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Captain Jeb Alexander sat beside the small fire
bracketed by two of his lieutenants, but his mind was not on the
war or the battle waiting for them on the next day. They all knew
it would be a bad one. There were really no good battles, just the
ones that they came through alive, but his mind was on Cheat
Mountain and the life he left there.

He had always wanted to see the world, but when he
came down off the mountain, he had only three days of seeing the
world before he ended up in the army. Since then, all he had been
seeing was death and destruction.

The fact that he was in sight of his beloved
mountain made it even worse, but as he sat looking around at the
men he was going to order into battle, he knew he was possibly
looking at some of those faces for the last time. The only thing
that kept him sane was he knew he was fighting for the right cause
and he was beginning to doubt if even that was worth all the lives
it was taking.

He hated to see the men killed and maimed around
him, but somehow the camaraderie of the surrounding soldiers kept
him on an even keel and he was beginning to like the army, not the
war, but the army life when they were not fighting.

It was a strange paradox for him as his mind drifted
back to the peace and quiet of the mountains of West Virginia.
Those mountains had been good for the Alexander family and although
the fertile valleys and river bottom country were all taken by what
had become known as the ‘planter elite’ Cheat Mountain provided two
generations of Alexanders with a quiet, peaceful place to live and
raise a family.

The ‘planter elite’ were the planter class
consisting mostly of European settlers, and while the early
settlers struggled to produce enough products to live and feed
their families, the planter class had a broader vision. They saw
the opportunity to create a worldwide trade with their produce and
that involved large plantations that were run by forced labor,
which meant slavery, and for Virginia, that meant mostly
tobacco.

The people living on Cheat Mountain and the
surrounding mountains were distant from that, not by miles, but by
lifestyle. While much of the lowlands were cleared and fertile
soil, their hills were covered with forests of oak, chestnut, and
maple trees, and the families in Thorny Flat especially enjoyed
their isolation.

It was hard for the hill folk to live anywhere but
in their beloved mountains, so Josiah Alexander and his wife Miriam
lived in the house he was born in and his four sisters lived in the
nearby hills. Most of the hill people, as they were called, had
little interest in politics or government. In fact, they had a
genuine mistrust of the government due to what they felt was unfair
taxation.

When the war came and the Union Army occupied the
other side of their mountain, many of the people on Cheat Mountain
sat on the sidelines waiting for the outcome, although that was not
to say that they didn’t have an opinion.

Virginia was a ‘border state’ and therefore was
divided in its thinking, but with the Alexander family, it was an
easy decision. Josiah believed that all men should be free and that
no man should be bound to another, and that was easy thinking for a
man who spent his life beholding to no one.

Josiah had fathered four girls and a boy who found
that being around older sisters was not an easy task. Josiah, being
born with four sisters as well, felt his son Jeb’s pain and took
him under his wing. When he was twelve, he gave him a rifle that
stood taller than he was and he taught him how to load, fire, and
clean the weapon.

Jeb soon mastered the use of the rifle and became an
excellent shot, and his father spent hours teaching him how to hunt
and track any animal or human in the seclusion of the mountain. His
favorite place to take young Jeb for their lunch was to a
promontory of rocks that jutted out over a long drop straight
down.

His father told him that the view in the distance
was well over a hundred miles and that there was a big world down
that was better left alone, and although Jeb listened, he wondered
what that world would be like. Each time they sat together there,
the same thoughts went through his mind, but he never mentioned
those thoughts to his father.

In the evenings, young Jeb’s mother taught him
reading, writing, and scriptures from the bible, which was part of
the upbringing for most of the mountain youth, knowing that someday
they would be doing the same for their family. Even those stories
created in Jeb a longing for more knowledge about the ‘outside’
world, and he sat glued to every word his mother read.

Jeb was a quick learner and a dead shot, but his
father’s training stopped when he was sixteen. He and his father
were hunting through the woods about a hundred yards apart and when
Jeb heard the shot, he knew his father had some meat for the
table.

Josiah never missed a standing shot and rarely a
running shot, so Jeb started making his way toward the sound of the
shot not knowing that the shot that his father had fired was at a
bear running away, but the wounded bear turned and was on Josiah
before he had a chance to reload.

When Jeb heard his name shouted, he quickly broke
through the bushes to see the bear mauling his father. His shot
brought the bear down and he struggled to roll it off his fallen
father and when he did, he saw the damage the big bear’s claws and
teeth had done.

He started to put his arms under to lift him up, but
his father motioned him to stop.

“No son, leave me lay. This is the end for me. Look
after your mother and the girls and tell her I love her.”

Jeb looked at the wounds on his face and neck and he
knew his father was right, so he cradled his father’s head in his
lap and listened to his last words.

