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Missouri, 1863
Henry Clayton lay basking in the late afternoon sun, next to Allen’s creek, watching a dragonfly as it perched at the tip of a tall blade of grass. He had come down to the creek at the far end of their property to try and nab a couple of fish for dinner. Instead he found himself with his fishing pole baitless and sitting idle.
Reflecting on the activities of the past few days, Henry worried about what the next few days would bring. As a young man of fourteen years, he should have been more concerned with girls and running around with his friends, but the recent troubles far outweighed any other concern.
The War Between the States had been raging for two years now, and Missouri seemed to be experiencing the worst of human behavior. They didn’t have any major battles like what was being reported in the eastern states, but the skirmishes between southern raiders and Union forces were devastating.
Even worse than the soldiers fighting, was the impact on the citizens. Both sides, whether North or South, would raid farms and businesses for supplies and food. There seemed to be little interest in loyalties when it came time to feed the soldiers. Just last week a dozen skirmishers riding with Quantrill stopped by demanding to be fed. It had meant that he had to go without any supper, except for some potatoes, for the next few days.
Missouri was considered a slave state---a result of the Missouri Compromise signed in 1820. However, much of the population was still split over the issue of slavery. There was not any clear dividing line such as the Mason-Dixon Line to provide a boundary for hostilities. Here it was neighbor against neighbor and sometimes friend against friend.
Henry was unsure about where he stood on the issues, although he did feel some considerable hatred for the Yankees. Mostly he believed that his father, Charles, had a good viewpoint on the problem, so that is what he believed as well. While his father opposed slavery as a moral issue, he felt that the states should have more freedom from the federal government and more control over their own issues.
“What does Washington know about Missouri?” his father would ask. “Let them mind their own business.”
Charles Clayton was a man of his word and practiced what he preached. They had several blacks working on their twelve acre farm, but they were freed slaves and earned a wage just like any other farm hand.
Their small farm, located south of the City of Kansas, was just one mile into Cass County and three miles from the border with Kansas. They grew potatoes and corn in the large fields, and beans and sometimes squash in the small field next to the house.
His grandfather, Moses Clayton, had settled in the area some thirty years earlier to breed and raise mules. He had done very well as mules were needed for pulling wagons that were heading west and for the area farms pulling plows. The Missouri mules were famous for being well bred, sturdy, and capable.
Then one year ago, his grandfather had been shot by a Union raiding party and all his mules had been confiscated for use in the army. Henry thought that this would change his father’s political opinions and persuade him to choose the Confederacy over the Federal forces, but Charles Clayton remained firm. “Neither side is right, and fighting a war isn’t the way to solve anything,” he stated.
Henry wasn’t so sure. Surely the state’s rights issue would be solved by using force; slavery issues could be addressed later after everyone had calmed down. Not having owned any slaves, Henry didn’t really have a firm opinion on the matter. Mostly he didn’t even really care.
After tossing a stone into the creek, Henry grabbed his pole and got up to head back to the house. It was getting late and his mother, Mary, would have their meager supper on the table soon. The shadows were getting long across the fields and the air was cooling down for the evening. Tomorrow was going to be a long day. The potato crop was ready to be harvested and it would take all day to bring it in. Henry hated this time of year. The potatoes required the most work of any of the crops because it was back breaking work. Plus, they had to work fast. If word got out that the harvest was in, the raiders would hit and take the entire crop. That had happened last year, “And they hardly left any for us to eat,” Henry recollected.
During the summer, his father had dug a hideout under the house to store the potatoes for this season. “Hopefully they won’t find it this time around,” he told his son.
The next morning, awake before the sun was up, Henry joined his parents, and the farm hands, out in the fields. There were two acres of potatoes to pull and it would take a full day of labor. They were about halfway finished when their neighbor, Tim Owens, rode up. He was waving a paper in his hand and called out for them to come over.
“This just came in,” he said excitedly, “General Order Number 11. All residents of Jackson, Cass, and Bates counties are being evacuated,” he read, “You have two weeks to declare your loyalties or get out.”
Owens jumped down off his horse and handed Charles the paper. Henry tried to read it over his father’s shoulder as Mr. Owens explained. “The Union army is getting tired of the Confederate raiders being helped by folks on this side of the border so anyone who is sympathetic to the cause is being evacuated.”
“Where are we supposed to go?” Charles asked.
“South, I guess.”
Mary grabbed her husband by the arm, “I don’t want to leave my home,” she implored, “Why don’t we just say that we back the Union?”
“I’m sure they are just trying to scare us, let’s just wait and see what happens.”
With that Charles thanked Tim for letting him know what was happening. “Alright, let’s get back to work, there’s still a lot to get done.”
They all continued pulling up the potatoes for the next few hours. After filling up a cart, Henry hitched up Jesse, their big mule, and pulled the cart over to the house. After four loads, the root cellar under the house was full.
“That’s okay,” his father stated, “It would look suspicious if we didn’t have any in the storehouse cellar. We’ll put the next load in there; if anyone comes by, then that’s what we’ll give them.”
After a full day of work, most of the crop was in. There were two cart loads left over which they would take to the market the following day. The remaining potatoes in the field were left for the blacks to help themselves as part of their wages. They would work well into the evening to gather several bushels for their own families.
Jim and Jason, two of the blacks, were brothers and lived far in the woods behind the farm. “They live so deep in the woods nobody ever bothers them,” Henry thought. Emanuel, the other farm hand, lived in a small shack behind their house. Charles had bought him ten years ago to help on the farm. The man worked hard and was loyal, so in less than a year his father had freed him. Without a family, or anywhere to go, Emanuel had agreed to stay on and work for a wage.
All three wisely stayed out of sight whenever the soldiers came by. Two months ago their neighbor, Mr. Owens, lost his farm hand when Quantrill himself rode past and shot the man without even stopping to see who he was.
His mother was calling him to supper, so Henry cleaned himself up and went inside. After a disappointing meal of potatoes and squash, he went to his room and got ready for bed. Tomorrow would be a good day; he would join his father for a trip into town to sell the potatoes, and he would thankfully get out of another day of school work.
The next day, Henry’s father woke him up at five in the morning with the sunrise still an hour in the future. An early start was needed to get the crop to the market before the competition. Henry yawned and stretched before making his way down to the breakfast table.
“Move along son,” his father admonished, “We have much to do today.”
Henry quickly wolfed down his eggs and fried potatoes and ran outside to help his father. Making his way into the woods behind the house, he followed a meandering path to a makeshift corral. They had hidden the small stable in the wood to hide the mules from the army.
“Sandy!” he called out. A moment later a long eared white mule popped its head out. She came over excitedly to meet him. His grandfather had given him this mule a year before he had been killed. Sandy was like a pet and would follow him around like a puppy when allowed. She was always happy to see him, and he would ride her several times a week whenever he had the time.
“Come on girl, we’ve got some work to do.” The mule nuzzled him while Henry scratched her behind the ears. “Just like a dog, aren’t you?” he laughed.
After bringing Sandy out, he hitched her up to the small cart full of potatoes. His father had the big mule already hooked up to a larger wagon stacked with bushels of potatoes ready for the market.
