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Prologue

In the second year of the war, Mrs Ephephtha Bumpass saw her husband Usaph unexpectedly one cold March night. This happened way over in the great Valley of Virginia on a night of bitter frost. Usaph had come knocking on the door of the Bumpass family farm near the fine town of Strasburg and, when the door opened, he was the last person she expected to see.

At the time, she was sitting at the kitchen hearth with the old slave Lisa and the fourteen-year-old boy of a neighbour called Travis. Mr Travis had lent her the boy to do chores for her and to keep her company. Ephie Bumpass had been married some sixteen months up to that point and had lived all those sixteen months on this highland farm in the shadow of Massanutten Mountain. But Bumpass had met and wooed her in a very different country from this. She’d been raised down in the Carolinas, in the torpid swamps round the mouth of the Combahee River. Her father had been a drum fisherman there and it was all the world she knew till Usaph brought her up here to Virginia.

On that March night in the second year of the war, before Usaph got to the door and knocked on it, Ephie had been finding the sight of the Travis boy there by the fire distressing. It reminded her of what Travis, neighbour to the Bumpasses, had said to her when he assigned her the boy. ‘I’ll send my boy to chop the wood an’ keep you company. For whatever else you need you can call on me.’ Saying it he’d touched her wrist in a way you couldn’t misunderstand. ‘You are a rose, Mrs Bumpass. You are a red rose up here in this valley of lilies. Are you perhaps one of them Creoles or some such?’

Travis’s hints weren’t any comfort to her. She knew men wanted her, men always had, bargemen and fishermen and parties of gentry her daddy used to take out drum fishing in his boat. Usaph’s own uncle, overseer on the Kearsage place down in the Carolinas, while sickening for his death, had desired and had her – in spite of the state of his health – before she ever met Usaph. That fact and others stung her soul like a tumour. It would be hard to say where she got the idea that to be wanted was to be the bearer of a disease. Her daddy had sometimes taken river wives who all talked as if to be desired was the best and only fate a woman could wish. Up to that night in the second year of the war, the only man who had ever wanted her without making her feel accursed was Usaph Bumpass. The war she saw as a case of God making her pay for the sweetness and redemption that came to her in Usaph’s presence – as simple as that. There wasn’t anything in her life history to put that idea in her head either, the idea about having to pay. She was just born with it.

And so she sat by the fire of the Bumpass family farm which she’d only known these sixteen months since she’d wed Bumpass, and all she had to sit with was deaf old Lisa and the boy, and out in a corner of a nearby meadow Usaph’s father, Mr Noah Bumpass, dead a year, slept under the frosted earth. And her womb, as each quiet evening, wept for Bumpass.

When Usaph Bumpasss knocked on the door that night it sounded such a flat neighbourly knocking that she didn’t expect anything of it, and so sent the fourteen-year-old to answer it. There was Bumpass standing in the doorway. He wore a waterproof blanket over his shoulders, and his long musket hit sharply against the door jamb. Both his hair and his skin looked like the smoke of all the fires he’d sat at these past few months had changed them for good.

She couldn’t believe this gift that had turned up on her doorstep. Old Lisa, who still had a clear head at that stage, recognised the boy she’d known from babyhood and began to laugh and praise God in a withered voice. ‘Why I jest knew the Lord would give these poor ole bones one sight more of the boy,’ she sang. And in the doorway Usaph and Ephie crushed each other and chewed at each other’s lips for a full minute. The fourteen-year-old thought it was a fine thing to watch.

‘Well,’ Ephie said in the end, with snatches of breath. ‘Well . . . how come you here, Usaph?’ She ran a finger down the fraying edge of his jacket and over the coarse-stitched blue patches on his collar.

‘It’s cos of Winchester, Ephie.’

‘Winchester?’

‘Winchester’s gone, Ephie.’

‘Winchester?’ she repeated. It was but a morning’s ride north of Strasburg.

‘When we left this morning,’ said Usaph, ‘there was people weeping in the streets. But there ain’t no avoiding it. Them Yankees are over to Berryville and they’re over the Ridge as well.’

Ephie looked about the kitchen as if the enemy could be expected to turn up here at any moment.

‘No, no,’ Usaph said, laughing at her. ‘Them Lincoln boys has a need to rest at night, same as us mortals.’

Jackson’s army, he told her, was settled down for the night some three or four miles up the road, in the cold meadows astride the Valley turnpike. Usaph had just gone up and had a talk to his officer, a pleasant dentist called Guess, and had explained how his wife was on her own at Strasburg, no male slave to help her out, no Bumpass senior, only a sick old slave woman. He’d said he wanted to help her put the horse in the dray and to set her travelling southwards towards his Aunt Sarrie Muswell’s in Bath County.

So Guess had let him go, but said he had to take a reliable man with him. That was pretty wise of Guess. A husband might decide to stay with his wife and ride with her all the way south. But the husband’s friend would say, no you can’t do that, you must get back to camp.

‘Why,’ said Usaph, remembering, ‘I fetched my friend Mr Gus Ramseur along with me.’ He pointed out into the dark by the woodpile.

‘Good evening, Mrs Bumpass,’ called Gus in his half-Dutchy accent. She saw Gus’s quiet grin, and his greeting steamed up into the cold air. She could tell he was a gentleman and scholar, like Usaph said in his letters.

‘Why, come in, Mr Ramseur. Usaph’s told me a heap about your cleverness.’

Gus entered the kitchen, walking dainty as a dancer past the couple in the doorway. And now Usaph came in properly, setting his musket against the butter churn so that the door could be closed and the perilous night kept out.

Ephie surveyed Gus Ramseur, who even in his dirty clothes and his stained state moved and stood like a man who was used to working indoors. Orderly little steps. Ephie thought he was a fine friend for her spouse, the sort of friend Usaph deserved.

The old slave still sat with her mouth agape, grinning, her hand up palm-outwards to touch either of the soldiers. Gus Ramseur nodded towards her. She made one of those strange black noises no white could ever fully understand.

‘I met ole Travis in town,’ Usaph told Ephie. ‘There’s a big crowd at Main and Bank, discussing all the rumours – and Travis is among ’em. They goddam quizzed Gus and me, I can tell you that much. Ain’t it so, Gus? They quizzed us?’

‘You got profane in that-there army, my love,’ said Ephie. But then she laughed.

‘Travis says he ain’t leaving Strasburg no matter if the armies of Hell arrive. He says he’ll mind our hogs and the milch cow – and he will, he’ll do it for the memory of my daddy . . .’

‘Mind the hogs, Usaph? I bin minding the hogs like they was Christian souls . . .’

‘I ain’t complaining of your care for my pigs, darlin’ Ephie. But I mean to put you on the road for Aunt Sarrie’s and you’re to tell her that as she loved her brother and as she loves me her nephew, she’s to care for you . . .’

‘This-here house?’ Ephie said, still standing, still held by Usaph. She put out her hand and touched the hot stonework of the house. ‘This-here house?’ she asked again in a voice he could only pity.

For Ephie had a crazy idea of the Bumpass house. It was nothing more than a white frame farm dwelling of the kind you find every two hundred paces up and down the Valley. But it was more of a house than she ever expected to own, and now a harsh God was asking her to pay it up too.

‘You can come back to it in the proper season,’ Usaph whispered.

‘Cain’t they be held, Usaph? Cain’t they . . .?’

‘Oh, Ephie. Banks . . . he has hisself some five divisions of goddam New Yorkers and other similar trash jest up there in Martinsburg.’

‘Martinsburg?’ she asked again, the way she’d asked Winchester? earlier. She’d gone to market in both towns. How could there be five divisions of New Yorkers in a place she’d gone to market? ‘What will them slum-boys do to my kitchen?’ she asked.

Usaph and Gus Ramseur looked at each other. Then Usaph decided it was best not to answer that. ‘You jest be sure you pack all your clothes, Ephie Bumpass,’ he told her with a false, jovial gruffness. ‘Both the winter and the summer style, gal, for I wish you to stun the goddam gentry down there in Bath.’

‘I’ll take the boy, Usaph,’ Gus Ramseur suddenly called, thoughtful, scratching his tangled blond head. ‘We’ll put the horse in the shafts.’

Usaph went a kind of red beneath his smoked face. ‘Obliged, Gus. I’ll jest help Mrs Bumpass out with her oddments.’

Somehow Gus found the task of harnessing the horse to the dray hard enough to keep himself and the boy out in the freezing barn for a good hour. Ephie and Usaph left Lisa sleeping by the fire – too deaf to know the journey that was ahead. Upstairs Ephie made little complaining noises at the buttons that were stiff. She seemed to have forgotten the immediate threat of Yankeedom. She was undressed and trembling in the cold sheets while Usaph, his shivering buttocks facing her, sponged himself with a rag dipped in a pitcher of water. ‘I don’t have no camp lice,’ he said, turning to her, spreading his arms innocently. ‘Only them filthy Irishmen in the 5th Virginia has got body lice. It takes an Irishman to pick up lice in the winter.’

‘I wouldn’t fuss me if you did have lice,’ she told him. ‘But my, your hair is so lank.’

Then, uttering little grateful whimpers, he descended on her.

After the hour they had was gone, she went about in her chemise, throwing clothes and little pieces of china and shawls and sheets into a chest. He watched her from the bed. The room seemed no longer cold.

‘What say you, Usaph?’ she asked all at once, looking resolute. ‘Do we burn the furniture?’

‘What, Ephie?’

‘I asked you will one of them Union generals with his sword and his damn fleas lie in our marriage bed?’

He thought awhile. Sure, the prospect Ephie had raised was a painful one. The urge was there to burn the thing, to burn the house for that matter. But he’d been born in this same bed in ’38. This was his parents’ marriage bed. You couldn’t burn something like that.

It came to him therefore that they should leave quickly now, before any more questions of the same species arose. ‘If you don’t get off to Aunt Sarrie’s, General Banks might jest take it in his head to lie in this here same bed with you.’

‘And like Judith in the Bible, I would slice his ole head off while his hands were so busy.’

Usaph was up now and dressing quickly. ‘Gus and me . . . we’ll see you on your road.’

