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Never was there, perhaps, more hollowness at heart than at the present, and here in the United 

States. Genuine belief seems to have left us. The underlying principles of the States are not 

honestly believ’d in…nor is humanity believ’d in….We live in an atmosphere of hypocrisy 

throughout….The depravity of the business classes of our country is not less than has been 

supposed, but infinitely greater. The official services of America, national, state, and municipal, 

in all their branches and departments, except the judiciary, are saturated in corruption, bribery, 

falsehood, maladministration and the judiciary is tainted. The great cities reek with respectable 

as much as with non-respectable robbery and scoundrelism…. I may say that our New World 

democracy, however a great success in uplifting the masses out of their sloughs, in materialistic 

development, products, and in certain highly deceptive superficial intellectuality, is, so far, an 

almost complete failure in its social aspects, and in really grand religious, moral, literary, and 

aesthetic results.   (Walt Whitman in Democratic Vistas, 1871) 

 

 

The Devil’s Dictionary 

By Ambrose Bierce 

 
DICTIONARY, n. A malevolent literary device for cramping the growth of 

a language and making it hard and inelastic. This dictionary, however, 

is a most useful work. 

 

Academy, n. [from ACADEME] A modern school where football is taught.  

 

Actually, adv.  Perhaps; possibly. 

 

Admiration, n. Our polite recognition of another's resemblance to ourselves. 

 

Alliance, n.  In international politics, the union of two thieves who have their hands so deeply 

inserted in each other's pockets that they cannot separately plunder a third. 

 

Architect, n.  One who drafts a plan of your house, and plans a draft of your money. 

 

Armor, n.  The kind of clothing worn by a man whose tailor is a blacksmith. 

 

Arrest, v.t.  Formally to detain one accused of unusualness.  

                  God made the world in six days and was arrested on the seventh. 

 

Bacchus, n.  A convenient deity invented by the ancients as an excuse for getting drunk.  
 

Barometer, n.  An ingenious instrument which indicates what kind of weather we are having.  
 

Bore, n.  a person who talks when you wish him to listen.  
 

Bride, n.  a woman with a fine prospect of happiness behind her.  

 

Brute, n.  see husband.  



 

Cat, n.  A soft, indestructible automaton provided by nature to be kicked when things go wrong 

in the domestic circle.  
 

Circus, n.  A place where horses, ponies and elephants are permitted to see men, women and 

children acting the fool.  
 

Conservative, n.  A statesman who is enamored of existing evils, as distinguished from the 

Liberal, who wishes to replace them with others.  

 

Coward, n.  one who in a perilous emergency thinks with his legs. 

 

Dentist, n.  A prestidigitator who, putting metal into your mouth, pulls coins out of your pocket.  

 

Egotist, n.  A person of low taste, more interested in himself than in me.  

 

Evangelist, n.  A bearer of good tidings, particularly (in a religious sense) such as assure us of 

our own salvation and the damnation of our neighbors. 

 

Fiddle, n.  An instrument to tickle human ears by friction of a horse's tail on the entrails of a cat. 

 

Fork, n.  An instrument used chiefly for the purpose of putting dead animals into the mouth. 

 

Future, n.  That period of time in which our affairs prosper, our friends are true and our 

happiness is assured.  

 

Happiness, n.  An agreeable sensation arising from contemplating the misery of another.  

 

Heaven, n.  A place where the wicked cease from troubling you with talk of their personal affairs, 

and the good listen with attention while you expound your own.  

 

I is the first letter of the alphabet, the first word of the language, the first thought of the mind, the 

first object of affection 

 

Lawyer, n.  One skilled in circumvention of the law. 

 

Learning, n. The kind of ignorance distinguishing the studious. 

 

Lecturer, n. One with his hand in your pocket, his tongue in your ear 

and his faith in your patience. 

 

Logic, n. The art of thinking and reasoning in strict accordance with 

the limitations and incapacities of the human misunderstanding. The 

basic of logic is the syllogism, consisting of a major and a minor 

premise and a conclusion -- thus: 

  Major Premise: Sixty men can do a piece of work sixty times as 

quickly as one man. 

  Minor Premise: One man can dig a posthole in sixty seconds; 

therefore -- 

  Conclusion: Sixty men can dig a posthole in one second. 



