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Document 7.1 Joel Cook, The Siege of Richmond (1862) 
 
Farmland took hits from all directions during the war. Because large armies prefer to fight in open spaces, 
farmlands and pastures became battlefields across the South; as men and animals moved into position they 
churned up earth. Fields were also optimal spaces for establishing camps. The presence of encamped soldiers 
compressed still-standing crops and killed them, unless foraging soldiers harvested them first. According to 
northern journalist Joel Cook, who traveled with Union troops during the Peninsula Campaign in 1862, soldiers 
were often choosy when scouting for campsites, preferring grass or grain fields. Cook also describes the search in 
the surrounding wilderness for clean water from springs, a search often thwarted by the muddy or swampy water. 
Cook goes on to describe the impact of rainstorms that deluged camps and turned roads into impassable mire. 
These storms did not stir the stagnant swamps, however, as Cook explains—and the “miasm” from the swamps 
caused disease. 
 
In the march toward Richmond, as each corps, or, in some cases, each division of the army, was moving forward to 
gain a certain point, some at nearer, some at more remote periods of time, an encampment of troops, excepting at 
Cumberland, White House, and around Richmond, scarcely ever contained more than a single corps or division; the 
relative positions of the regiments always varying according to the nature of the ground. Grass or grain fields were 
always preferred for camping-grounds, and a ploughed field or one containing the long stalks and spongy soil left 
by the last year’s corn-crop was never taken, except when nothing better could be had. Convenience to water was 
usually considered. In a division encampment the infantry brigades would, if it were possible, arrange themselves in 
a line side by side; but all ways and manners of forming the camp were forced upon them by hills, woods, and 
swamps. Necessity has sometimes placed regiments upon hill-sides so steep that a man could scarcely ascend 
them. On other occasions they were compelled to pitch their tents in the woods. No camp was ever placed in a 
swamp; it might have been on the borders of one, or swamps may have surrounded it, but the officers were too 
careful of the men ever to place them in the mud and mire where they would sicken and die.  
 
....Upon forming a new encampment, the search for water was always the first exploration of the immediate 
neighborhood. Water for drinking, cooking, and washing was used by gallons, and every one interested in either 
started off to find it. Sometimes a hundred went, each with a canteen to bring back a drink for his friends. The 
soldier was always generous. The searching parties would go down into every hollow place, and trace up and down 
every stream, carefully scanning the banks on either side, to find all hidden springs. The Peninsula between White 
House and the Chickahominy was full of springs and brooks. The neighborhood of that river, however, was found to 
be different. Running through a swamp, of necessity every tributary stream would be absorbed long before it 
reached the main channel, and although there were hills in plenty bordering the swamp, yet scarcely a spring could 
be found. At an encampment, water was usually found in sufficient quantities to supply all. Sometimes it was taken 
from a single spring, sometimes from several, all of which had boxes or barrels sunk in them to keep out the dirt, 
and each one being guarded by a sentinel to keep thoughtless fellows from washing their clothes there. The kind of 
water procured was seldom very good. A fine white mud, in most cases, boiled up with it out of the spring, coloring 
it quite perceptibly and imparting a bad taste. The nearer Richmond, the worse was the water and the harder to 
get at. An adequate supply of water is every thing to an army; and one of the greatest of the soldier’s troubles in 
Virginia was his inability to procure it good, clear, and cool.  
 
....The earth upon the Peninsula seems to have the greatest affinity for water, attracting it even when there is no 
rain, and when there is, changing in two or three hours into a vast mud-puddle a foot deep. This attribute of the soil 
was one of the greatest impediments to military movements. Men could scarcely walk through the deep, thick, 
sticky mire, and drawing artillery and wagons through such a mixture was an impossibility. This mud came and 
went in the shortest possible time. Three hours of rain would convert the entire country into mire; three hours of 
dry weather made half of it disappear.  
 
