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A Tale of Two Statues: 
The William Wells Statues at 
Gettysburg and Burlington, Vermont

 

This statue and bas-relief may remind 
future generations that Vermont raised 
men who dared to do even more 
desperate deeds than that famous charge 
of the Light Brigade at Balaclava.
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By

 

 David F. Cross

 

attery Park in Burlington, Vermont, overlooks Lake Cham-
plain. During the War of 1812, an artillery emplacement con-
sisting of embrasures for thirteen cannon was constructed to

repel British warships coming up the lake from Canada, and these earth-
works did withstand a harmless twenty-minute bombardment in 1813.
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The only Civil War connection here is the arrival the same year of Gen-
eral Wade Hampton to command the force being assembled for an ill-
fated invasion of Canada.
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 This Major General Hampton (1752–1835)
was the grandfather of Confederate Major General Wade Hampton III
(1818–1902), who organized the Hampton Legion and commanded the
cavalry of the Army of Northern Virginia following J.E.B. Stuart’s
death at Yellow Tavern, Virginia.

It is, therefore, somewhat of a surprise and an anachronism to en-
counter in the center of Battery Park a large statue of a Federal Civil
War cavalry officer. He stands eight feet five inches tall and is portrayed
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afoot, striding forward, sword in hand, wearing a double-breasted gen-
eral’s uniform, a wide-brimmed hat, sidearm, knee-high boots, and spurs.
This bronze sculpture stands atop a seven-foot-square multitiered gran-
ite base. The figure is Brevet Major General William Wells of the First
Regiment of Vermont Cavalry (FVC).

Four hundred miles to the south, visitors to the battlefield at Gettys-
burg can view this same statue because an identical sculpture occupies
a conspicuous site on South Confederate Avenue where it crosses Plum
Run. Actually, the Gettysburg statue is the original (by 11 months)
while the Burlington version is the replica.
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 The prominent location at
the base of Big Round Top of this statue of a lesser-known Civil War
hero attracts the attention of many visitors to the park. One battlefield
guide quips, “As we tell of Hood’s hot, thirsty, tired men making their
advance on Day 2, and are just beginning to cross Plum Rum, someone
in the car, van, or bus invariably blurts out, ‘Who’s that guy?’” To
which she replies, just ‘Some Cavalry guy.’”
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Eight equestrian statues of specific individuals stand on the battle-
field (Hancock, Howard, Lee, Longstreet, Meade, Reynolds, Sedgwick,
and Slocum). The Gettysburg Battlefield Memorial Association (GBMA),
perhaps John Bachelder
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 himself, is thought to have insisted that no
one ranking below general at the time of the battle could have his own
monument and only corps and army commanders could be portrayed
mounted.
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 Hence, although cavalry commanders, both John Buford
and George Custer are horseless while the Gregg Cavalry Shaft on East
Cavalry Field bears no statue. Alfred Pleasonton
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 and David Gregg have
individual nonequestrian statues as part of the Pennsylvania State Me-
morial group. An unidentified trooper on horseback surmounts the 8th
Pennsylvania Cavalry Memorial. Sometimes the veterans circumvented
the GBMA rules. Colonel A. Van Horne Ellis, with folded arms, stands
atop the 124th New York Infantry monument at Devil’s Den. His is the
only full length statue of a regimental commander on the battlefield.
Lt. Stephen Brown, without his hatchet,
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 surmounts the 13th Vermont
Infantry Monument. He is the lowest-ranking officer depicted in bronze.
The trooper portrayed on the 17th Pennsylvania Cavalry monument is
George Ferree of Company L, and there are several other surreptitious
depictions.
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 There are many images of generic enlisted men on regi-
mental memorials. One woman, a pregnant Elizabeth Thorn, in the
Gettysburg Civil War Women’s Memorial dedicated in 2002, one chap-
lain, Father William Corby, one civilian, John Burns, one enlisted man,
Albert Woolson, who was not at the battle but outlived all his Grand
Army of the Republic (GAR) comrades, and one Delaware Indian
warrior, Chief Tamenend, are depicted in bronze. But, excluding
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Statue of Brevet Major General William Wells in Battery Park at Bur-
lington, Vermont. Photograph by the author.
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Statue of Brevet Major General William Wells in the Gettysburg Military
Park at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. Photograph courtesy of Jack Anderson.
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Lt. Brown, who was not a commander, Major William Wells is the
lowest-ranking federal officer with a statue specifically to honor him.
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Who was this “Cavalry guy?” How does one explain the statue of a
lowly major located on the Gettysburg battlefield and why a replica on
a site in Vermont commemorating the War of 1812 ?

