
Have you ever watched for shooting stars? If you have, then you know that you have to

be very alert and quick to see them as they shoot across the night sky. They flame for a

moment, leaving a faint trail behind them and then they are gone without any trace.

Henry C. Thomas' life was like that - shining bright one moment then flashing across the

sky the next just to disappear for ever in a blink of an eye.

Henry was born Henry Clay Thomas January 29, 1844 in Orwell, Vermont. He was the

fifth child of Mary Ann Hull (1811-1900) and Julius C. Thomas (1801-1887). [1]As of

1850, Julius was a farmer on an Orwell farm valued at $12,000. [2]Both he and his wife,

Mary Ann, were life-long residents of the town of Orwell. Henry had nine brothers and

sisters. Charles was the oldest being born on August 14, 1836. Erwin or Irwin was next,

born on May 8, 1838. Julia was the first female born in the family on April 29, 1840.

Sidney was the third son to come along on February 12, 1842. He was followed by Henry

and then two more girls: Mary, born November 30, 1846 and Katherine (Kate) born

October 13, 1849. Kate was followed by three more boys: Fred on August 28, 1851;

George on April 25, 1854; and finally James Hall on September 25, 1855. [3]Since Henry

was the middle child of the clan he probably saw a lot of "combat" before he ever donned

on a blue woolen Union suit given to him by "Uncle Sam". Maybe being in the middle

caused him to jump at the chance to escape a family "no man's land" existence.

By 1860, Henry was sixteen years old. Despite the fact that there were four Thomas men

now working on the farm, its value had dropped since 1850 to $10,000. It was still a

highly successful operation. It was profitable enough to support a family of twelve people

plus it could afford two additional hired domestic servants. One was twenty-three year

old Archie Williams and the other one was eighteen year old Philinda Lavalley. Charles,

the oldest son who would have been twenty-four in 1860 was not on the household

members list. He had probably struck out on his own by then. For some reason, James

was not listed either. He should have been. He was only five n 1860. His death would not

occur until 1930, so he had not been taken by illness or accident. Apparently, he just got

missed. Census takers had committed grosser errors than loosing an infant in their data

collection.



Just as soon as Henry had turned eighteen, he ran off the farm and into town to find the

Army recruiter. The five feet eleven inch farmer from Orwell with the light complexion,

blue eyes and brown hair, signed his name to the paper on June 24, 1862 (actually five

days before his eighteenth birthday) as a volunteer in Company C of the Ninth Regiment

Vermont Infantry for three years. [5]He wasn't mustered-in as a private in the Ninth until

July 9, 1862 in Brattleboro, Vermont. He received $25 of his bounty up front. [6]That was

about the last bit of luck Private Thomas was going to have as a soldier in the Union

Army.

The Ninth Regiment was organized at Brattleboro and mustered into the service there on

July 9, 1862 for three years. It was ordered at once to Washington. By July 19, the

command was attached to General Sturgis' division at Cloud's Mills. Five days later, the

Regiment was moved to Winchester where it was employed in the construction of

fortifications and other fatigue duties for several months. Early in September it was sent

to Harper's Ferry on the approach of Stonewall Jackson's forces. Due to the Federal

command's indecisiveness and questionable loyalties, the Ninth, along with nearly twelve

thousand other Union troops, were forced to surrender to General Jackson.

Harper's Ferry was humiliating to the Union but not to the Ninth Vermont. Colonel

Stannard, commanding at the time, initially refused to surrender his men to the

Confederates. For two hours after all other Federal troops had stacked arms, the Ninth

and its Colonel attempted to fight its way out of the trap it was in and break through to

reach the Army of the Potomac located nearby. Only when a Confederate division cut off

its route of escape did Colonel Stannard, out numbered ten to one, order his command to

Bolivar Heights to stack arms with the other Federal prisoners. Before reluctantly

surrendering, the officers of the Regiment cut the national colors into strips and parceled

them out among themselves thus keeping it out of the hands of the enemy. They had

intended to do the same to the State flag, but, in the excitement and haste, was not

completely successful and a large part of it ended up in the hands of the Confederates. It

was sent to Richmond as a trophy. Later, in 1865, when the Ninth marched into



Richmond at the head of the Union Army of the Potomac, the flag was recaptured form

the Rebel archives by the same command that had lost it. At the request of the Governor

of the State of Vermont, the flag was returned to the State Capital where it resides to this

day. The Ninth had the dubious distinction of being the only Regiment from Vermont

that lost its colors at the hands of the enemy.

