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“To talk about a good slaveholder is a contradiction. A good slaveholder is a bad man.”

-William Wells Brown

There is not a more controversial figure in Civil War and Southern lore than Nathan Bedford Forrest. This work of fiction is designed to stimulate thought on the prevailing prejudices of this period of American History. A period of fifty or more years of legal pronouncements like the Missouri Compromise was part of the legislative “kicking the can down the road” which culminated in the Civil War. Depending on who you talked to, the Civil War was about the institution of slavery or states rights with current thought going with slavery. Slavery was the glue that held the South’s economy together. The plantations’ value was based on how many slaves they possessed. Cotton was the valued crop that was equivalent to today’s tech sector. It was profitable because slaves worked long hours for no pay. Cotton bales were 90% profit. This funded the Confederate States of Americas’ war effort. Can we attach our today’s judgement to rural slave owners that only knew the policies of one’s state. Nathan Bedford Forrest was brought up in a time in which life was hard. The Mississippi Delta was the frontier in 1830-1850. Land was becoming more available since the Indian Removal Act of 1830. There was still fear in the rural areas of Cherokee Indian attacks. Small groups of natives resisted the Federal governments forced removal or “Trail of Tears.” Wild animals were prevalent along with insects that carried various diseases like Typhoid, Malaria and Cholera. If that didn’t kill you then smallpox, dysentery and malnutrition would. Life was a daily question.

[image: ]

What got me interested in this subject was a visit to Memphis in the spring of 2017. The bronze statue of Nathan Bedford Forrest was still up in Health Sciences Park in midtown. My question was how they could remove a statue of a Confederate Officer that gave his all in the defense of Tennessee and Mississippi. After all, West Point still teaches many of his calvary techniques like rapid movement, dismounted calvary and utilizing terrain to conceal troop movements. One assumes it was because of his pre-war life as a slave trader and his post war secret involvement with the Ku Klux Klan. Slavery is a terrible sin against mankind and many soldiers, mostly white, lost their lives to abolish that institution. With war accolades from General Robert E. Lee, “the greatest Confederate General is a man I never seen, his name is Forrest.” General Sherman regarded Forrest as the “most remarkable though dangerous combat leader produced by the war.” Many said he was relentless in courage and ferocity and a true “prisoner of his time.”

Please while reading, examine the questions that are brought up. To focus on the question, can a single man influence the future? The focus here was his behavior up until the Battle of Shiloh, April 6-7, 1862. The other question is, can a man influence the past? Could one man’s past actions cause irreparable harm to current society? Another aspect of this novel is the question of racism. Could a man of such power have a black advisor? Having a friend that one could trust with spiritual guidance, finances and health trump one’s skin color? Lastly, the novel in a fun way explores the question of redemption. Nathan Bedford Forrest is a product of a very dark time. An invincible man who had twenty-nine horses shot from underneath him in battle, could he be redeemed? A man who became rich selling black people, could he be redeemed? Using one of my favorite books, “A Christmas Carol,” as a backdrop, all questions come into play. What would the most feared calvary officer in the Confederacy think about today’s Memphis? We know already how modern Memphis feels about him. His statue is down, his body removed.
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Dark days followed the Confederacy days after the Battle of Shiloh in April 1862. One bright spot was the recovery of Lt. Colonel Nathan Bedford Forrest from the Shiloh battlefield. A couple of rebel stragglers found the calvary commander inside Shiloh Church unconscious but alive. They escorted him to the medical facility at the College of Mississippi in Oxford. There an important man walked in. “How’s your brother doing Jeff?” asked Confederate Major General John Breckinridge. “Doctor Wilkes told me that he’s lucky to be alive. His calvary saw him blown sky high into a puff of smoke. No sign of his slave Sam, who he was riding with when that cannon ball hit. We found pieces of the horse, but the slave just evaporated,” stated Jeff. “Between you and me, that slave showed courage beyond duty saving Lt. Colonel Forrest’s life and I pray for his soul. I am here representing our C.S.A. president, Jefferson Davis, in honoring your brother, Nathan Bedford Forrest with his name on Richmond’s Roll of Honor for gallantry in battle. When he comes to, please give him this certificate. Where exactly did they find Nathan?” Sgt. Jefferson Forrest was a little apprehensive in answering the general. “Can we be frank General?” Both nodded yes. “Some stragglers found him laid out in a pew in that old wooden Shiloh Church that we passed heading towards Pittsburgh Landing. He was found in odd clothing. He was in a pink undershirt that said, “Have a Nice Day” on it. Instead of his gray riding pants he had on a pair of blue Levi’s. The only way he was identified as a Confederate was his knee-high black riding boots and his British black calvary hat. Here’s a calling card that they found in his Levi’s.” Passing it to General Breckinridge, the general responded, “All this seems extremely odd.”

