
For some Civil War veterans, their lives read like an open book.
Tracing their history was as easy as falling out of bed. Details abounded on every aspect of their
lives; sometimes in more detail than one wanted to really know. For others, their footprints were
barely discernible; details non-existent; scarce as hen’s teeth. Charles Bowers’ story fell into the
latter category. And, to make a bad situation even worse, what little information that was
available was often contradictory. For example, determining when someone was born should be
a simple matter. There are tombstones, death certificates, birth certificates, marriage certificates,
obituaries, census records and military records. All one needs is one document to establish and
one more to verify and there you have it. But not in Charles’ case. Six different resources gave
six different dates of birth ranging from 1800 to 1820. That made all the potential resources
unreliable. The usual and customary sources of information normally consulted in piecing
together a man’s life story was lacking entirely for Charles. The missing information was
significant and made bridging the gaps impossible. Because there were crucial gaps in
information, trustworthy connections could not be made so whatever data that was collected was
highly speculative. About all that could be reliably reported was this: there was a Charles Bowers
who lived in and around Bristol, Vermont in 1850 & 1860. There was a Charles Bowers from the
area who married Harriet Own in 1834. There was a Charles Bowers who served in the Fifth
Vermont Regiment during the Civil War, 1863-65. Were they all the same “Charles Bowers”?
Difficult to say because the facts of life for each man were not consistent.

The 1850 Federal Census listed a Charles Bowers, age forty-three, as living in Bristol. His
occupation was given as “laborer”. He had a family consisting of a wife and four children – two
boys and two girls. His wife’s name was Harriet.[1] A wedding announcement appeared in the
Rutland Weekly Herald for a Charles Bowers who married a Harriet Owens in Middlebury on
March 2, 1834.[2] Harriet was born in 1810 in Vermont.[3] The couples’ two sons were named
Henry (1836) and Marselus (1846). Their daughters’ names were Eliza Ann (1838) and Sarah
(1844).[4] We have already established the elusiveness of Charles’ date of birth. If his date of
death, as reported in at least three different sources, was in 1877 at the age of seventy-six, then
his date of birth would have been circa 1801. This Charles Bowers lived in East Middlebury at
the time of his death and was buried in Greenwood Cemetery in Bristol.[5] But this particular
Charles Bowers would have been at least sixty-two when he supposedly enlisted in the Union
Army in 1863. That would have put him seventeen years over the maximum age limit for service.
It’s hardly likely the military would have accepted a man old into active military service.

According to fold3.com, a Charles Bowers was accepted into the military, with the urging of
the Selectmen of the town of Bristol, on December 5, 1863. This Bowers was forty-five and was
born in Middlebury, Vermont (circa 1818). He stated his occupation was a butcher.[6] He stood
five feet ten inches tall, had a “fresh” complexion with blue eyes and black hair. He “enlisted” in
the town of Bristol for a term of three years in Company B of the Fifth Vermont.[7] Private
Bowers was mustered-in on December 17, 1863 and was at Brattleboro, Vermont for rendezvous
by December 25. At that time, he was paid $25 bounty and had $242 more due him in future
installments. He received an additional $35 bounty paid from the Commutation Fund and was
also given a $2 premium payment which usually went to the recruiter who signed the soldier up
for military service.[8]



From October 31, 1863 to April, 1864, Private Bowers was present and fit for duty with
Company B. [9]May 5, 1864 was the first day of the vicious fighting that took place in a densely
wooded area of Virginia called the Wilderness. It was a place of thick brambles and bushes; a
tangled jungle of brush, vines and saplings, A place where the Old Brigade of Vermont was cut
to pieces. In the two day battle (May 5-7, 1864), 1, 234 men of the Old Brigade became
casualties: 342 killed, 796 wounded and 96 missing.[10] The Fifth was a part of the carnage.
Private Bowers was one of the 796 wounded. His official military records only said he was
wounded on May 5. It did not specify the nature or severity of his wound. However, the Argus
and Patriot, a Montpelier newspaper, gave more detailed information. It listed in its report on the
battle who was wounded and where. For Private Bowers it said,” wounded breast”.[11]His wound
was serious enough that he spent the next two months in the Columbian General Hospital in
Washington, D.C. recuperating from his gunshot wound. By the end of July, 1864, Private
Bowers was back with Company B in the field. During his recuperation period, it appeared that
he improved substantially enough to travel, supposedly to Vermont and back to D.C. His
compiled service record noted that he owed $21 for transportation.[12] Private Bowers resumed
his place in the ranks of Company B from July/August, 1864 through Muster-out on June 29,
1865 without further injury or illness. When the Fifth was dispersed for home from the outer
defenses of Washington, he went back to Bristol with some pay in his pockets. He apparently
wished to keep his rifled musket as a memento of his wartime experiences as he was charged $6
for “arms, equipment, etc.” He had $5.93 worth of clothing allowance due him as well as $120 of
his $300 bounty.[13]

What became of Charles Bowers, veteran of Company B, Fifth Vermont after June 29, 1865
was unknown. The reliable paper trail ended with his discharge from the service. There was a
Charles Bowers who died in East Middlebury in 1877 as an old man of seventy-six years. There
was a Charles Bowers married to a Harriet Owens in 1834. There was a Charles Bowers married
to a Harriet in 1850 and 1860 living in Bristol. And there was a Charles Bowers buried in
Bristol’s Greenwood Cemetery who had a government supplied headstone ordered for him in
1887 that states this Charles Bowers was a member of Company B, Fifth Vermont Infantry.
Whether all of these “Charles Bowers” were the same man remains an unanswered question.
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