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FROM THE PAGES OF THE RED BADGE OF
COURAGE and Selected Short Fiction

As the landscape changed from brown to green, the army awakened, and began
to tremble with eagerness at the noise of rumors.

(from The Red Badge of Courage, page 3)

At nightfall the column broke into regimental pieces, and the fragments went
into the fields to camp. Tents sprang up like strange plants. Camp fires, like red,
peculiar blossoms, dotted the night.

(from The Red Badge of Courage, page 17)

The youth had been taught that a man became another thing in a battle. He saw
his salvation in such a change.

(from The Red Badge of Courage, page 26)

Another, the commander of the brigade, was galloping about bawling. His hat
was gone and his clothes were awry. He resembled a man who has come from
bed to go to a fire. The hoofs of his horse often threatened the heads of the
running men, but they scampered with singular fortune.

(from The Red Badge of Courage, page 31 )

The men dropped here and there like bundles.
(from The Red Badge of Courage, page 36)

They were continually bending in coaxing postures over the guns. They seemed
to be patting them on the back and encouraging them with words. The guns,
stolid and undaunted, spoke with dogged valor.

(from The Red Badge of Courage, page 54)

At times he regarded the wounded soldiers in an envious way. He conceived
persons with torn bodies to be peculiarly happy. He wished that he, too, had a
wound, a red badge of courage.

(from The Red Badge of Courage, page 54)



The fight was lost. The dragons were coming with invincible strides. The army,
helpless in the matted thickets and blinded by the overhanging night, was going

to be swallowed. War, the red animal, war, the blood-swollen god, would have
bloated fill.

(from The Red Badge of Courage, page 69)

He believed for an instant that he was in the house of the dead, and he did not
dare to move lest these corpses start up, squalling and squawking. In a second,
however, he achieved his proper mind. He swore a complicated oath at himself.
He saw that this somber picture was not a fact of the present, but a mere
prophecy.

(from TERBéBBadg®pfEaHiaEs; Paasoe)

It was not well to drive men into final n op inho we c



(from “The Open Boat,” page 141 )

During the afternoon of the storm, the whirling snows acted as drivers, as men
with whips, and at half-past three the walk before the dosed doors of the house
was covered with wanderers of the street, waiting.

(from “The Men in the Storm,” page 168)
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STEPHEN CRANE

Stephen Crane was born on November 1, 1871, the fourteenth and last child of
the Reverend Jonathan Townley Crane and Mary Helen Peck, a Methodist
missionary. Stephen’s interest in war and the military developed early, and he
convinced his mother to enroll him in the Hudson River Institute, a semi-military
school in upstate New York. On the advice of a professor who urged him to
pursue a more practical career than the army, Stephen transferred to Lafayette
College in Pennsylvania, to study mining engineering; however, he seldom
attended class and failed a theme writing course because of poor attendance. His
formal education ended after one semester at Syracuse University, where he was
known on campus for his baseball skills. Despite his unimpressive academic
performance, he wrote regularly while he was a student.

Stephen Crane became a prolific writer—of journalism and novels, short
stories and poetry. By age twenty-three he had completed two major novels
marked by an impressionism and a psychological realism that anticipated the
“new fiction” of Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and William Faulkner.
His writing of fiction is informed by the keen, precise observation that also made
him a journalist; for Maggie: A Girl of the Streets (1893), he shadowed a New
York prostitute for weeks. Crane was born after the Civil War, and he relied on
secondary sources and his own intuition and emotional insights in creating The
Red Badge of Courage (1895), the story of a young recruit’s experiences during
one key battle. The book is often cited as the first modern novel.

While on assignment to cover the Cuban-Spanish conflict that preceded the
Spanish-American War, Crane met his life-long companion, Cora Stewart, a
well-read daughter of old money who owned a brothel in Jacksonville, Florida.
Crane and Stewart later lived in England, where they socialized with Henry
James, Joseph Conrad, and Ford Madox Ford, who admired Crane’s unique
writing style. The young American continued to publish novels, stories, and
articles for journals, which solidified his reputation.

I[llness cut Crane’s life short. In 1899, in Badenweiler, Germany, he collapsed
with severe hemorrhaging of the lungs brought on by tuberculosis and malaria.
He died in a sanitarium on June 5, 1900, five months before his twenty-ninth
birthday.

In his short but brilliant career, Stephen Crane produced six novels, two
collections of poetry, and more than one hundred stories, which were compiled



in a ten-volume edition published by the University Press of Virginia (1969-
1976). He is remembered as a pioneering writer who anticipated the styles that
modernized American literature in the 1920s.
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RED BADGE OF COURAGE

Stephen Crane is born on November 1 at 14 Mulberry Street, Newark,
New Jersey, the last of his parents’ fourteen children.

Stephen enrolls in school. His father becomes pastor of the Drew
Methodist Church in Port Jervis, in upstate New York.

Stephen’s father dies of heart failure.

Stephen and his mother move to Asbury Park, a town on the New Jersey
coast.

Concerned about Stephen’s digressions from Methodist teach ings, his
mother enrolls him at Pennington Seminary, a school where his father
had once been the principal. He writes his first story, “Uncle Jake and the
Bell-Handle.” Stephen becomes intrigued by the battles of the Civil War
and decides to pursue a career in the army.

In January, Stephen enrolls at the Hudson River Institute, a semi-military
school in upstate Claverack, New York. He works as a gossip reporter for
his brother Townley’s news agency; his vignettes appear in “On the
Jersey Coast,” a column in Townley’s New York Tribune.

In February, Stephen’s first signed publication, an essay on the Christian
virtues of Sir Henry Morton Stanley’s African expedi tion, appears in the
school magazine. In September, he enrolls at Lafayette College, in
Pennsylvania, to pursue a more practi cal profession, mining engineering.
He does poorly in his studies and fails a course in theme writing. After
one semester, he withdraws from Lafayette. Rudyard Kipling’s The Light
That Failed, serialized in Lippincott’s magazine, inspires Stephen to de
velop his own style of writing.

Stephen’s mother enrolls him as a “special student” in the Scientific
Course at Syracuse University, where she hopes he will be influenced by
the school’s strict Methodist codes. He joins the baseball team and
transfers his Delta Upsilon frater

nity membership from Lafayette. He continues to write for the New
York Tribune and publishes a story, “The King’s Favor,” in the University
Herald, the Syracuse literary magazine. In June, Stephen leaves Syracuse
and joins the Tribune as a seasonal reporter. In August, he meets Hamlin



Garland, a radical-minded young writer and critic from Boston, after he
writes a review of Garland’s lecture on William Dean Howells at Avon-
by-the Sea, New Jersey. Garland will have a profound influence on
Stephen’s development as a writer.

1892 In July, five of Stephen Crane’s anecdotal stories about his camping and
fishing trips in Sullivan County, New York, are published in the Tribune.
He is dismissed from his job when his report of a parade of workers in
Asbury Park embarrasses Whitelaw Reid, the Tribune‘s owner and a U.S.
vice presidential candidate. In the fall, Crane moves to New York to work
for the Herald. He begins to write Maggie:A Girl of the Streets, a novel
about a prostitute in lower Manhattan.

1893 Maggie is published at Crane’s expense, under the pseudonym Johnston
Smith. The novel catches the eye of Garland and William Dean Howells,
both literary realists, who befriend Crane. In April, Crane begins to write

The Red Badge of Courage.

1894  In late February, Crane and a friend dress in rags, wait in a bread line,
and spend the night in a flophouse—experiences that inspire the stories
“An Experiment in Misery” and “The Men in the Storm”; the latter is
published in an October issue of The Arena. In the spring, Crane begins
another New York novel, George’s Mother. An abridged version of The
Red Badge of Courage is published in the Philadelphia Press and other
newspa pers in December.

1895  Stephen tours the American West and Mexico as a roving re porter for
the Bacheller-Johnson Syndicate. He meets author Willa Cather in
Lincoln, Nebraska. His experiences out West will inspire two of his best-
known stories, “The Bride Comes to Yellow Sky” (1897) and “The Blue
Hotel” (1898). Upon his return from Mexico, he settles in Hartwood,

New York. Appleton publishes The Red Badge of Courage in October.

Cuba, re belling against rule by Spain, declares “Independence or death.”
The United States increases its involvement in resolv

ing the Spanish-Cuban conflict. The Black Riders, Crane’s first book of
verse, is published.

1896 The Red Badge of Courage receives critical acclaim—Crane wins
recognition from Joseph Conrad and H. G. Wells. “The Veteran,” a short
story that features the protagonist of The Red Badge of Courage as an old

man, is published in McClure’s Magazine in June and collected in The
Little Regiment and Other Episodes of the American Civil War. In
November, Crane travels to Jacksonville, Florida, as a newspaper



correspondent covering the Cuban in surrection against Spain; he tries to
book passage on a vessel that will run the blockade of the island. He
checks into the St. James Hotel under the name Samuel Carleton and
arranges passage to Cuba on the Commodore. He meets Cora Stewart, the
well-mannered, literary-minded owner of the Hotel de Dream brothel,
who will become his common-law wife. George’s Mother is published.

1897 On January 1, Crane embarks on the Commodore, which sinks on
January 2. Crane and three others escape in a dinghy and reach Florida’s
east coast on the morning of January 3. On January 7 Crane publishes a
newspaper account of the sinking. While recuperating, he composes “The
Open Boat,” which re counts the thirty hours spent in the dinghy; the
story is first published in the June issue of Scribner’s Magazine. Crane
serves as a correspondent during the brief Greco-Turkish War. He and
Cora move to England; he is welcomed into the literary circle of Ford
Madox Ford and Henry James, and meets Joseph Conrad, who becomes a
close friend.

1898  The United States declares war on Spain. Crane returns to the United
States to become a war correspondent for the New York World. The Open
Boat and Other Stories is published.

1899  In January, Crane returns to England and moves with Cora to Brede
Place, an ancient manor in Sussex. The couple exchanges visits with
Henry James, the Conrads, Ford, and the Wellses, often at Lamb House,
James’s cottage in Rye. While working on his novel The 0’Ruddy, Crane
falls ill with tuberculosis. In December, he is debilitated with severe
hemorrhaging of the lungs. His second book of verse, War Is Kind, is
published, as is The Monster and Other Stories.

1900 Despite his deteriorating health, Crane continues to work on The
O’Ruddy and other short pieces. In the spring, while in Badenweiler,
Germany, he collapses. Cora checks him into a sanitarium, where he dies
on June 5. Wounds in the Rain, a col lection of Cuban war stories, is
published after his death, as is Whilomville Stories, a childhood memoir.

1903 The 0’Ruddy, an Irish romance completed after Crane’s death by Robert
Barr, is published.

1923 A biography of Crane is published. Willa Cather and H. L. Mencken are
— among the writers who create introduc tions to a new twelve-volume
1925 collection of Crane’s work.

1950 Author John Berryman’s biography and R. W Stallman’s anthology of



— Crane’s best work are published, as is a complete edition of his works by
1970 the University Press of Virginia. Crane is generally recognized as one of
the major forces in modern American literature.



INTRODUCTION

STEPHEN CRANE SAID TO THE UNIVERSE

I

Sometimes, the most profound of awakenings come wrapped in the quietest of
moments.

Early in April 1893, a struggling young writer embarked on a strange journey
to tend to an uncomfortable task. He had been invited to an uptown party. He
hoped to cultivate the patronage of its host, whose prominence in American
letters was something he admired, envied, and feared. The young man’s career
thus far had been so unprofitable that it had brought him to the brink of
starvation on several recent occasions. An endorsement could reopen many of
the doors to publishing venues that had been slammed in his face.

The aspirant was a curious man to look at. Although he was barely twenty-one
years old, his face and body were already showing signs of wear and abuse. He
stood at 5 feet 6 inches, average for a man of his day. A few years previously,
during two unsuccessful semesters at two different colleges, he weighed in at a
taut 125 pounds, muscular and agile enough to stand out on a college baseball
team. By 1893, however, his strapped diet and unrestrained smoking had taken
their toll on the body and abilities that had once attracted the serious notice of a
professional baseball club. His complexion had turned sallow. His shoulders on
his emaciated frame had begun to droop. Several friends detected an increasing
dullness in his blue-gray eyes. Cigarettes and cigars had stained his fingers and
teeth with nicotine. He coughed deeply and regularly from the habit. That, plus
his poor diet would beset him with a variety of dental problems for the rest of his
life. His custom of writing late into the night frequently created dark circles
under his eyes during the following day. To those around him, he often looked
ill.

Although he preferred a more bohemian lifestyle, especially in the clothes he
wore, the young writer did try to spruce up his appearance for the party. These
people inhabited a very different social circle than the one he was accustomed to.
His usually disheveled hair had been hastily groomed. He did not own a suit
suitable for the occasion, so he borrowed a friend’s best outfit. It obviously did
not fit him very well, which reinforced his uncomfortable thought that he would



be very out of place at such a gathering. On a subconscious level, he feared that
this opportunity fitted him as poorly as his suit did. He wanted to be a writer on
his own terms; he should control his public persona, not tailor it to acquiesce to
the refined expectations of a social circumstance. As much as he admired his
host and needed his help, the young man had misgivings about how playing the
patronage game might compromise his art.

The journey to his host’s home on the south side of Central Park was a study
of the contrast between the haves and the have-nots in turn-of-the-century New
York City. His starting point was fraught with failure. Ever since he had moved
to the city to pursue his chosen vocation, he had lived in a succession of cheap
boarding houses on the East Side. Such environs had provided the backdrop for
his early fiction. He particularly liked to disguise himself as a derelict in order to
mingle with the denizens of the infamous Bowery district. He had recently
finished Maggie: A Girl of the Streets, a short novel about how poverty enslaves
a woman to a prostitute’s life. When no publisher would touch it (one had called
it too “cruel”) , he sold his last bit of patrimony—some stock his late father had
bequeathed to him—and used the money to have the story privately printed. In
1893 few people took note of Maggie. Eventually, the young writer gave away a
hundred copies and used the remainder as kindling. Friend and fellow writer
Hamlin Garland brought the book to the host’s notice. Thus, the aspirant’s
“calling card” had been presented.

