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Told from the point of view of an ordinary foot soldier, this personal memoir has been hailed as
one of the liveliest, wittiest, and most significant commentaries ever written on the Civil
War.Among the plethora of books about the Civil War, Company Aytch stands out for its uniquely
personal view of the events as related by a most engaging writer—a man with Twain-like talents
who served as a foot soldier for four long years in the Confederate army.Samuel Rush Watkins
was a private in the confederate Army, a twenty-one-year-old Southerner from Tennessee who
knew about war but had never experienced it firsthand. With the immediacy of a dispatch from
the front lines, here are Watkins' firsthand observations and recollections, from combat on the
battlefields of Shiloh and Chickamauga to encounters with Stonewall Jackson and Robert E.
Lee, from the tedium of grueling marches to the terror of fellow soldiers' deaths, from breaking
bread with a Georgia family to confronting the enemy eye to eye.By turns humorous and
harrowing, fervent and philosophical, Company Aytch offers a rare and exhilarating glimpse of
the Civil War through the eyes of a man who lived it—and lived to tell about it.This edition of
Company Aytch also contains six previously uncollected articles by Sam Watkins, plus other
valuable supplementary materials, including a map and period illustrations, a glossary of
technical and military terms, a chronology of events, a concise history of Watkins's regiment, a
biographical directory of individuals mentioned in the narrative, and geographic and topical
indexes. 

About the AuthorTed Kamieniak graduated from University of Mary Washington in
Fredericksburg in 1998 with a degree in historic preservation. He has been involved extensively
in the Fredericksburg history and preservation movements and writes history articles for The
Free Lance-Star, the local newspaper.
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YORK 10014.ACKNOWLEDGMENTSSeveral people have been essential in seeing this edition
into print. Without the kind intercession of David Madden of the Civil War Center at Louisiana
State University, and his enthusiasm for the book, I might not have met Hugh Rawson of Penguin
Books. Rawson quickly fell under the charm of Watkins and saw the potential for a well-edited
modern text. Student assistant Robin L. Silberman and academic secretary Susan G.
Timberlake were thoughtful collaborators in transcribing the manuscript, and Nancy B. Newins
and the Randolph-Macon College Library reference staff helped track many an elusive detail.
Daniel McCaffrey lent his expertise in translating the Latin quotations. The support of the college
administration, especially President Roger H. Martin, as always, is appreciated. To Donária I
remain grateful for wishes fulfilled and many more to come.INTRODUCTIONThe name Samuel
Rush Watkins is not one you will find entered in the major encyclopedias of the South or the Civil
War, nor will you find it indexed in most of the extensive historical chronicles of that event in
American history. He was a bit forgetful when it came to names and dates in his one published
book, which historian Bell Irvin Wiley said had “a number of limitations and deficiencies. The fact
of his working solely from memory caused him to make some errors of detail. His prejudices
sometimes led to distortions. . . . Watkins sometimes reports as direct quotations long excerpts
from prayers and speeches which he admittedly did not write down at the time and he could not
have remembered after twenty years. Some of the instances which he relates have the flavor of
tall tales.” Another historian, Roy P. Basler, has taken note of Watkins’s “minor inaccuracies in the
recording of names and recollections of precise dates. . . .” Yet when writers want local color and
memorable firsthand comments by a literate witness, they turn to Watkins. Every segment of The
Civil War, the acclaimed 1990 television series by Ken Burns, included quotations from
Watkins’s comments and observations (the published text by Geoffrey C. Ward includes over
twenty), and the multivolume Time-Life series The Civil War quoted from him more than a dozen
times.It is, indeed, not the history but the quotability and engaging personality of Sam Watkins
that has kept his book in print since it first appeared under the title of “Co. Aytch,” Maury Grays,
First Tennessee Regiment; or, A Side Show of the Big Show. First published serially in his
hometown newspaper, the Columbia Herald, beginning May 13, 1881, and continuing through
1882, the columns were promptly collected and issued by the Cumberland Presbyterian
Publishing House of Nashville in an edition of 2,000 in both hardcover and paperback. The
reputation of the book was so strong after the first edition was exhausted that in 1900 another
edition of 2,000 copies was issued by the Chattanooga Times with a few minor changes. The
demand for copies of “Co. Aytch” among collectors during the next half century led to the
publication of a facsimile reprint of the 1900 edition by the McCowat-Mercer Press of Jackson,
Tennessee, in 1952 with an introduction by Bell Irvin Wiley, an index, and illustrations drawn from
photographic archives. A popular paperback edition appeared in 1962 in the Collier Books Civil
War Classics series with an introduction by Roy P. Basler, and in 1982 a facsimile reprint of the
first edition was issued by the Press of Morningside Bookshop in Dayton, Ohio, with an
introduction by Lee A. Wallace, Jr., an index, and further contemporary photographs.Sam



Watkins’ “Co. Aytch” is a personal memoir of his experiences in the Civil War that has been
acclaimed by his admirers as a lively and witty commentary on the war and for its significance
from the unusual point of view of an ordinary Southern foot soldier. Watkins had a way with
words, and he invested his memoirs with a high degree of literary artistry and narrative skill. His
uses of irony, humor, metaphor, imagery, fable, and description compare favorably with such
authors as Stephen Crane, Ambrose Bierce, and others who created works of fiction about the
Civil War. An examination of the literary qualities of “Co. Aytch” raises issues about the fictionality
of fact and the factuality of fiction. Can one write a primary historical document that has the
characteristics of fiction, and what does that tell us about the nature of the literary act and its
relation to reality?The details of the life and career of Sam Watkins suggest little about his
acquaintance with literature or the sources of his inspiration as a writer. He was born on June 26,
1829, near Columbia, Tennessee, on a farm owned by his father, who came originally from
Henrico County, Virginia, and his mother, whose parents came from North Carolina. Aside from
the fact that he worked his father’s land, we know only that in his youth he clerked at the general
store owned by S. F. and J. M. Mayes in Columbia, suggesting some rudimentary instruction in
mathematics, but we know nothing definite of his early education. He did attend, however,
Jackson College in Columbia, which burned in 1862 and did not reopen after the war. No doubt
here he studied the classics, theology, rhetoric, and the standard fare at such schools for young
men of the time (a quotation from Vergil’s Aeneid, 2.5-6, appears on the title page of “Co. Aytch,”
which suggests some acquaintance with classical literature; it can be translated as: “which most
wretched things I myself saw and was myself a great part of them”).At the age of twenty-one, in
the spring of 1861, when it appeared that Tennessee was about to secede and war was certain,
Sam Watkins joined his neighborhood friends and enlisted first in the Bigby Grays on April 20
and later the Maury Grays on May 15, then being organized as Company H of the First
Tennessee Infantry Regiment. When word came that Virginia had been invaded, the First
Tennessee voted to join their forces. Thus Sam first saw action in September with the Army of
North-western Virginia under General Robert E. Lee, whom he would describe as a kind, courtly,
and charismatic man: “I fell in love with the old gentleman,” said Watkins, after speaking with
him, “and felt like going home with him.”As we witness by the narrative of “Co. Aytch,” Watkins
would fight through some of the most difficult battles of the Civil War. Service at Shiloh was
followed by Corinth, Perryville, Murfreesboro, Shelbyville, Chattanooga, Chickamauga,
Missionary Ridge, the Hundred Days’ Battles, and the Atlanta, Jonesboro, Franklin, and
Nashville campaigns. He was wounded three times—at Murfreesboro, Atlanta, and Nashville—
but always recovered to reenter the fray. Out of the original 3,150 men who formed the Army of
Tennessee, and the 1,950 recruits and conscripts who joined them, only 125 officers and men
remained when the war was concluded in 1865. Out of the 120 men who enlisted with Watkins in
Company H in 1861, he was one of only seven survivors.It was during the lull following the
bloody battle at Murfreesboro that young Watkins took French leave for three days to visit his
fiancée, Virginia Jane Mayes, in Columbia. He escaped court-martial with only a forfeiture of four



months’ pay. He returned to marry her on September 5, 1865, and settled down to married life, a
succession of eight children, and divided his time between farming and running a general store.
In April 1881, he began to devote his evenings and early mornings to writing. Before his death on
July 20, 1901, at the age of sixty-two, Watkins had written or published in addition to “Co. Aytch”
a quantity of articles for magazines and newspapers about his Civil War experiences. He
seemed possessed by a keen desire to tell about the war from the ground up, as it appeared to a
man who lived, fought, and survived one of the worst conflicts in human history.In a letter to the
editor of The Southern Bivouac dated September 10, 1883, Watkins outlined a remarkably
balanced view of the war with little bias or romantic nostalgia:No selfish purpose or sordid
motive guided the men who fell in that unequal contest. They went to death as cheerfully as the
old reformers who sang a hymn on the eve of the battle, or our forefathers who fought for the
broad principles of liberty at the battle of Cowpens, King’s Mountain, and Yorktown, over a
hundred years ago. They were men of the same kith and kin as the men who fought under
General Jackson, and those who marched across the alkaline plains of Mexico, and planted the
stars and stripes on the halls of the Montezumas. Who can say that our fallen comrades were
less patriotic or entitled to less honor? No costly enclosure, no glittering shaft, no forms in
marble molded by the classic hand of art mark their last resting-place. No sentries save the trees
that grow in God’s free air, and the stars that glitter in the heavens at night keep watch over their
lowly graves. The birds, insects, and gentle breezes sing their requiem. Heroic and brave in war,
in time of peace they became the best citizens; and if the adjustment of political and sectional
questions had been left to those who wore the blue and the gray, complete reconciliation and
good feeling would have long ago pervaded our land. The true Confederate soldier today loves
the Union as much as he who fought under the stars and stripes.The entire book is given a
literary framework from the start. Watkins begins the narrative with what amounts to a fable
about the war, which posits both the absurdity of it and his own balanced view of the outcome.
He tells of a time when one William L. Yancey began to promote the “strange and peculiar notion
that the sun rose in the east and set in the west, and that the compass pointed north and south.”
Many people who believed that “the United States of America had no north, no south, no east,
no west” argued against this notion, including the Puritans, “Horrors” Greeley, and Charles
Sumner, and soon all the people were “gouging and biting” over the argument. The two sides
elected Jeff Davis and Abe Lincoln captains and fell to fighting. “Abe’s side got the best of the
argument,” and now “the sun rises over the hills and sets over the mountains, the compass just
points up and down, and we can laugh now at the absurd notion of there being a north and a
south.” Instead now “we are one and undivided.” The irony of the conclusion is clear, that
Watkins believes that it will take more than a war to eradicate regionalism in the United States,
but by reducing the conflict to a neighborhood scrap, he also undercuts any justification for the
thousands of lives lost in the struggle. He appears to side too with those who argued that the war
was basically a conflict between two economic systems, one agricultural and the other industrial,
over the fate of the nation.That Watkins was fighting to preserve slavery seems not to have been



a major preoccupation of his, which is not to say that he was free of the racial prejudices of the
time. While he avoids much of the racial mythology about blacks and expresses no overt hostility
toward them, he describes them in the typical Southern paternalistic way, as in his portraits of
Uncle Zack and Aunt Daphne of Dalton, Georgia, who were hired to wash his clothes. One thing
Watkins found to admire in this elderly and apparently free couple was their conversational skills,
especially Zack’s ability to spin tall tales. Watkins himself owned no slaves, although he laments
this fact at one point when he learns of a new law passed by the Confederate congress that
allowed any soldier owning more than twenty slaves to return home.The second framing device
is to envision the war as a circus. The title page calls his account “A Side Show to the Big Show,”
an image that is returned to in the conclusion: “The curtain is rung down, the foot-lights are put
out, the audience has all left and gone home, the seats are vacant, and the cold walls are silent.”
Thus the pomp and circumstance of battle, the posturings and assertions of patriotism, amount
to no more than the antics of the clown and the tumblings of the acrobat in a stage show at the
circus. Both the opening fable and this sustained metaphor work effectively to establish an
attitude and point of view for both the narrator and the reader.At the time Watkins was writing in
1881, American literature was moving largely under the influence of realism. While such writers
as William Dean Howells and Henry James felt that the writer should devote himself to
describing the tasteful and the beautiful in the world of daily life, others such as Ambrose Bierce,
Stephen Crane, Hamlin Garland, Kate Chopin, and Frank Norris would later move the focus
directly on the tragic aspects of life and paint a sometimes horrifying view of man fighting a
hostile, mechanical world of injustice and sudden death. In attempting to describe his
experiences in what he called an “unholy and uncalled for war,” Watkins instinctively adopted the
methods of realism and spared the reader nothing in describing the horror and brutality of the
battlefield.It is interesting to compare the way Bierce and Watkins describe one of the same
engagements at which both were witnesses, the bloody battle of Chickamauga. Bierce’s story
“Chickamauga,” written around 1889, over twenty-five years after the event, adopts the strategy
of limiting the point of view to that of a six-year-old deaf and mute child who has wandered onto
the battlefield by mistake, before moving to a larger adult perspective to render ironic judgment
on the carnage. The child mistakes wounded soldiers dragging themselves to a creek for water
as bearlike but gentle creatures with whom he can play:He now approached one of these
crawling figures from behind and with an agile movement mounted it astride. The man sank
upon his breast, recovered, flung the small boy fiercely to the ground as an unbroken colt might
have done, then turned upon him a face that lacked a lower jaw—from the upper teeth to the
throat was a great red gap fringed with hanging shreds of flesh and splinters of bone.In his
chapter on Chickamauga, Watkins includes a strikingly similar image in describing the aftermath
of battle as he walks across the field of slaughter:Men were lying where they fell, shot in every
conceivable part of the body. Some with their entrails torn out and still hanging to them and piled
up on the ground beside them, and they still alive. Some with their under jaw torn off, and
hanging by a fragment of skin to their cheeks, with their tongues lolling from their mouth, and



they trying to talk.The difference here, of course, is that Bierce has couched his scene of horror
within the comfortable context of a piece of fiction, even though the rude juxtaposition of a young
child witnessing this offers its own unsettling contrast. Watkins gives us his view exactly as he
witnessed it, and we are both repelled and attracted by the sight, as we would be by a
photograph of a mutilation from which we are unable to divert our eyes. Bierce, of course,
witnessed Chickamauga from the position of a topographical officer on the sidelines, while
Watkins was there on the field participating in the bloodshed. For those who know this, it lends
an element of authenticity to Watkins, but in any case, his passage is at least equally compelling
and powerful. It could be argued too that Bierce’s use of a child is rather contrived and appeals
too strongly to the sentimental side of the reader, while Watkins resorts to no easy emotion other
than unadulterated horror.The great American fictional classic of the Civil War is, of course, The
Red Badge of Courage by Stephen Crane, written in 1893 and published in 1895 and based
only on extensive reading in books about the war. There are so many parallels between “Co.
Aytch” and The Red Badge that I suspect Watkins’ book must have been among those read by
the young author born six years after the war was over. I will suggest only a few.Like the fictional
Henry Fleming in Crane’s novel, when Sam Watkins is as yet uninitiated in battle, he feels envy
for those who have encountered “war, the blood swollen god” and wear their wounds proudly:Ah,
how we envied those that were wounded. We thought at that time that we would have given a
thousand dollars to have been in the battle, and to have had our arm shot off, so we could have
returned home with an empty sleeve.Crane offers the same idea more succinctly:At times he
regarded the wounded soldiers in an envious way. He conceived persons with torn bodies to be
peculiarly happy. He wished that he, too, had a wound, a red badge of courage.Except for the
final felicitous image, which gave the book its title, Watkins’ style is as simple and as direct as
that of Crane.One of the most famous and often explicated images in Crane’s novel is the final
line of chapter nine: “The red sun was pasted in the sky like a wafer.” Watkins also had his own
red sun as a silent witness of the ravages of men: “The sun was poised above us, a great red
ball, sinking slowly in the west, yet the scene of battle and carnage continued.”The most
frequently discussed figure in The Red Badge is the tall soldier, Jim Conklin, who lurches
through chapter nine in a comalike state, incoherently conversing with Henry, finally to collapse
into a death tremor. Henry reports, “As the flap of the blue jacket fell away from the body, he
could see that the side looked as if it had been chewed by wolves.” Watkins has a very similar
experience with an equally spectral figure at Murfreesboro:As I went back to the field hospital, I
overtook another man walking along. I do not know to what regiment he belonged, but I
remember of first noticing that his left arm was entirely gone. His face was as white as a sheet.
The breast and sleeve of his coat had been torn away, and I could see the frazzled end of his
shirt-sleeve, which appeared to be sucked into the wound. I looked at it pretty close, and said
“Great God!” for I could see his heart throb, and the respiration of his lungs. I was filled with
wonder and horror at the sight. He was walking along, when all at once he dropped down and
died without a struggle or a groan.Finally, Watkins frequently reflects on the tranquility of nature,



