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Joseph Nelson Bell, Sr.

His Life, Family, and Confederate Service

By his Great Granddaughter

Charlene Crawley Mecklenburg

Joseph Nelson Bell was born on February 21, 18371 or 18382.  He was the 5th son (and 6th child) of 12 children of James Franklin Bell and Mary Jane Wilson Bell.  He was born in Scott County, KY.  Joe was still living in his father’s home at the time of the 1860 census3.  

Joe enlisted in July 1861 in Co. E, 4th KY Regiment (Breckinridge’s Brigade) as a Sargeant, but was transferred to Rice E. Grave’s Battery1.  He was at Fort Donelson1/6 (Feb. 12—Feb. 16, 1862) where he was taken prisoner and sent to Camp Morton in Indianapolis, IN.  He escaped from Camp Morton1/4/7/8 by tunneling out (probably in April of 1862).  

An article in the January, 1927 issue of the “Confederate Veteran” contains the war time remembrances of Louis Douglass Payne.  Mr. Payne escaped from Camp Morton with Joe Bell.  According to that article, it was Joe’s idea to dig under the fence using their hands and pocket knives (prisoners in Union Camps were not subjected to strict surveillance at that early point in the war).  They did just that on a dark, rainy night.  Louis squeezed through the hole first when he was sure the guard was farthest away and waited for Joe.  But Joe got stuck (he was described as “fat”) and Louis went back and freed him by digging out more dirt.  The guard discovered them; Joe ran up to the guard and challenged him then took off running.  Louis followed.  Next they found themselves in the middle of the Federal camp, but were not noticed because it was dark and they had been given blue overcoats in the prison camp.  They made their way toward Indianapolis and found a railroad line.  They ditched their muddy coats in a culvert and hid in the woods till daylight.  The next day they followed the rail line to a hotel in a village outside Indianapolis.  They had Federal money (rather than Confederate bills) that had been sent to them by friends and family in Kentucky.  They rested at the hotel and had 2 meals there.  They took the evening train for Louisville, and went to a Louisville hotel that was run by a southern sympathizer that Joe knew.  They were hidden in an attic room where they were “well fed”, were able to rest, and where they were visited (in the middle of the night) by many people, one at a time, who were seeking news of friends and relatives in the 4th Kentucky.  After a week they were slipped out of town in the evening and taken to Shelby County and left in the woods.  They hid there and were brought food, horses and money.  Joe’s brother John (John Wilson Bell) and a couple named Wilson (Joe and John had two sisters who were both married to men named Wilson) escorted them out of Shelby County and through Paris, Bourbon County, KY to another safe house.  They continued on with help along the way to Abingdon, VA, where they received their back pay and were given permission to travel anywhere in the South till their command was exchanged.  They were in Richmond during the Seven Days Battle (June 25—July 1, 1862, though were not in the fight), and some time later they rejoined their command where they were separated, and did not see each other again. 4     

Joe was promoted to Lieutenant1/2 before December 186213.  He requisitioned 72 horses for Byrne’s Battery Dec. 4, 1862 and received them Dec. 5, 186213.  He fought in the battles at Stones River / Murfreesboro (Dec. 26, 1862 – Jan. 5, 1963) and was promoted to Captain (probably a brevet promotion) at Murfreesboro1/7/8.  [He was referred to as “Capt. Bell” for the rest of his life, but there is nothing in the Confederate records to support this rank.  However, his biography does mention this promotion.]  As Mentioned he was injured at Stones River, Dec. 31, 18621/13.   He was left in the hands of the enemy Jan. 5, 186313 after he was wounded.  He was then sent to Louisville, KY March 9, 1863 and from Louisville to Camp Chase, Ohio on March 10, 186313.  His POW record from Camp Chase, Ohio describes him as 6’ 1 ½” tall, age 24, with “black” eyes, dark hair, and a “sandy complexion”13.  April 10, 1863 he was transferred to Ft. Deleware [sic.]13.  April 12, 1863 he was again transferred to Point City, VA to be paroled as part of a prisoner exchange on April 29, 186313.  

Joe fought at Chickamauga1 (Aug. 16 – Sept. 22, 1863).  On August 31, 1863 he signed the Company Muster rolls as commanding Company D, “Different Regiments of Morgan’s Command”14.  

He fought at Missionary Ridge1 (Nov. 25, 1863), and Ringgold Gap1 (Nov. 27, 1863).  

On the 21st of December of 1863 he requisitioned 6 tin cups, 2 iron skillets and lids, 1 iron oven and lid, 2 (?) pans, 1 water bucket, and 1 cotton shirt14.  

He fought at Resaca1 (May 13—15, 1964), that battle was part of the Atlanta Campaign.    

He was a member of the dismounted Calvary (Martin’s Battalion) that followed Gen. John Hunt Morgan into Mt. Sterling from Abingdon, VA and was captured there on the morning of June 9, 18645.   

