“RATS IN A CAGE” – Dramatic reading dealing with the September 1862 Siege of Harpers Ferry
Cast:



     8 Narrators 
                                                      Reading Parts 

           Union

Colonel Dixon Miles, commander of Harpers Ferry garrison (the “Railroad Brigade”)

General John Wool, commander of Middle Department, Headquarters in Baltimore

Lieutenant Binney, Colonel Miles’s aide
General George B McClellan, commander of the Army of the Potomac


General Henry Halleck, commander of all Union armies 


Captain Ripley, member of 9th Vermont Infantry, on Bolivar Heights


Sgt. Nicolas DeGraff, member of 115th New York Infantry, stationed on Bolivar Heights
Colonel Thomas Ford, in command of Union forces on Maryland Heights
Lieutenant James Clark, member of 115th New York Infantry, stationed on Bolivar Heights
Union soldiers # 1 - 4



Frederick citizen


Captain S. Chapman, member of 125th New York Infantry, stationed on Maryland Heights




         Confederates

General Robert E. Lee, commander of the Army of the Northern Virginia

General James Longstreet, commander of one wing of Lee’s army

General Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson, commander of other wing of Lee’s army

General Ambrose P. Hill, division commander under Jackson

Colonel Stapleton Crutchfield, artillery commander under Jackson

General John Jones, division commander under Jackson

Private D. Augustus Dickert, member of 3rd South Carolina Infantry, fought on Maryland Heights

Confederate soldiers, # 1 - 4

NOTE: words in italics indicate actual words either written or spoken by that individual

Narrator # 1:  
By spring of 1862 the Civil War had been going on for one year.   A Union army under General George B. McClellan was threatening Richmond, Virginia, the capital of the Confederacy.  It looked as if the North might soon win the war.

In Harpers Ferry, Colonel Dixon Miles, commander of the “Railroad Brigade,” worried little about what was going on down further south.  His men were responsible for guarding the important Baltimore and Ohio Railroad, a vital lifeline for the North.

During the summer of 1862, Miles received many new troops, men who had had virtually no training.

Miles:  
I can’t believe the soldiers they’re sending me.  This place of Harpers Ferry is nothing more than a fortified camp of instruction!  

Binney:  
That’s true, Colonel. Those New Yorkers who just arrived were only given their weapons yesterday, and their officers barely know anything about the drill.

Narrator # 1: 
 Yet, although Harpers Ferry was so important for the North, Miles neglected to properly build fortifications.  Little was done on Bolivar or Maryland Heights, and nothing at all was done on Loudoun Heights – Miles didn’t think it was necessary.

Miles:  
Our artillery on Maryland Heights can take care of anything on Loudon Heights, and no artillery can be gotten up to the top of Loudoun anyway.
Narrator # 2: 
 By late August 1862, however, the military picture changed - Robert E. Lee’s Confederate Army of Northern Virginia won the Battle of Second Bull Run, the defeated Union army retreated back into Washington City, and Lee made a major decision: on September 4, 1862, Confederate soldiers began splashing across the Potomac River into Maryland – the first Confederate invasion of the North was underway!


Colonel Miles’s commander, General John Wool, telegraphed Miles that his soldiers were to hold Harpers Ferry.

Wool:  
Be energetic and active, and defend all places to the last extremity.  There must be no abandoning of a post, and shoot the first man that thinks of it.

Miles: 
Ridiculous!  They want me to stay here and get gobbled up by the rebels.  What do you think, Binney?

Binney:  
I don’t know, sir.  I know General McClellan wants us pulled out and sent further north, to help stop the rebels from getting into Pennsylvania.

Miles: 
 We’ve been ordered to protect all the artillery and supplies collected here, and that we are to hold our position.  With these troops?!!
Narrator # 2:  
But by September 7, 1862, Lee’s army was around Frederick, Maryland, between Harpers Ferry and McClellan’s army at Washington City.  On that day, Miles telegraphed General Wool in Baltimore.

Miles:  
I am ready for them.

Narrator # 3:  
And then the line went dead - the Confederates had cut the telegraph wires.

Meanwhile, in Frederick, Maryland, citizens watched as thousands of Robert E. Lee’s Confederate army marched through.

Frederick citizen:  
I have never seen a mass of such filth, strong-smelling men…when marching in column along the street the smell was most offensive…They are the roughest set of creatures I ever saw: their features, hair and clothing matted with dirt and filth, and the scratching they kept up gave warrant of vermin in abundance.

