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Synopsis

The Twentieth Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry was one of the most influential northern units in the
Army of the Potomac. It's nickname, the Harvard Regiment, was derived from the preponderance of
Crimson-connected officers on its roster. The fortunes of war placed this unit at the lethal
crossroads of nearly every major battle of the Army of the Potomac from Ball’s Bluff (1861) through
Grant’'s Overland Campaign. After going through it's baptismal fire at the debacle of Ball’s Bluff, the
Harvard Regiment was the first to plant its colors on the Confederate works at Yorktown; fought
McClellan’s rear guard actions during the Seven Days’ Campaign; was mauled in Antietam’s West
Woods, on Fredericksburg’s streets, and on Marye’s Heights; faced Pickett's charge at Gettysburg;
and was at the deadly intersection of the Orange and Plank Roads at the Battle of the Wilderness.
But the regiment’s influence far transcended its battle itinerary. It's officers were drawn from elite
circles of New England politics, literature, and commerce. This was the regiment of Oliver Wendell
Holmes Jr., of his cousins, William Lowell Putnam and James Jackson Lowell, both nephews of
James Russell Lowell; of Paul Joseph Revere and his brother Edward H. R. Revere, both
grandsons of Paul Revere; and of Sumner Paine, great-grandson of Declaration of Independence
signer Robert Treat Paine. Because it’s officers were highly educated, many of the Harvard
Regiment left copious collections of diaries, memoirs, and letters, many published. Yet the history of
the Twentieth Massachusetts comprises a social document beyond the evocative and tragic
recollections of it's highly literate leadership. Although the Boston elite dominated the regiment’s
officer corps, half of it's recruits were immigrants, mostly German and Irish. The ethnic tension that
dogged the regiment during it's existence reflected an uneasy mix. The regiment included
Copperhead and abolitionist gentlemen, radical German emigres from the failed Revolution of 1848,
the sons of prominent Republicans, and the sons of Lincoln-haters. Miller adroitly weaves a social
history of the period into his narrative, offering readers a fascinating backdrop that enriches vivid
descriptions of battlefield triumphs and catastrophes. The influence of the Harvard regiment
continued to reverberate long after the war. Commemorated in poems, speeches and histories by
such distinguished figures as Herman Melville and John Greenleaf Whittier, and by alumni such as
Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. and William Francis Bartlett, the experiences of the Twentieth
Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry would define how later generations of Americans understood the
Civil War.
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Customer Reviews

The 20th Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry had a fairly large number of young men who were either
graduates of Harvard University or students there when the war came. Most of these young men
would serve as officers in the 20th. Many of them would never come home, and a large portion of
those who did survive had wounds they would carry with them for the rest of their lives. The same
was true of the enlisted men.Richard E. Miller has written a lively, informative and at times gripping
history of the regiment, and in doing so, he also gives a history of the Army of the Potomac. But the
focus is squarely on the 20th. Their experience is magnified. And it was quite an experience.The
20th Mass got their baptism of fire at Ball’s Bluff in October of 1861. They then participated in most
of the major campaigns of the Army of the Potomac, including the Seven Days, Antietam,
Fredericksburg, Gettysburg, the Wilderness, Spotsylvania, and Cold Harbor. The regiment had an
outstanding reputation for order, discipline, cleanliness and for their ability to stand and fight. They
were one of the finest regiments in the entire army.But they paid a price for their bravery, as deaths
and wounds so depleted their numbers that only one hundred or so made it home without having
been wounded or captured. Captain Henry Patten wrote home in August of 1864 to tell of "the
much-suffering Twentieth." So numerous were their casualties, wrote Patten, that there was
"Nothing left of it." A week after writing this, Patten was dead too. At one point, the regiment had

only fourteen men able to report for duty.
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