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PART ONE

SLOGGING TO GLORY
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Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things that you didn’t do than by the ones you did do.

—Mark Twain 
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Incessant Rain

It was supposed to be an adventure of a lifetime. It had been raining for ten straight days as Pvt. Jacob Parrott and his partner, Pvt. Samuel Robertson, made their way on foot across the rough Tennessee terrain heading south. In early April 1862, Parrott, an illiterate farm boy from Ohio, was just eighteen years old when he volunteered, with other soldiers from his regiment, for a secret mission behind Confederate lines. An orphan, Parrott had never been farther than ten miles from his home in Fairfield County.

Their trek was treacherous. Rivers overflowed their banks, roads were washed away, and long stretches of farmlands and fields were flooded. In the places where they could walk, the mud was ten inches deep. The only benefit to the flooding was it kept Confederate patrols away. Parrott and Robertson had been slogging through the torrential rain. They had three days to cover more than one hundred miles in time to reach their rendezvous point in Marietta, Georgia, well into Confederate territory.

Parrott and Robertson were tired, hungry, and soaked to the bone. Along the way, they found shelter in abandoned sheds, barns, and old slave quarters where they rested briefly, took turns standing guard while the other tried to nap, and ate what little they could scavenge. Parrott’s John Bull hat that he bought before leaving the Tennessee camp had long ago lost any semblance of its once dashing cut. The hat was soaked through and drooped over his head like a wet towel, devoid of any shape or style. Both Parrott and Robertson had shed their uniforms as directed.

Parrott had outfitted himself, with the money given to him by his commanding officer, James Andrews, with a collarless nightshirt and a gray civilian vest with two front pockets where he stored some personal mementos: a faded picture of his father and mother, encased in a brooch, and a chaw of tobacco. He wore a dark wool civilian greatcoat with two front pockets and an attached cape, striped light gray civilian trousers held up with red suspenders, and, lurking beneath them all, his red, long-sleeve, ankle-length long underwear.

The only two things he kept from his standard-issue military uniform were his stovepipe boots, known as common boots, which reached nearly up to his knees and were wide enough to allow room both for the trousers to be tucked inside and for his army-issue Colt.36-caliber revolver to be tied through the iron loop in the wooden handle with a rope hanging around his neck. He, like all the men who volunteered for the secret mission, had been told to rid himself of any gear that could tie the volunteers to the Union army. Parrott knew he had disobeyed orders by keeping his army-issued common boots and his revolver, but the boots fit and he was used to the gun.

Robertson, a nineteen-year-old saw mill engineer from Ohio who like Parrott came from the 33rd Ohio Infantry, had followed Andrews’s orders explicitly. He shed his uniform for civilian clothes, including a heavy wool topcoat just like the one Parrott wore, a vest, trousers, a flat-top derby, now as misshapen as an old rag, and a pair of civilian low-cut gentleman’s congress shoes. He also exchanged his army-issue weapons for two 1858, Starr double-action,.44-caliber revolvers that he strapped around his waist with a matching set of leather holsters and hand-tooled belt. He was glad to be out of uniform.

Born July 17, 1843, in Fairfield County, Ohio, Parrott stood five feet, eight and one-half inches tall. He had a dark complexion, black hair, and dark brooding eyes. His father died when he was six years old and his mother died when he was ten. He enlisted as a private in Company K, 33rd Ohio Infantry Regiment on November 18, 1861. He had seen limited combat since enlisting and saw action only at the Battle of Ivy Mountain, Kentucky, on November 8, 1861.

Marching toward glory isn’t always what it’s cracked up to be. Parrott was exhausted. It took him and Robertson almost an hour to find where the railroad tracks had vanished into the mud and water. They crossed over it and plunged through the thick, roadside weeds, coming out in another muddy field. Parrott moved slowly, ducking his head, trying to avoid gashing himself on the low-hanging limbs, stumbling and lashing out at the briars and undergrowth, tripping over rotting logs and fending off the sheets of rain with one arm. After crossing the field, they made their way along the muddy, rutted road. Along the side of the road sitting in the distance were a few houses, barns, and broken fences. They had been traveling since six o’clock that morning. It was almost dusk. They were ten miles north of Huntsville and the Confederate cavalry patrols were on the prowl. Anyone the patrols found on the roads would be returned to camp and interrogated. It was a horrifying prospect. Parrott and Robertson kept an eye out for the horse soldiers. Luckily, they had managed to avoid the Confederate patrols. Others weren’t as lucky.




The War Was Going Badly

The war was going badly, not that any war could be called good. All war is about killing, wounding, and taking bloody bits of land that never belonged to you in the first place, counting up the dead, one side claiming victory, retreating, and then starting all over again.

