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• Speaker:
    David D. Finney

• Topic: 
     Sixteen Summer Days,                 
     Custer Meets the 
     Wolverines

• Date:
    Thursday, April 18th

• Place:
    The Drake Center

• Time:
    6:00 Sign-in, Social
   6:30  Dinner
    7:15 Meeting
    7:30 Speaker

Dinner Reservation Deadline
    Dinners are $20.00 per person. This month’s dinner will 
be Country ribs and sauerkraut, French salad, oven roasted 
potatoes, vegetable blend, and caramel nut apple pie.
    Your Dinner reservation must be submitted by Wednesday, 
April 10, 2019 no later than 8:00 PM
    Reservations can be made to our web site at:

http://Cincinnaticwrt.org/wordpress/contact/rsvp 
or by calling Esly Caldwell at 513-607-6598. Leave a message, 
if necessary. If you are making a reservation for more than 
yourself, please provide the names of others.
Be certain to Like our Facebook page: 

https://www.Facebook.com/cincinnatiCWRT

 Sixteen Summer Days, Custer Meets the 
Wolverines - June 28 to July 14, 1863

The timing could not have been better for a 23 year old 
military man to write his name into the history books. On June 
29, 1863, George Custer was promoted to Brigadier General 
and placed in command of the Michigan Cavalry Brigade. 
Without doubt Custer took advantage of that opportunity 
before, during, and after the Battle of Gettysburg. 

Within sixteen days of almost continual fighting Custer’s 
Wolverine Brigade would fight at Hanover, Hunterstown, East 
Cavalry Field, Monterey Pass, Hagerstown, Williamsport, 
and Falling Waters. 

This presentation explores not only the numerous 
engagements of the brigade, but also the reactions of 
Michigan Cavalry troopers to their youthful and newly 
appointed young commander.

David Finney served 37 years as an educator and chairman 
of the history and social studies department at North 

Farmington High School and taught 
as an adjunct faculty member at 
Oakland Community College and 
the University of Detroit/Mercy. 

Additionally, Finney worked 
for five summers as a seasonal 

historian at Fredericksburg – 
Spotsylvania and Petersburg 

National Military Parks. 
  He has authored   

and contributed to 
numerous publications. 
His most recent book is 

Remembering Michigan’s Civil War Soldiers. An historical 
consultant on Antietam: A Documentary Film, he also 
contributed to documentaries produced by Michigan 
Government Television, Media Magic, and Historical Films 
Group.  

(Continued on Page 2)
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Finney served on the board of advisors for the Association 
for the Preservation of Civil War Sites and the Civil War 
Preservation Trust. 

He was recognized as American History Teacher of the 
Year by both the Michigan Council for Social Studies and the 
Daughters of the American Revolution and is the recipient 
of many awards including: Michigan’s Legion of Merit; The 
Abraham Lincoln Certificate of Appreciation from the Sons 
of Union Veterans of the Civil War; and the Jefferson Davis 
Historical Gold Medal from the United Daughters of the 
Confederacy.

Kill Jeff Davis is a detailed look at the Union’s effort to free 
the prisoners of war held in Richmond at Libby Prison and 
Belle Island.  However, this is more than the story of the 
raid; it is the tale of two men.  The first is Brigadier General 
Judson Kilpatrick and the second Colonel Ulric Dahlgren.

Judson Kilpatrick devised his scheme to free the prisoners 
after Major General Benjamin Butler’s forces made a half-
hearted attempt to do so in early February, 1864, and failed.   
Kilpatrick had just lost his wife, Alice, and one year old son.  
He was looking for some grandiose event that would earn 
him his second star and possibly command of the Cavalry 
Corps of the Army of the Potomac.  

Kilpatrick was a man of action, daring and ambition.  As 
soon as he found out about Butler’s failure, he started working 
to get approval for his raid.  He got the ear of President 
Lincoln and Secretary of War Stanton, and soon his idea for 
a raid to release the prisoners and possibly capture Jeff Davis 
was approved. 

Ulric Dahlgren was the son of Rear Admiral John Dahlgren, 
a close friend of President Lincoln.  He too was daring 
and ambitious; however, he was also recuperating from 
the amputation of his leg and had not yet fully recovered.  
Through his connections with President Lincoln and 
Secretary Stanton, he nevertheless managed to get himself 
assigned to Kilpatrick’s endeavor.  According to the author, 
he also worked with Secretary Stanton to expand the object 
of the raid from just freeing the prisoners to also burning 
Richmond and killing Jeff Davis and his cabinet members.

