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Leonard Taft will be a new name to many readetse
writes, and engagingly, on many themes: historiegsknts,
growing up in aCatholic boarding school, the conversations of
Chicano teeagers and 19 Century chimney sweepd$iere he
provides a bit of revisionist history about the Ainan Civil
War. For our norAmerican readers it should perhaps be
mentioned that the great battle at Gettysburg, Bglvania, not
too far from the nation's capital, was probably thening point
in the military struggle between the Union (or ttn and
“abolitionist”) forces and the armies of the slawsvning
Confederate states of the south.



A Different Drummer Boy
Leonard Taft

I am a bad lad, it is widely known. At least myriéy are of that
opinion. Lazy, disobedient and stupid, | am alssirmer. My father
found me in carnal contact with Sarah Pennyrosenwheas thirteen
and in similar throes this past April with her bret under the Borning
Bridge.

We live in a timber clearing on the edge of thet@turg Road in
a house made of logs that my father cut with hisidwands. My
brother Daniel and | affixed the temporary barkfriast summer and
were just clearing a site by the creek for a neW amd water wheel
when this war broke out

Or rather the war reached us then: others had figieting it far
away before that time. We used to hear storiesitahe terrible deeds
of Johnny Reb and his southern generals and howJttien would
never let them come north of Virginia, ever, ever.

But then | saw my father talking down by the shedthva man
from the village. | was up the ridge tending tocR&l our cow and |
could see that it was mighty serious talk. Thea tmen in Union grey
rode up and joined the talk. Our Daniel was ca#led | knew it was
about the war. | knew that Daniel was going to jop.

My mama, she knew it too. All that night, thougheswas
engaged in feeding us, she kept most silent, stgnttiere over the
stove as each grit cake came ready on the firee bBbke down only
later as she laid a plate down before my brother

“Naw, don't do that now, Mother,” he said. “Youosifd be
happy.”

He meant that it was a proud thing to be a membéneArmy
and that he would be defending our people in aibevay. He was the
best of us. He was ambitious and righteous, cenaid and skilled
with an axe. | felt like a pale shadow in his prese. He was never a
sinner like me. Who was there who didn't admire Daniel? | missed
him terribly when he went away.

By May his letters stopped coming. A dispatch froismregiment
listed him as missing and presumed dead. My paneated a lot at



night and argued but there were no tears this tiMg.father sent off a
special inquiry by a swift pony rider along the te®uof Army
encampments and hospitals, but no word came babkusands were
killed every day as the war increased. There wagaod reason that
Daniel should be spared, except | had this crazipmdhat he was so
well liked by everyone even the enemy might pulltbgir rifles and
join him in a friendly way to have a chaw beforesuming battle
Sometimes | could actually picture that, he wapesdect

And here was |, fully fourteen years of age, wajtaround the
homestead for some news, patching the roofs, cigahie sod floor of
our shed, hardly ever spoken to by my mother drefiat On one hot
night | even sinned once with Rachel the cow. éamt nothing to her,
but to be me it signaled an end. | decided todeawvrote a letter for
my parents and explained that | was going off ® war to find my
brother and to bring him back

| left under a full moon which shone on our creide Ithe big
lantern that hangs in our loft and makes the bedidband | slept in
glow. | stopped on the bridge and looked back on our Isteael and |
thought | might never see the place again. But ththought, what if |
could bring my brother home - me a hero, him safeé grateful, my
parents sure of me at last

That very night | got as far as Gettysburg. Tharthe morning
three old timers said, “Don't go any further ouwdttkide of town, boy.
There's Rebel troops there just come down the'line

It was true The famous general himself from the south, Robert E

Lee, was camped now five miles south of where bdtat that
moment, he and, hear tell, seventy-five thousankimen, while our
own Union leader General George Meade was holedampewhere
east of town with his ninety thousand. People sa@te would be a
battle, right there in Gettysburg, and | must cesfthe idea excited me.
One man said to me, as | guess my face brighteived, ought to join
up, child"

“Join how? For what?” | asked.

“Become a drummer boy,” they said. “There are lotslads
younger than you and helping the Union cause.”

