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CHAPTER I.

A PLANTATION HOME IN LOUISIANA.
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A spacious mansion, with deep verandas supported by fluted columns,
so closely following the architectural features of the historic Lee
homestead on the Potomac as to give the name of “Arlington” to the
plantation, was the home of my early married life.

The house faced a broad lawn, dotted here and there with live-oak
and pecan trees. An avenue, over which the “pride-of-China” trees
cast their shade, and beside which the Cherokee rose grew with great
luxuriance, led to the river-bank, and commanded a magnificent view of
the Mississippi for many miles above and below.

To this house, with all its attractive appointments, I came a bride,
and from this home I took a hurried departure a decade later. Time has
not dimmed the memory of those years; on the contrary, it has added to
their radiant brightness.

Turning back a quarter of a century, I see a picture of peace,
happiness, and the loveliest surroundings. In those spring days at
Arlington the air was so pure and fragrant that its inhalation was a
positive luxury. It was delightful to wander over the lawn, with its
fresh carpet of green, and note the wonderful growth of vegetation
on every side. The roses that arched the gateways, the honeysuckles
and jasmines that climbed in profusion over the trellises, the
delicate-foliaged crape myrtle with its wealth of fairy pink blossoms,
all contributed perfume to the breeze.

Those grand autumnal days, when smoke rolled from the tall chimney of
the sugar-house, and the air was redolent with the aroma of boiling
cane-juice; when the fields were dotted with groups of busy and
contented slaves, and their cabins resounded with the merry voices of
playing children; when magnolia and oak trees were musical with the
mocking-birds, whose throats poured forth melodies unknown to any other
of the feathered tribe, and nimble squirrels gathered their winter
stores in the pecan-groves—oh, those grand autumnal days!

Those Christmas-days, when the house was filled with gay throngs of
city guests, and the broad halls resounded with merry laugh and romp;
when the “plantation band,” with the inspiring airs of “Monie Musk”
and “Come, haste to the Wedding,” put wings to the giddy feet—how the
happy moments fled! oh, the jolly days, when we danced the hours away!


CHAPTER II.

THE NEW FLAG—CAMPAIGN SEWING SOCIETY—CAPTURE OF NEW ORLEANS.



Table of Contents



Basking in the sunshine of prosperity during the stirring events that
crowded one after another through the winter of 1860-’61, buoyed up by
the hope and belief that a peaceful solution of national complications
would be attained, we were blind to the ominous clouds that were
gathering around us. Prophets arose in our midst, with vigorous tongue
and powerful eloquence lifting the veil and giving us glimpses of the
fiery sword suspended over our heads; but the pictures revealed were
like pages in history, in which we had no part nor lot, so hard it was
for people who had for generations walked the flowery paths of peace,
to realize war and all that that terrible word imports.

It was during the temporary absence of my husband, and Arlington full
of gay young guests, when our city paper described the device for
“the flag,” as decided upon at Montgomery, the cradle of the
new-born Confederacy. Up to and even far beyond that period we did not,
in fact could not, realize the mightiness of the impending future.
Full of wild enthusiasm, the family at Arlington voted at once that
the banner should unfold its brave States-rights constellation from a
staff on our river-front. This emblem of nationality (which, on account
of its confusing resemblance to the brilliant “Stars and Stripes,” was
subsequently discarded) consisted of a red field with a horizontal
bar of white across its center; in one corner was a square of blue
with white stars. There were red flannel and white cotton cloth in
the house, but nothing blue could we find; so a messenger was hastily
dispatched to town with orders for goods of that color, no matter what
the quality or shade.

