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  The Williamsburg Line 

 

 
 
 
 
 

THE US SIGNAL CORPS 
IN THE CIVIL WAR 

 

Saturday, Oct. 18 
9:00 am—2:00 pm 

 

New Quarter Park 
1000 Lakeshead Dr. 

 Williamsburg, VA 23185    
 

Join the WBA and Living Historian 
Brian Burtka for a free event on 
the U.S. Signal Corps in the Civil 
War. In an age before radios, 
phones, and computers, how did 
armies in the field communicate 
swiftly over long distances? Learn 
about signal flags and telegraphy 
and the U.S. Surgeon who invent-
ed the signal flag system of wig-
wagging and became the first 
U.S. Chief Signal Officer. Then, try 
your hand at wigwagging and 
visit a surviving redoubt from the 
May 1862 Battle of Williamsburg 
that became a U.S. Signal Station. 
 

See the full event schedule on 
page 6 

 

"The battle of Williamsburg has re-
ceived less importance in history than 
it has merited."  
 
 
Edwin Brown- 1st Mass Vol Infantry 

First Annual WBA Membership Meeting 
Contributed by Alison Woodard 

September 2025 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

The WBA held its first Annual Membership Meeting on Sat-
urday, May 10, at the Best Western on York Street in Wil-
liamsburg.  There were 42 in attendance, including 25 Mem-
bers representing 43% of total Membership.  The event 
began with a program by Shades of Our Past that recounted 
what it was like for a battery of local soldiers in Redoubt 3 
during the May 5, 1862, Battle of Williamsburg.  The experi-
ence was told through the 1890 correspondence of Wil-
liamsburg’s Cynthia Coleman and William Garrett, who was 
captain of the battery.  Mrs. Coleman reminded those in 
attendance that it’s just as important to preserve stories 
and memories as it is places and objects.  Following a brief 
intermission, the meeting got down to business.  President 
Alison Woodard gave a brief history of the WBA’s formation 
in 2014, introduced directors and officers, and summarized 
the WBA’s accomplishments and activities.  Vice-President 
Don Kline recapped 2024, and Treasurer Steve Barnes pre-
sented a financial report.  Ms. Woodard then noted some 
organizational goals and upcoming events.  The meeting 
closed on a high note with the announcement that the 
American Battlefield Trust has 22 additional acres of Wil-
liamsburg battlefield under contract with closing expected 
before the end of the year.   

Michael Pfeiffer as Capt. William Garrett 

Lee Ann Rose as Cynthia Coleman 

 

Photos above and below by WBA 
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The Williamsburg Battlefield is Expanding! 
Contributed by Alison Woodard 

Yes, friends, the Williamsburg battlefield is about to grow.  Shad-
ed in yellow on the map below and labeled as Parcels 1 and 2 
are 22 additional acres of Williamsburg battlefield that the 
American Battlefield Trust (ABT) has under contract to purchase.  
Parcel 1 is along Rte 60 (Pocahontas Trail) and located just west 
of the Ravine Tract already owned by the ABT.  This acreage has 
been owned by The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation (CWF) for 
six decades and had just received approval by its board to go on 
the open market for development when a voice from the past 
objected.   
 
We are calling Parcel 1 the Knox Tract after Lt. John Knox of the 
5th Michigan Infantry.  This regiment was with Kearney’s division 
at the battle and entered the fighting around the Bloody Ravine 
late on the afternoon of May 5th.  In November 2023, a letter 
written by Knox to his wife after the battle propitiously came 
into the possession of a local Williamsburg resident who gra-
ciously shared its contents.  Based on information and a hand-
drawn map in the letter, the WBA was able to identify this parcel 
as part of the May 5, 1862, battlefield and put the ABT in touch 
with CWF to negotiate a purchase contract.   

Parcel 2 adjoins the Smith Tract and will complete the triangle of 
property at the center of the battlefield between Penniman 
Road, Oak Drive, and Government Road already owned by the 
ABT.  If you have participated in Park Day on the Smith Tract 
with the WBA, you know that the remaining portion of the trian-
gle has two abandoned houses on it and a lot of yard trash.  A 
developer purchased the property in 2023 with plans to demol-
ish the houses and to build six new ones.  The ABT agreed with 
us that this just couldn’t happen.  This triangle of land at the 
critical crossroads at the center of the battlefield where the 
battle began had to be saved to complete the Smith Tract.  It 
was not an easy negotiation with the developer, but persever-
ance and patience paid off with a signed contract. 
 