To one accustomed to the thrifty farms and scientific agriculture of the North, Virginia farming presented few 
attractions. Corn, wheat, oats, and tobacco were usually raised, and the majority of the houses had small gardens. 
Virginia farms were always immense plantations, at least three-fourths being woodland. It was the policy of the 
large land-owners, for political or personal reasons, to buy out the small ones and drive them away. A dozen men 
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would thus become the owners of a whole county. Wheat and oats were sown broadcast, never drilled; and the 
fields were just ripening when the advance of the Union army compelled the land-owners of Secession proclivities 
to leave their homes. These crops were all seized by the Federal troops for forage. Corn is planted one grain to a 
hill, and the hills and rows are each from four to five feet apart. The stalks are never cut as in the North, the ears 
being pulled from the top, and the stalks left standing until the plough turns them under the surface. Ten bushels to 
the acre is the average yield of a Virginia cornfield.  
 
Rotation of crops is not resorted to, and the soil did not seem ever to have been nourished by fertilizers. Every 
fifteen or twenty years the old farm wears out, and a new one is cleared from the woods. Fields in every stage of 
exhaustion were presented on all sides. In the woods there was very little of the original forest remaining, the 
timber being principally of the second growth springing up on the exhausted fields of farms which were abandoned 
years ago. It was very sad to witness all these evidences of sloth and waste; their causes have been Virginia’s 
customs for centuries. If this war, by introducing new inhabitants or new ideas, renders the Northern system of 
farming prevalent in the Old Dominion, all the desolation it has caused there will have been amply atoned. 
 
Very few streams, either large or small, run to the three large rivers of the Peninsula. Springs were unusually scarce, 
and every stream had its contents discolored by Virginia mud. The slightest rains dislodged this mud in immense 
quantities, and the running water of the streams always did it. The water, therefore, was always marred. The 
James River for a great part of the year is the color of light coffee. Such liquids were almost loathsome to 
Northerners, used to cold, sparkling water in every brook, and accustomed to finding springs under the roots of 
almost every tree. In a rain the first hour sufficed to saturate the ground, and then every gully became a roaring 
cataract. The water from a thunder-storm would pour off through every opening, carrying bushels of mud with it, 
tearing up fences and fields, bursting through woods, and reaching the first stream, over whose bed it would rush 
in the wildest confusion. By the time the clouds of a storm had cleared away, its surplus water would all have run 
down from the high grounds, and could be heard roaring through the valleys as it drove its onward course to the 
swamps. 
 
Virginia has two species of rains, the usual northeasters of the Atlantic seaboard, and thunder-storms. The latter 
were the ones which deluged the camps, caused the freshets, and carried off bridges. They generally came in a 
series, one following another from all points of the compass for six hours at a time. Northern thunder and lightning 
seldom reached the sublimity shown in these almost daily scourges. Constant peals and flashes for ten minutes at a 
time were not infrequent, and the torrents of rain usually soaked through everything. Tent-cloth, however, stood 
the test without yielding, when the water, foiled above, often made its attacks from beneath, running in torrents 
under the edge of the canvas and along the ground. During a night thunder-storm, it was a common thing for a 
soldier to wrap himself up in his water-proof blanket and have a small brook purling on each side of him. Such 
invasions were made by Virginia storms upon Union troops. Each storm, however, cooled the air, and, with all its 
inconveniences, was welcomed.  
 
The effect of these rains upon the roads was most horrible. During and for several hours after the storm, most of 
them were converted into all impassable mire. After the deluge, a day or two was required to insure safe travelling, 
and usually, long before that time had elapsed, another rain would put them into as bad a condition as before. Of 
course, from these impediments, military movements were constantly delayed. A broken wagon in a miry road 
necessitated the construction of a new passage around the obstruction through the adjoining fields or woods. Such 
labor required time, and, of course, every thing had to be delayed until it was performed. The miserable roads of 
the Peninsula are to blame for half the time spent by the army upon it. 
 
