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Marker Text 
 
Composed of infantry regiments from Indiana, Wisconsin, and Michigan, the Iron Brigade 
fought with Army of the Potomac during the Civil War (1861-1865). Received name for valor at 
battle of South Mountain, Maryland (1862). Sustained combat fatalities among the highest in 
the Union armies. 
 
 
Review 
 
The Bureau placed this marker under review because its file lacked both primary and secondary 
source documentation. IHB researchers were able to find primary sources to support the claims 
made by the marker except for the statement “sustained combat fatalities among the highest in 
the Union armies.” The following report expands on the marker points and addresses various 
omissions, including the brigade’s other battlefield experience, the story behind their naming, 
the combat fatalities that eventually heralded the end of the Midwestern identity of the Iron 
Brigade, and the reasoning behind the marker’s placement in Porter County. 
 
After the start of the Civil War in April 1861, four western regiments – the 2nd, 6th, and 7th 
Wisconsin Volunteer Infantry Regiments, and the 19th Indiana Volunteer Infantry Regiment – 
were brigaded together under the command of Brigadier General Rufus King.1 The brigade was 
assigned to the Army of the Potomac, but did not participate in all of that army’s major battles; 
King’s brigade was one of those detached from the army before the Peninsula Campaign in 
April 1862.2 
 
On May 7, 1862, army command assigned Brigadier General John Gibbon command of this 
brigade.3 According to military historian Alan Gaff, General Gibbon worked to make his men 
look like soldiers. Volunteer uniforms varied widely among the four regiments and even among 
men in the same regiment. To rectify the issue, Gibbon ordered the quartermaster to issue the 
brigade regular army uniforms. Because of this shift in attire, both friend and foe quickly 
recognized the men of Gibbon’s western Brigade; they became known as the ‘black hat brigade’ 
or the ‘big hat brigade.’4 
 
The black hat brigade rejoined the Army of the Potomac during the Second Battle of Bull Run on 
August 28-30, 1862 in Virginia.5 They fought well in spite of the Confederate victory.6 Gibbon’s 
men next faced the Confederates at South Mountain in Maryland on September 14, 1862.7 The 
brigade withstood the rebels’ attacks bravely and despite heavy losses.8 According to historian 
Alan Nolan, Major General George McClellan and Major General Joseph Hooker praised their 
efforts and they were referred to as ‘men of iron’.9 On September 27, the Milwaukee Sentinel 
published an article referring to the regiments as the Iron Brigade.10 The newly nicknamed 
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brigade fought again at the Battle of Antietam in Maryland on September 17, 1862, where they 
fought well in spite of the massive casualties and lack of a clear victor.11 
 
Two major organizational changes occurred within the brigade in the fall of 1862: the addition 
of a new regiment and a new commander. On October 8, 1862, the 24th Michigan Volunteers 
joined the Iron Brigade.12 Nolan argues that while the Iron Brigade appreciated these new men 
because of the additional man power they represented, the veterans remained skeptical that 
the new regiment would live up to the brigade’s battle-tested reputation.13 On November 26, 
1862, Brigadier General Solomon Meredith was assigned command of the brigade.14 
 
The 24th Michigan were soon given a chance to prove their worth; the Iron Brigade fought with 
the Army of the Potomac in the battles at Fredericksburg in Maryland on December 11-15, 
1862, and Chancellorsville in Virginia on April 30-May 6, 1863.15 In Pennsylvania on July 1-3, 
1863, the Iron Brigade suffered massive casualties during the Battle of Gettysburg.16  
 
As a result of these casualties, the essential western nature of the Iron Brigade was forever 
altered; on July 13, 1863, the 167th Pennsylvania Volunteer Infantry was ordered to join the 
brigade to reinforce its depleted numbers.17 Thereafter, a number of other eastern regiments 
were brigaded with the 2nd, 6th, and 7 Wisconsin, 19th Indiana, and 24th Michigan in order to 
augment their numbers. Nolan made a careful study of these additions and notes that eight 
different regiments joined the brigade between July 31, 1863 and April 30, 1865.18 The original 
regiments of the Iron Brigade continued to fight with the Army of the Potomac through the end 
of the war; brigade badges created for reunions after the conflict cite their participation in the 
Army’s battles beyond Gettysburg, such as the Wilderness, Spotsylvania Court House, Cold 
Harbor, Petersburg, and Appomattox Court House (though it is important to note that these 
same badges do not credit the participation of the other regiments brigaded with the original 
Iron Brigade after Gettysburg – they were not invited to participate in the reunions).19 The 
formal dissolution of the brigade came on July 1, 1865.20 
 
IHB now avoids the use of subjective and superlative terms such as “first,” “best,” and “most.” 
Such claims are often not verifiable and/or require extensive qualification to be truly accurate. 
That is the case with this marker’s claim that the Iron Brigade “sustained combat fatalities 
among the highest in the Union armies.” While it is clear from accounts at the time that the 
Iron Brigade suffered heavy fatalities, it is very difficult to determine whether these figures are 
“among the highest in the Union armies.”21 Additionally, Civil War historians currently make use 
of the more encompassing term ‘casualties’ to discuss those killed, wounded, and captured or 
missing during the Civil War; this term would be better employed in this phrase than the 
current “fatalities” for this reason.22 
 
It seems unlikely that any of the men in the 19th Indiana hailed from Porter county; why, then, 
is the marker located in the county?23 When the marker was placed in 1995, US highway 12 was 
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simultaneously designated the Iron Brigade Highway because it runs through Wisconsin, 
Indiana, and Michigan. However, the Indiana Department of Transportation decided that it was 
too unsafe to have visitors stopping along US 12 to view the marker. Additionally, there were 
plans to reroute US 12 onto US 20, just a few miles south, when the Indiana Dunes Lakeshore 
absorbed part of US 12 into the park system. So, for reasons of safety and highway 
maintenance, the marker was placed on US 20 in Porter County.24 
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serving with the 19

th
 Indiana. The regiment was raised in Delaware, Elkhart, Johnson, Madison, Marion, Owen, 

Randolph, and Wayne counties. 
 
24

 Information on the placement of the marker from IHB Admin File 64.1995.1. 


