Seven Documents from Mosby’s Confederacy
Document 1:   Mosby on his Military Thinking 
The military value of a partisan’s work is not measured by the amount of property destroyed or the number of men killed or captured, but by the number he keeps watching.  Every soldier withdrawn from the front to guard the rear of an army is so much taken from its fighting strength.
I endeavored, as far as I was able, to diminish this aggressive power of the Army of the Potomac, by compelling it to keep a large force on the defensive.  I assailed its rear, for there was its most vulnerable point.   My men had no camps.  If they had gone into camp, they would soon have all been captured . . .  A blow would be struck at a weak or unguarded point, and then a quick retreat.  The alarm would spread through the sleeping camp, the long roll would be beaten or the bugles would sound to horse, there would be mounting in hot haste and a rapid pursuit.  But the partisans generally got off with their prey.  Their pursuers were striking at an invisible foe.  I often sent small squads at night to attack and run in the pickets along a line of several miles.  Of course, these alarms were very annoying, for no human being knows how sweet sleep is but a soldier. I wanted to use and consume the Northern cavalry in hard work.  I have often thought that their fierce hostility to me was more on account of the sleep I made them lose than the number we killed and captured.
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My purpose was to weaken the armies invading Virginia, by harassing their rear.  As a line is only as strong as its weakest point, it was necessary for it to be stronger than I was at every point, in order to resist my attacks . . .  It is just as legitimate to fight an enemy in the rear as in front.  The only difference is in the danger.  Now, to prevent all these things from being done, heavy detachments must be made to guard against them.
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Having no fixed lines to guard or defined territory to hold, it was always my policy to elude the enemy when they came in search of me, and carry the war into their own camps.
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These operations were erratic simply in not being in accordance with the fixed rules taught by the academies; but in all that I did there was a unity of purpose, and a plan which my commanding general understood and approved.
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While I conducted war on the theory that the end of it is to secure peace by the destruction of the resources of the enemy, with as small a loss as possible to my own side, there is no authenticated act of mine which is not perfectly in accordance with approved military usage.  Grant, Sherman, and Stonewall Jackson had about the same ideas that I had on the subject of war.









--from a variety of Mosby’s writings
Document 2—Ranger Johnny Munson describes meeting Mosby, 1863
. . .The guerilla leader was fresh from one of his successful raids, and the admiring country people were vying with one another to do him honor and to throw their homes open for the convenience and entertainment of his Partizans.  I finally located him at the residence of Mr. Jamieson Ashby, a Southern sympathizer, with a large heart and a house always open to his friends . . .


Tired and footsore I came toward the building and, through the trees surrounding it, dimly saw some of Mosby’s men moving around on the lawn and the wide veranda.  Nervously I swept my eyes over the band in search of a big man with a showy uniform, a flowing plume and a flashing saber . . .

I was . . . disappointed at my failure to see and recognize the tall commanding warrior whose leadership I burned to follow.  Where was Mosby?  Suddenly, I felt a tug at my elbow and, in the hushed silence that seemed to almost smother me, I heard a voice saying, “There he is.  Look!”


The moment I had longed for had arrived.  I followed the direction of a finger that was thrust past my freckled nose, and the shock was something considerable.  I beheld a small, plainly attired man, fair of complexion, slight but wiry, standing with his arms behind his back, talking quietly to one of his men.  A military belt girded his waist, from which hung two Colt’s army pistols.


The visions of splendor and magnificence that had filled my mind were swept away.  The total absence of visible might, the lack of swagger, the quiet demeanor of the man, all contributed to my astonishment and chagrin.  He did not even strut . . .


My eyes sought out Mosby again.  What a pity!  He had not grown an inch, nor emitted a war whoop; and his voice was so low that not a syllable of his conversation reached me.


. . . Whether it was by chance or intention I never learned; but Mr. Ashby placed me in a chair [at the dining table] by Mosby’s side.  He was busily engaged upon the appetizing meal when I took my seat by him, and he did not notice me.  From my position on his immediate right I saw only the profile of his face.  It was as clean cut as a cameo, and the lips were straight and firm.  His nose, with a slight suggestion of the eagle’s beak, was finely chiseled.   He was the smallest man at the table, weighing at that time about one hundred and twenty-five pounds, and was but a little more than five feet eight . . .


After what seemed to me an eternity, during which I did not eat a mouthful, Mosby appeared to realize that there was a human being, a stranger, beside, him.  He turned upon me suddenly, meeting my full glance.  At that instant the secret of his power over his men was disclosed.  It was in his eyes, which were deep blue, luminous, clear, piercing; when he spoke they flashed the punctuations of his sentence.  He looked at me intently for at least half a minute, the expression in his eyes merging from searching inquisition into astonishment, and from that to amusement . . .


