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For Grandpa…








“The past is dead; let it bury its dead, its hopes and its aspirations; before you lies the future–a future full of golden promise.”

- Jefferson Davis





Preface

The Civil War of the United States is one of the darkest times in our history. Family and friends alike fought for and against each other. A nation divided by political, economic, and ethical issues turned to violence to resolve their long-standing dispute. Four years of unfathomable bloodshed left much of the United States in ruin, but with darkness came an overwhelming and undeniable light that shone through the heroic deeds of brave men and women alike who were determined to see this great nation move forward and become a beacon of hope for the world.

My motivations for this book came from my Grandfather, Bill Roach, who discovered a direct ancestor that not only fought through the last two years of the war but who survived it. Anderson Roach was born in Tennessee and just prior to coming of legal age he selflessly joined the Union Army, Eighth Tennessee Volunteer Cavalry assigned to Fox Company. Although this is a work of historical fiction I have done my best to follow Anderson's footsteps through the conflict and attempt to illustrate the many hardships he would have endured. As a former U.S. Marine, I am no stranger to the demands placed upon a military man and the great strain on one's mind, body, and spirit. Anderson himself participated in nearly forty-seven recorded engagements with Confederate forces during his two-year tour; many of which lasted for several days at a time. I am dismayed to say that although I did not cover every engagement I have tried to cover those that were most significant for his unit and the war effort.

So, it is that I hope I have captured some of Anderson's experiences and emotions through the trials of Civil War era combat, the bonds that he undoubtedly forged, and the terrible pain of loss he most certainly would have experienced on a regular basis. We salute you Anderson Roach and thank you from the bottom of our hearts for your great sacrifice. You will not be forgotten.





One: Reflections – August 1922

What is it that makes men hate each other with such fervor? What is it that would drive brothers and cousins to murder one another for an ideal and cast away the love that they once had? It is only truth that nature, and the animals within it, can be unforgiving as they strive to endure; but then, then there is man, and man is a whole different creature entirely. Men will murder each other simply for an ideal, and if your ideal differs from theirs they will burn down forests, poison streams, and paint the once serene green fields a bloody crimson until they have what in their mind is just and right.

The thick fog of death is a vile thing, and in those days it happened again, and again, and again, and no matter how many times death visited it never became any easier, it never sat right with me what we done. It only poisoned me further and drove me to do things with my hands I never thought I would do. Even in my worst nightmares I had never dreamed of the things that I witnessed with my own eyes, the terrors that happened right there in front of me and the shadow of the past that I would carry through the rest of my life. War is often a necessary thing and it is only right to serve one's country in the struggle of a good cause; but for those of us who fought that war, who lived through it, the cause become lost somewhere between decaying corpses and bloodied fists.

* * *

“Mr. Roach?” A soft young woman's voice called out to me but I found myself staring blankly at the census paper I had received in the mail just a fortnight ago. Despite her welcoming call I felt no sense of urgency to respond to her and continued to stare vacantly at the page gleaming over its many seemingly innocent questions. Government of the United States, it read in bold faced letters. It all seemed so official and reminded me of those papers posted all over dusty little towns during the war. “Mr. Roach?” she called out to me again just a little louder this time. I slowly lifted my head and nodded at the young woman sitting across from me behind a makeshift desk in the primary school gymnasium. Pressing my hand firmly against the chair next to me I forced my aching body upward and straightened out my back pushing the weight of my frame against a worn oak cane I held with a numb hand. Each step I embarked upon was planned and mindful so not to fall over. As I reached the chair across from the young woman I slowly sat down and adjusted my wrinkled shirt as to be presentable in public. The young woman was slender, dark hair and fair skin with chestnut brown eyes that I seemed to fall into like warm quicksand. She reminded me of someone, someone I had known long ago in a place that somehow no longer seemed real or even possible. She pulled loose strands of hair from her forehead and tucked them behind her ear as she quietly cleared her throat. Her clothing was simple, a long grey dress, stockings, and black flat shoes; perhaps the daughter of a businessman in town.

“Good afternoon…” I said with a hoarse voice. Clearing my throat, I repeated myself. “Good afternoon Ms. How are you today?”

“I'm just fine Mr. Roach, thank you for asking and good afternoon to you as well. Mr. Roach my name is Miss Johnson. Thank you kindly for taking the time to meet with us today. I see you received the census the U.S. Government had sent you. Were so happy you decided to come today.” There was something about this young woman. I couldn't put my finger on it and I couldn't bring myself to look away from her face either. She seemed put off by this bewilderment of mine but tried hard not to show it. I gazed down at my hands that rested on the top of my cane; pale white and cracked I hardly believed they were my hands at all.

“Well young Miss I am obliged to be here.” I pulled my cane in further to the front of me and adjusted both hands on top leaning forward so I could hear her clearly. My hearing just wasn't what it used to be and sometimes they would ring something awful or I would hear things that weren't even there.

“Did you have an opportunity to fill out the form Mr. Roach?” I slowly lifted the paper from the desk and handed it over to the young woman.

