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In memory of two good friends at

The University of South Carolina

DR. GEORGE C. ROGERS, JR.
Department of History

DR. GEORGE TERRY
Thomas Cooper Library

The scholarship of George Rogers drew me to South Carolina’s dramatic past.

The library directed by George Terry helped me study it.

I hope both of them might have liked this retelling of some of that history.


AUTHOR’S NOTE
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Charleston, its residents like to say, stands where the Ashley and Cooper rivers form the Atlantic Ocean. At the time of the American Revolution, Charleston was the fourth largest city in the colonies, and the most elegant. She was loved and admired by Americans and Europeans for her ambience and charm, her culture and gentility.

The foundation of Charleston’s wealth was a series of dominant cash crops: indigo, then rice, then cotton, each dependent on slave labor. Charleston’s white elite lived in constant fear of those it kept in servitude to insure its prosperity.

Ultimately the city, the state, and political thought became slaves of the economic system. In the struggle to preserve it Charleston moved from an open society founded on religious tolerance and the free flow of ideas to a closed society threatened by, and hostile to, the outside world. At the end of this road lay secession and bloody civil war.

This is a tale of three eras, three Charlestons, and one family that endured fires and epidemics, hurricanes and earthquakes, bombardments and military occupations nearly a century of history that was by turns courageous, turbulent, and tragic.

Through it all, and much more that followed in the next one hundred years, Charlestonians white and black remained proud survivors, and went on to create the beautiful cosmopolitan city that greets the visitor today.
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The people of Charleston live rapidly, not willingly letting go untasted any of the pleasures of life Their manner of life, dress, equipages, furniture, everything, denotes a higher degree of taste and love of show, and less frugality than in the northern provinces.

Johann Schoepf,

an eighteenth-century visitor

The institution of slavery shaped and defined Charleston as much as, if not more than, any other force in its history.

Robert N. Rosen,
A Short History of Charleston

The waters run out of the harbor twice a day, leaving the mudflats uncovered, and with a hot sun baking down upon decaying matter, there is an odor—not unlike that of Venice—to let one know that all the beauty is built upon unsure foundations.

George C. Rogers, Jr.,
Charleston in the Age
of the Pinckneys

South Carolina is too small for a republic and too large for an insane asylum.

Charleston Unionist
James L. Petigru,
on the eve of the
Civil War



PROLOGUE 1720
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Families are sometimes the children of chance. The family of this story had its beginning at the intersection of Broad and Meeting streets, in Charles Town, on the coast of Carolina, one rainy autumn afternoon in 1720.

Charles Town was by then fifty years old. It had been established as the center of a proprietary colony organized and financed, with the king’s permission, by eight wealthy Englishmen known as the Lords Proprietors. The chief organizer, Lord Anthony Ashley Cooper, chose the name Carohna—Carolus, Latin for Charles—to honor his sovereign, Charles II.

That rainy day—no more than a steamy drizzle, really— a man and a woman hurried east on a footpath on the north side of a rutted mixture of sand and crushed oyster shells masquerading as a civilized street. Their destination was the Cooper River piers, where the man hoped to find menial work and cheap lodging. He was already discouraged by the sight of so many slaves, blue-black Africans, with whom he would have to compete.

He and the woman had journeyed in from a little trading station on a tributary of the Santee River. The store and stock pen of the station had long served one of the busy trails leading northwest to the Cherokee towns, but the Cherokee slave trade was dying as more ships sailed in from West Africa. The man and woman had abandoned the place because of poverty, loneliness, and the woman’s delicate condition.

On the southeast corner of Broad and Meeting stood a small Anglican church built of cypress. From somewhere within the palisade surrounding the church a bell rang the hour. The man stopped to listen. He’d always loved the sound of bells—ship’s bells, handbells of street criers, and especially the mighty cathedral bells of his native England, which he’d left as a boy. This bell was thin by comparison but sweet all the same.

Sydney Greech, late of Bristol, Barbados, and the sloop Royal James, was now twenty. He had a certain lean good looks, though his eyes possessed a hardness born of his recent career at sea. The best that could be said about the young woman was that she still had a prettiness not yet ruined by harsh living conditions or the kind of debauchery in which she and Sydney liked to indulge. She called herself Bess; no last name ever came down to later generations.

A widow at seventeen, Bess had met Sydney in 1718, when he stumbled into her late husband’s trading station, lost and starving. Finding each other by accident, they lived together and took care of the business until deciding to leave it for the bustling town.

The sonorous peal of the church bells moved Sydney to say,” ‘Spose we should be officially married someday.”

“ ‘Spose we should, since I’m carrying your babe.”

“Not very familiar wi’ churches. Truth is, never stepped inside one.”

“I did, once. But I got something else on my mind about marrying.”

“What?”

“Our name. Don’t be mad now, Sydney. It’s been in my thoughts every day because of the baby.”

“What exactly?”

“Greech. It don’t sound pretty on the tongue. It don’t sound important. It sounds low.”

Incensed, he flung down her hand. “Goddamn you, woman, it’s the name my dear mother gave me, I won’t—”

There he stopped. Sydney wasn’t a brilliant or educated young man, but neither was he completely insensitive. He saw the hurt in Bess’s eyes, the tears mingling with rain, and reconsidered. “Oh, I guess maybe there’s something in what you say. What ought we do about it?”

“Change our name to a better one that fits the kind of life we’ll have from now on. We’re going to do well in Charles Town, I know it.” As if to reinforce that statement the baby kicked vigorously. She had no doubt it was a boy.

As the last bell notes floated into the rainy sky, Sydney rubbed his jaw. “All right, then. You know I love bells. Bell is a pretty word all by itself. Bells are strong, made of fine metal. Bells do important business in this world.”

Excitement showed on her grimy face. “Yes, they do, Sydney.”

“Well, do you like Bell for a name?”

“Oh, yes, very much.”

“Then Bell it is,” he said. Thus he settled the issue and set a stormy future in motion.



BOOK ONE


CITY AT WAR 1779-1793
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All their cavalry was annihilated. Our works came up to their ditch. Fort Moultrie and the entire harbor were in our hands. They could not entertain the least hope of succor.

Diary of Captain Hinrichs,

Hessian Jäger Corps, at the siege of Charles Town

May 1780

The city looks like a beautiful village …It is built at the end of the Neck between the Cooper and Ashley rivers and is approximately a good English mile long and half a mile wide. The streets are broad and intersect one another at right angles. Most of the buildings are of wood and are small; but near the rivers one sees beautiful buildings of brick, behind which there are usually very fine gardens.… If one can judge from appearances, these people show better taste and live in greater luxury than those of the northern provinces.

Diary of Captain Ewald,

Hessian Jäger Corps, British army of occupation

May 1780

The safe rule, according to which one can always ascertain whether a man is a loyalist or a rebel, is to find out whether he profits more in his private interests, his mode of life, his way of doing things, when he is on our side or on that of the enemy.

Diary of Captain Hinrichs
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The Summons

One night in early November 1779, he dreamed a terrifying dream.

He saw a skiff dancing across Charleston Harbor, running before an offshore breeze that raised what mariners called white horses on the water. Lydia sat in the skiffs bow, laughing and enjoying herself; her hair flew in the wind like a yellow banner.

He couldn’t see the face of the man at the tiller, only his back. But he was not the man, of that he was sure. Though he was athletic, a superb horseman, he’d never learned to swim or sail. His mother called it passing strange, since his father, a wharf owner, made his living from the commerce of the creeks and rivers and oceans.

Unseen bells began to peal—the eight church bells of St. Michael’s parish, cast by Messrs. Lester and Pack, London, where he lay dreaming. The bells didn’t ring the sequence of notes that called the faithful to Sunday worship. They rang another familiar call, the call to calamity: a fire, an impending hurricane. Great danger.

When he woke in his room on the third floor above Fountain Court, the meaning of the dream came clear. He’d been absent from America a year and a hall the desirable young woman he wanted to marry could be slipping away from him.

Edward Bell, twenty-one, was at that time studying at the Middle Temple. He had resisted his father’s wish to send him there, saying, “I have no ambition to practice law in South Carolina.”

“Nor do most of the young men from Charleston who enroll at the Inns of Court, but it will be useful. It broadens you, like a grand tour. It makes you a keener student of business contracts. It prepares you to be a leader of society—to hold office if you wish.”

“Why not send Adrian? He’s firstborn.”

“I don’t mean to speak unkindly of your brother, but to be truthful, he hasn’t the head for it. Adrian’s a shrewd young man. Shrewd is not the same as smart.”

“But we’re in the middle of a war with England.”

“Where do you think we learned that we have a right to rebel against the injustices of the king’s ministers? From English constitutional law, taught at the Middle Temple. Who stood up to the king in Parliament and defended our right to rebel? Edmund Burke, of the Middle Temple.”

“Is this a scheme to keep me out of the militia?”

“Do you want to join the militia, Edward?”

“Not particularly. I’m not an ardent patriot like you.”

“You’re more of one than your brother. Worry about the militia at such time as the British return to Carolina. It may never happen. They’ve left us alone three years now.” In 76, Col. William Moultrie and his brave men had repulsed an invasion attempt at the palmetto log fort on nearby Sullivan’s Island, the fort now bearing Moultrie’s name. After that humiliation Gen. Henry Clinton and Adm. Sir Peter Parker sailed away and Great Britain concentrated on fighting in the North.

Edward ran out of objections. Soon thereafter he departed for London and the Inns of Court.

[image: images]

On a cold but windless evening in early December, he left his apartment in Essex Court, crossed Fountain Court, and entered Middle Temple Hall. Edward was a tall an  lanky young man, not handsome, but possessed of strong features and an engaging smile. There was no fat on him. He’d inherited his height and build from his father, Tom Bell. He was dressed like a sober colonial in a double-breasted kersey greatcoat, a white stock and lace cravat, black leather top boots, and a black felt hat with a flat crown and broad brim. He owned a wig but preferred to keep his brown hair tied back with a black ribbon. He carried a stout walking stick for self-defense at night.

