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Josiah’s Story

Josiah Phillips was born in Wyoming County in New York State in 1830; his exact date of birth is not known in any sources I can find.  He was the 6th of 10 children; his older brother Delos Merrill Phillips was my Great-great Grandfather.  His father Asahel Friend Phillips is the farthest Phillips ancestor that can be traced at this time.  

Josiah was by trade a dentist, and was drafted into the 148th Pennsylvania Volunteers on August 2nd 1863 in Ulysses Pennsylvania, as a private “replacement” due to the large casualties suffered by the 148th Pennsylvania.  How he immigrated to Pennsylvania is a mystery, I’m not sure if he lived there for any length of time before being drafted.

He was wounded in the Battle of Deep Bottoms Virginia on August 28 1864 by a gunshot wound to the leg.  He was awarded the Medal of Honor on May 10, 1865, for his capture of a Flag at the Battle of Sutherland Station on April 2, 1865.  He went to Wisconsin after the war, as did all his family members from New York.  The family began moving to De Pere around 1850, His brother Delos, my Great- Great Grandfather, and family is listed in the 1860 census for Brown County Wisconsin.  Josiah did collect a Civil War pension, but where his actual Medal of Honor ended up is a mystery.  Josiah died in 1894 and is buried at the South Lawrence Cemetery with a standard Union Civil war marker. The cemetery is located on the east frontage road of State Highway 41, between County Highways “S” and “U” approximately 5 miles south of DePere WI.

In Samuel Bates History of Pennsylvania Volunteers, written in 1870 the following is written of the 148th Pennsylvania at the Battle of Sutherland Station.

“On the 2nd of April it moved five miles through the enemy’s lines, and came upon the South Side Railroad at Sutherland’s Station, the First Division in advance, where the rebel forces were found well posted and determined the make a stand.  The Second Brigade led, supported by the Fourth, and as it approached the enemy’s well-chosen position he opened a terrific fire, which checked the advance, killing and wounding large numbers.  Seeing the disaster, General Miles detached the One Hundred and Forty-Eighth, and deploying as skirmishers, he ordered it to advance.  With Captain Sutton in command of the right wing, and Captain Harper on the left, it moved resolutely forward, and by a skillfully executed manoeuvre, flanked the enemy’s works and opened a well directed and murderous enfilading fire from the repeating rifles. Stunned by the suddenness and severity of the blow nearly an entire brigade threw down its arms and surrendered, Major Ulmer of the 4th North Carolina surrendering his sword and pistol to Captain Harper.  On the following day General Miles issued and order commending the gallant conduct of the regiment, announcing the result of the charge to be seven hundred prisoners, two pieces of artillery, and two flags.”

Captain Sutton, who is listed in the above account as being on the right wing, was Company E’s commander, so it is presumed that Josiah Phillips would have been on the right side of the line.

Another account lists, ”The Confederates placed their left flank on the Ocran Methodist Church, where it was overrun by three Union Brigades commanded by Miles.”  The “Miles” is Major Gen. Nelson A. Miles, Union commander.  Captain Harper it would have been on the left or West, He was the commander of Company “B” of the 148th. 

 The Major “Ulmer” who “surrendered his sword and pistol”, is more than likely Major John A. Gilmer Jr. of the 27th North Carolina, who was part of Cooke’s Brigade that participated in the Battle of Sutherland Station.  The four Confederate Brigades being: Cooke, Scales, MacRae, and McGowan.  No mention of a Major Ulmer can be found in any of these brigades, or the Confederate Army as a whole. Confederate Commanders were Major Gen. Henry Heth and Maj. Gen Cadmus Wilcox.

Whether or not this was written from actual eyewitness accounts is unclear.   I file it with most of the material written on this battle, which is slanted by which side the author is on.  Always brave and gallant are the participants from the authors side.

Another interesting note is the mention of the repeating rifles.  The 148th took great losses at Spotsylvania, the most of any unit.  When the Spencer repeating rifle was issued in limited numbers, only one regiment in each division was chosen, the 148th was thus chosen, and took delivery on October 6th of 1864.

With this weapon’s capability of 7 shots in 12 seconds, “a murderous enfilading fire” would be an understatement versus a Confederate Brigade with muzzle loading rifles. 

Josiah Phillips was awarded the Medal of Honor for capture of flag at Sutherland Station.  I have seen “Confederate flag” and just “flag” used, so which flag it would be I’m not sure.  It can be assumed it would be Major Gilmer’s 27th North Carolina, with their position on the battlefield near the Ocrans Methodist Church, or perhaps the main Confederate Battle Flag. There are only sketchy, inaccurate or inflated accounts of battle, or the fact that this late in the war, some were quite abbreviated for the fact that the war was nearly over.  The fact that the immediate need for information getting to Washington and Union commanders had diminished, and just getting a report to its intended recipient may take two weeks, a month, or more may account for this.  

Bates even admits the Medal of Honor was awarded kind of freely.  He writes,

“Robert W. Ammerman, of Company B, captured a rebel flag, for which he received the customary Medal of Honor, awarded by the Secretary of War, but was severely wounded, losing a leg.”

The importance of a Battle Flag or Standard was more a matter of pride than anything else.  It was a piece of home, a rallying point, and an identification piece all in one.  The fact that so many are preserved is a testament to this fact.  Some are still being held by the states that “captured” them, with their return to the original owners being a hotly contested issue.

One other account of the Battle of Sutherland Station is from the book Confederates in the Attic by Tony Horwitz.

The account is from a nearby present day resident Jimmy Olgers, who no doubt heard it recounted many times in his family, who owned a Stagecoach Inn where the battle took place in their “front yard”:

“Only four thousand Confederates faced twenty-three thousand Yankees, but Lee told them to hold the railroad line at all costs.  So they dug in along a line of giant cedars that stood just so, and the North charged three times, at nine in the morning, at one in the afternoon and at five.  The last time they broke through. One of those cedars had a cannonball in it for a hundred years.”  At the turn of the century Olger’s grandfather replaced the inn’s heart-pine siding.  “When he pulled it off, minie’ balls just came rolling out, there were so many of them.”

Although listed as a minor battle, the mention of the Railroad and its importance is clear.  A railroad was a great commodity in this time, it was the only way to haul large amounts of supplies needed to keep even one thousand men moving, fed, and kept in a supply of ammunition.
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