A TRUE HERO OF THE AMERICAN CIVIL WAR: 

WHO WAS WILLIAM H. EMPSON?

The internet presents many advantages to family historians not least of which is the ability to search databases from the comfort of your own home. A favourite site is www.abebooks.com which allows users to search the stock of second-hand book sellers across the world. Trawling through this site last July, I was reaching the last of some 387 entries for 'Empson' when I came across a reference which read: -

Empson W. H. A Story of Rebel Military Prisons Over Nineteen Months A Guest of the so-called Southern Confederacy. Lockport N.Y. (No date). 105 pp. Printed wraps. 'Harrowing story by private in the 124th Ohio Infantry in Richmond, Danville & Andersonville'. Very good condition. Book No. 692. Price 200 dollars. Presented by Rockland Bookman ABAA Cattaragus N.Y.". 

Clearly this book was a must-have. Pausing only to check how much 200 dollars was in real money - gulp - I obtained Irene's tacit approval for the purchase, lying only a little about the true cost.

I had made a good friend in Cliff Hall of Pennsylvania in America whilst helping him research the Coggins family in Northamptonshire (to whom the Oxfordshire Empsons may eventually prove to be related). He owed no favours having already made me a magnificent present of an authentic Confederate cavalry flag from which and subsequent correspondence, I knew him to be a considerable expert on the Civil War.  I turned to him with questions about my find and his immediate opinion was that the book was a rare and valuable historical document which was well worth purchasing and indeed, should be preserved for future generations. He volunteered to obtain the book and it eventually came into my hands in August 2000.

The book tells how William H Empson had joined the 124th Ohio Volunteer Infantry in 1861 (he said he was 'but a boy of 16 when the rebels fired on Fort Sumpter'). He was taken from Cleveland to Covington in Kentucky where he was issued with his equipment and received initial training. He considered himself a seasoned soldier at that point, anxious to get at the enemy, describing those initial days with typical good spirit.

"We were taken to a large pen where there were about fifty wild mules from the plains. Each of the waggons had six mules attached to it, with the driver on one of the wheel teams, and your humble servant held a small rope, which I fastened to the bridles of the leaders. The brakes were set on the waggons and we were turned loose in a large field and the way we went round that field was not very slow. I do not know at this late day which made the best time, the mules or myself, but I got there at the end of the rope all the same. In about two hours we had them so that we could take them on the street, and went back to camp and loaded up our tents and took them to the cars for Elizabethtown, Kentucky".

After a short while they moved to Louisville and then to Nashville, Tennessee to which they travelled on a fleet of sternwheelers. 

Despite encounters with snipers along the river his good spirits continued.

"As we left the boat at Nashville, the horses were lowered into the river and swam ashore, but the mules were pushed overboard. I was wishing one of my team would get drowned, for I believed he was a rebel or possessed with a devil, but I don't know but that he is alive yet, if he is he ought to get a pension. Sometimes I think his head was on the wrong end, as he would swing outside the tug and pull and jerk the collar over his head, and would kick the stars if they were low enough."

They marched from Nashville to Franklin and "drove the rebels out of the town". They built forts along Harper's river and successfully fought off a counter-attack. William was briefly promoted to 'Brigade Teamster' but shortly after he says "I finally resigned my commission after trying to run the pesky mules up a tree, and came near to breaking the neck of one of the wheel team". Far worse was to come.

On 20th June 1863 the regiment was ordered to Chattanooga. The weather was terrible and the ground a sea of mud. The first day they marched 22 miles many
