
William E. Bicknell was no hero. He was many things to many people, but he was not                 
extraordinary to anyone. He was the son of a carpenter; a soldier in the last regiment raised in                  
Vermont during the Civil War; a husband to one woman for over fifty years; a father of seven                  
children; a grandfather to a larger brood; and a well-known citizen of Bristol. During his               
lifetime, he worked at being a carpenter, farm laborer, painter and janitor. He was a pensioner,                
homeowner and landlord. But he was never awarded any medals, received any honors nor got his                
name in the local newspapers for something noteworthy he did. Like a majority of his peers, he                 
came, he lived, he moved on. While he was on the planet, he neither made any waves nor moved                   
any mountains. However, by being part of this nation’s bloodiest and most costly civil war,               
William E. Bicknell earned the right to be remembered. 

 
W.E. Bicknell, Will or Willie to his friends and family, was the third child of four children                 

and the second son in the family of John Vinton Bicknell (1812-1891) and Betsey Ann Haight                
(1817-1893).[1] Will was born April 19, 1844 somewhere in Vermont: resources suggested either             
Lincoln or Bristol.[2] Neither location could be verified as no birth certificate was found for Will.                
He grew up in a family who primarily made Bristol their home base. However, the actually roots                 
of the Bicknell family tree went back to Braintree, Massachusetts. In the Revolutionary War, an               
ancestor named John Vinton (1734-1808) was among the minute men who served at the              
Lexington Alarm and, later, commanded a company at the siege of Boston.[3] Will had two sisters                
and two brothers. Lorett (1841-?) was an older sister and Lora Maria (1849-1911) was his               
younger sibling. He also had an older brother named Oscar (1838-1919) who was the first born                
child in the family.[4] Will’s father, John Vinton or J.V. for short, was a carpenter by trade. He                  
hailed from Dorchester, Massachusetts.[5] Will’s mother, Betsey, was a local girl, born in Bristol,              
the daughter of Daniel Haight (1792-1875) and Mariah Hatch (1796-1860). She and John had              
been married in January of 1837 in Bristol.[6]  

 
By 1850, John’s family in Bristol had expanded to a total of five individuals: two adults and                 

three children. Oscar A., Lorett and Edgar W (aka William E.). Willie was only six that year.                 
John was described as a “laborer” and all of his immediate neighbors on both sides of him were                  
the customary farmers. No estate value was assigned to John that year so it was impossible to                 
ascertain the standard of living enjoyed by the Bicknell clan. However, in the 1860 Federal               
Census, a little more information was forthcoming. JV was listed as a carpenter with an estate                
value of $600 in real estate and another $600 in personal property. His unmarried oldest son,                
Oscar, was living at home and was also employed as a carpenter. None of the girls were living at                   
home at the time. Willie, now sixteen, was not employed nor was he attending school in 1860.                 
On one side of John lived a Canadian born farmer whose estate value was a combined $2,750.                 
On the other side of him resided a Vermont farmer whose estate value had soared to $13,100.[7]                 

By comparison, JV was not doing so well as a carpenter compared to his farmer neighbors. But                 
his family was shrinking and soon would shrivel even more when his two sons matured and set                 
out on their own.  

 
When the Civil War broke out in 1861, Will was too young to enlist; he was only seventeen.                  

He had to wait at least another year to be legally eligible to serve. He would wait until May 1864                    
to make his final decision. This date was nearly a year after C.R. Crane, Provost Marshal for                 
Vermont passed through Addison County making a list of eligible men for the 1863 draft               
registration. Twenty-four year old Oscar ended up on the draft list for Bristol, but, strangely               



enough, his younger brother, Will, also unmarried and now eighteen and eligible for military              
service, was not.[8] Will volunteered to serve on March 31, 1864, just two weeks before his                
twentieth birthday thus, possibly, keeping his older brother, Oscar, from being drafted into the              
army.[9] Even the War Department had a heart occasionally and did make an effort not to deplete                 
the entire male population of any one family entirely. Since there were only two sons in the                 
Bicknell family, taking one of them may have been sufficient even for a war machine that                
desperately needed replacement bodies in the field. Regardless of the particulars, the five feet              
eight inch farmer from Bristol stood in front of recruiter N.F. Dunshee on March 31, 1864 with                 
his fair complexion, blue eyes and brown hair and pledged the next three years of his life to the                   
defense of his country while wearing the uniform of the Union Army.[10] A week before his                
twentieth birthday, on April 12, 1864, he reported to Burlington,Vermont with the rest of the               
recruits of Company H for mustering-in. He was given the rank of private, paid $60 of his $300                  
bounty and assigned to Company H, Seventeenth Regiment Vermont Infantry.[11]  

 
The history of this regiment was just as peculiar as the personal story of some of its soldiers.                  