“I'm looking for my brother He's nineteen and a soldfef\Well,
join up by all means, then. There's no better w&finding him than



being in the thick of the action. Go talk to ther@ral himself.” They
laughed at that with a sniggering kind of tease largdlized they were
probably funning me.

“I don't know how to play,” | told them, but theynly laughed
again and said that the army would teach me.

I left them, then, with no great want to join theng but, still, |
did think that if | found the Union army | could fpsome questions to
people about my brother and perhaps get a leadt Wés the last day
of June and | didn't reach the Union campground eatly on the first
of July, but by then the battle had begun.

It started as a chance meeting between Union gapalkets and
Confederate foragers in the woods, then it grew agnew as
reinforcements were rushed to the spot

I had time for just one word with a minor captain.

“I'm trying to find my brother Daniel Waud. He'mateen and he
joined up three months ago.”

He was a young officer and seemed to be in an awiirly.

“It's impossible now, son. Go home. You can'dfanyone out
here. If he can, he 'll come back to you when ihisver, or you 'll
hear about him.”

“But we aren't hearing from him.*There's shots!” he said
suddenly, listening off.

“I came out to find him on my own,” | revoiced myfse There
was activity in the camp how. The captain turnedrte: “Boy, go
home. Save yourself. Don't make your mama grtexiee.” Then he
went off.

What he said made me stop. It was the first tirhad seriously
considered Daniel's fate. It was all too possibi he might not even
exist any longerl might have come out in search of a ghost

A cannon shell landed very near to me, knockingover by the
very wind of it and the force of its sound. Menravelp and out of their
tents, horses were loose and looking for a cleasfrthe smoke, orders
were being shouted everywhere.

| ran down into the ravine, right into the midsteofiundred troops



huddled low against their rifles ready to charge.shoutcame, they
rose like a herd, all atonce, and dashed overitlge iwith a hundred
mighty yells. But thunder met them in the face anféw dozen fell
back into the ravine, limp as scarecrows, bloodyddy and twisted.
One of their rifles clattered backwards and fellma. | stared at it,
instead of at the dead man, for most of a full rrenbut did not pick it
up in the end.

I climbed out and ran into the wood, along a ritlgeards a hill
where | might get a wider view. We call these twounds Big Round
Top and Little Round Top. | could remember picitigkthere when |
was very little. Right now, there was a Union lalkacross the back of
Little Round Top, hunkered down behind the natuogk wall there
and aiming down the slope, getting off shots ifite gully below we
used to call Devil's Den and which now containecdbuabfifty
Confederate snipe-shooters who were trying to achian

It was into this Union line that | ran as soon dsdke out of the
woods. | drew up fast, seeing soldiers in frontraf. One of them
spun around where he sat, screamed and fired ateavas not much
older than our Daniel and had a wild look on hisefal saw it as | fell
Of course, it was my fault for spooking him. Thewas full of blue
smoke from the gun powder and the steaming woundseople, so he
could not see me in time to stop his trigger fingé&nd anyway, the
rule in war is to defend yourself first and ask sfigns later. So | got it
in the side, right below my ribs.

| was lying there in the dry leaves, stunned afphi@ and gasping
a little, when two infantrymen, the one who shot are one other
older guy who as a doc, came up and turned me likeryou nudge a
shot squirrel The one said, "It's a kid."

“Where'd he come from?” said the other, and lead®an to me.
“Which side you on?”

“The left, sir,” | answered, thinking he meant mgumd.

The other guy smiled in a kind of way at that angijess because
| didn't talk southern, figured | was with the rort“You a drummer
boy, boy?” he asked, and, to make things simglestihodded.

Shots were coming nearer to us and some one yélkezkp
down!” and, seeing me, added, “Clear him off!”



“Come on, boy,” the older man said close to myasahe leaned
down and took me up in his armBucking a new Confederate barrage,
he carried me down the line like a saddle, thenedrinto a path where
a clearing was made.

He laid me out by a campsite. “You're go an tihe,f he said.

The worst of the pain and shock was over by thgrwas just a
grazing bullet anyway. The only thing was the bloghich made it
look bad and the terrible stinging which was hasta hundred wasps.
The doc grabbed my shirt front and tore it operthsa all the buttons
my mama had sewed on so carefully last year wgimigf]

Then | felt his hands on my stomach and a cooldigeashing my
side. He poured moonshine on the wound and theoted it all out
over my front with his handHe tore a whole strip of my shirttail off to
be used as a bandage and tied a length of hempdaray middle to
hold it on.

