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BOOK	ONE



	

Volunteer	Park
I	lean	back

against	this	grand	old	oak

to	nap.

Over	my	head

a	few	dry,	copper	leaves

rustle	on	a	branch.

Pure	spring	light

enters

a	blade	of	new	grass,

fills	it	like	a	cup,

and	the	soft,

diffused	light

(like	our	lives)

is	more	beautiful

than	if	it	shined.



1.	ORION’S	SWORD
A	POEM	OF	THE	AMERICAN	CIVIL	WAR



	

—To	the	memory	of	my	Great,	Great	Grandfather,

Private	Samuel	D.	Breare,

First	Brigade,	General	Banks	Division,	Maryland

“Now	you’ve	enlisted	in	the	army,

so	take	this	road	and	go—

be	like	the	wind-driven	waves

rising	on	the	sea	at	Kuang-ling.”

—CHIA	TAO	(779-843)

“Farewell	to	a	Military	Enlistee,	on	the	Road”

“Show	me	a	man	who	feels	bitterly	toward

John	Brown,	and	let	me	hear	what	noble	verse

he	can	repeat.	He’ll	be	as	dumb	as	if	his	lips	were	stone.

—HENRY	DAVID	THOREAU

“The	Last	Days	of	John	Brown”

“In	peace	I	chanted	peace,

but	now	the	drum	of	war	is	mine.”

—WALT	WHITMAN

“City	of	Ships”	in	Drum	Taps



	

Monday	oct	21	1861

Dear	mother

I	 take	my	pen	 in	hand	 to	 rite	a	 few	 lines	 to	you	 to	 let	you	know	 that	 i	am	well	and
hopeing	you	are	all	the	same	mother	I	was	thinking	that	we	was	to	march	to	day	but	we
havent	 gon	 yet	 and	we	 dont	 expect	 to	 go	 for	 two	 or	 three	 days	we	 belong	 to	 the	 first
brigade	of	Banks	Division	we	are	 enbanked	near	Dawsonville	 the	name	of	our	 camp	 is
Camp	Linbon	we	have	bin	embanked	hear	about	two	weeks	I	roat	a	letter	to	John	Thomas
and	sent	a	few	lines	to	you	by	his	letter	I	roat	his	letter	on	the	20th	on	the	28	of	November
i	will	be	listed	three	months	and	then	i	will	try	and	get	a	furlough	and	home	and	see	you	if
i	live	that	long	give	my	love	and	best	respects	to	all	my	kind	friends	that	is	all	i	have	to	say
at	present

excuse	my	bad	writing

hear	is	a	fine	map

we	will	be	pade	about	the	last	of	this	month

mother

Your	Dear	Son,

Samuel	D.	Breare

Direct	your	letter

private	Samuel	D	Breare

in	care	of	Capt	J	N	Taylor

30	rigament	henna	voluntears

via	washington	general	Banks

Division	Maryland

[Note:	According	to	family	history,	Sam	Breare	was	fifteen	or	sixteen	years	of	age	when
he	penned	the	above	letter.	Among	other	duties,	he	served	as	water	boy	for	his	regiment,
and,	 in	 fact,	 got	 himself	 shot	 one	 evening	 on	 a	 river	 bank	 by	 sniper	 fire	while	 hauling
water	to	his	camp.]

INTRODUCTORY	NOTE

This	poem	narrates	the	journey	Ulysses	S.	Grant	made	from	Nashville	to	Washington	D.C.
in	the	spring	of	1864	to	be	confirmed	as	lieutenant-general,	a	newly	revived	rank,	that
would	give	him	command	of	all	the	armies	of	the	Union.	Most	major	historians	have
Grant	boarding	the	train	in	Nashville	and	getting	off	in	Washington,	but	the	four-day
journey	itself	was	never	documented.

In	addition	to	the	train	journey,	a	second	time-line	of	the	poem	presents	the	major	battles
and	events	that	inevitably	resulted	from	Grant’s	coming	East.	A	third	element	of	the	poem
is	the	chorus	(various	voices)	making	comments	and	observations	about	Grant	as	the



poem,	the	train,	rolls	along.



	

March	4th,	1864

So	Grant,	his	eldest	son,	14,

and	two	staff	officers

get	on	the	train	at	Nashville	in	the	morning.

The	night	before,

with	War	Department	orders	just	received,

Grant	wrote:	“I	will	not	stay	in	Washington,”

to	Sherman,	who	thinks	the	politicians	there

more	dangerous	than	a	battlefield.

•

Already,

musket-shattered	trees

of	the	Wilderness—

oak,	sweet	gum	and	pine,

with	an	underbrush	of	skeletons

and	eyeless	skulls—

are	blossoming	again

with	smoke	and	fire.