“It should all be there. It should all be there Miss.” She gently took the form from me with her long slender fingers and quickly looked over my answers. I found myself nodding off to sleep and swiftly sat up straight to wake myself. Old age is a terrible state, one that I hoped I could muster the strength and resolve to get through with some dignity. The young woman placed the form firmly against the thick oak table and straightened out her simple dress before posturing upright behind her type writer. She placed her hands gracefully over the mechanical writing tool extending her fingers straight as a board.

“Mr. Roach, the U.S. Government has asked us to record as much information as possible from the men who had served in the Civil War and I wondered if it would be alright for me to ask you some questions and strike them down for the record on my type writer?” I nodded and smiled politely. Glancing at the bulky grey machine sitting in front of her I rolled my eyes and scoffed at the thought of the typed word. I never did learn how to use a typewriter. Damn things seemed just wrong to me, just wrong. The inventions they created these days were just appalling and appeared aimed at encouraging the very laziest of people to indulge in their sin. How could a typed letter ever convey ones' character or sincerity?

“Of course, of course. It's not often I get a chance to meet new people.” I coughed and cleared my throat before looking at her again and smiling. She smiled back with rosy red lips and dimples in her cheeks that just lit up the room like fireflies on a warm summers evening.

“Thank you Mr. Roach. Mr. Roach, can you please state your full name for the record?” I took a deep breath and replied confidently.

“A.J. Jackson or Anderson Jackson Roach if it pleases you Miss.” She quickly went down a list she had laid out on a wooden clipboard checking things off as she went with a lead pencil. The paper was worn and it seemed that she had interviewed many other gentlemen before me. I glanced at the names curious to see if I would recognize any of them from service. Some of the names had check marks next to them, others had question marks and some a line through the name and check box entirely, probably deceased long ago. It was a wonder I had lived this long and a miracle by the grace of god that I made it through the war when so many men, young and old, did not. I was spared the bullet, the bayonet, and the cannon but old age showed me little mercy and at times the bullet would have seemed a mercy to the ravages of time.

“And your age Sir? How old are you?” I stopped and thought about it for a moment. I wasn't quite eighty years old yet but things were a little fuzzy these days.

“Old? I'm not old young Miss. I am seventy-five years young Miss, born in the year of our Lord, Eighteen Forty-Seven.” The woman laughed under her breath but quickly composed herself pulling a loose strand of hair back behind her ear.

“And what state and county were you born in Sir?” My heart warmed and I proudly replied.

“The great state of Tennessee in the greatest county of Tennessee that there ever was, Grainger County Miss. Grainger County Tennessee.”

“And what state and county were you living when you enlisted in the Confederacy or Federal Government?” I found it interesting that she said Confederacy first probably assuming my allegiance to the South since our state had seceded and so many had joined the ranks of Old Johnny Reb.

“I enlisted in the Federal Government in Grainger County Miss. Grew up there all my young life and lived there most of my life after the war.”

“And what was your occupation before the war Sir?”

“I worked the land just as most good men did. I was a farmer.” She grinned and glanced up at me with a crinkled nose.

“And your father Sir? What was his occupation?”

“My father was a farmer and his father before him. Farmers all around Miss. No better way of life. I'd imagine even our ancestors from the old country were farmers to. Runs in the blood.” She placed her hand over her mouth and gently cleared her throat then reached down and took a sip of water from a short glass.

“Did your family own any slaves Mr. Roach?” I quickly shook my head and laughed quietly.

“No Miss, oh goodness no. Do I look like a wealthy man to you? We were a proud family but not a wealthy one. Always enough food and money to get by but certainly not enough to purchase slaves. If we had owned a plantation I most likely would have been on the side of the Confederacy. Though, if we owned a plantation I most likely would not have fought in the war at all.” She seemed shocked by my answer but I wasn't sure why. Seemed to be just a matter of fact to me.

“And how much land did your family have before the war? Did your family own land before the war?” It had been so long but I thought back hard to Paw and all the talk he gave me about our great piece of earth. Paw loved that plot of dirt dearly and although it did not bring us much in the way of fortune it sure did bring a lot of great memories. On our land, we were kings, on our land we were free to do as we pleased.

“Thirty-five glorious acres of Tennessee soil, some of it black as oil and some of it as red as blood. The perfect place to grow your crop.”

“Do you recall the value of the property owned by your family?” I scratched my scalp through my balding head. What I wouldn't give for a full head of hair again.

“Oh, I suppose it was no more than five hundred dollars at the time. Land was cheap back then but you must understand that was a great deal of money for the time. How my father ever came across that much money in the first place I will never know.”

“What sort of home did your family reside in Mr. Roach?”

“Oh, nothing that you would be familiar with. It was a simple home, a single room log house that my father had built with him and his kin. Always smelled like smoke and dirt.” A loud bang erupted from behind me and I turned quickly ducking down in my chair. Gazing across the room I could see the janitor had dropped a broom handle and quickly picked it up from the floor. My heart pounded but I felt foolish, quickly sitting up and wiping the sweat from my brow.