In contrast, at the other end of his journey on that April day, his destination
was distinguished by success. The home of his host was not outlandishly opulent
but tasteful and understatedly elegant, befitting his status as America’s most
influential man of letters. Unlike the squalor omnipresent on the East Side, this
house had a pleasant panorama of a lake situated at the south entrance to Central
Park. Every item modestly bespoke eminence and success. The host’s novels
attracted immediate interest and financial reward. Only a few years ago, he had
published to much acclaim A Hazard of New Fortunes, the most ambitious
project of his career. His insights as a columnist in several stalwart literary
magazines carried great weight in public opinion, which he used to promote his
literary values and, with regal benevolence, to champion new writers who held
similar beliefs. To the literati in America, he mattered. And the young writer
wanted to matter too.

A twentieth-century biographer unearthed an interview with a New York
newspaper that detailed the host’s appearance around that time. Although
approximately the same height as the young writer, the host was more “stout,
round, and contented looking,” but this excess weight visually enhanced his aura



of confidence, refinement, and sagac ity. His “iron-gray” hair and mustache were
meticulously groomed. His pleasant voice hinted that he was “satisfied with his
career and with the success he had made in life.” The carefully tailored host
greeting the awkwardly clad young guest would have made an interesting
snapshot.

Despite the opportunity, despite the good wishes of his host, the young writer
felt ill at ease for most of the dinner party. True, when a moment for a private
conversation with his famous mentor arrived, it went well. The host later
complimented the young man before his guests by pronouncing that Maggie
accomplished “things that [Mark Twain] can’t.” But keeping his manners and
language in check before polite company greatly taxed the young man’s
composure. He would not feel relaxed until long after the party when he kibitzed
at a back-room poker game among black New Yorkers later that night.

During the course of this tedious rite of passage in the career of a young
writer, however, a wonderful event occurred in a casual moment. The host had
fetched a volume of poetry. He wanted to read selections from it to his guests.
The author of this book had been dead for seven years. During her life, only a
few of her poems saw the light of print. Few of them had been published with
her consent. After her death, her family recovered among her possessions one of
the great treasures of American literature—more than 1,700 brilliant poems,
assorted and neatly sewn into many small bundles. Her family decided to do
something that the poet could never bring herself to do—publish them.

A first selection was issued in 1890; a second in 1891. In 1893, both series
had been combined into one volume. One of the editors was the host’s
professional friend, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, who was himself well
respected for his publishing endeavors and for his command of a black regiment
during the Civil War. Thirty years previously, the poet had sent him four poems,
and he had not been very encouraging then. He found them “spasmodic,”
“uncontrolled,” and, at times, incomprehensible. Thus, his assignment as her
posthumous editor was not without the distaste of irony. Unable to fathom the
true intent that underscored her genius, Higginson and his coeditor selected from
among her safer poems for inclusion in the first volume. They manhandled many
poems in their editing, replacing her idiosyncratic use of the dash with more
conventional punctuation and ghost rewriting lines to create the traditional
scansion and rhyme that a nineteenth-century audience expected. But despite all
the ham-handedness of the editors, the publication of these poems propagated a
revolution in American poetry.

The host had a pleasing voice and an ingratiating demeanor, which made him



an excellent reciter. The poet had adapted the cadences of church hymns in her
poetry, and so the host spoke at a rhythmic pace that his guests were very
familiar with. With his devout Methodist upbringing, the young writer had heard
such hymns all his life.

What poems were read that day are not known, but I think it likely that the
host performed the first poem of the 1890 volume:

Success is counted sweetest
By those who ne‘er succeed.
To comprehend a nectar
Requires sorest need.

Not one of all the purple host
Who took the flag to-day
Can tell the definition,

So clear, of victory,

As he, defeated, dying,

On whose forbidden ear

The distant strains of triumph
Break, agonized and clear.

The aspiring writer was astounded. He had just experienced a revela tory
moment equivalent to John Keats’s first reading of George Chapman’s
translations of the Homeric epics or Charles Baudelaire’s walking into a salon
and first seeing a painting by Eugene Delacroix. Both the English and the French
poets did not abandon what they believed in order to embrace something new;
instead, they found artistic works that crystallized their own conceptions of art.
This first contact permitted them to analyze what they already practiced in their
own poetry and to speculate why they did so. During the 1890s in America, most
good writers found such a muse by encountering the work of an earlier artist. In
Saint Louis, for example, another writer also struggling to find her place and
voice, Kate Chopin, used the fiction of Guy de Maupassant for such a purpose.

The recitation had multiple effects upon the young writer. He em pathized
with the pained failure described in the poem. More importantly, he saw aspects
of his own emerging voice in the woman poet’s surgical concision of language.
In his recent novel about the “girl of the streets,” for example, he had crafted
intensely imagistic sentences: “The girl, Maggie, blossomed in a mud puddle.”
Inspired by the reading, the young writer soon began to compose poems of his
own, rattling off a great many in a short space of time:

Black riders came from the sea.



There was clang and clang of spear and shield,
And clash and clash of hoof and heel,

Wild shouts and the wave of hair

In the rush upon the wind:

Thus the ride of sin.

Even in the heavily edited versions the host read that day, the young writer could
hear the liberties the dead poet had taken with the hymnal form, and he would
accelerate her assault against the conventions of poetry by abandoning rhyme
and traditional cadences altogether. He called his efforts not poems but “lines.”
When he bragged that he usually had several poems configured in his mind
ready to be put on paper, his friend Hamlin Garland challenged him to do so.
The young writer immediately wrote out one without fumbling a word. His
“lines” allowed him to distill his fatalistic notions, almost to the point of
becoming epigrams regarding individual impotence:

I saw a man pursuing the horizon;

Round and round they sped.

I was disturbed at this;

I accosted the man.

“It is futile,” I said,

“You can never—”

“You lie,” he cried,
And ran on.

The poems the host read that April day excited another level of response in the
young writer. The woman poet had composed much of her work in an intense
spurt of inspiration during the American Civil War; consequently, many of her
poems were populated with images and metaphors of battle. In his desperation to
earn money, the young writer had been researching and writing a new
manuscript that he hoped might exploit the curiosity by the American public
during the 1890s about the Civil War. He first considered turning the novel into a
romantic “potboiler” so as to ensure its financial success. But the embattled
insights into the human heart contained in the poems he heard that day and his
own evolving artistic ambitions turned the project into something finer. The host
did not realize it then, but he had given his young guest the necessary
ammunition to rebel against the literary values he had championed for a lifetime.

The host was William Dean Howells, the nexus of American Realism; the poet,
Emily Dickinson, the private genius of Ambherst; the aspiring writer, Stephen
Crane, the self-consuming literary meteor of the 1890s; and the novel, The Red



Badge of Courage, his most enduring and influential work. If you have made it
thus far in this essay, I thank you for your patience and indulgence. In addition to
recreating a brief but pregnant moment in Crane’s emerging talent, I wanted to
mimic (I hope not too poorly) his prose style and, in particular, one of his
fictional devices. At a crucial stage in one of the drafts of Red Badge, Crane
went through his manuscript and greatly reduced the number of times he
employed character names, instead replacing them with epithets such as “the
youth”; “the tall soldier,” who becomes “the spectral soldier”; and “the loud
soldier,” who becomes “the friend.” Later, in a newspaper account, Crane
faithfully reported all facts regarding his near-death experience at sea in 1897,
but he subsequently avoided naming his characters in the fictional story he
composed based on the incident—“The Open Boat.” Instead of names, he chose
to emphasize occupations and their symbolic associations: “the captain,” “the
cook,” “the oilman,” and “the correspondent.” (Only “Billy,” the nickname of
the oilman who was killed, was occasionally used in “The Open Boat.”)

In these and in other stories, Crane emphasized the potential of all individual
experiences to have universal implications. A “youth” struggling to find a
physical, intellectual, and spiritual path through the horrors of war parallels the
road every human must travel in coping with crisis. Four men in a flimsy boat on
a storm-tossed ocean become metaphors for every individual scrambling to
survive the whims of an uncaring universe. An aspiring writer first encountering
the inspiring poetry of a misunderstood poet becomes the archetype for all
artistic epiphanies.

Like most other consequential writers before him and since, young Stephen
Crane was blessed with a good number of experiences and encounters that
shaped and clarified his artistic path. While it is tempting for a modern reader to
reduce these influences to just a manageable few, the truth of the matter is that
the genius of Crane resides in his ability to blend so many different biographical
experiences, philosophical and theological assumptions, previous and
contemporary literary traditions and techniques, and political ideals in a
deceptively simple prose style. In Red Badge, for instance, he has the
wherewithal to juxtapose a stark account of a war incident drawn according to
the precepts of Realism with a scene in which the protagonist, Henry Fleming,
reverts to his animal instincts, as befits the tenets of literary Naturalism. Crane
sews these two episodes with such a fine stitch that readers seldom see the
seams. The possibility that both disparate aesthetic perspectives can appear
simultaneously valid in close textual proximity begins to reveal how complex
Crane’s vision of the human experience was. Everything Crane was, everything



he believed, every meaningful book that he read, every indelible memory from
his life, every interesting idea he had ever heard went into the construction of the
novel. In the rest of this introduction, I will touch upon a number of these
shaping encounters, focusing especially upon those that manifested themselves
in both open and disguised ways in Red Badge, taking great advantage in the
process of insights by the many astute academic critics Crane’s work has
attracted during the past eighty years.

I1

As one might suspect, Stephen Crane’s family and childhood appear in Red
Badge in covert and private ways. He was born in a parsonage in Newark, New
Jersey, on November 1, 1871. He was his forty-five-year-old mother’s fourteenth
child, but none of her previous four babies had survived beyond their first year.
Thus, among the Crane children who survived to adulthood, Stephen became the
most indulged, a circumstance encouraged by the age gap between him and his
nearest older sibling.

His father, the Reverend Jonathan Townley Crane, named his child after the
first Crane to migrate to North America during the seventeenth century and also
after a prominent New Jersey ancestor who had been active during the
Revolutionary War. (Dr. Crane erroneously thought that the latter had signed the
Declaration of Independence.) As biographer Edwin Cady has pointed out,
young Stephen grew up as a “preacher’s kid,” a label that immediately defined
his relationship with his schoolhouse peers and that definitely set up his
subsequent rebellion against religious dogma. At the time of his son’s birth, Dr.
Crane served as the presiding elder for a group of Methodist churches in and
surrounding Newark. Wanting to preach more, he gave up his adrninis trative
duties and moved his family to his new clerical position in Paterson, New Jersey,
by 1876. When a dispute arose over his salary, he accepted another post in Port
Jervis, New York, in 1878.

When Stephen was barely eight, his father died unexpectedly from heart
complications arising from a viral attack. Stephen’s most vivid memories of his
father were likely of him at work in his profession, sermonizing before his flock.
As a young man, Dr. Crane had embraced Methodism, in part as a rebellion
against his own Presbyterian heritage. He had been studying for the Presbyterian
ministry at the College of New Jersey (now Princeton University) when he
began to question that faith’s more strident doctrines, especially the notion of
infant damnation, the belief that children who died unbaptized would be



consigned to the fires of hell. While concepts such as damnation figured
prominently in his sermons, Dr. Crane believed that God tempered His wrath
with mercy and divinely discriminating judgment. He converted to Methodism
because he saw it as a way to preach a more hopeful and nurturing view of God
and salvation. At weekly prayer meetings his son undoubtedly heard his father
stress his faith in a merciful God, one who lovingly embraced all. Damnation
remained an omnipresent possibility, but Dr. Crane’s God was more interested in
saving than in condemning.

Stephen’s mother came from a different religious tradition. Mary Helen Peck
Crane was a woman capable of great kindnesses, such as the time she cared for
an unwed mother despite the open misgivings of her neighbors. Nevertheless,
she piously spouted the caustic Methodism long advocated by her family. The
Pecks, according to Stephen Crane, produced Methodist clergymen “of the
ambling-nag, saddle bag, exhorting kind.” She passionately focused upon God’s
function as avenger of sins committed against His name. As an adult, Stephen
fondly remembered his mother’s intelligence, but he often winced at the memory
of her religious fervor. Given the obvious difference between the conceptions of
husband and wife, Sunday suppers in the Crane household must have produced
interesting and, for young Stephen, confusing debates at the table.

These competing views of God appear throughout Crane’s literary efforts,
often at allegorical levels in his fiction but at more conspicuous ones in his
poetry:

The livid lightnings flashed in the clouds;

The leaden thunders crashed.

A worshipper raised his arm.

“Hearken! Hearken! The voice of God!”

“Not so,” said a man.

“The voice of God whispers in the heart
So softly

That the soul pauses,

Making no noise,

And strives for these melodies,

Distant, sighing, like faintest breath,
And all the being is still to hear.”

I find it interesting that here Crane placed his father’s gentle perspective at the
dominant position by having it respond to his mother’s “brimstone.” In chapter
XI of Red Badge, Henry Fleming fears derision by the rest of his regiment for
his desertion in a manner that resembles how one may fear God’s punishment for



sin. Later, in chapter XIII, however, Fleming receives the tender ministrations of
two comrades who tend to his wound. If his desertion represents a military sin,
then Wilson’s actions suggest symbolic forgiveness by a God who provides for
atonement.

