
Newton Murdick's life story is equivalent to the size of a period compared to a paragraph.
Trying to find information on him in order to tell his story was like looking for the
proverbial needle in a hay stack. It was almost like he never existed at all. Where his
name should have appeared in the documents of the past, there was nothing. If it were not
for his headstone in Riverside Cemetery in New Haven, no one would have known he
had passed this way at all except for his immediate family members. He and his family
were not mentioned in any Federal Census taken in 1840-1860. No birth record was ever
found for Newton. No Federal Census records for Newton appeared from 1860 to his
death in 1890 either. How or why both Newton and his father, Hiram Samuel Murdick,
managed to evade being counted in so many Federal Census years can not be explained.
It was not attributable to the family jumping from place to place during those years, In
fact, Hiram Samuel and his family never left New Haven once they had settled there prior
to the death of Hiram in 1808. The absence of such records, of course, left huge gaps in
the understanding of the life and times of all the Murdicks. For example, how Hiram
Samuel and later, Newton, made a living was unknown due to a lack of census data. Then,
to make matters worse, Newton had the audacity to never marry and, therefore, never had
any children to trace. And to top it all off, Newton died very young only months after he
was discharged from the service so his life span was extremely short.

So, the story of Newton Isaac Murdick was, and is, a very brief one with holes in it large
enough to through a Jersey cow through. The best given date of birth for Newton was
June 27, 1836 in New Haven, Vermont. His father was born Hiram Samuel Murdick
(1798-1850) but preferred to be called Samuel H. Murdick throughout his life. His
mother was Betsey E. Turner (1805-1875).[1]Originally the Murdicks may have come to
Plymouth, Massachusetts in 1688 to escape religious persecution in Scotland, their
homeland. Robert Murdick was the founder of this American branch of the family. He
was definitely a resident of Roxbury, Massachusetts in 1692 when he married Hannah
Stedman. In 1703, he bought a house and some land in the town of Newton,
Massachusetts where he continued to be a "housewright". He died there on April 28,
1754. He always spelt his last name as "Murdock" although others had many different
variations of it. The muster rolls of the American Revolution carried the name in a
kaleidoscope of forms: Mardock; Mordock; Moredock; Murdac; Murdaock; Muraduch;
Muredock and Murlock. One ingenious clerk also contributed "Merodach". The spelling
in the United States largely became a matter of phonetic taste.[2]

Newton's father, Hiram Samuel, was born in Vermont - perhaps in Rutland - on August
30, 1798. He married Betsey Elizabeth Turner, daughter of Josiah Turner of New Haven
on February 28, 1821. He was a resident of New from the time he was at least nine years
old until the California Gold Rush came along in 1849. Bit by gold fever, Hiram went
west to make his fortune in the gold fields where he died on October 27, 1850.[3]The
early loss of his father must have been a shock for the fourteen year old Newton and his
two siblings who still lived at home at the time - Jerome H. (1840-1921) and Oliver Perry
(1844-1933). The other five brothers and sisters Newton had were all older and out of the
family home on their own: Mary (1822); Henry T. (1825-1908); Nathaniel F. (1827-
1908); Wallace Josiah (1830-1903); and Martha Elizabeth (1833).[4]After her husband's



death in the gold fields of California, Betsey E. continued to live in New Haven-Bristol
area in the homes of her sons until her death in 1875.[5]

When the Civil War erupted in April of 1861, Newton was painting houses in and around
New Haven for a living. Immediately after the First Battle of Bull Run, President Lincoln
called for hundreds of thousands of additional troops for three year enlistments. Newton
was one of those who answered the call. On August 24, 1861 in Middlebury, Vermont the
twenty-three year old painter with a light complexion, black eyes and dark hair placed all
five feet four and one half inches of himself before C.W. Rose and took an oath to
faithfully serve in the United States military as a member of Company B, Fifth Regiment
Vermont Infantry.[6]A month later, September 16, Newton reported to St. Albans with the
rest of the newly formed anxious recruits to be sworn into Captain Rose's Company.[7]

The Fifth was organized in St. Albans, Vermont. Its companies were raised in various
towns throughout the State. Company B, for example, was comprised of only men from
Middlebury; Company E was from Manchester; Company H, from Brandon; Company F,
from Cornwall; and so on. The Regiment was mustered-in on September 16, 1861 at St.
Albans. It was immediately sent to Washington, D.C. and joined the other Vermont
troops already at Camp Advance (Griffin) near the Chain Bridge in Virginia where it was
assigned to the Vermont Brigade with which it served during the rest of the war.
Throughout the fall of 1861, and the first few months of 1862, it was on duty in the
defenses surrounding Washington.

