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Introduction

It was
in 2015 when my father told me he had a Civil

War manuscript. This memoir was passed to

him through his adoptive parent he affectionately called

“Aunty.” The manuscript belonged to Aunty’s father, William

Francis Oscar Federhen, a Civil War prisoner who wrote

about his remarkable experiences during the conflict.

When Aunty passed in 1951, my father found a tin box

with two manuscripts inside. They were a common type of

journal that people used in the 1800s. My father took the box

home and forgot about it

until 2015 when he passed

the books to me.

I found the story almost

fantastical, and it certainly

grabbed my full attention. I

dove deep into the pages

trying to validate as much

as I could. I tried to map his

escape routes and follow

his descriptions. I often

found his story making

historical sense as he

Binding of Federhen’s

revised manuscript.

Jeaninne Surette Honstein



described his capture from along the Red River, his life as a

prisoner, and his escapes from his captors. The research led

me down many new paths and opened my eyes to a part of the

Civil War completely new to me.

At one point I asked my father if he remembered Oscar.

His only memory—a very distant one—is of an old man in the

side room of their apartment. He remembers seeing medicine

bottles and something about his feet being of certain concern;

the aging veteran lay in a bed with a sheet tented over his feet.

My father turned five in January of 1933, the same year

Oscar passed away.

With the manuscripts in my possession, I did as much

research as I could. I am not a seasoned Civil War researcher

and knew I needed help validating much of what Oscar had

written. I reached out to Anne Jarvis, Princeton University

Librarian, who connected me with Steven A. Knowlton,

Librarian for History and African American Studies at the

same institution. Steve proved an excellent partner on this

project. Once he had the manuscript in hand, he jumped

right in and validated more details than I believed possible.

Throughout this project I kept thinking about how

connected we are to the past. I find it particularly amazing

that, here I am, sitting with my father who personally knew

someone who fought in the Civil War. His recollection as a

young child of having to be quiet when the old man was

sleeping gives me chills, yet at the same time enlightens me to

realize the war was really not that long ago, and how

necessary it is to remember this.

Jeaninne Surette Honstein
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Editors’ Preface

The text
that follows was transcribed from a

manuscript prepared by W. F. Oscar

Federhen, a Union soldier in the Civil War who served in 1864

and 1865.

Federhen probably wrote his first draft after 1869

because the notebook in which he wrote his recollections was

purchased from George B. Brown and Co., Stationers, of 94

State Street in Boston. According to existing city directories,

A spread from Federhen’s first draft depicting one of his original drawings.

Jeaninne Surette Honstein











Biographical Note on

W. F. Oscar Federhen and Family

William Francis
Oscar Federhen (rhymes

with “veteran”) was born

in the 1840s in Boston, Massachusetts, to Jacob and

Elizabeth Federhen. Jacob worked as a jeweler in Boston for

most of his life and died in 1860.

Oscar’s exact age is a small mystery. He declared a birth

date of September 17, 1844, at his enlistment. His

gravestone, however, has 1843 as his year of birth, but he

claimed he was 21 when he got married on January 1, 1867.

An older brother, William F. Federhen, was born in 1841 and

died four years later in 1845 from croup. As a result, it seems

likely that William Francis Oscar Federhen was born in 1846

and named for his late brother. Oscar’s other siblings

included Jacob (born 1839), Anna (1840-1922), George (Jan.

26, 1850), and Frank (1854).1

Oscar’s brother Jacob enlisted in the 1st Massachusetts

Light Artillery on April 20, 1861, for 90 days and was

immediately dispatched to Baltimore to preserve the federal

government’s control over the city. (Jacob’s early enlistment

1 Ancestry.com: Massachusetts, U.S., Town and Vital Records, 1620-

1988.



qualified him for the Massachusetts Minute Man Medal,

issued in 1902.) He reenlisted for three years with the rank of

Quartermaster Sergeant on August 28, 1861. The history of

Jacob’s battery is one of continuous engagement. It saw

service with the Army of the Potomac in nearly every major

battle in the Eastern Theater. He was promoted to 2nd Lt. on

September 23, 1861, and 1st Lt. a year later after Crampton’s

Gap. He was wounded through both thighs at Spotsylvania in

May 1864 and mustered out of service that October 19.2

Jacob lived in Boston after the war, married, and moved

to Kansas. In 1885 he filed for a pension as an invalid and

received $12.75 per month. He died on November 28, 1915.

