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Nathan Bevier 

Unraveling a 
Family’s Secrets 

 
A tangled web of changing names 

for different enlistments 
complicated a family’s stories 

 
By Stuart D. Brandes 

 
 

First published in  
Military Images 

Vol. XXV, No. 1, July/Aug 2003 

     In 1861, Nathan Bevier and his wife Sarah were peacefully living their American dream, farming, building wagons, 
and raising a family on a small patch of Illinois prairie.  Nathan was 63 years old and getting on in years, but Sarah, 38, 
was vigorously healthy.  The Bevier’s lived near La Fayette, Illinois, a village nestled in the northwest corner of Stark 
County, 150 miles southwest of Chicago and 50 miles from the Mississippi River. Indistinct from hundreds of kindred 
farming communities in the Mississippi Valley, Lafayette was a speck in the vast grassland, but its sons typified the 
men who formed the strength of the Union Army. 
     Nathan and Sarah had been married for 20 years and had four teenaged children; Abraham (Abram), 18, and John, 
14, and daughters Maria, 16, and Jane, 12.  All the members of the family were native New Yorkers who were 
descended from stout Dutch and Huguenot stock.  The Bevier’s had resided in the Hudson River Valley for two 
centuries, and both of Nathan’s grandfathers served in the New York militia during the Revolution. 
     In 1856, the rich soil of Illinois beckoned, and the Bevier family joined millions of their countrymen and migrated 
west.  When the war broke out five years later, Nathan and Sarah were comfortably established in Illinois.  But having 
an eldest son of prime military age placed their hopes of continued stability, prosperity, and peaceful retirement in 
obvious jeopardy.  
     As with most American families the war touched the Bevier family in ways that they did not anticipate.  Their 
tribulation began rather routinely in August 1862 when young Abram, a strapping six foot, four inch youngster who
had passed his twentieth birthday, went to Chicago, collected a $25 bounty, and enlisted as a private in the 127th Illinois 
Volunteer Infantry.  But only ten weeks later Abram fled his regiment. He was listed as a deserter, a shameful secret 
hidden deep in army files for the rest of his life. 
     Abram’s was record was emphatically not dishonorable however. To the contrary, he was a brave and loyal soldier.  
Two days after being listed in Chicago as a deserter, Abram somehow appeared in Peoria to sign up for three years 
service in a new regiment, the 11th Illinois Cavalry, Abram now claimed deceptively to be two years older (22), and 
two inches shorter than when he first enlisted.  A more significant falsification was that he gave his name as “Jackson 
A. Williams,” an alias that he maintained throughout his service. Nothing in the records suggested that he collected a 
second bounty.  Perhaps he simply preferred the glamour of the cavalry to the slogging of the infantry. 
     Shortly after Abram joined the 11th, it was assigned to Grant’s Central Mississippi command. On February 1, near 
Jackson, Tennessee, Private “Jackson Williams” was captured by the enemy. Ten weeks later he was paroled.  Under 
the terms of the parole he was not permitted to return to his unit but instead was  (cont pp 5&6) 
 
��������	
�����	

�����������������
���	
���
	����� ����� �����������������
���	

	��
�

��������������������  ������
�
���
!	��"#��	�� $�

�
��%��&����
������ ������	�����
�
���	�����������������
��	���	�
���'( ������������



Commander’s Comments 

 
Col. Vince Barker 
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The Wisconsin Commandery newsletter will 
endeavor to present information of 
Commandery’s activities.  It will also feature 
stories of events and facts not generally know, 
always relating back to Wisconsin men or 
units 
 

     The Journal will be published Quarterly 
on the first Friday of the Quarter, the 
deadline will be the Second last Friday of the 
month preceding 
 

     Members are encouraged to submit 
articles.  We also want to have profiles of 
member’s ancestors. To start we present the 
profile of one of the charter members of the 
Wis. Commandery. 
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 The Northwest Battalion of ROTC  comprised of companies from UW- Eau Clair, 
UW-Stout and UW-  River Falls held it’s Sixth Annual Military Ball o n 18 
February and awarded the MOLLUS Medal to Jon Griffi th, UW- River Falls and the 
SUVCW Medal to Tim Nelson, UW-Stout.  
     The medals were presented by Paul Johnson, SVC  of the Wis. Comma ndery and 
member of Old Abe Camp 8, S.U.V.C.W. �

