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For Jessica












For the entertainment of my children and grandchildren, the tutelage of the next generation of Southern physicians, and the simple gratification of the curious, I have set down here an account of my life. In so doing I find that I have dwelt chiefly on my student years at the University of Virginia in Charlottesville during our late war. Though it has become the fashion in recent times for professional men to sketch their lives for public consumption, it remains uncommon to elaborate upon one’s school years. Rather, the focus is laid (naturally) on the details of a man’s profession. I should argue that my case is unique.For me the pedagogic and professional experiences existed simultaneously. Thus I aim to describe both together, herein.




JOHN A. MURO, M.D.


LYNCHBURG, VIRGINIA


SEPTEMBER1, 1895
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ON APRIL 17, 1861,I enjoyed the sensation of one whose birthday falls on Christmas. I woke unusually early, along with everyone in the Commonwealth of Virginia. That day our legislature was to vote on secession—a crisis that had begun as a whisper among gossipmongers not a year prior but had grown with the frenzy of a revival into a statewide obsession. The newspapers had for weeks detailed the debate in Richmond, from the rhetorical thrusts and parries at the statehouse to the curt and somber replies of Mr. Lincoln, whose anointment the previous autumn so inflamed the passions of our men.




As a youth of fifteen, I had not been involved substantially in the secession crisis, but I enjoyed the high drama of the proceedings, and I followed them with a greedy eye. Earlier that spring my father had hosted a meal for our delegate and a dozen men of business. The ostensible purpose of the gathering had been to gauge local support for secession, but these being men of practical appetites, the talk soon turned to the prospect of war and the demands this might place on our local mills and factories. “If there is any fighting,” the pompous delegate announced, “it shan’t continue long enough to bring any lucre hereabouts, fellows. The Yanks know our purpose, and they know our differences, and they will respect our intention sooner or later. The thought in Richmond, I must tell you, is that they will be too blanched to fight.” The men laughed and clapped one another on the back. This I observed from the sanctuary of our kitchen, where I had finished helping Mother and Peg with the service and was eating my share at the kitchen table.




The delegate—his name was Coggin—was distinguished by a pair of unruly snow white eyebrows that sprung from his face like owl feathers. He was a consummate politician—which is to say he was given to expedient speech and lacked even a vestigial spine.




The telegraph from Mr. Coggin, who was in Richmond for the vote, arrived at the Lynchburg post office just after one o’clock. I had spent the morning in the square, pitching horse-shoes with some other boys. Though it was a Wednesday, we had not shown our faces at school, feeling assured that a Special Circumstance excused us from truancy.




The taverns along the square were packed with a rare noonday crowd. Like me, these citizens could not bear to wait any longer for the news than was absolutely necessary. However, decorum mandated that these men not be seen loitering with boys in the street, so they made pretenses at business and meal taking. The tavern doors could almost be seen to bulge with the swell.




At the doors of the town stable, across the square from the post office, a circle of five or six Negroes gathered in idle chatter. As Wednesday was seldom a slave’s day at liberty, I assumed that these had been sent by their masters to await the news and carry it back post-haste. Indeed, the animals in the first stalls were ready in saddle, with reins tied quickly to the rail.




Just after the one o’clock bell the post office door swung open and the postmaster—a wasted but well-meaning old man by the name of Tad Keithly—strode out onto the top step. Those of us near enough saw his smile ablaze, and we could guess the news. In truth, though, no one ever questioned what the news would be. “I have word from Mr. Coggin!” the postmaster shouted generally—the taverns having emptied into the square, so that his audience numbered well into the hundreds. “The votes are in, and they are eighty-eight in favor, fifty-five opposed.” He paused and let that little bit of silence grow like the drop of melt at the tip of an icicle. “Gentlemen, we have it! God bless the unencumbered Commonwealth of Virginia!” And then Keithly’s eyes began to water. Indeed, all around me grown men began to weep and embrace one another. I saw that it was not regret in their tears but rather the opposite. With unbridled joy men commenced to cheer and whoop and fire their pistols into the air. I hollered from a place deep between my lungs, but the crack of gunfire obscured my voice. I did not know if I was creating any sound at all.




The air reeked with the acrid tang of powder. My nose filled up with dust from the street as horses thundered out of the stable. I ran to the door of the nearest tavern to avoid being trampled. A few men remained inside the tavern, and I recognized several as business acquaintances of my father, men who had been present at our dinner with Mr. Coggin. The eldest of these, a man whose mustache puffed out over his lip like a squirrel’s tail, stood up to begin a toast. I could not hear his words, but several times he brought laughter from the group and had to pause. At last he raised a bottle of whiskey above his head. As the others cheered, the old man put the bottle to his lips and drank a ten count. When he pulled off, a runnel of brown liquor leaked from the side of his mouth and he wiped it with his starched white cuff.




Taking heed not to fall into the path of a messenger’s horse, I picked my way to the other side of the square, beyond which I would hasten home. On Wednesdays the street that led most directly from the square to our neighborhood was filled out with grocers’ stalls, and it was in front of one of these that I was stopped by a flat hand in my chest. A white farmer obscured my path. His beard was shot through with petals from the spring lungwort. After a moment’s consideration of my face, he lowered his hand and plunged it into a sack hanging at his side, from which he removed a yellow rose. “God bless,” he said, and he handed me the flower.
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OUR HOME WAS IN THEFederal Hill district of Lynchburg, a neighborhood popular among the professional men of our small city. My father was in the textile trade. His mill, the Bedford Woolery, had been established some fifteen years prior, through a deal struck with a fellow in the War Department in Washington City. This acquaintance from my father’s college days in New Jersey awarded a contract to sew uniforms for soldiers in the Mexican War. My father had no mill at that time, nor any expertise in manufacturing. In fact, he was a physician, but he was unhappy in that vocation. Keeping a roster of patients (whom he saw two mornings a week) only to pay the coal bill, he assembled men and machinery for the mill, trading our family’s good name for credit with the bank. As you may recall, that particular war did not last long. But the Bedford Woolery gained its footing, and other contracts followed—though it has never been clear to me whether my father’s continuing fortunes came from his own enterprise or from the same hidden source.




