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Chapter 1

 

The shabby, ragged men poured down off the ridge like a turgid brown and gray stream, moving at a high trot, almost running, rifles held across their chests, bayonets winking in the May sunshine. They were silent until they hit the first streets of Front Royal, Virginia, and then from three hundred and fifty throats poured that awful, hair-raising rebel yell.

General Stonewall Jackson's plan was to secure the bridges that crossed the two forks of the Shenandoah west of the town. That would allow him to move his army on up the side of Massanutten Mountain to Winchester, twenty miles away where Union General Banks had his headquarters. Jackson was determined to push the Yankees back across the Potomac and threaten Washington D.C.

The word came along with the first Yankee artillery shells: "The regiment facing us is the Union 1st Maryland." A growl went through the trotting ranks, for the Confederate soldiers entering Front Royal were also from the state of Maryland. The Confederate 1st Maryland Infantry Regiment was about to attack the Federal 1st Maryland Infantry Regiment, perhaps brother against brother. The true cruelty of a civil--uncivil--war was about to unfold.

North of the courthouse square on a knob called Richardson's Hill, Union Colonel John Kenly had positioned his 1st Maryland infantry around two artillery pieces, which began to fire as they saw the charging Confederates. Explosive shells lit among the Southern troops, but the men did not stop; they swept on through the town as happy civilians came to meet them, trying to hand them food and drink. The streets were quickly cleared of Yankee skirmishers, and the Confederate Marylanders, now reinforced by the Major Wheat's Louisiana Tigers, streamed on into the wheat fields north of town.

Musket balls were filling the air as the men from Maryland and Louisiana charged the dug in Yankees on Richardson Hill. But the fire was too hot to continue the charge, and the cannon were spewing grapeshot, so they dropped to the ground behind what shelter they could find and waited.

Confederate Colonel Johnson's Marylanders were now pinned down, and he sorely needed artillery support, but it was slow in coming. The Yankees were so well dug in that a continued frontal assault would mean the loss of most of his men, so they hugged the ground. The Union artillery from Richardson's Hill began to pound the Confederate position, with Yankee skirmishers pouring in rifle fire from behind every stone wall and large tree.

With great care, Johnson sent some of his Marylanders crawling back to a depression in the ground, and then on their feet along the sunken bed of Happy Creek to set up a flank attack on the Federal troops from the east. 

General Taylor finally brought his entire Louisiana Brigade up to join Wheat's Tigers, and Jackson saw his chance. He directed Taylor to send three regiments to support Johnson, and one regiment around Richardson's Hill to flank the Yankees from the west.

Just when nearly all of the Confederate forces were in position, the infantry was saved from a further attack by Colonel Flourney's cavalry. After tearing up railroad tracks and ripping down telegraph wires west of Front Royal, Flourney rode up to the battle at two p.m. from the south. When Union Colonel Kenly saw the cavalry regiment headed to cut off his escape, he moved his command back north across the river to new positions and dug in again.

To delay the Confederates from crossing the south fork of the Shenandoah, the Yankees set fire to the bridge, but General Taylor saw what was happening and sent the 8th Louisiana to put the fire out. The Union gunners were dropping shells all around, but Colonel Kelly, the 8th's commander was not to be denied. Leading his men with a shout, he crossed the railroad span and headed for the burning bridge. Under an intense artillery and musket barrage, the men managed to put the fire out and save the bridge, even though a large hole had been burned in the center. As Taylor's brigade crossed the river in single file around the hole, they saw the Yankees withdrawing north down the Valley.

Jackson didn't want the Union troops to escape, and he sent Flourney's cavalrymen in pursuit, accompanying them himself, catching the fleeing Yankees at Cedarville. Kenly quickly deployed his men behind fences and brick walls, and set his two artillery pieces on the road facing the attack. Rather than wait for infantry to come up, the Confederate cavalry charged the Union line. There were only 250 men in Flourney's command, but they fought like ten times that many. 

