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The Writing on the Wally

Badger Grattiti in Civil War Virginia

By James S. Pula

n October 1997 a small
group of neighbors met
at the Blenheim Estate
in the city of Fairfax, a
northern Virginia community
that borders the District of
Columbia. The owner of the
aging brick building had invited
this group to view some curious
old writing on the home’s attic
walls. “I was awestruck by this
visit,” Andrea Loewenwarter
recalled, “never realizing what
an amazing historical docu-
ment existed just up the street
from my house.” The sight that
inspired her? Scores of signa-
tures, drawings, and other graf-
fitt in both English and German, all of which were clearly
quite old. They were not simply curiosities. Inscriptions such
as “29th NY” and “75th Pa Vols” link the markings to Amer-
ica’s most trying hour, as countrymen battled each other in
civil war to determine whether the nation would survive.
Propelled by the discovery to form a preservation coalition
for the Blenheim Estate, the neighbors’ efforts resulted in the
city’s purchase of the home and an additional 11.8 acres of
land in January 1999.! It was during this time that the Citizen
Coalition for the Preservation of Blenheim began to play the
role of caretaker to an important piece of Wisconsin Civil
War history. Among the many names on the walls of
Left: All of the men pictured here served in the Sigel regiment and
all were living in Milwaukee when they volunteered. From left,
they are Jacob Stauff, George P. Trdumer, Jobn Koege, Jobn Orth,
and Philip Walldorf. Koege, a Milwaukee merchant, was one of

the men to sign the wall at Blenbeim. His signature appears as the
third line from the top.

The Blenheim Estate (pictured today) served as a hospital for
wounded soldiers during the Civil War. Located in northern Vir-
ginia, Blenbeim sat in the beart of the war raging between the
northern and southern capitals. The “Willcoxon Place,” as it was
commonly known, was requisitioned by the Eleventh Corp of the
Army of the Potomac and served as a Reserve Hospital for the
sick and wounded.

Blenheim’s attic were some
with a common attribute. In
one form or another, they were
identified with the “26 R Wisc
V”—the 26th Regiment Wis-
consin  Volunteer Infantry.
Nicknamed “the Sigel Regi-
ment” in honor of Franz Sigel,
the German
leader of 1848 who was then a

popular leader of the national

revolutionary

German American communi-

Courtesy of the author

ty, the men who served in the
26th Regiment in its earliest
days were primarily native
Germans or first-generation
German Americans. By the
time the conservators had care-
fully peeled away layers of wallpaper from the attic walls of
the stately Virginia home, a total of nine names had emerged
that can be traced to the Sigel Regiment: Schlosser, Scholz,
Van Eweyk, Reifenstuhl, I'roelich, Rook, Fernekes, Hoene,
and Koege. Like so many stories of the Civil War, the tale of
how these names came to be inscribed there has roots in both
the bustling streets of a nineteenth-century Wisconsin city and
the once-bucolic lanes of northern Virginia.

Passed down within the same family for five generations,
Blenheim was once part of more than one thousand acres
owned by Rezin Willcoxon, identified as one of the earliest
and most prominent settlers of what would later become Fair-
fax Court House, Virginia. In 1854 he either sold or leased a
portion of his land to his son Albert, who farmed a total of
367 acres. Albert’s house burned in March 1855, but he com-
pleted construction of a new brick federal and Greek revival
structure by the end of 1859. By 1860 the Willcoxon proper-
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Above: Signatures came in all sizes on the walls of Blenbeim, and
the men did not stop at writing their names but added drawings
of stars, cannons, and ships to the attic’s walls. Right: Julius
Froeblich and eight other members of the 26th Wisconsin left sig-
natures on the walls of Blenbeim. A clerk in Milwaukee before the
war, Froeblich served in Company B of the 26th Wisconsin until
discharged due to disability on December 20, 1862.
ty, located about one mile northeast of the courthouse build-
ing, included a number of outbuildings suitable to a farm; a
family cemetery; two slave quarters; livestock; and fields of
wheat, oats, hay, and Indian corn. But the Willcoxons’ quiet,
pastoral life was about to be interrupted as events of national
significance unfolded.?

