
  
    
      
    
  


[image: TitleBlock]



  Lars D. H. Hedbor


  Published by Brief Candle Press


  Copyright © 2022 Lars D. H. Hedbor


  [image: BriefCandlePress-eBookHeader]



  


  



  This is a work of historical fiction. Apart from the well-known actual people, events, and locales that figure in the narrative, all names, places, and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously.


  



  ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. This book contains material protected under the International and Federal Copyright Laws and Treaties. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without specific written permission from the publisher.


  



  This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please go to your favorite ebook seller and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  



  Cover and book design: Brief Candle Press


  Title Fonts: Allegheny, IM FELL English


  



  Cover image based on “California Spring,” Albert Bierstadt, 1875.  Courtesy of the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco.

Map reproduction courtesy of Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division.


  



  First Brief Candle Press edition published 2022



  



  http://briefcandlepress.com


  



  ISBN: 978-1-942319-68-9


  Dedication


  To the long-suffering

citizens of Haiti, who

deserve better than history

has granted them.











		
    

  



[image: Chapter-01]



  The scratching of the court official’s pen irritated James Hatch, but then, there wasn’t much these days that didn’t.  It seemed to him that the man was taking entirely too much pleasure in shaping his elegant, proper copperplate letters across the page, in contrast to the limits of James’ own untidy scrawl.

The man paused and read back to him.  “Declaration of James Hatch to obtain the benefit of an Act of Congress passed June of 1832.  State of Georgia, Walton County, on this Eleventh day of November, Eighteen hundred and thirty-three, personally appeared before the Superior Court of said County and State James Hatch, a resident of Walton County and the State aforesaid, aged seventy-four years, who being duly sworn according to law doth on his Oath make the following declaration in order to obtain the benefit of the provisions made by the Act of Congress passed June 7th, 1832.”

The official looked up at James, the light from the window glinting off his glasses.  “Right so far?”

“Aye, I reckon you’ve got my age and name right, and where I live.  The rest, about the Congress, and the dates, I’ll just have to trust that you know well enough.”  

It rankled him to have to come, hat in hand, to ask payment for service that took place a lifetime ago. More than that, though, he was not looking forward to the necessity of sharing the details of that service with this dandy, whose bravest act in this life had probably been to embrace the use of a steel nib for his pen over the old-fashioned quill.  

Still, James reminded himself that his need was keen, and his cause was worthy.  The money promised by Congress would enable him to make a real difference.  He could swallow his pride for a chance to end the injustice around him.

Oblivious to James’ unhappiness, the official said, “Now, can you tell me how and when you came to enlist in the Army?”

“Naturally.  I am aged, but not yet daft.  I joined up early in the year ‘79 — February, I think it was — and I heard that Captain Tolliver was raising a company of Virginians that would come to serve under Colonel Parker…”
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A cold gust blew in from the direction of the fallow tobacco fields, and James shifted uncomfortably, trying to hide the shiver that ran down his spine.  The officer who stood haranguing the crowd before the tavern caught his movement, and glanced over at him with a quick flash of a smile on his face.

“You there, are you willing to serve to defend your country against the violence that the King sends hither?  Will you stay here and wait in the chill of winter for the redcoats to put all to the torch and warm you thus?  Or will you turn out and send them back to England whence they came?”

James did not much care for being personally singled out in this manner, but he could not dispute the appeal of the officer’s call to duty.  Although the past four years of warfare had little touched Virginia since independence had been declared, the newspapers and tavern talk were full of the suffering of New-England and warnings of the risk to the local ports and cities.

The officer wasn’t finished, though.  “I carry word that King George’s troops have taken the port of Savannah, in Georgia, and that they mean to use that foothold to drive northward — all the way to Boston if they can — right over the ground where you have been trying to survive.”

He looked each man before him in the eye to ensure that he had their full attention, and then waved an arm out toward the acres of tobacco stubble.  “Would you see these fields run red with the blood of your neighbors?  Will you stand by while the British seize your hard-won land and hand it over to some officer in their army to reward him for returning these states to the Crown’s despotism?  Will you leave it to some other man to defend your wives, your mothers, and your children from the perils of war?”

