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This dish sits on top of the jam cupboard in my kitchen. It came from the household of Elizabeth Swope Suter and was given to me by my grandmother Janet Weaver Yoder. Grandma was the first one to tell me Civil War stories about some memorable pies baked by Aunt Mag Suter. We live in Briery Branch, in the southwest corner of Rockingham County. If I look out the window by the jam cupboard where this dish usually rests, I see the remains of an old stone chimney from a house built just after the American Civil War. The house is gone, and a huge sugar maple tree grows where the living room must have been. Even the mortar has melted out from between the chimney stones. That chimney is lifetimes old. So are many of these artifacts. So are the stories I want to share today.

I’m a story-teller, not a student of Civil War history, and while I have tried to be faithful to the records I have read, I hope that if I present anything incorrectly or mispronounce a name, you will provide correction during or after this presentation. None of this material is new research, but I hope that segments of it may be new to you, and that it may inspire you to investigate some of these books if you have not already done so. At the end of this talk, I would be delighted to hear your own stories of Mennonite and Brethren women during the Civil War, or your embellishments or corrections on these stories as you have heard them. This collection of stories takes about an hour to read, so please feel free to step out and stretch if you need to do so.

I’m indebted to others who have shared family stories: Ruth Stoltzfus Jost, Rebecca Hunter, and Robert Alley, and to Paul Roth and Nate Yoder who directed me to some helpful resources, and to Emmert Bittinger, who provided me with material he shared several years ago in a presentation. His work in editing the Unionists in the Civil War series has given us wonderful access to the voices of Mennonite and Brethren men and women in the documents and depositions they presented to the Southern Claims Commission following the Civil War. Other resources upon which I relied heavily were John Heatwole’s The Burning, which draws on family histories, memories, diaries, letters, interviews, and oral history to tell the story of the fall of 1864, when Sheridan burned 2,000 barns and 70 mills, devastating the valley. James O. Lehman and Steven Nolt’s Mennonites, Amish, and the Civil War provided additional stories and context. I’ve also drawn material from Jacob R. Hildebrand’s Civil War journal, Mennonites in the Confederacy by Samuel Horst, The Olive Branch by Sanger and Hays, and books from my own family by Mary Suter and Katie E. Wenger.

As often as possible, I have directly quoted transcripts from depositions or statements in interviews in order that you may hear these women’s experiences in their own words. I have selected stories for variety and detail, and have made no effort to uphold a particular moral through them, but hope that each woman’s story in its specificity and variety can tell us the truth of what it meant to be a woman from the Mennonite and Brethren churches in this Valley during the Civil War.

Women’s Work

Telling stories across generations is a tricky business, because the original tellers have assumptions about their time that are lost to us. While I do get up in the morning to feed my chickens and ducks, the shape of my day is nothing like the day that would have been experienced by a Mennonite or Brethren farm woman of my age during the mid-1800’s. 

Several resources help to illuminate the daily lives of women during this time. One is Edith Wenger Morgan’s record of stories from her father Solomon Wenger, son of Jacob and Hannah Wenger, Mennonites who lived near Greenmount Brethren church near the Brenneman Mill.

Hannah is described as a “model of non-conformity” who always wore a black shawl and splint bonnet. Morgan reports that Hannah’s duties included sewing and mending clothing by hand for her family of ten children, knitting stockings for everyone, and spinning the wool or flax to make yarn for this task. The laundry was done by hand, and you can imagine the considerable task of feeding ten children, a husband, and hired men. Morgan writes, “Grandmother was a good cook and set a good table. She took great pleasure in supplying it bountifully with all sorts of fruits and vegetables from their own orchard and garden. In summer, she dried fruits for winter. There was a bake oven in the wash house where bread and pies were baked, for pies were as staple an article of food as bread, and served as often.” She made tallow candles. She plucked the geese and ducks for feather-beds, and she wove both the cloth the family wore and their sheets from flax, their blankets from wool. Rags were saved and woven into carpets, and the carpets she tacked down over straw padding, then took them up and replaced the padding in each house cleaning. She also nursed the sick in her home from her own supply of herbal medicines.
 During the war, when vermin were prevalent and some of the children somehow caught lice, she wielded a fine toothed comb to rid them of this complaint.
And while it’s clear that she worked hard, we hear that she was a slender little woman who loved beautiful things—fancy quilts and flowers.

Women without children, the maiden aunts, are remembered and loved in many family stories. Margaret Suter, our own Aunt Mag, sister to the potter Emmanuel Suter—my grandmother’s great-grandfather—is remembered well for the way she cared for the Suter family and the community. She was teacher, mother, and nurse to the children, whose mother Elizabeth was often ill, teaching them the alphabet from the plate on the old cook stove while she cooked. She nursed the children through life-threatening illnesses-- measles, typhoid, and diphtheria, and often spent time in the homes of others helping the sick. She was as good as a doctor. Mary Suter recounts the time that Aunt Mag diagnosed a family member with diphtheria and sent a Suter boy to the doctor, who said it couldn’t possibly be diphtheria—there was none in the neighborhood.  The boy said, “When Aunt Mag says it’s diphtheria, it’s diphtheria.” She was right.

Mary Suter explains a bit more of the work that went into processing flax. The women broke their home-grown flax, then carded it, then spun the thread and wove it on looms into cloth. They made dye from oak bark.
 Aunt Mag Suter was still weaving cloth into her eighties, but at the time of the Civil War, she would have been in her thirties—we will share some of her stories later.

Mennonites and Brethren in the Civil War

The Mennonites and Brethren—known at the time as Dunkards— opposed slavery and were pacifist by belief. Before the war, they simply wouldn’t show up when the county militias mustered, and they were expected to pay small fines. When the war started, however, they were required to join up with their neighbors. Those who didn’t were imprisoned, fined, or had to hide or flee to the north. Exemption acts passed in 1862 allowed church members to pay a large fee or hire a substitute if their convictions prevented them from serving. Some paid the fees, others fled, others went into the army in noncombatant positions, or simply refused to shoot.