William Wells was arguably the most extraordinary Vermont soldier
of the Civil War.
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 Few, if any, men endured more arduous service or
took part in more engagements. Enlisting as a private in 1861, he was
almost continuously in the field until the end of the war. After being
elected the second lieutenant of Company C, he rose to brevet major
general
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 and was the last commander of the Army of the Potomac’s
Cavalry Corps. Wells was captured by John Singleton Mosby and was
wounded twice. He was in the engagements at Culpeper Court House,
Brandy Station, and Ashland, and he commanded a battalion at Yellow
Tavern. He took part in the Kilpatrick-Dahlgren Richmond Raid, Wil-
son’s Raid, Third Winchester, and Cedar Creek. Of the seventy-six en-
gagements credited to the FVC, Wells was involved in seventy. He com-
manded a brigade or division in eighteen battles. Following the death
of General Elon Farnsworth during the ill-fated charge on the third day
at Gettysburg, Wells led his battalion to safety. Licensed battlefield
guide Andie Custer observes, “Most people think he [Wells] simply
rode with Farnsworth, however, primary evidence (and Wells’s own let-
ters) reveal that Farnsworth was NOT with him when he broke into the
meadow.”
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 He was awarded the Medal of Honor in 1891 for leading his
battalion in Farnsworth’s Charge.
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 At the Grand Review in Washing-
ton on May 22, 1865, he commanded the 2nd Brigade, 3rd (Custer’s)
Division, Cavalry Corps, which led the advance of the Army of the Po-
tomac.
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 Philip H. Sheridan is reputed to have said of Wells, “He was
my ideal of a cavalryman.”
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Wells was born in 1837 in Waterbury, Vermont, into an influential
Vermont family. His father, William W. Wells, had graduated from the
University of Vermont in 1827, was prominent in the pharmaceutical
and other businesses, served in the state legislature and sent four (of
six) sons to the Union armies.
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 An uncle, Paul Dillingham, Jr., was the
lieutenant governor of Vermont from 1861–65. Young William was edu-
cated at the Vermont Academy in Saxtons River and Kimball Union
Academy in Meriden, New Hampshire. From age nineteen until the
outbreak of the Civil War, Wells worked for his father in his extensive
business interests. In 1861 he assisted in raising Company C, FVC, and
his company elected him its second lieutenant. Wells was commissioned
a first lieutenant in October 1861 and captain a month later. In Septem-
ber 1862, he returned to Vermont to assist in regimental recruiting. In
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January 1863, having been promoted to major while away, he returned
to Virginia. All the officers of the regiment concurred in recommending
his promotion to colonel of the regiment in June 1864. He was awarded
the brevet rank of brigadier general of volunteers in February 1865 and
brevet major general “for gallant and meritorious service” in March
1865. Upon the recommendation of Generals Sheridan and George A.
Custer for his brilliant service, he was commissioned brigadier general
in May 1865. Students of Vermont in the Civil War believe he received
more promotions than any other Vermont officer during the war.
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The military career of Major Wells came close to being terminated by
John Mosby in March 1863 at Herndon Station, Virginia. A month ear-
lier, Mosby had embarrassed and ended the career of Brigadier Gen-
eral Edwin H. Stoughton when he rode into Fairfax Court House with
twenty-nine of his partisan rangers and captured the commander of the
Second Vermont Brigade arousing him from bed with a famous slap on
the backside.
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 On March 17, 1863, Mosby raided the federal outpost at
Herndon Station, Virginia. His Rangers surprised troopers of the FVC
and captured two dozen Vermonters. It so happened that Wells was vis-
iting the post to investigate complaints that federal troopers were steal-
ing from the local citizenry. Major Wells, accompanied by Captain Rob-
ert Scofield, Jr. and Lt. Perley C. J. Cheney, was enjoying lunch across
the road from the station at the home of Nat Hanna with the com-
mander of the post, Lt. Alexander G. Watson. Mosby recalled,

 

We saw four finely-equipped horses tied in front of a near-by house.
My men at once rushed to find the riders. They found a table spread
with lunch. One of the men ran up-stairs where it was pitch dark; he
called but got no answer. As a pistol shot could do no harm, he fired
into the darkness. The flash of the pistol in his face caused one of the
Yankees to move, and he descended through the ceiling. He had
stepped on the lathing and caved it in. After he was brushed off, we
saw that he was a major. The three other officers who were with him
came out of their holes and surrendered. My men appropriated the
lunch by right of war.
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Wells’s spectacular arrival from above into the midst of Mosby and his
Rangers seems the stuff of Hollywood fiction, and in a lesser man
might have been the end of his military career. The episode, however,
did his reputation no harm. He spent seven weeks in Libby Prison until
being paroled on May 5, 1863, and then returned to his regiment, where
he distinguished himself in numerous engagements.