The card referred to a business on Beale Street in Memphis called BB Kings House of Blues. “I lived in Memphis for years and do not recall that establishment,” Jeff doubted. “It’s a nice card with unusual print on it. Don’t know what a phone number or web site means but I’ll let intelligence look at it to see if there’s some code or sypher involved.” “One other thing General, look at this wound. Jeff rolled Nathan over on his side, exposing the wound he received at Shiloh. “Witnesses saw Nathan shot with a rifle at point blank range, lifting him up almost off his saddle. This is that wound.” General Breckinridge took a long look observing the stitches and the quickly healing wound and said, “If the Bluecoats gave this medical attention to Nathan, they are further advanced medically than we ever thought.” “Here’s the medicine that we found in his pocket. It’s called Penicillin. Have you ever heard of it?” “No, but that was a death wound if I ever saw one. Someone saved your brother’s life. If any of that medicine is saved after the Colonel is completely healed, I would like to have it examined. We lose a good 40% of our boys to infection. If this is what healed your brother so quickly, it would be a Godsend to the Confederacy. General Breckinridge shook Jeff’s hand saying, “Let me know when Nathan is conscious so we can debrief him. We need smart, brave men like him leading our troops.” Shaking hands, both Jeff and the General looked on in disbelief. “Let’s believe that God, not the union, had his hallowed hands-on Nathan. Long live this rebel son!”
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Nathan Bedford Forrest
Unidentified photographer, Public domain,
via Wikimedia Commons
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​Chapter One
A Rough Start
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The first time I met Master Forrest was way back in 44 in Hernando, Mississippi. I was the house boy for his Uncle Jonathan Forrest, cleaning and carrying feed bags at his livery stable and general store. Master Nathan was just a few moons older than me, about sixteen. He was dirt-poor, just like me. Unlike me, Master had a gaze of an old man. Steely gray eyes, strong wiry body and the demeanor of a razorback hog. They say when his Pa died, he had to take care of all them little Forrest’s, Mama Mariam too. That makes a young man old quick. I’d say Nate was about six foot tall, full of muscle. There was a story that Nathan’s mom was attacked by a black panther in a creek bed. Young Nate, after treating his mom’s wounds, grabbed his two dogs and tracked down that cat. That big cat became dog food after Nate got through with him.

About six months later, I was sweeping the general store floor when two intimidating Matlock brothers walked in. I hid in the corner, shaking, knowing the reputation of these bad men. They’d skin a black boy like me quicker than a white-tailed deer if I crossed them. Uncle Jonathan, who was also the local constable, apparently charged a Matlock friend too much for a legal bond and they began to argue. The older Matlock, with a long gray beard, pulled out a pistol and shot Jonathan right between the eyes. As Jonathan slumped to the ground, Master came out of the back room with his two-shot pistol. Both shots had to count, and they did. The older Matlock took a bullet to the head and the one-eyed, with a patch Matlock took a shot to the heart. As Master looked down at the blood on the floor, a third Matlock stormed in, and him and Nate started tangling. Matlock was trying his best to wrestle his gun from the holster, with Nate countering his every move. It was man fighting boy, a wild boar of a boy. Twice Masters size, Nate began tiring and let loose of the holster. With no hesitation, I slid the sharp pocketknife that I used opening the feed bags across the floor. Within reach, Master grabbed the knife and with one sweeping move cut the younger Matlock’s throat from ear to ear. Matlock convulsed on the floor holding his throat. Looking Master in the eye, he wiggled no more. Getting up, Master shook the blood from his hands and focused approval for me in the corner. That began our lifelong journey.