The Seventeenth Vermont was the last Civil War regiment raised by the State. Its birth was                
almost shrouded in mystery; its infancy and early life was a continual struggle for existence. For                
many months, its growth was so painfully slow and rocky that it raised grave doubts that it would                  
ever reach maturity as a fully functional regiment. The Seventeenth was organized by the State               
as the last regiment from Vermont to respond to the President's call for 300,000 more men to fill                  
up the regiments in the field. It began its organized existence July 2, 1863 with Vermont                
Governor Holbrook's authorization. Gettysburg had just been fought and the authorities wanted            
to take advantage of the surge in pride and glory the victory over Lee's army created in the                  
veterans and the nine months men whose terms of enlistment had just run out. They hoped this                 
stand against the Confederate's attempt to invade the North would result in an eagerness to               
continue the lesson the Rebels had learned on the Pennsylvania fields. But the flush of victory                
and the sweet taste of defeating the unbeatable Robert E. Lee did not produce the hoped for wave                  
of eager re-enlistments. Recruiting slowed to a frustrating trickle. Realizing victory in the field              
was not producing the desired effect on re-enlistments, the Federal Government raised the             
signing bonuses to $302 for new recruits and $402 for veteran re-enlistments. Recruitments soon              
increased with the new incentives in place.  

 
Nearly every town in the State contributed to the regiment's ranks. The blend was so mixed                

that it was difficult to identify a specific locality from which each company was raised, unlike in                 
the past when whole companies came from the same town. Enlistments began as early as August                
21, 1863 and ended September 22, 1864. The Regiment was mustered into the service in dribbles                
and drabs, mostly by squads rather than by companies. The first detachment, a battalion of seven                
companies, left Burlington April 18, 1864. The Regiment began at once its active service, going               
almost directly from its rendezvous in Connecticut to the battlefields of Virginia. It reached              
Alexandria, Virginia on April 22. April 27 it marched for Bristoe Station, stopping for the night                
at Fairfax Court House. On May 4, it passed through Bealeton Station then on to Rappahannock                
Station and, on the same day, crossed the Rapidan at Germanna Ford. The measles was breaking                
out in the Seventeenth and, with the hard marching which the recruits were un-accustomed to,               
reduced their numbers down to 400 effectives when they halted on the battlefield of The               
Wilderness. Ignorant of the carnage of the first day's fight on May 5 as well as what was in store                    
for them on May 6, the men, foot-sore and exhausted, threw themselves down on the ground to                 



sleep and rest. Soon after midnight, they were awakened and by 2 a.m. were being placed in the                  
center of the Union line preparing for the general assault to be made at dawn. The Seventeenth,                 
had the right of the Union line as the advance was made through woods and open fields until the                   
skirmishers struck the enemy's line. They were then forced back by the pressure from the Rebels.                
At about 9 a.m., the Regiment attacked through the pine undergrowth, at times on their hands                
and knees, and drove the enemy from behind their breastworks and occupied the ground they               
abandoned. The Seventeenth found themselves out in front of their own lines and without any               
support. They managed to hold their position despite attacks on both of their flanks. About 2                
p.m. the brigade was given orders to charge the enemy positions. The Regiment moved out               
rapidly, passing over their own troops lying in front of them and drove on the enemy. Two                 
hundred prisoners were taken in the charge. In this, its first battle, the Regiment showed the same                 
high qualities of courage, daring, coolness and persistency which had made the First Vermont              
Brigade so famous throughout the entire Union Army. Its losses were ten killed; sixty-four              
wounded, ten of them mortally; and six missing - a total of eighty out of three hundred thirteen                  
men.  