In early April 1862, with the Civil War just under a year old, the Great Army of the Potomac, one hundred thousand men strong, under the command of Gen. George B. McClellan, was on the move, heading up the Virginia Peninsula from Fort Monroe toward Richmond. To the west, Confederate general Albert Sidney Johnston, leading forty-four thousand troops of the Army of Mississippi, was bearing down on Union major general Ulysses S. Grant’s Army of the Tennessee, forty-nine thousand strong, encamped on the west bank of the Tennessee River at Pittsburg Landing. Early on the morning of April 6, Johnston launched a surprise attack, driving Grant’s troops back toward Pittsburg Landing. The fighting was the fiercest around the small white-washed Shiloh Church.

The Confederate forces won the first day of fighting. General Johnston was killed during the battle—while commanding his men at the front, he was wounded in the leg and bled to death. His second in command, P. T. G. Beauregard, decided against pursuing Grant’s forces. That evening, 22,500 reinforcements from Maj. Gen. Don Carlos Buell’s Army of the Ohio arrived, strengthening the Union contingency. The next morning, Grant attacked, forcing the Confederate forces to retreat. More than twenty-three thousand men, including Union and Confederate troops, were killed or wounded during the two-day battle, making it the costliest battle in American history up to that date—more American troops were killed during the Battle of Shiloh than had been killed in every American war combined. Describing the battlefield in the aftermath, General Grant said, “It would have been possible to walk across the clearing in any direction stepping on dead bodies without a foot touching the ground.”


BATTLE-FIELD OF SHILOH


General S. Cooper, Adjutant-General,—We have this morn-ing attacked the enemy in strong position in front of Pittsburg, and after a severe battle of ten hours, thanks to Almighty God, gained a complete victory, driving the enemy from every position. The loss on both sides is heavy, including our Commander-in-chief, General Albert Sydney Johnston, who fell gallantly leading his troops into the thickest of the fight.

—Harper’s Weekly, April 26, 1862



In Hebrew, Shiloh means “place of peace.”






Volunteers

On April 7, 1862, twenty-two soldiers of General Ormsby Mitchel’s Ohio Division volunteered for a secret mission behind Confederate lines. Parrott and Robertson were among them. All the volunteers were soldiers except William Campbell, a civilian, and the leader of the mission, James Andrews, a smuggler and self-proclaimed Union spy, bringing their number to twenty-four. Five of the young volunteers came from the 2nd Ohio Infantry Regiment, nine from the 21st Ohio Infantry Regiment, and eight from the 33rd Ohio Infantry Regiment. They made their way from the Union encampment in groups of twos and threes, headed for Chattanooga, where they would take a train to their destination in Marietta, Georgia. The operation was set to begin on April 11, 1862.

The men who volunteered for Andrews’s raid were not so much “volunteers” in the true sense of the word but chosen for their enthusiasm. They were, by and large, young men, farm boys, students, and laborers, many of whom had never traveled ten miles from their homes, now on the greatest adventure of their lives, instilled with patriotic fervor. Most of them had yet to see combat and had spent most of their time drilling, marching, and standing guard. They jumped at the opportunity to join Andrews’s dan gerous mission and the glory it might hold for them.

From the 2nd Ohio Volunteer Infantry Regiment came Sgt. Maj. Marion A. Ross, nearly thirty years old, who had enlisted in April 1861 and saw action at the First Battle of Bull Run; Pvt. George D. Wilson, from Company B, thirty-two years old, married and divorced, he was a shoemaker before enlisting in August 1861; at just seventeen years old, Pvt. James (Ovid Wellford) Smith, Company I, from Virginia, enlisted in the army without his parents’ permission; Pvt. Phillip G. Shadrach (sometimes spelled Shadrack), Company K (also known as Perry G. or Charles P.) was twenty-one years old from Somerset County, Pennsylvania; William Campbell, of Salineville, Ohio, was listed as a civilian, though military records indicated he was a member of the 2nd Ohio Infantry Regiment; and Cpl. William Pittenger, born in Jefferson County, Ohio, where he was a farmer and a minister before enlisting on September 15, 1861.

Volunteers from the 21st Ohio Volunteer Infantry Regiment included: Pvt. John A. Wilson, Company C, twenty-nine years old from Franklin County, Ohio, who enlisted in August 1861; Pvt. Mark Wood, Company C, born in Nottingham, England, who came to the country in 1858, a machinist from Germantown, Pennsylvania, he saw action at the Battle of Ivy Mountain in November 1861; Pvt. William J. Knight, Company E, twenty-five years old from Ohio, a railroad engineer; Sgt. John M. Scott, Company F, twenty-three years old, married in September 1861, enlisted the same month and saw action at the Battle of Ivy Mountain, Kentucky, in November 1861; Pvt. William Bensinger, Company G, railway employee from Wayne County, Ohio, enlisted in August 1861; Pvt. John Reed Porter, Company G, who enlisted in April 1861; Pvt. Robert Buffum, Company H, thirty-three years old, farmer, married, who enlisted in September 1861 and served with the infamous abolitionist John Brown in Kansas before the Civil War; Sgt. Elihu H. Mason, Company K, thirty-one years old, farmer from Indiana, married; and Pvt. Wilson W. Brown, Company F, locomotive engineer, twenty-four years old, who enlisted in September 1861.