•

Under	a	sky	half	cloud,	half	blue,

Grant’s	car	flashes

intermittently	with	sun.

He	lights	a	fresh	cigar,

clamps	it	in	his	teeth,	leans	back.

His	service	uniform’s	worn	and	faded;

his	frame,	when	he	shuffles	down	the	aisle,

slightly	stooped.

At	every	stop,	his	chief	of	staff

hands	him	new	dispatches

his	dark	gray	eyes	digest.

“He	looks	more	like	a	subaltern



than	a	general.	Slouchy.	Rumpled.

And	wasn’t	he	drunk

when	he	fell	from	a	borrowed	mount,

dislocating	a	hip,

on	leave	near	New	Orleans?”

But	Lincoln’s	got	it	right:

“Unconditional-Surrender”—	Grant

has	bagged	two	armies,	and	licked	a	third,

thus,	on	him	now	devolves

command	of	all	the	armies.

“He	makes	things	git,”	said	Lincoln.

•

On	an	oak	ridge	in	the	East,

Lee,	astride	his	famous	horse,

senses	in	the	colored	western	clouds

more	than	a	subtle	change	of	weather;

senses	(and	suspects,	in	fact,	from	spies

in	Washington)	the	storm

that	will	be	bursting	on	Virginia;

the	menace,

coming	at	him	from	the	West,

clickity-clack,

and	wonders	grimly	if	it’s	true

of	Grant	what	wasn’t

true	of	Lincoln’s	other	generals:

that	“once	he	gets	his	teeth	in,

he	won’t	let	go.”

•

The	wood-fed	steam	locomotive

carries	Grant	and	staff	into	Kentucky:

the	late-winter	land

not	yet	green	with	beech	and	gum;



a	few	hardscrabble	farms	and	cabins,

a	grist	mill	with	a	turning	water-wheel.

“If	Grant	comes	East,	across	the	mountains,

he’ll	bring	more	death

than	poor	Cassandra	ever	sang,

or	Sherman,	in	a	fit,	divined.”

An	hour	out	of	Louisville,

Grant’s	train	passes

into	bluegrass	parklands,

and	later,	in	the	Burly,

he	spots	tobacco	barns

not	yet	filled	with	leaf.

“He	didn’t	like	serving

in	the	Mexican	War;

he	drank	too	much

when	posted	on	the	Coast;

he	peddled	firewood

on	the	streets	of	St.	Louis;

collected	bills;

ended	up	clerking

at	his	father’s	harness	shop.

He	also	finished	27th

in	his	West	Point	class,	while	Lee,

in	his,	was	second;	he	once	believed

his	calling:	water	colorist;

and	now—defying	horse	sense—

he’ll	hold	the	rank	George	Washington	once	held

and	direct	600,	000	men	in	war?”

•

“We’re	tenting	on	the	old	Camp	ground…	.”

The	Army	of	the	Potomac	moves;

and	with	its	3,500	wagons,



29,000	horses	and	20,000	mules,

from	camps	near	Culpeper

and	Brandy	Station,

crosses	the	upper	Rapidan

and	runs	into	a	brick	wall,

Lee—muzzle	to	muzzle—

at	the	Wilderness.

17,000	Union	casualties,

and	yet	the	soldiers	cheer

when	Grant	retreats—Grant-fashion—

not	back	across	the	Rapidan

with	the	ambulance	trains,

but	on	to	Spotsylvania,

and	the	Bloody	Angle,

six-to-eight	dead	bodies	deep

before	the	Rebel	breastworks,

and	the	Union	loses	20,000	more,

(and	a	forest)

and	marches	on	through	flame	and	smoke

—Grant-fashion—

to	the	swamps	and	sluggish	streams

around	Cold	Harbor,	feeling	for,

then	pounding	at,	the	Rebel	right;

and	there,	by	the	Chickahominy	River,

7,000	Northern	soldiers	die

in	less	than	seven	minutes,

“dying	on	the	old	Camp	ground.”

(“Not	war,”	someone	pronounced,	“but	murder.”)

An	assault	that	gave	Grant	grief

and	long	regret.

“I’ve	heard	Grant’s	got

presidential	ambitions.”



“Grant	don’t	like	nothin’

but	smoking	and	fighting.”

The	army	disengages,

crosses	the	Chickahominy,

and	in	a	brilliant	turning	movement

steals	a	march	on	Lee,

sideslipping	to	the	wide	James	River

just	ahead.

•

The	train	whistles	at	each	crossing,

where,	now	and	then,

a	mule-drawn	wagon	waits

on	a	crushed-limestone	road.

Near	Christianburg—after	stopping

to	take	on	wood	and	water—Grant,

the	touted	horseman,	spots

a	handsome	thoroughbred

the	cavalry	somehow	overlooked.

