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They had the wagon loaded with all of the things that they would be able to carry with them on their trip to the west. At least everything that they could do without at the time. The cook stove would have to wait until they were ready to leave, if in fact that time came. The table and chairs would be left behind to save space, Pa had made them himself. Another one could be built when they arrived. When what was a true necessity had been loaded and room left for the younger boys to sit, Pa managed to get only a few of Ma’s things that she had from her mother on there. She had a large set of dishes her mother had brought all the way from England. Pa explained to her that they would probably get broken in the wagon ride. Ma agreed and she took them to town and sold them to the store owner. There was two things Pa and Ma had been good at in this last twenty-six years together, raising crops and raising children. Ma and Pa had been born not two miles apart, in the hills of Tennessee just outside of Chattanooga. Even as kids growing up, they always knew they were meant to be together. At fifteen, Pa had bargained for four acres of land by clearing some ten acres of land.  

Then, cutting and hauling enough trees for a cabin for an older man who could no longer do the hard heavy work himself. When he was finished with that, he set about and built a cabin of his own on his own four acres. Then, on the very day he finished it, he walked that two miles to ask for Ma’s hand. Her father had seen the kind of man Pa was to become.  

Knowing that his daughter would be well taken care of, he had said yes. Three days later at church, after regular service was over, they were married. Every day, Pa worked that land from daylight until after dark. Digging and burning out stumps and rocks, he cleared two full acres for planting. Every year it produced enough to keep them eating vegetables all year and even some little bit to sell. Although he didn’t know it in the beginning, he soon would have plenty of help. Pa was also a good hunter, so he and ma lived a pretty good life. Every year or two, another child was born. Ma, who had been born Sara Renee Marsh, was a big reader of the bible and so, as the boys came along, they were each given names that she had read from it. Samuel was their first child, born in 1835. Isaac came a year and a half later, in 1837. Almost exactly a year later the twins, Daniel and David, were born in 1838. Then, Michael came next in 1840, Jacob in 1841, Josiah in 1843 and then Abraham in 1844. Eight children and not a girl in the bunch. Pa, was born Benjamin Franklin Blackstone in 1818.  

He was twenty-six years old when Abraham, the youngest, was born. He told Ma it looked like there was to be no girls for them and they decided that eight children was enough anyway.  

He told Ma, “I know the good book says, ‘go forth and multiply’, Ma, but he wasn’t talking to just us. Let some of those others folks help out a little.”  

Pa was a studying man, not so much of books, although he could read and write, but more a studier of men and the world around him. He talked very little but listened a lot. He saw a change coming to this country and maybe it was needed, but he had a feeling that a war was coming with it. This war, though, would be different than the one his grandfather had fought in. That one was fought against the British for independence and it was clear who the enemy was. This one would pit neighbor against neighbor, brother against brother, and father against son. It was a war Pa wasn’t sure this young country could recover from. If so he thought, it would take many years.  

Between the planting he done and the game his sons brought in, they were living as easy as anyone in the hills and easier than most. In 1860, while in Chattanooga, one day he heard some men talking, saying that some of the southern states were considering seceding from the union if Abraham Lincoln won the presidency in the fall. It wasn’t just Tennessee, he said, it was several of the other states as well. This country was about to tear itself apart over slavery.  

Slavery, yes, but also the way they felt about other things as well. They believed that in most things, the individual states should govern themselves without Washington and the federal government becoming involved. Talk was that, if elected, Lincoln had plans of freeing the slaves. Pa had never and would never own any slaves. He held no desire to hold any person in servitude against their will, no matter what their skin color. There were, however, a large number of people who owned slaves. The big plantations in the Carolinas, in Georgia, Mississippi and Alabama would not be able to grow their massive crops of cotton, rice and tobacco without them to work the fields. They were the ones it would hit the hardest, but there were a lot of others who agreed with them. Not that they did or wanted to own slaves, but they wanted the choice to be their own and not the federal government, with each state governing itself in the matter of slavery.  

