
An Oftebro relative in the American Civil War. 
Andreas Torkildson belonged to the early immigrants to USA from Lyngdal, Norway. 
He was the older brother of Anne Katrine (Torkildsdatter Fidje) Oftebro. His father 
had meant for him to take over his farm at Fidje in Lyngdal. And in the meantime 
Andreas wanted to strengthen his economical basis by working in America for a period. 
However, America became more and more a temptation for Andreas as the years went 
by, and he never made it back to a life as farmer in Lyngdal. As a consequence his father 
let his sister Anne Katrine and her husband (3)Tobias take over the farm. In this way 
Fidje came to be the home for their large family and a meeting place for the numerous 
generation that followed. 
Andreas served as captain in The American civil war. His young son Tobias, 16 years of 
age, served with him as a hornblower. We present Andreas’ letter from the frontline to 
his family in Lyngdal. The letter has been kept in copy by Anne Katrine and Tobias’ 
daughter, (3-4) Anna Tonette (Oftebro) Johnson, USA, and thereafter by generations of 
her Hollinbeck descendants. (3-4-1-1-3) Richard Oftebro Hollinbeck Jr. has kindly given 
us the letter for presentation. 
 

-------------------------- 
 
 
     The camp on the island no 10,-- 65 miles south of 
                                                           Cairo, or 431 miles south of Chicago,  
      May 20th 1862. 
      
 
Dear father and siblings! 
 
I received today your letter dated April this year, forwarded by my wife. I probably don’t 
have to tell you that it made me happy, when I tell you that we lie here in garrison on an 
island in the middle of the Mississippi river. It is now more than a month since we fought a 
battle, and everyone can understand that time passes very slowly. It is repeatedly and always 
the same -     lack of mail delivery and even less newspapers. From time to time we 
experience an enemy raid or an enemy steamboat which always keeps too long distance from 
us to be reached by our cannons. Under these circumstances it is really nice to have a letter, 
even if it is quite old. Today I was very lucky as I got not less than 8 letters.  
Dear father, I have the pleasure to inform you that both I and Tobias, who is with me for the 
time being, are both healthy and fit, and even if I have participated in rather fierce battles, and 
Tobias since August 4th last year has participated in even worse battles, no bullet has hit us. 
The war is often very enjoyable, but other times it is terrible. And gracious God - how 
massive the destruction is where the battles have taken place. I can not give you even a dim 
description. I wrote to my brother John more than two months ago from the steamship 
“Graham” in the fleet that brought us here, and I told him about everything that had happened 
until then, and it is not necessary to repeat it. I shall only give a short report from this last 
period. Island no 10 is situated where the states Kantukky (Kentucky) and Tennessee meet at 
the east bank and Misori (Missouri) forms the west bank of the river. The island and the bank 
on the Tennessee side were armed with 103 cannons, some of them up to 100 pounders, none 
less than 36 pounders, straight bore. The area was also protected by 2 batteries field artillery, 
500 mounted chasseurs, and almost 8000 infantrymen. The place was in addition unreachable 
by gunshots from all sides because of flood, virgin forests and morasses, except just where the 
cannons and the fortifications were located. And still we captured the place with a loss of only 



40 to 50 men. Our 8 large iron steam cannon boats and our “Moisers”(?) pounded them for 
more than 5 weeks before they gave up, and our engineer corps had an enormous steam 
engine cutting a canal through a large forest 15 miles long, making it possible for a part of our 
army to get through with our steamboats and fall into their backs. April 7th we stormed them 
from both sides, and our cannon boats had frightened them so much that it did not become 
half as difficult as we had believed. It was all over in less than a day, and we took between 
5000 and 6000 prisoners and enormous amounts of all kinds of goods: Hundreds of horses, 
mules and donkeys, provisions, all their tents, their rifles and guns and an enormous amount 
of ammunition, (powder and bullets). It is all valued to one million dollars. We found the 
ground ploughed by cannonballs in all directions. We had in fact bigger and better cannons 
and could reach them before they could reach us. They were so terrified of us that they 
offered almost no resistance when we attached. Can you imagine - I captured 8 officers all 
alone, and it often happened that a couple of our soldiers threatened a dozen enemy soldiers to 
lay down their weapons, which they then seized, and made them prisoners. What was most 
amusing was to see their Negro slaves, that partly worked on the plantation, how happily they 
laughed and grinned, with their nice white teeth, when their masters were captured. Even if 
they are naive they still knew that their freedom now would come. We are so overcrowded by 
these slave runaways that we almost don’t know what to do. They keep coming back almost 
every day to our camp asking for protection against their masters that most often follow hard 
on their heels. 
  