In the corridor he passed a broad open doorway on his right. Students and masters still sat at table in the great hall, a high cathedral of a room walled with plaques bearing the arms of the Templars from whom the Middle Temple took its name. Student friends of Edward’s were deep into port and private argument, even as an old lawyer droned on from the dais. Something about torts, in which Edward had no interest. Since coming to London he’d spent most of his time at gambling clubs, cockfights, bearbaitings, and his favorite table at the Carolina Coffeehouse in Birchin Lane, where he hobnobbed with rowdy clerks from the London branch of Crokatt’s, a Charleston trading firm.

No one in the Temple’s great hall noticed him as he slipped by. A door at the end of the corridor brought him to the water gate. As usual, a boatman stood by, waiting to bear a young gentleman off to the night’s adventures. Edward stepped down on a thwart.

“South Bank. I’ll show you where.”

Half an hour later he elbowed his way to the edge of an oval cockfighting pit raised twenty inches above the floor in the center of a large, bare room. Noisy and smoky, the room opened off a narrow passage fittingly called Cocker’s Alley. It was packed with roughly dressed lowlifes and young men in fancy silks and powdered wigs. The pit’s carpeted floor was strewn with feathers. Dark stains showed where birds had bled. Cocks ready for their matches crowed periodically, adding to the racket.

Edward spoke to a stout man. “Anyone special here tonight?”

“Corday’s here, with his black-breasted red. Won the three-day main at Clerkenwell last week.”

 “Corday.” Edward frowned. He’d had run-ins with that gentleman, chiefly over the American rebellion. Mr. Clive Corday had come down from Oxford to study at Gray’s Inn. He was notorious for spending even less time at it than Edward did. He was well placed; a relative sat in the House of Lords. Edward always bet against Corday’s birds because he detested the man.

A shout went up as Corday appeared, his feeder right behind him carrying the bird. The black-breasted red weighed almost five pounds, Edward guessed. He was a fierce bird with cropped tail feathers, a comb cut into a half moon, and steel fighting spurs. Corday greeted his admirers boisterously. He was a fleshy young dandy with a round face perpetually red and sweaty. He always dressed with fashionable flamboyance, in this case a coat of Italian silk with vertical red and white stripes, a solid red waistcoat, and striped knee stockings that matched his coat.

Corday was contemptuous of the American colonies and all who lived there. It showed when he spied Edward and favored him with a slow nod, a scornful smile. Edward returned the nod, pulled his purse from his pocket, and pointed at the contender. Corday’s face reddened all the more.

“Save my spot, if you please.” Edward tipped the stout man tuppence and went off to bet.

Corday’s first opponent, a loutish fellow wearing farmer’s boots, stepped up to the pit looking hangdog, as though his smaller four-pound bird had already lost. At a signal from the master of the matches, Corday and his opponent pitted their birds close to one another, then quickly retreated to the floor outside the oval. Corday’s red crowed defiantly. The birds circled one another, darting their heads forward. Suddenly the red flew at the opponent and began to slash with its beak and spurs. The patrons applauded and yelled profane encouragements.

The birds fought fiercely, leaping off the carpet, slashing and pecking. The red disposed of the smaller cock in ten minutes. It lay dying, its head flopping on its neck, its side torn open and bleeding. Edward had wagered two shillings and lost. Corday glanced at him with a smug smile, then  turned to accept congratulations from a crowd of sycophants.

A second challenger carried his bird into the pit. This one lasted almost half an hour before the red disposed of it. The third opponent died in twenty minutes, and the red finished off the fourth and fifth in half that time. Corday’s feeder picked up the red while, in the back of the hall, the next contenders crowed raucously. Corday’s prize was ten guineas. Having steadfastly bet against him, Edward had lost ten shillings of his father’s money.

Corday found Edward in the crowd. “Another bad evening, Mr. Bell?” Corday stuck his thumbs in the pockets of his fine waistcoat. Trickles of sweat had washed powder from his wig onto his temples.

Edward stared him down. “I’ll get my money back one day.”

“Wagering against my big red? I doubt it. You Americans never know when you’re whipped. Well, you soon will be, now that Clinton’s at sea.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Letter from a cousin in New York. Serves aboard the flagship of Admiral Arbuthnot. Big armada’s forming up, to sail within the month. Sir Henry Clinton, nine thousand men—a major campaign in the South. I don’t doubt they’ll wall up your city and starve you unwashed rabble into submission.”

This was stunning news, though perhaps Edward should have seen it coming. A month ago a letter from his father had reported that the British were disquieted because they’d been unable to win a significant victory in the North. Further, the French now stood with the Americans in the war. No doubt Clinton had smarted ever since the defeat at Fort Moultrie. It made a new attack on Charleston seem inevitable.

Tom Bell’s letter had sounded a further note of melancholy. Charleston’s revolutionary zeal, so hot five years earlier, was waning as the economically hurtful war dragged on.

Corday took advantage of Edward’s stunned silence. “It would surely suit me if you were one of those beaten down  by General Clinton, Mr. Bell. You’re nothing but an ill-bred parvenu. What’s more, you dress atrociously.”

“And you’re an arrogant ass, Mr. Corday. You dress like a whoremonger.”

Corday’s hand flew up to deliver a stinging slap. Edward staggered back. Corday grinned and stepped in, ready to land another blow. Edward rammed his stick into Corday’s middle, throwing him off-stride.

The crowd gave them room. Patrons applauded and encouraged Corday. Edward dropped the stick, swung up his right fist, and blasted Corday’s chin from underneath. With his left fist he hammered Corday’s soft belly. Corday slipped to his knees, gagging. Edward seized Corday’s collar at the nape, pushed hard, and slammed his forehead on the floor twice.

Corday flopped on his side. His wig fell off, baring his shaved skull. Edward snatched up his stick and bashed Corday with the knobby end. Clawing at the floor, Corday struggled to rise. Edward hit him again and Corday stretched out with a sigh.

All around him Edward heard ominous grumblings from Corday’s partisans. He waved his stick at those nearest—”One side, damn you”—and they fell back. He left the building at a fast walk, not eager to become a victim of a mob.

Once into the darkened ways of the South Bank, he sprinted for the water stairs. He lost his hat and didn’t go back for it.

Crossing the river, he made a decision. It was time to abandon his studies. The new British campaign could mean great danger for his family, but more persuasive, perhaps, was the dream: the bells ringing the alarm, an unseen rival stealing Lydia. He wanted Lydia Glass with all his young man’s blood and fire. He hadn’t heard from her since arriving in London; she said she never wrote letters. It was time to go home, before he lost her.
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Bell’s Bridge

The French brig Petite Julianne out of Calais brought Edward across the Atlantic. The ship fought January gales and towering green seas that kept him uneasy because he couldn’t swim. When they broke through to calmer waters near the lush green coast of Carolina, lookouts spied sails of British men-o’-war to the south.

The brig crossed the Charleston Bar and sailed into the familiar harbor. Winter sunshine brightened the water and warmed the salt-tanged air. Gulls dived to find a meal. The Bell house at Oyster Point at the south end of the peninsula was just visible above earthworks where gangs of black men labored. To starboard Fort Moultrie swarmed with similar activity. Several warships rode at anchor, flying the Don’t Tread on Me flag designed for the American navy by Tom Bell’s friend Christopher Gadsden.

Edward’s eyes misted at the sight of America’s loveliest city: the white and pastel houses, the waterfront, the beautiful Exchange Building at the foot of Broad Street, where distinguished visitors arrived at the waterside steps and ascended to the grand portico. The spires of St. Philip’s and St. Michael’s ornamented the skyline. Edward wanted to hear St. Michael’s bells again. He’d grown up with them.

His delight became dismay as the brig made her way up the Cooper. Nine commercial wharves jutted into the river, the longest and largest being Gadsden’s. For years the wharves had shipped indigo to the textile mills of England, rice to the dining tables of Europe, Carolina pine to the shipyards of Bermuda. All of that, plus turpentine and pitch, corn and beef and peas, and the incoming slave ships,  usually made the wharf district a tumultuous place. Today Edward saw only a few small vessels tied up, none at Bell’s Bridge.

Originally it was named Trott’s Bridge, bridge being an old term for wharf. Tom Bell had gone to work there as a young man. He had proved himself to be smart, worthy, and a hard worker, and married Trott’s well-educated daughter, Eliza. He took over the business when she inherited it.

Tom had no wish to join the idle planter class, but he soon acquired land anyway, unsought. It came about because he loaned money to young men who bought large tracts of land and slaves to work it. He took his debt service in a percentage of their crops, sold the rice and indigo abroad, and thereby amassed more money to lend.

But some of the overly ambitious young gentlemen had neither the brains nor the industry to operate a plantation. From one failed wastrel Tom foreclosed land that became his summer home, Malvern. From another he got a much larger parcel on the Ashley. This he deeded to his son Adrian, five years Edward’s senior, on favorable terms. Adrian had done well with the land, creating a profitable plantation, Prosperity Hall, in a matter of a few years.

The Frenchman dropped anchor just off Bell’s Bridge, where a man was examining the brig with a spyglass. Edward climbed down to the ship’s gig; two small trunks were already stowed. Four oarsmen rowed him toward wooden steps on the wharf. The observer, whom Edward identified as the wharf manager, Esau Willing, sent a black boy racing up the pier to announce the arrival.

The gig tied up, Edward climbed the stairs and greeted the astonished Mr. Willing, a plain, sober man of middle years. Two eight-person canoes used for the busy ferry traffic to the other side of the Cooper were turned over and roped to cleats on the wharf; more commerce curtailed by war.

“Before God,” Willing said, thrusting out his hand, which Edward shook, “I wondered what that Frenchman was up to. I thought it might be some British trick. No one expected you, Mr. Edward.”

“Least of all my father, I’m sure,” Edward said. And  there he was, Tom Bell, summoned by the boy and stalking down the pier like vengeance itself. Oarsmen threw Edward’s trunks on the pier and pushed off.