March 10, 1862 the Fifth moved to Alexandria, Virginia. Two weeks later, the Regiment
boarded transport ships for the Virginia Peninsula landing at Fort Monroe and moving to
New Port News on the twenty-third and twenty-fourth of March, 1862. By April 16, 1862,
the Regiment was at Lee's Mills with the Vermont Brigade. On June 29, the Fifth brought
four hundred men to the action at Savage's Station. In one half hour of fighting, it lost one
hundred eighty-eight of them on the field. Company E of Manchester suffered the
heaviest losses of any company from Vermont. Company E went into the engagement
with fifty-nine muskets. In that one half hour of fierce conflict, it lost forty-four of the
fifty-nine; twenty-five were killed and nineteen were wounded. Five Cummings brothers
and one cousin from the company were among those killed or wounded. Only one of the
six recovered from his wounds. The Regiment as a whole suffered the heaviest loss in
killed and wounded at the Battle of Savage's Station, Virginia on June 29, 1862 of any
Union regiment in a single action of the entire war. In the following few days, the Fifth
along with the rest of the Vermont Brigade, went on to be involved in more fighting at
White Oak Swamp and Malvern Hill as the Federals retreated from General Lee towards
Harrison's Landing.

On August 16 - 24, 1862, the Regiment returned to Fort Monroe and reached the Bull
Run battlefield by August 30, just missing the fighting there. During the Maryland
Campaign of 1862, the Fifth took part in Crampton's Gap (South Mountain) and
Antietam. It ended 1862 engaged in the Battle of Fredericksburg. In January (23-24) of
1863, it joined Burnside's "Mud March" on its way to Marye's Heights and Salem Church.
It celebrated the Fourth of July at Gettysburg. The Fifth took a break August 14 through



September 16, 1863 and relaxed in New York during the draft riots there. The Regiment
rejoined the Army of the Potomac at Culpeper Court House in Virginia on September 23.
It went into winter quarters at Brandy Station where the veterans of the Regiment re-
enlisted on December 15, 1863 and was the first Regiment granted a veteran's furlough
for a month's duration.

On its return from furlough in Vermont, the Fifth continued as a veteran organization and
participated in the bloody month with the Army of the Potomac from the Wilderness to
Cold Harbor, and took an active part in the siege of Petersburg. The Regiment began the
campaign with five hundred men. In one month, it lost three hundred forty-nine killed,
wounded and missing, including thirteen officers. September 15, 1864, the term of
service for original members who had not re-enlisted expired. They were mustered-out
leaving present for duty one assistant surgeon, a quartermaster, three first lieutenants and
three hundred enlisted personnel. After the October 19 Battle of Cedar Creek, the Fifth
moved to the Siege of Petersburg again and went into winter camp at Squirrel Level Road
in December, 1864.

When Petersburg finally fell in April of 1865, the Fifth Vermont was the first Regiment
to plant its colors on the Confederate defensive works. The unit was present at
Appomattox Court House for the surrender of Robert E. Lee and his army. June 8, 1865
the Fifth marched in the Corps Review held at Washington, D.C. On June 29, the
veterans were mustered-out. At its discharge, there were only twenty-four officers and
two hundred eighty-eight men on its rolls - three hundred twelve total out of an original
strength of 1,618 . For the last ten months of its service, the highest ranking officer in the
Fifth present for duty was a captain; for more than three months of those last ten, the
highest ranking officer present for duty was a lieutenant. Every officer present for the
Grand Review went out as a private. [8]

Almost immediately after being mustered-in, Private Murdick was detached from
Company B and assigned "on extra daily duty as Hospital Nurse" beginning November
10, 1861.[9]For the next six months, Private Murdick functioned as a hospital steward in
the Regimental Hospital. On May 8, he himself became a patient. He was admitted sick
on that day.[10]Sometime before July 25, 1862, Private Murdick was forwarded to the
military hospital in Burlington, Vermont for convalescing.[11]On August 18, 1862, he left
Burlington for the Vermont Brigade in Virginia under command of Captain Rose. At
New York City, Private Murdick was placed in the charge of Sergeant Bartholomew of
the Fourth Vermont to continue his return trip to the front lines and the Old Vermont
Brigade.[12]Private Murdick was present with his company from August 1862 until
March 28, 1863 when he was on detached service at Brigade Headquarters. He was taken
sick and confined to the Marine Hospital in Burlington, Vermont again on June 13, 1863.
He spent all of June and July, 1863 as a patient in the hospital.[13]The Private was
returned to duty from the General Hospital in Burlington on September 3, 1863.[14]

Like many of the Fifth Vermont, while at Brandy Station in Virginia for their winter
cantonment, Private Murdick was discharged from the service December 15, 1863 for the
purpose of re-enlisting as a veteran volunteer.[15] In doing so, he was granted a thirty day



furlough which, with others of his Regiment who re-enlisted for another three years, he
enjoyed back home in Vermont. At the time Private Murdick re-enlisted in the Fifth,
Company B, he was entitled to the final installment of his $100 bounty so he had money
to go home on.

