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The Chesapeake and Ohio Canal is the reason I love historical fiction. Canawlers is my expression of that love. 

It all began with a biking trip along the C&O Canal in 2000. My wife and I decided to bike its entire 184.5-mile length from Cumberland, Maryland, to Georgetown, Maryland, staying at the free hiker/biker campsites along the way. It was a gorgeous trip with lots of natural beauty to enjoy. The one change we made to our plans was to stay in hotels when we could. We biked so far on the first day that our butts were so sore at the end of the day that we slept that night on our stomachs.

It was on this trip that I discovered my love of history. I had a guide I referred to called 184 Miles of Adventure. Published by the Boy Scouts of America, it told of points of interest along each mile of the canal. Each time we stopped for a break, I’d refer to it for the upcoming section of the canal. I quickly realized how much interesting stuff was along the canal or had happened on the canal, from architectural marvels like the canal locks and Paw Paw Tunnel to historic sites like the Antietam Civil War battlefield and the spot where James Rumsey tested his steam engine to natural beauty spots like Great Falls and Maryland Heights.

As a writer, I started working on a story about the canal to keep my mind occupied during those hours of biking. I thought about when the most interesting time on the canal was. Its construction was fascinating, but I wanted to write about the canal boats working on the canal. The Johnstown Flood storm shut down the canal for over a year, but I wasn’t sure if coverage of that event should be a book or just an article. Eventually, I wrote articles about both topics, but they weren’t what I was looking for as the topic of a book.

I decided that the Civil War was the time to write about. Not only did canallers have to deal with their typical problems from nature and the railroad, but both the Union and Confederate armies caused them problems.

At first, I wanted the book to be non-fiction. I wanted to follow a real family through the war years. The first problem I ran into was finding a family who had kept a journal throughout that time. I could find incidents that involved families, but I couldn’t find a continual record of their lives. My research showed me something else: even if I could find such a family, there was no guarantee they would have written about or even participated in some of the interesting things that happened during the war.

So, I decided I needed to create my own family to have them in the right place at the right time to participate in the events I wanted to write about. Even though I had decided to write a novel, my goal at this point was to tell the story of the canal.

By the end of the bike trip, I had a rough idea of what I wanted the story to be. It took a few months of additional research after to get the details and the timeline right. I also started developing my fictional family.

That’s where things took an odd turn for me. When I started writing my first draft of Canawlers, I had everything outlined. However, by the middle of the book, I got stuck. Despite following the outline, which worked on paper, the story wasn’t coming together. I compared the draft and the outline. They matched. So, what was different?

It was the characters.

In writing the draft, I had given my generic characters personalities. Those personalities worked for them, but some of the actions the outline called for didn’t make sense with their personalities. I struggled to convince myself that the only solution I could find was the right one, but once I got the words on paper, it was as if a dam broke. I quickly finished the story.  

The other unusual thing about Canawlers is the title. I get asked about it a lot. I tell people it was a word I read during my research. The source explained that it is the phonetical spelling of how it sounded when a canaller tried to say “canaller” but ended up saying “canawler” because of their accent. I knew it was going to be my title as soon as I read it.

The problem is I never made note of the source, and I’ve never come across it again. I’ve looked. Many times. It remains elusive. I’ve wondered at times if I may have dreamed of reading it.

Either way, it’s a great title. When the book was released, it was a hit.

Even twenty-five years later, Canawlers is that story that keeps on going. What began as my first toe-dipping venture into historical fiction has now stretched over three novels and three novellas (one of which, The Freeman, is appearing for the first time in this volume). And honestly, every time I say I’m finished with the Fitzgerald Family story, I find another story I want to write. I have a book idea bouncing around in my head of a story with an elderly Tony Fitzgerald at the closing of the canal. I may not ever write it, but you never know.

There’s something about the Fitzgeralds that keeps people wanting to know more about their lives on the C&O Canal. It might be their struggles to keep their family intact in the face of war and tragedy. Or it might be that they are just typical people that others see themselves in.

I decided to release these new editions of the Canawlers series because first, twenty-five is a milestone year and the series continues, and second, and I continue to get requests from people looking for the physical editions of the e-book versions. These new editions cover both the inside and outside of the books. On the outside, you can see a brand new cover design that I hope will attract a new generation of readers. Inside, I’ve paired one of the novellas with each novel, had all the books re-edited, and added photos from the canal to create my tribute to Canawlers’ longevity and appeal.

I hope you enjoy these books and novellas as much as I have enjoyed telling the story of the Fitzgerald Family.

James Rada Jr.

January 3, 2025
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A canal boat operating on the C&O Canal. Courtesy of Wikimedia Commons.
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The Coming Season

March 1862
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The flat-bottomed canal boat rested on dry land like a striped bass gasping for air after being cast ashore by receding spring floods. Only it was no flood that had grounded the ninety-two-foot-long barge. The boat sat where it had been floating when the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal had been drained at the end of the season late last November. Now it was the last week in March, and the Freeman looked like a rotting hulk frozen in the dirt and clay of the canal bed.

Hugh Fitzgerald stood on the bank opposite the towpath, staring at the boat . . . his boat. Made of Georgia pine from back when Georgia had still been part of the Union and trade between the states had been open, her squarish hull and curved hatch covers were a familiar and loved site to Hugh. The Freeman was more his home than his house in Sharpsburg. 

The Freeman was not alone in her predicament. Hundreds of canal boats sat along the length of the C&O Canal, waiting for water to bring them to life once again. However, Hugh Fitzgerald knew his canal boat was the only one with life already in it. The innocent-looking length of rope dangling out of the hay room window between the closed shutters was subtle proof. 

Hugh sighed and wondered how much longer such secrecy would have to continue before this grand country came to her senses.

“You do what’s right as long as it is right, lad,” his father would have told him.

And continue doing it he would. Hugh wasn’t sure he could live with himself if he didn’t.

Soon. Soon, he would be on the move again, up and down the edge of the Potomac River between Cumberland, Maryland, about 75 miles to the east of where he stood, and Washington City, about the same distance to the west. Being on the move again would take the edge off the tension that had built up within him to move and be doing something.

