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I’ve had an interest in history since I was a kid, but what 

hooked me on the Civil War was reading a comic book 

in grade school about the Battle of Fredericksburg.  I 

graduated from Harding High in East St. Paul in 1962, 

and the Centennial was big news, helping me to focus 

my interest.   

I joined the Air Force right after high school, having 

turned 18 in boot camp – no birthday cake.  I spent a 

year in San Antonio, Texas, for Basic Training and 

Crypto Maintenance School.  I spent two years at S.A.C. 

Headquarters in Omaha before transferring to Clark Air 

Force Base in the Philippines, spending two months at a 

Remote Radar Site in Thailand. 

While in the Philippines, I was lucky enough to catch a 

flight to Japan and spent two weeks with my brother 

who was stationed in the Air Force there.  We took a 

train to ski in the mountains, but I had failed to plan for 
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the cold weather.  So, brother Pat had to canvas the barracks to scrounge up some winter clothes 

for me.   

I was discharged in August 1966, just as Vietnam was starting to really heat up.  I returned to 

East St. Paul and worked at a variety of places:  3M, MSP Airport Police, and some real estate.   

I married my beautiful wife, Sandee, in 1968 and we have two 

children and four grandchildren.  We moved to Luck, WI in 1981 

and in 1988 moved to Ellsworth, WI, where we bought the Dairy 

Queen.  After discovering that Ellsworth Village was named for 

Col. Ellmer E. Ellsworth (friend of Lincoln, instigator of the 

Zouave craze in the 1850s and 1st Union officer killed in the Civil 

War), Sandee and I decorated the DQ dining room with 

anything Col. E. Ellsworth.  I’m positive that we had the only DQ 

in the world with a full-size cannon out front, muskets on the 

walls, and a full-size statue of Col. Ellsworth in the dining room.  

I took a mannequin and made the face to look like the Colonel, 

dressed him in the appropriate uniform and accoutrements, and 

finally sprayed him with fiberglass resin to finish him off.  

Unfortunately, after we sold the DQ in 2008, the new owner 

removed everything Civil War, painted everything tan, and 

closed the store after COVID.  

My family doesn’t have much interest in the Civil War, but Sandee approves of my addiction and 

supports me when I’m off to some reenactment or cannon shoot.  I’ve been a Civil War reenactor 

since 1996 when Dan Sherry introduced me to reenacting.  We have become a charter member 

of Battery i, 1st U.S. Artillery.  We are proud to have an original 12-pound bronze Napolean 

Cannon and two 10-pound reproduction Parrot rifles and have participated in many events in 

several states.  My Battery I has been to Gettysburg’s annual reenactment three times.  

While not confirmed as an ancestor, I’ve found a relative who served in a New York Cavalry 

regiment, a Charles Coughlin in the Ellsworth Fire Zouaves, and a Ben Coughlin who died in 

Andersonville.   

I enjoy the TCCWRT because I meet new and interesting people and always learn new and 

interesting details. A big plus is the good food.  The one drawback is that my house is filling up 

with Civil War books!  I’m most interested in the advancements in technology during the Civil 

War – the use of military railroads, submarines, armor-plated ships, landmines, rifled artillery 

and muskets, breach loading and metallic cartridge small arms.  It’s no wonder that some 

historians call it the first Modern War.   

 

STEVEN SCHIER’S CIVIL WAR TRIVIA QUESTION OF THE MONTH 
 
On April 26, 1865, General Joseph E. Johnston surrendered nearly 90,000 men of the Army of 
Tennessee to whom? 
 
(See the last page for the answer) 
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From the Dusty Collection #42 

A Variety of Civil War Buttons 
 

 

Walking back from Colonel Colvillôs gravesite in Cannon Falls this Memorial Day, a few 

of us First Minnesota enactors stopped at the excellent little city 

museum.  The curator there was eager to show us Civil War items, 

and mentioned a Colvill sword she was pursuing for display.  I left 

my card and was surprised 

later that afternoon to hear 

from a lady looking for 

information on a button she 

had recently found while 

weeding a local garden.  The 

button was gold plated early 

Civil War infantry officer 

coat button, and the 1860s house yard where found was 

right across the street from a modest home once occupied 

by the First Minnesotaôs Colonel William Colvill!   

 

I knew that Colvillôs double breasted colonelôs frock 

coat had unfortunately been stolen from the Goodhue 

County Historical Society Museum decades ago.  But as a 

captain early in the war, he wore a single-breasted coat with 

this style of button, shown at the right.  Could this have 

been one of his buttons lost off that coat? 