“Sorry.” The young man apologized aloud for his folly but the damage was done. I felt embarrassed in the presence of Miss Johnson and suddenly felt anxious to leave and escape my humiliation.

“Are you alright Mr. Roach?” I cautiously lifted my hand and nodded my head several times before pulling a handkerchief from my left breast pocket quietly clearing my nose.

“I'm fine young Miss. Old habits die hard don't you know.” She nodded and happily returned to her typewriter.

“That's fine Mr. Roach. Shall we continue or would you like to take a break?” I waved my hand from the top of my cane several times urging her onward.

“Yes, please do Miss. My attention is short so you best make the most of it.” She smiled and returned her gaze to her paper.

“Mr. Roach, what occupation did your father and mother have?”

“Paw was a farmer and a blacksmith when he had to be but mostly a farmer. He pretty much did anything that required handy work and sometimes assisted with good works in the community, especially the church. Mother did what all mothers do, rearing to little ones, spinning, weaving, cooking, and other general house work. Maw would assist in tending the fields from time to time but Paw wouldn't let her work out in the heat or rain. He was a gentleman in that manner. A true man of Tennessee.”

“How was your occupation regarded in your community?” I cocked my head and squinted at her as I did not understand her question.

“I'm sorry Miss but could you clarify your query?” She nodded.

“Yes Mr. Roach. Did people of your community look favorably or unfavorably in regards to your occupation?” Now I understood her meaning clearly.

“Respectable work. It was very respectable work. Most men of Tennessee were farmers or miners.”

“Did the white men in your community usually participate in such work?”

“Yes of course. We were proud to work hard and earn our keep. Don't nothing come free you know.”

“No, I suppose not.” She replied with a smile. “Were any of the white men in your community leading lives of idleness or consumption?” I smiled and chuckled a bit. Clearly she had never lived in a small town and certainly was not appraised to the living conditions of the time.

“Few, but very few. There were of course the town drunks but even they had to work to get back into the bottle and we had a few folks living out in the wood. You had to keep your distance from those folk. They were wild and often an unpredictable sort of people. I did not much enjoy the company of those sorts.”

“What about the slave owners? Did they freely mingle with those men that did not own slaves?” I slapped my knee and let out a wheezing laugh that was chased by a cough. I cleared my throat and laughed again shaking my head enthusiastically.

“Heavens no! Oh, goodness! No Miss, slave owning families were those of elevated living status and did not freely engage with the common folk of town. We were in their eyes, beneath them.” It was unfortunate but all too true. I remember those men riding down the road in their fancy carriages and fancy clothes and if you didn't get out of the way they'd run you over sure enough. Bunch of mean old cusses they were. I did not care for them much either. In fact, now that I thought about it I preferred the company of the town drunk and the wood folk over the slave owners.

“What about at church, school, or other public gathering places? Did the slave owners freely mingle then?”

“No Miss, they did not. They had their own schools and churches where those privileged enough would attend. Unless you were on their property or attending their functions, it was rare to see people of elevated status.”

“Were the slave owners friendly to non-slave owning white men?” I nodded my head.

“In general yes but when a white man was hired under the employ of a slaveholder the treatment was not much better than that of a slave. That's why many of us stuck to farming our own lands. Better to be a king in a dirt home than a peasant in a castle.” She giggled again, I don't think she much heard men speak the way that I did.

“Were there good opportunities in your community for poor young men to earn an honest wage, save money and buy a farm or other small business?”

“No mam. Life was hard on the poor and rarely could one elevate themselves beyond what they were born as. That's why most of us joined the Union, so we could get away and start anew. Perhaps find our fortunes in battle and somehow strike it rich. Spoils of war you know.”

“Did the slave holders give any opportunity to poor men to earn a better living and perhaps elevate themselves to a higher living status?” I became annoyed as the questions seemed to be the same thing over and over just asked in a different way. I suppose that the lifestyle during that time seemed strange, perhaps even crude to the young and educated of this day.

“Uh, no Miss. The slaveholders only did what was good for slaveholders. They did not care much for the conditions of the poor. We had to fend for ourselves as best we could. Charity was in no way their strong suit.”

“Strong suit?” she repeated. “Are you a card player Mr. Roach?” I felt a mischievous smirk crawl up my face.

“Once upon a time, perhaps. It's been ages since I cut cards. What about yourself?” She smiled and shook her head in fast short turns.

“No I don't think so. A game of cards is not something a lady would participate in.” She returned to her paper. “What kind of school or schools did you attend Mr. Roach?” School? Huh, I can barely recall that little shack of a building we called school but I could still remember the faces of the children who were there with me as if it were yesterday. Playing outside the schoolhouse and running around the creeks catching tadpoles were some of my fondest memories. Then there was good old Miss Parks, my teacher. She was a gentle soul who cared deeply for her students.

“A public primary school Miss. That's all we had in our town.”

“And how long did you attend?”

