
Tms dook is dedicated to my pother’s great grandchildren Patsy, Comer Catherine,

R. M. Ill and Beverly Jean. It seems extremely probable now th-t they will come to 
V

maturity in an age which will be as difficult in its way as that through which my 

[other lived ner active lire.

] tne some md mutable s;)int, high purpose, good principles and uns^lfisn 

character which won for her success m her ventures and respect and affection of 

triose wno Knew ner, live again in them and serve them as well m their generation*



Foreword

Tor

the scent of magnolia

present/ pictures of the Nev; South■*?i*e**«aT*

pften degradation and death

pendulum has swung and we fin sordid detail

is more than

;; lamour.

a thumb nail sketch) complete picturesHowever* neither

, the laughter of youth, the crooning of happy

feature/ poverty,

Moonlight, roses, the song of mocking birds

negroes on fabufoua plantations constitute the traditional setting^/zLJ ir

would present the same dizzying range of scenes, events and emotions common every­

where to the great adventure of living. But even so, it is obvious that between

the Old South and the New a bridge has been built and crossed.

J;>iaed. Those who were just beginning 

were the builders7

;TlPrrc''st;''wnever

adult life at the close of the Civil War

Members 01 the generation before helped or hindered according to their several 

abilities to grasp the meaning of changes wrought by the war. Helped, or hindered, 
v

and 'gathered to their fathers, leaving the bridge only partially built.

phe younger brothers and sisters helped. Helped and benefitjed, passing from

the old to the. new in the inconsequent way of youth.

We, their children, helped by reason of our very helplessness. They built

that they might carry us over in their arms.

That is the answer in general. To me, the answer can not be general

it is specific.

My- pai

:y parents built

milt 111 c- L IJ!" Tdjje away from the desolation which had been

because

the

land of moonlight, mocking birds and magnolias but had become a land of poverty 
r

and sorrow. Away from that to this new land where the song of the moakin bird is 

often drowned by the sound of the steel riveter as we develop our industrialized 

New South. Away from that land where the primitive luxuries of a pioneering 

plantation-owner class contrasted ‘slackly against the lives of air elaves; to 



this, our Nov/ South, where the lives of mill owners, lumber knigs, and merchant 

princes still present contrasts to the lives of those who labor for them*

bridge building time* Just atTo me. my pother is the heroine of that

the close or the war; nev/ly married; quickened by shocks and sorrows^ I present

her to you as typical of the women of the bridge building era 

In order that you may really know her, I must also introduce her family and 

neighbors and friends and t ake you at times into their homes, and I must tell about 

her children to who she so fervently devoted her life*

With no intention of belittling my Father, I am. only sketching him in. This

is really a pity because he was by way of being a regular person^ himself; humorous,

charming, popular, rather dashing, playing.a good part in the bridge building. But

his was a political part, mostly, while that of my Mother was economic^ ^Znd

the pride and glory of the New South is it’s economic progress^ .4,0^- the1

-i-

As you meet her, let your imagination interpret to you the life of a generation 

of Americans who spanned the gorge between the thought and custom of the conser­

vative agricultural world of the eighteen fifties and the tumltuous, rushing, 

revolutionized, industrialized world of today.



From Alabama To Texas

” < Good morning breakfast! Come at last!)z the sick lady said as her 

cabin door burst open and loaf sugar came flying in from the dining saloon.” 

My Mother always concluded here the story of her childhood voyage from Mobile, 

Alabama to Galveston, Texas. This may have been because we, her children, were 

so awe stricken by the time we reached that point that further detail would have 

been wasted on us.

All night long, she told us, a fierce storm had raged over the Gulf of 

Mexico. It had driven their frail barque on the sand bar in Galveston harbor 

and there seemed no way to avoid a watery grave. The sick lady had been forgotten 

not only in the matter of nourishment but in the more important business of 

preparation for life saving. And. yet she welcomed, the appearance of even sugar 

with such nonchalance. Amazing.

In those days, Galveston harhor was just a good natural harbor. Jte2steam 

dredgesTthen improved its native advantages, and the wash of the tide built up a 

sand bar v/hich had a bad habit of changing base during a storm so that unwary 
f- 

boats sometimes stuck on it before the new location was charted. Indeed the 

boat which brought my Mother to Texas when she was five years old landed on 
t 

the bar again on its next voyage and was beaten to pieces. That fact used to 

stun me. What if my Mother had embarked on her momentous journey just one sail- 
9 

ing date later? Whatr ^A)out—me3? 
■

It was back in I860 that my Mother’s father, John C. Abercrombie, re­

moved to Texas from Alabama. A preliminary visit had been made by him in company 

with other heads of families to decide on a suitable location and to secure 
!• 

land. This trip across two states was made on horseback.

We children were fully apprised of the preparations my Mother made for her 

removal to the wilds of Texas. And we were not unadvised that she stoutly opposed 

the move. Chiefly, our impression was, because none of the fruits which abounded 

in Alabama were to be found in Texas. No raspberries adorned the garden walks,



no wild strawberries ran riot over the hills no apple orchards put on glad pink

dresses to welcome spring in Texas or celebrated Texas harvest time with the juicy 

red fruit of which she was so fond.

In order to overcome this drawback she busied herself with mashing berries 

on paper and putting them to dry so that .the seeds could be conveyed to the new 

home. We children often tried that trick with strawberries and dewberries, plenty 

of which we had, and that they came from those first seeds I never questioned 

then. Haspberries woudttHToT and that was a life long grieB^^e to that

staunch Alabamaian, my Mother, who at the age of 80 was still wondering why her 

father chose to exchange such a splendid civilized state for one so primitive.
t''( 

nTTo schools, no fruits and only log houses at first” was the summing up which 

we understood perfectly credited Alab ama as well as charged Texas*
* / r

Jjeijag .without. igarao — vi«nxmi-s ■wttsilwiteS’. 
*

ol to her. ■ lever ill I forget my 

.JLisapwiniment when I tasted my first one. I was dismayed to think that this, 

to me, seedy, tasteless thing was what she had missed and extolled all her life, 

gae-pb0rriee^have-beeomo 01-t<rme-too. I try- not to exalt then^O?ITWTer$ 

emery above those of the present. en .hen..the....cuxte

fallen on evil days I try to adhere to "thi^ policy.

The next part of my Mother’s trip of emigration which touched our

imagination and stayed in our minds was the pause in or near Houston, then a 

mere village, where they made camp and tarried for several weeks because of a 

cholera epidemic which had broken out in the party. I think that they went

from Galveston to Houston on another bond? - between the «iw^Laoes

up the twisting length of Buffalo Bayou

Grandfather and the slaves. Grandfather had done that appalling horseback

journey a third time, this time escorting a wagon train of his goods and chattels.

Not many of the household goods were found worthy of space in the wagons for 

the long trip, but my T other, already something of a bookworm, saw to it that her



loeloved books came along. Long afterward she used to chuckle indulgently -t the 

memory of five year old Sallie Abercrombie bringing her little books to

the side of the packing cases and handing them insistently one by one to the 

packers until all were in.

She was not so successful however in the matter of certain pieces of furniture 

which to her were inextricably mingled vdth the idea of home. The opinion of the
..

elders seemed to be that it would be easier by far to get beds and bureas after the 

new home was set up than it v/ould be to take them out overland. That too was 

a fair sized grievance to my l other who liked nice things' ar ■! thymteys^^^dWr 

frequently^ she referred disrespectfully to the management of her parents

who departed from Alablama n leaving a rented house full of old mahogany 

furniture-1.

Perhaps the original plan was to go back for the rest. Or perhaps it v/as to 

have been freighted out later. Or perhaps in those pleasant far off days it was the 

custom to shed one’s goods as casually as a locust does its shell. Lot so vdth 
f 

land. The family acres v.rere sold a whole year in advance of the move. That ac­

counted for the rented house which really worried me until I finally put the pieces 

of the tale togethe^^itnever seemed proper for T,usM to have lived in a rented 

house in Alabama, we were so obviously land owners by habit.

Grandmother and the children need not have remained in camp Houston.

Certain cousins named Wood already living near where the Abercrombies were going to 

build came hospitably in a carriage to bear the family away to more pleasant and 

sanitary quarters. But Grandmother was a famous nurse and at the bare idea of 

her leaving them the negroes, both sick and well, fell into a panic and plead with 

her to stay.

f’ Don’t go leave us 7^is ’ Minerva! Don’t go leave us here to die’ ” they 

cried wildly, throwing themselves dovn in front of her as if to impede her pro­

gress if she should start, probably she would not have gone in any case because 

medical help vzas scarce and nurses, except those servants which she had trained, 

were not to be had at all. At any rate she did not go then. But when the epidem­

ic had been weathered all went together to establish the new home.



The building of those log h<xi ses for the family and the slaves; the clearing

of the needed acres; the making of a home there in the Texas wilderness could

all have been done by the waving of a magic wand so far as any story of it was pass 

ed on to us by our Mother. We knew that it happened. That was all.
/•

tiy next viv^d impression deals with candles on a table on one side of which my

Mother.pored over books reeding, reeding,reading, sitting on the other side of 

the table my Grandmother always waitedj?he evening return of her husband from the 
’ *

plantation, and as she waited she sewed. Somewhere near by Uncle Len, my Mother's 

er coming to Texas

other children were the two who came

unusual

these three--reading, sewing, and studying.

consider-y liother*s resulted in the acquirement of a 
A “ -

able vocabulary before years brought discretion in the use of h rge and 

01 ittst crotner, studied. There you have, the three occupations which most engrossed

words. Consequently her contemporaries later teased her by telling her children

stories of her exploitation of her learning to the confusion of the less well

versed. For instance, one of my Mother's sisters declares she heard my Mother

grandiosely ordering her maid, Hale, to call out of the window to to Sophy, the cook 

"Hale, protrude your cranium through the aperture in the wall and vociferate

loudly for Sophia."

Another effect of her reading was absorption in literary romance at an age 

when her girl friends were ardently entering into a more personal relation to 

sentimental matters. That gave the young men of the neighborhood the idea that

Miss Sallie Abercrombie was disposed to be intellectually snobbish. Which in turn 

gave rise at times to battles of wits vriaieh have echoed down the years.

One Alabama cousin who rode out on horseback to visit the Texas kin and see 

the new country found the big cool log house, with its deep gallery across the



front shaded by immense trees^to be much to his liking; the abundant delicious 

country fare served up to the "white folks" by numerous slaves from the log 

kitchen in the back yard so acceptable; and the society of the community so gay 

and happy that he prolonged his visit to a six months stay. Which was well 

enough and no strain or the hospitality of the Abercrombies until he under­

took to be facetious at my Mothers expense. He had thought it quite comical to 

find in the wilderness a young woman of immature years whose nightly candles had to 

be strictly numbered lest she spend too many hours reading. Thinking to get a 

laugh on her before a group of young people one day,, he called aloud to her as 

she approached t ’Now Miss Sallie, dont come here quoting Shakespeare to us J”

”Sirn, she rep'led, with dignity, rtI never quote Shakespeare to those who 

are incapable of understanding him! M And the laugh was on the gentleman from 

Alabama,.

He seems not to have relished it either, for the story runs that he went to 

grandmother and complained "That Cousin Sallie called h±a a fool before all 

the young ladies and should be made to apologize." Grandmother heard the evidence 

in the case and ustly held that the young man, who wa$ quite grown, had tried to 

get a public laugh on her daughter, much younger, and that no apology would be 

forthcoming for the laugh which had been turned on him. Not so long after that the 

visitor rode back to Alabama.

Another story we loved was that of a proposal of marriage received by my

Mother from a proud gallant, several years her senior. After laying his heart

at her feet with many a florid compliment he concluded his letter in these 

words which we children used to roll under our tongues for very joy in them—

h -"Spurn me not. Miss Sallie, for I am a plantaganet"

| — To which my Mother demurely replied-

" How e’er it be, it seems to me
’Tis only noble to be good.
Kind hearts are more than coronets
And simple faith than Norman blood. "

These pious sentiments she followed by a gentle though definite refusal to 



accept the honor of becoming his wife.

Years afterward, when I was sirteen myself, I met that gentleman - an 

old man with a pointed white beard - it was quite a shock to me; to him also, I 

judge, because he came up to me and asked if my Mother "had been Miss Sallie 

Abercrombie?" \Tnen I said that she had he took my face in his hand and turned it to 

the light, scrutinizing me long - I wonder with what sweet image in his mind of 

my Mother at sixteen?The comparison with his memory was to my disadvantage and he 

turned away murmuring, " Mot nearly so pretty as your ^other." I knew he was 

correct, but I thought him rude to mention it and I longed to ask him im­

pudently if he was still " e, Plantaganet "? But lacked my Mother’s wit and 

courage as well as her beauty.



School Bays in Early Texas
i  i, uwww^iii • ^-^.. nwi frrr—_un-'irr‘^M,t^^'**:,,,ss

At first the charge of no schools was true of the new Texas com '-unity. But * • •
not for long. Because the men and women who deliber tely came and created this com­

munity of plantations were educated folk, well read and patrons of the arts. They 

signified as much by naming the new community T averly after^ the Waverly novels 

which were ^best sellers*1 of that day.

When the buildings for homes v/ere completed, a house was built in a central 

location for a school and the heads of families contributed labor and material to 

the building after which they made up a fund for the payment of teachers. These 

were ’’brought out”, as my Mother expressed it, from older centers of culture. And 

not alone teachers of the three nRsn v/ere engaged, but drawing teachers, music 

teachers, and dancing teachers were set to work to bring up the young people with 

cultural graces - commonly known as ^'accomplishments^ - fitted to their station 

in life.

