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PREFACE



Forty-eight months of war, that is what the years 1861-65 meant to the people of Culpeper County, Virginia. Forty-eight months of military training, invasion, occupation, liberation, battle, hardship, triumph, and sorrow, forty-eight months and their ever-changing seasons of war. This is the story of the people of Culpeper, and the story of the soldiers, Blue and Gray, who fought, lived, and sometimes died there. Robert E. Lee and Ulysses S. Grant, Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson and George G. Meade, James E. B. “Jeb” Stuart and George Armstrong Custer, Richard S. Ewell and John Pope—they all knew Culpeper. Culpeper was one of the most important strategic spots in the war. Nestled below the Rappahannock River and north of the Rapidan, it became a natural point of invasion for the Union army and a place from which some of the most important campaigns of the war were launched, including First and Second Manassas, Gettysburg, and the Wilderness. Few Confederate communities hosted more soldiers or witnessed more combat than Culpeper.


But this is more than the wartime experience of a single community. The story of the Civil War has been told and retold more often than any other in American history. We have the northern view and the southern view, the views of generals and privates, the views of politicians and civilians. We have military histories, political histories, economic histories, diplomatic histories, and social histories. Yet, with all this, we remain haunted by poet Walt Whitman’s dismal prediction that the “real war” will never “get in the books.” Whitman was thinking of the gritty and grisly side of war found in the army camps and hospitals, the side of war that soldiers seldom mention to nonsoldiers. But more than that, besides the drunkenness and swearing, beyond the blood and excrement, we are ultimately confronted by the monstrous size, scope, and duration of the war. The mind boggles at the task of making sense of it, of comprehending it.


One way to do this is to stay put, that is, to tell the story from a single place, a single vantage point. Most narratives of the war keep the reader in perpetual motion, moving from battlefield to battlefield, or from Richmond to Washington, or from Virginia to Texas. But that is not how the majority of the people engulfed by the war—southern civilians—experienced it. Most people, even the soldiers to a large extent, were spectators of the war, much like us. So, as spectators, we need a perch on which to sit and watch the action unfold. Culpeper is a good place to do that without losing any of the drama or humor of the war. So it is from Culpeper that we shall watch two nations do battle, admire the efforts of soldiers and civilians to cope with war, and try to understand the rise and decline of the Confederacy. Like Whitman, who, incidentally, plays a part in Culpeper’s story, we shall watch anew the “Battles, the horrors of fratricidal war, the fever of doubtful news, the fitful events.”


As for that all-important vantage point, it is largely “southern.” This is not to say the story neglects those Yankees whose lives were shaped by events in Culpeper. It is only to acknowledge that a majority of its vast array of characters are southern civilians and soldiers. In organization, too, the story is southern. The “seasons” of war, besides drawing on the wisdom of Ecclesiastes, refer largely to the changing fortunes of the Confederacy. Thus the four seasons of this book: “Spring” is 1861, when the Confederacy was born and southern hopes were buoyant; “Summer” is 1862, when the Confederacy reached its full strength and maturity; “Autumn” is 1863, the year in which defeats at Gettysburg and Vicksburg muted Confederate enthusiasm; “Winter” is 1864-65, which saw the death of the Confederacy. What emerges then is a portrait of a people initially keen to wage war but increasingly plagued by self-doubt, weariness, and fear. The people of Culpeper gradually turned away from rebellion, not so much because they lost faith in their cause but because they became intimidated by the destructive power and demoralizing forces of war.


Finally, the story is told largely in the present tense. This is not an attempt to copy the technique used by Albert Castel in a recent book about the Atlanta campaign. Seasons of War was launched long before publication of Castel’s fine work. In important ways, too, Castel and I use the present tense differently. Larger portions of Culpeper’s story are told in the past tense, and there are no historiographical digressions like those used by Castel. I have chosen this technique for two reasons. First and most importantly, it is meant to provide a sense of immediacy, to place readers in the vortex of the war. Second, it is meant to recreate the confusion and chaos of war. The narrative unfolds only as rapidly as the story will allow. No knowledge of events is permitted beyond those being described. Readers must not even assume that they know how the war will end.




    
PART I



Spring






CHAPTER ONE



A PLACE AND A PEOPLE



The colors strike you first—greens, and browns, and blues, all of them bright, all of them vivid. Especially the greens. God, it is green, every conceivable shade of green. New grass, perpetual pines and cedars, and the freshly-minted leaves of hazel, beech, and fruit trees spread unchecked toward the horizon. And the greening has only begun. Before many weeks have passed, clover, corn, wheat, oats, and tobacco will enrich the spectrum. Until then, moist, glistening patches of tan and black, in furrows of newly-turned earth, protect embryonic seeds and adolescent plants. The land’s contours lend the colors subtle shadings, for this is no flat, dreary plain. Colors melt and flow, one into the other, as pounding ocean tides fifty leagues to the east shove and squeeze the earth’s surface into the hills and hollows of Virginia’s central Piedmont. There is no predicting this terrain. In one direction, broad sweeps of unblemished land roll for miles while elsewhere thick woodlands obscure the view. A mountain here, a series of hills there, leave you gasping at the variety of nature’s adornments. Near the horizon, rich blue skies and the sun’s brilliant rays force you to squint against the onrush of spring.


Green and silver ribbons of moving colors slice through the land. They separate the hills, create the valleys, and confine the earth. The ribbons have names: Rappahannock, Rapidan, Robinson, Thornton, and Hazel. And they have scores of children in the creeks, runs, and rivulets that honeycomb the scene. These ribbons mean much to the people who live here. They feed the colors, they nourish the greens and browns that proclaim the wealth of the land. They add to the earth’s allure, clinging erotically to its contours. The colors complement the earth’s configuration, as fashionable attire accents the body of a beautiful woman.


The land is quiet, too. You are not aware of the quiet at first; it does not seize you like the colors. Only when the stillness is broken does it speak. A child’s gleeful shout echoes against a hill. A train whistle shrieks through a valley. More often a gradually swelling breeze whispers through the pines and cedars. That is as noisy as it gets, at least until late afternoon. Then spring skies frequently darken, and the muffled rumble of thunder rolls over you, eastward from the Blue Ridge.


This place is called Culpeper, ancient, proud, happy Culpeper. Its boundaries once confined nearly a thousand square miles, a gift from Charles Stuart II to John Lord Culpeper. Only Indians—mostly Seneca—and white trappers roamed the land then. Lord Culpeper’s domain grew and shrank and changed hands more than once before white settlement began. The entire story, filled with rapacious noblemen, ambitious politicians, and a mistress or two, is still murky. In the end, the lands fell to Margaret Lady Culpeper and her daughter Catherine, who became, in turn, Lady Fairfax. Family bequests and the encroachments of civilization played havoc with the land. Bits and pieces were whittled away, subdivided, and severed. Fewer than 400 square miles remain, a modest landholding, of no great account in the world’s affairs, unless, of course, this is your world.1


Now it is April 1861. The people of Culpeper shed the sloth and slough of winter. Farmers have been in their fields for several weeks; merchants and shopkeepers prepare for the spring trade; and families roll up carpets, air out mattresses, and attack the residue of winter decay. The weather encourages them. The days are slowly warming, and the danger of a deep frost has passed. Nights can still be chilly, the early mornings brisk, but no one minds. Winter has fled. The skies are brighter, the colors livelier, the air fresher. The air smells of water, the water of rivers, of dews, of rains. It is a time of hope and expectations; it is a season of birth and renewal.


Sheriffs James Harris and Jacob Eggborn recorded 12,000 inhabitants in last year’s census. Only 44 of Virginia’s 148 counties have more people. Over half of the 12,000 are slaves; only 23 counties have more. That seems like a lot of people, but plenty of elbow room remains in Culpeper. In fact, Culpeper, like many long-settled Virginia communities, has been losing residents until recently. Some blame the decline on exhausted soil, wasted by decades of heavy tobacco planting. Others blame it on the restlessness of the people and their hankering for adventure or a new life. Traces of restlessness remain. Young men continue to drift westward or to nearby cities in search of fortune and fame. Still, the worst of the exodus seems to have passed, and Culpeper, if not growing, is no longer in decline.2


The white families are mostly farmers, and most own their land. This is a prosperous community, where the average farm is 260 acres, but it is quite unlike the Deep South. Culpeper produces no cotton or sugar, only a small amount of rice, and modest crops of tobacco. The biggest money crop is wheat. The most important crop, used to feed free people, slaves, and livestock alike, is corn. Sheep are the most numerous livestock, followed by hogs, cattle, and horses. Add to this large quantities of butter, hay, oats, potatoes, peas, beans, flax, honey, and wool and you have a farming community more akin to Pennsylvania or New York than to Georgia or Alabama. Reforms that began in the 1790s and accelerated in the 1820s have placed Culpeper farmers among the southern leaders of progressive, diversified agriculture. By replenishing the soil with fertilizers (mostly lime and guano), rotating crops, and planting legumes such as clover and peas, they have increased the production of all crops since 1850, especially tobacco. The value of the county’s farms has exploded from less than $3 million to over $5 million, thirteenth highest in the state.3


With the annual planting routine under way, farmers, slaves, and hired hands labor with fairly primitive tools—hoes, shovels, and rakes mostly. It is not that Culpeper is ignorant of the latest farm machines. After all, Cyrus McCormick grew up and introduced his wonderful reaper just a few miles away, in Rockbridge County. Since moving to Chicago, McCormick has added mechanical threshers, rakes, and mowers to his inventory. But Culpeper farmers find McCormick’s machines, as well as those of people like Obed Hussey, more useful for harvesting (mostly wheat) than for planting. Their most important planting tool remains the horse-drawn iron moldboard plow. The quality and number of these plows and other horse-drawn implements may lag behind machines used on northeastern and midwestern farms, but Culpeper, and Virginia generally, remains the South’s most progressive farming region. On the other hand, few farmers regard the machines as suitable replacements for slave labor. Of the 22 men who own at least a thousand dollars’ worth of machinery in Culpeper, only two own no slaves.4


Of course, most farmers get along fine without machines or slaves. For every member of the Culpeper gentry, three to four small farmers and herders remain, in their defiantly individualistic fashion, unconcerned with cultivating large expanses of wheat and corn. Pursuing the leisurely life of their mostly Celtic ancestors, they seem content to live on a few acres, much of it unimproved woodland, and tend an acre or two of corn and tobacco while their livestock, mostly hogs and cattle, fend for themselves. They live in cabins rather than trim farmhouses. The men hunt and fish rather than till fields, and they seem happier arguing about politics and the weather at local taverns and mills than frequenting church, although they attend revival meetings now and then. They like to drink and fight, and because these pastimes get them into trouble in town, they steer clear of settlements with more than a half dozen buildings. Their numbers have declined in past decades, for the largest segment of the Culpeper exodus has been a great plain-folk migration to the West and Southwest. Yet many remain, and they are unchanging in their ways.5


The biggest exception to the generally British settlement is a healthy German community. Small groups of Germans first arrived in the early eighteenth century. Within a generation, they established communities at Germanna on the Rapidan River, Criglersville on the Robinson River, and in the Little Fork region between the Hazel and Rappahannock rivers. These hard-working, prosperous farmers scorned their lazy non-German (mostly Scotch-Irish) neighbors. “I would not mind if there were a thousand times as many inhabitants here, who, if possible, should all be Germans,” confided one of their number in 1766. “While others indulge in idleness, do nothing but ride about and plant scarcely so much as to provide for their households, the Germans are reputed for their diligence and industry which probably prompted the saying hereabouts that a German can thrive on a rock.” The German did not get his wish, but the Yagers, Spicers, Leggs, Inskeeps, Criglers, Aylors, Utterbacks, Huffmans, and Waylands of the county have lived fairly amicably alongside the Taylors, Weavers, Stringfellows, Smiths, Hudsons, Browns, Armstrongs, Hills, McDonalds, and O’Bannons. Of the county’s current 51 foreign-born residents, 36 are Irish and 7 are German.6


The hills and piney woods northwest of Culpeper Court House, the county seat, offer the biggest haven for plain folk. There, around the little settlement of Griffinsburg, the countryside abounds in “flint rock, chinquapins, and brandy.” A village evolved at Griffinsburg, or the “Box” as it is known, because a store and post office happened to be in the same general area. Local farmers and herders find it a convenient place to rendezvous. It is a place where, as one alarmed citizen insists, “they vote and fight audaciously, for they are a pugnacious sort.”7


Slightly more tame are the denizens of the Little Fork region around Jeffersonton. Jeffersonton is a booming metropolis compared to Griffinsburg, yet it remains a placid place. The town, with a population of about 160 souls, still serves as the home of the Jefferson Academy, which assured the parents of young scholars upon opening in 1836 that the town was “free from the haunts of vice and dissipation.” That is probably still true. Remember all the Germans who settled there. Certainly the residents of the Little Fork, famed for their camp meetings and watermelons, “differ from the dweller in the ‘pines’ [around Griffinsburg] in not being much addicted to fighting.” Still, these people are seldom rushed for time. Adhering to the Celtic rather than the Protestant work ethic, they habitually “meet at the store of ‘old Mac [in Jeffersonton],’ whittle sticks and tell monstrous yarns about fox hunting.”8