After returning from their furlough, the Fifth was rested and replenished with new
recruits, ready for the next campaign season to begin as soon as the spring mud season
was over and the roads were passable again for heavy foot and wagon traffic. Ulysses S.
Grant was the newly appointed overall commander of the Union armies and he had
brought with him a new plan of fighting the Southern forces in rebellion. He was going to
bring an end to this civil war by hammering the South into submission. He intended to
take full advantage of the North's superior resources in men and material for conducting
war by striking the enemy on every front again and again until any further resistance was
senseless. Grant was going to rely on the North's abundant capability to replace its losses
and by brute force bludgeon the South in surrendering. As atrocious as the casualty lists
from past engagements like Antietam and Gettysburg had been, Grant knew it would be
necessary for those in the future to be far worse if there were to be an end to this infernal
conflict. Surprisingly, men in the ranks, who were to be on the front line of this new
strategy and would be responsible for carrying the victory in the field of battle, felt a
sense of relief and renewed vigor to perform their duty and bring this blasted, prolonged
struggle to a conclusion. Instead of deserting in droves, soldiers pinned small pieces of
paper to their uniforms stating their names, rank and regiment so that they could be
identified in case they fell on the field. They were moving forward toward the enemy for
a change not turning their backs from them and retreating yet again.

The new campaign season opened January 17, 1864 with the Battle of Dandridge in
Tennessee. It ended with the Second Battle of Saltville in Virginia, December 20-21,
18164. There were one hundred thirty other battles fought in between them. Some of
these were small affairs and some were not so small ones: The Wilderness; Spotsylvania;
Cold Harbor; Petersburg; The Crater; Third Winchester; Chaffin's Farm; Cedar Creek;
Murfreesboro.[16]On June 3, during the Battle of Cold Harbor, Private Murdick was
slightly wounded in the left arm.[17]He had marched with the Regiment to The
Wilderness, Spotsylvania, North Anna and Petersburg. Before going into winter quarters
in early December of 1864, he had seen action at Third Winchester, Fisher's Hill and
Cedar Creek. The Regiment was down to five officers and three hundred men.[18]
Promotions in the ranks were rapid as an attempt was made to maintain some order to a
chain of command. Private Murdick was promoted to Corporal on October 12, 1864 and
a week later to Sergeant by Regimental Order No. 5.[19]Twenty-five year old Sergeant
Murdick of Company B, Fifth Vermont was promoted again on May 12, 1865, a month
after Lee surrendered at Appomattox, to First Sergeant.[20]At the defenses of Washington
in June, 1865, First Sergeant Murdick was promoted for the fourth time in nine months to
Second Lieutenant of Company B.[21]Now a commissioned officer, Lt. Murdick had a
final accounting to be done at the time of his discharge from the service June 29, 1865.
The last time he had been paid was to December 31, 1864. For Government clothing, he
owed $6.54 (probably for those new bars on his shoulders!). He owed $6.00 to the
Federal Government for arms, equipment, etc. lost. He had been paid $210 in bounty to



date with another $190 due him at discharge.[22]Oddly enough, Lt. Murdick did not owe
anything to any sutlers. Once everything was squared away with the Government,
Newton was free to go home and resume his civilian life, if he could.

But Newton was a very sick man. He had, like thousands of other healthy young men,
contracted a disease while wearing the uniform of his country. Newton had survive shot
and shell through some of the war's most vicious fighting but was laid low by an invisible
parasite. He had contracted chronic diarrhea while in the fields of Virginia and came
home with it a very, very sick man. He returned to the only occupation he knew -
painting houses. He worked when he could which may have been infrequently since his
condition would have left him extremely fatigued and weak a great deal of the time.
Newton was discharged from the army June 29, 1865. He died December 30, 1865 in
Mendon, Vermont of his "chronic diarrhoea". He was only twenty-nine years, six months
and twenty days old. He never had time to marry. He was laid to rest near other Murdicks
in the Riverside Cemetery in New Haven, Vermont with little notice or fan fare.
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