 

Eagle buttons like this had a long history of use to the present day, and this article will 

briefly cover them and a few other Civil War era military buttons ï still sometimes affordable 

original relics of that conflict.  Buttons have been collected for centuries, and Civil War soldiers 

eagerly gathered them from fallen foes, or traded them during rare truces.  Besides the dozens of 

official federal government patterns, most states had their own versions as did some individual 

units.  And when you look at Confederate buttons the variety is endless from plain wooden disks 

to ornate gilded ornaments imported from England and France.   

 

One of the first major collections was assembled by Louis Emilio, recently an officer in 

the 54th Massachusetts Infantry of the movie Glory fame.  Specialized button reference books 

include a 1911 edition depicting his early collection, a two-volume set by David Johnson 

published in 1949, the oft cited and reprinted Alphaeus Albertôs Record of American Uniform 

and Historical Buttons, and the more recent Uniform Buttons of the United States 1776-1865 by 

Warren Tice.  Additional and essential collector books include a couple specific to dealer marks 

found stamped around the buttonôs loop on the reverse.  While button fronts could remain the 

same for decades, the style and lettering of the back changed more frequently.  Thus, a button 

with the same front might be worth only $1 but with the right, early backmark well over $1000! 
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The earliest eagle style buttons 

found in Minnesota were worn by 

regular army soldiers at the several 

frontier forts.  Archaeological 

collections from Fort Snelling show 

wide use of surplus War of 1812 

buttons before several standardized 

pewter eagle buttons were worn there 

by infantrymen and silver-plated 

buttons by their officers.  Artillery 

soldiers, not on the Upper Mississippi 

until the 1850s, wore brass buttons.  In those pre-war years uniform trim matched button color: 

pewter or silver buttons with white or silver trim for infantrymen and their officers, and brass or 

gilt buttons and yellow or gold trim for artillerymen and their officers. Eventually by the 1850s 

all army buttons were brass or gilt, with only the letter on the eagleôs chest designating branch:  I 

for infantry, A for artillery, D 

for dragoons, C for cavalry, R 

for riflemen and for a brief time 

in the 1840s V for voltigeur.  

During the Mexican American 

War, 1846-47, officers 

campaigning in Mexico had a 

difficult time procuring 

replacement uniforms.  A local 

Mexico City silversmith named 

Young filled the gap with a 

small run of cast sterling silver 

eagle I buttons that are dated 1847 on the back.  When this very rare pair turned up in a local 

collection some years ago, their story was just just too interesting to let them go. 

 

In 1854 the army eliminated the letter on the 

eagleôs shield for enlisted menôs buttons, but kept it for 

officers.  That new, plain pattern eagle (left) would be 

the one that adorned millions of Union soldiersô 

uniforms and is 

today the most 

common 

original Civil 

War button.  It 

continued in 

service until the 1880s when a stiffer looking, Germanic 

style button replaced it.  Germany was then in 

ascendancy after defeating France and Americans studied 

and emulated their military achievements.  Meanwhile 

the three-piece rimmed eagle button (above right) 
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adopted for staff officers in 1832 continued with little change through the Civil War and to the 

turn of the century. 

 

Just before the Civil War hard rubber began to flood the 

consumer market.  Combs, toothbrush handles, ink wells, match 

safes and hundreds of other rubber items were available to soldiers.  

This popular 19th century ñplasticò was even used in military 

buttons.  The Navy sewed these large USN buttons on their pea 

jackets.  The back of most carry 1851 Goodyear Rubber patent 

information.  

Confederates even 

produced their own 

version marked 

ñCSNò and 

considered extremely rare and valuable.  The two 

regiments of Berdanôs United States Sharpshooters 

- each of which included a Minnesota company - 

wore a distinctive dark green uniform that closed 

with black, hard rubber eagle buttons.  So here was an early example of camouflage clothing 

with non-reflective buttons that today are scarce mementos of these hard fighting units.   

 

Specialized army branches sometimes had their own buttons.  The elite Engineers drew 

technically qualified enlisted men who could build bridges and signal towers, lay out 

fortifications, and set up pontoons.  

Their officers were young men of 

much promise, including Captain 

William Watts Folwell of the 50th 

New York Engineers.  He later 

authored a history of Minnesota 

that still adorns my desk, and was 

of course the first president of the 

University of Minnesota.  Years 

ago, I examined Folwellôs several 

uniforms and researched in his 

Civil War papers and photos at the 

MNHS.  But recently, an antique 

dealer offered me several loose 

buttons he had just purchased from 

Folwell descendants.  The coat and 

cuff sized buttons must have come 

off his long-discarded field uniform, an officerôs four button sack coat.  Todayôs Engineer 

officers still wear the same style button that their forebears wore as early as the War of 1812. 

