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      All the shadowy peoples of the past have lived perplexed and haunted by mystery as we live, have gone out into the Great Darkness with hearts full of wistful doubt and questioning, as we go. Surely there is something beyond the darkness, where light and peace shall come to all who, however defeated, have tried to be true and loyal; where the burden shall be lifted and the heartache shall cease; where all the love and hope that slipped away from us here shall be given back, and given back forever.




      —F.H. Balch, Bridge of the Gods
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      Preface




      Ransom Clark, private, Company C, Second Regiment of Artillery, joined the army when he was twenty-one. Two years later he was in Brevet Major Francis Langhorne Dade’s battle with the Seminole Indians in Florida on December 28, 1835. Of the 108 officers and men of Dade’s command, only Clark and one other soldier survived the battle and made it back to Fort Brooke on Tampa Bay. The destruction of this command, nearly one-fifth of the regular force then serving in Florida, was the pretext needed by the United States to begin what was to be the longest Indian war in American history.




      Clark—his right pelvis shattered, a bullet in his right lung, another through his right shoulder—was discharged in May 1836 with a pension of seven dollars a month. He returned to his hometown, Greigsville, New York, married, and had a child. Permanently disabled by his wounds, he attempted to provide for his family by giving lectures on his experiences in Florida. He also wrote a brief account published in 1839 titled The Surprising Adventures of Ransom Clark: Among the Indians in Florida. In his Introduction he wrote: “It is not the design of the subscriber to give . . . a full account of his adventures or disasters. Arrangements, however, are being made . . . to put forth an entire account of his life and adventures. But he was not given time to complete this work. The wound in his shoulder never healed. He died of infection in 1840, age twenty-eight.




      My home is fifteen miles south of Dade’s battlefield, now Dade Battlefield State Historic site. Forty-six years ago I visited the battlefield for the first time. Upon inquiry I found that a history of the battle was not available, only the date and a few names. I began to write letters, make phone calls, visit libraries. Quickly it became apparent that this forgotten battle had initiated the equally forgotten Florida War. During this seven-year struggle the army cleared three thousand miles of road through a mosquito- and snake-infested wilderness, sent over forty thousand men into jungle warfare against Seminole Indians, and built some four hundred forts. Hundreds of miles of those roads are now U.S. highways and many of the forts have become cities. Hundreds of towns and several counties in Florida carry the names, both white and Seminole, of the leaders of this long, painful struggle, while descendants of the few hundred Indian survivors who escaped death or deportation form the present Seminole Nation.


    




    

      More personally, I came to realize that Ransom Clark was a remarkable man. Through the years I have gathered much information about him, exhumed his remains, held his bones in my hands. It became apparent to me that this man needed to have his story completed, the “entire account of his life and adventures” told. I have taken the bones of fact and put upon them the flesh of fiction.
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      Ransom Clark looked toward the sun struggling up through the tall longleaf yellow pines on his right, burning away the showers of the night. Coming on eight o’clock, he figured, temperature about fifty degrees. It was the 28th of December, 1835. Six months to go, then I’m goin’ back. He held the thought. Six months. Lucy. His mouth widened slightly, his eyelids compressed in a small tight smile, the tips of perfect teeth a quick white streak on his grizzled, swarthy face. The overcast sky was silver-gray but clearing. The pine bark, flaking like rust, was rose colored in the early light; the green needles glittered.




      He was second man from the lead in the right file of the column of eighty-six enlisted men with fourteen non-coms and eight officers commanded by Brevet Major Francis Langhorne Dade. Born in Virginia, now forty-three years old, Dade had boasted that he could march through the Seminole Nation with a sergeant’s guard. He was married and had a daughter, Fannie Langhorne, who would be five years old next month. Amanda and Fannie would be waiting for him back in their comfortable frame home on Palafox Street in Pensacola. The detachment was in march from Fort Brooke at Tampa Bay north one hundred miles to Fort King. They were in double file, column of route, four feet between the files and between each man and the man that followed. Clark caught glimpses of the advance guard a hundred feet ahead, a shield to blunt attack, a sergeant and five men on foot led by 2nd Lt. Robert Richard Mudge, twenty-five, West Point class of 1833, the oldest of eleven children of Benjamin and Abigail Mudge of Lynn, Massachusetts. Nearer, between the main column and the advance, Captain Upton Sinclair Fraser was on horseback. In New York in June 1814, twenty years old, he had been appointed an ensign in the 15th Regiment of Infantry. Now he was forty-one, in command of Company C, Third Artillery. Fraser was known as “the soldier’s friend,” not a common trait among officers. In addition, he had openly remonstrated with the major several times on behalf of the interpreter, Luis Pacheco, a slave, who walked now beside Fraser’s horse, his left hand on the stirrup.



    




    

      The long blue column—from the advance guard back to the main body, followed by the horse-drawn cannon, three oxen hitched to the wagon, and finally the rear guard—was some five hundred feet long. They had been up before dawn, on the road nearly two hours. A good fifty miles out of Fort Brooke, a little less than fifty miles to go. They had been slowed by four river crossings and it had taken five days to make it this far, but there were no more rivers, only high ground and open country ahead. Ought to make it in to Fort King, safety, in two, three more days.





      A cool west breeze rustled the high palmetto fronds on both sides of the twenty-foot-wide Fort King Road with a click and a rattle. The road had been cleared by the army ten years before through the wilderness of pine barrens, swamps, and forests that made up the Florida Territory, the slash of a sword through the heart of the Seminole Nation. This is more than a sergeant’s guard, Clark comforted himself, this is a small army: two full companies of regulars under the command of eight officers, five of them West Pointers. The men were armed with muskets, a few swords and pistols, and backed up by the cannon.





      Finally out of the swamps, the land was rising, opening out from the heavy underbrush of the river valleys to a pine barren, fallen needles blanketing the ground, smothering all growth except palmetto and thin, brown winter grass. It was common knowledge that Indians were like cutpurses, catching you in the dark and ugly places, taking you by surprise. Damn fools if they didn’t, Clark thought. He’d heard that of the five thousand Seminoles in the whole territory, no more than fifteen hundred were warriors. They didn’t have organization, command, a cannon, neither the time nor the weapons to make real war. They relied on stealth.