In time, the mill proved profitable, and Father was able to quit his medical practice. He purchased property in West Street, on Federal Hill, and hired men to build a modern house fit for a man of industry. It was a grand structure of three floors and a basement, encased by a wood veranda and buttressed with turrets. The family’s elevated circumstances afforded our house servants—the beloved old Peg and her man, Heathcliff—their own quarters in the backyard. Their cabin steamed day and night from the generous supply of coal my father provided them (over no small share of whispers from the neighbors.)




Though my sister and I strutted the great wooden halls like Piedmont pashas, the new house proved a disappointment to our parents. “A great wooden curse,” my mother called it, for once she was installed there, the Lord did not see to bless her with any more children. Thus Parthenia and I occupied the entire third story—eight rooms—while our dear parents spread themselves about thepiano nobile below. Mother endeavored to fill the empty bedrooms with cousins from the counties. Nearly all our relations still farmed the family acres—hers in Appomattox County, my father’s in Botetourt, on the other side of the Blue Ridge. Visits to town amused them as pleasant diversions. However, all returned sooner or later to the land.




Neither did the mill business pour a bottomless cup. By the end of the decade—1859 or thereabouts—my father was forced to roll back production to one shift five days a week. This was down from two shifts every day except Sunday. The decreased fortunes registered clearly on my father’s countenance: the green eyes, so bright since he had quit doctoring, faded once again, and the creases on the forehead no longer disappeared when he relaxed.




It was then that I began to loathe the vagaries of commerce. I decided, privately, that my father had been a fool to desert an honest profession for a life of gambling. What could one expect, after all, from an enterprise forged in conspiracy? Much of this was just youthful foolishness, but I held the central charge as truth, and I resolved to make my living as my father had in the first instance, not the second. I resolved to become a doctor.




Moreover, I resolved to better my father by attending the most prestigious medical school that anyone had ever heard of—the renowned Jefferson Medical College of Philadelphia. My father had always assumed—and he had told me as much—that I would follow him to Princeton, that venerable institute which had schooled so many sons of Virginia. He had made the mistake, however, of speaking ill of the medical faculty at Princeton on many occasions during the course of his practice. The outbreaks were rare, but the young ear is like a trap for such things, and I remembered his words well. “The medical men of that school have not a practical brain in their heads!” he’d exhort when he realized after a complex procedure that his training had come up short once again. “They ought to call it the Faculty of Guesses! Or the Faculty of Filthy Lies!” In the same sermons he praised the Philadelphia medical colleges, which were then producing, in his words, “a crop of sane-witted men of science, not sorcery. Clearheaded practical men—just what is needed in this field.”




I was at that time enrolled at the boys’ preparatory school in Lynchburg, in the penultimate form, where I studied Latin, Greek, and the mathematical precepts of Euclid, Descartes, Newton, &c. I expected to complete the course of study there in a year’s time. Thus my tenure in Lynchburg was on the wane, no matter how the idea upset my mother.




“Mother! Father!” I cried as I swung open the door. “The vote was yes!” I heard no reply, so I raced to the kitchen, where I found our Peg putting up the dishes from the noon meal. I still clutched the yellow rose in my right hand. Without thinking, I thrust it under her nose. Peg was a dignified house girl, but one could see that my gift of the rose confused her. “I do thank you, Marse John Alan,” she said. She took a vase down and stuck the rose stem in it, adding some water from the pitcher on the counter and a pinch of sugar from the bowl. “A fine birthday for you, I imagine.”




“Where is Father?” I asked.




“Ain’t seen your father since dinner.”




I bounded up the back stairs, taking two with each stride, and raced down the second-floor hall to the door of my father’s study. Putting my ear to the cool wood, I heard the distinctive creak of his chair. I knocked softly. “Father,” I said, “I have the news.”




He gave a grunt, and I opened the door. The room smelled of sweet tobacco smoke; his pipe lay smoldering on the side table. He was a slight man, not more than five and a half feet, even in the riding boots he wore indoors for their lifting effect. “Sir, the tally has come from Richmond—a large majority for secession.”




Father took up the pipe and puffed until the weed glowed in the bowl. He gave no reaction to the news.




“Sir? Did you hear? I said—”




My father snapped the pipe from his mouth. “I heard your news,” he said.




“The square is bedlam, Father. It was like a thunderclap when the message came, with the hollering and the pistols and what-all.” I searched his face for a hint of what I felt, so that we might share it together, as father and son. His cool worried me. I wondered if it was wrong to feel as I did.




“Let us hope there is much to celebrate,” he said. “I will hold my applause, however.”




I was perplexed. “If I may speak frankly, sir,” I said, “you must be joyed at least for the benefit of the mill.”




“Ah, that.” My father returned the pipe to his mouth. “There is that.” The idea of war profits did not seem to bring him much comfort—though he must have known that without a fresh line of business, the mill would surely have suffered from the cancellation of his contracts with Washington City.




“Do you mean to say that you side with Coggin?” I said. “Do you really believe there will be no fight?”




“Are there sides to be taken?”




“Sir, I didn’t mean to suggest that.”




“You are only trying to sort out what you’ve heard, which is no small task for a boy your age.”




“It is my birthday today, sir. I am sixteen now.”




My father lifted his brow. “So you are.” He took his pipe up, puffed it again to a bright smolder, and handed it over. “Happy birthday, son.” It was the first time my father had ever passed me his pipe—and the first time I had ever smoked in his presence. The rich fog filled my mouth with a sensation of nuts and old wood. I feigned discomfort.




“You are not long with us, then,” he said.




“Sir?”




“You will be off to college in what—a year?” He chuckled at this.




“I have been meaning to speak with you about college, sir,” I said. I had not prepared my argument as well as I might have, but I doubted there would be a better time for the discussion. “Regarding Princeton, sir—”




“Ho! You should hope indeed that the fight is prompt! I don’t imagine you will be allowed in New Jersey under the present circumstance.”




Would you believe the thought had not occurred to me? And yet it was so obvious that I chastised myself for not foreseeing it. In my elation that afternoon I had not understood that I was cheering the demise of my ambition!




“I am as disappointed as you are,” my father continued. “You must have sensed these years that I hoped for a legacy at the college.”




My sails hung slack. There was no point in mentioning Philadelphia. I would easier attend the school of Athens.