which serves as a reminder of continuity in the scheme of things and the futile efforts of man to
wreak havoc on this world, as in his final paragraph:The tale is told. The world moves on, the sun
shines as brightly as before, the flowers bloom as beautifully, the birds sing their carols as
sweetly, the trees nod and bow their leafy tops as if slumbering in the breeze, . . . and the scene
melts and gradually disappears forever.Crane is a bit more explicit:As he gazed around him the
youth felt a flash of astonishment at the blue, pure sky and the sun gleaming on the trees and
fields. It was surprising that Nature had gone tranquilly on with her golden process in the midst of
so much devilment.And like Watkins, Crane’s final line rests with nature: “Over the river a golden
ray of sun came through the hosts of leaden rain clouds.”These and additional parallels suggest
that “Co. Aytch” may have served as a source or is at least an analogue for Crane’s novel, but I
do not mean to suggest that Watkins is Crane’s equal as a writer. Crane’s wonderfully concise,
poetically vivid, and psychologically accurate prose is one of the treasures of American
literature. Both resorted to similar images and ideas, however, and Watkins has his own power
deriving from an ability to describe his actual experience without the adornment and romantic
distancing characteristic of most commentators on the Civil War. Both give us an unadorned
realism in prose, but one writes history and the other fiction.Watkins also provides us with
scenes and events that, as far as I know, have no parallels in the fiction of his time. For example,
there is the macabre story of the Rebel deserter and turncoat named Rowland who arrived at his
place of execution to find his grave full of water and asked for a drink from it because “he had
heard that water was very scarce in hell, and it would be the last he would ever drink.” A more
touching execution, and several are described in detail, is that of two Yankee spies who turn out
to be boys of sixteen and fourteen. When the younger begins to cry and plead for his life, “the
older one kicked him, and told him to stand up and show the Rebels how a Union man could die
for his country.” As they dangled from the ropes, Watkins noted, “I turned off sick at heart.” Such
stories could easily fit a fictional context, except Watkins tells us they actually
happened.Perhaps the most engaging element in Watkins’ book is his sense of humor and irony,
which becomes evident whether he is talking about a louse race among the gambling soldiers,
eating rats in hungry desperation, jeering a deserting officer, or ridiculing a chaplain who exhorts
the men to die and “sup tonight in Paradise” but runs when the bombs begin to fall as the
soldiers shout, “The parson isn’t hungry, and never eats supper.” He could also capture with a
gentle sense of comic self-deprecation one of his own social faux pas at the dinner table of a
Chattanooga family with two handsome daughters in attendance. The food is abundant and
good, but then the mother tells a daughter to pass the butter to Watkins, which he refuses
because his plate is full:Now, there is nothing that will offend a lady so quick as to refuse to take
butter when handed to you. . . . If you don’t eat butter, it is an insult; if you eat too much, she will
make your ears burn after you have left. It is a regulator of society; it is a civilizer; it is a luxury
and a delicacy that must be touched and handled with care and courtesy on all occasions.
Should you desire to get on the good side of a lady, just give a broad, sweeping, slathering
compliment to her butter. It beats kissing the dirty-faced baby; it beats anything. Too much praise



cannot be bestowed upon the butter, be it good, bad, or indifferent to your notions of things, but
to her, her butter is always good, superior, excellent. I did not know this characteristic of the
human female at the time, or I would have taken a delicate slice of butter. Here is a sample of the
colloquy that followed:“Mister, have some butter?”“Not any at present, thank you, madam.”“Well,
I insist upon it; our butter is nice.”“O, I know it’s nice, but my plate is full, thank you.”“Well, take
some anyhow.”One of the girls spoke up and said:“Mother, the gentleman don’t wish
butter.”“Well, I want him to know that our butter is clean, anyhow.”“Well, madam, if you insist
upon it, there is nothing that I love so well as warm biscuit and butter. I’ll thank you for the butter.”I
dive in. I go in a little too heavy. The old lady hints in a delicate way that they sold butter. I dive in
heavier. That cake of butter was melting like snow in a red hot furnace. The old lady says, “We
sell butter to the soldiers at a mighty good price.”I dive in afresh. She says, “I get a dollar a pound
for that butter,” and I remark with a good deal of nonchalance, “Well, madam, it is worth it,” and I
dive in again. I did not marry one of the girls.Such a passage is an excellent example of how
effectively Watkins handles dialogue, characterization, and humor to dramatic effect.Over and
over again in the course of his book, Watkins cautions us along these lines: “Please remember,
patient reader, that I write entirely from memory. I have no data or diary or anything to go by, and
memory is a peculiar faculty.” Readers who want descriptions of the battles from the larger
perspective of leaders and officers should look elsewhere: “I know nothing of history. See the
histories for grand movements and military maneuvers. I can only tell of what I saw and how I
felt,” and he adds, “I only write of the under strata of history; in other words, the privates’ history—
as I saw things then, and remember them now.” But as Roy P. Basler has observed, whatever his
failures to remember names and dates, “his historical perspective was sounder than that of
many more important but far less intelligent men who occupied posts of high responsibility in the
years 1861-1865.” As for the events themselves, Watkins affirmed, “every word of this is true, as
is everything in this book.”The British historian Herbert Butterfield suggested in his essay The
Historical Novel that “history cannot come so near to human hearts and human passions as a
good novel can; its very fidelity to facts makes it not perhaps less true to life, but farther away
from the heart of things.” Watkins’ piece of personal history then moves toward fiction in its
reflections on “human hearts and human passions” in conflict, which take us to the heart of the
absurd experience of war. Effective fiction, however, according to Butterfield also possesses a
historical sensibility:It is when the reader can feel that the things that are being related actually
took place, and that the man about whom the stories are being told really lived although stories
about him may not all be true; it is when the thread of incident in the novel, as well as what might
be called the texture of the book, can in some way be called “historical,” that the work is most
effective in its grip on actuality.“Co. Aytch” clearly has, then, the narrative power of fiction about
which Butterfield speaks, and we come to know and believe Sam Watkins as a real person, not
because he was but because of the dramatic appeal of his literary ability as a writer.In an essay
on the question, “Why do we read fiction?,” Robert Penn Warren once wrote:The answer is
simple. We read it because we like it. And we like it because fiction, as an image of life,



stimulates and gratifies our interest in life. But whatever interest may be appealed by fiction, the
special and immediate interest that takes us to fiction is always our interest in a story.A story is
not merely an image of life, but life in motion—specifically, the presentation of individual
characters moving through their particular experiences to some end that we may accept as
meaningful. And the experience that is characteristically presented in a story is that of facing a
problem, a conflict. To put it bluntly: no conflict, no story.Viewed from this perspective, “Co.
Aytch” has all the appeal of fiction. Sam Watkins is a character moving through a meaningful
action within the greatest possible conflict in American history—one that spelled the fate of the
nation.A work like “Co. Aytch” compels us to reconsider the artificial boundaries between history
and fiction. This is a work that hews to the truth of an individual experience as humanly possible
and provides a realistic portrayal of human nature at its most noble and despicable. It is a
primary historical document of the first order: balanced, objective, and truthful. Because of
Watkins’ skills as a writer—a realist, a humorist, and a stylist of unusual ability—his book has the
appeal of fiction and engages our interest as effectively and fully as does any well-crafted story
or novel. His book deserves to be read alongside fictional accounts of the Civil War because of
the authenticity of the experience it portrays and the talent it reflects. In this case the fictionality
of fact matches the factuality of fiction.M. Thomas IngeWorks CitedBasler, Roy P. Introduction to
“Co. Aytch”: A Side Show of the Big Show. New York: Collier Books, 1962.Bierce, Ambrose. The
Collected Writings of Ambrose Bierce. New York: Citadel Press, 1946.Butterfield, Herbert. The
Historical Novel: An Essay. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1924.Crane, Stephen.
Prose and Poetry. New York: Library of America, 1984.Editors of Time-Life Books. The Civil War.
28 vols. Alexandria, Va.: Time-Life Books, 1987.Wallace, Lee A., Jr. Introduction to “Co. Aytch,”
Maury Grays, First Tennessee Regiment; or, A Side Show of the Big Show. Dayton, Ohio: Press
of Morningside Bookshop, 1982.Ward, Geoffrey C. The Civil War: An Illustrated History. New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1990.Warren, Robert Penn. “Why Do We Read Fiction?” In New and
Selected Essays. New York: Random House, 1989.Watkins, Sam. R. “Co. Aytch,” Maury Grays,
First Tennessee Regiment; or, A Side Show of the Big Show. Nashville: Cumberland
Presbyterian Publishing House, 1882.———. “Letter from Tennessee.” The Southern Bivouac 2
(September 1883): 29-30.Wiley, Bell Irvin. Introduction to “Co. Aytch,” Maury Grays, First
Tennessee Regiment; or A Side Show of the Big Show. Jackson, Tenn.: McCowat-Mercer Press,
1952.TEXTUAL NOTEThis edition of “Co. Aytch” is based on the first edition with typographical
errors corrected. When the original text spelled a word two different ways, these have been
made consistent. After the publication of his one book in 1882, Sam Watkins contributed several
sketches to issues of The Southern Bivouac and Confederate Veteran magazines, as well as to
his local newspaper. No manuscripts are known to exist. Six of these sketches have been
recovered and are collected here for the first time. For the most part, these pieces are
expansions or retellings of events already recounted in the text of his book, but Watkins also
relates several new incidents, so they serve as appropriate additions to his engaging first-person
narrative of men at war.Franklin and Ruth Fulton Collection1861 vs. 1882“ CO. AYTCH,”MAURY



GRAYS.FIRST TENNESSEE REGIMENT;OR,A SIDE SHOW OF THE BIG SHOW.BY SAM. R.
WATKINSCOLUMBIA, TENN.“Quaeque ipse miscrima vidi,Et quorum pars magna fui.”TO THE
MEMORYOF MY DEADCOMRADES OFTHE MAURY GRAYS,AND THE FIRST TENNESSEE
REGIMENT, WHO DIEDIN DEFENSE OF SOUTHERN HOMES AND LIBERTIES;ALSO TO MY
LIVING COMRADES, NEARLY ALL OFWHOM SHED THEIRBLOOD IN DEFENSEOF THE
SAMECAUSE, THIS BOOKIS RESPECTFULLYDEDICATED BY THEAUTHOR.PREFACE“Co.
Aytch.”—This week’s Herald contains the last number of “Co. Aytch” that will be published in the
paper.The Generals, and President, and Vice-President, and other high officials have published
their accounts of the war, but Sam Watkins is the first high private who has written up the
common soldier side of the matter. In the big, gilt-edge books, the Generals, the President, and
the Vice-President, tell about their plans, their battles, their retreats, their measures, and their
ideas, and not a word about what the poor, sore-footed, hungry, and naked soldier felt. In “Co.
Aytch,” we see the old “webfoot,” dressed in a dirty, greasy, gray suit—or rather non-suit—a
cotton blanket thrown across his shoulder, and fastened under his cartridge-box belt; a greasy,
dirty haversack hanging down—very thin and flabby; with shoes of untanned leather. There he
goes, footsore, tired, and hungry, but chipper and sassy, and ready for the battle. In “Co. Aytch”
we see this same “webfoot” in camp, cooking his rations—corn meal bread, corn meal coffee,
corn meal soup, blue beef, with not an eye of grease on it. He lies down on the cold ground, in an
old thin blanket, and shivers through the night. In “Co. Aytch,” we hear this “webfoot” talking to his
comrades, cheering their drooping spirits, discussing the situation, defending the General,
hoping for final victory, and a glorious return home to father, mother, and sweetheart. In “Co.
Aytch” we see this same “webfoot,” hungry, ragged, dirty, and footsore, “on the battle’s perilous
edge,” the light of victory in his eye, a gun with a gleaming bayonet in his hands, springing
forward like a deer, a ringing shout upon his lips, rushing up to the breastworks, behind which
belch Napoleon guns and volleys of musketry; see him cross the abattis at a bound; see him as
he stands upon the enemy’s ramparts, shouting victory! In “Co. Aytch” we see this same
“webfoot” shot down by a minnie ball, and lying cold and stark in death, and thrown into a
common shallow grave, unhonored, unknown, and unsung, far away from fond loved ones. In
“Co. Aytch” we see other soldiers, driven by hunger, stealing hogs, others deserting and going
home. All this we see in “Co. Aytch.” Every old soldier, and every son of an old soldier, should
have a copy of it.—Columbia Herald.CHAP. I—APRIL 14, 1861, VS. APRIL 14, 1882“WE ARE
ONE AND UNDIVIDED”About twenty years ago, I think it was—I won’t be certain, though—a
man whose name, if I remember correctly, was Wm. L. Yancy—I write only from memory, and this
was a long time ago—took a strange and peculiar notion that the sun rose in the east and set in
the west, and that the compass pointed north and south. Now, everybody knew at the time that it
was but the idiosyncrasy of an unbalanced mind, and that the United States of America had no
north, no south, no east, no west. Well, he began to preach the strange doctrine of there being
such a thing. He began to have followers. As you know, it matters not how absurd, ridiculous and
preposterous doctrines may be preached, there will be some followers. Well, one man by the



name of (I think it was) Rhett, said it out loud. He was told to “s-h-e-e.” Then another fellow by the
name (I remember this one because it sounded like a graveyard) Toombs said so, and he was
told to “sh-sh-ee-ee.” Then after a while whole heaps of people began to say that they thought
that there was a north and a south; and after a while hundreds and thousands and millions said
that there was a south. But they were the persons who lived in the direction that the water
courses run. Now, the people who lived where the water courses started from came down to see
about it, and they said, “Gents, you are very much mistaken. We came over in the Mayflower,
and we used to burn witches for saying that the sun rose in the east and set in the west, because
the sun neither rises nor sets, the earth simply turns on its axis, and we know, because we are
Pure(i)tans.” The spokesman of the party was named (I think I remember his name because it
always gave me the blues when I heard it) Horrors Greeley; and another person by the name of
Charles Sumner, said there ain’t any north or south, east or west, and you shan’t say so either.
Now, the other people who lived in the direction that the water courses run, just raised their
bristles and continued saying that there is a north and there is a south. When those at the head
of the water courses come out furiously mad, to coerce those in the direction that water courses
run, and to make them take it back. Well, they went to gouging and biting, to pulling and
scratching at a furious rate. One side elected a captain by the name of Jeff Davis, and known as
one-eyed Jeff, and a first lieutenant by the name of Aleck Stephens, commonly styled smart
Aleck. The other side selected as captain a son of Nancy Hanks, of Bowling Green, and a son of
old Bob Lincoln, the rail-splitter, and whose name was Abe. Well, after he was elected captain,
they elected as first lieutenant an individual of doubtful blood by the name of Hannibal Hamlin,
being a descendant of the generation of Ham, the bad son of old Noah, who meant to curse him
blue, but overdid the thing, and cursed him black.Well, as I said before, they went to fighting, but
old Abe’s side got the best of the argument. But in getting the best of the argument they called in
all the people and wise men of other nations of the earth, and they, too, said that America had no
cardinal points, and that the sun did not rise in the east and set in the west, and that the
compass did not point either north or south.Well, then, Captain Jeff Davis’ side gave it up and
quit, and they, too, went to saying that there is no north, no south, no east, no west. Well, “us
boys” all took a small part in the fracas, and Shep, the prophet, remarked that the day would
come when those who once believed that the American continent had cardinal points would be
ashamed to own it. That day has arrived. America has no north, no south, no east, no west; the
sun rises over the hills and sets over mountains, the compass just points up and down, and we
can laugh now at the absurd notion of there being a north and a south.Well, reader, let me
whisper in your ear. I was in the row, and the following pages will tell what part I took in the little
unpleasant misconception of there being such a thing as a north and south.THE BLOODY
CHASMIn these memoirs, after the lapse of twenty years, we propose to fight our “battles o’er
again.”To do this is but a pastime and pleasure, as there is nothing that so much delights the old
soldier as to revisit the scenes and battlefields with which he was once so familiar, and to recall
the incidents, though trifling they may have been at the time.The histories of the Lost Cause are



