
Riley A. Bird may have lived a long and fruitful life if it had not been for hearing about the
war time exploits of his grandfather in the American Revolution. Joseph Bird (1759-1837), was
the proud veteran of the war that brought the United States of America into existence. A loyal
rebel patriot of the Massachusetts colony, a resident of one of the original thirteen, and one of the
Sons of Liberty, grandfather Bird must have joyfully recounted the exciting days of America’s
revolution to his spellbound grandson while sitting around the family hearth.

Riley’s grandfather was born in Tyringham, Massachusetts in 1759. He entered the American
army when he was sixteen. He first enlisted in 1776 under Captain John Chadwick, a member of
Colonel Samuel Brewer of the Massachusetts Continental Line.[1] His first duties were not as a
soldier but, rather, as a waiter to Colonel Brewer. He subsequently served in the same capacity to
Dr. Thomas Binney, a surgeon in the Continental Line, whose daughter, Cynthia, later became
Joseph’s wife. Joseph spent the Valley Forge winter cantonment with those Continental troops.
Eventually, he became old enough to serve in Mr. Washington’s army. At the Battle of
Monmouth, he was wounded by a ball in his right arm which lodged in his right side and
remained there until the day he died in 1837 at the age of ninety-three. Riley’s enthusiasm for the
military service most likely stemmed from hearing stories told by his grandfather around the
birth of this nation.[2]

Riley Adolphus Bird (1836-1864) was born in Bristol on February 10, 1836 to Frederick
Augustus Bird (1792-1864) and Achsah Wheeler (1791-1875).[3] Frederick was born January 23,
1791 in New Haven, Vermont. His birthdate fell three months before Vermont was accepted into
the Union as the fourteenth state on March 1, 1791, the first to join the newly established United
States Of America after the original thirteen.[4] Frederick was like the majority of his peers at the
time, a farmer. Later in life he added iron manufacturer and sawmill owner to his resume` [5] By
1820, the Bristol resident had married and started a family of his own. His wife, and Riley’s
mother, was purported by some sources to be Achsah Wheeler. One source, the Family Histories
of North America, 1500-2000, claimed that Frederick had two wives; Achsah and a Mrs. Pier.[6]

Unfortunately, this assertion could not be verified from the extant public records consulted. No
marriage, birth or death records were found to confirm or refute this statement. In fact, every
public record that was found on Frederick and his family did not even mention the existence of a
mother or wife; only the husband/father, Frederick A. Bird, was identified by name. The 1850
and 1860 Federal Census records listed a wife of Frederick A. Bird. Regrettably, both names
were so mutilated by poor penmanship on the original forms that they could not be made sense
of. To make matters worse, neither of the names listed came close to resembling “Achsah”.[7]

An equally frustrating scenario developed when the number of siblings of Riley were
attempted to be determined. Each new source examined gave a different listing. Specific details
necessary to confirm the names and numbers were lacking. The following data presented here
was compiled from various sources and must be accepted as highly speculative and questionable:

- Achsah L. (Dorrance) 1819-1882
- Roderick Dhu 1820-1865
- Myron Lawrence 1824-1874
- Charles L. 1826-1906
- Doctor Warren Bird 1839-1922



- Wallace ?  -    ?
- Edgar ?  -    ?
- Edwin ?  -    ?[8]

In 1880, Riley, then fourteen, was living with his parents, brother Doctor Warren and his
ninety year old grandfather, Joseph, the man who had filled Riley’s head with stories of
Revolutionary War grandeur. Riley was living on a small, one man farm whose assessed value
was a measly $800. Of course, it did not have to be an elaborate operation for it was supporting
only a few people since the Bird family had shrunk considerably with younger members seeking
to establish their own homes and lives as they reached maturity. The farm had plenty of
man-power on it; there was Frederick, Riley and Doctor Warren (named after the physician who
delivered him).[9] Riley remained on the farm until he reached twenty-one about 1857. He then
removed to Bristol village where he became a jeweler until the fall of 1861 when he again
changed occupations.[10]