      It had begun the second night, the Big Hillsborough, Saunders store, burnt to the ground, flames still playing across the water from the remains of the bridge built just last year. The major had taken every precaution, the command drawn together every night within a barricade three or four logs high thrown up to slow an attack, half a dozen sentinels posted on a relief one hundred yards and more outside and around. They had heard movement, shouts, screams like a cut pig, a few shots fired, a reminder that the Seminoles had good Deringer rifles with better range and more accuracy than the army’s muskets. Men had been tense, jumping at every sound. They had stared at one another around their fires, checked and rechecked their weapons. “What’re they sayin’, Clark? Are they gonna ’tack?” He shook off the questions. “Nah. Just threats, braggin’.” What use to translate the messages—rage, hate, “We’ll kill you all.”



    




    

      The babble of voices around him reminded him that only half of the enlisted men of the command were American born. They had come from ten of the twenty-four states, most of them along the Atlantic seaboard from Maine to North Carolina, with a dozen men from Pennsylvania, four from Vermont. And while most of the slave hunters—and settlers—pushing into Florida, clashing with the Seminoles, stirring up trouble, were from Georgia and Alabama, Clark had noticed that no volunteer from either state was in the ranks. He’d heard that recruiters didn’t spend much time in the slave states; wasn’t worth the effort. The greatest source for recruits was laborers and immigrants—where slaves provided most of the labor, there were few white laborers and immigrants were not welcome. He knew that some recruiters preferred native-born Americans; others had found they were more difficult to discipline than foreigners, were not accustomed to military subordination, were less patient and plodding.





      Of the foreign-born around him a third were Irish, the rest from Scotland, England, Prussia, Germany, Canada, and God knew where else. Their voices were a medley, a babble of dialects and languages. He recognized other Yankees with their “I reckon so”; Southern Crackers with their nasal twang; Germans spluttering in high and low Dutch; lots of Irish, swearing by the Holy Spoon and all the patron saints; Scotch who praised the land o’ cakes; with here and there a John Bull. And while the army refused to accept branded deserters from its own ranks, it was well known that of the two thousand enlisted men of the British army stationed in Canada who had deserted last year, fully a third were serving again, this time in the American army. For foreigners, Clark figured, it was a chance to learn the language and get food, clothing, shelter, and six dollars a month while they did it. For Americans it was probably the handiest way to escape troubles, romantic, financial, or legal. ’Course, some of the younger ones were just looking for adventure.



    




    

      Short and tall, young and old, domestic and foreign, it seemed like most of the fellows he’d got to know had come into the army as common laborers with no claim to any special skill, trade, or profession. He had heard such men referred to as typical of the “rag-tag-and-bobtail herd found in the ranks of the regular army; either the scum of the older states or of the worthless German, English, and Irish immigrants.” But he had also found among the men of Dade’s command tailors, clerks, printers, farmers, hatters, barbers, spinners, plasterers, blacksmiths, musicians, glaziers, painters, papermakers, shoemakers, watermen, a lampmaker, a couple of sailors, a weaver, tanner, carpenter, baker, hairdresser, even a teacher.





      Still, it was true that most of them were simply laborers, illiterate, ignorant of their own ignorance—boys who had left the farm or small town and joined up in a confusion of boredom and patriotism, or older men who had failed at everything else and had settled for three squares a day and a flop. Clark’s own recruiting officer, more honest than most, had tried to discourage him with the warning “If you take this step you will regret it only once, and that will be from the time you become acquainted with your position until the time you leave it.”





      Well, maybe so for some fellows, thought Clark, but not me. I can read and write. I got skills. I can plant and hoe, do a little blacksmithing, carpentry, work with horses. In the army I’ve traveled, met all kinds of people, put by a little money. Soldiering isn’t easy, but I’ve held, learned to handle myself. Six months and I’m done. I’m gonna see it through, I’m goin’ back to Lucy, I’m gonna live. Eunice Luceba French had become his talisman, his hope, his future. Before her there was nothing. With her he would learn, build, have a life. He knew it might only be a dream, but it was the dream that had helped him survive, helped him live.



    




    

      While the column was orderly, route step allowed the men a certain leeway in their movement, swinging along, maintaining a loose order side to side, front to back, some silent, moody, others talking whether anyone listened or not. Time was, he reflected, when he would have paid no more attention to the men around him than was necessary for survival, would not have joined them in talk, given or received a greeting. Until Lucy he had not known the meaning of friendship, had had no concern for others nor reason to believe they would have any concern for him. Old Benjamin had taught him only to work and to curse. Now he knew an interest in others, felt a rough affection even for DeCourcy, Wilson, the rest. He looked around now, watching, listening. Some men marched straight and tall, others with rounded shoulders shuffled like they were still pulling the plow. Remembering the barren early years, he felt a wince of affection. Good men, he thought, most of them, sturdy, steady. He suddenly realized he was proud to be with them, a part of this command.





      And while only three of the American enlisted men were from the South, five of the eight officers were Southerners; Major Dade from Virginia and 1st Lt. William Elon Basinger from Savannah, Georgia, twenty-nine, West Point class of 1830, whose wife waited for him back at Fort Brooke. He had assured her that he would be back to her “in a couple of weeks at the furthest.” Richard Henderson was from Jackson, Tennessee, a brevet second lieutenant, nineteen years old, class of 1835, classmate of John Low Keais, also a brevet second lieutenant, an orphan from Washington, North Carolina. And Assist. Surgeon John Slade Gatlin, twenty-nine years old, was from Kinston, North Carolina. At Fort Brooke Dr. Nourse had offered to trade places with him if he could be provided with a horse but none could be found. Now Gatlin was on foot with the men.



    




    

      Capt. George Washington Gardiner, commanding Company C, 2nd Regiment of Artillery, from Washington, D.C., was forty-two, had graduated first in his West Point class of 1814. His wife, very ill, was in Key West with their two children. Fraser was from New York and Mudge from Massachusetts. Of the entire command, only Luis Pacheco had been born in Florida.