  This may be called the syllogism arithmetical, in which, by 

combining logic and mathematics, we obtain a double certainty and are 

twice blessed. 

 

Love, n. A temporary insanity curable by marriage or by removal of 

the patient from the influences under which he incurred the disorder. 

 

Monkey, n. An arboreal animal which makes itself at home in 

genealogical trees. 

 

Neighbor, n. One whom we are commanded to love as ourselves, and who 

does all he knows how to make us disobedient. 

 

Nose, n. The extreme outpost of the face. It has been observed 

that one's nose is never so happy as when thrust into the affairs of 

others, from which some physiologists have drawn the inference that 

the nose is devoid of the sense of smell. 

 

Novel, n. A short story padded. A species of composition bearing the 

same relation to literature that the panorama bears to art. As it is 

too long to be read at a sitting the impressions made by its 

successive parts are successively effaced, as in the panorama. 

 

Pain, n. An uncomfortable frame of mind that may have a physical 

basis in something that is being done to the body, or may be purely 

mental, caused by the good fortune of another. 

 

Palm, n. A species of tree having several varieties, of which the 

familiar "itching palm" (Palma hominis) is most widely distributed. 

 

Peace, n. In international affairs, a period of cheating between two 

periods of fighting. 

 

Perseverance, n. A lowly virtue whereby mediocrity achieves an 

inglorious success. 

 

Piano, n. A parlor utensil for subduing the impenitent visitor. It 

is operated by pressing the keys of the machine and the spirits of the 

audience. 

 

Pitiful, adj. The state of an enemy of opponent after an imaginary 

encounter with oneself. 

 

Reason, v.i. To weight probabilities in the scales of desire. 

 

Saint, n. A dead sinner revised and edited. 

 

 

 

 



Saw, n. A trite popular saying, or proverb. (Figurative and 

colloquial.)  So called because it makes its way into a wooden head. 

Following are examples of old saws fitted with new teeth. 

 

A penny saved is a penny to squander. 

A bird in the hand is worth what it will bring. 

Think twice before you speak to a friend in need. 

Strike while your employer has a big contract. 

Where there's a will there's a won't. 

 

Success, n. The one unpardonable sin against one's fellows. 

 

Telephone, n. An invention of the devil which abrogates some of the 

advantages of making a disagreeable person keep his distance. 

 

Un-American, adj. Wicked, intolerable, heathenish. 

 

Vote, n. The instrument and symbol of a freeman's power to make a 

fool of himself and a wreck of his country. 

 

Yankee, n. In Europe, an American. In the Northern States of our 

Union, a New Englander. In the Southern States the word is unknown. 

(See Damnyank.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Coup de Grace  

By Ambrose Bierce 

 

 

 

The fighting had been hard and continuous; that was attested by all the senses. The very taste of battle 

was in the air. All was now over; it remained only to succor the wounded and bury the dead--to "tidy 

up a bit," as the humorist of a burial squad put it. A good deal of "tidying up" was required. As far as 

one could see through the forests, among the splintered trees, lay wrecks of men and horses. Among 

them moved the stretcher-bearers, gathering and carrying away the few who showed signs of life. 

Most of the wounded had died of neglect while the right to minister to their wants was in dispute. It is 

an army regulation that the wounded must wait; the best way to care for them is to win the battle. It 

must be confessed that victory is a distinct advantage to a man requiring attention, but many do not 

live to avail themselves of it. 

The dead were collected in groups of a dozen or a score and laid side by side in rows while the 

trenches were dug to receive them. Some, found at too great a distance from these rallying points, 

were buried where they lay. There was little attempt at identification, though in most cases, the burial 

parties being detailed to glean the same ground which they had assisted to reap, the names of the 

victorious dead were known and listed. The enemy's fallen had to be content with counting. But of that 

they got enough: many of them were counted several times, and the total, as given afterward in the 

official report of the victorious commander, denoted rather a hope than a result. 