Hugh had checked the Freeman every week since the Canal Company had drained the canal, braving the freezing winter temperatures just to touch her hull and sit near the small pot-belly stove in the family cabin and smoke a pipe. The trips were as much for the exercise as for making sure nothing had happened to the canal boat, and hence, his livelihood. Now that the opening of the canal season was drawing closer, he studied the Freeman with a critical eye.

He picketed Seamus, one of his four canal mules, tossing the leather reins around a branch of a maple sapling. It wasn’t a sturdy picket, but that was all the Kentucky mule needed to keep from wandering. Hugh patted the thick gray fur on Seamus’s neck, and the thick-chested mule shifted his weight forward, vying for more attention. Seamus usually pulled the boat, but today he was serving as Hugh’s mount.

“Feeling the need to take a long walk, Seamus?” Hugh asked.

He’d owned this mule for five years. Seamus was broken to the harness and enjoyed the long months of walking the 185-mile-long towpath once a week. Hugh’s four mules had spent most of the winter in the Fitzgerald barn, exiting only when Hugh or his older son, George, took them out to ride or to exercise them. With the mules stabled near his home, Hugh could make sure they were well cared for. 

Too many times he had seen canal mules that had spent the winter months being taken care of by someone other than their owner. A farmer with extra stalls in his barn just didn’t care for what he considered non-productive animals as well as he did his own animals. When it came time to pull the canal boats to Cumberland, those mules were scrawny, sick-looking beasts that were shades of their usual selves. They pulled with less power, lengthening the time it took to make a run up and down the canal. They also slowed other traffic on the canal, particularly at the Paw Paw Tunnel or the narrow paths across the aqueducts. 

Hugh depended too much on his teams to allow anyone to mistreat or ignore them during the winter months. He had purchased a lot in Sharpsburg close to the house three years ago, and he and George had built a four-stall barn where the mules could rest from November through April.

Hugh scrabbled sideways down the seven-foot-high, steeply sloped bank to the canal bed. The bed was firm, still frozen from the winter cold, but at least water was no longer freezing overnight as it had before the canal had been drained last year. He walked across the canal bed to the Freeman.

He looked first to where the boat sat fastened hard to the canal bed by frozen mud. The ice wasn’t thick. Some fire-warmed rocks around the bottom of the boat would break the ice’s hold on the Freeman without damaging the hull. The rest would come when the water rushed in from the feeder locks to flood the canal and float the hundreds of hibernating hulks from Cumberland to Georgetown.

Hugh touched the wooden hull, letting his fingers slide into a gap between the pine boards. It wasn’t too wide. The gap would close somewhat once the boards became soaked with water within the next month. Even so, he would still need to caulk the gaps with hemp and tar to seal the boat. They would have to pump out any water that got into the holds before they reached Cumberland at the west end of the canal for their first load of the season.

Hugh walked a few feet farther, letting his hand trace the shape of the hull. The Freeman had a good shape. Even though the Freeman had the same shape as every other boat on the C&O Canal, Hugh saw her as sleeker and tighter than the others. She was a good boat and had served him well over the years.

He paused and dug his fingernail into the wood to pull a chip of white paint off the hull. She would need a new paint job this season, too. Best to do it now while the lower planks were easy to get to and the paint would have time to dry since the canal was still empty.

Hugh turned away from the boat and pulled out his pipe. He filled the bowl with tobacco from his pouch, tamped it down, lit the dried leaves with a match. He smiled with his first puff of the fragrant Maryland tobacco and continued his inspection of the Freeman’s hull.

He and George could have the Freeman in shape in no time. With the mules looking fit and strong, and the boat sparkling white with a fresh coat of paint, they’d be an impressive sight floating into Cumberland for their first load of coal this season. The hull certainly wouldn’t be white after a couple of loads. The billowing coal dust rising with each ton sliding down the chutes into the cargo holds would take care of that.

“White or black, the Freeman’s the same underneath,” he muttered softly. Too bad this country, which was so fine in so many ways, couldn’t understand that point.

Clamping down on his pipe with his teeth, Hugh scrambled up the steep sides of the canal bed onto the seven-foot-wide towpath. He stood up and dusted the dirt from his pants legs. The knees were looking threadbare. He’d have to have Alice patch them before too long.

He walked to the far side of the towpath and kicked aside the brush that hid his fall board. As he lifted the ribbed plank off the ground and propped it against a sycamore tree, he could tell that the fall board hadn’t wintered the weather as well as the Freeman. He’d have to replace it before too long. The last thing he wanted was for it to break while a mule was crossing between the boat and towpath, dumping the beast into the water. Still, there were plenty of places to buy a new plank along the canal. He didn’t need a new one right away. He’d wait until he was coming back up the canal from Georgetown with money jingling in his pocket.

Awkward as it was working alone, Hugh walked the plank across the towpath and lowered it until one end touched the race plank, the narrow walkway on the sides of the canal boat. The fall board dropped the last two feet with a thud because its length made it too awkward to handle alone.

He straightened up, rubbing his lower back as he did. It would be a fine thing to start off the season with his back out of whack.

You’re just getting old, Hugh, me boy.

Old?

He’d never considered himself old before, but he was nearing forty. George was sixteen, old enough to captain his own boat. Elizabeth was fifteen, and Thomas was eight. And Alice...

Hugh smiled.

Alice would forever be sixteen, no matter what the calendar said. Sixteen and lovely, just like the day he first saw her in Cumberland walking out of the dress shop on Baltimore Street. She’d been carrying an armful of gingham fabric. Her green eyes had seemed to glow, and when she had turned to look at him, they had held his attention and his heart. She had enchanted him ever since.

Hugh walked across the fall board and onto the narrow race plank, the walkway that ran fore to aft on both sides of the canal boat. He walked toward the family cabin at the rear so he could open the windows and doors and give it a good airing out, seeing as how it had been closed up all winter. He also figured it was time to meet his guest.

As he reached for the doorknob, he heard the clicking sound of a hammer being pulled back on a rifle and froze in place. A thousand possibilities ran through Hugh’s mind, and too many ended with him getting a bullet in his back.

