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It being found impoesible, with due regard to time, trouble, and expense,
to supply in manveeript the number asked for of the within letters, a few
copies are printed for distribution among the supply correspondents of the
TU. 8. 8anitary Commission.



LETTERS.

No. L

Unirep 3rATEs SANTTARY COMMIBSION,
CerTRAL OFFICE, 244 F Brresr,
Wasnrxaron, D. C., Hay 14, 1864,

Desr Mus. ——: I have just come up from the rear of
the Army of the Potomac; and there will, at least, e some
variety in my correspondence with you if I tell you what I
saw at Belle Plain, instead of, as usaal, repeating my Oliver-
Twistian cry of * More! more!"

The day before yestarday I atarted from Washington with
four volunteers, two ladies and two gentlemen, three of the
party being from your city, and several being acecnstomed
to army travelling and hospital nareing. Ouve of the ladies
is the wife of one of our generals, and the other is the writer
of that excellant littla pamphlet « Three Weeks at Gettys-
burg.”” The steamer we wera on wae well loaded with anp-
pliecs—somewhere about sixty tons—and a seore or two of
Relief Agents, to reinforee those already on the field and at
Fredericksburg. Reaching DBelle Plain—so called from its
being a series of high hills—just as the twilight was settling
on the beautiful and varied tints of verdure with which the
last weele or two of summer weather have covered its slopes,
we found a repetition of the scenes I have before witnessed
at the same place in the spring of last year, and at various
other places on the Peninsnla and elsawhere, during the dif-
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ferent campaigns of the war. A couple of rudely constructed
wharves, a mile or 8o apart, jut ount into the placid waters
of the broad creek, and lying against these, four or five
deep, are steamers and barges of all kinds and sizes, loading
and unloading eo busily that you might imagine yourself on
the docks of Boston, New York, or Philadelphia. Boxes,
barrels, and balea pass from the holds and decks of the ves-
sels, on the shoulders of long strings of contrabands, or cn
trucks, along the crazy wharf to the beach, and are there
transferred to army wagons, which, afier being filled, join
the procession of similar vehicles, each drawn by four stout
horses that, with few gaps in the long road up the ascent
and along its crest, wind slowly and toilsomely, as far as
the eye can reach, towarda Frederickeburg and the interja-
cent camps. So far as the vessels and wharf are concerned,
the scene resemblea the unloading of vessels in a seaport
town; batin a seaport town, one does not—in peace times,
&t lenst—aee hosts of uniformed and armed men tramp from
the decks along the wharves to join the hosts preceding
them ; nor does one see regiments of troopers tugging aft
the reina of unmansgeable horses, that plunge fiercely among
the swaying masses of humanity and the woflinching masses
of merchandise that line their way. But what can there be
to load vessels with in an out-of-the-way creek, running up
into a country from the hills of which one may look all
round to the horizon without ome's eyes resting on a
human habitation i—a permanent habitation, I should say, for
every strip of land in sight that is net covered with trees is
dotted with tents and bivouacs and army wagons, beneath
the canvas and boughs of which are sheltered, ns much as
may be in the fast-falling rain, such multitudes of weary
men ag, if collected Juto hovses aud streets, would fill many
villages, and turn the wilderness into n * populous No."
Thank goodness, when the spectator next watches the Joad-
ing of & vessel in & commercial town, he will see nothing of
what he now sees at this warfaring port of Belle Plain. All
day long, and the day before, and several days before that,
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the sscending proceseion of wagone filled with rations, and
of infantry and eavalry that have gona to reinforce Grant,
has been met by & parallel line, a little way off—for the im-
promptu roads are too narrow to admit of vehicles passing
each other—of ambulances filled with wounded men ; and it
is with these men, carried on stretchers from the ambu-
lances, that the * outward bound** vessels are loaded.

Itis indeed asad sight; but there is a great satisfaction
in reflecting that cne is standing in the midst of all kinds of
comforts and delicacies, to reinforee the stock which has
already been provided for these very men, and in recog-
nizing within hailing distance a handsome flag, inscribed
with the words “TU. B, Banitary Commission,” streaming
from ite staff, on the deck of a portly barge, comfortably
lined with numberlesa good things for wear and diet, at that
very moment—we ecan imagine with & strength equal to
conviction, for noteven *with the aid of a powerful glass"”
can our point of sight enable us to discern behind the inter-
voning boxes and barrels—under process of distribution to
the poor fellows, as they are carried past to the boats that
ara about to convey them to Washington,

