
On a cold winter Sunday evening 152 years ago to this day, a fifty-five year old, tired and battle worn, 

Union Army Corporal found himself standing knee deep in the freezing swamp waters near 

Fredericksburg, Virginia. Every second seemed longer than the last as his feet and ankles slowly 

progressed from excruciating pain to total numbness. The roar of artillery fire and the hisses of Minnie 

balls, however, kept the old soldier from focusing on his aches and pains. His mission was to keep a keen 

lookout eye on the Rebel rifle pits just yards away as their sharpshooters fired round after round from 

their positions behind massive piles of manure. 

After nearly six hours of the Civil War’s version of “waterboarding” the old Corporal was ordered to 

leave his swampy torture chamber. His commanding Officer Colonel Markoe, however, then assigned 

him an even more dangerous task. On the very edge of the enemy line at Marye’s Heights stood an old 

tannery whose second floor gable end provided the best possible view of the comings and goings of the 

Confederates. The old Corporal took six of his men and crawled through the galling fire to their lookout 

positions in the tannery. The timeworn boards on the gable end had long ago lost their knots giving the 

men perfect little binocular peep holes through which to view the action and make reports back to 

Markoe. 

Throughout the night on the 14th of December, 1862, these brave men held their precarious positions 

sending updates to the front lines. Around 9:00 the next morning Lieutenant Rush and some of his men 

made their way to the tannery to assess the situation with the old Corporal. Rush ordered his men to 

slide the barrels of their rifles through the knotholes to fire on the enemy manure pits.  After numerous 

rounds were rained down upon them the Rebels returned the favor by sending a “messenger in the 

shape of a cannon shot” through the gable end of the tannery, blowing a good-sized hole in the old 

wooden wall filling the building with smoke and injuring several of the soldiers. 

Panic ensued in the tannery and one of the sharpshooters lost part of his head in the melee! Lieutenant 

Rush and his men raced down the stairs and “made themselves scarce” catching a Minnie ball or two 

along the way back to camp. But the old Corporal had received no orders from Markoe to abandon his 

position. Four of his men, however, fled with Rush leaving just the Corporal and two of his underlings to 

man their post. In his words, “by persuasion and threats, I was enabled to keep two of them with me. 

Though weakened in body, I was enabled to keep Colonel Markoe apprised of the movements of the 

enemy.” 

 Around 5:00 pm that evening Lieutenant Templeton arrived at the tannery informing the Corporal and 

his two comrades that the battle was lost and they needed to make their way back to camp. Waiting 

until the twilight of the evening the old Corporal and his men “ran the gauntlet”, crossed the pontoon 

bridge and finally by the next morning, Tuesday December 16th, made their way back to camp. The fifty-

five year old Corporal had been on duty for nearly three days in the cold of winter without a wink of 

sleep. Within two weeks his body just gave out and he was taken to the camp hospital in Falmouth, 

Virginia and his service ended. 

For his faithfulness and bravery at the Tannery the old Corporal was promoted to the rank of Sergeant 

and received his small pension for the rest of his life when he returned home to Philadelphia, crippled 

and broken. The old soldier was Sergeant John T. Masland, my great-great-great grandfather, and the 

first Masland of our line to come to America. I will always be grateful to him for this and for his brave 

service to this country on this day back in 1862. 



 