“No more than ten months.” These days it seemed many people were more educated in Tennessee and I was a little embarrassed to admit I had only gone to school for ten months in my life. It was common back in those days but to a young woman like this it must have seemed so strange. “We didn't have much need for school you know. Manual labor was the only kind of labor. If you sought a fancy education at the time you had to travel far east to Washington or New York. Most families did not have that kind of money.”

“And how far did you have to walk to school?”

“Oh, about ten fields over yonder, maybe twenty each way.” She typed rapidly and I was mesmerized by the graceful movement of her fingers.

“How long did the school run?” I had to think about this for a moment. I was never good at keeping track of the months let alone the days.

“Only about one season for three years. Always just after the harvest and just before winter. Farming was life back then you understand, everything depended on the harvest. We never strayed far from the fields.”

“Did the boys and girls in your community attend school regularly?”

“No Miss, most children had to work to support their families. School was a luxury. My paw did not care much for school but my mother insisted. I figured she'd seen some of them fancy men in town and probably thought that if I'd go to school I could be one of them.” The young woman pulled her hands away from typewriter and placed them in her lap as she flattened out her skirt. Her hair came loose again with a strand hanging idyllically in front of her left eye. She quickly removed it placing the strand gently behind her ear and looked up batting those chestnut brown eyes at me.

“Thank you so much for your patience Mr. Roach I have just one last question, can you tell me about your experience in the war? The places you went, people you encountered along the way? Perhaps even some of your experience fighting if you wouldn't mind.” My mind swirled with thoughts and incoherent images of ghosts that flew passed. Times since long gone to be brought back to the present. I leaned forward and rubbed my forehead coarsely trying to calm my throbbing head. My shoulders became heavy as if a man was standing above me pushing them down to the ground. A sudden thirst took over my throat and my eyes became dry and burned something awful.

“I am unsure if such stories are appropriate for a young lady such as yourself. They are somewhat, colorful if you get my meaning.”

“Mr. Roach? Are you alright Sir? Can I get you a glass of water?” I closed my eyes tightly and a familiar smell entered my nostrils, a most potent and intoxicating aroma; gunpowder. My eyes opened quickly and I gazed upward at the young woman unblinking with a fire in my heart and tears in my eyes. “Mr. Roach?” she asked nervously.

“You want to know about the war? I'll tell you about the war…”





Two: The Farm – July 1863

“A.J.?” a voice called out gently and then a frigid hand gripped my shoulder like death itself and shook me something fierce. “A.J. git up lazy bones!”

“Huh?” I turned over peering through the slits of my eyes; something blurry standing above me waving a hand back and forth.

“A.J. get up you lazy bones before your paw catches you sleeping in again. There's work to be done in the fields but first you best to git yourself on to school.”

“School? Aw, c'mon maw. Today's my birthday!” Mother grinned and turned away.

“Son, you're not gonna skip out on your education. I've got big plans for you boy and you're not going to disappoint your mother; are you?” I rolled my eyes slightly annoyed and shook my head a few times. Maw and Paw ain't never been to school so I don't know why in thunder I had to.

“No maw…” I replied unconvincingly.

“Good. Stop shakin your head at me young man. Now git your clothes on and make yourself proper. I set a pot of clean water. Wash your face and be on your way. I don't want to hear any more sass out of your mouth. Do you understand?” I nodded, wiping the drool from the corners of my mouth.

“Yes maw.” I pulled the dark wool cloth off my body and sat up rubbing my eyes to greet the day. It was my birthday of all days and I had just turned seventeen years of age, the age of manhood. The last thing on my mind was school. My brother had been fighting for the mighty Union for nearly two years taking up all the glory. He left when he turned seventeen and I was sure it was my time to go so I could help beat back the Johnny Rebs. Maw was determined to keep me out of the war but I was a man now and it was my choice and I was done with farming this dirt patch. I grabbed my leather boots turning them upside down and shaking them out to make sure there weren't any critters inside. I strapped them on then shook out my white long sleeved shirt; pulled it over my head and buttoned up the two wooden buttons on top. Our log home stank of smoke from the previous evening's fire and the coals from the oak timber still burned hot in the pit. I had hoped to see maw working on breakfast but instead she pushed some five-day old bread towards me that had been sitting on the wood cooking table. I grimaced and slowly retrieved the bread from the counter. I pawed at it for a while breaking up small pieces between my fingers worried I might find a maggot or some mold on the inside but thankfully it was clean. I hesitantly took a bite and ripped a piece off with my teeth. The bread wasn't yet hard but tough to chew making my teeth ache a bit. What I wouldn't give for an egg and a fresh slice of bacon.