           
     The MOLLUS recipient, Jon Griffith, is 
a Math major.  He's a sophomore, from 
Spooner, WI, and a 4- year scholarship 
winner.  He'll be going to the Ukraine, 
Russia, this summer through the Cultural 
Understanding & Language Proficiency 
(CULP) program. 
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      The Sons recipient, Tim Nelson 
majors in Business Administration, and 
comes from Augusta, WI.  He's a superb 
runner who won the 2011 WIAC) Cross 
Country Athlete of the Year.   
     T im also ran as our ROTC 
Homecoming King candidate and came in 
second place.  The Homecoming theme 
this year was "Peace, Love, and Stout" 
and Tim dressed up in a long blond wig 
(with headband) and a really great 
outfit!  
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2012 Officers �
� Col. Vince Barker 

vbarker@new.rr.com�
Commander� � Dean Collins 

dcollins@wi.rr.com�
Chaplain�

� Paul Johnson 
johhnson@newnorth.net�

Sr.Vice 
Comm.� � Hon. Michael Sullivan 

sully0105@att.net�
Judge Advocate�

� Open� Jr.Vice 
Comm� � Torrance Garner 

sully0105@att.net�
Surgeon 

� Robert O. Meyer 
poezjackpot@yahoo.com�

Recorder� � Robert A. Meyer� Counselor�

� James S. Reeve 
jsreeve@sbcglobal.net�

Treasurer� � LtCol Thomas P. Curtis 
tpcurtis1938@gmail.com�

Nominating Chair�
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A Companion’s  
Qualifying Ancestor 

 
    The qualifying ancestor of Chip Beckford is Lt. 
Col Henry Appleton Hale.  Hale is Chip’s 2nd

Great Grand Uncle. Hale was born in Salem 
Massachusetts on 15, August 1840, son of  Henry 
and Sarah Hale 
    Hale, whose occupation is listed as “Clerk” 
enlisted as a private in Co. I - the Salem Light 
Infantry of the 8th Massachusetts Infantry (Minute 
Men ) on April 15, 1861, two days after the first 
firing on Ft. Sumter.     
     The regiment was formed as a 100 day 
regiment.  
    The 8th left the state three days after muster and 
proceeded to Annapolis where several companies 
(not indicated) who were places on the frigate USS 
Constitution and guarded her until she safely 
removed to New York.  The rest of the regiment 
repaired railroad road beds and they proceeded to 
Washington. In July the regiment was ordered to 
Baltimore the then to Boston where it mustered out 
on Aug 1st 1861 
     Hale was commissioned as a 1st Lt. in Co. H of 
the 19th Mass. Inf. On 28 Aug 22, 1861 and 
promoted to Captain on July 1 1862. 
     Hale and his company fought at Antietam, 17  

  Sept 17 1862; 11- 13 Dec 1862 and 3 May at 
Fredericksburg; 3 Jul 1863 at Gettysburg; 14 Oct 
1863 at Bristoe Station; 27 Nov 1863 at 
Robinson's Cross Roads; 5, 6, 7 May 1864 at 
Wilderness; 10, 12, 3 and 18 May 1864 at 
Spotsylvania Court House; as well as at North
Anna River; near Totopotomoy Creek; Cold 
Harbor; and Petersburg. He was discharged for 
promotion on 30 Jun 1864 and was assigned to 
the Adjutant General Dept Regiment U.S. 
Volunteers.   
     He was brevetted to Major then Lt Col. 13 
Mar 1865. He mustered out of service 11 Nov 
1865. 
      He was wounded twice, at Antietam and Cold 
Harbor. He was brevetted to Major 13 March 
1865 for gallantry and meritorious service at 
battle near Kinston NC and the same day to Lt. 
Col. for gallantry and meritorious service during 
the war. 
     Hale married Sarah Ellen Kinsman on 29 Sept 
1869.  She died in 1885.  He remarried Alice.  Henry 
died 08 Aug 1927 in Salem, Essex County, MA 
     Henry was an original companion from 
Massachusetts 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 



Unraveling a Family’s Secrets (Cont.) 
 