“Let’s go, git up mule!” his father urged the animal into action. Henry followed behind and waved goodbye to his mother as they left.
The sun was just rising as they rode along the dusty trail. Streams of light stretched across the fields and began to warm up the morning air. The farmer’s market was in a small village several miles north, just outside of the City of Kansas. They arrived shortly before the owner, a Mr. Kimball, was ready to open for the day.
After unloading the wagon, Henry took the cart around to the back side of the store and emptied his load down a chute which led to a root cellar below the store. His father would take care of haggling for a fair price and then they would visit the mercantile to pick up whatever supplies they needed for the next few weeks. It wouldn’t be much because supplies were low. Most shipments were intercepted before they ever made it this far into the country. The mercantile owner did most of his business these days by trading goods that were brought in from local farms.
Sitting on the front step of the market, Henry waited for his father to finish. Just as he stepped out, a dozen Union soldiers rode up with a captain leading the group. The horsemen spread out in front of the building, blocking the way.
“I am Captain Grine, United Stated Army,” the man announced as he pulled out a bundle of papers. “Are those your mules?” he asked, pointing at the animals.
“Yes,” Charles answered simply.
“What is your name?” the captain asked as he looked at his list.
His father answered the soldier as Henry put his arms protectively around Sandy’s neck.
“You are listed here as a Confederate sympathizer, is that true?”
“I have no sympathies for either side, sir,” his father answered. “I am a simple farmer just here to take care of some business.”
The Captain looked at him blankly, without any emotion. “You have two weeks to vacate your land or we will force you off. And we will take those two mules of yours now.” Captain Grine gestured to his sergeant to confiscate the animals.
Henry shouted out, “No!” Jumping up on the cart he flipped the reins, spurring the animal into a gallop. Without needing an order, the sergeant whipped up his carbine, took quick aim and fired. The bullet hit the mule just behind the shoulder and entered her heart. Sandy plunged down to the dirt, her legs failing. The sudden stop caused Henry to fall forward, landing on top of his beloved pet. Rolling off of her, the boy picked up her head while tears flowed from his eyes. Charles ran over to make sure his son was not hurt. He knew how much Sandy had meant to him so he left him alone to mourn.
Looking back towards the soldiers, he stared at Captain Grine as the officer smiled. The men were re-loading the wagon and taking all the potatoes that they had just delivered. Mr. Kimball was protesting the action, but knew there was little he could do about it. Hopefully, they wouldn’t look in the cellar and find the rest of the crop.
After several men helped them load the dead mule in the cart, Henry and his father slowly pulled the load back to the farm. They did not speak along the way; this was not a time for words. Henry was still mourning, but anger was starting to take its place.
When they reached the farm, Charles dug a hole while Henry put together a small cross to mark the grave. They held a small memorial with the farm hands in attendance, and then Henry went down to the creek to be by himself.
Sitting next to the water, anger burned within the young man. Henry plotted ways in his mind to take revenge against the soldiers. The image of Captain Grine would never leave his head until the man was dead. If he were older he would leave and take his revenge now, but he didn’t even own a gun. His father would never allow him to take the hunting rifle and set out to kill someone. Thinking of his father, Henry wondered if his opinions about the war would change now after the events of the day.
Henry sat out by the creek for hours until he heard his mother calling him for supper. Although he was not hungry, he knew he was expected to be at the dinner table so Henry stretched his legs and made his way up to the house.
Two weeks later, the soldiers came. Henry was down by the creek where he had been spending much of his time. Depressed and angry, he did not feel like doing anything. His mother had tried to console him and his father spoke harshly to him, his patience wearing thin, but Henry spent his days imagining ways to kill Yankee soldiers.
Charles Clayton had just finished mending their plow when Captain Grine and his men rode up. Charles and Mary stood on the front porch of the house to meet them.
“As authorized by General Order 11, you are hereby instructed to vacate the premises immediately,” the captain announced.
Charles stood defiantly and stated, “We are not leaving our home.”
“Very well,” the captain said. He then turned his horse and rode behind his men. “Sergeant?” he said simply. The soldiers all raised their carbine rifles as one and fired. A dozen bullets roared out of the guns and tore into the bodies of the Claytons, killing them instantly. The sergeant then ordered the men to burn everything, the house, outbuildings, and even the fields.
Henry jumped up when he heard the thunder from the volley of gunfire. He started to run back towards the house but then stopped short. Stunned into inaction, he stared at the soldiers as they set fire to the house. Standing there with his mouth open, Henry was in shock, unable to move. He watched as the house burned to the ground and the fire ripped through the corn field.
An hour later, Henry still stood there. Emanuel, who had been hiding in the woods, came out to find the boy. Henry had gone through a slew of emotions---shock, crying with sorrow, and then disbelief. Slowly, the anger returned, and he stood there with fists clenched. Emanuel tried to talk to him but Henry would not move.
The farm hand returned to the house and found a shovel. He dug two graves and then dragged the bodies over. Several neighbors came by and Jim and Jason made their way over after seeing the smoke.
They held a small memorial service next to the gravesite but no one could get Henry to come over. His eyes had glazed over; anger was the only emotion left in his mind. Soon everyone left, leaving the boy alone, only Emanuel stayed, watching from just inside the woods.
The following morning, as thin wisps of smoke rose from the embers of the burned house, Henry made up his mind. Tuning to Emanuel he said, “I’ll be taking your mule.” Without waiting for an answer he went over to the corral and brought out the last remaining animal, saddled it, and rode off. Emanuel stood there, scratching his head, unsure of what to do next.
Henry rode south, away from the Union forces, putting as much distance between him and his sorrow as possible. Pushing the mule hard, he rode down along the border towards Arkansas, closer to Confederate sympathizers. Along the two track road he passed many farms and small towns that had already been evacuated. Many of the buildings had been burned to the ground and fields had been scorched for miles. Seeing all this destruction of his home state only added to the anger seething within.
There were hundreds of other folks along the road, some camped out, and others slowly plodding along, trying to reach areas far enough away from the raiding Union forces. Henry asked anyone he could if they had seen or heard where Quantrill or his forces could be found. After considering the idea all night, Henry had decided that his best chance for revenge would be to join the most famous raider of all.
William Quantrill’s raiders were the most notorious of all the Confederate bushwhacker gangs in Missouri and Kansas, well known for their brutality and savage killings. Joining with this gang would give him the opportunities to avenge the killing of his parents, his grandfather, and his favorite mule---he just had to find them.
After two days of riding, he came into a small village proudly flying the Confederate flag. Stepping down in front of the trading post, Henry went inside to see if he could gather any information.
The trading post was full of items for barter or sale. Smells of furs, spices, and leather filled the air. Across the room there were several men gathered around a plank laid across two barrels. The plank served as a makeshift bar and the men were drinking their fill and trading stories.
Henry walked up to the men as they stared at the newcomer. “Do any of you know where I can find Quantrill?” he asked quietly.
The men looked at each other and then back at Henry. “Why do you want to know? Are you going to join up with him or try to kill him?” The men just laughed, seeing how young he was.