 
From the Wilderness, the Seventeenth moved out with the rest of the corps towards              

Spotsylvania Court House. On May 12, the Vermonters were part of the assault on The Salient.                
The 17th Regiment crossed the North Anna and entrenched under constant Rebel fire for the next                
two days. On the 30th, it advanced to Totopotomoy Creek and the next day drove the enemy                 
from their works, sending them running towards Cold Harbor. The Regiment was spared the              
action near the Bethesda Church, June 1-3. It was here that anything that moved or showed its                 
head above the trenches was a fair target for Confederate pickets and sharpshooters. On June 12,                
the corps was withdrawn in the darkness and moved towards the James River. The Regiment was                
halted for twenty-four hours, waiting for the bridge to be laid and the wagon trains to come up as                   
rations were short. On the 15th of June, the Seventeenth took up the line of march for Petersburg                  
once again. That night, the pace of the march was so severe that when the halt for breakfast was                   
ordered, not a company of the Regiment had more than eight men in the ranks left to stack arms                   
and some had only four. After a short rest, the march was resumed and, about noon, having                 
covered twenty-two miles, the Seventeenth finally stood before Petersburg. Before nightfall, the            
Regiment with the rest of the brigade was in line of battle, ready to support the Second Corps'                  
assault on the enemy's entrenchments. The assault was only partially successful, capturing a few              
of the outer defenses of Petersburg. During the night, without sleep, a dawn attack was prepared.                
At the first light of day, orders were whispered along the line, men sprang to their feet, not a shot                    
was fired as the day was to depend on the use of the bayonet. The Yankees rushed forward and                   
over the breastworks before the sleepy Confederates could become half awake and realize their              
danger. The charge was successful and resulted in the capture of 600 prisoners, 1,500 stands of                
arms, a stand of colors, four pieces of artillery, caissons and horses. Many of the prisoners were                 
taken by the Vermonters of the Seventeenth. In fact, among those Rebels captured by the Green                
Mountain Boys were the Seventeenth Tennessee - some seventy men, their Adjutant and their              
colors. But all those achievements came at a price. From June 25 to July 21, the number of men                   
fit for duty dropped from 250 to 150.  

 
July 30, 1864 was the date of one of the Civil War's most singularly significant events - the                  

explosion of the mine under Elliott's Salient known to history as the Battle of The Crater. This                 
attempt to break through the Confederate defenses around Petersburg only resulted in more             



casualties for the Seventeenth. It now hardly numbered one hundred men, many of them under               
the surgeon's care, and was commanded by a captain. By September 1, however, with new               
recruits being sent to the ranks, there were 233 present for duty. During most of September the                 
Seventeenth enjoyed duties of a less dangerous nature. Then someone decided that the Johnnies              
needed to be driven away from certain roads south west of Petersburg about five or six miles                 
from the city. An assault was planned on the Confederate works near the junction of two                
important roads near a farm in the area owned by people named Pebbles. In one of those                 
inexplicable blunders that sometimes happened during the war, a gap developed in the Union              
offensive line as it advanced. The Confederates noticed it and immediately ordered troops of              
their own to fill it, splitting the Union forces and allowing the Rebels to get behind the blue line                   
where they could attack them from the rear and on both flanks. The discovery of the enemy                 
behind them created panic in theYankees. Orders to fall back were issued. In the attempt to fall                 
back, many of the brigade were killed, wounded or captured. Before October 27, 1864, the               
Seventeenth Regiment was down to one captain and eighty-four rank and file. On October 27,               
Company K commanded by Captain Yales joined the Regiment with ninety-five fresh recruits. 

 
From the fall of 1864 to the fall of Petersburg April 2, 1865, the Seventeenth was spared from                  

most of the intense fighting left in the war. It spent considerable time garrisoning Fort Davis and                 
took part in frequent skirmishes between pickets, varied with occasional artillery duels, but no              
pitched battles. At Petersburg, the Regiment performed at its usual high level, living up to the                
reputation for fighting established early in the war by the Old Vermont Brigade. At least five                
officers were brevetted for gallantry. On the 3rd of April, the Regiment passed through              
Petersburg and took up the march in pursuit of Lee. Receiving word of Lee's surrender on the 9th                  
of April, the Regiment returned to Burkesville to guard the immense quantities of captured              
property and numerous prisoners. Eventually it was sent to Alexandria where it went into guard               
and patrol duty, taking part in the Grand Review in Washington on May 23. On July 14, the                  
Seventeenth left for Vermont, arriving at Burlington on the 18th. 

 
The original members of the Regiment numbered 869. Recruits amounted to 232 plus five              

transfers from other regiments. Total enrollment added up to 1,106 men. One hundred             
thirty-three were killed in action or died of their wounds. Another one hundred sixteen died of                
disease; three from accidents and thirty-three died in Confederate prisons for a total of two               
hundred eighty-five deaths. Three hundred fourteen men were wounded. Three hundred           
eighty-six other men were lost to the Seventeenth by causes other than death. Seventy-two men               
were captured by the enemy.[12]  

 
From April 12, 1864 to June 23, 1865, Will was present with his comrades in the Seventeenth.                 

