HISTORY OF THE EDGECOMBE GUARDS DURING THE
’ JAR BETWEEN THE TATES.
-0

Many people wonder and ask why it is that the people of
Edgecombe County are so proud of their native county. 1 would say that
we are proud of being natives of Edgecombe for the very reason that old
Edgecombe County always stands to the fronte We have excelled in a2 great
many things and this is no less true when we consider something of the
history of our Edgecombe Guards during the years of the War.between ihe -
States, and to them is due much oredit in giving North Carolina the honor
of being "first at Bethel."

The very early history of our Edgecombe Luards, as our soldiers
have always been called, is very meager, though what we can gat her of thelr
earlier days is rather interesting. A thrill of patriotism comes over us
when we name the name of "Edgecombe Guards" and that same patriotism in a
very much greater degree,was the thing which fired our men to do and t0 dare,
and thus came into existence the original Edgecombe Guards.

Owing to the unsettled comdition of our Southland on account

of the negro or slavery question, the "Old Guards," as one of the number

7o is still living is pleased to call them, were organized in the Court-

house here in Tarboro in Dscember 1858, just'”mohn Brown's Raid on

Harper's Ferry and his capture. At the meeting in the Court House, the
question arose as to who would be a suitable man for the position of

Ceptain of this Company, whereupon it was decided that on account of his
the late

popularity in the county, and ability to handle a volunteer company, J.bl.

Bridgers, father of our present J.l. Bridgers, was the proper one and a
committee was appointed to wait upon Col. Bridgers o0 ascertain if he

would accept the honor of Captain of the First Volunteer Company of Edge-

combe Guards. True to his country, he agreed to accept the position
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and came immediately to the Court House, where he made a very patriotic
speech, which stirred all to such enthusiasm and patriotism that fifty-six
of Edgecombe's sons bepded themselves into this company of soldiers, pledged
to protect our Southland at all hazards. 1 have a list of the members of
this original company, and included in this list are a number of names
familiar to us today.

The formation of the Zdgecombe Guards was one s tep towards
"preparedness” and our? GANPALY was oOne qf the very first voluteer companies
organized in North Carolina, along with the Wilmington and rayetteville
companies, which latter c¢laim to have kept up their regular orgamization,
and are the only two companies which are older than the Edgecombe Guards.

About April 19,1861 all companies organized in the state were
ordered to Camp Macon, and from thence to Raleigh. Here our Comnany
went into a camp of instruction and training at the old Fair Grounds,
where the Soldiers' Home is now located, the soldiers sleeping d;a horse
stalls. There were ten companies which met at Raleigh, those
standing highest in all respects to be considered honor companies a.nd&f;éﬁufﬂ
the First North Carolina Volunteers. 1t is not a surprising fact to us that
our company was considered the "crack" company and was made Company "A" of
that regiment. A good many more men had Jjoined the company since the
first organization in 1858, and a list of this company may also he had.

The officers of the Company holding the honor of being Company"A", which
honor, by the way, was won by hard work, were as follows: Captain, J.L.
Bridgers: 1st Lieut.,Vhitmel P. Lloyd; 2nd Liett,, V.S.Long; =2nd

e

Junior Lieut., VY.G.Lewis; 1lst. Sergt., Kemeth thigpen; <2nd Sargt.,J.tSq
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Statoh; 3rd S€rgt., I.B.Palamountain; 4th S&rgte., J.H.Paynes {

Corporal, George A.Cotton; 2rd Corporal, George T. Williams; Jrd
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@orporal, James M. Savage; 4th Corporal, Wiley “obbe. It was at naleigh,
too, that the illustrious William Dorsey Pender, then a splendid young
men from West Point, gave the Edgecombe Guards some training.