Undeterred, Henry answered, “I’m going to join up with him. Do you know where he is?”
Seeing that this young man was serious, one of the men raised himself up and answered, “Some of his group was through here a few days ago…said they was meetin’ up with Quantrill later. Guess he is headin’ down the Texas Road towards someplace called Sherman.” The man paused to study Henry for a moment, “Now why would a young lad want to join up with that bunch?”
Henry looked the man right in the eye, “Yankees killed my parents and I’m going to kill every damn Yankee I can find!”
“Well good for you!” the men laughed and patted him on the back. “Step up here and have a drink. Have you eaten lately?” Henry indicated that he hadn’t so they got him a plate of food and then offered him a place to stay for the night.
The following morning, Henry started out early, energized by the fact that he had a destination. The men in the trading post had shown him a map of the Texas Road and the general location of the town of Sherman. It would take at least a week to get there if he rode all day. The mule, while slow, could walk for hours without a rest.
The land was pleasing to ride through; over gentle hills, through trees, and along streams where he could fish for food. Occasionally, he would pass a cabin in the woods or a farm and stop, asking for food. Most folks were willing to help when he explained his quest. Not only would they feed him for the evening, they would send him on his way with enough food to last for days.
This journey would have been most enjoyable if not for the anger which was driving him towards his goal. Henry barely noticed his surroundings as he traveled. Crossing over into the Indian territories, the landscape changed into a flat, boring scene, with scrub brush, flies, and mosquitoes to bother him. When he finally found a well-used trail, the mule was able to pick up the pace a little, and they crossed into Texas. “One more day’s ride should see me in Sherman,” Henry thought excitedly, “One step closer to revenge!”
As the next day dawned, Henry rode into Sherman, Texas, tired from his long ride. The town had wide, dusty streets, several two story buildings, and a dozen or so smaller shops and houses along the main thoroughfare. Strangely, no one seemed to be around. It wasn’t a feeling of desertion---just that most people were staying inside. There were several horses hitched in front of a large hotel so Henry decided to stop there first.
Upon entering the building, Henry was amazed at what he saw. Inside, the hotel was grand, plush carpeting and thickly padded chairs adorned the entryway. Directly before him was a wide wooden staircase leading up to the rooms above, and off to the left was a huge dining room filled with tables…and men.
The men were rough looking, dirty, most with long beards and overcoats, and every one of them was armed. They stared at him while Henry stared back, momentarily unsure of what to do.
One of the men got up and walked over. “What do you want?”
Henry worked up his nerve and answered, “I’m looking for William Quantrill, and I want to join up.”
The man laughed along with the other men in the room. He was about to tell Henry to shove off when an officer stood up in the back of the room. “Let him in,” the man said simply.
Everyone turned to look at their leader. He was a fine looking gentleman, well dressed, with finely coifed hair and a trim mustache. William Quantrill gestured for the youngster to come over and join him at his table.
Henry sat down at the table, somewhat awestruck and nervous at being so close to the famous raider. Quantrill studied the boy for a moment and then asked Henry why he wanted to join their group.
After finding his voice, Henry told the leader about what had happened to his family, his journey down to Texas, and how he wanted revenge for what the Union soldiers had done. Quantrill was impressed by the young man’s determination and agreed to sign him up.
“Do you know how to shoot?” the leader asked.
“No sir, but I can learn,” Henry replied confidently.
Quantrill rubbed his chin while thinking and then summoned one of his men. “Wilkes, go find Lieutenant Anderson and have him teach this kid how to kill Yankees.”
With that he dismissed everyone from his table. Henry thanked the leader and then followed Wilkes outside.
They found William Anderson in a house down the street that he had commandeered for his own use. Recently married, he spent most of his time there with his new bride. Knocking on the front door, Wilkes seemed nervous.
“What’s wrong?” Henry asked ignorantly.
“Lieutenant Anderson doesn’t like to be disturbed,” Wilkes answered quietly, looking around for a quick exit if needed. After several minutes passed, a big, gruff looking man answered the door. He was only half dressed and his thick, black beard and hair were unkempt.
“What?” he growled.
“Captain Quantrill said to bring this kid over for you to train; he just joined up.” Without waiting for any reply, Wilkes ran off and left Henry standing there.
The two stood there looking at each other for a moment. Deciding that he liked what he saw, Anderson told Henry to wait while he got dressed. Sitting in the parlor, Henry waited nervously. He was going to learn killing from none other than ‘Bloody Bill’ Anderson, notorious raider and killer.
He was sitting and fidgeting when a young girl walked in. Bush Smith, Anderson’s new bride, was herself only half dressed. She smiled at him and offered him a drink. Henry politely declined, shyly trying not to look at the half naked girl. After pouring herself some whisky, she stood directly in front of him, her plump, round breasts right in front of his face. “Are you sure you don’t want some?” Henry, wide eyed and blushing beet red, couldn’t even answer. The girl turned and walked out of the room laughing just as Anderson returned. “Hurry back, my sweet,” she called as she ran back up the stairs.
The lieutenant stood there pretending to glare at the embarrassed young man. “Let’s go,” he said gruffly as he grabbed a heavy bag from beside the front door.
As they walked out to the street, Henry asked to get his mule. Anderson looked across the street at the animal, head hanging low and worn out from its long journey.
“We’ll send that over to the cook, you will need a horse for this job. Just grab your saddle and gun and meet me at the saloon.”
“I don’t have a gun, sir,” Henry replied.
Anderson stared at the boy, “You don’t have a gun? How in the hell did you expect to kill Yankees without one? Well, never mind,” he continued, “I have a whole bag full,” he said as he hefted up the bag for Henry to see.
After grabbing an armful of empty whisky bottles from the saloon, and instructing the quartermaster to find Henry a horse, Bloody Bill Anderson walked out to the fields behind his house. Henry set up the bottles along a fence rail and ran back to his instructor.
Anderson had opened his bag and started removing several guns. First he showed Henry a small, .31 caliber Colt. “This is a backup gun,” he began, “Carry it in your jacket or behind your back, in your waistband. If you get captured or lose your regular sidearm, you can pull this and finish the job.” Anderson handed Henry the short, four inch barreled revolver.
“Next we have a .36 1851 Navy revolver,” he continued as he handed the gun to his student, “It has a seven inch barrel and six shots. Nice gun but not too much power,” Bill concluded. “Practice with it so you are familiar with the gun; there are plenty of them around so you may end up using it on occasion.”
Henry hefted the gun in his hand and pretend aimed it at the targets. Silently, he put the gun back down and waited for his lesson to continue.
Next Lieutenant Anderson handed Henry a Colt 1860 Army six shooter. “This is a .44 caliber, with an eight inch barrel. This is what you will want to carry as your primary sidearm. Practice with it every day until you can hit those bottles without even trying.” Henry sighted down the gun towards the target and pretended to shoot, feeling the weight of the gun in his hand. It was heavy, but the grip felt good.
