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Lieutenant Colonel Walton Dwight inherited
the arduous task of whipping the green 149th
Pennsylvania Volunteer Infantry into battle
shape before the summer campaign of 1863.
Through brutal drilling, he instilled in his raw
Bucktails the discipline to withstand the
horrors of the first day’s action at bloody
Gettysburg. Among the ranks of Dwight’s
regiment were Henry and Willie Cole, farm
boys who had as much to learn about being
men as they did about being soldiers. Henry
was too cocky while his younger brother
lacked assertiveness. Two dogged charges to
the railroad cut near McPherson’s farm
changed all that as their comrades fell dead
and wounded around them. Gettysburg was
not only the crowning achievement for the
Fighting 149th. It also brought to age a
contingent of brave lads who endured the
lethal rain of bullets and canister to write a
new chapter in the glorious history of the
Pennsylvania Bucktails.

Henry and Willie Cole were lucky to have
survived the Battle of Gettysburg that reduced
the Fighting 149th from 590 strong to just over a
company of able-bodied men. Little did the
brothers know that the worst was yet to come!
Sent to defend the Orange and Alexandria
Railroad, the regiment’s ranks were filled with
draftees of questionable bravery and then
further weakened when its stalwart colonel,
Walton Dwight, resigned for medical reasons.
This left a small core of battle-tested veterans
to lead the Bucktails in the gruesome
Wilderness and Spotsylvania Court House
Campaigns that put them in harm’s way for
two grueling weeks of combat. Equally brutal
were the Battle of Cold Harbor and the Siege of
Petersburg. With death just a bullet away,
Henry and Willie each find god, but in
completely unexpected ways. Add a tour of
duty guarding the infamous Elmira Prison
Camp, and the Bucktails visit every circle of
Civil War hell.
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