The school was so successful that Vaverly soon became a noted educational center 

to which friends and acquaintences and relatives of the settlers sought admittance for 

their children. But it was never in any sense a boarding school, just a cooperative 

community enterprise. To make and keep it fully a community undertaking the 

leaders strove to interest the head of every family in it. There was a story of one 

man who, upon being approached said briefly, ” If you ask for money I are out. If 

you will take corn I are in.”

Now, it being an agricultural com unity, everyone else had corn too, but just 

the same corn was accepted as that man’s contribution to the support of the school 

and it Was translated into money by some of the mere veil to do patrons.

Friday afternoons were set apart in the school for occasions when the parents 

were entertained by the attainments of their ovm and their neighbors*progeny. 

Declamation, composition, ^nd music were the chosen mediums of ex­

pression. Judging by the reminiscences of my Mother and her school mates these



Friday afternoons must have been notable events. 1,'any a later locally famous 

statesman got his first taste of spellbinding as a declaimer there. And traits of 

character more discernable in later life often made their first public appearance at 

these events.

There was talk of one/ Fam Scot, who having mastered the violin to the
Qi**

extent of one simple tune, was put on the program/ according to custom. Ad­

dressing his teacher sitting at the piano giving him the note by which to tune his 

instrument, Sam called out loudly as he gave his bow a professional flourish,

” Wat tune shall I play, -Tr. Fitze?”

Getting the implication that Sam was selecting from an extensive repertoire, 

Mr. Fitze emitted a snort and in his broken English inquired bitingly, n Does you 

play but one? M

This incident was good for a laugh from my Mother as long as she lived and she 

always followed the story of the effort of the bombastic Sam to stand before his 

public as a virtuoso with one of a bashful lad who strongly desired to dance with 

one of the more popular girls but lacked the courage to ask realizing that 

he was not a favorite partner himself. Instructed by the dancing teacher that he only 

needed to bow before any young lady to have her arise and join him in the dance 

he tried this device - uns ccessfully. thereupon he lifted up his voice and 

bleated to the dancing master on the other side of the room,

” Mr. Bland! Mr. Bland; I bowed three times and she wonft get up! n
■ . y

The effect of this was de wasting confusion to the young lady nd all in­

tentionally Robert had avenged himself on the haughty beauty.

As a child, it was uite impossible for me to realize that those other children 

about whom my Mother told such fascinajing tales were nov as grown up as she. I 

always felt that if I co'.Id find my way through the woods to the old school house 

just such fun would still be going on there and I could participate in it. I think 

that school left a vivid impression on all its pupils. Just today a letter 

came from my ^other’s most intimate girlhood friend who is now 87 years of age and 

yet she ’ rites of those school dr^s os though they were yesterday. I must quote:



n One room was for the boys, with sliding doors opening in to the girls’ 

room; and oh, how we enjoyed the Friday, afternoons, when the doors were wide open, 

the trustees present to he~r the girls read their compositions and the boys to orate*

” Your mother was the genius rmong composition writers, introducing to us 

allegory, which we thoug t she had invented’ Your Uncle Len made the most finished 

speeches, using gestures - so graceful ©nd elegant! The other boys could not
I 

hold a candle to Len.

” One hoy started an oration hegining it - ’ There are three seasons, spring, . 

summer, and fall,’ When we girls laughed and applauded he began to swallow and 

swallow, finally retiring to his seat leaving his announcement of three seasons 

as his sole contribution to the program,

" The third room in the building ( which was the first white painted frame ' «. t -
_ - • — - -• ■ t '

one in- our community and commanded great respect ) was the music room presided 
*

over for many years by Prof. Fitz-e. At the end of the ten months school term he 

always had a fine concert. There was a stage and on it he had, for the concert, 

three pianos which in some numbers on the program were all played at once.

” How we young foylks did enjoy trimming the stage for the event. -The boys would 

go into the woods and get Smilax, a lovely, graceful evergreen vine, and how mad 

they would be when they ret rned to find the young gentlemen at the school house with 

us girls just enjoying ourselves eating the rock candy they brought us to clear om'i 

throats for the concert singing the next day’

” After the first concert all the ueople were invited out on the grounds p- ' cA . 

to a splendid dinner on a long table. Barbecued/custard^ for dessert. I have seen 

some of the pioneer people take a big slice of cake and with a pocket knife peal the 

icing all off and then eat it.

” This outdoor feast was usually managed by my grandmother, Krs. Sarah Lewis, 

and her brother, Col. Henry Elmore. They stayed to have everything cleared off while
» \

the crowd went home until time for the night concert.



/ o

The other day, I ran across the program for the first of those famous 

concerts. It is easy while reading to get the picture my /£mt paints.

comcebt;

To he given hy the students of

Waverly Institute, 

rt the close of

The First Music Session

Under the Direction of Professor C. Gustave Fitze

July 4, 18"6

Programme--Part 1. Half-past J p.m.

1. Song of Praise. Pull Choir

2. Hail Columbia (Duet) .risse^g Julia Bass and Wary
" Baldwin

3. Sailor’s Grave... uss Emily Powell

4. Sounds from the Valley (Brillante hy Fowler) Miss Sarah Hill

Jamie (Scotch Ballard)... ...Juvenile Choir

SoirUg Polka Miss Mary Mathews

7. Midnight Hour Misses Lizzie
Elmore, Ruth and Clara Scott, Hester Spiller.

8. Ellen Rayne (Song and chorus’) Ruth, Ella and
Clara Scott, Lizzie Elmore and Choir.

9. The Rose Will Cease To Blow Clark and Ella Scott
Acc. by Pr. Fitze

10. Early Pawn Polka (Francis Brown)... Miss Julia Bass

11. On to the Charge Misses Sarah Hill and Mary
Mathews

12. Fashion Polka 'Tiss Mary Baldwin

13. Thou Hast Learnt (Westmore) Miss Mary Mathews

14. Nelly Bly (Song Chorus) Emily Powell, Ruth, Ella
and Clara Scott, Lizzie Elmore, Sallie Abercrombie, Hester Spiller



15. Had I never Known Thee Sarah Hill

16. Evening Star Waltz Julia Bass

17. There’s A Sweet Wild Bose (Duet^ Emily Powell, Julia Bass
Acc. by Pr. Fitze

18. Blue Juniata... .lizzie Elmore, Ella,/Ruth, and Clara Scott

19. Happy Land. .Julia Bass, Mary Mathews,
Ella Scott, Emily Powell.

V

Part 11
Early Candlelight

1. Natalie ( Quartette for eight hands and one violin by Pr. Fitze)
Perf. by ^isses Mathews, Hill, Bass, Powell, Pr. Fitze.

2. I Enow’ I Love Thee .Miss Clara Scott

3. T/aggie By My Side .....hisses Mary Baldwin,-Sarah Hill and
Chorus

4. I remember........... Full Chorus

5. Midnight Schottische (Fr, Brown ' ..Miss Mary Matthews

6. Old Arm Chair (Russell? Miss Julia Bass

7. Saratoga ......Miss Sarah Hill

8. Sweet were my dreams ..Miss Mary Baldwin

9. March. .Miss Emily Powell

10. Some Folks ....................... ...J'iss Ella Scott and Juvenile choir.

11. I’ll Hnag My Harp.......... .Miss Huth and Ella Scott

12. Old Folks.... Trisses Lizzie Elmore, Ruth, Ella And Clara Scott
Acc; by Jos. Elmore and Sam Scott.

13. Texas Star Schottishce Miss Emily Powell

14. Hour of Singing... Full Choir

15. Ben Bolt Misses Julia Bass and Emily Powell

lr'. Bell Brandon hisses Sarah Hill, Emily Powell, 
Marry Mathews and Ella Scott.

Massa's in the Cold gro nd. .Misses Clara, Ruth and Ella Scott 
and Lizzie Elmore



18. Poor Folks Polka

19. Old Log Hut

20. Willie, TTy Brave

Hiss Julia Bass

. .J'isses Mary M1 thews, and Sarah Hill

J isses Mary Baldw’in and Emily Howard 
and Chorus

Part 111

1. Waverly (Polka di Concert for five violins and eight hands on pianos, hy
Pr. Fitze) Perf. by Hisses Mathews, Hill, Baldwin, and 
Powell; Messrs. W. B. Scott, R. Lewis, Sam Scott, Joe 
Elmore and -r. Fitze.

2. Try Again Solo and Full Choir

3. Theme and Variations Hiss Julia Bass

4. La Gaite ..................................................... Miss Sarah Hill

5. Firefly "’oiks. (Fowler) .Hiss Mary Mathews
. ( 

Rockaway (Russell) ^isses H. Baldwin, T'. Mathews, E. 
Scott, »nd J. Bass.

7. Plume ’olka .Hiss Mary Baldwin

8, He Never Said Hiss Emily Powell

9. Wet,etc. (by Miss Sarah Hill) .Misses T^ry Mat ews, and Sarah Hill

ln. Air Tyrolin Miss Ella Scott

11. Kentucky ~Tome Misses Wth, ■Ila and Clara Scott, Lizzie
Elmore

12. Old Dog Tray Miss Mary Mathews and Juvenile
Choir

13. Kild Flowers. Miss Mary Mathews

14. Do They Miss T"e At Home Miss Sarah Hill

15. Yes, we miss thee Miss Emily -owell

15. Julian Polka Miss Julia Bass

17. ovs the we’ve tested.. . iss M. Baldwin

18. Wring Cong. .Juvenile choir

19. Wite Cockade  iss Lizzie Elmore

20. I’d offer thee this hand... .1'iss Mary '"athews

21. FA.rewel Song Evening Song. .Full Choir

Item pr; Huntsville



Wy Mother, 11 years old at the time, appears in ’’Nelly Bly”, with a

chorus of girls. That must have been a trial to her because she was afraid of her

voice when raised in song. Her childish escape from this fear was to whisper the 
words so that her lips moved but no so nd escaped. When Prof. F^itze discovered 

this device of hers be made her sing solos. This was a great embarrassment to

her.

Looking back I find that I have such a perfect picture of my Mother during 

her school years that it is hard to think I never actually met that slim young 

pan^aletted figure on its way to the halls of learning; nor stroked that glossy 

black hair and admired the golden sheen which overlay its dark beauty as iris 

overlays the plumage of a dove. Even to the clear ivory white of her complexion^ 

which flushed rosily when she recited or otherwise made a public appearance, I 

know how my Mother looked when she was a school girl in the 1850’s.

And I know who the teachers were and how they looked and some of the things 

they said and did. First of all there was Prof. James, a splendid, quiet gentleman, 

so competent that no ridiculous stories at all came down the years about him. 

Next was Prof. Devine, an emotional Irishman who wore his hair in long curls a rd 

was given to complimenting the girl pupils. My Mother he called ’’Miss SSlie”, no 

girl of that era being addressed by her first name by any gentleman except her very 

own father. He was, unfortunately, heard to say something nice about my. Mother’s 

hands. The boys, led by Uncle Len, took it up and made myJ&fther very miserable 
1 !

with their teasing. ’’What beeuuutiful hands you have. Miss Salie’ ” they would 
/A -

shout giving the ’’a” in her name the same long sound that Prof. Devine gave it. 

’’Especia ly this finger’ • And this finger’. ” They would cry, holding up the two 

fingers upon which she bore small scars which they knew she thought marred her 

hands terribly.

But the great man of the school was Prof. Rook. His wife taught the girls, 

but I am of the impression that though the sexes were segregated in the school 

there were certain ambitious young women who expected to ”go off to school” in

New York or Philadelphia when they attained such years of discretion as 15 and 16 



and these had Latin and higher mathematics under Prof. Hook. Not with the boys. 

'..jh, no. Certainly not. But separately with all due modesty. And even so not 

entirely with the approval of the more conservative boys. Uncle Len teased his 

sister Sallie, who was among this group of advanced students, by frequently stat­

ing that he wanted his wife to have no more learning than would enable her to 

count the money he should give her I

It was my Mother’s proud boast that she kept up with her elder brother in 

all his studies. And it was distinctly understood in the family that when Uncle 

Len should be ready for university work he would be sent east to the University 

of Virginia, and at the same time, under the same escort my Mother was to go east 

.tor further education also. Her ovm Mother had been ’’finished11 at a school for 

young ladies in Philadelphia, but my Mother was to be sent to New York there to 

be under the care of her mother’s brother. Dr. Marion Sims, who was a famous 

physician; his stature stands in little Bryant Park in New York City now in 

recognition of his services to the world.

Before the scnool at v/averly was established my Mother and her elder brother 

’’went off to school’1. That was the way she invariably expressed it though they 

only went to the county seat town 15 miles away. But the 15 miles to Huntsville 

through the deep pine woods on very poor roads was a real journey in those days. 

On horseback or in a carriage it was made, since there were no railroads in Texas 

when my Mother was ten and her brother twelve.

Leonard we t to Austin Col ege and boarded with one of the teachers who lived 

near it. My Mother was entered in the Andrews Female Acadamy at the other end of 

town and boarded in the home of a Methodist preacher. Brother and sister saw 

each other seldom and little Sallie Abercrombie must have been ou ite lonely and 

home sick because she wrote her mother ’’Alas’. The happiest days of my life are^ ' 

behind me I”

But as long as Leonard stayed she would not give up and go home, so determined 

was she to keep up with him and be ready to go east when he did.

have been an unusual small boy and girl. I do not at the moment

children of ten and twe.ve so intent on their education.

They really mu st

recall any other
It maybe because



other parents do not talk? and plan with their children about such matters at that 

early age.