James’ neighbor Phineas spoke up, answering in a deep rumble, “No, sir, I will not.”  He was joined by a ragged chorus of shouts and James found himself adding to it, without conscious volition.  

“Or will you fight for our liberty, for our sacred honor, for our very way of life?”

This time, the answer was more unified, and James felt more committed to the loud cry, “Yes!” that he shouted with the other men.  

It really was only a matter of doing what he owed to these friends and neighbors, never mind to his own family.

His father was too old to serve, and his brother far too young.  His sisters both had newborn children to tend, and while James didn’t know whether their husbands would heed the call to service, neither of them had turned out to hear the Virginian officer speak . . . So it was left to him to step up.

In short order, the captain was adding his name to the roster, asking briskly, “Have you a gun of your own, Private Hatch?”

James was forced to confess that he did not, and the officer dismissed his shamefaced explanations with a wave of his hand.  “Never you mind, we’ll get you equipped.  Go and get your affairs in order, and I’ll see you back here at sunrise.  We’ll muster and march out then for training.”

He wasn’t sure what he had expected his parents to think of his decision to enlist.  His mother had only gasped and retreated to her bedroom, while his father had chewed at the side of his cheek for a long time before saying only, “I must see to your mother.  Mind that you give her no cause for grief, son, while do what you feel your duty is.”  

James could almost see his father grow smaller as he added, “I do wish that you had come and sought my counsel before you rushed into this, James.  You’re a good boy, but I wonder if you know your own mind yet.”

James did not answer, and the older man turned and left without waiting for him to do so.  He wasn’t sure what he would have said, even if the man had given him the opportunity.  He was, after all, a man grown, and it rubbed him raw to be treated as though he were still a boy.  

James was left feeling a sense of unfinished business when he departed the following morning, seen off only by the elderly slave who tended the kitchen hearth.  His mother and brother were still abed, and his father had departed even earlier than James himself was up, on some business at a neighboring plantation.

Phineas was at least a friendly face in the small crowd that gathered in the dim morning chill, and James related to him the bewildering reception he’d gotten from his parents.  

Phineas shrugged.  “Your pa has never been much more than half-warm in his support for independence, James.  I’ve heard that his kinfolk are on the other side, and he may just be worried that you will come to face your own blood in this war.”

James shushed his friend with an urgent motion of his hand, urging quietly, “You keep those rumors to yourself.  My father has never said a single thing that could give any man reason to doubt his loyalty to these United States, and just because his cousins haven’t sent word doesn’t mean they’re Tories.  Stories like that can get a man an appointment with a vat of pitch and a sack of feathers.”

Phineas nodded his acquiescence, raising his hands in a mollifying gesture.  He answered just a quietly.  “As you say, James.  I’m just suggesting that your parents might not be so much disapproving of your choice to join up as they are about which side you’ve chosen.”

No matter how he tried , James couldn’t dismiss the thought that there might have been a kernel of truth in Phineas’ comments.  He chewed over the thought, hardly noticing the distance they covered marching behind Captain Tolliver, as their officer had introduced himself.  James knew that the war for independence was grinding to an apparent impasse in the north, and the news of the British incursion to their south had set some pessimistic chins to wagging about the tavern.

Perhaps his father was only worried that James had joined a hopeless cause, committing himself to open disloyalty to a King who would soon enough again hold sway over this country.  James could see the disadvantages, should that come to pass.  

On the other hand, the only way to keep such a thing from happening was for enough good men to step forward.  When Phineas had spoken up, it had seemed only sensible to add his own voice to the cause, but now that he was shuffling through the morning mist, James couldn’t help but second-guess himself.

He could have hung back when the officer was taking down men’s names the day before, and faded away into the afternoon.  He could have left as Tolliver was still in the process of working the crowd up into what served as a patriotic fervor, leaving the others to be enthralled by the man’s words.  He could even have faced the officer, when it came time to add his name to the roll, and declined.

Nobody had forced him to stick around, or answer the call, or put down his name; he needed to admit to himself that he had had some reason for doing all of these things.  Was it to prove to his father that he was, in fact, a grown man, and not merely an apprentice planter on a tobacco plantation that might someday pass into his hands?  Was it to prove to himself that he was capable of making a decision and standing by it?