Many Mennonites and Brethren bowed to local pressure and voted for secession. Magdalena Heatwole gave a deposition in support of her husband Abraham’s claim to the Southern Claims Commission. If she could convince the Commission that they had been loyal Unionists, they might receive reimbursement for goods and livestock conscripted by the Union army. She explains that she and Abraham were “intensely loyal” to the Union and helped many refugees escape, but Abraham voted for secession:

My husband was a true union man and did all he could for the union, altho he voted for secession through fear of the threats made against all who opposed it. On the morning of the election, a man named Philip Arbright came to get my husband and carry him to town, and while here I heard him urging my husband to vote for secession and telling him the danger he would be in by not voting, and about the excited state of the people and how much better it would be for him to and &c, but he declared he would never vote for it. When he came home at night he appeared greatly depressed and when questioned said he had done the worst thing he ever did in his life, and that he found the excitement so great in town that he was afraid to come away without voting. I am certain he never would have voted if he had not been frightened into it by the threats everywhere. He felt so bad about it, it made him nearly sick.

Elizabeth Garber, widowed after the war, made a claim in her husband Abraham’s name on behalf of herself and her seven children. In her own words:

My husband…was against the war and against secession…when the election came on he told me he didn’t think he would vote at all, he was afraid. I urged him to vote against secession. I went to the voting precinct with him, but not to the polls. There was a man named Harrison voted against the secession. I saw the Rebel soldiers go after him after he had left the polls and fetch him back. Nobody knew whether they would hang him or what they would do. When my husband came from the polls he told me he had voted for secession and was very sorry for it but he couldn’t tell what they would have done if he had not.

Mary Brenneman, in filing her own claim, explained how her Mennonite church taught against secession: “Our church don’t believe in slavery, disunion, nor war…there will be no slavery or disunion in heaven and ought to be none here.”
 She says, “I felt very bad when I heard of the slaughter and suffering of men on either side. We did not read the secular papers much and I don’t remember much about the different battles but we were glad when the Union cause prospered.”
Like Elizabeth Garber, she seems to have urged her husband to vote against secession. 

I was opposed to secession but could do nothing. My husband got a little tangled about secession and was either persuaded or frightened to vote for it but was sorry enough for it and said he had done wrong and would never vote anymore and he never attended elections afterwards.

Jacob Wenger of Greenmount had been one of three men in his precinct who, despite the threats, voted against secession.
In Edith Wenger Morgan’s account, his wife Hannah wept when her husband was conscripted into the army. Called for duty, Jacob reported but told the officer he would not be able to shoot at anyone because he believed it was wrong. By way of punishment, they made him carry heavy rocks to and fro, hoping to break his will, but they could not and eventually sent him home. Meanwhile, Hannah had to work in the fields alone, with her children helping to shuck the shocked corn, and those that were too young to help following along.

Yet some people from the pacifist churches openly supported the Confederacy, and their sons enlisted and participated fully in the military effort. Catherine Hildebrand, a Mennonite woman in Augusta County, must have worried a great deal for her men. Her son Benjamin was in the 52nd Virginia Infantry from the start of the war, and her other two sons joined up as it continued. Her husband Jacob was a trustee in the Mennonite church. He reported for military duty in March of 1862, but was sent home.
 Later that week, Catherine had an alarming dream, which is recorded in Jacob’s diary, and later that month she fell ill for ten days. Here is the dream, as recorded by Jacob:

A certain wise man once said that fools put their confidence in dreams. Yet I will notice one which Catherine told me she had last night, she thought or dreamt that some barn had caught on fire, which caused great alarm, & that it burned many of the shingles off it when the fire was put out, & left some shingles on & all the rafters stood upright not being damaged.

Activists

Some Mennonite and Brethren women played active roles in helping their faith communities resist the call to war. Mary Diehl Shirey, who in later years was a pillar of the Mill Creek Church of the Brethren, explained how her whole family assisted refugees fleeing to the north:

We had a closet so fixed that no one knew that any was there, and hid them there. My mother took the shelves out of the safe, and one hid in there. In the barn my brothers had a secret place to hide them…from the rebel soldiers.

Two of Mary’s brothers went north; another served a short stint in the Confederate army.

Lehman and Nolt describe the civil disobedience by Mennonites in the valley as “no doubt the largest act of collective defiance ever carried out by American Mennonites.” Magdalena Rodes Heatwole and her family made their home a “headquarters” for draft evaders, and Margaret Heatwole Rhodes was a postmistress for Unionists, leaving her five children with her mother in law while she walked as far as six miles to deliver letters.
 Samuel Horst writes that Margaret also kept as many as half a dozen fugitives at a time, cooking for them and gathering provisions for their journeys. She hid them under a trapdoor in her bedroom, which she covered with a carpet.
In her own deposition to the SCC, she says: “Our house is in a secluded place, and very favorably situated for concealing persons. My husband was an invalid and not troubled with the military much.”

In March and April of 1862, several parties of young men, both Brethren and Mennonite, were captured. One group was detained for several weeks in the Harrisonburg courthouse along with the revered Brethren elder, John Kline. Conditions in the prison were poor, and the prisoners faced illness; their families lived with the fear of how they might be punished—even execution seemed a possibility.