Tom Bell was a tall, slender man nearing sixty, with weather-browned skin and a piratical mustache white as his hair. He dressed like a mechanic, in a loose linen shirt and old breeches of blue-and-white striped ticking. He didn’t own a peruke and never powdered his hair, simply left it tied, like his son’s. For these and other reasons the town’s elite had always dismissed Tom Bell as a half-gentleman. The eighteenth century’s ideal was the landed proprietor. Someone in trade who didn’t amass and hold land enthusiastically was suspect.

“Sir, look who fell out of the sea,” Willing exclaimed to his employer.

“The prodigal son.” Tom gave Edward a fierce look. “You have abandoned your studies?”

“For the moment, sir. I left London because—”

“We’ll discuss your reasons in private.” He wheeled about, his tone an unspoken command to follow.

Not too loudly, Mr. Willing said, “Welcome back. I’ll have a boy deliver your trunks.” Edward thanked him and hurried off, forgetting to make a polite inquiry about Willing ‘s daughter.

In the years since the Fort Moultrie victory Charleston had remained a busy open port. Obviously the Crown’s new campaign in the South was closing it down. Sheds that ware-housed rice and indigo on Bell’s Bridge were empty. The scale house and small kitchen building were padlocked.

Edward followed his father into a dim and cluttered office. Tom Bell sat behind his desk and began to pack his pipe with the fragrant tobacco he flavored with vanilla. He didn’t offer his son a chair.

“Now, sir. Explain yourself.”

“Yes, sir. Last month I heard news of Clinton’s armada. I was worried about you, and mother.”

Tom pounced on Edward’s hesitation: “Is that all?”

“Lydia. I was worried about her too.”

“As well you might be,” Tom said with a curious look Edward didn’t understand. “Sir Henry Clinton has marched  up the coast from Savannah with approximately nine thousand men, including mercenary companies from the German province of Hesse. Admiral Arbuthnot’s fleet is anchored off Simmons Island1 and will soon bottle up the harbor. Commodore Whipple was sent down by Congress with seven ships.”

“I saw them inside the bar.”

“No match for the enemy squadron. I expect Sir Henry will be on James Island, within artillery range, in a matter of days. You chose a poor time to return.”

“Well, the deed’s done, so I hope we needn’t wrangle about it.”

“You expect me to accept this calmly, Edward? I spent a devil of a lot of money to send you abroad. I am grossly disappointed in your behavior.”

“I’m sorry, sir. I’ll try to make it up somehow. If not the money, at least the disappointment. May I ask whether you’ve seen Lydia?”

Again that odd look. “Not lately, no.”

“Is mother at Oyster Point?” That was the site of their house, the southern point of the peninsula, named for the middens of oyster shell that bleached white in the sun.

“No, I sent her out to Malvern as soon as we got word of the enemy landing at Savannah. I thought the countryside would be safer. Now I’m not sure. Clinton may cross the Ashley and occupy the Neck, cutting us off by land as well as by sea. Further, there are loyalist partisans operating in the parishes. They are not honorable men.”

“I’ll bring mother to Charleston anytime you say.”

“Thank you. Your brother’s already left Prosperity Hall in the care of his slaves. He’s staying at his town house.”

“I’ll go there now, if I may.”

“You’re more likely to find him at William Holliday’s tavern on Queen Street, idling his time away with his friends of similar disposition.”

“And Poorly, sir? What about him?”

“At the moment Daniel Poorly is working at Malvern.”

“You wrote that he’s married.”

 “Sally, a light-skinned kitchen girl.”

“So I own two slaves?”

“Not yet. Remember that under the code, slave marriages have no legal standing. Is that all?”

Awkwardly, Edward extended a hand, as though to touch his father. He hoped Tom might stand, let Edward embrace him. He didn’t. Edward’s hand fell. “Only this, sir. Whatever else happens, I’m very glad to see you.”

After a long, steady look Tom said, “My feeling as well.” He spoke gruffly, to hide any trace of sentimentality. “If you choose to walk through the city, you’ll hardly recognize it. Much of the damage from the great fire of two years ago has been repaired, but the damage from this war grows more evident every day.”

Edward took his leave. Near the head of the pier he passed by three large iron cages designed to hold slaves fresh off the ships. The cages were empty, free of their usual stench. From the top bars of each cage hung pairs of chains and manacles, to restrain any man or woman feeling rebellious after the long passage from Africa. The breeze rang the metal cuffs and chains like chimes.

A few steps beyond, near the hurly-burly of Bay Street, Edward saw a young woman approaching, Mr. Willing’s daughter, Joanna. She wore a workaday long-sleeved dress, brown wool, a laced-up leather bodice, a small round cap, latched shoes of cowhide. “Edward. What in heaven are you doing in Charleston?”

“Change of plans. I heard about the invasion. I thought my father might need me.”

“Indeed he may. They say Clinton’s brought artillery, horses, and those dreadful Germans who fight for money.”

Edward remembered Joanna as a small, serious girl, exceptionally neat in her personal habits. That was not a trait inherited from her father. Esau Willing kept an untidy office that Joanna continually tried to clean and organize. Her mother came from the German colony up at Orange-burg. He recalled little about the woman except her face and the different spelling of her name, Johanna.

During his absence Joanna had matured into a beautifully proportioned young woman no taller than his shoulder. She had her father’s round face, a good bosom, large brown eyes, and lustrous brown hair with strong reddish lights in it. Always neatly arranged, her hair reminded him of a hunter’s cap. Her forehead was high and smooth. She smiled easily, and with warmth; she had good teeth.

A constant subtle tension gave her body a slight forward tilt, as though she was anticipating a problem or searching for one that needed her attention. Even when she conversed, he felt that her mind was clicking with a hundred other concerns. Joanna Willing was a person he’d known reasonably well but had no great interest in, especially since she tended to be an annoying scold on one subject.

“Are you looking for Mr. Willing?” he asked.

“No. I’m going out in the harbor with an oyster rake. I found a bed where the oysters are big as dinner plates. Two of those will feed Papa and me nicely.”

“My father says the city’s greatly changed.”

“Not in every respect.” She glanced at the cages. A hanging chain and manacle moved in the wind, throwing its shadow on her face.

“You still believe we’re wrong to trade in slaves?”

“Absolutely. The British are on the right side of that issue. They’re encouraging slaves to run away and join their army.”

Her air of rectitude annoyed him. “Joanna, for years part of your father’s salary has come from the profits of slave trading on this wharf.”

“I am not my father.”

“Still, slavery paid for your education at that fine young ladies’ academy.”

“And education taught me to hate slavery.”

“Well, there’s independency, eh? I surrender.” He smiled. “I’m out of arguments.”

“I don’t find the subject amusing. Slavery is an abomination before God. It paid for your glorious holiday in England, didn’t it?”

“Damn, Joanna, you’re—”

“The tide’s running. I must hurry. Good day, Edward.”

And off she went, her broad hips swinging in a way that might have intrigued him in other circumstances. He shook  his head. Not much of a homecoming, this. He hoped he’d experienced the worst of it.

1 Present-day Seabrook Island
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Adrian’s Thunderbolt

The return of the British had changed his city. Soldiers, vagrants, blacks, bawds, and refugees from the country crowded the dirt streets and the footpaths on either side. Wagons and chaises and couriers on horseback added to the clamor and congestion. Families squatted on empty patches of land with barrows and bundles holding their few possessions. Edward guessed that Charleston’s population of twelve or thirteen thousand might have doubled.

North of Boundary Street at Meeting, slaves with shovels and barrows were building a sizable hornwork from tabby, a kind of masonry made of lime mixed with oyster shells. The hornwork was the centerpiece of a line of fortifications running east and west toward the two rivers. He climbed a mound of dirt to observe more black men digging a broad ditch some distance in front of the earthworks and parallel to them. He approached a sweating engineer studying a diagram. “Sir, what’s the purpose of the ditch?”

The annoyed man barked at him. “To save your life, sir. We expect Clinton to cross the Ashley and come at us from the Neck. The ditch will be dammed at each end, and tidal seepage will fill it. Behind it we’ll have two abatis, another moat, and there”—he pointed downward—“a fraise.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t know the term.”

“A fraise is a barricade of sharp stakes, pointing at the enemy. Obviously you’re not an army man. You certainly look old enough.” He didn’t mean it as a compliment.

Edward walked south again. The soldiers he saw were a  hard lot, armed with muskets and fowlers, tomahawks and knives. Blue uniform coats with white-edged buttonholes, the uniform of South Carolina regulars, were scarce. Most of the soldiers wore leggings and long hunting shirts dyed an assortment of bright colors. Whether the men were regulars or militia, Edward couldn’t say.

He turned over to King Street a block west of Meeting and found more than one merchant hammering up boards to protect a shop. Packs of wild dogs fought for garbage strewn about. The only laughter came from youngsters romping as though no enemy threatened.
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Mr. William Holliday’s Queen Street taproom, a successor to Dillon’s, was a favorite of the young gentry. Here, in the middle of the afternoon, Adrian Bell sat drinking and chatting with two friends.

Adrian resembled his younger brother and was nearly as tall. The strongest differences were large jug-handle ears and a pinched, off-putting face; Adrian’s eyes were set too close together. What he lacked in good looks, he made up for with a prosperous appearance and a cultivated air of importance.

Adrian’s friends were scions of wealthy plantation owners. The first, Storey Wragg, was a glutton with a face as red as an uncooked mutton chop and a stomach big enough for a woman about to deliver triplets. The other, Archibald Les-cock, was a fop who perfumed his wig with cloves and cinnamon and padded his breeches to enhance the shape of his legs. All three young men were in fashion: long, narrow-tailed coats showing elaborate turnback cuffs, standing collars, stocks, fancy hose garters. Lescock’s wig was expensive human hair. Adrian’s was of less costly goat hair. The miserly Wragg settled for horse mane.

“I thought Gadsden was our resident radical madman, not Henry Laurens,” Wragg said between forkfuls from his trencher of pork loin. “I consider Laurens a man of moderation. I can’t believe he endorsed the wish of General Lincoln and the Congress to put slaves under arms.”

“And free them afterward,” Adrian said. “But surely  they’d be poor soldiers. Then the battle would be lost, and we could return to being a Crown colony. Not entirely undesirable, in my estimation.”