Or had he merely allowed himself to be carried along by the moment, swept into a rushed choice to do what his friends and neighbors seemed to expect of him, without having taken the time to sufficiently consider the implications and consequences?

Regardless, he was committed now.  Every step carried him further away from his home, and closer to an unknowable future.  He had heard enough reports of the battles in New-England to know that the British forces were not a threat to be taken lightly.  Nor were the hazards of disease and injury even without the action of the enemy to be ignored.

The enemy!  What a thing to call men who included not only the British soldiers who had come across the ocean to suppress American intransigence, but those loyal subjects from the communities around James’ home who now stood beside the redcoats.  

He might have played childhood games with them as a boy, might even share blood with them, and now he must confront the very real possibility that a familiar face might appear at the far end of his musket.  

Worse, a choice would have to be made; who would pull their trigger first?

As the recruits marched on into the morning, James thought about the boys he’d known who had become scarce as the fervor for independence had grown into an unstoppable thing.  Frederick Kilburne, for one.  His father had been a crown official of one sort or another, though James had never bothered himself to find out more.  Once it became a matter of greater interest, the Kilburne family had already left for friendlier parts.

William Huntsman he was quite sure of, as well.  James had heard him in a heated discussion at the tavern one night, defending the honor of the British army defeated at Saratoga.  He was arguing that the Americans had no right to continue to hold them prisoner, when the condition of their surrender had been that they’d be shipped back to England. 

This was while the captives were still up at Cambridge, in New-England.  It was an irony that long after William had taken his musket and angry words to the British line, the army he had insisted ought to have been sent home was newly installed in a camp right here in Virginia.  James hoped not to come within range of his musket — William was known for his ability to load and fire as quickly as any man in all the district.

For that matter, James prayed that, when the time came for him to line up on some field of battle, there would be no man on the opposite side whose face was even slightly familiar.  

He glimpsed a great truth of warfare in that moment, before his first day of training had even begun.  It is easier to strive for the death and misfortune of men who are unknown to you than to consider bringing harm to someone whose humanity you knew at close range.

Of course, once his training commenced, there were far more practical truths to grapple with.  James had fired a musket many times before, naturally, but it was something yet again to learn how to fire one in time with one’s fellow soldiers.  Speed was still of the essence — troops that could fire three times in a minute self-evidently stood a greater chance of striking their enemy than those who could barely manage one ragged round in a minute’s time.

Too, there were the details of marching in a well-spaced formation, instead of stumbling along bunched up in a clump that made a handy target for an enemy artillery company.  And there were many, many lessons that were not delivered formally, but through experience alone.  

Choosing a dry place for a tent, so that you wouldn’t wake up with a rivulet flooding over your feet, building a proper fire with a minimum of smoke to avoid alerting British scouts — or worse, their Indian allies! — to your presence, and feeding yourself on scarcely half of a legal ration were all critical lessons to learn, but which appeared in no manual of drill.

It wasn’t only rations that were short, either.  When James had joined up, the captain had promised that all recruits would be clothed in a stoutly-made uniform and equipped with a well-founded musket.  Instead, each man had been issued some indifferent scraps of cloth that might be charitably called breeches, no shoes save what they had come with, and no better than one musket for every three men.

There were always promises that another shipment would come any day now, as promised by the distant Congress, but James remembered the advice his father had given him in a very different context.  It applied well here, too.

“Spend no promise until it lies in your purse.  No matter how well a man means his word, the true value of his intent cannot be properly judged until he has followed through on it.”  

The circumstance that had occasioned this particular lesson had been the failure of a childhood friend to repay a loan, which had left James short of the price of a horse that he had yearned for.  Another man was prepared to buy up the mare while James scrambled to get together the necessary funds, so he had gone to his father to ask for assistance.

After delivering his words of wisdom, his father had dug the money James needed out of his own purse — and hadn’t even said anything when not a month later the horse had stepped into a foxhole  and broken its leg.  The loss of both the horse and the friend who owed him money had clearly been lesson enough for his father’s purposes.

James had remembered his anger at the unpaid debt, though, and had diligently repaid his father for the loan, even though he had gotten little material benefit from it.