Many said their forefathers had not fought for independence from England’s rule to live under another ruler. Their idea was that Washington should take care of politics and deals with foreign countries, but that each state should govern itself. Pa and Ma talked about it and decided they would have their things packed and ready should Lincoln win. Pa was sure it wouldn’t be long after that. Ma said she would give none of her sons to fight in a war over something she felt both sides carried wrong in. 

Lincoln won the election on November sixth and, on the eighteenth day of that month, Ma and Pa Blackstone and all their boys headed west to Texas. A neighbor told Pa he thought it cowardly of him to go. Pa’s first thought had been to hit him right in the mouth. Instead, he just told him to see if he felt the same way when his sons were dead from fighting a war that didn’t truly even affect him.  

“I will be somewhere in the west, happily living with my wife and my children,” said Pa.  

From outside the city of Chattanooga, they went due west as well as the roads would allow. They weren’t really roads at all; often just used trails that had been used for years. They finished the first leg of their trip to Memphis in twenty-four days. It was the twelfth of December when they pulled into town. Talk there was that South Carolina had officially seceded from the union and that a group of secessionist had attacked Fort Sumter already.  

“And so it begins,” Pa told them.  

Pa talked to several different men and found out what they thought would be his best route west to Texas. It was far different than it would have been on horses. From Memphis, they traveled to Little Rock, Arkansas. They arrived there on December the twenty-third. Groups of men were gathered here and there, talking of war, and Pa decided it would be best to just get what supplies they needed while they were still available and somewhat affordable and to travel on a ways.  

Ten miles outside of town, Pa stopped the wagon at a likely spot near a small stream and they stayed camped there through Christmas Day. Back at home, Christmas had always been a big time with them, decorating a tree and making gifts for one another. They would miss that this year, but it could not be helped, and at least they were all together. Very soon, a lot of families would not be.  

“The war is coming,” said Pa, “and I just hope we are beyond its limits when it starts.”  

The next leg of their trip would be the longest part of it. He was headed to Fort Worth in Texas, still some three hundred sixty miles away. Even with the supplies they had bought in Little Rock and some still they’d brought from home, the boys had to hunt every day. It took quite a lot to keep ten people fed. That was no problem, though, because all of the boys could hunt. They had been taught to shoot a rifle from the time they were as tall as that rifle. Not much later, they learned to shoot with pistols as well. Other than the team, they had only four horses for the boys to ride, so as they rode along, four would walk and hunt close to the path of the wagon and four would hunt farther out. It was slow going with the wagon. On a good day, they may make twenty miles, but then on a bad day it would be closer to ten. Two days short of a month, on the twenty-second day of January 1861, they came into Fort Worth. Word there was that five more states had seceded.  

Texas, so far, was not one of them and neither was Tennessee, but from the talk Pa heard, everyone thought they soon would be. He had hoped when they left Tennessee that Texas would be as far as they would have to go. It seemed now maybe not, but they would move on to Abilene and see how things were there.  

They came into Abilene eleven days later with a wheel about ready to give out and a tired bunch of horses. By now, back east, a full scale war was getting ready to start. Both sides were getting troops in position. They learned there that Texas had seceded from the union the day before they had arrived. There was also talk that Lincoln was calling for troops to move south to suppress the rebellion. If armed soldiers moved southward, they would be met by resistance. So far, Tennessee still had not seceded.  

Soldiers were gathering in Abilene getting ready to go east. Some of them wore grey uniforms, but others were still in their homespun clothes. Both sides were getting their troops in position and men were heading east from every town it seemed. With the last of their money, Pa had gotten the wheel worked on, but the man made no guarantee as to how long it would last. Once again, they moved on, but not very far. About forty miles out of town, the wheel gave out completely, dropping the back of the wagon to the ground with a jolt.  

Pa looked at the wheel, then at the boys, and said, “This is where the Lord has decided we stop. If they bring their war this far, then we will defend ourselves. We will protect what is ours against all who come, no matter the color of their uniform.”  

With a little looking around, they found that the place they had come to could not have been any better picked. All around them were low rolling hills with waist high brown grass blowing in a gentle wind. There was a good sized creek there with some mighty sweet water in it. By its size, Pa figured it to run all year. In places, the creek had spread out into large pools or ponds. Also, they had saw no sign of any other people living within ten miles of them. Here, they had land enough to raise stock if they wanted to.  