On a square of blue denim the white stars were grouped, one to
represent each seceded State. We toiled all that Saturday, and had no
little difficulty in getting our work to lie smooth and straight, as
the red flannel was pieced, the cotton flimsy, and the denim stiff.
From the negroes who had been spending their half-holiday catching
drift-wood, which in the early spring floats from every tributary down
on the rapidly swelling bosom of the broad Mississippi, we procured a
long, straight, slender pole, to which the flag was secured by cords,
nails, and other devices. When the staff was firmly planted into the
ground, on the most prominent point on the river-front, and its gay
banner loosened to the breeze, the enthusiastic little party danced
round and round, singing and shouting in exuberance of spirit. At that
critical moment a small stern-wheel Pittsburg boat came puffing up the
stream; its shrill whistle and bell joined in the celebration, while
passengers and crew cheered and hallooed, waving newspapers, hats, and
handkerchiefs, until the little Yankee craft wheezed out of sight in a
bend of the river. Of all the joyous party that danced and sung round
that first Confederate flag raised on Louisiana soil, I am, with the
exception of my son, then a very small boy, the only one living to-day.

It made such a brave show, and we were so exhilarated, that we passed
all that bright Sunday in early spring under its waving folds, or on
the piazza in full view of it.

When my husband, after a two weeks’ absence, boarded the steamer
Quitman to return home, the first news that greeted him was,
“There is a Confederate flag floating over your levee!” He was
thunder-struck! That far-seeing, cautious man was by no means an
“original secessionist,” and did not, in his discretion, and the
hope that lingered long in his breast of an amicable adjustment of
the difficulties, countenance the zealous ardor of his hasty and
impetuous household. Our flag was already beginning to look frayed
and ragged-edged. We had no means of lowering it, and its folds had
flapped through fog and sunshine until the sleazy cotton split and the
stars shriveled on the stiff blue ground. The coming of the “general
commanding,” as we now playfully called him, signalized the removal
of our tattered banner; but we had the satisfaction of knowing that
advantage of his absence had been taken to float it a whole week, and
that it was no hostile hand that furled it at the last.

The wild alarms of war roused us at last from this Arcadian life of
ease and luxury. The rumbling thunder of battle was making itself heard
from Sumter on the one side and Manassas on the other. “Dixie” and “The
Bonnie Blue Flag” were replacing the soul-stirring battle-songs of our
fathers.

Men who had never saddled their mettled steeds, nor harnessed their
own teams for pleasure-excursions, now eagerly bestrode any nag they
could command, or drove lumbering mule-teams, or, worse still, plodded
on foot with a military company on its march to the front; while the
daintily nurtured women, who, in the abundance of service that slavery
afforded, had scarce put on their own shoes, assembled and toiled
day after day in the preparation of clothing for the soldiers, which
quickly became their all-absorbing occupation.

In the neighboring city of Baton Rouge we organised the “Campaign
Sewing Society.” Its very title shows how transient we regarded the
emergency; how little we deemed the campaign would develop into
a four years’ war! There many of us received our first lessons in the
intricacies of coats and pantaloons. I so well remember when, in the
glory of my new acquirements, I proudly made a pair of cottonade
trousers for a brother we were fitting out in surpassing style for
“service,” my embarrassment and consternation when I overheard him
slyly remark to my husband that he had to stand on his head to button
them—they lapped the wrong way! Stockings had also to be provided, and
expert knitters found constant work. By wearing a knitting-bag at my
side, and utilizing every moment, I was by no means the only one able
to turn off a coarse cotton stocking, with a rather short leg, every
day.

From the factory in our little city—the only one, by the way, of any
size or importance in the State—we procured the cloth required for
suits, but in the lapse of time the supply of buttons, thread, needles,
and tape, in fact, of all the little accessories of the sewing-room,
was exhausted, and to replenish the stock our thoughts and conversation
were necessarily turned into financial channels. I cordially recommend
to societies and impecunious institutions the scheme in all its
entirety that we adopted as vastly superior to the ordinary and
much-maligned fair; the plan was the offspring of necessity; the
demand was so instant and urgent that we could undertake no fair or
entertainment that involved time, work, or expense.