The ABT plans to close on both properties by the end of the year 
and will be using grants from the American Battlefield Protection 
Program and the Commonwealth of Virginia to pay for a portion 
of the purchase price of the properties but will need to raise 
some additional funds.  The ABT will launch a campaign to raise 
these funds very soon, and we will, of course, let you know 
when that occurs and how you can support the effort. 

Battle of Williamsburg Map (Prepared by Steven Stanley, American Battlefield Trust, www.battlefields.org with labels and highlights added by WBA) 
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This past May, Brian Allen contacted the WBA to request a 
battlefield tour of the Egger Tract and Redoubt 11 where the 
24th VA Infantry fought. Brian is a direct descendant of Pvt. Oba-
diah Allen, who was a soldier in the 24th VA. Before providing 
Brian with his tour, the WBA did some research on his ancestor. 
 
Obadiah Minter Allen was born June 6, 1840, in Pittsylvania 
County, VA to Jones Allen and Susan Minter. After Virginia se-
ceded from the Union in April 1861, Obadiah answered his 
state’s call for volunteers to join the Confederate Army. He en-
listed at Lynchburg, VA on June 5, 1861, the day before his 21st 
birthday and was assigned to Co. H, 24th VA Infantry. Many of 
this company’s recruits hailed from Henry County, so the unit 
was commonly known as the Henry Guards. The WBA was quite 
surprised to discover that Obadiah was detailed as an ambu-
lance driver for the 24th VA as early as August 29, 1861. This 
detail intrigued us since no Union or Confederate army began 
formally organizing an Ambulance Corps and system for evacu-
ating wounded soldiers until late in 1862.   
 
Saturday, July 19 was the date set for Brian’s tour.  As the day 
approached, I wondered how much Brian knew about his ances-
tor.  Would he be disappointed to learn that Obadiah was an 
ambulance driver and, therefore, most likely did not participate 
in the fighting on the Egger Tract?  As it turned out, Brian was 
well informed about Obadiah’s service record and still eager to 
see the ground over which the 24th VA assaulted Redoubt 11.  
Thanks to a recent storm that felled a large tree branch across 
the only access road into the battlefield, Brian got to experience 
the ground just as the 24th VA did—on foot.  We covered about 
4 miles through the battlefield and around the redoubt.  The 
grass had grown high over the summer and spiders had spun 
their sticky webs right at head height, but it was a good day for 
walking and mostly in the shade.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Though we have no firsthand account of Obadiah’s actions dur-
ing the 24th VA’s assault on Redoubt 11, as an ambulance driver, 
he was likely stationed towards the rear of the battlefield. Briga-
dier General Jubal Early led the assault, which lasted only 23 
minutes. The 24th VA sent approximately 500 soldiers into the 
battle and suffered 189 casualties. Obadiah likely helped care 
for the wounded that were carried to the rear and which includ-
ed General Early and the 24th’s Colonel William Terry. He also 
probably helped those wounded who could walk to reach the 
rear.  Since the Confederate attackers retreated from the field 
and no truce is recorded to allow the collection of wounded, it is 
unlikely that Obadiah was permitted to walk the battlefield. He 
would have been in danger of capture as a prisoner. Obadiah 
then probably helped to load the wounded into whatever man-
ner of vehicles were available and to drive them into the friend-
ly lines of Williamsburg.   
 
Based on his service record, Obadiah served as an ambulance 
driver and teamster for the entire war until he was captured at 
the Battle of Five Forks on April 1, 1865.  He was never wounded 
or sick. Considering that the 24th VA was with the Army of 
Northern Virginia in all its major engagements, that is incredible 
fortune for four 
years of service. 
After his capture, 
Obadiah was sent 
to the Union prison 
at Point Lookout, 
MD and released on 
June 23, 1865, after 
taking the oath of 
allegiance. Follow-
ing the war, Obadi-
ah married Eliza-
beth Jane Martin 
and started a fami-
ly. He was a suc-
cessful tobacco 
farmer and later a 
prominent tobacco 
auctioneer. He died 
December 21, 1926, 
and is buried in 
Martinsville, VA. 
 