Narrator # 3:  
While in Frederick, Robert E. Lee had to make some difficult decisions.

Lee:  
Why wasn’t the garrison at Harpers Ferry withdrawn?!  General Longstreet, what do you think?

Longstreet:  
General Lee, I don’t know, but we can’t continue north with such a large Yankee force behind us in Harpers Ferry.

Lee:  
You’re right…General Jackson, you’re familiar with Harpers Ferry, correct?

Jackson:  
Yes, General Lee, I trained my brigade there last year.

Lee:  
Could you take the town, given enough troops to do so?

Jackson:  
It won’t be easy.  If the enemy has fortified the heights around the town, then it will be a difficult task, but I’ll be very willing to try.
Lee:  
Then that’s what we’ll do.  General Jackson, I’ll give you two-thirds of the army for this operation.   What do you propose to do?
Jackson:
 Break my command into three parts, and have each part march on Harpers Ferry from different directions, to surround the place.

Lee:  
Very good.  Now let’s plan this out here…

Narrator # 3:  
And so they did.  The operation to take Harpers Ferry was written out in Special Order 191.  It called for “Stonewall” Jackson’s men to take Harpers Ferry in three days, by September 12.   If Jackson was to be successful, the Confederates would need to take the heights.  Take the heights!

On the morning of September 13, 1862, Confederate forces reached Maryland Heights and attacked Union troops there.

Union Sergeant DeGraff:  
The morning opened with the boom of cannon and the crash of musketry and all were soon convinced that it was not a Fourth of July celebration.

Narrator # 4:  
It was a difficult fight for the Confederates.

Confederate Pvt. Augustus Dickert:  
The men had to pull themselves up precipitous inclines by the twigs and undergrowth that lined the mountainside.

Colonel Ford:  
I don’t like the looks of this, Captain.  How are your men doing?

Captain Chapman:  
They’re doing fine now, Colonel, but most of our boys are totally green, and I worry that they may give way.

Narrator # 4:  
At mid-morning on Maryland Heights, the commander of the brand new 126th New York Infantry was shot in the face.  His men panicked and they started to give way.  Colonel Miles became concerned and rode over to Maryland Heights to talk with Colonel Ford.
Miles:  
Colonel Ford, you must hold Maryland Heights.  We can’t lose this position.

Ford:  
But my men are all green, Colonel.  They’ve already run once this morning, and we’re facing some of the best in the rebel army.

Miles:  
Well, Colonel Ford, if you find you simply can’t hold the position, at least make sure the enemy can’t use the artillery.

Narrator # 4: 
Giving Colonel Ford permission to retreat proved a mistake because in mid-afternoon, he gave the order for his men to leave Maryland Heights and fall back into Harpers Ferry.  Watching from Harpers Ferry, Miles saw the entire Union force on Maryland Heights racing down the mountain, over the bridge, and back into town.

Miles:  
God Almighty!!  What does that mean?!!  They are coming down!  Now the rebels have Maryland Heights – and God help us if they get their guns up there.

Narrator # 5:  
A few hours earlier Jackson’s column arrived on Schoolhouse Ridge, just west of the Union position on Bolivar Heights.  By then, the third Confederate force had also arrived and was moving up Loudon Heights.  The noose was tightening.


Finally, that morning, a lost copy of Special Order 191 was found by Union soldiers outside of Frederick, Maryland; by late afternoon, it was in the hands of the General McClellan.
McClellan:   
With the discovery of this lost order, I now know the enemy’s plans – and with this, I can beat Bobby Lee!  But we must send troops to Harpers Ferry and break the siege.

Narrator # 5:  
But would those Union soldiers being sent to break the siege of Harpers Ferry make it there in time?  The clock was ticking…


The next day, September 14, 1862…
Captain Ripley:  
We saw …that the rebels had spent a busy night on Loudon Heights and were working like beavers on batteries in two places.

Narrator 5:  
Indeed the Confederates had been busy – by that afternoon, the Confederates had artillery on Loudon and Maryland Heights.  Harpers Ferry was surrounded!
Narrator # 6:  
About 2 p.m., that day, Confederates began firing.

Lt. Binney:  
The enemy’s shell and shot fall in every direction; houses are demolished and detonation among the hills is terrible.
Captain Ripley:  
There was a crash, then another and another, and columns of dirt and smoke leaped into the air, as though a dozen young volcanoes had burst forth…In an instant the bivouac turned into the appearance of a disturbed anthill.  .

