
The Legacy of the Letters 
 

 
 

I guess right up until I was 53 years old I thought most families had an old 
cardboard box of Civil War letters in their attic.  As a child, my Grandma Bradley 
(my mother’s mother) would show them to me along with an old Bible and 
pictures.  
 

 
 
She said they were written by my Great-
Great-Great Grandfather Peter Dumont to 
my Great-Great-Great Grandmother 
Clarinda in Utica while he was away 
fighting in the Civil War.  Grandma 
Bradley died when I was a young 
teenager and I didn’t remember much of 

what she told me. Her name was Ida, just like my Mom’s name and her mother’s 
before her. My Mom told me she broke the chain of “Ida’s” by naming me Diana, 
which was the title of a popular song.  The name Ida had gone back to the Civil 
War. I later realized the name Diana started with the same three letters as Ida. 
 
After Grandma died, the box of letters sat in the attic and in various closets of my 
parent’s farmhouse in Hillsdale NY. 
 
 
 

Letters on the Move 
 
 

 
 
 
I went off to college in Albany, 
NY, became a teacher and 
married the most wonderful 
man in the world.   We were 
both teachers until he became 
a computer programmer and I 
eventually began working for 
the State of NY in various 



agencies.  We lived in a number of small apartments until we bought a house in 
1993.  I finally felt comfortable bringing the letters there to go through.  I tried to 
count them (so disorganized-- could there be over 100?), transcribed a few (so 
difficult), and became thoroughly overwhelmed.  I had learned to transcribe 
original letters in the early 1980’s while working summers for the National Park 
Service at the newly-opened Martin Van Buren National Historic Site.  I wanted to 
transcribe them correctly but found them to be so disorganized and full of detail 
that the effort was time consuming.  I would lose track of time, get lost in the 
story, and put them away for too long while going about our busy lives. 
 
Our two-family brick house in the city was almost as old as the letters, so we 
finally decided it would be safer to keep them in a bank safe deposit box.  It 
wasn’t until 2003 after we had moved to our house in the suburbs that we took 
them out again. 
 

 
 
 



First Visit to the New York State Education Department Archives 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Before storing the letters, I took a few of them to the New York State Education 
Department’s Archives at the State Museum.  They told me about how many of 
the soldier’s in my ancestor’s regiment, the 146th NY Volunteers, had been killed 
in the Battle of the Wilderness.  The archivist made me a photocopy of the 
muster role page that showed when my ancestor had enlisted and how he had 
gone missing in action at the Battle of the Wilderness.  As I sat there and read 
about the Battle in the Regimental History, I started to cry.  When I got home I 
began skimming through the letters and also learned that my ancestor had fought 
at Fredericksburg, been wounded, and was taken as a prisoner at the Battle of 
Chancellorsville and confined at Libby Prison.  A letter signed “Clara Barton” 
confirmed his death in the Battle.   
 
 



 
 
 



Another Look at the Letters 
 
 
 

 

 
 
My husband created a website to post the letters and pictures for family 
members to see and I transcribed a few more.  I realized that my ancestors’ 
children’s names were Ida and William, just like my mother and her only brother, 
my Uncle Bill.  I communicated with our cousin in Pennsylvania who had a friend 
who was a Civil War re-enactor.  But feeling overwhelmed and emotional, I 
locked the letters in a fireproof safe until my work and home life would be less 
busy and I could concentrate on them again.  The cardboard box went on a 
basement shelf with camping gear and old files. 
 

 
The New York State Education Department’s Museum and Archives 

 
 
It wasn’t until 2013 when I went to the NYS Museum’s exhibit entitled “ An 
Irrepressible Conflict:  New York State in the Civil War“ that I realized that the 
150th anniversary of the Battle of the Wilderness and my ancestor’s death would 
be coming up the following May.  Not knowing much about the Civil War, and 
remembering my great experience at the State Archives, I recognized that we 



needed help.  I contacted a friend who worked for the Education Department who 
introduced me to the State Historian/Chief Curator for history.  I met with him and 
his archives staff and they began to explain how important the letters and Bible 
sketches were.   During the meeting they described to me the significance of 
some of the sketches. We even discovered some that I had never noticed before, 
including a sketch made of Fredericksburgh during the battle, one of the inside of 
Libby Prison, and one of the regiment getting Zouave uniforms.  They offered to 
help me interpret the letters.  I left the meeting inspired to resume posting and 
start summarizing the letters.  Apparently not everyone had an old box of Civil 
War letters in storage! 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 



 
 
 

 
The Wonderful Website 

 
My husband began the intensive 
process of scanning and uploading the 
letters onto a server.  He created a 
program that would allow me to upload 
the summaries and transcripts and 
connect them in an organized database.  
The website included a search function 
that would identify key words in any of 
the letters. As the database grew this 
proved to be an essential capability.  My 
sister, a librarian, and my Mom began 
reading the summaries and provided 
insights and suggestions. I dedicated 
time to reading and summarizing each 
letter in chronological order to gain a 
more complete understanding of the 
story.   



 
 

 
The Family Tree 

 
 
Then, while looking for something else in the basement, I found the old box.  I 
was going to throw it out but I dusted it off.  I noticed a note written in pencil 
which provided another clue:  “War Letters – Letters From My Father to my 
Mother – 97 Layette St the place where I was born – Utica N.Y. “.   
 

 
 
There were some scraps of paper in the box, including one tucked in the fold of 
the box.  It was Grandma Bradley’s distinctive handwriting with a sketch of a 
family tree: 

 
 



Helping to Keep History Alive 
 
Christmas 2013 was very special when the Education Department’s archivist 
emailed us a photo of my great-great-great Grandmother Clarinda Dumont’s 
gravestone he had found on a website.  The beginning of 2014 was even more 
exciting when he introduced us to more regimental information and Utica City 
directories that showed the family members, most of whom were noted in various 
letters.  Our collaboration is helping forward our families’ and the Archives shared 
goal of keeping history alive.  The story is beginning to come together! 
 

 
 

 
 
Join our family and our friends at the Education Department as we continue on 
our journey to learn and tell the story of our family during the Civil War.  We 
welcome your ideas and insights too. Thank you for your interest and stay tuned 
for updates! 
 
Diana McCarthy 
Email:  CivilWar@dynasysweb.com 


