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Dedication

This book is dedicated to the memory of my great-grandfather,
William McCandlish—the protagonist in this story. It shows
the true American spirit, as well as the rewards for being an
adventurer and a risk-taker.
It is also dedicated to the memory of George Washington
and Thomas Jefferson, who first envisioned a national road to
encourage westward migration in the young country. The year
2011 marks the two hundredth anniversary of the construction of
the National Road.

Preface

This novel is a work of fiction. Names,
characters, places, and incidents are either
the product of the author’s imagination or
are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to
actual persons (living or dead), events, or
locales, is entirely coincidental.
The basic concept for this novel actually
happened. After the Civil War, my greatgrandfather, Will McCandlish, walked from
eastern Ohio to central Illinois, surely using
the National Road. He did domesticate wild
turkeys, and took them by boat to New
Orleans, thirteen times. His older brother,
Jim, was a Civil War veteran.
I have tried to make this book as
historically accurate as possible by
conducting extensive research. The
illustrator did extensive research, too, to
make the art authentic.
The idea for the National Road was
conceived by George Washington and
Thomas Jefferson to help our country

expand and encourage westward migration.
Congress approved the idea and provided
funding for the National Road in 1806.
Surveying for it commenced in 1808; the
actual construction of it began in 1811. It
started out east, and proceeded westward,
through the state’s capitals, such as
Columbus, Ohio; Indianapolis, Indiana;
and lastly, Vandalia, Illinois. The road was
originally supposed to reach St. Louis,
Missouri, but federal funding ran out by
the time it reached Vandalia.
Turkeys were not native to Europe,
and the Europeans were clamoring for our
goods. During the Civil War, the Union held
control of the Mississippi River for four
years, virtually bringing New Orleans to
its knees economically. After the war, and
the resumption of the usual transportation
of goods down the Mississippi, the
Europeans, after the four-year period, were
eager for all of our produce.
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Chapter One:
April 1865

him, planting the kernels, using my foot to
cover them with dirt. The dirt was gritty; a
rain would be great.
“Don’t plant them too shallow or deep,”
Levi growled.
“Yes, Levi,” I muttered. Why did he talk
to me like a child? He was twenty-four; I
was sixteen, but he treated me like a fiveyear-old. Ma babied me like an invalid,
as if I were dying, like Pa had been. Even
Doc Rhodes had said my symptoms of
consumption were mild.
Levi and Ma were opposites. He pushed
me to work harder and harder. His anger
spilled over a lot, especially since Pa’s death.
How could he be angry with Pa? Pa hadn’t
wanted to die. It was an ongoing tug-of-war
between Ma and Levi, with me caught in
the middle—and no end in sight.
The big news that the war was over had
trickled down, even to our isolated farm.
“The war is over; the war is over!” the
circuit-riding minister had announced. His
saying it twice made it more real. I remember

Levi and I were planting corn when I
saw the figure on the horizon, silhouetted
against the storm clouds. Spring had come
late this year to Perry County, Ohio. We
normally had the corn planted by early
April. It was late April, and a hint of
summer’s oppressive heat greeted us. My
hands were already sweaty.
“Will, stop your woolgathering and
keep up!” Levi shouted. “We haven’t got
all day. Get a move on it. I don’t like the
looks of those gathering clouds.”
My nose wrinkled up; a storm was
moving in. The air was heavy, making my
breathing harder. The clouds were getting
darker, and rolling like giant waves. Was
that thunder in the distance?
As usual, Ma had scolded him when
we headed out this morning. “Now Levi,
don’t work him too hard. You forget he’s
a boy,” she had said. Levi didn’t bother to
respond, as if he hadn’t heard her.
Levi kept trudging, making a hole with
the hoe about every foot. I followed behind