Perhaps it is just as we ' .1 that they do not* When my Uncle Len had reached the 

age of 17 he had absorbed all that the local school could give him and was ready 

for the University. And that was where my Mother encountered the first great 

disappointment of her Life. Uncle Len departed for the University of Virginia 

leaving her behind. Not that she was not equally well prepared to go. She was 

as ready as he, and that was saying quite a bit for a girl of io, because my uncle 

stood his entrance examination with such credit that it was deemed proper to write 

a letter complimenting his family on his preparation and the fact that he was 

equipped to go into classes with much older young gentlemen. Ana she, a girl 

nearly two full years younger, had kept abreast of all his work in the home school. 
» •

It was not just the disappointment that hurt so. It was the feeling that her 

arents had not kept faith with her. That hurt. Rea ly it never did stop hurting; 

You could sdA t at whenever she talked about it. But woe to us children if we 

to )k her side and condemned her parents. That she would not stand. The least 

punishment ve rated was a severe rebuke followed by a dissertation on what a 

wonderful man ner father was and how charming her mother.

AH or which was true. But the same she felt deeply the failure to

carry out the long accepted plan. My own guess is that their mistake was i*r«F**!

not explaining the situation. Uncle Len went to Virginia in the autumn of ld!o9*
*

It was a period of great uncertainty, with war between the states hovering darkly
- /

over the country and coloring all the, thinking and planning or the time. I

fancy and grandmother and the doctor brother in New York

agreed that it was not best for my Mother to go north that year and thought the 

postponement a matter of no great importance to a girl of 15. fetter the 

unexplained disappointment than i^xfczal.ly to put into words their fear of impend- 

Ing strife, they thougnt.
k

Be that as it may the fact remains that Uncle Len went to Virginia and word

came back of his brilliant examinations while my Mother, if any thing more 



brilliant than he, was left behind for the anti-climax of another year at the local

school. It is true that she was only 15. But 15 then was quite grown up. One of 

my Father’s brothers married his wife when she was only 1A. Her boast was that 

she utook off bib-aprons to put on her wedding dress1.11 And two of my aunts who 

were great belles began their flirtatious careers before they were 12. One of them 

tosettss trr later .life that she had received her first proposal when she was 11.

Stories of i-y Mother’s last year at school indicate that it was a very 

happy time in spite of the grievous disappointment of not going east with her 

brother; and in spite of missing him greatly. That year she boarded in the home 

of ner most intimate friend, which was within walking distance of the school. The 

reason given for this was to make it easier for the growing girl to attend school, 

out it might also have been that the arrangement was made because the family thought 

it would give ner companionship to offset her loss and divert her mind.

that year she was in constant company with a bevy of girls her own age who 

were very gay.

Visions of their lovliness come easily to my mind. Many a time, as a child, 

have I whirled furiously round and round and then squatted suddenly to imprison 

air under my short full skirts and so help my imagination as to now they looked 

in their hoop skirts. Hoops were aided and abetted in those days by white c tton 

petticoats tucked, embroidered and ruffled to measure at least five yards around, 

the bottom. They stood out bravely when starched and ironed by the good negro 

washer women.

But even slave laundresses complained bitterly of the burden put upon them 

by these belles of 1560 who each worjLyiaily fresn, six such triumphs of the 

seamstress’ art. They must have looked like truant morning glories, with their 

slender waists and bouyant ballooning skirts of gay colors and fancifu1 /trimm- 

mg, floating down the road to school in the dewy freshness of a Texas spring 

d ay.

That uewy freshness was the cause, however, of the laundresses’ woe. No



modest maiden would have considered it proper to lift her skirt for anything 

whatsoever, hence all six of each day’s set of petticoats was reaay for the 

tub by night. Cleanliness was sacrificed without a qualm to modesty in 16oU.

Having so clear a mental picture of now these girls looked, I can easily im­

agine now the distinguished gentleman of the old school felt when, in the nineteen 

twenties, he first took cognizance of the passing of the petticoat. It happened 

at a dance attended by nim in honor of the debut of a lav rite grandaughter. His 

own shocked statement was — 11 By gad sir I here were only two petticoats in that 

room and my wife had them both onl M

Beautiful, but not convenient, the g§uls knew their attire to be. Con- 
* 

sequently discreet activity was, of necessity, vhe order of their lives. But 

there . as one story of activity not so discreet. The story of a wild flower ex­

pedition broken up by the appearance of a bull in the meadow. The scattering and 

fleeing of the gins must have looked to the amazed bull like the breaking up 

and blowing about of light, soft, roseate clouds at sunset. One unfortunate 

cloud hung rail fence and almost fainted before a companion came to the rescue 

and disengaged her hoop skirt.

Gay and delightful as everything was, heartburning was not lacking from the 

scene. However it was suffered by the boys who were of the same generation as 

the girls but not accepted by society as adults until they had reached their maj­

ority. Tne beaux with whom the girls danced and flirted; before whose ardent 

advances and extravagant compliments 3chey blushed; and about whose dashing ap­

pearance and behavior they vfnishpered confidences to each other, were all much 

older. The reference, in my aunts letter, to the boys who nunted evergreens and 

the young gentlemen who brought rock candy indicate^t is situation. It also 

indicates that the girls were aware of the heart burning and that it enchanced for 

them, human nature being what it is, their joy in the impressive attentions of the 

older men.

Shocks too, being a part of man’s lot on earth, had their place in my 

Mother’s school days, halcyon though they were. The one which left it’s vicarious 

mark most deeply on me was, of all things in the life of’ a delicate young girl 

I “i t r *»



living in the most protected environment women have ever experienced — a murder.

On the v/ay to school the community doctor, a splendid well loved character,

nad his office. Next to it a shoemaker plied his trade,ca rather important one

in a machineless community. This man was a drinker and sometimes in his cups 

an evil talker. Passing the shoemaker’s shop one morning on their way to school

a group of girls were annoyed by his calling out personal remarks. 11 That’s my

girl^. That one is a beauty’.’1

Offended they went into the doctor’s office and complained. Scarcely had 

they arrived at school before another girl came speeding with wide eyes set in 

stark white face crying out,

n01 Girls’. Girls’. The shoemaker has murdered Dr. Spiller’. He stabbed him 
with|a long sharp knife’. I saw him lying there dead’’. *

They guessed that the doctor had acted on their complaint and the impudent, 

drunken shoemaker had been enraged by the rebuke. They felt responsible and were 

very much upset. So shocking it was to them that even as old ladies they could 

still summon the vision of their white faced, hysterical schoolmate who brought 

the news. And they could make us see her as plainly as they did themselves. But 

they made amends^ by declaring that this murder was the only crime ever commited 

in Waverly.

Another shock, not so tragic but still highly dramatic and exciting, was what 

we called the ” panther story ”. It positively curdled our blood but we never 

tired of hearing it. Lately, in order to get it set down just right, I asked 

my aunt who wrote of the Friday afternoons and the school concerts to write this 

story for me. Here it is as she remembers it after so many years.

” Colonel Hill, a wealthy planter with a large family, had several plantations 

in different parts of the county, each directed by a paid overseer, ^n overseer 

named Jackson died leaving a wife and four small children. So to give the 

children the advantages of the school, Qol^el Hill built a cottage nearby and moved 

the family into it. The next winter on a very cold night Mrs. Jackson heard her 

dog barking, seemingly at bay at the door. She opened the door to call to him and



in “thore sprang a. vicious panther^ knocking her down as he cariiee The oldest, boy «

ran to tne open fireplace and seized a sfick of burning wood which he 'thrust, in 

Liie panther s face> forcing him back from off his■ mother* s body* Frightened by 

the fire the panther ran under a bed.
n > ■ 1 ft*

nrs. JtcKEon snatched her husband’s hunting horn off it’s hook, and frantic­

ally marshallea her four children out of the house shutting the panther inside. 

While the children loudly cried for help she blew upon the horn until Colonel Hill’ 

family heard the distressing commotion. The men of the family responded at once, 

but returned for guns when the situation was explained to them. The family 

carriage was brought to fetch Mrs. Jackson and the children back at once out of the 

bitter cold. The driver stopped in front of the cottage and as the door was opened 

wiae the wild animal leaped out knocking the negro from his seat to the ground and 

badly scaring tne horses. After he was killed the panther measured nine feet 

from head to tail tip.” 4

The happy ending to the story was that Colonel Hill moved the Jackson 

cottage inside his own yard so that there should be no more night frights for the 

widow and her children.



war Comes To Waverly

During that last school year my /Father, Horatio White Fisher, on^the 

young genclemen guilty of monopolizing the attention of the charming sub—debs 

to uhe exclusion of the coys v;ho were their contemporaries, 'must have made up his 

mind that Miss Sal lie Comer Abercrombie was the lady of his choice. Evidence 

is found in old letters and family anecdotes that he began the^i seriously 

zfo address her a matter for much excitement on the part of the girls.

Also^v/ith home ma zing in mind^he began to build a house. This house was quite 

an affair. Not for him the logs of the first houses. But hewn timbers and sawn 

planks; a deep veranda all the way around the four-squareness of it; elegant 

plaster rosettes in the center of 14 foot high ceilings from which were to depind

V"even more elegant chrystal chandeliers.

Now it must be told that while my pother was a few months over 17 years old 

when she married my .Father on September 14, 1862, he was J-5. Twice her age. And 

in addition to that a widower with a little daughter 11 years old. But this 

situation seems to have struck me with more surprise than it created as a current 

event. Indeed practically all the girls who were my Mothers intimates in school

married those young gentlemen whose rock candy and at 

mightUy. ^y Mother’s most intimate friend, ^'iss Ella 

by my Father’s younger brother, Lorenzo C. Fisher, at

entions pleased them so 
r

Scott, was being courted 
r 

the seme time my Father

was at his wooing. This finally resulted in another wedding but not until November 

lo65, after the war was ended, the course of true love havi ig run none too smoothly 

ior them/teomAse' 

My Mother’s marriage met with no gush opposition, my.Father being considered

a very desirable ’’catch” by the whoe countryside. Owner of suitable lands was he, 

with a taste for fancy stepping horses, good service, and handsome garments. Then
••

too, there was that particularly nice house about which there was talk aplenty.

With laatoura 1 youthful embarrassment over the situation coupled with the

formalities of the ag;e my Mother seems not to have v/armed too quickly under the sun 

of love. She used to tell us that she was very fond of'myT^ther ’ s older brother*^



Dr John Fletcher Fisher — she who was only 14 when married. Tne Fiet,oner

Fisner plantation was tne nearest neighboring one to the Aoercromoie nome ana tne 

oiaer cmiaren were not muon younger man my -^btiier, so it was ner custom co visit

□iten tnere* But wnen my/Father began making it convenient to see nis brother 

more x'reQuentiy man nad been ms usual ^laoitj my Momer tola us tnat sne ais—- 

continued ner visits lor lear it be thought not delicate lor ner co meet mm so.

Into tnafe atmosphere or unis romanceas gracetui and formal as a minuet, 

burst biie narsn clang ana clatter oi tne disagreement between Messrs. A* Lincoln 

and J. Davis et al» First as tne talk 01 une men uney visitea on porches or 
X

T-O-ji i-wr , jWs Sitting m tug 168 OT on ESliX?

norses* ^Politics’1 was tne vague term applied oy une women to ail this t^ik
4 

which obtrudea itseir so disagreeably into tne real business oi living.

Dim figures of notable characters uvea m my Mother1 s rec-oiiections oi un^XT 

time. Sam Houston* In ms ei’iort to nold his / ■ i >v 1 I xas in ie Union* /is ■ j 

in the Abercrombie home time to tdahe, but the things she remembered about

him were his appearance, the famous vest, and the saddle which she thought had 

belonged to Santa Anna because it was of beautiful leather, adorned with silver 

ornamentation and was always brought into the house at night i or safe keeping.

In her later years she blamed the Mhot headed secessionists11 who flouted 

General Houston’s wisdom, but I do not know if she felt so at the time. It may 

have been the light of sad events shed backward which gave her that point of 

view.

The first sure knowledge that her world had fallen in ruins about her 

probably came with the unheralded arrival of her brother to break it to his 

family that he was leaving the University of Virginia to join the army of 
r k

Virginia.

That this beloved ^studious brother i$ full enjoyment of the educational oppor­

tunities which both he and she esteemed so highly was deliberately abanoning 

books for battles proved the seriousness of the business to her. It was incred­

ible. It was unreasonable. It was unbearable. But it was a fact ana as such hod 

to be lived with. An: living with it was hard, hard, hard. As a child I



thought it was still as hard for her as it was the day he came home. Such an 

effect her constan^cy to grief had on me that f was naively amazed when my own 

youthful sorrows were dimmed by the passing of days. I was sure there was something

wrong with my emotional equipment, but I was relieved for my state when I read of 

a psychologist who had determined that the normal span of grief was six months. 

Xffer that if mention brought tears to the eyes it was to be considered abnormal 

and treated accordingly.

This comforted me acout myself but left me worried about my Mother until I 

remembered that there were no tetrs in her eyes — ever. It is a thing to remember 

about her that crying, was not among her habits. She was full of laughter. She 

could flash to honest wrath upon provocation. But if she cried at ail it was not

in public. And how she scorned a person who used the weapon of tears to soften 

opposition*.

.. Texas seceded from the Union in the spring of 1861. Father, who had been 

very active in the matter, at once engaged in raising a company of cavalry which 

nis father and my Xo'dher’s lather fully equipped with horses, uniforms and arms. 

The company was named the Abercrombie Lightguards by it’s captain in compliment 

to his lady, although a polite fiction was maintained that the honor was intended 

for her father. Colonel Abercrombie teased his daughter by saying that only to 

save her blushes had he shared the expense of equipping the company so that he 

could publicly accept the honor of the name.

My Irfother took niether the compliment nor the teasing in good part. The 

whole war business was repugnant to her. It’s pageantry left her cold. Though 

in the end she was a good daughter to the warring South, sewing and knitting for 

the soldiers day and night; dancing with and cheering up those on home furloughs 

gWountol; making over her old clothes; dying home spun cloth with wild roots, 

bushes and berries; weavin^ her hats from wild palmetto fronds; cooling her brow 

and smiling above a fan made of tail feathers from wild turkeys; wearing 

gloves made from home dressed kid skins. But with her beloved brother in the active 

army of Northern Virginia and her most favored suitor in the campaigns west of the 

Mississippi, she had at all times too much at stake to take any bit of 4^ lightly.



