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President’s Message
by Rick Solomon

A Giant Has Fallen: Ed Bearss 1923-2020

Edwin Cole Bearss, “The Rock Star of Civil War Battlefield Tour Guides,” passed away on 
September 15, 2020, at the home of his daughter Jenny in Mississippi.  Ed was 97 years old.  
He was raised on a cattle ranch in Montana.  About age 12 he read “Jeb Stuart” by John 
Thomason and instantly became totally hooked on the study of the American Civil War.  He 



named all of the cattle on the ranch for either Civil War battles or generals.  His favorite was 
a milk cow named Antietam.  

During World War II Ed served in the Marines and was badly wounded at Suicide Creek in 
New Britain, Pacific Theater.  He remained hospitalized for 27 months.  He earned a B.A. in 
History from Georgetown and a Masters from Indiana University.  His senior thesis was on 
Confederate General Patrick Cleburne. 

After graduating in 1955 Ed was soon hired by the National Park Service to serve as an 
historian at Vicksburg.  Eventually he became Chief Historian of the National Park Service 
until his retirement in 1995.  He led hundreds of tours of not just Civil War battlefields, but 
also those of World War I and II.

I had the privilege of touring with Ed eight times.  The first was Chickamauga and 
Chattanooga in 1980.  Then I toured with him seven years in a row:  2007, The Second Day 
of Gettysburg; 2008, The Iron Brigade at Brawners Farm, South Mountain, Antietam and 
Gettysburg; 2009, Antietam; 2010, The Advance and Retreat to Gettysburg; 2011, The 
Peninsula Campaign 1862; 2012, Chancellorsville; and 2013, Gettysburg.  One of my fondest 
memories is following the route of Pickett's Division from Seminary Ridge to Cemetery Ridge 
with Ed and being shown how the undulating ground helped shield the attacking Virginians.  
Or how at various battlefields people not on our tour would constantly say hello to Ed.  He 
was a national treasure. 

Ed had a photographic memory of troop movements down to the regimental level.  He would 
stand there with his eyes closed, rocking slightly like the congregants during the Jewish Rosh 
Hashanah New Years service.  In a booming voice he would tell what happened at this point 
of the battlefield. Ed did not play favorites between the Union and the Confederates.  They 
were all Americans as far as Ed was concerned.  He shared anecdotes about many of the 
individuals who fought in the Civil War.  He led tours for four sitting presidents, including 
Jimmy Carter at Antietam and Lyndon Johnson at the Texas Hill Country.  I asked him what 
was his favorite Civil War battlefield to lead a tour.  Ed replied Antietam in the Eastern 
Theater and Perryville in the Western Theater. 

In the 30 years that I have belonged to the Puget Sound Civil War Round Table I have asked 
our Program chairman, Pat Brady, to bring Ed out to give a presentation to our round table.  
Pat would not be able to get Ed, who was “booked up” for several years, 250 days per year.  
Each time I toured with Ed at Gettysburg we would always have lunch at General Pickett's 
Buffet.  I would be sure to sit near him at the table.  One time at lunch a woman tour 
member asked Ed what he did for vacations.  Ed replied in his booming voice, “Madam, I 
don't take vacations.”  I think what Ed meant was that by leading tours of the Civil War and 
other conflicts he was doing a labor of love.  For him his daily life was a vacation. 

I wish all of you could have toured with Ed at least once.  His enthusiasm was infectious and 
he made the battlefields come alive.  Edwin Cole Bearss was unique and we shall not see his 
like again.  Thank you Ed!  Rest in Peace!



 

Going Virtual During COVID-19

At www.civilwarseminars.org you can register for one hour virtual lectures to be held every 
15th and 30th of each month at 7 pm for only $5! The next 3 lectures are: September 30 - 
Special Order 191 and the Maryland Campaign: Facts, Myths and Controversies by Tom 
Clemens; October 15 - The Impulse of Victory: Grant at Chattanooga by David Powell; and 
October 30 - Stephen Atkins Swails, an unsung African American hero of the Civil War and 
Reconstruction by Gordon Rhea.  

Finally, there is a virtual tour, Infantry in the Civil War, October 23-25 at the cost of $150 for 
members and $180 for non-members.  Virtual tours include Tom Clemens on the West Woods
at Antietam; Jim Hessler on Longstreet's Assault on July 2 at Gettysburg; Matt Borders on the
Battle of Monocacy and a talk by John Hennesey on Fitz-John Porter's Deep Cut Attack at the 
Second Battle of Bull Run.  Enjoy! 

http://www.civilwarseminars.org/


Our Last Meeting

Many thanks to our very own Pat Brady for his entertaining and enlightening discussion of 
Lincoln the Lawyer.  Great discussion questions were shared by all.  Over two dozen 
members of the Round Table joined the ZOOM meeting.  If you missed it, check out the 
recorded version.  A link to the ZOOM cloud address was circulated by Dick Miller.