Suddenly pleased with himself, Father waxed poetical: “Our freedom comes at the price of sacrifice, son. Heed that I have not lost all of my medical training; I still have a keen sense of the unknown—and of the unknowable, which is a wholly different thing. The vote today is certainly the latter, and thus we will wait and see what God brings.”




“Yes sir.”




“Now go and get your sister. It is not safe for her to be out in this—what did you say it was?”




“Bedlam.”




“Yes. No place for a girl.” He hooked his thumbs into the waistband of his trousers and leaned back in the chair, which swiveled on a neat ball bearing as well as a hinge. As he bounced gently in the chair, the squeaking of the hinge marked what seemed to be a hundred minutes of silence between us, though it couldn’t have been more than thirty seconds.




“Son,” he said eventually, “do you have something more to say?”




“No sir,” I said. “I will go right away.”




“Perhaps Coggin is right,” he said. “Who can say? Perhaps you will make New Jersey on time after all.”




“I would like that very much, sir.”




“Don’t worry. This will pass, one way or another.”
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I FOUND HEATHCLIFF INthe stable shop, which is where the old fellow spent most of his time in those days. Cliff had once been a strong worker—in fact he had served with the strength of three or four men during the construction of our house—but he had been crippled in an accident at the public stable. Another slave had been tending to his master’s exhausted team—the gentleman was a day visitor from one of the counties—when the boy lost control of one of the animals, and it tore through the corridor. The horse ran over poor Cliff, who was down on one knee scraping mud from the hoof of my father’s mare Sun Flower.




Father hadn’t the heart to give Cliff’s place in our household to a fresh body, though my mother urged him by various means to do so. First, she drew up a list of the tasks Cliff would no longer be able to perform—everything from wood portage to clearing the roof gutters of leaves in spring. Father demurred, claiming that he and I would pick up what chores Cliff could not complete. As it happened, Father hired a neighbor’s boy to do those things—a fact I am sure my mother noted in the invisible ledger she kept on all my father’s shortcomings. On the issue of replacing Cliff, she next attempted flattery, asserting that it was my father’s right as a successful businessman to expand his holdings with another slave. Father dismissed this straightaway, pointing out, correctly, that none of our neighbors were adding slaves to their homes. “That is because their niggers breed!” Mother countered. “That is God’s business, Regina,” my father said. Undaunted, Mother next tried guilt: “You know that old nigger is not going to quit his tasks—he’s liable to run himself into the ground on account of your negligence!” Cool as always, Father did not rise to the bait. He said he would have a talk with Heathcliff, wherein he would lay out what he expected. Finally Mother resorted to outright bribery. Donning her most flattering dress—one she’d had Peg sew after a plate inGodey’s Lady’s —she set an elaborate supper in the front parlor. Parthenia and I were ordered to eat in the kitchen that night. We heard Mother’s entreaties through the pocket door. “I would bevery pleased ,” she crooned to our father, “if you would grant me this favor. You see, another boy would make my work so much easier—and dear, I could make itvery easy for you as well…” For Father, the question of replacing Heathcliff was not about economy, convenience, or extracting favors from his wife. Nor was it a question of Moral Right. Rather it was the reticence one feels about taking on a puppy before an old bitch passes away—the sense of dignity owed a faithful servant.




So Heathcliff remained, and like a tomato plant pruned to spread, he sprouted new talents. He took to leatherwork, tinkering in his leisure time with our horse tack using improvised tools. When Father saw the improvements he managed—a set of new, double-reinforced stirrups for our training saddle, for instance—he went straight to the smith’s and purchased a set of proper punches and several sturdy needles, explaining proudly to Mother that Heathcliff would save us a mint in saddler’s fees. Though I doubt Cliff ever earned out that bold prognostication, I noticed on several occasions hence that our saddles had never been in such good repair.




Heathcliff rose up from his workbench when he saw me at the door. A pair of my sister’s boots lay dissected on the bench. She was just two years younger than I, but her feet were still those of a small child. Heathcliff leaned on his cane and bowed his head, scratching at his beard with his free hand. “Afternoon, Marse.”




“Hello, Cliff,” I said. “How goes the work today?”




“Not too bad, suh. Little miss’s ridin’ boots giving me considerable trouble with they soles.”




“I’m sure you will set them right.”




“I aim to. And I do appreciate you sayin’ so.”




“Father’s asked me to fetch Parthenia from Miss Pelham’s on account of the celebrations.” I paused, sure that Heathcliff had not heard the news. “Everyone is celebrating, you know. Virginia has left the Union.”




“That so?”




“It’s good news, I think.”




Heathcliff twisted his cane. “Yessuh, I reckon it is.”




I wished I had prepared something to say on the subject, something to show him that he and Peg would be protected no matter what came of us. I knew that black folks, more than whites, tended to be scared of uncertainty, and one ought to be careful not to upset them unduly.




“Was you planning to take the surrey, Marse?” He lurched forward, using his cane as a fulcrum.




“Actually, I was going to ride. Is the surrey fixed?” Our two-seat carriage had been laid up with a broken axle. Need I mention that the resourceful Cliff was also an amateur wheelwright?




“It’s ready, suh. Been a week now.”




“A week?”




Cliff nodded and I crossed to the stable. The carriage was there under its familiar beige tarpaulin. There was even a fresh coat of lacquer.
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IT WAS NOW MIDAFTERNOON,and clouds grayed the sky. En route to Daniel’s Hill, I took the carriage back toward the center of town. The square sparkled with glass ground up under horseshoes and carriage wheels. The celebration had apparently moved elsewhere; in the distance I heard hoots and hollers but saw no revelers—only a pair of slave women fussing over an overturned cart of lettuces. I continued down the incline to the crossing of Blackwater Creek on Church Street. As the crow flies, the trip to Miss Pelham’s was not more than two miles—but Lynchburg well merits the sobriquet “City of Seven Hills.” Indeed, if its streets were laid flat, I imagine they would fill the better part of Richmond.




The spinster Miss Margaret Pelham held a girls’ school in the ground-floor parlor of her home on D Street. The house was neither as large nor as tastefully appointed as our own, but Miss Pelham kept it well—as needs she must, for housekeeping was an important part of her curriculum. Parthenia joined a class of a dozen other girls at Miss Pelham’s on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays outside of Lent to learn the things a woman should—but that, according to Miss Pelham, were difficult to teach informally.