This made her stand stock still and her eyes filled up. ‘Hurry there, Ephie,’ he said, slapping her hip. So at three in the morning, when you could just about hear the earth creaking under the hand of the frost, Ephie drove a dray away from the back door of the Bumpass farm. Her cargo was clothes, crockery, bacon, flour, coffee, soap, a shotgun, and that one senile and shivering black slave called Lisa. Travis had ageed to let his son travel with Ephie all the way to Millboro Springs, where Aunt Sarrie would be known and could be fetched. As payment for that service, Travis would retain two of the Bumpasses’ hogs.

Usaph and Gus travelled with Ephie a few miles down the road, Usaph riding at Ephie’s side, Gus in the back at Lisa’s side atop the goods and the luggage. Usaph had not taken the reins and Gus thought that was sensible of him. It was Ephie who had to make the journey.

Around four by his watch, Gus called, ‘We told Captain Guess, Usaph, we’d be back near breakfast time.’

The words struck Ephie like a sentence. A little ugh sound came out of her and turned to vapour in the cold air. Usaph began some fast talking.

‘Now you call on the Rotes at Tom’s Brook when you reach there, d’you hear. Missus Rote was a great friend of my mammy’s and always fed me up tight as the bark on a tree, and she’ll give you a breakfast, Ephie, you won’t soon be fit to forget.’

Gus had gotten out of the dray and bowed to all the company and started out northwards. Travis’s boy watched Bumpass and Ephie knead each other again and cling together. And then Usaph jumped down too.

‘That was good,’ said Gus later. ‘You got her away from Strasburg in good time.’

It was to turn out that before St Patrick’s Day Federal cavalry would be camped all over Travis’s and the empty Bumpass farm, and U.S. General Shields would enter town in a formal way, with bands and infantry and all the rest, just a week after Ephie had packed up. By the time a Union band was playing at the Strasburg crossroads where the Valley pike met the road from over the Blue Ridge, Ephie was nearly at Aunt Sarrie’s place.

But it was not an easy journey. Lisa got an awesome fever and, before that broke, took a fit she’d not get better from, not for the rest of her life.
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Four months later, on a morning in early July 1862, the young General Tom Jackson woke in a dusty bedroom in a rundown plantation house in Henrico County, Virginia. The house belonged to a Mr Thomas and was pretty typical of the sort of house slaveholders of middling wealth kept here in the Virginian lowlands.

Although the night had been humid, the General felt fresh this morning. Until the war began he’d filled in his time with hypochondria. In those days when he was a sedentary professor at the Virginia Military Institute – he’d believed he needed eight hours’ sleep at least every night if he wanted to live to be fifty. Last night he’d had six, and that was the most he’d had in one lump for the last month.

He found his watch on the commode beside the bed. ‘Five minutes’ luxury,’ he muttered to himself. For it wasn’t much past dawn and the mists and miasmas that rose from the James River and from the swamps of these malarial lowlands pressed hard up against the window. Some fleshy miasmas were rising up in the General too; for maybe ten seconds his blood hammered away for Anna Morrison Jackson, his esposa, his wife. Well, he was used to making hammering blood simmer down and he did it now.

This was the Thomases’ marriage bed he lay in, for Mr and Mrs Thomas had given it up for him. The Thomases were obese, flat-faced people, likely to start drinking at breakfast-time, exactly the sort of people abolitionists pointed to when they wanted to argue about the bad effects slavery had on slaveholders. The General wondered with a little distaste whether the Thomases still had some passion for each other and performed the marriage act here.

As he turned on his side the bed quaked and dust fell from the hangings. He sneezed.

Most mornings he demanded a situation report on waking. He didn’t feel any particular need for one this morning. For Lincoln’s great Union army that had come ravening up the Peninsula towards Richmond this second summer of the war between the States had had all heart and sense pounded out of it. Hoping to take the Rebel capital and end the whole business, it had been outflanked every day for a week and was lucky not to have been eaten whole. It kept now to the low peninsula round Harrison’s Landing, it bivouacked in clouds of mosquitoes. It was depressed, it was reflective, it was happy to keep to its place.

Tom Jackson knew, therefore, that nothing had happened while he slept. As surely as the Federals could not advance because of the deficiencies of their souls, the rebel Confederates could not get any closer to Harrison’s Landing because of all the Union gunboats in the James. Tom Jackson had no need today to holler, straight off on waking, for his sharp young aides, Mr Pendleton and Mr Kyd Douglas.

But it was the very idea that the situation was fixed and could go stale, that nothing had happened overnight, that nothing much could happen today, that made Tom Jackson decide that he’d had enough of luxury in the Thomases’ mouldy bed. He rang a bell which stood by the table. His body-servant, Jim Lewis, who slept on a palliasse in the hallway, had been up an hour already. He’d rolled up his bedding and gone out into the mists to wash himself at the pump by the kitchen door. Jim Lewis was husky, not very tall, his hair beginning to grey. He was good with the needle and his coat looked better than the coats of most officers in Tom Jackson’s two divisions. He didn’t belong to General Jackson, he was on loan to him from one of the General’s friends in Lexington in Rockbridge County. He’d always been an indoor slave. He had the delicate hands many house slaves had, hands used to holding the best of china and old hallmarked silverware. He thought the General was just about the cleverest man living. You never knew when you got up in the morning whether you’d find him in his room, whether he wouldn’t have crept past your bed at one o’clock in the morning and crossed the Blue Ridge to confuse them Union generals, taking a division or two with him, leaving a message for you to follow on with a change of linen.

Once the General, who could get very solemn, had asked Jim if he’d heard all this newspaper talk about abolition and asked him further to say without prejudice if he’d rather be free. Jim’s instinct made him say no – if he’d been a flogged field-hand his instinct would likewise have made him say no, that he was happy as a pig in mud under Massa. But then Jim thought further and found it was the truth. If he was free, would he be servant to a man whose name was known to every pretty kitchen and house-slave in every county in the Commonwealth of Virginia?

The ringing of the bell this morning told Jim the General hadn’t skipped out last night. Jim went in carrying a big pitcher, a basin, a clean laundered towel. While he fetched a clean shirt and drawers from the General’s travelling bag, the General stood by the window, his nightgown dropped to the floor, thoughtfully sponging the upper half of his body. He could see by now some of the tents of his staff in the plantation park and, in a field beyond, a few fires where his headquarters’ regiment cooked its breakfast. The boys over there breakfasted well this morning off Union delicacies taken in the last ten days. There was likely good bacon and ample coffee, and if they were making corn pone, it would be of well-ground Yankee flour and delicious, the sad thing being Confederate cornflour was often riddled with husks. Yet despite what fine breakfasts they might be eating, this place wasn’t a healthy one for those boys down there. All night the mists would be working in through their pores, and now a fiercely humid sun would keep those poisonous vapours simmering in them.

‘No good for us, Jim,’ the General muttered. ‘No good for us mountain folks here.’

Jim, who was getting on so well with the Thomases’ cook, a large homely woman built on the same mould as her masters, just the same knew when to agree. ‘I s’pect that’s right, Gen’ral. I’ve bin shiverin’ and sneezin’ all the night long.’

G’bye, Missee Cook, he thought. Next week they’d stay at some other gentleman’s house, north, south, east or west – Jim didn’t know, even the General’s generals didn’t know. There he could fall in love with some other grandee’s cook. He fell in love easily but didn’t often do much about it. Women were always saying to him, ‘Lord, Jim, what a talker you is!’

The mist was lifting quickly now and the General could see young Sandie Pendleton shaving in front of his tent, peering into a mirror held by a servant. He could see too the riflemen of the headquarters’ regiment, lean boys, hanging their damp blankets to dry over Mr Thomas’s rail fences. Not the right place, he thought again, either for health or general strategy.

‘Tell Captain Pendleton to come now,’ he ordered Jim. He could see that in any case Sandie was shaving fast, expecting to be called upstairs. He was a very deft boy with a razor. While Jim sped downstairs, Sandie finished the left side of his face, drenched it in water, dried himself, got his grey coat on and buttoned it to the neck. In the same time General Tom Jackson had shirted, underdrawered, trousered and booted himself. In the General’s command only the quick were assured of any standing.

Sandie was one of the quicker. He came from the town where Jackson had spent all his married life teaching, the town of Lexington. Tom Jackson had therefore known Sandie since Sandie was a child. The boy had shown an early quickness by graduating Bachelor of Arts from Washington College in Lexington at the age of seventeen and by winning the college medal as well. When the war began, he’d been studying for his Master’s at the University of Virginia. It was exactly the sort of background Tom Jackson respected.

Sandie came through the General’s open bedroom door.

‘Where’s Mr Boteler staying?’ the General asked him. Boteler was a Congressman and another of the General’s friends.

‘A mile up the road. People called the Morrises.’

‘Have you eaten breakfast?’

‘I haven’t, sir.’

‘So, we’ll both do without it.’

The General was already loping downstairs. Sandie opened the window, stuck out his head, yelled, ‘Horse!’ in the direction of his tent and followed the General. At the front steps the General’s small dumpy horse Old Sorrel stood being patted by an ostler. Everyone liked Old Sorrel. He wasn’t handsome, his coat was faded chestnut, he lacked style, his eyes were soft as a doe’s. Altogether he looked – had you wanted to ride him to Richmond – as if he would have pegged out about the Charles City crossroads. In fact he never went lame, he had carried the General up and down the Valley at a crazy pace, across and back over the Blue Ridge and on a wild-paced march across Virginia. The General liked him for his easy gait and could sleep by the hour on his back.

The ostler was English and was telling Old Sorrel, ‘Old Sorrel’s a lively boy, Old Sorrel is.’ By the time he noticed the General, the General was in the saddle, extricating the reins from his hand. Sandie’s horse had also been brought to the steps and Sandie got away a few seconds after his commander.

Sandie wondered why the General was galloping Old Sorrel on a morning when gallops didn’t seem to be necessary. It must be that Tom Jackson was answering some secret urgency, most likely one of those black crazy urgencies that were more inside his bowels than in the outside world.

Sandie was a length behind the General when they tore out of the Thomases’ front gate on to the Charles River road to Richmond. This is what it is to live, Sandie thought, with a man who sees his job as being to whip history into shape.
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They tied up their horses in woods three miles south of the Thomases’. There was the General himself and Sandie, and Mr Boteler of the Confederate Congress in Richmond. And as well as these three, a tough, scrawny, crotchety little man called General Popeye Ewell. At the Morris House Tom Jackson and Sandie had found Mr Boteler and Popeye just sitting down to breakfast in the front parlour. Popeye ate only cereal and drank only hot water and talked all the time about his tortured guts, so it wasn’t much of a hardship for him to be snatched away from the table. Mr Boteler liked a Christian breakfast, though – eggs and ham, cakes and gravy. Dragged away from it, he said to Sandie: ‘Those other two don’t have an alimentary canal nor a goddam stomach. They’re monsters.’