Other crossroads villages and settlements—18 all together—have sprouted up around the county. Many, like Griffinsburg, exist only because of a mill, tavern, or river ford in the area. The few exceptions are places like Rixeyville, which thrives because the Rixey family, extensive landowners along the Hazel River north of Culpeper Court House, willed it into being. Mitchell’s Station, near the Rapidan, is a product of the Orange & Alexandria Railroad. The story goes that Billy Mitchell, whose land blocked the railroad’s right-of-way, opposed construction of the line and stood ready, shotgun in hand, to prevent its passage across his land. John Wharton, a wealthy neighbor, intervened to suggest that any station built along that portion of the train’s route bear Mitchell’s name, and that the engineer of each passing locomotive blow his whistle in tribute. Uncle Billy, as Mitchell is known, beamed and relented.9


The village of Brandy first drew notice because a deep well made it a natural watering place for wagoners and herders passing through the region east of Culpeper Court House. Then a crossroads tavern, dubbed the “Brandy House” after a visit by thirsty soldiers during the War of 1812, gave the place a name. When the Orange & Alexandria Railroad began to stretch westward from Fauquier County, the place seemed a good spot for a station. Soon Brandy Station became a village with a post office, although it is still not a very impressive settlement. One county resident describes it as “a doulful looking place” with “two stores, a tavern, blacksmith shop and no streets.”10


There is only one town of consequence: Culpeper Court House. Located pretty much in the center of the county, it has just over a thousand residents. The town’s official name is Fairfax, but when it became the home of the county court, people started calling it Culpeper Court House, the Court House, or simply Culpeper. Call it what you will, it is the fulcrum of county political and economic life. Besides hosting the county court, Culpeper boasts the largest merchants, the biggest market, and the principal railroad depot. Its growth has helped to save the county. Yet for all its growth, Culpeper remains a friendly place, free of the rural versus town estrangement that plagues some parts of Virginia.11


The merchants, artisans, professionals, and manufacturers who reside in these villages and towns lend the sort of diversity every farming community needs. Culpeper boasts nearly 60 merchants and shopkeepers, and over 30 clerks and bookkeepers. It supports 88 carpenters, 20 shoemakers, 19 wheelwrights, 18 blacksmiths, 13 weavers, 9 coach or wagon makers, 8 coopers, 8 saddlers, 8 tailors, 7 bricklayers, 5 masons, 5 cabinetmakers, 4 millwrights, 4 plasterers, and a sprinkling of gunsmiths, silversmiths, and harnessmakers, about twenty different crafts in all. In the professional community there are 46 teachers (but no public schools), 30 physicians, 12 lawyers, 8 ministers (but twenty-four churches), 3 dentists, and 2 druggists. A mutual dependence has developed between these people and their farmer clients as Culpeper’s markets have opened up to Virginia and beyond.12


Perhaps the closest ties run to the mercantile community. Merchants work 14-hour days to oblige their customers, especially in spring. Saturday, the traditional market day in southern towns, is the single busiest day of the week, but court days, muster days, and election days are equally frantic. Not all who stop purchase something. Many visit the stores only to socialize, swap stories, warm up in cold weather, or cool off in hot weather. Still, the merchants must be ready for them, and so spring, a traditional time to restock stores, is a busy season. Goods arrive more promptly now that a railroad passes through the county, a convenience that has even led some shopkeepers to abandon the traditional pattern of placing orders only in the spring and fall. But spring sales remain important, and some merchants, leaving nothing to chance, have made personal visits to eastern cities to ensure the quality and prompt delivery of goods. James Rudasill and John T. Stark, seeking to get a leg up on their competitors, advertise: “Groceries! Groceries! We have just returned from Richmond, and having bought a good supply of the goods, we think we can do as well by all who want to encourage Southern trade, as any house in town, either for the cash or credit, (cash very much preferred).”13


Culpeper’s industries also depend on agriculture. The county has 27 mills, two of them steam powered. Most millers survive on the corn and wheat crops, although several also grind gypsum (for plaster), cut lumber, and card wool. Fierce competition means that only seven millers earn more than $500 a year. The seven biggest mills employ free labor, a combination of 98 laborers (71 men and 27 women) with a payroll approaching $19,000. Garnett Hudson operates a small iron foundry, and some mining—gold mining of all things—survives in the county’s southeastern corner, around Richardsville. However, the heyday of Virginia gold mining, which peaked in the 1840s, has long since passed.14


Much of Culpeper’s prosperity can be attributed to the Orange & Alexandria Railroad, which has only recently supplanted the old transportation network of roads, rivers, and canals. A turnpike boom hit the county, as it did much of Virginia, shortly after the War of 1812. The state incorporated scores of private companies to construct roads, but it bore, in the process, as much as three-fifths of the costs. The best roads, constructed of stone, require a toll of from 1 to 20 cents, the amount depending on the number of animals pulling and the size of the vehicle they pull. Four such thoroughfares pass through Culpeper, all of them originating at Sperryville, in Rappahannock County, and confined to the northern half of Culpeper. Most of Culpeper’s roads are plain dirt, which turns to mud during much of the year. There have been efforts to maintain planks along the most heavily traveled routes, but lack of revenue makes this difficult.15


Canals attracted advocates in the 1840s and 1850s as alternatives to Culpeper’s principal rivers. The rivers have never been very dependable highways. Their waters run deep enough for heavily laden craft only after heavy rainfalls. The most promising canal, still used in 1861, is the Rappahannock Canal. It runs 55 miles from Waterloo to Fredericksburg, which has traditionally been the county’s best market and supplier. Wheat, flour, timber, and assorted merchandise travel downriver to Fredericksburg, while guano, lime, plaster, bricks, fish, whiskey, seed, and salt are returned to Culpeper, all on substantial flat-boats. Yet business on the Rappahannock Canal has been seriously curtailed by the railroad. In the process, Alexandria and Lynchburg have largely replaced Fredericksburg as markets and suppliers.16


Railroad construction began at Alexandria in 1849, and the tracks reached Culpeper ten years ago, in 1851. The completed line stretches 148 miles from Alexandria southward through Manassas and Culpeper and on to Gordonsville, Charlottesville, and Lynchburg. Culpeper raised nearly $30,000 for the project, and more than half of the nearly $21,000 paid to secure rights-of-way went to Culpeper landowners. The county now has five stations along the route, including Rappahannock, Brandy, Mitchell’s, and Rapidan, and the Court House. Culpeper’s own John S. Barbour, Jr., has served as president of the line since 1851.17


Although the O&A does offer passenger service, it is primarily a freight line. The same is true of most of Virginia’s 17 railroads, of which the O&A is the fourth longest. These lines were meant to usher in a new age of prosperity for Virginia by making the state economically independent of the North and strengthening commercial ties with other southern states. The results for Culpeper have certainly been as intended. The O&A offers the lowest rates in the state to ship grain, flour, guano, coal, iron, plaster, and manure. The railroad has also brought more goods to Culpeper shops—far more, and in greater variety, than the county has ever known. Garland Sisson now sells “all popular Magazines and Literary Papers” at his bookstore. Alexandria, Baltimore, and Richmond merchants advertise in Culpeper, and local merchants offer such luxuries as “Sweet Havana Oranges,” English port, and “cassimere.”18


Only a few people have suffered from this prosperity. As the railroad has opened Culpeper to competition with manufactured goods from the East, some local craftsmen, including gunsmiths, tailors, cobblers, and furniture makers, find it hard to compete. They have been forced either to move to less commercialized regions or to become more shopkeeper than craftsman. In a similar fashion, the amount of “home manufacturing”—barrels, ironware, clothing—has fallen sharply with the arrival of the O&A. No wonder that while the population at the Court House continues to grow, the rural population has declined slightly. Of course, Culpeper is not alone in its dilemma. Other Virginia counties given readier access to markets via railroad have suffered similar fates, as have communities across the nation.19


Contributing to the general prosperity are Culpeper’s 6,653 slaves. Nearly seven hundred people own or hire slaves in Culpeper. Eighty-four people have 20 or more slaves, which is the usual measure of a “planter,” but the average holding is nine to ten. The county has three slave markets, the oldest and most active one operating at the Court House, but most sales, as seems to be true for much of the South, result from private negotiations. Prices have been running high lately, which has forced many people to hire rather than purchase black labor. In fact, 10 percent of the slave population is hired out, and only 68 percent of slaveholders own all of the slaves they hold.20


Owned or hired, it is all the same to Culpeper’s slaves, who are less enthusiastic than white folks about the arrival of spring. The late autumn and winter months, generally known as “slack time,” provided cool weather and demanded little arduous work. Shucking corn, storing fodder, stripping tobacco, killing hogs, some plowing, fixing fences, mending harnesses, and repairing equipment and outbuildings occupy most of these months. But spring quickens the tempo. Slaves not assigned to field work face the formidable task of spring cleaning. Everyone else, including skilled craftsmen, may be asked to help with planting, and those slaves who are normally allowed to hire out their free time will find fewer opportunities (and possess less energy) to do so. Alexander Jackson, the property of William Day, earns money as a saddle and harness maker during slack time. By now, however, Jackson has likely joined Day’s seven field hands to work his master’s nearly 400 acres.21


Elsewhere, Culpeper slaves work at varied tasks. John P. Kelly’s sprawling farm, which includes lands on both the Culpeper and Fauquier sides of the Rappahannock, not only produces thousands of bushels of corn, wheat, and oats, but also supports a thriving industrial plant, known locally as Kellysville. The twice-widowed Kelly leaves domestic tasks in the capable hands of his white housekeeper, Frances Thornhill, while he and son Granville oversee the operation of a three-story flour mill, a cloth factory, a sawmill, and wheelwright, cooperage, and shoe shops. The flour mill is the biggest industry. It employs a hundred men, free and slave, who work six and a half days a week and can produce 100 barrels of flour a day. Slaves, who supply most of the other labor, card and spin flax and wool in their cabins, and weave yarn on looms in the cloth factory. The shoe shop is operated primarily by and for slaves, who use hides that have been tanned in Fredericksburg. Two slave women, Mary Latham and Sarah Hurley, tend 50 head of milch cows, as well as draw and strain the milk, skim the cream, and churn the butter. Kellysville also boasts two icehouses, a bean house, a smokehouse, and a sausage grinder. The grinder receives its heaviest use each October and January when a slave named White slaughters the hogs he has tended through the year.22


The presence of so many slaves has caused tension in Culpeper, where white residents have been debating the merits of their “peculiar institution” since the 1820s. Having carefully discussed and weighed the dangers of slave rebellion, the moral obligations of slaveholders, and the consequences of emancipation, most residents have concluded that slavery is necessary. A few slave owners have emancipated their servants, but most such instances occurred before the 1830s, before the Nat Turner rebellion and the rise of abolitionism in the North. As the South has become more defensive about slavery and less tolerant of any talk about emancipation, ranks have closed in Culpeper. Slaves who have been freed and who wish to remain in the county find the court less willing to approve their petitions. The most recent legal gesture in support of emancipation occurred this very month, when Ann Hall, who lives at the Court House, provided for the eventual manumission of six servants in her will. However, Hall appreciates the legal and popular resistance to her action, and so has also arranged for the slaves to be sold with the rest of her property should state laws at the time of her death make emancipation impossible.23


Those few slave owners who, like Miss Hall, wish to make amends to their servants generally accept colonization or transportation out of Virginia as the most suitable solution. Colonization claims an old and honorable southern lineage, dating back to the turn of the century. Inspired by the writings of colonizing advocate Thomas Jefferson, one Culpeper farmer, J. Pembroke Thom, instigated an almost legendary colonization scheme in 1839. Thom, long uncomfortable with slavery, resolved to free his 18 slaves and provide for their settlement in Pennsylvania. He even sent his eldest son to inspect and purchase suitable lands for the transfer. Thom’s scheme hit only one snag: his slaves refused to go. Their reasons are unclear, but, in any case, Thom listened not. He conscripted several slaves to initiate the plan and sent them packing. The plantation, recalls a younger son, became “a house of mourning,” and all efforts to dissuade Thom in his good work failed. He soon found, however, his exiled slaves just as resolute. Nearly all fled the colony and returned to Culpeper within the year.24


Philip Slaughter, a Baptist minister in Culpeper, campaigned to revive interest in colonization in the 1850s. When the Virginia legislature voted to fund colonization to Africa, Slaughter helped to promote African settlement by establishing and editing the Virginia Colonizationist. The plan never attracted much attention, and Reverend Slaughter has proved notably unsuccessful in exciting his Culpeper neighbors. Perhaps they doubt his sincerity, for Slaughter still owns nine slaves.25


Popular opinion in Culpeper is more in tune with another Baptist preacher, Thornton Stringfellow. Stringfellow, who manages 32 slaves and 1,000 acres, has been constructing an elaborate Biblical defense of slavery since the early 1840s. In both Sunday sermons and published essays, he maintains that slavery is sanctioned by both Old and New Testament and protected by the U.S. Constitution, the “only National Constitution which ever emanated from God.” He argues that Africans are suited to slavery by virtue of their race and intellectual inferiority, and that they have benefited physically, morally, and spiritually from bondage. Slavery, he insists, is “full of mercy,” and he assures skeptics that the South’s slaves are better cared for than “any other equal number of laborers on earth.”26


Stringfellow’s approving neighbors have been particularly anxious about defending slavery during the past five years, as rumors of possible slave rebellions have grown. The rumors became so widespread in December 1856 that the county court doubled the number of slave patrols to eight and requested additional arms from Richmond. Created in the 1820s, slave patrols had been responsible for breaking up unlawful assemblies of slaves and arresting slaves found abroad without permission. Since the mid-1850s, they have watched for far more sinister activities. “People are very much alarmed—the ladies particularly,” one patroller reported during the 1856 crisis. “Alarming and exciting rumors are in circulation that during the Christmas week all the whites are to be massacred. In Rappk, in Orange, in Fauquier, and in this County negroes have been arrested who are supposed to be engaged in these plots—weapons of various kinds have been found and in some places ammunition.” Nothing came of the “insurrection,” part of a tremor felt throughout the South, but several Culpeper slaves “emigrated” during the weeks of tension.27