From the 33rd Ohio Volunteer Infantry Regiment the following men volunteered: Cpl. Martin Jones Hawkins, Company A, a thirty-one-year-old railroad engineer from Ohio, enlisted in August 1861; Cpl. William H. Reddick, Company B, a farmer from Indiana, enlisted in August 1861; Pvt. John Wollam, Company C, from Ohio, twenty-two years old, who enlisted in August 1861; Pvt. Samuel Slavens, Company E, thirty-one years old, enlisted in October 1861; Pvt. Samuel Robertson, Company G, eighteen years old, a saw mill engineer from Ohio, enlisted in September 1861; Cpl. Daniel Allen Dorsey, Company H, an itinerant who roamed the country living out of a suitcase prior to enlisting in August 1861; Cpl. Samuel Llewellyn, Company I, twenty years old, a coal miner, who enlisted April 1861 and saw action at the Battle of Perryville, Kentucky; and Jacob Parrott.

Andrews was clear about the objective of the secret raid and the dangers it involved.


Boys, we’re going into danger, but for results that can be tremendous. If we burn those bridges, General Mitchel can take and hold Chattanooga. But we’ll have to be prompt. The last train for Marietta leaves Chattanooga at five in the afternoon. Be sure to catch it not later than Thursday, and I’ll either be on it or on an earlier one. Goodbye till then.

—James Andrews, April 7, 1862



When they first volunteered, they were not given specific details of the secret mission behind enemy lines, except being told that it was a daring and dangerous undertaking. They had to travel out of uniform in civilian clothes, which put their endeavor into even more danger since a soldier caught out of uniform could be shot or hanged as a spy.

Later, they were told that Andrews’s plan was to cross the Tennessee River to Chattanooga and there take southbound passage to Marietta, where they would then board a northbound train that they would seize and race north, burning bridges, cutting telegraph lines, and tearing up tracks as they went, leaving a trail of destruction behind them to block Confederate reinforcements from Atlanta as the Union army, under the command of General Mitchel, moved on Chattanooga.




Railroads Transformed the War

Railroads transformed the war for both the North and South. They were used to transport troops and supplies. At the beginning of the war in 1861, there were more miles of railroad tracks in America than the rest of the world combined. Most of the tracks were in the North, although the South had their fair share. From the very start of the war, railroads had played an intricate part in military strategy. Troops had been transported by train to Manassas Junction in the first battle of the Civil War (later known as the First Battle of Bull Run) in which Rebel forces defeated Union troops. Because the Confederacy had fewer trains and tracks, protecting them became a military priority. With Union forces taking control of Southern ports and rivers, the rail system was a military necessity for the Confederate forces.

Much of the Confederate military strategy was built around access to railroad lines in order to supply troops and munitions to the battlefields. One Confederate general went so far as to proclaim, “Railroads are at one and the same the legs and stomach of an army.” The hub of the Confederate railway system was Chattanooga, Tennessee, where two main lines, the Memphis and Charleston Railroad and the Western & Atlantic Railroad, converged. It was there that Parrott and the others were headed.

The 270-mile Charleston–Memphis line was the first contiguous route from the Atlantic Ocean to the Mississippi River and was the only Confederate railway to run east to west. It was proclaimed by Confederate military strategists as “The vertebrae of the Confederacy.” It ran from Stevenson, Alabama, to Huntsville, Alabama, then up to Memphis, Tennessee. But it had fallen into the hands of the Union forces in April 1862, depriving the Confederacy of an east to west means of transportation for the duration of the Civil War.

The 138-mile Western & Atlantic Railroad ran between Atlanta and Chattanooga, passing through towns like Emerson, Kingston, and Adairsville into Chickamauga, Tennessee. The line had forty-six wood-burning locomotives, among them No. 39, named the General, a twenty-seven-foot, fifty-thousand-pound engine that was painted dark green, with orange accents, with a silver cylindrical boiler and gleaming brass valves. During the war, it was commandeered to transport Confederate troops, munitions, and supplies. It was the General that self-proclaimed spy, James Andrews, and his twenty-four Union army volunteers, set their sights on to steal, in early April 1862.

The General was built in 1855 by Rogers, Ketchum & Grosvenor, a manufacturer of steam locomotives, in Paterson, New Jersey. The General was a 4-4-0 steam locomotive fueled by wood and water. The 4-4-0 classification designated the train’s wheel arrangement, meaning it had four wheels on two axles up front that drove the train, an arrangement most common in American-made engines.

Trains like the General had to refuel with both wood and water at various stops along their routes. A train, going at average speed, 15–20 miles per hour, depending on the weight they were hauling, would eat through approximately eleven pounds of wood per mile. Train engines were coupled to a tender car that carried both wood, later coal, and water. Following, depending on the train’s intended purpose, would be passenger cars, freight cars (boxcars), and mail cars.

