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The day dawned clear and cold and we had two hours to drive to get to the 
battlefield.  It was an interesting drive through the Maryland and Virginia country side.  
The Balls Bluff Battlefield is just outside of Leesburg, Virginia.  For those who don't 
know about Balls Bluff, it's the location where the 71st PVI first saw action in a battle 
that should not have happened.  This fight was a small, really insignificant fight in the 
grand scheme of things that had national consequences that would rumble through the 
Army for the rest of the war.  It was the second straight defeat handed to the Union, Bull 
Run being the first.  A senator was killed there (Col.(Senator) Edward Baker and 
someone was going to pay.  It was made all the more horrendous as some of the soldiers 
who drowned trying to get back to the Maryland side of the river floated past Washington 
DC before they could be recovered. And it's where the 71st lost its National and 
Regimental Colors to the river.  The Color Sgts were not going to let them betaken. 

 
Entrance to the Balls Bluff Battlefield 

 
It's not a National site it's maintained by the Virginia State Park system. That 

mostly means there's no facilities - yep no potties at all (lot of trees for the guys though).  
The site isn't terribly hard to find, it's off Battlefield Parkway just outside Leesburg, VA, 
through a housing development and then down a dirt road.  It really is a nice place once 
you get there. The battlefield area isn't very big and you can't drive it.  There are a series 
of trails that takes you to the different sites around the field. There are signs at the 
important spots on the field. I guess it's about a mile and half all total and it does go up 
and down hills.  For the place to make sense you have to know what took place before the 
fight and what led u p to the fight.  If you're familiar with that then the site really falls 
into place. One thing I discovered real fast is that the written descriptions really don't 
give you a sense of what the lads went through. First getting to the fight, then when they 
were trying to get back across the river. The outer area in the heavy woods is the reb 
positions. 



 
Even from this picture it’s hard tell how steep the bluff is 

 
I started down by the river and looked back towards the bluff.  Can't imagine what 

the lads thought when they finally got across the river which looked to be about200yards 
plus or minus and even today the current is pretty swift.  We watched and listened as the 
ice patches moved down the river and ground together. When you look towards the bluff 
you kinda go that's a hill but may not be so bad. Then of course you get to the bluff, 
which is about 50 yards from the river, and look up and go holy sh--. 



 
I’m standing at the center of the picture – it’s a pretty good climb 

 
In October it would have been a bit greener, although there would have been 

some leaf falling and of course there was no snow or ice.  But the leaves and debris 
would have made it just as deceptive to look at as what I found.  I found a rock that has 



the date1846 scratched into it.  I decided to climb the bluff.  It wasn't overly difficult but 
then I didn't have a rifle and accouterments. Plus I wasn't in brogans which would have 
made it interesting.  I had to climb it, couldn't get the guy with me to climb it though.  
When I got to the top and looked down it I could see why there was so much confusion 
and panic getting off the bluff.  There was absolutely no easy way to do it from the 
battlefield.  We took a 360 series (to big to send) starting from the small monument to a 
confederate soldier. The actual area where the fight took place is still fairly open, not real 
big and the rebs had them completely encircled except for their back being to the bluff.  It 
is real easy now for me to understand what took place there and why they got their butts 
handed to them even though the Union had a few more soldiers on the field.  The Rebs 
had advantage of terrain, better rifles, and better leadership.   

I took a shot across the river from the top of the bluff that shows a house in the 
distance is the house where Col Baker made his plans to cross the river.   

 

 
Hello?  Anyone home, just cuz it’s early in the morning is no excuse! 

 
The shot of me on top of the bluff talking on the cell phone is where I'm talking to 

Faye about the site. Couldn't get a hold of a couple folks I tried to call - be's that way 
some times. 



 
 

The cemetery has a little over fifty soldiers buried in it, all but one are unknown. 
With your back to the river, the cemetery is where the left wing of the71stprobably was, 
and just to the right is where Col Baker was killed.   

 
A marker has been placed on the spot where he was supposed to have been killed, 

probably 50 yards from the edge of the bluff. 



It was a good trip and we took more pictures. Trying to send them with this just 
wouldn’t work, so you’ll have to wait till I get back.  Still have some battlefields to visit. 

Y’all take care and see you in April. 
 
 
I remain your obedient servant, 1st Sgt C 