“If you're still hungry grab an apple from the orchard on the road and make sure it's from our orchard and not the neighbors. You know how they feel about you swiping their crops. Last thing I need is to have you coming home with a bottom full of shot.” School was nearly two miles away, it seemed like five miles, but between home and school was an orchard owned by the Petersons. Maw thought they were a mean bunch but they weren't so bad. They didn't mind much people snatchin' an apple on the road if they were hungry but you best not be caught taking entire baskets away or else they will sick the dogs on you. Mean little bastards those dogs, mutts through and through. They've chased me all my life but never got a piece of me yet. I had fun teasing those mongrels every chance I got. I took the bread with me and pushed open the heavy oak door that creaked something awful. I caught the glint of my musket next to the door and looked back to see maw still had her back to me.

“Have a good day Maw!” Leaning over I snatched the rifle as quickly and quietly as I could.

“Don't you even think about taking that rifle coon hunting. A.J.?” I slammed the door shut on the way out and ran for my life straight through the fields. “A.J.!” I looked out in the pitches for Paw but couldn't spot him, he must've been on the far side somewhere so I decided to get done with coon hunting and then get on to school without seeing him. The stables were quiet even for Digger our donkey who stood silently outside tied to an old hitching post. The chickens were out doing what they do best eating seed and digging for grubs while a couple of our mutts ran in the fields like they owned the place. Up against a tired looking shed our shovels and axes rested waiting for us to pick them up and go to work; but today would not be a day for the tools. The dirt roads were warm already and the sun was coming down hard on my head. I sped up a bit and then ran to the end of our property line until reaching the main road that led to town. The orchard was not far off and I smiled just thinking about getting my teeth around one of the Petersons apples just to get the taste of stale bread out of my mouth. I ran down to a creek where a row of trees lined the bank as far as the eye could see. The coons always stayed close to these trees and they'd come down at night to kill our chickens when the dogs slept. The rifle was always loaded just in case there was trouble so I had one shot to get even with those coon varmints. I heard some scratching against the trees and then ahead about fifty yards I saw a whole family of coons just having a good time up in the branches swinging this way and that. I took a good spot near a smoothed-out rock and leaned against it while I cocked back the hammer. The big one walked right into my sights so I rested my cheek firmly against the walnut buttstock and tucked it tight into my shoulder.

“Breathe…” I said quietly. I took a lungful in and slowly let it out. I placed my finger firmly against the trigger but was careful not to be too firm. Breathe in, breath out; my breath paused naturally and the big one was in my sights. I pulled the trigger, a loud bang and a flash of fire erupted in the dry creek bed as smoke surrounded me. The coon dropped fast out of the bush and the others scattered to the wind leaving their kin behind. I got up and ran straight to him to see him shot good and dead. The round hit him just behind his shoulder and probably went through his heart, couldn't have been any cleaner, no Sir. Picking him up by his long striped tail I ran back home and as I approached the doors I slowed down and hushed my steps lightly placing the coon on the ground and the rifle leaning against the door frame. I knocked hard three times and ran back to the road.

“A.J.!” Maw yelled as she opened the door to see the surprise I had left her. Maw was furious but at least I got her a fresh coon to skin for a hat and meat to cook for super. I hoped she'd thank me later but didn't count on it. Once on the road I heard a clamor come up from behind me and then recognized the sound of horse hooves.

“Yah, yah!” a man yelled in the distance. Around the corner of the orchard came a soldier clad in blue and gold carrying a cobalt flag on a wooden staff. I stepped aside briskly to let the rider pass and then I noticed a wagon pulling up behind him being towed by two beautiful Clydesdales. The wagon was filled with Union soldiers and I could feel the excitement rising in my scrawny bones. Their barely used muskets sat upright shining brightly like swords in the morning sun. The wagon driver slapped the reins loudly and the horses approached passing me quickly. I turned my head following the flash of blue and metal insignias that neatly presented themselves in front of me like a parade.

“Where yall headed?” I asked aloud. A solider in the back turned towards me placing his hands on the rails and leaning out the wagon.

“Were going to town kid. You comin?” I smiled from ear to ear and chased after them running as fast as my legs would carry me but the wagon was just too fast. I could see the soldiers smiling and laughing at me as I tirelessly tried to catch up. Shortly I ran out of breath and after a brisk run I stopped in place putting my hands on my knees to brace myself as I leaned forward panting like a hound. Those were federal soldiers! Maybe they knew something about my brother? Where he was, what he was doing? I stood upright and walked onward reaching a fork in the road that I had passed many times before; but today it just felt different. To the right was school where maw expected me to be and to the left was town where the soldiers had gone. If I didn't go to school maw would have me paddled or take me out in the orchard and beat my bottom with a switch, especially after going coon hunting when I wasn't supposed to. But if I didn't go to town I might not find out about my brother. Maybe if they heard something I could tell maw and paw and then they'd be excited for what I done.

“It won't hurt none if I go to school late.” I said aloud and turned to the left making my way to town. Maw didn't like me going to town by myself neither. She said I'd get into trouble and that I needed to stay away from strangers but of course I never listened any good. I snuck away to town every chance I got meeting up with my friends to see who was riding in. Wasn't much in town to look at anyway, just a post office, lumber yard, saloon, and a church. The brush on either side of the road began to clear and the dirt path opened up to the town. I found several soldiers posted up just outside the post office drinking from their canteens and snacking on salted crackers. Without delay I approached them and nodded gleefully when their eyes swiftly met with mine.