Master Nate grew up in a poor white family. The family shack in Hernando, Mississippi was in miserable shape. The front had two openings for windows with no coverings. On one side, the wood foundation had gaps that would cause the wind to rush in. The floor was hardened with dirt. My momma’s slave quarters at the Montgomery plantation were better. Mama’s house had two rooms, a fireplace and two entrances. It could accommodate up to twelve people and a dog. It was much better than Master’s shack. Master Montgomery loaned me out to Master Jonathan Forrest, who recently died. After Nate was offered an overseer’s job at the Montgomery plantation, I became Master Nate’s personal slave in charge of the livery. Within months, Nate was offered the head crew boss job at Master Montgomery’s plantation. It was a very important position that involved organizing Negroes into work crews and getting the necessary cotton quotas. Spanish explorer Hernando de Soto, who the town is named for, came to Mississippi looking for gold. Cotton was gold now. You must know that Nate was brought up hard. When his blacksmith Pa died, Nate, being the oldest at sixteen, had to care for his younger brothers and sisters. I don’t know much about his Mama, but she went missing at times.

The fever killed two younger brothers and two sisters, one being his twin sister Fannie. Nate caught the fever but continued cutting wood for warmth and cooking broth to keep the remaining children alive. I remember walking by one day and saw Master standing stoic over a freshly dug grave. A tear was in his eye. Sweating and skinny as a rail, it might have been the only time I’ve seen Master showing emotion. He had a fever too. Seeing his pale little sister go down to skin and bones, shivering, sweating; had to get to him. Typhoid starts out with a fever, chills and a terrible headache. Once delirium set in, it progresses to severe stomach pain and diarrhea. To see four of his siblings die horrible deaths, hardened young Nate. Even sick, Nate got good at shooting. He could knock a red-tailed squirrel off a branch at two hundred paces with his dad’s old long bore. Dragging a freshly killed buck, sweating with the fever, he kept on going. Nate was quiet. Crawling on his belly, the leaves wouldn’t make a sound. Master could sneak up on a bear, if any were left in the valley. Soon, all of Hernando knew of Nates disposition, character, and promise. Mariam Forrest remarried to a good man, a lawman, and she re-took responsibility for the surviving young ones. This freed up Nate to pursue his own path. In Hernando, Master excelled at that job at the Montgomery plantation and prospered.

My name is Sam. I was born on the Montgomery plantation. My momma is still there. They call her Elsa. I get to see her once a week on a Sunday I believe with Master’s permission. Nate went with me once to visit momma. Slave law stated that Masters could break up black families at will, yet parents did what they could to show love to their children. Momma found joy in the few hours they had to themselves as a black community. Music and religion filled the slave quarters when white surveillance wasn’t around. Mom loved Sundays because the overseers were not watching. Nate didn’t go in but saw momma clapping to the music played by Old Joe’s bent harmonica. She sang the old Negro spirituals with vigor. Everyone was happy and thankful. Master Nate was probably thinking about his own happiness, for he seemed a little down. I see Ma in the fields working but can’t talk to her. She’s skinny, missing a few teeth but otherwise healthy. I didn’t know my daddy. Momma said they were separated, coming off the boat somewhere near Memphis. He got bought by an awful man and Master told me it was a plantation in the red clay area of Alabama. That’s all he cared to tell. I’m as tall as Master Nate but nowhere near as strong. I take care of the crew’s horses and fetch water and lunch for them. Master is starting to be quite the horseman. He can ride with saddle, bareback and even sideways. Horses are slaves just like me, so I can relate to them. I give them names like General, Blackie, Rebel and Moon.

