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A

Above: General Hugh Judson Kilpatrick, taken at
Warrenton, Virginia in September 1863.
Top: New Jersey Civil War veterans engage in mock
battle on the Kilpatrick farm, storming the hill and
Hexamer’s battery. (Frank Leslie’s Illustrated
Newspaper)

t 3:00 P.M. on Thursday, August 29, 1878, the still
air of rural Sussex County, New Jersey, was
shattered by booming cannon fire, signaling the
start of what was intended as a great mock battle staged
by New Jersey veterans to commemorate their Civil War
service. The event was the culmination of a three-day
gathering of many of the state’s Union army veterans
held on the farm of New Jersey native son Major General
Hugh Judson Kilpatrick.
The event was conceived and organized by “KillCavalry” Kilpatrick with the intent of kick-starting his
short-circuited political career. The nickname was
earned for what some viewed as reckless cavalry tactics.
As minister to Chile in the late 1860s, the former general
ran afoul of the Grant administration and other
Republican Party officials, which cost him his
appointment. Recalled in 1870, Kilpatrick returned to the
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Veterans march past the Kilpatrick
home. (Frank Leslie’s Illustrated
Newspaper)

United States and took to the lecture circuit, damning President Grant
as a drunk, among other things, and settled into a role as a “gentleman
farmer” in his native Deckertown, New Jersey, between tours. His
agricultural efforts were quite successful and in the early 1870s he
joined the local chapter of the Patrons of Husbandry, commonly known
as The Grange.
Always ambitious, Kilpatrick longed for a return to the political life,
and hit upon the idea of sponsoring a grand reunion and celebration of
New Jersey war veterans, ostensibly intended to honor the former
soldiers’ service, but also as a way of promoting his potential candidacy
for a seat in Congress. The gathering would be highlighted by a battle
reenactment before what the general hoped would be a host of happy
spectators and voters.
Kilpatrick, as was his wont, thought in grand terms when planning
the event. He contacted various veteran organizations to invite their
members and advertised in local papers as well as the larger New York
press, announcing to the public that such notables as President
Rutherford B. Hayes, former Army of the Potomac commander and New
Jersey Governor George B. McClellan, Generals Philip Sheridan and
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Camp at Deckertown (Frank Leslie’s
Illustrated Newspaper)

William T. Sherman, would be among the attendees. Kilpatrick
contracted with various New York City vendors to supply food and
drink to those who attended, reserving a cut of the profits for himself.
Although he boasted of having an aqueduct system that would supply
water to the crowds, it failed, coincidentally providing a market for the
10,000 barrels of beer his vendors made available to quench the thirst of
participants and spectators. A large area at the base of a ridge in front
of the Kilpatrick home was cleared as a “battlefield,” and the veterans of
Hexamer’s old Battery A, 1st New Jersey Artillery, were invited to man
artillery pieces atop a knoll at the focal point of the proposed “attack.”
One gun was positioned at the train station to signal the arrival of each
train carrying veterans and spectators to the event.
A group of local citizens assisted Kilpatrick in organizing the
reunion despite regional press warnings of the hazards that would befall
the little village of Deckertown and its population of 600 souls. Editorials
warned of “pick-pockets in the streets and the resorts being filled with
base women.” The townsfolk prepared. Unafraid, and perhaps with an
eye on profit, they decorated the streets and homes with banners
welcoming the arrival of visitors.
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General Kilpatrick addresses the
veterans. (Frank Leslie’s Illustrated
Newspaper)

And arrive they did. Veterans, spectators and New York City street
people stormed the area. Five trains a day carrying 400 passengers each
rolled into Deckertown. Still more people walked, rode in wagons, on
horses, and marched together as individuals and in groups. Strolling
musicians entertained, and the masses munched peanuts, drank beer,
and engaged in games of chance in the biggest carnival Sussex County
had ever witnessed. Estimates of 4,000 veterans and 40,000 spectators on
hand did not seem out of place. On Monday evening, August 26,
Kilpatrick staged a performance of his play “Allatoona,” with the
general in the wings prompting the actors. The evening’s entertainment
ended with a serenade honoring Mrs. Kilpatrick, followed by a
spectacular fireworks display.
Festivities resumed in late afternoon the following day, as Kilpatrick
led the veterans on horseback in a march from town to the site of the
“battle.” A large tent and grandstand had been erected in the field to
accommodate visiting dignitaries. Kilpatrick then led off in a round of
speech making. The absence of officials the general had advertised as
honored guests was conspicuous. There was no Hayes, nor McClellan,
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Author Joe Truglio stands by the historic
marker indicating the site of Kilpatrick’s
grand reunion. (Bob Gerber)

This article originally appeared in
the book, “New Jersey’s Civil War
Odyssey: An Anthology of Civil
War Tales from 1850 to 1961,”
edited by Joseph G. Bilby and
published by the New Jersey Civil
War Herirage Association
Sesquicentennial Committee in
2011. Used with permission.
http://www.njcivilwar150.org/odyssey.htm

Sherman or Sheridan. To take up the slack, General John Robinson, head
of the Grand Army of the Republic and the ever popular general,
politician and scamp Daniel Sickles were there to “rally the troops.”
That night a banquet was held in the tent for veterans and dignitaries.
Wednesday was a day of rehearsal for the 4,000 “combatants” and
the reenactment took place on Thursday, August 29. Troops lined up
and made several charges up the ridge to capture the guns. Cannons
boomed and rifles fired. Kilpatrick, riding his speckled white horse and
waving a flag, rode up and down the line whooping and hollering. It was
a grand event and all the participants, particularly the general, seemed
to enjoy themselves. The crowd loved it. And then everyone went home.
In the aftermath, the Kilpatrick farm looked as if a real battle had
taken place there. Crops had been cut down before they ripened and
about seventy acres were trampled into dust by the visitors and guests,
and most of the field-dividing fences had been torn down. No one
needed to worry about the general’s finances, however, since his
percentage from the merchants and vendors more than compensated for
his losses.
In the long run, the massive effort did not have the anticipated effect
on Kilpatrick’s political ambitions. He failed in his attempt to gain a seat
in Congress in 1880. However, he had been active in the movement to
prevent Grant from running for a third term, and had campaigned
vigorously for Chester A. Arthur as a vice presidential candidate.
Kilpatrick was eventually rewarded for these efforts with
reappointment as minister to Chile. He left for Santiago in June of 1881,
although for but a short term. The general was suffering from Bright’s
disease, a kidney ailment that would today be characterized as chronic
nephritis, and which some attributed to his years of campaigning in the
saddle. By mid-September, he was confined to his bed, and at 9:45 P.M.
on December 2, 1881, Hugh Judson Kilpatrick died, at the age of 45. He
lay in state at his home and was then buried in the Valdivieso family
vaults at the Catholic Church of Sagrario in Santiago, at Chilean
government expense. A year later his body was returned to the United
States and reinterred in the West Point cemetery, with a monument
over his grave paid for by his classmates and former troopers.
Today, little remains to remind us of Kilpatrick’s reunion. The
“battlefield” is a lush meadow, the stately Kilpatrick residence is gone,
and its site surrounded by modern homes. Only a signpost on a nearby
country lane announces what happened there so long ago. But the
general’s event stands, 132 years afterward, as the first Civil War battle
reenactment in New Jersey, and, despite the personal motives of its
creator, the first large-scale commemoration of the service of the state’s
Civil War veterans.
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