We have stories of two women who took provisions to the prisoners. Sarah Flory Bowman carried a basket of provisions once a week, sometimes oftener, to the courthouse, where she would cook the rice allotted to the prisoners and then supplement it with her own “store of good things.”  There she spoke with Elder John Kline and in later years would remember his words with pleasure.
 Catherine Showalter’s husband was among those who attempted to go west to escape conscription. In her words:

O we were perfectly resigned. We knew that if they staid at home they would be forced to leave home in some way, and we thought that if they could reach a place of safety, we at home could get along with what we had. But it was not long after they left home that we heard of their capture; then the trouble came. We could not hear often or learn much about them. After a few weeks, we learned that they had reached Harrisonburg and were under guard in the courthouse. I then went over to Uncle George Hogan’s who at that time lived above Edom, and he went with me to Harrisonburg. We went on horseback, and I carried a basketful of provisions with me…the guard, Joseph Miller, who took us into the courthouse was a nice man. We remained…about two hours. The prisoners were all glad to see us and they seemed to be cheerful and perfectly resigned to whatever might come. I asked Jackson, my husband, whether he wanted to see ‘Sallie,’ our little girl at home. He was so overcome that he said he did not wish to see her then.

S.F. Sanger, a younger brother-in-law to one young man held in Richmond, remembered “well how my sister was depressed on receiving letters from her husband.”
 And well might she be. Her husband was held for six weeks in a prison in an old tobacco warehouse under unsanitary conditions.

After the Exemption Act was passed, the men were allowed to return home upon the payment of fines. Rhoda Ellen Heatwole, waiting for news of her husband Simeon, remembers the day she heard there was news from Richmond from her sister, and “she could not tell how she felt—she thought they were all killed: her sister told her that her face became sadly pale. She feared sad news, but her ‘sorrow was turned into joy’ when she learned that her husband would soon be released.”

Henry Brunk was among the 70 held in Richmond, and he was set free with the understanding that he would do noncombatant work for the Confederate Army. Unwilling to do anything to support the army, he deserted and spent two and a half years hiding. One of the most difficult times his wife Susanna Heatwole Brunk must have borne was when their young son died while Henry was in hiding, and during the funeral she stood at the gravesite alone. Henry was there, hiding in the back, but he had to slip away before the final hymn.  In 1864 he fled with his brother-in-law and a group of young boys through Clarksburg, West Va., and eventually to Hagerstown, where he found a job working leather and repairing shoes.

Henry spent at least some of his time in hiding at the home of Margaret Rhodes. Perhaps if soldiers came around he would have slipped through the trapdoor to hide under the floor, and she would have covered it with the carpet.  She recalls: 

We kept one man named Henry Brunk, who was captured while trying to escape, and was put into the rebel army, and ran away and came here, for nearly a year. The reason he stayed here so long was because of the condition of his wife and family who lived near our place. After his wife recovered he went north through the mountains. I can’t tell what time this was there were so many parties going, and a good many went when he did.

I don’t know what route Henry took, but many of the young men escaped from the valley to West Virginia through the Briery Branch gap in southwest Rockingham County. I was surprised to read that 2000 young men had fled through the mountains I see each morning through my kitchen window.

Hungry Soldiers

I must dedicate a whole segment of this talk to stories of the interactions between women and the soldiers, both Union and Confederate, who came to seize, tax, requisition, or simply steal food and livestock from their property. As you’ll recall, women were involved in almost every part of the food production process. In autumn, their pantries, attics, and poultry yards held results of months’ worth of labor. They were responsible to feed their families through the winter from this store.

By 1863, the government in Richmond found it more effective to tax a tithe of farm production rather than tax in Confederate dollars, and impressment officers would go from farm to farm taking foodstuffs.

And the Mennonite and Brethren farms provided attractive abundance to hungry Union soldiers whose rations were giving out. Sergeant Ezra Walker of the 116th Ohio Infantry recorded in his diary that 

[We] got among Dunkards today. They universally seemed scared to death when they saw us coming. One woman begged us not to take her cow or sheep. After we promised her time and again that we would pay her for everything we got she would still say: “Yes take everything you want, but leave some for the others, or they will be mad and threaten to shoot us.”

Walker reports that he gathered bread and produce. At another time, he gathered “a bucketful of honey, one of apple butter, bread, sweet potatoes, cabbage, chickens, a pretty good haul for one day.”

Yes, young men at war are hungry. When Torbert’s cavalry came through Staunton in Sept. 1864, a government bakery was “operating full blast” to bake bread for Confederate soldiers. The Union army descended and devoured the bread as it came from the oven, demanding more. Private John Sargent describes the bakers: “The Knights of the Dough looked on with open mouths, considering whether it was best to remonstrate or not. No doubt they had worked hard for it and kneaded it much for their army, but we considered it as one of the trophies of war.”

That seemed to have been the norm for soldiers and bread. They confiscated it. Rebecca Hunter heard in her family stories that women often baked their bread at night, then hid it.

Magdalena Heatwole wouldn’t tolerate bread stealing. If you recall, she and her family ran a headquarters for the underground movement. One story handed down by her descendants tells that after she took a batch of bread from the oven, she saw soldiers coming. Thinking quickly, she thrust the fresh bread into the cradle, and covered it with the baby and its blankets. The soldiers couldn’t miss the scent of fresh bread and insisted that they would search the house. Magdalena showed them the butcher knife she held hidden in the folds of her skirt. They thought better of it and left. Though she helped to hide men fleeing military duty, she took up arms to defend her bread! Women all over the Valley were wondering desperately how they would feed their families through the winter as more and more foodstuffs were taken and later, as barns and mills were destroyed. Magdalena had four children to feed. In a deposition, she records the taking of ten gallons of molasses, fifty gallons of apple butter and fruit, two barrels of flour, three bushels of seed sweet potatoes, vegetables, meat, poultry, honey, 75 pounds of butter, four horses, a colt, two cows, two hogs, and two sheep. She claimed, “I got a piece of one of the sheep and of one of the hogs and cooked it for our own family, and when done the soldiers got that too.”