“You think niggers wouldn’t fight?” Wragg plucked at a piece of fat dangling from the corner of his mouth. “Don’t forget Stono.” In 1739 slaves had massacred a dozen whites at Stono Bridge, twenty miles south of the city. Planters on horseback interrupted the slaves’ dash to freedom in Florida, killed fourteen immediately, and shot others after questioning them. But some escaped, provoking a manhunt that lasted for weeks. More than forty suspects were rounded up and executed. The memory of this worst and bloodiest slave rebellion had terrified Charlestonians ever since.

“My wife can’t forget Stono,” Lescock said in a hushed voice. “Her parents told her how awful it was to tremble in their beds every night, fearing they’d be murdered.”

Adrian mused aloud. “I wonder what Mr. Laurens would have us do if he takes away our chattels? Slosh around in the rice fields ourselves? Sweat to death in the heat?” The others laughed at the ridiculous idea.

At that moment Adrian saw his brother approaching. “My God. Am I looking at a ghost?”

Edward smiled. “No, I’m back. And not in our father’s favor because of it.”

“I’m stunned. Stunned,” Adrian repeated as he rose and embraced his brother. “These are my friends.” He introduced Wragg and Lescock. Edward thought, Corday’s cousins. Smooth, pale hands; an air of condescension as they in turn looked the new arrival up and down. Edward’s clothes bore stains and patches unsuitable to a man of quality.

“You must tell me how this came about,” Adrian said. “Storey, Archibald—you’ll excuse us?” They left, Adrian called for tankards of ale, and Edward briefly described his decision to break off his studies. When he mentioned Lydia Glass, he noticed a sudden nervousness in his brother’s manner. Adrian asked, “Have you been home?”

“Not yet. Father told me you might be here, so I stopped.”

“You know mother’s at Malvern?”

 “Yes.”

“Edward, I’ve something to tell you. Duty compels it.”

“Fine, I’m listening.” With some of the rich dark ale in him he felt relaxed and happy.

“While you were away, I asked Lydia to marry me. She consented.”

Edward slammed the tankard down so hard that other patrons broke off conversations to stare.

Adrian flushed, leaned toward him, spoke in a pleading way. “Look here, it shouldn’t be so hard to understand. I’ve always admired her. What man in Charleston doesn’t? You were too busy to notice.”

“I don’t believe this.”

“Why? You may be the romantic in the family, but I’m the steady one. I offer Lydia a better future. I will make a pile of money. I’m also on the right side. I believe the British will win the war.”

“Because you’re an opportunist,” Edward snarled. “I’ve a right to knock your head off your shoulders, you damned—” He choked back the filthy name.

“Edward, she made the choice.”

“I want to hear it from her.”

“Yes, you should. She’s in town, with her father. Please, Edward. Try not to be too angry.”

“What were you expecting, congratulations, or my hearty thanks for stealing Lydia behind my back?” He knocked over the tankard with a sweep of his hand; the contents slopped on the pegged floor. He stood abruptly, overturning his chair.

“Edward—”

“Go to hell, Adrian. You just go to hell.”
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Edward wandered the streets and visited dramshops for most of the afternoon. Twice he almost turned his steps toward Lydia’s house but decided he was too angry.

Sunset found him by the State House at the northwest corner of Broad and Meeting. In the crossway grateful citizens had erected a marble statue of William Pitt, honoring the great statesman’s defense of the colonists when they  protested the Stamp Act. Edward gazed up at St. Michael’s steeple and listened to the sweet notes of the eight bells announcing the hour.

The sky was pale as his hopes, the stars dim as his future.
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The fine single house of the Bell family, stucco on brick, fronted the harbor at Oyster Point, sometimes called White Point. It overlooked a vista of marsh grass, the middens of bleached oyster shells, and the partially constructed fortifications he’d seen when he sailed in. In the hazy dusk the lanterns of Commodore Whipple’s warships rode the gentle swells of the evening tide.

The three-story house was rectangular, the narrow end toward the street. A gate on the east side led into a walled garden dominated by a live oak taller than the house. A long piazza with the family entrance in the center faced the garden. Tom and Eliza had built the house at the end of the Seven Years’ War, when Bell’s Bridge shared Charleston’s economic boom, and many merchants and planters “bragged in brick” to announce their newfound affluence.

Candlelight washed the windows of the front room on the ground floor that Tom used for a combination office and library. Edward went in through the garden and the piazza. Pharaoh, the aging black house man, greeted him and said his trunks had already been delivered. He found his father writing in a leather-covered book with a gilded clasp, one of his diaries. Tom Bell had filled several in Edward’s lifetime. The room was warm and welcoming with its dark furniture and walls of bookshelves.

The books were there because of Eliza. Shortly after her wedding, Eliza Trott had taken over her young husband’s education. Tom had learned only basics at the St. Philip’s Free School, which was no longer favored by the gentry because it attracted too many poor children.

Eliza had directed Tom’s reading; instilled in him a lifelong passion for learning. Tom supported the Charles Town Library Society and kept a private collection of over two hundred volumes, weighted heavily toward works on dissent. Locke and Rousseau were there, as  were Cato’s Speeches, The Independent Whig, Davila’s History of the Civil Wars in France, and several works on revolutions in the Roman republics. From these books had come Tom’s conviction that the Crown was interfering with Englishmen’s rights to self-government and full enjoyment of life, liberty, and property, said property including human beings.

“I saw Adrian,” Edward said without preamble. “He informed me of his wedding plans.”

Tom laid down his quill, more sympathetic than he’d been that afternoon. “Several times your mother suggested I write you. It wasn’t my place. Adrian should have. Your brother often avoids the hard choices. I’m afraid he’s a secret Tory.”

Edward slumped in a chair, stuck out his legs, picked a bit of dried dung off his boot. His eyes looked sunken, shadowed with strain. After a prolonged silence Tom said, “What will you do?”

“Speak to Lydia about it. Ask for an explanation.”

“She was never formally promised to you, Edward.”

He stamped the floor. “My own damn fault. I should have seen to it. I was too confident of her feelings.”

“What if she’s determined to marry Adrian? What will you do then?”

“I don’t know. Join the militia. Give myself up for cannon fodder. Doesn’t make a hell of a lot of difference, does it?”

Tom sat silent, unable to find a useful answer.
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Lydia s Proposal

Two days later, lookouts climbed to the steeple of St. Michael’s to observe the British advance. Troops were  moving northward on the west shore of the Ashley. Edward wrote a note to Lydia, saying he would call in the afternoon on a matter of utmost urgency. He sent it to Tradd Street with Pharaoh’s boy, another house slave, instructing him not to wait for a reply.

In Charleston the Glass family was older and more distinguished than the Bells, though it hadn’t started that way. Lydia’s great-grandfather had fled Barbados in 1698, under a cloud of cuckoldry and murder. Whether he was the seducer or the cuckold was never clear, but he’d killed a man.

South Carolina was a logical destination. For years Glass had imported Carolina pinewood to heat kettles that boiled the sugarcane on his plantation. Several wealthy Barbadians he knew had already emigrated to the colony to make a new start, and he followed them.

The Carolina Low Country had no sugarcane culture, but a culture of slavery was well established. Having sold his Barbadian holdings for capital, the new arrival financed traders who caught Indians in the highlands and marched them to the coast in coffles to be sold. It proved a lucrative business; Great-Grandfather Glass soon expanded into the importation of blacks from Africa.

Glass was one of the Goose Creek men, so called because they settled in that area north of the small city of some four thousand residents. The Goose Creek men were opportunistic and relatively lawless, buying and selling slaves and trading openly with the buccaneers who cruised the coast in the early years of the eighteenth century. Among their customers were Maj. Stede Bonnet, the famous “gentleman pirate,” and the mad Edward Teach, Blackbeard, who lit slow matches in his hair and beard to terrify his victims.

A faction loyal to the Lords Proprietors loathed the unsavory dealings of the Goose Creek men and constantly fought with them for control of the colonial legislature. As the pirates were caught and hanged, that trade declined. The town’s merchants and lawyers assumed greater control in the Commons House of Assembly. The old Barbadians were by then moderately wealthy, and important.

Those advantages aside, the Glass family was a virtual case book of tragedy. Lydia’s grandfather saw his wife and two daughters hauled away in dead carts, victims of Barbados fever.2 His second wife gave him one son, then a case of syphilis, and early death.

Lydia’s father, Octavius Catullus Glass IV, had similar misfortunes. Although he traveled to Newport, Rhode Island, “the Carolina hospital,” to escape the pestilential summers, he lost two wives before a third lived long enough to bear three sons and a daughter. Only Lydia, born in 1759, survived to adulthood.

When she was ten, Lydia’s aging father unwisely rode one of his fast-blooded horses in a Jockey Club race. Though a superb equestrian, that day he couldn’t control his mount; he was thrown and paralyzed from the waist down. He retired to his house and never again left it. He saw only his daughter, his physician, his servants, and the lawyers who managed his affairs.

As expenses depleted his money and no more came in, he tried to maintain a position in the outside world by writing letters to the South Carolina Gazette. During the terrible smallpox epidemic of 1760, when Dr. Alexander Garden, a young Scot, successfully inoculated over three thousand residents, Glass wrote letters calling vaccination “interference with nature.” He wrote letters decrying Dr. Franklin’s electrical experiments as “meddlesome tinkering in heaven by an atheist.” He wrote letters excoriating the merchants, mechanics, and a few enlightened planters who led the town’s patriot faction. He called them “the herd,” and “low and ignorant hotheads and incendiaries.”

His letters on slavery were particularly wrathful. He considered “black treachery” a given and urged harsh treatment of slaves, warranted or not, to “deter the vile and criminous intentions of the inferior race.” He thought freedmen “a dangerous source of rebellious ideas.” Lydia grew up distrusting and fearing anyone with a dark skin.

Lydia lived in a fine three-story Georgian brick house on Tradd Street, a few steps west of Legare. Elias, the stoop-shouldered slave who admitted Edward, carried a candle. The afternoon was gloomy and showery. The flickering light picked out a star-shaped scar on the slave’s forehead. He’d been branded for attempting to run away; more of the elder Glass’s “deterrence.”