all written out by “big bugs,” Generals and renowned historians, and like the fellow who called a
turtle a “cooter,” being told that no such word as cooter was in Webster’s dictionary, remarked
that he had as much right to make a dictionary as Mr. Webster or any other man; so have I to
write a history.But in these pages I do not pretend to write the history of the war. I only give a few
sketches and incidents that came under the observation of a “high private” in the rear ranks of
the Rebel army. Of course the histories are all correct. They tell of great achievements of great
men, who wear the laurels of victory; have grand presents given them; high positions in civil life;
Presidents of corporations; Governors of States; official positions, etc., and when they die, long
obituaries are published, telling of their many virtues, their distinguished victories, etc., and
when they are buried, the whole country goes in mourning and is called upon to buy an elegant
monument to erect over the remains of so distinguished and brave a General, etc. But in the
following pages I propose to tell of the fellows who did the shooting and killing, the fortifying and
ditching, the sweeping of the streets, the drilling, the standing guard, picket and videt, and who
drew (or were to draw) eleven dollars per month and rations, and also drew the ramrod and tore
the cartridge. Pardon me should I use the personal pronoun “I” too frequently, as I do not wish to
be called egotistical, for I only write of what I saw as an humble private in the rear rank in an
infantry regiment, commonly called “webfoot.” Neither do I propose to make this a connected
journal, for I write entirely from memory, and you must remember, kind reader, that these things
happened twenty years ago, and twenty years is a long time in the life of any individual.I was
twenty-one years old then, and at that time I was not married. Now I have a house full of young
“rebels,” clustering around my knees and bumping against my elbow, while I write these
reminiscences of the war of secession, rebellion, State rights, slavery, or our rights in the
territories, or by whatever other name it may be called. These are all with the past now, and the
North and South have long ago “shaken hands across the bloody chasm.” The flag of the
Southern cause has been furled never to be again unfurled; gone like a dream of yesterday, and
lives only in the memory of those who lived through those bloody days and times.EIGHTEEN
HUNDRED AND SIXTY-ONEReader, mine, did you live in that stormy period? In the year of our
Lord eighteen hundred and sixty-one, do you remember those stirring times? Do you recollect in
that year, for the first time in your life, of hearing Dixie and the Bonnie Blue Flag? Fort Sumter
was fired upon from Charleston by troops under General Beauregard, and Major Anderson, of
the Federal army, surrendered. The die was cast; war was declared; Lincoln called for troops
from Tennessee and all the Southern States, but Tennessee, loyal to her Southern sister States,
passed the ordinance of secession, and enlisted under the Stars and Bars. From that day on,
every person almost was eager for the war, and we were all afraid it would be over and we not in
the fight. Companies were made up, regiments organized; left, left, left, was heard from morning
till night. By the right flank, file left, march, were familiar sounds. Everywhere could be seen
Southern cockades made by the ladies and our sweethearts. And some who afterward became
Union men made the most fiery secession speeches. Flags made by the ladies were presented
to companies, and to hear the young orators tell of how they would protect that flag, and that



they would come back with the flag or come not at all, and if they fell they would fall with their
backs to the field and their feet to the foe, would fairly make our hair stand on end with intense
patriotism, and we wanted to march right off and whip twenty Yankees. But we soon found out
that the glory of war was at home among the ladies and not upon the field of blood and carnage
and death, where our comrades were mutilated and torn by shot and shell. And to see the cheek
blanch and to hear the fervent prayer, aye, I might say the agony of mind were very different
indeed from the patriotic times at home.CAMP CHEATHAMAfter being drilled and disciplined at
Camp Cheatham, under the administrative ability of General R. C. Foster, 3rd, for two months,
we, the First, Third and Eleventh Tennessee Regiments, Maney, Brown and Rains, learned of
the advance of McClelland’s army into Virginia, toward Harper’s Ferry and Bull Run.The Federal
army was advancing all along the line. They expected to march right into the heart of the South,
set the negroes free, take our property, and whip the Rebels back into the Union. But they soon
found that secession was a bigger mouthful than they could swallow at one gobble. They found
the people of the South in earnest.Secession may have been wrong in the abstract, and has
been tried and settled by the arbitrament of the sword and bayonet, but I am as firm in my
convictions to-day of the right of secession as I was in 1861. The South is our country, the North
is the country of those who live there. We are an agricultural people; they are a manufacturing
people. They are the descendants of the good old Puritan Plymouth Rock stock, and we of the
South from the proud and aristocratic stock of Cavaliers. We believe in the doctrine of State
rights, and they in the doctrine of centralization.John C. Calhoun, Patrick Henry, and Randolph,
of Roanoke, saw the venom under their wings, and warned the North of the consequences, but
they laughed at them. We only fought for our State rights, they for Union and power. The South
fell battling under the banner of State rights, but yet grand and glorious even in death. Now,
reader, please pardon this digression. It is every word that we will say in behalf of the rights of
secession in the following pages. The question has been long ago settled and is buried forever,
never in this age or generation to be resurrected.The vote of the regiment was taken, and we all
voted to go to Virginia. The Southern Confederacy had established its capital at Richmond.A
man by the name of Jackson, who kept a hotel in Maryland, had raised the Stars and Bars, and
a Federal officer by the name of Ellsworth tore it down, and Jackson had riddled his body with
buckshot from a double-barreled shot-gun. First blood for the South.Everywhere the enemy
were advancing; the red clouds of war were booming up everywhere, but at this particular
epoch, I refer you to the history of that period.A private soldier is but an automaton, a machine
that works by the command of a good, bad, or indifferent engineer, and is presumed to know
nothing of all these great events. His business is to load and shoot, stand picket, videt, etc.,
while the officers sleep, or perhaps die on the field of battle and glory, and his obituary and
epitaph but “one” remembered among the slain, but to what company, regiment, brigade or
corps he belongs, there is no account—he is soon forgotten.A long line of box-cars was drawn
up at Camp Cheatham one morning in July, the bugle sounded to strike tents and to place
everything on board the cars. We old comrades have gotten together and laughed a hundred



times at the plunder and property that we had accumulated, compared with our subsequent
scanty wardrobe. Every soldier had enough blankets, shirts, pants and old boots to last a year,
and the empty bottles and jugs would have set up a first-class drug store. In addition, every one
of us had his gun, cartridge-box, knapsack and three days’ rations, a pistol on each side and a
long Bowie knife, that had been presented to us by William Wood, of Columbia, Tenn. We got in
and on top of the box-cars, the whistle sounded, and amid the waving of hats, handkerchiefs
and flags, we bid a long farewell and forever to old Camp Cheatham.Arriving at Nashville, the
citizens turned out en masse to receive us, and here again we were reminded of the good old
times and the “gal we left behind us.” Ah, it is worth soldiering to receive such welcomes as
this.The Rev. Mr. Elliott invited us to his college grove, where had been prepared enough of the
good things of earth to gratify the tastes of the most fastidious epicure. And what was most
novel, we were waited on by the most beautiful young ladies (pupils of his school). It was
charming, I tell you. Rev. C. D. Elliott was our Brigade Chaplain all through the war, and Dr. C. T.
Quintard the Chaplain of the First Tennessee Regiment—two of the best men who ever lived.ON
THE ROADLeaving Nashville, we went bowling along twenty or thirty miles an hour, as fast as
steam could carry us. At every town and station citizens and ladies were waving their
handkerchiefs and hurrahing for Jeff Davis and the Southern Confederacy. Magnificent banquets
were prepared for us all along the entire route. It was one magnificent festival from one end of
the line to the other. At Chattanooga, Knoxville, Bristol, Farmville, Lynchburg, everywhere, the
same demonstrations of joy and welcome greeted us. Ah, those were glorious times; and you,
reader, see why the old soldier loves to live over again that happy period.But the Yankees are
advancing on Manassas. July 21st finds us a hundred miles from that fierce day’s battle. That
night, after the battle is fought and won, our train draws up at Manassas Junction.Well, what
news? Every one was wild, nay, frenzied with the excitement of victory, and we felt very much
like the “boy the calf had run over.” We felt that the war was over, and we would have to return
home without even seeing a Yankee soldier. Ah, how we envied those that were wounded. We
thought at that time that we would have given a thousand dollars to have been in the battle, and
to have had our arm shot off, so we could have returned home with an empty sleeve. But the
battle was over, and we left out.STAUNTONFrom Manassas our train moved on to Staunton,
Virginia. Here we again went into camp, overhauled kettles, pots, buckets, jugs and tents, and
found everything so tangled up and mixed that we could not tell tother from which.We stretched
our tents, and the soldiers once again felt that restraint and discipline which we had almost
forgotten en route to this place. But, as the war was over now, our Captains, Colonels and
Generals were not “hard on the boys”; in fact, had begun to electioneer a little for the Legislature
and for Congress. In fact, some wanted, and were looking forward to the time, to run for
Governor of Tennessee.Staunton was a big place; whisky was cheap, and good Virginia tobacco
was plentiful, and the currency of the country was gold and silver.The State Asylums for the
blind and insane were here, and we visited all the places of interest.Here is where we first saw
the game called “chuck-a-luck,” afterward so popular in the army. But, I always noticed that



chuck won, and luck always lost.Faro and roulette were in full blast; in fact, the skum had begun
to come to the surface, and shoddy was the gentleman. By this, I mean that civil law had been
suspended; the ermine of the Judges had been overridden by the sword and the bayonet. In
other words the military had absorbed the civil. Hence the gambler was in his glory.WARM
SPRINGS, VIRGINIAOne day while we were idling around camp, June Tucker sounded the
assembly, and we were ordered aboard the cars. We pulled out for Millboro; from there we had
to foot it to Bath Alum and Warm Springs. We went over the Allegheny Mountains.I was on every
march that was ever made by the First Tennessee Regiment during the whole war, and at this
time I cannot remember of ever experiencing a harder or more fatiguing march. It seemed that
mountain was piled upon mountain. No sooner would we arrive at a place that seemed to be the
top than another view of a higher, and yet higher mountain would rise before us. From the foot to
the top of the mountain the soldiers lined the road, broken down and exhausted. First one
blanket was thrown away, and then another; now and then a good pair of pants, old boots and
shoes, Sunday hats, pistols, and Bowie knives strewed the road. Old bottles and jugs, and
various and sundry articles were lying pell-mell everywhere. Up and up, and onward and upward
we pulled and toiled, until we reached the very top, where there burst upon our view one of the
grandest and most beautiful landscapes we ever beheld.Nestled in the valley right before us is
Bath Alum and Warm Springs. It seemed to me at that time, and since, a glimpse of a better and
brighter world beyond, to the weary Christian pilgrim who may have been toiling on his journey
for years. A glad shout arose from those who had gained the top, which cheered and
encouraged the others to persevere. At last we got to Warm Springs. Here they had a nice warm
dinner waiting for us. They had a large bath-house at Warm Springs. A large pool of water
arranged so that a person could go in any depth he might desire. It was a free thing, and we
pitched in. We had no idea of the enervating effect it would have upon our physical systems, and
as the water was but little past tepid, we stayed in a good long time. But when we came out we
were as limp as dishrags. About this time the assembly sounded and we were ordered to march,
but we couldn’t march worth a cent. There we had to stay until our systems had had sufficient
recuperation. And we would wonder what all this marching was for, as the war was over
anyhow.The second day after leaving Warm Springs we came to Big Springs. It was in the month
of August, and the biggest white frost fell that I ever saw in winter.The Yankees were reported to
be in close proximity to us, and Captain Field with a detail of ten men was sent forward on the
scout. I was on the detail, and when we left camp that evening, it was dark and dreary and
drizzling rain. After a while the rain began to come down harder and harder, and every one of us
was wet and drenched to the skin—guns, cartridges and powder. The next morning about
daylight, while standing videt, I saw a body of twenty-five or thirty Yankees approaching, and I
raised my gun for the purpose of shooting, and pulled down, but the cap popped. They
discovered me and popped three or four caps at me; their powder was wet also. Before I could
get on a fresh cap, Captain Field came running up with his seven-shooting rifle, and the first fire
he killed a Yankee. They broke and run. Captain Field did all the firing, but every time he pulled



down he brought a Yankee. I have forgotten the number that he did kill, but if I am not mistaken it
was either twenty or twenty-one, for I remember the incident was in almost every Southern paper
at that time, and the general comments were that one Southern man was equal to twenty
Yankees. While we were in hot pursuit, one truly brave and magnanimous Yankee, who had been
badly wounded, said, “Gentlemen you have killed me, but not a hundred yards from here is the
main line.” We did not go any further, but halted right there, and after getting all the information
that we could out of the wounded Yankee, we returned to camp.One evening, General Robert E.
Lee came to our camp. He was a fine-looking gentleman, and wore a moustache. He was
dressed in blue cottonade and looked like some good boy’s grandpa. I felt like going up to him
and saying good evening, Uncle Bob! I am not certain at this late day that I did not do so. I
remember going up mighty close and sitting there and listening to his conversation with the
officers of our regiment. He had a calm and collected air about him, his voice was kind and
tender, and his eye was as gentle as a dove’s. His whole make-up of form and person, looks and
manner had a kind of gentle and soothing magnetism about it that drew every one to him and
made them love, respect, and honor him. I fell in love with the old gentleman and felt like going
home with him. I know I have never seen a finer looking man, nor one with more kind and gentle
features and manners. His horse was standing nipping the grass, and when I saw that he was
getting ready to start I ran and caught his horse and led him up to him. He took the reins of the
bridle in his hand and said, “thank you, my son,” rode off, and my heart went with him. There was
none of his staff with him; he had on no sword or pistol, or anything to show his rank. The only
thing that I remember he had was an opera-glass hung over his shoulder by a strap.Leaving Big
Springs, we marched on day by day, across Greenbrier and Gauley rivers to Huntersville, a little
but sprightly town hid in the very fastnesses of the mountains. The people live exceedingly well
in these mountains. They had plenty of honey and buckwheat cakes, and they called buttermilk
“sour-milk,” and sour-milk weren’t fit for pigs; they couldn’t see how folks drank sour-milk. But
sour-kraut was good. Everything seemed to grow in the mountains—potatoes, Irish and sweet;
onions, snap beans, peas—though the country was very thinly populated. Deer, bears, and
foxes, as well as wild turkeys, and rabbit and squirrels abounded everywhere. Apples and
peaches were abundant, and everywhere the people had apple-butter for every meal; and
occasionally we would come across a small-sized distillery, which we would at once start to
doing duty. We drank the singlings while they were hot, but like the old woman who could not eat
corn bread until she heard that they made whisky out of corn, then she could manage to “worry a
little of it down”; so it was with us and the singlings.From this time forward, we were ever on the
march—tramp, tramp, tramp—always on the march. Lee’s corps, Stonewall Jackson’s division—I
refer you to the histories for the marches and traps made by these commanders the first year of
the war. Well, we followed them.CHEAT MOUNTAINOne evening about 4 o’clock, the drummers
of the regiment began to beat their drums as hard as they could stave, and I saw men running in
every direction, and the camp soon became one scene of hurry and excitement. I asked some
one what all this hubbub meant. He looked at me with utter astonishment. I saw soldiers running



to their tents and grabbing their guns and cartridge-boxes and hurry out again, the drums still
rolling and rattling. I asked several other fellows what in the dickens did all this mean? Finally
one fellow, who seemed scared almost out of his wits, answered between a wail and a shriek,
“Why, sir, they are beating the long roll.” Says I, “What is the long roll for?” “The long roll, man,
the long roll! Get your gun; they are beating the long roll!” This was all the information that I could
get. It was the first, last, and only long roll that I ever heard. But, then everything was new, and
Colonel Maney, ever prompt, ordered the assembly. Without any command or bugle sound, or
anything, every soldier was in his place. Tents, knapsacks and everything was left
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of Penguin Books. Rawson quickly fell under the charm of Watkins and saw the potential for a
well-edited modern text. Student assistant Robin L. Silberman and academic secretary Susan G.
Timberlake were thoughtful collaborators in transcribing the manuscript, and Nancy B. Newins
and the Randolph-Macon College Library reference staff helped track many an elusive detail.
Daniel McCaffrey lent his expertise in translating the Latin quotations. The support of the college
administration, especially President Roger H. Martin, as always, is appreciated. To Donária I
remain grateful for wishes fulfilled and many more to come.INTRODUCTIONThe name Samuel
Rush Watkins is not one you will find entered in the major encyclopedias of the South or the Civil
War, nor will you find it indexed in most of the extensive historical chronicles of that event in
American history. He was a bit forgetful when it came to names and dates in his one published
book, which historian Bell Irvin Wiley said had “a number of limitations and deficiencies. The fact
of his working solely from memory caused him to make some errors of detail. His prejudices
sometimes led to distortions. . . . Watkins sometimes reports as direct quotations long excerpts
from prayers and speeches which he admittedly did not write down at the time and he could not
have remembered after twenty years. Some of the instances which he relates have the flavor of
tall tales.” Another historian, Roy P. Basler, has taken note of Watkins’s “minor inaccuracies in the
recording of names and recollections of precise dates. . . .” Yet when writers want local color and
memorable firsthand comments by a literate witness, they turn to Watkins. Every segment of The
Civil War, the acclaimed 1990 television series by Ken Burns, included quotations from
Watkins’s comments and observations (the published text by Geoffrey C. Ward includes over
twenty), and the multivolume Time-Life series The Civil War quoted from him more than a dozen



times.It is, indeed, not the history but the quotability and engaging personality of Sam Watkins
that has kept his book in print since it first appeared under the title of “Co. Aytch,” Maury Grays,
First Tennessee Regiment; or, A Side Show of the Big Show. First published serially in his
hometown newspaper, the Columbia Herald, beginning May 13, 1881, and continuing through
1882, the columns were promptly collected and issued by the Cumberland Presbyterian
Publishing House of Nashville in an edition of 2,000 in both hardcover and paperback. The
reputation of the book was so strong after the first edition was exhausted that in 1900 another
edition of 2,000 copies was issued by the Chattanooga Times with a few minor changes. The
demand for copies of “Co. Aytch” among collectors during the next half century led to the
publication of a facsimile reprint of the 1900 edition by the McCowat-Mercer Press of Jackson,
Tennessee, in 1952 with an introduction by Bell Irvin Wiley, an index, and illustrations drawn from
photographic archives. A popular paperback edition appeared in 1962 in the Collier Books Civil
War Classics series with an introduction by Roy P. Basler, and in 1982 a facsimile reprint of the
first edition was issued by the Press of Morningside Bookshop in Dayton, Ohio, with an
introduction by Lee A. Wallace, Jr., an index, and further contemporary photographs.Sam
Watkins’ “Co. Aytch” is a personal memoir of his experiences in the Civil War that has been
acclaimed by his admirers as a lively and witty commentary on the war and for its significance
from the unusual point of view of an ordinary Southern foot soldier. Watkins had a way with
words, and he invested his memoirs with a high degree of literary artistry and narrative skill. His
uses of irony, humor, metaphor, imagery, fable, and description compare favorably with such
authors as Stephen Crane, Ambrose Bierce, and others who created works of fiction about the
Civil War. An examination of the literary qualities of “Co. Aytch” raises issues about the fictionality
of fact and the factuality of fiction. Can one write a primary historical document that has the
characteristics of fiction, and what does that tell us about the nature of the literary act and its
relation to reality?The details of the life and career of Sam Watkins suggest little about his
acquaintance with literature or the sources of his inspiration as a writer. He was born on June 26,
1829, near Columbia, Tennessee, on a farm owned by his father, who came originally from
Henrico County, Virginia, and his mother, whose parents came from North Carolina. Aside from
the fact that he worked his father’s land, we know only that in his youth he clerked at the general
store owned by S. F. and J. M. Mayes in Columbia, suggesting some rudimentary instruction in
mathematics, but we know nothing definite of his early education. He did attend, however,
Jackson College in Columbia, which burned in 1862 and did not reopen after the war. No doubt
here he studied the classics, theology, rhetoric, and the standard fare at such schools for young
men of the time (a quotation from Vergil’s Aeneid, 2.5-6, appears on the title page of “Co. Aytch,”
which suggests some acquaintance with classical literature; it can be translated as: “which most
wretched things I myself saw and was myself a great part of them”).At the age of twenty-one, in
the spring of 1861, when it appeared that Tennessee was about to secede and war was certain,
Sam Watkins joined his neighborhood friends and enlisted first in the Bigby Grays on April 20
and later the Maury Grays on May 15, then being organized as Company H of the First



