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10 July 1863

Dear Mother,

Here's hoping that you and Elizabeth are well whenever you get this letter. The regimental postmaster has told us that they will do their best to make sure all mail will be delivered to the folks back home. We have made camp outside Fort Smith, Arkansas, alongside a big river. I believe that they call it the Arkansas River. I swear it's not fit to drink from, the water, it's so red from the sand washed down by the hard rains. Some of the older soldiers told the new guys that the red is blood from a battle north of here. Sergeant Justice says it's just colored red from the sand.

It reminds me of how the creeks looked back home whenever we would have heavy rains. All the red dirt is washing down the creek on its way to the river. In fact, this country looks like Alabama, with its green hills, thick forests, and open plains. If I could just see a cotton field, I'd for sure feel at home. Some of the Indians that live here do a little farming, but only enough to feed themselves. This land is so rich; I swear that you could feed the world from what could be grown here.

It has rained every day for the last week. These old woolen uniforms do smell bad if you get them wet and have not washed them for a few days. They are hot and itchy, especially since summer has set in. I try to keep mine clean by washing them at least once a week. Some of the soldiers have not washed or changed clothes since last spring. Boots and clothes are always in short supply, along with food. Foraging for the scarce game is a full-time job. Most of the provisions we have, we hauled from Ft. Reeves, Texas. I was talking to one of the men who had been in the unit for a while, telling of raiding the Yankee supply trains coming from up North. I think they might be fibbin’ just a mite about the quantity of supplies they captured.  Otherwise, we would have enough material to last us at least five years.

This is known as the plains' country. Old timers who live in and around here tell me that twenty, thirty years ago, vast herds of buffalo roamed this area. After the railroad entered this part of the country, hunters came in the hundreds to slaughter the buffalo by the thousands for their hide, bones, and sometimes tongue, leaving the entire carcass to rot in the hot sun of the plains. Now the vast herds are all gone.

How is everything back home? We only hear rumors of how the war is going. Of course, our officers tell us that the war will be over any day now, but they have not sent anyone home yet, except for some of the wounded. Have you heard from Samuel since he joined up with the Union Army? I heard that he had joined one of Colonel Phillips' units and is now stationed at Fort Gibson, Indian Territory, and that is the army we are supposed to fight in a few days. I pray that this is not true. It is more than I can bear, thinking that I might be shooting at my brother.

Rumor has it that the South has an army of over ten thousand Indian troops scattered along the river from a place called Webber's Falls to just north of Fort Gibson. It would have been good if they had brought their own supplies. It really bothers me each time we have to take the meager provisions that the settlers have stored for the coming winter. They didn't want this war but yet they are the real victims in it. Now they are sick and starving, and there is nothing that we can do for them. How can we ever hope to run this country when we let our own people die this way? This just doesn't seem fair to the people who just want to be left alone.

Sergeant Justice just came by the tent and told us to turn in. He said in the morning we are going to strike camp and move to a place called Honey Springs Depot where we have a large hospital and a Supply depot.

I will write again whenever I have time.

Your loving son,

James
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12 July 1863

Somewhere along the Arkansas River, Indian Territory

Brilliant flashes of light sparkled in the dense canopy of large trees that lined the riverbank. Joining the chorus of light was a symphony of sounds that came from the long column of men dressed in a mixture of grey and brown uniforms. Sunlight reflecting from the equipment they carried danced in the leaves of the trees in perfect synchronization with the metallic clanking of drinking cups rapping against canteens and rifle stocks. This was joined by the creaking of leather straps that dug into tender shoulders and aching backs and was accented by the dull thudding of the booted feet of the men pounding against the sodden soil. Hot July sunlight beat down on the company of Confederate soldiers moving northwest along the Arkansas River. Perspiration was running down the men’s mostly beardless faces, leaving trails in the dust that had settled there and was creating dark patches on the woolen uniforms where it had soaked through. Gnats and mosquitoes swarmed around the heads of the trudging soldiers. An occasional arm would swat at the buzzing insects, forcing them to the exposed skin of another victim.

Captain Sam Miller, Commander of Company F, 1st Creek Regiment under the command of Colonel D. N. McIntosh, rode beside his infantry company speaking occasionally to the various soldiers. A young dark-headed limping soldier caught his eye. Slowing his horse beside the limping soldier, he inquired. “Son, did you get the Surgeon to look at your leg wound?” he asked the soldier.

A young face of seventeen years, made years older by the ravages of war, looked up at the officer. “Yes, Sir, I did. He told me to stay off of it for a week, and the wound would heal. Maybe I can do that after the war. What do you think, Captain?” he laughed.

“Take care of it the best you can, son.” He returned as he rode on up the line.

Captain Miller knew the boy hadn’t gone to the surgeon. Although it was a minor wound caused by a ricocheting axe blade, the infection was making it slow to heal. Doc Sawyer’s answer to that problem was amputation once gangrene set in. He also knew the boy would continue to lance the wound at night with his jackknife, freeing the greenish yellow pus from the wound and then wrap it with a tree moss poultice to draw the infection out. Going to the surgeon was a last measure. Captain Miller knew the kid was a farmer, and a one-legged farmer had problems plowing his field and harvesting the crops. 