I tied Sun Flower to Miss Pelham’s post, which was oddly placed around the rear of the house, as if to convey the message that this home did not accept casual callers. I always rather enjoyed the detour, however, because Miss Pelham’s was the last house on D Street and it overlooked the James River, which crept along at the foot of the palisade.




I went around the porch to the front door and engaged the brass knocker. Miss Pelham’s girl Ida opened it and stepped aside to let me in. Setting foot inside Miss Pelham’s home evoked fresh horror, as I imagined my presence served as an object lesson in the High Court of Manners.“See the young man, dears, and the work we have ahead of us!” I had learned never to move beyond the entry hall without thoroughly scouring my boot soles for traces of mud, wet leaves, &c. Ida furnished a sturdy wire brush and a stool for this task, which I accepted, and I set down in a corner of the hall to begin the work.




Ida was unlike any house girl I had ever encountered. Round and sweet-smelling like our Peg, she featured an uncommon hauteur that I attributed to her marmish mistress. A good majority of slaves would not look a white person in the eye—not even a child—but when this Ida took my coat she not only looked but verilyglared, as if searching me for weakness.




Soles scrubbed, I walked to the parlor door, where Ida rang a handbell and announced me. The girls were seated around the handsome upholstered furniture, each with the same staid look of composure upon her face. Aside from the tint of the hair and the various fabrics in their dresses, the girls were virtually indistinguishable. I assumed this was Miss Pelham’s intent.




To my eye, however, Parthenia leapt from the group. The pallor of her skin suggested a negative space, as in a photographic plate. Under Miss Pelham’s tutelage, the natural glow of her fair cheeks had been discouraged with corn-starch powder and her lips rouged a hue only a blind man would have found subtle.




Parthenia acknowledged me with a cool nod. She had always been a shy girl, but Miss Pelham had hardened her natural inclination into a discipline.




I doffed my cap. “Afternoon, all.” Then directly to Parthenia, I said, “Father asked that I fetch you on account of the reveling downtown—”




“I say, John,” Miss Pelham crowed from her perch on a high stool next to the window. Her long, sharp nose swung around like a weather vane. “Did you say there was news? Perhaps it would be considerate to give your remarks generally.”




“Of course, ma’am,” I said. I had developed over the months Parthenia had been attending the school a supercilious manner that I rolled out as a defense against Miss Pelham’s attacks. “My apologies for not telling you at once. How rude of me to hoard the news.” I addressed this to Miss Pelham directly, for it was obvious that her inquiry was intended only to satisfy her own curiosity about the vote, and not to give the girls any lesson in demeanor. “The vote in favor,” I said, “was eighty-eight. With fifty-five against.”




A smile crept onto the powdered sheet she called a face. I wondered what meaning secession could have for her—she was not, to my knowledge, the least bit interested in anything bearing on politics.




“You may go, Parthenia,” Miss Pelham said.




“Yes, ma’am,” Parthenia said gingerly. She rose from her tuffet and gave a short bow.




“Many thanks,” I said, taking my sister by the arm. I nodded to the others, making sure not to grimace, and we retreated to the entry hall, where Ida delivered us our coats. Parthenia had lately taken to wearing rubber galoshes over her shoes—another of Miss Pelham’s imperatives. I bent down to help her into them. My sister raised her foot like a disinterested horse.




“Take care if it rains, dear,” Ida said.




I had the devil’s time with those galoshes. Parthie’s foot flopped like a rag doll’s under pressure. Exaggerating my exertion with little grunts and sighs, I squinted up to see if my sister was observing my struggle. I found her instead staring blankly at the chair rail. It was as if she were in the process of calcification, from the head down: her feet in my hands still bore the suppleness of life, but her face seemed already hardened to stone.
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IT RAINED AS IDA PREDICTED,a steady pelting of tiny, stinging drops like needles. I pulled the hood of the surrey over our heads, but the light canvas soaked through almost immediately and the water dribbled down the back of the seat. The mare, Sun Flower, was good in the mud, and she delivered us home from Daniel’s Hill with no more tarry than I had taken—on dry roads—in the going there.




Unsurprisingly, Parthenia said nothing as we went, maintaining the same staid focus (or was it lack of focus?) she had displayed at Miss Pelham’s. I wondered if she wasn’t ill. “Are you well?” I asked.




“I certainly am,” she said. “Are you?” Her expression indicated that she did not want me to answer the question; she would have preferred that I let her petulance hang in the air.




“I am quite well,” I said. “Thank you very much for asking.” For the record, I was not then, nor was I ever, willing to let silence serve my sister’s purposes. I resumed the interrogation. “Is there something the matter at school?”




“John! Please do not pester me. It ought to be clear to you that I do not wish to discuss this.”




“To discuss what?”




“Oh, never mind you!” And here she snapped shut again, tight as a river mussel. The color that had briefly flowed to her cheeks ebbed away.




“Ohyourself, Parthenia,” I said. We were just then crossing the market square, and I noticed my sister’s head turn at each window as if cataloging the occupants. She was preoccupied, but I was determined to draw her out. I had one more line—a last, crude weapon to use against her impenetrable shell. “You know it’s my birthday,” I said.




Her head snapped around. “Oh John! Why, of course it is! Heaven—how could I have forgotten? Shame on me! It is just that with all of this—” She indicated the lighted window nearest our carriage. “I know it is hardly an excuse. Oh, I feel terrible.”




She clutched my arm as I drove. I felt guilty.




“Forget it,” I said. “I will have fifty more birthdays, but there will be only one day like this. We will remember this date like July Fourth, I think—but for you and me it will be easy because April seventeenth is a date we mark already.”




“But I forgot it!”




“Maybe now you won’t.”
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WE ARRIVED HOME TO FINDour mother entertaining a guest whose appearance made clear several things. First, it explained Mother’s curious absence that afternoon when I arrived home with the news. Second, it solved the riddle over Parthenia’s odd mood.