By the summer of 1862 the ravages of war had already
cast their shadow over northern Virginia. Federal troops
occupied the countryside around the Willcoxon home, while
others were preparing to march to Virginia’s as yet unknown
battlefields. Among these was a group of Wisconsin soldiers
whose military service on American soil began that autumn.
As casualties mounted beyond what anyone had imagined the
year before, President Lincoln called in August 1862 for an
additional 300,000 volunteers to put down the rebellion.
Responding to the president’s call for more men to save the
Union, Milwaukee’s German community determined to raise
a regiment to meet the crisis.

Courtesy of the author

In 1860 Milwaukee was a city of 45,000 people, and more
than half its inhabitants were immigrants. Of those immi-
grants, two-thirds were German. By 1862 the city and its sur-
rounding communities had embraced much of German
culture. There was not one but three German-language news-
papers. Dotted throughout the city were the Musikverein
(Music Society), the Turnverein (Gymnastic Society), Die
Freie Gemeinde (the Free Commune), and dozens of other
intellectual, political, and social clubs. These societies reflect-
ed Milwaukee’s embrace of fellowship and sociality. Lincoln’s
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call fell upon the ears of those who, having socialized togeth-
er, would also serve together. These political, intellectual, and
business leaders came forward to act as recruiting agents, and
their rallies attracted enthusiastic crowds. The editor of the
Milwaukee German newspaper Atlas closed shop and enlist-
ed with all of his employees,
and the Milwaukee Turnverein
announced that any members
of military age who did not vol-
unteer for service would forfeit
their membership in the organ-
1zation.

In surrounding towns the
reaction was the same. The T
editor of the West Bend Post FE e
enlisted, leaving his wife to
manage the newspaper in his 26
absence. In Manitowoc, the L ]
local Sangerbund (Singing
Society) sent its members off to
war. Rallies and recruiting

offices spread throughout
Kenosha, Racine, Greenfield,
Fond du Lac, and other areas

of German settlement.> The

Reqiment
Wisc. Volunteers!!

Ber. Staaten Bouuty : $I02 fiir ebrenbaft
aig bem Ticnit entlaffene Beteranen !
$302 fir Wene Vechraten !

those early immigrants, who were new to the demands of war
but added youthful zeal and energy to the steadied discipline
of their seniors. Affectionately known locally as “unser
deutsches regiment” (our German regiment), the 26th Wis-
consin embodied the spirit, patriotism, and hopes of

Wisconsin’s large German
population.*

Of the nearly one thousand
men who came forward to
make up the Sigel Regiment,
nine names from the 26th Wis-

consin appear on the attic walls

of Virginia’s Blenheim Estate.

i ey ' B The group makes an interest-
o N ing cross-section of the soldiers
who would travel so many
miles to serve their new land.
All of them were foreign born,
and, with one exception, all
were from the various regions

that constitute modern Ger-

many. Phillip J. Schlosser, a
Milwaukee merchant, was
born in Hesse in 1835. He
came to America in 1854 and

26th  Wisconsin  Volunteer
Infantry gathered in Milwau-
kee to receive its initial training
in the art of war. The Sigel
Regiment was led by thirty- mente anfchliciien.
year-old William Jacobs, a
native of Braunschweig, Ger-
many, a successful Milwaukee
banker and fine tenor in the
city’s Sangerbund. Recruits
came from rival singing soci-
eties and gymnastics organiza-
tions, from theatre companies
and competing saloons. They
were Catholics, Lutherans, freethinkers, and a myriad of
other faiths and ideologies. Nearly 40 percent of the recruits
were farmers; 11 percent were laborers; and the balance
reflected a cross-section of society. Although the 26th was a
new regiment, thirteen of the officers had seen prior military
service, along with approximately half of the noncommis-
sioned officers and 20 percent of the privates. The result was
a unique mixture of mature men who had learned their disci-

pline in the Old Country with younger men, often the sons of

a5 Dellaro uwb rine ThonossLihnemg im Seraud werben
bejaidt, wenm bie Wiomnfhaft i ben Déeoll gemofiert mirn,
Simumg b Betifiquag beglnat vom Tage der Femerbung