At some little distance from the spot where one of the burial parties had established its "bivouac of the 

dead," a man in the uniform of a Federal officer stood leaning against a tree. From his feet upward to 

his neck his attitude was that of weariness reposing; but he turned his head uneasily from side to side; 

his mind was apparently not at rest. He was perhaps uncertain in which direction to go; he was not 

likely to remain long where he was, for already the level rays of the setting sun straggled redly 

through the open spaces of the wood and the weary soldiers were quitting their task for the day. He 

would hardly make a night of it alone there among the dead. Nine men in ten whom you meet after a 

battle inquire the way to some fraction of the army--as if any one could know. Doubtless this officer 

was lost. After resting himself a moment he would presumably follow one of the retiring burial squads. 

When all were gone he walked straight away into the forest toward the red west, its light staining his 

face like blood. The air of confidence with which he now strode along showed that he was on familiar 

ground; he had recovered his bearings. The dead on his right and on his left were unregarded as he 

passed. An occasional low moan from some sorely-stricken wretch whom the relief-parties had not 

reached, and who would have to pass a comfortless night beneath the stars with his thirst to keep him 

company, was equally unheeded. What, indeed, could the officer have done, being no surgeon and 

having no water? 

At the head of a shallow ravine, a mere depression of the ground, lay a small group of bodies. He saw, 

and swerving suddenly from his course walked rapidly toward them. Scanning each one sharply as he 

passed, he stopped at last above one which lay at a slight remove from the others, near a clump of 

small trees. He looked at it narrowly. It seemed to stir. He stooped and laid his hand upon its face. It 

screamed. 

The officer was Captain Downing Madwell, of a Massachusetts regiment of infantry, a daring and 

intelligent soldier, an honorable man. 

In the regiment were two brothers named Halcrow--Caffal and Creede Halcrow. Caffal Halcrow was a 

sergeant in Captain Madwell's company, and these two men, the sergeant and the captain, were 



devoted friends. In so far as disparity of rank, difference in duties and considerations of military 

discipline would permit they were commonly together. They had, indeed, grown up together from 

childhood. A habit of the heart is not easily broken off. Caffal Halcrow had nothing military in his 

taste nor disposition, but the thought of separation from his friend was disgreeable; he enlisted in the 

company in which Madwell was second-lieutenant. Each had taken two steps upward in rank, but 

between the highest noncommissioned and the lowest commissioned officer the gulf is deep and wide 

and the old relation was maintained with difficulty and a difference. 

Creede Halcrow, the brother of Caffal, was the major of the regiment--a cynical, saturnine man, 

between whom and Captain Madwell there was a natural antipathy which circumstances had 

nourished and strengthened to an active animosity. But for the restraining influence of their mutual 

relation to Caffal these two patriots would doubtless have endeavored to deprive their country of each 

other's services. 

At the opening of the battle that morning the regiment was performing outpost duty a mile away from 

the main army. It was attacked and nearly surrounded in the forest, but stubbornly held its ground. 

During a lull in the fighting, Major Halcrow came to Captain Madwell. The two exchanged formal 

salutes, and the major said: "Captain, the colonel directs that you push your company to the head of 

this ravine and hold your place there until recalled. I need hardly apprise you of the dangerous 

character of the movement, but if you wish, you can, I suppose, turn over the command to your first-

lieutenant. I was not, however, directed to authorize the substitution; it is merely a suggestion of my 

own, unofficially made." 

To this deadly insult Captain Madwell coolly replied: 

"Sir, I invite you to accompany the movement. A mounted officer would be a conspicuous mark, and I 

have long held the opinion that it would be better if you were dead." 

The art of repartee was cultivated in military circles as early as 1862. 

A half-hour later Captain Madwell's company was driven from its position at the head of the ravine, 

with a loss of one-third its number. Among the fallen was Sergeant Halcrow. The regiment was soon 

afterward forced back to the main line, and at the close of the battle was miles away. The captain was 

now standing at the side of his subordinate and friend. 

Sergeant Halcrow was mortally hurt. His clothing was deranged; it seemed to have been violently torn 

apart, exposing the abdomen. Some of the buttons of his jacket had been pulled off and lay on the 

ground beside him and fragments of his other garments were strewn about. His leather belt was parted 

and had apparently been dragged from beneath him as he lay. There had been no great effusion of 

blood. The only visible wound was a wide, ragged opening in the abdomen. It was defiled with earth 

and dead leaves. Protruding from it was a loop of small intestine. In all his experience Captain 

Madwell had not seen a wound like this. He could neither conjecture how it was made nor explain the 

attendant circumstances--the strangely torn clothing, the parted belt, the besmirching of the white skin. 