The author has provided a detailed look at why Colonel 
Dahlgren was second in command and not the more 
experienced Brigadier General George Armstrong Custer.

  The Kilpatrick and Custer relationship had been rocky 
going back to their days at West Point. It did not improve 
with Custer’s exploits during the Gettysburg Campaign.  So 
it was not surprising that Kilpatrick had Custer assigned 
to provide a separate diversion towards Charlottesville 
instead of being a part of the raid.   His odds of success 
would probably have been greater had Custer been there 
and not the less experienced Dahlgren. But there was no 
way that Kilpatrick was going to share his success with 
Custer.

Another problem with the raid was the basic composition 
of the unit.  Kilpatrick took a mixture of soldiers and 
officers for across all the units in the Cavalry Corps instead 
of just his own division.  There would have been fewer 
command and control issues had the officers and soldiers 
been familiar and known to Kilpatrick.  Secrecy was also 
essential for the success of the mission, yet everyone 
seemed to know he was coming. Even Kilpatrick himself 
was guilty of saying too much about his upcoming raid. 
The raid failed and Ulric Dahlgren was killed in an ambush 
while trying to escape the area with his detachment.  

A major controversy arose when certain documents were 
claimed to have been found 
on his person.  I suggest 
that you read this book 
to get an understanding 
of the complete incident. 
The other issue concerning 
the raid was the threat by 
Confederate authorities to 
blow up Libby Prison if an 
attempt were made to free 
the prisoners, or they tried 
to escape.  Gunpowder was 
placed under the prison for 
that purpose.  Confederate 
authorities also threatened to hang the captured raiders.  
When General Robert E. Lee was told to contact General 
Meade about the Dahlgren documents, he was concerned 
for his son, William H. F. “Rooney” Lee, who was currently 
a prisoner at Fort Monroe.  If the captured raiders were 
hung, Rooney could suffer from retaliation.  Lee was more 
than willing to accept Meade’s claim that Union authorities 
never authorized the killing of Davis and his cabinet.

The author, Bruce Venter, has provided an outstanding 
work that is extremely well-researched and written.  
There are sufficient maps to allow the reader to follow 
the movements of the parties. The author addresses all 
the controversies surrounding the raid and provides the 
reader with the information needed to make their own 
conclusions. I highly recommend this volume to everyone 
with an interest in the Civil War.
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This Month’s Book Review

Kill Jeff Davis: The Union Raid on Richmond, 1864 
  Author:   Bruce M. Venter, University of Oklahoma Press, 
                   356 pages, Hardcover $29.95.

  Reviewed by: Thomas L. Breiner
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The March meeting of the Round Table welcomed Gary 
Dyson of Mt. Airy, Maryland, to the podium. A member of 
the Frederick County Civil War Round Table, Gary related 
to those present the tale of the USS Isaac Smith, the only 
Union gunboat to be captured by land forces.

The Isaac P. Smith was a screw-propelled steam ship, 171 
feet long and 31 feet wide, that was initially put into service 
transporting goods and passengers on the Hudson River 
in the 1850s. In September of 1861 it was purchased by 

the U.S. Navy, 
outfitted as a 
gunboat with 
a 30-pounder 
Parrot Rifle on 
the bow and 
four 8-inch 
smoothbore 
Dahlgrens on 
either side, and 

was assigned to the South Atlantic Blockading Squadron.

On its way to join the Squadron, it came to the assistance 
of a Marine Corps troop ship that foundered in a hurricane 
off Cape Hatteras, and later participated in the Battle of 
Port Royal. Because of its shallow draught, 9 feet, it was 
then employed in patrolling navigable waterways along the 
Georgia and Florida coasts, making short excursions inland 
to gather intelligence on Confederate military activities 
and to disrupt and suppress trade. After returning to the 
Brooklyn Shipyard for refurbishing, its next post was the 
Stono Inlet south of Charleston, South Carolina, with the 
task of patrolling the Stono River.