glancing over at Ma who immediately knelt
down and began giving thanks to the Lord.
She was the religious one.
We scarcely had time to celebrate the
war’s end when the nation suddenly plunged
again into sorrow, grieving President
Lincoln’s violent death. “Our nation is
living through unsettled and troubled
times,” Ma had said. That described our
family since Pa died, too. Our family and
nation had been turned upside down. When
would things be right again?
As the figure came closer, my thoughts
turned to twenty-one-year-old brother,
Jim. Where was he when the war finally
ended? How would he get home? Would
he take a boat? Get a ride? Would he walk?
My mind raced with questions. Would he
come home? Was he wounded? The biggest
question went unspoken: Was he alive?
Pa had always said that no news is good
news, so we assumed the best. Thinking of
Pa brought the familiar pang of sorrow in
my gut. Poor Jim. What a shock for him,
when he did get home. How would I tell
him about Pa? Better me than Levi . . .
I felt the first raindrops on my face. Seconds
later, the sky opened up completely and the
rain began to pour down. It made my sweaty
eyes burn. Oh great. There’s the first bolt of
lightning. Get movin’, Will! I picked up the
pace but kept an eye on the person heading in
our direction. Levi didn’t seem to notice him.
The figure walked slowly. How would
I act? The man part of me instructed, Will,
act grown-up. Behave like a responsible
young man. The child part argued, Good
Lord! When he left, you were barely thirteen

years old. He’ll be expecting the younger
brother who idolized and adored him.
He walked with a noticeable limp, using
a knobby branch as a cane. As he reached
the edge of our farm, he looked up to the
angry sky. The angle of his wide-brimmed
hat looked familiar. Although I couldn’t
see his face clearly, my excitement and
certainty rose. My child side won out.
My body wheezed and coughed in
protest as I stopped helping Levi and ran
toward the figure. When I had taken ill, Doc
Rhodes and Ma had lectured me sternly:
no strenuous activity. Remembering their
warning, I slowed down a little bit.
“Where in the Sam Hill are you going?”
Levi demanded.
I ignored him. My heart pounded and my
eyes locked with Jim’s. The crash of thunder
and lightning made me jump and break my
concentration, but only for a moment. He
must be hurting, I thought, noticing that he
barely flinched at the sound.
The remaining distance was finally
closed. We paused at arm’s length—taking
full measure of each other, savoring our
private moment. I lunged forward and
hugged him with all my strength. He
hugged me back just as tight with one arm,
never letting go of his crutch.
It’s Jim, but a thin version of him. I hope
my eyes didn’t show my shock. Jim’s illfitting, tattered clothes hung loosely. His
beard and hair were straggly, and ill-kempt;
his skin was brown and leathery. God only
knew how long it had been since he’d had
a good scrubbing. My nose twitched at
the stench. His hollowed cheeks lay in his


Will greets Jim as he comes home from the Civil War

gaunt face. But it was his eyes that drew
me in. They had that faraway, haunted
look—like Pa’s, right before he died.
Jim’s voice cracked. “Where is
everybody? How are you?”
I smiled and looked up into the sky.
“Let’s get movin’!” I said. “We can catch
up later.” Jim nodded and leaned on me
heavily as we started back toward Levi
and the cornfield.
Levi halted as we approached. “Jim, you
timed it well. It’s planting time. Another pair
of hands will come in handy,” he grinned.
By now, we were all soaked to our skin.

I started to protest, but Jim silenced me.
“Levi, I’ve come back from three years in
hell and all you’re thinking about are the
crops?” he asked incredulously.
“The work doesn’t stop, even for war. Will
does help, when Ma isn’t bawling me out for
working him too hard,” Levi said bitterly. He
glanced at me and rolled his eyes.
I stood, rocking on my heels, my right
fist pounding the other palm.
“Where’s Pa?” Jim asked, looking around.
I couldn’t look him in the eye. Words
stuck in my throat. Focusing down at the
ground, I murmured, “He’s gone, Jim.”
3