True, Culpeper slaves get into mischief from time to time. They love, for instance, to match wits against the slave “patterolls.” A favorite trick, when caught out at night and chased by patrollers, is to stretch grapevines across a darkened road or path. While the patrollers pick themselves up out of the dust, the fugitives make good their escape. Malinda Perry, the property of Polly Brown, loves to attend illicit parties in the neighborhood of Eggbornsville, in the northeastern part of the county. She regularly wears on these occasions petticoats that have been starched in hominy water. The effect is to produce a loud “pop” whenever she moves. The “pop” is her means of escaping the patrols, for she instructs her children to listen for her return home. When they hear the popping, they are to throw open the cabin door and let her in ahead of the patrol.28


But all things considered, Culpeper slaves do not pose a serious threat to law and order. Theft, an occasional assault, or a charge of arson now and then measures the extent of slave crime. Of course, one explanation for this quietude could be the severity of the penalties for those who misbehave. For slaves found guilty of serious crimes, justice is swift and untempered by mercy. In August 1858, John Heflin, a middle-aged overseer, accused Henry, a slave of Lewis Ellis, of assault, a black offense tantamount to murder in white eyes. The court proceeded fairly with its investigation and concluded that the charges should be “quashed for defect.” Henry was discharged. However, when Henry appeared before the court in October for “maliciously” assaulting Heflin, the justices found him guilty and ordered him sold and transported “beyond the limits of the United States.” Sale and transportation are the most common punishments for troublesome slaves.29


The most serious black threat to white tranquility came in 1859, and the event did not even occur in Culpeper. Harper’s Ferry is less than 50 miles north of Culpeper. So when John Brown seized the United States arsenal there in October 1859, the county reacted. The county court increased the size of its slave patrols, and the patrols grew more aggressive. “A number of peddlers and suspicious characters have been arrested here of late,” reported a newspaper dispatch from Culpeper, “and it is the intention of our citizens to put all strangers who cannot give a satisfactory account of themselves in confinement.” Besides beefing up home defenses, the county rushed 25 armed men by train to Charles Town.30


Sixty additional volunteers resurrected the Culpeper Minute Men, a militia force founded during the American Revolution, and prepared to join their neighbors. They elected Waller Tazewell Patton, a graduate of and former professor at the Virginia Military Institute, as captain. First sergeant George Williams, with no military experience, expressed fiendish delight at this opportunity to drill “all the lawyers, doctors and merchants” of the county. Yet the men soon believed themselves ready for duty. “Our first parade will be in two weeks,” Williams informed his fiancee in late November, “& we expect to agitate the town to its lowest depths. The brass band will precede the company.” Alas, the excitement passed before the Minute Men left home. Members of the earlier “war party” returned soaked and chilled by heavy rain, and “without a scalp or other trophy.” One sunshine patriot sighed, “I don’t think I shall go out campaigning again in a hurry.”31


Still, it would be wrong to underestimate the county’s resolve on the slavery issue. Largely to defend against such threats to the public peace as that posed by John Brown, the Minute Men continue to muster regularly. The county remains enthusiastic because the company has restored a colorful page to community life. “We had a great day here on Saturday,” reported one Minute Man following a spring drill. “Our company of volunteers was out in full uniform and presented a very handsome appearance. A large crowd attracted by the novelty of the thing witnessed the parade and our ladies especially were well pleased.” And truly, even without the need for defense, what could be more rewarding than to please the ladies? A couple of months later, the entire town—led by the ladies—showed its appreciation by sponsoring a ball for its intrepid heroes.32


People also agree on the necessity of maintaining a pacific black population. Whites who endanger their neighbors by emboldening slaves are unceremoniously hauled into court. The most frequent threats to white solidarity come from selling spirits or liquor to slaves and permitting their unlawful assembly. Then, too, some slave owners, laws unto themselves, persuade their own slaves of the dangers of insubordination, let alone rebellion. Their method is to impose harsher penalties for relatively minor transgressions than the courts impose for civil crimes. “Corpulent, smoothshaven, gray haired” John Kelly, master of Kellysville, is a notorious example. Kelly is a formidable character who reserves a room in his grist mill for “unruly slaves.” The room has no windows and only a peephole in the door. Prisoners remain handcuffed and chained to a heavy weight. Kelly releases them each morning to perform their day’s labors, but they spend all remaining hours in the cramped, dark, stuffy cell. If in a particularly vile mood, Kelly lets off steam by whipping lazy or insubordinate slaves with a birch. Nor does he hesitate to separate families when selling his slaves, a threat which in itself can be an effective means of discipline. In any case, his slaves fear him.33


Only 429 free blacks live in Culpeper. That is about 25 percent fewer than in 1830, although the number ranks high (fortieth) among all the counties in the state. White distrust and jealousy have driven away many blacks. In years past, petitions seeking the removal of all free blacks from the county have occasionally circulated. Petitioners either protested the competition posed by free blacks for jobs or, taking the opposite tack, accused free blacks of being idlers and a threat to the peace. In 1831, some citizens sought to ban all blacks—free and slave—from learning a trade or becoming an apprentice. They blamed cheap black labor for driving away white artisans and mechanics. Indeed, right up to this year of 1861, employers have preferred free Negro labor, particularly for temporary or irregular work. They believe that blacks generally work for lower wages than whites and that they are more obedient and respectful. Free blacks, like disreputable whites, find themselves in court if they threaten to stir up the slaves in any way. The children of indigent blacks are sometimes bound out as servants or apprentices by the court, although it is also true that some black parents request such action. More to the point, adults are bound out if they fail to pay their taxes. Free blacks also receive more severe penalties than whites for minor crimes. Just ask John Miles, who spent five years in jail for stealing a piece of meat.34


The least affluent members of the free black community reside, like many white “crackers,” in wooded areas remote from towns and villages. Poor whites who hire out to prosperous farmers, a sprinkling of half-breed Indians, and an occasional runaway slave share these dark regions with them. The largest such region is a triangular stretch of low ground south of the Court House and along the Rapidan River. Some farmers favor the rich soil of this region, but it remains a dreary spot. One county resident describes it as “a large tract of dead level country covered from one end to the other with mud and water.” Known variously as the Flats and the Free State, its population of poor whites and free blacks mingle and cohabit scandalously. The offspring of their interracial liaisons are called “Free State Negroes.” Respectable folk naturally regard the Flats as an unsavory place. At the very least, it is rowdy. “This is a powerful place for drinking and fighting,” testifies one county resident. “They drink & fight and fight & drink. . . . They look upon both as pleasant & refreshing.”35


But most free blacks are reputable people who work hard and pay their taxes, facts admitted by many whites. Some blacks own farms and businesses. Others command valuable skills. True, fewer occupations are open to them than to whites, less than a quarter as many to be exact. Three-fourths of them work as unskilled laborers, as farmhands, or in service occupations. The nature of their jobs, especially those of servants and apprentices, also means that they frequently live in their employers’ homes. That is certainly the case for some two dozen children who have been put out to work as domestic servants or apprentices by either the court or their parents. Farmhands fare better, but only marginally so. Warner Bundy is typical. He, his wife, and six children, ages 3 to 19, live in a house provided by Robertson Coons. Coons also pays Bundy $150 a year and allows him to raise his own stock. Generous terms, and they provide the family a modicum of independence. But Bundy sees very little of his wages in cash, for he and Coons have a credit arrangement whereby Coons provides whatever supplies the Bundys may need and deducts the cost from Warren’s wages. Bundy still owes $77 from 1860, and thus far in 1861 he already owes $30 for bacon, salt, and brandy.36


At the Court House, where most nonfarming Negroes live, nine black families own personal property, and three own land. One must admire the pluck of these people. Lucy Collman, a 47-year-old washerwoman, lives on her own property and has raised two sons who work as house servants in town. Nancy Asher, a 32-year-old washerwoman, has accumulated $100 in personal property while single-handedly raising an infant daughter. Ann Asher, also a laundress but 9 years Nancy’s junior, supports three children, the oldest being 9; and Elizabeth Madden supports five children, ages 1 to 10, through long hours at the washtub. Other people have an easier time. Ira Field, a 60-year-old barber, and his wife Judy enjoy a comfortable life. Their six children are now grown and all are employed, including 17-year-old Ruben, who is learning his father’s trade. George Hicks, a 20-year-old bricklayer, supports his mother and two younger siblings. Frank and Eliza Smith, both 30, work at the Piedmont Hotel, he as a cook, she as a laundress. They have two children. Arthur and Betty Redmon, both 35, work as carpenter and washerwoman to support their four children and Arthur’s 60-year-old mother. Their daughter Martha, 15 years old, works as a cook.37


A few black farmers, who constitute a “select group” throughout the South, own their land. Their holdings are generally small, but they can be quite productive. Randall Tate, a 28-year-old farmer with a wife and son, owns a twenty-two-acre farm worth a hundred dollars. He plants, with the help of two relatives, seven acres in corn and wheat. Richard West, 22 years old, recently bought twelve and a half acres from Thomas Fitzhugh, for whom he still works occasionally. West cultivates about half the land, mostly in corn. Fitzhugh brags of his protegé, “It was all woodland. He cleared some of it & put up a dwelling house, kitchen, stable, & meat house.”38


Willis Madden stands out as Culpeper’s most prosperous and productive black citizen. Born free in 1799 to the mulatto daughter of an indentured Irish servant and a slave (family tradition says one of George Washington’s footmen), Madden was bound out in accordance with Virginia law until he turned 21. In 1835, Martin and Martha Slaughter, his former masters, sold him eighty-seven acres of land on the peninsula formed by the convergence of the Rappahannock and Rapidan rivers. The region is known as the Chinquapin Neck because chinquapins, a type of beech tree, grow there in abundance. Indians inhabited the region in colonial times. Now Willis Madden lives there with his son Jack, the only one of eight children still at home. Madden’s wife Kitty died a few years ago. She had been something of an aristocrat, born free and the daughter of William Clarke, a Revolutionary soldier. She had been five years younger than Willis, five inches shorter (5 feet, 2 inches tall), and lighter in color. Both were mulattoes, but Willis is regarded as a “dark mulatto.”39


Together Madden and Jack work nearly three hundred acres worth close to $1,200. In 1860 the land yielded 600 bushels of corn, 260 of oats, 75 of wheat, 30 of rye, 6 of peas and beans, 4 of potatoes, plus 4 tons of hay. Madden’s livestock includes five horses, two milch cows, three cattle, and eight hogs, the whole worth over $260. Madden’s productivity and wealth cannot challenge those of Virginia’s richest free black, a Halifax County farmer named William Epps, whose property is valued at nearly $80,000. But Madden is his nearest challenger in Culpeper.40


Madden is also a successful businessman. His property fronts a busy road between the Court House and Fredericksburg, and he takes full advantage of the traffic by operating a general store, tavern, blacksmith shop, and drover’s rest. The tavern, actually part of his house, is “deservedly popular” with travelers, for it is the only place between the Court House and Fredericksburg that offers accommodations for man and beast. The drover’s rest is equally appreciated, albeit by a rougher class of drover and teamster. These men are not permitted in the tavern, but they may take their drinks on the porch. Madden has entered the entrepreneurial world to the extent of occasionally hiring slaves to work on his farm.41


Madden gets along with everyone, black and white. Neighbors call him “Uncle Willis” and acknowledge him as “a highly respectable man.” Madden’s whiskey supplier in Fredericksburg never worries about receiving payment. On one occasion, he was nearly apologetic about sending Madden a bill. “I would have sent it before,” the supplier explained, “but I thought you might think I was dunning you. You know I told you I was not going to ask you for any money. But you know whenever you send it, it is very acceptable.”42


As Madden’s position suggests, Culpeper is a pleasant place for most people. Granted, blacks are expected to keep their place, and even someone as hard-working as Madden would not last long were he to threaten the authority of his white neighbors. Yet few whites have reason to complain about their world. A spirit of community binds these people together, a spirit evolving over many years that has benefited enormously from two bulwarks of southern society: neighborhood and kinship. Culpeper is fractured into many towns and regions—the Court House, Brandy, the Flats, Little Fork, and others. The people living in each of these enclaves depend on their neighbors. The strength and intimacy of their neighborhoods determines the vitality and friendliness of county life. The intimacy of each neighborhood gives people a sense of well-being. They know their neighbors. They know the property lines, the creeks, the hills, the woods; they can anticipate what will happen, and they believe they control their own destinies. Equally important are ties of kinship and clan. Although families are sometimes fractious and raucous, the bond of blood is more often a mediating influence. Many large families, present among both low and mighty, both black and white, inhabit the county. Kinship bonds individual neighborhoods; it can even strengthen ties between neighborhoods several miles apart. Taken together, neighborhood and kinship give people a sense of place and belonging. Culpeper is home, and these people feel secure within its borders.43


This is not to deny the existence of animosity, jealousy, and pettiness in Culpeper. Some poor people grumble about the rich; some affluent folks scorn the lowly. Lutherans abhor Baptists, Germans distrust Celts, and whites, even the least respectable, lord it over blacks. Yet these divisions do not usually run deep. The people of Culpeper share a universal desire. Each person likes to think that someone, somewhere, ranks below them on the social scale. So long as they believe this is so, that their own place is secure, they are content. Thus divisions of race, religion, education, and wealth have never endangered the equilibrium of the community.