The Smith would journey up the Stono River each day to 
gather intelligence on troop movements and fortifications 
on the islands, and to keep the Confederate Navy at bay. 
And as if that were not enough to annoy the Confederate 
command in Charleston, the officers and men also molested 
the islands’ civilian population. It their regular voyages 
up and down the Stono the crew would vandalize civilian 
property, take potshots at farm animals, steal beef, and dig 
sweet potatoes from the fields. Buildings in the resort town 
of Legareville, a summer retreat for planters and well-to-do 
Charlestonians, were subjected to target practice.

Finally, on orders from General P.G.T. Beauregard in 
Charleston, the Confederates devised a plan to rid themselves 
of the Smith. Beauregard himself had suggested that boats 
with boarding parties using muffled oars be launched 
from shore, attack the Smith and overwhelm the crew. But 
the Confederate command settled on a plan devised by 
Lt. Col. Yates of the First South Carolina Artillery, which 

On January 30, 1863, at about 3:00 p.m., the Smith began 
its daily reconnaissance up the Stono.  Its Captain, Lt. 
FrancisConover, posted his usual lookouts; but no one 
noticed anything out of the ordinary, despite the fact that 
two Austrian caissons were apparently in plain view sitting 
between some buildings. As the Smith passed the concealed 
batteries the Confederate artillerists uncovered and readied 
their guns for action. 

Lt. Conover dropped anchor about 4:00 o’clock opposite 
the Thomas Grimball farm and allowed the receding tide to 
wheel the Smith around so that it was facing back down river. 
At 4:30, with the Smith still lying at anchor, Lt. Col. Yates 
decided to spring the trap, opening fire from the Thomas 
Grimball farm. 

Quickly 
realizing 
he was 
under 
attack, 
Conover 
ordered 
the crew 
to get up 
steam 
and 
began 
returning 
fire. 

The Smith slipped its anchor and started back downstream. 
At that moment, however, the other batteries opened up on 
the Smith trapping it in a deadly crossfire from all directions 
while Confederate sharpshooters began picking off crewmen 
on deck. The Smith made it as far as Legare Point when a 
round penetrated its boiler and the riverboat was dead in 
the water. Lt. Conover, seeing the deck strewn with dead and 
wounded and realizing that his position was hopeless, raised 
a white flag. 

The commander of the Stono Inlet station, hearing the 
guns, attempted to come to the Smith’s rescue with another 
Union gunboat, USS Commodore McDonough, but was 
driven back by the Battery Island battery.

Eight crewmen were dead on deck and 15 were wounded, 
one mortally. The Confederates took the officers and men 
prisoner, marched them 13 miles to the Ashley River where 
they were ferried over to a railroad depot. They de-trained in 
Charleston, were marched through the town as POWs to the 
jeers and taunts of the townspeople, and ensconced in the in 
the Charleston jail with common criminals.

(Continued on Page 4)

Review of the March Speaker’s Presentation
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Within a few days the Confederates transferred the white 
enlisted men to Libby Prison in Richmond where they were 
paroled. However, the Confederates continued to hold three 
free black enlisted men.  

The officers were taken to the Columbia jail. There the 
officers were informed by Provost Marshal Garland through 
Brig. Gen. Thomas Jordon, that they would not be paroled 
because under the Emancipation Proclamation the army 
and navy of the United States were under instruction “to 
assist slaves in servile war against their lawful masters, which 
[was] not only a high crime under the local laws of the state 
in whose waters [they] were captured,” but also a means of 
war “wholly illegitimate between civilized nations.” And they 
were told that they would thus be subject to punishment 
under South Carolina law for “aiding servile insurrection.”

 As it turned out, however, the officers were sent to Libby 
Prison and paroled in May of 1863. The three black enlisted 
men were not so fortunate. They were held for the remainder 
of the war. Two were released April 15, 1865, while the third 
appears not to have survived his imprisonment.

Lt. Conover was not formally censured for the loss of the 
Smith. But upon his return he was assigned to munitions duty 
in Brooklyn and later discharged. It was likely a humiliating 
end to the Navy career of a man whose father had been 
commander of the USS Constitution, “Old Ironsides.”

As for USS Isaac Smith itself, the Confederates towed it up 
the Stono River, through the Wappoo Creek to Charleston 
and repaired it. It was commissioned as the CSS Stono and 
used as a harbor patrol vessel and blockade runner until June 
of 1863 when it tangled with the USS Wissahickon while 
attempting to run the blockade and went aground. There 
it remained until Confederates, evacuating Charleston in 
1865, burned it to the waterline.