•

After	two	days	in	the	“iron	storm”

of	Second	Wilderness,

Sheridan,	alone	brought	East	by	Grant,

cuts	loose	on	his	big	proud	horse,

rides	hell-bent	along	with	Custer

around	Lee’s	army,	kills	Jeb	Stuart,

and	rides	(all	115	lbs.	of	him)

like	Hotspur	to	the	Union	lines.

Soon,	Sheridan,	armed

with	repeating	carbine,

will	mount	again

his	battle	charger,

winning	big	at	Winchester,



Fisher’s	Hill	and,	in	that	famous	ride,

at	Cedar	Creek;	annihilating	two	armies,

laying	waste	the	Shenandoah	Valley

so	that	“a	crow	flying	over

need	carry	its	own	provisions”;

and	he	will	slash	again	at	Petersburg

and	outrun	Lee	to	Lynchburg	for	checkmate.

•

As	the	train	nears	Frankfort,

dusk	settles	over	fallow	wheat

and	Indian	corn	fields.

The	iron	horse,	in	an	outpouring	of	whistles

and	thick	smoke,	stops

at	the	little	capital

and,	after	Georgetown	with	its	college,

(and	after	the	grade	school	Grant	attended)

turns	sharply	north.

“Let’s	face	it:	Lincoln’s	just	an	undertaker;

he	doesn’t	mind	Grant’s	drinking

if	he’ll	do	the	killing	for	him.

The	names	are	interchangeable:

Lincoln,	Grant,	the	Devil,

though	I	dare	say

that	isn’t	fair	to	the	Devil.”

“But	surely	emancipation

of	the	slave	justifies,	nay,	even

ennobles	this	war.”

“Lincoln,	Grant,	the	Devil.”

•

The	army	of	a	hundred	thousand	men

takes	four	days	to	cross	the	tidal	James

on	a	2000-foot	span	improvised	by	engineers



not	matched	since	Xerxes’	Greek	invasion.

And	then,	surprising	Lee,

Grant	lays	siege	to	Petersburg—

rail	and	manufacturing	center—

instead	of	Richmond.

The	labyrinthine	Confederate

entrenchments	run	53	miles

with	abatis,	palisades—

those	hellish	pointed	stakes

with	the	French	name:	chevaux-de-frise—

and	enclosed	forts	with	guns.

After	months	inside

this	terrible	crescent,

Lee’s	men	are	close	to	famine,

with	one	Confederate	soldier

(many	boys	as	young	as	Grant’s

son	Frederick;	many	old	men,	too)

spaced	every	fifteen	feet

within	their	self-dug	graves,

and	stretching.

•

Grant’s	train	runs	through

leafless	apple	orchards	past	Cynthiana,

clickity-clack,	Williamstown,	Dry	Ridge

to	the	broad	Ohio	River,

where	Grant	looks	out

the	window	of	the	dining	car

on	Cincinnati

(the	name	of	his	big	bay	horse)

where	his	party	finds	a	hotel

for	the	night.	(His	other	horse

answers	to	Jeff	Davis.)



Clickity-clack.

•

Deep	in	the	South,

the	Confederacy	takes	a	wound	in	the	gut:

Atlanta,	with	its	warehouses,	hotels,

boarding	rooms,	private	homes,	hospitals,	churches,

arsenals,	shops,	schools,	taverns,	and	depots,

no	longer	exists—

lone	chimneys	rake	the	sky,

mark	ash	and	ruins.

Atlanta	fallen,	Atlanta	burned

so	grizzled-bearded	Sherman

(a	hawk-nosed	Moses	to	the	Blacks;

a	John	Brown	back	from	the	gallows

of	Harper’s	Ferry,

all	business	this	time,	brother,

with	an	army	60,000	strong)

soars	victorious,	an	eagle

in	shining	clouds;	and

soon	to	learn	of	Andersonville,

chews	like	a	wolf	at	Georgia’s	carcass;

marches	his	mighty	army	to	the	sea.

And	all	over	the	state,

thousands	of	slaves	cast	off	their	manacles,

and	slip	away	from	cotton	farms	and	burned	plantations,

seeking	haven	in	the	Union	lines.	An	exodus

momentous	as	that

from	the	affliction	of	a	Pharaoh—

for	“The	Lord	is	my	strength	and	my	song.”

•

The	train	winds	oblivious	through	the	night

under	pale	evening	stars;



Frederick,	cupping	his	hands

against	the	window,

spies	Orion,	tells	Grant,

who	asks,	“Does	he	have	his	sword?”

And	Grant,

takes	out	a	map

of	North	Virginia	and

spreads	it	on	his	knees,

puzzles	for	a	while—

(that	squinty	left	eye)

while	Frederick,	asks:

“Is	that	where	Lee	lives?”