Narrator # 6:  
Despite the destructive Confederate bombardment on September 14, Colonel Miles refused to surrender.  Jackson had to come up with something else…

Jackson:  
They must be forced to surrender! General Hill, I want you to find a way to get around the end of the Yankee line.  
General A.P. Hill: 
I’ll take 3,000 men and twenty pieces of artillery.

Jackson:  
General Jones, go to the other end of the Yankee line – to the northern end of Bolivar Heights, near the Potomac River - and make it look like we’re going to attack there.  
General Jones:  
Yes, General Jackson, we’ll start off right away.

Jackson: 
Colonel Crutchfield, take ten pieces of artillery, cross the Shenandoah River and get those guns into a position about halfway up Loudon Heights- there’s a shelf there that you can use for a good firing position.  From there, you’ll be even closer to the enemy positions.

Colonel Crutchfield:  
I’ll get right on it, General Jackson.
Narrator # 6:  
That’s what the Confederates did, so that by early morning, September 15, 1862, Jackson’s soldiers and artillery were practically looking down on the heads of the Union garrison in Harpers Ferry.  A thick fog lay on the rivers and ground that morning, but as it started to burn off, the Confederate guns opened up…

Lt. Clark:  
The infernal screech owls came hissing and singing, then bursting, plowing great holes in the earth, filling our own eyes with dust, and tearing many giant trees to atoms.

Captain Ripley:  
We are as helpless as rats in a cage!
Narrator # 7:  
About 8 a.m. on September 15, Colonel Miles, with little artillery ammunition left and no help coming, realized he had to surrender.  The white flags went up, and gradually, Confederate fire began to cease.  But one of their last shots hit Colonel Dixon Miles on Bolivar Heights.
Binney:  
Colonel Miles, are you badly wounded?

Miles:  
I’m afraid I am, Lieutenant – I’m afraid I am.

Narrator # 7:  
With Miles mortally wounded, the task of surrendering the Union garrison at Harpers Ferry fell to his second in command, General Julius White.


To the north, Union forces coming to relieve Harpers Ferry heard Confederate soldiers screaming and yelling

Union soldier # 1, north of Maryland Heights:  
What in hell are you fellows cheering for?

Confederate soldier # 1:  
Because Harpers Ferry has surrendered!

Union soldier # 1:  
That’s what I thought.
Narrator # 7:  
As Jackson rode up to Bolivar Heights to see the men who were now his prisoners, Union soldiers had their first look at this famous Confederate commander.

Union soldier # 2:  
Boys, he’s not much for looks, but if we’d had him, we wouldn’t have been caught in this trap.

Narrator # 7:  
One Confederate soldier later wrote of his Harpers Ferry foe:

Confederate soldier # 2:  
These troops had not been in active service and in their luxurious garrison life they looked as if they had come out of a band box, with their untarnished uniforms, white shirt collars and polished boots.
Narrator # 8:  
And some good-natured kidding took place, too.

Union soldier # 3:  
Hello, Johnny, why don’t you wear better clothes?

Confederate soldier # 3:  
These are good enough to kill hogs in!
Confederate soldier # 4:  
I say, Yank, what sort of soap do you fellows use?  It has washed all the color out of your faces!

Union soldier # 4:  
You don’t look like you had ever used soap of any sort!

Narrator # 8:  
Not only did the Confederates capture over 12,000 Union soldiers, but they took 73 pieces of artillery and thousands of smaller weapons, and more…

Confederate soldier # 3: 
In addition to meat, crackers, sugar, coffee, shoes, blankets, underclothing, many of us took the horses roaming at large, and used them for carrying our plunder!

General A.P. Hill:   
This is a glorious victory, General Jackson.

Jackson:   
Yes, this is all very well, but we have yet much hard work before us.

Narrator # 8:  
Yes, they did – for very soon, most of Jackson’s soldiers would be marching hard to re-join the rest of Robert E. Lee’s army, then positioned some 17 miles north, around the little town of Sharpsburg, Maryland.  And just two days later, on September 17, 1862, they would all take part in the costliest single day of the Civil War – the Battle of Antietam.
Following that bloody, one-day battle, Robert E. Lee ordered his battered Confederate Army back into Virginia; his first invasion of the North was over.  With this strategic Northern victory, President Abraham Lincoln issued the famous Emancipation Proclamation, a document that changed the whole nature of the war: now the war would not only be about re-uniting the country, it would also be about dealing with issue of the slavery.  