A “Tombola,” where every article is donated and every ticket draws a
prize, was the happy result of numerous conferences. The scheme was
discussed with husbands and brothers; each suggested an advancement
or improvement on the other, until the project expanded so greatly,
including all classes and conditions of donors, that it was quickly
found that not only a large hall but a stable and a warehouse also
would be required to hold the contributions, which embraced every
imaginable article from a tooth-pick to a cow! The hall was soon
overflowing with minor articles from houses and shops. Nothing was
either too costly or too insignificant to be refused. A glass show-case
glittered with jewelry of all styles and patterns, and bits of rare
old silver. Pictures and engravings, old and faded, new and valuable,
hung side by side on the walls. Odd pieces of furniture, work-boxes,
lamps and candelabra, were arranged here and there, to stand out in
bold relief amid an immense array of pencils, tweezers, scissors,
penknives, tooth-picks, darning-needles, and such trifles. The stalls
of the stable were tenanted by mules, cows, hogs, with whole litters
of pigs, and varieties of poultry. The warehouse groaned under the
weight of barrels of sugar, molasses, and rice, and bushels of meal,
potatoes, turnips, and corn. Tickets for a chance at this miscellaneous
collection sold for one dollar each. As is ever the case, the blind
goddess was capricious: with the exception of an old negro woman, who
won a set of pearls, I can not remember any one who secured a prize
worth the price of the ticket. I invested in twenty tickets, for which
I received nineteen lead-pencils and a frolicsome old goat, with beard
hanging to his knees, and horns like those which brought down the walls
of Jericho. Need I add that the “general commanding” refused to receive
that formidable animal at Arlington?

The “Tombola” was a grand, an overwhelming success; without one dollar
of outlay—the buildings and necessary printing having been donated—we
made six thousand dollars. Before this sum could be sent to New Orleans
for investment, that city was in the hands of its captors.

Thus cut off from the means of securing necessary supplies, and at
the same time from facilities for communication with those whom we
sought to aid, the “Campaign Sewing Society” sadly disbanded. The busy
workers retired to their own houses, the treasurer fled with the funds
for safe-keeping, and, when she emerged from her retreat, six thousand
dollars in Confederate paper was not worth six cents!

The Federals captured New Orleans in April, and there was intense
excitement all up and down the river. We boasted and bragged of what
we could do and what we were going to do, like children whistling in
the dark to keep their courage up. We had never seen soldiers “on deeds
of daring full intent.” We had never seen any drilling and manœuvring
of companies and battalions, except our own ardent and inexperienced
young men, full of enthusiasm that was kindled and encouraged and in
many cases bolstered up by the women, who, like most non-combatants,
were very valiant, and like all whose hearthstones are threatened very
desperate. So the landing of the enemy in our chief city, and the
capitulation of our defenses, roused every drop of blood in our hearts.
Nothing but “war to the knife” was spoken of. While we openly declared
that New Orleans should have been fired, like Moscow, rather than
surrendered, men went about destroying cotton wherever it was stored,
and fierce and loud were the denunciations against any man who even by
gentle remonstrance made the slightest objection to having his property
touched by the torch of his neighbor, to prevent the possibility of its
capture by the “hordes of hirelings” as we called the Northern soldiers
and their naturalized comrades.

All the blankets and bedding that could reasonably be spared had been
gathered during the winter, by teams driven from house to house, making
one grand collection for our suffering troops.

Now, thoroughly alarmed at the possibility of being cut off from all
communication with our soldiers in the field, and prevented from
contributing to their comfort, carpets were ripped from the floors of
many houses, cut into suitable blanket-size, and sent via “Camp
Moore”—now our only outlet—to the army in the mountains of Virginia
and on the borders of Tennessee. There was no combined or concerted
plan; each acted his individual part, and made personal sacrifices
to help the cause. Plantations were adjoining, but the residences too
remote to meet and discuss matters when time was so precious. Black
William and I drew the tacks from every carpet at Arlington; brussels,
tapestry, and ingrain, old and new, all were made into blankets and
promptly sent to the front. One half the house was closed, and a deal
of management was required to keep the other half comfortable without a
carpet or rug to lay over the bare floor. So it happened that when the
Federals, after an exciting siege, captured New Orleans, very little
was left in the houses on the river that could be made available for
the use of the army.