From Harper's Ferry, the Ninth was sent to Chicago on parole. They spent the next four

months there. On January 10, 1863, the Ninth was exchanged. The Regiment received

new Springfield rifles in anticipation of returning to the field of combat after a long and

embarrassing detention as prisoners of war. Unfortunately they were assigned to guard

the newly arrived Confederate prisoners captured at Murfreesboro and Arkansas until

April 1 when they returned to City Point, Virginia. The Regiment was at Suffolk during

the siege in April and May of 1863. From there, it was sent to Yorktown and occupied

West Point during the Gettysburg campaign. A futile attempt was made to capture

Richmond while its defenders were drawn off to take part in Lee's push into the North.

July, August and September found the Regiment once again at Yorktown where the

health of the Regiment suffered greatly from the climate and malaria. For this reason, and

because of the persistent urging of the Governor of Vermont on behalf of the troops, the

command was transferred in October to the Newport barracks located between Morehead

City and New Berne, North Carolina. Early in February, 1864, at the time of the attack

upon New Berne, a detachment of Confederates were sent by General Pickett to capture

Newport barracks. The ensuing fight resulted in three men of the Ninth being awarded

medals of honor for gallantry. As a result of the Confederate assault, the Ninth was

obliged to withdraw to Morehead City. Three days later, the Ninth reoccupied the

Newport barracks. During the summer of 1864, various detachments of the Ninth were

employed in dealing with Confederate activity around the New Berne area. September 15,

1864 was the second anniversary of the surrender at Harper's Ferry and was also the date

on which the Ninth arrived in front of Petersburg.

Two days after its arrival, the Ninth received a detachment of recruits, increasing its

numbers to 1, 129. On September 17, 1864, one hundred picked men of the Ninth were



sent as a support to an isolated, exposed earth-work known as Redoubt Dutton. The detail

from the Ninth lived in gopher holes (rifle pits) under the muzzles of the Union guns of

the redoubt. A one hundred gun salute on September 24 and again on the 30th brought on

a determined attack from the Confederates and the brunt of it fell on Redoubt Dutton. The

steady, well-directed fire of the Vermont line disarranged and broke two well organized

lines of battle at less than one hundred and fifty yards.

On September 29, the Ninth participated in the Battle of Chapin's (Chaffin's) Farm. On

the 27th of October, the Regiment took part in the Battle of Fair Oaks. The Ninth was

recalled to form part of the troops sent to New York under General Butler to protect the

city from anticipated riots during the presidential election. From New York City, it was

sent back to Richmond. April 3, 1865 the Ninth, along with the Twelfth New Hampshire,

were the first two Federal Regiments to enter the abandoned Confederate capital.

Running through the burning streets of Richmond, they did not halt until they reached the

front door of the Confederate White House. For the next two weeks, the Ninth was part of

the provost guard in Richmond. Soon, Lee, Johnson and other segments of the Rebel

Army surrendered and the shooting war was over. On the 13th of June, the original

members of the Ninth were mustered-out. About four hundred recruits remained in the

service until December when they were disbanded and sent home. The Ninth then

became a thing of the past.[7]

For poor Henry, the Regiment was a thing of his past far quicker than for the original

members who were discharged in June of 1865. He was among the unlucky members of

the Ninth to suffer the humiliating surrender at Harper's Ferry in September of 1862.

According to his "Prisoner of War Records", "Thomas, Henry C., Private, 9th VT Vol.,

Company C was captured and paroled at Harper's Ferry September 15, 1862…." [8]

However, Private Thomas never made it to Chicago with the others. He was admitted to

the General Hospital at Annapolis, Maryland on the 21st of September, 1862 where he

was left when the rest of the Ninth marched off to prison camp. He died of Febris

Typhoid in that hospital on October 11, 1862. [9] He barely had time to put any wear on

the new Union suit of clothes he had been issued at Brattleboro. The inventory of his



effects provided an excellent description of what the typical Union soldier owned, minus

his musket and bayonet.:

1 Cap (forage) worn
1 Coat (uniform) "
1 Jacket " "
1 Trousers, pr. of "
1 Boot, " "
1 Blanket (woolen) "
1 Knapsack "
1 Canteen " [10]

Date of death was October 11, 1862. Burial was swift - October 12. Number and locality

of the grave was listed in the records as 105 Ash Grove, U.S. Cemetery, Annapolis. [11]

Whether the body of Henry C. Thomas lies in Annapolis, Maryland or Mountain View

Cemetery in Orwell was not confirmed.
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