Tennessee Infantry Regiment. When word came that Virginia had been invaded, the First
Tennessee voted to join their forces. Thus Sam first saw action in September with the Army of
North-western Virginia under General Robert E. Lee, whom he would describe as a kind, courtly,
and charismatic man: “I fell in love with the old gentleman,” said Watkins, after speaking with
him, “and felt like going home with him.”As we witness by the narrative of “Co. Aytch,” Watkins
would fight through some of the most difficult battles of the Civil War. Service at Shiloh was
followed by Corinth, Perryville, Murfreesboro, Shelbyville, Chattanooga, Chickamauga,
Missionary Ridge, the Hundred Days’ Battles, and the Atlanta, Jonesboro, Franklin, and
Nashville campaigns. He was wounded three times—at Murfreesboro, Atlanta, and Nashville—
but always recovered to reenter the fray. Out of the original 3,150 men who formed the Army of
Tennessee, and the 1,950 recruits and conscripts who joined them, only 125 officers and men
remained when the war was concluded in 1865. Out of the 120 men who enlisted with Watkins in
Company H in 1861, he was one of only seven survivors.It was during the lull following the
bloody battle at Murfreesboro that young Watkins took French leave for three days to visit his
fiancée, Virginia Jane Mayes, in Columbia. He escaped court-martial with only a forfeiture of four
months’ pay. He returned to marry her on September 5, 1865, and settled down to married life, a
succession of eight children, and divided his time between farming and running a general store.
In April 1881, he began to devote his evenings and early mornings to writing. Before his death on
July 20, 1901, at the age of sixty-two, Watkins had written or published in addition to “Co. Aytch”
a quantity of articles for magazines and newspapers about his Civil War experiences. He
seemed possessed by a keen desire to tell about the war from the ground up, as it appeared to a
man who lived, fought, and survived one of the worst conflicts in human history.In a letter to the
editor of The Southern Bivouac dated September 10, 1883, Watkins outlined a remarkably
balanced view of the war with little bias or romantic nostalgia:No selfish purpose or sordid
motive guided the men who fell in that unequal contest. They went to death as cheerfully as the
old reformers who sang a hymn on the eve of the battle, or our forefathers who fought for the
broad principles of liberty at the battle of Cowpens, King’s Mountain, and Yorktown, over a
hundred years ago. They were men of the same kith and kin as the men who fought under
General Jackson, and those who marched across the alkaline plains of Mexico, and planted the
stars and stripes on the halls of the Montezumas. Who can say that our fallen comrades were
less patriotic or entitled to less honor? No costly enclosure, no glittering shaft, no forms in
marble molded by the classic hand of art mark their last resting-place. No sentries save the trees
that grow in God’s free air, and the stars that glitter in the heavens at night keep watch over their
lowly graves. The birds, insects, and gentle breezes sing their requiem. Heroic and brave in war,
in time of peace they became the best citizens; and if the adjustment of political and sectional
questions had been left to those who wore the blue and the gray, complete reconciliation and
good feeling would have long ago pervaded our land. The true Confederate soldier today loves
the Union as much as he who fought under the stars and stripes.The entire book is given a
literary framework from the start. Watkins begins the narrative with what amounts to a fable



about the war, which posits both the absurdity of it and his own balanced view of the outcome.
He tells of a time when one William L. Yancey began to promote the “strange and peculiar notion
that the sun rose in the east and set in the west, and that the compass pointed north and south.”
Many people who believed that “the United States of America had no north, no south, no east,
no west” argued against this notion, including the Puritans, “Horrors” Greeley, and Charles
Sumner, and soon all the people were “gouging and biting” over the argument. The two sides
elected Jeff Davis and Abe Lincoln captains and fell to fighting. “Abe’s side got the best of the
argument,” and now “the sun rises over the hills and sets over the mountains, the compass just
points up and down, and we can laugh now at the absurd notion of there being a north and a
south.” Instead now “we are one and undivided.” The irony of the conclusion is clear, that
Watkins believes that it will take more than a war to eradicate regionalism in the United States,
but by reducing the conflict to a neighborhood scrap, he also undercuts any justification for the
thousands of lives lost in the struggle. He appears to side too with those who argued that the war
was basically a conflict between two economic systems, one agricultural and the other industrial,
over the fate of the nation.That Watkins was fighting to preserve slavery seems not to have been
a major preoccupation of his, which is not to say that he was free of the racial prejudices of the
time. While he avoids much of the racial mythology about blacks and expresses no overt hostility
toward them, he describes them in the typical Southern paternalistic way, as in his portraits of
Uncle Zack and Aunt Daphne of Dalton, Georgia, who were hired to wash his clothes. One thing
Watkins found to admire in this elderly and apparently free couple was their conversational skills,
especially Zack’s ability to spin tall tales. Watkins himself owned no slaves, although he laments
this fact at one point when he learns of a new law passed by the Confederate congress that
allowed any soldier owning more than twenty slaves to return home.The second framing device
is to envision the war as a circus. The title page calls his account “A Side Show to the Big Show,”
an image that is returned to in the conclusion: “The curtain is rung down, the foot-lights are put
out, the audience has all left and gone home, the seats are vacant, and the cold walls are silent.”
Thus the pomp and circumstance of battle, the posturings and assertions of patriotism, amount
to no more than the antics of the clown and the tumblings of the acrobat in a stage show at the
circus. Both the opening fable and this sustained metaphor work effectively to establish an
attitude and point of view for both the narrator and the reader.At the time Watkins was writing in
1881, American literature was moving largely under the influence of realism. While such writers
as William Dean Howells and Henry James felt that the writer should devote himself to
describing the tasteful and the beautiful in the world of daily life, others such as Ambrose Bierce,
Stephen Crane, Hamlin Garland, Kate Chopin, and Frank Norris would later move the focus
directly on the tragic aspects of life and paint a sometimes horrifying view of man fighting a
hostile, mechanical world of injustice and sudden death. In attempting to describe his
experiences in what he called an “unholy and uncalled for war,” Watkins instinctively adopted the
methods of realism and spared the reader nothing in describing the horror and brutality of the
battlefield.It is interesting to compare the way Bierce and Watkins describe one of the same



engagements at which both were witnesses, the bloody battle of Chickamauga. Bierce’s story
“Chickamauga,” written around 1889, over twenty-five years after the event, adopts the strategy
of limiting the point of view to that of a six-year-old deaf and mute child who has wandered onto
the battlefield by mistake, before moving to a larger adult perspective to render ironic judgment
on the carnage. The child mistakes wounded soldiers dragging themselves to a creek for water
as bearlike but gentle creatures with whom he can play:He now approached one of these
crawling figures from behind and with an agile movement mounted it astride. The man sank
upon his breast, recovered, flung the small boy fiercely to the ground as an unbroken colt might
have done, then turned upon him a face that lacked a lower jaw—from the upper teeth to the
throat was a great red gap fringed with hanging shreds of flesh and splinters of bone.In his
chapter on Chickamauga, Watkins includes a strikingly similar image in describing the aftermath
of battle as he walks across the field of slaughter:Men were lying where they fell, shot in every
conceivable part of the body. Some with their entrails torn out and still hanging to them and piled
up on the ground beside them, and they still alive. Some with their under jaw torn off, and
hanging by a fragment of skin to their cheeks, with their tongues lolling from their mouth, and
they trying to talk.The difference here, of course, is that Bierce has couched his scene of horror
within the comfortable context of a piece of fiction, even though the rude juxtaposition of a young
child witnessing this offers its own unsettling contrast. Watkins gives us his view exactly as he
witnessed it, and we are both repelled and attracted by the sight, as we would be by a
photograph of a mutilation from which we are unable to divert our eyes. Bierce, of course,
witnessed Chickamauga from the position of a topographical officer on the sidelines, while
Watkins was there on the field participating in the bloodshed. For those who know this, it lends
an element of authenticity to Watkins, but in any case, his passage is at least equally compelling
and powerful. It could be argued too that Bierce’s use of a child is rather contrived and appeals
too strongly to the sentimental side of the reader, while Watkins resorts to no easy emotion other
than unadulterated horror.The great American fictional classic of the Civil War is, of course, The
Red Badge of Courage by Stephen Crane, written in 1893 and published in 1895 and based
only on extensive reading in books about the war. There are so many parallels between “Co.
Aytch” and The Red Badge that I suspect Watkins’ book must have been among those read by
the young author born six years after the war was over. I will suggest only a few.Like the fictional
Henry Fleming in Crane’s novel, when Sam Watkins is as yet uninitiated in battle, he feels envy
for those who have encountered “war, the blood swollen god” and wear their wounds proudly:Ah,
how we envied those that were wounded. We thought at that time that we would have given a
thousand dollars to have been in the battle, and to have had our arm shot off, so we could have
returned home with an empty sleeve.Crane offers the same idea more succinctly:At times he
regarded the wounded soldiers in an envious way. He conceived persons with torn bodies to be
peculiarly happy. He wished that he, too, had a wound, a red badge of courage.Except for the
final felicitous image, which gave the book its title, Watkins’ style is as simple and as direct as
that of Crane.One of the most famous and often explicated images in Crane’s novel is the final



line of chapter nine: “The red sun was pasted in the sky like a wafer.” Watkins also had his own
red sun as a silent witness of the ravages of men: “The sun was poised above us, a great red
ball, sinking slowly in the west, yet the scene of battle and carnage continued.”The most
frequently discussed figure in The Red Badge is the tall soldier, Jim Conklin, who lurches
through chapter nine in a comalike state, incoherently conversing with Henry, finally to collapse
into a death tremor. Henry reports, “As the flap of the blue jacket fell away from the body, he
could see that the side looked as if it had been chewed by wolves.” Watkins has a very similar
experience with an equally spectral figure at Murfreesboro:As I went back to the field hospital, I
overtook another man walking along. I do not know to what regiment he belonged, but I
remember of first noticing that his left arm was entirely gone. His face was as white as a sheet.
The breast and sleeve of his coat had been torn away, and I could see the frazzled end of his
shirt-sleeve, which appeared to be sucked into the wound. I looked at it pretty close, and said
“Great God!” for I could see his heart throb, and the respiration of his lungs. I was filled with
wonder and horror at the sight. He was walking along, when all at once he dropped down and
died without a struggle or a groan.Finally, Watkins frequently reflects on the tranquility of nature,
which serves as a reminder of continuity in the scheme of things and the futile efforts of man to
wreak havoc on this world, as in his final paragraph:The tale is told. The world moves on, the sun
shines as brightly as before, the flowers bloom as beautifully, the birds sing their carols as
sweetly, the trees nod and bow their leafy tops as if slumbering in the breeze, . . . and the scene
melts and gradually disappears forever.Crane is a bit more explicit:As he gazed around him the
youth felt a flash of astonishment at the blue, pure sky and the sun gleaming on the trees and
fields. It was surprising that Nature had gone tranquilly on with her golden process in the midst of
so much devilment.And like Watkins, Crane’s final line rests with nature: “Over the river a golden
ray of sun came through the hosts of leaden rain clouds.”These and additional parallels suggest
that “Co. Aytch” may have served as a source or is at least an analogue for Crane’s novel, but I
do not mean to suggest that Watkins is Crane’s equal as a writer. Crane’s wonderfully concise,
poetically vivid, and psychologically accurate prose is one of the treasures of American
literature. Both resorted to similar images and ideas, however, and Watkins has his own power
deriving from an ability to describe his actual experience without the adornment and romantic
distancing characteristic of most commentators on the Civil War. Both give us an unadorned
realism in prose, but one writes history and the other fiction.Watkins also provides us with
scenes and events that, as far as I know, have no parallels in the fiction of his time. For example,
there is the macabre story of the Rebel deserter and turncoat named Rowland who arrived at his
place of execution to find his grave full of water and asked for a drink from it because “he had
heard that water was very scarce in hell, and it would be the last he would ever drink.” A more
touching execution, and several are described in detail, is that of two Yankee spies who turn out
to be boys of sixteen and fourteen. When the younger begins to cry and plead for his life, “the
older one kicked him, and told him to stand up and show the Rebels how a Union man could die
for his country.” As they dangled from the ropes, Watkins noted, “I turned off sick at heart.” Such



stories could easily fit a fictional context, except Watkins tells us they actually
happened.Perhaps the most engaging element in Watkins’ book is his sense of humor and irony,
which becomes evident whether he is talking about a louse race among the gambling soldiers,
eating rats in hungry desperation, jeering a deserting officer, or ridiculing a chaplain who exhorts
the men to die and “sup tonight in Paradise” but runs when the bombs begin to fall as the
soldiers shout, “The parson isn’t hungry, and never eats supper.” He could also capture with a
gentle sense of comic self-deprecation one of his own social faux pas at the dinner table of a
Chattanooga family with two handsome daughters in attendance. The food is abundant and
good, but then the mother tells a daughter to pass the butter to Watkins, which he refuses
because his plate is full:Now, there is nothing that will offend a lady so quick as to refuse to take
butter when handed to you. . . . If you don’t eat butter, it is an insult; if you eat too much, she will
make your ears burn after you have left. It is a regulator of society; it is a civilizer; it is a luxury
and a delicacy that must be touched and handled with care and courtesy on all occasions.
Should you desire to get on the good side of a lady, just give a broad, sweeping, slathering
compliment to her butter. It beats kissing the dirty-faced baby; it beats anything. Too much praise
cannot be bestowed upon the butter, be it good, bad, or indifferent to your notions of things, but
to her, her butter is always good, superior, excellent. I did not know this characteristic of the
human female at the time, or I would have taken a delicate slice of butter. Here is a sample of the
colloquy that followed:“Mister, have some butter?”“Not any at present, thank you, madam.”“Well,
I insist upon it; our butter is nice.”“O, I know it’s nice, but my plate is full, thank you.”“Well, take
some anyhow.”One of the girls spoke up and said:“Mother, the gentleman don’t wish
butter.”“Well, I want him to know that our butter is clean, anyhow.”“Well, madam, if you insist
upon it, there is nothing that I love so well as warm biscuit and butter. I’ll thank you for the butter.”I
dive in. I go in a little too heavy. The old lady hints in a delicate way that they sold butter. I dive in
heavier. That cake of butter was melting like snow in a red hot furnace. The old lady says, “We
sell butter to the soldiers at a mighty good price.”I dive in afresh. She says, “I get a dollar a pound
for that butter,” and I remark with a good deal of nonchalance, “Well, madam, it is worth it,” and I
dive in again. I did not marry one of the girls.Such a passage is an excellent example of how
effectively Watkins handles dialogue, characterization, and humor to dramatic effect.Over and
over again in the course of his book, Watkins cautions us along these lines: “Please remember,
patient reader, that I write entirely from memory. I have no data or diary or anything to go by, and
memory is a peculiar faculty.” Readers who want descriptions of the battles from the larger
perspective of leaders and officers should look elsewhere: “I know nothing of history. See the
histories for grand movements and military maneuvers. I can only tell of what I saw and how I
felt,” and he adds, “I only write of the under strata of history; in other words, the privates’ history—
as I saw things then, and remember them now.” But as Roy P. Basler has observed, whatever his
failures to remember names and dates, “his historical perspective was sounder than that of
many more important but far less intelligent men who occupied posts of high responsibility in the
years 1861-1865.” As for the events themselves, Watkins affirmed, “every word of this is true, as



