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AN EPISODE OF
THE AMERICAN CIVIL WAR





CHAPTER 1


A Rumor of Battle
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The cold passed slowly from the earth. The moving fog revealed an army dressed in blue resting on the hills. As the soldiers woke up, they could see more of the muddy roads and the river. A tall soldier went to wash his shirt and came running back with a story he had heard.


“We’re going to move tomorrow,” he said. “We’re going up the river. We’ll cross over it and come around behind them.”


“I don’t believe it,” another private said loudly. “I’ve been ready to move eight times in the last two weeks, and we haven’t moved yet.”


While the men continued to argue about whether or not they would be moving the next day, a young private named Henry Fleming went to his hut to be alone and think. It amazed him to think that there could be a battle so soon. And he would be in it! It would be one of those great affairs of the earth.


Henry had dreamed of battles and of being a hero all his life, but he had never thought he would actually be in a war. Back at home, he hadn’t believed the war was real. He thought that men were better now, or at least more peaceful than they had been in the past. Surely they would not go to war. But now they were fighting a civil war, the North against the South! This was his chance to be a hero.


Henry had wanted to enlist several times, but his mother had discouraged him. She had given him a hundred reasons why he was needed more on the farm than on the field of battle. Finally, when he couldn’t wait any longer, he went into town and joined up. When he told her, she said, “The Lord’s will be done, Henry,” and then she continued to milk the cow. “You watch out and take care of yourself. Don’t go thinking you can beat the whole rebel army right away. You’re just one little fellow among a lot of others.”


She told him to watch out for bad men who would curse or do other things that would make her ashamed of him. “I don’t know what else to tell you,” she said. “Except that you must never avoid your duty on my account. If there comes a time when you have to be killed to do the right thing, Henry, don’t think of anything except doing what’s right.”


His spirits had soared on the way to Washington. The troop was treated so well as they traveled that he already felt as if he was a hero. Then, after many difficult journeys and long pauses, there had come months of boring life in a camp. Here there were no death struggles. All the men did was try to keep warm and do practice drills over and over again. All he thought about during this time was the battles to come.


Henry didn’t much care about what kind of men he would fight. There was a more serious problem. He wanted to know that he wouldn’t run from battle. He had never needed to think about this before, but now a battle was really going to happen and he realized that he might run. As far as war was concerned, he didn’t know anything about himself.


After a time, the tall soldier entered the hut. He was followed by the loud private who had disagreed with him earlier. They were still fighting. The tall soldier was named Jim Conklin. The loud one was called Wilson.


“That’s all right,” said Jim as he entered, waving his hand. “You can believe me or not. All you’ve got to do is sit and wait. Pretty soon you’ll find out I was right.”


“Well, you just know everything in the world, don’t you?” said Wilson.


“Didn’t say I knew everything in the world,” said Jim sharply. He began to pack his belongings into his knapsack.


Henry watched them nervously and finally asked, “Going to be a battle for sure then, is there, Jim?”


“Of course there is,” replied Jim. “You just wait until tomorrow and you’ll see one of the biggest battles ever. You just wait.”


He talked about the other troops and the battles he had heard about. Then Henry asked how their own troop would do.


“Oh, they’ll fight all right, I guess. Once they get into it,” said Jim, with cold judgment. “Everyone makes fun of them because they’re new, but they’ll be all right.”


“Think any of the boys’ll run?” asked Henry.


“Oh, there may be a few,” said Jim. “There’s that kind in every troop, especially when they first go under fire. You can’t bet on anything, but I think they’ll fight better than some, worse than others.”


“Do you ever think you might run yourself, Jim?” Henry asked, and then laughed as if he meant it as a joke. He didn’t want to anger his friend.


“Well, I’ve thought it might get too hot for old Jim Conklin,” Jim said. “And if a whole lot of boys run, why I suppose I’ll run, too. And once I start, I’ll run like the devil. But if everybody is standing and fighting, why I’ll stand and fight. I’ll bet on it.”


Henry felt happy to hear those words. He had thought that all of the other untried men were very sure of themselves. Now that he knew the truth, he felt a little better.














CHAPTER 2


Henry’s Fears
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The next morning Henry discovered that Jim had been wrong. There was no battle that day. A lot of the other men made fun of Jim. He even got into a fistfight with a man from Chatfield Corners. The loud soldier, Wilson, also got into a fight, and the lieutenant had to break it up. Meanwhile, Henry still felt unsure of himself.


For days he thought it over. He was still worried that he would run at the first sign of a fight. Finally he decided that the only way to prove himself would be to go into the blaze. He would just have to wait and see if he actually fought. So he waited for an opportunity and tried to compare himself to his friends.


Jim made Henry feel much better. He seemed so unworried, and appeared confident in himself. Nothing seemed to be beyond his ability. When Henry studied the other soldiers, he sometimes thought that they were all heroes. Surely they were all better than he could ever hope to be. At other times he thought they were just as nervous and uncertain as he was.


One morning, Henry was standing with the rest of his troop. Everyone was whispering and telling one another the old rumors again. They were sure there would be a battle soon. In the gloom before daybreak, their uniforms glowed a deep blue color. The sun was about to rise, and the huge figure of the colonel on a horse loomed against the yellow patch of sky. The troop stood for what seemed like a long time and Henry grew impatient.


At last, another man on a horse rode toward them. The soldiers nearby tried to listen as he spoke with the colonel. After a few minutes, the second man turned his horse around and rode away. A moment later, the troop went marching off into the darkness. It was now like a moving monster with many feet. The air was heavy and cold with dew. The mass of wet grass, when marched on, rustled like silk.


The sun rose, and Henry saw that the landscape was streaked with two long, thick, black columns. The columns disappeared over a hill in front of them and vanished into the woods behind them. They were lines of men marching to battle, but they looked like two snakes crawling from the cavern of the night.


The river wasn’t in view, and the soldiers continued to fight about what the plans could be. Henry took no part in the fights. As he walked, he kept asking himself whether or not he would run. He couldn’t stop thinking about it. He looked ahead, often expecting to hear the sound of firing guns.


The other men had begun to joke and laugh. Some of them even sang. Henry felt cut off from the others. At nightfall, the column broke into separate troops. Each troop went into the fields to camp. Tents sprang up like strange plants, and campfires dotted the night like red flowers.














CHAPTER 3


A Conversation with a Friend
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Henry walked by himself in the darkness. He lay down in the grass and felt sorry for himself. He wished he was at home again, making the rounds from the house to the barn, the barn to the fields, the fields to the barn, and the barn to the house. Henry remembered how he had often yelled at the cows and her mates, but now he thought of them with happiness. He told himself he wasn’t made to be a soldier, and thought about how different he was from the other men in his troop.
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