As for Oscar, nothing of substance is known of his prewar

years. He appeared on a list of men subject to the draft in May

or June of 1863 and enlisted as a private in the 13th

Independent Battery, Massachusetts Light Artillery on March

25, 1864, noting his occupation as “brass finisher.” U.S.

Army records indicate that he was made a prisoner of war on

May 3, 1864, “while en route to battery,” and that he

“escaped on June 3, 1865.”

After he rejoined his battery during the waning days of

war, Oscar was mustered out on July 28, 1865. The U.S.

Army confirmed his status as a prisoner of war.

Biographical Note | Xvii

2 Massachusetts Adjutant General’s Office, Massachusetts Soldiers,

Sailors, and Marines in the Civil War (Norwood, MA: Norwood Press), 1931;

Dean Sargent, Grand Army of the Republic: Civil War Veterans, Department

of Massachusetts, 1866 to 1947 (Bowie, MD: Heritage Books, 2002);

Ancestry.com: Massachusetts, Birth Records, 1840–1915; Massachusetts,

Town and Vital Records, 1620–1988; Massachusetts, State Census, 1865;

Massachusetts, Mason Membership Cards, 1733–1990; Kansas, Grand

Army of the Republic Post Reports, 1880–1940; U.S. City Directories,

1822–1995; U.S., Civil War Pension Index: General Index to Pension Files,

1861–1934; U.S. Civil War Soldiers, 1861–1865; U.S. Civil War Soldier

Records and Profiles, 1861– 1865; U.S., Civil War Draft Registrations

Records, 1863–1865.



A Capsule History of the

13th Independent Battery,

Massachusetts Light Artillery

The 13th
Independent Battery served in the Civil

War from late 1862 until end of the

conflict. It had a complement of 355 men during the duration

of the war. Light artillery commands like this battery were

mobile and served in the field alongside infantry and cavalry,

as opposed to heavy artillery units, which were stationed in

fixed fortifications.1

The 13th battery was raised by Timothy W. Terry and

rendezvoused at Camp Meigs in Boston on October 27, 1862.

It was under Capt. Charles H. J. Hamlin when it set out by

sea for New Orleans on January 20, 1863. After short stormy

voyage, during which many of the battery’s horses were

killed, the ship put in at Fortress Monroe at the tip of the

1 Information about the 13th Massachusetts Light Artillery is compiled

from the following sources: James L. Bowen, Massachusetts in the War,

1861–1865 (Springfield, Mass: Clark W. Bryan & Co., 1889); Massa-

chusetts Adjutant General’s Office, Massachusetts Soldiers, Sailors, and

Marines in the Civil War (Norwood, Mass.: Norwood Press, 1931); Annual

Report of the Adjust-ant-General, of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts,

with reports from the Quartermaster-General,Surgeon- General, and Master

of Ordnance (Boston: Wright & Potter), for the years 1863, 1864, and 1865.



Virginia Peninsula. The men and animals spent the next six

weeks there recuperating. The artillery outfit finally reached

New Orleans on May 10.

During the summer of 1863, the battery turned its horses

over to another command and shipped north with the rest of

Maj. Gen. Nathaniel Banks’ XIX Corps (Department of the

Gulf) to besiege the 7,500 Confederate defenders of Port

Hudson, a strong bastion on the Mississippi River below

Vicksburg. The men of the 13th Independent Battery served

four stationary mortars and bombarded the enemy for 31

days straight. The grueling siege lasted 48 days and was the

longest in American history. The Southern strongpoint finally

surrendered on July 9. Wounds and disease had reduced the

13th to about 50 men, or roughly one-third of its normal

strength.