“Now look at this.” Anderson pulled out his own sidearm. “If you get a chance to shoot a Yankee officer, grab his gun, it will probably be one of these. This is a Remington 1858 New Army revolver in .44 caliber. You can tell the difference with this top strap,” he showed Henry the difference in the design of the gun. “Plus you can carry extra cylinders with you and change them out quickly.” Anderson then proceeded to pull down the ram, pull out the cylinder pin, and eased back slightly on the hammer. The cylinder rolled out into his hand. “Much faster than reloading in the field.” Then he reversed the operation and replaced the gun in his holster.
Henry was watching his teacher carefully, trying to keep every detail in his mind while the Lieutenant pulled out some supplies and placed them on a tree stump. “Next lesson…I’m only going to show you this once, so pay attention. This is how you load your weapon.”
Anderson grabbed the Colt, pulled the hammer back to the first stop, and showed his student the steps. “First you take the powder flask and fill each chamber. Next you load the ball.” He rotated the cylinder as he placed a lead ball into each chamber. “Then you take the ram and shove it down, that’s how you load it.”
“Now pay close attention,” Bill continued, “This part is very important.” He grabbed a tin full of percussion caps and showed them to Henry. “You place one cap on each nipple, but first squeeze it slightly to make sure it will stay on. And the most important of all,” he paused to point at his pupil, “Keep one nipple open, the chamber that the hammer is resting on. Otherwise you’ll shoot yourself in the foot if the gun gets hit or something. Now, any questions?”
Confident that he would remember all that, Henry shook his head.
“Good,” Anderson said, “Now take a shot and let’s see how you do.”
Happy to finally be on with it, Henry raised the gun, holding it with both hands, pulled back the hammer and fired. The shot was way off, landing in the dirt at the base of the fence. Anderson laughed. “Here,” he said, “Let me show you.”
Taking the gun, Bill stood sideways to the target, holding the revolver in one hand, and pulled back the hammer. “You’ll be firing from horseback so learn to shoot one-handed. Take a breath and squeeze the trigger gently.” He pulled the trigger and the gun fired. The bullet hit the first bottle on the fence, exploding it into a thousand fragments. Handing the gun back to Henry, Anderson told him to try it again.
Henry took the weapon and followed the example of his teacher. Pulling gently on the trigger as he was told, Henry still flinched as the gun fired. The shot was closer this time though, hitting the fence post.
“Better,” Anderson said, “Keep practicing.” As he turned to go, Bloody Bill offered some final advice, “Try to round up a few more guns for yourself---a loaded gun always beats an empty gun. Also, practice shooting on horseback. And if you need anything else, ask Sergeant Reynolds, I’ve got better things to do.” With that the Lieutenant walked back to be with his new bride while Henry watched him go.
“I’ll be eternally grateful to that man,” he thought to himself. Henry was filled with admiration for Anderson and was now more determined than ever to learn this trade. Not just for his own satisfaction, but also to try and earn the respect of this great leader.
For many days and then weeks, Henry practiced shooting. His aim had improved so much that several of Quantrill’s men had taken notice. They would set up competitions between themselves to help pass the time while they waited out the winter.
One such competition at which Henry excelled was shooting while blindfolded. The men would set up a target, let Henry see it, and then they would blindfold him and spin him around several times. Nine times out of ten, Henry would hit the target, out-shooting all of his competitors.
Practicing day after day, with all three of his new guns, Henry had become a crack shot. The only area that still needed work was shooting from horseback. He could hit a large target, like a barrel, but would still miss while shooting at bottles. However, he was getting better each day, and Bill Anderson had noticed.
One day Anderson had gathered several of his men to ride out to some of the outlying farms to round up some food. He told Sergeant Reynolds to find Henry and have him ride along. It was one thing to shoot at bottles, it was quite another to shoot at another man.
While the people of Sherman had been hospitable to begin with, the raiders soon began to just take whatever they wanted. This had caused resentment against them and more and more they had to use force to get what they needed to survive. It was not uncommon to encounter resistance so this would be a good test for the boy.
The men rode out early in the morning, heading west towards a couple of ranches that were several miles away. Henry was excited to finally be a part of the action. He rode his new horse, a brown colored, ‘Steel Dust’ Quarter horse, which had been commandeered from a local ranch. The horse was strong and fast and eagerly obeyed every command. It would also respond to steering commands when Henry would press one leg or the other into the horse…important when shooting with both hands.
As the raiders rode up to the Caseman ranch, Tom Caseman stood out in front of his ranch house with a shotgun at the ready. Next to the stables was a corral with fifty or so head of cattle milling around noisily.
Anderson motioned for Henry to stay with him while the men rode over to the livestock. “We’ll be taking those cows for Captain Quantrill. Henry, cover him while I go help the men.” Anderson was using this as a test for Henry to see how the boy would handle himself in a confrontation.
“Sir,” Caseman pleaded as Anderson rode off, “Please don’t take them all, my family needs them!”
Henry pulled his gun and leveled it at the man. “Be quiet,” he said, his voice quivering slightly. Caseman looked at Henry, noticing that he was just a boy. Henry’s hand began to shake as he held the gun out, but it was more from the excitement than from fear.
Tom Caseman noticed this and saw an opening. “You scared, boy?” he asked as he raised the shotgun up. Henry lowered his hand to try and stop the gun from shaking.
“I ain’t scared of nobody,” he answered softly, and with that he whipped up his gun and fired, punching a hole right between the man’s eyes. “I guess you won’t mind if we take all your cattle now,” he told the dead man.
As Anderson rode up to see what had happened, he saw the cold look in Henry’s eyes and knew that the boy had just become a man. Getting down off his horse, he told Henry, “Now let me show you how to finish the job.” Taking his knife out, he bent down, grabbed the dead man by his hair, and scalped him. Henry almost gagged at the bloody sight, but he just sat still, watching his hero at work. Anderson tied the scalp onto his horse’s bridle and then climbed back on as if nothing had happened and rode off.
While the other three raiders drove the livestock back to Sherman, Anderson took Henry with him further down the road towards another small ranch. “Let’s see what these people have to contribute towards the cause,” Bill said. They rode up to the cabin which appeared to be deserted. Henry asked as much, but Anderson just looked at him and said, “Watch and learn.”
The lieutenant reached behind his saddle and pulled out a stick of dynamite from a saddlebag. After striking a match, he lit the fuse, and watched it burn for a few seconds. “You in the cabin, either you come out or I’m throwing this in!”
After a short moment, they heard a noise at the back of the cabin. A man had ducked out a back window and had jumped on a horse that had been tied up back there. When they heard the hoof beats from the horse running off, Henry looked at Anderson who, after quenching the fuse, told him it was time for some more target practice.
Henry spurred his horse into action. The strong beast took off after the other man at a full gallop that quickly closed the distance. As the horse closed to within shooting distance, Henry pulled his Colt, pulled back the hammer and fired. The first shot missed and he quickly fired again. This time the shot found its mark, hitting the man square in the back. The man’s hands flew up as he tumbled backwards off the horse, dead as he hit the ground.
Pulling up his horse, Henry looked at the man he just killed with little emotion. There was nothing on the man to take so he caught up to the other horse and brought it back to the cabin. As he rode up, Anderson walked out of the front door with several bags of supplies. “Here, load these on that horse and we’ll take them all with us.” He paused to look at Henry, “Did you finish the job?”