In any event, as dearly as he had wanted to enjoy the use of the horse, the lesson he’d learned from the incident had been of even greater value.  So James wasn’t left with nothing at all to eat when promised rations were delayed.  He’d held back some of his biscuit and salt beef where others had eaten what they had, relying upon resupply before the next meal.  

As for the guns, that promised to be a more serious issue, if the company were ordered into action before that deficiency could be remedied.  As it was, the squads were training in shifts, handing off what guns  they did have from one man to the next as they took turns in drill.  

Even with that expedient, they were but pantomiming the loading and firing sequence, as all available powder and balls were being conserved for men facing real enemies instead of wooden forms at the far end of the drill ground.  

Then came the day when a supply train arrived and suddenly, there were muskets enough for every man, along with more powder and shot than they could readily carry.  The men mustered out in proper uniforms, and if they still had to wear their own shoes, it was of little import, as everything else was finally available in ample quantity.

They stood in their ranks to listen to Captain Tolliver explain the abrupt shower of the very things that they’d been so desperate to lay their hands on for so long.  Listening to him, James swallowed hard and tried not to let his reaction show outwardly.

Drill was over, and it the company had its orders to march for battle.
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  The court official’s pen had fallen silent, and he peered over his glasses at James.  “Your training concluded, you marched thence to…?”

James started slightly, having been lost in memory for a moment.  “Ah, what a march it was, too.  Clear across Virginia, all the way through North-Carolina, and South-Carolina, and we didn’t stop until we reached Georgia, where the accursed redcoats had taken Savannah.  We were meant to besiege that city, and with the assistance of the French, take it back.”

“So you marched to Savannah directly from the training ground?  Do you remember the names of any men who were with you there, whose testimonies will lend weight to your own, should it come into question?”

James bristled.  “For what cause might my testimony be brought into question, young man?  Do you doubt that I served exactly as I’ve said?”

The other man took off his glasses and wiped them with his neckerchief in a nervous gesture.  “Not at all.  You’ve given your oath, and I have no cause whatever to doubt anything you’ve said under that oath.  Those whom the Congress has charged with verifying the accounts used to qualify men for the past pension acts have found that such details make the job far easier than is otherwise the case.”

He put his glasses back on and fixed James with a steady gaze.  “If you recall men with whom you served, all the better, but if not, I have no reason to doubt that you will be found to qualify for your pension.”

James relaxed, his features settling into a sad frown of recollection.  “Aye, there were men whose names I can recall as easily as I do the names of my own sons.”  He leaned forward in his seat.  “Bravest man I ever met was at Savannah, one of those Frenchmen.  Fellow by the name of Claude Legrand, came up from Saint-Domingue as a volunteer…”
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Footsore and weary beyond any measure he could have previously named, James and his company came around a bend in the road, to a place where the ever-present canopy of trees opened up to the first broad vista he’d seen since they’d left Augusta.  

He immediately noticed the veritable forest of masts upon the water before the city.  The man next to him remarked under his breath, “It’s as they said — the French acted as though this were their fight alone, and not ours against the invaders.  They’ve laid siege to the town without waiting for our arrival.”

James shrugged.  Matters of strategy and political wrangling within the alliance were of little interest to him.  He was just glad that they weren’t coming to this fight without any aid at all.

He turned his gaze away from the ships and toward the town they menaced.  Most of what he could see from the road were the redoubts, still consisting of raw earth, belying their hasty and recent construction.  The maws of the British batteries of cannon could just be perceived through their narrow slits in the breastworks.  

Gazing at the black depths of those bores, visible as little more than dots from this distance, James was glad that they were still dark, and not belching flame and death in their direction.  The terrain was too flat to make out anything beyond the British emplacements, but as the company proceeded on the road that was built up through the marshy approach to the city, French scouts met the head of the column.

After a hasty conference, the American troops were led on to a road that skirted the British guns at what James fervently hoped was a safe remove.  Soon enough, they were being welcomed into a camp consisting of crisp, clean tents, set up in good order, as if the French forces were simply enjoying an outing in the countryside.