Another woman, believed to be Brethren, also had her bread-baking interrupted. Amanda Catherine McNett Bailey, according to Robert Alley, was a widow with three young daughters. She had lost her husband when he was suffocated by foul air while cleaning out a well. (A dreadful story in its own right, for he was rescued from the well but returned to it, probably deranged by the fumes, to get his hat. He fell in and broke his neck.) So she was a widow by the time of the Civil War. Now, as she baked bread, a soldier came to her house and warned her that there was to be a battle on the spot. She gathered her three small daughters on a horse and rode out of the battlefield. We don’t know what became of the bread. We do know that Amanda’s house stood somewhere on the lands of Mount Pleasant Church of the Brethren—just out here. Alley believes that this probably was the same battle in which Turner Ashby was killed.

Frances Weaver Coffman, wife of the Mennonite bishop Samuel Coffman, lived near Dale Enterprise. When she baked bread, she would hide it in the tall case clock they kept in the hall.
 One day, she and Samuel were sitting on the porch watching their children at play when a party of Federals arrived foraging for food and livestock. Frances took the children indoors, while the bishop and his older sons watched the soldiers slaughter sheep and pigs, then take away the family’s best horses. The bishop stopped a young lieutenant to ask him to care well for the horses; the lieutenant explained he had orders not to leave anything that the enemies might be able to use. The bishop asked, “Or anything that might feed innocent women and children?” Having no reply, the officer rode away. Afterwards, the family rounded up a few animals lucky enough to escape and took them to hide on Mole Hill.

Hannah and Jacob Wenger hid their grain in a bedroom hidden behind a cabinet. They could collect grain from the basement by drilling holes in the floor. Hannah was less successful one day when they hid a bowl of freshly-churned butter [butter churn and press] under a big cupboard. Hannah baked biscuits and went to find the butter only to discover that the soldiers had snitched it when she wasn’t looking. Another time, the soldiers took Hannah’s ducks, and she complained to their commanding officer that she “needed her ducks.” He ordered the men to let them go, and the ducks marched off in a line behind the wash-house. However, a little bit later when the soldiers rode away, Hannah came out in time to see that each one carried a duck.
 Confederate money dwindled in value as the war continued, and when it cost twenty dollars per pound to buy coffee, Hannah decided to make her own substitute by toasting and grinding rye.

Some of my own family stories involve food. Lydia Breneman Wenger, my great-grandmother’s grandmother, lived on Linville creek and is described as “small and frail but a capable lady.”
 Soldiers came and took all of Lydia’s chickens, but she found one that they missed. She caught it and cooked it, but when it had been prepared, the soldiers came back, took it outside and gathered about the cookpot to devour the bird.

Aunt Mag Suter, who I mentioned earlier, did her best to protect her family’s assets. She buried money by the well, hid the silverware in an outhouse, and once, as the soldiers came, rounded up the horses and hid them in a thicket on the ridge. The soldiers took the cows, but she had saved the horses. Another time, she was making pies in the stone bake oven outdoors when soldiers arrived and seized them. She scolded the soldiers, saying, “Now you just wait a minute, and I will give you pie.”  One of them told the others to “stand back and act like men.” They waited to be served and, having taken a bucket of milk from the John Good farm, made quite a meal of pie and milk. When it was over, they asked Aunt Mag to return the bucket. Aunt Mag wasn’t afraid to speak sharply to the soldiers. At one point, they searched the house looking for her father Daniel Suter. As her brother Emmanuel was away, it seems likely that Aunt Mag was home alone, or alone with the children. She followed the soldiers as they sacked the house looking for money—if you recall, she’d buried it by the well—watched to be sure they wouldn’t accidentally burn down the house with their candle, and made fun of them as they searched the attic for her father: “You didn’t look in that big jug. He may be in there.”

Perfect Timing


These peaceful farm people suffered doubly—both at the hands of the Confederates who conscripted men, livestock, and supplies, and at the hands of Union soldiers who sought to supplement dwindling rations and later to destroy anything that might be useful to the Confederate army. Sometimes, however, the presence of two separate armies led to fortunate coincidence—or was it Divine providence?

Rebecca Hunter recently shared a family story about the Brethren Flory family, and I have kept it in her words.

In the fall of 1864, the Federal troops were camped East of Harrisonburg at Frieden's Church on and around [Barbara and] Abram Flory's farm.  The troops were preparing to raid the farm.  The hogs were ready to be butchered - knives sharpened and ready. The corn was cut and in shocks with a man at each shock ready to bring them in.  Two wagons loaded with hay were ready to be taken out of the barn.  Suddenly a courier rode up and reported the Confederate army was coming from Staunton and the order was given to break camp immediately.

Abram (about 35 years old at the time) was digging sweet potatoes. He looked up with "Don't yah know?" and continued to dig.

In the flurry, one hay wagon broke in two. The other one was driven away. Most of the horses had been hidden in the sorghum patch.  They were safe and used to haul in the corn after the troops left.

Abram's wife Barbara had just baked bread and the soldiers were going to take it on their way out.  An officer rode up to the porch where the family had gathered, saw toddler George Daniel in his little long gown (what the boys wore back then), crying, and ordered the soldiers to leave the bread for "the little girl."

In the Susanna Heatwole Brunk story, it was the rumor of Union troops that saved the day. I first heard this from Ruth Stoltzfus Jost, a descendant, who shared a family song written by Helen Stoltzfus that tells the story. If you recall, Susanna’s husband Henry had fled to the North to escape military duty and was working in Hagerstown as a cobbler. He sent word, asking her to join him,
 and she loaded up a spring wagon with supplies and, taking her baby Sarah and sister along, rode north through the lines of battle. At one point, Confederate soldiers surrounded her and tried to seize the horse. Indeed, they unhitched it, but she kept clinging to the bridle: “Leave hands off my horse!” Whatever would she do without a horse to pull the wagon? That’s when word came through the troops: “The Yanks are coming!” They told Susanna to come with them, but she said, “I’ll do no such thing!” The soldiers gave up and fled, and the women continued north.