For instance, the county’s middle classes hold the humbler residents of the Flats in mild contempt, and they can be condescending in the extreme. “There are some queer people in this section,” one of the gentry reports of a recent trip through the Flatlands. “The women particularly are remarkable specimens. They eschew hoops and invariably wear long eared caps made of muslin without trimmings.” The men, he says, are similarly “unpolished, rude and offensive in the familiarity of their manners. And they insist if a person goes to their houses, that he shall eat to bursting almost their coarse & unpalatable food,” a fare which he insists is composed largely of bacon, poke salad, and “hard corn cake.”44


And talk about ignorant. Lord, think the gentry, these people are simple. The traveler spent the night with one cracker family. At supper, his hostess asked if he preferred “long or short sweetening” in his tea. Puzzled by the expression but assuming that “long” meant several teaspoons of sugar, he asked for a generous measure. “At that,” he reports, still shuddering at the memory, “she dipped the forefinger of her right hand into the molasses bottle and then plugged it into my cup of tea.” Another person at table asked for short sweetening, whereupon the hostess bit a lump of sugar in two and gave him half. What most amazed the visitor was the high regard with which this particular family was held in the region. “These people are looked up to in their neighborhood as the arbiters of questions of etiquette and their demeanor settles the gentility of the people.”45


But take note. While this gentleman might scoff at the family’s ways and manners, he never questions its right to live as it chooses, and he does not see these people as a threat to the community. After his hostess had withdrawn her finger from his tea, he proceeded to drink it. He admitted that her method of sweetening the tea made him “nauseous,” but he would never deliberately insult her. The family, while not “quality folks,” had, in fact, treated him generously and courteously. It neither asked nor expected payment for the meal and lodging. Ignorant and crude they may be, but he judges them “an honest set for all that.”46


Court days betray the most typical fissures in community life. On the one hand, these are holidays, occasions for hard-working country folk to relax. They provide opportunities to shop, to sell produce and livestock, to gamble, to drink, and to talk with neighbors about everything from politics to “the gloomy prospects of the wheat crop.” On the other hand, courts are necessary because even neighbors occasionally irritate, insult, or bamboozle one another. The county court’s principal job is administrative, to supervise county officials, collect and expend revenues, issue licenses, and generally ensure that local government runs smoothly. Its legal role is limited to cases involving slaves, misdemeanors by whites and free blacks, the settlement of estates, and the appointment of wards. The circuit court, which meets just twice yearly, hears criminal cases and quarrels concerning trespass, fraud, boundaries, broken bonds, and unpaid debts. There are lots of unpaid debts, debts due on estates, services rendered, loans extended, and purchases made. Some of these debts are years, even decades, in arrears.47


Hard feelings result from some litigations, for even where small amounts of money are involved and payment is relatively quick, debtors are embarrassed by the public disclosure of their crimes. Yet quarrels over debts betray no serious class resentment in Culpeper. Most court cases involve people of means—frequently merchants and landowners—seeking to remedy a financial arrangement gone wrong. Not a few cases pit relatives or former business partners against each other.


There are, of course, cases where honor of a different sort is at stake, and one such recent court battle has produced snickers and no little tongue clucking. Ellen Smith, ward of a prosperous farmer and slave owner, accused Harris Freeman, a local merchant, of fathering her bastard child. This has been embarrassing for Freeman, not just because he is married with six children, but because he is a county constable. The case has also resurrected memories of another Freeman court skirmish. About 18 months ago, before he was elected constable, a grand jury issued a presentment against Freeman for selling ardent spirits to slaves and for permitting their unlawful assembly. Still, the court, after hearing preliminary evidence, has dismissed Miss Smith’s charge.48


Then again, the legal system is not big enough to contain the feuds and grievances of some people. John Kelly and two of his neighbors, George and Garland Wheatley, have been at odds for decades. The Wheatley brothers, who live about a mile up the Rappahannock River from Kellysville, can muster less than half of Kelly’s wealth in property and slaves, but they have held their own in a feud that started a quarter-century ago. It seems that Kelly built a toll bridge across his part of the river between Culpeper and Fauquier County. The Wheatleys hollered foul, for they had recently constructed at “considerable cost” a bridge across their own span of the river, at Wheatleyville. The Wheatleys retaliated by diverting the flow of water from their grist mills to Kelly’s disadvantage. The two sides went to court. Kelly won, but neither side was pacified. Even now, Kelly will unleash a pair of ferocious dogs against Wheatley livestock found wandering on his land. Until recent years, the hot-blooded Kelly stood ready to exchange blows with the Wheatleys, even though the brothers, at least a dozen years younger than Kelly, usually won those bouts. Now his 70-year-old body is less able to join combat, even though his spirit is willing. By the way, both bridges—the sources of this feud—fell into disrepair long ago.49


Kelly also holds a grudge against a downriver neighbor, 60-year-old Henry Kemper. Kelly calls Kemper “the Devil,” but the cause of their feud is puzzling. Kemper, a denizen of the Flats, owns no property to speak of. Perhaps he poaches on Kelly’s land, or sells whiskey to his slaves. In any case, Kelly once ordered his blacks to grab Kemper and fling him into the river. Kelly’s face brightened with joy as he watched his nemesis being swept along in a torrent of foam. However, Kelly’s glee quickly turned to rage when he spotted Kemper’s head bobbing above the water and heard the ornery cracker singing a merry tune as he floated on the river’s current. And Kemper soon took revenge. While squirrel hunting one day, he spotted Kelly riding through the woods wearing a tall white beaver hat. Unable to resist such a tempting target, Kemper thoughtfully ventilated Kelly’s cover.50


Some feuds continue outside the courts. Last spring, John S. Pendleton, one of the county’s most honored citizens as a former Whig congressman and foreign diplomat, owed Fayette M. Latham, a prominent attorney and community leader, a modest sum of money. Pendleton paid the debt, or thought he had. Unfortunately, his check bounced, and Latham reacted as though Pendleton had perpetrated a major fraud. He said unkind things about Pendleton and impugned his character. When some women introduced the quarrel into the local gossip mill, the episode became exaggerated beyond reason. Latham soon regretted the rumpus, but Pendleton refused to let the incident pass without a public apology. George Williams, Pendleton’s nephew, considered challenging Latham, 20 years Pendleton’s junior, to a duel or fistfight as a means of satisfying family honor, but finally decided against martial measures. Latham, he reasoned, was too “small, weak and timid and a man could gain neither satisfaction not credit out of him.” In any case, Williams feared that prolonging the dispute would destroy “the harmony of the two families”51


Pendleton has also waged war in the only local arena that unfailingly divides the community: politics. Old Jack has not sought elected office since the 1840s, but that has not prevented him from becoming embroiled in local contests. Last year, Pendleton’s nephew, Williams, ran for commonwealth attorney in the county. As the only Whig running against four Democrats, Williams felt confident of splitting the opposition vote. He campaigned hard and won a core of dedicated supporters, but many people thought the 26-year-old lawyer too young for the job. Then, too, most Democrats finally rallied around a single candidate, and their cooperative efforts, bolstered by the Baptist vote against Episcopalian Williams, decided the contest by a “large majority.” Williams, a level-headed fellow, graciously accepted the defeat and reasoned that he had, after all, made many friends during the campaign, and that the election had been a good experience.52


But things did not rest there. Uncle Jack could not restrain himself during the campaign. His political juices had begun to flow, and, given his generally low opinion of the local legal establishment, he felt compelled to enter the fray. He spoke passionately on behalf of Williams, too passionately, and with too many barbed attacks on Democratic rivals. One of his targets, John C. Green, who eventually won the election, took exception. Following his victory, Green prepared a handbill that attacked Pendleton’s “character and reputation.” Friends on both sides feared the worst. Pendleton is a proud, stubborn man; Green is known for his temper. Williams feared that public circulation of the handbill would produce “disastrous & deplorable consequences” and “a most serious disturbance in the family as well as the community.” Cooler heads prevailed, but resentments and bruised feelings linger.53


Next to court days, election days mark the most exciting and entertaining occasions in county life. Nearly every man thinks himself qualified for public office. Consequently, candidates are as numerous “as locusts.” And there do seem to be a lot of offices to fill. Not counting national and state elections, Culpeper residents must choose a circuit court judge, 24 justices of the peace (to sit on the county court), five constables, two commissioners of revenue, a county sheriff, clerks for both county and circuit courts, a commonwealth attorney for both county and circuit courts, an overseer of the poor, a jailer, and a county surveyor. Voters congregate at one of eight polling places, and five of them are taverns. The polls stay open from sunrise to sunset for three days (one day for federal elections), and all votes are recorded publicly. No wonder that election days make wonderful excuses to drink, argue, and scuffle. Even if fisticuffs are avoided, passions often lead to verbal assaults and hard feelings. Luckily, passions usually subside with the announcement of election results. Life goes on, and a neighborly spirit is restored—generally, that is.54


No single political party has ever dominated this free thinking community, and none is likely to do so. Ever since the resurrection of a two-party political system in the United States during the 1820s and 1830s, the good people of Culpeper have voted in their own best interests, national trends and issues be damned. The county supported Andrew Jackson for president in 1828 and 1832, but in the latter year, they sent a Whig to Congress and remained solidly in the Whig camp until 1852. That year, they went narrowly (by 14 votes) for Democrat Franklin Pierce over Winfield Scott, but they sent another Whig to Congress. Not until 1854 did they wholly enter the Democratic fold.55


Elections of the past few months show that political consensus remains an elusive commodity. The tumultuous presidential contest of last November produced no votes for Abraham Lincoln, the Republican, and precious few (19 to be exact) for Stephen Douglas and the Northern Democrats. John Bell, the perceived compromise candidate of the Constitutional Union party, won the most support, but by the slimmest of margins. He garnered 526 votes to 525 cast for John C. Breckinridge and the Southern Democrats. Lincoln’s triumph in the North induced the secession of the Deep South, but Virginia and Culpeper have resisted that suicidal plunge. When the state finally organized a secession convention last February, Culpeper sent an outspoken unionist, James Barbour, to represent the county. Most people assume that unionist sentiment will prevail in the face of this madness.56


Generally, then, Culpeper is a quiet place, despite the potential for trouble between the races and the conflicting economic interests of its citizens. George Williams, one of the most perceptive observers of his community’s condition, traveled on business to New York City a couple of years ago. He returned convinced that Culpeper was the place for him. New York was a “great humbug,” he decided, nothing but a jumble of omnibuses, carriages, and drays, everyone in a hurry, “people jabbering and sputtering in all the languages of the Earth.” Now, understand this: Williams is a level-headed chap, not the sort to think Culpeper’s rituals any less foolish than those of Gotham. But for him, as for most of his neighbors, Culpeper’s foibles and delusions, being familiar, are easier to accept, more legitimate. Yes, most white people—one might even say most free people—in Culpeper approve of their community and its customs. This is a contented, peaceful place that looks forward to a prosperous, happy future.57





CHAPTER TWO



A PROMISE OF GLORY AND GREATNESS



A few hear the news with alarm. This is not what they want; this is not right. Damn South Carolina! Damn Abraham Lincoln! But most of Culpeper rejoices, or at least feels relieved. How appropriate that Virginia should join the Southern Confederacy in this season of birth. How telling that only now, amid the thunderous blast of guns in Charleston harbor, does the Confederacy seem likely to survive. Its arrival has been painful to behold, the babe wrenched from the womb of Mother Union amid the shrill staccato of political accusations and denunciations. The fledgling nation launched in February at Montgomery, Alabama, has remained a weak, undernourished waif that might well have perished without the aftershocks of Fort Sumter. Lincoln has made the Confederacy. On Monday, April 15, the president as much as declared war on the seceded South. Governor John Letcher refused to send the troops requested of Virginia, and on Wednesday, the Virginia convention approved an ordinance of secession. Arkansas, North Carolina, and Tennessee will likely enlist, perhaps to be followed by Kentucky, Maryland, and Missouri. But even without these last three, the Confederacy’s white population will be more than doubled, war made a certainty. It is a time to rend.1


A pretty pass things have come to, and here is how it happened. Until the Sumter incident, Culpeper’s path, as well as Virginia’s, had been most uncertain. Culpeper divided sharply in last fall’s presidential election, but Lincoln’s victory rapidly shifted opinions. Slaveholder and nonslaveholder alike blanched at the thought of a Black Republican leading the national government. “National,” indeed. With nearly all of his votes—and only 40 percent at that—coming from northern states. Inspired by the defiant secession of South Carolina on the day before Christmas, Culpeper held a mass meeting at the Court House on December 26. No Virginia county reacted more swiftly. Everyone had been shocked by the Carolinians’ bold stroke, an action occasionally threatened and frequently discussed since the 1830s but now realized. Henry Shackleford, a prominent attorney, organized the meeting so that the community might “consult together upon the present condition of the country, and the best means to protect the rights and honor of the South.”2