April, 1861 ushered in an historical event which for the next four years was going to affect
millions of Americans and nearly destroyed the united in the nascent United States Of America.
Hundreds of thousands of mostly young men flocked to the flag; both the Stars And Stripes as
well as the Stars And Bars. According to his Compiled Service Record, twenty-seven year old
(actually twenty-five), five feet five inch jeweler from Bristol with his light complexion, blue
eyes and dark hair, enlisted in the Sixth Vermont Regiment of Infantry, Company A on
September 30, 1861 for three years with the help of recruiter G. Parker, Jr. [11] The October 12,
1861 copy of the Daily Green Mountain Freeman published the fact that the Bristol Company of
Volunteers from Addison County were organized and their officers elected. Below the name of
their commanding officer, Captain George Parker, Jr. of Vergennes, was listed First Lieutenant
Riley A. Bird of Bristol.[12]

The Sixth Vermont Regiment was raised from volunteers in all parts of the State within two
weeks from the time Secretary of War Stanton contacted Vermont's Governor Erastus Fairbanks
following the debacle of First Bull Run in July of 1861. Within thirty-three days of its formation
and acceptance into the service of the United States Army, the Sixth was enroute to its first duty
station in Washington, D.C. It was immediately sent to Camp Griffin near Lewinsville, Virginia
where it joined the Second, Third, Fourth and Fifth regiments to form the First Vermont Brigade
- the "Old Vermont Brigade". During the winter cantonment at Camp Griffin, the Sixth suffered
terribly from diseases. There were 278 cases of typhoid fever, 330 of measles, 90 of diphtheria
and 180 of mumps. Being used to clean air, isolation, eating wholesome and plentiful food and
getting robust exercise doing their chores, the Vermonters were decimated by the cramped
contact with urban carriers of diseases they had no immunity to, subjected to monotonous meals
ill prepared and infrequently supplied, exposed to the elements and exhaustive duties and
surrounded by sickness caused by the lack of reasonable sanitation in the camps perpetuated by
the careless and torpid behavior of indifferent camp mates. The mortality among the vulnerable
Vermonters was great, amounting to more than 50 deaths. Without any natural immunities to
their infectious companions and considering the exposure and poor diet they were subjected to,
the results in the ranks of the Vermonters was very similar to that which occurred among the



native Americans of this country after their initial contact with white Europeans in the early
settlement period of our history.

The Vermonters were glad to break their first winter camp on March 10, 1862 to take part in
the Peninsula Campaign. It suffered severe losses at Savage Station along with other Vermont
Brigade units. The Regiment did its share of fighting during the Maryland Campaign and served
an active role at Fredericksburg. It went into winter camp in 1862 at White Oak Church. When it
broke camp in the spring of 1863, it joined in the Chancellorsville movement. There, and at
Gettysburg and Funkstown, the Sixth distinguished itself in combat. After being a part of the
Mine Run Campaign of 1863, the Regiment went into winter quarters at Brandy Station,
Virginia. In the Wilderness Campaign of 1864, the Sixth was subjected to arduous and tragic
work, suffering terrible losses. It was part of the famous assault at Spotsylvania and was
repeatedly in action at Cold Harbor. Soon after arriving at Petersburg, the Sixth Corps, of which
the Vermont Brigade was a part, was ordered to the defenses of Washington. They rejoined the
Army of the Potomac in December of 1864 for the remainder of the Petersburg siege. In October,
1864, the original members not re-enlisted were mustered-out. After Lee's surrender at
Appomattox, the rest of the Regiment was mustered-out on June 19, 1865. The total number of
members in the Sixth amounted to 1,681. Of that number, one hundred eighty-nine were killed in
action or died of wounds; one hundred eighty-nine died of disease; twenty died while in
Confederate prisons; and two died accidentally.[13]