“Jeb, you’re a good boy and I want you to follow
your heart in whatever you do. Don’t blame all the bears for what
this one bear did.”

When he took his final breath, Jeb lifted him and
carried him home. His last words of love to his mother were not
surprising because there was never an angry word or an argument of
any kind and all he had seen was love pass between them all his
years…but his other words left Jeb wondering if he had seen the
wanderlust in his eyes as they looked out over the mountains.

The burial was a quiet, solemn event, and all the
neighbor women brought food much like they did at weddings, the
only other major event in the mountains. Jeb’s three older sisters
had married and they and their husbands were in attendance, which
was customary in the hills.

At sixteen, Jeb Alexander had suddenly become the
head of the family. It was a responsibility that his father had
already prepared him for, and for the next two years, he watched
from the Promontory Rock, as he called it, as the ‘planter elite’
who controlled the government fought for independence for their own
state of West Virginia.

The next bear he had come across was busy rooting
through a rotten log looking for grubs and Jeb raised his rifle for
the shot he knew he could make, but then he hesitated as the words
his father said rang in his ears. They did not need the meat from
this bear, so he slowly lowered the rifle, sat down, and watched
the bear until it ambled away without knowing how close he came to
dying.

His mother had taken his father’s death hard, and
she began spending more and more time in bed until finally one
night she took her last breath. His younger sister Lizzie had
turned seventeen, and when her suitor came, she was ready. In the
mountains, seventeen was a ripe age for marriage and Jeb saw this
as an opportunity to follow his heart, as his father had said.

He had never found an interest in any of the few
girls that were available because he knew he would not be staying,
so he gave the farm to Lizzie and her new husband and moved on down
the mountain. The war was already in its second year, and both
armies had suffered massive casualties, so in the new state of West
Virginia, both the North and the South were taking men to refill
their ranks.

His trip down Cheat Mountain and away from Thorny
Flat was an emotional one, and this is what he stumbled into when
he came out of the hills. As he walked the street of Stillwater,
all he saw were blue uniforms and all the conversations were about
the war. Like most of the people in the hills, they knew there was
a war on, but they were distant from it and paid little mind.

This was no longer the case with Jeb Alexander. He
had no particular desire to join the army, but when he heard that
conscription was coming, he wanted to go before they conscripted
him and, for him, it was an easy decision on which side he would
fight.

His experience on horseback led him directly into
the cavalry and they assigned him to the Sixth Cavalry, which had
just been overhauled by a new commanding officer. In the first two
years, they had used the Union cavalry for mostly menial tasks, but
General Winchell convinced the war department that by realigning
the mounted troops, they could be as effective as the Confederate
cavalry.

He consolidated all the cavalry units into one
central Cavalry Corps under his direct command, and this is where
the young recruit, Jeb Alexander, landed. The desperate need for
fresh replacements left little time for training, but in Jeb’s
case, it was not necessary. He could already ride like the wind and
shoot as straight as any man in the troop. He had little experience
with a pistol, but that came quickly to him and soon his troop was
on the front line, waiting for their orders.

Their first charge across an open field into a line
of seasoned Confederate troops, to Jeb, was a disaster. The men
were armed with the new short-barreled, breech-loading Spencer
carbine and smaller thirty-eight caliber pistols. The rifles once
fired were almost impossible to reload at a gallop, and when the
charging soldiers were within rifle range, most of them fired their
rifles, leaving only their pistols for further action.

As men were falling all around him, Jeb saw the
problem right away. Once the rifles were fired, Jeb realized that
they were still out of pistol range and that they were simply
targets for fifty or sixty yards until they could use their
pistols. The attack was about to be turned back and Jeb grabbed the
flag from a soldier falling next to him and rode forward, and the
remaining men followed, routing the enemy and gaining the
ground.

When they were back in the safety of their lines,
Jeb decided that he had to somehow speak up. The death toll was
high and when General Winchell heard a commotion outside his tent,
he came out to see what was happening. Two of his soldiers held a
man in restraint, but the fighting man’s call got his
attention.

“Private Jeb Alexander general. I have to talk to
you.”

The general turned to go back into his tent, but
then he stopped and turned back. He had heard that name twice this
morning in his briefings of the battle.

“Sergeant, bring Private Alexander in.”

He went in, followed by the sergeant who still held
Jeb by the arm, and when the general was seated, he stood Jeb in
front of him.

“Now what is this all about, private?”

Jeb stepped forward and dropped a pistol on the
desk, to the surprise of the general.

”If we are going to beat the Confederates, we need
these weapons. I took this off the horse of a dead Reb and I know
your reputation for cutting to the point and getting things done,
so we need some of these.”

The general picked up the heavy dragoon pistol,
turned it over in his hands, and Jeb took it as his opportunity to
continue.