Henry looked down, “No,” he answered, somewhat ashamed.
Anderson chuckled, “That’s alright, not everyone has the stomach for it. Let’s go.”
That evening, the men were celebrating; the plundered meat was roasting, the whisky was flowing, and everyone was congratulating Henry on the job he had done earlier that day. As he sat in the saloon, Henry drank more and more, getting drunk for the first time in his life. When he could barely stand, and feeling quite sick, the boy, now a man, stumbled outside and threw up. He then took several drunken steps down the street and collapsed.
The next morning, Henry found himself lying in the street, dirty and smelly, with vomit staining his shirt. His head was throbbing from a splitting headache, and he couldn’t see straight. After pushing himself to a feeble standing position, he vowed to never drink again.
There was a bath house behind the hotel so he made his way over. Upon opening the door, the filthy Henry spotted a tub full of water and fell into it, clothes and all. He started to get undressed when a young black girl came in. Without saying a word, she took a bar of soap and a brush and started to scrub Henry from top to bottom. Next, she took his clothes and scrubbed them in a separate wash basin; then hung them up to dry. Henry lay in the tub relaxing while waiting for his clothes to dry.
Standing in front of him, while putting her foot on the edge of the tub, the girl raised her skirt, leaving nothing to his imagination and asked, “Will there be anything else, suh?” Feeling himself immediately aroused, Henry thought to himself, “I’m a man now, why not?”
The girl helped him dry off and then led him back to a small cot behind a curtain. Henry was suddenly shy and unsure of what to do, but the girl was experienced and helped guide him along this new journey. She took him by the hand and pulled him down on the cot on top of her.
An hour later, with his clothes dry and a satisfied look on his face, Henry strolled down the street, feeling like a real man, and on top of the world. Everything was going well and according to plan. He could shoot and kill with the best of them, and now he knew the thrill of loving a woman as well.
Just then Sergeant Reynolds spotted him and called him over. “Grab your gear and your horse, we’re headin’ out!”
“Where are we going?” Henry asked excitedly.
“North!” the sergeant answered, “Time to go kill some Yankee scum. You’ll be ridin’ with Lieutenant Anderson, he asked for you specifically.”
“What about Captain Quantrill?” Henry asked.
“He and Anderson had some kind of disagreement so they’re splitting up. You’re riding with Anderson. We’re headin’ out in an hour so go get ready.”
Henry almost jumped for joy but he contained himself and headed over to get his horse and gear ready. Grabbing his saddlebags and then checking his guns, he went into the hotel to find some food to carry along for the trip. Several men were already there stuffing their bags full. One man tossed Henry a canteen, “You’ll also need that.” Henry thanked him and scrambled to grab the remaining pieces of bread.
A short time later, the men had gathered in front of the hotel. There were about thirty tough, rough looking men, all ready to follow Bloody Bill Anderson to the gates of hell. Henry was there, and as eager as any of them. Soon Anderson himself walked out and got on his horse. “Are you ready boys?” he yelled.
They all shouted in jubilation, and rode off in a cloud of dust, heading north for the Missouri and Kansas border.
After a week of hard riding, the raiders found their way back to Missouri. All the men were eager to get back in the action after months of waiting out the winter. Ready for his first action, Henry was wondering what it would be like. Was the battlefield as glorious as all the stories told by the men indicated that it was? Would he shoot any Yankee’s today? He hoped that Anderson would notice if he did.
The first ‘Union’ town to which they came was a small village of about a dozen businesses and just as many houses. The Union army also had a detachment of soldiers camping there, just outside the town.
Captain Anderson, as he had promoted himself, split his men into two squads. The plan was for one squad to hit the town at the same time the other would hit the soldier’s camp. The raiders rode in first thing in the morning, just as folks were getting out to start the business of the day.
Henry rode with Anderson, striking the Union camp. They rode in fast, holding their horse’s reins in their teeth and a gun in each hand. The soldiers were caught unaware, scrambling to grab a rifle to try and fire back. The raiders rode through, shooting at anything that moved, and then they turned around and rode back, chasing down anyone who was still fighting.
Following his Captain, Henry shot at one soldier who had just jumped out of his pup tent, hitting the man in the chest. He then shot several more times at different targets but missed the mark. As they turned to ride through again, Henry killed a soldier that had already been wounded and then fired on another who had managed to raise his rifle. The shot hit the man in the arm and kept him from firing. Anderson jumped off his horse and scalped the soldier while he was still alive; the man screamed from the pain and collapsed to the ground, writhing in agony, and slowly bleeding to death.
Several of the raiders followed their leader’s example and scalped the dead men. Those who were still alive were marched into town to join the rest of the group. The buildings had been set on fire, and the smoke was thick in the air, engulfing the area with the stench of death. All the prisoners were lined up along the street and made to kneel in front of their captors.
Henry sat watching from his horse while slowly reloading his guns as Bloody Bill walked down the street and methodically shot each prisoner in the head. The young fighter turned away as the men scalped each corpse; he still could not stand the sight of that savage practice.
That evening they camped in the Union camp, looting and salvaging anything that could be found. Henry managed to find another revolver to add to his collection, but it was not the Remington he was hoping to find. The rifles and anything that could not be carried on horseback were burned. The men danced and sang around the bonfire before turning in for the night.
The following weeks all followed a similar pattern. Any town to which they came would be burned and the residents killed or run off. If they encountered any superior Union forces, they would strike fast, riding through and shoot as many soldiers as possible. Then they would ride off, only to strike again an hour later from a different direction, doing their best to harass the enemy.
In September, Anderson led his raiders towards Centralia, Missouri to loot the town. They burned most of the buildings and killed several of the residents. Henry was sent with several men over to the railroad tracks of the Northern Missouri to barricade the line. They set up a large pile of railroad ties and waited for the train to arrive.
As the train came to a stop, the brakes squealing, the raiders jumped on board. Henry jumped up on a passenger car and kicked open the door. With a gun in each hand he entered the car and found it full of Union soldiers. He started blasting away, shooting from side to side, killing as fast as he could pull the trigger. The soldiers were caught without any weapons as they were heading home for a furlough. After twelve shots were fired and twelve soldiers were dead, Henry dropped his guns and pulled two more out of his belt. He continued firing until twenty-two soldiers were dead. The rail car was full of powder smoke and the smell of recent death. Henry stood there and calmly reloaded his guns while the other passengers sat there in shock.
After reloading his guns, Henry pointed them at the frightened passengers and several women screamed. He didn’t kill them, however; he simply held out a bag and took every penny that they owned. Not a single person held anything back.
Anderson and his raiders pulled all the bodies off the train and stripped and scalped them in front of the horrified residents. Before they had time to do any more damage, word came that the 39th Missouri Mounted Infantry was heading their way to intercept the raiders. Anderson met up with another group of raiders and they all rode out to meet the challenge.
First, selecting Henry and several other fast riders, Anderson had them ride out in front while the majority of the raiders waited in an ambush farther down the road. When the two forces met, the Union soldiers fired their carbine rifles at Henry and the other riders as the raider group made a fast retreat. As the Union horsemen gave chase they ran straight into the raiders ambush and were cut down in a hail of gunfire.
