
i iurke, The C,olor-3earer.

Burke was about forty years of age when the Civil V/ar

be?an. He had a wife and four sons, aged from fifteen years

d o w n t o a t o t o f t h r e e . H e l i v e d i n a s m a l l , r i c k e t y l i t t l e

cot tage on the outski r ts of a town of three thousand inhabi

t a n t s , a n d c o n t r i b u t e d a l i t t l e t o t h e s u p p o r t o f h i s f a m i l y

by catch ing cat -fish in the r iver and peddl ing them about
town. For the most part he spent what he could get for whiskey.

He was drunk most of the tine and in early 1861 had acquired the

sobr iquet te o f "The Town Drunk" . He was ta l l , dark , s t rong; a

sp lendid spec imen of phys ica l manhood. His d iss ipated habi ts
had robbed him of al l care for his personal appearance, i f he

ever had^any. He had lived there some years; where he came from

or what jm his antecedencejno one knew or seemed to care. He

had fal len so low that he stalked, when sober, or staggered when

drunk, along the street, haggered and unkept, h is long hair and

whiskers uncombed. He had no companions; he wanted none; he

sought no one; his voice was low, his eye dark and steady; his

manner qu ie t and se l f -conta ined.

A company of infantry had been formed to go to the war
in which most of the best young men of the town and surrounding

country had en l is ted. Many of the pr ivates were h igh ly connected,
wel l educated and cultured. The captain was a young lawyer of

g rea t p romise and s tand ing . I t was a ' c rack "o r?an iza t i on .

One morning, the day before this company was to leave

fo r V i rg i n i a , Bu rke appea red , pe r fec t l y sobe r, a t t he t en t o f

l > t h e y o u n g • c a p t a i n a n d a n n o u n c e d t h a t h e h a d c o m e t o e n l i s t .
This proposit ion staggered the captain, because the most unex

pected of things. He had known Burke since he was a boy and was



<J thoroughly posted on his habi ts and mode of l i fe. He laughed at

the proposi t ion, and, toss ing a smal l co in on the tab le towards

Burke, said, "Burke, that is a good joke; take th is and go get

drunk again". Burke ignored the money, drew himsel f up, looked

fixedly in to the eyes of the capta in for a minute and then in a

low voice said, "Captain, you are just ified by what I have done

in saying that; but I love my country just as much as you do; I

am needed at the front; you will not deny me the chance to go.

Put my name down and let me go". By this time all the laughter

was gone from the face of the young officer; but he knew the

spir i t of h is men; he knew they would not be l ikely to take

kindly to having Burke one of them. He did not want to hurt the

fee l i ngs o f t he man a t t h i s fi r s t o f f e r t o do a man ly t h ing . He

to ld Burke as gent ly as he cou ld the d i fficu l ty about tak ing h im

a long. Burke s t i l l he ld h im w i th h is s teady gaze and a f te r a

s l igh t pause sa id qu ie t l y, "Ask them" .

I t was near the d r i l l hou r. The cap ta in to ld Burke to

go with him and in a few minutes they stood before the l ine; the

capta in looked at Burke; the la t ter sa id , "Ask them now". The

capta in ra ised h is hand; then sa id to the l ine , "Boys, th is man" ,

point ing to Burke, "wants to go with us; you know him; I pass i t

up to you to decide; what do you say?". For a fu l l minute there
was silence in the ranks, then some began to laugh, some to cry

out "Ho", some "Yes"; but the yesses were very few. The captain

ca l led out "Hear h im, boys,and then dec ide" . Burke drew h is ta l l

form to i ts utmost and stood towering over al l of them, his calm

— e y e g a z i n g s r u a r e l y i n t o t h e i r s . T h e n i n a l o w v o i c e h e b e g a n ,

"Boys, you know how I hbve lived and I don't blame you if you
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dec ide aga ins t me; I unders tand a l l th is ; no one bet te r ; tha t i s a

matter we wi l l not d iscuss; I want to fight for my country as you

do; i t is my right; I have no means to get to Virginia and must be

taken as a so ld ie r i f I ge t t he re . We a re a l l needed the re . Le t

me co with you." Those few words were all. Burke bowed and walked

away towards the cap ta in 's ten t . For a minu te a l l was as s t i l l as

i f no one was within miles; then arose a murmur in the l ine, that

grew and grew, then burst into a shout, "Let him go with us".

