Summer of 1863 – The Battle of Poole’s Farm
By Jim Poole with Rande Davis
Beyond its role as a garrison post for Union troops during the Civil War, Poolesville was significant in other ways, not the least of which was the important role of one of its sons, Col. Elijah Viers White. White’s family home, Stony Castle, is on Westerly Road in Poolesville, but a few years before the outbreak of the war, White moved to Virginia. There, Colonel White formed the 35th Virginia Cavalry, a raiding party he called the Comanches, whose members included many from Montgomery County, including Poolesville. The history of the 35th Cavalry is Poolesville’s history, too.
In early June 1863, a few weeks before the battle of Gettysburg, the Comanches fought in a battle at Brandy Station taking many enemy battle flags but losing several local men who were killed or wounded. At the time, the 35th was assigned to the vanguard of Gen. Richard S. Ewell’s Corps as it advanced towards Pennsylvania. Interestingly, it was Ewell who proposed to the Confederate States’ president, Jefferson Davis, shortly after the Battle of Bull Run, the idea to free the slaves and to enlist them into the Confederate Army as a way of ending the war early. Davis declined the idea.
The Comanches broke from Ewell’s Corps for a short time to capture Point of Rocks, destroying the railroad, a vital supply line, and cutting the telegraph line as well. Then they rejoined the main Confederate Army already in Pennsylvania. 
On June 26, 1863, the 35th found itself on the western outskirts of Gettysburg where it made contact with area militia. With their usual style, the Comanches made quick work of the town defenders, chasing them down its streets, thus becoming the first Confederate soldiers to enter Gettysburg. Once the infantry had secured their position, White’s men moved on towards York. After that they captured and secured Hanover, advancing on to Hanover Junction, burning railroad bridges and government stores, and cutting the telegraph as they went. This action cut Washington off from Harrisburg.
On June 28, they reached the banks of the Susquehanna River at Wrightsville where the fleeing Union troops had set a bridge afire, which resulted in the town catching fire as well. With the Federal troops on the run, the 35th Cavalry stopped to help put out the fires, thus saving the town but not the mile-long bridge.
On the first of July, they received orders back to Gettysburg. There they guarded the left flank of Gordon’s Brigade, and the second day they were used as scouts trying to find Mead’s right flank. One party happened through a gap in Mead’s line and found itself behind enemy lines. The next day they regrouped and, with other cavalry units, made contact with Federal cavalry. Fortunately for them, Gen. J.E. B. Stuart showed up and took on the battle. They were dispatched to hold the flank of the infantry.

On the fifth of July, White split his command; one section led the army towards Hagerstown while the other covered its rear. This meant that it was a Poolesvillian who led the Confederate unit that was first in and the last one out of Gettysburg.
For the next few months, the Comanches did what they were famous for: guerilla warfare. On the night of August 26, 1863 Colonel White, with a hundred and fifty men, crossed the Potomac River at White’s Ford (about two miles upstream from White’s Ferry). His plan was to attack the camp of the 11th New York Cavalry on the high hill above Edwards Ferry, a farm belonging to William D. Poole. He hid his men along the riverbank and watched the enemy patrols pass up and down the canal, timing them to every half hour. He dispatched Charlie Butler and John O. Elgin (whose family farms bordered the river near the area) for a closer look. Unknown to the colonel, Charlie was a bit tipsy. 
Their mission was simply to determine if the enemy was aware of the presence of the 35th Cavalry and to report their findings. Instead, around 1:20 a.m., two Federal riders rode down the towpath. Suddenly, Charlie Butler decided to jump out of his hiding spot and grab the reins of the lead horse. This action startled the Union rider, who pulled out his pistol with the intention of shooting Butler when Private Elgin shot the Yankee, Pvt. Alonzo Picket of Company D, 11th New York Cavalry. The other was captured; h
owever, the shot alarmed the Union troops at the Edwards Ferry camp. There, the forewarned commander, Lieutenant Colonel Wilkerson, ordered out a patrol of sixteen men to check out the cause of the bullet shot. With his remaining men, he mounted up and formed a line of battle behind their earth works.

Wilkerson’s patrol advanced up the canal with four riders out front when they ran into White’s people, who, having heard the bullet shot, were themselves hurrying towards Edwards Ferry. The four Federal riders were taken prisoner before they could react. The captain of the patrol, upon seeing this, quickly made a hasty retreat out of the fight.
Time was running out with the rising sun, as Colonel White, advancing to the rear of the Union camp, hoped to complete his original mission. With the element of surprise gone, White’s men were met by a volley of bullets just as their horses were clearing the ditch toward the camp, wounding Robert W. Jones seriously and several others slightly. Jones’s wound was not fatal, but the ball passed through his body and lodged near his spine, forcing White to leave him behind in the care of a local farmer’s family. Jones would never walk again. 

As the battle at Poole’s Farm commenced, the 11th New York turned and ran, not stopping until they got to Muddy Branch. White’s people took twelve more prisoners, two of which were wounded, killed two others, and captured thirty-five horses. Once the battle was over, White had the camp burned and crossed back into Virginia unchallenged with his spoils. 