“You all right now?” he said low and close to mycéa and |
smiled up at him, trying to say things because hs leing so fatherly.

“Just rest now,” he said’And drink you down some of this.”
He held a jug of rye whiskey to my lips and lifiey head.

I choked getting it down, so that it dribbled dowry chin and
breast It burned in my throat at first, then it felt wonfld warm.

“Can | have some moré? asked.

But he wouldn't give it | lay back. He put his hand on my
forehead as though to comfort, then took it awagl atood up and
disappeared off into the battle again.

| lay there with my shirt ripped apart, the alcodoying like dew
on my chest, and my side wound tingling. | touchieel bandage with
my hand and fell asleep.

| awoke to the violence of the earth being blowarag was in
midair, falling with the sticks of the campsitermunded by flying dirt
and pine needles and feathers from a forest crdMhen | hit the
ground | rolled down a slope some ten yards mofered came to a
stop.

The air kept blasting at me. | saw troops runrpagt | saw men



drop all around me. | cried out but no one, netdloc nor theeaptain
nor my mother nor my brother came for me. | wdgonrse, alone.

| dragged my body up and made my feet suppoRdt a while |
was running down a woods path, stepping over gugsshtadn't made it
out of the woods - some dropped so perfect thay theked only
mildly asleep; others were blown to bits. | saweogmoung officer
crouched down hiding behind a tree and crying &kkid. | felt like
crying myself but | was still so muddle- headed thast kept running.

The path widenedThere was dar fence up ahead and a field on
the other side of it | figured that across that cornfield was the town
and that | could rest there. | should have goperad but, as | $d, my
thinking was unclear. | made it to the fence Ihant slowly realized
that soldiers were massing behind me. They weepasing a charge
across the cornfield - horses and artillery an@psoin the hundreds
preparing to my rear.

Hands were on me, touching my bare shoulder pasthmgdded
shirt | thought it was a friendly gesture but it was sgroang soldiers
turning me around.

“Are you the drummer boy?” they askedverybody seemed to
think so. “Are you in for Benjy?”

“Where's Benjy?” | asked mindlessly.

“He fell. He's a gonerThis here's his drumYou know what to
do?”

Before | could answer they were strapping me ihéothing.

One of them leaned down and was fingering my tnsuse
“Where'd you get these? You danear grey!”

“They're just farm duds.”

“Johnny Reb is grey. Our own guns'll shoot yothdy see them
leggings. They'll think you're a spy.”

“C'mon, Will,” one of them said over the increadenoise, “the
charge is commencing.”

“Wait!” - and he took out his bayonet and cut cl&aough my
pant legs with the blade and attempted to rip tha&finto knee
britches. The fabric tore uneven through, so thatone leg was half
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dressed and my other was bare clear up to thedmip b

This made me fairly shy, since | felt all unmaneed wasalways
a little embarrassed about not being hairy-leggetgown up like our
Daniel But there | was: | had only half a shirt on andrand slung
around my neck which leveled out at my waist, aod these tore up
pants.

Someone pushed me forward over the fence and wigneat
effort of mass,men and animals we were out on igld.f We could
hear a Rebel yell coming at us and the crazy ranfitimg began.

Someone shouted at me, “Like thie-tatatter-a,” demonstrating
with his own drum. And so | beat out something ltke same sound
with my drumsticks and plunged into the din. Adwreared, wheezed
and dropped in front of me but | just stepped atekeeping time.
Waves of our men, rushed on ahead yelling obsesnithrusting their
weapons into the cloud wall in front of them, somets pulling their
rifles back with a body stuck on the end of it, esthimes falling in
place, sliced through by some unseen sword. Maiyes were taken
at me by dim figures coming out of the smoke, kjust kept soldiering
between them, holding to my drum. One Rebel daggethrough my
drum top but | still kept on playing.

| figured | was somewhere in the middle of thedidly now. |
fell only twice, tripping over powder barrels ordies or boulders, |
never knew which.

| never heard our retreat, and wouldn't have kndkhe drum
signal which declared.itMy own drum was now smashed and couldn't
be heard beyond the length of my own arms anyv&l | kept hitting
it and stumbling forward, until | was clear at thier side of the field,
out of breath, out of my mind, the only live Uniogpresentative who
had got that far (someone told me later) . | Hasken my brother out
there yet, | didn't know what direction | was fagimnd | could not get
the drum strap off.