Brian is the third 
descendant of a 24th VA soldier for whom the WBA has provided 
a tour, and his ancestor’s story raised many questions about 
when and how the Union and Confederate armies developed 
and implemented formal Ambulance Corps.  We invite you to 
read A Brief History of the Union and Confederate Ambulance 
Corps on pages 4 & 5 contributed by local author and historian, 
Carson O. Hudson, Jr.   

Brian Allen at Redoubt 11 on the Egger Tract (photo by WBA) 

Obadiah M. Allen holding a tobacco leaf, ca. 1900 

(photo provided by Brian Allen) 

Soldier’s Spotlight: Pvt. Obadiah M. Allen 
Contributed by Don Kline 
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A Brief History of the Union and Confederate ... 

Before the Civil War, the US Army did not have a regular ambu-
lance service or corps. The army was involved mostly in the west 
protecting the frontier from hostile Indians. Since the end of the 
Mexican War in 1848, there had been no major battles fought, 
and the Mormon War of 1857-1858 and the “Pig” War of 1859 
were settled diplomatically. 
 
Consequently, each military post, detachment, or operation was 
assigned a contract surgeon and/or assistant surgeon. The sur-
geons were also augmented with a hospital steward as needed.  
Ambulances were almost an afterthought and various two or 
four-wheeled types of vehicles were employed for moving 
wounded soldiers.  Mostly, they were employed for general 
transportation. The ambulances were staffed with a driver, usu-
ally selected from enlisted men considered to be less-effective 
soldiers.  Traditionally, similar men from the ranks and company 
musicians and regimental band members were employed ad hoc 
as stretcher bearers.  None were provided with much training or 
direction concerning duties. 
 
With the coming of the Civil War in 1861 and large numbers of 
casualties, this system of conveying the wounded failed misera-
bly. Following the Battle of First Manassas in July 1861, wound-
ed Union soldiers lay on the battlefield for days before wagon 
trains were organized to remove them.  Afterwards, Dr. Jona-
than Letterman, Medical Director of the Union Army of the Poto-
mac under General George B. McClellan, proposed formal devel-
opment of a separate US Ambulance Corps.  Standard, four-
wheeled ambulances (which provided a more comfortable ride 
than the two-wheeled version) were procured and staffed by 

trained drivers and stretcher bearers.  The “Letterman” system 
of battlefield recovery, as it became known, was fully functional 
in the Army of the Potomac by the Battle of Fredericksburg in 
December 1862 and proved its worth.  It was eventually adopt-
ed by the US Congress for all its armies in 1864.  The system 
worked quite well through the end of the war and was even 
studied by other countries. 
 
On the other side of the battlefield, the Confederate Medical 
Department was founded closely on the pre-war Federal manu-
als and practices and, therefore, also had no formalized ambu-
lance corps or system for evacuating mass casualties. Basically, 
each volunteer regiment was supposed to be equipped with one 
or two vehicles that could be repurposed for use as ambulances 
when needed. These were staffed with a driver and stretcher 
bearers who were selected from the enlisted ranks and often 
deemed less-effective soldiers due to age or other physical quali-
ties.  For instance, Pvt. Obadiah Allen, who was an ambulance 
driver for the 24th VA, was listed as 5’-6” tall in his Service Rec-
ord.  He was 2” shorter than the average soldier, and perhaps 
that is why he was detailed as a driver for his regiment.  (See his 
story on page 3.)  
 
The vehicles, drivers, and stretcher bearers only served their 
respective regiments and were provided with little to no train-
ing.  Not surprisingly, the Confederate system also failed misera-
bly under the disorganization and chaos of a mass casualty situa-
tion.  Ambulance teams for unengaged regiments sat idle while 
engaged regiments lacked enough assistance.  The 1862 Battle 
of Williamsburg offers a prime example.  