Jeber Dentfcher follte fich dicfem Negis

Slefrutivang Dffice :  Bler Iiteen oberfialh der Shats:
Holle, an Dftwafierftrofie, 7. 9%arb, Giilmante,

Boplie e+

Many Wisconsin Germans responded to Lincoln’s call for
300,000 additional troops in 1862, some of whom were inspired
by Union General Franz Sigel, a revolutionary leader in bis
native Germamny. This recruitment poster, printed in German,
aimed to recruit men for the 26th Wisconsin, which was often
called unser deutsches regiment, “our German regiment.”

to Milwaukee three years later.
There he obtained a position in
the Second Ward Savings Bank
but listed his occupation at the
time of his enlistment in Sep-
tember 1862 as “merchant.”
W. Josef Scholz was a butcher
in civilian life when he enlisted
WHi2157 as a private. Henry Van
Eweyk, who was born in the
Netherlands in 1840, came in
1854 to the United States,
where he earned a living as a
painter in the hamlet of Farm-
ers, Wisconsin. Friedrich Reifenstuhl was a Milwaukee tailor
at the time of his enlistment. Julius I'roehlich, a clerk in Mil-
waukee, enlisted as a private in Company B, the “German
Americans.” Peter Rook, a Kenosha painter, was a widower
when he enlisted in Company C, the “Milwaukee Guards.”
Also in Company C was Sergeant Peter Fernekes, a Milwau-
kee tinsmith. Private Julius William Franz Hoene, a Milwau-
kee turner, enlisted in Company I. John Koege, a Milwaukee
merchant originally from Sandhof, Germany, rounds out the
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list of men whose names appear on Blenheim’s walls. Not one
man was older then thirty at the time they marked their
names on Blenheim’s walls. All would serve. One would die.
Two would desert. The others would return to celebrate,
year after year, the call that brought them together and the
sense of identity that came with being one of unser deutsches
regiment.

The Sigel Regiment mustered into service on September
17, 1862, leaving Milwaukee for Washington, D.C., on Octo-
ber 6 with 988 officers and men. Initially assigned to the
Eleventh Corps in the Army of the Potomac, the regiment
went by train to Washington, D.C., where it crossed the Long
Bridge into Virginia. The group then marched across the
rolling countryside to its assigned camp in the vicinity of Fair-
fax Court House, Virginia. There it spent its first weeks in the
field. A correspondent from Madison’s Daily Wisconsin who
visited the camp reported:

The whole country between that point and Washington is a scene
of devastation. . . . Two years ago all was peace and established
prosperity. Comfortable farmhouses sheltered happy inmates.
Along the roads were smiling fields [under] the husbandman’s care,
and gardens and orchards dotted the wayside. The little hamlets
nestled about the cross-roads, in the valleys, were the scenes of quiet
industry or rural gossip. [Now] the houses are tenantless in most
instances. There is scarcely a vestige to be seen anywhere. Many of
the orchard trees have been cut down, their bark gnawed by fam-
ished horses. The fields know no tillage but the pressure of the sol-
dier’s foot or the hoof of the cavalry horse. Batteries frown from
every commanding eminence. . . . Dead horses and mules that have
succumbed to overwork and starvation putrefy by the wayside and
load the air with stench. The whole country swarms with the blue-

coated soldiers of the Union. One is hardly ever out of sight of an

encampment of Federal soldiers all the way to Fairfax Court
House, which is seventeen miles. At intervals, the progress of the
traveler 1s arrested by guards. Such Is the state of things which old

Virginia has brought upon this section of her domain.’