      Along with the other men Clark wore the standard-issue black leather forage cap, seven inches high in front and back. It added to his height but nothing to his safety. In a pinch it could double as a bucket for water or grain. Like all artillerymen’s hats, Clark’s carried a brass A above the bill, Dade’s eleven infantrymen a silver I. His gray-blue overcoat was single breasted, woolen, lined with white serge with a standup collar and a cape. In the mild Florida winter it was hot on a march, heavy when wet. Running from collar to hem, seven inches above the knee, was a single row of nine gilt buttons. The thin, sharp edges could cut a man’s fingers if he was in a hurry, pressed too hard. Clark and a few others had rolled the coats, damp with rain, along with their five by six and a half foot, four-pound blue woolen blankets, tied them on the top of the black leather knapsacks carried high on their shoulders.





      Clark’s knapsack cover had yellow painted crossed cannons for artillery. The one and a half inch number 2 above the emblem indicated his regiment, the letter C below, company. He wore a short sky blue jacket, collar edged with red, shoulder straps with pads and half fringe.





      Under his jacket his long-sleeved white cotton shirt was already soaked with sweat, sticking to his skin. His woolen trousers, still damp and heavy from the last river crossing yesterday afternoon, matched the blue jacket, were held up by white cloth suspenders. The wide front flap of the trousers was secured with seven buttons, eleven if you counted those holding the suspenders. Not too handy when a fellow had a serious call of nature, was caught with his pants down.





      His leather boots were short and black, with leather laces. No matter how many miles he walked, the soles were still smooth and stiff as an oak plank. With his right hand he reached up, readjusted the two white leather straps, worn and dirty, that crisscrossed his chest. Regulations now forbade cleaning them with white lead, claiming it had been found “injurious to health.” Not as injurious as the lead of a Seminole bullet, he thought.



    




    

      One strap supported a bayonet in a leather sleeve that rode behind his left hip, the sixteen-inch-long triangular blade designed for stabbing, pointed but not sharp. The second strap carried a leather-cased wooden box on his right hip, bored to hold twenty-six cartridges under an ornamented leather flap, another twenty-four in a metal tray below. The straps were secured with a round brass clasp surmounted by a spread eagle that rested over his heart.





      Beneath his cartridge box hung a canvas forage bag holding his ration issue: eighteen ounces of stale hard bread called “ship’s biscuit,” said to be healthier than fresh, along with a chunk of hard cheese. Each man had had the choice of one and a quarter pounds of salted beef or three quarters of a pound of raw pork. Clark had taken beef, knowing it would not spoil as quickly. He had wrapped the meat in cloth, then leaves, in order not to stain the haversack. In addition, he still had a few sweet oranges, a rare treat for the men enterprising enough to have hustled them from a load brought into Fort Brooke from Cuba the day before they marched. He had seen a few men drop their prizes along the way as the days passed, more eager to lighten their burden than to enjoy the treat.





      Behind his bayonet hung a round blue wooden canteen with a cork stopper and U.S. stenciled across its seven-inch face. It had a capacity of twenty-two ounces, could be dipped and filled in any pond or stream. The forage bag and canteen were supported by canvas straps across the shoulder and chest. He was armed with an 1816 model .69-caliber smooth-bore flintlock musket, five feet long, eight pounds of steel and walnut stock equipped with a leather carrying strap. His left hand gripped the strap just below his shoulder.



    




    

      Captain Fraser rode close behind the advance, the black interpreter staying close. Luis spoke four languages, English, Spanish, French, and Seminole, and had been hired from his owner for twenty-five dollars a month. He had taken the surname of his master, Pacheco, who owned a fishery at the little village of Sarasota fifty miles south of Fort Brooke. He had told Clark that it had been his ill luck to have come up to the fort on an errand for his master a couple hours after the command had left. He’d been hired on the spot, sent to join them. Clark figured he wouldn’t be much help unless they came on Indians who wanted to talk instead of shoot. The slave, barefooted, wore a cast-off army jacket over worn shirt and trousers. He carried a musket.





      Behind Clark tramped another ninety or so men. Word had come before they had ever left the fort that two hundred and fifty Seminoles were lying in wait at the Big Withlacoochee. A fellow couldn’t help but wonder what kind of fool would send one hundred men against two hundred and fifty, but nobody had asked his opinion. The command had reached the Withlacoochee the afternoon of the fourth day. It had been a tense time with more joking and swearing than usual, but they had made that crossing, like the others, without trouble. Officers and men alike were still watchful but now more at ease. Seminoles were out there all right, no doubt about that, but out of sight, out of range, watching, waiting. For what, Clark wondered?





      Earlier, pulling out of last night’s camp, sky oozing rain, Major Dade had told them, “You can’t put your muskets on the supply wagon as it would be unmilitary, but you can carry them under your greatcoats to keep your powder dry.” Now, couple of miles from camp, the drizzle gone, a cool breeze, some men who still wore the heavy coats had pulled them open, taken their weapons out, turned them muzzle up, shrugging an arm back through the black leather sling, working the buttons back through the tight wet buttonholes one by one. The rest continued as they had started, muskets under their greatcoats, over their short jackets, barrels down to keep them dry, coats or jackets buttoned from neck to hem against the damp winter chill.



    




    

      Clark watched Dade as he drifted up and down the column, advance guard to rear guard, sitting his horse like a king, left hand casually holding the reins, right hand on his hip, a man who rode as though the animal was an extension of himself; never glancing down, around, eyes forward as though expecting Fort King to appear any minute, though it was a good two days ahead. Dade’s big black horse was tossing his head, snorting and frisky, sensing the ease of his rider. Dade was confident, you could see that. Must have been to have volunteered to lead this detachment.





      The men were in good spirits, stepping right out. Until this morning they had had flankers eighty yards out, pacing the column on each side, men whose job was to flush an enemy if he was there. There had been no path for the flankers; they had had to push their way through whatever underbrush they encountered. It was slow, exhausting, and dangerous work. Men had been rotated every hour but they, as much as the oxen at the rear, had been a drag on the column. With the last river crossed, the opening out of the country, visibility good, attack growing less likely with every hour, Dade had pulled them in today, counting on the watchfulness of the several officers on horseback, the front and rear guard, to warn of danger.