In general the war develops very well. We drive the enemy into the sea. The larger part of our 
army, which has been located at Washington for more than a year, has moved on and has 
pushed the enemy ahead of itself for more than two months. The last news from that front told 
that they then lay outside Richmond, the capital of the rebels, and there were even news 
through the telegraph that Richmond had been captured by our troops. We have captured New 
-Orleans at the estuary of Mississippi, and Mobile, two of their largest marketing centres. On 
the coast of Florida we have taken their largest forts in the Mexican bay, and also by the 
Atlantic Ocean in the state of South Carolina we have taken two very big ones and moved far 
into the country. North Carolina is almost totally on our hands. Kentucky and Tennessee are 
totally on our hands, and so are Missouri and Arkansas on the west side of Mississippi. There 
are reasons to believe that we have only two big battles more to fight before it is all over. One 
of these will be here on the river about 50 miles to the south, at a place called “Fort Pillow”. 
In this battle we will be reserve guards, but there are small chances that we will have to fight. 
At this place the fight is going on now, and often they get so close to us on the river that we 
can hear their cannons. This battle we feel sure that we will win, and as a great part of our 
fleet at sea has entered Mississippi and come as far as Wiksburg, which is around 300 miles 
further down from Fort Pillow, it is clear that the enemy soon will stay in between these two 
fleets, and of course they will then have to give up. This will open up the Mississippi river for 
trade and shipping, and will soon show the southerners that it is more favourable to stay 
peacefully inside the Union than be fighting a war against it. 
The other big battle that we soon will have to fight will probably be the most bloody we have 
had until now, and the result of it is very difficult to predict. The battle will be fought at an 
inland fort by the name of Corint in the state of Mississippi. Here the best enemy general, by 
the name Beauregard, has gathered around 170.000 to 200.000 men, and they are very well 
protected on all sides. Furthermore they are located around 25 to 30 (miles?) from any river 
that our troops can sail by cannon boats. We will have to drag everything over land, and that 
is very strenuous. About 6 weeks ago the general started a raid to attack us, or the Union 
troops, and surprised them at a place called Bitsburg landing ( ? ). There was a terrible battle 
where 3000 - 4000 were killed, and it was only by the help of the cannon boats, that at this 



time could reach him from the Tennessee river, that he was driven back to his fortresses 
where he now is located.  
Here one waits, holding one’s breath so to speak, on the result of this war. Our army is very 
much bothered with diseases, especially with “Nerve fever”(?) and “Col fever”(?), but they 
say that the enemy army has it even worse. In addition the enemy starts to suffer from 
starvation, as they are cut off from all the states that grow corn, and we do not allow any 
supplies of course. They have no other money then the paper money which they issue 
themselves, and they are not worth as much than the paper they have been printed on. They 
have to help themselves with this as best they can. There are thousands of rich people in the 
South who would have been peaceful if they had not been forced into the army, and they have 
been sucked dry for money and everything they had. It therefore happens when our troops 
arrive some place, that they are met with Hurrah and cheers, and often they find, mostly 
women, that have hidden an old American flag like a sacred thing, and who now present it 
with patriotic pride. Some times an old man or an old woman turns up, whose father or 
brothers have fought and died when America fought for its freedom. Those cannot control 
their happiness, they kiss our hands and wet them with their tears of joy. Others though are so 
embittered that they would risk their lives to try to harm us. They will do their best to ambush 
us if they can. They will also try to poison us through food or liquor or anything else that they 
know that the soldiers like. They will offer the soldiers such items for sale or for free, and in 
such cases they pretend to be very friendly. This is an act that we consider so mean that we do 
not spare them for a moment, but shoot them or hang them right away. 
Dear father! This will have to be enough about the war, and I shall ask you not to publish this 
letter or any part of it, but only show it to those that it is meant for. Concerning my farmland 
in Iowa I have done nothing with it. My brother in law and the brother of my wife will go 
there and start to build a house, and I hope that the war will be over in a month’s time, then I 
will go there myself. If here should be too much disease, like cholera or “the yellow fever” in 
August, which is the worst time for diseases, I shall resign and go to Iowa, because if I die in 
battle or from wounds received in battle, my family will receive pension, but if I die from 
disease they will have nothing. And I love my family too much not to do everything possible 
for them, and not to take any precaution to stay with them as long as God will allow me.  
My wife rents a house in Chicago at the moment, paying 85 a month. Caroline has been 
somewhat sick for some time, and therefore she stays at home. The other children are well, or 
they were so last time I heard from my wife. Gesine and Bella go to school every day, and 
Gesine is already so clever that she writes to me and Tobias, and Bella also reads quite fast I 
understand.  
In spite of all accidents and all hardship I have experienced I have also had great luck in one 
matter, for which I thank God, and that is that my last wife is so kind and friendly to me, and 
does never spare herself to make my life comfortable and easy, and in addition - the best of it 
all - is that she treats the children with kindness and with concern for their education. She 
sends them to school every day, even if she has to work herself almost to death at home. She 
always makes sure they are properly dressed before she looks to herself, and she makes no 
difference between stepchildren and her own. Dear father, you have probably never made 
anyone more happy than you made her by writing her a letter. She forwarded it to me with the 
strongest request to have it back. She says that she will write you back, and if she does so you 
should be warned that she is not much of a writer, and therefore excuse her. We have two 
children together, one boy and one girl, and they are both beautiful and quite happy. In my 
letter to my brother John I wrote that Tobias is here and has been around here around 3 
months. He is a strange boy, exceptionally clever and willing to learn. He wants very much to 
be with me as I naturally treat him more like a son than like a soldier, but the situation is that 
the regiment that he used to be with has always been moving and has fought everywhere, and 



he asks permission to go back to them because there is much more to see. I fear that he is 
going to be a real adventurer and fortune hunter who will find the world too small for him. 
It will probably be of interest to you to learn how we live. We live in tents, the soldiers in 
large, round tents, 20 men in each tent. The subordinate officers live in separate, square tents, 
4 in each tent. Both the lieutenants share one tent, and the captain has one tent for himself. We 
do not always have the very best food, but it is nourishing and digestible when we have the 
time to cook it well. 
Finally I send you my very best wishes. I thank you for promising to remember me in your 
prayers to God, for which I am very grateful. I have often believed that it was the prayers 
from you, from my wife, and from my little God-fearing Gesine, that have protected me when 
I was in danger. And now goodbye! The Lord will bless you and make you happy for the sake 
of Jesus. Give my best to Anne Chatrine and to my other siblings. Yours  
 
                              A. Torkildson. 
 