The complex dimensions of Crane’s own religious beliefs ultimately had not
two but three axes. By the time he was thirteen, Stephen began to rebel against
his parents’ values. The precipitating causes may have been the family dejection
brought on by the death of his favorite sister, Agnes Elizabeth, in 1884 and the
influence of his brother Will, who, like several of the older brothers, had
functioned as a surrogate father figure for the boy since Dr. Crane’s death. Will
had himself experienced a rebellion, which was more a rejection of his parents’
dogmatism than an embracing of any other creed in its place. Stephen’s rebellion
would need eight more years of intense reading and contemplation before he
could articulate his personal philosophical position. Ultimately, he took the
personality, the intentions, and even the presence of God out of the human
equation. The principles of social Darwinism and of literary Naturalism (treated
in the next section of this essay) suggested that man navigated his existence
through a universe ruled by chance. Neither an avenging nor a nurturing deity
intervened in daily human affairs. Man’s ego is met only with nature’s
indifference, which Crane encapsulates in a brilliant poem:

A man said to the universe:

“Sir, I exist!”

“However,” replied the universe,
“The fact has not created in me
A sense of obligation.”

This is the view that dominates Crane’s oeuvre. In Red Badge, a defiant Henry
Fleming valiantly and futilely struggles to assert his presence before an
indifferent universe. In “The Open Boat,” the heroic response of four men to
their plight means nothing to nature, as represented by the billowing waves of
the sea. The shipwrecked must carefully steer their dinghy into each ominous
wave to avoid capsizing; their only reward for surviving one threat is another
huge swell right behind it. For Crane, existence demanded the riding out of
many such waves that threaten to annihilate us. In the final analysis, the only
being who cares for an individual’s life is the individual himself. In chapter
XXIV of Red Badge, Fleming’s summary self-assessment cannot redirect
civilized destiny. He cannot even communicate it to Wilson, his “friend.” It must
remain private because all personal epiphanies are inexorably ineffable.
Ironically, Fleming and his fellow soldiers cannot discuss among themselves



their shared awakening to the realities of war. Thus, Crane attests to the isolation
that each man, by his very nature, must endure. Just as Crane felt alone living
amid millions of inhabitants of New York City during the 1890s, so too would
Fleming dwell upon his spiritual solitude amid the 200,000 Union and
Confederate soldiers who fought in the Battle of Chancellorsville.

By age twenty, Crane’s rebellion against his family’s values would manifest
itself in a variety of large and small ways. His father had composed religious
tracts and had given sermons that advocated abstinence. By the time he was
fifteen, Stephen smoked regularly, and he would soon drink excessively. Dr.
Crane believed that games like baseball distracted an individual from developing
a religious life. During 1891 Stephen became a star shortstop in a brief stint with
the Syracuse University baseball team. Only his desire to concentrate on his
writing prevented him from accepting an offer to join a professional baseball
team. His father abhorred novels; more than anything else, his son wanted to be
a great novelist. Eventually settling in Asbury Park, New Jersey, after her
husband’s death Mary Crane began to fret over the bohemian manner of her
son’s behavior and dress throughout his teens. She recognized his extraordinary
intelligence but worried that his lack of self-discipline would channel his
energies in a wrong direction. She disapproved of his youthful desire to be a
writer.

In 1888 she dispatched Stephen to a military boarding school in order to curb
these tendencies, but she may have had another reason. Shortly after the death of
her daughter Agnes Elizabeth, Mary Crane suffered a “temporary aberration of
mind.” The daily tension caused by her “critical condition,” as it was called in
one newspaper, likely strained young Stephen’s still underdeveloped ability to
cope. Consequently, he was sent first to Pennington Seminary in New Jersey
(where his father once served as principal), which quickly proved to be
ineffective, and then to the Hudson River Institute in Claverack, New York.
Crane later remembered his days at the military school with fondness, even
though he seemed to learn more through his own readings than through the
curriculum itself: In the manner of the “blue demonstration” that Fleming
complained about in Red Badge, Crane marched in military drills well enough to
earn first a lieu-tenancy of a squad and later a student captaincy, but Claverack
no longer maintained discipline to a degree that benefited its incorrigible
students. At least Crane learned to play whist, a card game that he subsequently
used to end an important chapter in his Civil War novel.

After departing Claverack, Crane spent one unsuccessful academic year at two
colleges. In autumn 1890 he enrolled as a mining engineering student (obviously



a concession to his mother’s practicality) at Lafayette College on the eastern
border of Pennsylvania. He played intramural baseball but could not make the
varsity team. He joined a fraternity but then jeopardized his relationship with his
frat brothers by brandishing a loaded revolver when they tried to haze him. He
ab sented himself from class so often that three of his teachers did not report a
grade for him in December. As one might expect, one of these three classes was
on the Bible. Crane could quote many passages from scripture with accuracy, but
he was too immersed in his own secular rebellion to revisit his religious past. By
Christmas, Lafayette’s administration advised Crane not to return for the spring
semester. He therefore transferred to Syracuse University at the beginning of
1891. His acceptance was likely facilitated by the circumstance that his mother’s
uncle, the Reverend Jesse Peck, had founded the institution. Crane did make the
varsity baseball team this time and became a very capable shortstop, but his
performance in class proved to be even more lackluster than it had been at
Lafayette. By the end of the semester, he passed only one course—he earned an
A in English literature. Thus ended Stephen Crane’s formal education.

He did learn much, however, during his one year in college. Taking advantage
of both college libraries as well as the books owned by his fraternity, Delta
Upsilon, he read eclectically but voraciously on his own, studying the works of
writers such as Leo Tolstoy, Robert Louis Stevenson, Henry James, Edgar Allan
Poe, and Rudyard Kipling. He worked as a stringer for the New York Tribune,
contributing news items about the city of Syracuse and about the college itself
Several Crane scholars believe that after reporting about the poor in Syracuse,
Crane probably composed the first draft of the story that painfully and eventually
evolved into Maggie: A Girl of the Streets (1893). This early draft was
doubtlessly plagued by a lack of sufficient convincing detail about the reality of
poverty in America, so Crane returned to Asbury Park in 1891 in order to study
firsthand tenement life in neighboring New York City.

For the next three years, while living in New Jersey and then in New York
City itself, Crane pursued the strange existence of a writer trying to hone his
talent amid squalor and a depressing lack of opportunities and encouragement. In
the city, he occupied a succession of cheap quarters, sharing them with medical
students, artists, and other aspirants at the impoverished end of ambitious
careers. When his funds ran out, which happened often, he temporarily lived
with and borrowed money from his older brothers. During this period, his
ambivalent feelings about his mother intensified when she died in December
1891. Thus the anxious young man who visited W. D. Howells in April 1893
brought with him to the party all the confusion and hardship of his own



frustrations as well as that of the Bowery in which he had immersed himself

II1

What still fascinates is how, amid such conditions, Crane was able to informally
pursue his aesthetic education and produce a novel that is one of the better
summations of American sensibilities in the 1890s. His mind was, in effect, a
sponge, capable of absorbing the principles of past and current literary traditions,
the insights of the leading writers of the day, the beliefs held by competing
philosophical schools, the dogmas held by diverse Christian sects, and the trends
of political and economic thought. His artistic genius resided in his ability to knit
many dissimilar and, at times, conflicting perspectives so thoroughly in a text
that we pay more attention to their similarities than their differences. He paints a
grim but objective portrait of war’s horror in one passage in Red Badge, yet
when we turn the page we find ourselves immersed in Fleming’s subjective
reflection about that event.

Many critics have debated over the years whether Crane was essentially a
Realist, a Naturalist, or an Impressionist. I and many others contend that he was
all those things and much more. For Crane, the scene or the moment dictates the
artistic device the writer should employ. Novels such as Red Badge, then,
become compendia of many aesthetic possibilities. In a Crane text, this
oscillation among so many ways of looking at the world reflects what all humans
must contend with in life. The religious, political, philosophical, or artistic belief
that seems best to explain one moment may prove inadequate for the next.
Crane’s novel about the Civil War offers a chain of partially successful attempts
by Henry Fleming to comprehend his environment and purpose. The Red Badge
of Courage thus not only chronicles Crane’s own restless mind; it also embodies
the multifaceted dilemmas with which all intellects curious about man’s
relationship with the universe must cope.

The dominant literary figures in the United States after the Civil War were the
Realists. By the 1890s, Realism’s most accomplished practitioners included
Mark Twain and Henry James, but William Dean Howells had become the
artistic director of the school. Through his magazine columns (the most
prominent was “The Editor’s Study” in Harper’s Monthly), through the example
he set in his novels and short stories, and through the new writers whose work he
promoted, Howells established a good number of artistic principles for the
postbellum generation of American fictionalists. Above all other considerations,
he stressed that writers ought to write about subjects, people, and environments



with which they were wholly familiar. Realists should not impose their personal
biases or philosophical, political, and ethical predispositions on the voice of a
text’s third-person narrator. The world should be described as if one were
looking through a camera lens. The Realist should avoid presenting portraits of
people who reside at the extreme ends of the human condition; those who
occupy the center of American society are fitter subjects for literary art. Thus,
the goal of the writer is to capture with fidelity that which typifies a society.

These and other like precepts pervaded the literary scene that Crane
encountered in New York during the early 1890s. They became salient and
valuable for him after he heard Hamlin Garland lecture about Howells’s work
and influence in Avon, New Jersey, in 1891. Crane published a newspaper piece
about the talk, which attracted Garland’s notice. At that time, Garland, ten years
Crane’s senior, was himself an emerging Realist of the local-color school. Many
American local colorists, who had their aesthetic origins in Ivan Turgenev’s
seminal short-story collection Sportsman’s Notebook, published realistic fiction
based upon their regional experiences, chronicling the lives and manners of the
people they grew up with or lived among for a long time. Adherents to this
approach included Sarah Orne Jewett, Mary Wilkins Freeman, Rose Terry
Cooke, Bret Harte, and George Washington Cable. During the summer of 1891,
Garland himself contributed to this collective effort to portray America region by
region through publishing Main-Travelled Roads, a story collection based on his
family’s farming experiences in the Midwest. (Donna Campbell provides an
excellent discussion of Crane’s tenuous relationship with the local-color
movement in her Resisting Regionalism: Gender and Naturalism in American
Fiction, 1885-1915; see “For Further Reading.”)

When Crane began to gather materials for Red Badge in 1893, most of his
immediate resources had realistic assumptions underlying their intentions.
Matthew Brady’s photographs of the Civil War had recorded with graphic
accuracy the ghastliness of battle. Nonfictional reminiscences and novels such as
Wilbur F. Hinman’s Corporal Si Klegg and His ‘Pard’, Joseph Kirkland’s The
Captain of Company K, and the novel that some critics believe marks the
incipient moment of American Realism, John William De Forest’s Miss
Ravenel’s Conversion from Succession to Loyalty, all share the desire to acquaint
a civilian reader with the actualities of war and of military life.

Crane’s most immediate source, however, owed its realistic intentions to
another sort of discourse—history. In 1893 he borrowed from the mother of a
former childhood playmate the multivolume work Battles and Leaders of the
Civil War (1887), a compilation of a mammoth series of articles that had first



appeared in The Century magazine years earlier. Here Crane found a rich vein of
primary material, including essays by participating Union and Confederate
officers, such as Generals Darius N. Couch, Alfred Pleasonton, Oliver O.
Howard, and R. E. Colston. With these accounts, Crane began to understand the
facts, tactics, and strategies of the Battle of Chancellorsville that he would
integrate into his story. Despite the occasional note of nostalgia or bravado,
despite the defensive tone adopted by a general in explaining the misdeeds of his
troops, these historical sources on the whole do comply with the empirical spirit
pursued by a new generation of nineteenth-century historians. These writers
presented firsthand testimony when available and assembled all known facts in
their correct chronological sequence in order to illustrate an historical event as
accurately as the evidence allows.

For all his research in these and other historical texts, however, Crane could
not compensate for his one obvious deficiency, one that challenged any claim he
might make to call himself a Realist. Realists were supposed to confine their
efforts to subjects they knew well and had experienced intimately. Born six years
after the Civil War ended, Crane had never even seen a battle before he finished
the manuscript for Red Badge. His mentor Howells would later chide him about
this predicament, telling him that Maggie was more artistically successful
because he based it upon what he had lived and observed directly, unlike Red
Badge, which was constructed from the observations of others and Crane’s own
guesses. How ironic it was, after the latter novel was published, that the reading
public hailed Crane as the nascent star of American Realism.

Nevertheless, many Civil War veterans attested to the validity of Henry
Fleming’s experiences in and reactions to combat. However, influenced by
recent Russian literature, especially the works of Fyodor Dostoyevsky, American
Realism was evolving. Crane had tapped into its new wellspring—a shift in
emphasis from reporting physical truth to constructing narratives that explored
psychological truth. Howells’s colleague Henry James had already migrated
toward this new direction, which manifested itself in subtler and more complex
characterizations in each successive novel he undertook. Crane’s immediate
inspiration may have been iconoclastic writer and newspaperman Ambrose
Bierce. Using his experiences as an officer in the Union army, Bierce published a
dramatic series of Civil War horror tales in a San Francisco newspaper during
the 1880s and 1890s. When he collected them in book form in 1891, he also
included a number of stories about violent occurrences in civilian life and titled
the volume Tales of Soldiers and Civilians. Bierce’s premise was simple. By
juxtaposing the atrocities of human experience in both war and peace, he



shocked one generation out of its mistaken nostalgia about the war and another
younger generation into realizing what war demands from the individual soul. If
anyone wanted to comprehend the psychological essence of war, all he had to do
was to observe and absorb the horror omnipresent in everyday life and then to
project that vision onto a battle situation.

Crane took this lesson to heart. In an extraordinary way, Red Badge can be
seen as an amalgam of his experiences in the slums of New York from 1891 to
1894. For instance, he would disguise himself as a derelict and stand in lines for
bread or for a room for the night. These events show up directly in stories like
“Men in the Storm,” in which freezing men cannot understand why the managers
of a flophouse make them wait as a snowstorm brews. In Red Badge, Crane
transforms such psychological reactions and makes them the typical responses of
Union privates who cannot comprehend the intentions of their generals.
Likewise, Crane renders the conflicts over turf he saw waged in the Bowery into
Henry Fleming’s blood fever when his territorial instincts are aroused. The East
Side of New York presented the young writer with a spectacle of the best and
worst of human behavior.

