
9th May, 1862
Near Williamsburg
 
Dear Father.
     We did indeed pull out. On the fourth we received orders to make 
ready for decampment. We packed up our possessions and ef fects and 
in the darkness of the 5th we sneaked out of our muddy, wet and 
dreary home on the Yorktown Peninsula, not however before we left 
some presents for our Yankee guests.
     By the light of our campfires we marched through the camp and 
observed small groups of men, digging small ditches and running wires 
around the tents. I and Billy fell out and asked a corporal what 
was what, they were planting mines and booby traps, by way of trip 
wires, small caches of gunpowder and percussion caps. There was 
allot of bustling and jostling and some columns of troops were 
intertwined in the dark, but the Yankee's didn't even notice, we had 
spent the few day's previously knocking up Quaker guns and dummies 
out of spare clothes or those who had no more need of them, the 
skirmishing had been very spirited those past day's.  The Yankee's 
were after all preparing to assault the next day as the 2nd trudged 
out a welcome smile was gifted to our lips as we observed a writing 
upon a tent, boldly reading THE ARMY THAT FIGHTS AND RUNS AWAY 
LIVES TO FIGHT ANOTHER DAY.
     I must apologize for the state of this paper, you see, on the 
5th of May we were engaged in a most desperate and singular action 
and I find myself still reeling from it, a shell splinter whipped past 
me, severing the strap of my knapsack, it fell to the wet ground 
soaking much of its contents. In that spirit of apology I also beg 
forgiveness for my poor handwriting as I have had about only five 
hours sleep the whole time since.
We had pulled back swiftly but the Yankee's came up hot on our 
heels with the rabid breath of wolves on the fold breathing hard on 
our backs, the day before their cavalry had scrapped with ours a 
couple of miles before Williamsburg which General Magruder had 
ordered entrenched.
     On the 5th we marched into position past the thick woods just 
a little North of Williamsburg, there was no fear of rumours we 
all new a general action was in the of fing, we heard the action 
start rather than see it for we were in the rear, The Yankee's 
advanced via two roads and converged to assault our main redoubt 
named for our General Magruder, the sounds of thunderous gunfire 
raged all along our front for a time that I cannot fathom, we were 
pressed hard in the canter and one of the Virginia cavalry tells me 
General Anderson launched a furious attack on their left, our time 
had yet to come we all thought it was a strange way to fight a 
battle, therefore imagine our rage and consternation as General 
Early's Division marches of f towards the North. Any of these 



feelings however were stymied as suddenly roundshot buzzed by our 
heads like hornets, all was confusion, we could not fight, for we 
could not see, we could only die, for a horrible amount of time, we 
heard the rattle of musketry all around us, smoke seethed from 
the woods in the distance and the inhuman shriek of shells sent 
shivers down our backs. Col T Ward was killed by a shell splinter 
and thudded to the ground from his terrified horse, our adjutant 
Lieutenant Fleming was badly wounded and a man behind me toppled 
with a shard of shrapnel in his heart which cut his musket in two 
before ending him, this piece of metal was the missile that cut my 
knapsack strap, how eerie to think how close I came to oblivion, 
and I cannot help but wonder what made me more special than that 
other poor man?
     At about 5.pm General Hill came up and assessing the dire 
situation ordered General Early's Division out. As darkness fell our 
battalion had suf fered about four killed and thirty wounded, mostly 
by artillery. For the life of me I can not fathom why we were not 
destroyed at Williamsburg, since our left had been completely 
turned, but the Yankee's must have dithered and thus the army again 
escaped. Now we continue to retreat, moral I can tell you is not 
high as many have commented that we should turn and defend 
Richmond instead of running to hide behind it, it is as ever raining, 
and we try ever desperately to keep our powder dry, the future 
seems so uncertain, and things are growing dim, the rumours are 
back and they are full of funk, one thing is certain if General 
Johnson does not stop them, our whole cause might collapse, 
though as one of the immigrants in our company say's " Losing a 
capitol really makes no matter to you Americans" and thinking back 
to my old history lessons I think he's telling the truth.
     In any event a blow is still a blow and a retreating army 
may live to fight another day but retreats don't win wars and 
which day will we fight, no one knows and now here alone with only 
the sounds of a marching army consuming me in the night with the 
rain spitting down through the pines I cannot help but think, could 
this be our darkest hour?
     I remain well and so does Billy.
 
Your Af fectionate son
J D Provan
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