Lieutenant Bird was present for duty from the day of his enlistment in September of 1861
until he requested a leave of absence on July 12, 1862. In his letter to C.S. Purdy (Pardy?) A.A.G
of the Sixth Army Corps, Riley asked for “twenty days to go to Vermont for the benefit of my
health.” [14] His request was supported by a written statement from Acting Surgeon Tuttle of the
Sixth Regiment Vermont Volunteers. The surgeon certified that “I ha�� ca����l�� ex����ed t�i� offic��
an� fin� t�a� he is suff����g f�o� p�o�r����d il� he���h an� in co���q�e��� t�e���f he is in m� op���o� unfi� fo�
du��. I fu��h�� de���r� m� be���� t�a� he wi�� no� be ab�� to re���� hi� du���� in a le�� pe���� t�a� t�e�t� da��. I
fu��h�� de���r� t�a� a c�a�g� of c�i��t� is ab����te�� ne���s��� fo� hi� re����r�.” After being routed through
no less than five superior officers, the Lieutenant finally got his approval for a furlough on July
24, 1862.[15] After the Battle of Antietam September 17, 1862, Lieutenant Bird was hospitalized
for several weeks from rheumatism. His affliction caused him to be absent from the field for the
first time when his company went into battle the next time.[16] On October 23, 1862, Captain
Parker resigned his commission and position as leader of Company A and went home to Vermont
with an honorable discharge in his pocket.[17] Only officers in the army during the Civil War
could honorably cut short their term of service; the rank and file did not enjoy this option.
Lieutenant Bird was then selected to command Company A. On November 1, 1862, he was
officially promoted from Lieutenant to Captain.[18]

Captain Bird was again writing a superior officer for permission to go on a leave of absence
on February 12, 1863. In a letter to the Acting Adjutant General, M.L. McMahon, of the Sixth
Army Corps, Army of the Potomac he wrote:



Cam� ���r Be�� ��n���g, Va
Feb����y 12, 1863

Sir
I re���c���l�� be� le��� to ap��y fo� t�a�s���t��i�� to Was���g���, D.C. ba��� up�� t�e ac���p���in�

ce���fic��e.

Ver� ���p���fu��y
Yo�r O��. Ser���t
Ril�� A. Bir�
Cap�. Co. A 6t� V�. Vol� [19]

The “accompanying certificate” was a written declaration from the Sixth’s surgeon, this time
one A.M. Chandler that read: Cap�. Ril�� A. Bir� Co. A 6t� Ver���t Vol� ha� be�� affl�c��� wi�� Di�r���a
si��� Oc�o��r 1862. The ac���m��a���n is su�� t�a� he ca���t be su���s���l�� t�e���d in ca�� an� in m� op���o�,
he s�o��d be al����d to go to Was���g��� fo� t�e��m���.” [20] That letter of recommendation was written on
February 13 from camp near Bell Plains, Virginia. It took three more officials and five additional
days for approval of Captain Bird’s request for hospitalization to come through. Special Orders
No. 43 were finally drawn up and forwarded on February 17, 1863.[21] Once Riley received his
special orders, he embarked for Washington. He left February 23, arriving at Seminary Hospital
for officers the same day.[22] Admitted to the hospital on February 23, he remained a patient there
throughout March. He finally was returned to duty from sick leave on April 3, 1863[23] On July
20, 1863, Captain Bird was detached from Company A and sent to the Draft Rendezvous in
Brattleboro, Vermont arriving there for duty on July 23. He continued serving in Vermont,
helping with the draft, until September 30, 1863 when he returned to his company where he
resumed leading his men.[24] January 1864, during the winter camp, Riley asked for and received
a thirty-five day leave of absence. He left Company A for the final time on January 5 on a
well-deserved, extended rest and relaxation period, the first leave Captain Bird had for
non-medical reasons since he enlisted in 1861. He was back commanding his company by the
time the February/March Company Muster Roll was called.[25]

In May, the newly appointed Union commanding officer of the Army of the Potomac, General
Ulysses S. Grant, launched an offensive campaign intended to bring the Civil War to an end. It
was Grant’s plan to force the elusive commander of the Army of Northern Virginia to meet him
on open ground of Grant’s choosing and crush the Southerner’s resistance by threatening the
Confederated capital of Richmond. The first challenge to Grant’s blueprint involved the Old First
Vermont Brigade and a place that history has known ever since as The Wilderness in Virginia.

The Old Vermont Brigade consisted of the Second, Third, Fourth, Fifth and Sixth Vermont
Infantry Regiments. It was the only brigade in the Union Army made up entirely of regiments
from the same state. General George Washington Getty led the division in which the Vermonters
served. The strength of the Vermont Brigade was estimated at about three thousand men. Getty's
division was a small part of a much larger Union force called The Army of the Potomac lead by
the newly appointed commander, Ulysses S. Grant. Grant was determined to beat the South into