The ultimate greatness of Red Badge may be not only that it tells a basic truth
about war; it simultaneously distills the essence of a human will responding to
any sort of crisis. In doing so, Crane creates an atmosphere of war with which an
audience could readily connect, more so than they could with a text produced by
a combat veteran. That veteran often had a subconscious misgiving that only
soldiers who had experienced war could truly appreciate his account. With the
swaggering confidence of a young writer, Crane made no such assumptions and
instead trusted that pain and horror were universal enough so that all civilians
could empathize with the plight of the soldier.

One other tactic existed in the game plan of an American Realist. As all good
literary traditions had done before it, Realism rebelled against the aesthetic
values of its predecessor—in this case, Romanticism. Popularized by writers
such as James Fenimore Cooper, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nathaniel Hawthorne,
and Walt Whitman from the 1820s to the beginning of 1861, Romanticism and
its beliefs, especially its pursuit for and contemplation of the ideal, had been se
verely tested by the savage realities of four bloody years of civil war. One
postbellum consequence of this new national literary sensibility was that in their
novels Realists often lampooned Romantic values. Oftentimes, the Realist would
create an idealistic character with lofty beliefs and ambitions just so that the
everyday realities of life could defeat him.

Like his Realist mentors, Crane challenged in his novel the Romantics’



assumptions about war. Before his first taste of enemy gunfire, Fleming
envisions war in terms of heroic struggles. Individual effort will be
acknowledged and glorified in epic grandeur. The youth sees himself as a
modern-day Achilles, perhaps destined to die but only after earning the
accolades of his grateful comrades and cherished me morializing by his home
town. Fleming soon finds out that war is a “blood-swollen god” who gobbles
down human flesh, that individuals lose their identities in the great “blue
demonstration,” from endless drilling to the maneuvering of hapless men toward
what to them seem to be meaningless battles.

Just as he could not free himself completely from the dogmatic aspect of his
mother’s religion, however, Crane likewise had difficulty in rejecting all
dimensions of a Romantic sensibility. Long before the age of Sigmund Freud,
British and American Romantics had explored (in a nonscientific way) the
psychological basis of human behavior. Above all else, they valued the human
mind and the individual it defined. The self became inviolable. For all of the
onslaught by war, society, and fate upon his well-being, Fleming, during each
reevaluation of his place, never surrenders his ego to the indifference of the
universe, even at the end of the narrative:

With this conviction came a store of assurance. He felt a quiet manhood,
nonassertive but of sturdy and strong blood. He knew that he would no more
quail before his guides wherever they should point. He had been to touch the
great death, and found that, after all, it was but the great death. He was a man
(p. 130).

I suspect that one reason Howells disapproved of Red Badge was that by the
novel’s end, all Henry Fleming had accomplished was to replace one set of
antiquated Romantic values with another, more useful, conception that was still
Romantic in character. Ironically, in “The Veteran,” the short sequel Crane
composed a year after the publication of Red Badge, Fleming, now an old man,
dies the sort of hero’s death he had Romantically imagined and then abandoned
as a youthful private.

Crane was probably more comfortable in employing devices from
Romanticism’s literary cousin—Gothicism. Its chief antebellum practitioner in
America was Edgar Allan Poe, whose tales Crane had studied intently in his
fraternity library. The 1880s and 1890s proved to be a neo-Gothic era in
literature, as evidenced by the publication of works such as Robert Louis
Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Bram Stoker’s
Dracula, Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray, Arthur Conan Doyle’s The
Hound of the Baskervilles, and H. G. Wells’s The War of the Worlds. American



Realists of the period such as Bierce stripped Gothicism of its supernatural
components and began to incorporate its other devices to depict the horror in
everyday life. Ann Radcliffe, author of The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794), had
suggested that there were two competing impulses in Gothicism: (1) Relying
upon the literary device “suspense,” terror aroused the intellect to a new level of
awareness through dread. (2) Its opposite, horror, tried to annihilate thought by
confronting the intellect with a multitude of terrible events in rapid succession.
Red Badge fuses the two impulses. After standing his ground during the first
skirmish, Fleming reacts with blind horror to the second Rebel assault,
abandoning his position, his rifle, his comrades, and all of his Romantic
preconceptions about war. Ultimately, however, terror does make its presence
felt. Fleming dreads what his comrades might say when he returns to the
regiment in chapter XIII. He remains in continual suspense about inevitable
future battles, about how he will react to the next hostile encounter, and about
what his place should be in such a threatening and uncaring environment. Crane
combined these defining moments of horror and terror to illustrate the violent
perceptual oscillations every soldier must cope with when he is first exposed to
enemy fire.

Crane departed from pristine Realist conceptions not only by retreating to past
traditions like Gothicism and Romanticism; he also integrated new ideas from
emerging artistic schools, which during the 1890s were beginning to question the
primacy of Realism in American letters. The strongest challenger was literary
Naturalism. With philosophical assumptions arising from and encouraged by the
biological theories of Charles Darwin, the political theories of Karl Marx, and, at
a later time, the social theories of Herbert Spencer, Naturalism as a literary
choice was first embraced by French writers during the latter half of the
nineteenth century. Foremost among these was Emile Zola, whose novel about a
Parisian prostitute, Nana (1880), likely inspired Crane to begin his American
counterpart, Maggie:A Girl of the Streets. As a force, Naturalism did not reach
American shores until a new generation of writers, eager to rebel against
established literary values, burst upon the scene at the turn of the century—
Frank Norris, Theodore Dreiser, Kate Chopin, and Jack London.

Naturalism is similar to Realism in its striving for objectivity in narration, yet
it differs from its predecessor in its philosophical assumptions. Among other
principles, it interpreted man’s lot determin istically Basically, it advocated that
the individual is not in control of the forces that influence his or her behavior.
These forces had two sources: one internal, the other external. At one extreme,
millions of years of evolution have imprinted instincts in humans that



manipulate our conduct. We share these subconscious desires with lower-class
mammals—sexual urges, territorial impulses, the instinct to survive, etc. For
example, when in chapter VII Fleming observes a squirrel flee when threatened,
he equates this instinctual response with his own recent desertion under fire. For
that one textual moment, nature provides him with a tentative explanation for his
behavior, an example that seemingly relieves him of any responsibility.

At the other extreme, Naturalism also postulates that outside forces
simultaneously govern human actions. In the great scheme of cosmic design,
man becomes an isolated figure, hugely dwarfed by the environmental forces
that surround him. He must travel along with society as it inexorably hurtles
along a random path through time, or else he must be crushed by it.The “blue
demonstration,” whose metaphorical consequences change throughout the novel,
limits Fleming’s options time and again. For instance, after finally taking a
Confederate position at an appalling human cost for both sides, Fleming’s
regiment is forced to abandon its hard-won gain. During the course of the final
battle, the soldiers learn that their charge was just a diversion; elsewhere, the
main body of Union forces had failed in its mission. When computed as part of
the combined efforts of the entire Army of the Potomac, the achievements of the
304th New York and of Fleming himself mean very little. Consequently, he must
follow society, as represented by the Union army, as it strategically retreats from
Chancellorsville and from its cumulative failure. If nothing else, Naturalist
premises fit neatly into Crane’s developing view of a universe indifferent to
individual presences.

Also opposing strict Realism, another aesthetic trend that emerged in
American letters during the 1890s was literary Impressionism, which among
other traits valued the psychological makeup of the artist in his or her rendering
of a subject. Thus, the perspective of the artist should occupy the center of any
interpretation of the work, whether it be a painting, a poem, or a novel. The artist
pinpoints and depicts a small moment pregnant with meaning. Through the eyes
of a barmaid working at the Folies-Bergére, Edouard Manet captures in paint an
instant of ennui that speaks volumes about her life. On an Edgar Degas canvas,
we witness a quiet and private moment when a ballerina perfects her position in
an exercise. Crane’s friend and mentor Hamlin Garland had intently studied the
works and philosophy of the French Impressionists. He began to advocate that
American literature ought to adopt some of their principles, which he renamed
“veritism” in his 1894 book-length essay Crumbling Idols.

In Red Badge, Crane’s psyche figures prominently at the center of many
passages. One Impressionistic moment that is quintessentially Crane’s comes



during one of the 304th New York’s unsuccessful advances. Through devices
idiosyncratic to his prose technique, Crane dilates time itself. Throughout the
battle scene, Fleming becomes the nexus of an apparent chaos of images, which
are really all carefully orchestrated to recreate a terrified intellect coping with the
most horrific of battle experiences. Afterward, Fleming marvels:

They turned when they arrived at their old position to regard the ground over
which they had charged.

The youth in this contemplation was smitten with a large astonishment. He
discovered that the distances, as compared with the brilliant measurings of his
mind, were trivial and ridiculous. The stolid trees, where much had taken
place, seemed incredibly near. The time, too, now that he reflected, he saw to
have been short. He wondered at the number of emotions and events that had
been crowded into such little spaces. Elfin thoughts must have exaggerated
and enlarged everything, he said (p. 113).

Like a good Impressionist Crane had distilled the attar of a defining moment. (In
Stephen Crane and Literary Impressionism, James Nagel offers an authoritative
overview of Crane’s relationship with Impressionism.)

Aesthetically aligned with Impressionism is French Symbolism, a loose poetic
school that flourished during the latter half of the nineteenth century. Both
movements have some origins with the poet Charles Baudelaire, whose essays
about the paintings of Eugene Delacroix and others allowed him to clarify how
his Romantic prochv ities were evolving into a more refined sensibility.
Subsequently, Symbolist poets such as Stéphane Mallarmé, Arthur Rimbaud, and
Paul Verlaine would explore the power of and relationship between symbols,
realizing in the process the ability of poetry to create complex new symbols of
its own. Though most often considered a Romantic by critics, Emily Dickinson
had certainly anticipated a few Symbolist conceptions in her poetry. Some of
those who embraced her work when it first appeared during the 1890s had been
better prepared to comprehend it because they had already read Mallarmé’s
lavish sonnets.

Dickinson and Symbolism encouraged Crane to infuse prose with poetic
devices. Symbols abound in Red Badge, from “the red sun ... pasted in the sky
like a wafer” to Wilson’s “packet” that he instructs Fleming to send home if he
should be killed. One significant recurring symbol is the battle standard of the
regiment. Throughout the novel, Crane avoids interjecting a patriotic dimension.
Instead, the text promotes both a functional and a philosophical purpose. Amid
the confusion of a battlefield, a private desperately seeks for any sign of where
he belongs and of what he should be doing. In such instances throughout Red



Badge, the soldiers of the 304th follow not the orders of their superiors but the
flag. When Fleming wrests the standard from the hands of a dying comrade, he
symbolically tries to grab control of his environment. Through brute will, he
leads the regiment in its final assault upon the Rebel stronghold. For a moment,
he metaphorically masters his hostile environment—but only for a moment.
More than anything else, Crane’s Impressionistic uniqueness owes its character
to his Symbolist eye for poetic concision and for the suggestive richness of
images.

Stephen Crane’s religious upbringing, his experiences among New York’s poor,
his encounters with Realism, Romanticism, Gothicism, Naturalism,
Impressionism, and Symbolism, and many other influences are all present and
carefully coordinated in this deceptively simple novel. For Crane, no one
aesthetic, creed, philosophical presumption, or practical experience could
consistently explain every second in an individual’s life. One stifling event might
lend itself to a Naturalist interpretation; the next might stolidly support a Realist
perspective. Just as the correspondent of “The Open Boat” has the ability and
responsibility to articulate the fear and frustration of his ship-mates, the
American writer has the capacity to reproduce in prose the riot of possibilities
that the individual mind contemplates while trying to fathom its uncertain place
in the universe. Fleming’s sensibility shifts so often and so smoothly that we
recognize how amazingly illuminating Crane was in portraying the restless
nature of human thought.

After the composition of Red Badge, Crane went on to become a famous
writer, a daring journalist, and a self-consuming traveler through life. From 1895
onward, his life reads like the script of an improbable biopic. Working as a
roving correspondent for a New York newspaper, he effected a desperate escape
to avoid being murdered by Mexican bandits, an experience that he later
fictionalized in “One Dash—Horses.” Later, back in New York City, he sided
with a prostitute in her claim that she was falsely arrested. In doing so, Crane
earned the rancor of all the police in the city to the degree that he had to flee
New York to escape their unflagging harassment. Next, in Florida, he boarded a
filibustering vessel laden with arms and rebels, so that he could report about the
insurgency in Cuba. The next day, on the Atlantic, the boat sank. His precarious
rescue later formed the basis for “The Open Boat.” Back in Florida, he met and
pursued a relationship with a flamboyant adventuress, Cora Taylor, who
eventually became his common-law wife. He then covered a war between
Turkey and Greece, discovering in the process that his insights about human
behavior during combat in Red Badge were valid. He was living in England



when the Spanish-American War broke out in 1898. He dragged Joseph Conrad
all over London trying to book passage back to the United States. When he
finally got to Cuba as a war correspondent, he took foolish risks in his continual
investigation of the limits of his own bravery. All the while, his tuberculosis
imposed an increasingly greater toll on his body. When he died in Germany on
June 5, 1900, he was twenty-nine, having crowded a great deal of ferocious
living and quality writing into a very brief span. The fact that most novelists do
their best work during their thirties makes Crane’s literary legacy all the more
remarkable. We continue to read The Red Badge of Courage today not for its
truth about the American Civil War but for its truth about all wars.

