EDWIN COLE BEARSS
Biography

Edwin Cole Bearss was born in Billings, Montana on June 26, 1923.  He grew up on his grandfather’s ranch near Hardin, Montana, in the shadow of the Rosebud Mountains and within a bicycle ride of the Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument.  On the ranch, the E Bar S 

(E-S), he named the cattle for Civil War generals and battles; his favorite milk cow was called Antietam.

He attended a one-room school at Sarpy, Montana until he went to St. Johns Military Academy in Delafield, Wisconsin in 1937.  Immediately following his graduation from Hardin High School in 1941 he joined the United States Marine Corps.  During World War II he served with the 3rd Marine Raider Battalion and 1st Marine Division in the invasion of Guadalcanal and New Britain. He was badly wounded by machine-gun fire on January 2, 1944 and spent 26 months in various hospitals.

He studied at Georgetown University and received a BS degree in Foreign Service in 1949.  He wrote his thesis on Pat Cleburne and in 1955 received his MA from Indiana University. 

Mr. Bearss’s career in the National Park Service began in 1955 at Vicksburg, Mississippi where he was the park historian.  He located the Widow Blakely, a cannon used on the Vicksburg River defense and which had long been displayed at West Point as Whistling Dick.  Other research led him and two friends to the long lost resting place of the Union ironclad gunboat Cairo.  He located the two forgotten forts at Grand Gulf, Mississippi and contributed significantly to the establishment of Grand Gulf as a state military monument.

He is the author of The Vicksburg Campaign trilogy, Steele’s Retreat From Camden & The Battle of Jenkins Ferry, Rebel Victory at Vicksburg, Decision in Mississippi, Sinking of an Ironclad, and numerous other books and publications including more than a hundred historical articles in scholarly journals.

Historical studies Mr. Bearss has prepared for the National Park Service include those for: Vicksburg, Pea Ridge, Wilson’s Creek, Fort Smith, Stones River, Fort Donelson, Richmond, Bighorn Canyon, Eisenhower Farm, the gold miners’ route over Chilkoot Pass, the LBJ Ranch, Fort Moultrie, Fort Point, William Howard Taft House, Fort Hancock, Herbert Hoover National Historic Site, Ship Island, Boston Navy Yard, Fort Jefferson, Monacacy, and a wide variety of other parks.

He is the founder of the Mississippi Civil War Roundtable (1956), which later consolidated with the Jackson Civil War Roundtable.   He received the Harry S. Truman Award in 1961 for Meritorious Service in the field of Civil War history.  He was chosen Man of the Year at Vicksburg in 1963.  In 1964, he was chosen to become a member of the Company of Military Historians and was voted a Fellow in that organization, and received the Nevins-Freeman Award from the Chicago Civil War Roundtable (1980) for his work in Civil War history.  In 1983, he received the Department of the Interior’s Distinguished Service Award which was followed by a commendation from the Secretary of the Army in 1985.  He served as an ex-officio member of the Civil War Sites Advisory Commission.

Mr. Bearss retired on September 30, 1995 after 40 years with the National Park Service and almost 50 years of federal service.  He continues to lead Battlefield tours for the Smithsonian Institution, National Geographic Society, National Trust for Historic Preservation, Civil War Roundtables, and other military history organizations.   