He knelt and made a closer examination. When he rose to his feet, he turned his eyes in different 

directions as if looking for an enemy. Fifty yards away, on the crest of a low, thinly wooded hill, he 

saw several dark objects moving about among the fallen men--a herd of swine. One stood with its 

back to him, its shoulders sharply elevated. Its forefeet were upon a human body, its head was 

depressed and invisible. The bristly ridge of its chine showed black against the red west. Captain 

Madwell drew away his eyes and fixed them again upon the thing which had been his friend. 

The man who had suffered these monstrous mutilations was alive. At intervals he moved his limbs; he 

moaned at every breath. He stared blankly into the face of his friend and if touched screamed. In his 



giant agony he had torn up the ground on which he lay; his clenched hands were full of leaves and 

twigs and earth. Articulate speech was beyond his power; it was impossible to know if he were 

sensible to anything but pain. The expression of his face was an appeal; his eyes were full of prayer. 

For what? 

There was no misreading that look; the captain had too frequently seen it in eyes of those whose lips 

had still the power to formulate it by an entreaty for death. Consciously or unconsciously, this 

writhing fragment of humanity, this type and example of acute sensation, this handiwork of man and 

beast, this humble, unheroic Prometheus, was imploring everything, all, the whole non-ego, for the 

boon of oblivion. To the earth and the sky alike, to the trees, to the man, to what ever took form in 

sense or consciousness, this incarnate suffering addressed that silent plea. 

For what, indeed? For that which we accord to even the meanest creature without sense to demand it, 

denying it only to the wretched of our own race: for the blessed release, the rite of uttermost 

compassion, the coup de grâace. 

Captain Madwell spoke the name of his friend. He repeated it over and over without effect until 

emotion choked his utterance. His tears plashed upon the livid face beneath his own and blinded 

himself. He saw nothing but a blurred and moving object, but the moans were more distinct than ever, 

interrupted at briefer intervals by sharper shrieks. He turned away, struck his hand upon his forehead, 

and strode from the spot. The swine, catching sight of him, threw up their crimson muzzles, regarding 

him suspiciously a second, and then with a gruff, concerted grunt, raced away out of sight. A horse, its 

foreleg splintered by a cannon-shot, lifted its head sidewise from the ground and neighed piteously. 

Madwell stepped forward, drew his revolver and shot the poor beast between his eyes, narrowly 

observing its death-struggle, which, contrary to his expectation, was violent and long; but at last it lay 

still. The tense muscles of its lips, which had uncovered the teeth in a horrible grin, relaxed; the sharp, 

cleancut profile took on a look of profound peace and rest. 

Along the distant, thinly wooded crest to westward the fringe of sunset fire had now nearly burned 

itself out. The light upon the trunks of the trees had faded to a tender gray; shadows were in their tops, 

like great dark birds aperch. Night was coming and there were miles of haunted forest between 

Captain Madwell and camp. Yet he stood there at the side of the dead animal, apparently lost to all 

sense of his surroundings. His eyes were bent upon the earth at his feet; his left hand hung loosely at 

his side, his right still held the pistol. Presently he lifted his face, turned it toward his dying friend and 

walked rapidly back to his side. He knelt upon one knee, cocked the weapon, placed the muzzle 

against the man's forehead, and turning away his eyes pulled the trigger. There was no report. He had 

used his last cartridge for the horse. 

The sufferer moaned and his lips moved convulsively. The froth that ran from them had a tinge of 

blood. 

Captain Madwell rose to his feet and drew his sword from the scabbard. He passed the fingers of his 

left hand along the edge from hilt to point. He held it out straight before him, as if to test his nerves. 

There was no visible tremor of the blade; the ray of bleak skylight that it reflected was steady and true. 