IV

What keeps a novel alive is. that succeeding generations of readers find valid
correspondences between its insights and their own experiences. I am writing
this essay during September 2002, the one-year anniversary of the terrorist
attacks upon the United States. The intended readers of this edition are most
likely new to Crane and his fiction. In studying this novel for the umpteenth
time, I was struck by the breadth of insight it offers—especially to young women
and men trying to comprehend recent events. The parallels between The Red
Badge of Courage and September 11, 2001, are chillingly remarkable—the
impulse to flee, the adrenaline blood-rush of anger, the appetite for revenge, the
confusion amid crisis, the impulse to do something, anything that might be
useful, the nightmare of witnessing carnage, the helpless isolation of the
individual lost in a hostile environment. Amid the bewilderment on that tragic
day, we, like Henry Fleming and the 304th New York, looked toward the flag as
a symbol of where we were supposed to be. And if anyone wants a glimmer of
the psychological and spiritual price each American soldier has to pay in
prosecuting the war against terrorism in Afghanistan and elsewhere, read The
Red Badge of Courage.

Despite our collective pretense that civilization progresses, we will always
have to contend with the realities of war and the threat of it. This circumstance
inflicts upon the individual red-badge wounds of psychological extremity that
can be dressed only by internal reflection. Even when pain is shared publicly,
healing must remain private. If the universe is indeed indifferent, as Stephen
Crane wrote, then we must each find our own capacity to judge the meaning of
our lives.
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THE RED BADGE OF COURAGE1

AN EPISODE OF THE AMERICAN CIVIL WAR



CHAPTER 1

The cold passed reluctantly from the earth, and the retiring fogs revealed an

army stretched out on the hills, resting.? As the landscape changed from brown
to green, the army awakened, and began to tremble with eagerness at the noise of
rumors. It cast its eyes upon the roads, which were growing from long troughs of
liquid mud to proper thoroughfares. A river, amber-tinted in the shadow of its
banks, purled at the army’s feet; and at night, when the stream had become of a
sorrowful blackness, one could see across it the red, eyelike gleam of hostile
campfires set in the low brows of distant hills.

Once a certain tall soldier? developed virtues and went resolutely to wash a
shirt. He came flying back from a brook waving his garment bannerlike. He was
swelled with a tale he had heard from a reliable friend, who had heard it from a
truthful cavalryman, who had heard it from his trustworthy brother, one of the

order-lies at division headquarters. # He adopted the important air of a herald in
red and gold.

“We’re goin’ t” move t’ morrah—sure,” he said pompously to a group in the
company street. “We’re goin’ ‘way up the river, cut across, an’ come around in
behint ’em.”

To his attentive audience he drew a loud and elaborate plan of a very brilliant
campaign. When he had finished, the blue-clothed men scattered into small
arguing groups between the rows of squat brown huts. A negro teamster who had
been dancing upon a cracker box with the hilarious encouragement of twoscore
soldiers was deserted. He sat mournfully down. Smoke drifted lazily from a
multitude of quaint chimneys.

“It’s a lie! that’s all it is—a thunderin’ he!” said another private loudly. His
smooth face was flushed, and his hands were thrust sulkily into his trousers’
pockets. He took the matter as an affront to him. “I don’t believe the derned old
army’s ever going to move. We’re set. I've got ready to move eight times in the
last two weeks, and we ain’t moved yet.”

The tall soldier felt called upon to defend the truth of a rumor he himself had
introduced. He and the loud one came near to fighting over it.

A corporal began to swear before the assemblage. He had just put a costly
board floor in his house, he said. During the early spring he had refrained from
adding extensively to the comfort of his environment because he had felt that the
army might start on the march at any moment. Of late, however, he had been



impressed that they were in a sort of eternal camp.

Many of the men engaged in a spirited debate. One outlined in a peculiarly
lucid manner all the plans of the commanding general. He was opposed by men
who advocated that there were other plans of campaign. They clamored at each
other, numbers making futile bids for the popular attention. Meanwhile, the
soldier who had fetched the rumor bustled about with much importance. He was
continually assailed by questions.

“What’s up, Jim?”

“Th’ army’s goin’ t’ move.”

“Ah, what yeh talkin’ about? How yeh know it is?”

“Well, yeh kin b‘lieve me er not, jest as yeh like. I don’t care a hang.”

There was much food for thought in the manner in which he replied. He came
near to convincing them by disdaining to produce proofs. They grew much
excited over it.

There was a youthful private who listened with eager ears to the words of the
tall soldier and to the varied comments of his comrades. After receiving a fill of
discussions concerning marches and attacks, he went to his hut and crawled
through an intricate hole that served it as a door. He wished to be alone with
some new thoughts that had lately come to him.

He lay down on a wide bunk that stretched across the end of the room. In the
other end, cracker boxes were made to serve as furniture. They were grouped
about the fireplace. A picture from an illustrated weekly was upon the log walls,
and three rifles were paralleled on pegs. Equipments hung on handy projections,
and some tin dishes lay upon a small pile of firewood. A folded tent was serving
as a roof The sunlight, without, beating upon it, made it glow a light yellow
shade. A small window shot an oblique square of whiter light upon the cluttered
floor. The smoke from the fire at times neglected the clay chimney and wreathed
into the room, and this flimsy chimney of clay and sticks made endless threats to
set ablaze the whole establishment.

The youth was in a little trance of astonishment. So they were at last going to
fight. On the morrow, perhaps, there would be a battle, and he would be in it. For
a time he was obliged to labor to make himself believe. He could not accept with
assurance an omen that he was about to mingle in one of those great affairs of
the earth.

He had, of course, dreamed of battles all his life—of vague and bloody
conflicts that had thrilled him with their sweep and fire. In visions he had seen
himself in many struggles. He had imagined peoples secure in the shadow of his



eagle-eyed prowess. But awake he had regarded battles as crimson blotches on
the pages of the past. He had put them as things of the bygone with his thought-
images of heavy crowns and high castles. There was a portion of the world’s
history which he had regarded as the time of wars, but it, he thought, had been
long gone over the horizon and had disappeared forever.

From his home his youthful eyes had looked upon the war in his own country
with distrust. It must be some sort of a play affair. He had long despaired of

witnessing a Greeklike struggle.2 Such would be no more, he had said. Men
were better, or more timid. Secular and religious education had effaced the
throat-grappling instinct, or else firm finance held in check the passions.

He had burned several times to enlist. Tales of great movements shook the
land.They might not be distinctly Homeric, but there seemed to be much glory in
them. He had read of marches, sieges, conflicts, and he had longed to see it all.
His busy mind had drawn for him large pictures extravagant in color, lurid with
breathless deeds.

But his mother had discouraged him. She had affected to look with some
contempt upon the quality of his war ardor and patriotism. She could calmly seat
herself and with no apparent difficulty give him many hundreds of reasons why
he was of vastly more importance on the farm than on the field of battle. She had
had certain ways of expression that told him that her statements on the subject
came from a deep conviction. Moreover, on her side, was his belief that her
ethical motive in the argument was impregnable.

At last, however, he had made firm rebellion against this yellow light thrown
upon the color of his ambitions. The newspapers, the gossip of the village, his
own picturings, had aroused him to an uncheck able degree. They were in truth
fighting finely down there. Almost every day the newspapers printed accounts of
a decisive victory

One night, as he lay in bed, the winds had carried to him the clan-goring of the
church bell as some enthusiast jerked the rope frantically to tell the twisted news
of a great battle.This voice of the people rejoicing in the night had made him
shiver in a prolonged ecstasy of excitement. Later, he had gone down to his
mother’s room and had spoken thus: “Ma, I’m going to enlist.”

“Henry, don’t you be a fool,” his mother had replied. She had then covered her
face with the quilt. There was an end to the matter for that night.

Nevertheless, the next morning he had gone to a town that was near his
mother’s farm and had enlisted in a company that was forming there. When he
had returned home his mother was milking the brindle cow. Four others stood



waiting. “Ma, I’ve enlisted,” he had said to her diffidently There was a short
silence. “The Lord’s will be done, Henry,” she had finally replied, and had then
continued to milk the brindle cow.

When he had stood in the doorway with his soldier’s clothes on his back, and
with the light of excitement and expectancy in his eyes almost defeating the
glow of regret for the home bonds, he had seen two tears leaving their trails on
his mother’s scarred cheeks.

Still, she had disappointed him by saying nothing whatever about returning
with his shield or on it. He had privately primed himself for a beautiful scene.
He had prepared certain sentences which he thought could be used with touching
effect. But her words destroyed his plans. She had doggedly peeled potatoes and
addressed him as follows: “You watch out, Henry, an’ take good care of yerself
in this here fighting business—you watch out, an’ take good care of yerself.
Don’t go a-thinkin’ you can lick the hull rebel army at the start, because yeh
can’t.Yer jest one little feller amongst a hull lot of others, and yeh’ve got to keep
quiet an’ do what they tell yeh. I know how you are, Henry.

“I’ve knet yeh eight pair of socks, Henry, and I’ve put in all yer best shirts,
because I want my boy to be jest as warm and comf‘able as anybody in the army.
Whenever they get holes in ’em, I want yeh to send ‘em right-away back to me,
so’s I kin dern ’em.

“An’ allus be careful an’ choose yer comp‘ny. There’s lots of bad men in the
army, Henry. The army makes ’em wild, and they like nothing better than the job
of leading off a young feller like you, as ain’t never been away from home much
and has allus had a mother, an’ a-learning ‘em to drink and swear. Keep clear of
them folks, Henry. I don’t want yeh to ever do anything, Henry, that yeh would
be ’shamed to let me know about. Jest think as if I was a-watchin’ yeh. If yeh
keep that in yer mind allus, I guess yeh’ll come out about right.

“Yeh must allus remember yer father, too, child, an’ remember he never drunk
a drop of licker in his life, and seldom swore a cross oath.

“I don’t know what else to tell yeh, Henry, excepting that yeh must never do
no shirking, child, on my account. If so be a time comes when yeh have to be kilt
or do a mean thing, why, Henry, don’t think of anything ‘cept what’s right,
because there’s many a woman has to bear up ’ginst sech things these times, and
the Lord’ll take keer of us all.

“Don’t forgit about the socks and the shirts, child; and I’ve put a cup of
blackberry jam with yer bundle, because I know yeh like it above all things.
Good-by, Henry. Watch out, and be a good boy.”



He had, of course, been impatient under the ordeal of this speech. It had not
been quite what he expected, and he had borne it with an air of irritation. He
departed feeling vague relief

Still, when he had looked back from the gate, he had seen his mother kneeling
among the potato parings. Her brown face, upraised, was stained with tears, and
her spare form was quivering. He bowed his head and went on, feeling suddenly
ashamed of his purposes.

From his home he had gone to the seminary to bid adieu to many schoolmates.
They had thronged about him with wonder and admiration. He had felt the gulf
now between them and had swelled with calm pride. He and some of his fellows
who had donned blue were quite overwhelmed with privileges for all of one
afternoon, and it had been a very delicious thing. They had strutted.

A certain light haired girl had made vivacious fun at his martial spirit, but
there was another and darker girl whom he had gazed at steadfastly, and he
thought she grew demure and sad at sight of his blue and brass. As he had
walked down the path between the rows of oaks, he had turned his head and
detected her at a window watching his departure. As he perceived her, she had
immediately begun to stare up through the high tree branches at the sky. He had
seen a good deal of flurry and haste in her movement as she changed her
attitude. He often thought of it.

On the way to Washington his spirit had soared. The regiment was fed and
caressed at station after station until the youth had believed that he must be a
hero. There was a lavish expenditure of bread and cold meats, coffee, and
pickles and cheese. As he basked in the smiles of the girls and was patted and
complimented by the old men, he had felt growing within him the strength to do
mighty deeds of arms.

After complicated journeyings with many pauses, there had come months of
monotonous life in a camp. He had had the belief that real war was a series of
death struggles with small time in between for sleep and meals; but since his
regiment had come to the field the army had done little but sit still and try to
keep warm.

He was brought then gradually back to his old ideas. Greeklike struggles
would be no more. Men were better, or more timid. Secular and religious
education had effaced the throat-grappling instinct, or else firm finance held in
check the passions.

He had grown to regard himself merely as a part of a vast blue demonstration.
His province was to look out, as far as he could, for his personal comfort. For



recreation he could twiddle his thumbs and speculate on the thoughts which must
agitate the minds of the generals. Also, he was drilled and drilled and reviewed,
and drilled and drilled and reviewed.

The only foes he had seen were some pickets along the river bank. They were
a sun-tanned, philosophical lot, who sometimes shot reflectively at the blue
pickets. When reproached for this afterward, they usually expressed sorrow, and
swore by their gods that the guns had exploded without their permission. The

youth, on guard duty one night, conversed across the stream with one of them.”
He was a slightly ragged man, who spat skillfully between his shoes and
possessed a great fund of bland and infantile assurance. The youth liked him
personally.

“Yank,” the other had informed him, “yer a right dum good feller.” This
sentiment, floating to him upon the still air, had made him temporarily regret
war.

Various veterans had told him tales. Some talked of gray, be-whiskered hordes
who were advancing with relentless curses and chewing tobacco with
unspeakable valor; tremendous bodies of fierce soldiery who were sweeping

along like the Huns.? Others spoke of tattered and eternally hungry men who
fired despondent powders. “They’ll charge through hell’s fire an’ brimstone t’ git
a holt on a haversack, an’ sech stomachs ain’t a-lastin’ long,” he was told. From
the stories, the youth imagined the red, live bones sticking out through slits in
the faded uniforms.

Still, he could not put a whole faith in veterans’ tales, for recruits were their
prey. They talked much of smoke, fire, and blood, but he could not tell how

much might be lies. They persistently yelled “Fresh fish!” at him, and were in
no wise to be trusted.

However, he perceived now that it did not greatly matter what kind of soldiers
he was going to fight, so long as they fought, which fact no one disputed. There
was a more serious problem. He lay in his bunk pondering upon it. He tried to
mathematically prove to himself that he would not run from a battle.

Previously he had never felt obliged to wrestle too seriously with this
question. In his life he had taken certain things for granted, never challenging his
belief in ultimate success, and bothering little about means and roads. But here
he was confronted with a thing of moment. It had suddenly appeared to him that
perhaps in a battle he might run. He was forced to admit that as far as war was
concerned he knew nothing of himself

A sufficient time before he would have allowed the problem to kick its heels



at the outer portals of his mind, but now he felt compelled to give serious
attention to it.