Slowing his horse, he fell in beside Sergeant Justice. “How are the men doing, Nat?” Captain Miller asked.

Sergeant Nathan Justice, at age forty-two, was the old man of the company. A veteran of five major campaigns, which included the First Battle of Manassas, Virginia, with Brigadier General P.G.T. Beauregard in July 1861. Then, in April 1862, again with Beauregard, he saw action at the Battle of Shiloh, Tennessee. During the Battle of Antietam, Maryland, in September 1862, he was with Major General James Longstreet. Later that year, Justice, promoted to Sergeant, stayed with Longstreet, also promoted recently, to Lieutenant General, marched to Fredericksburg, Virginia, to engage the Union in a winter campaign. May 1863 found Sergeant Justice with Major General Jubal Early in his Chancellorsville, Virginia campaign. It was in this battle that Justice was wounded and sent to Texas for recuperation. There, he assisted Colonel D. N. McIntosh with the training of the newly formed Indian Regiments.

“They're holding up pretty good,” he stated. “We got some good Southern boys to help anchor the Indian troops who have never been under fire. I think they will do you proud, Captain.”

“What are you going to do to Private Anderson and Private Phillips?”

“Well, Captain, if it is all the same to you, I’ll give each man extra duty to keep their minds and temper on the Yankees instead of each other,” Nathan replied, thinking about the fight between the two men the night before. It had all started with a full-blood Creek soldier calling Anderson, who was half Cherokee, a breed. Their fight had been short but vicious. Anderson had received a split cheek from a loping left hand from Phillips, but had countered with a hard right to the stomach, which doubled Phillips over. A vicious knee to the chin caused Phillips to become erect, presenting Anderson with an exposed head. Anderson took one more shot at Phillips' face. A thunderous right to the jaw sent the man to the dirt unconscious. Nathan could have stopped the fight before it started, but Phillips had been after the youngster from Alabama ever since he had joined the unit in Texas.  He had wondered to himself just how much Anderson could take. Now he knew. The boy was slow to simmer, but hell, when he boiled. With this fight under his belt, Anderson would command more respect from the company, and this was important as Anderson was the only interpreter he had to communicate with his company of Creek soldiers.  

Looking at his watch, “We'll stop in two hours for a noon break; check the men and their equipment. Post pickets, I don't think we will run into any Yankees this far South, but you can never tell. Ever since they recaptured Fort Gibson, they have been foraging down to almost Webber Falls, and that's only two days north of here.”

“Yes Sir, they'll get checked, but you know, this old powder we've been getting from Mexico ain't worth a Tinker's damn when it gets damp, and we’ve had a lot of rain lately.”

“When we get to Honey Springs Depot, have the men replace the old stuff with new powder from the powder magazine.” The captain said, riding on ahead.

A half mile to the sergeant's left and slightly ahead of him, through the shimmering heat waves in the tall prairie grass, he saw PVT James Anderson riding flank guard. Good Southern boy, he thought. His folks must be dirt poor, otherwise he’d be an officer. I'll have him help me inspect the men tonight, and if he has a good showing in the next little fracas, I'll ask the captain to promote him to Corporal. That would be a big help to me in training and running this company.

James Anderson was born on a farm outside Scottsboro, Alabama, in September 1842. He was the third and youngest child of Joseph Anderson, a full-blood Cherokee, and Annabel Campbell, whose roots came from England and Scotland. Joseph and his family had fled Georgia in 1837, settling in Alabama, instead of going to Indian Territory, Oklahoma, on what was to become known as the “Trail of Tears.” He had an older brother, Samuel, and a sister, Elizabeth. His Pa had been killed in a farming accident in 1845, so he was to remain the baby of the family when his mother didn’t remarry. This in itself raised many of an eyebrow of the people of Scottsboro. How could she ever hope to work the almost 2000-acre farm with only three small children and no slaves, and the only employees were sharecroppers?

Everyone knew that old Joseph had either hired his farm work done or used sharecroppers. It was his shrewd business mind that enabled him to get his crop of cotton to the gin first and always got the best price. What the outsiders never saw was Annabel’s influence on Joseph’s business decisions. It was Annabel who suggested he have five or six of the sharecroppers’ plant produces to sell instead of cotton. She suggested that he might plant a few acres of tobacco for the market in the North. Most importantly, she suggested that the sharecroppers vary the crops in order to give the land a chance to revive itself. As the years passed, Joseph Anderson became more prosperous. He kept a few dollars in the Scottsboro bank, with just enough to meet his monthly requirements, and the rest was converted into gold coins, being kept on the farm. After the accident that took Joseph’s life, Annabel hired an overseer to run the farm under her guidance. He hired and fired, bought the seed for planting, and told the farmhands what and where to plant, but it was Annabel who told him what to plant and which tract it would be planted on. The overseer also knew that Annabel would fire him in a second if he were ever accused of abusing any of the sharecroppers or their children.

The Anderson family, having no slaves or the inclination to own any, caused him and his brother to work long, hard days in the fields as soon as they were old enough to handle the garden tools. They studied mathematics and read the classics at night. Their mother had stated, “I'll have no ignorant children living
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