The crew of these trains usually consisted of a conductor, engineer, fireman, and brakeman. The conductor was the boss and was responsible for the safety of the crew, passengers, and cargo, as well as making sure the train left and arrived at its appointed destinations on time. The engineer ran the train. His hand was on the throttle, controlling the fuel and power of the engine and setting the train’s speed. He was also responsible for making sure the engine and its working parts were well-oiled and maintained. The train’s fireman loaded wood into the engine’s roaring furnace, stoked the fire, and maintained steam pressure in the boiler; he was also responsible for braking the train when the conductor wanted to slow down or stop and making sure the couplings that held the various cars onto one another were locked. The brakeman often rode in the train’s caboose (the last car on the train) where he could easily apply the brakes to slow the train. Cabooses were also used to house train crews and were where the conductor could fill out paperwork. If the caboose was the last element on a train, the first was the cowcatcher, a huge iron grate mounted on the front of a locomotive to clear obstacles off the track that might derail the train.

Trains like the General were part of an intricate network of ninety-five hundred miles of tracks throughout the South prior to and during the Civil War. The great rail centers in the South were Chattanooga, Atlanta, and Richmond.




Mitchel

Union major general Ormsby McKnight Mitchel was the military commander who approved Andrews’s daring raid. In early 1862, Mitchel, who was in command of Union troops in central Tennessee, began planning to advance on Huntsville, Alabama, before attacking the vital transportation hub of Chattanooga. Mitchel had ten thousand Ohio troops stationed at Shelbyville, Tennessee. His forces were assigned to protect Nashville from Confederate attack. Andrews was able to convince Mitchel that with more men and his own engineers he could destroy the bridges and rails along the Western & Atlantic Railroad, putting the railroad line out of commission and isolating Chattanooga from Atlanta and the South. At the time, Chattanooga had only three thousand Confederate troops. If the raid was successful, which Andrews claimed it would be, the war would be shortened by two years.

Mitchel grew up in Lebanon, Ohio, and attended West Point, where he graduated in 1829. He stayed on at West Point for three years to teach mathematics. He passed the bar and became an attorney before returning to teaching mathematics and natural philosophy at Cincinnati College. In 1845, Mitchel was appointed director of the observatory at the college, which had the second largest refracting telescope in the world. He was the author of several books including The Geography of the Heavens, published in 1848, written with Elĳah Burritt. It became a standard classroom textbook. When the Civil War broke out, he joined the Union army as a brigadier general and was put in charge of the Union Department of the Ohio and commanded a division in the Army of the Ohio. Mitchel brought the precision of mathematics to the forefront of his military campaigns.

Although Mitchel wanted to capture Chattanooga, he lacked sufficient forces to block any Confederate counterattacks from Atlanta to the south. Moving north from Atlanta, Confederate forces could quickly arrive in the Chattanooga area by using the Western & Atlantic Railroad. Andrews’s plan to sever the rail connection between the two cities fit perfectly in Mitchel’s strategy. Andrews had attempted a similar mission to destroy railroads in western Tennessee—a plan approved by Union major general Don Carlos Buell. His plan was to cut the Memphis and Charleston Railroad by destroying the bridge over the Tennessee River at Bridgeport, Alabama, and the bridges over Chickamauga Creek in north Georgia.

In March 1862, Andrews and eight men made their way to Atlanta with plans to steal a train and do what damage they could. The plan was thwarted when he failed to find the train engineer who had agreed to help him. Andrews and his men returned to Nashville after the plan failed. By the time he returned, Mitchel had taken over command in the region from General Buell, who was sent to southwest Tennessee. On this mission, his second attempt, Andrews resolved to bring along his own train engineers. Experienced engineers William Knight, Wilson Brown, and John Wilson were among his volunteers.


We will break up at once into squads of two or three, travel east through the Cumberland Mountains, and south to the Tennessee River, and cross it somewhere west of Chattanooga not later than Thursday afternoon. From Chattanooga, take the afternoon train leaving at five o’clock for Marietta. I will meet you there that night. You have a long and difficult road to travel in only three days and nights.

—James Andrews, quoted in Jacob Parrott and Frank C. Dougherty, “Andrews’ Railroad Raid: An Incident of the Union Campaigns of 1862 in the West, The Personal Narrative of a Survivor,” McClure’s Magazine, September 1903






Andrews

Not much was known about James Andrews. He was reportedly born in 1829 in Virginia and called Flemingsburg, Kentucky, his home. He was six feet tall, approximately 185 pounds, with gray eyes, thick black hair, and a dark beard. He was thirty-three years old at the time of the raid. Not much is known of his childhood or his education. In Flemingsburg he worked as a house painter and a music teacher. He purportedly had an exceptional singing voice. Handsome, well groomed, and imbued with the social graces, he was considered a ladies’ man, and was engaged to a woman in town named Elizabeth Layton. Their wedding had been set for June 1862.