The guest was our cousin, Samuel Brightwood, the son of my mother’s eldest brother, the Reverend James Brightwood. The Brightwoods lived in Appomattox County on a farm whose fields they leased to white tenants. When young Sam followed his father in the study of the Scripture at the Baptist seminary in Lynchburg, I always suspected that my own parents paid his tuition—not only because it was so unlikely that the Reverend Brightwood could afford it, but because the boy, Sam, had always been so close to my mother’s heart. Mother was crestfallen when Sam refused her invitation to stay with us, in order to board with a pastor whose church sat nearer the campus.




This is not to say that he never called. In fact, he ate supper with us often—once a fortnight, I would estimate—and so Parthenia and I had seen much of him during the three years he’d been at seminary. He had grown into a handsome chap, with a broad, strong chest and a full beard. Parthenia had carried a torch for Sam since she was old enough to pronounce his name. The timing of this visit, however, allowed her no opportunity for preparation at her vanity. As we drew near the house, she began licking her palms like a cat and pasting back her hair.




Mother stood when we entered the parlor. “Thank heavens, children. Your father should never have sent you out alone on a night like this! Don’t you agree, Samuel?”




“But Aunt Regina, there has never been a night like this! The greatest risk tonight, as I see it, is a death by too much joy! How about it, John Alan—have you heard the news?”




“And on my birthday to boot,” I said.




“Well, it is a singular day, then! Shame on you, Auntie, neglecting to mention that it was the young man’s birthday.”




The secret of Sam’s magnetism was the way he suggested to his audience that they were worth a little more than they assumed. I was not “the boy,” you see, but “the young man.” Naturally, Sam nudged my mother’s age in the opposite direction.




“Why yes, how silly of me—our John is sixteen today.” She said this without joy, but only as a matter of fact.




“Sixteen,” Sam pondered. “Well, that’s close, but I’m afraid you’ll miss the cut this time around. It’s too bad, really—it’s going to be a hoot.”




About a month prior—that is, at the height of the debate on secession—cousin Samuel Brightwood had, quite abruptly and with no advance notice whatsoever, quit his studies at the seminary and joined the militia. His father had reportedly been furious—I sayreportedly because all this was relayed to me through Mother—and had accused cousin Sam of “wasting the finest opportunity he was ever likely to receive.” Sam, of course, saw it differently. He told Mother that the finer opportunity was the one he had taken, because in his lifetime there was unlikely to be another chance for a man to see battle firsthand. As a seminarian, he said, he had a solemn duty to learn what he could about the true nature of man in order best to do Christ’s work among the people.




In our parlor that evening, Sam wore the regalia of the Lynchburg Guard, where he had been commissioned second lieutenant. When he rose to greet Parthenia and me, the tassels on his epaulettes swayed and the lamplight shone in the brass jacket buttons. Need I say I was envious?




“The Federals are gathering at Washington City right now. I have heard it for a fact. They are hungry to pay us back for Fort Sumter. No one is predicting a long fight,” Sam said with a long face, “but if it were prolonged another six months—well, then you might pass yourself off as eighteen.”




This was too much for Mother. “He will do nothing of the sort! He is a boy, and besides that he has no intention of becoming a soldier.”




“How about it, John Alan? Tell it straight: do you wish to remain as you are—or is there something else burning in your breast?”




Mother turned away from Sam and faced me, hands on hips. “Well? Tell us your intentions loud and clear so that we can stop this drumming-in.”




After a long pause, I said, “I wish to continue in school, ma’am. And I wish to become a doctor.”




“There you have it,” Mother said to Sam. “The boy does not intend to be a soldier. Rather, he—” Then it occurred to her exactly what I had said. “Did you mean to say that you wished to become…a doctor?”




“No, ma’am. Is that what you heard? In fact I said that I wished to remain in school, and then…and then I—”




“You saiddoctor , John Alan.” Ah, Parthenia, my darling sister. Ever the seeker of truth. “I heard it plain as day,” she said. “You said you wished to remain in school and become a doctor. Isn’t that right, Sam?”




“Dismally, yes.”




“Oh!” Mother said. “This is precious…Your father will split his side. I trust you have not told him this?”




“No, ma’am.”




“Of course not. He would laugh you out of the room! Have you not learned a thing from your father’s successes?”




I meant no disrespect to my father; she must have understood this.




“Parthenia, dear—go upstairs and fetch your father. Oh, this isrich !” Mother cast a conspiratorial glance at cousin Sam, clearly relishing the opportunity to humiliate me before a man she knew I admired.




Father came downstairs with his smiling daughter on one arm, and I took a measure of relief from his demeanor, which was uncommonly pleasant, and even cheerful. “Why, Samuel! How good of you to visit.”




“Not at all, sir.”




Father made no mention of Sam’s uniform—nor the greater news of the day. Instead, he turned to me. “What of your news then, son? Parthenia tells me you have some item to share.”




Mother answered for me. “He wishes to study doctoring.”




“Is that so?”




“It is, sir.” I felt much older, as if the heat of interrogation had caused my age to expand like a balloon filled with heated gas.




“I certainly understand your urge,” he said.




“But John!” Mother exclaimed.




“How could I not? I once had the same ambition. But it is a different profession today, I’m afraid.”




“Yes sir.”




“It is full of precepts and procedures we never learned. Which is to say, we would have learned them, if anyone had thought them up yet—but you catch my meaning. All these methods and literature and whatnot. It baffles me.”




“John!” Mother again. “Talk sense.”




Father rose up. “I will make myself known, Regina! Hear me, John Alan. Look around you. Right here, in this room. Or any room in this house. This is not a doctor’s home. These oaken floors, these wide halls are the product of another type of work entirely, as you well know.”




“Yes sir.”




“Well, then.”




“Sir, I mean no disrespect, but—”




“Why, for heaven’s sake, John!” Mother cried out. “Tell it plain! Tell him what you believe—that doctoring is the work of paupers and fools!”




“Is that what I believe? Do you now purport to know my mind?”




Mother dropped her hands and rushed off by the side passage. Her exit disturbed Father, as her tantrums always did, and he began tapping his left foot compulsively. “Son,” he said, now hurrying his words, “you shall not study to be a doctor. It is as your mother says. Do you understand me?”




I was astonished. How had he given way so easily? What of his understanding of this urge?




“Did you hear me, son?”




“Yes sir.”