•

And	Grant,	looking	toward

the	works	of	Petersburg,

summons	Sheridan	and	says:

“I	now	feel	like	ending	the	matter.”

•

The	rocking	of	the	racketing	car

rocks	Grant	to	sleep.

“Meekness	and	grimness	meet	in	him,”

wrote	Melville.

Clickity-clack.

“Is	their	an	element	of	ignorance	here

or	just	a	missing	quality	of	imagination?

There’s	something	peculiar	in	him,	sure.

As	Sherman	said,	‘To	me	he	is	a	mystery,

And	I	believe	he	is	a	mystery	to	himself.’

Whatever	the	wellspring	of	his	power,

he	has	none	of	the	peacock,

none	of	the	officer’s	strut.

And	he’s	clear-headed	under	fire;



has	been	seen	leaning	against	a	tree,

calmly	whittling	with	his	knife	while

armies	clash	around	him	in	the	night.”

•

And	the	entrenched	Confederates

in	their	ninth	month	under	siege,

in	their	ninth	month	of	suffering

dawn	and	dusk	bombardments	from	the	Federals;

brave	beyond	words,	malnourished	and	ill-shod,

hold	to	the	slimmest	hope:

to	flee	and	join	Joe	Johnston,

then	go	wreck	Sherman	in	the	Carolines.

•

The	train	rumbles	on:	Pennsylvania,

the	Appalachian	Ridge	and	Valley	Region,

Maryland,	passes	white-washed	churches,

farms	with	just	a	sign	of	ploughing	underway;

crosses	trestled	rivers

in	the	rosy	dawn;

rolls	on	implacably,

trailing	its	long	black	plume	of	smoke.

“If	he’s	just	firm

in	the	right,	as	the	Lord	gives	him

to	see	the	right	…

inexplicable,	deep,	dark	and

winding	like	a	river	…	.”

“You	might	as	well

accept	it	…	he	won’t	scare.”

•

And	irrepressible	Sheridan

on	that	big	black	horse,

flamboyant	Custer	with	his	golden	locks,



go	busting,	smashing	into	Five	Forks;

and	Grant	signals	an	assault

all	along	the	lines,

and	Petersburg’s	defenses	fall;

and	Richmond	shortly	after.

Lincoln,	unguarded,	striding	ashore

to	spend	the	night,

finds,	to	his	deep	embarrassment,

Richmond’s	former	slaves

hailing	him	as	Christ.

•

In	peaceful,	prosperous	Maryland,

the	long	white	fences

enclose	horse	pasture,

neat	and	pampered

as	rolling	lawns.	The	train

jerks	to	a	stop	at	Baltimore,

then	creeps	on,

(Grant,	in	fact,	could	use	a	drink,

if	Puritanical	Rawlins,	chief	of	staff,

would	permit	him;

if	Frederick—his	mother’s

eyes	and	loyal	subject—

would	permit	him).

A	mile	beyond	the	switch	yards,

cherry	trees	show	flecks	of	blossom,

the	ground	beneath,	a	trace	of	snow.

Getting	closer	to	the	capital,

to	Lincoln,	whom	he’s	never	met

but	thinks	well	of	(another	Westerner)

and	knows	that	all	he	asks	is	“fight”;

getting	closer	to	the	whirlwind



that	he	must	feed	with	bloodshed

and	constrain,

Grant	puts	out	the	stub	of	his	cigar

in	the	silver	spittoon	on	the	floor,

and	Frederick	gathers	up

his	father’s	bulky	carpet	bag.

•

Across	a	broad	and	dusty	field

near	Appomattox,

a	dove	is	flying

where	a	rebel	rides:

it	is	a	white	flag	fluttering

at	the	end	of	a	staff,

carried	by	that	rebel	riding—

and	quiet	falls	like	dusk

upon	the	battlefield.

And	with	his	army	come	apart,

Lee,	the	good	King	Arthur

of	the	worst	of	causes,

in	his	last	dress	uniform

and	ceremonial	sword,

“would	rather	die	a	thousand	deaths

than	go	see	Grant,”

but	goes.

•

At	Washington,	late	afternoon,

a	whistle	pierces	somber	air;

60-inch	locomotive	drive-wheels

brake	and	slow

on	the	straight	tracks,

and	shoot	out	steam.

A	release	of	stack	smoke



billows	to	the	station’s	roof.

The	platform’s	filled

with	local	soldiers	and	civilians.

But	due	to	an	official	mix	up,

no	one’s	there	to	meet	him,

“this	man

who	even	in	a	crowd

seems	all	alone.”

When	Grant,

in	unbuttoned	military	coat,

steps	off	the	train	into	the	cold,

the	war	ends.
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