Oh, but they were good sports, those delicately nurtured women whose known world 

vanished as completely in those years between 1661 and 1665 as though it had been 

an irridescent bubble which had pricked itself upon the swords and bayonets 

their men folk had unsheathed. High hearted they were, doing their part, where 

ever that part lay. And my Mother was a^proud as the rest to serve. But the 

vznole thing was fantastic and uneconomic, while my Mother was a realist even as 

early as that, and she hated it.

Still the pictures of those times she created for us had little of sadness 

nor anything of useless repining in them. Moonlight and mocking birds were def­

initely out, yet candle light still gleamed on dark mahogany where generous country 

fare was spread with no diminution. It gleamed, too, on the rosewood of pianos, 

more used now than ever before as release from anxiety was sought in music, 
j

Colonel Abercrombie’s home hadin it four daughters, who, with his wife - a 

lady noted for beauty, charm, certain talents and great executive ability, const it- 

utea it’s culwark against gloom. Each of the girls w^as so much of a personality 

that uhey nad been allotted a role in life and a color to wear, probably unin— 

tentionally cu „■ so perceptibly that years afterward a youn^orphaned cousin whom the

Abercrombies had reared said;

HCousin Sallie was brilliant; Carrie was musical; Minnie was beautiful; and 

poor Lina was good.”

It to the musical Carrie who oftenest into the picture of those 

war days. Returning soldiers, whether old friends visiting or wayfarers spend­

ing the night enroute to their own homes, kept her nimble fingers flying up and 

down the ivory keys evoking ’’Lily Dale”, ’’Listen to the Mocking Bird”, ’’Dixie”, 

and ’’The Bonnie Blue Flag”.

There was euen some rivalry as to the naming of the melody to be played and

one of the jokes with which Colonel Abercrombie, an inveterate tease, plagued his 

daughter Carrie had to do with two sodiers who, by near the Abercrom-

bie home, toote-adveaaifitge of the hospitable custom of a country of no taverns, to 

have supper and spend the night under the Abercrombie roof. Supper over, the 

family and guests repaired to the parlor where candles, protected from the summer 



breeze by great cylindrical glass shades, shed soft light on music spread on the 

rack of the open piano.

Miss Carrie was persuaded and duly escorted to the stool^ a necessary treaty 

was negotated between modesty, her hoop skirt and the pedal^s of the piano,' and 

one of the guests was swift to name his favorite piece. At it's conclusion the 

other guest, sitting stiffly on the upholstered walnut chair which should have indu­

ced in him a position of greater ease, spoke at once with stern formality,

nYou have played for Mr. Taylor. Now play for Mr. Curling1’, meaning
/ ------

himself and naming his choice. The pianist obliged, butpwas nut allowed to
1 A

forget that she might play the piano, but she must not play favorites.

My Father’s popularity served to rally to his call a great company of men, few 

if any of them of the plantation owning class. Years afterward one of his own men 

said that no other person could have carried that group into the war, but that 

they would have followed ’’the Cap’n” through an even hotter place - which he 

named. The carpenters engaged in building the momentous house went into the 

Abercrombie Lightguards as one man, and the Captain perforce abandoned that en­

terprise until after the war was ended.

My Mother was honest with us in admitting that she was scornful of the 

personnel of Captain Fisher’s company. I hate to write that down against her. 

But I hope that the honesty which made her acknowledge her sj^obbishness, together 

with her youth at the time may win forgiveness for her. She was pretty sharp with 

him about it. Asked deferentially by her lover for suggestions in regard to a 

proper uniform for the Lightguards, since he, though willing to waive blue blood, 

had no idea of leading a company not sartorially correct, she bitterly replied that 

probably a neat arrangement of penitentiary stripes would be suitable. A remark 

intended not so much as a.n aspersion on the characters of his men as a withering of 

him for his audacity in involving her in the matter.

Not all the young ladies were so difficult. Certain ones of them gathered 

together and concocted a flag which was presented to'the Abercrombie Lightguards at 

a public celebration held in their honor. Presented in a speech a-bloom with all 

the flowers of rhetoric read by one of the honors. But not received by’the captain 



in person. Discretion prompted him to appoint his first lieutenant to do the. 

honors for the company. Bravery on the field of battle he felt fully capable of 

exhibiting, but I am guessing that the doughty captain lacked the courage to risk 

getting the silken coyds of that flag enmeshed in the already tangled skein of his 

love affair. The manuscript of the speech, however, the orator of the day pressed 

into his hand and fitly so since it was rich in allusion to his gallant bravery, 

dashing chivalry and protective manliness. It had it’s own place in our family 

archives from which it was withdrawn only by my Mother and then only when she 

was in an impish, teasing humor.

Arms, uniforms, horses and the flag all in hand the Abercrombie Lightguards 

were off to the wars. As plain Company G, Jrd Regiment of Sibley’s brigade, they 

took part in that strange western campaign of the Confederacy, going as far toward 

the setting sun as Arizona. From that terrain the Captain wrote his love of cold 

so penetrating as to cause suffering in the troop. The menace of Indians was so 

great that fire was not kindled except in a limited way to cook with now and then. 

He, himself, had been so desperately cold from exposure that upon one occasion he 

had been forced to put his camp chair above a few coals, surrounding them and 

himself, sitting in the chair, with his great coat until his body’s warmth had 

been restored.

Nov/ that was an entrancing idea which we children longed to try for our­

selves, but dire threats of punishment and gruesome tales of people burning to death 

prevented us from determining how practical this heating system was.

Indian fighting in the West resulted in several arrows passing through his 

uniform but only scratching his body, while one bullet went through the Captain’s 

hat. Visible signs of perils encountered were these holes, causing the tender 

flag makers much anxious fluttering. But they were lightly treated, in the spirit 

of the times, by his brothers who rudely declared that he probably hung his gar­

ments upon a tree and shot them himself’.

To my Mother the circumstances were all related in letters. Those

wonderful letters’. Both of our parents were distinguished correspondents in a 



day when letter writing was a polished art, and letters rather than newspapers 

were the main source of new/. Sealing wax, quills for pens, ink in bottles designed 

co oe carried safely, and pink note paper may not have been standard army equipment 

even in those days. But Captain Fisher deemed them so for himself and felt badly 

when there was any scarcity of these supplies, as indicated in a letter to his sister 
in-law^-neighbor to hiss Sallie Abercrombie. This letter was preserved by her, for 

which all praises. Here it is:

San Antonio, Dec.17, 1861

Dear Sister Bettie

I chis morning, according to promise made you before I parted with you, 

started my picture by mail addressed to Dr. John F. Fisher. I hope it will 

reach you in due course of time, and I have no doubt it will be appreciated by 

yourself and husband.

If I had known that we would have been detained at this place as long as 

this I certainly should have visited you all again. Since I left home I have 

felt very melancholy at times, owing to the contents of a very short note I receiv- 

©< through your aid, notwithstanding it contained all I asked and I assure/all 

that could have desired at that time.
A \

Tomorrow we leave this place for Arizona "the far, far West” and when I 

think of it my eyes turn involuntarily to the east and sigh after sigh escapes for 

those I leave behind.

You may, indeed I would be glad, if it ever should be convenient, let 

Miss Sallie see the likeness of your brother H. and I would not object if you 

were to ask her if she would not like to have it. If 5jhe says yes, let me know and 

I will with a great deal of pleasure send one to her. I hope though that she
♦ 

would much prefer the original, but in the absence of that she might possibly 

accept the likeness. please let me know what £fne says on beholding the face of one 

who would be devoted.



Tell the Doctor I am early expecting a letter from him giving me all the news 

of the neighborhood and what he may have heard from Brother Lorenzo, as I have 

been informed that he has written to Mrs. A* ( you may guess how I got that in- 

i^’omation ) and I have no doubt that it was quite an interesting letter.

Let me know how Mr. Thompson succeeds in his matrimonial trip to AlaX5^ vv ' **

Sister Bettie, you must excuse this coarse paper as it is the only kind I 

have except a few sheets of pink note paper which I must keep for a certain 

purpose. And when you write direct your letter to San Antonio and-be sure to give 

me all the new^-

Give love to ail the fanily, and kiss the children for me. Remember me 

kindly to Mrs. Abercrombie.

With love, your Brother—------ ------ -- /

H. W. Fisher,

Company!!, Jrd Regiment, I

Sibley^ Brigade,

San Antonio, Texas

4 Tell Miss Sallie I desire to be kindly remembered.

Fortunately for our youthful joy both parents cherished each letter received 

from the other. So^as treasure trove for us, the old secretary held two fat 

packages of faded blue and pink envelopes adornedyseals of many hues, filled slend- 
er^ly with fine long sheets of paper covered with the elegant script of the day, 

and tied up, the one with narrow black velvet ribbon made fragile by the years; 

the other with still strong pink linen tape, the like of which some historians 

maintain did more damage to the Confederate cause than all Grant’s stubborn fight­

ing.

In turn, ts our years permitted, we sat absorbed before this noble piece of 

iurnitufe. Bookcase above it was, housing behind glass doors The State papers 

of Washington, Fox1 Book of Martyrs, Pilgrim’s Progress, Hannah Moore’s Prose and 

Poems, William Gilmore Sims' Poems of the Confederacy together with the works 



of Fielding, Smollet, Victo Hugo and other lively tale tellers. Bookcase below it 

was too, holding, behind paneled doors, school books of many generations; fat 

volumes of Latin and Greek and awe inspiring larger ones of higher mathematics 

all of which defied and defeated the hungry searching ufor something to read11 

which we kept up endlessly. In between the upper and lower bookcases there was a 

cross-ways panel which opined downward at the touch of a spring and enclosed an 

enticing array of drawers and pigKxn holes made of polished light colored wood. The 

panel itself, lined on the inside with felt, became a writing desk supported by
A

stout steal sliding arms.

Here in a drawer was Confederate money, more than a little of it. Here were 

the lists of the families1 slaves, kept carefully because everybody believed that 

sooner or later the government would pay for them. Here was the ink bottle home
I

from the wars. And herethe dear letters, cherished through such perils and sorrows, 

resting at last in peace together while the suj^ of a new day slowly and painfully 

mounted the Southern sky.

To each of my parents1 six children who survived infancy those letters were 

sources of infinite delig t. They enrolled before us with truth and grace and

delicacy the history of our land garnished with romance and adventure. They restor- 

ed to our mazed eyes the youth of thosew^ho had seemed to us to have been born aged. 
A >

And gracelessly we turned upon them and teased them for their lovelorn state so 

obvious between every line. ' Obvious in spite of the formalities so well observed - 

my Father’s invariable salutation, until they were married being, uMiss SallieM 
f y

while hers was 11 Captain Fisher”.

Once he sent her a tiny posy gathered by him on a western mountainside, say- 

ind - ?,As a token of my esteem I send you this small sprig of cedar and this 

handsome blue flower, hoping that it will remind you of him who would be always 

with you.n

Even to the last those faded flower© still lay in the discolored fold of the 

letter that brought themj secretly deeply respected by all of us for being a token 
' -X

of that which we perc Oved to have been an important factor in the establishment

of our home. But in spite of that our native naughtiness sometimes prompted us 



at awkard moments to quote the stilted phrases of my Father’s wooing - never 

without dyeing my Mother’s cheeks a rosy color.

O’. Those wonderful letters’. When they were lost in the burning of the old 

home place my feeling was that something very valuable had gone out of our lives. 

Paying a call of respectful condolence to my Mother after the f ire^ ’’Uncle” 

George Wood, the old negro who had served my Father as ’’body servant” before and 

during the war said sympathetically,

”1 was sho' sorry about the fire. Miss Sallie. It aint jusx the house you 

lost, ’cause I Know you had so many old family relatives that can’t never be re­

placed. ”

Well, he meant relics, of course, but for the feeling I had for those letters 

his word was better than he knew.

During the last months of ibOl and the first seven of 1862 people on both 

sides of Mason’s and Dixon’s line were learning to their sorrow that war, though 

an/ easy beast to unleash in the heat of anger and the irritation of disagreement, 
I 

once loosed became a hard taskmaster requiring continual sacrifice; constantly 

encroaching on the amenities of liiu gradually taking over the whole scene; absorb­

ing all of everybody’s attention; demanding all resources; stealing away all joy; 

undermining all security; making of life itself a heavy thing where light and lovely 

thoughts were maintained with increasing difficulty.

Tne Abercrombie home shared the common lot. Their daily lives became set to 

martfiai thinking* Their hearts, came to know with unmentioned anxiety that even if 

they held in their hands a newly arrived letter from Leonard in the Army of North- 
* 
ern Virginia, yet he, himself, even that moment, might, be lying cold on some tram­

pled battlefield. The promise of his beautiful young manhood wiped out by an in­

sensate shard of iron or oellet of lead. 
JU 

c
It was hard to live with such an idea. Daily it grew harder. And the long­

ing for word from the soldier was never satisfied by the reception of the letters 
% 

themselves, because of the time that elapsed between their despatch and delivery. 

Never at any time did this feeling of apprehension uft after the grim reality of



casualty lists was comprehended. And all effort to comfort bereaved friends was 3^ 

colored by personal apprehension.

The slow, so desperately anticipated, fell indeed when news of tne second 

battle of Bull Run came filtering through. Fell heavily and with all the horror 

and shock the worst nightmare of imagination could have given it. Leonard Burford 

noercrombie was dead on the field of battle. Dead under the August sun in the Vir­

ginia^ niiis. Dead in nis nineteenth year, all the splendid future so blithely 

planned by him and nis sister now lost to him and blackened with sorrow for her. 

Dead of a. wound from which he suffered all night on the open battlefield and a 

bullet which ended nis agony as he tried to crawl to safety in the battle haze.