“You’d better come down off that boat now before I knock you off with a bullet.”

Hugh raised his hands above his head and turned around slowly. Solomon Greenfield stood on the towpath with his old musket pointed at Hugh.

Solomon was a good twenty years older than Hugh. He had a bald head that seemed pointed at the top. His brown eyes were narrow, and they appeared to be slits. Solomon was always squinting because he didn’t enjoy wearing his spectacles. He had been tending the locks along this stretch of the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal since it had opened in 1839, moving his family between Lock 31 and Lock 42 at various times in his career. Of course, now Solomon wasn’t much more than a level walker while his son, Clay, and two grandsons tended the Shepherdstown Lock at Bridgeport. Solomon and his wife lived in a small cabin in Bridgeport while Clay’s family lived in the four-room brick lockhouse about three miles south of here.

“Solomon, it’s me. Hugh Fitzgerald,” Hugh said calmly, though he made sure to keep his hands in the air.

“Fitzgerald?” Solomon’s voice cracked like a whip.

“Put on your glasses and see for yourself.”

Solomon hesitated a moment. His frown slipped into a broad smile that showed three missing teeth on the right side where a mule had kicked him seventeen years ago. He released the hammer and lowered the rifle, resting the butt on the ground next to his foot. Then he reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a pair of wire-frame glasses and slipped them over his ears.

“Well, I reckon it would have to be you, Fitzgerald. A squatter or one of those soldier boys wouldn’t know about my glasses.”

Hugh hesitated, wondering how much he could say without betraying his intentions.

“Have you had trouble with them this winter? Squatters and soldiers, I mean, not your glasses,” Hugh asked.

Solomon turned his head to the side and spat a wad of dark chewing tobacco into the canal bed.

“A little. Been some Yanks and Rebs hiding out, trying to avoid the fighting. I caught one on Dermott O’Neill’s boat back in November, right after they drained the canal. The man was a deserter, but he had a pistol, so I let him go his way peaceably. Since then, I’ve been checking the boats as I walk the towpath, and I always carry my gun.” He lifted the musket by the blue-metal barrel and tapped the butt against the ground to emphasize his point.

That surprised Hugh since the last news he had heard claimed that the Union had pushed the Rebels back to Winchester.

“Just the one deserter?”

Solomon shook his head. “I’ve seen the signs of squatters here and about. Ashes in the stoves in the family cabins, pried-open doors and rabbit bones and the like. I don’t know whether they saw me comin’ or I just plain missed them, but they had been there.”

Hugh nodded that he understood.

The lockhouse where Solomon’s son lived was down near Lock 38, across the river from Shepherdstown, Virginia. Until last year, there had been a covered bridge that brought people across the river into Bridgeport. Clay had run a good side business selling fresh fish he caught in a net he set in the canal until Confederates burned the bridge as a symbol of the South cutting its ties with the North. It certainly couldn’t make the Greenfields feel too comfortable knowing how high the Confederate feeling ran just a short distance away from their home and workplace. For that matter, Confederate sympathy probably ran strong in Bridgeport.

“How does the canal look?” Hugh asked as he waved Solomon on board the Freeman. 

Part of Solomon’s duties as a level walker was to patrol the towpath in his district, check for breaks and potential breaks in the canal, and report them to the superintendent whose house was on mile 74.

The old lockkeeper walked across the fall board as he spoke. “My section looks fine. I trapped six beavers that were building dams. Not only did I get their pelts, but I also kept them from making a mess of the banks. I can’t say much about the rest of the canal, but the company man said it’s looking pretty good. The Rebs blew up one of the aqueducts out east somewhere, but it’s already repaired. We’ll be ready to start the season.”

Hugh nodded as he entered the family cabin. It was spotless. He hoped Solomon didn’t notice the cleanliness of a room supposedly vacant for months. He glanced at the pantry door, which was closed tightly, and quickly looked away.

The war was going to make working the canal dangerous this season. What with the Rebs and Union fighting each other and the canal being on the southern border of a border state, there was bound to be trouble; a lot more trouble than just some deserters using empty canal boats to hide out in for a few days. Eventually, the Rebs, as strong as they were, were going to swarm across the Potomac. If that happened, Hugh doubted little would be left of the C&O Canal. The Rebs wanted to shut it down, seeing as how it was a major source of coal for Washington City.

“What was the company man doing out this way?” Hugh asked as what Solomon had said sunk in. He ushered Solomon out of the family cabin, closing the door behind him.

“He’s riding up to Cumberland and tellin’ the superintendent and lockkeepers along the way to get ready. War or no war, the politicians want to eat and stay warm. Food and coal needs to be shipped down east, and he means for the canal to be the way it gets there. He said that by now the canal should be open south of Harpers Ferry. They would have opened up the guard lock there a few days back, but I haven’t been down that way to check it out for myself.”

“Did he say when the boats would be able to get up to Cumberland?” Cumberland was where the coal was loaded from the coal mines in the Alleghenies. Cumberland and Williamsport, that is. Williamsport was closer to Sharpsburg, but Hugh always liked his first run of the season to be a full run so he could get a nice pay off in Georgetown. After the winter, his family needed to buy things they put off buying during the winter when they weren’t earning money. It was nice to be able to buy a lot of items on their first trip down east. He could make the shorter runs the closer it got to the time the Canal Company would drain the canal for the winter.

“He passed through here yesterday and said the canal would open in a week, as soon as he could get to Cumberland,” Solomon said.

Hugh nodded. That meant he would have to get started today. It would take a full day to scrape the flaking paint off the hull and decks, and another two days to paint them both. Alice, Elizabeth, and Thomas could take care of getting the family cabin and the mule shed ready for the season, checking the mule harnesses and stocking the hay house for the first trip.

“Guess I’d better get started getting the Freeman ready if I want her to float when the water fills the ditch up,” Hugh said, slapping a hand against the wall of the family cabin.

He walked forward along the race plank, checking the fourteen hatch covers, seven on each side of the hay house in the middle of the canal boat, for cracks that would let in water. The curved covers arched between the race planks covering the huge cargo hold, which took up most of the space on the boat.

