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Medina native was member of famed

54th Massachusetts

By Matt Ballard
Orleans County Historian

Feb. 20 marks the 156th
anniversary of the Battle of
Olustee, the only major battle
fought in Florida during the
American Civil War. The story
of Isaac Hawkins represents
a significant tale in the pro-
gression of the involvement
of black soldiers in the Union
Army during the Civil War,

[saac, the son of Richard
and Caroline Hawkins, was
born at Medina in 1843. As
indicated by early census re-
cords, Richard was a grocer
who was enumerated im-
mediately before John Ryan,
the pioneer stone mason who
opened the first commercial
sandstone quarry in Medina.
An 1842 deed shows that
Hawkins purchased a parcel of

land fiom Dawid Evansfor the
sum of$200'4t ﬂi@ﬁéﬁf‘whété‘ :

West Streetwcrosse& over the
Erie Canal’ (lot*4l)' This Tot
would have sat nedr'thie cur-
rent intersection of Glenwood

and Ryan streets.

It is likely that Isaac was
born on this site, working for
his father as a young man be-
fore the outbreak of the Civil
War. In 1863, the 20-year-old
Hawkins enlisted at Medina
and was placed with the 54th
Massachusetts Volunteer
Infantry, the unit once un-
der the command of Robert
Gould Shaw. Shaw was killed
at Fort Wagner on July 18,
1863, months before Hawkins
enlisted with the Union Ar-
my. However, Isaac was with
the regiment for about two
months when the unit en-
gaged Confederate troops in
Baker County, Florida, at the
Battle of Olustee on Feb. 20,
1864.

Isaac survived the battle,
which claimed the lives of
more than 200 Union troops,
but was captured and sent to
Andersonville, Ga., as a pris-
oner. The camp at Anderson-
ville became infamous for its
poorand inhumane treatment
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of white prisoners, who
were given bread made from
ground corn cobs, maggot-
filled meat, and rotten veg-
etables. Blankets were scarce,
tents were often non-existent,
and men were forced to def-
ecate in areas that contami-
nated drinking water.

One can imagine that the
treatment of African American
prisoners was far worse. In his
pension documents, Hawkins
noted that he received 250
lashes for forging a pass; he
was stripped naked, forced to
lie across a log, and whipped
from head to foot. He was
shackled and returned to work
in thre graveyard, where he was
threatened with similar treat-
ment if.-he stopped working
for even a few moments. Fol-
lowing the war, this particular

. event was referenced by two
witnesses in the trial of Henry
Wirz, the commandant of the
prison at Andersonville. This
testimony and the testimony
of other prisoners resulted in

Wirz’s sentence to death by
hanging. (Wirz was arrested in
May 1865, the only Confeder-
ate soldier charged with war
crimes during the Civil War,
according to the Library of
Congress.)

In addition to the whipping
Isaac received while at An-
dersonville, it was recorded
that he had suffered a sabre
wound to his arm and a gun-
shot wound to his arm and
foot; the latter injury mangled
his foot and required the use
of a cane for the remfainder of
his life. His brother, Charles
R. Hawkins, also enlisted in
the Union Army in November
1864 at the age of 16 and re-
moved to New Jersey follow-
ing the war where he worked
as a barber. His brother Walter
relocated to Pennsylvania and
worked the same profession.

As for Isaac, he later re-
moved to Washington, D.C.,
where he died on.Aug. 25,
1902; he was buried in Arling-
ton National Cemetery.