Edward shook rain off his broad-brimmed hat and handed it to Elias, who said, “I tell Miss Lydia you be waiting, Mist’ Edward.”

Edward paced the parlor, looking out to the wet garden. Soon he heard Lydia coming down, and not in a good mood. “Curse your nigger hide, Elias, hold the candle steady. Stop being so careless with fire or I’ll send you to the workhouse and you won’t stand up straight for a month.”

She swept in, blond hair tumbling over her shoulders. No ordinary or proper girl ever let her hair down in that risqué fashion, but Lydia reveled in not being orderly or proper. She was a beautiful, petite creature with delicate features and graceful hands. Small as she was, she’d somehow been blessed with disproportionately large breasts that rose full and ripe under her white sacque gown. Edward had seen those breasts several times when he’d bedded her.

“Darling,” she trilled, on tiptoe for his kiss on her cheek. She carried one of her collection of fashion babies, a twelve-inch porcelain doll outfitted in a detailed reproduction of a London gown several years out of date. No fashion babies had come into America since the war began, nor smart clothes of any kind.

“I was ever so surprised to learn that you’d left London.”

“I got word of the new British campaign. I felt I belonged here with my family. And you.”

She laid the fashion doll on one of the imitation Chippendale tables carved by Mr. Elfe of Broad Street, then settled herself and arranged her skirt. She seemed composed, though surely she knew what he wanted to discuss.

“Adrian told me about your plans,” Edward said. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t offer my good wishes. How could you do it, Lydia? You know I’ve never wanted anyone but you.”

“Wanting isn’t loving, Edward.”

“Words. A lawyer’s quibble.”

“No. If you’ll only stop pacing like a tomcat, I’ll explain.” He took a chair.

“I want to marry Adrian because I’ll be secure with him. Marrying into the Bell family will be a useful alliance. I’ll inherit money of my own, but there’s less every day. Father doesn’t care much for your father, but he knows Tom Bell is well off.”

Edward shook his head. “We had such marvelous times together. I always assumed we’d be married.”

With a little shrug she said, “Assumptions are dangerous. You never asked for my hand. Too little too late, isn’t that the phrase?” When he turned red, she spoke less sharply. “Dear Edward. Let’s not quarrel. You must hear me out.” She patted the cushion beside her.

As he sat down, he smelled the faintly scented warmth of her face and throat. When she cupped his right hand in both of hers, his body reacted strongly.

“Yes, I made a decision to marry your brother, but it’s you that I love.”

“Then how in God’s name—” She stopped his lips with her perfumed fingers.

“Let me finish. I’ve loved you forever, even in your wildest days—all the carousing and gambling, racing horses and consorting with sluts in Roper’s Alley. I knew about ‘the dissolute Mr. Edward Bell.’ So did half the town. I’m sure your behavior was one reason your father sent you to London. It’s also why I decided you’d never settle down as a proper husband. But I don’t want or need you as a proper husband. I want you as a lover.”

Astounded, he sat motionless as she continued. “I recall a letter in the Gazette some years ago. Not one of father’s screeds, a letter with genuine wit. The writer said Charleston women make very agreeable companions but very expensive wives.” She brought her mouth close to his. “You can have the pleasure without the cost. After I marry Adrian, there’s no reason you and I can’t enjoy an arrangement.”

She kissed him with her moist lips and tongue, bringing his left hand up to her right breast, large and soft above the rigid stays under her clothes. She tickled his ear with her index finger.

“You would like that, wouldn’t you?”

He jumped up, red faced. “You’re asking me to cuckold Adrian? By God, I may be a lowlife in everyone’s estimation, but I’m not that low.”

“Oh, you’re being silly. Prudish.”

“He’s my brother, for Christ’s sake.” Lydia shot a worried look upward, as though the crippled man hiding in his gloomy lair might hear. “What you suggest is preposterous and wrong.”

Her underskirts rustled as she rose. Her own anger seemed to give her height, rob her of softness. “You’re refusing me?”

“I would refuse any woman who proposed such a thing.”

She rushed at him, little fists battering his shoulders. “I’m not any woman. I’m not.” On her toes, she ground her mouth on his, her tongue licking and probing. He felt her hair against his cheek. A kind of delirium briefly weakened his resolve. “I’m not,” she repeated in a whisper.

He drew back. “We should end this conversation.” In the foyer he called for his hat. Behind him Lydia spoke.

“You’d better not walk out.”

He turned back, looked her in the eye. “That’s exactly what I intend. I know you’re accustomed to getting whatever you want, but this time you’ll have to accept failure.”

Tears rushed into her eyes. “You don’t mean it.”

“I do, absolutely.”

“You bastard.” She snatched up her fashion doll and hurled it. He ducked; the doll broke the window. The porcelain head shattered, pieces falling into the palmettos below. He’d seen this destructive streak in Lydia before.

She ran past him, shoving him aside. She darted down the passage leading to the pantry, bumping into Elias, who had his hat. “Elias, Goddamn you, there’s broken glass in the parlor and the garden, clean it up.”

She didn’t look back. Edward took his hat and let himself out. He wanted to tell Adrian of her perfidy but he didn’t dislike his brother enough to do that, ever.
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Workmen on scaffolds painted St. Michael’s steeple black, presuming that would make it a more difficult target for artillery. The British squadron sat off the bar, waiting. Hoping to obstruct their passage, Commodore Whipple sank his ships in the Cooper River across from the Exchange, behind a boom of logs and chains.

Governor John Rutledge was given the virtual authority of a military dictator. Christopher Gadsden, the newly appointed lieutenant governor, told Tom Bell that Carolina militia would not come to Charleston’s aid because the British were spreading rumors of a smallpox epidemic.

On March 29 the first British units crossed the Ashley River in shallow-draft boats. They landed at Bee’s Ferry and marched down the Neck. Three days later, April 1, they broke ground for a siege line half a mile in front of the Charleston works. The noose was in place around the victim’s neck.

2 Yellow fever
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To Malvern

At supper that evening Tom Bell said, “I want you to bring your mother to the city.” There was an unspoken understanding from the past: when circumstances were unusual, or physical hardship called for, Tom Bell looked to his younger son.

“Gladly,” Edward said.

“I may have waited too long. A man who came down the Cooper last night told me that partisans led by William Lark sacked and burned Pertwee’s store two days ago.”

“William Lark?”

“A jackleg Tory. More interested in plunder than principle, I expect. I knocked heads with his father, Ladimer,  years ago, when Trott had me driving pine logs from the forest to the wharf.”

“Poorly’s at Malvern,” Edward reminded him.

“Bring him back if you wish. He’s yours.”

“What about the rest of the Negroes?”

“They may go or stay, as they feel necessary. If they leave, I’ll buy others. They’ll probably be safer remaining with the house, but I won’t coerce them.” Edward admired his father for that.

“You’ll have to cross the water to Hog Island,” Tom continued. “It’s the only route left open. I’ll have someone row you over before daylight.”

“It isn’t necessary. I can handle the boat alone. I’d like to say something more about London, sir.”

“That’s done with. I spoke my piece. If you feel any animosity, turn it on the damned king’s men.”

Edward started forward to hug his father. This time Tom permitted a robust embrace. When they separated, Edward thought, Strike me dead. What’s that misting his eyes?
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He armed himself with a ten-inch sheath knife with a deer antler handle and, in black leather holsters, a brace of fine London-bought blunderbuss pistols, each with a spring bayonet under the barrel. He left from Bell’s Bridge while the stars still shone. He rowed hard, feeling only mildly queasy about the open water.

The direct journey up the Neck to Malvern was about eleven miles, easily accomplished on horseback. But the British works blocked that route. He rowed to Hog Island and from there followed the shore up to the Wando River and Daniel’s Island, where he beached his boat, rested, and ate a hard biscuit. Then he pushed off again.

His arms burned with the pain of steady exertion, but he didn’t slacken. He spent the night in his boat in a broad creek on the north side of Daniel’s Island. Before dawn, badly bitten by insects while he dozed, he shipped his oars and continued on to the Cooper’s western bank. There he found a waterman mending nets on a flimsy pier. He  arranged for the man to be at the same spot in twenty-four hours, with a larger boat.

He passed by a familiar crossroads; ashes and black timbers were all that remained of Pertwee’s store. He passed several small plantations, then a bigger one with a fenced pasture where a dozen horses grazed. Four were big handsome Chickasaws, the rest marsh tackies, the little horses common in the sea islands and Low Country. What they lacked in beauty they more than made up for in strength and heart.

The horses belonged to Henry Wando, a neighbor but not a friend of Tom and Eliza Bell. Wando was a self-aggrandizing loyalist who lost no opportunity to boast of his affection for the king. The partisans had left his house, barn, and outbuildings untouched.

He trudged on, following a dirt track that wound through dim cloisters of old live oaks, to Malvern. Tom Bell had bought 150 acres for his summer home but took only ten for personal use. The rest he leased to a firm of Amsterdam Jews with an office in Charleston. They grew and sold indigo, a crop initially brought from the Leeward Islands in the 1740s. When Edward emerged from the trees, he walked between fields where slaves were preparing the ground; next month they would sow seeds gathered in last year’s harvest.

All the windows of the two-story cypress house were open to catch whatever breeze might stir on this balmy March morning. Near some outbuildings that effectively blocked any glimpse of Malvern’s slave cabins, Edward sat on the ground to remove a pebble from his boot. A sound of hammering stopped. Someone hailed him from the carpentry shed.

“Mr. Edward?”

“Poorly.” One boot still off, he jumped up, waved. The black man ran to him, tossed down a claw hammer from the shop, gripped Edward’s shoulders in his big hands, grinning.

“My friend.”

“You’re not surprised to see me?” Edward spoke in Gullah, the lilting black patois that allowed slaves, or friends, to talk with a degree of privacy.

“Your papa sent a message to your mother. Everybody knows you’re back.”

“How are you?”

“Just now this child is lovely, splendid.” Poorly was literate, with a fine vocabulary; Eliza had taught him, at Edward’s request. He was a handsome Gambian, blue-black, six feet tall and thin as a pole. Sawdust speckled his hair and the sleeves of his white drill blouse. He was the same age as Adrian, five years older than Edward.