The meeting fairly crackled with excitement as several respected gentlemen, most of whom had supported John Bell in the election, urged their neighbors to lead Virginia out of the Union. Alexander G. Taliaferro and Tazewell Patton set the tone with eloquent, vibrant calls to arms. Neither one mentioned slavery, but both men, like Shackleford and all the other speakers, are connected to landed, slaveholding families. Shackleford himself owns eight blacks, and his father, also Henry, keeps sixteen on his 1,400-acre estate. Taliaferro is worth nearly $90,000, and 45 slaves work his 1,300 acres. Patton, 26-year-old captain of the Minute Men and a law partner of George Williams, is already recognized as a future leader in the county. His father, P. F. Patton, owns a 700-acre farm and 21 slaves.3


But it required the oratorical gifts of 63-year-old Jeremiah Morton to set the assembly’s blood racing. Morton lives south of the Rapidan in Orange County, but as an ex-Whig congressman representing Culpeper, he consented to address his former constituents. “Let all secede,” proposed Morton, “and then hear any propositions the North . . . [might] make for a reconstruction.” A Republican administration, with its professed belief in “a higher law than the Constitution,” he warned, could not be trusted. “Many a manly cheek was suffused with tears,” reported one of the enraptured throng, “while with fervid eloquence he related some of the incidents of hardship and suffering borne by our fathers, in the great struggle for American liberty.” Few listeners missed Morton’s point: It was time for a War of Southern Independence.4


Shackleford then added a few stirring words before proposing five resolutions. Their essence declared that southern security could no longer be guaranteed within the Union, and that all 15 slaveholding states should unite in secession before Lincoln’s inauguration on March 4. Lincoln would not dare challenge such a coalition. Meanwhile, Culpeper should pledge to raise $1,000 to purchase arms and equipment for the county’s defense. No one dissented, and a committee of 12 citizens was appointed to raise the funds. “Thank God,” gushed one man with some irony, “we are no longer a divided people.”5


Word of the meeting stunned observers in Richmond, who believed that Culpeper had set in motion the “Ball of Revolution.” Yet on January 5, Shackleford and other agitators went a step further by organizing the Southern Rights Association of Culpeper. Lewis L. Wood, a 40-year-old farmer with a wife, two daughters, and three slaves, spoke for this radical element when he swore that “if Virginia did not secede, he was going to South Carolina if he had to wade through blood up to his armpits.”6


    Still, many people resisted the war fever. The day before the Southern Rights Association was organized, Culpeper joined in a national vigil of “fasting, humiliation and prayer” called by President James Buchanan. Businesses closed, and a sober citizenry implored God “to avert the dangers that overhang our beloved country like a pall.” Even when Virginia’s General Assembly approved the convening of a secession convention on February 11, hopeful voices denied the inevitability of secession and war. Southern rights, of course, must be guaranteed, insisted Alfred J. Stofer, editor of the Culpeper Observer, and “if war must come,” surely every Virginian should “fly to her Banner resolved to conquer or die under the stainless color of her honorable cause.” Young men were already rushing to form new cavalry and artillery units, and the Culpeper Minute Men drilled with purpose. Yet, Stofer speculated, perhaps peace and security might yet be guaranteed by measures short of war. Certainly Virginia must choose wisely its delegates to the convention. “It is vastly easier to get into trouble than to get out of it,” warned the editor, “and in the selection of Delegates we hope that politicians will be left at home, and intelligent, honest farmers be sent to the Convention that ‘wisdom, justice, and moderation’ will characterize their proceedings.’ ”7


Further signs of fading resolve worried fire-eaters. Enlistments in military units faltered. Even the Minute Men numbered only 45, about half of the desired strength. Collecting money for military equipage proved difficult. Worst of all, unionists such as James Barbour began to exploit the vacillation. Barbour, a Democrat, represents Culpeper in the Virginia House of Delegates and chairs that body’s Committee of Finance. He authored Virginia’s official rejection of petitions from South Carolina and Mississippi to join the secession movement. He also penned the General Assembly’s proposal for a national peace conference in Washington, D.C., on February 4. On January 21, he urged “an immense meeting” at the Court House to consider the perils of secession. A supporter called the speech “powerful and eloquent” and swore that were it repeated throughout the state, the cause of disunion would be lost.8


In late January, Barbour led a delegation of Culpeper citizens to Washington, where they discussed a compromise with Stephen Douglas, William Seward, and other northern political leaders. Barbour, whom Seward regards as “the master spirit of the Union party” in Virginia, praised the results. The men returned home confident that they had preserved slavery in the South. Despite torrential rain, a large crowd greeted them at the Court House depot, and it cheered jubilantly when Barbour announced that “a plan for the adjustment of our national difficulties” had been reached. He could not reveal the details, but negotiations had been concluded, he assured them, “upon a basis perfectly satisfactory to every Virginian.” The whole county rejoiced at this “glorious news,” and a few days later, Barbour won election as Culpeper’s delegate to the Virginia convention by a 167-vote majority.9


The shift in attitude seemed remarkable. Just weeks earlier, secessionists had broken up unionist meetings with noisy disturbances and quiet threats. William Douglas Wallach, who divides his time between Culpeper and Washington, where he edits the Evening Star newspaper, had been “hissed down” in a speech at the Court House. Then suddenly, the voice of reason prevailed. People now heeded unionist calls to consider Lincoln’s promised compromise. “We raised money,” Richard Wallach, brother of Douglas, says in explaining the unionist plan, “and got up meetings and took every means to fortify the union men in Virginia and to prevent the passage of the ordinance [of secession].” Merchants and businessmen, calculating the value of their financial ties to the North, seemed especially anxious to avoid disunion. Older people, too, holding stronger loyalties to the Union than they had realized, shuddered at secession.10


It became a season to keep silent for disunionists. Having confidently swaggered and applauded the approach of secession, they now found themselves outnumbered and forced to hold their tongues, “under penalty of being denounced as traitors and threatened with a halter.” George Gray, a lawyer and owner of five slaves, admitted to being “sadly depressed about old Virginia.” He concluded that the only hope for secession seemed to lie “in Revolution or else in conflict of the Government with the Seceded states.”11


Sensing the tide turn, unionists warned Lincoln and his men not to falter. Jack Pendleton complained to Seward that if Lincoln had given “more decisive encouragement,” Virginia’s convention might have been packed with unionists. As things stood, nothing could be assured. Barbour agreed. Unionism had flourished of late, he told Seward, because Virginians believed Lincoln would preserve southern honor by providing constitutional guarantees for slavery. If the new president disappointed those expectations, he would drive unionists back into the secessionist camp. “They are men in earnest,” warned Barbour, “devoted to the Union and would mourn over its loss as a private grief. But they are resolute to shiver the bond if their effort to get guarantees fails.”12


Tragically, Lincoln and Seward ignored Pendleton and Barbour. Culpeper and all Virginia waited in vain for the new administration to announce a compromise. Lincoln promised lamely in his inaugural address not to interfere with slavery, but he said nothing about the constitutional guarantees implied earlier by Seward. Stofer printed the full text of the address in the Observer, but Lincoln’s words clearly disappointed him. An accompanying editorial expressed a sense of betrayal. “Slavery as it exists in Virginia, regulated by law and tempered by the genius of christianity, has been a great blessing to the Negro,” Stofer insisted. Most of Culpeper was convinced of that fact; Lincoln and the Congress had better acknowledge it.13


Less than a fortnight after reading Lincoln’s address, a crowd rumored to be the largest ever assembled in Culpeper responded with a stunning reversal of sentiment. Secessionist to the core, it rejected the constitutional amendments recently proposed by the Peace Convention. Sad to say, one of those proposals, forbidding Congress to regulate, abolish, or control slavery in the states or territories, gave precisely the guarantees most people sought. But Congress had also rejected the convention’s plan on March 2, and when Lincoln remained silent on the issue, the proposals only served to mock the unionists’ once-bright hopes and ridicule their naive trust. They could salvage their honor only by publicly denouncing the plan. The meeting, with near unanimous voice, then angrily endorsed secession and instructed Barbour to speak and vote accordingly in Richmond.14


Barbour, who also felt betrayed, raised as forceful a voice in favor of secession as he had formerly used to oppose it. Still feeble from a bout of illness that had incapacitated him for several days, Barbour returned to the Richmond convention and denounced Seward. Virginia should be deceived no longer by Lincoln’s double-dealing secretary of state, he warned the assembly. Seward’s promises were as chaff on the wind, and Virginians could never expect the new government to protect their property, liberty, or rights. Barbour declared that the “remarkable revolution” launched so many weeks before in Culpeper had grown and swept across the state. All Virginians, slaveholders and nonslaveholders alike, now recognized secession as the only safeguard for southern freedom and prosperity. Nor should Virginians fear the consequences of secession, Barbour continued, for the United States government had become so “decrepit,” both morally and financially, that it would not dare oppose a united South. The Confederate States of America had shown itself to be a viable and vital nation.


Barbour’s voice cracked and faded as he pounded away at the amazed convention. These men knew how dear he held the Union, and that knowledge heightened the impact of his emotional appeal. Visibly weakening, Barbour could barely stand, yet he was loath to yield the floor. One more point had to be made. He still prayed fervently for reunion, but such restoration could be accomplished only if the North respected the South as an equal. Goaded on by the lingering sting of Seward’s betrayal, Barbour proclaimed in a final burst, “This great controversy has reached its crisis. You recognize the necessity of regular negotiation and full and final settlement. If ever this Union is to be restored, it is to be after a new bargain between the sections, and under a new compact full of conditions for your security.”15


Then came Fort Sumter, and it could not have been better timed for Virginia disunionists. The convention approved secession by a vote of 88 to 55. Most of the opposition came from the northwestern part of the state, a region dominated by nonslaveholders and people with close economic ties to the North. But former unionists, if not converted to secession, acknowledge that their cause is lost. In Culpeper, people who have spoken consistently against secession since December remain disgusted and appalled by the act, but they now accept it. Indeed, so stong is the secessionist tide that most remaining opponents dare not speak. William Heflin, an uneducated sawyer, believes it is no longer “prudent” to support the Union. Hiram Amiss, a shoemaker and an independent cuss, fears no one’s wrath, but he understands Heflin’s caution. “Things . . . [are] so hot,” he concedes, “union men wouldn’t dare to say they . . . [are] such even privately.” They do not know “who to trust” in the present oppressive atmosphere.16


Some Culpeper women grieve over secession, but having no vote, they are ignored in the public debate. Mary L. Payne, owner of the Virginia House, one of three hotels at the Court House, is “violently opposed” to recent events. She calls secession “the work of the politicians” and blames this disaster on “fire-eaters” who wish “to rule or to ruin” the South. Both Susan Hall and her husband, a tenant farmer, avoid politics and oppose secession, and they are “afraid to say anything about it, or to express . . . [their] sentiments any way.” Sarah Shaw holds an even more precarious position. She and her husband Simeon rent their farm near Kellysville from Jack Stone, an avid secessionist. The couple must be careful not to offend Stone, for Sarah is convinced that they would “be taken up and turned out of doors with . . . [their] children” should they do so. Sarah frets constantly that her husband, who speaks privately of the impending war as “a negro war” and tries to persuade people that they “should not fight against the Union to uphold slavery,” will go too far.17


Yet these are a self-acknowledged few. Most in Culpeper do not curse secession and war as terrible, destructive forces. People of all social ranks, be they farmers or lawyers, slaveholders or hired hands, see themselves first as members of a community that has been put upon by a despotic Federal government. They rejoice in the glorious crusade that they are now to wage for independence; they glory in the name Rebel. It is a time to embrace—to embrace their new nation and its cause, to embrace one another. A fervor and excitement not seen in this land since the Revolution has engulfed the people. They talk excitedly on streetcorners and in shops. Ploughs sit idle; pitchforks lean against fence rails. No one can work, no one can think of anything but this daring act of secession and the war it has brought about. And not just war, but a war of liberation, a war that few people in the world’s history have ever dared wage. “Our town is nothing but excitement,” gushes one man. Every new rumor of war preparations in the North or of the expected Yankee invasion only incites them further, stoking the flames of liberty and “firing up the Southern heart.”18


Merchants sell stationery and envelopes decorated with Confederate flags and patriotic slogans. Ordinary citizens donate money to purchase uniforms and military accoutrements. Students at the Piedmont Academy have hoisted the Stars and Bars above their school. Alfred Stofer has added a section on “War Terms” to the Culpeper Observer to acquaint citizens with military expressions such as barbette gun, casemate, embrasure, and mortar. He also publishes patriotic poems that at once express and reinforce the public mood. Miss Virginia C’Session writes in “Lines on the Threatened Invasion of Dixie”:


Our bosoms we’ll bare for the glorious strife,


And our oath is recorded on high,


To prevail in the cause that is dearer than life,


Or crush’d in its ruins, to die!