James was all too conscious that their own tents were comparatively worn and dirty as the company labored to get them set up before darkness fell.  He found himself taking extra care to set the pegs firmly into the ground, and wishing that the company were as disciplined as their hosts outside the town in laying out the placement of their tents.

Before too long, a rank of French soldiers approached the growing American encampment, and James’ sergeant was called over to meet them.  James was surprised to note that the French troops were all Negroes of one shade or another, although they were dressed little differently from the rest of the French forces.

His sergeant returned with three of the newcomers, introducing them.  “Our friends have sent some of their number over to aid us in getting ourselves established here.  Do any of you lot speak any of the French?”

James’ squad looked around at each other, mute in answer.  The man shook his head, saying, “’Tis a pity, as only Thomas here has any English.”  

Thomas grinned at the mention of his name.  “It is not a problem, Sergeant.  I introduce ourselves.”  James found the man’s accent unfamiliar and heavy, but he could understand what he was saying readily enough.

He squared his shoulders, pointing first at his own chest.  “I am Thomas Lambert, of the Chasseurs-Volontaires from Saint-Domingue.”  James noticed that he pronounced his own name differently than the sergeant had — it sounded more like “toe-mah” — but before he could untangle the rest of the man’s introduction, he was already pointing to the tall man beside him.

“This is Claude Legrand.  His name is easy for remember — he is grand, tall, hmm?”  Thomas grinned broadly again at his own witticism, but James only really grasped that the tall man was named Claude, and then his attention was on the final member of the trio.

“He is Henri LeBon, and name is good for him, too.  He is good man, good name.”  Thomas clapped his hands together and looked around the growing encampment.  “We will help you now.  Need hearths, fires built, yes?  Perhaps some earthworks, hmm?”

The sergeant stepped forward once again.  “That would be a great service, yes.  Justin, go and fetch some shovels from the supply cart for these men, and get enough for four other men to work with them.”

When the private had returned with the tools, the sergeant and Thomas engaged in a brief, but good-natured argument over where the work ought to be done.  James found himself rounded up to join the French soldiers in their digging, along with three other members of the squad.  

Thomas seemed to have taken it upon himself to encourage his fellow Frenchmen, shouting cheerful exhortations to them in their own language.  James wished he could understand what was being said, if only to be able to join in what was clearly happy banter among them.

Under their shovels, a field hearth was quickly roughed out, and then they turned to the heavier labor of building up a trench in front of the American positions.  James noticed that the soil here was sandier than what he was accustomed to which made it relatively easy to heap up in front of the trench.  But when they hit an area of heavy clay, the work slowed down considerably, until Henri came over and pointed to where the earth was sandier again just a bit uphill from where they were digging.

By the time it was dark enough that they could no longer work effectively, they’d built up a berm that would at least permit a few men to find shelter behind it, should the British come out of the town to raise a ruckus.

As they’d worked, James had developed a sense of each of the French men who’d been sent to help them.  Thomas remained ebullient even as the afternoon wore on.  Though James’ own shoulders were screaming for relief from the unceasing motion of driving his shovel into the ground, breaking free the clump of soil and tossing it onto the growing berm, Thomas was always ready with a smile and an encouraging comment.

Henri seemed to know the most about what was needed to build up the earthworks to protect the American positions, as he and Thomas conferred regularly before Thomas came back to point out one detail or another about working with the different types of soil they encountered.

Claude was the quiet one of the group, nowhere near as free with a smile as was Thomas.  And when one of the other American soldiers accidentally sent a clod of earth astray from his shovel, and it struck Claude in the leg, the man’s smile disappeared entirely, and he whirled to confront the digger.  

Thomas came over to intercede, his tone calming even before he’d learned all the details from both men.  Patrick, the American swore that it had been a pure accident, and offered apologies for his clumsiness.

Claude frowned grimly as Thomas relayed Patrick’s statement.  He made a couple of comments, bitter in tone, and motioned to the other end of the line, where more of the group was working.

Thomas turned to Patrick and said, gravely, “My friend LeGrand is upset before by order from our general that we Chasseurs-Volontaires must work only on trenches.  We came to be soldiers, not just dig.”  He shrugged broadly, raising his hands.  “Who am I to say what work we do?  Still, it would make happier if you help Henri at that end, hmm?”

