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ANOTHER CIVIL WAR UNCLE 
  
 I had planned to write this newsletter about the two brothers of our ancestral 
grandfather, James Youngs Durland, namely two uncles, but when I began to look at my 
records, one uncle was more exciting than the other.  Therefore, I abandoned the idea of 
two and have concentrated on one uncle, William Robert Durland. 
 William was the first son after three daughters born to Robert Durland and Mary 
Ann Crane.  Two more sons followed and this triumvirate was the eventual owner of the 
Durland Hardware Store.  But our story begins shortly after William was born in the year 
1847 in Indiana. 
 He was fourteen when the first shot was fired at Ft. Sumter in 1861 when the war 
between the states started.  The story is that he ran away from home and enlisted in the 
Navy of the Union when he was seventeen.   
 He was detailed to the 
ironclad river gunboat USS 
Benton sailing up and down the 
Mississippi River.  (I didn’t 
understand the account I read 
that used ‘detailed’ until I 
learned it was a military term to 
prevent escape.)  A newspaper 
record says he spent a great 
portion of the time cruising in 
enemy territory.  It was his duty 
during most of his enlistment to feed the cannons that lined the side of the vessel. 
 William wasn’t willing to talk about his exploits so there is no record, but we can 
follow the USS Benton’s history on many excursions which transpired while he was 
serving on the ship.  It traveled up and down the Mississippi and bombarded several areas 
so we know that William saw some action.  The Benton was the first to run the Vicksburg 
blockade in 1863. 
 At the end of the war in 1865, the ship was decommissioned in Mound City, 
Ilinois and I presume that our William also was relieved of his duties and returned to 
Flora, Illinois where his father Robert lived at the time. 

In 1871 he married Laura Dye and they had five children.  One of them followed 
in his father’s footsteps and this is part of our story. 
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As I wrote earlier, William is one of the 
brothers who took over the Durland Hardware Store 
when his father Robert died.  There were three 
brothers; the oldest was William, the middle one was 
our grandfather James, and Maurice was the youngest.  
Each one had spent some time clerking in the store so 
it was a foregone conclusion that the brothers would 
eventually run the business even though their mother, 
for a short time, managed the company. 

It was interesting that each one had a specific 
job in the store.  William clerked; James, because he 
was always involved in the store, knew the ups and 
downs and all the customers (so wrote another family 
member), and Maurice was the bookkeeper and buyer 
of the merchandise.  It worked out very well for all of 
them. 

When William died at age 91 on August 16, 
1938, he was the last Civil War veteran of Flora.  He was honored with a military funeral 
and was called an “unsung hero.”  The funeral was conducted by the Clay County Post 
No. 14 of the American Legion and as the flag-draped casket was lowered, taps were 
sounded. 

As a final tribute of honor to the memory of William and his service to his 
country, all business houses in the city were closed for 30 minutes.  He outlived our 
ancestral grandfather James who died at age 76 and his brother Maurice who died at age 
69. 

There is an additional part of our story about a cousin who served in another war.  
As I mentioned before, one of William’s sons was destined to have a period of his life in 
the military except he didn’t run away from home.  Evidently William had told his 

second son all about his exploits in the Navy, and it 
must have influenced him so much that his youngest 
son decided to follow in his father’s footsteps. 

William Grant Durland was born in 1879 and 
when the United States declared war against Spain 
following the sinking of the Battleship Maine in the 
Havana harbor in February 1898, at age 19 he decided 
to enlist.  It was a short war and one led by Teddy 
Roosevelt but the upshot was that the Spanish fleet 
was defeated and the war ended in December.  This 
was the war that gave us Guantanamo Bay in Cuba. 

William Grant returned home, but not for long, 
and moved to Long Island, New York where he was in 
the real estate business.  He died in August 1950. 

 So this is our Durland family with an uncle 
who served in the Civil War and his son, a cousin, who 
followed his father’s military experience by enlisting 

in the Spanish-American War.  A little known story in our heritage. 
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