“You know,” Solomon Greenfield said from behind Hugh. “It’s a bad time to have a boat named that. It doesn’t sound right.”

Hugh straightened up and dusted off his knees. “Named what? Freeman?”

Solomon spit another wad of tobacco over the side of the boat and nodded. “With a name like that, people will take you for a Yankee.”

Hugh put his fists on his hips and said, “So? What are you trying to say, Solomon? Maryland is a Union state, after all.”

Solomon met his stare without backing down. “Just barely, especially here,” he said, stamping his foot on the race plank.

Hugh had to agree with that. He might support the Union, but he hadn’t liked when President Lincoln had pro-Confederate Maryland legislators arrested to ensure that Maryland voted to stay in the Union. Otherwise, Washington might have wound up in the Confederacy.

“Barely’s enough,” Hugh said. “More so, I am a Yankee. When I was a lad, my father taught me that this country was an Irishman’s best chance of freedom for getting out from under the thumb of the landowners. He came here from Galway with nothing more than a promise from the Canal Company, and he died a free man in Sharpsburg with property and money.”

“Your father died a poor carpenter, as I recall.”

“He might not have had much more than he would have had in Galway, but he died a free man. To him, that was more important than a chest full of gold,” Hugh snapped. He didn’t like hearing his father’s sacrifices trivialized by someone who took his freedom for granted.

Solomon walked across the fall board back onto the towpath. The board held his weight without too much complaint.

Solomon held up his hands to stop Hugh. “Don’t get angry with me, you dumb Mick. I’m just tellin’ you how things stand. Open your eyes and ears and pay attention to what’s going on around you. You can hear the same things I’ve heard.”

Hugh bit down on his pipe to keep from yelling at the older man.

How could he not have heard? Even before there had been a war, men had been arguing up a storm about where states’ rights ended and federal rights began. Just because Sharpsburg sat north of the Potomac River didn’t mean that it was heavily Union in its sympathies. 

When loyal Unionists had raised a United States flag in the town square, someone stole the rope. When another Union flag was raised, someone set the pole afire. This war pitted neighbor against neighbor.

“Well, how do you stand?” Hugh asked.

“I stand for my family first, then my property, then Bridgeport. If anything’s left over after that, I’ll stand for Maryland. Maryland may sit north of the river, but if Stuart, Jackson, Johnston, or any of the Confederate generals were to come across the river, I’d welcome them and feed them and send them on their way as quickly as I could. I wouldn’t lift a hand against them if they left my family and my property alone. I’m no soldier, and I’m no fool, either,” Solomon said defiantly.

“That sounds like a coward’s way.”

“And what would you have me do?” Solomon snapped. “Face down the entire Confederate army with nothing but my single shot? That’s a dead man’s way.”

Hugh harrumphed, but he wasn’t sure what he would do if he came upon the Rebels crossing the Potomac. Would he be true to his beliefs or true to his family?

Solomon waved a finger in his face. “Scoff if you want, boy, but I value my life and my family’s lives, and if that means I have to sing Dixie while saluting the Stars and Stripes to keep two armies from squashing me like a worm, I’ll do it, and you will, too.”

Solomon turned and stalked off down the towpath. Hugh watched him go. He hadn’t meant to offend the old lockkeeper, but Hugh was a man who stood on his principles. He had grown up hearing his father’s tales of how Hugh’s grandfather had groveled to the landowner, Rory DeBurgh, just for the privilege of surviving on his own labors. Shane Fitzgerald could not live like a slave and had taught his children not to live like one, either.

Still, war was raging. So far, it hadn’t made its way across the Potomac, though it had come close a time or two. How long could the Federals hold the Confederacy back? The Rebels were just plain better soldiers as much as Hugh hated to admit it.

And even if the Southern army never crossed the Potomac, Southern sentiment had come across the river, seeing as how Virginia was just a stone’s throw across the river. Hagerstown, Boonsboro, Sharpsburg, Keedysville; they were all split with supporters for the Rebels and the Union. Hugh supposed it was the same for the border towns in Virginia.

Hugh wondered if it would be safe to leave Alice and Elizabeth behind in Sharpsburg this season. Alice had been hinting all winter that perhaps she and Elizabeth would stay in Sharpsburg instead of traveling in the Freeman with Hugh and the boys. Alice thought that Elizabeth was getting too old to be spending three-quarters of her life on the canal. Until now, Hugh had just played dense when Alice mentioned it since he hadn’t made up his mind about the subject. He would have to decide now.

When he was sure that Solomon had left, Hugh went back to the family cabin. Solomon was a good man, but Hugh would not trust him with his secrets, especially after Solomon had expressed his Confederate sympathies so strongly.

Hugh walked back to the family cabin, entered, and closed the door behind him. The small room was twelve feet square. He rapped lightly on the door to the pantry. It was a low-ceiling room under the tiller deck that Alice used to store supplies.

“You can come out now. I saw your signal, and I own this boat,” Hugh said.

He heard no response. Hugh didn’t intend on opening the door to the pantry, though. It might get him shot.

Hugh scratched his chin and wondered if he should sit down at the table and smoke his pipe while he waited out his visitor.

“You need to come out sometime, friend. If I had wanted to hurt you, I could have already shot you through the door,” Hugh said.

After a moment, the short door swung open. A black hand pushed it open and vanished back into the darkness. Hugh found himself staring at a young slave girl who was so black that he almost couldn’t see her in the shadows in the pantry. She sat in the back of the hiding area under the cockpit.

“I didn’t take nothin’, sir,” she said as her voice quavered.

Hugh smiled, hoping it would ease her tension.

“I didn’t say you did. In fact, this cabin looks cleaner than it has all winter,” he said.

The girl smiled. “I used to be a house slave in Raleigh.”

Hugh waved the girl out of the pantry. To his surprise, she scooted out with a sleeping baby in one arm. She stood up in front of him with her eyes lowered. She looked no older than Elizabeth, but her life had already been much harder and very different.

He held out a chair for her. “Sit down, girl. You’re not in any trouble . . . at least not from me.”

“A man helped me and my baby across the river and told me to wait here. He told me to hang the rope out the window and someone would come to help me,” the young slave said.