 

Civil War state seal buttons are a collecting field in themselves, although most examples 

found today were made for militia and national guard units after the war.  Some are quite 

common like New York and Massachusetts, others very scarce like Arkansas.  An example from 
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that state can set a collector back by $5,000!  And while most states after the Civil War had their 

own state seal buttons, only a few states used them during the war years.  Minnesota had its own 

state seal button and it too is one of the very scarce ones.  We had a militia establishment just 

prior to the Civil War with both a politically appointed 

officer staff and a number of small organized 

companies, some uniformed and most armed with 

federally provided weapons.  In 1858 Minnesota 

ordered a limited quantity of staff style buttons from a 

New York firm.  We still donôt know if they were 

intended for the uniforms of St. Paulôs Pioneer Guard 

then on order, or if they were a special order for the 

stateôs militia staff officers.  The handsome button 

carries the state motto LôEtoile Du Nord on a ribbon in 

the eagleôs beak and at bottom are the block letters 

M.V.M standing for Minnesota Volunteer Militia.  On 

the shield is our [unfortunately former] state seal 

designed by military artist Seth Eastman while he was 

stationed at Fort Snelling.  So much history and meaning are packed in this rare button.  Try to 

find one today! 

 

 Confederate buttons provide a myriad of collecting opportunities, but are expensive and 

have unfortunately been faked for many years.  State seal types were smuggled in from northern 

dealers and then manufactured locally when the blockade tightened.  The 

North Carolina example on left 

was brought home by a 

Wisconsin sergeant and shows 

lathe turning on the reverse 

before the loop was soldered in 

place.  Compare it to the finely 

made button on its left that was 

brought in by a blockade runner from England.  Many 

rebel uniform buttons carried simple block letter designations of ñIò, ñAò, ñCò or the less 

common ñRò for riflemen, ñEò for engineers and ñMò for marines.  

Imported versions of these were often in an ornate old English or 

Germanic script.  By the end of the war Confederates were putting 

turned wooden buttons on many of their field uniforms as well as 

locally cast or stamped metal 

buttons like this infantry ñIò 

example.  It offers quite a 

contrast to the finely detailed 

British made and heavily gilded Confederate Navy 

button.  But button collectors need extra caution due to 

the high value of these artifacts.  Back in college I 

bought a purported Confederate Navy button from a 

London company.  Although cheap, it turned out to be recently made.  These are still floating 

around to nip the new collector and this one has stayed in the collection as a cautionary note. 
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PEGGY JOHNSON  
BY CAROL VANORNUM 
 

This month we learned of the passing of Peggy Johnson.  Peggy was an 
honorary member of the TCCWRT, as her husband Roger was one of the 
founders of the organization in 1955.  Peggy had not attended a meeting 
for many years, due to a fading memory.  Sadly, she died of Alzheimer’s 
on July 20th.  I remember her as having a lot of spunk and a deep 
interest in the Civil War.  She was devoted to our organization. 
  
Services will be held on August 17, 2024, at the White Funeral Home, 
14560 Pennock Avenue, Apple Valley.  Visitation from 10:00-11:00, 
followed by services from 11:00-12:00.  Should you wish to send a note 
to her son, please send to Lloyd Weisert, 346 Cimarron Road, Apple 
Valley, MN 55124.  

 

FROM THE OPINION PAGE OF THE NEW YORK TIMES 
 

Note: This piece is subject to copyright law. Printing it in our newsletter should, 

however, fall within the "fair use" exception as a reprint for educational purposes 

only a non- profit organization, and not for commercial gain. 

New York Times 
OPINION 
 

GUEST ESSAY 

Gettysburg’s Lost Cause Problem 

July 4, 2024 
 

By Simon Barnicle 

Mr. Barnicle is a lawyer and an officer in the U.S. Army Reserve. He last visited 
Gettysburg National Military Park in April. 

 

Amid a sea of stone plaques and obelisks at Gettysburg National Military Park in Pennsylvania 
sits a modest monument to the First Minnesota Infantry Regiment. Inscribed on its side is one 
of the most astonishing accounts of heroism in American history. 