Sandie said, ‘That’s so, Mr Boteler.’

Ahead of the place they had now left their horses, and right at the edge of the forest, some Alabamans were standing picket duty, facing out across a wide wild field in the distant likelihood of a Union movement. To the left, in a further fringe of oak forest, some Georgians were supposed to be doing the same, though you couldn’t see them for the foliage.

The Alabamans looked to Sandie as if they were taking their business with proper seriousness, even the ones who were hunkered or brewing coffee. The open ground ahead was a bowl of sunlight now. There were butterflies amongst the lupins out there. But here under the branches there were mosquitoes, and flies as fat as black berries.

General Jackson ignored the boys in the picket line. Popeye Ewell, who was the sort of man who always had something to say but pushed it out the corner of his mouth as if it were an imposition, called out: ‘Keep them pupils primed, boys. That meadow you see there is a meadow of Virginia!’

‘Wa-ha-ha!’ a few of the Alabamans cried.

Sandie Pendleton found a child lieutenant standing by a sycamore, field-glasses in his hands. ‘Where are they?’ he asked the boy.

‘See that fence across the meadow? Follow it to the right. Then . . . notice it starts to rise and goes up a hill? Well, there are cottonwoods up there and if you hide among them you can see a line of forest. They’re in that forest, the Union pickets, facing the cottonwoods. You can see the Union camp beyond. And the James.’

Sandie thanked the boy. Already Tom Jackson and the others were stepping out into the open ground. The meadow was overgrown with blackberry bushes and you could tell which branches the pickets had been harvesting. Maybe these Alabamans would come out of their cover today and crop some blackberries themselves, trading the long chance of a bullet against the assured sugar and succulence of the blackberries. Anyhow, the two generals and Mr Boteler and Sandie made crouching progress amongst the blackberries and across the meadow. It was low, boggy ground, and Sandie, as General Jackson had already done that morning, disliked it and thanked God he was from Lexington. There were likely more copperheads and water-moccasins in these mean few acres than in the whole of Rockbridge County.

Mr Boteler’s lower left leg slipped from under him and he landed on his knee in bog water. ‘Hell and damn!’ he said, but he looked up smiling at Sandie. He was a tough, genial little man, about forty-five years, and he was a West Virginian like the General. He was one of the opposition in the Confederate Congress, what they called a Whig Unionist, as Jackson was himself, a moderate, a man who wished this whole mess had never got started. He had a lot of power exactly because he fetched from the same part of the state as the General. It was a wonderful thing for a politician to have a successful general from his own constituency. Boteler, who had once been an operator in the U.S. Congress and was now an operator in the Government in Richmond, knew just how wonderful it was.

A politician of less flexibility than Mr Boteler might have objected to the price the General was demanding today. How many Congressmen would be willing to creep forward past the pickets and spy on the Yankee hosts from behind fences and cottonwoods? Well, Boteler was willing, and it was just as well. General Jackson thought nothing of bringing any civilian out here to witness the state of the Yankee camp and soul. Jefferson Davis himself better beware – he might find himself out here one morning next week.

They kept low behind the fence and followed it uphill. Soon they could stand full height amongst the cottonwoods and tall undergrowth. How tall was the summit of the hill? A hundred and fifty feet maybe. Two hundred. But in that flat land it was like a peak in Darien. Boteler and General Ewell put their binoculars to their eyes. Sandie handed General Jackson his.

Quoting the young Alabaman, Sandie briefed them where to look. There was little need for his instructions, even with the naked eye you could see the Federal camp on the James. Tents and waggons floated in a haze that still clung to the flats round Harrison’s Landing. But with the binoculars you could see more. You could see first the blue-coated pickets in the wood three hundred yards away. If they knew there were two Confederate generals and a Congressman on this knoll they would send out a cavalry squadron to bag them. But they didn’t do much that was adventurous any more, not after last week. Jackson knew exactly the feelings of the boys over there. Brave enough, they wondered if the Rebs weren’t braver still and they began to wonder too about their generals, even about their beloved McClellan. Jackson could read their doubts as he gazed at them through the lenses.

Beyond the pickets and their line of forest some batteries were placed behind fences and earth embankments, and beyond that stretched the vast Union bivouac itself. The Yankees had been bottled up there for some days now and it looked like a well-arranged encampment. There seemed to be the beginnings of pathways amongst the tents. But not all the Union army enjoyed the luxury of canvas. Along with fifty-two pieces of artillery, thousands of strands of sidearms, much beef, pork, flour, coffee and molasses, the Federals had as well lost a few tents last week.

Yet it was a town, that camp. As big as Richmond. A hundred thousand men lived there, however uncertainly. You could see somewhere in the centre a great military band playing songs of home, and hymns and tunes to ginger up doubtful souls. You could see ships of the U.S. Navy in the deep-water reaches of the James two miles away.

The General spoke to Mr Boteler. ‘I’d like you to just take note of the location of the artillery parks, Mr Boteler. Not up forward, as if they ever mean to turn their guns on us. They’re down by the landings. Plain as day, it’s intended they should be ready to be taken on board ship. The great Mac has his bags packed and he’s already decided to leave all defence to those gunboats out there.’

‘I believe you’re right,’ said Mr Boteler, letting his binoculars fall and hitching his thumbs, farmer-wise, in their straps.

The General’s voice became both low and fierce. ‘Well in that case, do you agree we’re losing time here?’

‘Oh?’

‘Well, we happen to be repeating the old mistake we made last year after Manassas. They are being given a free gift, namely, time to recover. And what are we doing here, apart from catching malaria? There are ten thousand of us already sick with pneumonia and dysentery, and the hospitals in Richmond haven’t even got round to treating last week’s wounded yet. There are alternative things to do besides standing in these miasmas getting ill. I wanted to talk to you about it.’

The General leaned against a tree. He’d always been gangling and a leaner. Popeye Ewell here remembered the day, he himself then a young professor of the Academy, that Tom Jackson had come to West Point, a lean and very handsome boy. Somehow he’d got a place in the Academy even though he hadn’t had good schooling. It was rumoured that he’d got there through political influence, his uncle Cummins Jackson being the drinking crony of a Western Virginia Congressman. Anywhow, Ewell had been attracted to Tom Jackson’s raw talent and helped him with his mathematics. Jackson had been a serious boy who’d had too much death in his family – a mother, a father, his brother. He did everything as if time was limited. Generally he was right on that score.

‘I don’t mean to tell you, Boteler, anything a private soldier couldn’t tell you,’ said Tom Jackson. ‘McClellan’s whipped as a cur. He’ll go home. It’ll take him some time to get there. He’ll sulk for reinforcements. It’ll take him time to get them. Even then . . . well, he’d have to reorganise. And he’s not quick at that sort of job. Richmond is safe now. What we have to do is move north, into Maryland, if possible into Pennsylvania, to outflank Washington. Put Abe Lincoln in a panic.’ He sneezed moistly. ‘I want you to go to Mr Davis and tell him what I’ve told you.’

‘You say that as if it were a simple thing . . .’

‘It’s the only thing,’ said Tom Jackson. ‘A big move north. The final battle. Maybe in Maryland, as I say. Maybe in Pennsylvania. Either will serve.’

Boteler closed one eye and made a dubious squeaking noise with his lips. ‘What’s the use of me going to Mr Davis? He’d only refer me back to General Lee. Why don’t you talk direct to Lee?’

‘I’ve done so.’

‘Well . . .?’

Tom Jackson chewed at his narrow lips.

‘He said nothing. I know he’s got reasons for his silence.’

Boteler decided to be funny. ‘Well, at least you’re not trying to rebel against your superior general.’

Jackson didn’t think that was funny. He thought a while. Boteler coughed; the joke had fallen flat.

The General said: ‘He can’t give me a definite answer because of influences in Richmond. I’m sure the matter’s been mentioned by him there. Now it’s time to add our voice.’

Boteler spat. ‘It’s clean contrary to current thinking,’ he said. ‘I mean, it’s contrary to ideas of caution.’

Sandie coughed and General Ewell called, ‘Look at that there!’

Out of the Federal camp a ball of white and red silk had risen. It yawed a little in the hot air and came straight for them on a light wind off the James. They knew who it was – Professor Thaddeus Lowe, McClellan’s balloonist, flying to observe the Rebels. Very soon the balloon seemed to Boteler to be overhead, and he grinned and pretended to be trying to withdraw his head into his shoulders.

General Jackson ignored the professor’s exotic craft.

‘You have to let him see,’ he said, the him being President Jefferson Davis of the Confederate States of America, ‘that Lincoln is more anxious about losing Washington than we are about losing Richmond. And with some reason.’

‘Maryland?’ Mr Boteler asked. He laughed. ‘That’s a grand strategy,’ he said.

Behind them the Alabamans had begun firing at and catcalling the professor.

‘We ought to go now,’ said General Ewell, since firing by one set of pickets would set the other side going. He thought how ridiculous it would be if Stonewall Jackson was lost to the Confederacy because a few Alabamans shot at an eccentric Yankee aeronaut.

But when they were halfway across the field, returning towards their own picket lines, the General was distracted by the plumpness of the blackberries on shoulder-high bushes all round. He was a true country boy. Fruit always attracted him and often he would just sit on a fence sucking a lemon.

He began to pluck the berries and so did Sandie. Boteler waited, shaking his head a little. If he had to ride back to Richmond this afternoon, the last thing he wanted was a bellyful of berries.

General Jackson ate the fruit heartily, but Ewell, with his weak stomach, picked just a few and ate them slowly. He suffered from ulcers and, as did two-thirds of his command, from camp diarrhoea. To the left the Alabamans were firing at Professor Lowe’s colourful balloon, which was drifting north-west, and to distract them a picket line of Yankees advanced towards the meadow fence and began firing lazy volleys up open corridors amongst the blackberries. Mr Boteler crouched and Ewell gave up the blackberry-culling and mapped out their best path. He saw that up to the right the woods reached a spot almost level with the place where he and Jackson, the aide and Mr Boteler stood. In that wing of woods General Robert Toombs’s Georgians should be. If the firing didn’t get too intense, that was the way to go, into the elbow where the Alabaman and Georgian picket lines met.