“The War in the Peninsula - The day after the Battle of Williamsburg, Virginia - Union soldiers gathering and carrying off the dead and wounded.”  This sketch originally 

appeared in Frank Leslie's Illustrated Newspaper in May 1862 (image contributed by Mouseion Archives, Sept. 2022,  and available at www.alamy.com/the-war-in-the-

peninsula-the-day-after-the-battle-of-williamsburg-virginia-union-soldiers-gathering-and-carrying-off-the-dead-and-wounded-may-1862-19th-century-american-civil-

war-illustration-from-frank-leslies-illustrated-newspaper-image483766071.html) 
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At Williamsburg, there were about 40 Confederate ambulances 
on or near the battlefield, but most of the wounded walked off 
the battlefield if they were able or were carried off by their com-
rades and left at the first available medical care.  Also, when the 
Confederates abandoned the town the evening of the battle, 
about 400 wounded were left behind because of inadequate 
transportation.  Interestingly, the people of Williamsburg 
opened their homes to the wounded and supplied much of the 
aid needed rather than the Confederate Army.  There were also 
civilians from Richmond who assisted. The Richmond Ambu-
lance Corps was initially formed by prominent Irish immigrant 
and successful Richmond hat maker John Dooley and staffed by 
volunteers who were too old or disabled for active service. Sup-
plying their own ambulances and stretchers, they wore civilian 
clothes or cast-off Confederate uniforms and were identified by 
orange arm and hatbands reading “Committee for Our Wound-
ed”.  Coincidentally, Dooley’s son was among the Confederates 
wounded at Williamsburg. 
 
Ater Williamsburg and during the Seven Days fighting in June 
and July 1862, the Confederate army in the east was reor-
ganized as the Army of Northern Virginia with Robert E. Lee 
commanding.  Lee appointed Dr. Lafayette Guild as his Medical 
Director.  Guild developed a new Ambulance Corps, or Infirmary 
Corps as it was more often called, in the Army of Northern Vir-
ginia for evacuating wounded from the battlefield.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

While drivers, like Pvt. Obadiah Allen of the 24th VA, and 
stretcher bearers were detailed from the ranks and remained on 
the rolls of their specific regiments, they were organized not for 
individual units but for service as needed in any situation.  The 
wounded were initially recovered by stretcher bearers and 
treated/triaged at an aid station within sight of the battle line. 
Then, they were handed over to an ambulance driver for trans-
portation to a makeshift field hospital where surgery was per-
formed. These temporary hospitals were a couple miles behind 
the fighting lines in barns, churches, homes, etc. and were usu-
ally identifiable to ambulance drivers by a red flag.  Surviving 
wounded were then taken again by ambulance to a railhead, 

boat landing, or evac-
uation point for 
transport to a Gen-
eral Hospital in a ma-
jor city where further 
surgery and treat-
ment was applied.   
 
Initially, the drivers 
and stretcher bearers 
of the Ambulance 
Corps were formally 
identified as noncom-
batants by a small 
cardboard sign for 
their hats or plain red 
flannel rags for arm-
bands.  These 
evolved into more 
official uniform arm 
or hatbands made of 
red flannel with a 
white cotton canvas badge that read “Ambulance Corps”.   
Despite the identification, casualty rates were high among 
stretcher bearers (on both sides) due to the already general 
confusion and chaos of battle. 
 
Although drivers and stretcher bearers often performed heroi-
cally to save lives, the Confederate Ambulance Corps never 
achieved the success of the Union Ambulance Corps.  Confeder-
ate Congress never adopted a uniform system for evacuating 
wounded in its armies.  Means and methods were left to individ-
ual armies, and Guild often complained of persistent manpower, 
equipment, and supply shortages hampering his efforts to con-
sistently implement a plan of evacuation and treatment for the 
wounded within the Army of Northern Virginia.  Despite these 
challenges, many Southern soldiers in the Army of Northern 
Virginia survived because of the efforts of their Ambulance 
Corps, especially through the Gettysburg Campaign and the hor-
rible days of the Overland Campaign in 1864.  The Ambulance 
Corps of the Army of Northern Virginia kept at its grim work 
through the Battle of Sailor’s Creek and the early morning 
fighting at Appomattox on April 
9, 1865. Several members of 
this Ambulance Corps appear 
on the Surrender Rolls. 

 
 

… Ambulance Corps Contributed by Carson O. Hudson, Jr. 

Surviving Confederate Ambulance Corps armband in the collection of the 

National Museum of Civil War Medicine (www.civilwarmed.org/surgeons

-call/medical-evacuation-insignia/) 

The author dressed as a Confederate surgeon at a 

field hospital identified by a red flag (photo courtesy 

of the author) 

Representation of Confederate 

Ambulance Corps service 

member with arm and hat-

band (image by the National 

Park Service and available at 

www.nps.gov/common/

uploads/event_calendar/

F9591DAC-A86B-B128-

64804D233DCAB02B.jpeg) 
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Civil War Enthusiasts from Across the Pond 
Contributed by Don Kline 

I have given battlefield tours for guests from out of town and 
even out of state, but this past May I gave my first tour for Civil 
War enthusiasts from the United Kingdom (UK).  Keith Bright 
first contacted me in the fall of 2024 about a tour the following 
spring. I was a little surprised by the overseas inquiry but, of 
course, excited to provide him and his companions with a tour. 
 
