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Roster of the Company Commanded by Captain Clapham 

56th Regiment. 



List of orders from the 56th Regiment board meeting June 9, 1795.   

Can you find an order relating to uniforms for officers? 



May 30, 1793: A meeting of Militia Officers to arrange 
the county into regiments.   



From the Militia to the National Guard 

Courtesy of the Virginia National Guard website “Serving Commonwealth and Country” By 

CW2 John W. Listman, Jr. (Ret.) http://vko.va.ngb.army.mil/VirginiaGuard/history/

overview.html  

 

The Colonial Era (1607-1774) 

There have been many unsung members of the state force over our 400 plus years. 

While most of us learned in school of Captain John Smith at "James Towne" in 1607 it is 

unclear who, within three weeks of the landing, was the first man killed during an Indi-

an attack against the unfinished "James" fort. This luckless man was the first Virginia 

Guardsman to give his life for "Commonwealth and Country".  

Over the next 168 years, thousands served and many died (more from disease than 

combat) to expand the Virginia colony. As the colonists moved westward they often 

fought the natives over land rights. The Indians tried their best to resist, such as their 

surprise attacks of 1622 and 1644, when well-coordinated assaults across the colony 

threatened its continued existence.  

 

The Revolutionary War (1775-1783) 

With the start of the Revolution in 1775, most men in the Virginia militia volunteered to 

fight for liberty. During most of the conflict the state was spared much of the fighting 

but that changed in 1781 when several British armies converged on Virginia. Cornwallis 

was compelled to surrender on 19 October 1781 effectively ending the war and guaran-

teeing American independence. Among the 19,000 allied troops Washington had under 

his command were eight Virginia militia regiments, in all numbering some 3,100 men.  

Four future American presidents with Virginia militia service during their careers served 

during this war. Washington, Colonel’s Thomas Jefferson, James Madison and James 

Monroe. All three played various roles in raising, equipping and training militia units for 

use by the Continental Army. Monroe briefly command an “emergency regiment” 

raised during the Yorktown campaign.  

http://vko.va.ngb.army.mil/VirginiaGuard/history/overview.html
http://vko.va.ngb.army.mil/VirginiaGuard/history/overview.html


The New Republic (1783-1814) 

After the Revolution the country mostly turned to peace, except along the frontiers where occa-

sional conflicts still flared with the Indians. By 1787 the new Constitution was adopted and Presi-

dent George Washington was in office. Foremost among his efforts was the passage by Congress 

of the Militia Act of 1792. This Act outlined the federal and state roles in organizing, arming, 

training and use of the militia of the “several states” as a reserve for the Regular Army.  

Occurring simultaneously was the establishment of a two-tier militia system. Since the first colo-

nists arrived in 1607 the militia had always required that every free white male (with some ex-

ceptions) was required to be in the militia and subject to call up in an emergency. After the Rev-

olution, with most areas of Virginia no longer under immediate threat of foreign invasion the old 

system, known as the “enrolled militia”, began to give way to the “uniformed volunteer” system. 

This program saw young men volunteer to undergo military training and discipline on a part-time 

basis. The units were usually located in the largest town or city in the area, often the county 

seat.  

 

The First Uniformed Volunteer Era (1815-1860) 

The decades between the War of 1812 and the Civil War were mostly peaceful in the Common-

wealth. This period saw a rapid decline in the “enrolled” militia and a large number of new 

“volunteer” units being organized. Due to poor performance by some officers and units in the 

recent war, the adjutant general began taking steps to raise the professional standards of the 

militia officer corps. In 1820 he had a book entitled The Military Laws of Virginia published and 

distributed to each colonel so they could in turn pass its knowledge down to their lower officers.  

 

The Civil War and Reconstruction (1861-1870) 

The opening shots of the Civil War occurred in Charleston Harbor, S.C., on the morning of 12 

April 1861. Virginia had not yet succeeded to join the Confederacy though it did so on 17 April. 

At the beginning of the war, before Jackson and Early became household names, there was Cap-

tain John 0. Marr of the "Warrenton Rifles," who gained fame when he was killed on 1 June 1861 

at Fairfax Courthouse, becoming the first of 15,000 Virginians to die during the war.  

Probably not surprisingly, Virginians fought in every major engagement of the Army of Northern 

Virginia. All told the state fielded about 200,000 soldiers during the war, the largest number con-

tributed by any Confederate state.  

Following the end of the war all the southern states entered a period known as “Reconstruction” 

under federal martial law.  



The Second Uniformed Volunteer Era (1870-1902) 

As soon as the last federal troops left the state in late 1870 the reinstated adjutant 

general began reorganizing what was now known as the “Virginia Volunteers” (the di-

rect forerunner of today’s Virginia National Guard). This force was composed entirely 

of uniformed volunteer companies. The enrolled militia which had existed since 1607 

was gone forever. As before the war, once the unit was organized and uniformed (at 

its own expense although during the coming years some state and federal monies did 

become available to help buy field uniforms), the units applied to the adjutant gen-

eral for arms and other equipment. Once inspected they were taken on the state mili-

tary rolls and consider available for state service if and when needed. Except the brief 

Spanish-American War (1898-1899) all Guard duty in this period was confined to the 

state.  