submission by continually using his overwhelming resources in men and material to drive the
resistance into the ground. He was willing to use all out war tactics to win a victory no matter
how much blood it meant spilling. This was a new strategy to the Union Army who, up to this
point, had been led by generals who, for one reason or another, were overly cautious and too
sensitive to any negative backlashes caused by a win-at-all-cost attitude. Not Grant. He knew the
odds were in the North's favor. It had more men, more money, more capacity to supply an army
in the field than the South had. He knew Lee could not afford a slug fest because he could not
easily replace lost men and supplies of war. When the 1864 campaign season opened, Grant
launched an aggressive attack on Richmond. The route south he chose to take took his forces
right through the middle of a ten square mile second growth wooded area in Virginia known
locally as the "wilderness" because of its densely overgrown thicket of brush, brambles, thorns
and saplings. So impenetrable was this tract of woods that it was joked that a man running
through it would come out the other side naked. Grant intended to march through The
Wilderness before Lee could bring his forces up to meet him. Then Grant could use the open
spaces on the other side of the woods to fight the Confederates. But rarely do strategic plans on
paper ever work out as planned in reality.

Numerous roads ran through this massive tangle of bushes, brush and small trees in all major
directions of the compass. The Union forces intended to use the north-south Orange Plank Road
to move south. Once beyond the forest, they could easily find ground to their advantage to fight
Lee's forces on. However, Lee saw The Wilderness as the perfect place for an ambush. The dense
growth would provide cover and, at the same time, prevent the Yankees from deploying into
battle lines and using their artillery. Lee sprung his trap just as the Union forces arrived in the
middle of the Wilderness where the Brock Road running east to west intersected the north-south
Orange Plank Road the Yankees were on. A major portion of the ensuing Battle of The
Wilderness was over control of this important intersection in the middle of the forest.

The ball opened about 8 a.m. on the morning of May 5 when the First Vermont Cavalry ran
into Rebel cavalry just outside the perimeter of the wooded maze of new growth. It was a
running battle but the skirmish alerted both sides to each other's presence. While opposing
cavalry troopers chased each other around in the open fields adjacent to the woods, Grant
attempted to push his infantry columns through the patch of woods to the open fields to the
south. The speed at which his infantry columns could move forward was hampered by the snail's
pace of his supply train whose stores had to be protected from being seized by the Confederates.
Only Grant's lead elements managed to get to the intersection first, but barely. The lead element,
of course, was the Old Vermont Brigade. Knowing the enemy was close, but not knowing how
close, Getty deployed the Vermonters along the intersection with their backs to the Brock Road.
Fighting had been going on all around the patch of scrub oak and brush all morning. It wasn't
until about 12:30 p.m. that the Vermonters saw anyone but themselves. Then it was their own
cavalry hastily riding north on the Orange Plank Road. They knew then that the Confederates
were moving closer to the intersection. But all they could see in front of them was a wall of scrub
woods and brambles. The two roads and the clearing where they crossed were the only open
spaces visible. Wilbur Fiske of the Second Vermont was at the crossroads and he later wrote,
"Here was a high point of land where the roads cross at right angles, and it is in the midst of an
endless wilderness." Grips tightened around muskets when the men saw more cavalry troopers,



this time with arms in slings and faces bandaged to cover saber cuts and leading their mounts,
pass by on the roads.

Two companies of the Fifth Vermont, under Captain Charles Ormsbee, were sent forward as
skirmishers. In the first line of battle behind the skirmishers were the Third and Fourth Vermont.
Behind them in the second line of battle were the Second and Sixth Vermont Regiments. Behind
them was the rest of the Fifth Vermont with their backs to the Brock Road. Without orders, the
men collected logs, fence rails, posts, rotten logs, anything that was lying about that could be
used to build a low breastwork for cover. Then the Vermonters leisurely ate hardtack and sipped
from canteens as they lulled away the afternoon. About 3:30 p.m., Grant, impatient to know the
strength of the enemy forces that had advanced on the crossroads, ordered Getty to send his men
forward in reconnaissance. The Vermonters were the first men to leap over their crude
breastworks and plunge into the dense underbrush and tangled vines. The thickly regrown forest
landscape with its ensnaring web of dense vegetation made it impossible to maintain any straight
battle line while men struggled through the impenetrable thicket that reduced visibility to a few
yards. Slowly and cautiously the blue line advanced. Seth Eastman of the Sixth described what
happened next: "After taking about ten steps from (our) skirmish line, the battle opened in
earnest. Volleys of musketry broke out of the thickets and underbrush in our faces. The rifle balls
came in showers ". Lt. Col. John Lewis of the Fifth Vermont said, "Now came the holocaust."
Lewis Grant said, "Hundreds of our men fell at the first volley". According to Eastman,
Confederate prisoners taken the next day said they had orders not to fire at the Vermonters until
they could see the whites of their eyes. Eastman also reported that two of his comrades were
killed instantly at his side. His colonel was wounded and went crazy, riding up and down the line
shouting outrageous commands. Henry Houghton of the Third Vermont said the man on his left
was shot dead at the first volley and "a bullet went so near the face of the man in my rear that it
took an eye out, two bullets went through my haversack and one through my canteen and another
passed so near my neck that it burned the skin". The Vermonters attempted to advance through
the mangle of low brush and dense tree growth only to be met with volleys of flame, smoke and
deadly lead projectiles discharged by the Rebels at less than 75 yards. With each raking volley of
musketry, the blue lines got thinner and thinner.