At Gettysburg, General Farnsworth led Wells’s battalion on the
charge associated with his name. Farnsworth was mortally wounded
early, and when the Vermonters debouched into the meadow, he was
probably already dead. It was Wells who broke through the line of
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Confederate infantry, got cut off from the Union lines, reorganized and
held his command together, and escaped with few casualties.
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 Wells
wrote home describing the charge:

 

Dear Parents
In the afternoon My Battalion B. H. A & G made a charge. Also the
1st [West] Va made one on our left. Genl Farnsworth led my Battal-
ion in the Charge. We charged over rocks over stone walls & fences.
Drove in 200 Infantry. Captured 30 or 40 Prisoners. Genl F was dis-
mounted. One of Co C Men gave up his horse to him. The Genl was
wounded. I have not seen him since. It was reported that he was
wounded but in our Lines. [It was not until July 5 that Farnsworth’s
body was discovered on the battlefield, pierced by five bullets.] He is
a fine officer. We charged about 1 [written over with a “2”] miles
until we ran onto a Brigade of Infantry stationed behind a Stone wall
in the woods. They opened on us, killed some horses & Captured
some men. When we fell back we met Cos L & E & F who were sent
to support us. . . . Officers & men behaved themselves gallantly.
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Wells was wounded by saber cuts in a savage cavalry melee at Boon-
boro, Maryland, in July 1863 and wounded again in September by a shell
fragment at Culpeper Court House, Virginia.
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 He commanded the 7th
Michigan Cavalry during Kilpatrick’s raid. Following the death of
Colonel Addison W. Preston in June 1864, Wells succeeded to the com-
mand of the FVC. In August he led it into the Shenandoah Valley under
General Sheridan. In September Wells assumed command of the
brigade
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 and sometimes the entire Third Division. The Vermonters and
the brigade performed creditably at Third Winchester and spectacularly
at Cedar Creek, helping to reverse the rout of the morning and achiev-
ing a major victory at nightfall. Wells was the last commander of Gen-
eral Sheridan’s Corps. He remained in the army until January 1866.
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Wells returned to Waterbury and to the family wholesale drug busi-
ness of Henry & Company. The company moved to Burlington in 1868
and became Wells, Richardson & Co. pharmaceutical company in 1872.
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He left the management of the company in that year to accept the of-
fice of collector of customs for the district of Vermont proffered to him
by President Grant to replace the disgraced George Stannard. The 

 

Bur-
lington Free Press 

 

commented, “But while we sorrow over Stannard’s
fall, we are pleased that the office is given to another soldier, Gen. Wm.
Wells of Burlington.”
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 After thirteen years as customs collector in Bur-
lington, Wells resumed active management of Wells, Richardson & Co.
By this time he had become one of the wealthiest men in Vermont.
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His business interests were numerous. He was president of the Burling-
ton Trust Company, the Burlington Gas Light Company, and the Bur-
lington Board of Trade. He was a director in the Rutland Railroad and
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the Champlain Transportation Company, which operated steamboats
on Lake Champlain. He served his community in numerous civic ca-
pacities, including being a major benefactor and trustee of the Burling-
ton YMCA and a vestryman of St. Paul’s Episcopal cathedral. Always
an active veteran, he was a president of the Reunion Society of Vermont
Officers, a president of the First Vermont Cavalry Society (FVCS), a
member of the Gettysburg Monument Commission (1889–90), the first
commander of the Vermont Commandery of the Loyal Legion, a mem-
ber of GAR Stannard Post #2, and a founder and first president of the
Vermont Veterans Home.

Wells represented Waterbury in the state legislature in 1865–66. In
that year he was elected by the legislature to serve as Vermont’s adju-
tant and inspector general and was reelected to this post consecutively
for thirteen years. In 1886–88 he served as a State Senator from Chit-
tenden County.

In 1891 the adjutant and inspector general of Vermont was Theodore S.
Peck, once a trooper in the FVC and Wells’s successor in the job. Peck
wrote the secretary of war “respectfully call[ing] your attention to the
record of the following named Vermont soldiers, and sincerely trust it
may be your pleasure . . . to issue them medals of honor for distin-
guished services rendered during the war of the rebellion.”
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 The secre-
tary of war just happened to be a Vermonter, Redfield Proctor, pre-
viously colonel of the 15th Vermont Infantry. Peck listed several

Carte de visite of Major 
William Wells of the First 
Regiment Vermont Volunteer 
Cavalry in 1863. Courtesy of 
Special Collections, Bailey/
Howe Library, University of 
Vermont.
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Vermonters, including Wells, and cited his gallantry at Funkstown,
Cedar Creek, Five Forks, and especially Gettysburg, where:

 

Major Wm. Wells led the charge of the second battalion, First Ver-
mont cavalry upon Round Top, Gettysburg, Pa. at the time Gen.
Farnsworth was killed. This charge . . . was considered one of the
most daring charges of the war of the rebellion, or any other war.
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The record does not reveal any investigation by a staff officer. Instead,
there is an endorsement dated August 29, 1891, by the acting secretary
of war, Lewis A. Grant (formally commander of the First Vermont Bri-
gade), directing:

 

Issue medal of honor to Brevet Major-General William Wells for dis-
tinguished gallantry at the battle of Gettysburg.
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Seven months before his death, an ill Wells received his Medal of
Honor along with fellow Vermonters Col. Wheelock G. Veasey, Lt.
Erastus W. Jewett, Adjutant Josiah G. Livingstone, and, not surpris-
ingly, Lt. Theodore S. Peck.