Review submitted by Dave Stockdale

John Bingham was a Civil War era congressman. Which of 
the following statements about him are True, and which are 
False?

1. He promoted good relations with the Vatican.

2. He prosecuted the Lincoln assassination conspirators.

3. He represented the state of Indiana.

4. He is commonly considered the father of the 
Fourteenth Amendment.

5. He strongly supported voting rights for the freedmen.

6. He was a prosecutor in the impeachment trial of 
Andrew Johnson.

March Quiz

John Armor Bingham
Born: 1/21/1815    -   Died: 3/19/1900

Answers                             
1. False: He was anti-Roman Catholic.
2. True: He was appointed Assistant Judge Advocate 

General by Edwin Stanton, Secretary of War.
3. False: He was a Republican congressman from Cadiz, 

Ohio.
4. True: He was the principal framer of the Fourteenth 

Amendment to the Constitution.
5. False: While he generally supported the enforcement 

of civil rights for freedmen, he voted against efforts to 
make black enfranchisement a condition of restoring 
home rule in the South.

6. True: He was one of seven House impeachment 
managers, and delivered the prosecution’s closing 
argument in a three-day summation.

Answers From: American Founding Son: John Bingham 
and the Invention of the Fourteenth Amendment by Gerard 
N. Magliocca, New York University Press, New York, NY, 
2013, 295 pages.
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The USS Sultana

April 27 marks the 154th anniversary of the explosion 
and sinking of the steamboat Sultana, the worst maritime 
disaster in the history of the United States. Most students of 
the Civil War are familiar with the Sultana disaster. But did 
you know that the Sultana was built here in Cincinnati? An 
Ohio Historical Marker placed at Sawyer Point, just east of 
downtown, reads as follows:

“In 1862, less than a mile upriver from this marker, the John 
Lithoberry Shipyard in Cincinnati constructed the  Sultana, 
a 260-foot, wooden steam transport. At the end of the Civil 
War, the U.S. Government contracted the Sultana to transport 
recently freed Federal prisoners north from Confederate 
stockades. During the night of April 27, 1865, while carrying 
over 2,300 Union soldiers - over six times its capacity of 376 
passengers - a steam boiler aboard the Sultana exploded. 
The ship erupted in a massive fireball and sank in the cold, 
flood-swollen Mississippi River ten miles north of Memphis, 
Tennessee. Over 1,700 individuals died - some 200 more than 
those lost aboard the Titanic  in 1912 - in what remains the 
worst maritime disaster in American history. Of the total 
casualties, Ohio lost the most of any state, with 791 dead. 
Indiana lost 491 persons, with Kentucky suffering 194 dead. 
It is estimated that, of the Ohio casualties, over fifty were 
Cincinnatians.”

Despite the fact that the Sultana’s maximum capacity was 
only supposed to be 376 passengers, the captain of the 
steamboat was being paid per passenger by the U.S. Army to 
transport former prisoners of war back north after the close 
of the Civil War. The desire for quick transport for those 
veterans seems to have overruled caution. At the time of the 
disaster, the Sultana was carrying 2,427 passengers, mostly 
officers and enlisted men on their way home, though some 
women and children were also in the cabins.

Future Cincy Round Table 
Speakers

Mark your calendars now

May 16, 2019 Wayne Motts, 
 Harrisburg, Pennsylvania
 Pickett’s Charge:  
 A Battlefield Guide

September 19, 2019 John Fazio,
 Cleveland Civil War Round Table
 The Emancipation 
 Proclamation

October 17, 2019 Scott Schroeder, 
 Bloomington, Indiana
 Lee’s Lost Orders in the 
 Maryland Campaign

November 21, 2019 Scott Mingus, 
 York, Pennsylvania
 General William 
 “Extra Billy” Smith

January 16, 2020 Chris Burns, 
 Cincinnati, Ohio
 Ulysses S. Grant
 

February 20, 2020 Christina Hartlieb, 
 Harriet Beecher Stowe House, 
 Harriet Beecher Stowe

March 19, 2020 David Deatrick,
 Louisville Kentucky 
 Civil War Round Table
 General Lovell Rousseau
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About the Cincinnati Civil War Round Table