Company I of the Fourth Vermont, amounting to fifty-three men when it stepped off into the
woods, soon found itself with no officers standing. A sergeant commanded the twenty-one men
left uninjured. Luther Harris from the Fourth said two pieces of artillery had been brought up to
the crossroads and had fired several shots in the direction of the unseen enemy. The first shot
killed eight men on the left of his company. Some soldiers raced back to the intersection to
inform the gunners they were hitting their own men. Early in the fighting, the second line of
Vermonters, the Second and Sixth Regiments, were ordered forward. According to Wilbur Fiske,
"They (Confederates) poured their bullets into us so fast that we had to lie down to load and fire.
I had a bullet pass through my clothes on each side, one of them giving me a pretty sharp rap,
and one ball split the crown of my cap in two, knocking it off my head." Corporal Eric Ditty of
the Sixth Vermont, also had a close call in the wilderness. A comrade on his right carrying the
U.S. flag was wounded, as was a corporal on his left and another corporal standing just behind
him was killed. In another case, a corporal and sixteen men were ordered to secure a small road
that ran through the Wilderness. None of them made it across the road; all were either killed or
wounded before they even got to it. On went the death struggle amid the trees, saplings, brush,



brambles, vines and thorns. Sheets of flame burst from the thickets only rods away. Sudden
appearances and disappearances of bodies through the smoke and jungle of vegetation was all
anyone could see. Regiments hugged the ground on both sides, not daring to rise to either
advance or retreat. Too often the dull thud of a bullet finding its mark was heard. Bullets whined
and whistled everywhere, mowing down trees, brush and bodies. The lead missiles struck
everything, smashing faces, disemboweling abdomens, blowing away brains, rupturing hearts,
bursting through lungs, destroying heads, feet, private parts. Curses mixed with prayers amid the
endless racket. In the din, attempts to speak with one's nearest comrade proved futile. Death
came unseen, sometimes from impossible directions. And so the battle persisted.