is everything in this book.”The British historian Herbert Butterfield suggested in his essay The
Historical Novel that “history cannot come so near to human hearts and human passions as a
good novel can; its very fidelity to facts makes it not perhaps less true to life, but farther away
from the heart of things.” Watkins’ piece of personal history then moves toward fiction in its
reflections on “human hearts and human passions” in conflict, which take us to the heart of the
absurd experience of war. Effective fiction, however, according to Butterfield also possesses a
historical sensibility:It is when the reader can feel that the things that are being related actually
took place, and that the man about whom the stories are being told really lived although stories
about him may not all be true; it is when the thread of incident in the novel, as well as what might
be called the texture of the book, can in some way be called “historical,” that the work is most
effective in its grip on actuality.“Co. Aytch” clearly has, then, the narrative power of fiction about
which Butterfield speaks, and we come to know and believe Sam Watkins as a real person, not
because he was but because of the dramatic appeal of his literary ability as a writer.In an essay
on the question, “Why do we read fiction?,” Robert Penn Warren once wrote:The answer is
simple. We read it because we like it. And we like it because fiction, as an image of life,
stimulates and gratifies our interest in life. But whatever interest may be appealed by fiction, the
special and immediate interest that takes us to fiction is always our interest in a story.A story is
not merely an image of life, but life in motion—specifically, the presentation of individual
characters moving through their particular experiences to some end that we may accept as
meaningful. And the experience that is characteristically presented in a story is that of facing a
problem, a conflict. To put it bluntly: no conflict, no story.Viewed from this perspective, “Co.
Aytch” has all the appeal of fiction. Sam Watkins is a character moving through a meaningful
action within the greatest possible conflict in American history—one that spelled the fate of the
nation.A work like “Co. Aytch” compels us to reconsider the artificial boundaries between history
and fiction. This is a work that hews to the truth of an individual experience as humanly possible
and provides a realistic portrayal of human nature at its most noble and despicable. It is a
primary historical document of the first order: balanced, objective, and truthful. Because of
Watkins’ skills as a writer—a realist, a humorist, and a stylist of unusual ability—his book has the
appeal of fiction and engages our interest as effectively and fully as does any well-crafted story
or novel. His book deserves to be read alongside fictional accounts of the Civil War because of
the authenticity of the experience it portrays and the talent it reflects. In this case the fictionality
of fact matches the factuality of fiction.M. Thomas IngeWorks CitedBasler, Roy P. Introduction to
“Co. Aytch”: A Side Show of the Big Show. New York: Collier Books, 1962.Bierce, Ambrose. The
Collected Writings of Ambrose Bierce. New York: Citadel Press, 1946.Butterfield, Herbert. The
Historical Novel: An Essay. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1924.Crane, Stephen.
Prose and Poetry. New York: Library of America, 1984.Editors of Time-Life Books. The Civil War.
28 vols. Alexandria, Va.: Time-Life Books, 1987.Wallace, Lee A., Jr. Introduction to “Co. Aytch,”
Maury Grays, First Tennessee Regiment; or, A Side Show of the Big Show. Dayton, Ohio: Press
of Morningside Bookshop, 1982.Ward, Geoffrey C. The Civil War: An Illustrated History. New



York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1990.Warren, Robert Penn. “Why Do We Read Fiction?” In New and
Selected Essays. New York: Random House, 1989.Watkins, Sam. R. “Co. Aytch,” Maury Grays,
First Tennessee Regiment; or, A Side Show of the Big Show. Nashville: Cumberland
Presbyterian Publishing House, 1882.———. “Letter from Tennessee.” The Southern Bivouac 2
(September 1883): 29-30.Wiley, Bell Irvin. Introduction to “Co. Aytch,” Maury Grays, First
Tennessee Regiment; or A Side Show of the Big Show. Jackson, Tenn.: McCowat-Mercer Press,
1952.INTRODUCTIONThe name Samuel Rush Watkins is not one you will find entered in the
major encyclopedias of the South or the Civil War, nor will you find it indexed in most of the
extensive historical chronicles of that event in American history. He was a bit forgetful when it
came to names and dates in his one published book, which historian Bell Irvin Wiley said had “a
number of limitations and deficiencies. The fact of his working solely from memory caused him
to make some errors of detail. His prejudices sometimes led to distortions. . . . Watkins
sometimes reports as direct quotations long excerpts from prayers and speeches which he
admittedly did not write down at the time and he could not have remembered after twenty years.
Some of the instances which he relates have the flavor of tall tales.” Another historian, Roy P.
Basler, has taken note of Watkins’s “minor inaccuracies in the recording of names and
recollections of precise dates. . . .” Yet when writers want local color and memorable firsthand
comments by a literate witness, they turn to Watkins. Every segment of The Civil War, the
acclaimed 1990 television series by Ken Burns, included quotations from Watkins’s comments
and observations (the published text by Geoffrey C. Ward includes over twenty), and the
multivolume Time-Life series The Civil War quoted from him more than a dozen times.It is,
indeed, not the history but the quotability and engaging personality of Sam Watkins that has
kept his book in print since it first appeared under the title of “Co. Aytch,” Maury Grays, First
Tennessee Regiment; or, A Side Show of the Big Show. First published serially in his hometown
newspaper, the Columbia Herald, beginning May 13, 1881, and continuing through 1882, the
columns were promptly collected and issued by the Cumberland Presbyterian Publishing House
of Nashville in an edition of 2,000 in both hardcover and paperback. The reputation of the book
was so strong after the first edition was exhausted that in 1900 another edition of 2,000 copies
was issued by the Chattanooga Times with a few minor changes. The demand for copies of “Co.
Aytch” among collectors during the next half century led to the publication of a facsimile reprint
of the 1900 edition by the McCowat-Mercer Press of Jackson, Tennessee, in 1952 with an
introduction by Bell Irvin Wiley, an index, and illustrations drawn from photographic archives. A
popular paperback edition appeared in 1962 in the Collier Books Civil War Classics series with
an introduction by Roy P. Basler, and in 1982 a facsimile reprint of the first edition was issued by
the Press of Morningside Bookshop in Dayton, Ohio, with an introduction by Lee A. Wallace, Jr.,
an index, and further contemporary photographs.Sam Watkins’ “Co. Aytch” is a personal memoir
of his experiences in the Civil War that has been acclaimed by his admirers as a lively and witty
commentary on the war and for its significance from the unusual point of view of an ordinary
Southern foot soldier. Watkins had a way with words, and he invested his memoirs with a high



degree of literary artistry and narrative skill. His uses of irony, humor, metaphor, imagery, fable,
and description compare favorably with such authors as Stephen Crane, Ambrose Bierce, and
others who created works of fiction about the Civil War. An examination of the literary qualities of
“Co. Aytch” raises issues about the fictionality of fact and the factuality of fiction. Can one write a
primary historical document that has the characteristics of fiction, and what does that tell us
about the nature of the literary act and its relation to reality?The details of the life and career of
Sam Watkins suggest little about his acquaintance with literature or the sources of his inspiration
as a writer. He was born on June 26, 1829, near Columbia, Tennessee, on a farm owned by his
father, who came originally from Henrico County, Virginia, and his mother, whose parents came
from North Carolina. Aside from the fact that he worked his father’s land, we know only that in his
youth he clerked at the general store owned by S. F. and J. M. Mayes in Columbia, suggesting
some rudimentary instruction in mathematics, but we know nothing definite of his early
education. He did attend, however, Jackson College in Columbia, which burned in 1862 and did
not reopen after the war. No doubt here he studied the classics, theology, rhetoric, and the
standard fare at such schools for young men of the time (a quotation from Vergil’s Aeneid, 2.5-6,
appears on the title page of “Co. Aytch,” which suggests some acquaintance with classical
literature; it can be translated as: “which most wretched things I myself saw and was myself a
great part of them”).At the age of twenty-one, in the spring of 1861, when it appeared that
Tennessee was about to secede and war was certain, Sam Watkins joined his neighborhood
friends and enlisted first in the Bigby Grays on April 20 and later the Maury Grays on May 15,
then being organized as Company H of the First Tennessee Infantry Regiment. When word
came that Virginia had been invaded, the First Tennessee voted to join their forces. Thus Sam
first saw action in September with the Army of North-western Virginia under General Robert E.
Lee, whom he would describe as a kind, courtly, and charismatic man: “I fell in love with the old
gentleman,” said Watkins, after speaking with him, “and felt like going home with him.”As we
witness by the narrative of “Co. Aytch,” Watkins would fight through some of the most difficult
battles of the Civil War. Service at Shiloh was followed by Corinth, Perryville, Murfreesboro,
Shelbyville, Chattanooga, Chickamauga, Missionary Ridge, the Hundred Days’ Battles, and the
Atlanta, Jonesboro, Franklin, and Nashville campaigns. He was wounded three times—at
Murfreesboro, Atlanta, and Nashville—but always recovered to reenter the fray. Out of the
original 3,150 men who formed the Army of Tennessee, and the 1,950 recruits and conscripts
who joined them, only 125 officers and men remained when the war was concluded in 1865. Out
of the 120 men who enlisted with Watkins in Company H in 1861, he was one of only seven
survivors.It was during the lull following the bloody battle at Murfreesboro that young Watkins
took French leave for three days to visit his fiancée, Virginia Jane Mayes, in Columbia. He
escaped court-martial with only a forfeiture of four months’ pay. He returned to marry her on
September 5, 1865, and settled down to married life, a succession of eight children, and divided
his time between farming and running a general store. In April 1881, he began to devote his
evenings and early mornings to writing. Before his death on July 20, 1901, at the age of sixty-



two, Watkins had written or published in addition to “Co. Aytch” a quantity of articles for
magazines and newspapers about his Civil War experiences. He seemed possessed by a keen
desire to tell about the war from the ground up, as it appeared to a man who lived, fought, and
survived one of the worst conflicts in human history.In a letter to the editor of The Southern
Bivouac dated September 10, 1883, Watkins outlined a remarkably balanced view of the war
with little bias or romantic nostalgia:No selfish purpose or sordid motive guided the men who fell
in that unequal contest. They went to death as cheerfully as the old reformers who sang a hymn
on the eve of the battle, or our forefathers who fought for the broad principles of liberty at the
battle of Cowpens, King’s Mountain, and Yorktown, over a hundred years ago. They were men of
the same kith and kin as the men who fought under General Jackson, and those who marched
across the alkaline plains of Mexico, and planted the stars and stripes on the halls of the
Montezumas. Who can say that our fallen comrades were less patriotic or entitled to less honor?
No costly enclosure, no glittering shaft, no forms in marble molded by the classic hand of art
mark their last resting-place. No sentries save the trees that grow in God’s free air, and the stars
that glitter in the heavens at night keep watch over their lowly graves. The birds, insects, and
gentle breezes sing their requiem. Heroic and brave in war, in time of peace they became the
best citizens; and if the adjustment of political and sectional questions had been left to those
who wore the blue and the gray, complete reconciliation and good feeling would have long ago
pervaded our land. The true Confederate soldier today loves the Union as much as he who
fought under the stars and stripes.The entire book is given a literary framework from the start.
Watkins begins the narrative with what amounts to a fable about the war, which posits both the
absurdity of it and his own balanced view of the outcome. He tells of a time when one William L.
Yancey began to promote the “strange and peculiar notion that the sun rose in the east and set
in the west, and that the compass pointed north and south.” Many people who believed that “the
United States of America had no north, no south, no east, no west” argued against this notion,
including the Puritans, “Horrors” Greeley, and Charles Sumner, and soon all the people were
“gouging and biting” over the argument. The two sides elected Jeff Davis and Abe Lincoln
captains and fell to fighting. “Abe’s side got the best of the argument,” and now “the sun rises
over the hills and sets over the mountains, the compass just points up and down, and we can
laugh now at the absurd notion of there being a north and a south.” Instead now “we are one and
undivided.” The irony of the conclusion is clear, that Watkins believes that it will take more than a
war to eradicate regionalism in the United States, but by reducing the conflict to a neighborhood
scrap, he also undercuts any justification for the thousands of lives lost in the struggle. He
appears to side too with those who argued that the war was basically a conflict between two
economic systems, one agricultural and the other industrial, over the fate of the nation.That
Watkins was fighting to preserve slavery seems not to have been a major preoccupation of his,
which is not to say that he was free of the racial prejudices of the time. While he avoids much of
the racial mythology about blacks and expresses no overt hostility toward them, he describes
them in the typical Southern paternalistic way, as in his portraits of Uncle Zack and Aunt Daphne



of Dalton, Georgia, who were hired to wash his clothes. One thing Watkins found to admire in
this elderly and apparently free couple was their conversational skills, especially Zack’s ability to
spin tall tales. Watkins himself owned no slaves, although he laments this fact at one point when
he learns of a new law passed by the Confederate congress that allowed any soldier owning
more than twenty slaves to return home.The second framing device is to envision the war as a
circus. The title page calls his account “A Side Show to the Big Show,” an image that is returned
to in the conclusion: “The curtain is rung down, the foot-lights are put out, the audience has all
left and gone home, the seats are vacant, and the cold walls are silent.” Thus the pomp and
circumstance of battle, the posturings and assertions of patriotism, amount to no more than the
antics of the clown and the tumblings of the acrobat in a stage show at the circus. Both the
opening fable and this sustained metaphor work effectively to establish an attitude and point of
view for both the narrator and the reader.At the time Watkins was writing in 1881, American
literature was moving largely under the influence of realism. While such writers as William Dean
Howells and Henry James felt that the writer should devote himself to describing the tasteful and
the beautiful in the world of daily life, others such as Ambrose Bierce, Stephen Crane, Hamlin
Garland, Kate Chopin, and Frank Norris would later move the focus directly on the tragic
aspects of life and paint a sometimes horrifying view of man fighting a hostile, mechanical world
of injustice and sudden death. In attempting to describe his experiences in what he called an
“unholy and uncalled for war,” Watkins instinctively adopted the methods of realism and spared
the reader nothing in describing the horror and brutality of the battlefield.It is interesting to
compare the way Bierce and Watkins describe one of the same engagements at which both
were witnesses, the bloody battle of Chickamauga. Bierce’s story “Chickamauga,” written around
1889, over twenty-five years after the event, adopts the strategy of limiting the point of view to
that of a six-year-old deaf and mute child who has wandered onto the battlefield by mistake,
before moving to a larger adult perspective to render ironic judgment on the carnage. The child
mistakes wounded soldiers dragging themselves to a creek for water as bearlike but gentle
creatures with whom he can play:He now approached one of these crawling figures from behind
and with an agile movement mounted it astride. The man sank upon his breast, recovered, flung
the small boy fiercely to the ground as an unbroken colt might have done, then turned upon him
a face that lacked a lower jaw—from the upper teeth to the throat was a great red gap fringed
with hanging shreds of flesh and splinters of bone.In his chapter on Chickamauga, Watkins
includes a strikingly similar image in describing the aftermath of battle as he walks across the
field of slaughter:Men were lying where they fell, shot in every conceivable part of the body.
Some with their entrails torn out and still hanging to them and piled up on the ground beside
them, and they still alive. Some with their under jaw torn off, and hanging by a fragment of skin to
their cheeks, with their tongues lolling from their mouth, and they trying to talk.The difference
here, of course, is that Bierce has couched his scene of horror within the comfortable context of
a piece of fiction, even though the rude juxtaposition of a young child witnessing this offers its
own unsettling contrast. Watkins gives us his view exactly as he witnessed it, and we are both



repelled and attracted by the sight, as we would be by a photograph of a mutilation from which
we are unable to divert our eyes. Bierce, of course, witnessed Chickamauga from the position of
a topographical officer on the sidelines, while Watkins was there on the field participating in the
bloodshed. For those who know this, it lends an element of authenticity to Watkins, but in any
case, his passage is at least equally compelling and powerful. It could be argued too that
Bierce’s use of a child is rather contrived and appeals too strongly to the sentimental side of the
reader, while Watkins resorts to no easy emotion other than unadulterated horror.The great
American fictional classic of the Civil War is, of course, The Red Badge of Courage by Stephen
Crane, written in 1893 and published in 1895 and based only on extensive reading in books
about the war. There are so many parallels between “Co. Aytch” and The Red Badge that I
suspect Watkins’ book must have been among those read by the young author born six years
after the war was over. I will suggest only a few.Like the fictional Henry Fleming in Crane’s novel,
when Sam Watkins is as yet uninitiated in battle, he feels envy for those who have encountered
“war, the blood swollen god” and wear their wounds proudly:Ah, how we envied those that were
wounded. We thought at that time that we would have given a thousand dollars to have been in
the battle, and to have had our arm shot off, so we could have returned home with an empty
sleeve.Crane offers the same idea more succinctly:At times he regarded the wounded soldiers
in an envious way. He conceived persons with torn bodies to be peculiarly happy. He wished that
he, too, had a wound, a red badge of courage.Except for the final felicitous image, which gave
the book its title, Watkins’ style is as simple and as direct as that of Crane.One of the most
famous and often explicated images in Crane’s novel is the final line of chapter nine: “The red
sun was pasted in the sky like a wafer.” Watkins also had his own red sun as a silent witness of
the ravages of men: “The sun was poised above us, a great red ball, sinking slowly in the west,
yet the scene of battle and carnage continued.”The most frequently discussed figure in The Red
Badge is the tall soldier, Jim Conklin, who lurches through chapter nine in a comalike state,
incoherently conversing with Henry, finally to collapse into a death tremor. Henry reports, “As the
flap of the blue jacket fell away from the body, he could see that the side looked as if it had been
chewed by wolves.” Watkins has a very similar experience with an equally spectral figure at
Murfreesboro:As I went back to the field hospital, I overtook another man walking along. I do not
know to what regiment he belonged, but I remember of first noticing that his left arm was entirely
gone. His face was as white as a sheet. The breast and sleeve of his coat had been torn away,
and I could see the frazzled end of his shirt-sleeve, which appeared to be sucked into the
wound. I looked at it pretty close, and said “Great God!” for I could see his heart throb, and the
respiration of his lungs. I was filled with wonder and horror at the sight. He was walking along,
when all at once he dropped down and died without a struggle or a groan.Finally, Watkins
frequently reflects on the tranquility of nature, which serves as a reminder of continuity in the
scheme of things and the futile efforts of man to wreak havoc on this world, as in his final
paragraph:The tale is told. The world moves on, the sun shines as brightly as before, the flowers
bloom as beautifully, the birds sing their carols as sweetly, the trees nod and bow their leafy tops