He remained active, healthy, uninjured and away from hospitals all those months as the regiment               
fought and clawed its way from The Wilderness in Virginia to the surrender of Lee at                
Appomattox Court House.[13] The Regiment may have entered the war late in its course, but               
starting with Grant’s Wilderness Campaign, it saw hard use and more than its fair share of                
action. As a result, new recruits were being constantly thrust into crucial life and death struggles                
before barely learning which end of their muskets to pour the powder into when loading to fire.  
Veterans in leadership positions were hard to keep in the ranks between disease, accident and               
battle casualties. These vital appointments were the glue that held a fighting unit together under               
the stresses of combat. Promotions within the ranks of the Seventeenth where the turn over was                



rapid, were a dime a dozen as the ranks thinned. Not more than seven months after enlisting as a                   
private in Company H, Will was promoted to Corporal from the ranks December 23, 1864.[14]               
Four months later, on August 18, 1865 he was promoted again to Sergeant.[15] On June 23, 1865,                 
Sergeant Bicknell was granted a fifteen day furlough. His pay was stopped $10.82 for              
transportation.[16] It was a well deserved rest for the sergeant, the first he had since enlisting in                 
May of 1864. The charge for a train ride was a small price to pay for a change of scenery. Even                     
though he was sick in a hospital at Alexandria, Virginia when the Seventeenth was mustered-out,               
he was discharged along with the others on July 14, 1865. His final accounting with the                
Government showed that he still had not paid the $10.82 for transportation when furloughed. He               
also owed Sutler A.S. Crane $4. The Government owed him two and a half months’ pay, $4.67                 
for clothing and $160 of his $300 bounty money.[17] He had a little money in his pockets when he                   
was dismissed from the hospital in Alexandria. 

 
What sort of life Will returned to in Bristol was unknown. When he enlisted, his occupation                

was given as farmer. More than likely, that was what he resumed doing when he came back to                  
Vermont. He may even had gone to work for his father, John V., who, at least in 1870, was                   
living in Lincoln and had a farm there. It was only a small operation, being valued at $3,000 in                   
the 1870 Federal Census, but he had no one to help him with the work. Oscar, his only other son,                    
had gone off to live and work in Middlebury, Vermont where he had established himself as a                 
building contractor. When the 1870 Census was completed, it listed twenty-five year old Will, a               
farm laborer, as living in John’s household. And there were a few other surprises in the Census                 
data as well. For one, Will had a wife. She was Viola A. Sargent (1846-1929) from Lincoln. She                  
was the daughter of Joseph Sargent (1816-1875) and Sarah Ann Chandler (1816-1850) They had              
been married in Bristol October 1, 1867. Joseph was a farmer from Starksboro.[18] By the time the                 
1870 Census had been completed in June, Will and Viola had had their first child; a daughter                 
named Lora Maria (1868-1947). The census taker listed her as “Loraine”, one year old. Also               
living with John and Betsey and the others was an outsider named Hubert Baker, twelve years                
old and “at school”. Nothing in the census hinted that he was in anyway related by blood to the                   
Bicknells. He may have been a grandson of one of John’s daughters but that was not clear in the                   
census information for 1870.[19] 1870 was a busy decade for Will and Viola as they added four                 
more new members to their family block during those years. After Lora Maria came in rapid                
succession: Clayton Royal (1870-1956); Lulu or Lois Bella (1873-1951); Oscar Quincy           
(1875-1964; and Benjamin “Bennie” Ben (1878-1969).[20]  

 
One year into the 1880’s, Will was still a farm laborer. However, his residence had changed to                 

Bristol rather than Lincoln. There was no mention of John or Betsey, his parents. Will had                
apparently set up his own household, probably necessitated by the fact that he and Viola kept                
adding more children to their family group. By the end of the 1870’s, they already had five                 
children, ranging in age from eleven to two years.[21] The sixth addition to the Bicknell clan                
arrived in May, 1881 in the form of Lynn W., a boy.[22] Number seven, the last of the children of                    
Will and Viola made his debut in 1884 when Roy Kemp was born in Bristol.[23]  

