Reading Men in the Civil War

When Linda Radtke presented “Vermont History Through Song” at the Reading Historical Society Museum on June 1, she was prepared. She brought the book Something Abides: Discovering the Civil War in Today’s Vermont by Howard Coffin (Linda told me she carries it everywhere in case she comes across a town she hasn’t been to). While we were chatting before the presentation, she opened the book to the Reading page and handed it to me. I scanned it but was more interested in the conversation going on.

During the presentation, Linda called out by name several Reading men who fought and died in the Civil War, devoting songs to them. The book is less fanciful, but it is full of fact detailing Reading’s involvement in the war as well as the sacrifices borne by other towns. 

For example, the book notes that on September 18, 1862, in the very building in which Linda was performing, then a Baptist Church barely, “the men who were to become Company H, 16th Vermont assembled in the basement meeting room.” Though the captain of the unit was a man from Hartford, the first lieutenant was Reading resident Elmer Keyes. Of this 100-man company, which would later fight at Gettysburg, there were many Reading soldiers.

During the war, there were many gatherings in Reading—including at the church building. Speakers gave vivid descriptions of the actions on the fronts as well as encouraged enlistments. 

According to the plaques that frame the doors of the Reading Public Library, 117 men from Reading served in the Civil War. One of those who died was William E. Amsden of Company C 6th Vermont Volunteers, the grandson of William Felch. He fought and died in the Wilderness battle on May 5, 1864. 

The excerpts from Coffin’s book as well as some of the files and photographs Esther Allen pulled from the Historical Society’s archives have given me a new desire to study the Civil War, especially as it pertains to my state. Don’t be surprised if I touch on Reading’s involvement in the War Between the States in future columns.
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