With a mash of berries in his mouth, Stonewall let a sly grin creep over his lean jaws. It broadened when a minié ball slapped a leaf some three feet from his ear.

‘Some nervous boy from goddam Massachusetts,’ Ewell swore. But he was worried for the General and also for himself.

‘Tell me, Sandie,’ said the General, holding a fat berry between forefinger and thumb, ‘if you knew you were going to be shot and had a choice . . .’

It was an eternal question of discussion. Generals and privates thought about it. With some the consideration became morbid. Others suspected that if they talked about the wound they wanted least, it would stay away from them through some sort of sympathetic magic.

Sandie thought and said: ‘I just don’t want one of those silly wounds, General. You know, the kind that shouldn’t kill a man, but you bleed to death.’

This wasn’t quite the truth. Such deaths made him angry, but the deaths he really feared were wounds from artillery, and especially to be dismembered.

‘If I’m shot,’ Ewell muttered, ‘I want it to be where I’ve been wounded already – in the clothing. Otherwise I don’t want it to be in the face or joints, not with Monsieur Minié’s famous expanding bullet. But I think the face would be the worst.’ He wondered if some Union boy wasn’t at that moment sighting on his head.

‘I suppose,’ Sandie said, picking two particularly nice blackberries and handing them to the General, ‘you’re at a distance from the damage if you get it in other parts of the body. You can inspect a wound there. But you can’t inspect a wound in the face.’

‘Nor one in the back,’ said Tom Jackson, gorging the berries. He was like that – even at full-scale dinners he often ate just the one thing in big amounts. Sometimes it was strawberries, sometimes it was bread. Hostesses hated him for it.

Flap, flap! went two bullets, ripping leaves from a bush a few paces off.

‘The wound I’d hate,’ said Boteler, grinning but not at ease, ‘would be to lose my constituency.’ He knew there was no electoral chance of that. For he was the General’s Congressman and neither of them ever lost.

Anyhow, they laughed and the General asked them if they’d had enough blackberries, as if picking fruit had been someone else’s idea.

‘The Yankees may have moved up sharpshooters,’ Ewell growled. ‘Keep low, that’s what I suggest. Use the shrubbery.’

‘We’ll visit the Georgians, Sandie,’ Jackson said, his old grey forage cap low over his eyes.

They said goodbye to each other on the edge of the woods. Jackson let Popeye Ewell escort the Congressman back to his horse, then he himself took Sandie off to say hello to the Georgians, as if this was a routine day; and as if the country’s finest young general had not whispered the word Maryland to one of the country’s best political operators.
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In a field near the Thomases’ plantation house, the men whose breakfast fires the General had seen through the mist that morning were now considering lunch. In Usaph Bumpass’s mess they still had half a captured ham left and if they were ordered to march tomorrow they didn’t want to have to lug ham all over hilly Virginia with them.

They had two slow-burning fires going, the men of Usaph Bumpass’s mess.

On one of the fires, fuelled by kindling bought from Mr Thomas – for the General forbade them to steal Mr Thomas’s rail fences – young Ash Judd was frying ham in the mess’s skillet, and on the other, ancient Bolly Quintard baked flourbread. Bolly’s dough had been shaped round the ramrod of his Springfield rifle, like a fleece on a distaff, into the form of a loaf of bread. As he turned the mixture on its hot steel rod, in hands made big and harsh by a lifetime of pushing pit saws and wielding axes, he sang ‘Oh Lord, Gals One Friday’ in his old tenor voice.

Usaph Bumpass didn’t like that noise, but he and the others tolerated it because they needed Bolly’s skillet. Bumpass’s young friend Ash Judd had once owned one which he shared with Usaph and the others. He’d been carrying it on the march out of the Valley in a way that was getting to be common in this army, its handle down the barrel of his rifle, its pan sticking out of the mouth like a great black sunflower. It was very likely that Ashabel had been asleep as he walked, a skill a man had to pick up if the pace wasn’t going to kill him. And one of ‘them horsemen’, passing along, must have lifted it without effort out of the rifle barrel of weary Ashabel Judd.

There’d been four men dependent on that skillet. First, there was Bumpass himself and Ash Judd. Bumpass and Judd were both farmers of middling wealth. Then there was the schoolmaster Danny Blalock and the music teacher Gus Ramseur.

Bumpass was secretely proud of sharing a skillet with two educated men like Blalock and Ramseur. So he sought some of the better men in the regiment and said that if anyone would give him and Ramseur and Blalock and Ash Judd half-rights in a skillet, he guaranteed in return that the person who did would get equal shares in any delicacies the four of them managed to buy or forage or find. The only people interested were old Bolly Quintard and his Irish friend Joseph Murphy. Bolly and Murphy knew what a temporary possession a skillet was and that they might need future favours from the others and so thought that the terms were fair.

While the regiment was in bivouac, the skillet was shared. On the march you didn’t get a chance to cook anyhow. Not in Tom Jackson’s twenty-miles-a-day, eat-from-the-orchards, sleep-where-you-drop foot-cavalry.

Ole Bolly stood out amongst the men about him because of his air of worldly evil and his age. Now, for example, the schoolteacher Blalock and the music man Ramseur were each 24 years of age, Usaph was 23, young Ash Judd was barely twenty. Joe Murphy didn’t know how old he was but guessed he was maybe thirty. Bolly, however, was old as any three of them put together.

Sometimes, to put on side, he said he was seventy, but it was likely he was only about 65. He had lived a hard, profane life in the lumber business on the far side of the Shenandoah Valley near Brock’s Gap. There was a 22-year-old girl back at Quintard’s Mill who was his seventh wife, for he had had seven, all of whom he had loved and heartily impregnated. He would say proudly that the first six all died fair and square, he hadn’t encouraged any of them to do so. One had perished of the flux, another had had her skull bust by an overturning waggon, two died giving birth, another of what Bolly called ‘spotted mountain fever’ and a sixth of snake-bite. This seventh wife had been brought in from Loudon County, way up at the mouth of the Shenandoah, because nearly all the pretty faces round Quintard’s Mill had been kin if not offspring of Bolly’s. We’re poor people, Bolly would say, but not so poor we have to start begetting off each other. Although he had a few slaves he found the free labour of begotten children cheaper.

His friends in Guess’s Company teased him about what his young wife might be doing while he was off campaigning, but Bolly had a lot of pride in himself as a lover; he believed that once she had had the taste of him, no woman could do with anything less. Therefore look to your own women, you race of slackroots.

Usaph was not easy about all this teasing over women. Ephie Bumpass was a lovely woman – a girl in fact – living lonely on a farm. Usaph didn’t need reminding about what might just happen. Even his Aunt Sarrie might not be able to keep guard against such a thing happening.

It irked Usaph that Ash and Joe Murphy didn’t seem to talk about anything except willing widows or ripe girls from farms. It irked Usaph that Bolly, an old man, talked with such ease about his wife, who must have been more or less the same age as Ephie, and about how she wouldn’t stray.

As well as for his age and many wives, Bolly was also renowned for having an umbrella he had brought everywhere with him since December 1861, when he first appeared out of Brock’s Gap and presented himself to Brigadier-General Garnett in Winchester. It was the umbrella by which men remembered him rather than his age. Somehow he was so tough, you forgot that he was older than your own grandfather.

While they waited for Ash Judd to cook the ham and Bolly to brown the bread, the others moved around the meadows or lolled near a pear tree against Thomas’s plantation fence and uttered rumours, mockeries, profanities, prophecies, observations.

‘Look at that gloss of sweat on his face there,’ Joseph Murphy invited everyone.

Across the corner of the field, striped with shadow and sunlight from a paling fence, Gus Ramseur, the music teacher, was sweating out his pneumonia. This midsummer’s day he lay on two rubberised sheets and beneath two more. His sodden yellow hair spilled all over his hat, which had been pummelled into the shape of a pillow. Usaph heated bricks he’d borrowed from the Thomases’ garden on Ash Judd’s fire and put them in rotation between Gus’s blankets. He also dosed Gus with frequent mouthfuls of a whisky called How Come You So that he had brought from a sutler on the Gaines’ Mill side of the Chickahominy a week ago.

‘But he looks fine,’ said Usaph, inspecting the slick of sweat on Gus’s face. ‘That looks as it should look.’

‘And the shrivel-gut you got in that jar?’ asked Bolly.

‘It’s better’n what you get from the surgeon,’ said Usaph. ‘That there morphia stuff ain’t good for the soul.’

‘There’s no doubt the man himself is better right here,’ said Joseph Murphy, who had been away in Richmond at the Chimborazo Hospital suffering from the flux. They had kicked him out of his ward to make way for the wounded of White Oak Swamp and Frayser’s Farm and Malvern Hill. ‘Oh yeh, even if he could get inside Chimborazo, he’s maybe still better here. I mean, you should see that Richmond. They got the goddam wounded all the way down Grace Street from the depot. No such nice situation as a friend slipping hot bricks in under your blankets! There ain’t no question of more’n one. The lips on some of them wounds on them boys is like hardwood bark now and still they wait in the streets, and the private citizens of Richmond is all the time bringing more in by dray and waggon. They never made in any goddam Christian country blankets enough for them boys who are still coming in with wounds and the die-sen-try. And half the surgeons drunk and half the nurses sluts. Going through the pockets of the very corpses, looking for cash and trinkets . . .’

‘You must have been right at home in the that there Chimborazo then, Joe,’ called Ashabel Judd. ‘With them thieves for brothers and them sluts for company.’

Murphy stared back at Judd a while, which made Judd’s high laughter thinner still, squeakier.

‘Why,’ the Irishman went on at last – he’d rather tell his traveller’s tales than punish Judd, ‘they led a Yankee lieutenant of cavalry through the streets one day, a prisoner. He had goddam kid gauntlets and chicken guts all over his collar.’ (Chicken guts, it happened, was gold braid.) ‘They let him keep his goddam sabre and it was like all the world’s best goddam cutlery. And his boots still had a goddam gloss under the dust. He was so young it was like his mother had just dropped him fully uniformed and he went straight to Gaines’ Mill for to get himself captured. And there was this poor Reb, thin as a goddam ghost in a bad year, calling to him: “Lord, you look such a grand feller with your grand braid and your lovely kid gloves and your boots with a good gloss on ’em . . . why, and I bet your bowels is oh so regular . . .”’