CHAPTER III.

A CREVASSE—OCCUPATION OF BATON ROUGE—DEFENSELESS CITIZENS.



Table of Contents



The rapidly rising river was another element of danger menacing us. It
is a fearful sight to see the relentless flood plunging by, bearing
great trees and logs of drift-wood on its muddy surface many feet
above the ground on which you stand, an embankment of earth your only
defense, and the waves of passing steamboats dashing over that frail
barrier and falling in spray at your feet. It is startling to realize
that busy craw-fish, the dread enemy of every man whose “lines are
laid” behind a Mississippi levee, are constantly boring holes through
the earthworks, and invading the ditches carefully constructed to
receive and bear away to the rear swamps and drains the seepage that
exudes all the time from the pressure on the outer side; and terrible
to know that one malicious cut of a spade would make an insidious
fissure through which those battling waters would in a few hours rush
in an overwhelming torrent, destroying property worth thousands of
dollars—a calamity greatly dreaded, and guarded against day and night
by trusty men with shovels and lanterns.

My husband, whose duty it was as levee inspector, notified our
neighbors of a dangerously “weak spot” on an adjoining plantation
front, but so fearful were all planters at that time of negro
assemblages, so apprehensive lest they communicate from plantation
to plantation, and a stray spark enkindle the fires of sedition and
rebellion, that the responses to his call were not adequate, and the
result was a crevasse between Baton Rouge and Arlington, four
miles south, that cut a broad chasm directly across the road, and
through our cane-fields far back for miles to bayous and draining
canals, leaving a wide ravine with a rush of roaring water that poured
millions of gallons a minute, plowing a deep canal through roads and
fields, spreading and widening over the rear swamps in its destructive
errand, until it reached the river again in a bend twenty-five miles
away.

But the terrors and subsequent losses by such a calamity were forgotten
in the greater alarm and the foreshadowing of untold disaster to the
panic-stricken planters’ wives, who were in many instances left by
their soldier husbands in charge of threatened homes. The negroes,
already seeing the dawning rays of liberty, which at that time meant
plenty to eat and nothing to do,“jist like marster,” were becoming
lazy and impudent. So the crevasse and the injury it was destined to
inflict were of small moment to us when the prospect of cultivating the
growing crop, grew beautifully less day by day.

One magnificent morning in early summer the whole river, the silence on
whose surface had remained now many weeks undisturbed, was suddenly,
as if by magic, ablaze with the grandeur of Federal gunboats and
transports with flags and bright-colored streamers flying from every
peak, their decks thronged with brilliantly uniformed officers. We
stood upon the veranda, with streaming eyes and bursting hearts, the
gay strains of “Yankee Doodle” as they floated o’er the waters filling
our souls with bitterness unspeakable, and watched the victorious
pageant, until, with a mighty sweep to avoid the boiling and surging
currents of the crevasse, it anchored amid blare of trumpet and beat
of drum beside the deserted landing of our dear little city. The
enemy was there! But there was a barrier between us that cut off all
communication by land, and, though they could forage above and back of
the town, as is the way with hungry soldiers, we had the melancholy
satisfaction of knowing that access to Arlington was not feasible.

By and by the old Mississippi began to subside; the tributary streams
had well-nigh exhausted their superfluous floods. Water began slowly
and steadily to recede from the fields; day by day we could see from
the windows and verandas new bits of green here and there; places
where bridges that spanned ditches had been swept away; and deep ridges
cut by the action of rushing torrents where were once smooth, level
fields of waving cane.

But the big gully at the mouth of the crevasse was still there,
deep, muddy, and unutterably foul with the odor of dead fish lying
stranded all about. The road was cut in two by an impassable barrier,
a fathomless mud-hole. So the crevasse was a blessing, and we were
at least thankful that, if we did not have a crop, we were safe from
unwelcome visitors.