Immediately upon his return from the army in 1865, Wells married
Arahanna Richardson (1845–1905). They had two children, Franklin
Richardson Wells (1871–1956) and Bertha Richardson Wells (1873–
1954).
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 Because of his wife’s health problems, Wells began spending
winters in New York City, where he became ill with coronary disease
in 1890. He died suddenly of “angina pectoris” in New York in 1892
at the age of 54. The

 

 Burlington Free Press 

 

in a lengthy editorial
commented:

 

In the death of Gen. Wells which . . . bought sorrow to so many
hearts, the city of Burlington lost one of it foremost citizens and the
State of Vermont one of its worthiest, best known and universally
respected citizens.
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The funeral was directed by the Vermont Commandery of the Military
Order of the Loyal Legion. Business activity was suspended through-
out Burlington, with flags flown at half-mast. The Cathedral of St. Paul
was inadequate to accommodate the crowd wishing to attend the service.
Dignitaries ranging from the governor to leaders of Vermont’s busi-
ness, social, fraternal, and veterans groups were present. The huge pro-
cession that accompanied the body on the 1

 

½

 

-mile route from the ca-
thedral to Lake View Cemetery included a hundred employees from
Wells, Richardson & Co., seventy-five veterans from Burlington’s Stan-
nard Post #2 GAR, seventy-five men from the Camp William Wells Post
of the Sons of Union Veterans, and the thirty-man Burlington cadet
corps. Twenty-five members of the FVCS walked with the hearse. At
the cemetery the column formed a hollow square for an impressive
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burial service.
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 A large granite boulder bearing a medal plaque that
chronicles Wells’s accomplishments marks the grave.

In 1908, by joint resolution of the senate and house, the Vermont leg-
islature authorized the placement of a medallion portrait of General
Williams Wells in the State House in Montpelier. On October 5, 1910,
the plaque was dedicated “before a large group of dignitaries and a
dwindling number of veterans.”
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A delegation from the FVCS journeyed to Gettysburg in the autumn
of 1910 to confer with the Gettysburg National Military Park Commis-
sion, and the War Department promptly granted a site for a monument
to Wells on October 30, 1910.
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 The location was chosen by the veterans
because it was “near the spot where the second battalion crossed Plum
Run on the charge of July 3, 1864.” The Commission “assured the Ver-
monters that when the monument was in position a vista would be
opened from that point to the granite monument of the First Vermont
Cavalry, . . . a distance of one thousand yards.”
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 Actually, it seems this
spot was originally intended as the site for a Farnsworth/First Cavalry
Brigade Monument. The

 

 National Tribune 

 

of October 4, 1888, reported:

 

A monument to Gen. Elon J. Farnsworth, who commanded the bri-
gade and fell leading what at the time was considered a desperate
and hopeless charge, is proposed to be erected. It is to be placed on
the spur of Round Top, southeast of Slyder’s house where he fell. It
is to be composed of a mound of boulders gathered in the neighbor-
hood, upon which is to be placed a pentagonal granite shaft, on each
of the faces of which is to be inscribed historical data relating to the
regiments of the brigade and battery engaged. The mound and shaft
are to be surmounted by a statue of Farnsworth. It is desired that all
surviving members of this brigade actively interest themselves in this
project, in order that it may be made one of the most striking fea-
tures of the field, as his (Farnsworth’s) fall is one of the most romantic
incidents of the battle of Gettysburg. Having won in the 8th Ill. Cav.
his promotion, which occurred four days before he was killed, mem-
bers of that regiment are deeply interested in these proceedings.
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This proposal for a First Brigade Monument honoring Farnsworth
came to nothing.
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 Farnsworth, after all, was in command of the brigade
for only a few days.
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In December 1912, Governor Allen M. Fletcher approved an act of
the Vermont legislature that appropriated the sum of $6,000 “for the
purpose of erecting a monument on the battlefield of Gettysburg . . .
commemorating the services and perpetuating the memory of General
William Wells and the officers and enlisted men of the First Regiment,
Vermont Cavalry.”
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 The bill authorized the governor to appoint five
commissioners to carry out the provisions of this act. Governor Fletcher
appointed Myron M. Parker, former colonel of the FVC and president
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of the FVCS, as chairman. Committee members were Seymour H.
Wood (former sgt., Co. L, FVC and secretary of the FVCS); George L.
McBride (former sgt., Co. L, FVC); Henry O. Wheeler (former bvt.
capt., Co. A, FVC and treasurer of the FVCS); and John E. McClellan
(member of the Vermont legislature and former pvt., 1st Massachusetts
Heavy Artillery). The ever-present Theodore Peck was secretary and
General Lee S. Tillotson (Vermont’s adjutant general) served as its
treasurer. At a meeting in Burlington in January 1913 the commission
met with Wells’s son and daughter plus other family members. Veterans
of the regiment raised an additional $2,000, earmarked for a bas-relief
plaque of a scene depicting Farnsworth’s Charge.