as if slumbering in the breeze, . . . and the scene melts and gradually disappears forever.Crane is
a bit more explicit:As he gazed around him the youth felt a flash of astonishment at the blue,
pure sky and the sun gleaming on the trees and fields. It was surprising that Nature had gone
tranquilly on with her golden process in the midst of so much devilment.And like Watkins,
Crane’s final line rests with nature: “Over the river a golden ray of sun came through the hosts of
leaden rain clouds.”These and additional parallels suggest that “Co. Aytch” may have served as
a source or is at least an analogue for Crane’s novel, but I do not mean to suggest that Watkins
is Crane’s equal as a writer. Crane’s wonderfully concise, poetically vivid, and psychologically
accurate prose is one of the treasures of American literature. Both resorted to similar images
and ideas, however, and Watkins has his own power deriving from an ability to describe his
actual experience without the adornment and romantic distancing characteristic of most
commentators on the Civil War. Both give us an unadorned realism in prose, but one writes
history and the other fiction.Watkins also provides us with scenes and events that, as far as I
know, have no parallels in the fiction of his time. For example, there is the macabre story of the
Rebel deserter and turncoat named Rowland who arrived at his place of execution to find his
grave full of water and asked for a drink from it because “he had heard that water was very
scarce in hell, and it would be the last he would ever drink.” A more touching execution, and
several are described in detail, is that of two Yankee spies who turn out to be boys of sixteen and
fourteen. When the younger begins to cry and plead for his life, “the older one kicked him, and
told him to stand up and show the Rebels how a Union man could die for his country.” As they
dangled from the ropes, Watkins noted, “I turned off sick at heart.” Such stories could easily fit a
fictional context, except Watkins tells us they actually happened.Perhaps the most engaging
element in Watkins’ book is his sense of humor and irony, which becomes evident whether he is
talking about a louse race among the gambling soldiers, eating rats in hungry desperation,
jeering a deserting officer, or ridiculing a chaplain who exhorts the men to die and “sup tonight in
Paradise” but runs when the bombs begin to fall as the soldiers shout, “The parson isn’t hungry,
and never eats supper.” He could also capture with a gentle sense of comic self-deprecation one
of his own social faux pas at the dinner table of a Chattanooga family with two handsome
daughters in attendance. The food is abundant and good, but then the mother tells a daughter to
pass the butter to Watkins, which he refuses because his plate is full:Now, there is nothing that
will offend a lady so quick as to refuse to take butter when handed to you. . . . If you don’t eat
butter, it is an insult; if you eat too much, she will make your ears burn after you have left. It is a
regulator of society; it is a civilizer; it is a luxury and a delicacy that must be touched and handled
with care and courtesy on all occasions. Should you desire to get on the good side of a lady, just
give a broad, sweeping, slathering compliment to her butter. It beats kissing the dirty-faced baby;
it beats anything. Too much praise cannot be bestowed upon the butter, be it good, bad, or
indifferent to your notions of things, but to her, her butter is always good, superior, excellent. I did
not know this characteristic of the human female at the time, or I would have taken a delicate
slice of butter. Here is a sample of the colloquy that followed:“Mister, have some butter?”“Not



any at present, thank you, madam.”“Well, I insist upon it; our butter is nice.”“O, I know it’s nice,
but my plate is full, thank you.”“Well, take some anyhow.”One of the girls spoke up and
said:“Mother, the gentleman don’t wish butter.”“Well, I want him to know that our butter is clean,
anyhow.”“Well, madam, if you insist upon it, there is nothing that I love so well as warm biscuit
and butter. I’ll thank you for the butter.”I dive in. I go in a little too heavy. The old lady hints in a
delicate way that they sold butter. I dive in heavier. That cake of butter was melting like snow in a
red hot furnace. The old lady says, “We sell butter to the soldiers at a mighty good price.”I dive in
afresh. She says, “I get a dollar a pound for that butter,” and I remark with a good deal of
nonchalance, “Well, madam, it is worth it,” and I dive in again. I did not marry one of the
girls.Such a passage is an excellent example of how effectively Watkins handles dialogue,
characterization, and humor to dramatic effect.Over and over again in the course of his book,
Watkins cautions us along these lines: “Please remember, patient reader, that I write entirely
from memory. I have no data or diary or anything to go by, and memory is a peculiar faculty.”
Readers who want descriptions of the battles from the larger perspective of leaders and officers
should look elsewhere: “I know nothing of history. See the histories for grand movements and
military maneuvers. I can only tell of what I saw and how I felt,” and he adds, “I only write of the
under strata of history; in other words, the privates’ history—as I saw things then, and remember
them now.” But as Roy P. Basler has observed, whatever his failures to remember names and
dates, “his historical perspective was sounder than that of many more important but far less
intelligent men who occupied posts of high responsibility in the years 1861-1865.” As for the
events themselves, Watkins affirmed, “every word of this is true, as is everything in this
book.”The British historian Herbert Butterfield suggested in his essay The Historical Novel that
“history cannot come so near to human hearts and human passions as a good novel can; its
very fidelity to facts makes it not perhaps less true to life, but farther away from the heart of
things.” Watkins’ piece of personal history then moves toward fiction in its reflections on “human
hearts and human passions” in conflict, which take us to the heart of the absurd experience of
war. Effective fiction, however, according to Butterfield also possesses a historical sensibility:It is
when the reader can feel that the things that are being related actually took place, and that the
man about whom the stories are being told really lived although stories about him may not all be
true; it is when the thread of incident in the novel, as well as what might be called the texture of
the book, can in some way be called “historical,” that the work is most effective in its grip on
actuality.“Co. Aytch” clearly has, then, the narrative power of fiction about which Butterfield
speaks, and we come to know and believe Sam Watkins as a real person, not because he was
but because of the dramatic appeal of his literary ability as a writer.In an essay on the question,
“Why do we read fiction?,” Robert Penn Warren once wrote:The answer is simple. We read it
because we like it. And we like it because fiction, as an image of life, stimulates and gratifies our
interest in life. But whatever interest may be appealed by fiction, the special and immediate
interest that takes us to fiction is always our interest in a story.A story is not merely an image of
life, but life in motion—specifically, the presentation of individual characters moving through their



particular experiences to some end that we may accept as meaningful. And the experience that
is characteristically presented in a story is that of facing a problem, a conflict. To put it bluntly: no
conflict, no story.Viewed from this perspective, “Co. Aytch” has all the appeal of fiction. Sam
Watkins is a character moving through a meaningful action within the greatest possible conflict
in American history—one that spelled the fate of the nation.A work like “Co. Aytch” compels us to
reconsider the artificial boundaries between history and fiction. This is a work that hews to the
truth of an individual experience as humanly possible and provides a realistic portrayal of human
nature at its most noble and despicable. It is a primary historical document of the first order:
balanced, objective, and truthful. Because of Watkins’ skills as a writer—a realist, a humorist,
and a stylist of unusual ability—his book has the appeal of fiction and engages our interest as
effectively and fully as does any well-crafted story or novel. His book deserves to be read
alongside fictional accounts of the Civil War because of the authenticity of the experience it
portrays and the talent it reflects. In this case the fictionality of fact matches the factuality of
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Aytch.”—This week’s Herald contains the last number of “Co. Aytch” that will be published in the
paper.The Generals, and President, and Vice-President, and other high officials have published
their accounts of the war, but Sam Watkins is the first high private who has written up the
common soldier side of the matter. In the big, gilt-edge books, the Generals, the President, and
the Vice-President, tell about their plans, their battles, their retreats, their measures, and their
ideas, and not a word about what the poor, sore-footed, hungry, and naked soldier felt. In “Co.
Aytch,” we see the old “webfoot,” dressed in a dirty, greasy, gray suit—or rather non-suit—a
cotton blanket thrown across his shoulder, and fastened under his cartridge-box belt; a greasy,
dirty haversack hanging down—very thin and flabby; with shoes of untanned leather. There he
goes, footsore, tired, and hungry, but chipper and sassy, and ready for the battle. In “Co. Aytch”
we see this same “webfoot” in camp, cooking his rations—corn meal bread, corn meal coffee,
corn meal soup, blue beef, with not an eye of grease on it. He lies down on the cold ground, in an
old thin blanket, and shivers through the night. In “Co. Aytch,” we hear this “webfoot” talking to his
comrades, cheering their drooping spirits, discussing the situation, defending the General,
hoping for final victory, and a glorious return home to father, mother, and sweetheart. In “Co.
Aytch” we see this same “webfoot,” hungry, ragged, dirty, and footsore, “on the battle’s perilous
edge,” the light of victory in his eye, a gun with a gleaming bayonet in his hands, springing
forward like a deer, a ringing shout upon his lips, rushing up to the breastworks, behind which
belch Napoleon guns and volleys of musketry; see him cross the abattis at a bound; see him as



he stands upon the enemy’s ramparts, shouting victory! In “Co. Aytch” we see this same
“webfoot” shot down by a minnie ball, and lying cold and stark in death, and thrown into a
common shallow grave, unhonored, unknown, and unsung, far away from fond loved ones. In
“Co. Aytch” we see other soldiers, driven by hunger, stealing hogs, others deserting and going
home. All this we see in “Co. Aytch.” Every old soldier, and every son of an old soldier, should
have a copy of it.—Columbia Herald.PREFACE“Co. Aytch.”—This week’s Herald contains the
last number of “Co. Aytch” that will be published in the paper.The Generals, and President, and
Vice-President, and other high officials have published their accounts of the war, but Sam
Watkins is the first high private who has written up the common soldier side of the matter. In the
big, gilt-edge books, the Generals, the President, and the Vice-President, tell about their plans,
their battles, their retreats, their measures, and their ideas, and not a word about what the poor,
sore-footed, hungry, and naked soldier felt. In “Co. Aytch,” we see the old “webfoot,” dressed in a
dirty, greasy, gray suit—or rather non-suit—a cotton blanket thrown across his shoulder, and
fastened under his cartridge-box belt; a greasy, dirty haversack hanging down—very thin and
flabby; with shoes of untanned leather. There he goes, footsore, tired, and hungry, but chipper
and sassy, and ready for the battle. In “Co. Aytch” we see this same “webfoot” in camp, cooking
his rations—corn meal bread, corn meal coffee, corn meal soup, blue beef, with not an eye of
grease on it. He lies down on the cold ground, in an old thin blanket, and shivers through the
night. In “Co. Aytch,” we hear this “webfoot” talking to his comrades, cheering their drooping
spirits, discussing the situation, defending the General, hoping for final victory, and a glorious
return home to father, mother, and sweetheart. In “Co. Aytch” we see this same “webfoot,”
hungry, ragged, dirty, and footsore, “on the battle’s perilous edge,” the light of victory in his eye, a
gun with a gleaming bayonet in his hands, springing forward like a deer, a ringing shout upon his
lips, rushing up to the breastworks, behind which belch Napoleon guns and volleys of musketry;
see him cross the abattis at a bound; see him as he stands upon the enemy’s ramparts, shouting
victory! In “Co. Aytch” we see this same “webfoot” shot down by a minnie ball, and lying cold and
stark in death, and thrown into a common shallow grave, unhonored, unknown, and unsung, far
away from fond loved ones. In “Co. Aytch” we see other soldiers, driven by hunger, stealing hogs,
others deserting and going home. All this we see in “Co. Aytch.” Every old soldier, and every son
of an old soldier, should have a copy of it.—Columbia Herald.CHAP. I—APRIL 14, 1861, VS.
APRIL 14, 1882“WE ARE ONE AND UNDIVIDED”About twenty years ago, I think it was—I won’t
be certain, though—a man whose name, if I remember correctly, was Wm. L. Yancy—I write only
from memory, and this was a long time ago—took a strange and peculiar notion that the sun
rose in the east and set in the west, and that the compass pointed north and south. Now,
everybody knew at the time that it was but the idiosyncrasy of an unbalanced mind, and that the
United States of America had no north, no south, no east, no west. Well, he began to preach the
strange doctrine of there being such a thing. He began to have followers. As you know, it matters
not how absurd, ridiculous and preposterous doctrines may be preached, there will be some
followers. Well, one man by the name of (I think it was) Rhett, said it out loud. He was told to “s-h-



e-e.” Then another fellow by the name (I remember this one because it sounded like a graveyard)
Toombs said so, and he was told to “sh-sh-ee-ee.” Then after a while whole heaps of people
began to say that they thought that there was a north and a south; and after a while hundreds
and thousands and millions said that there was a south. But they were the persons who lived in
the direction that the water courses run. Now, the people who lived where the water courses
started from came down to see about it, and they said, “Gents, you are very much mistaken. We
came over in the Mayflower, and we used to burn witches for saying that the sun rose in the east
and set in the west, because the sun neither rises nor sets, the earth simply turns on its axis,
and we know, because we are Pure(i)tans.” The spokesman of the party was named (I think I
remember his name because it always gave me the blues when I heard it) Horrors Greeley; and
another person by the name of Charles Sumner, said there ain’t any north or south, east or west,
and you shan’t say so either. Now, the other people who lived in the direction that the water
courses run, just raised their bristles and continued saying that there is a north and there is a
south. When those at the head of the water courses come out furiously mad, to coerce those in
the direction that water courses run, and to make them take it back. Well, they went to gouging
and biting, to pulling and scratching at a furious rate. One side elected a captain by the name of
Jeff Davis, and known as one-eyed Jeff, and a first lieutenant by the name of Aleck Stephens,
commonly styled smart Aleck. The other side selected as captain a son of Nancy Hanks, of
Bowling Green, and a son of old Bob Lincoln, the rail-splitter, and whose name was Abe. Well,
after he was elected captain, they elected as first lieutenant an individual of doubtful blood by
the name of Hannibal Hamlin, being a descendant of the generation of Ham, the bad son of old
Noah, who meant to curse him blue, but overdid the thing, and cursed him black.Well, as I said
before, they went to fighting, but old Abe’s side got the best of the argument. But in getting the
best of the argument they called in all the people and wise men of other nations of the earth, and
they, too, said that America had no cardinal points, and that the sun did not rise in the east and
set in the west, and that the compass did not point either north or south.Well, then, Captain Jeff
Davis’ side gave it up and quit, and they, too, went to saying that there is no north, no south, no
east, no west. Well, “us boys” all took a small part in the fracas, and Shep, the prophet, remarked
that the day would come when those who once believed that the American continent had
cardinal points would be ashamed to own it. That day has arrived. America has no north, no
south, no east, no west; the sun rises over the hills and sets over mountains, the compass just
points up and down, and we can laugh now at the absurd notion of there being a north and a
south.Well, reader, let me whisper in your ear. I was in the row, and the following pages will tell
what part I took in the little unpleasant misconception of there being such a thing as a north and
south.THE BLOODY CHASMIn these memoirs, after the lapse of twenty years, we propose to
fight our “battles o’er again.”To do this is but a pastime and pleasure, as there is nothing that so
much delights the old soldier as to revisit the scenes and battlefields with which he was once so
familiar, and to recall the incidents, though trifling they may have been at the time.The histories
of the Lost Cause are all written out by “big bugs,” Generals and renowned historians, and like