Two other wonderful instances of perfect timing followed. When she reached Harper’s Ferry, the bridge across the Potomac was in flames. At that moment, a local miller came up and showed her a spot where the river could be forded, and she crossed safely. When she reached Hagerstown—it seems from the story that it was the very moment she rode into town—she looked up into a storefront window, and there was a man repairing shoes. He looked up. It was Henry.

Women and Soldiers

One thing that struck me as I read about the interactions between women of the valley and soldiers—both Confederate and Union—was that while soldiers often seized food and livestock, and later set fire to barns, mills, and even houses, there is very little mention of rape or physical harassment. Women were often surrounded by their families, and the soldiers operated under a certain sense of honor that, though it permitted the killing of a fellow man, prevented them from laying hands on ladies. This is not to say that such atrocities didn’t happen—they do, even in times of peace, and they frequently go unreported.

The Harshberger story is an exception. According to Carolyn Gunter, marauders followed the Northern army into the valley. It isn’t clear whether they were renegade soldiers or bandits taking advantage of the chaos, but it seems that they were operating outside of the accepted code of warfare. Six of them terrorized the Mill Creek community, and are said to have raped women as well as plundering and burning barns. I don’t know whether the Harshberger daughters would have heard rumors of the marauders before they came, but the family clearly understood the threat when the men arrived at their place. Jacob Harshbarger was home—as a Brethren preacher, he had paid a substitute to go to war in his place. He begged the marauders to leave the women and the barn alone, and offered to give them a watch that had been presented to him by the Mill Creek Church. They took it and went away, much to the relief of the family, we can imagine.

A posse pursued the same marauders, captured them, hanged them, and reclaimed the loot. A young Confederate soldier took the watch. Someone must have known the watch belonged to Harshberger, or perhaps Jacob’s name was engraved inside. After the war, when the soldier returned from Georgia, he returned the watch. As he rode away from the Harshberger house, one of the grateful daughters threw an apple to him. Later, she married him.

The next two stories are not about Mennonite or Brethren women, as far as I know, but they help to illumine the relationships between women and soldiers during the time. Eliza Hedrick’s story shows the behavior farm people expected from soldiers, and what happened when things went wrong. The family knew Union soldiers were in the area, so her husband took the horses to hide them in the forest, not thinking that Eliza or her two daughters, ages 5 and 7, would be in any real danger. They were accustomed to soldiers taking stock or food. But this time, one soldier came alone. Later, Eliza would say he was different from the others, like a mad animal. He entered the house through the only door, demanding money. Eliza said they had none, but he wouldn’t go away; instead, he began to tear the house apart searching, and she retreated with her daughters upstairs, and then as he searched the second floor, shouting terrible threats, they retreated to the attic. When the soldier started up the ladder to the attic, she took a gallon crock of apple butter, raised it as high as she could, and hurled it down on his head, killing him.  Terrified that the Union army would discover what she had done, she and seven-year-old Minnie hurriedly dragged the body out of the house and concealed it in a sinkhole nearby, then chased away his horse. Later, when soldiers came inquiring after him, she sent them down the road in the direction his horse had gone. John Heatwole wonderfully retells this story with great detail, based on three different interviews, in The Burning.

Peer pressure may have encouraged soldiers to behave like gentlemen. A soldier demanded that young Betty McCue hand over the fancy brooch she was wearing, she jabbed him in the finger with the pin. He roared in pain but grabbed the jewelry with his other hand. Heatwole writes, “No doubt the delight of his onlooking comrades helped save brave Bettie from serious retaliation. The robber mounted his horse, told the young lady that he admired her spunk, and then rode off with the prize.”

Robert Alley shared with me the story of Mary Shover, who lived near Barren Ridge Church of the Brethren with her brother Abraham and his daughter Fannie. He received this story in an interview with Willie Staples, who lived in the house. Mary Shover would have been in her sixties after the battle of the Piedmont when Federal soldiers camped nearby. Some of them came down to the house and loitered about on the front porch, and Mary didn’t like it—perhaps concerned for the teenaged Fannie, or afraid they might discover the ham and eggs the family had hidden in their fireplace or the grain they kept upstairs. The family also tried to hide a horse in the woods, but it neighed, and soldiers promptly confiscated it. Mary hiked through the woods to find the General—the family story says it was Sheridan, but Robert Alley thinks it more likely that she spoke with Hunter. She asked the general for protection, and he set a guard of three soldiers on her house. He also came down to the springhouse himself and helped himself to some milk.
 A slightly different version of this story can be found in The Burning. John Heatwole notes that the union soldiers had been ordered to preserve the farms of widows, and this may explain why she was offered extra protection.
 An interesting side note: the new Executive Director of CrossRoads, Joan Daggett, is married to a descendant of Mary Shover.

Not all widows in the valley knew of this directive, and some soldiers took advantage of their ignorance. Heatwole tells the story of a widow who lived in a remote area. A group of soldiers, out to burn barns, stopped by her house and, knowing that they could not burn the place, said that they’d spare her farm if she cooked them a good meal. She did so, and they enjoyed the break, ate well, and thanked her before they rode off.

Delilah Rhodes, part of the Rhodes family Underground who helped Mennonite and Brethren fugitives, tells the story of her interaction with Sheridan’s soldiers who came to take the family horses. They left their tired horses in the field and put their saddles on two fresh horses from the Rhodes’ field. Afterwards, she says in a deposition to the SCC, “[The] Sorrel mare [was] taken from the same field a few days later by two union cavalry men one of whom rode her away, leaving his own which died in two days. I begged them to leave me the colt and they did.”

Aunt Liddie Garber, as she was known by her nieces and nephews, lived near Flat Rock Church with her brother and widowed mother. As Union troops approached, she led the family’s three horses into the house and shut them up in the living room. When the soldiers arrived, she planted herself on the porch with a kettle of boiling water and dared them to set foot in the house, threatening to scald the first soldier who tried. Her threat was met with nervous laughter. The soldiers contented themselves with burning the barn, and her horses were saved.