A little panic-fear grew in his mind. As his imagination went forward to a
fight, he saw hideous possibilities. He contemplated the lurking menaces of the
future, and failed in an effort to see himself standing stoutly in the midst of them.
He recalled his visions of broken-bladed glory, but in the shadow of the
impending tumult he suspected them to be impossible pictures.

He sprang from the bunk and began to pace nervously to and fro. “Good Lord,
what’s th’ matter with me?” he said aloud.

He felt that in this crisis his laws of life were useless. Whatever he had learned
of himself was here of no avail. He was an unknown quantity. He saw that he
would again be obliged to experiment as he had in early youth. He must
accumulate information of himself, and meanwhilehe resolved to remain close
upon his guard lest those qualities of which he knew nothing should
everlastingly disgrace him. “Good Lord!” he repeated in dismay.

After a time the tall soldier slid dexterously through the hole. The loud private
followed. They were wrangling.

“That’s all right,” said the tall soldier as he entered. He waved his hand
expressively. “You can believe me or not, jest as you like. All you got to do is to
sit down and wait as quiet as you can. Then pretty soon you’ll find out I was
right.”

His comrade grunted stubbornly. For a moment he seemed to be searching for
a formidable reply. Finally he said: “Well, you don’t know everything in the
world, do you?”

“Didn’t say I knew everything in the world,” retorted the other sharply. He
began to stow various articles snugly into his knapsack.

The youth, pausing in his nervous walk, looked down at the busy figure.
“Going to be a battle, sure, is there, Jim?” he asked.

“Of course there is,” replied the tall soldier. “Of course there is.You jest wait
‘til to-morrow, and you’ll see one of the biggest battles ever was. You jest wait.”

“Thunder! said the youth.

“Oh, you’ll see fighting this time, my boy, what’ll be regular out-and-out
fighting,” added the tall soldier, with the air of a man who is about to exhibit a
battle for the benefit of his friends.

“Huh!” said the loud one from a corner.
“Well,” remarked the youth, “like as not this story’ll turn out jest like them



others did.”

“Not much it won‘t,” replied the tall soldier, exasperated. “Not much it won’t.
Didn’t the cavalry all start this morning?”Z He glared about him. No one denied
his statement. “The cavalry started this morning,” he continued. “They say there
ain’t hardly any cavalry left in camp. They’re going to Richmond, or some place,
while we fight all the Johnnies. € It’s some dodge like that. The regiment’s got
orders, too. A feller what seen em go to headquarters told me a little while ago.
And they’re raising blazes all over camp—anybody can see that.”

“Shucks!” said the loud one.

The youth remained silent for a time. At last he spoke to the tall soldier.
“Jim!”

“What?”

“How do you think the reg‘ment ’11 do?”

“Oh, they’ll fight all right, I guess, after they once get into it,” said the other
with cold judgment. He made a fine use of the third person. “There’s been heaps
of fun poked at ‘em because they’re new, of course, and all that; but they’ll fight
all right, I guess.”

“Think any of the boys ’1l run?” persisted the youth.

“Oh, there may be a few of ‘em run, but there’s them kind in every regiment,
’specially when they first goes under fire,” said the other in a tolerant way. “Of
course it might happen that the hull kit-and-boodled might start and run, if some
big fighting came first-off, and then again they might stay and fight like fun. But
you can’t bet on nothing. Of course they ain’t never been under fire yet, and it
ain’t likely they’ll lick the hull rebel army all-to-oncet the first time; but I think
they’ll fight better than some, if worse than others.That’s the way I figger.They
call the reg‘ment ’Fresh fish’ and everything; but the boys come of good stock,
and most of ‘em ’ll fight like sin after they oncet git shootin’,” he added, with a
mighty emphasis on the last four words.

“Oh, you think you know—" began the loud soldier with scorn.

The other turned savagely upon him. They had a rapid altercation, in which
they fastened upon each other various strange epithets.

The youth at last interrupted them. “Did you ever think you might run
yourself, Jim?” he asked. On concluding the sentence he laughed as if he had
meant to aim a joke. The loud soldier also giggled.

The tall private waved his hand. “Well,” said he profoundly, “I’ve thought it
might get too hot for Jim Conklin in some of them scrimmages, and if a whole



lot of boys started and run, why, I s‘pose I’d start and run. And if I once started
to run, I’d run like the devil, and no mistake. But if everybody was a-standing

and a-fighting, why, I’d stand and fight. Be jiminey,* I would. I’1l bet on it.”
“Huh!” said the loud one.
The youth of this tale felt gratitude for these words of his comrade. He had

feared that all of the untried men possessed a great and correct confidence. He
now was in a measure reassured.



CHAPTER 11

The next morning the youth discovered that his tall comrade had been the fast-
flying messenger of a mistake. There was much scoffing at the latter by those
who had yesterday been firm adherents of his views, and there was even a little
sneering by men who had never believed the rumor. The tall one fought with a

man from Chatfield Corners! and beat him severely.

The youth felt, however, that his problem was in no wise lifted from him.
There was, on the contrary, an irritating prolongation. The tale had created in
him a great concern for himself. Now, with the newborn question in his mind, he

was compelled to sink back into his old place as part of a blue demonstration.®

For days he made ceaseless calculations, but they were all wondrously
unsatisfactory. He found that he could establish nothing. He finally concluded
that the only way to prove himself was to go into the blaze, and then figuratively
to watch his legs to discover their merits and faults. He reluctantly admitted that
he could not sit still and with a mental slate and pencil derive an answer. To gain
it, he must have blaze, blood, and danger, even as a chemist requires this, that,
and the other. So he fretted for an opportunity.

Meanwhile he continually tried to measure himself by his comrades. The tall
soldier, for one, gave him some assurance. This man’s serene unconcern dealt
him a measure of confidence, for he had known him since childhood, and from
his intimate knowledge he did not see how he could be capable of anything that
was beyond him, the youth. Still, he thought that his comrade might be mistaken
about himself Or, on the other hand, he might be a man heretofore doomed to
peace and obscurity, but, in reality, made to shine in war.

The youth would have liked to have discovered another who suspected
himself A sympathetic comparison of mental notes would have been a joy to
him.

He occasionally tried to fathom a comrade with seductive sentences. He
looked about to find men in the proper mood. All attempts failed to bring forth
any statement which looked in any way like a confession to those doubts which
he privately acknowledged in himself. He was afraid to make an open
declaration of his concern, because he dreaded to place some unscrupulous

confidant upon the high plane of the unconfessed from which elevation he could
be derided.

In regard to his companions his mind wavered between two opinions,



according to his mood. Sometimes he inclined to believing them all heroes. In
fact, he usually admitted in secret the superior development of the higher
qualities in others. He could conceive of men going very insignificantly about
the world bearing a load of courage unseen, and although he had known many of
his comrades through boyhood, he began to fear that his judgment of them had
been blind. Then, in other moments, he flouted these theories, and assured
himself that his fellows were all privately wondering and quaking.

His emotions made him feel strange in the presence of men who talked
excitedly of a prospective battle as of a drama they were about to witness, with
nothing but eagerness and curiosity apparent in their faces. It was often that he
suspected them to be liars.

He did not pass such thoughts without severe condemnation of himself He
dinned reproaches at times. He was convicted by himself of many shameful
crimes against the gods of traditions.

In his great anxiety his heart was continually clamoring at what he considered
the intolerable slowness of the generals. They seemed content to perch tranquilly
on the river bank, and leave him bowed down by the weight of a great problem.
He wanted it settled forthwith. He could not long bear such a load, he said.
Sometimes his anger at the commanders reached an acute stage, and he
grumbled about the camp like a veteran.

One morning, however, he found himself in the ranks of his prepared
regiment. The men were whispering speculations and recounting the old rumors.
In the gloom before the break of the day their uniforms glowed a deep purple
hue. From across the river the red eyes were still peering. In the eastern sky there
was a yellow patch like a rug laid for the feet of the coming sun; and against it,

black and patternlike, loomed the gigantic figure of the colonel on a gigantic

horse .2

From off in the darkness came the trampling of feet. The youth could
occasionally see dark shadows that moved like monsters. The regiment stood at
rest for what seemed a long time. The youth grew impatient. It was unendurable
the way these affairs were managed. He wondered how long they were to be kept
waiting.

As he looked all about him and pondered upon the mystic gloom, he began to
believe that at any moment the ominous distance might be aflare, and the rolling
crashes of an engagement come to his ears. Staring once at the red eyes across
the river, he conceived them to be growing larger, as the orbs of a row of dragons
advancing. He turned toward the colonel and saw him lift his gigantic arm and



calmly stroke his mustache.

At last he heard from along the road at the foot of the hill the clatter of a
horse’s galloping hoofs. It must be the coming of orders. He bent forward, scarce
breathing. The exciting clickety-click, as it grew louder and louder, seemed to be
beating upon his soul. Presently a horseman with jangling equipment drew rein
before the colonel of the regiment. The two held a short, sharp-worded
conversation. The men in the foremost ranks craned their necks.

As the horseman wheeled his animal and galloped away he turned to shout
over his shoulder, “Don’t forget that box of cigars! "The colonel mumbled in
reply. The youth wondered what a box of cigars had to do with war.

A moment later the regiment went swinging off into the darkness. It was now
like one of those moving monsters wending with many feet. The air was heavy,
and cold with dew. A mass of wet grass, marched upon, rustled like silk.

There was an occasional flash and glimmer of steel from the backs of all these
huge crawling reptiles. From the road came creakings and grumblings as some
surly guns were dragged away.

The men stumbled along still muttering speculations. There was a subdued
debate. Once a man fell down, and as he reached for his rifle a comrade,
unseeing, trod upon his hand. He of the injured fingers swore bitterly and aloud.
A low, tittering laugh went among his fellows.

Presently they passed into a roadway and marched forward with easy strides.
A dark regiment moved before them, and from behind also came the tinkle of
equipments on the bodies of marching men.

The rushing yellow of the developing day went on behind their backs. When
the sunrays at last struck full and mellowingly upon the earth, the youth saw that
the landscape was streaked with two long, thin, black columns which
disappeared on the brow of a hill in front and rearward vanished in a wood. They
were like two serpents crawling from the cavern of the night.

The river was not in view. The tall soldier burst into praises of what he
thought to be his powers of perception.

Some of the tall one’s companions cried with emphasis that they, too, had
evolved the same thing, and they congratulated themselves upon it. But there
were others who said that the tall one’s plan was not the true one at all. They
persisted with other theories. There was a vigorous discussion.

The youth took no part in them. As he walked along in careless line he was

engaged with his own eternal debate. He could not hinder himself from dwelling
upon it. He was despondent and sullen, and threw shifting glances about him. He



looked ahead, often expecting to hear from the advance the rattle of firing.

But the long serpents crawled slowly from hill to hill without bluster of
smoke. A dun-colored cloud of dust floated away to the right. The sky overhead
was of a fairy blue.

The youth studied the faces of his companions, ever on the watch to detect
kindred emotions. He suffered disappointment. Some ardor of the air which was
causing the veteran commands to move with glee—almost with song—had
infected the new regiment. The men began to speak of victory as of a thing they
knew. Also, the tall soldier received his vindication. They were certainly going

to come around in behind the enemy.!? They expressed commiseration for that
part of the army which had been left upon the river bank, felicitating themselves
upon being a part of a blasting host.

The youth, considering himself as separated from the others, was saddened by
the blithe and merry speeches that went from rank to rank. The company wags
all made their best endeavors. The regiment tramped to the tune of laughter.

The blatant soldier often convulsed whole files by his biting sar casms aimed
at the tall one.

And it was not long before all the men seemed to forget their mission. Whole
brigades grinned in unison, and regiments laughed.

A rather fat soldier attempted to pilfer a horse from a dooryard. He planned to
load his knapsack upon it. He was escaping with his prize when a young girl
rushed from the house and grabbed the animal’s mane. There followed a
wrangle. The young girl, with pink cheeks and shining eyes, stood like a
dauntless statue.

The observant regiment, standing at rest in the roadway, whooped at once, and
entered whole-souled upon the side of the maiden. The men became so
engrossed in this affair that they entirely ceased to remember their own large
war. They jeered the piratical private, and called attention to various defects in
his personal appearance; and they were wildly enthusiastic in support of the
young girl.

To her, from some distance, came bold advice. “Hit him with a stick.”

There were crows and catcalls showered upon him when he retreated without
the horse. The regiment rejoiced at his downfall. Loud and vociferous
congratulations were showered upon the maiden, who stood panting and
regarding the troops with defiance.

At nightfall the column broke into regimental pieces, and the fragments went
into the fields to camp. Tents sprang up like strange plants. Camp fires, like red,



peculiar blossoms, dotted the night.

The youth kept from intercourse with his companions as much as
circumstances would allow him. In the evening he wandered a few paces into the
gloom. From this little distance the many fires, with the black forms of men
passing to and fro before the crimson rays, made weird and satanic effects.

He lay down in the grass. The blades pressed tenderly against his cheek. The
moon had been lighted and was hung in a treetop. The liquid stillness of the
night enveloping him made him feel vast pity for himself There was a caress in
the soft winds; and the whole mood of the darkness, he thought, was one of
sympathy for himself in his distress.

He wished, without reserve, that he was at home again making the endless
rounds from the house to the barn, from the barn to the fields, from the fields to
the barn, from the barn to the house. He remembered he had often cursed the
brindle cow and her mates, and had sometimes flung milking stools. But, from
his present point of view, there was a halo of happiness about each of their
heads, and he would have sacrificed all the brass buttons on the continent to
have been enabled to return to them. He told himself that he was not formed for
a soldier. And he mused seriously upon the radical differences between himself
and those men who were dodging implike around the fires.

As he mused thus he heard the rustle of grass, and, upon turning his head,
discovered the loud soldier. He called out, “Oh, Wilson! ”

The latter approached and looked down. “Why, hello, Henry; is it you? What
you doing here?”