In June 1913 the FVCS announced that its 41st annual meeting would
be held on the battlefield at Gettysburg and specifically that “services
of unveiling and dedication of the Memorial in honor of General Wil-
liam Wells and officers and men of the first Vermont Cavalry will be
held at 3:30 o’clock, p.m., July 3, 1913, near the spot where the second
battalion crossed Plum Run on the charge of July 3, 1863. The services
will be of unusual interest.”
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With eighty-seven veterans of the FVC present, the exercises opened
with “assembly” sounded by the Fifth Infantry Bugle Corps. The Rev-
erend Albert W. Clark, formerly a sergeant in the 12th Vermont Regi-
ment, gave the opening prayer, saying, “Behold, O God, to-day our of-
fering of granite, marble and bronze. . . . We do dedicate to Thee this

Dedication of the statue of William Wells at Gettysburg, 1913. From
Horatio Nelson Jackson, Dedication of the Statue to Brevet Major-
General William Wells and the Officers and Men of the First Vermont
Cavalry on the Battlefield of Gettysburg, July 3, 1913 (1914). Courtesy
of Special Collections, Bailey/Howe Library, University of Vermont.
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monument in memory of the Green Mountain Boys and of this un-
flinching leader.” During the playing of “The Star Spangled Banner,”
the statue was unveiled by Mrs. H. Nelson Jackson (nee Bertha Wells)
and Frank Wells.
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Colonel Myron M. Parker presided and opened the proceedings, say-
ing, “To-day the survivors of the First Vermont Cavalry have assembled
here to dedicate a monument to the officers and men of that historic
regiment and to their distinguished commander, Major General Wil-
liam Wells.” Governor Fletcher then transferred ownership of the mon-
ument to the War Department. The secretary of war, Lindley M. Garri-
son, couldn’t make the ceremony and a major acted on behalf of the
War Department.

Theodore Peck then spoke on behalf of the Vermont monument
commissioners and described the features of the monument. He noted
that, borrowing from the original Farnsworth monument proposal, the
large boulder that forms the base of monument is in its original posi-
tion while the second was taken from a spot nearby. Next, Vermont
Senator William P. Dillingham

 

45

 

 rambled on for several minutes. The
Army Band played “Dixie” (reported to have been loudly applauded
by the crowd), which heralded the appearance on the podium of Con-
federate General Evander M. Law, who commanded Hood’s Division
at Gettysburg. He recounted (perhaps somewhat fancifully) from the
Confederate commander’s perspective the engagement with the Fed-
eral cavalry. The next speaker was also an ex-Confederate officer, Gen-
eral Jerome B. Robertson, who commanded a brigade in Hood’s Divi-
sion. The audience must have been astounded to hear a ringing defense
of Jefferson Davis, and that Robertson expected from the assembled
Vermonters “a generous recognition of the high qualities Jefferson
Davis manifested.” The 

 

Burlington Free Press

 

 dismissed this as “a witty
speech.” John McElroy, the editor of the 

 

National Tribune

 

 and the poet
laureate for Andersonville survivors, next gave a flowery mini-oration
about the “surpassing glory of the Army of the Potomac” (to which he
never belonged). Various other Vermont veterans and other former
Union and Confederate officers then provided brief remarks.
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 John W.
Bennett, former lieutenant colonel of the FVC, told the audience that
“General Kilpatrick ordered that reckless, ill-advised charge.” He
added that he remembered Farnsworth telling him, “Major, I do not see
the slightest chance for a successful charge.” He claimed that he heard
General Kilpatrick reply after hearing Farnsworth’s conclusions,
“General Farnsworth, well, somebody can charge.” At the implied in-
sult, Farnsworth “straightened up (in the saddle) every fiber of his body
seemed rigid” and replied, “General Kilpatrick, if anybody can charge,
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we can sir.”