“Huh? What do you mean gone? Gone
to town?” Jim asked, confused.
“Con—consumption,” I stammered.
“Oh, no . . .” Jim said quietly. “Oh, no!”
His eyes were wide open in disbelief.
Levi lumbered ahead, toward the house.
Jim and I followed as quickly as we could.
He leaned on my arm so heavily, as if he
were ready to collapse.
When we came in sight of the house,
Jim paused. “I thought I’d never see my
good old home again,” he sighed.
To me, our home looked the same as
always: old clapboard slats, the pitched
roof, the chimney puffing out its smoke.
Then again, I hadn’t been away for more
than three years . . .
A streak of lightning, slashing across the
sky, came way too close for comfort. “Hurry,
we didn’t get you all the way home to be
killed by a storm!” I yelled, trying to shield
my face with one hand. We limped on.
Reaching the house, Jim gripped the
railing. Together, we slowly climbed
the back steps up to the back porch. We
stripped off our wet shirts, dried off, and
put on a couple of Levi’s dry shirts that
had been hanging on hooks.
Ma had her back turned to us. She was
busy at the range, cooking our midday
meal. The smell of freshly baked bread
floated through the kitchen.
“Hello, Ma,” Jim said softly. I thought
she’d faint. Dropping his cane, he quickly
took her tiny frame into his big hug. I
couldn’t tell who was holding whom up. Ma
lovingly stroked Jim’s face over and over, as
if she couldn’t believe he was home. When

they finished their long embrace, a big smile
spread across Ma’s face. She added another
plate to the table and we sat down.
Levi sat in Pa’s old place, at the head, and
led us in our brief prayer. When he didn’t
mention anything about Jim, I cleared my
throat and added, “We give thanks, Lord,
for Jim’s safe homecoming.” Ma served Jim
first, making Levi to frown. Serving herself
last, she put a little food on her own plate.
Her beef stew, potatoes, carrots, and
bread must have been like manna from
heaven to Jim. He gulped it down like he
hadn’t eaten in an eternity. He sopped up the
gravy with his bread, not wasting a single
bite. No one spoke very much; we’d never
been big talkers, except for Pa. How would
it have been, with Pa here now? He had
been the glue that kept our family together.
“I’d almost forgotten how a
home-cooked meal tastes,” Jim said
appreciatively.
“Did they feed you well?” Ma asked.
“You don’t want to know,” Jim said. He
smiled wryly.
“How did you get home?” Ma
continued.
“Mostly, I walked—especially in
Virginia. Although I was awfully weak, and
would have gladly hitched a ride, I didn’t
dare, you know, with my Northern accent.
Once I crossed over into the North, I hitched
rides without any problems,” Jim explained.
“When I reached the National Road, with
all the crowds, I only walked a little.”
“Why were you so weak?” I asked.
“From being laid up so long,” he replied.
“What happened?” Ma prodded.


Jim looked down as he spoke. “Ma,
please, not now.”
Leave it to Levi to bumble along.
“I’m sure you can entertain us with your
colorful and bloody adventures,” Levi said.
“Where’s your Union suit?” he added.
“After the surrender, and after I was
discharged, the first thing I did was shed that
suit. Some folks in the South act as if the
war’s not over yet,” Jim said. He looked Levi
squarely in the eye before continuing. “Levi,
I have seen unspeakable horrors—things
no human should see or experience. I most
certainly will not offend Ma’s nor anyone’s

sensibilities by bringing those cruel tales
to this place.” With that, Jim thanked Ma,
stood, and hobbled from the room.
Levi sat silently for a few moments.
Then he cleared his throat. “We still have
some work to do,” he announced. He stood
up abruptly, glaring at me.
Ma protested. “Levi, Jim just came
home. The storm hasn’t let up yet. Will
needs to rest a spell. You know what Doc
Rhodes said . . .” she pleaded.
Levi bristled. “Yeah, Ma, you remind
me every day,” he mumbled. Turning
quickly, he stormed out of the house.
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