It ia now dark. The rain hza somewhat abated, but even
if it poured as much a3z ever, it would not be passible to
restrain the ladies from entering st omce on their self-
imposed duties. 8¢ I help them into a boat, and we are
rowed to the dock, and are soou on board our barge, or
store-boat as it is called. But the procession of wounded
men is over for the night, and those that have come before
are on their way to Washington, while those i transitu from
the battle-fields are resting in wayside stations, or in the
ambulanees conveying them—un poor way for wounded and
gore men to pass the night, but such ns the eruel necessities
of war render unavoidable, Dr. Steiner tells us that the
nearest of the Comnmission's feeding lodges is some half
mile up the bill, and that its eapacity will not admit of any
more attendanca than that with which it is already supplied.
As the ladies come to render aid where it ia needed, not to
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supplant that which is previously provided, they think it
advisable not to wade wp to the lodge knee-deep in Vir-
ginia mud, ner do they consider that the canee of humanity
demands the waking up of some poor fellows who are wait-
ing the next boat, and the administering to them of pound-
cake, pies, and surreptitions draughts of bad whiakey ; eo we
presently get into the row-boat agnin, and the ladies are
before long cecupying the pilot house—the polite and ejected
eaptain seeking other quarters—while the men dispose them-
gelves for the night opon the decks, those that have rubber
coats or blankets to keep off the rain, now descending faster
than ever, feelivg their great advantage over those who,
rubberless, vajuly seek dry epots whereover there are no
leaking places in the ceiled roof.

The next morning—very early indeed, the sleeping accom-
dations offering few inducements to peopla of sybaritic tend-
encies—the Relief Agenfs are almost all started for Fred-
ericksbury, and our small party enter the liste as Relief
Agents on the spot.  The seene of yesterday is renewed in
all ita details, and as the wounded men are borne in, hour
after hour, in one long string, the pale and oftea blood-
stained oceapant of every stretcher is furnished, aceording
to his needs, by one or other of the party, with crackers,
beef-ten, voftee, wine, water, or lemonade. The wine and
lemonade are given only on the advice of a medical man,
and sometimes the one I8 intensified into brandy, and the
other into the unmixed juice of the lemon. But for men
exhausted with lying on the hattle-field for many hours,
sometimes for a"day or two, without food or drink, thence
passed to the operatiug table, and thence to the ambulance,
the other things may be given, in wmost instances, in such
guantities as they crave. Poor fellows, they clutch at
them-—but alwaya with a ¢ thank you"—as if they thought
they eould swallow the basket or bottle along with the con-
tents, hut a few mouthfuls is generally all they have strength
to manage. It is best for each one of such a relief party to
confine oneself to the distribution of a single article—the
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cracker man never trenching on the lady's coffee pail, and
the coftes lady leaving the Leef-tea religiously to another.
Infinitely more may be done by systematically pursuing
this plan of speciality, If when the beef-tea is being
carried round, some poor fellow shalkes his head, and im-
pleringly asks for water or stimulant, one must not set
down the beeftea to be kicked over before one gete back,
and rueh off to spend balf an hour in searching for water or
stimulant, so depriving a hundred men of beef‘tea, for the
sake of trying to get one man something which will probably
be furnished him by the allotted water or whisky bearer in
three minutes after. One must humanely harden one's
heart, and say with stern tenderness, © Yed, my boy, all:. -
right, a lady will be along with some delicious iced waterin
a minute or two;" and he will probably smile and say,
“Thank you, sir, all right, I can wait. Say, mister, there's
a fellow right acrost there—that one with his leg off and his
bead bound up, he belongs to my company—he ain’t had
nothing to eat siuce the day before yesterday, I guess he'd
like some o'that ‘ere stuff. Won't you please give him
some "

But the giving of sustenance ia not all the work. One
man complains of his head being too low, and his overcoat
has to be rolled up—or, fuiling that, the straw around him
has to be gathered up—so as to form a pillow for him. (The
pallets and bedding have given out, though the first boat
loads sent off were as comfortably provided for as if in the
wards of a general hospital, and the men we are tending
are lying on the docks on straw ; but this they count luxury
after the battle-field and ambulanee.) Another wants a
handkerchief, and another & pair of socka. This man's shirt
is all torn and bloody, and must be replaced by another.
One man complains of the intolerable heat, and some of his
clothing must be removed ; another ia shivering with cold
and more clothing, or an extra blavket must be provided
for him. Here is coe who feels the band of death upon
him, and the head of that one of our party who is tending