“Oh, thinking,” said the youth.

The other sat down and carefully lighted his pipe. “You’re getting blue, my
boy. You’re looking thundering peeked. What the dickens® is wrong with you?”

“Oh, nothing,” said the youth.

The loud soldier launched then into the subject of the anticipated fight. “Oh,
we’ve got ‘em now!” As he spoke his boyish face was wreathed in a gleeful
smile, and his voice had an exultant ring. “We’ve got ’em now. At last, by the
eternal thunders, we’ll lick ‘em good!”

“If the truth was known,” he added, more soberly, “they’ve licked us about
every clip up to now;X but this time—this time—we’ll lick ‘em good!”

“I thought you was objecting to this march a little while ago,” said the youth
coldly.

“Oh, it wasn’t that,” explained the other. “I don’t mind marching, if there’s



going to be fighting at the end of it. What I hate is this getting moved here and
moved there, with no good coming of it, as far as I can see, excepting sore feet
and damned short rations.”

“Well, Jim Conklin says we’ll get a plenty of fighting this time.”

“He’s right for once, I guess, though I can’t see how it come. This time we’re
in for a big battle, and we’ve got the best end of it, certain sure. Gee rod!! how
we will thump ‘em!”

He arose and began to pace to and fro excitedly. The thrill of his enthusiasm
made him walk with an elastic step. He was sprightly, vigorous, fiery in his
belief in success. He looked into the future with clear, proud eye, and he swore
with the air of an old soldier.

The youth watched him for a moment in silence. When he finally spoke his
voice was as bitter as dregs. “Oh, you’re going to do great things, I s‘pose!”

The loud soldier blew a thoughtful cloud of smoke from his pipe. “Oh, I don’t
know,” he remarked with dignity; “I don’t know. I s‘pose I’ll do as well as the
rest. I’'m going to try like thunder.” He evidently complimented himself upon the
modesty of this statement.

“How do you know you won’t run when the time comes?” asked the youth.
“Run?” said the loud one; “run?—of course not!” He laughed.

“Well,” continued the youth, “lots of good-a-‘nough men have thought they
was going to do great things before the fight, but when the time come they
skedaddled.”

“Oh, that’s all true, I s‘pose,” replied the other; “but I’'m not going to

skedaddle.! The man that bets on my running will lose his money, that’s all.” He
nodded confidently.

“Oh, shucks!” said the youth. “You ain’t the bravest man in the world, are
you?”

“No, I ain‘t,” exclaimed the loud soldier indignantly; “and I didn’t say I was
the bravest man in the world, neither. I said I was going to do my share of
fighting—that’s what I said. And I am, too. Who are you, anyhow?You talk as if
you thought you was Napoleon Bonaparte.”12 He glared at the youth for a
moment, and then strode away.

The youth called in a savage voice after his comrade: “Well, you needn’t git
mad about it!” But the other continued on his way and made no reply.

He felt alone in space when his injured comrade had disappeared. His failure
to discover any mite of resemblance in their view points made him more



miserable than before. No one seemed to be wrestling with such a terrific
personal problem. He was a mental outcast.

He went slowly to his tent and stretched himself on a blanket by the side of
the snoring tall soldier. In the darkness he saw visions of a thousand-tongued
fear that would babble at his back and cause him to flee, while others were going
coolly about their country’s business. He admitted that he would not be able to
cope with this monster. He felt that every nerve in his body would be an ear to
hear the voices, while other men would remain stolid and deaf

And as he sweated with the pain of these thoughts, he could hear low, serene
sentences. “I’ll bid five.” “Make it six.” “Seven.” “Seven goes.”13

He stared at the red, shivering reflection of a fire on the white wall of his tent
until, exhausted and ill from the monotony of his suffering, he fell asleep.



CHAPTER III

When another night came the columns, changed to purple streaks, filed across
two pontoon bridges. A glaring fire wine-tinted the waters of the river. Its rays,
shining upon the moving masses of troops, brought forth here and there sudden
gleams of silver or gold. Upon the other shore a dark and mysterious range of
hills was curved against the sky. The insect voices of the night sang solemnly.

After this crossing the youth assured himself that at any moment they might
be suddenly and fearfully assaulted from the caves of the lowering woods. He
kept his eyes watchfully upon the darkness.

But his regiment went unmolested to a camping place, and its soldiers slept
the brave sleep of wearied men. In the morning they were routed out with early
energy, and hustled along a narrow road that led deep into the forest.

It was during this rapid march that the regiment lost many of the marks of a
new command.

The men had begun to count the miles upon their fingers, and they grew tired.
“Sore feet an’ damned short rations, that’s all,” said the loud soldier. There was
perspiration and grumblings. After a time they began to shed their knapsacks.
Some tossed them unconcernedly down; others hid them carefully, asserting their
plans to return for them at some convenient time. Men extricated themselves
from thick shirts. Presently few carried anything but their necessary clothing,
blankets, haversacks, canteens, and arms and ammunition. “You can now eat and
shoot,” said the tall soldier to the youth. “That’s all you want to do.”

There was sudden change from the ponderous infantry of theory to the light
and speedy infantry of practice. The regiment, relieved of a burden, received a
new impetus. But there was much loss of valuable knapsacks, and, on the whole,
very good shirts.1#

But the regiment was not yet veteranlike in appearance. Veteran regiments in
the army were likely to be very small aggregations of men. Once, when the
command had first come to the field, some perambula‘ing veterans, noting the
length of their column, had accosted them thus: “Hey, fellers, what brigade is
that?” And when the men had replied that they formed a regiment and not a

brigade, the older soldiers had laughed, and said, “O Gawd!”12
Also, there was too great a similarity in the hats. The hats of a regiment

should properly represent the history of headgear for a period of years. And,
moreover, there were no letters of faded gold speaking from the colors. They



were new and beautiful, and the color bearer habitually oiled the pole.

Presently the army again sat down to think. The odor of the peaceful pines
was in the men’s nostrils. The sound of monotonous axe blows rang through the
forest, and the insects, nodding upon their perches, crooned like old women. The
youth returned to his theory of a blue demonstration.

One gray dawn, however, he was kicked in the leg by the tall soldier, and then,
before he was entirely awake, he found himself running down a wood road in the
midst of men who were panting from the first effects of speed. His canteen
banged rhythmically upon his thigh, and his haversack bobbed softly. His
musket bounced a trifle from his shoulder at each stride and made his cap feel
uncertain upon his head.

He could hear the men whisper jerky sentences: “Say—what’s all this—
about?” “What th’ thunder—we—skedaddlin’ this way fer?” “Billie—keep off
m’ feet. Yeh run—Ilike a cow.” And the loud soldier’s shrill voice could be heard:
“What th’ devil they in sich a hurry for?”

The youth thought the damp fog of early morning moved from the rush of a
great body of troops. From the distance came a sudden spatter of firing.

He was bewildered. As he ran with his comrades he strenuously tried to think,
but all he knew was that if he fell down those coming behind would tread upon
him. All his faculties seemed to be needed to guide him over and past
obstructions. He felt carried along by a mob.

The sun spread disclosing rays, and, one by one, regiments burst into view
like armed men just born of the earth. The youth perceived that the time had
come. He was about to be measured. For a moment he felt in the face of his great
trial like a babe, and the flesh over his heart seemed very thin. He seized time to
look about him calculatingly.

But he instantly saw that it would be impossible for him to escape from the
regiment. It inclosed him. And there were iron laws of tradition and law on four
sides. He was in a moving box.

As he perceived this fact it occurred to him that he had never wished to come
to the war. He had not enlisted of his free will. He had been dragged by the
merciless government. And now they were taking him out to be slaughtered.

The regiment slid down a bank and wallowed across a little stream. The
mournful current moved slowly on, and from the water, shaded black, some
white bubble eyes looked at the men.

As they climbed the hill on the farther side artillery began to boom. Here the
youth forgot many things as he felt a sudden impulse of curiosity. He scrambled



up the bank with a speed that could not be exceeded by a bloodthirsty man.
He expected a battle scene.

There were some little fields girted and squeezed by a forest. Spread over the
grass and in among the tree trunks, he could see knots and waving lines of

skirmishers who were running hither and thither and firing at the landscape.l® A
dark battle line lay upon a sunstruck clearing that gleamed orange color. A flag
fluttered.

Other regiments floundered up the bank. The brigade was formed in line of
battle, and after a pause started slowly through the woods in the rear of the
receding skirmishers, who were continually melting into the scene to appear
again farther on. They were always busy as bees, deeply absorbed in their little
combats.

The youth tried to observe everything. He did not use care to avoid trees and
branches, and his forgotten feet were constantly knocking against stones or
getting entangled in briers. He was aware that these battalions with their
commotions were woven red and startling into the gentle fabric of softened
greens and browns. It looked to be a wrong place for a battlefield.

The skirmishers in advance fascinated him. Their shots into thickets and at
distant and prominent trees spoke to him of tragedies—hidden, mysterious,
solemn.

Once the line encountered the body of a dead soldier. He lay upon his back
staring at the sky. He was dressed in an awkward suit of yellowish brown. The
youth could see that the soles of his shoes had been worn to the thinness of
writing paper, and from a great rent in one the dead foot projected piteously. And
it was as if fate had betrayed the soldier. In death it exposed to his enemies that
poverty which in life he had perhaps concealed from his friends.

The ranks opened covertly to avoid the corpse. The invulnerable dead man
forced a way for himself The youth looked keenly at the ashen face. The wind
raised the tawny beard. It moved as if a hand were stroking it. He vaguely
desired to walk around and around the body and stare; the impulse of the living
to try to read in dead eyes the answer to the Question.

During the march the ardor which the youth had acquired when out of view of
the field rapidly faded to nothing. His curiosity was quite easily satisfied. If an
intense scene had caught him with its wild swing as he came to the top of the
bank, he might have gone roaring on. This advance upon Nature was too calm.
He had opportunity to reflect. He had time in which to wonder about himself and
to attempt to probe his sensations.



Absurd ideas took hold upon him. He thought that he did not relish the
landscape. It threatened him. A coldness swept over his back, and it is true that
his trousers felt to him that they were no fit for his legs at all.

A house standing placidly in distant fields had to him an ominous look. The
shadows of the woods were formidable. He was certain that in this vista there
lurked fierce-eyed hosts. The swift thought came to him that the generals did not
know what they were about. It was all a trap. Suddenly those close forests would
bristle with rifle barrels. Ironlike brigades would appear in the rear. They were
all going to be sacrificed. The generals were stupids. The enemy would presently
swallow the whole command. He glared about him, expecting to see the stealthy
approach of his death.

He thought that he must break from the ranks and harangue his comrades.
They must not all be killed like pigs; and he was sure it would come to pass
unless they were informed of these dangers. The generals were idiots to send
them marching into a regular pen. There was but one pair of eyes in the corps.
He would step forth and make a speech. Shrill and passionate words came to his
lips.

The line, broken into moving fragments by the ground, went calmly on
through fields and woods. The youth looked at the men nearest him, and saw, for
the most part, expressions of deep interest, as if they were investigating
something that had fascinated them. One or two stepped with overvaliant airs as
if they were already plunged into war. Others walked as upon thin ice. The
greater part of the untested men appeared quiet and absorbed. They were going
to look at war, the red animal—war, the blood-swollen god. And they were
deeply engrossed in this march.

As he looked the youth gripped his outcry at his throat. He saw that even if the
men were tottering with fear they would laugh at his warning. They would jeer
him, and, if practicable, pelt him with missiles. Admitting that he might be
wrong, a frenzied declamation of the kind would turn him into a worm.

He assumed, then, the demeanor of one who knows that he is doomed alone to
unwritten responsibilities. He lagged, with tragic glances at the sky.

He was surprised presently by the young lieutenant of his company, who
began heartily to beat him with a sword, calling out in a loud and insolent voice:

“Come, young man, get up into ranks there. No skulking’ll do here.”l He
mended his pace with suitable haste. And he hated the lieutenant, who had no
appreciation of fine minds. He was a mere brute.

After a time the brigade was halted in the cathedral light of a forest. 1 The



busy skirmishers were still popping. Through the aisles of the wood could be
seen the floating smoke from their rifles. Sometimes it went up in little balls,
white and compact.

During this halt many men in the regiment began erecting tiny hills in front of
them. They used stones, sticks, earth, and anything they thought might turn a
bullet. Some built comparatively large ones, while others seemed content with
little ones.

This procedure caused a discussion among the men. Some wished to fight like
duelists, believing it to be correct to stand erect and be, from their feet to their
foreheads, a mark. They said they scorned the devices of the cautious. But the
others scoffed in reply, and pointed to the veterans on the flanks who were
digging at the ground like terriers. In a short time there was quite a barricade
along the regimental fronts. Directly, however, they were ordered to withdraw
from that place.

This astounded the youth. He forgot his stewing over the advance movement.
“Well, then, what did they march us out here for?” he demanded of the tall
soldier. The latter with calm faith began a heavy explanation, although he had
been compelled to leave a little protection of stones and dirt to which he had
devoted much care and skill.

When the regiment was aligned in another position each man’s regard for his
safety caused another line of small intrenchments. They ate their noon meal
behind a third one. They were moved from this one also. They were marched
from place to place with apparent aimlessness.

The youth had been taught that a man became another thing in a battle. He
saw his salvation in such a change. Hence this waiting was an ordeal to him. He
was in a fever of impatience. He considered that there was denoted a lack of
purpose on the part of the generals. He began to complain to the tall soldier. “I
can’t stand this much longer,” he cried. “I don’t see what good it does to make us
wear out our legs for nothin‘.” He wished to return to camp, knowing that this
affair was a blue demonstration; or else to go into a battle and discover that he
had been a fool in his doubts, and was, in truth, a man of traditional courage. The

strain of present circumstances he felt to be intolerable.