Exposed for the first time to the dampness, cold, over-
crowding, and unsanitary conditions of military camps in
the field, the Badger soldiers contracted the predictable
spate of illnesses. Some of those in need of medical treat-
ment were sent to the “Willcoxon Place,” which had been
requisitioned to serve as an Eleventh Corps Reserve Hospi-
tal. Research in the existing military service records, pen-
sion files, and hospital registers by Charles K. Gailey 111,
Patricia A. Gallagher, and Andrea Loewenwarter, mem-
bers of the Blenheim Research Group, uncovered the
names of seventy-seven Sigel Regiment soldiers who were
patients in the Eleventh Corps Reserve Hospital system. As
a part of that system, Blenheim housed soldiers recuperat-
ing from the effects of typhoid fever, rheumatism, dysen-
tery, asthma, chronic bronchitis, dyspepsia, diarrhea, and
other debilitating illnesses.® Whiling away the hours of their
recuperation, the men who were able found activities to
pass the time. Playing chess or cards, reading, and carving
pipes, chess figures, or rings from the abundant local sweet-
briar wood were only a few of the amusements they found.”
Some invested time inscribing their names and regiments

Sergeant W. Joseph Scholz was
a butcher in Milwaukee before
the war. Scholz enlisted as a
private in the “Flying Rangers”
of Company A. After the war
Scholz belped found the
Twenty-Sixth Regimental
Association.

Milwaukee County Historical Society
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on the estate’s walls, leaving
evidence of their presence for
later generations.

The weeks rolled by, and in
November the 26th Wisconsin
left the area. The Badgers saw
their first action at Chancel-
lorsville in May 1863, where
they were on the receiving end
of Stonewall Jackson’s massive
flank attack. Outnumbered and
attacked simultaneously from
front and flank, the rookie regi- ¥
ment stuck doggedly to the posi-
tion it was assigned on the far
northern flank of the Union
position. Had it failed, Confed-
erates would have been able to
rush in behind the surprised
Eleventh Corps, cutting off its
only avenue of retreat. The
Sigel Regiment was outnum-
bered by more than four to one,
and the unequal battle could not
last long, but the Badgers stuck
to the deadly work, firing as fast
as they could load. Losses were
staggering, but still they stayed
in position, repelling every Con-
federate effort to dislodge them
until twice ordered to retreat by their brigade commander.
Their heroic stand helped save the federal artillery and pro-
vided time for others to escape the trap. Commended by their
brigade and division commanders for their gallantry, the Ger-
mans carned their praise the hard way, suffering 204 casual-
ties, the fifth highest percentage of any regiment involved in
the battle.?

From Chancellorsville the Union Army marched north
in pursuit of Robert E. Lee’s invasion of Pennsylvania.
There, at Gettysburg on July 1, 1863, the regiment was
again thrown into battle against heavy odds in an attempt to
save the Union position in open fields north of town. Fight-
ing for their lives in a crossfire of Confederate artillery and
musketry, the men of the Sigel Regiment once again held
their ground on the exposed federal right flank until ordered
to retreat, but they did so at a terrible cost. Every member
of the color guard was either killed or wounded, thirteen of
seventeen officers became casualties, and the regiment suf-
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Courtesy of the author

The 26th Wisconsin’s tattered flag, imprinted with the name of battles
in which the regiment took part. The 26th carried this flag for the first
time in the Battle of Peach Tree Creek, Georgia.

fered a total loss of 252 men, 55 percent of the strength it
took into the battle.”

From Gettysburg the regiment moved west as part of
an emergency reinforcement sent to Tennessee to relieve
the Confederate siege of Chattanooga. There the regi-
ment suffered great hardships and privation while partici-
pating in the Battles of Wauhatchie and Missionary
Ridge, which saved the city and sent the rebel forces
retreating southward. In the spring of 1864 the 26th Wis-
consin was assigned to General William Tecumseh Sher-
man’s army for the drive on Atlanta. During these
campaigns it gained repeated praise for its good conduct
and steadfast service, serving with honor on bloody fields
whose very names would be enshrined in the nation’s col-
lective memory. At lesser-known battles like Resaca, the
regiment moved into a threatened portion of the line, sta-
bilized it, and then participated in a successful assault on
the Confederate lines.!® Twice it captured valued enemy
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colors, including the regimental flag of the 33rd Mississip-
pt Infantry at Peach Tree Creek, Georgia, in what
Colonel James Wood, its brigade commander, labeled “a
brilliant feat of arms.” In his official report the colonel
concluded that the regiment’s conduct “could not be
excelled by the troops in this or any other army, and is
worthy of the highest commendation and praise.”!!
Following the capture of Atlanta, the Sigel Regiment par-
ticipated in Sherman’s famous March to the Sea, then turned
north under his command to march through the Carolinas. In
this final campaign, the regiment served with distinction dur-
ing the two major engagements at Averasboro and Bentonville,
North Carolina. From beginning to end, the regiment’s
wartime service spanned thirty-three months during which the
men participated in some of the war’s bloodiest engagements.
Its battle honors read like a history of the war itself: Chancel-
lorsville, Gettysburg, Wauhatchie, Missionary Ridge, Resaca,
New Hope Church, Kennesaw Mountain, Kolb’s Farm, Gol-
gotha Church, Peach Tree Creek, Averasboro, Bentonville,
and a score of other fields of conflict. In the end, the regiment