That made them all laugh. Good bowels were beyond price in this gathering. Most of these boys suffered with chronic diarrhoea. Since last winter they had all had dysentry of some severity or other. It was what they were given to eat that was the cause. On the Charlottesville march they’d lived off little green apples and unripe corn. When they got flour they fried up fritters in bacon fat; a recipe mortally hard on any man’s bowels. If they captured U.S. commissary waggons – as when at Middletown on the Valley pike last May they surrounded General Banks’s waggons – it made matters worse. They wolfed captured delicacies very quick. They dreaded having luggage to carry on the march, so diets of little pellet apples and immature corn gave way to sudden orgies of ham, fish paste, jellies and bacon, and the sudden violent feast was as hard on the belly as green apples ever were.

In the Army of Northern Virginia, the man whose bowels were regular was considered so rare and blessed that his friends might bring guests from other regiments to shake hands with him.

‘One thing they did do for me at that Chimborazo though,’ Joe Murphy went on, ‘they give me the scratch to stop the smallpox.’

‘Inoculation?’ said Danny Blalock. He had looked up from a browning edition of De Bow’s Review he’d borrowed from Captain Guess. The article he’d been reading was headed ‘Will the British Government Recognise the Confederacy This Year?’ ‘Inoculation, Joe?’ he repeated.

Joe pulled up the sleeve of the new shirt the Southern Soldiers’ Comfort Society had given him in Chimborazo. There was a dime-sized scab on his upper arm.

Old Bolly Quintard’s eyes fixed at the idea of a little scab protecting you all your days against smallpox. He was an old man from the mountains mixing amongst citified diseases for the first time in his life. Germans and Irishmen from Richmond were all round him, and then there were the New Orleans regiments in Ewell’s division who didn’t even speak English and had all sorts of bayou-swamp illnesses about them. So Bolly was interested in protection against diseases.

‘Will they ever come round here, doing that for us’ns?’ he asked.

‘Maybe,’ said Joe. ‘God knows when.’

‘I’d dearly love a sovereign shield against the smallpox.’

Young Ashabel Judd said, ‘There ain’t been no smallpox in this army.’

‘But smallpox comes,’ Bolly told him. ‘There ain’t many valleys it don’t find once a generation, and do you think it won’t find this-here great army?’

Danny Blalock read a sentence about the pernicious kingdom of Britain which would hold off acknowledging the Confederate States as long as it could. Then he looked up and said, ‘Joe could inoculate you, Bolly, easy as wink.’

‘That’s right,’ said Joe. ‘I seen it done; I make a little cut in your arm, I knock off a portion of my scab and mash it round in your cut, Bolly.’

‘You’re mocking me, Joe Murphy. Damn you, Murphy, I’ll give you scab!’

‘But it’s the truth, Bolly,’ Danny Blalock announced. Everyone believed Danny. He was their encyclopaedia, he knew he was, he liked the stature, he therefore never told tall tales. Any ignorant farmer from the mountains could tell tales. ‘That scab there is his protection against smallpox. If he gives you a scab, you’re protected too.’

‘Let him give you some of his scab then,’ Bolly challenged him.

‘I’m not the one that’s worried about smallpox.’

Bolly took thought. He blew heavily into his beard which was still a little red at the roots. Danny had gone back to his article on diplomacy so calmly that Bolly had to believe him.

‘You’re willing, Joe?’ he asked the Irishman, just to give himself time to decide.

‘I told you that already, Bolly.’

‘Let it be a clean knife then,’ said Bolly.

Still reading, Danny Blalock heard the small grunts of discomfort as Joe Murphy knocked off part of his scab and as the boy Ashabel left his cooking a second to cut a small slot for it in Bolly’s stringy upper arm. Even while Ashabel plied the knife, Bolly hung on tight to the ramrod and its loaf.

‘The Southern Presidents who led the United States in its fledgling years,’ Danny Blalock read in De Bow’s, ‘Washington, Jefferson, Madison, always recognised the de facto government of a particular country as a matter of course. The United States, when it was still a fresh and pure entity, recognised the revolutionary government of France before any other nation had done so. But the British have always had a different policy. Albion is, in any case, jealous of the success of its former colony the United States. Therefore they will let the Confederacy bludgeon the United States for a little while longer before they step in to recognise the infant Confederacy.

‘The belief long-cherished in the South that need of Southern cotton will force the British to recognise the government at Richmond has proven a little illusory . . .’

‘You’re enjoying it,’ Bolly accused Joe Murphy, who was leaning over Bolly with a knife and a fragment of smallpox scab on its point.

‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’m the gentlest sort of feller.’

‘Certainly,’ Danny Blalock read on, ‘textile mills and textile workers in cities such as Manchester are suffering. But British governments are accustomed to living with the suffering of their citizens. It would take some sudden and spectacular coup by the South to ensure British recognition. Such a coup would be to enter Maryland and outflank Washington. Or to capture Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, and descend on Baltimore from the north by way of the Northern Central railroad (See Map) and then on Washington itself! In fact, it is certain that by the time Harrisburg fell, the British government would want to talk with respect to the government in Richmond. If Washington could be conclusively threatened, the British would bring force to bear on the North to end the war.’

Danny thought it was easy for an editorialist to say ‘(See Map)’. These editorial writers didn’t have to do any of the walking or wear through six pairs of boots as he had on Virginia’s roads.

He heard Ash Judd applauding but uttering that laugh again, that strange undeveloped titter. It always began for him in a trembling of the jaw long before it was a sound anyone could hear. When Bolly heard it this time he suspected he’d been made a mock of, that his humiliation had been planned by these young boys, excepting Gus Ramseur, of course, who was too fevered for plotting.

Bolly was pleased to notice after a moment that all the others were as mystified by Judd’s laughter as he was.

‘You goddam ant, Ash. What is it tickling you?’

‘Well, Joe told me,’ said Ash, his fine teeth shining in the sun, ‘he got his scab off a nice gal in a Foushee Street bawdy house. She had lots of scabs, according to Joe, that nice gal.’

Bolly stood up. He looked like a prophet or something and the sparks of red at the roots of his beard seemed to threaten to set the whole mass of hair afire. ‘This scab’s one of them scabs, Joe? A scab from a bawdy house?’

‘No. He’s lying to you. It’s a scab from Chimborazo, a proper hospital scab, I wouldn’t take no other . . .’

‘If you done me this damage . . .!’

‘Listen, ole man,’ Murphy roared at Bolly. ‘I tell you it’s a scab from a surgeon.’

‘It’s a scab from a nurse,’ Ash Judd persisted, finding it hard to sound convincing, though, because of his laughter. ‘From a nurse who does some work on the side in a Foushee Street bawdy house.’

Both the Irishman and Bolly glowered at Judd’s handsome but childish face. Ash Judd had joined Jackson’s army last Easter at Newmarket, and in that time the beard he had let grow had amounted to nothing more than a stubble. Ash Judd could barely read or write, there was an air about him of something missing; he certainly didn’t understand the cause as Danny Blalock did, yet he’d lived through the Valley campaign and rarely straggled. And this though his hair wouldn’t grow properly on him, and though his mouth sometimes gaped or his nose ran.

‘You goddam eunuch!’ said Murphy. He did not want trouble provoked between himself and Bolly. He wasn’t sure that Bolly couldn’t whip him; Bolly had once whipped a young man from the 21st Virginia. A 65-year-old lumber man who had had seven wives and could keep up in the war of the young must be a tough and crafty being. Now if Joe was whipped by him, there would be the shame. There’d be shame either way. ‘There goes Joe Murphy. He likes whupping ole men.’ Or even worse, ‘There goes Joe Murphy. He gets whupped by ole men.’

Ash Judd, having made the trouble, now saved it from taking root. ‘Look at that there!’ he said, pointing down the road from Charles City. You couldn’t see far down roads in this country, the swampy oak forests pressed hard up against the edges of the thoroughfares. So the some one hundred or more men who had now halted by Thomas’s plantation gate must have come down the Charles City Road, yet they were there by the gates so suddenly they might just as well have been dropped like manna out of the sky.

Everyone was silent, taking in these new people, and even Usaph Bumpass turned away from Gus Ramseur for the first time in two hours and studied them. They were men who looked displaced. Some of them had indoor complexions, as if they’d clerked in shops till just last week. More than half of them had grey jackets – some commissary officer must have got a shipment and handed them out. Yet in Jackson’s corps there were hardly any of those mythical Confederacy-grey coats and most men lived in the homespun of their forefathers, in jackets stained to a butternut colour with a dye made up of copperas and walnut hulls. The newspapers called it the war between the blue and the grey. Well, it was the war between the blue and the butternut.

So even the regulation coats they wore made the boys at the gate something like outsiders. Another strange aspect to them was that they wore grey forage caps. They were therefore fresh soldiers, for veterans wore slouch hats which could be used as umbrellas in foul weather, as parasols in midsummer, as pillows at night.

Usaph noticed the others around him getting to this conclusion and their faces going taut and their eyes beginning to squint. It was natural enough that veterans should feel that way about new soldiers, as if they wanted to ask: ‘Why weren’t you here last month to save us some of our suffering?’

‘Your ham’s burning there, Ash,’ Usaph muttered. And the boy, still looking at the men at the gate, took the skillet off and laid it on the ground.

Usaph went on watching the pure hate growing in Ashabel’s face and in Joseph Murphy’s. Those fellers at Thomas’s newel posts had had months more of sweet-talking girls, of eating off plates, of listening to the fiddle by the fire than Ashabel and Murphy had. Now Ashabel and Murphy would like to make the visitors at the gate expiate all that.

Usaph Bumpass found himself laughing at them. ‘Why are you looking at them all mean-eyed like that, Ash? They ain’t the hosts of the Amelekites.’

‘No, Amelekites they may not be,’ Ash admitted. ‘But they’re scabs. They’re latecomers and poor comers and – and poor hands!’

Joe Murphy whispered, looking at Bolly: ‘Don’t go talking scabs again.’