He stooped and with his left hand tore away the dying man's shirt, rose and placed the point of the 

sword just over the heart. This time he did not withdraw his eyes. Grasping the hilt with both hands, 

he thrust downward with all his strength and weight. The blade sank into the man's body--through his 

body into the earth; Captain Madwell came near falling forward upon his work. The dying man drew 

up his knees and at the same time threw his right arm across his breast and grasped the steel so tightly 

that the knuckles of the hand visibly whitened. By a violent but vain effort to withdraw the blade the 
wound was enlarged; a rill of blood escaped, running sinuously down into the deranged clothing. At 



that moment three men stepped silently forward from behind the clump of young trees which had 

concealed their approach. Two were hospital attendants and carried a stretcher. 

The third was Major Creede Halcrow. 

Chickamauga         by Ambrose Bierce 

One sunny autumn afternoon a child strayed away from its rude home in a small field and entered 

a forest unobserved. It was happy in a new sense of freedom from control, happy in the 

opportunity of exploration and adventure; for this child's spirit, in bodies of its ancestors, had for 

thousands of years been trained to memorable feats of discovery and conquest--victories in battles 

whose critical moments were centuries, whose victors' camps were cities of hewn stone. From the 

cradle of its race it had conquered its way through two continents and passing a great sea had 

penetrated a third, there to be born to war and dominion as a heritage. 

The child was a boy aged about six years, the son of a poor planter. In his younger manhood the 

father had been a soldier, had fought against naked savages and followed the flag of his country 

into the capital of a civilized race to the far South. In the peaceful life of a planter the warrior-fire 

survived; once kindled, it is never extinguished. The man loved military books and pictures and 

the boy had understood enough to make himself a wooden sword, though even the eye of his 

father would hardly have known it for what it was. This weapon he now bore bravely, as became 

the son of an heroic race, and pausing now and again in the sunny space of the forest assumed, 

with some exaggeration, the postures of aggression and defense that he had been taught by the 

engraver's art. Made reckless by the ease with which he overcame invisible foes attempting to 

stay his advance, he committed the common enough military error of pushing the pursuit to a 

dangerous extreme, until he found himself upon the margin of a wide but shallow brook, whose 

rapid waters barred his direct advance against the flying foe that had crossed with illogical ease. 

But the intrepid victor was not to be baffled; the spirit of the race which had passed the great sea 

burned unconquerable in that small breast and would not be denied. Finding a place where some 

bowlders in the bed of the stream lay but a step or a leap apart, he made his way across and fell 

again upon the rear-guard of his imaginary foe, putting all to the sword. 

Now that the battle had been won, prudence required that he withdraw to his base of operations. 

Alas; like many a mightier conqueror, and like one, the mightiest, he could not 

curb the lust for war, 

Nor learn that tempted Fate will leave the loftiest star. 

Advancing from the bank of the creek he suddenly found himself confronted with a new and 

more formidable enemy: in the path that he was following, sat, bolt upright, with ears erect and 

paws suspended before it, a rabbit! With a startled cry the child turned and fled, he knew not in 

what direction, calling with inarticulate cries for his mother, weeping, stumbling, his tender skin 

cruelly torn by brambles, his little heart beating hard with terror--breathless, blind with tears--lost 

in the forest! Then, for more than an hour, he wandered with erring feet through the tangled 

undergrowth, till at last, overcome by fatigue, he lay down in a narrow space between two rocks, 



within a few yards of the stream and still grasping his toy sword, no longer a weapon but a 

companion, sobbed himself to sleep. The wood birds sang merrily above his head; the squirrels, 

whisking their bravery of tail, ran barking from tree to tree, unconscious of the pity of it, and 

somewhere far away was a strange, muffed thunder, as if the partridges were drumming in 

celebration of nature's victory over the son of her immemorial enslavers. And back at the little 

plantation, where white men and black were hastily searching the fields and hedges in alarm, a 

mother's heart was breaking for her missing child. 