Hugh nodded. “That’s me. I’ll come back for you tonight and bring you into Sharpsburg. There’s another man in town who will take you up north into Pennsylvania. They’ll move you north into Canada.”

The girl nodded.

Did she know where the places were that he was talking about? Or had her master kept her ignorant of the places that meant freedom to a slave?

“What’s your name, girl?” Hugh asked.

“Ruth.”

“And your baby’s name?”

“Naomi. My master named us for holy ladies.”

Her master obviously had had little respect for “holy ladies” since he had named his slaves after them. The man probably would argue that he was converting his slaves to the gospel by giving them Christian names. Hugh had heard that argument before, but he didn’t remember Jesus Christ ever converting anyone to enslave them, only to free them.

“Do you have a husband, Ruth?”

She nodded vigorously and sniffled. “He ran away with us. When the overseer set the hounds after us, we got separated. He led the dogs away from Naomi and me, but he never came back.”

She sounded sad, but she didn’t cry. She must have been used to such sadness in her life. Hugh had seen too many people like her. Only in giving up all hope of living free had they been willing to gamble their lives and escape to the north.

One reason he helped escaping slaves along the Underground Railroad was because he knew what slavery could do to a person and also what freedom could do. His father hadn’t been called a slave, but his life hadn’t been his to control, just as this girl’s life hadn’t been in her control.

“You just stay here and keep on doing what you’ve been doing. I’ll come back tonight. If you hear anybody come aboard, you hide like you just were. I’ll call you by name when I come back.”

She nodded.

Hugh nodded back. Then he turned and left the family cabin. He walked across the fall board and pulled it across the canal and up to the towpath, covering it again in the brush. Ruth wouldn’t need to get off the boat until he returned tonight.

He clenched his teeth on his pipe and scrambled down the side of the bank onto the canal bed. Although he was careful, he nearly fell. It wouldn’t do to damage the bank now. If Solomon Greenfield saw the bank torn up near the Freeman, he would be sure that Hugh had done it out of spite for their earlier argument.

Hugh paused in the middle of his crossing and looked up the empty canal trench. In a few more days, it would be filled with water over his head. Then his life would begin again. During the winter, he tired of sitting in his house most of the day. If the times had been reversed, and he had to spend three months on the canal and nine months in Sharpsburg, he would have died long before now.

He shook his head and finished crossing the canal and climbed up the other bank where Seamus patiently waited for him, munching on the leaves of the tree. Hugh figured he and the mule were a lot alike, and not just in what Alice called their “mule-headed stubbornness.” No, both of them were a part of the canal somehow. Seamus could no more survive being a farm mule than Hugh would last being a farmer.

As he mounted Seamus for the ride back along the hard-packed Boonsboro Pike into Sharpsburg, Hugh wondered if he was really a free man, as his boat proclaimed, or if he was a servant not to a land-owning earl, but to the land itself. And if he gave himself freely, was it really slavery?

How much Fitzgerald blood had been shed to dig this 185-mile-long ditch? His Uncle John had died of the cholera epidemic that swept through the canal diggers in 1832. His Uncle Dermot had lost an arm digging out the Paw Paw Tunnel when some black powder exploded while he was tamping it down. His own father had had multiple scars, not only from fights with railroaders but from fights with Irish Protestants and Germans. He also had cousins who had died or been hurt in those skirmishes.

They’d all died or given their blood for hard work and little pay—all because they believed in a dream of being free and escaping the Great Hunger in Ireland. Some had died with not much more than they would have had back in Ireland, but it had been a life of their own choosing.

The Catholic priest in Hagerstown had said Hugh’s Uncle John’s last words were, “No one owns my soul but me, and I give it freely to God.”

That was what being free meant—owning your own life and choosing what that life would be.

For Hugh Fitzgerald, that life was to be a canal-boat captain on the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal, a “canawler.”
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Alice Fitzgerald laid the sock she was knitting aside and stood up from the straight-back chair to stretch her back. She wasn’t sure how long she had been sitting in the hard wooden chair, but the March chill had crept into the air, which in turn, had crept into her bones. 

“Are you all right, Mama?” Elizabeth, Alice’s fifteen-year-old daughter, asked.

Alice smiled. “I’m fine, but if I’m going to keep working in this cool air, I need something to keep me warm. I’ll put some water on the stove to boil and make a cup of tea. Would you like a cup?”

Elizabeth nodded. “Yes, thank you. I’ll start a fire to warm us up.”

The Fitzgerald women were knitting socks and scarves for the men in town who were going off to war. Women in Sharpsburg had been keeping busy through the winter doing the same thing. Quilting circles had turned into knitting circles. Unfortunately, not every woman was knitting socks and scarves for Union soldiers.

To Alice, that seemed like treason. If you lived in a country, you supported its troops in war. In Sharpsburg, town ties were stronger than national ties. Most everyone in town had taken a stand one way or another in the war, and most everyone else knew those positions. It had led to some tensions between families, but by and large, life went on as it had before the war.

Alice filled the teapot with water from the bucket and set it on the hot stove. Then she pulled the pile of gray fabric out of her sewing basket and set it on the large kitchen table.

After she finished with this pair of socks, she was going to measure Thomas for a new Sunday suit. Her youngest son seemed to grow an inch a week. He was also a lot harder on his clothes than George had been at that age. Alice suspected Thomas set out to destroy his best clothes so he wouldn’t have to wear them.

Elizabeth giggled and lowered her head.

Alice looked at her and asked, “What’s so funny?”

“If certain people saw you right now, they would think you were making uniforms for the Rebels,” Elizabeth told her.

Alice’s hand jerked back from the cloth as if it had bitten her. She realized it was an unreasonable reaction, but she had never thought about the cloth being Confederate colors.

She shook her head, chiding her foolishness, and said, “That’s because it’s probably the same material they are using, but better it go to a Sunday suit than to a Confederate uniform.”