The inscription recalls how on July 2, 1863, the badly outnumbered men of the First Minnesota 
charged headlong into an overwhelming Confederate advance. Most were killed or wounded in 

https://www.nytimes.com/section/opinion
https://gettysburg.stonesentinels.com/union-monuments/minnesota/1st-minnesota/
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the ensuing clash, but their sacrifice bought Union troops enough time to reinforce a precarious 
position and ultimately secure a decisive victory. With the war hanging in the balance and 
Washington, Philadelphia and New York essentially undefended, it is no exaggeration 
to surmise that the Union itself was saved by those men in a few minutes. 

For these reasons and more, Gettysburg is hallowed ground — a powerful tribute to the 
democratic experiment and those who died to preserve it. Yet the site and the surrounding area 
are littered with Confederate propaganda. 

Along the same road as the monument to the First Minnesota lie similar tributes to Confederate 
regiments, some adorned by visitors with flowers and fresh-out-of-the-wrapper Confederate 
flags. Each implicitly gives permission to tourists to revere with equal measure those who fought 
for the United States and those who committed treason against it. Taken together, they are 
emblematic of the pervasive problem of both-sides-ism at the park and in Civil War education 
more broadly. 

The National Park Service’s curatorial choices are not the root cause of America’s 
continued tolerance of Confederate imagery. But the sanitized version of history presented at 
Gettysburg contributes to it by focusing almost entirely on battlefield details while neglecting 
essential historical context. 

It is not enough to teach visitors what happened at Gettysburg. They need to know what the 
battle meant — and what it still means. 

To appreciate what’s missing from Gettysburg, it’s worth comparing the park with other 
American war memorials. The Vietnam Veterans Memorial and the Tomb of the Unknowns, for 
example, rely on simple architecture to provoke an emotional reaction without inundating 
visitors with historical information. You don’t learn many facts at either, but in a deeper sense 
you absorb what matters. 

Gettysburg is not like that. It is a real place, where war is not an architectural abstraction — with 
fields where cannon shot flew, farmhouses where munitions were stored and orchards where 
men died. It brings back to life a war fought by real people. 

Visitors at the National Park site can easily spend days learning the hour-by-hour rundown of 
the battle. Was the Union’s defense of Little Round Top actually essential? Was the man who 
invented baseball present? Just how many cannons were there at Gettysburg, the deadliest 
battle fought in the Western Hemisphere? 

Go to Gettysburg, and you will learn. 

But for all the learning one can do at Gettysburg, there is a remarkable dearth of education. The 
National Park Service has in recent years made attempts to better contextualize the park. In 
2008, a new visitor center opened that includes a small privately owned and operated Civil War 
museum for an extra fee. More recently, the park has added a couple of interpretive markers 
near Confederate monuments, which acknowledge the extent to which they sidestep the root 
causes of the war. These efforts are halfhearted at best. The main attraction remains the 
experience of visiting the battlefield itself — absorbing battle facts while surrounded by tributes 
honoring both sides. 

https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/address-dedicating-memorial-col-william-colvill-cannon-falls-minn#_blank
https://www.nytimes.com/news-event/confederate-flags-monuments-statues
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The park is notably lacking in historical context and moral valence. Why was the war fought? 
What did Gettysburg mean for the United States? Was slavery good or bad? The answers to 
these questions may seem so obvious that they don’t require explanation, but the décor at the 
park and in the town of Gettysburg suggests otherwise. 

In gift shops lining the streets downtown, I saw Confederate flags emblazoned on hoodies, 
koozies, car tire covers and underwear. T-shirts for sale featured slogans like “If at first you don’t 
secede, try, try again,” and “Descendant of a Confederate Civil War soldier.” There were 
Confederate beanies, ball caps, cowboy hats and more. 

Even the official park store is in on the fun. For just $29, you can get your own Gettysburg 
Cannon Snow Globe, complete with a Confederate flag mounted alongside the Union one in the 
center. It would be a scandal and an outrage if, at the 9/11 Memorial Museum in New York, you 
could purchase a snow globe with an Al Qaeda flag. It shouldn’t be OK for Confederate 
paraphernalia. 

The quantity of Confederate imagery at Gettysburg is a testament to the enduring power of Lost 
Cause ideology — the revisionist, pseudohistorical thesis dreamed up by defeated Southerners 
who maintained that the Civil War was not primarily about slavery and that the antebellum 
South was unfairly maligned by opportunistic Northerners. 

The park’s hyperfixation on battle details and hand-wavy approach to everything else are 
hallmarks of the Lost Cause. If tourists spend all their time focused on the who and the what of 
Gettysburg — the generals, the regiments and the tactical decisions — they might forget to 
ponder the why. 