It is wretched poetry, but no one cares. It is the emotion and the sentiment that counts. People everywhere speak of glory, honor, and the Cause, always the Cause.19


The people most affected by April’s dramatic turn of events are Culpeper’s young men, and, like their counterparts across the South, most of them appear eager to take on the Yanks. The destiny of the South rests in the hands of farmers and clerks, carpenters and lawyers, in hundreds of communities from Virginia to Texas. Amateur soldiers they may be, but they answer the call for troops by the hundreds of thousands. Culpeper’s Minute Men, with new recruits coming in daily, drill with fresh incentive and focused will. How romantic this all seems to them. How they relish the gazes and smiles cast on them by Culpeper’s fair maids. The spirited, bellicose nature of their drills suggests easy confidence. Their green hunting shirts and bucktails lend a “savage and warlike appearance” to their ranks, so that their motto, “Liberty or Death!” seems no idle boast. One potential recruit, devoid, perhaps, of a proper seriousness of purpose, jokes that he will enlist only if the motto is changed to “Liberty or be Crippled!” Tazewell Patton still serves as their captain, but he is almost certain to gain higher rank. In a war waged by amateurs, men with professional military training must rise quickly.20


Meanwhile, additional units organize. The Culpeper Riflemen, led by Stockton Heth, muster at Brandy Station. Their recruits come from all walks of life, so that the heirs of several large estates serve alongside the “fighting Irish” of the village and farmers and carpenters from the surrounding country. The Hazelwood Volunteers flock to Stevensburg, where John Taylor, a wealthy farmer with over 80 slaves, has been elected captain. Other men chose the Letcher Artillery, Rough and Ready Rifles, or one of several companies being raised in neighboring counties.21


The most dashing Culpeper company is the Little Fork Rangers, the only cavalry unit being organized in the county. The Rangers formed in the summer of 1860 at Oak Shade, a community in the Little Fork peninsula. They, too, are a democratic crew, mostly farmers but with a generous sprinkling of clerks, craftsmen, and professional men. Each recruit supplies his own horse and weapons, which means they are adequately mounted but pitifully armed. All of the men have sabers, but many carry no firearms. Not that this is an unusual circumstance. In mid-April, nearly a third of Virginia’s 4,900 cavalry volunteers have no weapons whatsoever, and another 1,100 men carry only sabers. Amateurs, indeed, and ill-prepared amateurs at that. Still, the Rangers remain brash. Among their most frequently heard boasts: “Rangers eat Yankees for breakfast,” or, “One Ranger can whip twenty bluecoats.” “We can whip them with cornstalks,” declares a slightly more original Ranger. It is said that men are born boys and stay that way. That is why they become soldiers.22


The Rangers have drilled every Saturday in good weather since forming. They drilled on foot in the beginning, for as a child must walk before it can run, so cavalrymen must march before they can ride. The Rangers are fortunate to have a pair of professional soldiers to instruct them. Langdon C. Major, a 39-year-old farmer with over 700 acres and 18 slaves, attended West Point, and William H. Cole, a 40-year-old carpenter, served as a sergeant in the U.S. Army. And, of course, the Rangers receive all sorts of gratuitous advice from neighbors and relatives who attend the drills to applaud and encourage their heroes. Boys around Jeffersonton have even formed their own little company to muster alongside the Rangers and imitate them.23


The Rangers, like many volunteers, originally donned magnificent uniforms of their own design—blue caps, white trousers, and red jackets with yellow stripes across the front. Perched on their horses, they would have made fine targets for Yankee marksmen. Now that Virginia has joined the Confederacy, they will wear gray uniforms. A campaign on their behalf has raised enough money to purchase gray cloth at the Swartz Woolen Mills, at Waterloo, four miles north of Jeffersonton. A tailor in Fauquier County will cut the cloth, and women living in and around Jeffersonton will meet at the home of Sarah Ann Kirby, wife of a wheelwright, to sew the cut cloth into uniforms.24


The reality of war has come with a rush. With northern troops boldly advancing toward Harper’s Ferry—gateway to northern Virginia—patriots have assembled swiftly at that strategic town. Culpeper’s Minute Men, maintaining the tradition of their namesakes, respond at once. At daybreak this morning, April 18, Captain Patton marched them to the Court House depot. The train, which already carried companies from Augusta, Madison, and Orange counties, arrived at dawn. Unhappily, in the process of boarding, Culpeper has suffered its first casualty of the war. Someone dropped a pistol. It discharged and sent a ball ripping through the forearm of John A. Inskeep, a civilian who had come to see the boys off. Though not seriously hurt, he has had a “narrow escape.” Some men have been caught off guard by the rapid mobilization. Alfred Stofer asks all Observer subscribers to “pay up” whatever they owe him. He must join the company, he explains, but he wants first to make sure that his wife Ann and their three children (all less than six years old) will be cared for in his absence.25


One woman describes the Harper’s Ferry rendezvous as “the gathering of the clans.” The Celtic spirit of the South has been aroused, and ill-armed and poorly-equipped as many Virginia warriors may be, they declare themselves willing, if necessary, “to try the issue with stones!” George Williams has arrived with the Minute Men, and he is his usual droll self. He fails to see the need for all this rushing about. Personally, he could have used a good night’s sleep, denied him in the all-night vigil at the depot and the crowded railroad cars, before getting into a war. And to what end? “There is no danger of a fight here now,” he complains to wife Gertrude, “tho’ we will be ordered to stay two or three weeks.” April 20: More troops have arrived, making a total of nearly 2,500 volunteers. The militia companies have been sworn into Confederate service, formed into regiments, and had their romantic names replaced with letters of the alphabet. The Minute Men are now Company B, 13th Virginia Infantry; the Culpeper Riflemen are designated Company E. Rumors say they are headed for Baltimore or Portsmouth. If they do head east, Captain Patton promises Williams, his law partner and friend, a pass home to kiss Gertrude good-bye.26


One week later. Still no action, and the men have grown less than enamored of army life. This is nothing like the light-hearted Saturday afternoon drills back home. The marching and standing at arms seem to serve little purpose. Village maidens no longer wave and laugh. The food is wretched, camp chores mere drudgery, and the long, dull hours between drills nearly as tiring as the drilling itself. Men no longer return home to sleep next to their wives in their own beds. Indeed, they enjoy precious little sleep at all. More than once the 13th Virginia has been roused at 2 A.M. by a drum roll, marched two miles out of camp, ordered to stand in ranks until dawn, and then marched back to camp, all the result of false reports of an enemy advance. If sleep is the first casualty of war, than patience and enthusiasm must place a close second. These men are ready to fight. Bring on the Yanks, they say, and let us be done with it. George Williams, who has been elected sergeant-major of the regiment, declares that the volunteers are spirited enough. Indeed, they are “splendid specimens for soldiers.” What they lack, he declares, is leadership. “Never was a finer set [of men] gathered together,” Williams insists; “and never was a greater set of blockheads commanding them.”27


Private John Wesley Bell, a lawyer in civilian life, tries to keep the boys in good humor with quips and comic asides. When the regiment found itself caught in a ferocious hailstorm, Bell fell to his knees and prayed aloud for divine intervention. People were amazed when, just as he ceased his supplication, the storm, did in fact, subside. “Boys,” chuckled Bell while wearing an air of nonchalance, “wasn’t that the damndest hailstorm you ever saw?” This morning, as part of a work detail that has been ordered to dig drainage ditches in camp, Bell grumbles good-naturedly, “This is a nice business for a lawyer in good standing, a gentleman, and a member of St. Stephen’s Church vestry, to be put to ditching the first Sunday in camp!”28


Meanwhile, the pace has quickened back home. “The military spirit of Culpeper is fairly aroused,” reports the Observer,” and almost every train bears away sons to join their comrades in arms at Harper’s Ferry. . . . The ladies, God bless them, are busy night and day making up clothes for the absent ones, and for those who are preparing to leave.” Culpeper’s strategic location on the Orange & Alexandria Railroad makes it a natural place, much like Harper’s Ferry, to stock supplies, rendezvous men, and train recruits. Troop and supply trains flow steadily northward out of Culpeper to Alexandria, Harper’s Ferry, and Manassas, but many men are being assigned to garrison and defend Culpeper. A “Home Guard,” composed of men too old or too cautious for active campaigning, has also been organized. It stands ready “at a moment’s warning to protect the homes and firesides of those who have gone to the wars.”29


Nothing attracts attention like a general, and at 10 A.M. this morning, April 28, Culpeper got one. Philip St. George Cocke, commanding the Potomac Department, has arrived on the morning train from Alexandria to establish his headquarters at the Court House. Cocke, who hails from Powhatan County, is a West Pointer, but he does not look like a soldier. Past his prime at age 52, he is slight of frame and arrayed in plantation dress. And, in truth, his military experience has been slight. He served less than two years in the army after graduation from the academy in 1832. He has devoted himself for the past quarter-century to his plantations in Mississippi and Virginia, and he is widely known in North and South for his writings on progressive farming methods. Even now, in the midst of war, he maintains a regular correspondence with his overseers concerning crops and slaves. Some people consider him “an excitable person” with “an exaggerated opinion of himself and his position.” His mission in Culpeper is to hold the “Potomac border” between Harper’s Ferry and Fredericksburg.30


Cocke is appalled by the meager staff allotted him and the thinness of his resources. Only his assistant adjutant, Lieutenant Colonel S. Jones, is an experienced officer. Cocke has asked General Robert E. Lee, commanding Virginia forces, for an assistant quartermaster, a surgeon, an ordnance officer, and a military engineer “of talent.” He also wants weapons. He has been told that 2,000 rifles will soon arrive from Harper’s Ferry, but he also needs powder and two or three batteries of artillery (six-pounders), with ammunition.31


Meanwhile, Cocke has been directed to enlist and train enough recruits from Culpeper and surrounding counties to fill ten infantry regiments, two of cavalry, and eight companies of artillery.


    May 5. Cocke has issued a proclamation summoning all “brave men” in his district to defend Virginia against northern aggression. “The North has not openly, and according to the usage of civilized nations, declared war on us,” he points out. “We make no war on them; but should Virginia soil . . . be polluted by the tread of a single man in arms from north of the Potomac, it will cause open war.” Understanding human nature, Cocke also draws slyly on the help of local ladies. “Women of Virginia!” he appeals. “Cast from your arms all cowards, and breathe the pure and holy, the high and glowing, inspirations of your nature into the hearts and souls of lover, husband, brother, father, friend!”32


Cocke has worked hard, made progress, but General Lee and Governor Letcher, sitting snug in Richmond, want everything to have been done yesterday. On May 6, Lee asked Cocke to rush troops to defend against an expected attack at Harper’s Ferry. On May 7, he asked for a report on the troops: their strength, their organization, and how soon they can be deployed in the field. Poor Cocke tries to comply. He dispatches the Powhatan troop of cavalry, half an artillery battery from the Court House, and a cavalry troop from Amissville to Manassas Junction, but he tells Lee that these “are absolutely all of the forces at all available.” He knows the Powhatan men are ready, for he raised and outfitted them himself following the John Brown raid. Recruits are slowly being mustered, but they must be trained and equipped. He must have more rifles or muskets. He still needs a full staff. Colonel Jones has been dispatched to Manassas to requisition supplies while a junior officer, Lieutenant Giles B. Cooke, seeks additional supplies, especially weapons, in nearby counties.33


General Lee understands the problems, but Cocke must press on. “It is very important,” reminds Lee, “that the volunteer troops be organized and instructed as rapidly as possible. I know you are doing all in your power towards that object.” Most important, stresses the commander, instill discipline in the men. Order them to assemble in Culpeper from the towns where they have mustered. Once congregated, “their instruction may be uninterrupted and rigid discipline established.” Lee apologizes for not being able to furnish sufficient tents for the men at this time, but perhaps recruits could be quartered in vacant buildings at the Court House, or perhaps they could construct plank huts. However it is done, Lee begs Cocke “to prepare the men for hard effective service.”34


Cocke has seen it through. He was miffed for several days when informed that the Virginia Convention has reduced him in rank to colonel, but General Lee handled his bruised feelings skillfully. By May 14, Cocke has assembled 918 men in Culpeper, and the Powhatan cavalry is due back from Manassas. His immediate concern is to construct a camp large enough to contain his command. Like troops elsewhere in the district, these men have been scattered, as Lee realized they must be, in vacant buildings, yards, and warehouses. Cocke has even asked the pastors and rectors of local churches to volunteer their buildings as barracks. Most congregations, like that of the Culpeper Baptist Church, have deemed such arrangements “improper.” Even so, the Baptists, not wishing to appear unpatriotic, have agreed that the basement rooms of their church might be used when “other suitable places are exhausted.” Cocke has solved a large part of the problem by obtaining permission to establish a camp on the lands of Cumberland George, northwest of the Court House. “The Engineers will tomorrow map the land and lay out the Camp,” he informs Colonel James L. Kemper, with whom he has discussed the problem, “which for the lack of Canvas we shall have to construct of plank huts.” The camp is to be christened in honor of the Revolutionary patriot Patrick Henry.35


Cocke’s son John, who has joined his father’s staff as an ordnance lieutenant, remains optimistic. “We are beginning to get our military arrangements somewhat organized,” John informs an aunt, “and getting the regiments formed, and every thing beginning to wear a military appearance.” John thinks his father is too tense, and that he makes it hard for others around him to relax. Yet the colonel cannot help but worry. He expects in a few weeks to meet his quotas for recruits, but he still lacks sufficient supplies and arms. He worries about the fate of his men should they be thrown into battle no better trained or equipped than they are at present.36


While Cocke frets and complains, builds and organizes, Culpeper residents grow somber. The presence of a vast encampment, filled with so many confident soldiers, is reassuring in some ways, but to witness the construction of a mighty war machine can be unnerving. Might not so many soldiers draw attention to Culpeper? Might not the county become an especial target of Federal armies? A Lynchburg newspaper has even predicted that “the first battle or encounter will be at Culpeper Court House.” People feel “very blue” about the situation and are “very much frightened” by the thought of invasion. Even the northern public is aware of Culpeper’s unenviable position. “From newspaper accounts the scene of the first battle will not be far from your residence,” a northerner informs his transplanted brother who has practiced law in Culpeper for many years; “& I judge now that large bodies of soldiers are being marshalled and encamped near you.” Then, hitting the nail squarely on the head, the northerner expresses concern that his rebel brother may soon find his “property & effects . . . liable to the dreadful ravages incident to a cruel . . . war.”37