Following a period of rest, the 13th merged briefly with the

2nd Independent Battery, Massachusetts Light Artillery, and

took part in Second Bayou Teche expedition in western

Louisiana in September and October of 1863 before wintering

in New Iberia and Franklin. In March of 1864, the artillerists

of the 13th Independent Battery were attached to Battery L,

1st U.S. Artillery, and participated in the General Banks’

disastrous Red River Campaign. The objective was to move

up the Red River, capture Shreveport, and destroy

Confederate forces operating in the region and confiscate

Southern cotton. The low water in the Red River stranded the

Union fleet and Banks was routed at Mansfield on April 8,

though he managed to blunt Confederate attacks the next

day at Pleasant Hill. Banks had little choice but to retreat to

Alexandria to save his command. The 13th Battery saw

combat during the campaign at Pleasant Hill on April 9, at the

Cane River Crossing on April 19, and again at Marksville

Plains on May 13.

It was during this period of the war that W. F. Oscar

Federhen was recruited to the battery as a replacement. He

was on his way to join the 13th, which was camped at

History of the 13th Independent Battery | xix



Alexandria, when he was taken prisoner on May 3. Federhen

never saw combat with the 13th Independent Battery.

The artillery unit returned to New Orleans on June 29 and

remained there for the duration of the war. After escaping

from a Confederate prison camp in Texas, Federhen rejoined

the unit during its final days of service. Once the war ended,

Oscar and the rest of the battery returned to Massachusetts

and were mustered out on July 28, 1865. During the war, the

13th battery lost one man killed in action and 27 to disease.2

xx | Thirteen Months in Dixie

2 For additional detailed information on the 13th Independent Battery

than the sources earlier cited, see Frederick H. Dyer, A Compendium of the

War of the Rebellion (Morningside: Dayton, OH: 1978), 25, 157, 550, 551,

553, 556, 1247.



Thirteen Months in Dixie,

or,The Adventures of a

Federal Prisoner in Texas

by W. F. Oscar Federhen

It was
a clear, mild moonlight night. Not an atom

disturbed the sacred rest of mother Earth, when

four of us were lying around a half extinguished camp-fire,

thinking and talking over the past, of the battles we went

through, of the hair-breadth escapes some of us had had; in

short, our minds wandered back to the days of excitement and

danger, when Rebellion had gained the zenith of its artificial

glory.

Three of us had told our story. Only our friend, Oscar

Federhen, remained silent, and the only sign of his approbation

of some dangerous, but well performed duty, was a slight nod of

the head, and a double cloud of smoke, emerging from out of his

wooden pipe, the soldier’s only reliable friend and companion.

After much persuading and coaxing, we gained his consent to

narrate his history to us. This gained, we replenished our pipes,

and, after having lighted them, Oscar began.1

1 This Introduction purports to be composed by another narrator, but it is

written in the same hand (i.e., Oscar’s) as the rest of the manuscript.



The Trans-Mississippi Theater, with Major Points
of Interest Mentioned by Oscar Federhen

Gulf of Mexico
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1

Enlistment and

Transport to Louisiana

(March and April 1864)

When this
perfidious rebellion began, I was

engaged in some affair, the

negligence of which would have utterly ruined me, but as

soon as I could safely do so, I offered my services at the altar

of Liberty for my beloved country. I enlisted March 25th,

1864 in and for the City of Boston, Mass., the place where I

was born, reared and educated, and was sent to Galloup’s

island1 on the same day, to await the departure of a steamer

for New Orleans, as the 13th Mass, battery, Lieut. Nichols

commanding, in which I had enlisted, had been stationed in

Louisiana, ever since the siege of Port Hudson.2

1 Gallop’s Island is located in Boston Harbor. During the Civil War, the

city of Boston loaned Gallop’s Island to the federal government, which used

it as a rendezvous point for newly enlisted soldiers. Nathaniel B. Shurtleff,

A Topographical and Historical Description of Boston, 2nd ed. (Boston:

Noyes, Holmes, and Co., 1872), 547.

2 See “A Capsule History of the 13th Independent Battery Massachusetts

Light Artillery” that begins on page xviii for more information on this

organization. In 1864, Robert C. Nichols of Boston served as second

lieutenant with the Thirteenth Battery, Light Artillery.



On the 6th of April, 1864, I took passage for the “sunny

south,” and arrived at New Orleans on the 21st inst.,3 here I

rested until the 25th, when I started on board the “Rob Roy”

up the Mississippi for Alexandria, La., then the rendezvous of

my battery.4

In the afternoon of the 28th we arrived at the mouth of the

Black River, on Red River, and remained there until a boat

should come down from Alexandria, and report the banks

free from Guerillas.5 I had not been on land for some time,

and longed very much to have solid earth once more under

my feet.