Our Next Meeting

October 8, 2020 via ZOOM: Hampton Newsome will discuss his latest book, winner of two 
awards, The Fight for the Old North State: The Civil War in North Carolina, January-May 
1864. He is also the author of Richmond Must Fall: The Richmond-Petersburg Campaign, 
October 1864, and has spoken to the Round Table before.  The ZOOM link will be posted to 
the Web site at www.pugetsoundcwrt.org as soon as Dick Miller sets the meeting up.  Share 
with your friends...remember, this year it is free to join the Round Table.

Book Notes
by Jeff Rombauer

Additional Reading – North Carolina in the Civil War 

One of the last states to formally join the Confederacy, North Carolina suffered the largest 
death toll among its soldiers of any Confederate state, with 25% of troops from the state 
dying from disease and in battle. Although only a few major military events occurred within 
the state, the war brought immense suffering and deprivation to its citizens. With so many 
men in the Confederate armies, the scarcity of labor and supplies led to poverty and hunger. 
In some counties, 20 to 40 percent of the adult white women were dependent on 
government support to survive. Conscription and impressment of supplies added to the 
growing discontent in the state, a peace party arose, and in the 1863 congressional elections 
8 of the 10 newly elected congressmen opposed the Davis administration. From 1863 on 
desertion of troops from North Carolina became a real problem, so that by the time the war 
ended “Confederate authority as a practical matter had been severely undermined in many 
parts of the state.” 

Besides our speaker’s book, the following works are recommended for an understanding of 
the complex topic of North Carolina’s civil war. 

http://www.pugetsoundcwrt.org/


Barrett, John G. The Civil War in North
Carolina. Chapel Hill: The University of
North Carolina Press, 1963. Pp. vii, 484. 
Despite its age, this classic work remains
the best one volume history of military
operations in the Tar Heel State. Nor does
Barrett ignore the terrible cost civilians paid
due to the war. In a chapter entitled “Awful
Times in the State”, the author depicts the
damage caused by impressment and
conscription as well as looting by
Confederate troops. 

Browning, Judkin. Shifting Loyalties: The
Union Occupation of Eastern North Carolina.
Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina
Press, 2011. Pp. xiii, 250.  Starting in 1862
the counties of Carteret and Craven in
eastern North Carolina were occupied by
Union troops. “This book focuses the lens
on one place to better understand the long-
term impact of the Civil War on local
citizens, while analyzing the effects of war
and society and the nature of civil-military
relations.” 

Escott, Paul D. North Carolina in the Era of the Civil War and Reconstruction. Chapel Hill: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 2008. Pp. 307. A series of nine essays by various 
historians cover a range of topics on Civil War and Reconstruction in North Carolina. From 
loyalty, to the war’s impact on the African American population, to the how the war ended in 
North Carolina, these essays provide provocative answers. 

Gerard, Philip. The Last Battleground: The Civil War Comes to North Carolina. Chapel Hill: 
The University of North Carolina Press, 2019. Pp. xii, 362. Based on a series of essays 
originally published monthly during the Civil War Sesquicentennial in Our State: Celebrating 
North Carolina, the author focuses on personal stories of ordinary people caught up in the 
maelstrom of war. 

Hinds, John W. Invasion and Conquest of North Carolina: Anatomy of a Gunboat War. 
Shippensburg: Burd Street Press, 1998. Pp. xii, 299. This book by the late president of the 
Puget Sound Civil War Round Table focuses on the naval war along the east coast and river 
inlets of North Carolina. The emphasis is on the career of Lieutenant Charles Williamson 
Flusser, commander of the USS Commodore Perry.

Silkenat, David. Driven from Home: North Carolina’s Civil War Refugee Crisis. Athens: 
University of Georgia Press, 2016. Pp. vii, 290. An examination of the complexity and diversity



of the Civil War’s displaced population. The author looks at different populations displaced by 
the war, pro Confederate whites, enslaved African Americans White Unionists, and young 
women. Silkenat discusses the humanitarian crisis caused by the refugee problem and the 
inability of the government to provide meaningful relief. 

Features

“Unless You Walk The Ground...”

Our usual features this month are pre-empted for a photo essay honoring the late Ed Bearss, 
who was laid to rest in his beloved Mississippi next to his wife and her Riddle ancestors.  Her 
great-grandfather, Thomas Riddle, served for Alabama.  Ed’s first assignment as a National 
Parks historian at Vicksburg had lasting significant impact.  The Vicksburg National Cemetery 
hosts 18,244 interments, 12,945 unidentified.  The Military Park’s 1,325 monuments, 20 miles
of trenches and earthworks, 12.5 miles of walking and biking trails, 144 artillery pieces, 2 
homes, and 1 gunboat (the USS Cairo, raised through Ed’s diligence) form a living tribute, but
also commemorate the 47 days of siege.  Many of these park features were developed or 
enhanced for the Centennial during his tenure.  Come, join his vision.  

Vicksburg Then







Vicksburg Now







Ye Olde Editor’s Close

Photo credits this issue:  Rick Solomon, Library of Congress, UNC permissive use, and the 
Dimonds.  Please visit our reconstructed Web site at www.pugetsoundcwrt.org for the latest 
in news, events, and announcements.  The Web site continues to grow; feel free to 
contribute with an academic article of your own!  You are also welcome to submit an article 
to the newsletter!  Until next time, please stay safe and healthy.
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