In making a last stand, General Kenly was badly wounded and dropped down out of the fight. As if that were a signal, the men of his command began to run back toward Winchester, the southern cavalry in hot pursuit. Finally, as the day waned into darkness, the victory was complete, and the Confederate soldiers rounded up prisoners, and quickly fell on captured supplies of food and clothing. 

May 23rd, 1862 came to an end. The stage was set, and the First Battle of Winchester, Virginia was about to begin.     

  

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

It was a quiet evening in Winchester as Dr. Jonas Slaton pointed his tired mare down Virginia Avenue toward home, finally arriving at the stable in back of the rambling white frame house. He climbed wearily down from the seat of the buggy and unhitched the mare. "Okay, old girl," he said, "we're going to call it a night, and I hope no other baby wants to be born until we've both had some rest." Bessie slowly moved her head up and down as if she understood every word, which the doctor thought she just might, he'd been talking to her for so many years. Slaton led her into a loose box stall and removed the light harness and bridle. Then he filled her manger with sweet clover hay and her feedbox with broken ears of corn.

Dr. Slaton had left his home early in the morning to deliver the Hallmark's baby. Mrs. Hallmark was a small woman, a girl really, only eighteen years old, and this was her first child. The delivery was a difficult one, but now, finally, mother and baby were resting quietly, and Slaton was exhausted.

As he dropped into bed and almost instantly into sleep, on the edge of his mind he registered the sounds of men marching, but knowing that it had nothing to do with him, Dr. Slaton slipped on into oblivion.

The next morning, early summer was certainly in the air. Jonas awakened to the sound of birds singing and the sight of the sun rising over the Blue Ridge Mountains in the east. He washed, shaved and quickly dressed, doing these things automatically from long practice. Leaving the house, the doctor went out to see if he could round up some hen fruit for breakfast. The rooster had been crowing for some time now, and one hen was announcing that she had laid An egg! An egg! An egg! though the hens were not always honest about their production.

Having fed the chickens and discovered three eggs--just right for breakfast--Jonas went on to give Bessie some more feed, visited with her a bit, and turned her out into a small pasture next to the stable. The folks around Winchester all chuckled about Jonas Slaton talking to his horse, but they chuckled in warm acceptance. The doctor was a fine physician, and he was respected far and wide. If he wanted to talk to his mare, that was okay with them.

Just as Jonas entered the kitchen, Mrs. O'Brien tapped on the back door and came on in. "Sure, and it's a fine mornin', Doctor," she said in her lilting Irish accent.

"Sure, and it is, Molly," the doctor replied. Molly O'Brien had been Dr. Slaton's housekeeper for several years. She lived just down the road with her brood of six children and her husband Patrick; only right now, Patrick was not at home. He had gone south to join the Confederate Army at the first hint that Virginia was going to secede. Patrick had fought the English in Ireland, and he equated the "stuck up Yankees that come to the Valley in the summer" with those hated upper class English men and women. 

Jason laid the eggs carefully on the counter and said, "Here they are, Molly, fresh from the factory." 

Molly laughed and replied, "Sure and I'll slice up some taters and fry 'em the way you like, Doctor. Be ready in a jiffy." Molly's musical Irish accent always pleased Jonas - the more so as Molly had never been to Ireland. Her folks were clannish people, though, who lived in an Irish community in the high hills of the Smokies. They spoke Irish among themselves, and the accent continued to flourish.

The people in Winchester had wondered many times why Dr. Slaton didn't take a wife, and it wasn't because he wanted to remain a bachelor. On the contrary, Slaton was often envious of the couples he saw who were sharing their lives. It was just that he wouldn't marry just for the sake of being married. He wanted more than that in a union. In Winchester, there were some nice girls, and some of them were even pretty, but none stirred his blood, and though he never talked about it, Jonas knew that only a blood-stirrer would do for him. 

He was just finishing his breakfast of eggs, potatoes and bacon when a knock came on the back door. Mrs. O'Brien answered, and a boy of about ten or eleven years came back into the kitchen with her. "Doctor," he began tentatively. "My dad's hurt himself with an axe, and he wonders if you could come look at him." The boy was shabbily dressed, and he nervously turned a ragged cloth cap in his hands as he spoke, obviously having been sent on missions like this before that had not turned out well.