One already hears talk of flight, of people seeking safe havens further south. A soldier at Manassas has written home to urge unprotected families in Culpeper to pack their household goods, collect their livestock, and leave. Refugees from more northern communities, like Alexandria, pass regularly through the countryside. One refugee has arrived with a harrowing tale. A native Virginian, the man moved to Pennsylvania as a youth. He remained loyal to the South, and he spoke out against Lincoln’s policies after the November election. His neighbors tolerated his nonsense until Fort Sumter. Then old friends ceased to associate with him. Unionists tested his loyalty by assigning him to solicit funds for the war and ordering him to raise a Federal flag. The pressure became too much, so he came south to Culpeper, where he has relatives, after placing his wife and child under the protection of his brother-in-law in Maryland. He is destitute, for his business and all of his property are in Pennsylvania, and he now presents a living example of how rebels may expect to be treated by Yankees.38


Even if not fearful of invasion, families with soldiers already at the front feel anxious for their safety. They fret particularly over the proximity of Manassas to the Union armies and of the movement of troops all through that region. Do not worry about us, Mildred Halsey instructs her husband Joseph, a lawyer in peacetime but now a member of the 6th Virginia Cavalry. “I feel quite uneasy about your scalp,” she insists, “don’t be too brave.” Millie Payne has learned that her beau, John, pines for her so much at Manassas that he suffers from severe headaches and is “not at all well.” She responds with a letter so filled with expressions of undying love and devotion that he feels magically cured. People find it hard to get reliable reports about what is happening just 20 miles to the north. They visit the railroad depots daily to learn if the telegraph has brought any “authentic news” of conditions and events.39


Fathers miss their children, and wives miss their husbands, but silence and separation work most cruelly on young lovers like Daniel A. Grimsley and Bettie Browning. Daniel, a 21-year-old teacher from Rappahannock County and son of a Baptist preacher, has been courting his cousin Bettie for several months. She is attending school at the Court House, although her father William, a prosperous farmer in the north of Culpeper, may soon bring her home. Daniel joined the Rappahannock Cavalry one week after the surrender of Fort Sumter. “What a spectacle!” he marveled in April. “A nation once so powerful and united” now disrupted and dismembered by “fanaticism.” His militia company was among the first to arrive at Harper’s Ferry, where he became a corporal in Company B, 6th Virginia Cavalry.40


Having exchanged his “quiet home for the uproar of the battlefield,” Daniel has asked Bettie to write to him while he serves their country, and to send a photograph of herself. “I think . . . it would inspire me with courage in the days of battle,” he gushed romantically, for she must know that the “flame of love” burning so brightly in his heart can “never be extinguished.” Bettie, however, was suspicious. She at first refused to send her precious likeness, for she had heard that Daniel has been “a relentless flirt” among the young ladies at Fairfax Court House, where he is now encamped. Not so! responded Daniel. How could she believe such scurrilous rumors! How could she think that he would ever “trifle with the heart’s most tender feelings.” No, he is innocent, and she must not allow “some very busy-body” to destroy their happiness. Bettie hesitated but has relented. She will send the photograph. After all, she is just sixteen.41


Yet most in Culpeper remain confident during these heady spring days in which no blood has yet been shed. At the very least they see the bright side of this upheaval in public and private affairs. “Culpeper, the banner spot of the Old Dominion, has won, as she has deserved, the sobriquet of ‘Revolutionary County,’ ” declares an observer at Mitchell’s Station. “The fires of Southern Liberty are burning brightly upon her red hills, whilst her valleys and flat grounds send up the shout of resistance to the death.” Even the refugee from Pennsylvania, a Mr. Beckham, unnerved and despondent as he is after parting from his wife and child, finds the atmosphere invigorating. “I am able and willing to do everything that may be required of an honest energetic man,” he tells Colonel Cocke, “and respectfully ask you to aid me to some position where I can do something to support my family and at the same time to . . . serve my native state.”42


Jane Conway, caught up in the excitement of life at the Court House, fully approves the enlistment of her nephew Charley in a volunteer company. “I am glad he has joined,” she reasons, “it is better to be a soldier than to be idle. I hope that he may be able to resist all the temptations & evils of Camp life & be brave & faithful.” She will keep an eye on Charley as long as his company remains at the Court House, and see that he is properly outfitted. Dozens of school-age boys, like Charley, want to prove their manhood and impress the girls by enlisting. Major Charles E. Lightfoot, who directs the Culpeper Military Institute, attempts to conduct classes as usual, but spirits run high among his 70 cadets. The school must soon dissolve. Other adolescents too young for the army form a company dubbed the Culpeper Yellow Jackets. Sixteen-year-old John J. Wharton has been elected captain; a 12-year-old lieutenant and a 13-year-old sergeant assist him. Schoolgirls plead to be released from their studies. They want to sew uniforms and watch the men drill. Besides, they reason, how can they possibly study amid such excitement?43


Isolated families and single women are most likely to imagine the worst, but even these folk seem resolved to do their part. Lucretia Clore is a spunky 40-year-old widow whose husband left her tolerably well off with a 59-acre farm, a horse, three cows, three cattle, and seven hogs. Now, however, in “these war like times when one scarcely knows a friend from a foe,” she finds herself living alone with her eight-year-old son. Lucretia knows all about the “indignities” southern women will likely suffer at the hands of “Lincoln’s hirelings” and “ruffians,” but she is determined to stand her ground. She has only one desire, and she asks it of Governor Letcher: Could he send her a Colt revolver for protection? “I have practised shooting,” she assures him, “and I would not be afraid to defend myself but it is impossible to get a weapon here.” If the governor will oblige her, she promises to teach her son Curran how to shoot, too.44


If war presents danger, it also offers money, and the army’s presence brings profits to many people. Culpeper merchants are positively giddy about the county’s situation. Not only do the troops at Camp Henry protect them and their property, they also purchase food and camp equipment locally. Cocke began contracting for Camp Henry’s needs on May 15, and John Stark was first in line. Stark sold the government six dollars’ worth of iron (for crowbars), four spades, and a bucket. Now county merchants may count on being tapped for goods several times a month, and sometimes in large quantities. A dozen different merchants provide the army with brooms, candles, axes, hatchets, blankets, shovels, nails, rope, saws, frying pans, kettles, coffeepots, washbasins, tinware, salt, coffee, and on and on. Even Observer editor Stofer, before joining the Minute Men, has found a way to turn a dollar by printing and binding blank receipts and invoices for Cocke.45


Some people have the wherewithal to sell goods directly to Richmond. John Foushee has supplied over a hundred dollars’ worth of sugar, coffee, and candles during the first weeks of the war. J. G. and Henry Miller, who operate a woolens mill on the Hazel River, enjoy even bigger contracts. They provide thousands of dollars’ worth of wool and flannel cloth and clothing, most of it, presumably, to be used for uniforms. The contracts are a boon not only for the Millers, but for their nearly forty factory hands. These are all white people, both male and female, and include many children, six of them younger than 14.46


The people of Culpeper have quickly found that nearly everything they have has some value. Most of the county’s crops have just been planted, but grain, mostly corn and oats, and hay stored from last year are needed for food and forage. Anyone with some uncleared land can sell lumber and cordwood to the army. People sell their labor and rent wagons and teams for hauling goods and men to the army. Craftsmen, especially carpenters, construct barracks and storage buildings. People rent out vacant buildings and warehouses. In just three weeks, the government has spent $665.09 for forage, $1,272.22 for lumber, $70.01 for transportation, $100.00 for rent, $352.95 for labor, $245.00 for horses, and $59.77 for cordwood.47


The economy prospers in other ways, too. At the Court House, George Wells, who manufactures guns, rifles, and pistols on Main Street, expects an increase in sales. Thomas Parr and Gabriel Farish offer liberal commissions for information leading to the purchase of quality slaves, and other people advertise their interest in buying slave property. Real estate is also booming. Several houses are for sale, as is property near the Court House. George and John Strother offer a farm just outside of town, and the farm of recently deceased Robert Welford is for sale near Brandy.48


The county court has tried to reinvest some of the new wealth. On May 24, the court officially declared that the northern states have provoked the present national crisis. The war is not of our choosing, maintains the court, but now that it is upon us, the people of Culpeper owe it to the memory of their ancestors and to the security of posterity “to resist to the uttermost” northern aggression. For its part, the court will seek to raise $10,000 by issuing bonds valued at $50 and up at 6 percent annual interest. It will use the money to uniform and equip volunteer companies and to help support the families of volunteers who may need assistance while their men serve the state. As a reward for those “public spirited citizens” who have already helped to equip and provision county volunteers, the court will credit previous donations to the purchase of the new bonds if the purchaser invests double the original contribution.49


At Camp Henry, Colonel Cocke works furiously to put troops in the field. By mid-May he has been relieved of some responsibility. Five counties formerly under his command have been given to Colonel George H. Terrett, and both he and Terrett now answer to a new department commander, General Milledge L. Bonham. Cocke has about a thousand men at the Court House with perhaps another five thousand scattered throughout his district. But men constantly flow in and out of Culpeper, being sent northward as soon as they are equipped and given a modicum of training. The lack of preparation bothers Cocke. He wants more time to ready these men, and he needs more experienced noncommissioned and commissioned officers to do that. “For want of an adequate number of good drill masters,” he laments, “the progress of improvement in the drill is not as rapid as is desirable.” His officers are largely amateurs who know little about tactics or military procedures. Thank God, he breathes, the “physical & moral character” of the rank and file remain “very good.”50


Among his most enthusiastic new units is the Little Fork Rangers. The Rangers formally entered Confederate service at Oak Shade on May 25. Captain Robert E. Utterback led 54 stouthearted recruits to the Court House on May 27, the last of the Culpeper companies to arrive. They lodge in the old Freeman house, south of the Court House. Being a cavalry unit, they have immediately drawn picket duty along the Rappahannock River, where they guard the old wooden covered railroad bridge at Rappahannock Station, opposite the village of Remington. Six men at a time spend a 24-hour watch at the bridge. It is dull duty but a respite from the even duller drill, inspections, and discipline of Camp Henry. They eat well, too, for in addition to the rations they bring from camp, local folk contribute delicacies. Kindest is Richard H. Cunningham, who sends baskets loaded with ham and cornbread. Cunningham, whose $75,000 estate and 60 slaves lie exposed along the river, appreciates their presence.51


But Cocke frets about the Rangers, for they, like many of his men, continue to be poorly armed. Guns and ammunition have arrived at the depot, but in small numbers, and many of the guns are of inferior quality. Cocke has 3,000 flintlock muskets that must be converted to percussion cap before being distributed. Five infantry companies have no cartridge boxes, bayonet scabbards, canteens, or haversacks. One artillery company has no guns. Cocke seeks to ease his conscience by rationalizing the lack of arms. When a cavalry troop ordered to Manassas protests that it has only sabers and but few sidearms, Cocke replies that it cannot be helped; the state has no pistols to provide. Cavalry already in the presence of the enemy are no better armed, he says, and some infantry companies suffer even worse conditions. Besides, concludes Cocke, sabers are “the only proper arm for cavalry,” and the troop should be able to achieve its mission equipped in that fashion.52


Cocke also faces a growing element of discontent and restlessness in camp. The rigors of army life and the restraints of discipline cause grumbling. Some enlisted men resent the officers. One man calls Cocke’s staff a pack of “young snobs” from the Virginia Military Institute who believe the war has been “gotten up that they might dazzle the world by their talents.” Seven men—five of them from neighboring Madison County—are absent without leave on May 21. At least one Culpeper man, Andrew J. Garner, a 39-year-old carpenter with a wife and seven children, has been placed in confinement for “unsoldierly conduct.” New recruits cause the most trouble; as men gain experience, they generally adapt to military necessities. Cocke’s Powhatan cavalry, in the opinion of one of its lieutenants, have “performed every duty with cheerfulness and have won applause . . . [as] the most orderly set of men & soldiers they ever saw.” Just the same, the county court has made the jail available to the army.53


A few men, having had a taste of army life, seek less taxing or hazardous ways to serve the cause. People with political influence use it. Dr. John Ashby closed his “large and valuable medical practice” in Culpeper to enlist as a lieutenant in the Hazelwood Volunteers. Now, a month later, he has asked Henry Shackleford to recommend him for a post as army surgeon. James G. Field, a private in the Minute Men, gave up a lucrative law practice to enlist. He now seeks an assignment as quartermaster. Having spent three years in the U.S. Army pay department, he is familiar with military paperwork, and that experience, argues Field, will serve the new nation well. He also admits that a quartermaster’s pay will compensate for lost legal fees and enable him to support his wife and two children. Even so, Field insists that he does not seek to shirk his duty or avoid danger. If a battle begins, he pledges, he will immediately rejoin his comrades in the ranks.54


Commissions as officers provide another escape from less appealing duties. Graduates of VMI appear everywhere, and each one naturally thinks himself suited to command the amateurs. Besides, there is glory in command. Dr. Edwin Barbour, a brother of the O&A’s president, is even willing to exchange his appointment as an army surgeon for a lieutenancy. Unlike Dr. Ashby, he wants to be in the thick of the action. George Williams finds himself in a more awkward position. Already sergeant-major of the 13th Virginia, he has asked his influential Uncle Jack Pendleton to find him an assignment as aide-de-camp to some senior officer. Pendleton, writing to Governor Letcher, stresses that his nephew is bright and talented, and he assures the governor that, come what may, George will serve in the army, in the ranks if need be. Still, he believes George deserves a post more appropriate to his social position.55