01 Poor young Sallie Abercrombie, so unused to sorrow'. So overwhelmed by 

it. Never to be entirely free of it again. Poor father and mother and younger 

oiociieis and siscers to whom this brilliant lad had been so dear. The pity of it. 

The waste. This was war. This from the first had been masked behind the waving 

ilags and playing bandi. How shameful and humiliating that man in unmastered
L- 'aL-^(buA-*? /LX ‘ i/fa <1

passion should destroy the trrgiiHSt flower^ of hx-sgown civilization which he had 

striven so valiantly to create



A Wedding In Waverly

Weddings in wartimes are not unusual# Nor is it unusual that sadness mingles 

with joy at such events. But my Liother1 s wedding which took place withing a month 

of her brother’s death, always seemed to me to have lacked some of the redeeming 

features common to the celebration of most war wedding. It was not good for a girl 

so young to go all steeped in new made hopeless grief to take her marriage vows.

It made for sadness in memories which should have been set to a happier strain.

My i[other seemed to realize this at the time and was all for postponing her

marriage. But the date had been set far in advance in order that the soldier bride­

groom might be sure of a. fur lough and Grandmother saw that it would be hard to

make new arrangements with mails and addresses so uncertain. She it was who settled 

the matter out of hand by dismissing ell idea of postponement. The glty is th^at 

in doing this she gave voice to herX^n deep despondency in a way to leave a lasting 

scar on her daughter.

she said, '"Don’t postpone the wedding, Sallie. It would’nt be right to

Captain Fisher. He may not be able to get another furlough. And it does1 nt 

really matter when you marry, now that Len is dead. If he had lived, I would have 

wanted you to wait until he could come home for it, but now that he is dead nothing 

matt er s about it.w

All very well for a mother in her first grief over the loss of her eldest and 

most loved child. But pretty hard on a young girl whose wedding is after all an 

event of some importance to herself at least; even in spite of great sorrowe It put

her at a disadvantage and belittled her at a time when she needed family support.

Because of the berevement all plans of a gala nature were abandoned No

bevy of fair meidens attended slim young Sallie Abercrombie to the alter. No 
k ■ '

brother officiers bore the 'allant captain company. In the language of the day, 
^57^

they had no ^hfaiters^ vj^o stMd up with them. The house', always garlanded with

vines and decked with flowers for social events *was the custom of the day v; a s not

decorated for this night. ■ Very few persons were gathered in the parlor to witness 

the ceremony. There was no ”infairbut the customary delicacies for such an



event vfere not lacking--chicken salad, beaten biscuit, custard, and white cake.

Dr. Fletcher Fisher, brother to the rroom, and his wife, the nSister Bettie11 

jf une leuber, walked over, by father5 s father drove f'roin his plantation bringing 

with him the bride-grooms little daughter* I'y Mother1® younger brothers and sisters 

were there of course—and when there was need of musig. Carrie made it at the new 

piano which nPaH had given her. Of the others, Minnie and Lina, Jack and Jim and 

Onai les no uning was related except that Minnie, a.ged 12 and fully embarked upon the 

career 01 a beaucy, was heard to rejoice that ner eldest sister was being married 

!i at la stH I

"One thing certain", she is quoted as ssying., "i'll never be an old maid like 

Sallie is, when I get married!1’

The ceremony was performed by Dr. Jaines Scott, a neighbor who was also an 

ordained Methodist minister, I do not know if his wife came with him. Nor do I 

know whether his niece, the lovely Ella Scbtt, who was my Mother’s well beloved 

friend, was invited. She Was no relative, though later to become a sister-in-lav;; 

her lover, Lorenzo Q. Fisher was away with the Confederat army in Virginia at the 

time of the wedding.

inis small company gathered in t he Abercrombie parlor at ’’early candelight”. 

When all were assembled. Captain Fisher and his bride walked in, and across the 

room stopped face to face with Dr. Scott standing before the great fire place filled 
A

with fragrant pine boughs. And there for my Mother really began the great business 

life, though to tne young people in the room it ’seemed an ending rather than a

The one pnysical rininder left of my Mother’s wedding is a lovely hand embroider 

ed ’’under body” which she wore that night, under what kind of a dress I do not know, 

except that I am sure it was not black. The Abercrombies were pioneers in breaking 

tne custom of wearing black for the dead. In an age when widows went heavily into 

crepe and frequently never quite emerged ain, Col. Abercrombie often said to his 

wife, ’’Minerva, if I go first I do not want you to wear black for me. If you feel 



that you must put on mourning, put on white, like- they say the Chinese do, then I 

know you’ll mourn for me in the winter anyhovz when you are coldlH

So I know my Mother at least did not have to go to her wedding, swathed in the 

trappings of woe, however sad a heart she carried within her breast. 
(

There was a certain delectable silk dress which still lay in an old trunk when 

our house burned; it alone having escaped the making over process that all other 

pre-war garments suffered in the post war era. Soft, sweet colors were in it, 

mingled and crossed in slender lines. If the pattern had not been an indeterminate 

plaid, it could have been.mistaken for shreds of rainbow. We called it niama1s 

green silk dress’1, so I assume the general effect must have been green though it 

was trimmed with tiny pink satin buttons and a narrow pink silk braid ornamentation 

yoclept n. w

I remember participati'nj in the outrageous naughtiness of cutting the smocked 

Watteau pleat off 'a lovely old rose cashmere robe to make a ’’tea gown” uidorn
A \

spec 1 lady? belonging to my sister. But I would as soon have cut off

my own hand as to have done violence to ’’Mama’s green silk dress.” Set apart and 

preserved as it was, I think it may have been my Mother’s wedding dress.

Captain Fisher and his young wife did not take a weddirg journey, the times 

being what they were. And because the enlistment of the carpenters had interupted 

the building of *his new house it seemed best for the newly wed couple to remain under 

the Abercrombie roof. This was convenient in spite of the size of the Abercrombie 

family because when my Mother returned home from her last year at* school her devoted 

father had built for her a separate room at the end of the front gallery. This was 

no mere ’’shed room, ” enclosing one end of the gallery, but was in fact a small 
*

attached house of one room of generous proportions. Here she had housed her beloved 

books, collected from earliest childhood; here she had often locked herself in end 

so avoided much of' the turmoil attendant upon the life of a large family; here she 
V.

had taken refuge with her lover’s letters from the voluble curiosity and- teasing 
t 

of younger sisters and brothers.



So here began her married life. Grandfather Abercrombie, generous as always, 

celebrated the event by furnishing the room with a beautiful imported set of 

furniture known to us as wedding furniture”. It was French, and gay with

bunches of morning glories on a soft gray background. This, in a day when one’s 

common place furniture was heavy walnut, was very new and very smart—-expensive too.
V

I have no doubt.

And here, surrounded by her new’ effects, not yet really aware of her new estate, 

captain Fisher reluctantly left his bride and returned to the business of war which 

was becoming each week a grimmer affair.

That really is all I Imow about my Mother’s wedding except that on the very 

day of it she stepped on a needle and broke it off in her foot. Her father tried— 

unsuccessfully—to cut it out with his pocket knife, the bride, and one can only 

believe that she had her destiny to fullfill so the hovering cloud of tetanus 

germs were powerless, went limping to the alter, which gave occasion for a bit of 

merry twitting on the part of one Cousin Billy Wood.



The War Bride Turns Jo Dome st. i city..

Back go her sewing and knitting for the soldiers went Mrs. Sallie Comer Fisher 

ne /ibercrombie wlnen her Captain returned to his campaigning company. But what 

was her surprise to learn, as she emerged from the vagueness of being both deeply 

bereft and newly wed, that she was expected to perform her patriotic duty in the 

company of sedate married women rather than with the gay group of girlhood friends 

who were formerly her co—workers. Morover she also learned that she was not ex- 

pected to do any cheering of furloughed soldiers, whether wounded or not.
A 3

Now uhat you are a married woman, you------ H was a phrase cons’tantly on the

tongues of her family, limiting and circumscribing her life in a way truly amazing 

co her. Retreating before it she turned to household management, as a sphere 

suitable to any married woman’s activity, determined to fit herself adequately for 

administration of affairs to which her new alliance called her. Here her honest 

endeavor aelivered a blow to her family pride, as she realized that her Mother, 

so beautiful, so cultjired, so perfect in the eyes of an admiring and adoring family.

was not so good a manager as women in that handi-craft era were expected to be. The

Abercrombie home lacked nothing of good cheer, but the results, young Mistress

Fisher came to see, were achieved by the simple process of having great numbers en— 

gaged in its ^ervice. She had a new understanding of an exchange of marks which 

took place periodically between her parents.



nJohnn, Mrs. Abercrombie would say, WI need another house girl. Send me up

Laura,11 or Becky, or Janey^as the case might be.

uMinerva,H good natured Col. Abercrombie would respond, nyou have enough

negroes 1 round the house already to raise fifty bales of cotton. You will ruin

me if you keep onl n But Laura^or Becky^ or Janey^as the case might be,would^with­

out fail from the plantation quarters, for duty at the back door of the

’’Big House”

So little interest had my 'randmother in the details of house keeping that

it was her custom to order the carriage at the same time she ordered general house

cleaning; and off she would go to spend the day with friends or relatives, leaving

the servants to conduct the affair without the supervision of the mistress of the

house. Sparing herself the boredom of such business she considered much cleverer 

than the meticulous house keeping of my great grandmother, her mother-in-law.

The carriage with two good horses, the driver Reese, and one younger negro/^to 

open gates were always held at my Grandmother1s disposal. Reese, the carriage 

driver, was a notable figure on the place*bo gifted in telling tales, so dignified 

and responsible that the younger children called him ”Daddy Reese”. His word in 

regard to behavior withing^the carriage was law when he was driving. If the 

horses became alarmed and he said ”Sit still Miss Minerva, I can manage them^”

Grandmother remained calmly certain of his ability to do what he promised. If on 



the other hand he said, ’’Better 4iet out Miss Minerva I ” All haste was made by every­

one to scramble to safety.

probably ever since the begining of the Texas adventure, Mrs. Abercrombie

had been accumulating sti^ff and by the time Sallie began to study home management, 

house maids, personal maids for each of the girls, laundresses, cogks and kitchen 

maids were almost falling over each other, so thick were they around the Abercrombie 

premises. This state of affairs, with its obvious lack of efficiency, pleased the 

bride so little that in her youthful inexperience she tried to correct it. Where­

upon, Emily, /grandmother’s own personal maid,nurse and general factdjum who was, 

in fact, the housekeeper 4s far as there mi; ht be said to be one, inquired as to Miss

Sallie’s proposed methods of training her own servants. In the same breath, with

the freedom gained from having nursed the young lady as a baby, she devoutly prayed

tu V vt
that ’’Miss Minerva will me to Miss Sallie, ’cause she going to be a

hard mistress1.”

To this, again betrayed by youth. Miss Sallie retorted that in ner^jnew home she 

would have no lazy negroes wasting their time and not keeping her house fine and 

beautiful, but that she meant to have splendidly trained white servants.

After trie war, Emily as a freed woman married and lived on a farm about 10 

miles away from us. Whenever any of Mama’s sisters came to visit, she came and

”psid her respects.” And never did she come into the house. that she did’nt say,



"Miss Sallie, where is your white servants?" 3Z
always having a great, shixxe. of humor and in the end being a great phil­

osopher, my Mother explained this salutation fully to us children as something ex­

ceedingly funny even if the joke was on her. Sometimes it would bring on talk of

si every-simesn about which we were curious and asked many questions. It was in­

conceivable to us that our clever, busy. Mother had once been so incompetent as she 

plead guilty to having been wiien marvied; -or so petted and pampered and waited on 

as never, before the war, to have so much as washed her own feet.

T ese questionjof ours were her opportunity to give us a happy point of view

whether she did it consciously I ao.ntb know; bu i she brought us up to re­

joice that the-negroes were freed, and to ave a sense of responsibility toward nour 

negroes’1 because they had been put on their own with out previous preparation in 

how to take care of themselves. Her idea was that the freedom of the slaves was o±' 

the greatest benefit to the white race, fhich had suffered through holding other 

human beings in bondage. The only pity of xt all she saw in the fact that if had 

taken a war and irremediable losses to bring the change about.

After I was fully rooted and grounded in this faith I learned with surprise

that there existed a less philosophical, idealistic school of thought; members of 

whom were said to be Unreconstructed.” I thought, and I still think, they existed 

on a lower plane of intellect than that on which my Mother lived.



her wedding in the

betterAutumn of 1862fgave my Mother time end opportunity for becoming

Uz _
months between ttlS’TTbjfs

acquainted with her husband's father, William Philip Fisher, and with her small 

suep daughter, who lived under his care.

It became a pleasant habit with her to drive over to grandfather Fisher’s and

stay with him a week or more at a time. He was a widower, very unassuming, very

quiet, but,She came to know^a very clever old gentleman. In his hom^ his son's 

wife was warmly welcome. Her dignity was satisfied;the full stature of a married

woman was accorded her there as in tha® nature of things it could never be in her 

childhood h ome.

Here uoo there was no jraaliption put on her night reading. All the candles 

she wanted were freely forth coming. There was no need to veil her windows and the 

cracks or the doors to escape a scolding from members of the household happening 

to arouse at night and see her light. It was all very pleasant and harmonious. A 

place of refuge to a young thing trying to find herself while the world she knew cu- 

shifting under her feet.
a

The only possible subject of disagreement between grandfather Fisher and his 

new daughter - in - law was the wardship of Mary Fisher, the Captain's 11 year 

old daughter. Thia the old gentleman feared would revert to her father and new 

stepmother and Mary be removed to the new . erne after the war was ended. He did'nt 



want, it to be so arranged. He loved the child and wished to be assured that she 

would remain under his care, even though that care took the form of sending her 

to stay with a married daughter, my father’s gister.Emily, in Huntsville for 

ten months of the year to attend school.