held by the U.S. Army at Benton Barracks, Missouri, as a 
“prisoner of war awaiting exchange.” After about three
months’ confinement in Missouri, he left his quarters, 
evidently taking an unauthorized 30day furlough. When 
his “leave” was up, he turned himself in to the Deputy 
Provost Marshal at Toulon, Illinois, just a few miles 
from the Bevier farm.  It is clear that he visited his 
family and probably his parents learned of his 
subterfuge at that time. 
     Bevier was arrested as “Williams” and escorted back 
to St. Louis. There a perplexed army clerk simply 
recorded: “not known when he left his Camp, and 
therefore whether a deserter or not cannot be 
determined.” No charges were ever brought. After one 
more month’s restriction, Bevier returned to the 11th

and served honorably without incident, still disguised as 
“Williams” until discharged on Sept. 6, 1865. In all he 
served more than three years in the army.  His regiment 
served in numerous campaigns and skirmishes and 
participated in the Grierson’s Raid. After the war 
Abram returned to La Fayette, married, becoming a 
wagonmaker. 
     The Army did not discover the true identity of 
“Jackson Williams” until 1890 when Abram applied for 
a pension. Legislation approved in 1889 allowed for the 
removal of desertion charges from the records of old 
soldiers whose records were generally distinguished, if 
not unblemished.  Evidently Bevier’s application was 
not approved, nonetheless, as the desertion charges 
remained until after his death in 1907. At that time 
Elizabeth Bevier, his widow, asked to have the charges 
annulled so that she could become eligible for a 
widow’s pension.  Her request was granted, the charges 
were vacated, and she received her pension.  Her 
request also kept her husband’s secret. Abram’s 
gravestone lists him as serving in the 11th only.  
     The Bevier family closet also held a second skeleton 
that formed partially because of the need to protect 
Abram from having to answer embarrassing questions 
about his first enlistment.  The second ruse involved his 
sister Maria, her husband, and their younger brother 
John.  These three plotted to evade army regulations so 
the John could join while still underage. 
     While Longstreet’s Corps of the Army of Northern 
Virginia moved on Knoxville, Federals under the Major 
General Ambrose Burnside struggled feverishly to 
fortify the city. On November 17, 1863, Burnside 
dispatched a small force with orders to block 
Longstreet’s Corps until the ramparts were complete.  
The detachment included an Illinois regiment, the 11th

Illinois Mounted Infantry. The unit originated in Galva 
and was composed of mostly farm boys from Henry 
and Stark counties, neighbors of the Bevier’s. 
     One 112th member was Sergeant Thomas Jefferson,  
a 29year-old,  six-foot, two inch blacksmith who lived 

  

  

     Townsend’s wound and his extensive combat 
record throughout 1863 placed him high on the list of 
those who deserved a home visit while the regiment 
was in winter quarters. On March 6, 1864, Townsend’s 
opportunity arrived when ten troopers and one 
lieutenant were chosen to return to Galva on recruiting 
duty.  Townsend was one of those lucky one that got to 
go home. 
     The team reached Galva four days later.  At first the 
visit went well.  Townsend recorded in his diary that 
he was delighted to be greeted by “many men of old 
acquaintances” and that he had “many to talk to.” Yet 
as is often the case with soldiers or offspring who 
return home after an extended absence, the 
exhilaration wore off quickly.  By the second day 
Townsend already complained that “this day is very 
Dull in town.” On the first Sunday the bored soldier 
wrote that other than watching some snow melt, “I am 
at a loss to find much of any intrest [sic] today.” 
     Beginning March 15 a lengthy gap appears 
mysteriously in Townsend’s diary. Several reasons are 
possible, but solid evidence supports only one.  
Townsend was in love." 
     The Bevier farm was bout six miles from Galva. 
Townsend began to visit the Bevier’s, possibly to 
recruit John for the Army or more probably to pursue a 
romantic interest in Maria, 19.  While it is unclear 
which aim came first, it’s likely that his amorous 
mission preceded his military mission. 
     On March 24, 1864, only 11 days after complaining 
of the numbing boredom of his home visit, Townsend 
and Maria were married.  Their union was hasty, but 
she was fair, he was handsome, and it was wartime.  
Their marriage lasted happily until Townsend’s death 
30 years later.  In the short time, however, the
marriage had an unanticipated side effect. 