Alice had unyielding feelings about this war. For this country to survive, Americans had to find a way to work together. They had to stop thinking of themselves as Marylanders, Virginians, New Yorkers, Pennsylvanians, and North Carolinians and start thinking of themselves as Americans. It was the United States that had won its freedom from England, united in purpose, not loosely banded together by need as the Confederacy represented. The South called their fight a second war for independence, but Alice saw it only as a war of destruction; not only of lives but of this country.

“Theresa said the fighting will start again soon now that spring is here,” Elizabeth said.

“As long as it stays away from us,” Alice said quickly.

“Will it? General Jackson’s army is in Northern Virginia.”

Alice stared out the room’s south-facing window. Just a short distance away was the dividing line between two feuding lands.

“The army patrols the river. General Jackson couldn’t bring them across,” Alice said.

“It’s not patrolled well, though. You know as well as I do that people in this town slip regularly across to smuggle things to the Rebels. Why else would some women be knitting socks and scarves for the Rebels unless they knew they could get them to the soldiers?”

Alice bristled at her daughter’s challenging tone. Elizabeth had a point, but she had overlooked one thing. “An army’s a lot larger than a smuggler. The Union patrols might miss a person or two, but would they miss a 20,000-man army?” Alice asked her.

Elizabeth finished the blue sock she was working on and handed it to her mother for her approval. Alice took it and stuck her hand inside it to spread out the folds. She had done an excellent job. Her daughter knew how to knit, sew, and cook. That had never been the problem. Elizabeth was a lady, or at least she could be if she chose to. The problem was that she didn’t choose to be a lady unless Alice forced her into it.

Elizabeth was a free spirit. She had grown up on the canal working on the Freeman, and it was those skills she seemed to call her own more than the ones Alice wanted her to exhibit. Elizabeth could steer a boat, shovel coal, work a lock, and drive mules. They were useful skills, but a canaller was not a lady. How often did a lady have cause to use such skills?

Alice asked that question more and more lately.

Elizabeth was fifteen. She had long, strawberry blond hair that she preferred keeping tucked up under a cap rather than showing it off. The womanly curves she had developed this past year had turned the heads of the young men in town, although she didn’t seem to notice the attention. She still played like a boy, roughhousing with Thomas. She was more likely to punch a boy than to accept a compliment from him. 

Now that it was nearly time to work on the canal again, those unladylike attitudes would become more apparent. Canallers, sailors, and railroaders would surround Elizabeth. How could she become a lady with those examples?

“Bobby told me that there’s going to be a new regiment forming up in Hagerstown. He’s going to join them when it does.” Hagerstown was the nearest city to Sharpsburg, but it was twelve miles north. “Do you think the army will take George?”

The thought chilled Alice. She couldn’t bear the idea that George might be swept up into the madness down south. Her son wasn’t a soldier. He was a canaller, and he was needed to help keep the Freeman operating during the season. At least, that was the excuse Alice hoped would keep her oldest son out of the war.

“I pray not,” Alice said.

“Why? Don’t you believe in the Union cause?”

Alice shot her daughter a sharp look. How dare Elizabeth question her mother’s loyalty to her country! The girl did not understand how Alice supported the beliefs of the Union.

“Of course, I believe in the Union, but George is more useful here than as cannon fodder,” Alice said.

Not that George would be safer on the canal, but at least he wouldn’t be looking for trouble. It would have to come to him.

“Do you want your brother to be drafted?” Alice asked.

Elizabeth shook her head quickly. “Of course not, but I think he would look so handsome in a Union uniform.” Her voice sounded dreamy, as if she were picturing George in her mind.

Alice sighed. Now Elizabeth chose to act like a young girl and over an issue like this!

“Those blue uniforms don’t look pretty when they’re red with blood,” Alice said.

Elizabeth blinked quickly as the thought sunk in. Then she frowned and said, “I guess not, but someone will die. A lot of boys in town are joining the army. Some are even going to Baltimore to join the navy. If they’re not joining the Union, then they’re sneaking across the river to join the Rebels. How many of them will die?”

Alice shook her head. The boys in town had grown up playing soldier. Now they would fight each other for real, and worse, they would kill and die for real.

“I don’t know. It depends on where they are sent,” Alice told her daughter.

“But some of them won’t come back, will they?” Elizabeth asked.

Alice nodded and watched as her daughter frowned. Elizabeth picked up her knitting needles and then let them drop to the table.

“They’re going to die, and all I can do is knit socks for them,” Elizabeth said.

“We do what we can,” Alice said.

“I wish I could knit something that would protect them, maybe thick sweaters that would stop bullets as well as the cold.”

“I wish I could make them see a peaceful way to solve this.”

All the men she loved would face danger on the canal this year. The Confederates had already attempted to destroy the canal. What if they went after canallers next? Was that some place Alice wanted her daughter? The war affected many people, not just those who fought in it.
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When Lieutenant David Windover saw the incoming artillery shell, he saw death coming for him. The round ball spun slowly, as if passing through water rather than air. The sound of whistling artillery shells was drawn out so it sounded like the moan of a dying man.

David clenched his eyes shut and pressed his body flat against the ground as if he thought he could sink into the ground like water from a light rainfall. The shell hit the frozen ground and exploded, sounding like thunder, lightning, and all of hell’s fury combined. A few pieces of shrapnel whistled overhead, and one small burning piece of metal even fell on his back, but David refused to raise his head into the line of fire. Then came a shower of dirt thrown up by the explosion that rained down on him, smothering the fire that the burning shrapnel had started on his gray coat.

David tried to slow his rapid breathing. He was going to die here.

He chanced to glance ahead of his position. He saw the Union infantry advancing behind the initial rain of cannon fire.

“Charge!” General Jackson ordered. He sat high and straight on his horse, unafraid of anyone or anything. Soldiers echoed the order down the line through the chain of command. The bugles repeated the order in their own staccato way, making the order to charge toward death sound almost melodic. It was like the pied piper leading all the rats out of Ireland to their deaths.

Only David was one of the rats.

He pushed himself to his knees, holding his rifle in his hands. His hands trembled until he clenched the weapon so hard that his knuckles turned white. He surged to his feet with the other members of his company. He reminded himself that he was their lieutenant. It was his job to lead his men. He tilted his head back and let out a loud Rebel yell, the scream of victory. Answering yells filled the air.