The philosophical tall soldier measured a sandwich of cracker and pork and
swallowed it in a nonchalant manner. “Oh, I suppose we must go reconnoitering
around the country jest to keep ‘em from getting too close, or to develop ’em, or
something.”

“Huh!” said the loud soldier.



“Well,” cried the youth, still fidgeting, “I’d rather do anything ‘most than go
tramping ’round the country all day doing no good to nobody and jest tiring
ourselves out.”

“So would 1,” said the loud soldier. “It ain’t right. I tell you if anybody with
any sense was a-runnin’ this army it—"

“Oh, shut up!” roared the tall private. “You little fool. You little damn’ cuss.
You ain’t had that there coat and them pants on for six months, and yet you talk
as if—”

“Well, I wanta do some fighting anyway,” interrupted the other. “I didn’t come
here to walk. I could ‘ave walked to home—’round an ‘round the barn, if I jest
wanted to walk.”

The tall one, red-faced, swallowed another sandwich as if taking poison in
despair.

But gradually, as he chewed, his face became again quiet and contented. He
could not rage in fierce argument in the presence of such sandwiches. During his
meals he always wore an air of blissful contemplation of the food he had
swallowed. His spirit seemed then to be communing with the viands.

He accepted new environment and circumstance with great coolness, eating
from his haversack at every opportunity. On the march he went along with the
stride of a hunter, objecting to neither gait nor distance. And he had not raised
his voice when he had been ordered away from three little protective piles of
earth and stone, each of which had been an engineering feat worthy of being
made sacred to the name of his grandmother.

In the afternoon the regiment went out over the same ground it had taken in
the morning. The landscape then ceased to threaten the youth. He had been close
to it and become familiar with it.

When, however, they began to pass into a new region, his old fears of
stupidity and incompetence reassailed him, but this time he doggedly let them
babble. He was occupied with his problem, and in his desperation he concluded
that the stupidity did not greatly matter.

Once he thought he had concluded that it would be better to get killed directly
and end his troubles. Regarding death thus out of the corner of his eye, he
conceived it to be nothing but rest, and he was filled with a momentary
astonishment that he should have made an extraordinary commotion over the
mere matter of getting killed. He would die; he would go to some place where he
would be understood. It was useless to expect appreciation of his profound and
fine senses from such men as the lieutenant. He must look to the grave for



comprehension.

The skirmish fire increased to a long clattering sound. With it was mingled
far-away cheering. A battery spoke.

Directly the youth would see the skirmishers running. They were pursued by
the sound of musketry fire. After a time the hot, dangerous flashes of the rifles
were visible. Smoke clouds went slowly and insolently across the fields like
observant phantoms. The din became crescendo, like the roar of an oncoming
train.

A brigade ahead of them and on the right went into action with a rending roar.
It was as if it had exploded. And thereafter it lay stretched in the distance behind
a long gray wall, that one was obliged to look twice at to make sure that it was
smoke.

The youth, forgetting his neat plan of getting killed, gazed spell bound. His
eyes grew wide and busy with the action of the scene. His mouth was a little
ways open.

Of a sudden he felt a heavy and sad hand laid upon his shoulder. Awakening
from his trance of observation he turned and beheld the loud soldier.

“It’s my first and last battle, old boy,” said the latter, with intense gloom. He
was quite pale and his girlish lip was trembling.

“Eh?” murmured the youth in great astonishment.

“It’s my first and last battle, old boy,” continued the loud soldier. “Something
tells me—”

“What?”
“I’m a gone coonk this first time and—and I w-want you to take these here

things—to—my—folks.” He ended in a quavering sob of pity for himself. He
handed the youth a little packet done up in a yellow envelope.

“Why, what the devil—” began the youth again.

But the other gave him a glance as from the depths of a tomb, and raised his
limp hand in a prophetic manner and turned away.



CHAPTER IV

The brigade was halted in the fringe of a grove. The men crouched among the
trees and pointed their restless guns out at the fields. They tried to look beyond
the smoke.

Out of this haze they could see running men. Some shouted information and
gestured as they hurried.

The men of the new regiment watched and listened eagerly, while their
tongues ran on in gossip of the battle. They mouthed rumors that had flown like
birds out of the unknown.

“They say Perry has been driven in with big loss.”

“Yes, Carrott went t’ th’ hospital. He said he was sick. That smart lieutenant is
commanding ‘G’ Company. 12 Th’ boys say they won’t be under Carrott no more

if they all have t’ desert. They allus knew he was a—"

“Hannises’ batt‘ry is took.”2’

“It ain’t either. I saw Hannises’ batt‘ry off on th’ left not more’n fifteen
minutes ago.”

“Well—”

“Th’ general, he ses he is goin’ t’ take th’ hull cammand of th’ 304th when we
go inteh action, an’ then he ses we’ll do sech fightin’ as never another one
reg‘ment done.”2.

“They say we’re catchin’ it over on th’ left. They say th’ enemy driv’ our line
inteh a devil of a swamp an’ took Hannises’ batt‘ry.”

“No sech thing. Hannises’ batt‘ry was ’long here ‘bout a minute ago.”

“That young Hasbrouck, he makes a good off‘cer. He ain’t afraid ’a nothin’ .”

“I met one of th’ 148th Maine boys an’ he ses his brigade fit th’ hull rebel
army fer four hours over on th’ turnpike road! an’ killed about five thousand of
‘em. He ses one more sech fight as that an’ th’ war ’ll be over.”

“Bill wasn’t scared either. No, sir! It wasn’t that. Bill ain’t a-gittin’ scared
easy. He was jest mad, that’s what he was. When that feller trod on his hand, he
up an’ sed that he was willin’ t’ give his hand t’ his country, but he be dumbed if
he was goin’ t’ have every dumb bush-whacker in th’ kentry walkin’ ‘round on it.
Se he went t’ th’ hospital dis regardless of th’ fight. Three fingers was crunched.
Th’ dern doctor wanted t’ amputate 'm, an’ Bill, he raised a heluva row, I hear.



He’s a funny feller.”

The din in front swelled to a tremendous chorus. The youth and his fellows
were frozen to silence. They could see a flag that tossed in the smoke angrily.
Near it were the blurred and agitated forms of troops. There came a turbulent
stream of men across the fields. A battery changing position at a frantic gallop
scattered the stragglers right and left.

A shell screaming like a storm banshee™ went over the huddled heads of the
reserves. It landed in the grove, and exploding redly flung the brown earth.
There was a little shower of pine needles.

Bullets began to whistle among the branches and nip at the trees. Twigs and
leaves came sailing down. It was as if a thousand axes, wee and invisible, were
being wielded. Many of the men were constantly dodging and ducking their
heads.

The lieutenant of the youth’s company was shot in the hand. He began to
swear so wondrously that a nervous laugh went along the regimental line. The
officer’s profanity sounded conventional. It relieved the tightened senses of the
new men. It was as if he had hit his fingers with a tack hammer at home.

He held the wounded member carefully away from his side so that the blood
would not drip upon his trousers.

The captain of the company, tucking his sword under his arm, produced a
handkerchief and began to bind with it the lieutenant’s wound. And they
disputed as to how the binding should be done.

The battle flag in the distance jerked about madly. It seemed to be struggling

to free itself from an agony. The billowing smoke was filled with horizontal
flashes.

Men running swiftly emerged from it. They grew in numbers until it was seen
that the whole command was fleeing. The flag suddenly sank down as if dying.
Its motion as it fell was a gesture of despair.

Wild yells came from behind the walls of smoke. A sketch in gray and red
dissolved into a moblike body of men who galloped like wild horses.

The veteran regiments on the right and left of the 304th immediately began to
jeer. With the passionate song of the bullets and the banshee shrieks of shells
were mingled loud catcalls and bits of facetious advice concerning places of
safety.

But the new regiment was breathless with horror. “Gawd! Saunders’s got

crushed!” whispered the man at the youth’s elbow. They shrank back and
crouched as if compelled to await a flood.



The youth shot a swift glance along the blue ranks of the regiment. The
profiles were motionless, carven; and afterward he remembered that the color
sergeant was standing with his legs apart, as if he expected to be pushed to the
ground.

The following throng went whirling around the flank. Here and there were
officers carried along on the stream like exasperated chips. They were striking
about them with their swords and with their left fists, punching every head they
could reach. They cursed like highway-men.

A mounted officer displayed the furious anger of a spoiled child. He raged
with his head, his arms, and his legs.

Another, the commander of the brigade, was galloping about bawling. His hat
was gone and his clothes were awry. He resembled a man who has come from
bed to go to a fire. The hoofs of his horse often threatened the heads of the
running men, but they scampered with singular fortune. In this rush they were
apparently all deaf and blind. They heeded not the largest and longest of the
oaths that were thrown at them from all directions.

Frequently over this tumult could be heard the grim jokes of the critical
veterans; but the retreating men apparently were not even conscious of the
presence of an audience.

The battle reflection that shone for an instant in the faces on the mad current
made the youth feel that forceful hands from heaven would not have been able to
have held him in place if he could have got intelligent control of his legs.

There was an appalling imprint upon these faces. The struggle in the smoke
had pictured an exaggeration of itself on the bleached cheeks and in the eyes
wild with one desire.

The sight of this stampede exerted a floodlike force that seemed able to drag
sticks and stones and men from the ground. They of the reserves had to hold on.
They grew pale and firm, and red and quaking.

The youth achieved one little thought in the midst of this chaos. The
composite monster which had caused the other troops to flee had not then
appeared. He resolved to get a view of it, and then, he thought he might very
likely run better than the best of them.



CHAPTER V

There were moments of waiting. The youth thought of the village street at home
before the arrival of the circus parade on a day in the spring. He remembered
how he had stood, a small, thrillful boy, prepared to follow the dingy lady upon
the white horse, or the band in its faded chariot. He saw the yellow road, the
lines of expectant people, and the sober houses. He particularly remembered an
old fellow who used to sit upon a cracker box in front of the store and feign to
despise such exhibitions. A thousand details of color and form surged in his
mind. The old fellow upon the cracker box appeared in middle prominence.

Some one cried, “Here they come!”

There was rustling and muttering among the men. They displayed a feverish
desire to have every possible cartridge ready to their hands. The boxes were
pulled around into various positions, and adjusted with great care. It was as if
seven hundred new bonnets were being tried on.

The tall soldier, having prepared his rifle, produced a red handkerchief of
some kind. He was engaged in knitting it about his throat with exquisite attention
to its position, when the cry was repeated up and down the line in a muffled roar
of sound.

“Here they come! Here they come!” Gun locks clicked.

Across the smoke-infested fields came a brown swarm of running men who
were giving shrill yells. They came on, stooping and swinging their rifles at all
angles. A flag, tilted forward, sped near the front.

As he caught sight of them the youth was momentarily startled by a thought
that perhaps his gun was not loaded. He stood trying to rally his faltering
intellect so that he might recollect the moment when he had loaded, but he could
not.

A hatless general pulled his dripping horse to a stand near the colonel of the
304th. He shook his fist in the other’s face. “You’ve got to hold ‘em back!” he

shouted, savagely; “you’ve got to hold ’em back!”22

In his agitation the colonel began to stammer. “A-all r-right, General, all right,
by Gawd! We-we’ll do our—we-we‘U d-d-do—do our best, General.” The
general made a passionate gesture and galloped away. The colonel, perchance to
relieve his feelings, began to scold like a wet parrot. The youth, turning swiftly
to make sure that the rear was unmolested, saw the commander regarding his
men in a highly resentful manner, as if he regretted above everything his



association with them.

The man at the youth’s elbow was mumbling, as if to himself: “Oh, we’re in
for it now! oh, we’re in for it now!”

The captain of the company had been pacing excitedly to and fro in the rear.
He coaxed in schoolmistress fashion, as to a congregation of boys with primers.
His talk was an endless repetition. “Reserve your fire, boys—don’t shoot till I
tell you—save your fire—wait till they get close up—don’t be damned fools—"

Perspiration streamed down the youth’s face, which was soiled like that of a
weeping urchin. He frequently, with a nervous movement, wiped his eyes with
his coat sleeve. His mouth was still a little way open.

He got the one glance at the foe-swarming field in front of him, and instantly

ceased to debate the question of his piece being loaded.22 Before he was ready to
begin—before he had announced to himself that he was about to nght—he threw
the obedient, well-balanced rifle into position and fired a first wild shot. Directly
he was working at his weapon like an automatic affair.

He suddenly lost concern for himself, and forgot to look at a menacing fate.
He became not a man but a member. He felt that something of which he was a
part—a regiment, an army, a cause, or a country—was in a crisis. He was welded
into a common personality which was dominated by a single desire. For some
moments he could not flee no more than a little finger can commit a revolution
from a hand.

If he had thought the regiment was about to be annihilated perhaps he could
have amputated himself from it. But its noise gave him assurance. The regiment
was like a firework that, once ignited, proceeds superior to circumstances until
its blazing vitality fades. It wheezed and banged with a mighty power. He
pictured the ground before it as strewn with the discomfited.

There was a consciousness always of the presence of his comrades about him.
He felt the subtle battle brotherhood more potent even than the cause for which
they were fighting. It was a mysterious fraternity born of the smoke and danger
of death.

He was at a task. He was like a carpenter who has made many boxes, making
still another box, only there was furious haste in his movements. He, in his
thought, was careering off in other places, even as the carpenter who as he works
whistles and thinks of his friend or his enemy, his home or a saloon. And these
jolted dreams were never perfect to him afterward, but remained a mass of
blurred shapes.

Presently he began to feel the effects of the war atmosphere—a blistering



sweat, a sensation that his eyeballs were about to crack like hot stones. A
burning roar filled his ears.

Following this came a red rage. He developed the acute exasperation of a
pestered animal, a well-meaning cow worried by dogs. He had a mad feeling
against his rifle, which could only be used against one life at a time. He wished
to rush forward and strangle with his fingers. He craved a power that would
enable him to make a world-sweeping gesture and brush all back. His impotency
appeared to him, and made his rage into that of a driven beast.

Buried in the smoke o