 

 

 

George Hillyer, formerly a captain in the 9th Georgia
Infantry, repeated for the audience the almost certainly erroneous tale
that when ordered to surrender, the wounded Farnsworth committed
suicide.
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Mr. W. B. Van Amringe, president of the construction company that
placed the monument, spoke next. Without any explanation, the sculp-
tor, Mr. J. Otto Schwiezer, did not attend the ceremony.

At 5 

 

P

 

.

 

M

 

.

 

, near the hour when Major Wells ordered his battalion into
a gallop, the former bugler of Company L, FVC, Private Gilbert D.
Buckman, again sounded the charge. The audience stood, uncovered, and
sang “America.” The bugler played “Taps” and the exercises concluded.
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Eleven months later on Memorial Day, under a cloudless May sky,
the Burlington Wells statue was dedicated. The 

 

Burlington Free Press 

 

of
June 1, 1914
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 reported on its front page:

 

Burlington paid royal tribute to her soldier dead Saturday under the
skies of one of the grandest early summer days imaginable. The
parade of the 2nd cavalry, the university battalion, the company of
the National Guard, Sons of Veterans, Spanish War Veterans, and
Boy Scouts acting as escort for the thin ranks of the veterans of the
Civil War was unusually complete, and was viewed by hundreds of
citizens as it wound its way to Battery Park, where the exercises of the
day were held, the latter including the dedication and unveiling of
the replica of the Gettysburg statue of General William Wells.

 

The large crowd included family, friends, aging veterans of Burlington’s
GAR Stannard Post #2, prominent citizens of Burlington and Vermont,
members of patriotic organizations including the William Wells Camp
#19 Sons of Union Veterans, the U.S. Cavalry, a mounted band, a de-
tachment of the Vermont National Guard, the Students’ Battalion of
the University of Vermont, veterans in automobiles, children of the
public and parochial schools, members of the clergy, aldermen, Mayor
James E. Burke, and the Boy Scouts. The

 

 Burlington Free Press 

 

reported
that an “almost continuous applause greeted the members of the GAR
and the veterans of the First Vermont Cavalry as they marched by.” The
report continued, “Until the moment of the unveiling, the statue was
draped in the folds of two great flags.” The ceremony was initiated by
George D. Sherman, formerly of the Ninth Vermont Regiment, sound-
ing “assembly,” followed by a formal salute to the dead by the members
of the GAR, and an opening prayer by the Reverend John E. Goodrich,
former chaplain of the FVC. General Wells’s daughter, Mrs. Jackson,
and her sister, Mrs. James W. Brock, assisted by other family members,
then unveiled the statue as the band played “The Star Spangled Ban-
ner.” Wells’s son then presented to Mayor Burke the deed transferring
ownership of the monument to the city. After more music performed
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by the 2nd U.S. Cavalry Band, the Reverend Doctor Isaac C. Smart,
pastor of the College Street Church of Burlington, gave the keynote
address. He informed the audience that:

 

General Farnsworth, with Major Wells at his side, led the charge
over stone walls and through rocks and woods in an attempt to gain
the hill where were placed the enemies’ guns. They found themselves
fenced in a field exposed to the fire of masses of infantry. They
charged and wheeled, and charged and wheeled again. They failed
because the feat was impossible.

 

Once again, Theodore Peck spoke and was described as being “particu-
larly interesting with his reminiscences of the war.” The ceremony con-
cluded with the singing of “America,” a benediction by Chaplain Flem-
ing of the 2nd U. S. Cavalry, and the sounding of “Taps.” A resolution
was then passed by the survivors of the FVCS proclaiming:

 

That from “this beautiful monument . . . the youth of our city and
State will have a lasting object lesson in true patriotism, unflinching
courage, and soldierly obedience, and a memorial of the valor of
those sons of Vermont who . . . paid to their country the uttermost
tribute of devotion.

 

The

 

 Burlington Free Press 

 

explained to its readers:

Dedication of the statue of William Wells at Battery Park, Burlington,
1914. From Horatio Nelson Jackson, Dedication of the Statue to Brevet
Major-General William Wells and the Officers and Men of the First
Vermont Cavalry on the Battlefield of Gettysburg, July 3, 1913 (1914).
Courtesy of Special Collections, Bailey/Howe Library, University of
Vermont.
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The statue is an exact duplicate of the one erected upon the battle-
field of Gettysburg during the reunion there last July, and bears a
striking resemblance of General Wells in action. The aged physical
appearance of the general, who at the time was but 25 years of age, is
explained by the hard service which he has been through. The hag-
gard expression upon the face brings out the anxiety of General
Wells, who at the time as major at the head of the Second Battalion
First Vermont cavalry, knew he was leading his men, whose faith in
him was complete, to an almost hopeless charge.
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The sculptor of these statues was J. Otto Schweizer (1863–1955).
Born in Zurich, he studied sculpture in Europe before immigrating to
the United States and settling in Philadelphia in 1895. During his fifty-
year career as a competent but uncelebrated American sculptor, he was
responsible for a number of well-known statues, particularly those of
Baron von Steuben (1914) at Valley Forge, Utica, and Milwaukee, the
Molly Pitcher statue (1916) at Carlisle, Pennsylvania, and the Heinrich
Mülhlenberg Memorial (1917) at Germantown, Pennsylvania. He has
the distinction of having more bronze statues at Gettysburg than any
other sculptor—seven statues, namely: President Lincoln, Generals
David McM. Gregg, Alfred J. Pleasonton, John W. Geary, Rutherford B.
Hayes, and Andrew A. Humphrey, and Major Wells. The Pennsylvania