All at once there was a movement to the centre of the field in which Usaph Bumpass and the others stood. The colonel had arrived from somewhere and men were drawing in close towards him. Because maybe he would say: ‘All right, boys, for all your good works and meritorious service, you can have the reward of going down to the gate and crucifying those gentlemen.’

The colonel’s name was Lafcadio Wheat. He was a lawyer from Clarksburg, way over in the mountains. He stood quite tall, black curls spilling out under his hat, the line of his mouth lost amongst rich black whiskers. He was about 33 years old and had a wit about him. No one had ever seen him laugh, however – he would have made a good judge or a carnival comic.

‘Dear boys and brothers of the Shenandoah Volunteers,’ Colonel Wheat began now, for that was his standard starter for speeches. ‘You might remember that last April 16 the Confederate Congress happened to pass a conscription law. Or has all this backing and forwarding across the Blue Ridge knocked your memory of April clear off its perch? No? Damn good, I say. Well, it’s taken a little time for the conscripts called up under that law to reach us, but the day when they see us and we see them has come, bygad, and that’s conscripts here by the gate.’

It was said Wheat had studied law in Philadelphia, that he had a bushel of Latin and enough Greek to know a little of Homer and that crowd. But he’d always talked in a drawling backwoods way, and Usaph thought it was just to get the boys in and cause them to elect him colonel, as they had done some two months back.

Now Usaph didn’t particularly object to Lafcadio Wheat’s election, for Wheat was a brave man. For instance, on a stewing lowland afternoon the week before, beneath Malvern Hill, when the regiment had been told to lie down on marshy ground in the rear of the Rockbridge artillery and to wait in the event of the guns being rushed, Wheat did the thing all ideal colonels were said to do according to the newspapers of Richmond. He walked amongst the companies of men, who’d been ordered to lie flat on the quaggy ground like sheafs of mown grass, and he joked. And he spoke in his homely mountain way.

Occasionally a feller would say to him, ‘Colonel, the scourge of the di-harree is on your humble servant.’

‘Well,’ the colonel might say, ‘I suggest my humble servant gets his tail back in that screen of hawthorn and drops his drawers while the dropping is good.’

Although there were swamp oaks growing round about, the Federals would have needed no more than binoculars to have spotted Wheat prancing round. It was known the Yankee sharpshooters on the brow of Malvern Hill used Whitworth rifles, long and lovely in their own right and set up with one of the dazzling items of this modern age, telescopic sights. Now, by the talk that went round, a Yankee with a telescopic Whitworth rifle could study the distant man he was about to strike, the way you’d study the daguerreotype of your wife or brother. If he was a Yankee of religious leanings, he might even pray for the soul he was about to send screaming out to judgement, before actually blowing the beneficiary’s throat or temples away. Though some sniper might have prayed for Wheat, he didn’t succeed in harming any part of his impressive upper body.

In the Thomases’ meadow, Wheat went on village-pumping it without shame. ‘Now I can tell you boys have some feelings of vengefulness about this whole business of conscripts, so we may jest as well draw off all the poison from your glands and say everything that’s on your minds. Now some of those boys at the gate are no cowards. No. Some of ’em are Union-sympathy fellers from over to the South Branch of the Potomac. Well, I swear by my granddaddy’s pecker, and that’s no small oath, that them Yankee boys are going to settle in and make the best goddam Confederates in North Virginia.’

‘Granddaddy’s pecker?’ Usaph asked Ash Judd, scarcely believing. He didn’t think it was right of a man to pledge away bits of his grandfather’s body to a clutch of ungodly soldiers.

‘Yeh, yeh,’ said Ash, who had never known his own grandfather and so wasn’t shocked. ‘He’s some colonel, this Wheat!’

Usaph bent and pulled the blankets closer round Gus Ramseur’s golden beard. Gus was a man of real talents and worth saving. He spoke of the pianoforte, and would have been in the band if he hadn’t considered band music vulgar. Yet he’d played mountain music on his fiddle. He loved those old songs even though he was more or less a foreigner. ‘Where’re your parents from, Gus?’ they asked when he first joined them.

‘Lorraine.’

‘Lorraine who?’

For Usaph’s money, Gus Ramseur was the true remarkable man of the Shenandoah Volunteers and he must not die of fever in a lowland meadow.

‘Let me tell you you about them boys at the gate,’ Colonel Wheat persisted, ‘for I want to have it all out with you before you meet them. Some of them is substitutes. Some wealthy boy’s got drafted and rather than join us himself, he advertised in the papers or hunted round the taverns or left his name at the cat house to hire a stand-in.’

There was the standard laughter, and all the more laughter because Colonel Wheat would not join in it.

‘Now down in this palmy section of tidewater Virginny, down here in Henrico and Hanover and Louisa Counties and all that . . .’ There were catcalls, for Shenandoah people loved to hear the lowlanders mocked. ‘. . . where most well-to-do gentlemen own more niggers than freckles on Aunt Libby’s ass, a wealthy boy could pay $500 for a substitute. Up in the poor mountains from which we stem, a substitute might fetch no more than $200 or $300. Even so, when did you last see $300 in the one pile?’

‘U.S. or Confederate Treasury?’ someone called. Everyone laughed again and Colonel Wheat stared, as if angered at the interlocutor.

‘Now,’ he continued at last in a voice that was secretive – if you can be secretive with some hundreds of men, ‘there is another aspect to them Yankee-leaning or shirking or dollar-stuffed boys at the gate. And that is that they represent a necessity. In plain terms, we have need of them. Therefore, I am telling you and you best heed it. You can use a sharp tongue on them and for today you can exchange with them your old equipment for their new. But in spite of all and every perversity you might associate with them boys, you are not to harm them bodily nor, after this first day, humiliate them. Look on them, gentlemen. Let your eyes see them for what they are. New blood, new blood! Lord be praised!’

Favouring the cut on his arm, and having left his loaf of bread to cool on a flat stone, old Bolly Quintard, in view of his age, felt he could raise a subtle point with his colonel. ‘Colonel Wheat, sir, sure as hell we’re going to have to change our name. With them people we’re no longer volunteers.’

Deliberately, the colonel made his eyes bulge like a mad parrot’s. ‘What, Bolly? Yield up a name you earned yourself jest for a clutch of latecomers. They’re going to be volunteers. You gentlemen’re going to volunteer them!’

Wheat turned away now and waved his hat towards whomsoever commanded the men at the gate. The conscripts advanced under the direction of two newcomer officers. They were both typical of certain species of Confederate officer. One was a man in his forties, something of a shuffler, Usaph noticed, not a trained officer. Probably an upland lawyer or professor who had decided he could no longer tolerate following the conflict through newsprint and wanted bodily to assist in imposing the Confederates’ Christian will on the North. Having volunteered and bought his uniform, he’d been given the drab task of bringing conscripts cross-country. He looked as footsore as you’d expect. The other officer was a tall boy of no more than eighteen. The son of what you’d call a good mountain family, gangling but sure of himself, clever-looking yet something of a hick. He would have volunteered as soon as the school year ended at whatever college he’d been at. Probably Washington College in Lexington, or the University of Virginia at Charlottesville. Usaph watched him and thought, what would I give to be a learned man myself, a college boy like that.

He was not to know it, but the boy – whose name was Lucius Taber – had failed his Bachelor exams at Washington College, having not studied since last February, as he saw the history of Athenian democracy and the syntax of Horace and Socrates as irrelevant to this high perilous year in which Virginia found itself. He’d had two friends at Washington College. Their fathers, like his own, insisted they stay there until the end of the academic year. These boys therefore pledged not to study anything, and Lucius formed with them a secret body called The Immutables. The Immutables agreed to avoid study; to shun the company of other college boys and to seek that of the senior cadets from the Virginia Military Institute which stood near by on the hill above the gracious town of Lexington; to get used to taking whisky in quantities, a gift they were sure every Confederate officer should possess; and when asked to answer questions about the Age of Pericles, to reply with an explanation of Stonewall Jackson’s Valley command or of the manner in which Yankeedom had destroyed the great American constitution.

After the examinations, the president of Washington College informed the fathers of The Immutables that it was no use keeping them there while the conflict lasted. It was hoped that would not be beyond late autumn, since by then Confederate success must have caused a peace settlement.

Now Lucius considered himself a traveller. In his fifteenth summer he’d been up the Ohio to Cincinnati. But he’d never been down into coastal Virginia before and the fact that he travelled with conscripts hardly touched his joy as a tourist.

Colonel Wheat’s adjutant, Major Dignam, met the newcomers at the entrance to the meadow. The scraggy-looking lawyerly man saluted him and handed him a list of the conscripts. All through the ceremony the veterans kept silent, except for Gus Ramseur who called out, ‘I regret I’m not trained for it’ – replying to an officer in his fever who had ordered him to play in a string orchestra of which all the instruments were made of whisky barrels cut in two and covered with drum parchment.

In near silence, the adjutant, Major Dignam, a lanky Methodist preacher from Mount Meridian, appointed twenty of the conscripts to one company, fifteen to another, 25 to the centre company which had suffered surprising losses late on the afternoon of Gaines’ Mill, and divided the last twenty between companies D and E. Listening, Bolly Quintard thought, the salt has lost its savour. The tainting of the Shenandoah Volunteers is completed. Yet like the others he wanted the new boys to be turned loose in the paddock, so that they could be punished for all the griefs and inequities he had suffered as a soldier of the Confederacy.

The new boys were not fools and could see what lay ahead. When they got the order to fall out they did not want to obey it, but remained in clutches of two or three near the gate to the meadow. Major Dignam loudly called the new captain and young Lucius Taber away to meet the other officers of the regiment, who were living near the general’s staff in three captured tents heavily marked – like so much else of the equipment with which the war was being fought – with the enemy’s initial, U.S.

The lawyer’s name was Hanks. He protested to the adjutant. ‘I have to see to the comfort of my men.’

‘There’s no seeing to it today. Tomorrow morning, Captain Hanks, is the time you take up your stewardship anew. Until then they have their new comrades.’

‘You’re speaking, sir, from a knowledge of precedent?’

‘I’m speaking from a knowledge of reality, Captain Hanks.’

‘I depend on precedent . . . I am a lawyer, sir . . .’

‘Well, maybe what I speak of can’t yet be fully described as precedent, but if we help it along it might be precedent by sundown.’

‘What is your calling, sir?’ asked Hanks. Saying it, he leaned back in a sort of county courtroom stance.