As the euphoria of secession and the romance of enlistment give way to the dullness of military life and the possibility of battle, a measure of soul-searching also begins. Giles Cooke, a 23-year-old lieutenant on Cocke’s staff, has been struck by the “awful reality” of his situation. He finds himself in a great war, and while he has experienced no hardships and has seen no blood spilled, he senses that hardships will come, and that much blood will be spilled. Thou shalt not kill. Is it damnation he fears? Or is it the thought of being killed? In either case, how far does God extend his mercy?56


One Sunday night, as the doubts and fears continued to press upon him, Cooke frantically sought a church in which to worship. Finding none open, he returned to the rented house where Cocke’s staff resides and found a quiet place to pray. He asked God “sincerely and fervently” to take pity on him, “a poor sinner,” and to give him some sign of His divine will. Since then, Cooke has buried his fears in ceaseless activity—organizing drills, assigning guard and labor details, and generally “arranging the encampment into something like method and system.” He speaks not of his inner turmoil, but he prays daily “to the Christ of mercy,” and he frequently takes long solitary walks away from camp.57


Whatever private doubts and fears men suffer, everyone wants to look like a soldier. War is a glorious pursuit, its combatants stainless warriors. So new boots, pants without holes, and the proper accoutrements must be obtained. Even chaplains may surrender to the vanity of display. John Bocock, chaplain of the 7th Virginia Infantry, is “mortified” by the appearance of his horse and saddle. The nag is not so great an obstacle as the saddle, which has been a tender issue ever since his regiment moved to the front. “When I asked him about it,” his sympathetic wife Sarah explains to her brother, who happens to be Colonel Kemper, “he said the thought of it humbled him and begged that no more might be said about it.” Sarah understands that his honor somehow is at stake, so she continues to scour Culpeper for a respectable saddle.58


Sickness has become another unanticipated enemy. In mid-May a mild epidemic of measles hit Camp Henry. That has been followed by outbreaks of typhoid, diarrhea, dysentery, and any number of afflictions that hobble the poor soldier. At first, uninfected men did their best to attend the infected. Now the camp has a hospital to segregate the ill from the healthy and speed treatment. The hospital is not a single building but a collection of military tents, public buildings, and private homes. The camp surgeon, Daniel S. Green, manages this network and directs the treatment of patients, but his professional staff is small. He depends heavily on the women of Culpeper, who have volunteered their homes and services. “It is the office of women to watch by the bedside of the sick & suffering,” contends Inez Pendleton, wife of Jack, “and it is our wish to be allowed as all that we are able to do in our country’s great struggle for liberty, to fulfil this part of our mission.”59


As the burden of the hospital increases, the women meet each new challenge. They bring food to the patients, cut and sew necessary linen, write letters for feeble sufferers. They have their hands full. Three hundred patients have quickly overwhelmed the available facilities, and yet the women persevere in their “gorgeous and blessed work.” One army chaplain, posted to Camp Henry with a portion of the 18th Virginia Infantry, is so impressed that he writes a public letter to surrounding counties urging them to follow the example of Culpeper’s heroines. It is unfair, he points out, to expect one county “to be burthened with the whole care of the sick of a great army.” Other communities must contribute, if not their services then their wealth and resources, to Culpeper’s hospital. Remember, he reminds people, your menfolk may find themselves sick or, in time, wounded on a cot at Culpeper.60


Meanwhile, Colonel Charles W. Wager prepares for the day when most of Cocke’s men will be dispatched to the front by raising a militia regiment to serve in Culpeper. It is a thankless task, for militia service has acquired an unenviable reputation. The high-spirited young men who flock to the volunteer companies of the provisional army are not inclined to be militiamen. Many people predict the militia will never see action, that it will sit in Culpeper protecting chicken coops and cornfields. Indeed, that is the intention of Virginia’s military leaders, who assume that the war will be fought by the volunteers. Only in “the emergency of actual invasion” will the “bold hearts and strong arms” of the militia be called upon “to make each house a citadel, and every rock and tree positions of defense.” Meanwhile, the militiamen will remain at home, where they may pursue their civilian occupations and so contribute doubly to the war effort. Incidentally, each militiaman must supply his own arms, without expense to the government.61


Despite all these problems—lack of weapons, sickness, restlessness, and amateurishness—the men are ready to fight. “The tented fields and battalions drilling would prove to the Yankees that we were going into this contest in real earnest and to talk about subjugating Southern people animated with such feelings as they are is an absurdity,” insists an enthusiastic officer at Camp Henry. “They may whip us but they will never subjugate us to the yoke of a Black Republican President.”62


Culpeper’s civilians are ready, too. On May 23, they joined the majority of Virginians in approving the state’s ordinance of secession. There is no turning back now; all are bound together by solemn faith and high purpose. Only two of 1,053 voters dared dissent, and most everyone knows who they are. John Brown, a plain-speaking farmer from near Jeffersonton, opposed secession right up to referendum day, and he opposes it still. Hiram Amiss considered the repercussions of voting against the ordinance but did so anyway. “I told the folks when they were voting the State out they were voting their children’s blood away,” he maintains defiantly. Disturbing talk, bordering on treasonous. Not at all what true southerners should be saying at this joyous moment.63


Generally, however, people recognize that the hour for dissent has passed; it is a time to keep silent. People with misgivings about secession know their votes could not have changed things. They know, too, there may be danger in opposition. James B. Kirk, who moved to Culpeper from Maryland in 1858, remains a quiet dissenter. Kirk owns a 700-acre farm and eight slaves (he rents seven more) worth $19,000. He has opposed secession since December, yet he did not bother to vote on the referendum. “I knew it would not amount to anything and it would involve me in difficulties,” he says. “The people all around me were secesh with the exception of one family, and I knew if I voted against the ratification of the ordinance, they would be down on me.” A point worth considering, for a man rarely helps himself by rejecting the verdict of his neighbors. Archibald Shaw, brother of Simeon and, like him, a tenant farmer, spoke out but wishes he had not. “I was prevented from voting against it [the referendum] by threats of arrest & of being tarred & feathered,” he maintains.64


Culpeper’s black population observes but says little. Only a few free blacks seem to know that slavery has anything to do with the impending conflict. These few whisper privately that they support the Union and wish to see enslaved blacks freed. Whether or not they understand the root of the trouble, free blacks voice no opinion. If whites who oppose secession fear to speak, it would be suicidal for a black man publicly to approve of the northern cause. White neighbors, preferring to keep the blacks in ignorance, avoid discussing events with them. Warner Bundy, the farmhand who works for Robertson Coons, complains that he does “not hear a great deal about the War from the rebels.” He cannot read, so newspapers are useless to him. Whites have been especially suspicious of free blacks ever since Daniel Brooke was caught helping two slaves belonging to William H. Perry escape toward northern lines. The county court has sentenced Brooke to five years in prison.65


Yet, perhaps surprisingly, many free blacks regret the threat of war. Culpeper is their community, and they sense that war will destroy them, their families, and their property as surely as it will destroy their white neighbors. They handle the situation about as well as can be expected. Ira Field, the Court House barber, has lived in close association with whites for many years. He wishes them no ill. When customers ask his opinion of events, he responds diplomatically. “Well master,” he drawls, “I don’t know. This war has started amongst the sons & daughters, the fathers & the mothers and a family affair is the worst thing that ever could be settled.” Willis Madden, being highly regarded by Culpeper whites, knows that he need only stay clear of the Court House to avoid trouble. He sits tight and stays mum on the eastern edge of the Flats.66


But not all blacks are safe, and woe betide those idlers who lack the reputations of Field and Madden. In early June, all unemployed free blacks are sent into lower Virginia. “Those who remain,” reports an observer, “are more industrious than ever, and ask not for a single hour of virtuous liberty, but now ‘hoe de corn and blow de horn,’ with as ready a grace as those who have enjoyed a whole lifetime of bondage.”67


The slaves are inscrutable. They give no appearance of rebelling, or even that they are aware of the political and social upheaval around them. Yet they are neither deaf nor blind, which causes slaveholders to worry. Should they move their property further south? Should they insist on a speedy organization of Colonel Wager’s militia? Should they request that regular troops be assigned to protect Culpeper? When word comes that all remaining able-bodied men might soon be drafted into military service, letters of concern find their way to Richmond.


Catherine Crittenden is among the first to protest. Crittenden, a 62-year-old widow, owns over 700 acres, worth nearly $11,000, at the foot of Cedar Mountain. It is an extensive farming operation, with $1,355 worth of livestock, $1,100 worth of machinery, and 19 slaves worth thousands of dollars. Last year she produced thousands of bushels of wheat, corn, oats, and potatoes, 10 tons of hay, and 3,700 pounds of tobacco. The overseer of her farm and slaves, George Bowman, must be exempted from any general muster, she has informed Governor Letcher. She and her 22-year-old daughter Anne have no protection now that her son, Lieutenant Charles T. Crittenden, a merchant who serves as second in command in the Minute Men, is at Harper’s Ferry. “Not only for myself do I make this appeal,” Mrs. Crittenden insists to the governor, “but for my neighbors, Mr. Bowman being the only overseer & nearly every man has volunteered.” The result, as the governor might imagine, is “a thinly settled neighborhood, the farms being large, averaging 20 negroes to a farm, and not a man to keep order. . . . Truly the condition of our neighborhood will be a lamentable one if we are left to the mercy of the negroes.”68


Word has arrived that many Culpeper men at Harper’s Ferry have marched westward to Winchester with the 13th Virginia Infantry. The rigors of army life have already eliminated some local men from the regiment’s muster rolls. Richard Apperson, John Wesley Bell, James Farish, and William Thompson receive medical discharges in May. Bell and Farish have defective vision, Thompson suffers from consumption, and Apperson has broken his foot. Apperson, at least, promises to reenlist. For a while, people feared that Culpeper’s good name had been tarnished by desertion. James P. Ross, a shoemaker from Jeffersonton, disappeared from the regiment’s camp on May 17. However, he reappeared a week later to enlist in the Little Fork Rangers. The action is illegal, but everyone, especially his wife, is so glad that he has not shamed himself that he has been allowed to switch regiments. Ross had seen enough of infantry life.69


The remaining men of the regiment are excited to learn that Ambrose Powell Hill, born and raised in Culpeper, has been made their colonel. Powell’s brother Edward and his family still live at the Court House in a beautiful mansion on East Street. Hill drills the men hard, six to eight hours a day, but he also instills confidence in them. The new colonel’s hazel eyes and red beard are distinctive, and his finely-toned five-foot-ten-inch, 160-pound frame give the 35-year-old West Point graduate the look of a warrior. He has a sense of humor, and, while always military in bearing, he disdains uniform dress. Particularly prominent in his outfit are a red or checkered shirt beneath his uniform coat and a black felt hat atop his head. “I like him very much,” acknowledges one of his men; “he knows how to act both the gentleman & soldier. On parade he is very strict—off duty he is a perfect gentleman and as kind as can be.”70


The people of Winchester and the upper Shenandoah Valley are as excited about Hill’s men as the soldiers are about Hill. When the first shadowy columns entered Winchester in the hours before dawn, wary residents peeped from their windows. They saw men of Culpeper, former Minute Men, in the vanguard, bearing one of the first Confederate flags to appear in this part of the Valley. Heartened, a few people stepped cautiously outside. Within moments, an admiring crowd filled the streets. “Above them,” reports one woman of the gray column, “the flag chosen by the Confederacy slowly furled and unfurled its stars and bars as the wind rose and fell, and as I beheld it my heart beat high, for it seemed a promise of glory and greatness, and of triumph over those who would deprive us of our right to do as we pleased with our own.”71 In Culpeper, Colonel Cocke rushes to move most of his remaining troops to Manassas. He is anxious but optimistic. He has been assigned command of a brigade, so he hopes soon to reclaim his rank as general. Mostly militia will be left to defend Culpeper. A few volunteer companies, including the Little Fork Rangers, will remain for the present, but everyone knows that they, too, must soon move forward. Cocke wrote his last will and testament at the end of May. Reverend Philip Slaughter will accompany the men as chaplain of the 19th Virginia Infantry.72


    July 4. This afternoon everyone senses that the tension and suspense of the past few months must soon burst. Fighting has already broken out in western Virginia, and Federal troops have entered the Shenandoah Valley. Northern newspapers clamor for a drive on Richmond, and rumors say that General Irvin McDowell is preparing to move against Manassas. Yesterday, the Little Fork Rangers received orders for Manassas. Captain Utterback dismissed the men so that they might spend one more night with their families. They reassembled this morning at Jeffersonton to make final preparations. Men shoed their horses. Some of them have had Uncle Wash Fitzhugh, the town blacksmith, fashion dirks for them. These knives and their sabers are the only weapons many will carry, for they still lack sufficient firearms. The men stood in ranks to receive a hand-stitched company flag from Miss Emma Latham, a comely 20-year old. Captain Utterback asked, “Boys, will you follow this banner into the face of the enemy, defending it with the last drop of your blood?” They responded with gusto, “Yes, yes!” The entire population of the Little Fork bore witness to their reply and applauded the stirring ceremony. Utterback ordered his men to mount, and prancing steeds now snort and wheel into columns. The Rangers, most of them too young to have regrets, canter jauntily away. As the home folks shed proud tears and wave their heroes out of sight, a band plays “The Bonnie Blue Flag”73:
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