Hours passed, and then the little sleeper rose to his feet. The chill of the evening was in his limbs, 

the fear of the gloom in his heart. But he had rested, and he no longer wept. With some blind 

instinct which impelled to action he struggled through the undergrowth about him and came to a 

more open ground--on his right the brook, to the left a gentle acclivity studded with infrequent 

trees; over all, the gathering gloom of twilight. A thin, ghostly mist rose along the water. It 

frightened and repelled him; instead of recrossing, in the direction whence he had come, he 

turned his back upon it, and went forward toward the dark inclosing wood. Suddenly he saw 

before him a strange moving object which he took to be some large animal--a dog, a pig--he 

could not name it; perhaps it was a bear. He had seen pictures of bears, but knew of nothing to 

their discredit and had vaguely wished to meet one. But something in form or movement of this 

object--something in the awkwardness of its approach--told him that it was not a bear, and 

curiosity was stayed by fear. He stood still and as it came slowly on gained courage every 

moment, for he saw that at least it had not the long menacing ears of the rabbit. Possibly his 

impressionable mind was half conscious of something familiar in its shambling, awkward gait. 

Before it had approached near enough to resolve his doubts he saw that it was followed by 

another and another. To right and to left were many more; the whole open space about him were 

alive with them--all moving toward the brook. 

They were men. They crept upon their hands and knees. They used their hands only, dragging 

their legs. They used their knees only, their arms hanging idle at their sides. They strove to rise to 

their feet, but fell prone in the attempt. They did nothing naturally, and nothing alike, save only to 

advance foot by foot in the same direction. Singly, in pairs and in little groups, they came on 

through the gloom, some halting now and again while others crept slowly past them, then 

resuming their movement. They came by dozens and by hundreds; as far on either hand as one 

could see in the deepening gloom they extended and the black wood behind them appeared to be 

inexhaustible. The very ground seemed in motion toward the creek. Occasionally one who had 

paused did not again go on, but lay motionless. He was dead. Some, pausing, made strange 

gestures with their hands, erected their arms and lowered them again, clasped their heads; spread 

their palms upward, as men are sometimes seen to do in public prayer. 

Not all of this did the child note; it is what would have been noted by an elder observer; he saw 

little but that these were men, yet crept like babes. Being men, they were not terrible, though 

unfamiliarly clad. He moved among them freely, going from one to another and peering into their 

faces with childish curiosity. All their faces were singularly white and many were streaked and 

gouted with red. Something in this--something too, perhaps, in their grotesque attitudes and 

movements--reminded him of the painted clown whom he had seen last summer in the circus, and 

he laughed as he watched them. But on and ever on they crept, these maimed and bleeding men, 



as heedless as he of the dramatic contrast between his laughter and their own ghastly gravity. To 

him it was a merry spectacle. He had seen his father's negroes creep upon their hands and knees 

for his amusement--had ridden them so, "making believe" they were his horses. He now 

approached one of these crawling figures from behind and with an agile movement mounted it 

astride. The man sank upon his breast, recovered, flung the small boy fiercely to the ground as an 

unbroken colt might have done, then turned upon him a face that lacked a lower jaw--from the 

upper teeth to the throat was a great red gap fringed with hanging shreds of flesh and splinters of 

bone. The unnatural prominence of nose, the absence of chin, the fierce eyes, gave this man the 

appearance of a great bird of prey crimsoned in throat and breast by the blood of its quarry. The 

man rose to his knees, the child to his feet. The man shook his fist at the child; the child, terrified 

at last, ran to a tree near by, got upon the farther side of it and took a more serious view of the 

situation. And so the clumsy multitude dragged itself slowly and painfully along in hideous 

pantomime--moved forward down the slope like a swarm of great black beetles, with never a 

sound of going--in silence profound, absolute. 

Instead of darkening, the haunted landscape began to brighten. Through the belt of trees beyond 

the brook shone a strange red light, the trunks and branches of the trees making a black lacework 

against it. It struck the creeping figures and gave them monstrous shadows, which caricatured 

their movements on the lit grass. It fell upon their faces, touching their whiteness with a ruddy 

tinge, accentuating the stains with which so many of them were freaked and maculated. It 

sparkled on buttons and bits of metal in their clothing. Instinctively the child turned toward the 

growing splendor and moved down the slope with his horrible companions; in a few moments 

had passed the foremost of the throng--not much of a feat, considering his advantages. He placed 

himself in the lead, his wooden sword still in hand, and solemnly directed the march, conforming 

his pace to theirs and occasionally turning as if to see that his forces did not straggle. Surely such 

a leader never before had such a following. 