As the Volunteers began organizing their companies something happened that had 

not occurred before the war. African Americans (mostly former slaves) were now join-

ing the force. They served in all-black units commanded by men of their own race, 

following Army policy of the time. Starting with the 1871 organization of the “Attucks 

Guard” (named for Crispis Attucks, the black man killed by British troops in the Bos-

ton Massacre in 1770), by the mid-1880s there were 20 black companies in communi-

ties across the state, from Tidewater to Staunton and Danville to Fredericksburg. Due 

to a severe economic downturn in the late 1880s many Volunteer companies, white 

as well as black, were disbanded because they could not meet the minimum stand-

ards in personnel. By 1898 there were only eight black companies remaining in the 

Volunteers.  

During this “gilded age” most communities, even major cities, had only small police 

forces. Yet it was a time of great unrest and even riots over matters ranging from ra-

cial, political and labor-management issues. This was an age before there was a state 

police force so when serious trouble either threatened or was in fact occurring, it was 

the Volunteers who were called upon to “aid civil authorities” (today referred to as 

“State Active Duty”) in restoring and maintaining order. In almost every year during 

this period can be found accounts of one or multiple units being placed in harm’s way 

to defend lives and property.  



The Birth of the Virginia National Guard (1903-1916) 

During the recent war many problems in the existing volunteer system, from poor officer train-

ing and leadership to obsolete weapons, became very apparent to the Army. In 1903, under 

pressure from President Theodore Roosevelt (himself a former New York Guardsman and hero 

of the recent war) and the Army, the Congress enacted the first of several laws changing how 

the volunteer system would function to be a ready reserve for the Army. Among the most 

striking provisions was the mandate that Guardsmen had to drill a minimum of 48 periods a 

year along with 15 days of “annual training” (commonly called summer camp). For the first 

time all soldiers received Army pay (based upon their rank) for annual training but not drill pay 

until 1916. All enlisted men were now issued standard army uniforms (officers, as always, have 

to buy their own) and were to be trained to Army standards. To receive federal monies and 

arms, units and their armories now had to meet minimum standards as determined by Army 

inspectors. Officers too had to meet Army standards in order to receive “Federal Recognition” 

to hold a commission. In 1916 two provisions had a direct impact on Guard service in the Com-

monwealth. First, Guardsmen now for the first time began receiving drill pay. And as a require-

ment of the law the “Virginia Volunteers” designation made way for the “Virginia National 

Guard”.  

While these changes were occurring two events, one across the Atlantic and the other along 

the border with Mexico, would have a direct impact on Guard service for the rest of the dec-

ade. World War I started in Europe in August 1914. The American government declared its 

neutrality but German provocation was growing each year the war continued. And in 1916 

Mexican bandits raided Columbus, N.M., killing a number of American citizens before fleeing 

back over the border. President Woodrow Wilson ordered the Army to pursue them into Mexi-

co and ordered nearly 200,000 National Guardsmen to active duty to patrol and protect the 

border against further raids. The Virginia Guard mobilized two infantry regiments, a battalion 

of field artillery, one squadron of cavalry and companies of engineers and signal troops, in all 

nearly 4,000 men. The units were deployed to camps in southern Texas near the Mexican bor-

der. By law no Guardsman was authorized to cross into Mexico.  

 

World War I (1917-1919) 

America declared war on Germany on 6 April 1917. While the 1st Squadron remained on active 

duty most other Virginia Guard units were not mobilized for several months, allowing them to 

recruit to fill their ranks to wartime strength. By July all were on active duty and most were 

soon moved to Camp McClellan, Alabama, to begin training.  

 



The Interwar Period (1920-1940) 

Though many people said World War I was so terrible that it was “the war to end all war” others knew 

that probably was not true and planned accordingly. In the early 1920s the Army reorganized the 29th 

Division, now composed of Guard units from the District of Columbia, Maryland, Pennsylvania and Vir-

ginia. The major Commonwealth components were the 1st Virginia Infantry (later redesignated as the 

176th Infantry), 116th Infantry, 111th Field Artillery and several smaller units including the 29th Tank 

Company and 29th Signal Company. In addition, the 246th Coast Artillery combined the various coast ar-

tillery companies that had existed during the war into one, non-divisional, regiment.  

In 1929 the stock market crashed and the economy moved into the “Great Depression.” One of the 

effects of this was a number of labor strikes, often turning violent. In November 1930 workers at the Dan 

River Mills in Danville went on strike. Some violence occurred and the governor mobilized the entire 

116th Infantry, 887 men, and had them stationed in Danville to prevent more trouble. At the end of their 

60-days of state active duty the soldiers of the 116th were relieved by elements of the 246th Coast Artil-

lery. The strike finally ended in March 1931. One Guard officer died in an accident and one civilian was 

shot and killed trying to run a road block. During this period more than 1,200 Virginia Guardsmen served, 

the largest call up in aid to civilian authorities since the Nat Turner Revolt in 1831 and the largest in the 

20th century.   