My little baby was two weeks old, and I was reposing quietly in
bed, early one morning, when, lo and behold! not a cloud of dust,
but a splash of mud; and a company of soldiers made their unwonted
appearance on the hither side of our defenses. Before Charlotte could
run up-stairs with the spoons and forks, hastily gathered from the
breakfast-table, to hide under my pillow—for the darkies had been
carefully taught that the whole war was a thieving expedition to steal
our homes and property—before Charlotte could tell the news and tuck
the spoons away, the clatter of hoofs on the lawn and the voices of
strange men revealed the fact that the Federal soldiers were upon us!

My husband, whose disability, from the loss of an eye, relieved him
from active service, was equal to the occasion, and met the party at
the door; explained the invalid condition of his wife till one might
have thought that nothing less than a miracle could save her delicate
life; requested the officers not to permit their men to dismount,
offered them milk, the only refreshment we had that they would accept,
and it was handed around by William, in a pail; after every man was
refreshed, they quietly and decorously rode away. I was up and peeped
through a hole in the curtain at the only company of Federal soldiers I
saw during the war.

Their gentlemanly deportment quite disarmed Charlotte of her fears
for the safety of the silver; as she took it from under my pillow,
she said, “I don’t believe them men would ’onderscend to steal
spoons.”

They went on, though, those very men, to a plantation five miles
beyond. The poor, old gentleman had all his sons in the Confederate
service; he kept a horse tied at his back gate, day and night: it seems
he did not share our confidence in the protection of the muddy gully,
so he was always in retreating order. When the soldiers rode into his
front yard, the tip of his horse’s tail could be seen vanishing in the
distance; in Southern parlance he “took to the woods.” Finding no one
to represent the host but a very young and bashful daughter-in-law,
they soon disposed of her in a safe place—a bedroom with locked
doors—and for twenty-four hours remained on the premises, engaged in
collecting all they could find for food and forage. Cattle, corn,
molasses, and hay were shipped to town by the ferry-boat sent to their
assistance. In due course of time, finding the coast was clear and the
whole place “cleaned out,” the old gentleman ambled home. The bashful
lady of the castle had been released from her confinement, and order
somewhat restored, so there was little left to do but estimate the
damage.

Charlotte told me the story as she had it from the sable “cloud of
witnesses” that pervaded every Southern household, ending the recital
with the wise remark, “We didn’t hide them spoons none too soon.”

“Bombs bursting in air” every few days gave assurance that the
“guerrillas,” as a hastily organized band of rowdies and bullies,
that hovered on the outskirts of the town, chose to style themselves,
had “run in and fired off and run out again,” making just enough
demonstration to call a return fire from the gunboats and scare
everybody in town. These occurrences became so frequent that scarce
a day passed that we did not hear, either of an intended raid by the
“guerillas,” or the hissing and explosion of bombs, with shudders of
unutterable agony for the safety of aged and defenseless friends.

The towns-people actually made excavations in their yards and covered
them with planks for refuge in a bombardment. Some of the plank
coverings were struck and shattered by fiery missiles, so the wretched
inhabitants had to dig tunnels by which they could obtain shelter
beyond the covered entrance. Plans and diagrams for these were passed
around, and neighbor helped neighbor in the life-saving work. It was a
terrible state of things, no military organization at hand to control
the rowdy element on the Confederate side, and the Federals claiming to
have no other way of putting a stop to these senseless raids except by
firing from their gunboats.

In the midst of these occurrences, which we viewed from a safe
distance, I was startled one day by seeing a man dressed in the striped
and numbered garb of a convict enter the gates. He hurriedly explained
to my husband that the doors of the penitentiary at Baton Rouge had
been thrown open by military order, and the convicts freed, with
injunctions to report at headquarters and enlist.