      This was their sixth day on the road. The crossings had been their weakest moments. Little Hillsborough wasn’t much more than a creek and the bridge still stood but they’d had to ford the Big Hillsborough. Two days later they’d patched the half-burnt Big Withlacoochee bridge and crossed with dry feet and the next day most had crossed the Little Withlacoochee on a log while horses, oxen, gun, and wagon had forded. Clark wasted little time in worrying, pretty much took things as they came, but aware that if the Seminoles had had the sense to hit them at the rivers, some men on the north bank, some in the water, the rest bunched up like sheep on the south bank waiting to cross, they could have been destroyed, shot down where they stood. He raised his head, looked out across the palmetto, through the pines. It would take organization Indians didn’t have, he told himself, to pull enough warriors together at any one time to make an attack that could overwhelm a command like this, armed and ready. If training and experience could keep them safe, they had enough and more.



    




    

      Captain Gardiner, Lieutenants Basinger, Mudge, Henderson, and Keais were West Point trained. Maybe Henderson and Keais were only six months out of the academy but Basinger had five years of service, Dade, Gardiner, and Fraser over twenty years each, starting with the War of 1812. Clark felt wrapped in armor with more than one hundred well-armed men and experienced officers. Every soldier knew that organization and discipline won battles. Seminoles could run around like evil children, half naked, screaming, shooting, but they had no organization, no real authority over one another. Each warrior was independent, could join a fight or go fishing. Against a cannon, against men who could give and take orders, fire on command, stand shoulder to shoulder, an Indian wouldn’t have a chance. No matter that they only had fifty rounds for the six-pounder, half of that solid shot, designed for use against structures, not men. The deafening crash of its firing would terrify an Indian; the iron balls could smash a tree and scatter limbs like clubs among them.





      He looked around. The underbrush was thin. Instead of the dense growth of the river valleys that could screen any number of Seminoles, palmetto had taken over, choked out the bushes. Stunted trees of the lowland were giving way to tall, high-limbed pine. ’Course, enough Seminoles wouldn’t need much organization, but now they’d lost their chance to come in close, ambush the column.





      He looked over at DeCourcy marching on his left, caught his eye. Edwin DeCourcy was English, from Maidstone, five years older than Clark, his hair blond, his eyes blue. His father was an officer in the English army stationed in Canada. “Things are lookin’ good, ’igh ground from ’ere on in,” he said. Clark smiled, nodded his head. He took a deep breath. A few more months, then back to Greigsville. And Lucy.





      The men around him were trudging steadily, most staring at the heels of the man in front, bored, thinking of food, girls, rest. We must look like a giant blue caterpillar rippling along he thought, light glinting off a buckle, button, musket barrel. He was conscious of DeCourcy at his side, the long loping swing of his legs. Why is he here? Why are any of us here? A hundred men marching through a jungle, a thousand miles from home?



    




    

      He looked up, ahead, caught glimpses of Fraser, Pacheco, Mudge, the advance guard. He turned, looked over the men following, black hats bobbing against the green. He shook his head, stared at the sand of the road past his boot tips swinging, left, right, left. Nothing to do but march and think.





      The pay, sure, food, clothing, and shelter, but what was behind it all? Why did the president, Congress, send us here? Clark couldn’t remember a single man he’d run into that wanted to be here, who had thought of coming back after his service, settling. This was no land for farming, he knew that. The thin, sandy soil would never bring a crop. The water was brackish, often tainted with iron, stinking of sulfur. The few settlers around the fort had pigs and cattle, but they were poor stock, gaunt, underfed. Mosquitoes, ticks, fleas, cockroaches, scorpions, other insects that he had never known in the north made life miserable day and night while rattlesnakes on land and moccasins in the water made travel dangerous. And men who had served through the seasons said that only for a month or two in the winter was the weather bearable, the rest steaming hot. It was no place for white men, never would be.





      “It’s slavery, Mr. Clark,” Lucy’s father, Judge French, had said. Clark had told him of a poster he had seen in Geneseo, a poster that said the army wanted volunteers to go to Florida, protect the settlers. “It’s not the settlers they want to protect, Mr. Clark, it’s slavery,” the judge had said. He and Clark had been brushing down one of the judge’s prize horses, sweeping opposite sides down and back with curry combs. He paused and straightened, laid both arms across the animal’s back. “That land has been home to Seminole Indians for a hundred years, Mr. Clark. All along slaves have been escaping into the territory, been welcomed by the Indians. There are a few of those in Congress—powerful men, decent men, ex-president Adams in the Senate for one, Giddings in the House—who despise the institution of slavery, want to abolish it. But the majority, also powerful, represent the South. Slave owners, most of them. Seminole Indians harbor the slaves. To get their slaves back they’ve got to get rid of the Seminoles.”



    




    

      Captain Gardiner was moving stolidly alongside the column on his horse, seeming almost to be pacing the men. Clark watched as he frowned down heavily at the men off his stirrup, then up toward the advance, back toward the rear, the column rippling like a blue wave against the green. With no flankers out, he and the other mounted officers were the eyes and ears of the command, watching, listening for trouble. As he came up alongside, Clark thought he looked uneasy, his grim face turning left, right, cigar in one corner of his mouth, smoke coming from the other. He had heard more than one man compare the little captain to a pot-bellied stove, an impression made stronger by his perpetual cigar, smoke bursting forth as though from a stove-pipe. He stood barely five feet, was almost as wide as he was tall.





      Of the older, experienced officers, Gardiner and Fraser had seen plenty of fighting but Dade was the only one who had actually fought Indians and he seemed optimistic, but it was hard to ignore the captain’s obvious concern. It was clear that he had not agreed with Dade’s decision on the flankers, but there was no man to doubt his courage or his strength. Story was that as a cadet at West Point he had had a serious disagreement with another cadet over a girl and had wrapped a poker around the fellow’s neck with his bare hands. He had come away with the nickname “God of War.” If he was worried, maybe Clark should be too.





      He looked out across the dark green saw-tooth palmetto again, the tall grass that crowded up along the road on both sides. This was Seminole country all right, but the risk of attack should be about past. The road had been cut ten years ago by eighty stout axmen through scrub oaks, palmetto, and grapevines near the rivers, leaving a virtual wall of nearly impenetrable undergrowth on each side where Seminoles could crawl and wriggle through to rise and strike with total surprise. Compared to that, this pine barren of the higher ground was like a release from prison. Across the palmetto, through the pine trunks straight as flag poles, sky brighter by the minute, a man felt like he could see forever. Reassured, Clark shook his head. If the Seminoles hadn’t struck by now they weren’t likely to try it here.



