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Document 7.3 James Julius Marks, The Peninsular Campaign in Virginia (1864) 
 
As central constructive elements of earthworks, trees protected soldiers; they also shielded men from harm on the 
battlefield. Skirmishers and other soldiers under fire were likely to take up positions behind trees because even 
young saplings could provide protection against musket or rifle fire. Northern journalist James Julius Marks could 
not believe the damage that a “storm of bullets” did to Virginia’s trees along the Williamsburg road in 1862. Marks 
also describes the destruction of orchards by camping troops and explains the cyclical restoration of exhausted 
fields in the shelter of Virginia’s pines. In Marks’s account, even as forest and orchard trees are destroyed by 
soldiers, pine trees regenerate the land. 
 
The country through which we passed had many very fine farms and magnificent dwelling-houses; and these, 
generally abandoned, were in the course of a little while filled with the sick of the army. Some of the most 
aristocratic families in Virginia had their homes in this section of the Peninsula. The fields were covered with 
excellent wheat, now in full head, the corn was knee high, and the fruits were ripening on some trees in the 
orchards. But in the progress of the army the fences were all broken down and consumed, — a single night of 
encampment converted beautiful plantations into a desert.  
 
The lands beyond the Chickahominy were poor, and more exhausted than any we had passed over. The general 
aspect of the country was that of a land which, by poor cultivation, had been worn out, and was finally abandoned 
to the pine, the briar, and the stunted oak. It is a peculiarity of that part of Virginia over which the Army of the 
Potomac passed, that the pine comes up abundantly on all the exhausted fields, and soon overshadows them, so 
that a ray of light seldom penetrates the gloom. This is the effort of Nature to restore what man has destroyed. The 
pine and the cedar are rarely found in the original forests of Virginia, but spring up in consequence of the 
abstraction, by tobacco, of certain vital elements in the soil, and these can only be restored under the leafy shadow; 
and therefore Providence plants the million pines which kindly shelter and enrich what man has impoverished. Thus 
is frequently seen in Virginia on one side of the road the original forest, extending many miles without a single pine-
tree, and on the other side a heavy forest of dark evergreens, in which not a single tree of any other description is 
permitted to grow. This is accounted for on the principle I have mentioned, — the pine covers the exhausted fields 
of a former generation. 
 
…..No man can pass over the scene without amazement. The balls must have fallen in an incredible number at the 
point on the battle-field where General Kearney’s men so hotly contested every inch of ground on Saturday 
afternoon. In the swamp slashings to the right of the Williamsburg road are signs of a terrific conflict; all the fallen 
trees are pierced and torn with musket-balls, grape-shot, and shells. A small sapling tree of about twenty-two feet 
in length, and about the size of a man’s arm, I singled out as the one on which to count the number of balls that 
had struck it. I numbered twenty-five musket-balls as having pierced one side of the tree alone. The marks of this 
contest were so numerous on the standing trees and stumps, and in the slashings, that my astonishment was that 
any one could have escaped with life. It appeared to me that not even a small bird could fly  

"Unscathed where fell this storm of bullets." 
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