‘The word of God is my vocation, Captain Hanks. And heaven my destination. I am a Methodist preacher.’

‘You are a preacher and countenance the theft that will now commence to be done to the newcomers?’

‘Theft, theft, theft, sir?’ groaned the adjutant. He smiled as if in pain. ‘The men about here have not had the touch of woman’s hand, nor the ease of feather beds nor adequate cornbread nor any nicety of linen or toilet since we went out after General Milroy last Christmas. They have lacked all, even Bibles, which I must fetch for them off the corpses on the battlefield, being as how the Bible Society in New York has decided to deprive us of Bibles, as if we were not, sir, fit for the word. No sirree, captain, there will be no theft. There will be adjustments. Come now, both of you.’

Still the scrawny little man looked at his hundred conscripts, and his hundred conscripts looked at him.

‘Come,’ Major Dignam insisted.

They couldn’t disobey him. Lucius Taber in any case stepped out readily, being an Immutable. Conscripts deserved no defence from him. Lawyer Hanks went more slowly, not sure that the rule of law in that meadow would survive his going. As they went, Major Dignam pointed out to them items of interest of the Thomas plantation and indicated where the guns and teams of Poague’s battery were ranged, pointing southwards towards the swamps and oak thickets.
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There were, that lunchtime, 73 volunteers in Guess’s B for brag company of the Shenandoah Volunteers. Of these no more than fifty could walk, for there were eight lame, nursing stone bruises on their feet, three with great swollen carbuncles on their arms or legs, a half dozen with malaria, shivering away in a nest of blankets, five with dysentery so bad they could not rise even for this chance at loot, and two or three with pneumonia and other fevers. Those in that company who could move moved now on their fifteen conscripts, all except Usaph Bumpass, who, though mobile, stayed just the same with Gus Ramseur. Sure, he looked at the conscripts with some feeling of malice. Yet he did not trust the malice, it sat uncomfortably in him, there was something not true to Usaph Bumpass about it. He would have liked to be able to go up to the new boys and take anything he wanted from their haversacks. Bolly and Murphy and Judd were having no trouble doing it, and neither was Danny Blalock, even though he was an educated man. Maybe Usaph would have looked them over for a pair of new brogans if he’d needed them, but he got himself a good pair off a corpse after the Shenandoah Volunteers moved up in support of Maxey Gregg’s South Carolinans on Boatswain’s Swamp the week before. He now felt fine-shod in the shoes of a poor dead Sandlapper. Now there might be fish-paste or molasses in the conscripts’ haversacks. Well, he had fish-paste in his, captured Maine fish confection. And tons of captured molasses filled the waggons behind the staff tent, and a man could go according to his fancy and draw off a pint.

He saw large bullet-headed Murphy unbutton a conscript’s jacket, and take from inside it a small Bible. Inside the Bible he found a daguerreotype of a plump girl in a white blouse. ‘Look here then, lads!’ called Murphy. ‘Look what this-here feller carries in the Word of the Lord!’

Bolly inspected the daguerreotype and got a real evil grin on his face and asked the boy, ‘You bring the sword of the Lord to this damsel, son?’

The boy said nothing. He was very much a boy and, Usaph guessed, would always remember how he hadn’t said anything to rebuff the veterans when they chose to be sneery about his bethrothed.

‘And sure, you must really bounce round in her, sonny,’ Murphy said. ‘A tiny whippet of a boy like you?’

‘A gnat in a barrel of molasses,’ said young Judd. His chin was all a-tremble at his wit, and he looked round to inspect the hooting faces of Bolly and Murphy.

Danny Blalock might have been the most to blame. He’d been a schoolmaster and must have seen children savage each other in the schoolyard and got to detest those methods. Yet although he didn’t laugh, he stood by, surveying, the way old Doctor Mollison, the bug-hunter Usaph used to see working with jar and net along the cliffs north of Strasburg, might watch a duck consume a June bug. As far as Usaph was concerned, the women even of conscripts should have been sacred. For that was the Southern way. The more they made jokes about the conscript’s plump girl the more like the slum-boys of the North they became. And it was known what Yankees were when it came to the commerce of the flesh. The men in A Company had passed round a letter they took off a slum-boy from New York whose body had been found east of Gaines’ Mill last week. It was from this boy’s girl in the alleys of Manhattan and it promised the boy in straightout terms carnal pleasures he would never now enjoy. No Southern woman wrote to her feller like that; such writing was even beyond the measure of a crude Irishman like Joseph Murphy.

Throughout the meadow there were like scenes. The veterans went through the conscripts’ haversacks and took coffee, real coffee which you could still get in western Virginia, mainly through the courtesy of Cincinnati businessmen who smuggled it across the Ohio. The conscripts’ haversacks yielded as well cigars and chewing tobacco; even neat Danny Blalock who didn’t chaw or smoke took tobacco out of a haversack.

The conscripts resisted a second here or there, but it was no fair contest. Their spirits had already been worked on. All the way across Virginia from Staunton, they’d been mocked as latecomers. And here they were facing the men whose name the Southern press, the Mobile Advertiser equally with the Richmond Enquirer, extolled. If only those newspaper scribes, Usaph often thought, knew how much of an accident it is that any of us are here; if they knew how mean average we are, as given to skulking and straggling as any other brigade if we were given a whisker of a chance. We ain’t princes, us Stonewall Brigade boys, Usaph thought, scratching himself on the ribs where, beneath his shirt, the lice were active. But the conscripts there find us awesome and let us demean them.

Looking out across the meadow, Usaph saw Ash Judd taking a man’s watch, Bolly Quintard grossly feeding still on the plump girl’s picture, and Murphy lifting socks out of some poor boy’s sack, inspecting them against the sunlight and choosing to keep them. He saw too a neat little Irishman, veteran of Guess’s Company, stopping in front of a young conscript, raising his hand to the boy’s cheek, taking him gently by the elbow and leading him away to a fence corner.

There was a gangling conscript, a hollow-cheeked sort of boy, maybe 25 years of age, standing off on his own. No one had bothered him. His jacket was opened and his haversack sat on the ground at his feet, its flap undone for the convenience of looters. But up to now it remained untouched. It might have been they were all a little shamed by the way he’d laid himself open to theft. And you couldn’t be sure of humbling a man like him in too convincing a manner. He had neat black hair, dark eyes and a narrow head, and the eyes gleamed as he looked full on people like Bolly making fools of others and maybe even of themselves.

Bumpass watched him, saw him shift his stance a little, like a man that’s been waiting a long time for a train. He seemed to take some sort of interest in Joe Murphy, who had gone back to baiting the boy with the picture, saying such things as: ‘Does she know you’re there, boy? Or is it a flea sting she thinks she’s getting?’ Tears ran murky through the dust on the boy’s face.

The gangling young man said all at once: ‘Come now. Leave that boy alone. Your jokes are getting gas and repeating on themselves.’

Bolly and Murphy and Judd and the others just looked at him. Their sufferings on campaign had given them certain moral rights, no one south of the Potomac should have doubted that. As far as they were concerned, this thin creature had therefore blasphemed them.

It didn’t seem to worry the thin creature. He kept showing this clear-eyed indifference to them. ‘I’ve got a clean vest. I’ve got coffee. Don’t you gentlemen want it? Or do you intend to spend the summer standing there letting your low jokes chase their own asses?’

Bolly stalked up to him.

‘And who are you to speak out, you sowson, you whoreson bastard?’ asked Bolly, falling back on the cuss-words his father had favoured during the presidency of Thomas Jefferson.

The conscript looked Bolly fair in the eye.

‘My name is Decatur Cate . . .’

Ash Judd said, ‘Your daddy have the stutters?’

He laughed shrilly then, but Bolly stared at him for detracting from the event. The duty of the unmanning of this Decatur Cate. ‘And I take it you’re here substitutin’ for a rich boy from beyond the River?’

Cate gave a tight throaty laugh.

‘You take it wrong. I am a mere conscript. If I had stayed in my native Pennsylvania and finished reading for the Bar the way my pa commanded me, I would have now been in McClellan’s army with maybe a better class of people.’

The man’s sass was dazzling. There was no punishment you could hand out to a man like this, short of hanging him from one of Mr Thomas’s plantation oaks.

Danny Blalock said in a high-toned way: ‘In McClellan’s army. Under a bad general.’

‘A bad general but a good cause,’ said thin Mr Cate. ‘Whereas down here it’s all good generals and bad causes.’

‘I promise you, sir,’ said teacher Blalock gallantly, just like something out of a novel, ‘if you say one word more in that vein of yours, I shall kill you here by knife or rifle and state to my colonel in defence that I but killed a viper.’

‘Well goddam me!’ said Decatur Cate, kicking the earth with the toe of his shoe.

Most of the conscripts had had their pants taken by now and were struggling, blushing, into the foul and tattered britches of their persecutors, and feeling the first bites of the greyback lice that infested the clothing of veterans. Yet Cate was kicking the earth with a slight smile on his face.

‘I would not touch your coffee, sir,’ Danny Blalock yelled. ‘I would not touch any delicacy you might have. I would be defiled in touching anything of yours.’

‘It would be nice,’ said Cate, still pretending to be interested in the ground, ‘if the rest of your friends felt that way.’

‘By Christ,’ Murphy called, ‘I’ll take his coffee and anything else. I’ll strip the bastard. I’m not particular like yourself, Danny.’

So they moved up and stripped Cate of his shirt and jacket and emptied his haversack. The boy they had forgotten picked up his daguerreotype and moved by stealth across to a bunch of his fellows who’d been through the process.

Ole Bolly was watching this bunch. ‘Oh Jesus, Usaph,’ he said. ‘They shouldn’t have done this to us.

‘This strikes at the only thing we can halfway call our own. Pride it strikes at, Usaph. It strikes at our sweet pride.’

Ashabel Judd was holding a letter he’d taken from Cate’s jacket. His lips moved as he read the addresse’s name. Then he whistled.

‘Hey there, Usaph,’ he called. ‘This-here letter’s for you.’
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Usaph’s face burned. He left Gus Ramseur and took the letter from Ashabel Judd. Ashabel’s eyes were fixed, innocent. Yet Usaph felt shamed to get his letter by way of a stranger. It wasn’t just that the man was a conscript, but what was his wife doing, giving her precious handwriting into the care of a man who loved the Union?