Left: Soldiers of the 26th often belonged to fraternal organizations
like the Mannerchor, or male choir. They brought the same
camaraderie to their service in the Union Army as they did to
their Milwaukee clubs. Below: The Saengerfest Hall, located at the
corner of Milwaukee’s Fourth and Cedar Streets, hosted events like
this gathering of the Northwest Saengerbund, or singing society.
These societies were centers of German culture before and
after the Civil War.

-
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Milwaukee County Historical Society

The 26th Wisconsin got its first taste of military life at Camp Sigel in
Milwaukee. Many bours of drills were necessary to transform civilians
into soldiers.

had 55.7 percent casualties, including 17.2
percent killed in action!? Few regiments
fought harder, sacrificed more, or con-
tributed as much to the North’s vic-
26th  Wisconsin
Volunteer Infantry.

tory as the

But what of those innocents
who affixed their names to
Blenheim’s walls during those
first weeks of their military serv-
ice? What became of the people
who left their “calling card” in
charcoal and plaster? The names
of the Sigel Regiment soldiers
thus far uncovered at Blenheim
illustrate the human nature, the
frailties, and the sacrifices of
those who went off to war as vol-
unteers in support of their princi-
Phillip J.
Schlosser, the regimental adju-

ples. Lieutenant

tant who had been a merchant in Milwaukee, scrawled his
name in large, fluid script across the ceiling in the attic. A later
generation would locate an electric light socket in the middle
of his name, but his signature remains boldly legible despite the

A trip to the hospital was often fatal for Civil War soldiers.
Primitive medical technology and poor sanitation created
opportunities for infection and disease. Seventy-seven members
of the 26th Wisconsin would spend time in the Eleventh Corps
Reserve Hospital System.

modern interruption. After writing his
name on the ceiling, Schlosser marched
south to a rendezvous at Chancel-
lorsville. There, amid the turmoil of
battle, his horse was shot from
under him. Credited with saving
the life of one of his soldiers dur-
ing the retreat that followed,
Schlosser proved his bravery but
was forced to resign his commis-
sion four months later due to
recurring illness and disability.
Following his return home he
became a banker, an officer in
the Knights of Pythias, an active
Harper's Weekly, member of Robert Chivas Post
April 9, 1864 N, 2 of the Grand Army of the

Republic, and a founding mem-
ber of the Twenty-Sixth Regi-
mental Association. Active in
veterans and civic affairs, he was
an officer in the regimental association, served on various
reunion committees, and accompanied twenty-five of his sur-
viving comrades-in-arms on a sentimental journey to Gettys-

burg to participate in the dedication of their monument on
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Photo courtesy
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Christopher Martin, City of Fairfax
Lefi: Henry Van Eweyck was the only non-German in the 26th
Wisconsin. This did not keep him from joining the Liedertafel
singing society after the war. He also was active in veterans’
affairs and witnessed the unveiling of the monument to the 26th
Wisconsin at Gettysburg in 1888, just three years before bis death.
Above: Henry Van FEweyck’s signature.