I do not know how many inmates there were, but the people of the
town were terrified to find the whole criminal gang of the State
turned loose upon their streets. The man who sought to escape the
Federal service as well as the jurisdiction of the prison was a South
Carolinian, who in a sudden burst of passion had made himself amenable
to the law. He begged to be supplied with citizen’s clothing and
transportation beyond the limits of the State, so that he could reach
his home. We opened trunk after trunk that had been left at Arlington
for safe-keeping, by men long gone to the front, to find a suit that
would fit the slender, under-sized man. At last we succeeded, and gave
him my little boy’s only hat, as the one that best fitted, and with its
broad brim somewhat concealed his face, bleached from long confinement
in the cotton-factory. A slight change of clothing was also provided in
an improvised traveling-bag. My husband advanced him the needful funds,
loaned him a pony, and gave minute directions as to the safest road to
Camp Moore, where he could leave the animal and board the train that
would quickly carry him toward his old home. When warned to be very
cautious lest he be apprehended on the road, and not to carry anything
on his person that could betray him, with moistened eyes and quivering
lip he drew from his pocket and handed me a package of photographs of
his little children and a bundle of letters the only things he turned
back for when the portals of the prison were opened. “I can not tell
you what a gift you are sending to my wife when you put me on the road
to home; read these, they will tell you.” We stood on the back piazza
at early dawn and watched the retreating form of that happy man until
it disappeared from sight—then burned the unread letters and the
thumbed and worn photographs.

Twenty years after, we heard from him as quietly and peacefully living
in Carolina, surrounded by his family.


CHAPTER IV.
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Taxes had to be paid on plantations in Mississippi. Federal gunboats
cut off the usual means of communication. From New Orleans to
Baton Rouge, and from Cairo to Vicksburg, they were in undisturbed
possession. So we were compelled to send a messenger by land to
Greenville, some distance beyond Vicksburg. I well remember how
carefully Willy, a boy of fourteen, very bright and manly, though
small for his age, was prepared for the undertaking. He had never been
through the country. So he had a memorandum given him, how far and by
what road to go the first day, and that would bring him to a certain
house where my husband was known; he was to tell who he was and who
sent him “on an errand,” but on no account to divulge the nature of his
errand, and “die” before he told about the money he had on his person!

Day after day his route was mapped out; he was told what to say, what
not to say, and where to stop each night; at Greenville to pay the
clerk of the court the fifteen hundred dollars he had belted around
his waist, get a receipt, and return home.

Willy was an orphan, whose entire family had died of yellow fever
in New Orleans; a bright, intelligent boy, with only the little
education we had been able to give him before the schools were closed
and people’s minds turned to more exciting things; he was so apt and
faithful that we confided many things to his care, though of course
he had never been trusted to the extent of a four days’ journey on
horseback with a large amount of money in his keeping. Even if we had
found a man to send, he was liable to conscription on the road, so we
had to depend on the boy’s natural shrewdness, willingness to obey
orders implicitly, and diminutive size, to help us.

Days went by and no Willy returned. We began to whisper our anxieties
to each other, when out on the lawn where no one else could hear;
having already learned to be wary of the darky. We were afraid he had
died before he told, as he had been cautioned to do again and
again. At last, one day Willy presented himself all right and fresh as
a rose. Pony looked as though he had been in clover instead of on a
long and rather perilous journey. The boy came to me, in the absence
of my husband, and handed the receipt. To my eager inquiries as to the
delay, he could furnish no sensible reason. He was detained, could
not tell by what. Did he lose the road? “No.” Was he sick? “No.” Did
pony give out? “No.” “What was the detention?” Well, he “couldn’t
just tell.” “Of one thing you may be sure, sir; your uncle will make
you tell.” And he was dismissed with a frown. The orphan boy was no
relative, but called my husband uncle, from association with our
nephews.

My husband’s step was heard. Willy ran to meet him, and they had a long
and anxious talk, walking down the road. The bright, animated face of
the youth, and his uncle’s bowed, eagerly listening attitude, warned me
that Willy did have a “tale to unfold” that was not simply “No,”
for the talk came from him. My assiduous pumping must have started
the stream, for the anxious listener was eagerly drinking refreshing
draughts of news.