Several soldiers tried to surrender but were shot. One soldier knelt in front of Anderson, pleading for his life but the guerrilla leader pulled his sword and decapitated the man.
Suddenly one of the Union soldiers rode off and Henry took off after the man. His horse was faster and soon caught up to the fleeing soldier. The rider was in shock as Henry rode next to him for a few seconds before calmly pulling out his revolver and shooting the man in the face. As the soldier fell out of the saddle and to the ground, Henry reached out and grabbed the reins of the other horse and triumphantly led it back to the group.
When he rode up, Henry could see the raiders mutilating the bodies of the dead soldiers---there were over one hundred dead men scattered across the bloody ground. Still sickened by the sight, Henry stayed off at a distance until they had finished.
Later that evening while camped out in the woods, Captain Anderson, after grabbing a cup of coffee from the pot hanging above the fire, approached Henry and sat down next to him.
“You are becoming one of my best men,” he began, “I would make you a lieutenant if you were a little older.”
Stunned and humbled by these words from his hero, Henry could only manage a simple “Thank you.”
“Keep watching and learning,” Anderson continued, “You have the fighting skills---you just need to learn the tactics of warfare and leadership, and you’ll be my lieutenant within a year.”
“Yes, sir,” Henry replied with satisfaction, thrilled that he had proven himself in such a short time, and that his captain had noticed. “Where are we heading next?”
“West, towards Richmond. There are reports of a Union unit over there.”
The two men sat quietly next to the fire, enjoying the company and camaraderie of their association. Most of the group was sleeping, worn out from the days of hard riding and fighting. The plan was to rest for a few days, and then head out to continue taking the fight to the enemy.
The men rode for two days before reaching Ray County, just northeast of Kansas City as it was now being called. They raided a small farming community near Albany, looking for food and information. Anderson himself rounded up several men, shot one in the head, and then asked the next man in line where the Union forces were located. As that man stumbled for words, Bloody Bill shot him as well and then moved down the line. The next man quickly volunteered the information that Colonel Cox of the Missouri militia was in the area, just west of their location. Anderson surprised everyone by letting the man live.
The raiders rode out quickly, searching for signs of the enemy forces. An hour later, they stopped in a meadow next to a small stream to rest. As the men relaxed and ate, a group of Union militia riders charged the camp, and fired a volley into the raiders.
The raiders jumped up onto their horses and gave chase through the woods after the retreating militia. Henry also grabbed his horse and gave chase, taking up his usual position behind Anderson. They held their horse’s reins in their teeth and a revolver in each hand.
Suddenly after reaching an open field, the militia riders split off to each side revealing a line of Union soldiers, rifles at the ready. It was an ambush! Colonel Cox had used the raiders own tactics against them.
With little choice, the raiders spurred their horses faster towards the enemy line, hoping to bust through. The militiamen fired a volley and half of the raiders were hit. Bloody Bill Anderson took a shot to the head and fell off his horse right in front of Henry.
Racing through the Union lines, Henry fired left and right as many times as he could, only killing one of the enemy. With their group decimated and the remnants scattered, Henry had little choice but to flee. One of the raiders had turned to charge the line again, but he was quickly cut down.
Henry rode for hours, putting as much distance between himself and the enemy. The militia had tried to hunt him down but his horse was too fast, and chasing one man for any length of time wasn’t worth it to them.
Finally, after finding a small overhang next to a streambed, Henry collapsed from exhaustion and made camp. After he had rested for a while, he made a small fire, making sure the wood was dry to keep the smoke down to a minimum.
Finding himself suddenly alone, the young raider needed time to think, to try and figure out what to do next. Up until this point he had always had an officer to tell him where to go and what to do. Anderson was dead and the last that he saw, Sergeant Reynolds had also fallen off his horse.
“What would Captain Anderson do in this situation?” Henry asked himself.
It was difficult to think while he was still enraged over the death of his leader, so he lay back to rest, playing out acts of revenge in his mind, before finally giving way to a fitful sleep.
The next morning, with his mind somewhat clearer, Henry decided to head into Richmond. If he could garner some information as to the whereabouts of any Confederate raider groups, perhaps he could find them and join up.
Saddling up his horse and hiding most of his guns in his saddlebags, Henry tried to present himself as a boy instead of a fighter. He washed his face in the steam until it was clean and white, and he took his overcoat and stowed it behind the saddle. Riding alone would also avoid raising any suspicions among the townsfolk.
Henry rode into Richmond at noon, the town, bustling with activity, seemed ready for a party. The news of Anderson’s death was huge, and his raiders being wiped out was cause for celebration.
As Henry rode slowly down the main street, his anger started seething. His friend and mentor had been killed and these people were celebrating that fact. Suddenly there was a huge commotion at the far end of town. A rider had thrown a rope around the corpse of Anderson, which had been on display, and started dragging the dead body through the streets.
People started cheering as the man rode past, kicking up dust and causing a huge ruckus. Henry had had enough! As his anger boiled over, he kicked his horse into action and gave chase. Pulling his Colt, Henry started firing the gun at the rider. Missing every time, he quickly ran out of shots. As he pulled up his horse to grab his guns from the saddlebags, someone from the crowd fired at him, hitting his horse. The big animal reared and Henry fell off, hitting the ground hard. The horse started to run off but fell dead just a few yards away.
Henry pulled himself up and reached for his backup gun before realizing it wasn’t there! He had stowed it in the saddlebag with his other guns. The crowd jumped on him and held him down as some soldiers arrived and took him into custody. As they marched him down the street to Union headquarters, someone recognized him as one of Anderson’s raiders. The soldiers paraded him the rest of the way in triumph, the crowds cheering as they passed.
When they reached headquarters, the officer in charge had the prisoner thrown into a holding cell. A growing crowd of people outside the building were demanding that Henry be brought out to be hung. Finally, Colonel Cox had to confront the people explaining that it was a military issue and that a judge advocate would be brought in to determine the matter.
One month later, as Henry lay rotting in his cell, General Eli Morton finally arrived to conduct the military tribunal concerning Henry Clayton. After a month of meager meals and not being allowed to wash, Henry presented a gaunt, putrid shell of his former self, almost too weak to walk.
As the guards dragged him into the courtroom, there was an audible gasp from the spectators, and those closest to him had to cover their noses. Henry was placed in a chair in front of the judge, and the General read the charges against him.
“You are being charged with murder, theft, arson, mutilation of dead bodies, and other charges too numerous to list at this time. Major Johnson, as acting prosecutor, what are your arguments?”
“Sir,” Johnson began, “We believe that Quantrill, Anderson, and other groups of raiders are not acting under the authority of the Confederacy, and therefore are not subject to the same rules of war. They do not take orders from any authority and they do not wear the uniform of the Confederacy. Based on these assertions, the acts committed by the accused are not considered acts of war, and therefore should be prosecuted as criminal acts.”
“All good arguments, Major,” the General replied. He then looked at Henry, “And how do you answer these charges?”