Twenty-year-old Susan Swope, the youngest of Reuben Swope’s daughters, had a brief discussion with one of the soldiers who came to burn the family’s homestead. The girls received permission to rescue family heirlooms from the house. One of the soldiers, perhaps ill at ease with the grim work of destruction he had been doing that day, asked Susan whether she thought the women of the Valley could ever forgive the Northerners. Perhaps torn between the teachings of her church and the anger and sorrow she must have felt that day, she replied with a question and, as Heatwole puts it, “a quick light [flashing] in her eyes”: “Do you think if it were Southern soldiers burning the houses of your mothers and sisters they would be forgiven?”

The Burning

The last two stories came from the time known as the burning of the Valley, and I want to devote a special section to memories from the burning.  Most of the following stories come from John Heatwole’s book.

Sheridan lay the groundwork for a Union victory by devastating the barns and mills in the Shenandoah Valley, the breadbasket of the Confederacy. But as one Augusta County schoolteacher wrote in her diary after the burning, Sheridan’s victory wasn’t just a military one:

Hundreds have been made desolate [by] the midnight torch of the fiendish incendiary. How my soul filled with horror as I was compelled to stand and witness…one building after another consumed to ashes. Barns, Mills, Foundrys, with their lurid glare sent many a pang of hopelessness to houseless citizens. Truly the great? general Sheridan has achieved a wonderful victory over the helpless women and children of the Valley of Virginia.

Mary Diehl, whose family helped to hide fugitives, lived near Mill Creek, and when the burners came into the house to get a burning log to set fire to the barn, Mary wrenched the burning branch from his hand and threw it back into the fireplace, saying “You cannot burn our barn!” She found an officer and showed him letters proving that her brothers, loyal Unionists, had gone north to avoid fighting for the Confederacy. The officer called off his men.
A footnote in the Unionists books says that she also helped to save a neighbor’s barn, but doesn’t tell us how.

Two different stories of the burning are attached to Maria Good’s name, and Heatwole thinks it likely that one refers to a different family member. Or perhaps there were two separate incidents. In the first story, Union soldiers set fire to the barn, then entered the house to carry away valuables. One stayed behind to set the house on fire after the others left, but seeing Maria’s distress, he said he would make only a small fire. He pointed to a crock of milk sitting nearby and whispered that after he left, she should “Outen’ it with the milk. That’s better’n water.” She did as he said, and saved the house.

Another version of the story says that cavalrymen rode up to the house, their horses’ heads sticking over the porch railing, and said they must burn it. Maria and the children went to her uncle’s house, but her husband Daniel hid behind the garden fence and, after the soldiers moved on, rushed into the house to put out the fire.

Both stories say that scorch marks were left on the floorboards, and surely in later years the family would have pointed to these marks or, if repaired, the place where they had been, as they told the story.

Do you remember Frances Weaver Coffman, the Bishop’s wife who hid her bread in the clock? When the soldiers came to burn their farm, the commanding officer with a cruel smile gave her half an hour to clear out her house before it would be burnt. She and her thirteen-year-old daughter, in their words “worked like mad” to clear everything out, “down to the last crock of apple butter.” When they had finished, the officer said he’d changed his mind about the house. The soldiers burnt down the barn, leaving Frances and her daughter to move everything back into the house. Her husband and sons aren’t mentioned in the family story, and it is likely that they were hiding the livestock on Mole Hill at the time.

Frances’ son John had that very day left the Valley with the refugee train going north to avoid military duty. Eighteen-year-old Bettie Heatwole, who lived near the Coffman’s, had fallen in love with John at an apple-snitzing party, and she was probably feeling low already when the burning party showed up at their farm. With her step-mother Elizabeth, she followed the soldiers closely, hoping to prevent some damage. When the soldiers set fire to a pile of tinder in the middle of the barn, Elizabeth seized a rake and pulled the pile apart. Twice more the soldiers rebuilt the pile and tried to light it, and twice more she resolutely raked it apart. Eventually, the soldiers gave up and rode away, leaving the two women in their barn, still standing.

The soldiers left barns standing in certain parts of the valley. For instance, in southwest Rockingham, where I live today, the area around Spring Creek, Ottobine, and Clover Hill was full of farms of Mennonites and Brethren, and while Custer burnt the mills in these areas, there is no record that any barns along the road from Spring Creek to the Dry River were burnt.

Beyond the Dry River, however, the farm of Potter John Heatwole was burnt. Heatwole had enlisted in the Confederate Army, telling his wife Elizabeth that he planned to not shoot anyone, but when he was drafted for three more years, he deserted and came home, going into hiding in a lean-to in a hollow up in the mountains. Elizabeth was alone with the children when the soldiers came to burn their barn. The children watched from the house while she stood outside in a drizzling rain and asked the soldiers how she would be able to feed her children now. The commanding officer only shrugged.

Sally Beery hid with her newborn baby in a thicket while her husband went to check on his mill, but when the soldiers came to set fire to their barn, they also set fire to the house, and she ventured out to plead with them. The soldiers left hurriedly, and Sally and John had just enough time to quench the fire.

Catherine Shank, her husband Samuel, a young Mennonite minister, and their three young children stood under an apple tree and watched as soldiers burnt their homestead. The new house was insulated with sawdust, and it burnt quickly. Samuel ran inside to rescue bedding, furniture, and the family Bible, much to Catherine’s dismay. She divided her worry between her husband in the burning house and the children outside.

Hannah Shaver, age 77, set out to save the Brenneman Mill, as her husband George was sick in bed. As burning parties came and went, she beat out the flames with a broom, but finally one party successfully set fire to the barn which stood beside the mill. When the mill ignited again, she grabbed an old tin horn and sounded the alarm.  Jacob Wenger and his hired man arrived in time to put the fire out.