Membership in the Cincinnati CWRT is open to anyone with 
an active interest in the American Civil War. Annual dues 
(prorated throughout the year to new members) are $25 
(single) and $35 (couple) for a Regular Membership.  This 
fee helps cover operating costs which include our meeting 
location as well as speaker expenses.  A Sustaining 
Member level of membership is also available for $50 
(single) and $85 (couple).  The purpose of this membership 
category is to encourage and recognize members who 
make additional contributions of $25 or more, in addition 
to their annual dues in any fiscal year, to the objectives and 
programs of the Cincinnati Civil War Round Table.  Students 
enrolled full time in any recognized secondary or higher 
institute of learning can use a Student Membership, which 
applies a discount of $10 to each of the above dues rates.

Dinner reservations are required, and can be made prior 
to the reservations deadline either by the web site http://
cincinnaticwrt.org/wordpress/contact/rsvp/ or by a phone 
call to the officer taking reservations for the meeting (whose 
name and number is listed on the header of the current 
Canister).  Meals currently cost $20.  Menu selection will 
change with each meeting. A vegetarian meal option is 
available, if requested prior to the reservations cut-off date.

A Meeting Only Fee of $5.00 is assessed to members, 
visitors and guests who arrive after dinner to hear the 
speaker.  No reservation is necessary.  The monies collected 
are used to help offset the expenses of the evening’s 
activities.

Late Reservations and Walk-ins Without a Reservation: 
Our ability to be flexible for late reservations or walk-ins 
is now restricted by the fact that the Drake Center only 
prepares meals according to the reservation count called 
in. 

Therefore, Late Reservations (after the Wednesday by 
8:00 p.m. which is eight days before the meeting) will be 
accepted conditionally, subject to the caterer’s ability to 
honor a change in dinner count if received close to the 
meeting date.  Late Reservations and Walk-ins Without 
a Reservation will only be able to have dinner if offset by 
cancellations or no-shows, or if the caterer determines that 
sufficient food is available.

Late cancellations may be made by email or phone.  Since 
a cancellation after the Wednesday 8:00 p.m. deadline which 
is eight days before the meeting means that CCWRT has 
guaranteed payment to The Drake Center for the reserved 
number of meals, the Treasurer will review the number of late 
cancellations and late reservations for every meeting.  If a 
late cancellation results in the CCWRT being required to pay 
for an extra meal, the person making the late cancellation 
will be expected to pay for the dinner.  No-shows who have 
a dinner reservation but do not attend will be billed for the 
meal.  

Meetings are held the third Thursday of the month, 
September – November and January – May at The Drake 
Center, 151 West Galbraith Road, Cincinnati, Ohio 45216 
(Phone: 513-418-2500).  If traveling Interstate 75, exit at 
Galbraith Road (Exit 10) and go west one mile.  If coming 
across the Ronald Reagan Cross County Highway, take the 
Galbraith Road exit and go west two miles.  Or, take the 
Galbraith/Winton exit and go east one mile.  Free parking 
is available in the WEST PAVILION parking lot.  The West 
Pavilion entrance will take you to the meeting rooms.  To 
get to our meeting room, enter the West Pavilion main 
entrance and go to the left side of the gift shop found 
opposite the entryway; the meeting room is located at the 
far end of the cafeteria hallway.

Trustees:
President: David Stockdale   513-310-9553 (c)   djrtstockdale@aol.com
Vice-President: Esly Caldwell, II   513-607-6598 (c)   ecaldwel2@gmail.com
Treasurer: Tom Williams     513-563-2665 (h)    tom@jandtwilliams.com
Secretary: Vacant      
Program Chair: Dan Bauer             513-759-4495 (h)    dbauer002@cinci.rr.com
Newsletter Editor: Vacant      
Membership & Publicity: Wanda Langdon  513-505-6871 (h)   Wanda@TeamLangdon.com
At Large: Tom Breiner    513-984-3101 (h)    tbreiner@fuse.net
At Large: Dawn Mowery    513-774-9544 (h)    dmowery11@fuse.net

Committees:
Activities:  Vacant     
Preservation Projects: Mark Silbersack, Co-chair                                   
Webmaster/Social Media: Mike Rogers   859-907-3096 (c)    rogersmb1981@yahoo.com 
CCWRT E-Mail Address    ccwrt@cincinnaticwrt.org