While he lived, Poorly’s father had been a master carpenter, hired out to others by his white master. He had helped floor the bell tower at St. Michael’s. Tom Bell bought young Poorly from the father, to be a body servant and playmate for his two boys. He was called Daniel then. He had frequent spells of sickness; someone in the Bell household started calling him Poorly, and the name stuck.

Young Adrian had taken great pleasure in ordering Poorly about, forcing him to imitate the sounds of animals for hours, or stand on his head until he fell over. Occasionally he whipped Poorly with a willow wand. Out of disgust and sympathy Edward was kinder, and a strong friendship developed. When Adrian matured and launched out on his own, he had other slaves to order about; he didn’t object to Poorly remaining with Edward. Sometimes Edward felt the black man was a better brother than his real one.

“You’re lovely, and splendid, even with the redcoats knocking at the city gate?”

“Yes, I am a happy man with a beautiful wife.”

“I heard you jumped the broom. I’m eager to meet the lucky lady.”

“She’s in the cookhouse.”

As they walked, Edward said, “I’m taking mother back to Charleston tomorrow. Father’s orders. You’re welcome to come along. Your wife too.”

“May do that,” Poorly said soberly. “There’s king’s men in the neighborhood. Burned Pertwee’s at the crossroads.”

“I saw it. What’s in the house in the way of weapons?”

“Two old muskets.”

“Give them to men you consider reliable.”

“Big Walter, the field driver. His cousin, Sam.”

“Make sure they have plenty of powder and ball.”

At the cookhouse door Poorly said, “You want to put guns in the hands of slaves? People won’t like that.”

“I don’t give a hang about people, only the people who live here.” He held the door open. “Where’s the charming bride?”

In the hot and smoky interior oval cakes of sweet-potato pone were coming from the oven on broad wooden paddles. At the hearth a black child turned a crank to roast a piglet on a spit. Of the four women working, Poorly’s wife was the youngest and by far the prettiest, with rich black hair, slightly tilted brown eyes, and smooth skin the color of coffee infused with milk. Poorly could hardly contain his pride as he said, “Sally, this is Mr. Edward, Miss Eliza’s son. This is Sally.”

Edward shook Sally’s hand, then startled the girl by planting a kiss on her cheek. The other three women and the child looked thunderstruck. “Congratulations to both of you. You’re going to have handsome children.”

“Thank you, sir,” Sally said, flustered. She could be no more than eighteen, but her figure was fine and womanly under her plain cotton dress, once blue but now largely white from endless washing.

Poorly drew his wife to the door, lowered his voice so he couldn’t be overheard. “Mr. Edward’s taking his mother back to town. Thinks we better go with him. I said we would.”

Edward excused himself and tramped up the path that isolated the fires in the kitchen from the big house. He went through from the front piazza to a second, broader one facing the river. There he found Eliza Trott Bell sitting in an oak-and-cypress easy chair Poorly had made, reading a book of William Cowper’s poems.

“Edward,” she exclaimed, in nearly the same tone of voice as everyone else he’d surprised by reappearing. “I knew you were home. I didn’t know you were coming to Malvern. Oh, how good you look to these old eyes.” Which were not, in fact, all that old; Eliza was fifty-four, slim and sturdy. Her eyes were gray-green, her dark red hair laced with gray. She pressed her cheek to his and held him tightly.

He pulled up a stool and explained the reason for his visit. Eliza said, “Your father really thinks it’s dangerous for us to remain here? It’s ever so peaceful. I love the river, my garden, the wild deer that visit. I love all the wildlife except the alligators that sleep on our bank. I saw a huge fellow sunning himself this morning. When I was nine, one ate my favorite cat, have I ever told you?”

She had, more than once, but he said no. “There’s another visitor we don’t want. A Tory partisan named William Lark is marauding in the district.”

“Lark.” She made a face. “A bad lot, that family. My father knew Ladimer Lark. Called him a rogue and a cheat.”

That bolstered Edward’s argument for leaving. He described the British siege line under construction in front of the defensive ditch that was already dammed and flooded. “I wouldn’t say the situation’s good in Charleston, but we won’t be alone there. Malvern is too isolated just now.”

Eliza sighed. “Then we’ll pack and go.” She hesitated a moment. “Adrian told you of his engagement?”

“A bit of a blow,” Edward admitted with a vain attempt at a smile.

“More than a bit of one, I would imagine.” She reached out to caress the back of his hand. “I’ll say what I’ve never said before. I don’t care much for Lydia Glass. In fact I wouldn’t wish her on either you or Adrian. Let your heart heal, Edward. When it does, find someone better. That won’t be difficult.”

“I’ll try to remember the advice.” He suppressed a yawn, brushed his dusty sleeve. “I’m for a bath and a meal, in that order.”

“I’ll have Chloe heat water. The empty bedroom is yours.”

She went inside to give orders to the housemaids. Edward loved his mother with unquestioning love, and he knew she loved him in return. If she was disappointed in the course of his life so far, she never revealed it or criticized.

The day remained warm, with a hint of spring in the wind. He posted Poorly and Big Walter as guards for the first part of the night, the driver watching the dirt track,  Poorly the river. “Wake me around one,” he said to Poorly. “Sam and I will watch till morning.”

In his room on the second floor, on the side of the house away from the river, he loaded his pistols and laid them next to the bed. Then he blew out the candle. Weary and aching from his trek, he was asleep by half past seven.

Not Poorly but a loud noise roused him. He snatched a pistol and ran to the window. He could see nothing of the dirt track in the darkness, but he clearly heard horsemen moving toward the house at a walk. He leaned from the window, his heart thumping. “Walter?”

“Yes, sir. I hear ‘em too. They comin’.”

Sooner than expected. Edward pulled on his trousers and shirt and rushed past his mother’s bedroom, pistols in hand. He prayed she’d stay asleep, safe behind her closed door.
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The Partisans

A breeze from the river carried sweet, yeasty smells of earth and wet vegetation. A huge full moon revealed the file of horsemen. Edward stepped off the front piazza and walked barefoot to stand beside Big Walter, a bald black man round as a tub. Big Walter’s thick fingers held an old smoothbore musket slanted across his chest. His thumb rested on the S-shaped hammer. Edward whispered, “My father said at least seven raided Pertwee’s. I count five. I wonder where the other two—”

The roar of a gun, then another, answered his unfinished question. The echoes went rolling through the night. Behind the outbuildings two men began to shout. Edward guessed the pair had circled wide and fired their weapons to rouse and cow the slaves.

Sweat on Edward’s forehead cooled in the breeze. The first horseman crossed a patch of coarse grass and reined up in front of him. His four cohorts hung back within a grove of tall water oaks. Edward couldn’t see their faces because of their bicorne hats, but he saw the flash of silver and brass pistol mountings.

“Good evening, sir. You don’t know me but I know you. Young Mr. Bell, I believe?”

“You have the advantage of me, sir.”

Poorly came dashing around the corner of the house. Edward warned him back with a slashing gesture. The leader of the partisans was hatless but wrapped in a cloak despite the warm night. Edward aimed both pistols at him.

“Turn around and get off this property.”

“I think not, sir.” The muzzle of a horse pistol peeped from beneath the man’s cloak. Two pistols against one; for the moment, a standoff. Edward’s stomach hurt.

The leader was a large man of about forty, with a pronounced paunch showing under his cloak. His nose and chin were sharp, his forehead high, his gray-streaked hair tied off behind his head. As he surveyed the situation, moonlight showed one eye wandering toward his nose, then back, a bizarre effect.

He spoke to Edward with the confidence and condescension of a hanging judge. “Malvern Plantation is owned by Mr. Thomas Bell, a man known to be an obnoxious traitor. The property is hereby confiscated.”

“On whose authority?”

“Mine, sir. William Lark, Esquire, loyal servant of His Majesty King George. Your niggers are being restrained. No harm will come to them so long as you don’t offer resistance. My men and I will explore the house, take what goods we want. Some of your wenches, too, perhaps. Then the property will be burned.”

“I’ll blow you out of the saddle first,” Edward promised.

From the corner of his eye Edward detected Big Walter’s sudden turn to look behind them. Poorly was staring as well. Edward felt a hard cold ring of iron, a gun muzzle, touch his neck.

“I got him, Captain. ‘F he twitches, he’s gone.”

“One of you disarm him,” Lark called over his shoulder. A man jogged out of the shadows of the water oaks. He was passing on Lark’s left when the front door opened noisily. Eliza’s voice caught them by surprise.

“I heard gunfire.”

The man behind Edward jerked his musket from Edward’s neck. He spun toward the house. Just as he shouted, “Mother, go back,” the partisan shot her.

The ball struck Eliza’s chest. A blood flower bloomed on the short bed coat she wore over an ivory chemise. She spilled sideways onto the piazza, her mobcap tumbling off. Edward let out a cry and fired one pistol at Lark.

The ball hit Lark’s thigh and left a smoking hole in his trousers. Lark’s horse whinnied, rose on hind legs, and pawed the air. Edward didn’t jump away in time. A hoof slashed his forehead, nearly knocking him over.

Lark reeled and swayed, trying not to fall out of his saddle. One of his men shot at Edward, missed. Suddenly light flared up; a rider spurred past Lark and hurled a pine torch over Eliza’s body and through the open door. Lark shrieked, “Not yet, not yet.” He was too late; the torch ignited a wall hanging in the foyer. The man who’d thrown it yanked his mount’s head around, charged toward Edward, who shot him in the forehead with his other pistol.

All that in the space of a few heartbeats. Then, chaos.

Maids who slept in the big house ran from a side door, exclaiming and sobbing. Lark’s three remaining men separated to outflank the defenders. Big Walter dropped one of them with his musket. Another ducked his head and rode straight at Big Walter. He chopped down with his right hand, burying a tomahawk in Big Walter’s skull. The slave went over like a felled tree.

Poorly’s musket boomed. The tomahawk man flew sideways, blown off his horse. Edward meantime was running toward the house, clutching two empty pistols. He dropped them, skidded to his mother’s side on his knees. The red stain on her bed coat was the size of a plate.