Then someone rushed over and slammed a rifle tutrg skull.

During the dusk and early evening Rebel drummeshwgpt out
among the enemy dead and robbed their valuablesaots. They
stole my boots and cotton stockings, they cut dfatmvas left of my
pants and under garments in order to get at mykuelkle which was
fine metal and my garters which were new.
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When | woke up | groaned first and that alertedattsern sentry
nearby. He drew his gun on me as | climbed up amfovobbly feet
Then he saw | was just a fourteen-year-old kid #rad | was naked
except for two parts of my shirt which draped dosvre shoulder and
my back.

“Who goes there?” he said anyway.

“Drummer boy,” | answered, hoping not to give away
Pennsylvania accent

“You hurt?”

“Yesterday’ | fingered my old wound from which the bandage
had fallen away. “But someone stole my boots.”

“And everything else,” he said. “Come on over hérecase
there's firing.”

| went over to him sore and ashamed.

“It's all right, boy,” he said, but with a much dar edge than the
doc's. | began to wish | was on the other sidiatf cornfield again.

“l hurt,” | said.

“Here.” He sat me down behind a rock and put e off. “Let
me look at that wound.”

He had a lantern and put it so close to my sideltbauld feel the
warmth. He redressed the bandage for me in a emagebut | thanked
him anyhow. | wanted to curl up somewhere, | wdrterest, | wanted
to rub my member in the grass until the trouble thadtightness and
the scare of the last few hours was all out of me.

“You're a mighty big boy,” the sentry said to metlwia grin,
pointing to my sex. | turned red because | cowt stop it growing
when | was feeling this way insides. “I know a geat who would be
real happy to see you. Surely give you a good tiow, Probably give
me a medal for introducing you. He's so tarnishith those fat hog
boys they usually bring him. You're good and le@onod flesh. And
already unwrapped.” He meant my nakedness and éaulgard. Then
he heard a noise in the brush and snatched ugflaiagain.

A fellow Reb spy presented himself. He looked naerdefore
he spoke “Got information for the generalhe said then.
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“What is it?” “Union strike plans for day-break. edrd with me
own ears.

We can bat them to the punch if we mass alongigjie road.”

“Well, hold on there,” the sentry said. | figurbd was seeing his
own opportunity with the general slipping away.

“No, this is vital Take me too him.”

“I will, T will,” the sentry stalled, “But he' s goa piece of
business to tend to firsiVon't take but a second. You wait here and I'll
be right back.”

That other fellow acted real puzzled and impatibnt, the sentry
led me anyhow. The gift of me would earn him tledr of his
general, and next to that the war plans could .w&ithat difference
would half an hour make, anyway?

He knocked on the general's tent pole and theslaply opened.
“Well,” said the tall, grand general'Who is this and what's he doing
like that?” It was not General Lee but he was ie #ame strong
uniform.

“Well, sir,” the sentry explained, “I guess someka stole his
clothes and I got to thinking you might want to ldedh him alone.”

“Ah.” The general looked at my face, my bandagel any build.
“Leave him to me,”he said.

“I'll be back in an hour, sir,” the sentry saidThere's some news
brewing.”

“Yes,” the general told him half-heartedly and pulled mside.
“Keep me informed.”

| don't want to say too much about what happenedhi
general's tent because, as | described before, & &@ad enough lad
already. Because | was tired and hurt and aloeeadse | was in a
sinner's frame of mind, and because | had an idaaniight save my
Union army friends, | let the general put me on ¢i$ and undress
himself and lie with me .

His hands were dry and scarred, but | let him pet rihen |
whispered at him what | wanted him to do.

“Corn hole you?” he repeated. “You want it?”
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I got down on my stomach on the floor to proveoithim and
urged him on top of me. He was reluctant a fitkg rest of his
drummer boys always hollered and fled. It hurt toe, it tore at my
wound, but I let him finish offWhen he finally rolled over exhausted, |
climbed on top and fed him liquor until he went eold as a turkey.
Then | rubbed myself off on the mud-made floor.