Even though Andrews was a sociable man with many desirable qualities, he was said to be aloof, distant as if deep in thought most of the time. There was no record of any military service, and he was never outspoken on the issue of slavery or the war. Whatever he felt deeply he kept to himself.

In late 1861, he began traveling between the Union and Confederate lines smuggling quinine to treat malaria to the Rebel troops. He was able to gain the confidence of Confederate authorities since quinine was so scarce in the South. It was a profitable business for him as well. According to Russell Bonds, in his book, Stealing the General (2008), “In 1862, an ounce of quinine that sold for five dollars in New York could bring fifty or sixty dollars in Charleston or elsewhere in the bug-ridden South, where malaria was rampant and the mosquitoes were said to move not in platoons, but in regiments. Capitalizing on the trust he engendered through his supply of drugs, nee dles, harness buckles, and other contraband, Andrews began gathering infor mation from behind Confederate lines to trade the other way, and thereby built a substantial and not-so-covert reputation as a covert agent.”

And according to Bonds, “for all the praise lavished on the gallant secret agent as a Union hero, it seems that he was in fact entirely for sale.”

A Southern newspaper account described Andrews as “tall in stature, weighing about 180 lbs., and is about 35 years old. He has short black hair, and a heavy black beard all over his face. In ordinary conversation, his voice is fine and effeminate, and his general address is good.”


Our leader Andrews … was a noble specimen of manhood nearly six feet in height, of powerful build long raven black hair, black silken broad Roman features, a high expansive forehead, yet with a voice soft and gentle as that of a woman. He was a man who combined intelligence and refinement with cool dauntless courage that quailed under no difficulty or danger. He was a man deliberate in speech and calm in manner, a man well fitted for the dangerous service he was engaged in though I doubt his entire fitness to command men in sudden and unexpected emergencies. However, he shared his chances equally with us and died the death of a brave man. No braver truer man ever lived.

—Alf Wilson, Adventures of Alf. Wilson: A Thrilling Episode of the Dark Days of the Rebellion, 1880.



It was reported that Andrews would be paid $20,000 for the mission if not more, a hefty sum by any account.




Llewellyn and Smith

As the band of soldiers proceeded on their secret mission, two soldiers were forced to drop out of the mission. The two, James Smith and Samuel Llewellyn, were forced to enlist as Confederate soldiers, so as not to reveal their true identities. Llewellyn and Smith had made it through the Cumberland Mountains on their way to Chattanooga, making better time than Parrott and Robertson, but their speed in making it through the mountains was slowed when they were stopped by a Confederate patrol near the town of Jasper. When questioned, they both claimed that they were Kentuckians on their way to Georgia to enlist in the Confederate army, but the Rebel soldiers weren’t buying it. Why were they out in this weather, traveling at night? What Kentuckian would travel all the way to Georgia to join the Confederate army when there were Confederate units in East Tennessee? Knowing that their cover might be blown, Llewellyn and Smith agreed to sign on as Rebel soldiers then and there. They were both assigned to a Rebel field artillery unit posted in defense of Chattanooga.

When he saw his opportunity, Llewellyn deserted the unit. One story had him racing across a burning bridge toward the Union lines, cry ing for the bluecoats to hold their fire, while another said simply that he slipped out of the Confederate lines and was picked up as a Rebel prisoner. In either case, he managed to escape. Smith, on the other hand, decided not to escape and surprisingly continued his service in the Rebel field artillery unit.

Neither Parrott nor Robertson were aware of what happened to their two comrades. Neither was anyone else. They continued their slow arduous trek through the treacherous mountain roads of East Tennessee. They finally stopped, finding shelter in an abandoned shack off the muddy roadway where they rested. Their legs and feet were tired and sore and wet from the long march and their clothes soaked through to their skin. They were not able to build a fire for fear someone might see it and investigate, and instead they huddled together lying on the wet muddy floor trying to keep warm and get some sleep. Luckily, Robertson had brought with him a bottle of quinine and a small flask of whiskey. The two men shared the medicine and whiskey and took turns sleeping while the other stood watch. Morning came quickly and they picked up where they had left off the night before. It was still raining but not as hard. By late afternoon they had bypassed the small mountain town of Jasper where Llewellyn and Smith had been captured. When the two men did run into inhabitants of the region, they made sure to consciously engage their most affected mannerism and words. According to Cpl. Daniel Allen Dorsey, “We made it a point to appear as insignificant or uneducated as possible.”

“I know that I pur posely mispronounced words; always said goin’ or gwyn’ instead of going; comin’ instead of coming; called a horse, hoss; whip, whup; tobacco, tobacker; a negro servant, boy, etc. I doubt if any with whom I talked could have been made to believe that fellow had ever seen the no’th side of the Ohio rivah,” Dorsey said. The acting worked and the volunteers continued to make their way toward their destination without any major hold-ups.