On the 30th, the boat was moored about six yards from

the shore, and when a board was laid out for one of the

officers to go on shore, and five others and myself, improved

the opportunity, and went also. The captain cautioned us not

to go too far, because he expected to start every hour. We

rambled about the country for about an hour and a half,

when the boat blew the signal to board. We started on a run,

but came too late, the steamer had gone, and left us behind.

We made signals to the gunboat stationed nearby, and

the commander of her took us on board to await the coming of

2 | Thirteen Months in Dixie

3 “Inst.” is an abbreviation for the Latin phrase instante mense, meaning

“this month” (that is, April). George Roberts, The Terms and Language of

Trade and Commerce, and of the Business of Every-Day Life (London:

Longman, Orme, Brown, Green, and Longmans, 1841), 25.

4 The Rob Roy was a wooden transport steamboat. It was a privately

owned vessel, pressed into service by the U.S. Army from Mar. 19, 1864,

through some time in the summer of 1864. It carried four Parrott guns

(rifled artillery pieces; the size of the guns on the Rob Roy is unspecified).

Gary D. Joiner, Through the Howling Wilderness: The 1864 Red River

Campaign and Union Failure in the West (Knoxville: University of Tennessee

Press, 2006), 189; Charles Dana Gibson and E. Kay Gibson, Dictionary of

Transports and Combatant Vessels, Steam and Sail, Employed by the Union

Army, 1861–1868 (Camden, ME: Ensign Press, 1995), 273.

5 About one mile south of present-day Acme, LA.



the next transport to send us up the river.6 We did marine’s

duty during our stay on board.7

Enlistment and Transport to Louisiana | 3

The 1st New York Light Artillery (also known as Morgan's Light Artillery),

a prototypical battery of Union guns.

Library of Congress

6 This may have been the U.S.S. Avenger or the U.S.S. Vindicator, both of

which were anchored at the mouth of the Black River at various times in

late Apr. and early May of 1864. Official Records of the Union and

Confederate Navies in the War of the Rebellion, 30 vols. (Washington, DC:

Government Printing Office, 1894), Series I, vol. 26, pp. 103, 239. Hereafter

cited as OR Navies. All references are to Series I unless otherwise stated.

7 In the nineteenth century, explained one historian, marines “served on

board . . . as ship’s police, and, when engaged in battle, boarded the enemy

or prevented him from doing the same.” David M. Sullivan, The United

StatesMarine Corps in the Civil War, 2 vols. (Shippensburg, PA: White Mane

Publishing Co., 1997), vol. 1: The First Year, xi.
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A large river steamer turned into a troop transport ship

arriving in New Orleans during the Civil War.

Harper’s Weekly, January 10, 1863

The City Belle (left) next to the Calypso.

Image Courtesy of Keith Norrington



On the evening of May 2, the steamer “City Bell” came

past and was signaled from the gun-boat to lay to, she

complied with the order, and, after having taken us on board,

steamed up the river as self-reliant and independent as could

be.8

Enlistment and Transport to Louisiana | 5

8 The City Belle was a wooden stern wheel pressed into duty by the U.S.

Army from May 1–15, 1864. It was shorter than 200 feet, had a capacity of

600, and was unarmed. In the first week of May 1864, the City Belle was

assigned to transport the 120th Ohio to Alexandria. The ship also “picked

up a hundred more troops belonging to other units” who may have

included members of the 73rd U.S. Colored Troops. Joiner, Through the

Howling Wilderness, 189; Gibson and Gibson, Dictionary of Transports and

Combatant Vessels, 60; OR Navies XXVI/1/117; OR Navies 24/3/115;

Jean Powers Soman and Frank L. Byrne, eds., A Jewish Colonel in the Civil

War: Marcus M. Spiegel of the Ohio Volunteers (University of Nebraska

Press, 1995), 335; Frederick Phisterer, StatisticalRecord of the Armies of the

United States: Campaigns of the Civil War (New York: Charles Scribner’s

Sons, 1883), 172.