We were only two in those days: the children were young, the negroes
crafty, and the neighbors scattered; so we were only two, and never
did two hearts beat as one as ours did in those times that tried men’s
souls, and made the bravest among them feel the need of help, even
though it were the help of a woman, whose quick inspirations often
assisted her husband’s deductions, and sometimes solved the problem
by intuition. There was no secret I did not share—there was nothing
done—and, dear me! we felt, while the world was “up and doing,” that
we could do so little—but there was nothing done wherein I was not
allowed to help. That night we walked by the silent river’s bank, and
then I heard the story that made my blood run quick. I longed to be a
soldier, and go forth to battle for my beloved land, like Joan of Arc.

When Willy reached within a few miles of home, he was astounded to find
a “whole army,” as he called it, on the wary march. He was arrested, as
traveling in the direction no one was allowed to pass.

General Breckinridge, with a totally inadequate contingent of men, was
moving toward Baton Rouge, then in possession of the Federals. If he
could swoop down upon them suddenly, and have the co-operation of a
Confederate gunboat, he hoped by strategy to accomplish what might be
impossible in open battle. Willy was detained two or three days, before
obtaining permission to see General Breckinridge. When admitted, he
related his story to the general, even that part he was cautioned to
“die before telling,” and in sheer desperation showed the tax-office
receipt. General Breckinridge immediately dispatched the boy with a
secret message to my husband (with whom he was personally intimate),
to the effect that he “was slowly approaching Baton Rouge, and needed
all the assistance possible; if he could send any men to join him,
to do so; they could bring arms if they had them. He had no hospital
supplies. No one could be spared to attend to the disabled, and men
who could not engage in actual conflict could battle with disease and
wounds in the rear. If lint and bandages could be had, send them, and
come himself within two days.” Poor, burdened Willy trotted home, big
with the secret no man knew this side of the advancing command.

By the light of the moon I heard the stirring story, and earnestly we
talked and planned. We each had a tired and wounded brother only a few
days home from the battle-field of Shiloh, on sick leave, both the poor
fellows up-stairs in bed, ragged, foot-sore, tired, disgusted, and
inclined to think that the “hireling horde” the North was pouring down
upon us was a well-disciplined, almost invincible foe. We knew those
young men would need no “bugle-call” to summon them to the front; while
they really had nothing to buckle on but a tin water-can, they would be
off at the earliest moment, and take the chance of getting arms from
the first captured men. Then, one by one, we recalled the names and
whereabouts of some eight or ten others. Some were exempts; some called
themselves by the alluring name of “Home-Guards,” that would fight
“right thar,” but couldn’t go all the way to Virginia to do it; and
one or two were, like our two, home from Shiloh. We made our plans to
recruit, under the calm radiance of an August moon that was destined to
shine on many an upturned face on that bloody battle-field, unpitying
for the agonies that surge far and wide, blasting hearts that never
heard the cannon’s roar. Next morning my husband sallied forth.


“Not with the roll of the stirring drum

And the trumpet that sings of fame,”



but in a very cautious way he went after recruits, and succeeded in
raising a dozen, all told. In the gray of the early morning of the day
following there assembled at Arlington a rough stalwart set of men. I
do not know how many fought the next day, nor how many ran, but they
were quietly and soberly enthusiastic. We furnished a hearty breakfast
by candle-light, filled their tin cans with coffee, and, as they were
not burdened with arms or accoutrements, a substantial lunch was put
into their pockets. They marched off in the early dawn, toward the rear
of the plantation, and no more earnest prayer was ever offered to the
God of battles than ascended from our lips as, with dimmed eyes and
beating hearts, we watched them vanish in the veil of mist which at
that hour rises from the river.

Knowing that the assault was planned for the following morning, we felt
anxious and excited all day; and at evening my husband mounted his
horse, followed by an attendant, both loaded down with hastily prepared
lint, linen sheets for bandages, and all the medicines we had. They
also vanished amid the descending shades of night, and I was left alone
with two little children and a few house-servants.


