Proneers of the Union Army

EN THE CIVIL WAR began
the Union had few Army Engi-
neers. The Corps of Topographi-

cal Engineers had 45 officers but no NCOs
or enlisted men. The Corps of Engineers
had 48 officers and one company of 100
men. Soon, however, Congress increased the
strength of the one company to 150 men. It
then authorized three more 150 men com-
panies in the Corps of Engineers and pro-
vided for one in the Corps of Topographical
Engineers. Eventually, but not immediately,
the Army did raise three additional 150 men
companies and assigned them to the Corps
of Engineers. The four Corps of Engineers
companies, A-D, comprised the Regular
Bartalion of Engineers. Unfortunately, the
Corps of Topographical Engineers never
successfully raised a company.

A few volunteer engineer units such as
the 1st New York Volunteer Engineer Regi-
ment, the 1st Missouri Volunteer Engineer
Regiment and the 1st Regiment of Michigan
Engineers and Mechanics, and some com-
panies from Kentucky, Pennsylvania, and
Missouri, did enter Federal service. The War
Department also re-designated the 15th and
50th New York volunteer infantry regiments
as engineer units “due to the unusual number
of sailors and mechanics” in their ranks. The
addition of these units helped but engineer
duties required many more men.

Much more than any previous American
conflict the Civil War required a great deal
of military engineering. The crossing and re-
crossing of the numerous rivers and streams,
flowing east and west, required bridges and
the men to construct and dismantle them.
Civil War logistics which created large
wagon trains following each army, required
continual road clearing and making, espe-
cially through swamps and forests, to get the
troops and supplies where they were needed.
Field fortifications, including elementary
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trenches, became an integral aspect of the
war requiring engineers to plan and erect
them. As the war proceeded demands for all
this work increased.

The various Union armies, therefore, had
to accomplish the military engineering tasks
the best way they could. For hundreds of
years, armies had had at least one recourse
— the use of pioneers. The classic 11th edi-
tion of the Encyclopedia Britannica defined
pioneer as “a foot-soldier who with spade,
axe, and other implements precedes an
army or smaller military body and clears or
makes a road, digs entrenchments, prepares
a camping ground, &c.” U.S. Army officer,
Henry L. Scott, who published his Military
Dictionary shortly before the outbreak of
the Civil War defined pioneers as “Soldiers
sometimes detailed from the different com-
panies of a regiment and formed under a
non-commissioned officer, furnished with
saws, felling axes, spades, mattocks, pickaxes,
and bill-hooks. Their services are very impor-
tant, and no regiment is well fitted for service
without pioneers completely equipped.” The
1863 Army Regulations provided, “Pioneers
or working-parties are attached to convoys
to mend roads, remove obstacles, and erect
defenses. The convoys should always be pro-
vided with spare wheels, poles, axes, 8¢c.”

Originally, pioneers were civilians, often
the dregs of society, who lived in the imme-
diate area of combat, that the contending
armies forced to work, like slaves. These first
pioneers provided unskilled labor, to say the
least. Criminals and disciplined soldiers and
officers also served as pioneers, providing
needed manpower but not skills. As armies
evolved and duties became more technical,
pioneer work demanded more capable and
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JOE SPIVEY will be our guest on April 21st
and will present “Time to Go Home,” about
desertions in both the Union and Confeder-
ate Armies. He tells me it is not an exhaus-
tive study, but vignettes of individuals. As far
as | know, no one has looked at this subject
before; we should find it fascinating.

I met our speaker on the board of the
Stonewall Jackson Foundation in Lexington.
Joe is now the president of that Board. He
has also been president of the VMI Board
of Visitors for eight years and is involved in
several other community good works.

Joe grew up in North Carolina and went
to VMI where he got a BS in civil engineer-
ing. He served in the U.S. Army on active
duty and in the Reserves. He received an
LL.B from Washington & Lee and was in a
law firm in Richmond and a visiting profes-
sor at Washington & Lee Law School. He
has been in solo practice since 2003. He is
married and with wife Ann has three sons,
all of whom went to VMI; I would wonder
if that isn’t some sort of record!

AND Joe is the great-grandson of a pri-
vate in the 1st N.C. Volunteers (“the Bethel
brigade”), one of seven brothers in the Con-
federate Army.

Do come to join us on the 21* for cookies
and coffee at 7 and the meeting at 7:30 (at
the LAW SCHOOL again). See you at the
Millmont Grill at 5:30!
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