    




    

      Good thing, too. Judge French had taught him to use musket and rifle, how to load, aim, fire, and the care of a weapon, had given him time and ammunition for target practice. With the help of a Seneca Indian he had learned to handle a knife. But he knew from his own lack of military training in the use of arms, even the position or duties of a soldier, that little skill was taught or expected of enlisted men. To turn a civilian into a soldier the army counted on discipline. From reveille at dawn to retreat at sunset there were fatigue details, cleaning and putting in proper order clothing, equipment, bedding, and quarters, often interrupted by roll calls, but no marksmanship practice, no standardized training program at the recruiting depot. Only some time after reaching his regiment had Clark been issued a musket and begun to receive a few hours a day of drill instruction. If it came to a fight, some of these fellows would have to learn fast.





      He looked around, back toward the wagon, gun, and rear guard. Most men had been at least five days without a shave, their faces dark, hair sticking out from under their hats like damp straw, their clothes dirty and damp with rainwater and sweat, their bodies unclean. In spite of that, and danger, Clark thought they looked cheerful, confident, even eager. They’d make Fort King in a couple of days, be safe, have a rest.





      Brevet Second Lieutenants Keais and Henderson were on foot with the men, usually near the head of their companies, sometimes drifting up and down the lines, giving a rebuke or an encouraging word here and there. Henderson, tall, thin, was attached to Gardiner’s company, while his classmate, John Low Keais, was attached to Fraser’s. This was their first field service since graduation. Back at the fort, Clark had heard that Henderson had applied for discharge soon after graduation in July. Approval of his application had been received at Fort Brooke only days before they marched, yet he had volunteered to stay with his company. Maybe figured he’d have a story to tell the folks back home in Jackson, Tennessee.



    




    

      Lieutenant Keais, only a year older than Clark, had come down to Tampa Bay from New York in November. Finding Clark was from New York, surprised to find a literate, moderately educated enlisted man, Keais sometimes passed a few words with him. He told Clark he was glad to be in motion again. He had smiled. “When I received orders to come to Florida I was convinced that to come here would be equivalent to interring myself alive. Indians for companions, alligators, deer, bear, and what-not for playthings.” He waved a hand, taking in the weed-covered road, the palmettos, the forest backdrop, indicating that it was just as he had imagined. An orphan, he was obviously proud of the advancement he had won through his own exertions. He trudged along with the men, fine new uniform a little rumpled and dirty, a sword at his side, a small pistol in his pocket.





      Lieutenant Basinger, mounted, rode near the rear of the column, in charge of the cannon, crew, and rear guard. A three-horse team was harnessed to the limber, a two-wheeled, single-axle vehicle carrying the ammunition box stocked with fifty rounds, both canister and round shot. Two men rode the limber bench driving the team. Attached to the limber was the two-thousand-pound double trail carriage and cannon, called a six-pounder from the weight of the iron balls it fired. The carriage was built of white oak, equipped with portfire stock, rammer, and handspike. The black forty-two-inch-long, thousand-pound iron barrel rode snugly between the high wheels, both limber and carriage painted with a mixture of Prussian blue and white lead matching the pale blue trousers of the men. Behind the gun marched the nine-man crew: one non-commissioned officer, two gunners, and half a dozen mattresses or gunner’s assistants, assigned numbers one to six.





      And following the crew came the canvas-covered wagon carrying ten days’ rations and more ammunition for the muskets. Each wooden box of ball and buckshot cartridges weighed seventy-one pounds, held a thousand rounds when full. In addition to supplies, the wagon carried Dr. Gatlins’ two double-barreled shotguns, other officers’ gear, a mail pouch. The front wheels were thirty-six inches in diameter, the rear forty-two, giving it the appearance of rolling downhill. The two-inch axles were made of white oak, the bed of ash. The driver rode on a single board seat, U.S. painted in large black letters on the white canopy top over his head, canvas and bows swaying from side to side. The wagon was drawn by three oxen whose top speed was one mile per hour at best, still an anchor on the tail of the column. Finally, some fifty yards back, the rear guard followed—half a dozen men, muskets at the ready, looking left, right, back.



    




    

      Stray dogs that had joined at Fort Brooke trotted alongside the column, some staying close to the men who had thrown them an occasional scrap, most independent, pink tongues lolling from their mouths, noses to the ground, sorting through invisible spoors that covered the ground like a web. Clark hitched his pack a little higher. We’re all right, he thought. We’re all right.





      A dog bayed off to the right, others rushing toward the sound. Men jerked out of their thoughts, stared. Captain Fraser, with Pacheco still beside him, left the advance to investigate, moved back past Clark, then pushed out through the heavy palmetto.





      Fraser’s face was narrow, nose long and sharp, his lips thin. His forehead was high, thick black hair brushed back from a widow’s peak, his eyes as large and dark as black olives. Fellow officers described him as “gay and gallant.” Clark could understand the slave sticking to him like a sandbur. He had overheard Fraser earlier remonstrating with Dade over the risk to the black man in being used as scout, protesting that if he were found by Seminoles he would likely be killed. “Major,” Fraser had said, “it’s dangerous to send this man on. You don’t know what the Indians will do.” Dade had dismissed his concern with a wave of his hand. Fraser had turned to Pacheco. “What do you think about it, Luis?” Pacheco had replied, “If the Indians catch me, Massa, they’ll kill me sure.”



    




    

      Word came back up the column minutes later; only an ancient gray horse gumming the stiff winter grass. Fraser and Pacheco returned, passing the long column of men to follow again in the wake of the advance.





      Clark glanced back at the sound of the major’s voice, saw him riding up from the rear, turning in his saddle, one white gloved hand in the air, calling out to the men, “Have a good heart. Our difficulties and dangers are over now. As soon as we arrive at Fort King you shall have three days rest and keep Christmas gaily.” The promise of reward brought smiles, shouts, hurrahs. Dade paused near Clark, turned off, sat watching the column pass in review.





      The road was bearing a little to the left, the glitter of sunlight on water beginning to wink between the pines ahead and to the right. It was like walking on a brown carpet through a cathedral of pines. Clark, staring through the trees, frowned. In a moment something had changed. He looked around, left, right, up in the tall pines, across the sawgrass around a pond, then down, along the column, front, back.