“I kill Yankees,” Henry said softly, making everyone strain to hear him, “That makes me a Rebel soldier. I wasn’t in charge so I can’t answer as to where the orders came from, and half the Confederacy doesn’t have a uniform so that don’t mean anything.” Henry looked over at Major Johnson, “Your own militia here in Missouri is out of uniform.”
Several of the spectators laughed at that last comment and General Morton had to quiet the crowd. “How old are you, son?”
“Fifteen, sir.”
The judge ran his fingers through his beard while he thought about things for a while. After making up his mind, he looked directly at Henry. “I believe the actions of the raider groups are illegal, and I am going to find you guilty on those counts. However, given your youth and possible ignorance, the sentence will not be death.”
Upon hearing that news, the spectators erupted in protest. It took several minutes for the crowd to settle down so that the judge could continue. “You will be sent to Alton Prison as a prisoner of war to sit out the war, and then you will serve a ten year sentence for all your various crimes.”
Henry couldn’t believe his ears; he thought for sure that he would be hanged after the trial was over. The crowd thought the same thing and was still protesting after the courtroom had been cleared. Colonel Cox had to place several soldiers in front of the building to keep a lynch mob from taking the prisoner. When it came time to transfer Henry to the prison they would have to sneak him out the back in order to keep the mob from trying to kill him.
After spending a week in the local jail after the trial, the army was ready to move Henry to the prison in Alton. The judge had ordered the jailers to feed the prisoner better and to clean him up before sending him off to the east. Making a good impression was important to the officer, and having the Confederate prisoners he was sending over be in good condition was a priority. He had also ordered each prisoner to be issued a Bible to strengthen their minds while they considered their many sins while incarcerated.
The soldiers came early in the morning to Henry’s cell, rousing him out of a deep sleep. It was still dark outside and the townsfolk would not be up and about for another hour. If they could move the prisoner before anyone was aware, then a riot or a lynching could be avoided.
After putting shackles on his hands and feet, the soldiers marched Henry outside to a waiting wagon. The enclosed wagon had two small windows with bars across them and a solid metal door with a padlock to keep the prisoners inside. The wagon made the short trip to the railroad station where a waiting train would take them on the journey east. A Baldwin 4-4-0 locomotive sat there, building up steam as the fireman stoked the fire. The train had three passenger coaches and an enclosed prison carriage for the prisoners.
As they entered the railroad car, Henry noticed in the dark interior that he was not alone. Almost every seat was filled; more than twenty prisoners of war had been shackled to the seats in front of them. The jailer took Henry and shoved him down into a vacant seat, undid one wrist shackle, ran it through a metal ring in the seat in front of him, and then reattached it to his wrist. It was an uncomfortable position and the metal shackle was beginning to chafe. He just hoped that the trip was not going to be long. Turning to the prisoner next to him, Henry asked, “Are you going to Alton Prison as well?”
The man looked back at Henry with gaunt eyes, tired from months of fighting, “Yeah,” he answered, “Everyone in here is.”
“Is it far?”
“Should take a day or two. Alton is over by St. Louis. But don’t be in too much of a hurry to get there,” the man continued, “I’ve heard bad things about Alton.”
“What sort of things?” Henry asked with concern.
The man just shook his head, “Bad things,” was all he would say.
Henry kept silent as the locomotive blew its whistle and started chugging out onto the main track. He started to imagine what life was going to be like for the next ten years as the train gathered speed and rocked gently down the track.
The train headed east, towards Moberly Junction, arriving late in the day. The prisoners were all herded off the train and into a warehouse to spend the night. The next day they would change to the eastern junction of the Northern Missouri and head the rest of the way to St. Louis. As Henry sat on the bare floor of the warehouse, he pulled the Bible from his pocket. It looked brand new, with a stiff leather binding and a latch to keep the book closed when not in use. Even though his mother had read Bible stories to him as a child, Henry knew little about religion. He had spent most of the time daydreaming about fishing or running around through the woods while his mother read to him.
Opening the cover for the first time, he thumbed through the pages wondering where to start. Even though his mother had made him read some passages when he was learning how to read, he did not listen to the story. He had simply read the words one at a time to pass through the lesson. Uninterested, Henry snapped the latch closed and slipped the book back into his pocket. There would be plenty of time to look at it later.
They left the next day at first light; the train was loaded and ready to go. It would be another day before they reached St. Louis. When the train arrived, the prisoners were loaded directly into several secure wagons and onto a ferry to cross the Mississippi River. After crossing the river, they headed out for the twenty mile ride north to Alton. While Henry was glad to be off the train and the uncomfortable ride, this was worse. The wagon was stuffed with men, and the driver seemed to aim directly for every hole and rock in the road. Fortunately, the ride only lasted for a couple of hours.
They arrived at Alton Prison just as the sun was about to dip below the horizon. There were several large buildings made of stone, and several stories high. Located just off the Mississippi River, it was an impressive site. As soon as Henry stepped out of the wagon and into the courtyard, he could smell the stench. The worries that had started two days earlier came rushing back into his head. The smell of death and disease was strong.
The prisoners were marched inside in a single file line and directed into a cell. When the jailer removed the shackles from his wrists and feet, Henry gently rubbed the raw, bleeding skin. It was cold and dark in the cell and the prisoners huddled together for warmth.
Conditions at Alton were bad. Several months before Henry arrived, a smallpox outbreak had swept through the population, killing and hospitalizing many. The authorities had been forced to build a separate hospital out on an island in the river to keep the infected quarantined.
As the days passed, Henry heard stories about many different diseases that plagued the men, and that six to eight prisoners were dying every day.
Determined to get through this and survive to take his revenge on those who had put him here, Henry strove to find ways to flourish. He found and kept two blankets from some men who had died, and he stole food whenever he saw an opportunity. Whenever they were let outside to stretch their legs, he would bask in the sun and then run around, keeping up his strength.
Despite his best efforts, Henry still came down with dysentery. However, by continuously bothering the guards, he would be allowed to visit the infirmary. The medicine was in short supply but he was able to talk the overworked doctor into treating him. Either alcohol or morphine was administered---it didn’t do much as a cure, but he enjoyed the effects from the treatment.
The following May, in 1865, Henry was huddled in his cell, starting to feel the warmth penetrate the stone walls from the sunny spring day. A murmur was flowing through the population of the prison---the war is over! Jumping up, Henry stumbled over to the door and put his ear up next to the small window. “What happened?” he shouted. A guard who was passing by stopped to explain.
“The war is over, last month as it turns out. Lee surrendered to Grant in Virginia. Took this long for word to get out here.”
Henry slumped to the floor, elated that the war was over, but concerned about his future. Maybe they would let him go when the rest of the prisoners were let out. After all, he was a soldier just like everyone else in this place. He hoped that they would forget that he had a ten year sentence to start now.
“Will they just let me go with everyone else?” he wondered to himself, as he listened to the excited murmur travel through the prison walls.
One week later, Union officials started releasing the prisoners of war from Alton Prison. Each man was given a one way ticket on a steamboat down the Mississippi. The old prison facility was going to be shut down as soon as all the inmates were gone, and Henry was waiting his turn.