The two volunteers reported that they had stopped to rest and were sitting on a fence rail when two horsemen came galloping down the road toward them. The two men didn’t know whether to make a run for it or not and then decided against it at the last minute for fear the horsemen would interpret their hasty retreat as a sign they were up to something. Instead, the two men remained sitting on the fence. The two riders slowed to a trot and finally came to a full stop right in front of them. One of the riders appeared to be a Confederate officer. The volunteers were ready to start in on their usual routine exposing Southern sympathies and spouting the mangled Southern dialect, when the officer simply laughed at them. As it turned out the officer was one of their own Ohio volunteers, disguised in a Confederate colonel’s topcoat. He had hired the other rider to show him the quickest way through Jasper, to Marietta. The three men joined up, each climbing on one of the horses with the other riders and rode off together.




First Encounter

Parrott and Robertson weren’t as lucky. They continued their journey on foot, slogging through the mud, pelted by the rain, soaked to the bone: hungry, tired, and sick. At one juncture, there was a wooden sign nailed to a pole.

“Is that the town we’re headed for?” Parrott asked, looking at the words painted on the sign. Robertson laughed. He knew Parrott couldn’t read. It was better than a road sign. The wooden plaque said “fresh eggs.” Robertson knew there would be a farmhouse of some sort just up the road, and he and Parrott headed directly for it. Although Andrews had separated his band of young volunteers into small groups of two and three men, he made sure each group had at least one member who could read and write.

The two men had stopped at other farms along the way seeking food and rest and to dry themselves off. When questioned, they gave the story Andrews had insisted they tell: They were from Kentucky, on their way to Chattanooga, hoping to join a Kentucky Confederate regiment.

On another occasion, trudging along in the dark and pouring rain along a dirt road, Robertson thought they had encountered the enemy. He told Parrott to stop. Someone was standing in the darkness behind an old fallen fence, and he appeared to be brandishing a weapon. Neither Parrott nor Robertson could see the man clearly. Robertson pulled his revolvers and Parrott tugged his gun from his waist. Robertson ordered the man to identify himself but there was no response.

The dark figure swayed toward them as if lurching out of the darkness. Parrott was certain the shadowy figure was aiming at them. Parrott had never shot anyone before. His hand shook as he pointed his revolver. He cocked his pistol and fired, but his revolver was so wet the powder in the gun did not ignite. Parrott stood holding his revolver at arm’s length as it hissed and sizzled and finally coughed out a cloud of smoke but no bullet. Robertson fired both barrels, surprisingly blowing the intruder’s head clean off. He ran to the downed figure and began laughing nervously. He had blown the head off an old scarecrow. The two looked sheepishly at each other without speaking. They made a solemn vow between them that they would never tell anyone about the incident. Later, when they finally caught up with the others, they would both tell versions of the story and laugh. It was one of the few things they would ever laugh about together.




In the Valley of the Fox


In the valley of the fox

Gleams the barrel of a gun.

—W. H. Auden



It is hard to judge at this distance in time why young men like Jacob Parrott would volunteer, not just for the Union army, but more precisely, for this dangerous secret mission behind enemy lines to steal a train. It certainly wasn’t to abolish slavery. Parrott enlisted in 1861. The war had just begun and it was all about secession and states’ rights, not slavery. Not yet.

The horrors of slavery in America had been burning brightly in the collective minds of many in the country since the signing of the Constitution. Although abolitionists like John Brown, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, William Lloyd Garrison, Frederick Douglass, Harriet Tubman, and a plethora of others had, through their words, actions, and deeds, brought the issue of ending slavery in the United States to the forefront of the American psyche, the Civil War began not because of slavery but to preserve the Union, with or without slavery.


I am a believer in that portion of the Declaration of American Independence in which it is set forth, as among self-evident truths, “that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” Hence, I am an abolitionist. Hence, I cannot but regard oppression in every form—and most of all, that which turns a man into a thing—with indignation and abhorrence.

—William Lloyd Garrison, 1854



The seeds of war were planted in January 1861 after Abraham Lincoln was elected president when seven Southern slaveholding states seceded from the Union and formed the Confederate States of America. Slavery was illegal in the North, outlawed in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, but in the South, it remained legal because the region depended on the free labor of slaves to maintain its agrarian-based economy. When Lincoln was elected and efforts to stop or impede the spread of slavery began, the Southern states rebelled. They argued that each state had the right to secede because the Constitution was only a nonbinding “compact”—an agreement among the states. Hostilities didn’t break out until April 1861, when Confederate forces attacked Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor in South Carolina. The war broke out over states’ rights with the underlying current of slavery. Even as late as August 1862, Lincoln had not brought the issue of slavery to the forefront of the war effort. In a letter to Horace Greeley, editor of the powerful New York Tribune, Lincoln stated, “My paramount object in this struggle is to save the Union, and is not either to save or to destroy slavery. If I could save the Union without freeing any slave I would do it, and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves I would do it; and if I could save it by freeing some and leaving others alone, I would also do that.” It was not until 1863 that Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, which freed slaves held in the Confederate States.