He slipped his arms under her, lifted her against him, heedless of the blood. He began rocking her. “Mother, don’t, you can’t.” He sounded like a terrified child.

Eliza’s head lolled. He felt no breath from her open mouth. After a faint tremor her body relaxed and her bowels released. Blood ran off his gashed forehead to mingle with sudden tears.

One of Lark’s men was unhorsed. Poorly swung his musket like a club, striking the man from behind, dropping him on his knees, then on his face. Poorly beat him till he stopped moving.

The fire in the house spread to the dining room on one side of the entrance hall, the sitting room on the other. Floors and walls caught and blazed with a roar. Lark had ridden to the periphery of the light, grasping his left thigh. Blood leaked between his fingers.

His eyes caught Edward’s, promising another meeting. Edward’s eyes, black holes in his wet red face, said he’d welcome it. Lark wheeled his horse and disappeared down the dirt track, his pigtail ribbon gone, his hair spreading out behind him like a peacock’s tail.

Heat flayed Edward’s face. The fire was consuming the wall of the house behind his mother’s body. He lifted Eliza and carried her off the piazza. Her blood smeared him a second time. He put her on the ground gently.

“Poorly, find Sam.”

“Is your mama—?”

“She’s dead.”

So was Sam; Poorly discovered him strangled on the lawn not two yards from where Eliza Trott Bell had sat reading Cowper. Four of Lark’s partisans lay dead in the coarse grass, but the instigator was gone into the night, along with his two remaining men.

Sally appeared, disheveled and frantic. She called Poorly’s name until she found him in the dancing firelight. The slaves crept from the cabins in frightened pairs and family groups, asking no questions, only staring in a stricken way. As the fire consumed the big house, many of them wept.

The roof fell in, a crashing cascade of burning timbers and flying sparks. By morning the Malvern big house no longer existed, except as a larger version of the black ruins of Pertwee’s store.

[image: images]

Numb with grief, Edward nevertheless forced himself to think and act. He sent a slave to meet the waterman and tell him to wait as long as necessary. They would need a larger boat. He found an older slave to put in charge of the plantation. At two o’clock, in a tiny burying ground at the end of the lane between the slave cabins, he presided at the last rites for Big Walter and Sam. A slave funeral in daylight was unusual. Customarily they were held at midnight, so as not to rob the master of an hour’s work.

Sorrowing black men and women formed a circle around Edward. He thought there were fewer than when the big house burned. With birds warbling cheerily and the sun throwing great shafts of light through the trees, he read Scripture from a Bible belonging to Sam’s wife. All of them sang a Gullah hymn. Dere’s a bright side somewhere, gonna keep on till I find it. The voices in ragged unison had a mournful beauty that stirred Edward’s soul. Did heaven exist? He didn’t know, but if it did, Sam and Big Walter and his mother would surely be there.

The afternoon remained beautiful and warm. Edward, Poorly, and his new wife set out on the Cooper, bound for Charleston. The boatman put up in a marsh until dark, then rowed downstream on a fast tide. A familiar clean smell of pine rose from Eliza’s temporary coffin. Poorly had built it in the carpentry shop.

Edward sat on a thwart, one hand resting on the raw wood. He imagined an advancing line of redcoat infantry. Each man wore William Lark’s face. He imagined himself killing them one by one.

Before the events of last night he’d been unsure of his place in the war, or even whether he had one. Now his bleak eyes gazed at the starlit river and saw a future in which he could no longer be merely a spectator.



7


“Long Live the Congress”

For years afterward people said that when Malvern burned and Eliza Trott Bell died, Edward aged ten years in one night. Any tendency to lightness in his nature disappeared.

Eliza went to her rest on Friday, April 7, in the small graveyard of St. Michael’s, where Tom Bell had been a vestryman for eight years. The rector prayed; the sexton tolled the bells. Only the day before, the bells had pealed joyously, with people cheering and celebrating as 750 relief troops, Continentals from North Carolina and Virginia, arrived in a procession of sloops and schooners that slipped down the Cooper while fieldpieces on the Neck banged away, doing no damage because of the range. As family and friends mourned Edward’s mother, Charleston enjoyed a few hours of unjustified euphoria.

Mr. Gadsden attended the funeral, as did John Rutledge and members of his governing council. Esau Willing brought his daughter, Joanna. She spoke to Tom Bell with sympathy and tenderness. She was attentive to Edward as well. She laid her gloved hand on his sleeve and said, “I heard you acted bravely at Malvern.”

“Not bravely enough, or quickly enough. If I had, she’d be alive.”

“Edward, you mustn’t blame yourself.”

“But you see,” he said, “I do.”

Lydia stood with Adrian and scarcely glanced in Edward’s direction. None of the mourners had decent funeral clothes. Edward’s black suit was old and shabby. Good black cloth was loomed in England and no longer available.

Poorly and Sally stood with the house servants, behind the white mourners. Pharaoh’s wife, Essie, bowed her head and sobbed softly as the rector concluded his final prayer. Edward had never seen his father so shaken, indeed couldn’t remember seeing him cry as he cried when the gravediggers lowered Eliza’s coffin.

[image: images]

Tom Bell invited a number of men to the house after the burial. On a sideboard he set out rum and his last two bottles of Madeira. Pharaoh served small beer and mugs of hot chocolate or coffee; no tea had been drunk in the house since the troubles over the duty levied by Parliament. Resistance to the tea tax, led by Mr. Gadsden and his Liberty Boys, had been almost as fierce and militant in Charleston as in Boston.

Pharaoh’s Essie, who cooked for the household, had baked two huge queen’s cakes, rich concoctions of butter and cream and currants that the gentlemen quickly devoured. Conversation and alcohol gradually tempered the mood of the burial. Tongues loosened; voices rose. The chief topic was the city’s precarious position.

Most outspoken was Mr. Hughston, a tanner whose loyalty to the patriot cause appeared to be waning. “General Lincoln’s strategy will send us all to our graves.”

“Or the gallows,” another man grumbled. Batteries on the Neck opened up an exchange of fire, distant and desultory; hardly a man took notice, Hughston least of all:

“We cannot defend against a siege of indefinite length. The enemy has an advantage we lack, namely unrestricted ability to resupply ammunition and rations. Lincoln should evacuate the troops while he can still cross the river and get away. Banastre Tarleton’s dragoons and infantry are roaming the countryside from here to Moncks Corner. The retreat routes may be cut off at any moment.”

“General Washington’s in favor of Lincoln withdrawing,” Hughston’s friend observed.

Christopher Gadsden slapped his hand on the dining room table. “No. The governor’s council is responsible for  the city’s defense and we will not allow Lincoln to abandon us.”

Gadsden, a slender man with a receding hairline and dark Irish eyes, was Tom Bell’s closest friend among the patriots. He controlled and directed the Liberty Boys—mechanics, artisans—”the herd” so despised by Lydia’s father. Loyalists called Gadsden a traitor to his class because he was one of the two or three richest men in America. Henry Laurens, even richer but more conservative, had condemned Gadsden as “a rash, headlong gentleman,” and split with him over Gads-den’s uncompromising and, to Laurens, “indecent” espousal of revolution.

Adrian drank a considerable amount of Madeira. Seated against the wall opposite his brother at the table, Edward could tell that Adrian was, if not tipsy, then close to it. He slurred his words as he said, “Mr. Gadsden, I beg leave to differ. Whether Lincoln stays or goes, isn’t it folly to think that resistance can have a salutary outcome? The British have twelve thousand men surrounding us, perhaps more.” Tom Bell glanced at Edward and frowned. “Wouldn’t it be better if Governor Rutledge asked Clinton for terms? Food is in short supply. The army is a disorderly rabble.”

Tom Bell interrupted. “Adrian, these gentlemen are guests. You forget yourself.”

“No, sir. I speak the truth.”

Gadsden fixed him with a stern eye. “I am sorry to say it to you, Adrian, but your truth seems to be proclaimed through a Tory trumpet.”

“Well, I’m not alone in my feeling that—”

One of Gadsden’s adherents broke in. “Could that be the reason Malvern was burned by the irregulars while Prosperity Hall is still standing?”

The speaker was older, a thin and feeble man. It didn’t prevent Adrian from rising to confront him. “Sir, in ordinary times that kind of remark would demand satisfaction.”

A sudden hush fell over the dining room. A naval gun boomed in the silence. Adrian’s face was livid. Edward  suspected the reason—the speaker was right about Adrian’s plantation.

The thin old man surprised everyone by responding not with anger but laughter. “Adrian, my boy, I’m afraid you’ve just confessed your politics to the world.”

Adrian threw a look to his father, hoping for succor. There was none. Tom Bell said, “Gentlemen, I’ll see to more refreshments. Please apologize to our guests, Adrian.”

“Damme if I will, sir.”

Christopher Gadsden said, “We have been friends for many years, Adrian. Now I think our different paths are clearly marked.” He saluted Adrian with his cup. “Long live the Congress.”

Several others, including Tom Bell, exclaimed, “Hear, hear,” and “Long live the Congress.” Edward stepped forward, touched his brother’s sleeve.

“Let’s walk in the garden. I have a favor to ask.”

Under the great live oak Adrian cursed and fumed over Tom Bell’s “damned lunatic friends.” Edward let him rave until the spleen worked itself out. Then he said, “There’s something I need from you if you’ll allow me to have it.”

“May I know what it is?”

“The French musket that hangs over your mantel. I trust you still have it?”

“The St. Etienne arsenal musket? Yes. Damme if I know why I bought it.”

“Because it’s beautifully made. A gentleman’s gun.”

“But I’m not an outdoors man like you. I’ve only fired it a few times.”

“So you’d let it go?”

“I suppose. Why do you need it?”

“To join the militia. Every man must furnish his own weapon.”

“Oh, my God, Edward, that’s folly. Didn’t you hear what I said inside? The battle can’t be won. Charleston can’t be saved. Don’t risk your life for nothing. The men who killed our mother weren’t the king’s soldiers.”

“They were on the king’s side.”