      The pond, maybe three, four hundred feet across, bordered with green reeds, was in clear view now on his right, maybe sixty yards away. He looked, then stared, suddenly frowned. No waterbirds, no sound. None. Only the soft brush of men’s boots against the pine straw, the rustle of palmetto. The trees were silent, no quarreling of jays, no scolding of gray squirrels. The world was holding its breath. He wondered if the major, if anyone else, had noticed the silence. His scalp tightened, he felt an instant chill. He clamped his teeth, gripped his slung musket with his left hand, swallowed hard, jerked his head from right to left, pond to forest. Something was terribly wrong.
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      Ransom Clark was twenty-three years old; he was born in March 1812, the second son of five sons and five daughters of Benjamin and Catherine Clark of Greigsville, New York. He had swarthy skin, hazel eyes, black hair, taller than most at five feet nine. He dreamed of home, not that he had ever had one. He had gone to Rochester, New York, from Livingston County in the summer of 1833, on the 9th of August had enlisted in the 2nd Regiment of Artillery for three years under 2nd Lt. Abner Riviere Hetzel.




      In Hetzel’s presence he was examined by a doctor to determine that he was sober, neither a habitual drunkard nor subject to convulsions. The doctor then verified that his sight, hearing, and intelligence were adequate. Next he was told to strip in order to ensure that, as regulations specified, he had no tumors, ulcerated legs, or ruptures, nor chronic cutaneous affliction, and that he had “perfect use of all his limbs.” The doctor looked at his hips and under his arms for the D that would have branded him for life as a deserter. Young and strong, he passed the physical without any trouble and then, as Hetzel scratched the information on the enlistment form, he gave his age, twenty-one, born in the town of York, Livingston County, New York. Hetzel added his height, complexion, the color of his eyes and hair. Clearly Clark had the required command of English. He could read, write, had even picked up more than a few words in French. Hetzel read to him the Articles for the government of the armies of the United States. Finally, he was taken before a justice of the peace and took the oath of affirmation, repeating after him; “I, Ransom Clark, . . . do solemnly swear . . . that I will bear true allegiance to the United States of America, . . . and that I will serve them honestly and faithfully . . . against all their enemies or opposers whatsoever; . . and observe and obey the orders of the President of the United States, . . . and the orders of the officers appointed over me.”


    




    

      Clark had heard tell that there had been a twelve-dollar bounty given every man who enlisted, but Hetzel told him that it was no longer offered. On the other hand, a private’s pay had recently been raised to seven dollars per month, eighty-four a year. A common laborer might make a hundred dollars, but in addition to his pay, a soldier was provided with food, clothing, and shelter as well as medical care. He could travel, learn, put some money aside. And he was a soldier now, a man.




      Benjamin Clark, Ransom’s father, had a house, barns, two hundred and fifty acres where he kept cows, raised hay, peas, corn, beans, potatoes, and hell. He was considered well to do. He was a hard man, hard as the rocks in his fields. His own attorney, Henry Chamberlin, stated that he was more coarse and brutal to his own family, his wife Catherine and their ten children, than any man he had ever known.




      The nearest neighbor was half a mile away but Benjamin thought him too close. He knew only those he had to know and disliked most of them. Strangers, even neighbors, were sometimes stoned and dogged away. He had come to the area twenty years before but resented as intruders the Irish who were settling in the area and scorned the few remaining Seneca Indians as savages. He kept liquor by him constantly and, though rarely sober, was still considered to be a sharp, hard bargainer by men who had known him for twenty years and more.




      Benjamin had trouble getting workmen and couldn’t keep them when he did, often losing his hay crop for lack of help. The haying season was a long five or six weeks from late June through early August, the hardest labor on a farm. He would scour the neighborhood for haying help but only the desperate would work for him. He paid little and grudged that. Haying was hard steady work through fourteen- to sixteen-hour days, but most young men accepted it as a physical challenge and competition, swinging the long-handled scythes from dawn to noon, stopping only to whet their blades on grindstones brought into the field. They took their noon meal where they stood and worked till last light, raking, spreading, and turning the cut grass to cure into hay. A threat of rain added desperation to the work, every hand rushing to get the hay under cover or rolled into cocks to keep it from rotting.


    




    

      Men had learned that old Benjamin worked them harder than other farmers, paid them less, and never provided the tot of rum or brandy during brief rests that others did. By law and custom he could claim the labor of his children until maturity and he worked his sons, Ransom, Henry, even crippled William, harder than hired hands would tolerate. He grudged them food and shelter, paid them nothing. He had been heard to remark, when speaking of Ransom, “I never liked the boy.” Even Chamberlin had more than once taken a damning from him even while representing him in court with one controversy or lawsuit after another. When he wasn’t being sued he was suing others, including even the boys, Henry and William. When he was too drunk to leave his bed he demanded that the smaller children bring him whisky in a cup, neighbors half a mile away sometimes hearing him rip out. He was not alone in this indulgence. By 1830 liquor consumption in the United States had reached the equivalent of ten gallons per year for every man, woman, and child. This in turn was giving rise to the temperance movement.




      In May 1830, Ransom had had all the hard labor and harder treatment he wanted. He hated to leave his mother and his younger sisters and brothers to take the constant abuse old Benjamin handed out. He had begged his mother to get out, take the children, but she had nowhere to go, no way to support them all. “Come with me,” he had said. “Leave the old bastard! I can get work, Ma. We can make it. Ain’t no call for you and the little ones to take it no more.” She had hugged him, her stocky little body clinging, then pushed him away.   “You go, Ransom. We’ll hang on a little more. It ain’t so bad, he won’t really hurt us.” She looked at the floor. “He ain’t a bad man, son. Just he can’t leave off the drink. Life ain’t been easy for him, all the children. . . . ” Her voice trailed off.




      She had met and married Benjamin more than twenty years ago. He was tall, strong, a man with a head for business, but hard even then. Through the years, through ten births, she had cooked, fed, endured. She jerked her head up. “But you, you got all your life yet to go, you got to live.” She took his arms in a fierce grip, squeezed. “You’re a good boy Ransom, a good man. You go on. Me and the little ones’ll make it. He’s partial to William. He stands up for us, like you and Henry. You don’t worry now, son. You go, you live.”