Jacob Parrott joined Company K of the 33rd Ohio Infantry in November 1861. There was no draft. He simply joined, as did thousands of other Ohioans just like him. More than a quarter-million, able-bodied Ohio young men enlisted as soldiers and military officers during the war. Only the states of New York and Pennsylvania provided more troops. At the outbreak of the war, the federal government required each state to supply a set number of soldiers that was based on the state’s population. Ohio far exceeded the Union’s call for soldiers. Within forty-eight hours of President Lincoln’s call for volunteers, two Ohio infantry regiments had already marched to Washington, DC. Overall, a reported 310,654 Ohioans served in the Union army over the course of the war. Approximately 11,237 Ohio soldiers died from wounds received on the various battlefields, while a greater number, 13,354, perished from disease.

From the ranks of these Ohioans came military veterans Ulysses S. Grant, Rutherford B. Hayes, James Garfield, and William McKinley, all of them later elected president of the United States. But this type of glory was not why young men like Jacob Parrott joined. Not for political glory, at least, although personal glory might not have been far from their minds. It might have been their sense of duty to their country. But there is little substantive evidence to indicate it was to eliminate the scourge of slavery.

Was it duty to their country that compelled them to enlist? That is hard to tell, although after the outbreak of the war, many professed their ambition to give “Johnny Reb, hell.”

If for no other reason, Parrott and the others may have joined the Union army in search of adventure. These were farm boys, some, like Parrott, illiterate, young men who would live their whole lives within a ten-mile radius of their Ohio homes and die there. Not knowing the horrors of war, least of all the horrors of the coming war, they jumped at the opportunity to enlist, to see what there was of the world beyond Ohio. They were brash and eager and filled with patriotic purpose—to preserve the Union. The bloody battles at Antietam and Chickamauga and the horrors of the notorious Andersonville prison were months away. Mostly the young recruits like Parrott just marched and drilled along the banks of the Ohio River. There was no adventure in that. So, it was not difficult for Andrews to get the volunteers he needed for this dangerous mission.

Along with this desire for adventure came the young recruits’ solidarity with each other, the peer pressure to stay in good standing among their fellow recruits, as well as their admiration and blind loyalty to their commanding officers. According to one volunteer, “General Mitchel was an energetic and enthusiastic commander and had so thoroughly instilled in our minds the importance of soldiers doing their duty under any and all circumstances that we were ready to go wherever he saw fit to lead, or wherever duty called.”

Parrott was summoned from his tent by one of his commanding officers and asked if he would volunteer to go on a dangerous secret mission that involved great risk. Parrott told his commanding officer he would go: anything, one suspects, to get out of the monotonous marching, drilling, and KP duty there along the banks of the Ohio River encampment. And so, it was perhaps boredom that gave rise to Parrott’s and others’ call to duty. All of the twenty-two enlisted men from the three Ohio companies who were singled out and asked to volunteer did so.


The Colonel ordered me to report to his headquarters for instructions when I did he told me that there was a secret raid being organized to penetrate into the South to burn bridges and that to complete the work a locomotive would have to be captured and that I had been selected to run this locomotive though to guard against all contingencies two other engineers would be along to take my place if anything happened. After giving me some advice, he ordered me to report to Gen Mitchel in person so I handed the General a note from the Colonel which he read and remained for a moment. Then he said, “This is a dangerous mission you are going on and utmost caution will be necessary on the part of all of you.”

—Wilson Brown, quoted in Daring and Suffering: A History of the Andrews Railroad Raid into Georgia in 1862, by William Pittenger, 1863






Slave Hunter

Parrott and Robertson made slow progress across the rain-swept muddy roads of East Tennessee, that is, where there were still roads. They were soaked to the bone. Their feet were sore and wet and their legs ached from the arduous march over the mountains and toward the Tennessee River. Besides the mountains and thick forests, the remainder of the region was dotted with abandoned sheds, broken fences, dilapidated barns, old log cabins, and farmhouses now fallen into ruin. People were few and far between. When they finally did come upon a tiny inhabited enclave, they resorted back to their thick Southern accents and maintained the cover Andrews had provided them—they were Kentuckians looking to join up with a Confederate Kentucky regiment. They stopped at the grocery store there, whose shelves were empty of any food but did hold other necessities. Robertson bought a flask of whiskey and Parrott a chaw of tobacco. The withered old man behind the counter commented on Robertson’s shoes, noting he’d never seen such leatherwork this far south. “Not made south of the Ohio River,” the shopkeeper said.

“Won’dem in a card game off some dumb Yankee,” Robertson said. This seemed to appease the shopkeeper’s suspicions.