He explained nis hopes to my Mother who assured him that his arrangement with

my Father in regard to little Mary would meet with no opposition from her and so 

the matter was happily settled and never was disturbed.

My Mother came not only to like but greatly to admire the quiet old gentleman 

who was her father-in-law. ’’Breakfast oy candlelight, on horseback by daylight” 

my Mother used to say was the way his day began. /-;nd all day long, except for suit­

able hours at noon taken by master^ and slaves alike, he rode the plantation ways 

supervising, instructing, planning. His diligence in the management of nis business 

became her standard in later life.

None of nis affairs were slackly managed though a native quietness coupled with

a numerous, objective point of view often obscured public vision of his efficiency. 

*

A tale my Mother used to chuckle over included a neighbor, self advertised as a 

farm management expert, who gratiutously Mftrunted Mr. Fisher in the matter of 

cotton production. Led on from time to time by the weekly oTfereu comment of j|S<-

-prising^he expanded gloriously, later to learn to his discomfort that the Fisher 

plantation outranked his own in every way.



My Mother respected her father-in-law for a certain bookishness she discover­

ed in him too. In an age when most men ’’talked dogs, hunting, farming and politics”.

as she expressed it^here was a man whose library held all her old friends together 

with many pleasant new acqujantences, and supper table talk was all about what the

bride was read

This quiet atmosphere helped my Mother steady herself and conceal the hurt

ing. and- ^exchange of. ideas and opinions.

she felt at being left out of the gay social affairs of her unmarried contem- 

pararies. Waverly, following the^memorial war patternbecame increasingly, leverish 

ely gay as soldiers laughed and sang and danced trying to forget t±^ past and future 

horrors; and fair ladies smiled and flirted and were kind in pity and sympathy end 

admiration. So social events followed swift upon each other, each one at first

bringing a sort

tion of

of surprising blow to the lovely bride./

latex- ij-i'c ; - ■ .E:" Upilll ~TnT—UTII HlWtlr r in close obeerye-

v-edarfi~,.^a them ooth m relieving each others lonliness.

f £



The War Ended: The New Life Begins

The Army of Northern Virginia and the Army of the Potamac came finally

to trie end of their long drawn out engagement. The end ot the oid ways came 

then too, but for a time people acted as tnough the task ahead was reconstruc­

tion when indeed it was the construction of a new scheme or tn±ngs altogether.

Home from the wars came my Father with a distinguished military record

sehind him and his mind intent on home making. Participation in active service

ranging from Arizona to Louisiana under Sibley Hood and Sr^adbiy nagruder at 

me battle of Galveston, brougnt him recognition and official promotion to

wmch neither ne nor his devoted followers paid any attention* as for as

title was concerned. ’’Cap’n” he was

he remained to his dying day.

Home witn nim came also such of

alive and forthwith they resumed the

when they enlisted under nim and ’’Caphi”

the crusading carpenters as remained

task of completing tae house begun under

vert different auspices. So little did anyone realize the changes that were

come upon them that none of the plans for the house were adjusted to tne needs

of the new day. Even the kitchen was built m the back yard just as in the days

when small pickaninys, m training to become house servants, plied back and forth

supplying the piping hot biscuits, ’’batter cakes” and corn bread that every-

body expected as a matter of course.



Il seems strange now that they had no inkling ox wnat had happened.

So far from even a foreboding nad my Father been during the war years that he 

nad rashly gone into debt to increase his holdings of land. Cotton was bringing 

a great price and from Texas at least some of it was finding its way into the 

world market. Across the Rio Grande today you find in t he border towns the China,, 

glass, silver, and furniture of the 160’s as a result of the prosperity of the 

cotton running game of that era. So when adjoining lands were offered for 

sale my Father bought, mortgaging his own lands as security for payments.

Not so many stories of the early .days in the new house came down to us.

- We knew that the first child was born there: born-but did not live Ion

enough even to have a name It was strange to us that he had no mane, and

we pestered our elders about the matter. nWnat was his na e?’1 nWhat did you

call him?” We persisted and the peremptory reply ’’Nothing. . ow ask. no more
itr'Vl

questions,” caused us to call this long dead infant ”our little'brother.”

The dohctor who attended our Mother with

known darkly to the negroes as

her first child, was

was

lucky to have survived his ^ministrations.

We knew that, under the new arrangement with the negroes, servants were

hired by the year, i^y Mothers cook died in the middle of the year while ^he

was still an inexperienced house keeper s.nd she was unable to secure another

because all were under contract. So that kitchen in the yard became the first



intimation that she was going to have to cope with many new problems.

About that first cooking, she told us that the only proportions she had

ever learned were the ones used in the kitchen of her own family where at least

twelve sat down to every meal. Consequently, she cooked for herself and

Father on the same scale, and as no one in those days ever used anything over

she was deeply embarrassed by the mounting piles of food in her kitchen. As a

device for getting rid of it she would watch the well for negroes drawing 

water and run out with gifts of it to be taken home ,lto the children”. How 

she used to laugh at that as she told it. Almost as if that Sallie Fisher had

not been herself at all, but some far off ancestress of the Sallie Fisher who

had learned in a hard school that biscuits can be toasted and ’’left overs” have

a worthy place in the next days bill of fare.

We knew that she was very sick with a fever there one summer, and that

my Father extravagantly sent a messenger on a long trip to procure for her the 

first artificial ice ever brought into the community. ]^y grandmother was op­

posed to this, deeming it unhealthy, but my 1. other crs.ved it and my distressed

Father was indulgent so the ice was brought and banked in saw dust in the 

fire place in the sick room. But none of Grandmother’s other children were

allowed to taste it because ’”it might give them chills’.”

A few months after that ill ess. during which my Mother’s lovely hair

was cut, a beautiful thing happened. y bother went to New Orleans’. To us



that was the equivalent to having been transported straight into fairy land 

itself.

New jrleans was the metropolis of the Old South, it had romance and glamour

and tradition. From it came the new styles, the new music, the new books.

She made us see how magical that was; how e ilivening to sail away from 
»

She bought lovely new things herself; and walked and.

walked and lost her way enjoying the sights; and hurried back to her hotel in

time to keep an appointment with a l1hair dresser’1 who bunched her lovely short

curly hair /otgether on her neck and made her ready for the great experience of

her old age a faint pink flush of ex­

citement came to her cheeks when we would make her tell one of her grand 

Flowers were blooming and women were wearing gay fresh spring dresses of silk.

winter and springI

while yet it was winter there, but it was already spring in New Orleans.

y Mother went in February - in time for Mardi Gras. She sailed from Galveston 

an evening at the French Opera. Even in

children the story of her trip to New Orleans. I know that her heart beat 

quickened in response to the memory of that happy time.

She went with my-father’s brother. Dr. Fisher and he went to ’’buy goods”

to offer for sale in the community which had been so long shut off by the war 

from replenishing its needs. He carried $5,000 in gold for this buying, but 

lest in the uncertainity of post war times it be taken from him he carried it 

in -his trunkl That was simply the crowning excitement to us. Especially as



stewdr&s complained of the weight when thet- loaded it on the ship. *

My Motner took along some gold of hery^^n^ and adventured it in this 

buying. Making a pretty profit too, one of my aunt told me. She remembered

a.'

all about lovely hats in new shapes; and silks in new colors and patterns, 

sold to friends with advice about how to make them up in the new styles with 

cordings and puffings. All very exciting to this youthful aunt who was glad to 

turn away from the sadness of war to things of lighter and more joyous portent.

It was the year after the New Orleans trip that my oldest sister was born.

With her coming began that

life thereafter. The rest

devoted Motherhood which was to be the keynote of

oi us followed along two and three year

and never again was she to be without care for us and our concerns.



The Abercrombie Family Scatters ^7
Grandmother Abercrombie found little to her liking in the new era that

dawned on the South after the war. And whenever things
-■■f' /
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of this imperious lady and she could not change them it

were not to the liking

was her habit to go away

responsible member of a large family

consisting of nine boys persuaded her father toand one other

send her and her sister

visited in her brother’s home and he attempted 

So it was when, as a

popular young lady, she

from that place.

girl on a South Caroling plantation, she

to school in Philadelphia. So it.was when, as 

enforce his will on her, she departed without an adieu and did not for many 

years see that brother again.

so it was when association with her mother-in-law grew irksome, because of 
l'

thfct lady1 s house keeping, she began to be enthusiastic about Texas

and finally an exfcdus.

Stories of these various departures were very interesting to us. Particularly 

we delighted in the one from the doctor brother’s home. That was romance indeed.

Grandmother was a famous beauty. Everyone who eve^* saw her said that.

And she was charming and cultured. A conversationalist of great brilliance;

a hostess of renown; a carelessly generous disposition; a poised personality^?

securely confident that she could not be wrong; an indomitable will marvelously



’many graces
4

At any age she was irresistible

but at eighteen apparently, she was devastating. It was then that

she went from finishing school in Philadelphia to Montgomery Alabama to visit

in the home of the doctor brother - James Earion Sims - who was himself a

stronge character and the most stable member of the Sims family. Great grand­

father Sims had broken up the South Carolina home, and he and the other brothers

were also in Alabama.

Young doctor Marion Sims was married; had a baby or two, and was not

very strong He was even then engaged in the thinking, studying. and experimenting

which were later to bring him great fame some fortune, a summons to the bed­

side of the Empress Eugfnie, and honoring statures in New York and South

Carolina.
4

1 ' p> - ■

He had neither the time no^ patience to deal tactfully with a gay and

beautiful young sister just emerged from school and beset by a*d beaux

Her way with the beaux was to say nyesn to the most importunate and become

engaged until the importunities of the nexc one made it necessary to break

trie tie so to be free to say nyesn again.

His way with her was to urge her to marry at once the one to whom she

happened to be engaged/^. It made things very diffic.lt for her, and both



ox uhoir nauuiss boing v/xliful ib rosulbcd in r.tiny ciwrrsis* xd*

Grandfather Abercrombie was one of the bea^T. nt not dnepthe so importunate 

ones as to become engaged. Merely deeply in love and desperately despondent sbout 

the situation.

Upon a day 3^oun^ mnerva Sms yielded to the persuasions of the doctor’s 

best friei in i ontgomery. Ano 11 by ixiy haii .ame” quoth the doctor, or soriething

stronger, nYou are not going to make a tool of Tom”. He himself named the day;

told Tom to oe on hand with the preacher and tne licence; ana wrote .Creatorand -

latner Sims to come on for his eldest daughter’s wedding’.

Minerva was fearfully sure that she was- on the way to the alter with a 

young gentleman to whom she had only meant to be pleasantly civil. That was 

disconcerting. It upset nor. .particularly she did’nt like raving decisions 

taken out of her hands.

Along about that time ^reat^^randmotnor /mererombie, noting the despondency 

of her son John, said to him, 11 jonn, take the carriage ana frive down to Montgomery 

and ask her again.” John took the carriage and in Montgomery happened on 

Minerva in the house alone lor the moment with the servanta^the children and 

her frightened discomforture at the prospect of being married will-ye-nill-ye. 

to Tom.

John asked her again. The answer was ”yes, at once”. The carriage was 

convenient because John took back to the plantation in it a bride, her clothes,



Me Knew that Dr. Sims was mortally offended and that he and ms sijuer did nt 

speaK for years. But the result of that elopement which most interested us was 

the quoted remark| of a stok widow to whom John had been paying desultory eourt 

for no better reason than that her lands adjoine nis ov/n.

"To think," the lady said in deep exasperation, "that I've let that chuckle 

neaded John Abercrombie make a fool of ME’. I ’

'’inerva was ciever, educate:, young, vigorous and ■— living with ner

mother-in-law — id e. That he might be with her as much as possible he^j^epth

by aim wnen he transacted the office end of the plantation management - and

there was much of that in the farming of those days. That she might occupy her 

active mind she began learning the business <8^ and finally accustomed herself

to handling all the correspondence afterdecisions were made

Long before the Taxas move she was a dominant influence in une life of

the nchucK16-headedM John Abercrombie, who was a first class farmer, a devotee

nusband, and an ideal parent, from my Mother’s point of view, but at that no

tire hazard to the utmta-s, so to speaK.

All of which being true it is no wonder that the post war discomforts

and numi1i ations started grandmother to casting speculative eyes on far

horizons again.

Mexico now - that was a place - robably very interesting. Certainly new.



So in almost no time at all after the war. Grandfather Abercrombie again fared

forth on horseback: prospecting for a new home. Some of the price of ygh' cotton 
I

was invested in what purported to be "good pineapple land" and grandfather rode

back with a government land grant and a i^ic name, "Don Juan Grande", credited

not alone to his nandsome length and breadth but also his rather magnificent way 

with gold.

Grandmother * s idea was that my ^atiier and (^tfotner would come along too.

co on the next trip^ grandfather was accompanied by his son— in-law. i'y 

' e
/fiather returned to report "that the land was well enough i‘or uine^apples* In­

deed ne brought along some of the crop to the gr -at o-j oyment of the rami ly •

But in the saine breath lie pronounce the situation uni'it for rearing a 1‘amiiy 

and declared against taking my yotrier and their eldest born to live in exico.

He was willing to agree to a partnership which would take mm to Mexico tor

long intervals. But was not willing to break up ms new home in Texas and tran- 
<1 

I 
splant it.

My Motner took the position that ir ne intended to be gone tor months at

a time { her place was with him and sne proposed to occupy her place. Since

sne was xirm about this my Father declined the partnership in the Mexican venture 

and brat seems to have 'been its deatn blow.