When he spoke to me every man at the table stopped eating and looked in my direction.


“Who are you?”  



      --from Reminiscences by a Confederate Guerrilla by John W. Munson, 1906

Document 3—Judge John Alexander Reminisces about Going on Raids

If a charge was to be made, we did not go into it in serried ranks and with orderly approach as if to impress the enemy with our awful dignity . . . each man realized that the shorter the time from the start to the finish the less the danger was, and would clap spurs to his horse, often throw the bridle rein on its neck, and with pistol in each hand bend every energy to getting there, making himself as numerous and influential as possible on the way  . . .  The very insanity of the thing . . . insured its success . . .
[After the July 6, 1864 fight at Mount Zion Church in which he was captured and his Union cavalry unit defeated by Mosby] Major Forbes complained bitterly of our “irregular” treatment of his crack . . . battalion.  He had formed his well-appointed and thoroughly disciplined veterans in magnificent array
. . . in an open field and awaited our attack with all the confidence of the proficient commander of an invincible machine . . .  

Not illustrating Hardee’s tactics that afternoon . . . our helter-skelter race for his front put our killers into his ranks and we got down to smashing his beautiful machine before it was in working order.  The Major insisted, with tears in his eyes, that this was “unprofessional”.   Well, maybe it was.

The truth is, we were an undisciplined lot.  During the twelve months of my service [with Mosby], I learned but four commands—Fall in and count by fours!    March!    Close up!    and      Charge!





--from Mosby’s Men by former Ranger John H. Alexander, 1906
                                                                            [Alexander was later a noted Leesburg judge.]
Document 4--A Virginia Belle Writes of a Failed Mosby Raid

[Mosby’s Rangers attacked Union cavalry at Loudoun Heights near Harpers Ferry early on the brutally cold morning of Sunday January 10th.   Of Mosby’s may raids, this was the most disastrous.

Here, 15-year-old Mary Dulany of Welbourne in Loudoun County writes of it in her diary.]
MONDAY, JAN. 4TH, 1864—Lieut. Turner and Mr. [Boyd] Smith were here last night and are still here; and I played several games of chess.  I beat Mr. Smith every game.  I have been giving Lieut. Turner both castles and winning always but tonight he won two games.  It has been snowing fast all day, how sorry I feel for our poor soldiers . . .  [Turner and Boyd are each visiting Mosby Rangers.]
TUESDAY, JAN. 5TH.  The snow is four or five inches deep.  I was determined that neither snow nor cold should keep me in the house, so I put on a pair of old socks and India rubbers and took a nice walk in the snow. 

WEDNESDAY,  JAN. 6TH.  We tried in vain to slide on the sleds I gave the boys [for] Christmas this evening, the snow was too dry.  Lieut. Turner went to a party this evening; an agreeable preparation for the raid he is going [to lead] tomorrow.

THURSDAY, JAN. 7TH.  I do not believe that the snow has melted at all since it fell, it has been so bitterly cold . . .
FRIDAY, JAN. 8TH.  Lieut. Turner gave us a delightful sleigh ride this evening . . .  When we were returning, we were speaking of Major Mosby.  Fanny said she thought his brother must be very proud of him; I said I was sure his sisters must be, sisters always were proud of their brothers.  Lieut. Turner looked at me with such a pleased smile I am sure he was thinking of his own sisters whom he has not seen for three years.

SATURDAY, 9TH.  Lieut. Turner, Cousin Johnny [DeButts], and Cousin French went on a raid today; after breakfast, Lieut. Turner said he was so sorry he had to go on a raid; he wanted to go to Glen Welby to give Miss Edith Carter a sleigh ride; Cousin John tried to persuade him not to go but [he] only laughed and said, “Duty first, pleasure afterwards, John.”  They expect to have a fight; I feel very uneasy about them.

SUNDAY, 10TH.  There was church at the Chapel today; when we returned we met Cousin Mit on the porch; she told us that Capt. Smith was killed, Lieut. Turner mortally [wounded] and Mr. Boyd Smith slightly wounded, Lieut. Turner is in the hands of the Yankees.  I went in to the parlour, Cousin John was standing by the fire looking perfectly miserable; he told me they were charging a Yankee camp near Harpers Ferry, when he suddenly missed Lieut. Turner, and one of the men telling him that he had ridden off wounded, he rode back to look for him.  As he was inquiring for him, he heard him call him in such a low faint voice, he thought he must be dying, but when he found him he was still on his horse; he asked Cousin John as they were going to a house to take his watch and pistols.  He had a ring Miss Edith [Carter] had given him, which was the only thing he wanted to keep.  When he reached the house [of Levi Waters] and was lying down, he told Cousin John to go.  Cousin Johnnie begged him to let him stay, but he said  calmly, “No John, I am dying, go home and give my love to them.”