“Well hey boy.” One of the guards called out to me. “I didn't think you'd make it running after the wagon like that. You here to enlist?”

“Enlist?” I asked curiously. I thought they were just running through town? The soldiers almost never stopped here; the town was too small for them to pay much mind.

“Yeah, Sergeant Hollyfield is just inside getting some other boys signed on. You should go on inside and talk to him.” I was ready to jump through that door and sign papers set for the adventure of a lifetime but I stopped myself short thinking about maw and paw and what they might think about it.

“Hey, my brother has been fightin with the Union for the last two years. You might know him, his name is Alfred, Alfred Franklin Roach. Sometimes he goes by Al.” The soldier looked up for a moment and thought about it but then shook his head.

“Can't say I do son but if you join up maybe you'll get a chance to see him. There's plenty of brothers and even fathers and sons fightin side by side.” I like the sound of that!

“He's serving with the First Regiment, Tennessee Cavalry. You sure you haven't heard of him?” He shook his head again.

“How old are you son?”

“Seventeen this day Sir.” I replied without hesitation. He looked over at the other guard.

“Well I'll be. Seventeen? You hear that Private Nicholas?” He nodded.

“I heard that Private Carter.” He leaned forward and placed a hand on my shoulder. “Look son, you look like a healthy young man. We need more spring chickens like yourself to help win this war. If you just go in there and talk to the Sergeant he'll tell you about all the great things you get for joining. What'd ya say?”

“Like what?” I asked curiously.

“Well, first of all you get paid to carry around a rifle and you get three square meals a day. Have you ever had three square meals everyday son?” I shook my head. Best I ever got was one and a half.

“Well if you join up you will and none of that old bread or rotten fruit they probably got you eating out here. No Sir, you'll be eating like a king. Fresh meats, baked beans, and all the clean water you could hope for. Hell, we even drink whiskey in the camp.”

“Whiskey?” The solider stared at me perplexed.

“Ain't you ever had whiskey before boy? Some of that good old Tennessee brown?” I shook my head again.

“No? Well, if you join you'll get that to. It'll put fire in your blood so you can run straight at them Johnny Rebs like a real man. They even get you brand new clothes, boots, and no more hand me downs like the rags you're wearing. Only the best for those that serve in the Union, that's what Sergeant Hollyfield says. So, what you think boy? You gonna go talk to the Sergeant? He ain't got all day and when we ride out of here we won't come back for a least a month. Wouldn't want to see you and yours get swept up by them Johnny Rebs.” I stood there feeling pulled apart. One side of me wanted to say no and respect the decision of my parents but there was another side that just kept screaming at me ready to head out of town and finally be a man; a real man. If I stayed here I might miss the war entirely and then when my brother got back I'd never hear the end of it; how he was a veteran and how I never lifted a finger to fight against the South. I could feel a crooked smile creep up on my face and I nodded enthusiastically.

“Alight. I'll do it. I'll speak with the Sergeant.” Private Carter slapped me on the shoulder gripping it tightly.

“Good for you boy. It'll be the best decision you ever made son. Let me just check with the Sergeant real quick.” Private Carter left me outside with Private Nichols who had a mischievous grin on his face for some reason but I paid it no mind. “Hey Sergeant, I got a prospective recruit for you outside. You got time to see him? Looks like a real brawler; you know the type.” I heard some deep mumblings and then footsteps back in my direction. “Sergeant Hollyfield said he'd see you now. Make sure you are respectful and address him as Sergeant. You understand son?”

“Yes Sir.” Private Carter gently pushed me inside and I walked down a narrow corridor until reaching a room painted white where all the mail was kept before it got to where it was going. In the center of the room was a large desk where a big barrel chested Sergeant sat drinking whiskey straight from the bottle. His piercing blue eyes quickly locked on to mine peering like knives through his beard and he stood tall as an oak to greet me.

“Well welcome son, welcome. I'm Sergeant Hollyfield the regional recruiter for the great state of Tennessee. What's your name son.” I swallowed nervously and tried to speak with confidence as a man would speak.

“Anderson Sergeant, Anderson Roach but people around here just call me A.J.”

“Roach huh? You mean like the bug? Ah hell, you know almost everyone in the Army gets a nickname but I dare say you already got one.” He extended his arm pointing to a chair across from him.

“Have a seat son, make yourself at home.” I sat down in a large wooden chair and made myself comfortable. The Sergeant swung around the other side and sat down pulling up a corn cob pipe and striking his match to light his tobacco. I watched as he puffed on the pipe and the embers in the bowl grew bigger and brighter. He peered down at the glow and seemed content with the result pulling the match away and waving it in the air until the flame extinguished leaving behind only smoke. Leaning to the left he reached down into a desk drawer pulling out a small metal cup and a few pieces of paper. “Do you drink son?” I shook my head.