"Well, now," Mrs. O'Brien said. "Sure and you'll let the good doctor finish his breakfast?"

The boy looked hungrily at the plate and answered, "Yes, ma'am."

Slaton saw the look. "Let's see, now. You must be Albert Harrell's boy. What's your name, son?"

"Jack, sir," came the soft reply.

"Now, Jack, is your father's wound bleeding real bad?"

The boy mentally struggled, and then, finally said, "Well, Doctor, it was bleedin' but not so bad. Ma wrapped it up and the blood didn't come through the wrappin'."

"A good clear medical report if I ever heard one. In that case, Jack, I believe you should just sit down and have some breakfast while I finish my coffee."

The boy quickly sat down, and Mrs. O began to slice more potatoes into a frying pan. Both adults were amused and somewhat saddened by the way the hungry boy wolfed down the food heaped on his plate. When he finally came up for air, Dr. Slaton sat his coffee cup down and said, "If you're ready, Jack, let's walk over to your house and see what we can do for your dad."

Albert Harrell had not provided much of a dwelling for his family. On the southeast side of the cemetery, near a large open pasture, the Harrell's lived in a tumble-down shack of old boards and ragged canvas. The door was a very dirty quilt tacked to a board wired along the top. When Jack and the doctor arrived, Mrs. Harrell pushed the quilt aside and said in an embarrassed manner, "Thank you, Doctor, for coming. My Albert has cut himself with the axe, and it's pretty deep." 

She led the way into a smelly room lighted by a piece of glass stuck into a hole in the wall for a window and a smoking homemade tallow dip. On a bed piled with blankets and old clothes lay the patient. Slaton picked up the dip and moved it closer to Harrell's left foot, wrapped in some kind of sacking. "Hi, Doc," the man said. "Thanks for coming. I think I about cut my foot off."

"Well, Albert, let's take a look." He unwound the sacking and dropped it on a rickety chair behind him. The wound was still leaking blood, but it was venous blood, so he had not hit an artery. Holding the tallow dip closer, the doctor could see the cut was deep, but it was a clean cut. Evidently the axe had been sharp.

"Hmm. Looks like a good clean cut, but it is deep. You didn't hit an artery, so there's no danger of bleeding to death." He straightened and turned to Harrell's wife. "Mrs. Harrell, do you have a chair that we could place outside the door? I'll stitch up the wound, but I need to have outside light to do it."

"Oh, yes, Doctor," the woman replied. "Where you put the bandage, that's the chair." She picked it up and went past the quilt to set it outside the door. She had said "the chair", so obviously it was the only one they had.

In the good light of early morning, Dr. Slaton washed and cleaned the wound, gave his patient a small amount of laudanum to ease the pain, and neatly stitched the lips of the wound together. Then he wrapped a clean bandage around Harrell's ankle and foot. "Take the bandage off twice a day and look carefully at the area. If the wound appears an angry red, fetch me immediately. Otherwise, I think you'll heal up with no problem. I'll stop by in a day or so and check on you."

"Thanks, Doc," Harrell said, as Slaton cleaned and returned the instruments to his case.

Slaton smiled and turned to walk away when he was stopped by Mrs. Harrell. "Doctor? We can't pay you nothin', but my boy Jack, here, would sure be willin' to run some errands for you, or clean out the stable and such."

The doctor stopped and looked down at the hopeful face of the little boy. "How old are you, Jack?" he asked.

"I'm eleven, going on twelve," came the proud reply.

"Well, I'll tell you what. You come on over every morning early, and I'll have some things for you to do. And the work will be more than this visit is worth, so I'll just have to pay you a dime a day." Jack's dirty little face lit up like a lantern.

"Oh, no, Doctor!" Mrs. Harrell exclaimed. "Oh, no! You don't have to pay him. He'll just do whatever you want for nothin'."

"I wouldn't think of it, Mrs. Harrell. If Jack works for me, he will be paid ten cents a day and found. I'd need him six days a week. If you won't accept that, then I'm afraid I can't..."