the fellow who called a turtle a “cooter,” being told that no such word as cooter was in Webster’s
dictionary, remarked that he had as much right to make a dictionary as Mr. Webster or any other
man; so have I to write a history.But in these pages I do not pretend to write the history of the
war. I only give a few sketches and incidents that came under the observation of a “high private”
in the rear ranks of the Rebel army. Of course the histories are all correct. They tell of great
achievements of great men, who wear the laurels of victory; have grand presents given them;
high positions in civil life; Presidents of corporations; Governors of States; official positions, etc.,
and when they die, long obituaries are published, telling of their many virtues, their distinguished
victories, etc., and when they are buried, the whole country goes in mourning and is called upon
to buy an elegant monument to erect over the remains of so distinguished and brave a General,
etc. But in the following pages I propose to tell of the fellows who did the shooting and killing, the
fortifying and ditching, the sweeping of the streets, the drilling, the standing guard, picket and
videt, and who drew (or were to draw) eleven dollars per month and rations, and also drew the
ramrod and tore the cartridge. Pardon me should I use the personal pronoun “I” too frequently, as
I do not wish to be called egotistical, for I only write of what I saw as an humble private in the rear
rank in an infantry regiment, commonly called “webfoot.” Neither do I propose to make this a
connected journal, for I write entirely from memory, and you must remember, kind reader, that
these things happened twenty years ago, and twenty years is a long time in the life of any
individual.I was twenty-one years old then, and at that time I was not married. Now I have a
house full of young “rebels,” clustering around my knees and bumping against my elbow, while I
write these reminiscences of the war of secession, rebellion, State rights, slavery, or our rights in
the territories, or by whatever other name it may be called. These are all with the past now, and
the North and South have long ago “shaken hands across the bloody chasm.” The flag of the
Southern cause has been furled never to be again unfurled; gone like a dream of yesterday, and
lives only in the memory of those who lived through those bloody days and times.EIGHTEEN
HUNDRED AND SIXTY-ONEReader, mine, did you live in that stormy period? In the year of our
Lord eighteen hundred and sixty-one, do you remember those stirring times? Do you recollect in
that year, for the first time in your life, of hearing Dixie and the Bonnie Blue Flag? Fort Sumter
was fired upon from Charleston by troops under General Beauregard, and Major Anderson, of
the Federal army, surrendered. The die was cast; war was declared; Lincoln called for troops
from Tennessee and all the Southern States, but Tennessee, loyal to her Southern sister States,
passed the ordinance of secession, and enlisted under the Stars and Bars. From that day on,
every person almost was eager for the war, and we were all afraid it would be over and we not in
the fight. Companies were made up, regiments organized; left, left, left, was heard from morning
till night. By the right flank, file left, march, were familiar sounds. Everywhere could be seen
Southern cockades made by the ladies and our sweethearts. And some who afterward became
Union men made the most fiery secession speeches. Flags made by the ladies were presented
to companies, and to hear the young orators tell of how they would protect that flag, and that
they would come back with the flag or come not at all, and if they fell they would fall with their



backs to the field and their feet to the foe, would fairly make our hair stand on end with intense
patriotism, and we wanted to march right off and whip twenty Yankees. But we soon found out
that the glory of war was at home among the ladies and not upon the field of blood and carnage
and death, where our comrades were mutilated and torn by shot and shell. And to see the cheek
blanch and to hear the fervent prayer, aye, I might say the agony of mind were very different
indeed from the patriotic times at home.CAMP CHEATHAMAfter being drilled and disciplined at
Camp Cheatham, under the administrative ability of General R. C. Foster, 3rd, for two months,
we, the First, Third and Eleventh Tennessee Regiments, Maney, Brown and Rains, learned of
the advance of McClelland’s army into Virginia, toward Harper’s Ferry and Bull Run.The Federal
army was advancing all along the line. They expected to march right into the heart of the South,
set the negroes free, take our property, and whip the Rebels back into the Union. But they soon
found that secession was a bigger mouthful than they could swallow at one gobble. They found
the people of the South in earnest.Secession may have been wrong in the abstract, and has
been tried and settled by the arbitrament of the sword and bayonet, but I am as firm in my
convictions to-day of the right of secession as I was in 1861. The South is our country, the North
is the country of those who live there. We are an agricultural people; they are a manufacturing
people. They are the descendants of the good old Puritan Plymouth Rock stock, and we of the
South from the proud and aristocratic stock of Cavaliers. We believe in the doctrine of State
rights, and they in the doctrine of centralization.John C. Calhoun, Patrick Henry, and Randolph,
of Roanoke, saw the venom under their wings, and warned the North of the consequences, but
they laughed at them. We only fought for our State rights, they for Union and power. The South
fell battling under the banner of State rights, but yet grand and glorious even in death. Now,
reader, please pardon this digression. It is every word that we will say in behalf of the rights of
secession in the following pages. The question has been long ago settled and is buried forever,
never in this age or generation to be resurrected.The vote of the regiment was taken, and we all
voted to go to Virginia. The Southern Confederacy had established its capital at Richmond.A
man by the name of Jackson, who kept a hotel in Maryland, had raised the Stars and Bars, and
a Federal officer by the name of Ellsworth tore it down, and Jackson had riddled his body with
buckshot from a double-barreled shot-gun. First blood for the South.Everywhere the enemy
were advancing; the red clouds of war were booming up everywhere, but at this particular
epoch, I refer you to the history of that period.A private soldier is but an automaton, a machine
that works by the command of a good, bad, or indifferent engineer, and is presumed to know
nothing of all these great events. His business is to load and shoot, stand picket, videt, etc.,
while the officers sleep, or perhaps die on the field of battle and glory, and his obituary and
epitaph but “one” remembered among the slain, but to what company, regiment, brigade or
corps he belongs, there is no account—he is soon forgotten.A long line of box-cars was drawn
up at Camp Cheatham one morning in July, the bugle sounded to strike tents and to place
everything on board the cars. We old comrades have gotten together and laughed a hundred
times at the plunder and property that we had accumulated, compared with our subsequent



scanty wardrobe. Every soldier had enough blankets, shirts, pants and old boots to last a year,
and the empty bottles and jugs would have set up a first-class drug store. In addition, every one
of us had his gun, cartridge-box, knapsack and three days’ rations, a pistol on each side and a
long Bowie knife, that had been presented to us by William Wood, of Columbia, Tenn. We got in
and on top of the box-cars, the whistle sounded, and amid the waving of hats, handkerchiefs
and flags, we bid a long farewell and forever to old Camp Cheatham.Arriving at Nashville, the
citizens turned out en masse to receive us, and here again we were reminded of the good old
times and the “gal we left behind us.” Ah, it is worth soldiering to receive such welcomes as
this.The Rev. Mr. Elliott invited us to his college grove, where had been prepared enough of the
good things of earth to gratify the tastes of the most fastidious epicure. And what was most
novel, we were waited on by the most beautiful young ladies (pupils of his school). It was
charming, I tell you. Rev. C. D. Elliott was our Brigade Chaplain all through the war, and Dr. C. T.
Quintard the Chaplain of the First Tennessee Regiment—two of the best men who ever lived.ON
THE ROADLeaving Nashville, we went bowling along twenty or thirty miles an hour, as fast as
steam could carry us. At every town and station citizens and ladies were waving their
handkerchiefs and hurrahing for Jeff Davis and the Southern Confederacy. Magnificent banquets
were prepared for us all along the entire route. It was one magnificent festival from one end of
the line to the other. At Chattanooga, Knoxville, Bristol, Farmville, Lynchburg, everywhere, the
same demonstrations of joy and welcome greeted us. Ah, those were glorious times; and you,
reader, see why the old soldier loves to live over again that happy period.But the Yankees are
advancing on Manassas. July 21st finds us a hundred miles from that fierce day’s battle. That
night, after the battle is fought and won, our train draws up at Manassas Junction.Well, what
news? Every one was wild, nay, frenzied with the excitement of victory, and we felt very much
like the “boy the calf had run over.” We felt that the war was over, and we would have to return
home without even seeing a Yankee soldier. Ah, how we envied those that were wounded. We
thought at that time that we would have given a thousand dollars to have been in the battle, and
to have had our arm shot off, so we could have returned home with an empty sleeve. But the
battle was over, and we left out.STAUNTONFrom Manassas our train moved on to Staunton,
Virginia. Here we again went into camp, overhauled kettles, pots, buckets, jugs and tents, and
found everything so tangled up and mixed that we could not tell tother from which.We stretched
our tents, and the soldiers once again felt that restraint and discipline which we had almost
forgotten en route to this place. But, as the war was over now, our Captains, Colonels and
Generals were not “hard on the boys”; in fact, had begun to electioneer a little for the Legislature
and for Congress. In fact, some wanted, and were looking forward to the time, to run for
Governor of Tennessee.Staunton was a big place; whisky was cheap, and good Virginia tobacco
was plentiful, and the currency of the country was gold and silver.The State Asylums for the
blind and insane were here, and we visited all the places of interest.Here is where we first saw
the game called “chuck-a-luck,” afterward so popular in the army. But, I always noticed that
chuck won, and luck always lost.Faro and roulette were in full blast; in fact, the skum had begun



to come to the surface, and shoddy was the gentleman. By this, I mean that civil law had been
suspended; the ermine of the Judges had been overridden by the sword and the bayonet. In
other words the military had absorbed the civil. Hence the gambler was in his glory.WARM
SPRINGS, VIRGINIAOne day while we were idling around camp, June Tucker sounded the
assembly, and we were ordered aboard the cars. We pulled out for Millboro; from there we had
to foot it to Bath Alum and Warm Springs. We went over the Allegheny Mountains.I was on every
march that was ever made by the First Tennessee Regiment during the whole war, and at this
time I cannot remember of ever experiencing a harder or more fatiguing march. It seemed that
mountain was piled upon mountain. No sooner would we arrive at a place that seemed to be the
top than another view of a higher, and yet higher mountain would rise before us. From the foot to
the top of the mountain the soldiers lined the road, broken down and exhausted. First one
blanket was thrown away, and then another; now and then a good pair of pants, old boots and
shoes, Sunday hats, pistols, and Bowie knives strewed the road. Old bottles and jugs, and
various and sundry articles were lying pell-mell everywhere. Up and up, and onward and upward
we pulled and toiled, until we reached the very top, where there burst upon our view one of the
grandest and most beautiful landscapes we ever beheld.Nestled in the valley right before us is
Bath Alum and Warm Springs. It seemed to me at that time, and since, a glimpse of a better and
brighter world beyond, to the weary Christian pilgrim who may have been toiling on his journey
for years. A glad shout arose from those who had gained the top, which cheered and
encouraged the others to persevere. At last we got to Warm Springs. Here they had a nice warm
dinner waiting for us. They had a large bath-house at Warm Springs. A large pool of water
arranged so that a person could go in any depth he might desire. It was a free thing, and we
pitched in. We had no idea of the enervating effect it would have upon our physical systems, and
as the water was but little past tepid, we stayed in a good long time. But when we came out we
were as limp as dishrags. About this time the assembly sounded and we were ordered to march,
but we couldn’t march worth a cent. There we had to stay until our systems had had sufficient
recuperation. And we would wonder what all this marching was for, as the war was over
anyhow.The second day after leaving Warm Springs we came to Big Springs. It was in the month
of August, and the biggest white frost fell that I ever saw in winter.The Yankees were reported to
be in close proximity to us, and Captain Field with a detail of ten men was sent forward on the
scout. I was on the detail, and when we left camp that evening, it was dark and dreary and
drizzling rain. After a while the rain began to come down harder and harder, and every one of us
was wet and drenched to the skin—guns, cartridges and powder. The next morning about
daylight, while standing videt, I saw a body of twenty-five or thirty Yankees approaching, and I
raised my gun for the purpose of shooting, and pulled down, but the cap popped. They
discovered me and popped three or four caps at me; their powder was wet also. Before I could
get on a fresh cap, Captain Field came running up with his seven-shooting rifle, and the first fire
he killed a Yankee. They broke and run. Captain Field did all the firing, but every time he pulled
down he brought a Yankee. I have forgotten the number that he did kill, but if I am not mistaken it



was either twenty or twenty-one, for I remember the incident was in almost every Southern paper
at that time, and the general comments were that one Southern man was equal to twenty
Yankees. While we were in hot pursuit, one truly brave and magnanimous Yankee, who had been
badly wounded, said, “Gentlemen you have killed me, but not a hundred yards from here is the
main line.” We did not go any further, but halted right there, and after getting all the information
that we could out of the wounded Yankee, we returned to camp.One evening, General Robert E.
Lee came to our camp. He was a fine-looking gentleman, and wore a moustache. He was
dressed in blue cottonade and looked like some good boy’s grandpa. I felt like going up to him
and saying good evening, Uncle Bob! I am not certain at this late day that I did not do so. I
remember going up mighty close and sitting there and listening to his conversation with the
officers of our regiment. He had a calm and collected air about him, his voice was kind and
tender, and his eye was as gentle as a dove’s. His whole make-up of form and person, looks and
manner had a kind of gentle and soothing magnetism about it that drew every one to him and
made them love, respect, and honor him. I fell in love with the old gentleman and felt like going
home with him. I know I have never seen a finer looking man, nor one with more kind and gentle
features and manners. His horse was standing nipping the grass, and when I saw that he was
getting ready to start I ran and caught his horse and led him up to him. He took the reins of the
bridle in his hand and said, “thank you, my son,” rode off, and my heart went with him. There was
none of his staff with him; he had on no sword or pistol, or anything to show his rank. The only
thing that I remember he had was an opera-glass hung over his shoulder by a strap.Leaving Big
Springs, we marched on day by day, across Greenbrier and Gauley rivers to Huntersville, a little
but sprightly town hid in the very fastnesses of the mountains. The people live exceedingly well
in these mountains. They had plenty of honey and buckwheat cakes, and they called buttermilk
“sour-milk,” and sour-milk weren’t fit for pigs; they couldn’t see how folks drank sour-milk. But
sour-kraut was good. Everything seemed to grow in the mountains—potatoes, Irish and sweet;
onions, snap beans, peas—though the country was very thinly populated. Deer, bears, and
foxes, as well as wild turkeys, and rabbit and squirrels abounded everywhere. Apples and
peaches were abundant, and everywhere the people had apple-butter for every meal; and
occasionally we would come across a small-sized distillery, which we would at once start to
doing duty. We drank the singlings while they were hot, but like the old woman who could not eat
corn bread until she heard that they made whisky out of corn, then she could manage to “worry a
little of it down”; so it was with us and the singlings.From this time forward, we were ever on the
march—tramp, tramp, tramp—always on the march. Lee’s corps, Stonewall Jackson’s division—I
refer you to the histories for the marches and traps made by these commanders the first year of
the war. Well, we followed them.CHEAT MOUNTAINOne evening about 4 o’clock, the drummers
of the regiment began to beat their drums as hard as they could stave, and I saw men running in
every direction, and the camp soon became one scene of hurry and excitement. I asked some
one what all this hubbub meant. He looked at me with utter astonishment. I saw soldiers running
to their tents and grabbing their guns and cartridge-boxes and hurry out again, the drums still



rolling and rattling. I asked several other fellows what in the dickens did all this mean? Finally
one fellow, who seemed scared almost out of his wits, answered between a wail and a shriek,
“Why, sir, they are beating the long roll.” Says I, “What is the long roll for?” “The long roll, man,
the long roll! Get your gun; they are beating the long roll!” This was all the information that I could
get. It was the first, last, and only long roll that I ever heard. But, then everything was new, and
Colonel Maney, ever prompt, ordered the assembly. Without any command or bugle sound, or
anything, every soldier was in his place. Tents, knapsacks and everything was left
indiscriminately.CHAP. I—APRIL 14, 1861, VS. APRIL 14, 1882“WE ARE ONE AND
UNDIVIDED”About twenty years ago, I think it was—I won’t be certain, though—a man whose
name, if I remember correctly, was Wm. L. Yancy—I write only from memory, and this was a long
time ago—took a strange and peculiar notion that the sun rose in the east and set in the west,
and that the compass pointed north and south. Now, everybody knew at the time that it was but
the idiosyncrasy of an unbalanced mind, and that the United States of America had no north, no
south, no east, no west. Well, he began to preach the strange doctrine of there being such a
thing. He began to have followers. As you know, it matters not how absurd, ridiculous and
preposterous doctrines may be preached, there will be some followers. Well, one man by the
name of (I think it was) Rhett, said it out loud. He was told to “s-h-e-e.” Then another fellow by the
name (I remember this one because it sounded like a graveyard) Toombs said so, and he was
told to “sh-sh-ee-ee.” Then after a while whole heaps of people began to say that they thought
that there was a north and a south; and after a while hundreds and thousands and millions said
that there was a south. But they were the persons who lived in the direction that the water
courses run. Now, the people who lived where the water courses started from came down to see
about it, and they said, “Gents, you are very much mistaken. We came over in the Mayflower,
and we used to burn witches for saying that the sun rose in the east and set in the west, because
the sun neither rises nor sets, the earth simply turns on its axis, and we know, because we are
Pure(i)tans.” The spokesman of the party was named (I think I remember his name because it
always gave me the blues when I heard it) Horrors Greeley; and another person by the name of
Charles Sumner, said there ain’t any north or south, east or west, and you shan’t say so either.
Now, the other people who lived in the direction that the water courses run, just raised their
bristles and continued saying that there is a north and there is a south. When those at the head
of the water courses come out furiously mad, to coerce those in the direction that water courses
run, and to make them take it back. Well, they went to gouging and biting, to pulling and
scratching at a furious rate. One side elected a captain by the name of Jeff Davis, and known as
one-eyed Jeff, and a first lieutenant by the name of Aleck Stephens, commonly styled smart
Aleck. The other side selected as captain a son of Nancy Hanks, of Bowling Green, and a son of
old Bob Lincoln, the rail-splitter, and whose name was Abe. Well, after he was elected captain,
they elected as first lieutenant an individual of doubtful blood by the name of Hannibal Hamlin,
being a descendant of the generation of Ham, the bad son of old Noah, who meant to curse him
blue, but overdid the thing, and cursed him black.Well, as I said before, they went to fighting, but