“No Sergeant.” He pulled the pipe out of his mouth and looked at me suspiciously. Had I said something wrong?

“You know it's hard to trust a man that doesn't drink. Especially when one is discussing the terms of enlistment. Makes a man seem untrustworthy.” He stared at me with a most serious look and so I grabbed the cup and held it out for him to pour. “See, that's better. Glad we could continue our conversation.” He lifted the bottle making a healthy drizzle into the cup and then pulled it away. “Take a drink son. Rest your bones a bit.” I pulled the cup up to my lips and pretended to drink and then pretended to swallow hoping he would not notice my ruse. I placed the cup down gently while the Sergeant aimlessly fumbled through his papers.

“Thank you Sergeant.” He looked up from the papers pulling at his beard and adjusting his collar. It seemed tight against his neck as a vein bulged towards his jaw and sweat gathered at the rim.

“You are most welcome. Now, first things first. Private Carter tells me you are eighteen years of age, is that correct?” Why would Private Carter say that? Did I not just tell him that I was seventeen?

“Uh…” I stuttered but was quickly interrupted.

“Because if you are in fact lying to me I cannot in good conscious allow you to join the Army of these United States. So, you are eighteen, right?” I paused for a moment and then spit out a bold face lie.

“Yes Sergeant. I am eighteen years of age.” The Sergeant smiled, not a smile of happiness but one of getting away with something he shouldn't have. I quickly caught on that the Sergeant needed me to do things his way if I wanted things to work out. That was fine by me but I didn't much like lying.

“Excellent. Now, we are recruiting for the Eighth Tennessee Volunteer Cavalry however we do have openings in the Infantry if you would prefer to go that route? That's usually for the boys we conscript and not volunteer.” I didn't need to think about it, not in the least. I wanted to fight with my brother and ride like the wind over the battlefields.

“I'll stick to Cavalry Sergeant. If it's good enough for my brother it's good enough for me.”

“Good, good. Now, you can run, shoot, ride, no conditions I should be aware of?” I shook my head.

“No conditions Sergeant. I can do all those things. Especially the shootin part.” He smiled and slid two pieces of paper towards me.

“Can you read son?”

“I can Sergeant.” He nodded with a surprised expression on his face. Something told me he was used to doing this part without anyone reading the papers. If there was one thing maw and paw told me that I would never forget it was not to sign something without reading it first.

“That's good son, not many of your ilk in these parts can. I'll let you go ahead and read these. When you are done just go ahead and place your mark on the bottom of both papers. That is, if you agree to join the Union. Just remember son, once you sign on the line there is no going back. However, if you don't sign, well let's just say that when the war is over you may not be much of a respected man in these parts. Just keep that in mind son.” I looked down at the pages and read them word for word. It told me what I was signing up for, how much they would pay me every month, the number of uniforms I would be issued and described the benefits I would receive upon my death. That part about death stuck with me for a moment and for some reason it had never crossed my mind that I might get killed out there. The contract lasted for three years or until the war was over. I lifted the quill and without hesitation put my name to the paper.

“There you are Sergeant.” I slid the papers back across the desk. He stood and extended his hand.

“Welcome to the Army Private.” I smiled and shook the Sergeants hand firmly but he gripped my hand so hard it popped my knuckles.

“What now Sergeant?” I asked curiously.

“Now? Now you go home, tell your family goodbye and tomorrow you get here first thing in the morning. We're riding out for Camp Nelson at first light.”

“Kentucky?” I asked. I'd never been to Kentucky before.

“That's right Private, the state of Kentucky. We'll swear you in tomorrow with the others and then ride out. Bring a few things with you for the road but pack light. It's gonna be a long march.”

“Yes Sergeant. Thank you Sergeant!” I released his hand and turned to walk away.

“Oh, and Private.” I stopped in my tracks and looked over my shoulder.

“Yes Sergeant?” he pulled at his long beard and then picked up the metal cup finishing the whiskey I had not touched.

“Good luck.” He said with a crooked grin. I nodded and smiled.

“Thank you Sergeant. I'll see you first thing in the morning.” I ran out of the post office and jumped down off the porch to the dirt road.

“Did you sign?” Private Carter yelled out to me as I ran down yonder toward the road and back to school.

“Yes I did!” I replied with great excitement.

“Yee-hah!” he cried out. “Were gonna lick'em good now!” I was so excited I couldn't hold it back.

“Yee-hah!” I yelled back. I ran and ran and ran as fast as my legs would take me back down the road and onward to school. I wasn't too late so I thought that maybe my teacher wouldn't give me too much of a lickin'. I ran all the way to the steps of the schoolhouse and stopped on the steps of the porch catching my breath. I could already hear my teacher giving her lesson and making the other children read aloud. Slowly I walked inside but the door caught on the rusty hinges and made a loud sound. Miss Parks turned around quickly placing her hands firmly on her hips.

“Anderson Roach. Where have you been? You're late!” she exclaimed.

“I joined the Army!” I couldn't hold it back. The words sat at the tip of my tongue and I just blurted them out.