When the dri l l was over 3urke signed the rol l and took the oath;

and before the sun set he appeared cleaned up and with a new uni

form on, as fine a looking soldier as ever bore a gun, and when

the company le f t fo r the f ron t , Burke car r ied the co lo rs .

Dur ing the long months that fo l lowed, mid shot and shel l ,

heat and co ld , that l i t t le band went where ordered, many fa l l ing

by s i ckness , more by the bu l l e t , march ing , figh t ing , s t rugg l i ng on

as only men of i ron can. With them ever was Burke. His ta l l form

ever he ld a lo f t the co lo rs , h is face ca lm, sad-browed, the s ta lwar t

stern-eyed sold ier ; where he was to ld to carry the red cross of

St . Stephen he car r ied i t . Years passed and s t i l l Burke was there.

Death had claimed most of those who stood in the l ine that spring

morning in the old town, when they decided to let him go with them.

The of ten-broken and th inned l ines had from t ime to t ime been fil led,

to be aga in submi t ted to the p rocess tha t was th inn ing i t , *& t i l l

there was Burke. Ho man was more punctual in the performance of

duty ; none braver. Hot a drop o f in tox icants had passed h is l ips

s ince he en l i s ted .

w I t w a s i n t h e s p r i n g o f 1 8 6 4 . T h a t y o u n g c a p t a i n n o w w o r e
the stars of a General and the empty s leeve of a.hero^. Scarcely
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a score of the or iginal 128 that lef t home in the company were

there. Some were at home on crutches, some in hospitals, many

s leep ing beneath the red so i l o f the O ld Domin ion . Burke s t i l l

ca r r i ed t he co lo rs , s t i l l s t e rn -eyed and sad - faced , bu t t he g ray

had c rep t in to ha i r and wh iskers . Sudden ly in the f ron t the b ig

guns opened and thundered, and steadily the thin l ine swept down

t h e s l o p e t o w a r d s t h e m . B u r k e , w i t h h i s b a t t l e - fl a g , t o r n , r u s t y

and frayed and. bullet-riddled, was with them and went down with

the l ine into that vortex of war, and the smoke swept over them.

Riding close behind the l ine was the young General; suddenly he

saw a flag waver and go down. Riding closer he sew both bearer

and flag down in the dust . Spr inging f rom his horse he bent over

the prost ra te form; i t was Burke. The wounded so ld ier ra ised

himself sl ight ly on one elbow, looked up at his commander, smiled

and said,"General, this is the end, they have got me", sank down,

and passed from war to eternal peace. With a smile the sad-faced

stern-eyed hero met etern i ty, as he had l ived, calm and sel f -

confident .

Seven hundred miles further South, back in the old town,

s i x days l a te r, t ha t b rave o ld co lo r -bea re r was l a id t o res t i n

the church-yard. His comrades as a special mark of respect had

sent h is body home for bur ia l among h is people. Old men for

there were none else then, as al l able-bodied were at the f ront—

the women and chi ldren, al l of them, a vast throng, were there.

His casket on a caison, fol lowed by low-,throbbing drums and al l

those people slowly made their way to the church-yard, and there

with uncovered heads they stood whi le the last sad r i tes were

per formed. Thei r presence paid an e loquent t r ibute to the man
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who had made good in the end, made good where men's souls were

t r ied as wi th ^ i re . Manhood had t r iumphed.

How, where he rests stands a tall white shaft whose

stony l ips tel l the story how those people honored the man, who,
in a supreme hour, rose from his fall and again became a man.

And to the s t ranger wander ing the re tha t sha f t i s s t i l l po in ted

out and his story told. Though ttiMMH fifty years have come and

gone, in terest in the man and his sad l i fe-story has not d ied

out ; i t has no t g rown less ; ra ther has i t g rown in to the t rad i

t i o n s o f t h a t p e o p l e . W h i l e i t l a s t s i t w i l l b e a h e r i t a g e ,

l i ke sheaves o f whea t r i ch in the ha rves t , fo r pos te r i t y,and

when i t i s fo rgot ten , i f ever, then God he lp the o ld South- land.

Jame s W. Oa t e s .

November, 1914.
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