CHAPTER V.

THE BATTLE—RUSH TO ARLINGTON—DISASTER—DEPARTURE OF OUR GUESTS.
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The next morning, at the first blush of dawn, firing was distinctly
heard from the direction of the town. Now, while the town was distant
four miles by the road winding with the river, it was not half that far
as the crow flies. Baton Rouge was on a sharp point; then the river
made a deep bend, and Arlington was on the next point of the scallop;
so that, looking toward the town from the windows, we looked partly
over water, and the city had somewhat the appearance of being built
on an island, the two points were so sharp and well-defined. It is
proper to add here, twenty-five years make at least twenty-five changes
in that most fickle of rivers. To-day, Arlington Point may have been
washed away—I do not know.

My little baby, whose advent was made such a good excuse for asking the
soldiers not to alight on our lawn, was now two months old. With care,
anxiety, a never-ceasing interest in all that surrounded us, and rather
delicate health at the best, I was by no means in good fighting order
for what had to be endured on that most memorable day. I sprung from
my bed, and flew half dressed to the windows commanding a view of the
scene. The roar of cannon was distinctly heard, and the house seemed
to tremble and shake with the unusual noise; the rattle of musketry,
the flying of bursting bombs from the Federal boats, the incessant
smoke and the rumble of nameless battle-sounds, kept us in suspense and
excitement, pride and fear, alarm and enthusiasm, that were painful.
General Breckinridge’s name had always carried victory with it in civil
life, where we knew him best. So, as I watched and prayed, I could not
bring my thoughts to the point that our men could be beaten on
their own ground under my very eyes! My thoughts turned from
these exultant channels, to see what at first seemed to be stampeded
sheep, emerging from the foggy mist in the far-away bend of the road,
swelling and surging, and rushing in the wildest hurry and flight,
through a volume of dust made ten times more stifling by the fierce
heat. These were not sheep, but human beings, running pell-mell, under
intense excitement, as fast as their legs could carry them. It is a sad
commentary on humanity that individuals are swallowed up in masses.
When we prayed that our troops might conquer and prevail, no thought
of the hearts that might be made desolate forever by the fatalities of
war came to us. “Victory! victory!” was the cry of every woman, as she
buckled on the sword, and sent husband and son to fight. No thought
came of her own or any other woman’s desolation. So, that morning,
standing alone at my window, watching through the dim mist what seemed
to be the ebb and flow of battle, hearing in the distance the booming,
hissing, and rattling sounds of conflict, I never once thought of the
homes of that besieged city, of the women and children, the old men and
the sick—never once thought of them, so swallowed up the destiny of
the day every other consideration. But when that struggling mass was
revealed to me—pouring, panting, rushing tumultuously down the hot,
dusty road, hatless, bonnetless, some with slippers and no stockings,
some with wrappers hastily thrown over night-gowns; now and then a
coatless man on a bare-back horse, holding a helpless child in his arms
before him, and a terrified woman clinging on behind; men trundling
children too young to run, in dirty wheel-barrows, while other little
half-clad, barefooted ones ran beside, weary and crying; an old man,
who could scarcely totter along, bearing a baby in his trembling arms,
while the distracted mother carried an older child with wounded and
bleeding feet; occasionally could be descried a battered umbrella held
over some delicate woman to temper the rays of what was fast becoming a
blazing August sun. Some ran, some stumbled along, others faltered and
almost gave out; but, before I could hurry on my clothes, they poured
into our gates and invaded the house, a small army of them, about five
hundred tired, exhausted, broken-down, sick, frightened, terrified
human beings—all roused from their beds by firing and fighting in the
very streets; rushing half-clad from houses being riddled with shot and
shell; rushing through streets filled with men fighting hand to hand;
wildly running they scarce knew whither, being separated from children
and wives and mothers in the midst of the roar of battle, and no time
to look for them; no turning back; on—on—through yards and over
fences and down narrow, dusty lanes—anywhere to get from the clash of
steel and the bursting of countless bombs!
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