“Now, I applaud your ambition, however much I disagree with its direction. Therefore I am prepared to begin your training at the mill. As of Monday, you will spend your afternoons under the supervision of my foreman. Is that clear?”




I nodded. There was a tapping in the passage, and Father’s head twisted over his shoulder. It was only the cat padding along. I looked to Sam and Parthenia for sympathy, but neither would hold my eyes.
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AS I ASSUME OUR READERwill be familiar with the events of our late and tragic war, I will not recount them in any great detail here except where they affect my story directly. I should remind, however, that the Disagreement, as it was still called in that summer of 1861, did not unfold at all as cousin Sam Brightwood (or, in truth, any of the people whose province it was to know such things) predicted it would. The chief error among them all was their underestimation of Lincoln’s desire to keep us. You will recall that Mr. Coggin assured us that the Yanks did not care enough to fight. That may have been true among the rank and file, but the government in Washington City surprised everyone with a strange and steady resolve.




“It don’t make sense. It just don’t.” Mr. Calvin Stokes, Father’s foreman at the Woolery, could be counted on to give the sentiment of the average Lynchburger in fewer words than one should think possible. “I will tell you this, though: the Yanks themselves don’t give a damn if we go. Abe’s sore, is all. Won’t last.” Before joining the mill, Stokes had been a pilot on the James, ferrying cargo the hundred miles between Lynchburg and Richmond in a flat-bottomed barge known as a batteau.




Perhaps because he feared the demands that war would place on our mill—and especially on his own service there—Stokes held fast to his opinion that there would be no battle. “I cain’t see it, John Alan—not with the cash’ties both sides liable to take. This ain’t the year seventeen and seventy-six, you know. Our boys got cannons now liable to disinnagrate a Clydesdale right where he’s standin’. Just—boof! Rider too, natch’ly.”




One of my plays for Stokes’s affection had been to lower my speech to a level that I thought less pretentious and therefore more likely to demonstrate that I was worthy of real work.




“Whoa there, Mr. Stokes,” I drawled. “You don’t reckon the Yanks is haulin’ the same artill’ry we got?”




“But that’s justexactly my point!” Stokes exploded, his face glowing red as a French radish. “The fightin’s bound to be toodear, is my point.”




“Ahhh,” I said, pretending to have just then caught his meaning. “That is a fine point, right there.”




As usual, my strategy succeeded—which is to say that it stood me in the worst possible stead. Pleased by my flattery, Stokes dispatched me on another cream-puff chore, to the saddler’s to fetch a mended bridle. Reaching into his billfold to take out a five-dollar note—one of the new, blue-tinted Confederate bills—he said, “Don’t you worry none about the change, John Alan.”




Then he went off to the toil he’d been so kind to spare me.
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AMONG ALL THE STRANGEand wonderful truths I discovered during my medical training, I was perhaps most impressed by the caprice of heredity. The blood of mother and father mix according to no predetermined formula—even if siblings resemble one another in countenance, they may not match in character. Such was the case between Parthenia and myself. In the outward aspect, we were twins, sharing the same chestnut-tinted hair, stiff as the bristles on a husk broom. Our eyes were so identical in color and contour that if we were to obscure ourselves by cloak and slotted veil (in the manner of the Musselman harem), you could not tell us each from the other.




Thus it was with surprise, but also a sparkle of recognition, that I witnessed Parthenia’s uncharacteristic behavior upon the departure of our cousin Sam. It was June, and the Lynchburg Guard was about to be amalgamated with a cavalry regiment from Lexington, under the command of a bright general by the name of Thomas Jackson. My cousin’s ebullience at describing the man made clear that he was unique among field commanders.




Parthenia, of course, cared not a whit.




“But you can’t be ready to go,” she stated in a sort of plea. “Why, certainly you and your fellows haven’t had enough practice!”




Sam threw back his shoulders and chuckled. “Ah, Miss Parthie, the fight won’t wait for practice. The fightis the practice. We might drill another five months and never reach the readiness you mean.”




It was Sunday evening, and we were seated around the parlor—Father, Parthie, Sam, and me. Mother was in the kitchen fetching a tea service (Sunday being Peg’s day at liberty).




“But there must be something else!” Parthie bore a countenance I would later associate with war widows, a sort of pallor caused by tired blood. “There must be something you can do!” she pleaded to Father.




Father put the onus directly on Sam: “Why, I believe that even if I could do, as you say,something to keep Sam here, I doubt he would want it. Isn’t that correct, Sam?”




“Indeed, sir. This is my strongest desire.”




“But Father! What if Sam is harmed, what will you say then? How will you feel then, if you could have done something?”




Father crossed his arms over his chest. “That is the Lord’s business, Parthenia. If our cause is just, then He will deliver our men unharmed.”




“If the Lord was just,” said Parthenia, “then He would keep Sam home.”




Father began to answer, but Sam stood up. “I shan’t expect you to understand me, Parthenia. I am willing to accept it as the due ignorance of your age. But your pouting protests are something else entirely: an indignity I simply cannot endure. Particularly not when in twelve hours’ time I will be afield in your defense!”




I expected this would cow Parthenia—unaccustomed as she was to passionate argument—but in fact she rose from her seat on the couch and confronted our cousin. “Samuel, you astound me,” she said. “If this were not my father’s house I would ask that we be left alone so that I could tell you exactly what I think of your righteous blatherings. No, don’t speak—you will let me finish or I will tell themeverything .”




She paused and smiled impishly, as if realizing for the first time her special power over us all. “Or perhaps I will tell them anyway. You shan’t prevent my telling. You will be away, which is your preference. So be it. But you must not think that I will wait for you indefinitely.”




From the passage came my mother’s voice. “Oh, you fresh girl!”




Parthenia turned and rushed past her, spilling the tea tray onto the floor with a horrible crash. Mother followed, and loud cries echoed from the kitchen.




Cousin Sam was mortified. He stood in front of his chair with his hands at his sides and his mouth clenched shut. Father exhaled loudly to break the silence and shifted position on his wing chair. Several times he parted his lips to speak, but each time he closed them again before any sound issued forth.




