probably received the lowest going rate for a payment which would have been $8 per month. In
February of 1907, he got an increase in pension to $15 a month. That was raised to $20 each
month beginning in April 1908. In January of 1915, his pension was jumped to $22.50. Another
increase was granted in June 1918 to $32 per month. The last raise in payments occurred May 1,
1920 when Noble was awarded $50 a month.[27] In the summer of 1909, the local newspaper ran
an article on Dunshee’s store. It was titled “N.F. Dunshee & Son” which seemed to imply some
degree of partnership arrangement in the business between father and son. Through the years, the
article said, numerous partners assisted in running the mercantile, but none held the promise of
securing the future vitality and success of the operation better than did the present combination
of father and son. Apparently, Harry had decided to follow in his father’s footsteps and had
joined the business as a partner rather than just an employee, thus making it a truly family
business.[28]

Harry had married in 1898 and taken up residence in a refurbished house on East Street in
Bristol.[29] Exactly when he became a bona fide partner in the store was not known, but it must
have occurred between 1898 and 1909. Tragically, after thirty-five years of marriage, Harry’s
wife died in poor health in 1937. A little over a year later, Harry, despondent over the loss of his



wife and in poor health himself, took his own life with a self-inflicted gunshot wound to the
heart.[30] The dry goods business he and his father operated was more like what we know as a
department store. It served the needs of the local, rural community by providing people with a
variety of goods such as ladies fashions, dress materials and furnishings as well as dry goods
staples. Dunshee & Son was a well patronized establishment in the Bristol community.[31]

Through-out Noble’s lifetime, his home was always open to everyone. He resided on West Street
in 1910. Every day he went to the store even when he was in his late seventies. His forty-eight-
year-old daughter, Jessie, had married a man by the name of Jesse Stearns in 1888. She had one
son – Carroll Ross Stearns (1895-1959) by him. Jessie divorced her husband around 1907.[32]By
1910, she and her son were living with her parents in Bristol.[33]Then in 1911, Charlotte, Noble’s
wife, died. She passed away from organic heart disease and chronic bronchitis on March 28,
1911 at the age of seventy-two.[34] Harry made his position as partner in Dunshee’s dry goods
store official on March 1, 1918 when he bought half interest in the business from his father for
the sum of $14,000.[35]

How active Noble remained in the day-to-day operations of the business after he sold out part
interest to his son, Harry, was uncertain. After all, he was eighty-six in 1920. He already had a
guaranteed income of $50 a month from his pension and he still owned half of the mercantile. He
lived in his home on West Street with his son and his family. There was also an Irish
housekeeper named Catherine Mayhew and her seventeen-year-old daughter living in the home
on West Street. To round out the extended family household, Noble’s twenty-four-year-old
grandson still lived with his grandfather.[36] As Noble continued to age, his health rapidly
declined. For the last two year or three years, he suffered from chronic nephritis (inflammation
of the kidneys). The condition finally took him on April 4, 1923 – on his 90th birthday![37] It was
ironic that Noble should have passed on his birthday. Each year he always looked forward with
great anticipation the arrival of his birthday because he celebrated it with two very dear friends
of his – Ezra Dike (eighty-five) and Frederick R. Dickerman (fifty-two). The three comrades
observed their birthdays together around the dinner table while conversing about the good old
days.[38]

Few men, of any age or status, are as fondly remembered after their passing as was Noble Finney
Dunshee. He was lauded in the newspapers as a “grand old man”; a loyal citizen; a pioneer of the
Old West; a soldier of the Civil War; founder of more modern businesses; booster of town and
State; a citizen who accepted public office when his fellows demanded service; an example of
high citizenship; an inspiration; whose works constitute a personal landmark in local history.[39]
Not many individual’s passing was felt so keenly by his peers that an acquaintance took the time
to compose a letter to the editor of the local newspaper praising to the heavens the outstanding
aspects of the deceased’s stellar character. Mason S. Stone took pen in hand to do just that when
Noble died. Mason gushed about Noble’s leadership abilities, his intelligence, character and
generosity. “Men come and go,” he wrote, “but it is the time between that tells their lives. Noble
F. Dunshee’s life was replete with unvarying fidelity, true worth and genuine good will toward
his fellow men.” [40]No one could ask for a better epitaph.
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