Haile grandfather was going to and tro/) working at the proposed move

into Mexico ms wife continually kept it before mm that he did not know 



trie tecnnique of managinfl free negro labor., having all of nis lire been a 

slave owner. Giving tnis as ner reason she urged that he uturn everything over11

to Jack, che second Abercrombie son, at this time a stripling barely twenty-one•

Trie madness of this seems now so clear orb wonders why every one did’nt

see that while it was true that grandfather had never managed anything but slave

labor; it was also most certainly true that Jack nad never managed any labor at 

all. Grandfather had a way with the land that had won hime the respect of his

x’ellowjowners wno stoutly maintained that trie middle initlal^-of his name 

stood "Cotton" rather than Comer - his other's maiden name. But Jack had no

- pract ice1 tanning experience at all being reared in a planters home was his sole

qualification for the manager-ship to which his Mother nominated mm.

Acceding to his wires importunities in this was the line of least resistance

to grand father. He had always tried to give her everything she wanted. He

had brought up his large family on one maxim uDo what your mother sa^-s11 which

he had enforced when and us needed. He must have been a dear. Idy .Mother adored

tne ground he walked on. His memory was her most cherished one. But ncnuckl^-

neaded John Abercrombie’1 the jilted widow nad called him and I suspect she
r

may nave put just a dash of truth m with her fury, basing suspicion on

the fact that this man, in the fullness of experience, lacing tne greates“t~

economic crisis or ms life, did as his wife urged and turned the management of

his affairs over to nis young son.



'^aQ.z followed could have been predicted* A mortgage was stepped on the

g'>od Irial^ei Qounoy plantation and the money used to buy mules and supplies to 

iurnisn the tree negroes who were set up in individual iar.;ing units with 

no ade^top-ue supervision. Tne whole nlive—at—home11 economy or gardens, meat 

I
animals, and feed crops was sacrificed to a credit systeit based on cotton 

production.

It failed. The mortgage was due. The place was sold. With the balance 

oi the purchase price, after the mortgage was paid, my grand2®^her achieved the 

desired move. The Abercrombi^went to live in Marlin and Jack invested one 

money in a Brazos river bottom cotton crop which he raised with hired labor and 

mules fed with bought corn.

That was not a financial success either, and Jack — ’’poor Jacm” my Mother 

always called him — distressed at the losses attendant upon his'management

contracted malaria and died. Died glad to escape from the family reproaches, 

my X°thef thought.

During the years oi successive new beginnings engineered by my grandmother 

the three other Abercrombie girls married. Carrie and Lina to widowers much 

. -
older than they. Minnie, the youngest, trie beauty, after a brief span of school 

teaching, shared by my grandmother, to a Jflash suckling gentleman of more 

suitable years and much more able to cope with the problems of the times.

After Jack1s death, my grandmother decided that a west Texas sheep ranch



ranch vzas the vzay to recoup the family fortunes. So attended by Jim and Charles 

the last of the boys, she boldly adventured the remaining bit of the once 

respectable Abercrombie fortune. It seems incredible, but this is a true tale.

.L 1 - -1.-' J.



The Fisher’s Loose the New Home

During the first year or so after the war, my Father carried on under the

impression that things would sooner or later adjust themeseives comfortably in

the patterns (gjtl which he was accustomed.- Reconstruct ion by the carpetxbag

r/°system aid not hit Texas the day after Appomat/x. Apparently it rolled west­

ward in waves and the Texas wave was retar$tte#Csomewhat But 50me-thing else did

hit and hit hsrd. That was the difficulty of paying in gold for the land

b ou ght dur ing the war at Confederate money prices It was soon evident that here

was present an open and shut case of deflation. The gold due to be paid on the

one nev/jPxJXb of land was more than the whole place, including the beautiful new

home, was now worth on the open market. But the seller would not take back his

land and release the mortgage on the home place.

While my/Father and /Other struggled to rind a way out of this distressing

situation, my grandmc\ther Fisher died. Because my Father’s affairs were in

such s. state that whatever he owned might become involved in a forced sale

grandfather had changed his will
1 < t . j mZivS

- my pother and her step-daughter/

an(^ fcllk my father’s share of the estate to

Mary Fisher} my oldest sister, and such other

0^
children &&XL my Jdother and -Father might have by the time Mary was twenty-one.

The gold money on hand when grandfather died easily divided between the
4



heirs. But when it came to the lands it was more difficult. Finally 

disinterestOQ appraisers worked out blocks of unequal size but of approximately 

equal value, and the heirs drew lots for their portions. This gave to my ^ther 

and her first three children^, more that two thousand acres of land in San Jacinto 

County.

iv^y rather* s browner. Dr• Fletcner risher, drew the old Fisher homestead in 

talker county. As his own home was already well established he did not want 

the homestead for a residence and all the family were averse to-seeing it become 

a rent house. This led to the idea that my/feather and Mother solve^f their .

Aflat ton proolern by letting their place go^rather tl.an continue the struggle 

to pay trie exh^bitant price tney ha.d let themselves in for, and tra-ding with 

Dr- Fisher- for my grandfathers place.

The gold, which was my father's portion, left to my /Mother by Grandfather 

was sufficient to have bought the place out right. But Dr. Fisher had in zh'-w 

something of adventure and instead of accepting the purchase price in gold, he 

stipulated that he be paid 75 bales of cotton. Consequently, much of the gold 

went to hiring hads who made the cotton crop that paid for the place. To

L 
both the seller and the buyers this unique trade gave the whde affair a

I

more spirited flavour tnan a simple sale would have had. And both parties vere 

pleasantly innocent of the fact that they had defeated the purpose of grandfather *s 
«

will and convertea the inherits ce into communitkti property under the Toxas



law.

Th.is factj iiowavar, did net appear until many years later and the transfer

of the family from their own new house to grandfather’s great old fashioned 

estctolishinenc was completed without anyjggwt trouble. Of course my $o\,her was 

distressed to lose the house which had been so especially her own. She always 

nad a very tender feeling for it, which was perfectly natural, somehow the 

changed circumstances of lire cated for her not so much from the war as from the 

move and I’m not really sure that she clearly distinguished between cause and 

effect in tnat matter. Deep feeling and clear thinking did not always go hand 

in hand with her.



I
trie young Eisners now entered fairiy into tne nevr era, still bei^ivmg it to

be a matter of reconstruction they had in hand. Four children were born 

to them in the /ths and two more after that, making in ail eight. The first one.

a boy, they lost at birtn. The fifth one, a bright little gin named Emily 
4

after rny Father’s sister who lived ’’TTii, died when she was about six years

oia.

Tne loss or ’’Sister Emily”, as we children invariably caned this sister, 

was a deep grief to my Mother. . It was something else also which I think she 

never realized. It was a defeat. l^y the time it happened she had concentrated 

economic circumstances in an effort to stabilize life oxi better terms than had cml/ 

her energies, centered her devotion and invoked all, her natural talents to aid

in rearing these children of hers. Around her was a new world in which her husband 

and the other men folk struggled desperately with ^Oarpet^/aggers and unt

yet been offered. Gone was the old pleasant, easy, abundant^ life, passing 

almost unnoticed. Gone was the school, scene of many happy profitable days.

Something else was gone too. The sense of security which young Sallie

Abercrombie enjoyed so completely that she never knew she had it, which even the 

4

war had failed to shatter, now removed itself from the life of Sallie Comer Fisher 

in a neatly complete fashion.



It. really v;as strange that the war so little upset the poise of the Waverly

plantation folk. They seem to have maintained an atmosphere of serenity, most 

amazing all things considered, but very blessed to the war-worn soldiers who came 

to Waverly for furloughs. No one seems to have thought about it or planned it or 

analyzed it. It simply was. &nd it reflects itself in the letters and stories of 

the times.

Oeher'aT ' John Ban^hSad Mhgrud e^-wmsTrKggtgried -t01" Tdtlt'y'7!liady -tf av er 1 y

s' vr f etsrxatlrm ■ f '^th hij'Ztjff

wee-tte signal- for-wtreh social" -gryety. Whft-eff^

ms 01 QnivesTon, but tue h

'■ t r e op o w ■ i c ri 11 sir me d o ■ b S d t

B^-you oi^buxd tW UlOClEBlUHg £ as s Harrie 'ony

This BTlT'ede vras enoai^ped

at. •■ uaton out-©■ ■ l7r Mew i■ mhen L, der cnlle^ r .

Grief had come to may .i cr.iiies m 7;averly. And anxiety. And synipatny for 

neignbors end friends. But after all these things came along in trie ordinary course 

of life even.without a war. They never had and they did not during the war inter­

fere with the systematic pitching of the crops. planting of gardens, harvesting

and conserving the resources of the plantations, u.



It was after the war that this sense of security and atmosphere of serenity \ 

went away. As imperceptibly as dev/ drying up before the onslaught of a rising 

sun it took its departure under the sultry sun of the new day in the South.

It had been there. It was no longer there. Where it went, or when, none Knew.

Nobody noticed when it was there, it was so natural. Nobody noticed that it was

gone because all were? deeply involved in the difficulties of the new life. It 
A

is only in retrospect that both its presence and its absence can be discerned.

The ensueing state of uncertainty was compounded of several ingredients. Carpet* 

Defied
bag rule was one. ■ffe-i-egtTTt.in of previously accepted values another. The natural

/V

but mistaken efforts of the planter^ to rebuild their old world instead of boldly 

planning a new civilization was another. The oncoming of the little understood 

machine age was still another. A veritaoie tide of ingredients went into that 

uncertainty. And born^along with it went the Fishers, ne fending for his family 

and his class in the topsy turvy civic world end for his negroes in the economic 

chaos; she completely absorbed in the development and protection of their children

My Father was the first white man to be elected justice of the peace in our 

community after the carpetttag rule was broken. He occupied the office contin- 

uously except when he went to the legislature. When carpetzoa:gers v/ere in the 

hey dey of their power and negroes were elected to most offices, the negro who 

went to the legislature from Waverly, was my Father’s faithful servant and friend

uUncie” George Wood who had been with him before and all during the war as body 



servant. When Uncle George caine home from tils legislate® experience ^Cap’n0 settled 

on him a small farm and protected him in its ovmersnip tnrough all the 

vicissitudes of credit farming until death sepa^Ced them. It was my Father who 

went on before and MUnclen George who was left to mourn. And not long afterward 

a note unwarily signed lost HUncleM George his farm. But he was not without 

recourse. He simply moved everything of his which was movable across the line onto 

Fisher Farms, after which he rode into tell my Mother of the happenstance and 

assure her earnestly that he

uKnowed Cap’n would want me on the old place. And after I’m dead. Miss Sallie, 

.’yo'gals can inherit it back. If Cap’n had been here they never woulda’ got my 

1and.n

It was a tribute to my Father and his dealing^the ignorant^helpless negroes 

and we so appreciated it.

My Mother’s absorption in the children concerned itself with their physical 

« 
well being, their education, and their future careers. She taught us, she cooked 

for us, she sewed for us, she planted and caused to be planted gardens and orchards 

and field crops. Poultry and cows and pigs grew at her command to supply us 

with needed food. She nursed us when we were ill and plied us with hot 

lemonade, gruel, soft boiled eggs, rice pudding and a very timy delicate species 

of hot cake known as "mush batter cakes” made quite simply of corn meal mush, 

milk and/egg; dropped teaspoon full at a time on a buttered griddle.
I i f 1 i



When we were sick^ everything else came to a stand still and all forces

rallied round until the malady was conquered. A clearly defined procedure was 

followed* First the sufferer was put to bed after a scalding hot fr^ot bath^and 

a scalding hot drink had been administered. Tucked up warmly the patient viewed

with dismay the withdrawal from the secretary of a large leather bound volume

entitled, nDr. Massey’s Family Practice11 which my Mother pored over seeking symptoms 
4

to identify the illness.

and quinine and castor oil were apt to follow.. The first, measured

on the tip end of a pocket knife, then floated on water was pretty bad but not

so bad as the third. The second was a quite simple matter of bread pills which no 
1

one minded until one eot old enough to connect ringing heads with these 

innocent seeming pills.

If at the end of twenty-four hours the patient seemed not to be responding

to Dr. Massey as interpreted by my Mother, the local MszT;* was summoned. But 

that was expensive since n a dollar a mile11 was the charge and cash was scarce.

After Sister Emily’s death-my Mother took to hoarding the price o.f a doctor’s 

visit, and never after that did any doctor leave our house without his fee in 

his pocket. Cash was indeed scarce in those days and there was never a minute’s 

delay in responding to a call where it was going to be forth coming at once. No 

one blamed the country doctors for this because they had hard lives and did not

have the resources of g Mid ens and poultry and dairy cows which enabled the plan-



tation families to make out in those hard times. So precarious and so physically 

difficult were the lives of our doctors it is1 nt surprising that sometimes 

some of them the strain by drinking. That was what happened when
/<

Sister Emily died. That and a spill of such bitter cold weather as rarely

came and when it came made everything immensiy dinicult • I*ve heard my rfotner 

say that as she sat, holding the little dying child wrapped in blankets, close 

to the fire to try to keep her warm, water spilled on the hearth iroze >

when it fell right in front of the fire. It was pitiful to hear her talk about 

it. It hurt her so that she could1upkeep her^ warm and safe.

Liquor was Quite a problem in the early days of' the New South. Io never 

seems to have been in the old plantation days, l^y Mother told us unat wniskey 

by the barrel and kegs of wine were bought for the plantation by her father just 

as flour and sugar were when the year1s supplies were laid in after the sale of 

of the year's crop of cotton. These supplies were freighted home on the same

djprU
ox wagons fhaf fHe coffon fo market* Groen coifo© in sacks and tea in

tin canisters and whole spices in smaller cans came’too* And oranges and apples;

a few vanilla beans; boxes of raisins in clusters; nuts and citron; and whatever 

Christmaij surprises were to be revealed in response to the gay shouts of ^Christmas 

gif’u in the gray dawn of the peak holiday of the year* All were bought when the

cotton was sold.