"Oh, we accept! We accept!" she cried. "It's just that I wouldn't want the boy to be a burden to you."

Slaton smiled. "He won't be a burden, Mrs. Harrell, I assure you. Now, I'd best be off." He turned to Jack and said, "Jack, I'll see you in the morning before breakfast. You can begin by helping me feed Bessie and gather the eggs."

Jack's smile covered his face. "Yes, sir! I'll be there!"

Through all of this exchange Albert Harrell had said not a word. Now he spoke, "He'll be there, Doctor. And if he don't work hard enough, you just tan his hide." Then he said to Jack, "And you be sure and bring that dime home to me, you hear?"

That stopped Doctor Slaton. "Oh," he said. "I won't be giving him cash, Albert. That's too hard to keep track of. I'll just have George keep a tally at his store, and Mrs. Harrell can draw on the money for groceries." Harrell's face darkened, but he didn't say anything more. Jonas knew that if Harrell got his hands on the money, he would spend it on whiskey, and the good doctor didn't intend that Jack should work to feed his father's thirst. The doctor smiled at Jack and Mrs. Harrell and began the return trip.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

As a doctor, Jonas Slaton was never impeded in his travels around the lower end of the Shenandoah Valley. At this particular time, the Union occupied Winchester, Virginia and the surrounding area, but that had already changed once, and would undoubtedly do so again. Dr. Slaton wondered how the war was going to eventually affect his beloved town of Winchester.

When General Jackson's Confederate troops had occupied the town, things had been pretty lively, but there was not really any meanness in the Southern boys. However, the Yankee army was a bit different. The blue-clad soldiers seemed to hold the citizens of Winchester in contempt, and while the Confederates had "borrowed" a few things when the owners weren't looking, the Union men just boldly took whatever caught their eyes.

For the most part, though, except for stealing, the soldiers in blue were not a problem for the people of Winchester. There were still a few Northern sympathizers in the town, and that was not unusual. This close to the nation's capital at Washington D.C., politicians from both sides of the states-rights and slavery issues had been ranting out public speeches all up and down the Valley for several years.

The landscape had changed, too. Jackson's men had dug entrenchments on the north, east and west sides of the town, expecting the Yankees to come against them. Buildings, even some houses, had been torn down to make way for the trenches. The people in those houses were now staying with friends and relatives, not having any idea when they might be able to rebuild, if ever. 

General Banks' engineers dug in on the south side of town, knowing the Confederates would attack from that direction.  

Winchester was at a crucial crossroads for both sides, and being situated where it was, Jonas could see that there would probably be armies of one side or the other occupying the town until the war ended. And he hoped that end would come soon. 

Jonas had no use for slavery, and he had not been for secession, but he was a Virginian, and he didn't appreciate Lincoln sending his armies down into the Valley to plunder its rich resources and force Virginians to see things his way.

Jackson had been defeated at the Battle of Kernstown south of Winchester on Sunday, March 23, 1862, but after the battle his army was still largely intact, and Jackson had stayed in the Valley. Since Union General Banks was now occupying Winchester and the lower Valley, with more blue-clad soldiers arriving all the time, it didn't take a military genius to know that another battle was not far off.

Of course, Confederate Virginia was now at war with the United States, so the Federal Army was seen to be an invading army by most of the citizens of the Shenandoah Valley. While the unionists called the conflict a "civil war", the citizens of Virginia knew it as the "War of Northern Aggression". The Yankees were here in Virginia uninvited, and the Confederate sympathizers were hoping that General Jackson would somehow send them packing.

 

 

Jack arrived early the next morning, scrubbed and turned out in clean, though patched and ragged, clothes. He helped Jonas gather the eggs and feed Bessie, and he was an eager and fast learner. Obviously, he intended to earn his ten cents a day. 

After breakfast Dr. Slaton left to visit a patient on a farm over ten miles away, east of town, almost to the Shenandoah River. The month of May was his favorite time of the year, for the Valley bloomed then. There were flowers everywhere, and all of the trees were leafing out. Jonas Slaton breathed deeply of the perfumed air. 
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