“What was that?” Miss Parks dropped her arms to her sides. Her anger disappeared and was quickly replaced by concern.

“I joined the Union Cavalry. I'm riding out tomorrow to go fight them Johnny Rebs!” Miss Parks walked towards me quickly turning my body around and pushing me by the small of my back urgently outside.

“Everyone get back to your lessons. I expect five rows when I return.” I stepped off the porch down the steps and onto the dirt ground. Miss Parks shut the door firmly behind her and turned around rushing toward me placing a firm hand on both my shoulders. “Anderson, what have you done?” she said with a trembling voice.

“I told you. I joined the Army. I'm gonna go fight with my brother.” She shook me and held her face close to mine looking angry as a hornet's nest.

“You're seventeen, how did you join?” I placed my hands behind my back and looked at the ground.

“I just did.” I said coyly. She raised her hand and pointed her finger in my face.

“You lied to them, didn't you? Told them you were eighteen! I'm gonna go tell them.” She turned to stomp off to town and I grabbed her wrist stopping her in her tracks. She was smaller than me now so it wasn't difficult to hold her back.

“No you can't!” I protested.

“Oh yes I can!”

“If you do they'll throw me in the holding pen for sure!” She stopped fighting me and turned.

“What?”

“If you tell them I lied they could put me in prison. It's a crime.”

“Anderson, do you know how many boys don't come back from this? Do you know how many of my students I've had to watch get buried just out back? How could you?”

“It ain't gonna be like that!” I thought back to that part in the contract about death. Who was I kidding, it could happen.

“Why Anderson, tell me why. Cause you're special? So were those boys and they went and got themselves killed just weeks after joining. This isn't a game Anderson!”

“I know it ain't a game but it's done. I joined. I'm leaving tomorrow.” She wrapped her arms around me giving me a hug while I kept my arms outstretched to the sides. She never hugged me before, always yelling at me and slapping my wrist with the ruler. She let go and put a hand on each of my cheeks.

“You take care of yourself A.J.; do you understand me? You be good out there and don't go rushing into anything.” I nodded.

“I won't.” Her eyes filled with tears that began to stream down her face.

“You're a good boy Anderson. Did you tell your parents yet?” I shook my head.

“I was gonna.”

“Well alright then, get yourself on home and tell them. This might be the last time you get to see them for a while.” She came in for another hug and I returned the gesture. “Go, on. Git.” I took a few steps walking backwards seeing tears stream down Ms. Parks face and then turned to run back home. “Be careful Anderson!” she yelled as I ran off.

“I will! I promise!” Running back home my excitement had turned to a sort of grief in my heart. I spent all this time thinking about all the good things to come but Ms. Parks talked had soured my mood. Running down the beaten dirt road I came around a corner and spotted four or five men crouched down by some trees. I couldn't make out who they were hiding in the shade like that. One of them stood turning his head towards me.

“Hey boy.” he called out quietly. I stopped and hesitated to reply. He took a swift step towards me and the other men behind him stood up with rifles in hand. “Come here boy.” The man called out as the group of men walked cautiously towards me. As they walked forward the light revealed their grey uniforms and insignias, these were no farmers or Union soldiers, these were Confederates! “You deaf son? I said come here.” I turned and ran straight into the brush. “Git him!” The branches and leaves cracked loudly under foot; my heart pounded as I rushed out deeper into the woods. I looked back behind to catch a glimpse of the men catching up. Just ahead a tall pine presented a chance to escape. I leapt straight up the trunk and pulled myself upward to the nearest branch. Without looking down I climbed up as high as I could until finally I felt that I could climb no more. “Come on down boy, we just want to talk to ya.” I looked down to see four of the five men circling the tree. Looking outward I could see the fifth man in the distance nearer the road keeping watch.

“You can talk to me just fine from down there.” I replied. The man lowered his head and then raised it up shaking it from side to side.

“Now you listen here. We just, want to talk at you son. Just come on down and we can settle this all civil like.”

“Ain't nothin' to settle. You chased me. Help!” I called out. The men swung their heads about to see if anyone was around to hear my cry for help.

“If I have to climb up that tree and drag your ass down here I will.”

“Try me!” I taunted. “Help!”

“Alright, I warned you son.” The man removed a large knife from his belt placing the handle in his teeth as he began to climb the tree. I gripped the pine as tightly as I could, hoping the if he did reach me I might be able to kick him down. My palms began to sweat and slip from the branches. I looked up to see if I could get any higher but I worried the thin branches might break under my weight. Looking down I could see him getting closer, the green of his eyes shined brightly against the bright silver blade. Suddenly the fifth man darted back from the road.

“Yanks comin' boss. We best go!” The man in the tree climb down without hesitation and then jumped back down to the ground once he reached the last branch. I took a deep sigh of relief knowing the impending danger was for now, gone. Looking down the man gazed upward at me and pointed.

“This won't be the last you see of me boy. You can count on it.” Without another word the man and his comrades slipped away deeper into the woods and disappeared from sight.
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