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Last month at Hoopes Park as part of St. Joseph School’s The Healing Field, two flags flew next to the pond near the gazebo. 
They were in memory of my great-grandfather John “Watson” Mattoon and his twin brother, Cornelius “Wilson” Mattoon. 
Their cards simply said, “Civil War.”

Wilson went to a war rally in Moravia in 1864 and signed up. Not to be outdone, a day later, my great-grandfather signed up 
in Niles.

They had just turned 18 years old and were assigned to Battery A of the 3rd N.Y. Artillery — destination Newbern, N.C.

Wilson caught yellow fever and died from it in 1865. Seven men died of the fever in his unit alone. My next article will be 
about the effort to quash the sickness, the effects of the epidemic and the havoc it caused.

The following Civil War story was dictated to my cousin, who wrote it down.

They were the recollections of our great-grandfather John Watson Mattoon. This is the first time his story has been published:

One night in North Carolina I was on skirmish duty and the rebels started charging and they cut off Mr. Griffin and me. We 
couldn’t get back to the breast works. When everything was clear, we started back. The 3rd N.Y. Artillery saw us coming, 
and they thought we were rebels and fired three volleys into us. I dropped to the ground and Mr. Griffin got a Minie ball 
through the arm.

When the captain saw they were firing at their own men, he jumped up on the breast works with his sword and started 
running back and forth and stopped them from firing. Mr. Griffin lost his arm. He worked at the main gate at the prison for 
years.

Another night I was on guard duty with another soldier. At midnight we heard someone coming. I said, “Halt and give the 
counter sign”; they kept right on coming. Again I said, ”Halt and give the counter sign.“ It was getting tense. I halted them 
three times — the noise kept coming, so I shot in the direction of the sound, and all was quiet. At daylight the other guard 
told me, ”Let’s go see what you shot at.” We went over in the brush and found I had shot the mule of a farmer that lived up 
the road.

One day on a march we came to a halt in a cornfield.We laid down between the rows and used our knapsacks as pillows. It 
started raining and in the morning the water was 4 inches deep where we had slept. We got up and walked to the next town 
and came across barrels and barrels of salt pork.We were very hungry. The captain would not let us touch it, for he was afraid 
the rebels had poisoned them before they retreated.

We were given two hard tack a day. They are crackers 4 inches square and 2 inches thick. I would bite off a chunk, put it in 
my mouth and begin to chew. I would feel something cold in my mouth and spit it out into my hand. Sometimes I had to use 
my finger to get it out and it would be a big maggot. I put the hard tack back in my mouth and continued to eat it.

Another time while on sentry duty at a powder arsenal, I would walk from one corner to another on a old boardwalk. I heard a 
noise, turned around and shouted, “Halt who comes there? Advance and give the counter sign.” I also told the person not to 
walk on the sidewalk under us, but to go out into the road where I could see them.

In a few minutes, I heard them again approaching on the sidewalk. I said again, “Halt again, give the counter sign!” I then 
climbed down from the overhead boardwalk, went up to him with a bayonet and drove it at his stomach saying,“ This time 
I’m taking the counter sign over the point of the bayonet!”

It was an officer. He said, “Do you know who I am? I am Colonel Ledlie.” I said, “I don’t care if you are Lord God Almighty. 
I told you to walk in the road, and I mean it!“ The colonel said, ”You’re quite a soldier; I just wanted to see if you were doing 
your duty.”

Besides having to deal with the endless rain, it was pretty cold at night. We had orders not to build fires. Our group built a 
little one, just to keep warm. They just nicely got it going when over came the officer of the day. He jumped down off his 
horse and kicked the fire. “We’ll have no more of that or we will court martial all of you,” he said.
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As the night wore on it got bitter cold; we dug a hole in a little gully so the light wouldn’t show and built a fire and covered it 
with brush. The whole top of the brush flamed and caught fire. It was just getting daylight and we all saw two officers coming 
on horseback. I told the others, “This is it. We will be court martialed.” When the officers got up to us, they asked if we had 
seen a deer come our way. In unison we all pointed and said, “It went that way!”

I looked at my great-grandfather’s company roster of Battery A, 3rd N.Y. Artillery of Volunteers in Henry and James Halls’ 
book “Cayuga In the Field,” published in 1873.

Some of the officers listed that my great-grandfather served under were Col. James H. Ledlie, Sgt. John I. Brinkerhoff and 
Cpl. Josiah B. Brinkerhoff; the last two were from Owasco. Under the roster of privates, I found John M.W. Mattoon and 
Cornelius W. Mattoon, along with a James Griffin and 197 other privates.

In Josiah B. Brinkerhoff’s funeral address at his home at Brinkerhoff Point (now Burtis Point) in March of 1898, it was said 
of his service in the Army in Newbern:

He was 24 years old when he enlisted. He bore an active part in the campaign in North Carolina which had to do with closing 
and sealing forever the story of the Rebellion.

Among the young men who took up arms to defend their country there was not one more eager, ardent, devoted, not one who 
served from disinterested patriotism, than he. He was an intense patriot. Often his eye kindled, and the old spirit awoke within 
him, as he rehearsed the story of his marches, and camp life, and recounted the incidents of the battle of Kingston, N.C., to 
which he and his comrades had an important part.”

I would like to think that the names of all the men in the Hall brothers’ book, like my great-grandfather and his twin brother, 
age 18, most assuredly fit that description too!

Sources:

• John Watson Mattoon’s dictated recollections

• James and Henry Hall, “Cayuga in the Field”

• Josiah B. Brinkerhoff funeral address, 1898, transcribed in 1976

Laurel Auchampaugh is the Owasco historian and can be reached at the Owasco Town Hall from 1 to 4 p.m. Tuesday 
afternoons or at owascohistorian@centralny.twcbc.com   
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