  Sample Descriptive Essay

In the vast holdings of the Library of Congress, far back on some dusty shelf, sits a photograph whose only identifying mark is the handwritten scrawl “A Cavalry Orderly.”  Compared to its neighbors, it is an unremarkable picture.  It can boast no image of a famous general, no shocking scene of battlefield gore.  Its subject is anonymous, but somehow arresting.  I stumbled across it years ago, when I was looking for something else entirely, and it haunts me still.  That orderly and his horse come to me unbidden, when I drive past border patrol checkpoints in west Texas, when I fly into New York and see that gap-toothed skyline, when a student of mine boasts that he has joined the Marines.  I can see the photograph now, as clearly as if it I held it in my hands.  That stark landscape, that resigned set of the jaw, that grim grip on the rein, they say more about the cost of war than any book I have ever read. 

Imagine it.  In tones of muted gray, a soldier stands on a deserted hillside, shoulder to shoulder with his horse, both of them looking out into the distance.  He is wearing a frayed and ill-fitted Civil War-era uniform, one so worn that it could easily be Union or Confederate.  He squints into the dying sun as if trying to make out a figure in the distance, or as if gauging the approach of a thunderstorm.  There is concern on his face, but a weary concern mirrored in the expression of the horse at his side.  The shot gives us a perfect profile of his face, its rawboned planes and hollow cheek.  The horse’s head, however, is turned slightly, as if she is anticipating a word from the solider, or perhaps the presence of the cameraman has made her uneasy.  Perhaps she has grown mistrustful during the war, and is keeping an eye on the stranger with his suspicious equipment while her rider’s attention is elsewhere.  

The edges of her left ear are slightly blurred, as if a stray drop of rain had fallen on the camera lens, causing just that spot to be out of focus.  Of course the blur was probably caused by a movement of her ear, but it must have been the quickest flick of a movement because even the individual strands of her windblown mane stand out sharply, each snarl and tangle still in focus.  In fact, you can even make out the swirled pattern on her neck where the hairs of her hide are whorled by dried sweat.  Perhaps she heard the cry of some lonely, far off bird, or some slight shift in the soldier’s breathing, or the snick and thud of the graveyard shovel.

For make no mistake, this is a battlefield.  Something about the roll of the land and the three stunted trees in the background whisper Antietam to me, but it is impossible to say.  The trampled grass and rocky earth might just as well be Virginia’s or Kentucky’s.  The only hint of carnage is the tiny form of another horse, saddled, but roaming loose, aimless behind them.  Maybe it is this abandoned horse that makes the soldier’s mount momentarily turn her ear in that direction.   

I say her, although the angle makes it impossible to tell whether the horse is a mare or a gelding.  There is no telltale refinement in the bones of the face, no residual crest in the neck to help us determine her sex.  Still, there is something about her.  I would not call it femininity, since all trace of softness has long since been ridden and starved out of her.  She has a look of hardscrabble endurance about her that reminds me of those sepia-toned women in pictures from the Great Depression.  

I have come to think of those two as friends, and I hope they survived the war.  The way they stand so comfortably in each other’s space suggests the ease of long companionship.  But it is his tight grip on the rein that sticks like a splinter in my mind.  Both man and horse pose in an exhausted attempt at parade rest, and yet he holds onto that one rein as if she might bolt and take with her his only hope of salvation, as if he fears he will lose his only connection to humanity if he lets go, as if in the second that it takes for the shutter to open and close, he might become something he would not recognize, just as his country had before his very eyes. 
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