I did not know what to make of the scene. On the one hand I had no reason to disbelieve my sister, but on the other I could not imagine that Sam had dishonored her in any way. Parthenia seemed to be suggesting such gross improprieties, such unspeakable trespasses, that I could hardly believe that our cousin had the gall, guilty or not, to remain in our parlor!




At last Father said, “We will sort this out, son.”




“Sir, I assure you—,” Sam said hurriedly.




“Go,” my father said. “God protect you.”
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IN THE MIDDLE OF JUNEthe Bedford Woolery received an order to produce ten thousand sack coats for the Confederate States government, which Father negotiated through an agent in Richmond. It was Father’s richest move—worth more than the receipts of the previous five years combined.




The coats were to be delivered to the Richmond Arsenal in lots of one thousand, due the first of each month. The first lot was expected August 1, which gave Father scarcely six weeks to cut the patterns, arrange the line, contract for transport, &c. The largest obstacle, of course, was labor; at the time, the Bedford Woolery ran a crew of just twelve. Besides the foreman, Mr. Stokes, this included an elderly clerk who kept the books; two mechanics, father and son, who kept the sewing machines in order; and eight Negro slaves, who worked the floor.




I realize that I may have misspoken previously when I said that my family owned only two slaves. Naturally I omitted the factory hands, who numbered anywhere from just a few to as many as ten or twelve. We were raised to view these as inputs for production—as commodities, the same as wool, coal, or lye. Father never spoke of them except to complain (for example) that the line was slow “on account of half the niggers being ill.”




The new contract, then, presented a new challenge, but there was never any question how to meet the need for more labor. Concurrent with his negotiations with the government, Father arranged to purchase an additional ten slaves from a dealer in Richmond. The price for the lot was $12,500 Confederate, which Father borrowed from the bank. Although he owed other debts—the mortgage on the Woolery premises, for instance—he resolved to retire this new one with the first proceeds from the coat contract.




“It is simply bad practice,” he lectured Stokes during the noon meal in the Woolery’s upstairs office, “to hold chattel one does not own outright.”




The food that day was cold ham-steak and corn bread, the former left over from the previous evening and the latter baked fresh that morning by our Peg. Father next took up the subject of a draper in Danville with whom he had been bargaining for a quantity of raw-wool cloth.




“A hard driver he is, to be sure,” Father said. “Mister Muro, he tells me,I do ’pologize, sir, but I cain’t accept nothing less than sixty a hundred-length .”




Stokes chuckled. “He do’pologize ! Oh, my…”




“Aye, but I gave it to him.”




“You did what?”




“For the first hundred, I did. You see, I had seventy-five in coin, so I convinced him to take it all for the first hundred, so long as he sold the next three for fifty apiece.”




“And he shook on that?”




“Ha! I sent for the notary and he swore it all on paper!” Father clapped his hands together, projecting a bit of butter from his fingertip to the far wall. He wiped his hands on a dining towel and began rifling through a stack of papers on the desktop. I have the orders here,” he said, holding three wrinkled sheets aloft. Each bore a round seal pressed into the paper.




“Hee-hoo.” Stokes whistled. “Wager he’d’ve signed away his daughter, if you’d asked.”




“I reckon so. The smell of coin makes a man do crazy things.”




“Sure it do,” Stokes said. “Sure it do.”




Father paid Stokes a fixed salary that neither rose nor fell with the tide of business, but the foreman nonetheless reveled in all the successes of the enterprise. It was a source of pride and disappointment for him, as if he owned the shop himself. “When’s the delivery?” he asked Father.




“First hundred arrives tomorrow, another on Monday next, and so on like that.”




“And the slaves?”




“Soon’s we have the cabins up. I’ve been holding off the agent, but I doubt he’ll abide much longer.”




“Ain’t going to be much longer, now we got young master on it,” Stokes said. He draped a thick arm across my shoulder. “What do you say, young man?”




I swallowed a mouthful of corn bread. “Yes sir,” I said. “Cabins are going right up.”




Father stood up and brushed the crumbs off the desk. “You take care in that sun, John Alan. Don’t work too hard now. Your mother will have my jewels.”




“But I want to work,” I said.




Father caught his foreman’s eye and the two shared a chuckle at my expense. “Of course you do,” Father said, tapping my head lightly as you would a toddling child. It appeared that my plan to convince him of my business acumen was failing miserably. Still, I was disinclined to loafing, if on no other account than the restlessness of youth. I took up my straw hat and cinched the thong tight under my chin.




The slaves sang as they worked—a phenomenon I had heard about from my country cousins but never witnessed firsthand. Their song took its measure from the slap of boards and the sound of exertion as the men struggled for purchase under the load. Father had purchased the crudest grade of lumber, of varying length, which was mildewed in places and ground to powder by dry rot in others. To make the most of the knotty boards, they were laid simply one atop another, the chinks filled in with red clay, which was brought from a pit in a wheelbarrow.




I continued my sawing, making sure to keep a few boards ahead of the stackers so as not to err in haste. By four o’clock the men had laid ten courses. The one called Adam came to me and asked that I reserve the longest boards for roof beams. “Then chop up the rest of those’n for joists.” He explained that these were the short lengths that ran between the beams. “Like a skeleton,” he said.




Suddenly we were distracted by the whistle of an incoming train. A line of box cars stretched across the James River bridge. A number of the giant doors on the cars were held open by soldiers waving flags and firing their rifles in the air. The railroad was at most a hundred yards from our mill, and on closer inspection I saw other soldiers bending over pallets on the floors of the cars. As the roaring engine passed out of earshot, the whoops and cries of the exultant soldiers came to us more clearly, and I was able to glean the news. It was just a single word, over and over:




Manassas!
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THE TRAIN STOPPED BRIEFLYat our depot—long enough to uncouple three cars of wounded, who were carried by cart to our small infirmary. The throng of the curious swelled around the building like hogs at a trough. After gathering the general sense of the news—there had been a battle at a railroad junction some thirty-five miles west of Washington City—the crowd asked after our boys, the Lynchburg Guard. The soldiers on the train were from an Alabama unit and had been engaged on a different flank from the Virginia men. The Alabamans had heard, however, that General Thomas Jackson’s regiment had stopped several Union charges and had, in many observers’ opinions, won the day for our side. When I mentioned this fact to Mr. Stokes, who had rushed with me from the mill to the depot, the foreman immediately stepped up on a low wall and began bellowing the word that it was our boys who had won the day.