All the horses are different, each with their own personality. Moons like me, a dreamer, not a fighter. Master Nate don’t name horses. In fact, he only calls me Sam at night when he wants to learn to read. He knows that Miss Mary, Montgomery’s daughter, gives me a book to read every now and then. She’s an older child, not quite an adult, with long flowing red hair, a pleasant face and pale skin. Miss Mary is a few years younger than me and Nate. Slaves aren’t supposed to read but Miss Mary seems to like me. When she can, she’ll meet me in the horse barn and help me read a bit. I pass on what I learn to Nate because he wants to learn too. My master is getting better at reading but needs some work on his spelling and writing. Unlike Master, I can read a paragraph and recite it, word for word. An old book, dog-eared with yellow pages was all we had to read. It was a story about a man changing by Dickens. We mainly use it to work on our reading. It’s called a Christmas Carol.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Two
A Star Is Born
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Nate started buying Negroes for Master Montgomery. Old Joe, an old black man, collapsed in the field yesterday. None of the black folk know how old they are. They just know how many hot summers they’ve spent at the Montgomery plantation. Old Joe has been here forty summers, so he must be at least sixty years old. Master Nate was going to beat him for laying down sick but had a change of heart. He asked Master Montgomery to buy a couple new field hands so Old Joe could move into the house staff. “Mornin’, Mr. Montgomery. I appreciate ya taking Old Joe inside, but we got a situation down in the cotton fields. The cotton yield ain’t meetin’ the quota this week and with the weather as it is, I’m thinking we may need two young pickers and a third Negro for heavy lifting. Since moving Old Joe, we’ll need extra help to meet our quota.” “Understood Nathan. Well, we can’t afford to fall behind, not with the cotton prices climbin’. Make sure the hands know that we need every bale. If this heat wave is causin’ trouble, then so be it. If young Negros’s can help get that quota, let’s do it. Tomorrow, you can go to Memphis and get me three good ones. One strong one for the heavy lifting and two for picking. Make sure to stay around the seven hundred each, like we discussed.”

I saw the two men shake hands and go in separate directions. I’m going with Master Nate to Memphis. I never been to Memphis, but I have heard a lot about it. There are blocks of wooden homes and dirt roads sloping up into the downtown area. Lots of people were in the city, about ten thousand. The slave market we are attending is on the banks of the Mississippi River. Nate wants to get an older Mandingo, mature around thirty and two younger slaves to make up for Old Joe. In the stable, I got Blackie and Moon ready for the trip. I loaded the saddlebag with a receipt book and a couple of pencils for figuring and note taking. Hard tack for nourishment and blankets were placed next, leaving room for his shotgun. I’m sure Nate will wear his M1850 Colt revolver. I pity the fool that would try to rob Master Nate. We’re leaving early in the morn, so it’s time for some shut eye. Memphis is a day’s ride over rough terrain.

Lordy, I cannot believe my eyes, it’s Memphis! Never seen so many people scurrying about. We checked in Blackie and Moon in the stable on Main Street and proceeded down a steep embankment to the mighty Mississippi. The river looks mighty full today. One can hardly see across it. A little way off the bank is a small island where they unload them poor Negroes. Most have on just under garments and leg irons. Men, some women and children, about a hundred or so, headed down to the auctioneer’s block. It’s stifling hot, sending a hot wall of sewer stench and stagnant water vapor down the wharf. Mosquitoes in swarms congregated near the beach head. It had to be a hundred degrees out here. Master Nate looked like an up-and-coming slave trader. He’s bigger now, about six foot two inches with a slim muscular build. Masters face was maturing too. Master's high cheekbones and broad forehead gave him a serious look. His eyes are piercing. Sporting a new white cotton shirt, longer coal black hair and black facial hair, his Colt holster positioned to the right. He is just a handsome specimen. “Write down Sam all the ones we bid on and who wins. Remember we got a budget to stick to.” Nate wiggled up to the closest row in front of the show stage. It was here that they paraded all the Negroes in front of at least twenty men of all types. I assume they are slave masters like Nate. The auctioneer was tall and thin with a pale face. He was wearing a top hat with sweat dripping down his face, soaking in his cotton shirt. Turning to Nate, “You seem like a nice young man. What’s your business here?” “My name is Bedford Forrest from the Montgomery plantation outside Hernando.” Everything went quiet as a London church mouse. The whole front row turned to
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