Claude stood with his arms crossed, his mouth compressed in a tight line.  Patrick raised his own hands in a gesture of acceptance, and nodded.  “If it will make him happy, I don’t mind.  It were an accident, but I don’t blame him for being sore over having to work at this on our account.”

Patrick took his shovel and trudged down to where Henri was working, and Thomas called out to his countryman, explaining the change.  Henri nodded and shot a significant look in Claude’s direction.

James found that his sympathies were with Claude.  After all, it was bad enough to be told that your skills were only good enough to perform heavy labor, but to be pelted with a heavy clump of soil in the bargain would have shortened any man’s temper to the breaking point.

He didn’t know Patrick well, and had no reason to doubt the sincerity of his explanation or of his apology — but he was glad that Thomas had interceded.  

The stormy expression on Claude’s face finally settled down to no more than a frown in the direction of Patrick’s retreating form, and he picked up his own shovel from where he’d dropped it.

James stepped into Patrick’s position, taking great care not to repeat the other man’s mistake, and made it a point to smile encouragingly at Claude from time to time as the man worked beside him.  They continued without further incident until it was time to quit for the night.

After the French had returned to their tents and the Americans were taking their ease around the new firepit, Patrick appeared suddenly beside James and spoke with quiet menace.  “Was you backing up that blackbird when he was griping about that little bit of dirt on his leg?”

James was taken aback by the hostility in the other man’s tone.  “I thought that was an accident, Patrick.”

The other man spat into the fire, raising a hiss that seemed almost as malevolent as his expression.  “It were an accident, but it were no big deal, either, until he made it into one.  I’ve got my eye on you, Hatch.  You need to stick together with your own kind, when there’s any kind of trouble.”

James glowered at the other man.  “Those Frenchmen were come to help us with work that they could just as easily have left us to do on their own.  I thought it better to be grateful for their help than to treat them as no more than servants.”

Patrick uttered a harsh bark of laughter.  “Just because the French let them blackbirds put on airs and act as though they were just the same as us doesn’t mean that they ain’t blackbirds.  They’re good for one thing — work — and they only understand one language — the lash.  You might be impressed that they speak the French in some fashion, but at least I know what they are.”

James felt his jaw sag in disbelief at the other man’s words.  While he hadn’t met many free Negroes in Virginia, he’d known them to be skilled tradesmen and had from time to time seen his father hire one for some sort of work or another around the plantation.  

He was glad enough for their appearance here when it developed that they’d been sent to help with the heavy work of setting up camp.  There was no doubt in his mind that without Henri’s knowledge of where the pockets of clay were hidden under the surface, their progress would have been much impeded.

Finally, he answered Patrick slowly.  “I believe in being grateful for help, and in not biting a hand extended in friendly assistance, no matter what sort of man it might belong to.”

Patrick shook his head, evidently disgusted at James’ response.  “It’ll be your own hand that gets bit, if you keep hanging out with animals,” he said, turning away.  “Mind you  learn the difference before it’s too late to save yourself that nip.”
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  Sieges, James had expected, were primarily exercises in boredom.  Once they were properly encamped — “invested,” as the lieutenant liked to say — there would be little to do, outside of the regular drill and the incessant mending of clothes and tents, and repairing weaponry that had become worn from use and age.

Now he wished that sieges were so dull a time.  

The day had started plainly enough, with a return to the earthworks, and Thomas’ enthusiasm helping bring some relief from the hard manual labor.  James’ shoulders were already sore from the prior day’s exertions, and they screamed anew at the fresh demands he placed on them with the shovel.

Patrick kept his distance, and though he greeted the French soldiers politely when they arrived during breakfast, James could not forget the bitter words the other man had spat the night before.  He noticed, too, the coolness with which Patrick addressed Thomas, and wondered whether that were new since the confrontation with Claude, or if he just hadn’t noticed the man’s attitude before now.

Fortunately, the sheer competence of the French, and their constant heavy effort, made it nearly impossible for the Americans to find cause for any ill feelings, save perhaps a kernel of resentment at having to work hard enough to keep up.  

The British could be seen atop their breastworks, observing the newly arrived American forces, and more than once, James wondered when they would open fire and test the trenches he was helping
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