There were other rumors in the air. I heard that the Union Army had not bothered to load their artillery pieces, so confident were they that our men would run scared at the sight of them. And that Abe Lincoln had come down from Washington City with his wife and a picnic lunch at the promise of a show of running rebels. Or, alternatively, that Lincoln watched the battle from atop a viewing stand, like a European potentate. Most people who had spoken with soldiers reported that the Yankees had been forced to retreat the thirty miles back to Washington City on foot, many wet from having waded through a creek over which our guns had demolished the only bridge. Some of these reports proved false, but at that moment, as in all frenzies, every wild claim was taken as truth until proved otherwise.




As more trains passed through town on their way to more southerly hospitals, one fact was established beyond a reasonable doubt: we had won a decisive victory at Manassas Junction. There was talk of electing General “Stone Wall” Jackson president of the Confederate States (for “Stone Wall” was the general’s new name, brought to us by the same trainloads of soldiers). No one knew much about the first Confederate president except that he was from Mississippi, and since the capital was Richmond, shouldn’t the president be a Virginian? This is only one example of the kind of thinking that pervaded Lynchburg after Manassas. I am sure it was the same in other cities. No one knew that the battle (however glorious—and I do not mean to diminish its glory in the slightest) would come to be called “First” Manassas, in order to set it apart from a reprise transpiring at the same location (and with the same outcome) two years later. Naturally, we did not think Manassas would be the “first” of anything. Rather, at that point, it was the entire war—and we had won! We had our freedom from the North—and wasn’t it grand?




Of course, not everyone shared in jubilating at the news. After a few hours milling about in the crowd at the depot—during which time I lost Stokes, found him again, and then lost him for good—I walked home to take stock of the incredible lightness I felt, which was completely unlike any sensation I had ever known. It was well past dark—I had lost count of the hour at nine chimes of the courthouse bell—and I had not eaten a morsel since noon. Strangely, I was not hungry in the slightest.




I found the house dark except for a lamp in the back stockroom, a small cell off the kitchen that served as our slaves’ day chamber. From early childhood, my sister often retreated there to hide, preferring it, in fact, to her own bedroom. I pushed the door gently, to reveal Parthenia sitting on a short wooden bench. Her head was buried in her hands.




My appearance startled her. She quit her sobs right away. “John Alan!”




“Are you ill?”




“What time is it? Do you have news of him? You do! I can see it on your face. Don’t tell it to me; I don’t wish to know.”




I felt an immediate crush of pity. “Come here,” I said, gathering her up from the bench. “There is no news from Sam, but that is to be expected. His unit was engaged, I know that for a fact, but it will be days before we receive word from him. I have been down at the depot, and some men there—men who know these things—say that our army will remain in the northern counties several weeks to ensure that the Yanks do not attempt another encroachment. So, then—even if we had a letter from Sam, we may not see him for some time yet.”




“I haven’t time for this war talk, all those tactics and all the rest of it. Men are so cold.” Here she clutched her thin breast. “I have a sensation, do you hear? Sam is not well, and I know this as clear as your facts from the depot.”




“Parthenia, please—”




“Hear me, brother. You would not know it, of course, but this is the way of lovers, to send the news through the air. And yes, you might as well know it—we are lovers, Sam and I.”




I nodded, careful to mask the terror I felt at the revelation. I had suspected after Sam’s farewell, after Parthie’s curious display of ire, that my cousin may have allowed her the wrong impression of his affections—but now an entirely new avenue of interpretation came to me, wherein my sister was not, as we had assumed, making love with the flutters of a girl’s heart, but rather with another region of her corpus.




“He has promised to marry me,” she said.




“But you are not yet fifteen years old!”




“He will wait.”




I was flabbergasted. The possibility seemed unlikely to me still. “Where did this transpire? Was it here, in our parents’ home? Surely I would have noticed!”




“You are not quick with that sort of thing, brother,” Parthie said, in the flat manner of a schoolmarm answering the most remedial query. “I often think that you would not notice if I were replaced one day by a changeling.”




I deeply resented her belittlements, which I considered utterly baseless, and yet when I tried to refute her, my tongue failed. “I notice…certain things.”




“Yes, you do,” she said. “To the exclusion of all else, I’m afraid. This rowdy-dow over secession, for example—you followed all that much more closely than I ever could. And your silly notion of doctoring, for what it’s worth, consumes its due thought. But did you ever notice, brother, when your little girl became a woman?”




I felt a stinging heat on my cheeks, and I must have turned a shade of crimson that would make a she-cardinal sing. In retrospect, I believe my shame derived not from the exact subject of Parthie’sadulthood but out of plain fear of ignorance. I knew nothing about the female sex—neither in body nor in heart—and I had only the vaguest notion of what it meant to become, as she said, awoman. If I was to believe Parthenia, the answers were plain for me to see if I would only look, but I doubted that. The mysteries of womanhood were so great that they explained both the width and the hue of the dark crinoline-stuffed skirts then in fashion, as I was certain they were hidden under there.




“In two years I will finish Miss Pelham’s,” she said. “I will be grown, and you will have no choice but to acknowledge me as such. Mother and Father also. Sam and I have a dream, John Alan, and it is quite specific. We desire a house in the hill country west of here, where Sam will work amongst the ignorant and I will raise our children. I see you blush, brother—did you not imagine that your sister would some day have children?”




“You are not—pregnant?”




“Psh. Of course not. Your cousin is an honest man. In fact he isnoble .” Her gaze left the room as she followed this fantasy in her mind. “He should sit at the Round Table, Sam should, with Lance-lop and Galahack and all of those fellows.” She paused. “I don’t know where you’d be—in the viewing gallery, perhaps?”




“What is that supposed to mean?”




“I don’t know—I see what I see.”




“I am not old enough for the army, if that’s your suggestion.”




“It’s no matter,” Parthie said. “Sam said this won’t last, and your depot men agree. I only hope that he hasn’t been too badly hurt.”




I thought to say, “Why, he hasn’t been hurt at all!” but I swallowed it. She had embarrassed me. Let her think him hurt, I thought. Let her suffer a bit.
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