He took aim and fired. He felt the rifle buck against his shoulder and saw the puff of smoke and flash of flame, but amid all of the noise of the battle, he couldn’t hear the shot. He wasn’t even sure if he had hit the man at whom he was aiming. The man fell, but it could have been from David’s bullet or not. Soldiers were falling all around him, both Union and Confederate men. It was too confusing. All he knew was that he had to keep the Federals back.

Hold the line.

David ran forward, clenching his rifle close to his side. A bullet buzzed close by, tugging at his hair. He tried to forget what would have happened if he had been leaning a bit more to the left.

Keep your attention ahead, not to the side.

The acrid smell of gunpowder burned the back of his throat, or maybe it was his vomit threatening to explode from his stomach.

The Union army drew closer. David thrust out blindly at the nearest soldier and felt the point of his bayonet sink into a sergeant’s stomach. The man screamed and collapsed forward over David’s rifle. David pulled the blade free and swung the butt of his rifle up, catching the dying man in the face. The sergeant grunted and fell backward.

As the sergeant lay on his back, David glanced at the man’s face. It had changed. David was staring at himself. He looked around in panic and saw that all the soldiers around him were corpses with rotting flesh and bodies torn by bullets and artillery pieces. They marched onward, missing arms or even their heads. Those that were missing legs crawled along the uneven ground.

David screamed.

He was still doing so when he woke up.

“Be quiet, Windover,” Caleb Donnelly said as he kicked David in the thigh.

David opened his eyes and sat up in his cot. He shook so fiercely that he could barely hold his balance. His blanket had a large wet spot on it from his sweat.

“You make me nervous, and you make the men skittish, too,” Donnelly said.

David planted his feet and slowly stood up. He walked to the front of the tent he shared with Donnelly. He dipped his bandanna into a bucket of cold water, wrung it out, and then wiped off his face.

“Nightmare again?” Donnelly asked from behind him.

He dropped back on his cot and lay with his hands behind his head.

“What do you think?” David snapped.

His nightmares were coming just about every night, although it had been weeks since the army had seen any fighting. General Thomas J. Jackson’s army was now near Romney, Virginia. When the general had withdrawn from Winchester, Virginia, the Union had moved in.

“Don’t get mad at me, pampered boy. I’m not the one who’s proving to everyone with ears that he is unfit to fight,” Donnelly said.

David let the cool water run down inside his shirt to cool himself off. “I can fight.”

Donnelly snorted. “Maybe, but what soldier would want to follow someone into battle who might fall to his knees screaming with the first shot? You’re lucky it hasn’t happened so far.”

Donnelly was right, but David didn’t want to admit it, not to Donnelly or even to himself. However, David wasn’t even sure what he would do if he went into battle again. Would he freeze, unable to move when charge was called? Would he collapse into a screaming mass of flesh like Donnelly suggested?

David knew that given the choice, he wouldn’t fight, but then neither would just about anyone else in the army. David had a duty to perform, though. He was a Virginian and the son of a plantation owner outside of Charlottesville. If he wanted there to be a plantation to inherit, his father had told him he would have to fight for his way of life. 

Not that David was in line to inherit Grand Vista. David was the disposable son. He had been the one sent to war while David’s older brother, Peter the heir, was still safe in the main house at Grand Vista.

David had been proud to serve his country, and he had considered it a way to prove himself to his father. Had he only proved himself a coward, though?

Battle hadn’t been like David had imagined it would be. Even winning in Manassas hadn’t been without its costs. Men had died on both sides of the battle, and they always would. An artillery shell had nearly landed on top of David’s best friend, Ben Kyle. All David had found of his friend afterward had been Ben’s right arm, shoulder, and head. The rest of him had been unidentifiable.

Ben had not been the first dead man that David had seen, but he had been the first person he had seen killed so brutally, and the one David suspected was at the root of his nightmares.

“Lieutenant Windover?” a voice asked outside the tent.

“Enter.”

A private who looked barely old enough to shave drew back the flap and stepped inside the tent. He saluted David, who saluted him back.

“Sir, Colonel Collins wants to see you at his tent.”

“Did he say why?” David asked.

The private shook his head. “No, sir.”

“You’re in trouble,” Donnelly said.

David shot his tent mate a withering look.

“Thank you, Private. Tell him I’ll be along shortly as soon as I finish dressing,” David said.

The young private saluted again and left. David took his gray coat off the hanger and put it on. It was still chilly, although David felt like he was in the middle of summer.

“The colonel is going to transfer you to supply or some other back-end duty. Maybe you’ll be a prison camp guard,” Donnelly guessed.

David threw the wet bandanna at his tent mate. Donnelly ducked.

“He’s not going to transfer me. He can’t complain about the way I do my job.” David tried to sound confident, but he wondered if Donnelly might not be right. How many people knew about David’s bad dreams? Donnelly certainly wouldn’t care about keeping David’s secrets.

Donnelly shrugged. “Maybe not. At least not right now, but every time you go to sleep, you show everyone within hearing distance how unfit you are for command.”

David knew his nightmares were unsettling. Donnelly had told him that he tossed and turned in his sleep. Sometimes David mumbled, but he always screamed, and his screaming didn’t always wake him up.

“What is it with you, Donnelly?” David asked. “It’s not as if you would get my men if I was busted. You’ve got your own men to worry about.”

Caleb Donnelly was on his feet in a moment. He poked a finger in David’s chest. “That’s right! I do have my own men to worry about, and I don’t want them to die because you couldn’t do your job!”

“Your men aren’t under my command.”

“No, but my men and your men are under Colonel Collins’s command. What if your men fail because you can’t lead? You don’t deserve command, Windover. The only reason you have it is because the generals think that since you can order slaves around, you can order real men, too.”

“What are you? An abolitionist?” David asked. Abolitionists weren’t unheard of in the South, even in the army.

“No, I’m just a farmer from North Carolina who’s had to fight Indians to hold what was his. Just like I’ve worked my way up to lead my men. I’ve proved that I can hold the line. You had your rank given to you. I’ve earned mine.”

