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Southern enlistments declined rapidly after the First Battle of Bull Run in July 1861. Men were reluctant to leave 
their families in the fall and winter of 1861–62, and many of those already in the army deserted to help theirs. The 
Confederacy’s response to its recruitment problems served only to weaken its support among plain folk. In April 
1862, the Confederate Congress passed the first general conscription act in American history. But desertion 
became so serious by the summer of 1863 that Jefferson Davis begged absentees to return. If only they would, he 
insisted, the Confederacy could match Union armies man for man. But they did not return. In this excerpt, a 
preacher talks about his own attempts to evade conscription. 

 
Being within the Confederate lines, I, in common with many others, found it difficult to evade the conscript law. 
Knowing that in a multitude of counsellors there is wisdom, we held secret meetings, in order to devise the best 
method of resisting the law. We met at night, and had our countersigns to prevent detection. Often our wives, 
sisters, and daughters met with us. Our meeting-place was some ravine, or secluded glen, as far as possible from 
the haunts of the secessionists; all were armed; even the ladies had revolvers, and could use them too. The crime of 
treason we were resolved not to commit. Our counsels were somewhat divided, some advocating, as a matter of 
policy, the propriety of attending the militia musters, others opposing it for conscience’ sake, and for the purpose of 
avoiding every appearance of evil. Many who would not muster as conscripts, resolved to escape to the Federal 
lines; and making the attempt two or three at a time, succeeded in crossing the Tennessee river, and reaching the 
Union army, enlisted under the old flag, and have since done good service as patriot warriors. Some who were 
willing to muster as conscripts, were impressed into the Confederate service, and I know not whether they ever 
found an opportunity to desert. Others, myself among the number, were saved by the timely arrival of the Federal 
troops, and the occupation of the county by them, after Beauregard’s evacuation of Corinth. I had received three 
citations to attend muster, but disregarding them, I was summoned to attend a court-martial on the first day of 
June, at the house of Mr. Jim Mock. The following is a copy of the citation. 
 
Ma the 22d. 1862 
 
Parson Awhay, You havent tended nun of our mustters as a konskrip. Now you is her bi sumenzd to attend a kort 
marshal on Jun the fust at Jim Mock. 
 
When I received the summons, I resolved to attempt reaching the Union lines at Farmington. Two of my friends, 
who had received a similar summons, expected to accompany me. On the 29th of May, I left for Rienzi, where my 
two friends were to meet me. I had not been many hours in Rienzi when it became evident that the Confederates 
were evacuating Corinth. On the 1st of June, (the day the court-martial was to convene,) I had the pleasure of once 
more beholding the star-spangled banner as it was borne in front of General Granger’s command, which led the 
van of the pursuing army. Had I remained and attended the court-martial, I would have been forced into the army. 
Were I then to declare that I would not take up arms against the United States, I would have been shot, as many 
have been, for their refusal thus to act. General Rosecrans, on his arrival, made his head-quarters at my brother’s 
house, where I had the pleasure of forming his acquaintance, together with that of Generals Smith, Granger, and 
Pope. As this county was now occupied by the Federal army, I returned to my father-in-law’s, within five miles of 
which place the court-martial had been ordered to convene, considering myself comparatively safe. I learned that 
the court-martial never met, as Colonel Elliott, in his successful raid upon Boonville, had passed Jim Mock’s, scaring 
him to such a degree, that he did not venture to sleep in his house for two weeks. The Union cavalry scoured the 
country in all directions, daily, and we were rejoicing at the prospect of continuous safety, and freedom from 
outrage. 
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