Before the expiration of the term of service of the
Volunteers, the Governor of North Carolina called for the State's quota of
troops,and the First Volunteer Regiment was disorganized, the First North
C‘arolina Regiment of regular troops coming into existence, with D.H.H1ll
as Colonel. The loyalty and patriotism of our Edgecombe men were shown
by the fact that when the Guards went TO Raleigh there were one hundred
and fifteen men, more than twice the number which originally canposed
the company, and the limit of each company being one hundred men, the others
re turned to Tarboro. But mey I say here, that those who re turned were not
jdle or negligent in their duty to the town and county, and feeling the
necessity of having "Home Guards", organized & second company which was
known as Capt. Turner Battle's Conmany,\which—L think was - knowa as the .
Edgeaambeﬂi—fier:) {/D d-u ) M AR -

The realization of the fact that the Guards had no flag

impressed itself upon the ever loyal and true women of our town and county
| jfu:, C( &(L--'
and the result was they made a flag. lrse Anna Macnair, She mother Of

s a’ & ,.L,LJL-J*-M & 2"

r-mberr, I understand was among tne leaders
in the undertaking and it was in May 1861, just in front of my own home,,
then the home of my grandfather, R.H.Austin, that é Confedarate ﬂag m
presented, amid much enthusiasm, to the Company. The presentation ofm this
fiag was d-@ne by Miss Coerlgté}%MMW, of Oxford, N.C., my father's cousin,

and on behalf of the Company the late Judge ‘red Philips, then a young law-

yer}t,' accepted this token of patriotism from the women. Fired by the

ingspiration of this ever-inspiring banner, our DOysS were ready to do any-
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thing for the safety of our Southland in those perilous times,

Preparatory to the Battle of Big Bethel, in May 1861 the
First North Carolina Regiment was ordered to Richmond and thence to Yorktown,
Va. on York River, camping just outside of Yorktown, where they remained
until the Battle of Bethel, June 10th. As the Edgegombe Guards had held
first rank among the old volunteer companies of the state, taking the
position of Company"A", so it held that prominence through ¥s only battle,
that of Bethel, and to the end of its six months' term of service,
about the middle of November 186l.

And now may we review the part that our Guards had in this
great battle, the first of the war. Every day was full of work in pre-
paration for the 10th of June+ The Confederate forces were led by Gen.
John S.lMagruder, and the Yankees by Gen. Benjamin F. Butler, the ga trength
0f the two armies being ewer E&QYMees t0 sOomething over 11390 Con-
federates. It was the early part of that memorable day that the battle

had its begimning, and I wish it were in my power to describe for you

something of the details, but suffice it to say that Comp "A" was |

stationed in a swamp to the left of the battlefieldl\and were afterwards

ordered to occupy the nearest advance. The North Carolina Regiment had
been skirmishing and the Yankees were afforded protection, it was thought,
behind and in a house or Vhurch(known now as Big Bethel Churech). It,
therefore, was necessary to destroy this building, and vol. Hill came to
Capt « Bridgers and said: "Capt. Bridgers, can you have that house burned?"”
and immediately went on. Whereupon, Capt. Bridgers asked for XX men who
would volunteer to burn the house, suggesting that one of the number should
be an officer. Corporal George T. Williams said that he would be the

officer and five others agreed to go with him. These brave sons of Edge-
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combe who agreed to undertake this dangerous task were; George L.
Nilliams, Thomas Fallon, John H, Thorpe, Henry L. Wyatt, Robt., H. Bradley,
and R.H.Ricks., So with mat%es and a hatchet this little party scrambled
over the breastworks, and proceeded across the open field. A volley was
fired at them by a company, not from the house, but from the road to the
left. As the company was well drilled in skirmishing all instantly dropped
t0 the ground, their instructions being to fall and re-load. All arose to
proceed on with the expeption of one, who had fallen in obedience to
instructions, to arise no more, and thus it was that Hemry L. Wyatt, brave
soldier and devoted patriot,was fatally wounded by a shot from a Yankee
gun, and was the first man to die on the battlefield in the War Between %
the States. The others succeeded in firing the house and Yankees were
Whippei/ Tl:(é’e of these brave sons of Edgecombe who volunteered to do this
daring act are living today, R.H.Bradley of Raleigh, John H. Thorpe and R.
H, Ricks of Rocky liount.