Fearing that others in the town might be similarly suspicious, they decided not to stay but trudge on. As night began to fall and the shadows grew long and menacing, a fog began to roll in, making the trek even more treacherous. Besides the mud and flooding there were steep rock inclines to climb over and often deep gullies on either side. As compellingly beautiful and majestic as the Cumberland mountain range was, it was also dangerous and filled with unknown horrors, both man and animal alike. The thick, almost impenetrable woods along both sides of the narrow muddy path they trudged along were bursting with sounds, not just the pelting rain.

Birds flew randomly out of the thickets as the men neared their nests. Neither Robertson nor Parrott were quick enough to shoot them for food. There was scratching and clawing from unseen animals; the Cumberland mountain range was rife with bears and mountain lions, although the most Robertson and Parrott came across were a few rabbits and one or two red foxes prancing through the underbrush. Still, the threat of being mauled by a bear or eaten by a mountain lion was as terrifying as the thought of being captured by the enemy, maybe more so.

As they plodded along, dogs began barking off in the distance. The eerie and sustained lamentations rose out of the distant fog, dueling canine trumpets, one bellowing after another in quick succession. Might it be bloodhounds from the town they had just left? Had it been a mistake to stop for the whiskey and tobacco? Had the shopkeeper alerted the local militia about the stranger wearing Northern shoes? Were they being pursued?

They huddled together trying to decide where they might hide out of harm’s way. The barking stopped as suddenly as it had started. They could breathe easier, they thought. Perhaps. They moved forward in the fog keeping barely an arm’s length from each other. Robertson kept one of his two service revolvers cocked and gripped in his hand. The first thing they saw lurching out of the mist was an old barn. Under previous circumstances the two men might have sought shelter in the crumbling structure, but they were soaking wet and cold and needed to dry off and get warm. They continued on until finally they saw an old log cabin. There was smoke coming from the crumbling chimney on top of it and a smoking chimney meant a fire and a fire meant warmth. They headed straight for the cabin.

As they approached two bloodhounds came barreling out of the house barking ferociously. They had to be the dogs they had heard earlier. Right behind them was a man holding a shotgun. He was dressed in a worn, floppy straw hat, tattered pants, and suspenders. His face was not visible in the fog, but his tone of voice made his intentions clear. He ordered the dogs to stop and on command they heeled obediently

He wanted to know who they were, and in no uncertain terms. He demanded to know their reason for traveling so late at night in such dreadful weather.

Parrott began to sputter out their cover story. “From Kentucky. We’re looking for Kentucky,” he babbled. Robertson interrupted him. “We’re Kentuckians from Fleming County,” he said. He explained that they were traveling at night to avoid any Union pickets.

“No Union boys down in these parts,” the man said.

“We heard they was planning on heading this way,” Robertson told him.

“Yup. Heard that too,” the man said.

He did not loosen his grip on his shotgun, but he did inquire further. He wanted to know what the two young men were doing so far from home. Robertson told him that they were looking to join up with a Confederate Kentucky regiment. They were fed up with Lincoln’s tyranny and were intent on fighting for the Confederacy, he said.

At this the man lowered his gun. He turned and motioned for them to follow him back to the cabin. On their way in, Parrott noticed two large pens covered with chicken wire and rotted planks, locked securely with a chain and rusty old lock. He imagined they were for the dogs, but the two bloodhounds lived inside the cabin and had the run of the roost. Parrott noticed several troughs inside and wet hay inside the pens but nothing else. He thought he saw something, a dark shadow, crouched in the corner but by then he and Robertson were already headed inside.

Inside, there was a smoldering fire in the fireplace. The man, setting down his rifle on an old table in the center of the single room that made up the cabin, raked the glowing embers and stacked an armful of fresh wood on it. His two dogs took up positions in front of the now raging fire and stretched out across the dirt floor. Since there were no lit candles or lanterns, the one-room cabin was shrouded in flickering shadows from the fire.

He placed an old ceramic coffee pot on a hook over the fire saying simply, “Chicory. All’s I got.”

Parrott and Robertson sat as close to the fire as they could, warming themselves. The dogs would not be disturbed so it was impossible to get very close to the flames; still it was warm and dry and comforting. Robertson took out his flask of whiskey and offered it to the man. Parrott offered him a chaw of tobacco. The man poured them both two tin cans of steaming chicory coffee.

The three of them sat in front of the fire, Robertson and Parrott crouched on the floor and the man seated on a wooden stool, sharing their whiskey, tobacco, and coffee, and for a brief moment it was as if the entire war had disappeared and the three men
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That Midnight Train to Georgia





























Widow Hall



































Dixie





















Crossing the River





















Marietta
























The Two Jacobs



















































Moon’s Station































OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
THE INCREDIBLE STORY OF AMERICA’S FIRST
CONGRESSIONAL MEDAL OF HONOR RECIPIENT

SOLDIER

PARROTT

J. NORTH CONWAY





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_006.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_007.jpg