“With your permission, general, I have arranged a
demonstration.”

The general laid the gun down.

“Well Private Alexander, I have heard your name
twice today, and both times involved you grabbing the flag and
turning what could have been a rout and defeat into a successful
attack so you have earned a few minutes of my time.”

Jeb picked the gun up.

“I’m not sure if that was a foolish or just
instinctive act.”

He turned and went out, followed by the general and
the sergeant, and he beckoned a man forward.

“General, in that charge we lost almost
three-quarters of our men and the only way it can be called a
success is that we took the ground. We fired our carbines at about
two hundred yards, and although they were then new breech-loading
Spencers, it is almost impossible to reload at a full gallop, so
then we went to our side arms.”

He turned to the man who he brought with him.

“Private Hooker is the best pistol shot in the troop
and he is going to demonstrate what happens in a charge like we
had.”

He pointed to a target that was about the size of a
man that was a hundred yards off, and they watched as Hooker took
aim and fired. A puff of dirt could be seen about halfway to the
target, and Hooker raised the gun and fired again. This time the
puff was about three-quarters of the way and finally, Hooker raised
it to the point that he was lobbing a bullet to the target and they
heard the clink of the bullet hitting. Jeb handed him the dragoon
pistol and turned to the general.

“Although the thirty-eight and forty-four pistols
that we have will travel fifty yards in the conditions we use them
they are really only good at close range, so for that hundred and
fifty yards or so we have to travel we are targets for the enemy.
It doesn’t take a horse at a gallop long to cover that distance,
but it was long enough for us to lose almost all our men while the
enemy picked us off.”

He handed the dragoon pistol to Hooker.

“I know that this is a long shot and not many men
could make it accurately, but at least we could be spreading enough
lead around to shake up the men shooting at us.”

They watched as Private Hooker took careful aim and
fired. The distant clang of the metal could be heard and the dust
that came off the target could be seen. The general shook his head
in wonderment.

“Thank you, Private Hooker, that was very impressive
shooting. You are dismissed now, I won’t be needing any further
demonstration.”

He turned to Jeb.

“As for you, Captain Alexander, come with me.”

Jeb thought he had misspoken, and he followed the
general back into the tent. As he stood in front of the desk, the
general sat down and looked at the bewildered man standing in front
of him.

“You heard right. I said, Captain. It’s one of the
privileges of being a general to be able to issue field
commissions.”

Jeb just stammered, and the General continued.

“I know I bypassed the ranks of first and second
lieutenant, but I need men who can take the initiative in times of
stress as well as being able to get the job done, and you have
proved that to me three times today. First, when your officers were
killed, and you grabbed the flag to continue the charge, secondly
for your accurate accounting of exactly how the charge went, and
lastly for bypassing the slow, tedious, and sometimes futile method
of going through your superior officers to get to me. Those are the
qualities of a good leader, so since we lost Captain Albright
today, you will be taking his place in charge of the Pennsylvania
Second Cavalry.”

He stood and held out his hand, which Jeb
grasped.

“Congratulations Captain.”

He saluted and turned to the waiting sergeant.

“Sergeant O’Mara, take Captain Alexander over to the
quartermaster and have him issued a uniform suitable for his rank
and then take him over and introduce him to Major Suttor…and
sergeant stay with him until he gets his feet wet.”

When he was decked out in his new uniform, the
sergeant walked with him toward his new command.

“If I may be bold enough to say, Captain, all you
have to do is just take command like you just did with the
general.”

They walked a little further before Jeb
answered.

“Thank you, sergeant. You can be assured that I will
be relying on you to make sure that happens.”

He soon learned that no matter how he achieved his
rank, it was respected by members of his command. The first thing
he did with his new command was to streamline the method of attack.
Up until then, the cavalry charged directly in a frontal attack,
giving the enemy time with their rifles to pick off as many as they
could. Soon his method of surprise attacks from the flank was
rattling the enemy and while his success rate was climbing, his
loss of men was declining.

Up until now, they have been just facing infantry,
but the test against their counterparts in the Confederate cavalry
was looming nearer. With each rider now armed with two of the
dragoon pistols that the General provided, they were mustered north
across the Rappahannock River from Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern
Virginia, and at four thirty on a foggy morning, they crossed the
river at Beverly's Ford and entered the battle.

This was the first major engagement for Jeb as a
captain, and his adrenalin was running high as he plodded across
the river ford. For him, it felt strange to be within the distant
sight of his beloved Cheat Mountain, but thoughts of home were soon
forgotten by the sound of the first cannon shots.

His troop was ordered to capture a Confederate
battery of eight guns on Fleetwood Hill. It was a charge that
turned into one of the bloodiest cavalry battles of
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