Sgt Thomas J. Townsend 
112th Illinois 

Neighbor, brother-in-law, and 
fellow soldier of Abram Bevier 

(all photos in author’s collection) 

about six miles  west 
of the Bevier place.     
      On November 17, 
while helping stave 
off the enemy, 
Townsend was 
slightly wounded. He 
wrote casually in his 
diary only that, “I 
received a Ball in the 
thigh.” His wound 
was not serious 
enough to release 
him from duty and he 
participated fully in 
the siege of 
Knoxville, which 
continued for two 
and a half more 
weeks. 



Maria Bevier 

     Four days after 
the wedding, John 
enlisted for three 
years’ service in Co. 
G, 112th Illinois.  
This was not only 
Townsend’s regiment, 
but also his company.  
Since John at 17 could 
not legally join the 
army without his 
father’s permission, it 
was necessary to 
misrepresent the truth.  
John signed an 
affidavit that he was 

18 years and four months old, although he was in fact 17 
years, three months, and 28 days old. The newly-weds 
were surely parties to the deception.  Maria certainly 
knew that her younger brother was not yet 18.  John 
needed a witness to verify his declaration, and his 
affidavit bears the signature of none other than his new 
brother-in-law.  John, Maria, and Tom almost certainly 
colluded together to circumvent the rules so that John 
could join Tom’s unit.      
     It was sensible that if John were to enter the army as a 
recruit he would benefit by having a seasoned veteran 
looking after him.   
     Countless other recruits misrepresented their age 
without causing serious harm. 
     John’s military career was ill-starred, however. He 
reported to the recruit depot at Camp Butler, near 
Springfield, where he was soon hospitalized with 
measles.  It was common for farms boys who had 
seldom been exposed to disease to become ill shortly 
after being confined together.  John’s disease worsened, 
unfortunately, and he developed “lung fever,” (possibly 
pneumonia). John wrote his father and asked him to 
bring him home. 
     Nathan traveled to Springfield and brought John back 
to La Fayette on a 20-day furlough.  Sadly, the boy’s 
condition did not improve, and he was unable to resume 
his military duties. Nathan pleaded with army officials to 
release his son, arguing that without parental permission 
the boy’s enlistment was invalid.  Nathan letter was 
cogently reasoned and composed in the beautiful cursive 
script that marked an educated 19th Century America. 
     The heart of his case rested on the possibility that he 
might be deprived of both his sons whose help was vital 
in managing his farm and in caring for their parents in 
their old age.  Nathan stated accurately but vaguely that  

  “my other Son is in the army.” He did not reveal that 
Abram was currently serving under an alias and there 
as an outstanding desertion charge standing. He 
contended furthermore, that “this young one is all that I 
have to depend on.” His argument was endorsed by a 
private physician, but in wartime, the U.S. Army is a 
jealous mistress. If Abram recovered the army wanted 
him.  A deputy adjutant general in Washington refused 
Nathan’s request and John was ordered back to the 
military hospital.    Tragically he never improved.  On 
November 4, 1864, John died at Camp Butler hospital. 
     Abram survived the war to support Nathan and 
Sarah in their old age.  Nathan lived until 1885 and 
Sarah until 1911. After Nathan’s death, Sarah received 
a pension as a mother of a deceased soldier. 
       Townsend did not return to his diary for nearly a 
month after his marriage and by then he was in Indiana 
on his way back to his regiment 
     He then wrote that “that Soldier Tom is very tired 
and sleepy and does not care whether School keeps or 
not… Off we are in a short time for the great and 
wicked and part of the country, Dixie 
     In the next two years Townsend fought in the 
Battles of Resaca and Atlanta, besides dozen of 
skirmishes and participated in the capture of 
Wilmington.  Brevetted a second lieutenant, he 
marched in the Grand March in Washington in 1865 
and then was mustered out.  In the grand tradition of 
rural America, when the boys of the 112th returned to 
Galva, their neighbors feted them with a lavish 
banquet. 
 

 
 
 
 
 



Wisconsin’s Native Americans and the Civil War 
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1 Four years with the Iron Brigade William Ray, Page 314 
2 The war of the rebellion: a compilation of the official records of the Union and Confederate armies. ; Series 3 - Volume 1 page 140 
3 The war of the rebellion: a compilation of the official records of the Union and Confederate armies. ; Series 3 - Volume 1 page 191 
4 Service With the Sixth Wisconsin Volunteers, Rufus R. Dawes, E.R.Alderman & Sons, Marietta, Ohio 1890 pg 265 
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