    




    

      Two younger sisters, Lydia and Betsey, had already escaped through marriage and immediately been disinherited. And sure enough, on the 12th of May Benjamin advertised in the Livingston Register, “My son, Ransom Clark, left me on the 10th inst., without my consent or approbation. Said boy is 18 yrs old, rather large for his age, and of a dark complexion. All persons are hereby forbid harboring, employing, or trusting him on my account.”




      Benjamin had never given Ransom much more than homespun trousers and shirt, cast-off shoes, a knife in a slim leather sleeve, had taught him only to work and to curse. He had found work in the area, hiring out in Greigsville, Wadsworth, Leicester, a few miles north in York and five miles east in the county seat, the village of Geneseo. Brutal work, but not half as brutal as working for old Benjamin. Farmers would give him board, room in their barns. And he foraged. He would take an ear of corn here or there while working, shuck it, eat it raw. As he moved from farm to farm, job to job, he learned to recognize the thorny vines and bushes, the frail flower of the wild rose. In season its blossoms developed a reddish-orange berrylike fruit with a taste like apple. He found blackberries, raspberries, salmon, dew, cloud, and thimbleberries, juicy little fruits, each drawn together like a cap over a central head at the end of a stem. He was tempted sometimes to try the wild mushrooms but remembered a childhood friend who tried one after seeing a squirrel eat the same type, only to develop cramps and vomiting fifteen hours later, just before he died. Turned out it was the deadly Amanita. Ransom learned to identify the salad plants and herbs that grew wild in the woods, to enjoy the clean, bitter tang of dandelion, not only the yellow flowers but leaves and hollow stems as well.




      For a while, working sunup to sundown left no hours when he could safely visit Ma and the children. Sometimes, on a Saturday, he’d hang around the tavern in Greigsville, wait for old Benjamin, then get out to the farm for a few minutes. He’d take a dollar or two for Ma when he could, trinkets, candy for Jacob, Sally, Katherine, and Carolyn.


    




    

      Farmers, seeing how he worked, began to hire him whenever he showed up, liking his size, his strength, his sober ways. Ransom Clark, they found, was all business. He rarely smiled, except with children. He said little. He worked. He knew farming, he knew plants, animals, could get an ox to draw when even the owner couldn’t make him move. Fields that hadn’t raised a weed began to bring forth hay, potatoes, corn.




      With the deep-furrow horse-drawn moldboard plow he would turn and cross-turn a field to start the hills three or four feet apart for corn, drop and cover the seeds. He’d plant all day, backbreaking work, the next day haul water in two big wooden buckets for the seedlings, doling it out like he was nursing a baby. And they grew. Tall and strong, like Ransom.




      Farmers, finding that he was sleeping in the fields, began letting him use their hay lofts, sometimes eat at table with them and their families. He had never known that a home could be like this. “Please” and “thank you” were not terms he was accustomed to. He tried to remember the manners Ma had taught him: keep your elbows off the table; eat with a spoon or a fork, not your fingers; don’t spit on the floor; and never drink liquor.




      From the time he left home until spring he found employment with one farmer and another. Every farmer’s corn needed cultivation. Spring planting was done. He began the hoeing; first the weeding, then the half-hilling, then the full hilling. In fall he cut the ripened ears off the stalks, stored them in the farmer’s barn. Husking and shelling were fall and winter work and a time for frolics, a time to share and celebrate the end of the harvest. Ransom had no friends, nor enemies for that matter. He took no part in frolics. If he had an entertainment it was throwing his knife.




      He had become friendly with a few Seneca Indians that passed through, had seen them more than once bring down a rabbit with a quick but casual throw of a knife. Offering a few ears of corn, a handful of potatoes, through signs he asked them how to do it. And he practiced. On breaks, in the evenings before he slept. A thousand throws were mostly fumbled, smacking into a tree, falling. He would ask a Seneca to throw at a tree, watch him closely, the grip, the throw. Slowly, his began to stick, quivering in the wood. He had the feel, the motion. Now all he needed was practice. The day he made one hundred throws and ninety-eight stuck, he knew he had it. He felt an immense pride. In spite of Benjamin, he was more than a beast of burden—he could learn.


    




    

      Ten months passed. He was becoming a name among the farmers in the Genesee Valley. He planted, plowed, reaped. What he didn’t know about local farming when he left Benjamin he learned. He had a way with tools, could make or repair anything around the place. He worked, and that was all he did. Except for helping Ma and the children with all the dollars he didn’t need for food, a few clothes, and he didn’t need many. He had no goals except to struggle on. If there was a purpose to living he had no idea what it might be, nor did he spend much time in wonder. All he had learned was how to work, to survive. He did not look around or ahead. As far as he knew there was nothing to look for. And then he met Judge Noah French.




      He was working on Aaron Hatfield’s farm, following a horse and plow, when he looked up one day, saw a man facing him at the end of a row. The man stood stolidly, like he had a right to be there, coat open, thumbs hooked in his belt. He looked rumpled, but official. “Mornin’ Ransom. Name’s Wadsworth, Deputy Wadsworth. Judge French asked me to stop, see could you come by. Today’d be all right.”




      Neither spoke further, neither felt the need. Judge French wanted to see Clark, Clark would go. Both men knew it, didn’t need to talk about it, explain it. No need to shake hands, no need to talk about the weather. Clark knew Wadsworth from his official visits to the Clark place when there was trouble, which was often. He wasn’t a bully, didn’t make more of his job than it called for, but he did it.




      The deputy stared at the younger man, taller, swarthy even if he hadn’t been burnt by exposure all day, every day. Strange boy, big, inches taller than Wadsworth, staring back with unblinking eyes, neither cowed nor challenging. He just stood, hands on the plow, immobile, powerful, like an ox, but his hazel eyes glowed like banked fires. Wadsworth was just as glad the boy didn’t want to put up a fight like some did. Might be a problem, even with a pistol, he thought. Ransom only nodded, made a faint twitch with one rein, turned, continued plowing.