Despite all of the casualties the Vermonters were inflicting on the enemy in this heavy weight
toe-to-toe slug fest, the Confederate's fire seemed to intensify. The Vermonters had been engaged
unsupported for a long time. It was feared that a Rebel attack was imminent. Union General
Hancock pushed reinforcements up the Brock Road. Two hours passed before they were
anywhere near ready to pitch in. Well into the fight, the nearly unscathed Fifth Vermont was
ordered forward and placed on the Old Brigade's left where the greatest threat of attack was most
likely to come. The Fifth moved into the dim, smoldering woods and immediately came under
heavy fire. It staggered then stopped. The Union command wanted to extract the battered
Vermonters from the Wilderness. But how to do it amid the ferocious fire of the Confederates in
their front? Someone came up with a plan that called for using the Fifth Vermont, the freshest
and most intact regiment of the Old Brigade, as decoys. If they would make an assault on the
Rebels and divert attention to themselves, then the remaining part of the Brigade could rapidly
run for the rear. Of course, the action would allow the Confederates to focus their undivided
attention on the Fifth's attack. Lewis Grant, Brigade Commander, went to Major Dudley, now in
command of the Fifth, and asked him if he thought he could break the enemy's line on the left. In
typical Vermont style, Dudley said "I think I can." Grant would give the Fifth the support of the
battered Second and Sixth Vermont Regiments as reinforcements. When the Fifth made its
charge, they found themselves 40 or 50 yards in advance of their lines wholly exposed not only
from fire in their front, but also fire of unprecedented severity on both flanks. But their bold
thrust forward achieved its purpose. It allowed time for the rest of the Brigade to retreat to the
Brock Road and the safety of their puny breastworks they had constructed earlier. The Fifth,
Second and Sixth broke off their attack and slunk back to the relative safety of the secured
crossroads with the Confederates swarming on their heels. Taking cover behind their low
breastworks, the Vermonters resumed firing. They were low on ammunition and a few more
moments would be entirely out. But Hancock's men came up and formed a line behind the
Vermonters. Not realizing that they had comrades between themselves and the approaching
Confederates, Hancock's men began firing as numbers in their ranks began to fall from the fire of
the attacking Rebels. A few of the trapped Vermonters were hit by friendly fire. The Vermonters
soon found a way to sneak around Hancock's lines before any more damage could be done to
them by their own comrades in arms. The Rebels continued to press to take command of the
intersection, but the Yankee line held its ground and, as nightfall came, the firing became
sporadic. Yet, out in front of the blue lines lay thousands of dead and wounded comrades. As
some men tried to grab some rest while listening to the moans and cries of the wounded, litter
bearers attempted to retrieve the living. They could not use any means of light to see by because
it instantly drew enemy fire. They did what they could, but many of the wounded Green



Mountain Boys who lay on the field of battle that night might have been saved if they could have
received medical attention right away.

The end of the day on May 5, 1864 was a sad one for the Old Vermont Brigade. As one of its
members said in his letter home afterwards, "The Old Brigade was shot to pieces." Of five
colonels, one was unhurt. Fifty of its best line officers had been killed or wounded. A thousand
Vermont soldiers had fallen that afternoon. Seth Eastman of the Third Vermont said, "Most all of
my friends lay dead or wounded, scattered in the field somewhere. We looked through the
regiment to see who was left, and we found thirteen of my company still unhurt. Co. F of our
regiment had only four men left. The regiment had 94 muskets that night." If you looked at the
total casualties of the Old Brigade - five regiments or about three thousand muskets - you would
find that the Vermonters accounted for about one-tenth of all of Grant's losses that day; 1,232
killed, wounded and missing Vermonters against 12,485 in the Army of the Potomac as a whole.
If you added to that number casualties from Vermont units other than just the Second, Third,
Fourth, Fifth and Sixth Vermont (First Vermont Cavalry and three companies of Vermont
sharpshooters) the total of killed, wounded and missing Vermonters from the Battle of The
Wilderness would have amounted to 1,420.[26]

Captain Bird led his company of Vermonters at the Wilderness with the “efficiency and
bravery” he was known for; qualities he most likely was embedded in him as a youth listening to
his grandfather’s story about the birth of this nation.[27] However, the good Captain never got the
chance to tell his own war stories to any of his relatives. As reported in the local newspapers
back home: “Captain Riley A. Bird, Co. A, 6th Vermont Volunteers, was killed in battle Thursday,
May 5, aged 23 years.” [28] Early in the fighting of May 5 in the Wilderness, after 3:30 p.m. when
Grant ordered an advance by the Vermont Brigade into the heavily infested thickets hiding the
Confederates in the front of them, Captain Bird received the first of his three wounds. The first
was to his leg which caused him to bleed profusely and wracked him with great pain. He
removed his sash and wrapped the wound himself tightly. His men urged him to go to the rear for
medical attention, but the Captain refused staunchly. He took to his feet and continued leading
his men forward. Not long afterwards, a second bullet sliced across his forehead causing yet
more blood to stream down his face and still Captain Bird would not relinquish command of his
company and go to the rear. Finally, the Second and Sixth Vermont, although badly shot up at
this point, were ordered to support the fresh Fifth in its effort to provide cover for their retreating
comrades pinned down by Confederate fire in the woods of the Wilderness late in the afternoon
of May 5. It was in this action that Captain Bird received his third, and final, wound. While
urging his men forward on the hidden enemy positions, Riley received a Minnie ball to the heart
and was killed instantly.[29] Riley had been in nearly every battle in which the Army of the
Potomac had participated and had not received a scratch until “his last battle”.