1t is with pride we read that it was due to the bravery of
our own &dgecombe Guards or Company "A" that this victory was ours. Col.
Hill in his official report said the day was saved by the brave North
Carolina Hegiment and they won the battle. And Jjust here may I quote
the words of Capt. Thorpe, who was an eye witness of that battles "In
that battle it was fully understood at the time and history admits and
emphasizes that there were two crises; Winthrop's flank on our 1eft anc

the entry of the enemy in our works on the front of our right. As to the

>
first the Edgecombe Guards discov%d winthrop's passing to our left

flank and promptly and properly reported it an hour before it materialized.
For this, the company has not been credited. For the second crisis we got

credit.” By order, too, the whole company passed through the front
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of both armies to the danger place on the right.

Many favorable reports have been made of the bravery of the
North Carolina Regiment during this Battle of Bethel, and especially of
Capt. Bridgers' Company. r”r-ja.p'ci.. Bridgers of the North Carolina Regiment

re-took, in a mostv darine manner, and at a2 oritical period of the fignt,

e
the wérk from which Capt. Brown of the artillery had withdram a dis-

sbled gun to prevent its falling into the hands of the enemy, and which
work had been subsequently occupied by the enemy."lapt. Bridgers deserves
the highest praise for this timely act of gallamtry," says Col. Magruder
in one of his reports. The second crisis in the battle referred to by Capt.
Thorpe, as stated above, was no doubt when Bridgers made this brilliant
charge. The papers of Virginia commented most favorably on the bravery
of the North Carolina Regiment. The Richmond "Whig" says:"The North Caro-
1 ina Regiment covered itself with glory at the Battle of Bethel." Hence
we should feel proud of the record of the Edgecombe Guards in this battle.
It was after this great viectory for our Regiment that Col. Hill
was promoted to Brigadier General; Capt. Bridgers was made Liesut. Colonel
of the Heavy Artillery, 1lOth North Carolina troops, and on Septe 7th lst
Lieut. Whitmel P. Lloyd was made Captainy Jr. 2nd lLieut. VeGeLewls was
made 1st lieut: and Kenneth Thigpen was made Jre 2nd Lieut.
From the 10th of June until November the company with the
other nine companies of the Regiment guarded that part of Virginia and

rested on their honors. The Company was marched to old Jamestown On

the James River, took boat to Richmond and was mustered out on Drewry's

Hill November 13th,186l.

I regret that I am unable to find out just which ones of the

Edgecombe Guards returned home afier the WJar. However, the last man of




that original volunteer company died a few weeks ago at Covington, Tenn.,

Ur. Jase T« Oweny, There are still living, 1 understand, something like ten

or twelve of the men who composed that brave Lompany"A".

It might be interesting to note that at the end of the period
when the volunteer guards were mustered out and ordered home, &t Rocky

Mount on their way home some one asked "WVhom in Tarboro do you most desire

to see?" The late lMr. Ed Zoeller, father of our present wr. Ed Zoeller,

quickly answered:”%_first man I ¥ant to see is % ¥ife."

Mr. Jessed éavage, 8 miserly man, who endeavored to save
all the bottles he could find at Yorktown to bring home with him, when asked
if he wished to volunteer again replied, "Never." DButl when told that
JeﬁfDavis would draft him, he answereds"Jeff Davis might draft, and draft
and draft, but if Jesse Savage ever goes to war again." He did return,
however, and fought through the war meking a good soldier, having died a few
years ago, a well-to-do and worthy citizen.

Numbers of young men, especially school boys, many from

Bingham, ran away and joined the companies at Yorktown. Among those who

joined our company was Benjamin Batts, who died at Yorktown of typholid fever,

when he was barely eighnteen years 0f age.

And so we see that our Edgecombe Guards have always been a

brave body of men, and still hold that honor for they are now on duty serving

their country+ #ho knows, too, but that they may yet be called to the front

to whip the Germans?