When the guards came for him, he knew immediately that home was not his destination. The sergeant in charge had him shackled and, along with ten other men, secured in a prison wagon. Looking at the other men, Henry knew that several of them had been part of raider groups just like himself. “I guess it’s off to another prison,” he thought forlornly.
The wagon took the prisoners to the train station on the Chicago & Alton Railroad where they were put aboard in a secure box car. They asked the guards where they were being taken.
“Joliet Prison,” was the blunt answer.
“Where’s that?” Henry asked the man next to him.
“It’s up near Chicago. It was opened in ‘58 to replace Alton but it couldn’t hold all the prisoners during the war so they kept us in Alton until now.”
Henry turned away from the man and mournfully watched the countryside slip by, through the cracks in the wood planking of the rail car, as they made their way north. “What would this new place be like?” Henry wondered to himself, “Could he possibly survive ten years in prison?”
The train arrived in Joliet eighteen hours later, in the middle of the night. After several stops along the way for taking on water and coal, and passengers getting on and off, the trip had taken forever in the minds of the prisoners. They had not been fed or given water for the entire trip, and the men were famished when they finally arrived.
The guards pulled the prisoners out of the box car and marched them down the street in chains. Using torches to light the way, the guards pushed and prodded the men towards their new home. This was the last duty for the soldiers before going home and they were eager to get this task completed.
Finally, the group shuffled into the courtyard of Joliet Prison. It was a large facility, with limestone walls twenty-five feet high and five feet thick. With their shackles removed, they had to strip and wash from head to toe. They were then given black and white striped clothes to wear. Henry asked to keep his Bible, the only possession he had in the world. The guards let him keep it and then they marched the men inside to their cells.
The conditions were much better inside Joliet Prison compared to Alton. There was a cot to sleep on, and clean blankets. The food wasn’t very good but they were fed twice a day. Henry had a cell all to himself, even though there was room for two.
As the days wore on into weeks and the weeks into months, Henry fell into the routine of prison life. Each day started with breakfast and then exercise in the courtyard for several hours. The rest of the day was spent in the cell, alone and with little to do until supper. Once a week they were allowed to wash and change clothes.
One day, bored out of his mind, Henry was staring at the Bible he had been given. With the lessons that his mother had given him as a child he knew there were sixty-six books and two testaments. Other than that, he had paid little attention to the content. “Well, I’ve got nothing better to do,” he thought, so reaching across he picked up the book and flipped open the latch.
Slowly turning each page, Henry started to read. He hadn’t spent much time reading so it was slow going at first. Starting at the beginning, in Genesis, he read until his eyes hurt. Each day he would read some more, slowly improving so that he could read faster each session.
After several months, Henry had finished the Old Testament. He enjoyed reading about the battles and the judges killing thousands of their enemies, but most of the minor prophets seemed to be speaking gibberish. As he started into the New Testament, it made more sense, at least until he reached the Epistles…then it became difficult again. Finally, after struggling through the book of Revelation, he had finished. After six months of reading every day both in the yard and in his cell, the task was done.
Henry sat, staring at the book and thinking about it for a week. Since he felt like he was no farther along in his understanding---his views and beliefs had not changed like the judge had hoped---he started reading again, from the beginning.
Out in the exercise yard one day, a fellow inmate sat down next to him, studying Henry for a moment. “What are you going to do when you get out?” he asked, “Be a preacher?”
Henry looked quizzically at the man; he had not even thought about it, it seemed like such a long ways off. “Why do you ask?”
“Well,” the man continued, “You’re always reading the good book there; I figured you must want to be a preacher.”
Henry looked blankly at the man, “The only thing I’m good at is killin’ people.” With that he rose and walked off, feeling confused about everything.
Six months later, after finishing his reading for the second time, Henry put the Bible down and decided that religion wasn’t for him. He had, however, spent a considerable amount of time thinking about what that man had said to him in the yard.
“What am I going to do when I get out of here?” he thought over and over. He didn’t want to be a farmer; the pain was still too great over the death of his parents. Living that life would just be a constant reminder of the past. He laughed to himself when he thought about being a preacher. It did, however, spawn a thought in his mind. Walking around as a preacher man would be a good cover for doing what he did best…killing. And he had plenty of people that he wanted dead…the judge, the prosecutor, that captain who had killed his mule, and every damn Yankee in the entire nation!
Henry spent the remaining years of his sentence planning for his future. Whenever it was possible to get his hands on a newspaper, he would read it cover to cover, trying to keep track of well-known people, such as the judge at his trial. The paper loved to write about the goings on of the social elite, where they lived, where they went, and with whom they socialized. Henry soaked up all of it. It was hard to believe, but the judge lived just next door in Chicago. That would be his first target, and the prosecutor was running for public office in St. Louis…that would be number two on his list.
Henry sat in his cell working on his Bible. He had picked up a small stone in the yard and ground it down so there was a sharp edge on one side. He sat every day, slowly slicing out a void in the pages of the book to make a place to hide a gun.
In the cell next to his, another prisoner from Missouri sang a now familiar tune:
The winter is gone and the spring has come once more.
The rebels rejoice that the winter is no more,
For now it is spring and the leaves are growing green,
And the rebels rejoice that they cannot be seen.
Then home, soon home, home they will be;
Home, dearest home, in this our country,
Where the rose is in bud and the blossom’s on the tree,
And the Lark is singing home to North Missouri.
Humming along, he worked on the project, taking his time. There were still two years left on his sentence and he wanted everything to be perfect when he got out.
When the Bible was done, Henry would practice his method. Taking the book, he would pretend to reach for the hidden gun, pull it out and shoot, and then replace the gun in just a couple of seconds. The plan was coming together. He could make the move so fast that he was sure no one would even notice the movement until someone fell dead to the floor.
The last year of his sentence dragged slowly by, like molasses in the cold Illinois winter. Henry tried to keep occupied by planning every move he was going to make once he got out.
The newspapers were a wealth of information. He knew ahead of time the whereabouts of his first two targets, where to go for clothes, and most important, the gun he would need for the job.
Preparing for his undercover role as a preacher, Henry asked discreet questions of his fellow inmates and the guards about what a preacher looks like, how they act, and what they wear. Never having been to church, he was not sure of how to act as a religious man. Henry decided that his first order of business, when he got out, would be to go to church.
In the meantime, preparing for his ‘look’, Henry let his hair grow long, and he grew a short trim beard. As his release date grew closer, the preacher felt that he was as ready as he could before his new occupation.
Ten years after being sent to Joliet Prison, The Preacher was released. The warden gave him a set of used clothes, ten dollars, and one bit of advice: “Buy a one way train ticket south and don’t come back.”
Henry ignored the man, grabbed his ten dollars and headed into town towards the train station. After buying a ticket to Chicago, he wandered the streets looking for a clothing shop to occupy the time until the train arrived. There was a small tailor’s store nearby, but the clothing was mostly handmade and way too expensive.
A train whistle in the distance indicated that his ride was arriving so Henry walked back to the train station and watched the locomotive chug into view. It was a brand new, Roger-built 4-6-0 locomotive, painted bright red, and pulling four Pullman passenger coaches and a baggage car.
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