 
The Special Schedule for veterans and widows conducted in 1890 revealed that Will and his               

family lived in Bristol. The schedule also enlightened the public to the fact that William E.                
Bicknell had been wounded in the right heel by a gunshot during his time of service and that he                   
suffered from rheumatism.[24] The local newspapers also reported in 1890 that Will had bought a               



house in Bristol from Frank Greenough and had put $1,000 worth of renovations into it. The                
money for the improvements had come from $1,300 the Government had owed him in back pay                
from his military service.[25] Will had been drawing a government pension since March of 1878.               
He worked as a farm laborer at least up to 1880.[26] Getting all that back pay and buying a house                    
in Bristol seemed to be the demarcation line between his active working years and retirement.               
Whether his inactivity was voluntary or forced by physical limitations was not clear. But from               
then on, it appeared that Will’s financial situation was precariously balanced between survival             
and hard times. In 1896, the Burlington Free Press announced that “Dr. E.G. Prime has rented                
part of W.E. Bicknell’s house on Garfield street for an office.” [27] There was only reason Will                 
would rent out part of his newly acquired home – he needed the income to pay his bills. Then in                    
1897 a personal catastrophe occurred; “One of the largest and saddest funerals that has been held                
here (Bristol) for a long time was that of Lynn W. Bicknell, son of Mr. and Mrs. William E.                   
Bicknell.” Lynn was only sixteen years old when he died of consumption. He had worked as a                 
clerk in a local mercantile establishment. He was a devout member of the youth choir of his                 
church and had a large group of youths who mourned his loss. So beloved was he by family and                   
friends that his grave was lined with cedar, a very expensive and rot resistant wood. His brothers,                 
Clayton R., Oscar Q and Benjamin, plus his brother-in-law, Leon Cushman, were his             
pallbearers.[28]  

 
By 1900, only fifteen year old Roy Kemp remained living in the home of his father and                 

mother on Garfield Street. He still attended school. Will was not employed for eleven of the past                 
twelve months of 1899. The one month he worked, he painted houses.[29] For a few years, Will                 
worked as a janitor at Holley Hall. He gave that job up in 1902.[30] Typhoid fever swept through                  
the area that same year and Viola had to go to Vergennes to help care for her son-in-law, Leon                   
Cushman who had contracted a case of it.[31] In 1903, Will had to appear before the pension                 
examining board in Rutland. Whether this was to defend his eligibility or seek a raise was not                 
clear.[32]  

 
When 1910 rolled around, Will and Viola were the only residents living on Garfield Street.               

Will still painted houses occasionally.[33] Along about October, 1911, Will received good news             
from the Pension Bureau. He had been granted an increase in payments from $24 to $30 per                 
month.[34] Without doubt, that was much welcomed news for Will and Viola. However, the              
celebration was short lived. A year later, the couple was advertising a large amount of their home                 
furnishings for sale: “For Sale 1 white bureau, 1 dining room oak table, stands and center tables,                 
1 large Morris plush rocker, 2 willow rockers, sewing machine, 1 mattress, Boston couch, ladies               
writing desk, roll top desk, small refrigerator, lawn mower. W.E. Bicknell, 4 Garfield Street,              
Bristol.” [35] Although they were not selling the house, it was obvious from the list of items they                  
wished to get rid of that Will and Viola were doing some major downsizing. May, 1913, Will                 
became something of a celebrity in town. His notarized affidavit swearing to the durability of his                
Packard shoes appeared in the Bristol Herald as an advertising gimmick for a local shoe               
merchant.[36] Whether his sworn statement as to the durability of the footwear (which he bought               
at an estate sale, not a store) produced the desired effect for the bottom line of the store owner                   
was not verified. 

 
Six years later, a dire proclamation appeared in the Burlington Free Press: “Mrs. Ransom              

Benedict (Lora M. Bicknell) has gone to Bristol to assist in taking care of her father, William E.                  



Bicknell, who is seriously ill.” [37] Will, indeed, was very ill. All summer he had suffered at his  
Garfield home. He was stricken with “acute diarrhea with paralysis of the bowels and senility”.               
The end to his misery finally came on August 28, 1918 for the old, venerable veteran.[38] Viola                 
survived he husband by eleven years. She continued to live at 4 Garfield Street in Bristol after                 
Will’s passing.[39] She applied for a widow’s pension on October 4, 1918 which was granted.[40]               

This was the sole source of her support for the rest of her life. Her death also came slowly. Over                    
the last year of her life, she had developed chronic nephritis. She also suffered a cerebral                
hemorrhage and had an unknown type of tumor of the colon. Finally, “acute arterio sclerosis”               
ended her life on May 26, 1929.[41] She was laid to rest with Will in the Bicknell family plot in                    
Greenwood Cemetery.  
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