If the Civil War was just a regrettable sectional rivalry or a dispute with complicated and 
contested origins, the most interesting thing about the Battle of Gettysburg is just that it 
happened. Sapped of its moral context, it is simply a place to learn trivia and get good deals on 
Confederate merchandise. 

But, of course, it was also the turning point in a war that nearly split the country in two, led to a 
rewrite of the Constitution and determined whether Black people would be citizens or property. 
The site of what was arguably the war’s most important battle cannot shy away from its stakes: 
preservation of the Union and abolition of chattel slavery. 

There is nothing wrong with teaching granular details of military history; it is part of what 
makes Gettysburg special. But it is essential that visitors leave knowing what the battle meant 
for the country and that they feel the meaning of it. Like the story of the founding of the United 
States, which many of us honor on Independence Day, the story of the Civil War is an inspiring 
and patriotic one. Even with its dark chapters and catastrophic costs, it is fundamentally a story 
about the triumph of freedom and democracy over tyranny and oppression. 

That teenagers from Minnesota would travel far from home to lay down their lives for their 
country is a testament to the power of that country’s values and cause. That thousands of Black 
Americans would do the same — for a nation that had thus far done so little to secure their 
dignity — is as profound an example of faith in America as any. 

https://www.muzemerch.com/gettysburg-cannon-snow-globe
https://www.muzemerch.com/gettysburg-cannon-snow-globe
https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2012/03/the-enduring-power-of-the-lost-cause/254269/
https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2012/03/the-enduring-power-of-the-lost-cause/254269/
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The monument to the First Minnesota Infantry Regiment is moving not simply because it 
regales battlefield heroics but also because of what those heroics meant: When slaveholders 
sought to tear the country apart, Americans gave their lives to stop them. 

That is the story of Gettysburg, and it’s a story worth telling. 

 

Photo by Nancy Harder 
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THIS MONTH IN CIVIL WAR HISTORY – AUGUST 

5th 1864 - Battle of Mobile Bay, Alabama  

9th 1862 - Battle of Cedar Mountain, Culpeper County, Virginia  

10th 1861 - Battle of Wilson's Creek, Missouri 

31st 1864 – Battle of Jonesborough, Georgia begins. Last battle of Sherman’s Atlanta  

  Campaign. 

31st 1864 – General George B. McClellan receives the Democratic Party’s Presidential  

  nomination 

CIVIL WAR BIRTHDAYS – AUGUST  

1st 1814 – Brigadier General Maxcy Gregg, C.S.A.  

10th 1814 – Lt. Gen. John C. Pemberton, C.S.A.  

22nd 1800 – Brigadier General William S. Harney, U.S.A. 

 

JOIN OUR FACEBOOK GROUP 
 
Are you on Facebook?  If so, join our Facebook group: “Civil War Round Table – Twin Cities 
Group”.  Just “surf” on over and ask to join. It’s that simple. Enjoy the best Civil War material 
available on Facebook including “Emerging Civil War”, “National Museum of Civil War 
Medicine” and many more.  You can even post your own photos from your Civil War travels. 

 

TCCWRT MEMBERS WITH AUGUST BIRTHDAYS 
 

8/2 Tom Hutchinson 
8/4 James Mewborn 
8/8 Michael Eckman 
8/8/ Stephen Osman 
8/14 Esther Graney 
8/17 Leroy Owen 
8/18 Bill Huntzicker 

8/23 Steven Olson 
8/27 Melodie Cooper 
8/30 Teri Joyce 
8/31 Larry Rivers 
8/31 Mitch Rubinstein 
8/31 William Smith 
 

 

BOOK RECOMMENDATIONS  
 
Read a good Civil War book lately? Why not recommend it to the Round Table. No need to write 
a full review, just a few sentences with some basics and why you recommend it. It’s just that 
simple. Send your book recommendations to Bruce Cooper (earlofbruce@Hotmail.com). 
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STEVEN SCHIER’S TRIVIA QUESTION ANSWER: 

 
Major General William T. Sherman 

 

CONTACT US:  
Twin Cities Civil War Roundtable 

info@tccwrt.com 

https://tccwrt.com/ 

 

Can you contribute to a future newsletter?  Writers are wanted to submit 
Civil War related articles to this newsletter.   
Please submit your drafts to Bruce Cooper:  earlofbruce@hotmail.com  

mailto:info@tccwrt.com
https://tccwrt.com/
mailto:earlofbruce@hotmail.com