When the sentry entered after an hour he found dsarray, the
general lumped in a pile, his head swimming andldiiss spent, and
me smeared with mud and cotton weed and .guile inspected the
general first, then turned on me with a roateapt up and ran out into
the night, out of camp, down to the fence, stilclbunaked, hurtled
across the field of the dead at a good gallop

It was a clear run, except for the prickers whiolthiered my legs
and nipped at my bare rump. Folks on the other wido saw me first
said they thought | was a spiriBut they took me in and | told my
story and they sent me up to the captain again.gd¥®e me a Union
blanket to wrap myself in and then sent me onhallway up to General
Meade himself. | got to see him.

“You've actually been in the Confederate camp, sbr?said in a
big voice through cigar smoke.

“Not an hour ago,” | said, scared of his rank bunding my
courage “They got hold of your plans for battle in the mimgn Spies
did, but | was able to... stall them some.”

“Were you, now? And lost your clothes in the bangére youall
right, though?”

“Fairly so, sir. | think.”l was not so sure if Hmew | was a
sinner

"Let me seen, then.”

The general took my blanket and opened it and ldoke up and
down real good and made me turn around. Then,ckfaced as I, he
cleared his throat a few times. “Because of yoy, i@ can change our
tactics for the morning. We 'll mass on the lddink with a charge
through the valley.”

“Yes, sir.” Several of his assistants snapped teensibn and went
out to pass his orders.
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“Good lad,” the general said and patted my heathasgh | was
twelve. “What's your name?”

“Walker Waud, sir’

He went over across the tent and sat down at htswgitable and
labored over some official note paper for a few utés. Thenhe
called me to come. It was a Commendation, he said, it had my
name on it It told how | had performed valuable reconnaissaiace
the Union army and that the whole Union was indeéleme. | could
not answer this kindness properly and so he mdodtied the paper
and handed it to me. | had no pockets, of course.

“Well done,” was all he said to me, then, “I'll ki of you
tomorrow when we win this thing.” Then he called fioee doc who had
cared for me before.

Still speechless, | was led away agaAll around us preparations
were being made for the Union change in plans bhtrd it all the doc
filed a tub with water and dipped me inta it submitted and he
carefully washed me all over and then dressed nsofincotton long
-johns and found a pair of trousers that could #heisted for me and
got for me the best drummer boy bowtTamp.

It took two more days, in fact, and fifty thousamén, but we did
finally win the battle of Gettysburg - our sidenkan. It was that battle
that turned the war and some say it was the plgntiat went on that
first day's night that won the battle. It's qutessible, you know, that |
did that

It was odd to stand on the bridge again and lodkethomestead.
Our Daniel had returned in my absence, all shoangh so weak about
all he could do at first was sit in the sun. But douse was jubilant
anyway -and twice so when | showed them my Commendatiory. M
brother actually cried over me and hugged me.

After | helped Daniel into our loft that night turned down the
lamp and cast us into darkness. | wanted to askithimy father and
mother were really proud of me now, but | knew thathad his own
concerns And how could | tell him what had really happenedrte?
What | really had done was more worthy of a sermban a
commendation.

But, being home again, in our own bed again, andnigaDaniel
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there breathing quietly beside me, all that madesmbappy | actually
started to cry.

| couldn't help it, and my brother, of course, lheare snuffling.
He took me in his wounded embrace, and - wouldnitknow it? - my
member started to sin again, which made my cryimgse;, but all
Daniel did, when he felt that part of me pushinchaleg, was check it
out with his hand and sort of chuckle into my aadt aay, “Looks like |
can't call you my little brother any more.”

| tried to pull away, but he held me close agakmst, and finally
he said, guessing my shame somehow, “It doesntemdtet it stay
there, if that's what it wants.”

“But often that's not all it does.”

“I know. We'll talk about it sometime. It's nat bad as Preacher
Trumbull makes it out Maybe, in a few weeks, when | get my strength
back...”

He left the thought unfinished.

A little later, when | figured he'd gone to sledg whispered in
my ear, “You're the best of us, Walké&fou always weré
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