 

World War II (1941-1945)    

To fight the new, more mobile type of war being waged in Europe Army planners decided to make divi-

sions smaller and more flexible than they were for World War I. Part of this plan called for only three in-

fantry regiments instead of the existing four. So the 176th Infantry (formerly the 1st Virginia) was trans-

ferred from the 29th to the garrison of Washington, D.C. It would see no combat during the war. The 

29th Tank Company was assigned with other Guard tank companies to the newly organized 191st Tank 

Battalion. It would see 536 days in combat, the most of any Virginia Guard unit in the war. During its 

fighting across Germany in 1945 it helped to liberate Dachau Concentration Camp.  

 

The Cold War (1946-1989) 

During the 43 years of the Cold War, many changes occurred in the Virginia Guard, perhaps none more 

significant than the organization in 1946 of the 149th Fighter Squadron in Sandston, the Common-

wealth’s first Air National Guard unit. From this point forward when speaking of specific Virginia Guard 

service, either Army or Air, the following abbreviations will be used:  

Virginia Army National Guard-VAARNG 

Virginia Air National Guard-VAANG 



Operations Desert Shield/Storm (1990-1991) 

On 2 August 1990 the army of Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein invaded the neighboring nation of Kuwait. Pres-

ident George H.W. Bush immediately began sending troops to defend Saudi Arabia while getting the U.N. to 

demand the Iraqis leave Kuwait. For the next five-months American and Allied forces continued to build up 

in the Saudi desert. By the beginning of 1991 it was apparent Hussein was not going to leave willingly, but 

that he would have to be forced out. During this five-month period, designated as “Operation Desert 

Shield” (to protect Saudi Arabia) eight VAARNG units were mobilized and deployed to the Gulf. Two more 

VAARNG units were mobilized but not deployed as the war ended before they could arrive. No VAANG units 

were mobilized but about 20 individual airmen volunteered for active duty.  

 

Keeping the Peace Overseas and a New Headquarters At Home (1991-2001) 

With the end of the Cold War new missions overseas in places few people had ever heard of before saw Vir-

ginia Army and Air personnel serving from the sands of Egypt to the snows of Bosnia. “Peacekeeping” and 

“nation building” became the new phrases often used to describe military, including Guard, service. 

 

11 September 2001 Terrorist Attacks and the War on Radical Islam (2001-present) 

On the morning of 11 September 2001, terrorists flew commercial airliners into the World Trade Center in 

New York City, the Pentagon in Arlington, VA, and a field in Pennsylvania. The nation changed immediately. 

Commercial air traffic was grounded across the country. Members of the Virginia National Guard were or-

dered to State Active Duty by Governor James Gilmore in anticipation of other terrorists attacks. Plans were 

put in place to guard commercial airports, critical infrastructure, government facilities and other potential 

targets.  

As the United States committed to eliminate the terrorist threat, it was evident that the Virginia National 

Guard would become involved in what was dubbed the “Global War on Terror.”  

 

Transformation and Out of State Duty (2005-Present) 

As happened during World War II the Army decided it needed to change how its forces were structured and 

organized to better fight the elusive enemy it faced in Afghanistan and Iraq. Starting in 2005 the Virginia Ar-

my Guard began undergoing what was known as “Transformation”, the almost total reorganization of the 

state force. Among the most significant changes was the creation of the 116th Infantry Brigade Combat 

Team from the former 1st Brigade (consisting primarily of the 116th Infantry with support units), 29th Infan-

try Division. The 29th still exists but it is now only a command and control organization with few units direct-

ly under its control in peacetime. Other major changes saw old units such the 3rd Battalion, 111th Air De-

fense Artillery being converted and retrained as the 2nd Squadron, 183rd Cavalry. With little need for heavy 

guns in fighting insurgents the 111th Field Artillery was reduced from two battalions to only a single, two-

battery, battalion. Many other such changes occurred over the force, all of this happening while units were 

being mobilized, trained and deployed to war. It caused a massive amount of confusion but eventually the 

new system fell into place.  



How is a Militia Group Organized? 

When reading through the Militia book or loose papers you will see: 

“56th Regiment 2nd Battalion Artillery Company” 

“…belonging to the first Battalion of the 57th Regiment..” 

But…What do these mean? 

Regiment 

The Militia grouped men together into Regiments. The size of a Regiment can vary but his-

torically in this time period a regiment could have been around 1,000 men and led by a 

Colonel. Examples in our records would include the 57th and 56th Regiments. 

 

 

 

 

Battalions 

The Militia then further broke down the Regiments into Battalions.  Again, the size of a 

Battalion can vary. But, historically at this time period 300-800 men would have made up a 

Battalion.  This group of men would have been commanded by a Lieutenant Colonel. Exam-

ples in our records would include the 1st and 2nd Battalions. 

 

 

 

 

Company 

The Militia grouped men in the Battalions in to specialized companies. A Company histori-

cally consisted of 80-250 men.  These men were commanded by a Major.  

 