Photograph of sculptor 
J. Otto Schweizer, taken in 
1910. Photographer unknown. 
From Ernst Jockers, J. Otto 
Schweizer, The Man and 
His Work (1953). This 
photograph also appears in 
Horatio Nelson Jackson, 
Dedication of the Statue to 
Brevet Major-General 
William Wells and the 
Officers and Men of the 
First Vermont Cavalry on 
the Battlefield of Gettysburg, 
July 3, 1913 (1914), page 
138. Courtesy of Special 
Collections, Bailey/Howe 
Library, University 
of Vermont.
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State Memorial displays eight bronze statues. Schweizer sculpted three of
these: Lincoln, Gregg, and Pleasonton. They were installed in 1913 and
unveiled along with the Wells statue on the fiftieth anniversary of the
Battle of Gettysburg. The statues of Geary, Hayes, and Humphrey were
unveiled later on the sites where they had fought.
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 Other Civil War-
related sculptures by Schweizer include the Fort Stevens Monument in
Washington (1920), a Lincoln statue (1917) in Philadelphia, and a mon-
ument to the Confederate Mother (1913) on the lawn of the Arkansas
State House in Little Rock. Schweizer sculpted the All Wars Memorial
to Colored Soldiers and Sailors (1934) located in Fairmount Park in
Philadelphia.
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Schweizer portrays Major Wells (albeit in a general’s coat) as vigor-
ously striding forward with his left leg, his right hand holding his saber
while his left hand grasps the scabbard at his hip. He is looking upward
somewhat to his right. He has full, almost patriarchal, facial hair with a
neatly trimmed beard hiding individual characteristics.
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 Effort has
been taken to make him appear older than his twenty-five years and to
emanate an expression of “undaunted fearlessness.”54

The veterans of the FVC who raised the money for the much-praised
bas-relief had requested that Schweizer “retell” their bold charge in
bronze. According to Schweizer’s biographer:

To give a true-to-life presentation the rough battleground littered
with granite boulders was carefully measured and photographed
from all possible directions. Daguerreotypes of twenty-five men who
had taken part in the battle were secured to be portrayed in relief. A
similar number of combatants was invited to give an account of the
progress of the battle and the fatalities that occurred. Provided with
such information, Schweizer recreated the whole affair in three days
and so accurately that veterans of the battle spoke of the scene as
uncannily true to reality. With dramatic instinct the artist has chosen
the climactic moment when Wells takes over command of the bri-
gade from its falling leader, General Farnsworth. His resolute action
electrifies men and horses to such a degree that they act like a single
body magically driven to the same goal. The unity of action is
achieved by grouping all the figures in wedge line formation.55

Careful study of this bas-relief suggests that, although Schweizer may
have gone to great lengths using photographs of the actual participants
to model each face and even to make sure the horses were “Morgans,”
much of the “story” portrayed is romantic fantasy. It is not a snapshot
of history (“uncannily true to reality”) but an embellished representa-
tion of the charge. Wells is depicted as riding beside Farnsworth, and
Farnsworth’s death was, for a long time, thought to have occurred
where the Wells monument stands today. Actually, Farnsworth was
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mortally wounded earlier in the charge. In addition, it is now generally
believed that Capt. Oliver T. Cushman, wearing a white jacket with
gold braid, was next to Wells instead of further back as depicted.56 A
number of the troopers portrayed (including Lt. Col. Addison Preston)
did not even ride with Wells.57 Accurate history or not, the bas-relief is
exquisite and the aging veterans of the FVC loved it—as do latter-day
pilgrims to the battlefield.