Adrian strode past the great tree to an ornamental rain  basin on a pedestal. “I shouldn’t give you the gun. I don’t want to be responsible for your death.”

“My life is my responsibility. You might consider it a fair exchange for Lydia.” He instantly regretted the barb. In the starry darkness he couldn’t read his brother’s reaction. “I’m sorry, that was low.”

“I’m sure you meant it.” Adrian’s voice had lost its earlier, wine-induced plumminess. There was a chill in it now, a remoteness. “I think I’d better not come back to this house until the issue of surrender is settled. If you want the musket, send Pharaoh’s boy.”

“Adrian—”

“I have nothing more to say to you. We’re quits.” Adrian left the garden by the street gate, forgetting his hat inside.

When Edward returned to the dining room, the guests were rising, exchanging handshakes, extending sympathies once again. Edward said to his father, “Adrian’s gone.”

“Upset?”

“Very much so. He made it clear he’s committed to the other side. I don’t think he’ll pay us another visit anytime soon.”
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Two days later, Sunday, on a favorable tide and strong southeast wind, Admiral Arbuthnot’s frigates and ships of the line ran past the booming cannon of Fort Moultrie. One by one the ships dropped anchor in the harbor off James Island, well out of range of Moultrie’s guns and those in the city. Arbuthnot’s losses were small: some rigging, a topmast, and a few wounded seamen. Edward watched part of the action through a spyglass, from a window at the top of the house.

The elation generated by the relief troops evaporated. Monday, April 10, under a truce flag, emissaries of Clinton and Arbuthnot demanded that Major General Lincoln surrender the city, the alternative being “havoc and devastation.” Lincoln politely refused.

Enemy artillery made good on Clinton’s threat with a two-hour demonstration bombardment of round shot and incendiaries that set roofs afire, started the bells of St.  Michael’s and St. Philip’s ringing in wild alarm, and drove terrified citizens to any available cellar or place of refuge. Charleston’s fire masters directed bucket brigades of slaves from one conflagration to another. The physical damage turned out to be less than the damage to nerves already strained by worry and hunger. Tom Bell told his son that General Lincoln wanted Governor Rutledge to flee across the Cooper before it was too late.

“As I fear it soon will be” was his glum conclusion.

[image: images]

On Thursday, April 13, Governor Rutledge finally heeded General Lincoln’s warnings and left the city with three other members of the governing council. Lieutenant Governor Gadsden remained in charge of those who stayed.

That same day Edward signed articles of enlistment and became part of the second battalion of Charleston militia, Gen. Isaac Huger commanding. The general himself had moved thirty miles inland with a mixed force of infantry and cavalry, to block any attempt by Clinton to cut the escape routes still left open.

The recruiting officer indicated Edward’s French musket. “In addition to that you need a priming pick and brush, flints, a cartridge box, a canteen or wooden bottle.”

“I’m acquiring those, sir.”

“Have you experience with firearms?”

“I know how to load and fire a fowling piece. I’ve hunted with my father.”

“You must provide your own uniform.”

“Someone is sewing it today.”

“The pay is a dollar a month, hard coin. When the paymaster can find it.” He appreciated his own humor with a great bellowing har-har.

Perhaps too eagerly, Edward said he presumed he could join Huger’s force in the field after some instruction in loading and firing the musket.

“Why, no, sir,” the recruiting officer said. “You won’t have to drill before going to the Comings Point fortifications with other new recruits and the niggers we’ve pressed  into service. You’ll do your fighting with a wheelbarrow and shovel.”

Edward’s disgruntled expression prompted a sharp “You’re unhappy, sir?”

“No, sir.” But he was. No training, no drill—all that was wanted was a strong back. Devil of a start, he thought as he walked out.
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Joanna and the Colonel

To his surprise he reported to a captain he knew. Earle Hughston was the tanner’s son, a burly young man with a workingman’s lack of pretension. Like many sons in Carolina families Earle Hughston had fallen out with his father over issues of loyalty and duty. Hughston’s uniform was standard militia: fringed deerskin hunting shirt and leggings and a bicorne hat decorated with the black cockade of the American armies.

In the breastworks already in place at Comings Point, wooden-wheeled garrison cannon and high-trajectory howitzers annoyed the British on the Ashley’s far shore, as well as any small vessels that happened to sail up the channel. Edward fell to with a hundred other men, white and black, extending the breastworks southward past Beaufain Street. Gabion baskets woven of sweet grass were arranged three deep on top of earthen berms. Edward and the others moved barrows of sandy soil to fill the baskets.

Women and children came out to watch, offering encouragement and, occasionally, food and drink. Enemy batteries on the Neck and James Island shelled the city on a random basis, without warning. This inevitably provoked a reply, though because of a dwindling supply of ammunition,  Charleston’s guns fired less often than those of the besiegers. What Edward found heartening was the calm resolve of the civilian population. People went about their business; sent their daughters to their private academies as usual, searched for food in the public market, evacuated their cows and pigs to the presumed safety of the other side of the Cooper. Unless a shell was whistling down on your own roof, you tended not to be too alarmed by cannon fire. A more common reaction was aggravation. The noise interrupted thought, conversation, and, most annoyingly, sleep.

[image: images]

With Hughston’s permission Edward limped home after dark rather than spend the night in one of the common tents near the site. The tents were meant for six but presently held ten. Edward’s arms and legs and back were a mass of pain. He was fit but not used to long hours of hard labor. Sleep came hard; the pain woke him often.

Because Tom Bell and Hughston the elder knew each other, the captain treated Edward with more civility and cordiality than he did some others under his command. Hughston had a fondness for rum and a seemingly limitless supply for his tin canteen bottle. Every day at mid-morning and again at sunset he shared the rum with Edward, relating such news as he happened to have.

On the Neck the British were completing a second siege line parallel to the first, the new one close enough to bring the city within range of howitzers and mortars.

“And we lost a sharp engagement at Moncks Corner. Banastre Tarleton’s British Legion attacked General Huger’s garrison at three in the morning. When Major Vernier surrendered—he was commanding the late Count Pulaski’s hussars—he asked for quarter but Tarleton’s dragoons refused it. They sabered him so badly he almost bled to death. Damned bloody butcher, Tarleton. Got away with over eighty remounts for his men. The whole country from Moncks Corner to Haddrell’s Point is open to them.”

On a sunny, warm morning promising sticky heat later, Edward spied Joanna Willing among town women watching  the work. He stepped from the trench where he’d been shoveling, wiped dirt and sweat from his face and bare chest. Smiling, Joanna came straight to him. She presented a large clay monkey jar. “Water, sir?”

“Yes, indeed, and welcome.” He uncorked the jug and drank. Slaves working nearby eyed him enviously.

“It’s for them as well,” she said. Edward gave the jug to the nearest black man. “I had no idea you’d be here.”

“It isn’t my idea of soldiering. I want to fight.”

The black men gulped water and let some splash over their chins and torsos. “Well, I hope you get your wish. The Negroes must go on doing what they’re told for the rest of their lives. You may better understand their situation now.”

“I fear you’re preaching again, Joanna.”

“And I will until I go to my grave. You have choices, Edward. They don’t, unless it’s a choice to give up and end it all in hopes of a better life in heaven.”

He studied Esau Willing’s daughter, looking so fair in the morning light. Her figure was attractive, her brown eyes warmly appealing. But she put him off with her constant rant about slavery. He took black servitude for granted. It was part of the world in which he’d grown up, and he presumed it always would be, unless the damned British won the war and sanctimoniously abolished it.

“I believe you should think more deeply about the whole matter, Edward. If you inherit Bell’s Bridge one day, perhaps you’ll tear down those hateful cages. Your father won’t. My father can’t understand why anyone would wish to.”

“You find a great deal wrong with me, don’t you?”

“On the contrary. I’ve always believed you have a mind worth changing. I held that opinion before you sailed off to London, when you were behaving like all the young idlers from wealthy families, wasteful of your time and of yourself. The horse races, the dramshops—”

“Damn, Joanna. How long have you been watching me?”

“Since we were children. Since the first time I saw you at the wharf. I think you were seven. You hid a hopping toad in your father’s desk.”

“And got soundly thrashed for it. By God”—he shook his head vehemently—”you’re a strange woman.”

“Too strong for you? Too outspoken?” It was half challenge, half regret. Or did he imagine that?

Captain Hughston shouted from the top of the rampart. “Bell. You’ve stood on your shovel long enough.”

One of the slaves returned the monkey jug with a shy smile. Joanna acknowledged it, nodded to Edward, and walked off to rejoin some other ladies.

He wished he could like her more. Certainly she was comely, perfectly suitable to take to bed. She could be a convenient temporary antidote to Lydia. But as long as she treated him as she did, anything more than casual acquaintance was impossible.

A moment later he scored himself for even entertaining such thoughts when Charleston was staring at catastrophe in the form of Sir Henry Clinton’s army.
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“But I’m only a private,” Edward protested when Earle Hughston invited him to an officers’ party at the home of Captain McQueen of the South Carolina 2d. The 2d was a line regiment with a distinguished record going back to the Cherokee Wars of 1759 and 1761. The regiment had fought valiantly at Fort Moultrie and again in last December’s failed assault on Savannah. There, Grenadier Sergeant Jasper, who’d saved Moultrie’s blue palmetto flag in ‘76, carried the regiment’s red banner to the summit of an enemy redoubt, only to be fatally hit before the regiment was thrown back.

“Don’t worry, I’ll promote you to lieutenant for the evening,” Hughston said. “One hunting shirt fits all ranks.”

“I don’t understand your generosity.”

“It’s obvious you’re misplaced here. At the party you might make a contact that would afford you a chance to fight. For that you’d tell a lie about your rank, wouldn’t you?”

“I would, and a lot more. I’d walk through hell’s hot coals barefoot.”

“Then it’s settled. Corner of Tradd and Orange Streets, half past seven.”
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About thirty officers gathered in the house of their host, Capt. Alexander McQueen. Edward immediately noted varied uniforms: brilliant crimson coats from the 2d Regiment; older coats of brown, the color decreed by Congress at the start of the war; coats of dark blue, the color adopted last year. There were several hunting shirts like his and Hughston’s.
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