Usaph saw his Ephephtha’s wide letters on the outside of the sheet of paper and then, assured that the letter was hers, shoved it into his jacket. Turning back to Gus, he felt already halfway a wronged husband. Later, at a private time, without Irishmen and evil elders like Bolly looking on, he’d get that conscript aside and ask him what the hell he was doing, acting as Ephie’s postman.

After eating a wedge of Bolly’s ramrod load, Usaph pretended to wander off to the regimental sinks. These had been dug behind a fringe of live oaks by Thomas’s slave huts. The sinks were a private place, because most men rarely used them, making their droppings wherever the urge took them. The Surgeon-General was always writing decrees that soldiers would be punished for squatting and excreting at random, but most of them, poor hill farmers, or labourers of the flat lands of the Carolinas, had been doing just that since babywood. To them, crapping where the urge took you was all part of those direct and honest country ways those Yankees would try to convert you from, if you gave them the chance.

Usaph leaned on a fence by Thomas’s slave quarters. There weren’t many slaves round, mostly older people and little pot-bellied children. Most of the strong slaves were off on rental to the government, working on the fortifications round Richmond. Usaph didn’t feel crowded by black eyes therefore. In a clumsy rush he pulled the letter not only open, but very nearly apart.

Dearest husban Usaph [he read], I take my pen in han to rite to you. My pen is rude. My ink is pail, my love of you will never fale my sweetest husban Usaph. My sole cries for you, yore my turtle dove in the crevers of the rock darlin Usaph. An my arms cry out and my lips say sweet Jesus . . .

Usaph pressed his thigh against the fence of the Thomas slave quarters, hoping that the dumb wood would turn to feminine flesh, Ephie’s flesh. When she said arms and lips she meant her sweet body. A Valley woman, unlike a slum Yankee, didn’t go in for immodest particulars. But the pink skin of her groin would have wept as she wrote. And what consolation did she have? No more than he did, he hoped, and all he had was a fence.

Unless she had this Decatur. The thought caused Usaph to begin to weep. He left the fence, tottering a bit with grief for her, for himself. But, of course, he thought, in the midst of his tears, if that had happened she wouldn’t send letters by him. Anyhow, Usaph Bumpass decided to forget the question. The posts were bad, letters were meant to be a joy. And you could chase your tail mistrusting a woman like Ephie.

Its bin a hot summer Usaph here at youre Aunt Sarries. Youd think you was down in my neck on the woods. Thays snaiks everwhers, ol Montie lifts a hay bale in the barn t’other day an they’s a copperhead sittin there as if he oned Aunt Sarries. Still its good to be out of the way of the Yankees. I sore ole Mr Chales from Mount Jackson the other day at a funrale hier an he tole me the Yankee cavlry would of bin over our place at Strasburg twies this summer. I hates to think of it an so I don.

Everyone says you boys is gone drive that Maclellin all the way back over to Phildelfier before the first snows. England gone tell ol Abe to call it quits an leave us be an youll be back for Crissmass an will be plantin corn in Strasburg agen nex summer. Pray the Lord God it be so. Even Mr Deckater Cate a paynter whos bin through thinks it likly. And he professis to luv Abe. Though no critter could luv that scowndrell as much as Mr Cate sais he dos. His a teese that Mr Cate, he gose roun the farms painting poortrades of the yonge an Aunt Sarrie payd him to paint me. When you come home will hang it up in the frunt parler back in Strasburg.

Done let anythin happen to you darlin husban for yore wife cudden stan it. I hev made a deal with the Lord so youll be safe an come back safe. Its paneful to write you an not be able to touch. Roses is red violets is blue, I swear to the hevvens I luv you.

Yore adorin spouse

Mrs Ephephtha Bumpass

Aunt Sarrie sez done worry on the matter of yore pappy’s grave. She sez not even Yankees trubbels graves.

Lovin E.B.

He kissed the letter’s open page and dropped tears on its riotous spelling. She could spell her name, his, the Lord’s. But that was about all she could guarantee.

It came to him that he was shivering. Ephie became a blood fever, you didn’t easily get over a letter from her.
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Usaph had met her in the fall of ’59. Usaph’s daddy, who was himself ailing, had news of his elder brother, an overseer on a plantation at Pocataligo in South Carolina. The brother was said to be dying and Usaph’s father felt one of the family should go and visit him, for there were no other Bumpasses down that way. He asked Usaph to go, to take letters and greetings, a bottle of brandy and a little money. Usaph had never before been east of Manassas Gap. He’d only heard of the cotton-growing South, of the rice plantations, of the South of the julep and the great slaveholders, of the unbuttoned, rundown, rich, steamy, enticing world of the Carolina lowlands. So the journey he took amazed and upset him some.

He travelled by railroads that were to become the framework of the war he now – three years later – found himself fighting. The Manassas Gap Railroad, the Orange and Alexandria, the Virginia Central, the Norfolk and Petersburg, the Seaboard and Roanoke, the Wilmington and Weldon, and all the rest. On great trestle bridges he travelled through Dismal Swamp. In the inky waters there were alligators; the coastal jungles were thickened by creepers of Spanish moss. He observed Southern gentlemen drinking cocktails and mint juleps with their breakfasts in the saloon car, and outside the foul water and the swamp thickets blurred past. Here, according to the legends white Southerners tormented themselves with at night, runaway and renegade slaves hid and maybe planned a war against their owners, but the dogs of the slave-hunters and malarial miasmas and the alligators usually broke up those plans. Yet one could never be sure. It looked like the place out of which some nigger king, some unconquerable black man with mad eyes and savage thews and a great manhood that threatened all Southern womankind, might come some day.

Everyone had a cigar in his teeth on those coastal lines and talked of politics and the fine nature of Southern institutions. In a mean village smelling of turpentine and the pine woods of North Carolina, a Tarheel Congressman left the train and spoke to the crowd of poor whites and to the gentlefolk who had come out of the woods on fine horses in well-cut clothes. The women were wearing crinolines in this balmy Southern winter; and the slaves carried the bandboxes and portmanteaux and babies.

‘We are an agricultural people,’ proclaimed the Congressman, only a little drunk, ‘pursuing our own system, working out our own destiny. We bred up men and women to some better purposes than to make them vulgar and fanatical and cheating Yankees. Let me tell you, my friends, about the Republicans, who have risen in the North like a plague. Their women are only hypocrites if they pretend they have real virtue. Their men are only liars if they pretend to be honest. They’re nice people to have in your home if you don’t mind your littl’uns corrupted, your wife vitiated, your principles compromised. They have no gentry up there as we have, and so they have no order. We have a system that enables us to reap the earth’s fruits through a race which we saved from barbarism in restoring them to their real place in the world as labourers, whilst we are enabled to cultivate the arts, the graces and the accomplishments of life . . .’

The poor whites, sallow from malaria and from their trade of extracting resins and turpentine from the forest, looked at him soberly, and the tall planters too, their eyebrows lowered a little. Even then, two and a half years back, the battle lines were being drawn in the winter air by tipsy Southern Democrats and by crazed Republicans.

The Charleston and Savannah had gotten Usaph to Pocataligo one brisk dawn, and without eating breakfast, he hired a horse at the livery stable and got directions to the Kearsage plantation, where his uncle was said to be dying. The man at the stables talked reverently about the Kearsages. Mr Kearsage had once been a U.S. attaché in London and was even known to have written a book so deep no one in Pocataligo had ever read it.

Mist sat on the low rice fields and hid all but the stookie tops of the cotton bushes when Usaph rode out of Pocataligo eastwards. Soon he met long lines of slaves moving along the road, shovels on their shoulders, to work on the sluice ditches in the rice fields. They were singing – just like all the books said they did – in a subtle harmony they took for granted.

‘Ah mah soul, ah mah soul! Ah’s goin’ to the churchyard to lay this body down.

‘Ah mah soul, ah mah soul! We’s goin’ to the churchyard to lay this nigger down.’

He’d never heard the massed African voice like this. Why, in the Valley no one owned so many slaves. A wealthy Valley man might have as many as three slaves or even five – house-staff and a ploughman and a waggoner, maybe, if he transported his own produce. But Valley niggers lived far apart and in small numbers and never sang in such voice.

After two hours, Usaph reached a plantation settlement, screened by trees and standing up in the rich mud flats of the Combahee River. The big house was two storeys high, there were creepers up its walls. It was part-timber, part-brick, and had that unapologising air of blowsy elegance he had, on his train ride, gotten used to seeing. A house-black in a wig and britches opened the door, but there was a large bustling woman of about forty coming down the central staircase, a glass of liquor already in her hand at this hour. For some reason she came straight to the door. Usaph knew through some instinct that if he’d been a planter, or dressed as a planter, he would have been asked in, for she seemed anxious for company. But he was just the son of a Valley farmer, a wearer of solid plain stuff, neither white trash nor white gentry. If he had to live down here, he’d likely end up as a clerk or an overseer like his uncle. And the tall woman knew it at a glance.

He explained he was looking for his uncle. She bit her lip, put her glass down and called on her black maid to fetch her wrap.

‘I hope this ain’t any trouble,’ Usaph had said.

‘No, no, come with me.’

As she passed him he felt on his ear her hot brandy breath. In the Valley you drank in the morning only if you had to go out at the peak of winter, or had had an overnight fever. Yet in the Carolinas, he could tell, it was booze for breakfast, summer or winter, well or ill.

She led him through a kitchen garden. Beyond a narrow road were the shacks of the slaves, a whole village of shacks, shingle roofs, unglazed windows, fading whitewash. Garbage middens stood by the doors, heaps of oyster shell, old rags, broken boots and crockery and chicken feathers. Some old slave-wives sat by the doors laughing their laugh. Their laugh was melancholy and rich and feminine. They tended almost naked pot-bellied slave children, future workers for the Kearsage plantation.

‘I sometimes feel badly about your uncle, boy,’ Mrs Kearsage said. ‘I see him little enough. I hope he understands I have my duties to the slaves. People talk of my having so many slaves. I tell them it’s the slaves who have me. Morning, noon and night I’m obliged to look after them, doctor them, and tend to them in this way and that. If Calhoun and Yancey are right, sir, and we ever have to fight for our way of life, I reckon I can manage the commissary as well as the medical side for the whole militia of this glorious state. There’s your uncle’s place. I won’t come in. But you’re to give him my warmest and best wishes.’
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