Editors and reporters of newspapers, some local, some not, were lavish in their praises of
Riley in 1864 and even thirty-three years later. One reporter recalled meeting him once in camp
at Wolf Run Shoals and remembered him as “handsome, pleasant and courteous”.[30] Another
wrote of him after his death, “Thus fell one of our country’s brave defenders – and although he
occupied comparatively a humble station in his own State (Riley was a jeweler in Bristol before
the war), he will live in history; and his laurels will freshen in eternal bloom upon his sepulchre.”
[31] In an 1897 article on veteran’s recollections of their war-time experiences in the Civil War, the



editor of the National Tribune specifically referred to the daring Captain Riley A. Bird at the
Wilderness in these words: “No braver man ever died for his country than Riley A. Bird, Bristol,
Vermont, Captain of Co. A, 6 th Vt.” [32]

Other correspondents and editors of Vermont newspapers shared, in various ways, their
esteem and respect for this fallen soldier. The editor of the Rutland Herald interviewed Captain
Bird when he was still alive and reported that the good Captain had a rather negative opinion of
Union General George B. McClellan who was a very popular figure with his men under his
command and with the civilian population as well. He was so highly regarded that he ended up
running for President in the 1864 election. However, in the eyes of Captain Bird, McClellan was
a scoundrel. Riley told the editor that “his blood boiled with indignation” at McClellan’s failure
to send reinforcements to the aide of fellow Union General Pope when he was being mangled by
the Confederates at the battle of Bull Run and Chantilly. Only a few miles away, McClellan had
kept troops marching back and forth between Alexandria and Fairfax Court House rather than
sending them to assist Pope. So incensed was Captain Bird over McClellan’s actions that, if he
ever was ordered to serve under McClellan’s command, he would “lay down my sword” rather
than oblige. Bird regarded the General as a “traitor”.[32] Another incident that reflected upon the
character of Riley had to do with a soldier in Company A who was under his command. Captain
Riley ended up charging Private Levi E. Bristol of Lincoln, Vermont with desertion when, in
fact, the soldier’s absence from Company A was actually not his fault and his time gone was
legitimately accounted for. Private Bristol, while still in the service, wrote a letter to the editor of
the Enterprise and Vermonter (a Vergennes paper), in an attempt to publicly put forth a defense
against the charge of desertion.

According to Private Bristol, he had been wounded in the action at Lee’s Mills on April 5,
1862. While in the hospital recuperating, he was employed as an aide tending to the care of other
wounded men. When he was well enough, he expected to be returned to his regiment but,
instead, doctors at the Lee’s Mills General Hospital detailed him as a nurse, so he remained at the
hospital as a steward. Captain Bird knew of this and, although he was displeased with the
arrangement, he was powerless to do anything about it. Levi wound up being transferred a
number of times to other hospitals and even spent some time aboard hospital boats. Eventually,
Levi got sick with pleurisy. When over his illness, the private was asked to remain at the
Washington, D.C. hospital where he had been a patient and do duty as an attendant. About this
time, he received a note from Captain Bird (now dead) demanding Levi report to Company A or
he would declare him a deserter.
The surgeon at Casaris Hospital read the note and forbade Levi to return to his company. The
doctor assured him that he needn’t worry about being reported a deserter. A short time later,
Private Bristol was transferred again this time to Campbell Hospital in Washington, D.C. It as
from this duty station that Levi wrote the letter to the newspaper trying to clear his name and
exonerate himself of the claim that he had deserted the army. The impetus behind Levi’s actions
stemmed from the fact that the Selectmen of Lincoln, Vermont had received a circular from
military authorities that he was a deserter. Levi claimed he had certificates from authorities
accounting for his absence from his company and that he was anxious to remedy his
classification as a deserter. The editor of the Enterprise and Vermonter published Private Bristol’s
letter in the hopes that it would absolve Levi of the charge against him levied by Captain Bird.
The editor also added the following statement to it:



“We have hesitated to publish the above, for the reason that
Capt. Bird is in his grave and cannot reply or explain. It is
evident that Mr. Bristol has been wronged, but charity compels
us to doubt whether so brave a man and good soldier as Capt.
Bird, acted from any but honorable motives.” [33]

Even in death, the sterling character of Riley A. Bird had a profound effect upon people who
barely knew him.
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