I learned from Keith that he belongs 
to the American Civil War Round-
table UK (ACWRT UK).  I had no idea 
that the Civil War Roundtable spirit 
carried that far! I then learned that 
the ACWRT UK was founded in 1953 
and is one of the oldest Civil War 
Roundtables in the world. It was 
originally called the Confederate 
Research Club and then was re-
named in 1961. The group publishes 
a magazine three times a year that is 
chockfull of Civil War stories and 
history. It also publishes a periodic 
newsletter called Vedette to keep 
members informed of upcoming 
events and schedules. This past April, 
the ACWRT UK even sponsored the 
first ever Civil War Trails sign on Vir-
ginia’s Eastern Shore. It honors the history of Peter Jacob Carter, 
a former enslaved Black who joined the United States Colored 
Troops and, after the war, received a Federal appointment as a 
lighthouse keeper at Cape Charles.  
 
When Keith’s visit finally arrived, I met him and his two compan-
ions early on May 15 and proceeded to take them to Redoubt 
Park and then the Bloody Ravine. Our next stop was Williams-
burg’s new Civil War Trails sign on Merrimac Trail that was spon-
sored by the Old Baldy Civil War Roundtable and dedicated to 
New Jersey regiments in May 2024. Our final stop before lunch 

was Fort Magruder. There, we were met by a representative 
from the UDC who provided us with a brief history of the fort 
and opened the gate so we could walk inside.  Lunch was at the 
Old City Barbecue on Pocahontas Trail.  I think this may have 
been my guests’ favorite stop of the tour.  Southern barbecue 
choices are apparently few and far between in the UK.  
 

After lunch, I took my guests for a walk along 
Duke of Gloucester Street with our own WBA 
master storyteller, Trish Thomas.  Trish pro-
vided Keith and his friends with the history of 
many original buildings that witnessed the 
Civil War in Williamsburg.  She also shared 
many personal accounts from soldiers, citi-
zens, and slaves of the battle’s aftermath.  To 
conclude the day, I had planned a quick tour 
of Redoubt 11, but quite frankly, I was out of 
steam. However, on the drive back to Keith’s 
hotel, I made an unplanned stop at Bassett 
Hall to tell the story of Lt. George Armstrong 
Custer. Custer served as best man for Confed-
erate Captain John Lea’s wedding at Bassett 
Hall in August 1862.  You’ll have to go on one 
of my tours to learn more about that story. 
 
Of course, I couldn’t allow Keith’s visit to end 

without asking him to explain the UK’s fascination with our 
American Civil War.  The answer is actually quite simple.  Many 
Civil War soldiers were 1st and 2nd generation emigrants from 
Great Britain, Scotland, and Ireland who maintained ties with 
family back in the Mother Country.  As a young child, Keith saw 
Civil War pictures and stories in books and caught the “bug.”  
Keith and his companions spent three weeks in the US visiting 
Civil War sites in Virginia, Pennsylvania, Maryland and North 
Carolina. They registered 2,500 miles on their rental car and are 
already planning a return trip.  I will be sure to include a tour of 
Redoubt 11 next time! 

L-R: Nigel Butler, Paul Sims, Keith Bright , & Don Kline  

at Fort Magruder (photo by WBA) 

THE U.S. SIGNAL CORPS IN THE CIVIL WAR 
 

Saturday, Oct. 18 @ 9:00 am—2:00 pm 
 

New Quarter Park (at the ballfield) 
1000 Lakeshead Dr. 

 Williamsburg, VA 23185    

 
 9:00 AM—Information Tables & Wigwag Activity Area Open 

 9:30 AM—History of the U.S. Signal Corps  

 11:00 AM—Walking Tour of Redoubts 12 & 13  

 12:30 PM—Albert J. Myer: U.S. Surgeon to Chief Signal Officer 

 2:00 PM—Event Concludes 

Living Historian Brian Burtka (photo provided by Brian Burtka) 