July 1, 1888. He passed away in 1906.'3
Sergeant W. Josef Scholz, Corporal Heinrich Van Eweyk,

and Private Friedrich Reifenstuhl represented Company A, the
“Flying Rangers” from Milwaukee, on Blenheim’s walls. Scholz
was a butcher when he enlisted as a private; he quickly rose to
corporal and then sergeant. He fought at Chancellorsville before
being captured by the Confederates at Gettysburg on July 1,
1863. Exchanged, he rejoined the regiment and participated in
all of its campaigns through Georgia and the Carolinas before
mustering out with the regiment on June 13, 1865. Following
the war he was a founding member of the Twenty-Sixth Regi-
mental Association and a member of its executive committee.
He, too, made the trip to Gettysburg to see the monument erect-
ed on the scene of the regiment’s greatest loss.!*
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The regimental muster rolls indicate that Henry Van
Eweyk, the regiment’s lone non-German, was left sick at Fair-
fax Court House when the regiment left the area in November
1862, but his name does not appear on the existing hospital
ledgers. On November 4 he was apparently transferred to a
hospital in Washington, D.C., but through some unknown cir-
cumstance was not admitted when he arrived to report. Later
that fall, when he did not arrive back with the regiment, he was
listed as having deserted from the hospital on November 4. All
was apparently made right, however, because he rejoined the
regiment at Stafford Court House, Virginia, in April 1863.
Van Eweyk saw action at Chancellorsville and Gettysburg, suf-
fered through the privation of the campaign to relieve the
siege of Chattanooga, and fought through
Sherman’s Atlanta campaign

until wounded Fy ‘f.a}"'
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in action at Peach Tree Creek on July 20, 1864. Following his
recuperation he resigned to accept a commission as captain in
the 45th Wisconsin Volunteer Infantry. After the war’s end he
became a founding member of the Twenty-Sixth Regimental
Association. Active in veterans’ affairs, the Liedertafel singing
society, and other civic and social organizations, he too attend-
ed the unveiling of the regiment’s monument at Gettysburg.
He died in 1891.1°
Friedrich Reifenstuhl, the Milwaukee tailor, was apparent-
ly plagued by recurrent illness throughout his enlistment until
he was finally discharged for dis-
" ability at Stafford Gourt House,
Virginia, on March 27, 1863.
3 Following his discharge he
“‘, returned to

where he resumed working

Milwaukee,

The 26th Wisconsin twice
captured the flag of the
33rd Mississippi Infantry

during the Battle of

Peach Tree Creek, Geor-
gia, on jJuly 20, 1864.

The Union victory
occurred during Gen-
eral William T. Sher-

man’s campaign for

Atlanta, but Sher-
man would not cap-

ture that city until

early October 1864 .
Below: Although
most of the members

of the Milwau-

kee-based ‘Sigel
Regiment,”

the 26th Wis-

consin, were

born in

Germany,

their sense

of connection to

Milwaukee was so strong that

many of them included the name of the

city along with their signatures on the walls of the

Blenheim Estate, a makeshift Virginia hospital.

;“;‘V

Collection of Old Capitol Museum, Mississippi Department of Archives and History
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Milwaukee County Historical Society

Veterans of the 26th Wisconsin gathered at Gettysburg in 1888 to
commemorate the twenty-fifth anniversary of the deadliest battle of the
Civil War. A monument to the 26th Wisconsin was dedicated there on

July 1, 1888, celebrating the regiment’s service and sacrifice.

as a tailor. He married twice, fathering eight children by his
first wife. He died in Milwaukee in 1895.1

Not much is known about Julius Froehlich. The clerk from
Milwaukee had enlisted as a private and had been promoted to
corporal. He was discharged due to disability while in a hospi-
tal in Washington, D.C., on December 20,1862.!7

Sergeant Peter Rook, the painter from Kenosha, was pro-
moted to first sergeant and in June 1863 transferred to Com-
pany F to accept a commission as second lieutenant. Before he
could be officially mustered in his new rank, he led his men as
an acting lieutenant into the bloody fields of Gettysburg on July
1, 1863. There, during the hailstorm of fire north of town, Act-
ing Lieutenant Rook was killed in action. Back home m Wis-
consin, his orphaned daughter was placed in the care of her
maternal grandparents.'®