David frowned. “I’ll hold the line. I know how to fight. My great-grandfather was with Washington at Concord.”

Donnelly snorted. “That proves your great-grandfather could fight. What does it say about you?”

David couldn’t answer that. He had never been in a war or had to fight to hold his land before last year. He’d never even had to discipline his father’s slaves. That had been his brother’s job as heir. David had been raised to be a gentleman, not a soldier. He had trained with the saber and rifle when it became apparent that there would be a war between the North and the South, but he was more at home riding on horseback than charging into enemy fire on foot.

“What it says about me,” David said, “is that I am able. The ability is within me as it was within my great-grandfather. Perhaps it is buried beneath refinements that you think are worthless, but the ability is there, and it will come out when it is needed.”

Then David spun and left so he would not have to hear Donnelly’s retort.

The camp was laid out in long rows of tents. It was a small city that could be moved with a few hours’ notice. It was a swarm of locusts that descended on the land, ate everything in sight, and left the rest desolate. 

With winter just now letting go of the land, food was scarce. People were living on what they had put away last autumn. Now all that food would be nearly gone, and the first crops wouldn’t be ready to harvest for months. 

It was normally a lean time, but having an army around increased the consumption of those scarce food stores. Southerners had been generous, but now they hoarded their stored food to keep from starving, and the army was commandeering what they needed to feed the men. They were getting some supplies from down south, but unless something changed soon, they would soon starve. Virginia wasn’t prepared to feed the entire Confederate army.

With both the Union and Confederacy living off the land, most of Northern Virginia was no better off than Romney was. So far, the war hadn’t been carried above the Potomac River. 

To go north of the river would change the scope of the war from defensive to offensive. So, the soldiers sat and waited and ate while General Johnston, commander of all the Confederate Army, decided what to do. 

As David walked down the lane between the officers’ tents, some soldiers milling around stopped to stare at him. Had they heard him scream in his sleep? Were they wondering the same things that Donnelly had voiced?

It didn’t matter at this point. They might feel the same as Caleb Donnelly, but since David wasn’t under their command, they couldn’t do anything about it. They could only hope that David would hold the line when the pressure was on.

With the day unseasonably warm, Colonel Collins was sitting at a portable desk outside of his tent reading dispatches when David stopped in front of him and saluted.

Collins looked up. Many people said he looked like General Grant with wavy brown hair and trimmed beard. David couldn’t say. He had never seen the Union general.

“Lieutenant Windover reporting as ordered, sir.”

The colonel nodded and said, “At ease, Lieutenant.”

David relaxed.

“I have been told that you have traveled extensively in Maryland, Lieutenant.”

David hesitated, wondering at the meaning behind the statement. “I suppose, sir. It depends on what you consider extensive. I have family in Frederick and Hagerstown.” His mother was originally from Frederick. His mother’s sister lived with her family in Frederick, and his mother’s brother lived with his family in Hagerstown.

“So you know middle Maryland well?”

What was the colonel getting at?

“I suppose it is relative, sir. I know it as well as any visitor.”

Colonel Collins nodded and stared intently as at David. “I hear that you are having trouble adjusting to the rigors of war.”

David shifted uneasily under the man’s gaze. He wondered what was about to happen. Maybe Donnelly was right. Was David’s time in the army about to end?

“Certain elements of it, sir,” he said.

Colonel Collins seemed to peer through him. “It is hard, no doubt. I believe war is God’s refiner’s fire. If we survive, we will all be the stronger for it.”

David just nodded.

“I have a special assignment for you, Lieutenant. I need information about what is going on in Maryland. General Jackson paths that an army can follow, and I need to suggest them,” the colonel said.

“Are we going to invade?” David asked. He knew he was out of line, but he couldn’t hide his astonishment or keep the question out of his mouth. He could understand scouting Winchester, but Maryland?

Colonel Collins’s expression didn’t betray his feelings about the orders. “Perhaps. I need to know if it’s workable. I need to know our options. Northern Virginia can’t continue to be the land where the bulk of this war is fought. The general is reluctant to use spies, but I have no reluctance against using scouts.”

“Yes, sir, but where do I come in?”

“I want you to cross the river into Maryland and explore. Find out how heavy the patrols along the river are. Find out where the people’s loyalties lie. Where are the best fords? How is the grazing? Are fields being prepared for planting? I need options for ways to cross all the way into Pennsylvania at whatever points are feasible. At the least, I would like to identify sympathizers who would help feed the army.”

“What about the C&O Canal then?” David asked.

Colonel Collins’s eyebrows arched. “Canal?”

“It runs along the river on the Union side. The boats will transport tons of grain, flour, and other crops when it opens.”

Colonel Collins nodded. “I would be interested in learning more about what those boats transport.” He paused. “Could the boats be brought across the river?”

David nodded. “At times. There is at least one place I know of where the canal opens into the river for a short distance.”

Colonel Collins scratched his beard. “This is the information I need to know about, Lieutenant.”

David realized that Jackson was contemplating flanking the Union and squeezing Washington City from the north and south. If Washington fell, so would the Union.

Colonel Collins said, “You’re educated, Lieutenant. I was told that you studied as a surveyor for a year. I’ve also been told you have your share of common sense. You can put both of those skills to use with this assignment. I want you to take two men to act as your couriers to send me dispatches of the information you gather. You will be in charge of what information is sent.”

“You want me to be a spy.”

Colonel Collins nodded slowly. “A scout, Lieutenant. Do you have a problem with that?”

“No, sir.” If he were scouting for the army, his job would be to avoid the fighting and to help the army avoid much of the fighting.

“Good. You’ll leave the day after tomorrow. You’re dismissed.”

David snapped his hand to his forehead in a salute. “Yes, sir.” He turned to leave, but then he turned back. “Colonel?”

Colonel Collins looked up. “What, Lieutenant?”

“This assignment, does it have anything to do with my problems, the ones you mentioned?”

Colonel Collins pursed his lips. “I can’t say that it didn’t play a part, but your familiarity with Maryland is more critical. I have other groups looking at other crossing points. You’re not the only one I’m sending away, if that’s what’s worrying you.”
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