Ma thought here they had room for her sons to marry and build their own cabins. Back in the hills a few people had raised hogs, but Pa himself had never been partial to keeping them. They were usually owned by families that had no shooters in them and no other way to get meat. Pa had no shortage of that, but told them to build shelters first.  

“When that is done, start hunting.”  

February on the plains was no colder than mid-fall had been back in the hills, so game would still be plentiful. The boys blocked up the back of the wagon level at the bad wheel. Pa and Ma would shelter in there. The boys quickly built shelters big enough to sleep two. They had been doing this all their lives, so it went quickly. They were nothing more than a frame, open at both ends, but made to keep out the dew or rain.  

Pa pulled up a hand full of the tall brown grass and looked at the soil clinging to the roots. He had grown a good garden back in the hills and the soil here looked to be a lot better than what he’d had back there. He was a good farmer and with this soil he thought he could do very well. As soon as the shelters were finished, the boys took up their rifles and went to hunting. Spring would be here soon and Pa knew that the boys would bring in more meat than the family could use. Maybe they could take some into town and sell it to raise money needed for seed before spring.  

That evening was no disappointment for him. Between the eight of them, the boys brought in three antelope and a white tail deer. One of them brought in some kind of small wild pig. Although Pa had never seen one, he knew it was pork when he saw it. The other boys brought in about a dozen sage hens and two of the biggest hares Pa had ever seen. Jacob also told him that there was fish a plenty in at least one of the  ponds.  

The weather was fair, so the boys slept well in their open end shelters. That night, Pa decided to ride out tomorrow himself and look at what trees there were close by to be used for a cabin. They would start it soon enough, but other things needed to come first.  

On the third day they were there, Pa went with Jacob to the pond and, even though the other boys did well on their hunt, that day they had fresh fish for supper. 

Everyone thought it a nice change. Every night after supper Samuel would read to them from the bible. All of the children could read and write; Ma would have it no other way. She, herself, had been taught by her mother who had been a flatland schoolteacher. That was, until her pa had wooed her away to the mountains. Samuel, though, seemed to not just read from the bible, but to really enjoy reading from it and to have a better understanding of it than they did.  

When they had a good supply of dried meat and smoked fish, Pa made up two big bundles and tied them to one of the team horses. They were a matched pair and he would ride the other one. He would take the jerky and fish into town and sell it. He left early in the morning for the two hour ride into town, telling the boys and Ma that he should be back before dark. The boys went hunting soon after pa left. When they came in that, he still wasn’t back. Michael wanted to go and see if he’d had trouble.  

“We will give him a little longer,” Ma told them. At six o’clock, he still wasn’t back, so Isaac, Michael and Jacob saddled up and headed toward Abilene. Samuel was against it, saying Pa had not told them to do so.  

“No,” said Michael, “but he did say he would be back before dark and he’s not. Clearly he has had some kind of problem, Samuel.”  

About ten miles out from camp, they met Pa coming toward them walking. As they drew up, Michael noticed that Pa looked disheveled. More so than just from the walking he’d been forced to do. Jacob climbed down and got Pa up on his horse and Jacob climbed up behind him.  

“What happened, Pa?” Michael asked him. “Where are the horses and what happened to you?”  

“It was nothing, Michael,” pa told him. “Let’s just go home, okay?” 

“Pa,” Michael insisted, “where are the reds?”  

Pa knew that Michael was very partial to the big red horses. Pa had bought them as colts and Michael had been the one to feed and raise them. Now, Pa had watched all of his sons shoot all their lives and all of them were good shots. For Michael, though, a pistol was like a part of his hand. Not only could he get the gun out and into action very fast, but rarely missed what he shot at. He was also the only one of his boys who had a temper to speak of. He didn’t want to tell Michael, but he finally gave in.  

“Some soldiers took them from me,” said pa. ‘A group of them were about to ride out as I rode into town this morning and they were short of horses.”  

“And the meat?” asked Michael.  

Dropping his eyes to the ground, Pa said, “They took it, too.’  

“What time was this?” he asked his father.  

“Around eight this morning,” Pa said.  
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