If you recall, Jacob voted against secession and resisted military duty while his wife Hannah shocked the corn alone. Now, during the burning, Jacob’s brave vote came in handy. He had a signed affidavit that he had voted against secession, and as burning parties came to their farm, he would hand the affidavit to the union officers, who invariably congratulated him for his politics and left the farm intact.

When one of these parties came, nine-year-old Barbara Wenger was alarmed when a trooper reached down and took baby Timothy out of her arms. Hannah also looked on in trepidation as the soldier passed her baby up to a cavalryman mounted on his horse, who then handed baby Timothy off to another mounted soldier. When all the soldiers had admired the baby, they returned him to Barbara, and explained that they were homesick for their own families.

My ancestor Isaac Wenger’s mill was burnt, but he rescued flour for Lydia to feed the family. When the soldiers set fire to his mill, he asked whether he could get some flour out for the family, and they said he could, but made him wait until the fire had caught well. Instead of entering through the door, he tore open a corner of the building and rolled out seven barrels, while his son rolled them away from the building. The soldiers decided that he’d taken too much and rolled five barrels back in to be burnt.
 John Heatwole tells this same story with different details than our Aunt Katie, and several are particularly interesting. Apparently, Isaac shared the flour generously with his neighbors during the following winter, and Lydia, keeping careful track of the remaining flour said, “You didn’t keep enough for us!” Isaac replied, “We’ll all be hungry at the same time, then.”

On Isaac and Lydia’s farm were four barns, and three of them were burnt. The fourth was saved by the hired man’s wife who lived in a tenant house near one of the barns. Her husband was gone, but she and the children watched as the Union soldiers set fire to a shed, then made to burn the barn down.  She rubbed soap on her mouth until it was foaming, then ran into the barnyard ranting and raving, pulling her hair, and rolling her eyes. The soldiers fled from this madwoman, and she and the children saved the barn from the spreading fire.

Isaac’s father, Joseph, was quite elderly, and Joseph’s wife Barbara had recently nursed him through a difficult fever. He had recovered somewhat, but when soldiers set fire to his barn and left, he ran outside in spite of Barbara’s pleading and worked to save the barn. Finally, exhausted, he had to give up, and the barn burnt. He died later that winter. Heatwole writes, “The chord of vitality in Joseph Wenger broke that day.”

Near Garber’s Church, Union soldiers slaughtered the swine of the Brethren Garber family, then burnt down the outbuildings and prepared to burn the house. They allowed the women time to remove their possessions, and Mrs. Garber and the two younger daughters began to empty the house, weeping. Meanwhile, the oldest daughter Barbara followed soldiers through the house, trying to prevent them from plundering, but had little success. As she stood at the second-floor porch railing watching the buildings burn and her mother and sisters sobbing as they frantically rescued their valuables, she may have thought of her brother Daniel, a Confederate soldier in the Twelfth Virginia Cavalry, who was not, as Heatwole writes, “a shoot-over-their-heads kind of Dunkard.” He had come home twice to recuperate from wounds and returned to action both times. Now, Barbara watched the soldiers laughing at her mother and sisters: “I believe every dang one of em’s crying,” one said. At this she leaned over the railing and shouted, “I’m not crying! I wouldn’t cry for ya!” After the soldiers burnt the house they left; watching them go, Barbara said, “They were wicked people.”

Going North

Because of the burning, many Mennonite and Brethren families with Unionist sympathies and relatives in Pennsylvania decided to go north for the winter.

The Michael Shank family received warning that their home near Pike Mennonite Church was to be destroyed, and so they loaded their possessions onto wagons to go north. Lydia and her youngest child rode in the wagon, but Michael and the four other children walked. One of these, Kate, was nine years old but weighed only 36 pounds. At birth, she had weighed less than two pounds and could fit in a quart cup. Yet tiny Kate walked all the way to Pennsylvania with her family, and thrived to tell her fifteen children about it.

Magdalena Rhodes Heatwole, who you’ll remember protected her fresh bread with a butcher knife, went north with her family also. In her deposition to the SCC, she explains why. In her own words:

We were completely stripped of all the provisions we had and were dependent on the commissary for food for our family. Our house was situated close to a hill which was a good place to conceal and it was feared if we had a guard they might be fired on by bush whackers and we would be killed in consequence. We finally had to go to my fathers for a few days and then started for the north—we were furnished with transportation to Martinsburg by Gen. Sheridan and supplied with rations to last us to Ohio, where we remained until the war closed. 

As the Heatwole family set out behind the wagon train, they saw two of the family’s lost horses, taken by a party of cavalry, now at work in Harrisonburg. “One was a very fine looking horse highly prized by my husband, the other was a grey mare not so valuable.”

The widow Rebecca Burkholder lived on Garber’s Church Road in the red brick house that now stands at the Valley Brethren-Mennonite Heritage Center. During the fall of 1864, soldiers confiscated much of her food, goods, and livestock. She planned to leave her home for the winter, along with several other families, and go west.  She remembers in a statement to the SCC that they were packed up and ready, “waiting together for the wagons to come, but there was none to show [us] the way…and that was what prevented us from going.”

Emmanuel and Elizabeth Suter’s family, along with Aunt Mag, also went north, following the Union army. As they drove, Aunt Mag saw some soldiers attempting to steal hogs from a pen. They didn’t have much luck, however, because the woman who owned the hogs was also in the pen, beating the soldiers with a broomstick.
 The Suters guarded their horses carefully, but one night someone cut the halter of one of the horses, even though Daniel was holding it. They slept in a barn, in open fields, and camped on the site of an old saw mill. Sometimes they suffered from the cold. When they reached Martinsburg, they signed oaths of allegiance to the Union.  Eventually they reached Lancaster and stayed in several homes until they found a semi-permanent dwelling place. Emmanuel did odd jobs husking corn and hauling for local farmers to make a living. At one point, he purchased a hog and Aunt Mag helped him butcher it.
 The children, Reuben and Susanna Virginia, went to school, but being so far away from home worried little Susanna. Each day before she went to school, she would say, “Don’t go back to Virginia before I get home from school.”