These supplies of whiskey and wine went into locked store rooms and ^issued ” 

in decanters as needed. Loy .Mother said that her father always had one drink 

when he came from the plantation to his dinner at mid-day. If the meal was 

late, he did not complain, but took a second drink vzhile he waited.

ttMa always began to hustle the cook when she saw him taking that second 

drink,11 my ...Mother used to chuckle.

Drinks were issued to the servants at Christmajg and for sickness. Wine 

was served at dinners of state and at parties. At my^Mother’s home the negro 

woman named Emily was the person who went into the locked store room.and drew the 

current supplies. Once Minnie, the youngest daughter, before she was ten followed

Emily into the dim store place and remained, after Emily had gone, to sip a bit 

here and there; later appearing quice intoxicated before the assembled company. 

Sne was put to oed and made co drink cream as soon as it was determined that she 

was not suddenly stricken crazy.

i-.iinnie, are you drunk?11 my scandalized grandmother demanded. And MYes ma’am.11 

drawled Minnie, settling the diagnosis.

Tnat really is the only story of actual drunkenness that came down to us

only occur-

my other1s

from tne old days. Though of course. I don’t think now that it was the 

ance. It just was’nt one of the things common to the fabric of life in 

girlhood. It was’nt seemingly, a problem.



But new times brought new customs. No one issued drinlcs on high days O 

and feast days to free ^f^groes. But plenty were glad to sell it to them 

every day^ and because it was restricted in its use under slavery it may have 

been, I don’t know, a symbol of freedom to them. No one studied social pro- 

blems then. They only dealt with the®. / prinking negroes became a serious problem.

Not drinking negroes alone, either^ ^^ne truth be toldt ^hite men were 

under terrific strain. They came home from the Mar shell shocked and weary and at 
\ . • h

home they found, not the release and relief of which they had dreamed through 

all of the war days, but difficulties and dangers multiplied. The old decanters 

4 ■< '

stood empty in the homes because the crops did not bring in money with which to 

stock store houses as they had been stocked. Probably men missed that social 

drinking and felt added humiliation in its enforced absence. At any rate 

it became a custom with too many men of the new era to ease their burde/tof 

taut nerves at the little rough saloons which sprang up all over the country, 

o
selling what the negroes called ”r©t-gutw whiskey.

It has been an easy thing to laugh at the ’’Bible Belt” which went so 

heavily for prohibition in the first two decades of the new century. It always 

is easier to jeer than it is to understand. But if understanding were wanted it 

might be found that the men and women who led public sentiment in the years from 

1900 to 1920 were boys and girls in times of great uncertainty. And part, the 

most visible part at that, of that uncertainty was grounded in the disasters 



obviously attending the unwise use of liquor by both blacks and whites.

Drunken negroes influenced by unscrupulous carpef=baggers were unsafe 

citizens. Drunken white men loosed by liquor from self control were unreliable 

co-workers in the hazardous business of creating a new world. These were in­

controvertible facts, so liquor in saloons became a civic problem. On the other 

hand the tradition of liquor used for beverage purposes in the home was never chal­

lenged as an evil while those boys and girls were forming their ideas. Here, 

unless I miss my guess, is the makings of an explanation of the far heralded 

Mpolitically-dry — personally-wet1* philosophy of the South which has so 

shocked our mentors and menckens* But unless they had lived through carpet^bagg- 

ing days they would*nt be knowing 0 lot of things, so they charge it up to pious 

hypocracy and let it go at that. It*s that easy.

But going back to the sick children. If the current local seemea no

more successful than Dr. Massey'my Mother issued.forth from the sick room and said 

with pale lips and controlled voice, nSend for Dr. Fisher.M and off’ a negro 

on horse back sped for my Father’s brother, Fletcher, who lived five miles away. 

Uncle Fletcher did not practice his profession because he was not sufficently 

robust to endure the hardships of a country doctor’s life. But he was instant 

in his response to the appeals for help which came to him from my Mother in the 

several crises of illness through which her children passed. And a tower of 

strength he was to her.



Next to bringing us through alive, Mother cared most that we should

grow up educated, civilized persons. Since we were her children she quite

expected us to have good brains, some ambition and whatever energy was 

needed; she never questioned but that we could do whatever we wanted to with our 

lives. And what is more she saw to it that we never questioned it either.

When I realize that even as she was creating this sense of responsibility 

and optimisim in us we were daily becoming more poverty stricken and less 

likely to have a chance to become anything but drudges, getting a bare living 

from the soil, I am aghast at her indomitable will and courage. She knew better 

than anyone what was happening to us, but never did she concede that it was 
/ *

final. It was1nt that she was consciously and intentionally cheerfulJirT the face 

of overwhelming difficulty. It was simply that she never even considered it possible 

that we, as a family, could be overwhelmed. I have never known anyone who so 

definitely regarded obstacles as things only to be surmounted. That they could 

stop one was1nt even imagined.

s



The Railroad Comes

Introducing a new element into the situation steel rails began to be thrust 

forward here and there in Texas during the 1870's. At the beginning of that decade 

there were only 500 miles of railroad in operation in the State. This rapidly 

increased through the stimulation of a more then generous public land grant policy; 

c ou p 1 e dwi th^ d o na t i o na of right of way through privetly owned l&ndsj plus easing 

ht oii LhB*”"1 , . '1'i'IbAgflsBBi 't - donating land for stations and o r

terminal facilities with a sum of money thro in luck* -n rt~> . ..riii. This taken 
I 

aluoget/her worked so well 'that, by 1890 there were 8.,700 miles in operation. ^*7^^

Up from the coast, ceme the Houston end Great Northern ' reachin^^rei-; t 
A 

business of East Dexas JXui* vte r. Wfci, fol L01 Ing a line which ran for a mile or more 

through Fisher Fs-rmea Right of way my ^pS.ther and pother readily granted them, as 

did every one else, donating their acres in return for the advantage of better 

transportation of farm products to the market.

It vvas the custom for the construction engineers to make a more or less 

pernianie'it camp at some convenient place end work out from there surveying, setting 

stakes, and directing the labor of making a road bed. Because they could board at 

the Fisher table, put up tents under the ajp? old oaks by s good well of water and 

e/tjoy a degree of comfort and pleasant essociation^the engineers 01 the Houston 

and Great NortherWvhad their- camp for many months on Fisher Farms.

My parehts emfoyed Having these ambassa.dors of the new day and made them very 

welcome* .But when^ as a return courtesy, the engineers offered to 1 te © rail­

road station on the farm and call it Fisher, in compliment to the owners, the 

suggestion was spurned with great scorn.

H//hat? You do not want the station?H The shocked chief engineer exclaimed when 

the offer was declined. . uThink of the advantages of a school and a church for your 

children1. Think of the increased value of your land^ You should’nt turn this 

chance down.11

’hVhatl11 in turn exclaimed my Mother, 11 Rear my children in a little railroad 

towr/! bend them'to school with the riff-raff of such a placel Certainly not.’1

This being final the station was located three miles south of our hone and named 



Waverly after the community. But the post office when it came had to be named

New Waverly, because Waverly already had a post office away to the east of the rail­

road about seven miles. That crested confusion so, 8-fter many years, the station 

was renamed and became New 'Waverly also.

My mother's refusal to send her children to any school which might in time 

appear in the new village did not signify on her part an intention to permit her 

brood to grow up unlettered. On the contrary, I venture to say that no child of 

hers ever reached the age of five without being able to read, having been taught 

by her or one of older children, education in our home being a family affair. Even 

my Father, himself/'given to books, was sometimes pressed into service to hold the
1old blue-back speller and ncall the words11 of the le 

zq the children dressing before the fire in the big fire place while my Mother 

cooked breadfast.

As a teacher my Mother made up with determination what she lacked in experience 

or pedagogic method. So many pages of history or reading, or latin, or geography; 

so many lines of spelling; so many mathematical problems definitely defined the 

day!s stint of work. Nobody failed in her school because if you came up to recite 

before you knew your lesson you just went back and learned it and were heard again.

If y>u were lazy or dull or stubborn or had stolen time out to read some fur­

iously interesting book you took all day to get through your day’s assignment. I 

often did but I don’t remember that anybody hurried me. Nor do I remember that I 

was ever excused from completing my task, though some times as the sun slanted 

westward and I wanted to run out of doors I cried a bit .(o£ try to get excused.

On the other hand if you went to it briskly early' in the morning aiming to be 

through in order to go fishing or otherwise disport yourself joyously no one denied 

your right to whatever of the day was left after recitations were over. Oleverer 
)

members of the family than I often finished by noon and had beautiful long afternoons 
to themselv^C Even I did it occasionally and remember the feeling of soacious

leisure it gave me. There never was so grand a sensation.



Along with that education wrested from books went education to fit us to

cope with our surroundings. This came in the form of responsibility for chores

and no toddler was too small to collect a basket of chips to be used for quick heat

in the kitchen stove on a frosty morning. Your task was fitted to your age and cap­

abilities and you labored in company with those me.tchless companions, the older 

members of the family.who talked as they worked.

iy-pother in particular was a talented teller of tales end the ones we liked

best were those about her own experiences. It was easy to learn to cook end wash 

dishes while she told of old black Sophy, the cook on the Abercrombie plantation,

made cookies in the form of animals and petted your mother w’nen she v/as a child.

So fascinating were these tales to all of us and so much did they enliven our

working hours that once my youngest brother, the youngest member of the family, 
t

S ic garden which he was supposed to be hoeing and begged pitifully

or my .;iotn^r ..to come out and be . jkt I..- "... ■ ■

« J
very well ai^toe time.' Rashe, m\r brother, was cboutzten years old "ail pcyles ;/ere 

the newesw-thing, he kcdl seen picture of them and of ladies ridies ridi them

so he had an inspiration.

nI don’t want you to work1’. e said. ’’just get a bycycle and ride up and down

the rows end talk to meh’

The garde.., the well, and five great oak trees v/ere on the ^ast side of our 
■ *, * .,4

house. On that side also rsn the railroad, about the of two city blocks

dis tcnt. Further to the north, yet Still in sight.of the house, and bordering

the railroad, was the old family slave burying ground. Indeed the railroad right 

of way was curved to avoid passing through this halloed ground. Just here,a bit 

of rising ground had to be leveled for the road bed- and this place was alwavs 

known to the negroes and to us too as the "uravevsrd cut”. The curve, the;'em- 

bankments and the great pine trees contrived a dramatic entrance and exit for the 

two coacned passenger trains bi those early days as they flashed by at the dizzy 

speed of pO miles an hour. Ano the long' lazy freights drawled their more imoressiVe 

leugtii across the scene and with apparent reluctance drew their ’’caboose” after them 



into the unknown world that lay to the north of us..

After its coming the railroad played an important part in the lives of the 

Fishers. Gardening was a thing all took a part in and always we gardened in 
i * 

sight of those shining steel rails and the brown ribbang^which ran between them. 

Under the shade of those five great oaks many house hold tasks were carried on; the 

family laundry was done there weekly because of their nearness to the water supply; 

the wood pile which supplied the great logs to the four great fireplaces and the 

smaller split wood to the kitchen stove and chips and fat pine for kindling was 
—"■* 

there; often vegetables from the near by-garden received their first preparation at 

the well side so as to carry no dirt into the house; and frequently in summer the 

great brass preserving kettle filled with peaches was set bubbling out there over 

a slow fire while my ^Mother sewed or read in the shade near ay in her little low 

rocking chair brought from the house.

A lot of livin .really went on under those live greet oaks, much play as 

well as much work. The little milk house was under the shade of one of them. In 

another the boys built a platform to which they often resorted with books to read, 

or just to lie there lazily all among the great branches and green leaves. But 

whether we worked or read or played always in sight was the railroad shaping our 

thoughts and imagination and offering us changing scenes and acquaintence with new 

and strange and interesting persons who appeared and disappeared like characters 

in a play.

Sometimes these characters were men who trudged by on the railroad sparing us 

only a side glance as they went. Sometimes they were railroad employes walking 

nonchalantly a-top of the cars of a freight train on the mysterious business of 

their kind. Sometimes they leaned from the windows of passenger trains and waved 

their handkerchiefs at us. That always set us guessing as to which of our friends 

or relatives had embarked on the exciting affair we called na trip”.

Once I remember a President of the United States went by while I, a little 

girl in her best gingham dress, gasped with the excitement of such an event. Ever

after I cherished the mental picture of a bearded gentlemen in a frock coat 



seated on the rear platform of-a grand special train surrounded by other ornatCper- 

sons clad in the habiliments of dignity. ”l saw President Harrison," vias my 

boast.

Then just the other day an old man died and the newspapers printed the story 

of how he doubled for president Harrison on that trip so that the country folk could 

make just that boast. It was funny how badly I felt for that little red headed
~ I -—

gingham-clad girl which had been me and had been cheated.

Sometimes the actors did not pass across the scene so swiftly. Once, my 

pother used to tell us, while her three first children were still quite young

she took into the house to live and ooard a man who had charge of the fiJintaince in

repair of the railroad for a given distance north and south of our place.

With him came his wife and her sister This man was attimes a heavy drinker 
. L

and,when intoxicated a very quarelsome person so the experience of having him in

the nouse was not a pleasant one. It culminated in a grand finale in which the 

man attacked his wife with intent to murder her; and was in his turn attacked by 

his sister-in-law.

It happened when my -Father was away from home fee my /Kfother put trunks and fur­

niture against her door and sat trembling on the barricade all night while these 

three ±ought up and down the hall outside. Y/hen daylight finally came and the battle 

simmered down my pother emerged from her room, sent a negro for a neighbor, and with 

this reinforcement and much outraged dignity she ordered that man out of her house 

without delay.

working their waySometimes the new characters were tramps who were begging or

through the country

Feather hired them.

If they were begging my ^Mother fed them. If they were working.