Sergeant Peter Fernekes, the Milwaukee tinsmith, was ele-
vated to regimental sergeant major in October 1862 and was
promoted again the following month to the rank of second licu-
tenant in Company I, the “Wenze Guard.” As illness and dis-
ability forced some officers to resign, he gained another
promotion to first lieutenant of Company E, the “Fond du Lac
Turners,” on March 15, 1863. He fought at Chancellorsville
and Gettysburg where, as captain of Company E, he was one of
only four officers in the regiment to escape uninjured from the

killing fields north of town. That fall he moved west with the
regiment to Tennessee, where he fought at Wauhatchie and
Missionary Ridge during the relief of Chattanooga before
resigning for reasons of ill health on April 19, 1864."9

Once mustered in, Private Julius William Franz Hoene, the
turner from Milwaukee, served Company I as a teamster, hos-
pital cook, and nurse. It was probably during his service as a
hospital cook and nurse that he inscribed his name on the wall
at Blenheim. After surviving the maelstrom of Chancellorsville,
he is listed on the muster rolls as having deserted at Brooks Sta-
tion, Virginia, on June 5, 1863, shortly before the regiment
marched northward to its rendezvous at Gettysburg. He was
eventually dropped from the rolls as a deserter in the spring of
1864; there is no record of his whereabouts thereafter.2

A ninth name identified with the notation “26 R Wisc V”
was shrouded in mystery until recently. The signature
appeared to read John “Megl” or “Mege,” but no one by
that name exists on the muster roll of the 26th Wisconsin
Volunteer Infantry. Since the name appears directly under
Hoene’s name on the wall, and in somewhat similar hand-
writing, one hand may have inscribed both signatures, indi-
cating that the two men may have been friends. A review of
the muster roll of Hoene’s Company I reveals a John Koege,
who is also listed as having been in the hospital at Fairfax

a8
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Court House.?! Given the some-
times lax spelling of the day and
combine it with the mixture of
German and English stylization
many of the soldiers used, the
result is a difficult piece of writing
to read. Staff members at the Wis-
consin Historical Society familiar

with this style of German writing
reviewed an image of the signa-
ture, and confirmed, with confi-
dence, that the
signature does indeed belong to

mysterious

John Koege, one of the merchants
from Milwaukee who was later
wounded in action at Chancel-
lorsville.

Yet the final signature holds a
mystery that is a very fitting piece in
this historical mosaic. Koege’s and Hoene’s signatures look so
similar that it is possible that one man signed for both. But the
two men had one other important similarity: they both disap-
peared from the ranks of the Sigel Regiment, Hoene in June
1863, and Koege after a long absence in a Washington hospital
that began in May 1863. They were certainly not the only two
deserters among the Union Army ranks. But that these two
men, who likely knew each other in Milwaukee and who
appeared to be friends during the war, might have chosen to
walk away together from the chaos that is war is understand-
able. In deserting their regiment, they also deserted their com-
munity of Milwaukee, and—lacking the ability to ever go
home—perhaps chose to have at least one friend with whom to
begin life anew.

All the boys in blue are gone now. But the graffiti they left
behind at the Blenheim Estate in Fairfax Court House, now the
city of Fairfax, remains. Despite their Confederate sympathies,
following the war the Willcoxon family consciously preserved
the etchings of their Union “guests” for four generations. Today
Blenheim is owned by the city of Fairfax, and through the ded-
icated work of the city’s Department of Historic Resources, the
Badger graffiti will be preserved to remind us that the men who
affixed their signatures to the walls were not just names or num-
bers. Those who took instrument in hand to inscribe their
names, to mark their presence if only for a flecting moment,
were living human beings: they volunteered to save the Union;
they became sick; they whiled away the hours at the improvised
hospital in very human pursuits. Some went on to long lives and
postwar careers; some did not. But for each, the very human
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behavior they displayed at

Blenheim reminds us that it is the
individual triumphs and tragedies
of everyday people that shape our
history. W4
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