After the Burning

After the burning, there was no grain left in the valley. The Wenger family, Hannah and Jacob, watched as their horses wasted away. The horses were poor and old to start with—these were the tired horses left by soldiers. Through the winter, they pawed in the snow, hoping to find a little grass underneath.

Catherine Shank, whose husband Samuel rescued the family Bible from their burning house, set up housekeeping for a little while in a hired man’s house until Samuel was able to fix up a springhouse, where they lived through the winter.

In the devastated valley bishop Samuel Coffman, according to Heatwole, planned to stay and help his congregation, but encouraged his wife Frances and children to “go north with other refugee families. She would not even consider it. They would be all right, she told her husband, and as far as food to see them through the winter, ‘God will take care of us.’”
  Their son Jon had gone north with Sheridan’s wagon train—along with most of the other 16-17-year-old nonresistants in the Valley. Lehman and Nolt record that the Union soldiers loved the singing of these young men and would ask them each night if they planned to sing hymns.
 The Coffmans somehow survived the winter and awaited son Jon’s return with eagerness.

Not every son would come back. Catherine Hildebrand, who dreamt of a burning barn early in the war, learned the sad news that spring that her son Gideon in the 1st Virginia Cavalry had been shot and wounded in an accident.
 The fighting in Virginia had just ended, as Lee surrendered at Appomattox, so her husband Jacob set out to see what he could learn about Gideon. He had to bring back the news that Gideon was dead and, as soon as he could, brought home their son’s body for burial. Surely Catherine shared in her husband’s sorrow, which he expressed in his diary thus: “Oh my son my son how I miss you. May God in his mercy grant us Grace that we may meet you in Heaven where there will be no more war & bloodshed.”

The return

As the war came to an end and spring returned to the valley, some of the refugees began to return.

In June, the Suter family started for home, sleeping in barns along the way as they had on their trip north. To their delight and relief, they found their home place still intact. It appeared that someone had lit a fire in the barn, but it hadn’t taken, or perhaps someone else put it out.
 However, in a letter to his father, Emmanuel Suter noted that some of their Confederate neighbors had “commenced to carrying off the property” and displayed hostility in other ways. He wrote with optimism, hoping that the Confederacy would be forgotten.
Heatwole writes about the lingering bitterness in the Valley towards the pacifist Mennonites and Brethren who in some cases escaped the worst effects of the war because of their Union ties.

Fannie Rodes, who had assisted the Unionist Underground, remembers this time and the tensions felt with their neighbors. In her deposition to the SCC, she explained, in her own words:

When the war was ended we were all happy. We knew we could never come back to our home if the rebels succeeded, and we wanted them put down. When we came back home after the war three of the Secesh took after our son John whence we had sent north and chased him to the house saying they would blow his G_d D_mn brains out. They said that we were lower than [n---ers]. On another occasion when at a Dunker meeting a party of Secesh came there and began abusing him and some others who had been away, calling them galvanized Yankees and other names and commenced beating him until others intervened. They threatened him and others with violence and my son was afraid for his life until the Secesh were notified by the union authorities that such proceedings must cease or they would be dealt with. The rebel element was very bitter against us on account of our union sentiments. They said we were between [n---ers] and dogs.

I haven’t found records of how Mennonites and Brethren began to rebuild relationships with their neighbors after the war. However, there is abounding physical evidence of how they rebuilt their farms.

Frances and Bishop Coffman’s son Jon finally returned. His younger sister Mollie saw him walking up first, and yelled for the whole family to come. In the months following his return, Jon organized a gang of young carpenters and went about the valley helping to rebuild—and he married Bettie Heatwole
  who, we presume, was also happy to see him return.

Samuel and Catherine Shank rebuilt their house, and he used brick instead of sawdust so that it would never be burnt again. Heatwole records that “even the interior walls were eighteen inches thick.”

Some of those who went north didn’t return to the valley, but continued to feel the effects of the Civil War. Susanna Heatwole Brunk, reunited with Henry in Hagerstown, went to Illinois and had five more children. Then they decided to settle in Kansas, traveling through Missouri to get there. Because Missouri was a slave state, and Kansas was free, the Missourians rejected Kansas settlers, and the Brunks couldn’t drink at their wells. Instead, they were forced to drink from streams and ponds, and as they arrived in Kansas, Henry and three of the children died of typhoid. Hard times followed. Susanna’s son, known to us as George Brunk senior, remembers, as a boy of five, watching her stand at the kitchen table weeping while she cut up Henry’s shirts to make clothes for the children.
 Year later, George visited the Shenandoah Valley and met and soon married a young woman, Katie Wenger, whose father had refused to vote for secession during the war, and whose mother had watched in alarm as soldiers took her baby son up on their horses because they longed for the feel of their own babies in their arms. 

And what became of Aunt Mag?  The daughter of little Susanna Virginia Suter who was scared her family might return to Virginia without her tells us that Aunt Mag lived to be ninety years old. “When I was a little girl it was such a pleasure to have Aunt Mag to come and spend a week or more with us. She often helped Mama with her sewing. Her hair was snow white, thin and soft. She loved to sit and let us little girls comb her hair.”

In Their Own Words

Reading these stories, and finding snippets of these women’s lives told in their own words has whetted my appetite for more. Perhaps someone will take time with the letters and diaries that surely some of these women have left behind, and will continue the work of telling the story of the war from the perspective of mothers and aunts, daughters and widows. I am eager to hear your own stories now.
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