A Virginia road was generally made with but slight reference to the points between which it was intended to run. It 
turned and twisted almost as badly as the rivers. Usually passing through the woods, no sheep or cow path ever 
was laid out with less idea of the laws regulating straight lines. These roads were made a hundred years ago, and 
their courses have not been altered since. In a country of horsemen, where a half dozen donkey-carts and one or 
two carriages are all the vehicles in a county, very wide roads are not needed. These were exceedingly narrow, and 
in many places had to be widened to allow a. passage for Federal artillery and wagons. The roads often ran 
between steep banks and sometimes in gullies. Nowhere but upon the level ground could two wagons pass. Some 
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of the roads were styled “turnpikes,” and upon them were the remnants of gates and toll-houses. These, however, 
were just like the rest—quite as narrow and crooked and as easily converted into mud. The Old Dominion seemed 
sadly in want of instruction in the art of roadmaking; and General McClellan has left there some evidences of 
Northern skill in that business which will give it. Woodbury bridge and its approaches, Grapevine bridge, the road to 
Savage Station from Woodbury bridge, and the one across White Oak Swamp, are monuments of free Northern 
labor which it is to be hoped Rebel vandalism never will deface.  
 
The climate of Virginia was not near so changeable as that of States farther North. The air seemed most favorable 
for those afflicted with throat and lung affections. The soldiers seldom took cold; such troubles were almost 
forgotten. The rays of the sun were most powerful, and could scarcely be borne. Under the shade of the trees or 
tents, however, a cool breeze generally tempered the extreme heat and rendered the day somewhat pleasant. Early 
morning and evening were always cool; but in the neighborhood of the swamps a dense fog rose up at dusk, 
obscuring every thing and making the air damp and disagreeable. There were few dull, cloudy days without rain. It 
was either clear, with those fleecy clouds which always chase each other across the heavens on sunshiny days, or 
else rainy; and changes from the one to the other were always quickly made. 
 
The swamps usually occupied every lowland and the borders of all the large streams. They could generally be 
crossed with the aid of boards. The smaller swamps were passed by stepping from one “tussock,” or small clump of 
grass and roots, to another. The water in these swamps mostly lay stagnant, the storms—except in extraordinary 
cases—failing to produce more impression than to cause it to rise a foot or two. Scarcely any current was ever 
perceptible in the swamps, and the streams which ran into them were all swallowed up on the border. Such places 
as these must have caused a great of sickness in the armies encamped around them; and, from the forms of disease 
prevalent in the Federal hospitals, the miasm from the swamps no doubt was the cause in the great majority of 
cases. Encamping beside them was always unpleasant, a chorus of thousands of frogs, of all styles of croak, being 
music by day and lullaby at night. It was most painful, and pleased no one but some stray Frenchmen who had 
enlisted, and who caught and ate their favorite animal by hundreds. 
 
The surface of the country was generally rolling. It sloped gradually upwards from the Pamunky, and was broken 
into gorges and valleys for the passage of every small stream. On the Chickahoininy the land was very high, running 
down in very steep slopes to the borders of the swamp, thus forming on both sides a range of lofty hills. Three-
fourths of the surface was wooded, but little of the primitive forest, however, remaining. These old pieces of woods 
were found to be filled with oak, beech, elm, ash, hickory, and cedar, and were usually free from undergrowth. Land 
once cultivated, but deserted, bore second-growth timber of all ages. This was pine and cedar exclusively, and was 
sparsely grown, also without underbrush. Virginia has inexhaustible supplies of timber for every purpose to which it 
could be applied. Walnut, cherry, locust, and chestnut were occasionally met with, though usually they were single 
trees standing alone in the fields, having been planted there, or allowed to remain in the general clearing of the 
woods when the land was first reclaimed. 
 
The universal opinion of all observers of Virginia’s agriculture was that the soil was not half cultivated, and what 
was done was in such an awkward manner that it was much more expensive than it would ever have been made by 
a Northern man. The adoption of Northern habits of farming, and the cutting up of the large plantations into small 
farms, were considered by all as two great means of amelioration. Hundreds of tillers of sterile soils in the North 
looked with sorrow upon the riches allowed to waste in Virginia. They saw her natural advantages, her facilities for 
navigation, the ease with which a market could be reached, and the really good soil and favorable climate; and, 
knowing so well the remedy which in a few years would make each field the garden-spot its first settlers found it, 
they almost wept over the desolation caused in a time of profound peace by the narrow policy of a few lordly land-
owners. It is to be trusted that Virginia will be regenerated.  
 
Source: Joel Cook, The Siege of Richmond: A Narrative of the Military Operations of Major-General George B. 
McClellan during the Months of May and June, 1862 (Philadelphia: George W. Childs, 1862), 43–44, 59–60, 145–
151. 
 