 He escaped from a boxcar at La Grange, KY several days later1/5/8.  This escape is detailed in the Shelby News, Nov. 26, 1903 article entitled “Daring Escape” by John Steele.  Mr. Steele begins by detailing the march from Abingdon, the Battle at Mt. Sterling on June 3, 1864 and their subsequent capture the next morning when they were surrounded by Federal soldiers as they slept; many were killed and others captured.  John Steele and Joe Bell were among those captured.  They were taken to Lexington, KY where they were held for two days, then put in box cars on a train that was headed for Louisville and to Prisoner of War camps in the north.  [Since Joe had been paroled in April 1863, he was not supposed to be back in the fighting.  But he was back in the war so would be executed if discovered.]  John describes the box cars with their tops lined with Federal soldiers and four more soldiers inside each car.  The soldiers sat one on each side of the two open doors with their bayonets crossed.  As they were leaving the city of Frankfort, Joe told John that he was going to take a nap.  Joe asked John to wake him when they got to LaGrange, KY (outside Louisville) because he planned to leave the train there!  As the train entered LaGrange John awakened Joe.  While the train was stopped in the town a little boy tied his horse up right outside the box car they were in.  A large crowd had gathered to see the Rebels.  The Union Captain in charge of the prisoners swaggered up and down outside the car showing off his captives.  As the train began to move the Captain had to run to get back into the box car.  Joe was standing in the door with his left hand resting on the door jam so he very courteously extended his right hand to help the Captain up. Just as he got him inside the door Joe jerked him and threw him against the guard on the right and sent them both sprawling.  Then he hit the guard on the left and knocked him out.   He sprang out of the door to the ground, jumped on the little boy’s horse and took off. The soldiers were so astonished that not one fired at him.  He took off around the courthouse and made his escape.  

After the war Joe farmed in Scott County, KY, and then moved to Shelby County, KY in 18681/7/8.  He married Mary Bethel Barbour of Jefferson County, KY on April 10, 18661/9.  In 1873 he left farming and became a trader of live stock1/10.  In 1886, President Grover Cleveland named him postmaster of Shelbyville, KY 1/7/8.  He died of complications of an abscessed tooth on August 21, 1890 in Shelbyville, KY7/8.   He has been described as a big, heavy man with auburn hair, weighing 300 pounds at his death4/5/7/8.   Mary Bethel died 3/15/1899.  Joseph and Mary are buried side by side in Grove Hill Cemetery in Shelbyville, KY in the Bell family plot.

He and his wife had 7 children; three (a son born in 1877, a daughter born in1880, and a son born in 1884) did not live until their first birthdays.  Four sons reached adulthood.  They were Richard Wilson9 (1867-1931), Frank Hunter (1870-1926), Joseph Nelson, Jr. (1871-1912), and Josh Bowles (1873-1936).  

Items of Interest about the family:
Joseph Nelson Bell’s oldest brother was John Wilson Bell.  John Wilson Bell and his wife Sarah Margaret Allen were the parents of Maj. Gen. J. Franklin Bell, US Army and a graduate of West Point.  He received the Congressional Medal of Honor for service in the Philippines during the Spanish American War. He became a Brigadier general after the Spanish-American War and went on to serve as the Commandant of the Army Service School at Ft. Leavenworth from 1903 to 1906.  He helped develop the Army’s reorganization of the educational system and implemented those plans.  He is known as the founder of the Modern Instruction Method in the Army.  He led the Army’s relief efforts of San Francisco after the 1906 Earthquake.  He was Chief of Staff of the Army 1906—1910.  He was born in 1856 in Shelbyville, KY and died Jan. 8, 1919 in New York City. 11 He is buried in Arlington National Cemetery, VA.
Joseph Nelson Bell’s sister Mary C. Bell was the second wife of Rev. Samuel R. Wilson a well-known Presbyterian Minister in Ohio, Kentucky, and New York.  Their son Samuel M. Wilson was a well-known attorney and judge in Lexington, KY.  He was a special circuit court judge.  He taught Elementary Law, Common Law Pleading and Real Property in the Law Department of Transylvania University.  He was chief counsel and general manager of Lexington and Central Kentucky Title Company; director of the Lexington Law Library Association and vice president of the Kentucky State Bar Association.  Mr. Wilson enlisted in the Citizens Military Training Program in September 1916 and served throughout WWI in France with the American Military Expedition.  He was discharged as a Lt. Colonel on May 2, 1919.  He assisted in the re-organization of the Kentucky State Bar Association and compiled its Code of Ethics.  His avocation was history, he wrote 65 books and articles.  He was the Chairman of the Blue Licks Battlefield Monument Commission.  Judge Wilson was active in many historical and cultural organizations in Lexington and was the organizer of the “Cakes and Ale Club” in 1936.  He was born in Louisville, KY Oct. 15, 1871 and died suddenly on October 10, 1946 in St. Louis. 14/16 He is buried in the Lexington Cemetery. 
Joseph Nelson Bell’s brother, William Henry and his wife Frances Venable Scott had 5 children.  Their second son was Eugene Bell. Eugene graduated from Central University of Kentucky with a B.A. in 1891.  He attended Union Theological Seminary in Virginia from 1892 to 1893 and graduated with a Bachelor of Divinity from Louisville Presbyterian Theological Seminary in 1894.  He was ordained in the Louisville Presbytery and served as stated supply in Troy, Hebron and Wilmore, KY, until 1895, when he became one of the first Presbyterian missionaries in Korea.  He served first at Mokpo and then at Kwangju mission stations.  Bell primarily engaged in evangelistic work in Korea.  He founded and served as pastor of the First Presbyterian Church of Korea.  In addition, he helped to establish a Boys’ School and Girls’ School at Kwangju Station.  From 1907 to 1923, Bell was an associate professor of Systematic Theology at the Union Presbyterian Theological Seminary in Pyeng Yang.  He also translated into Korean “Studies in the Book of Romans” from Hodge’s Commentary, and the Book of Church Order and Form of Church Government.   Bell received the degree of Doctor of Divinity from Centre College, Kentucky, in 1920.  He died at Kwangju, Korea on September 28, 1925.15
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