Chapter One
September Morn, 1861

Two young girls, five and seven, hovered beside their mother on the porch of their rough-cut Minnesota prairie home. Submerged in the utter quiet and dark that surrounded them, miles from any neighbors, all three stared up into the vast star-lit sky. They shivered, perhaps more from their uncertain future as from the advancing night's chill air.

A third child, a six-month old boy, was fast asleep inside the log dwelling, oblivious to the turmoil then churning the emotions of the female members of his family. Far beyond his infant comprehension lay the fact that the only other male member in the family, his father, was gone...gone to war...a war, yes, to preserve the Union...but a war that now severed the fatherly protection, comfort, and strength his presence had always provided.

So, mother and daughters pondered. How would all the daily chores get done? What about the spring and summer field work if he wasn't back as he promised? And him...where was he this night? Or where might he be all the nights until his return? And worst of all...what would happen to them if he didn't return? Could they even survive without him?

Tears escaped down the three faces as each struggled at her own level, with no clear answers to their questions. All Ma could offer was a soft assurance: “We'll be alright.  He'll come back, then everythin'll be good again. We're just not gonna think about bad things for now...”

With that, they circled into a comforting embrace, re-entered the single room they called their “shanty,” and faced individually that first of many nights of fitful sleep and troubled dreams.

                                                              *      *      *   

 That day, September 25, 1861, had begun much earlier, not long after the sun had broken through the mist laying heavy across their prairie wilderness. The younger of the two daughters, Ida May, was hiding in the hay loft of the barn, unwilling to face this day of separation. As she softly sobbed, she called up the memory of that spring evening five months before. Her father had ridden back from town with news of a war about to begin.  She could still see him as he jumped off Ol' Jim, waving a newspaper over his head. He had called his wife and two young daughters together in the yard to tell them what had happened down in South Carolina.

Not quite five at the time, this was Ida May’s earliest clear memory of life on the southeastern Minnesota prairie. It was no doubt imprinted by the intensity of the emotional exchanges which began that night between her parents.

She was far too young to understand the issues that caused South Carolinian troops to fire on the small island Federal fort in Charleston Harbor that April of 1861. Neither could she understand the consequences of the events which followed. For instance, her father had brought home additional newspaper stories about “Secession,” “War,” and “Bull Run.” But what was clear to her was how passionate her parents became over those events…her father more angry, her mother more fearful.

Then six weeks ago her father, Brainard Griffin, brought home some news the consequences of which she did understand. President Lincoln had asked for a hundred thousand more volunteers to go fight in this war. After only a brief deliberation, her father had decided he must say yes to the President’s call.

That’s when the real trouble between her mother and father began, for Philinda Minerva did not want her husband to go. The issue wasn’t discussed, it was argued, loudly and constantly. It was even argued in front of their three children:  Ida May, her two-years older sister, Alice, and their six-month old baby brother, Edgar Lincoln. The two sides were basically “What will happen to our Union if I don’t go?” and “What will happen to your family if you do go?”

Now she was up in the barn remembering it all, for the day of her father’s departure to join up had come—Wednesday, September 23, 1861—and she didn’t want to face it. Deep down she knew that her hiding wouldn’t keep him from going, but at five what else could she do?

“Ida May! Ida May!” Alice’s voice grew louder and more insistent with each call as she approached the small red barn. Their milking Jersey, Rosie, and her twin male calves named Dime and Duke, had been led out to pasture following the morning milking. They joined the eight head of yearling beef cattle being raised for cash on the prairie grassland not yet plowed for growing grains. Both sows and their litters of nearly-grown pigs had disappeared even earlier to forage in the nearby stand of red oak, sugar maple, and hickory nut trees. And all thirty-something chickens, of various sizes and colors, had scattered from their coop attached to the barn at the first light of day. Their clucking and scratching for bugs and seeds in the tall prairie grass surrounding the house would continue until nightfall. So the barn where Ida May hid, with its broad twin doors shut, was for now empty, quiet, and nearly dark inside.

Opening one of the doors just a bit, Alice stuck her head in. “Ida May, I know you’re in here! Come on out...now!” Her voice then softened to a gentle pleading: “Pa’s got to leave soon, and he so wants to give you a good-bye hug.”

Ida May stirred, then edged out to show herself from behind the mound of hay eight feet above her sister. Her dark eyes and even darker twin braids were an identical match to Alice’s. That was true also of her white cotton pinafore over a green-brown patterned wool dress. But the strings of dusty tear tracks that smudged her face, and the bits of hay that clung to her hair and clothes, made her overall appearance now quite different from her older sister’s.

“But I don’t want Pa to leave,” she almost wailed as she crawled over to the wooden ladder where its top rung rested just above the loft’s square opening. Her wordless snuffling displayed her inner turmoil as she swung her legs over the side and began her careful descent.

Alice entered the barn and moved to the ladder’s end to help Ida May step down the last few rungs to the barn floor. “I know,” she said, “but Pa feels he’s got to go. You know that.  An’ you also know he’s promised to be back in just a few months.”

Gently reaching out to take Ida May’s small hand, Alice turned back toward the twin doors and the fall day's early morning light and led her troubled younger sister along the short pathway to the house—their “shanty” as they all called it—to rejoin the other members of their family.

Edgar Lincoln, still in his warm nightwear, was on the floor near the center of the shanty’s single, multi-purpose room. He was being watched by his cousin, Eliza Churchill, who was sitting close by on a short three-legged stool. Laughing with glee, he was rolling his rag ball around the wood-planked floor. Each time he did it he scooted on his bottom after it, only to push it away again, and laugh again. Though he was oblivious to the raw emotions which surrounded him, Eliza was sensitive to the conflicting family responses to this significant morning.

Her uncle and aunt, the children’s parents, occupied the pine settle—a high-backed bench—beside the open fireplace which still served as both the sole source of heat and the family’s cook stove. The adults were lost in their own thoughts, gazing into the small fire, already required even in the daytime that late September on the northern prairie. Both were afraid to speak for fear of re-opening the wounds caused by their impending separation.

Their nearly trance-like gaze was interrupted as their daughters came into the room from the large porch that fronted their house. Alice came in first, followed immediately by Ida May. Both girls paused to tickle their little brother, increasing his glee even more. They also glanced at their slightly older orphaned cousin as she silently disappeared up the ladder to the sleeping loft the three girls shared, to give the family a last few minutes of privacy. Alice and Ida May then crossed the room to the fireplace to face their parents.

“Found her,” Alice stated matter-of-factly. “She was hidin’ in the barn alright, just like you thought.”

Ida May just stared at the floor, unable to look at her father as she fought back the tears which were building to flood again.

Brainard rose to his feet as his daughters approached, but he remained silent. His given name was David Brainard, though he chose to go by his middle name, just as his wife, Philinda Minerva, did. Noting the tear stained cheeks of the younger daughter he loved so deeply, all he was able to choke out was her name, “Ida, my Ida.” At that he stooped to gather her tightly to him.

Her anguished sobs burst forth again, and she buried her face in his shoulder, her body trembling with its unspoken fears. With great tenderness he continued, “It breaks my heart, too, to leave your Ma, my babies, my home. I’m crying inside, just like you are, my sweet Ida May.”

At this second speaking of her name, she lifted her eyes to look directly into his. They were as dark as hers, and equally intense. She blinked, sniffed twice more, and wiped her nose on the back of her wrist. Then she reached back to him with her little arms to fully return the comforting hug she had so desperately needed.

“Well,” he said, relieved by the temporary re-union, “Can’t a man get some breakfast in him a’fore he sets off for war?”