Scattered about upon the ground now slowly narrowing by the encroachment of this awful march 

to water, were certain articles to which, in the leader's mind, were coupled no significant 

associations: an occasional blanket tightly rolled lengthwise, doubled and the ends bound together 

with a string; a heavy knapsack here, and there a broken rifle--such things, in short, as are found 

in the rear of retreating troops, the "spoor" of men flying from their hunters. Everywhere near the 

creek, which here had a margin of lowland, the earth was trodden into mud by the feet of men and 

horses. An observer of better experience in the use of his eyes would have noticed that these 

footprints pointed in both directions; the ground had been twice passed over--in advance and in 

retreat. A few hours before, these desperate, stricken men, with their more fortunate and now 

distant comrades, had penetrated the forest in thousands. Their successive battalions, breaking 

into swarms and reforming in lines, had passed the child on every side--had almost trodden on 

him as he slept. The rustle and murmur of their march had not awakened him. Almost within a 

stone's throw of where he lay they had fought a battle; but all unheard by him were the roar of the 

musketry, the shock of the cannon, "the thunder of the captains and the shouting." He had slept 

through it all, grasping his little wooden sword with perhaps a tighter clutch in unconscious 

sympathy with his martial environment, but as heedless of the grandeur of the struggle as the 

dead who had died to make the glory. 



The fire beyond the belt of woods on the farther side of the creek, reflected to earth from the 

canopy of its own smoke, was now suffusing the whole landscape. It transformed the sinuous line 

of mist to the vapor of gold. The water gleamed with dashes of red, and red, too, were many of 

the stones protruding above the surface. But that was blood; the less desperately wounded had 

stained them in crossing. On them, too, the child now crossed with eager steps; he was going to 

the fire. As he stood upon the farther bank he turned about to look at the companions of his march. 

The advance was arriving at the creek. The stronger had already drawn themselves to the brink 

and plunged their faces into the flood. Three or four who lay without motion appeared to have no 

heads. At this the child's eyes expanded with wonder; even his hospitable understanding could not 

accept a phenomenon implying such vitality as that. After slaking their thirst these men had not 

had the strength to back away from the water, nor to keep their heads above it. They were 

drowned. In rear of these, the open spaces of the forest showed the leader as many formless 

figures of his grim command as at first; but not nearly so many were in motion. He waved his cap 

for their encouragement and smilingly pointed with his weapon in the direction of the guiding 

light--a pillar of fire to this strange exodus. 

Confident of the fidelity of his forces, he now entered the belt of woods, passed through it easily 

in the red illumination, climbed a fence, ran across a field, turning now and again to coquet with 

his responsive shadow, and so approached the blazing ruin of a dwelling. Desolation everywhere! 

In all the wide glare not a living thing was visible. He cared nothing for that; the spectacle 

pleased, and he danced with glee in imitation of the wavering flames. He ran about, collecting 

fuel, but every object that he found was too heavy for him to cast in from the distance to which 

the heat limited his approach. In despair he flung in his sword--a surrender to the superior forces 

of nature. His military career was at an end. 

Shifting his position, his eyes fell upon some outbuildings which had an oddly familiar 

appearance, as if he had dreamed of them. He stood considering them with wonder, when 

suddenly the entire plantation, with its inclosing forest, seemed to turn as if upon a pivot. His 

little world swung half around; the points of the compass were reversed. He recognized the 

blazing building as his own home! 

For a moment he stood stupefied by the power of the revelation, then ran with stumbling feet, 

making a half-circuit of the ruin. There, conspicuous in the light of the conflagration, lay the dead 

body of a woman--the white face turned upward, the hands thrown out and clutched full of grass, 

the clothing deranged, the long dark hair in tangles and full of clotted blood. The greater part of 

the forehead was torn away, and from the jagged hole the brain protruded, overflowing the temple, 

a frothy mass of gray, crowned with clusters of crimson bubbles--the work of a shell. 

The child moved his little hands, making wild, uncertain gestures. He uttered a series of 

inarticulate and indescribable cries--something between the chattering of an ape and the gobbling 

of a turkey--a startling, soulless, unholy sound, the language of a devil. The child was a deaf mute. 

Then he stood motionless, with quivering lips, looking down upon the wreck. 

 