    




    

      The courthouse at the north end of Main Street in Geneseo had closed, the judge gone home an hour before Ransom put up Hatfield’s horse and plow. He walked the two miles through the gloaming from Hatfield’s past one plowed field after another, the few trees still standing girdled to die and create more field, to the Genesee River, across the bridge and into the village of one hundred buildings, five hundred people. From the courthouse he turned down Main, passing the unfinished Livingston County Bank, the Colt house, Kelsey house, the home of Jacob Hall, the harness maker, the old clapboard house of the Bishop family. Through the windows along the street came the soft glow of candles, here and there the sharper light of a lantern as families gathered in. Four blocks down he passed the village green, turned left on South Street. The grounds surrounding the homestead of the Wadsworths, begun in 1804 by pioneer James Wadsworth, took up the entire block. Across the street, along the north side, was the home of the local merchant William Bond, beyond it at number 17, the oldest house in the village, built in 1808 by Colonel Joseph Lawrence, Geneseo’s first blacksmith. Between Elm and Prospect stood the sturdy, well-kept cobblestone house of Judge Noah French. Ransom had seen him a few times, never met him, though old Benjamin had been before him time and again and couldn’t curse him enough. But the old man cursed everyone, especially his sons.




      Ransom went to the rear of the house, stepped up on the porch, knocked. By the time he had taken a deep breath the brown porcelain knob turned, the door opened in. A girl stood with one hand on the knob, the other on the jamb. She was clean and pretty, and had long, dark hair; she wore an apron over a long, patterned dress. Ransom told her his name. She nodded, unsurprised, looked at his soiled but tidy clothes, down at his boots. “Washed ’em,” he said, stamping his feet lightly to dislodge the dust of the road. She looked up, smiled, motioned him in. It was the kitchen. He surveyed it in one glance, looked back at the girl for direction. The room was fine, warm, clean, a cheerful fire on the raised brick hearth, a pot of something good-smelling bubbling in an iron pot on the rod. Fresh washed vegetables were piled on a wooden counter by a granite chopping block. Lanterns glowed. He swallowed, the sound audible. “This way,” she said. Her voice was clear, steady, gentle.


    




    

      She led him down a long quiet hall, carpet on the floor, pictures on the walls, small brass wall lanterns glowing. He remembered once entering the nave of the Presbyterian church, had never thought of a private home having such peace. The girl walked with her head up, hair drawn loosely back, tied with a dark blue ribbon. Her waist was small, hips barely swelling. A woman. She stopped, turned, tapped on a partially open door to the right, looked down at the floor, her breasts in profile full as melon halves. “Father?”




      “Come in, come in.” The girl, smiling again, turned to Ransom, pushed the door with her left hand, motioned him in with her right. He started to smile, started to take a step toward the beckoning room, then paused, suddenly thought of turning back, down the hall, out the kitchen, back to Hatfield’s hay loft. The clean home, the peace, the lovely girl, a man, a judge who spoke kindly. What did it mean? What sort of house was this, what sort of people? Kindness, quiet, order, were not tolerated in Benjamin Clark’s house. Ransom knew that he himself felt these things, his mother, sisters and brothers felt them, but for eighteen years most of what he had experienced, most of what he had learned, was survival. This home, these people, might have come from another world. What was he to them? Why was he here?




      “Lucy? Mr. Clark? Please come in.” The sober, strong voice again. The girl stepped forward, moved into the room, her feet invisible beneath her skirts. Too late to run. He could only follow. She went to a chair by a fire where a man sat, right leg propped on a stool, two boards strapped against it from knee to ankle. She bent, kissed the man’s cheek.


    




    

      “Thank you, my dear. Mr. Clark, I’m Noah French. Please excuse me for not rising.” He gestured. “A broken leg. Foolish accident with one of my horses.” He reached out his hand. His grip was firm without being a challenge. He held a moment, didn’t shake, released. “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, sir.” He motioned. “Please have a seat there, by the fire. Lucy, would you be kind enough to bring us coffee?”




      Ransom sat straight in his chair, looked squarely at the judge, aware of his large, leather-upholstered chair, the wall of bookshelves behind him, other shelves on the side walls, a low table between them with a vase of hyacinths, a small, crackling wood fire behind a shining brass fender beside them. Judge French had dark, graying hair, parted on the left, falling loosely across his forehead. His nose was straight, neat, flanked by high, lean cheekbones. He would be tall if he stood. Within the black trousers and white cotton shirt his body looked solid, spare but not thin. His left hand rested on the arm of his chair, his right gripped the knee of his injured leg. “Inconvenient, sir. Not part of my plan.” He smiled ruefully. “I need help, Mr. Clark. I hope you’re the man to help me. If you will.”




      Once, on a Saturday, Ransom had heard that a group of gypsies had come to Geneseo with a “show,” wild animals, even an elephant. He had had five years of common school, could read and write. But his brief formal education had given him no basis for understanding where such animals as a lion, a gorilla, or a giant snake lived, what sort of place produced such creatures. He watched a magician pull rabbits out of a hat and was confounded. He saw a man tossing two red balls in the air, from hand to hand, then three, four, five, even six balls.




      He had assumed that as far as a person might travel in the world, with the exception of mountains instead of the local hills, or giant bodies of water, oceans, the rest of the world was much like Livingston County, other people like the people he knew. The show had caused him more thought than his five years of school had. And the thought that came to him now, facing Judge French, was the juggler. In his mind this house, the girl, the quiet, the order, and above all the judge’s words, tumbled in his mind like the red balls. He had never thought that his future held anything more than following an ox down a furrow. He understood that the judge was offering him a job.


    




    

      The door opened, the girl’s feet whispered across the floor. She bent, set a tray on the small table. “Thank you, my dear.” She nodded, touched the man’s shoulder, smiled at Ransom, left the room. He looked down. There were two cups, a plate under each, two silver spoons, a bowl of sugar, a tiny pitcher of heavy cream, two cloths. The Judge leaned forward, grunting at the discomfort to his leg, motioned to the cream and sugar. “Here’s the way it is, Mr. Clark. May not seem like it but judging other men is harder work than you might think. Been at it a long time. Got to do something to clear my mind when I’m not on the bench.” He looked toward the fire, nodded to himself. “My heart, too. Can’t listen to people’s problems day after day, year after year, decide who’s right, who’s wrong, and not get beaten down sometimes. Got to get my mind on other things, things that are not based on human troubles.” He paused, staring into the fire. “Like horses.” He turned his head, looked directly at Ransom. “I raise horses, Mr. Clark.” He took a sip of coffee, touched his lips with one of the cloths, leaned back in his chair holding the cup in his lap with both hands.
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