old Abe’s side got the best of the argument. But in getting the best of the argument they called in
all the people and wise men of other nations of the earth, and they, too, said that America had no
cardinal points, and that the sun did not rise in the east and set in the west, and that the
compass did not point either north or south.Well, then, Captain Jeff Davis’ side gave it up and
quit, and they, too, went to saying that there is no north, no south, no east, no west. Well, “us
boys” all took a small part in the fracas, and Shep, the prophet, remarked that the day would
come when those who once believed that the American continent had cardinal points would be
ashamed to own it. That day has arrived. America has no north, no south, no east, no west; the
sun rises over the hills and sets over mountains, the compass just points up and down, and we
can laugh now at the absurd notion of there being a north and a south.Well, reader, let me
whisper in your ear. I was in the row, and the following pages will tell what part I took in the little
unpleasant misconception of there being such a thing as a north and south.THE BLOODY
CHASMIn these memoirs, after the lapse of twenty years, we propose to fight our “battles o’er
again.”To do this is but a pastime and pleasure, as there is nothing that so much delights the old
soldier as to revisit the scenes and battlefields with which he was once so familiar, and to recall
the incidents, though trifling they may have been at the time.The histories of the Lost Cause are
all written out by “big bugs,” Generals and renowned historians, and like the fellow who called a
turtle a “cooter,” being told that no such word as cooter was in Webster’s dictionary, remarked
that he had as much right to make a dictionary as Mr. Webster or any other man; so have I to
write a history.But in these pages I do not pretend to write the history of the war. I only give a few
sketches and incidents that came under the observation of a “high private” in the rear ranks of
the Rebel army. Of course the histories are all correct. They tell of great achievements of great
men, who wear the laurels of victory; have grand presents given them; high positions in civil life;
Presidents of corporations; Governors of States; official positions, etc., and when they die, long
obituaries are published, telling of their many virtues, their distinguished victories, etc., and
when they are buried, the whole country goes in mourning and is called upon to buy an elegant
monument to erect over the remains of so distinguished and brave a General, etc. But in the
following pages I propose to tell of the fellows who did the shooting and killing, the fortifying and
ditching, the sweeping of the streets, the drilling, the standing guard, picket and videt, and who
drew (or were to draw) eleven dollars per month and rations, and also drew the ramrod and tore
the cartridge. Pardon me should I use the personal pronoun “I” too frequently, as I do not wish to
be called egotistical, for I only write of what I saw as an humble private in the rear rank in an
infantry regiment, commonly called “webfoot.” Neither do I propose to make this a connected
journal, for I write entirely from memory, and you must remember, kind reader, that these things
happened twenty years ago, and twenty years is a long time in the life of any individual.I was
twenty-one years old then, and at that time I was not married. Now I have a house full of young
“rebels,” clustering around my knees and bumping against my elbow, while I write these
reminiscences of the war of secession, rebellion, State rights, slavery, or our rights in the
territories, or by whatever other name it may be called. These are all with the past now, and the



North and South have long ago “shaken hands across the bloody chasm.” The flag of the
Southern cause has been furled never to be again unfurled; gone like a dream of yesterday, and
lives only in the memory of those who lived through those bloody days and times.EIGHTEEN
HUNDRED AND SIXTY-ONEReader, mine, did you live in that stormy period? In the year of our
Lord eighteen hundred and sixty-one, do you remember those stirring times? Do you recollect in
that year, for the first time in your life, of hearing Dixie and the Bonnie Blue Flag? Fort Sumter
was fired upon from Charleston by troops under General Beauregard, and Major Anderson, of
the Federal army, surrendered. The die was cast; war was declared; Lincoln called for troops
from Tennessee and all the Southern States, but Tennessee, loyal to her Southern sister States,
passed the ordinance of secession, and enlisted under the Stars and Bars. From that day on,
every person almost was eager for the war, and we were all afraid it would be over and we not in
the fight. Companies were made up, regiments organized; left, left, left, was heard from morning
till night. By the right flank, file left, march, were familiar sounds. Everywhere could be seen
Southern cockades made by the ladies and our sweethearts. And some who afterward became
Union men made the most fiery secession speeches. Flags made by the ladies were presented
to companies, and to hear the young orators tell of how they would protect that flag, and that
they would come back with the flag or come not at all, and if they fell they would fall with their
backs to the field and their feet to the foe, would fairly make our hair stand on end with intense
patriotism, and we wanted to march right off and whip twenty Yankees. But we soon found out
that the glory of war was at home among the ladies and not upon the field of blood and carnage
and death, where our comrades were mutilated and torn by shot and shell. And to see the cheek
blanch and to hear the fervent prayer, aye, I might say the agony of mind were very different
indeed from the patriotic times at home.CAMP CHEATHAMAfter being drilled and disciplined at
Camp Cheatham, under the administrative ability of General R. C. Foster, 3rd, for two months,
we, the First, Third and Eleventh Tennessee Regiments, Maney, Brown and Rains, learned of
the advance of McClelland’s army into Virginia, toward Harper’s Ferry and Bull Run.The Federal
army was advancing all along the line. They expected to march right into the heart of the South,
set the negroes free, take our property, and whip the Rebels back into the Union. But they soon
found that secession was a bigger mouthful than they could swallow at one gobble. They found
the people of the South in earnest.Secession may have been wrong in the abstract, and has
been tried and settled by the arbitrament of the sword and bayonet, but I am as firm in my
convictions to-day of the right of secession as I was in 1861. The South is our country, the North
is the country of those who live there. We are an agricultural people; they are a manufacturing
people. They are the descendants of the good old Puritan Plymouth Rock stock, and we of the
South from the proud and aristocratic stock of Cavaliers. We believe in the doctrine of State
rights, and they in the doctrine of centralization.John C. Calhoun, Patrick Henry, and Randolph,
of Roanoke, saw the venom under their wings, and warned the North of the consequences, but
they laughed at them. We only fought for our State rights, they for Union and power. The South
fell battling under the banner of State rights, but yet grand and glorious even in death. Now,



reader, please pardon this digression. It is every word that we will say in behalf of the rights of
secession in the following pages. The question has been long ago settled and is buried forever,
never in this age or generation to be resurrected.The vote of the regiment was taken, and we all
voted to go to Virginia. The Southern Confederacy had established its capital at Richmond.A
man by the name of Jackson, who kept a hotel in Maryland, had raised the Stars and Bars, and
a Federal officer by the name of Ellsworth tore it down, and Jackson had riddled his body with
buckshot from a double-barreled shot-gun. First blood for the South.Everywhere the enemy
were advancing; the red clouds of war were booming up everywhere, but at this particular
epoch, I refer you to the history of that period.A private soldier is but an automaton, a machine
that works by the command of a good, bad, or indifferent engineer, and is presumed to know
nothing of all these great events. His business is to load and shoot, stand picket, videt, etc.,
while the officers sleep, or perhaps die on the field of battle and glory, and his obituary and
epitaph but “one” remembered among the slain, but to what company, regiment, brigade or
corps he belongs, there is no account—he is soon forgotten.A long line of box-cars was drawn
up at Camp Cheatham one morning in July, the bugle sounded to strike tents and to place
everything on board the cars. We old comrades have gotten together and laughed a hundred
times at the plunder and property that we had accumulated, compared with our subsequent
scanty wardrobe. Every soldier had enough blankets, shirts, pants and old boots to last a year,
and the empty bottles and jugs would have set up a first-class drug store. In addition, every one
of us had his gun, cartridge-box, knapsack and three days’ rations, a pistol on each side and a
long Bowie knife, that had been presented to us by William Wood, of Columbia, Tenn. We got in
and on top of the box-cars, the whistle sounded, and amid the waving of hats, handkerchiefs
and flags, we bid a long farewell and forever to old Camp Cheatham.Arriving at Nashville, the
citizens turned out en masse to receive us, and here again we were reminded of the good old
times and the “gal we left behind us.” Ah, it is worth soldiering to receive such welcomes as
this.The Rev. Mr. Elliott invited us to his college grove, where had been prepared enough of the
good things of earth to gratify the tastes of the most fastidious epicure. And what was most
novel, we were waited on by the most beautiful young ladies (pupils of his school). It was
charming, I tell you. Rev. C. D. Elliott was our Brigade Chaplain all through the war, and Dr. C. T.
Quintard the Chaplain of the First Tennessee Regiment—two of the best men who ever lived.ON
THE ROADLeaving Nashville, we went bowling along twenty or thirty miles an hour, as fast as
steam could carry us. At every town and station citizens and ladies were waving their
handkerchiefs and hurrahing for Jeff Davis and the Southern Confederacy. Magnificent banquets
were prepared for us all along the entire route. It was one magnificent festival from one end of
the line to the other. At Chattanooga, Knoxville, Bristol, Farmville, Lynchburg, everywhere, the
same demonstrations of joy and welcome greeted us. Ah, those were glorious times; and you,
reader, see why the old soldier loves to live over again that happy period.But the Yankees are
advancing on Manassas. July 21st finds us a hundred miles from that fierce day’s battle. That
night, after the battle is fought and won, our train draws up at Manassas Junction.Well, what



news? Every one was wild, nay, frenzied with the excitement of victory, and we felt very much
like the “boy the calf had run over.” We felt that the war was over, and we would have to return
home without even seeing a Yankee soldier. Ah, how we envied those that were wounded. We
thought at that time that we would have given a thousand dollars to have been in the battle, and
to have had our arm shot off, so we could have returned home with an empty sleeve. But the
battle was over, and we left out.STAUNTONFrom Manassas our train moved on to Staunton,
Virginia. Here we again went into camp, overhauled kettles, pots, buckets, jugs and tents, and
found everything so tangled up and mixed that we could not tell tother from which.We stretched
our tents, and the soldiers once again felt that restraint and discipline which we had almost
forgotten en route to this place. But, as the war was over now, our Captains, Colonels and
Generals were not “hard on the boys”; in fact, had begun to electioneer a little for the Legislature
and for Congress. In fact, some wanted, and were looking forward to the time, to run for
Governor of Tennessee.Staunton was a big place; whisky was cheap, and good Virginia tobacco
was plentiful, and the currency of the country was gold and silver.The State Asylums for the
blind and insane were here, and we visited all the places of interest.Here is where we first saw
the game called “chuck-a-luck,” afterward so popular in the army. But, I always noticed that
chuck won, and luck always lost.Faro and roulette were in full blast; in fact, the skum had begun
to come to the surface, and shoddy was the gentleman. By this, I mean that civil law had been
suspended; the ermine of the Judges had been overridden by the sword and the bayonet. In
other words the military had absorbed the civil. Hence the gambler was in his glory.WARM
SPRINGS, VIRGINIAOne day while we were idling around camp, June Tucker sounded the
assembly, and we were ordered aboard the cars. We pulled out for Millboro; from there we had
to foot it to Bath Alum and Warm Springs. We went over the Allegheny Mountains.I was on every
march that was ever made by the First Tennessee Regiment during the whole war, and at this
time I cannot remember of ever experiencing a harder or more fatiguing march. It seemed that
mountain was piled upon mountain. No sooner would we arrive at a place that seemed to be the
top than another view of a higher, and yet higher mountain would rise before us. From the foot to
the top of the mountain the soldiers lined the road, broken down and exhausted. First one
blanket was thrown away, and then another; now and then a good pair of pants, old boots and
shoes, Sunday hats, pistols, and Bowie knives strewed the road. Old bottles and jugs, and
various and sundry articles were lying pell-mell everywhere. Up and up, and onward and upward
we pulled and toiled, until we reached the very top, where there burst upon our view one of the
grandest and most beautiful landscapes we ever beheld.Nestled in the valley right before us is
Bath Alum and Warm Springs. It seemed to me at that time, and since, a glimpse of a better and
brighter world beyond, to the weary Christian pilgrim who may have been toiling on his journey
for years. A glad shout arose from those who had gained the top, which cheered and
encouraged the others to persevere. At last we got to Warm Springs. Here they had a nice warm
dinner waiting for us. They had a large bath-house at Warm Springs. A large pool of water
arranged so that a person could go in any depth he might desire. It was a free thing, and we



pitched in. We had no idea of the enervating effect it would have upon our physical systems, and
as the water was but little past tepid, we stayed in a good long time. But when we came out we
were as limp as dishrags. About this time the assembly sounded and we were ordered to march,
but we couldn’t march worth a cent. There we had to stay until our systems had had sufficient
recuperation. And we would wonder what all this marching was for, as the war was over
anyhow.The second day after leaving Warm Springs we came to Big Springs. It was in the month
of August, and the biggest white frost fell that I ever saw in winter.The Yankees were reported to
be in close proximity to us, and Captain Field with a detail of ten men was sent forward on the
scout. I was on the detail, and when we left camp that evening, it was dark and dreary and
drizzling rain. After a while the rain began to come down harder and harder, and every one of us
was wet and drenched to the skin—guns, cartridges and powder. The next morning about
daylight, while standing videt, I saw a body of twenty-five or thirty Yankees approaching, and I
raised my gun for the purpose of shooting, and pulled down, but the cap popped. They
discovered me and popped three or four caps at me; their powder was wet also. Before I could
get on a fresh cap, Captain Field came running up with his seven-shooting rifle, and the first fire
he killed a Yankee. They broke and run. Captain Field did all the firing, but every time he pulled
down he brought a Yankee. I have forgotten the number that he did kill, but if I am not mistaken it
was either twenty or twenty-one, for I remember the incident was in almost every Southern paper
at that time, and the general comments were that one Southern man was equal to twenty
Yankees. While we were in hot pursuit, one truly brave and magnanimous Yankee, who had been
badly wounded, said, “Gentlemen you have killed me, but not a hundred yards from here is the
main line.” We did not go any further, but halted right there, and after getting all the information
that we could out of the wounded Yankee, we returned to camp.One evening, General Robert E.
Lee came to our camp. He was a fine-looking gentleman, and wore a moustache. He was
dressed in blue cottonade and looked like some good boy’s grandpa. I felt like going up to him
and saying good evening, Uncle Bob! I am not certain at this late day that I did not do so. I
remember going up mighty close and sitting there and listening to his conversation with the
officers of our regiment. He had a calm and collected air about him, his voice was kind and
tender, and his eye was as gentle as a dove’s. His whole make-up of form and person, looks and
manner had a kind of gentle and soothing magnetism about it that drew every one to him and
made them love, respect, and honor him. I fell in love with the old gentleman and felt like going
home with him. I know I have never seen a finer looking man, nor one with more kind and gentle
features and manners. His horse was standing nipping the grass, and when I saw that he was
getting ready to start I ran and caught his horse and led him up to him. He took the reins of the
bridle in his hand and said, “thank you, my son,” rode off, and my heart went with him. There was
none of his staff with him; he had on no sword or pistol, or anything to show his rank. The only
thing that I remember he had was an opera-glass hung over his shoulder by a strap.Leaving Big
Springs, we marched on day by day, across Greenbrier and Gauley rivers to Huntersville, a little
but sprightly town hid in the very fastnesses of the mountains. The people live exceedingly well



in these mountains. They had plenty of honey and buckwheat cakes, and they called buttermilk
“sour-milk,” and sour-milk weren’t fit for pigs; they couldn’t see how folks drank sour-milk. But
sour-kraut was good. Everything seemed to grow in the mountains—potatoes, Irish and sweet;
onions, snap beans, peas—though the country was very thinly populated. Deer, bears, and
foxes, as well as wild turkeys, and rabbit and squirrels abounded everywhere. Apples and
peaches were abundant, and everywhere the people had apple-butter for every meal; and
occasionally we would come across a small-sized distillery, which we would at once start to
doing duty. We drank the singlings while they were hot, but like the old woman who could not eat
corn bread until she heard that they made whisky out of corn, then she could manage to “worry a
little of it down”; so it was with us and the singlings.From this time forward, we were ever on the
march—tramp, tramp, tramp—always on the march. Lee’s corps, Stonewall Jackson’s division—I
refer you to the histories for the marches and traps made by these commanders the first year of
the war. Well, we followed them.CHEAT MOUNTAINOne evening about 4 o’clock, the drummers
of the regiment began to beat their drums as hard as they could stave, and I saw men running in
every direction, and the camp soon became one scene of hurry and excitement. I asked some
one what all this hubbub meant. He looked at me with utter astonishment. I saw soldiers running
to their tents and grabbing their guns and cartridge-boxes and hurry out again, the drums still
rolling and rattling. I asked several other fellows what in the dickens did all this mean? Finally
one fellow, who seemed scared almost out of his wits, answered between a wail and a shriek,
“Why, sir, they are beating the long roll.” Says I, “What is the long roll for?” “The long roll, man,
the long roll! Get your gun; they are beating the long roll!” This was all the information that I could
get. It was the first, last, and only long roll that I ever heard. But, then everything was new, and
Colonel Maney, ever prompt, ordered the assembly. Without any command or bugle sound, or
anything, every soldier was in his place. Tents, knapsacks and everything was left
indiscriminately.
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