But, after all this, why Wells? There were many majors in the Federal
army at Gettysburg. Many, without doubt, were equally courageous.
The answer to this question has principally to do with the mystique that
developed surrounding Farnsworth’s Charge. What was special about
this militarily unimportant charge that involved a small number of men
(300), accomplished little more than perhaps creating a useful diver-
sion, and produced few casualties (less than 6 percent) beyond the
death of one general?58 The veterans of the FVC didn’t remember it that
way. Theodore Peck, speaking at the dedication at Gettysburg, de-
scribed “the brave men of the First Vermont Cavalry under the noble
Preston and the gallant Wells, [who] did magnificent work . . . in charg-
ing Round Top, when they knew the impossible lay before them, yet
faltered not in soldierly duty.”59 Some of this rhetoric, of course, is
the vainglory of aging veterans, and part was the parochial belief that
the Vermonters, and particularly the Vermont troopers, were the “best
of the best.” The FVC did achieve a remarkable record. During its
three years in the field, the Vermont cavalry captured three Confeder-
ate battle flags, thirty-seven pieces of artillery, and more prisoners than
it had men—a record that Vermonters believe was not excelled by any
other regiment in the Federal armies.60 There was no dissent when the
veterans were told that “the First Vermont Cavalry is . . . well known to
us all as the bravest, most intrepid, and hardest fighting Cavalry Regi-
ment in the service.”61 How, then, could it be that the charge was a fail-
ure? The Vermonters resolved this dilemma by adopting the belief that,
although the charge may have been, in military terms, a failure, never-
theless, like the British Light Brigade at Balaclava and Pickett’s Charge
in “The Lost Cause” mythology, its heroic dimension transcended his-
torical reality. In Vermont tradition “no more gallant or more desperate
charge was made during the war, nor one more fruitless.”62 How being
“fruitless” makes something all the more gallant than if successful may
be a mystery, but in remembering history this way, the proud and un-
abashed Vermonters focused on Wells as the embodiment of the
deed. Hence, William Wells became the only Vermonter to have a per-
sonal monument.63

Why not an equestrian statue? Wells portrayed afoot hardly captures
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the scene. Disregarding the nineteenth-century bias reserving eques-
trian statues to army commanders, simple economics decided the issue.
The Vermont legislature appropriated $6,000 for the project. Eques-
trian statues cost $25–50,000, whereas a single bronze figure could be
obtained for $5–12,000.64

William Wells did possess a rare constellation of attributes. He had
great wealth, political connections, ambition, ability, handsome appear-
ance, personal charm, and remarkable luck. His father had been in the
legislature and his mother’s brother served as governor.65 He himself
had served in the legislature and as Vermont’s adjutant and inspector
general. He was a business and civic leader in Vermont’s largest city.
Although described as a quiet-spoken person, he was nevertheless a
very ambitious man.66 “Promotion is everything in this business,” he
said after the war.67 A student of his development observes that Wells
“became educated in the art of war and the art of politics while in the
Army and learned both lessons well.”68 He was acknowledged to have
been “Vermont’s most promoted and most decorated war hero.”69 Given
all this, he easily became for the aging veterans the embodiment of all
that was gallant and noble.70

Why the replica in Burlington? Wells’s only son, Franklin Wells,
when presenting the monument to Mayor Burke, told the assembled
crowd, “As Burlington was so long the home of General Wells, it is but
fitting that Battery Park, one of its most historic places, overlooking
Lake Champlain and within a short distance of the Old Fair Ground,
which was the rendezvous of the First Vermont Cavalry, . . . should be
the site of a monument.” He added, “For years it had been my mother’s
wish and mine to have a statue of my father in Burlington.”71 He pro-
posed “to erect and donate” to the City of Burlington “a bronze statue
of his late father . . . to be placed upon a suitable pedestal of Barre
granite . . . erected in Battery Park without expense to said city.” The
Burlington monument was then “an act of filial devotion on the part
of . . . the only son of General Wells, it being a gift from him to the city of
Burlington.”72 Regarding the statue’s incongruous location in Battery
Park, the Burlington Free Press explained that this was not the case at all.73

Situated upon Battery Park, rich in history, over-looking Lake
Champlain, and within a stone’s throw of the old fair grounds where
many of the men for whom it was erected were mustered into ser-
vice, its location is appropriate in every way.74

The most recent chapter in the story of the Wells statues occurred on
Veterans’ weekend 2002. Civil War re-enactors raised $4,000 to clean
and repair the Burlington monument. Channel 3 News reported:
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History Unveiled in Burlington. A crowd gathered in Battery Park in
Burlington, where 140 years ago the Vermont troops mustered to be
sent south to fight the war that would end with the Union victory
that preserved the nation. . . . Among those men, were members of
the First Vermont Volunteer Cavalry. The Vermonters fought at Get-
tysburg under the commander whose statue dominates Battery Park.
It underwent a restoration this year, and this gathering was timed for
Veterans Day weekend. The unveiling reveals the striking figure of
General William Wells, who earned the Congressional Medal of Honor
on the bloody battlefield at Gettysburg.

And, quite fittingly, the newsman noted,

A piece of history has been preserved so that the next generations
understand the meaning of that war so long ago.75
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