MONDAY, JAN. 18TH.  I have had a sore throat all last week; we only heard once from Lieut. Turner, they say he is better, I wish I could believe it.

THURSDAY, JAN. 21ST.  Lieut. Turner died last Saturday, just a week from the last time I saw him.

Document 5--A Virginia Girl Writes of Yankees Searching a Safe House

. . . Much to our surprise, mortification and sorrow the slumbers of the household were aroused by the rattling of swords and the clatter of horses, which fortunately made known to our dear soldiers that something was wrong.  Bud [her brother, a Mosby Ranger] jumped from his bed and there to his utter surprise were Yankees dashing up.   Bud with Mr. Alexander and George dashed down the stairs where Ma and I met them nearly frightened to death.  They dashed to their secret hiding place followed by overcoats, pistol and everything I could grab up—for time was short.  The Yankees were all around the house, and every moment we expected them to bolt into the house . . .

The next move Ma and I made was for our room.  We had just entered, still in night robes, when six of the horrid wretches entered with a “good morning”.  I guess they received no response from us more than a rebellious stare.   They opened the other door and there met Clem.  They clamped him and Ches, as though at the beginning they had had a prize in Rebel soldiers.  Clem, the Devil Captain ordered under arrest and left one of his imps to guard him.  [Clem and Ches were older boys.] 


I hurriedly dressed and followed the rest upstairs.  I joined the wretches as they were searching the boys’ room; where they had gathered an armful of clothes together with some of Mr. Alexander’s and George’s, which unfortunately they left in hurried retreat.  


I thought Ma would go frantic, all of us thinking Misters Triplett and Hunt and Jack [all Mosby Rangers staying at this safe house] were in their hands, and certain Syd was taken for he had no more than a minute left the house.  Rumor from our servants quieted our fears for awhile, telling us they were all safe.  Syd was tending his horse and mounted the loft above him, just as a Yank opened the door.  Still we were completely surrounded and could not but tremble for their safety . . .


There in our presence the rogues search[ed] the jacket pockets they brought down with them.  Oh!  How I longed to snatch them from their hands for I felt as though they were contaminated, even after their eyes rested on them, much less their hands.


I then gratified them with a search of the cellar, appearing indifferent as possible, and pretended I was anxious they should gratify themselves.  For my life, had a pistol been held to my head, I could not have kept my tongue . . .  I knew that I was doing wrong to sauce and give vent to my indignant feelings, but I could not help it . . .  The wretches certainly were lenient for Yankees.


I stood in the kitchen porch nearly frantic with joy to see them mount and ride off, having satisfied themselves searching the premises, when I saw a stir among them and they rode around the house and into the yard again.  I imagined they were going to search again, when lo, I heard one of them yell, “Bring him out, bring him out!”   Great heaven, who had they found . . .?    A moment more, and I heard one of Mr. Hunt’s familiar laughs.  I still was confident Mr. Triplett was safe until a moment later both the dear Rebels stepped from their retreat.   [Both were Mosby Rangers lodging at Belle Grove who had hidden.]

. . . I went down to them.  Mr. Hunt bid me goodbye remarking, “turn about is fair play”, taking it all in his usual good nature.  . . . I  felt as though my heart were turned to stone when he bid me “goodbye” so kindly but without a smile.   I watched them as long as I could discern two gray coats from the mass of blue . . .



         --Amanda Virginia Edmonds of Belle Grove, Fauquier County, February 18, 1864
Document 6:  A Quaker Girl Writes of the Great Union Burning Raid

[Carrie Taylor was a Quaker girl who lived near Lincoln (then called Goose Creek).  She and her sister Alice were able to save their barn, one of the few not burned by General Wesley Merritt’s Union troops in the burning raid of November 28-December 2, 1864..  It is ironic that people such as the abolitionist Yardley Taylor (“Uncle Yardley” in the letter) who had been a stationmaster on the Underground Railroad and even voted for Lincoln, should have his barn burned, but Quakers consistently had their corn and other forage impressed by Mosby’s men on their frequent “corn raids”.  It took a great deal of forage to keep the many horses of Mosby’s men in tip top shape.]  









Our Distressed Home










12th Mo. 3d

My Dear Sister Hannah,


We are beginning to realize more than ever before that we are in the land of rebeldom.  We have passed through three of the most intensely exciting days and are now waiting to see what is yet to come.  We still have a roof over our heads but we have been fearing everyday that we would not have much longer.


Word came last third day evening that the Yankees were coming and were burning everything before them.  We felt quite uneasy though could not believe the full extent of what they were doing, but the next evening we heard it again and directly saw the smoke rising all around us from our neighbors’ barns, stockyards, and cornfields.  It was too true.  They had come to burn up everything . . .

We had boys out watching all the time for their first appearance and Alice and I went to work packing up; we felt sure the house would go if they burned the barn . . .  The next day, fifth day, about one o’clock they came riding up to the house by the dozens.  Our feelings cannot be described.   We went out to talk to them; they first wanted our horses.  We begged them out of taking one we had here beside our blind horse, and they rode away.  Others kept coming . . .  A few minutes more and the smoke was rising from every shock of corn in the field.  We soon spied a soldier riding around the barn taking a survey of it.  We all went out to him and began to beg him not to burn it.  He said, “I am an officer and I have orders to burn.”  Alice and I got around him and began begging as though we were begging for our lives . . .


Oh what destruction there is in the neighborhood!  Everything was burned up in Uncle B C’s barn; wagons, all kinds of farming implements . . . They took all his cows and cattle and sheep, a colt, his watch, and they are just stripped.  Uncle Yardley’s barn is burned also.  Richard Henry’s barn, H. Smith’s, William Smith’s, Thomas Smith’s Bernard Brown’s . . . Asa Moore Janney’s mill, all burned .   [NOTE:  this last name is pronounced AY-SAH Moore JANN-KNEE, not JAY-KNEE]


This letter is badly written, I am ashamed of it, but time is too scarce to write it over and I might not do it any better for the subject makes me so nervous . . . Alice says she has much to tell thee and would write but is too near crazy.  Do write me.  Love to all.









Lovingly, thy sister,









Carrie Taylor
Document 7:  A Wounded Union Officer Writes of a Mosby Ambush 
[Lt. John H. Black was wounded during a Mosby ambush between Lincoln and Hamilton in Loudoun County, March 21, 1865.  Quaker assistance saved his life.  He went home to become a teacher.]








Loudoun County, Virginia

My Dear Wife,


Undoubtedly you have hard through my friends in camp of the misfortune that befell me on Tuesday the 21st of March.  [I was so badly] wounded that I had to be left behind when the Regiment returned to Charlestown.


It is now my good fortune to report to you that I am recovering rapidly and in a few days expect to leave here on a trip to [Harpers] Ferry.   As soon as I reach the Ferry I will again write to you.  I would have written to you before but had no opportunity of sending it.  A friend of mine will see that this crosses the river . . .  Do not get uneasy about me.  My wound is not dangerous, anymore.  It was rather so at first.  Jennie, do not trouble yourself about me not having good care taken of me.  Although I was left here entirely among strangers, they proved to be good Union friends.  I received every care and attention that could be bestowed.


I have been at two different houses.  The first place I was at was an old lady and her three daughters.  They treated me as a mother and sisters would treat a person.  I remained there two weeks getting better but not well enough to stand a trip over the river.    For fear some rebels might chance along and move me south, I was one night moved to where I now am.  Here I am receiving every care and attention that can be given anyone.  So do not on that score trouble yourself at all.  Just be thankful as I am that my life was spared at all.  When I fell from horse, wounded, I thought my day was sealed, but good care and attention saved me.  I never shall forget those who took such great interest in my behalf.


My wound gives me no pain at all, I rest quite easy.  The wound was made by a pistol ball above the right hip in the small of the back.  When the ball struck me, both my legs and in fact all of the parts of my body below the wound was paralyzed.   That has what has disabled me so.  I am speedily recovering from that and hope soon to be able to walk again.


[In a later letter] . . . True enough [the rebels] did rob me to perfection.  I had but $20 in money with me.  They got that.  Took my hat, boots, jacket, vest, shirt collar, letters, knife, comb, gold pen, and in fact everything but pantaloons, shirt and drawers.  While they were at that I made out to look on and say what I thought but there I was helpless.  Since I have arrived here I have noticed an account of my death in one of the papers of the western part of Pennsylvania, but when I heard of it I did not believe it.


. . . Remember me to Mother and Aunt and any others that may inquire about me.  My ever true devoted and undivided love to you . . .








Lieutenant John H. Black








Co. G.  12th Pa. Cavalry

