Crazy Bett
Prologue
Richmond, Virginia
Thursday, September 25, 1902
By the watery light of a gray dawn, an aged man crept from his rooming house on North 4th near the banks of Shockoe Creek at the city’s northern edge.
The morning had arisen out of sorts, with gunpowder gray clouds, bilious winds, and temperamental rain. A damp fog hugged the surface of the James River at the city’s southern edge. Bargemen and dockworkers, ambushed by the chill, loitered around fire barrels and drank steaming mugs of bitter coffee, while the hazy outlines of barges and steamers bobbed in the river.
To the west, the damp clung to the walls surrounding the cemetery, which never loitered in its task of storing the city’s memories—and perhaps performed it better on gray mornings.
After bidding a stammering good morning to his landlady—a beefy, red-faced Irishwoman with a distracting wen on her nose who ran her establishment with martial precision—the old man directed his steps south, turned right at Hospital Street, and shambled toward the cemetery gates. Through most of his life, his occupation had driven him from his solitary bed at an hour that most of Richmond society would have found appalling, so while his excursion this morning was out of the ordinary, the early hour seemed familiar, comfortable.
A shroud of silence surrounded him, though at odd moments he could just hear the rolling phrases of a mourning warbler, with its chirry chirry chirry choory chorry—as if it sensed the nature of the aged man’s mission and through its cadences shared it. A horse drawing a baker’s wagon added a clop-clop clop-clop. A faint smile of approval cracked the man’s otherwise impassive face.
Thin wisps of gray hair escaped from around the edges of his bowler, and his spectacles were cloudy with damp. He was slim, and in his prime he would have been tall and vigorous, with massive, strong hands and fingers that told the tale of a life spent in trade. But with the passing years, he had become frail and stooped, and he leaned heavily on a burled walking stick. The gnarled fingers of his other hand clung like a memory to a small bouquet of blue bellflowers, the only color the morning mist would admit.
His eyes were focused in the middle distance, his immediate surroundings lost in the fog of the past, hearing in the caverns of his memory the rustle of drums, the call of bugles, the clatter of horse hooves, the slapping of guidons in the wind, the grumble of cannon fire, but mostly the gravelly voice of an eccentric woman he had lost to the turmoil of events from decades long past.
The wall broke, and he entered the cemetery. He shuffled past the graves of judges, senators, congressmen, captains of industry, and their families who had made up the beau monde of Richmond society. Many had been his customers, but they now survived only in the memories of the descendants who tended their graves.
He scanned the rows of graves, pausing from time to time to get his bearings in the semi-darkness. He caught the sound again: chirry chirry chirry choory chorry.
As the old man turned the key to the door of his room, a woman had begun making her way north from her small row house near the corner of 2nd Street and Canal, overlooking the river. She crossed the tracks of the Richmond Fredericksburg & Potomac Railroad and continued on North 2nd until she reached Hospital Street and the cemetery. She spotted the aged man, who emerged from the mist like a specter from a now-remembered past, and shuffled over to him, poking the ferrule of the umbrella she carried into the gravel path to steady herself. They nodded at each other and smiled wanly in mute greeting, then with unspoken accord began to search for the grave. The woman, herself old and on the verge of frailty but with intelligent, probing eyes and a round, still handsome face, found the family plot and gently led the man in its direction.
The grave was modest, although in her girlhood the woman interred in it had been the daughter of one of Richmond’s leading families. It occupied a space too narrow and cramped—her casket had been buried vertically—to reflect the role she had played in the events of the past that preoccupied the old man. He solemnly placed the bouquet of bellflowers on the grass in front of the memorial stone, kissed the tips of his fingers and touched the stone, then stepped reverently back. Chirry chirry chirry choory chorry.
The woman had died two years before to the day, full of years and, after a life of turmoil and strife, taken to her rest surrounded by a shrinking circle of admirers, although headstrong people in Richmond—and they were many—still thought of her as an insane old spinster who had betrayed her people and the Cause for which tens of thousands of the South’s sons had nobly died.
They stood silently and regarded the stone, and the bronze plaque that had been affixed just two months before and that cemetery officials feared, with good reason as it later turned out, would be defaced by those who reviled her, and who would still have been outraged that the Negro woman standing there could even read it.
Elizabeth Van Lew
1818–1900
She risked everything that is dear to man—friends
fortune—comfort—health—life itself—all for the
one absorbing desire of her heart—that slavery
might be abolished and the Union preserved. This boulder
from the Capitol Hill in Boston is a tribute
from Massachusetts friends
The man and woman knew her by the name cast into the plaque, which already had acquired the soft patina of age. The man had wanted to call her Lizzie, perhaps something dearer, though it was never to be. To the woman, she was always “ma’am” or “Miz Van Lew”— not at the insistence of the dead woman but from social convention and, more importantly, their desire to avert suspicion.
To everyone else in the city, forty years later, she was still known as Crazy Bett.
Part I
Escape
Chapter 1
White Sulphur Springs, Virginia
July 1843
The occasional creak of a rattan chair interrupted the distant chatter of cicadas as two women lounged on the resort spa’s veranda—one with practiced languor, the other slicing the sodden evening air with a rolled-up newspaper in a vain effort to hold the mosquitoes at bay.
Anna refused to allow the mosquitoes to trouble the maiden tranquility she’d cultivated over her twenty-three years. So instead they troubled her sister Elizabeth, two years her senior, who’d often been heard in previous days to declare that she was engaged in a continual and bloody warfare she hoped would end in the creatures’ extermination. If the blotched outer sheet of the Philadelphia Dollar Newspaper was any indication, Lizzie had won some battles.
Lizzie, her thin lips pinched in restless boredom, sat in profile to Anna, whose appraising eyes were drawn to her sister’s sandy brown ringlets and the caterpillar eyebrows that crawled across a sloped forehead. Anna, with her high cheekbones, delicate features, and soft blond hair that kissed bare shoulders, affectionately regarded her sister as a frump. In this, justice failed her, for Lizzie, with her sylphlike figure, rapier blue eyes, and refined manner, had won the notice of an eligible bachelor or two in the marriage market, though on closer inspection the goods had been found brittle and somewhat beyond their date.
Anna’s voice swam through the humid air. “Now where do you suppose that John Newton could have gone?” John Newton was their younger brother.
Lizzie sighed deeply as she withdrew her blunt nose from the newspaper, converted it—the newspaper, not her nose—into a truncheon, and thwapped a mosquito. She knew full well that John Newton was elsewhere carrying on a flirtation with Miss Adelaide Royster, who simpered about the Springs in a riot of flounces and Southern belle gauziness, the ornament that currently dangled from the family tree of the Virginia Roysters. Either that or superintending one of the family’s slaves in the brushing of his vast wardrobe, as though the spa were a caravansary and he a traveling young nabob, there to display his finery for the daughters of Virginia’s first families, and perhaps for their wealthy sires as well.
She’d put aside the old book by the ingenious little Frenchman that, she vowed, was keeping her from madness long enough to meet Miss Royster herself at one of the spa’s unending round of balls the evening before. As John Newton excused himself to fetch the ladies punch, Lizzie’s intense blue eyes bored into the amber vacancy of Miss Royster’s as she said:
“Miss Royster, I’d be interested in your opinion of Mr. Tyler and the effect you believe he will have on the slavery issue.” William Henry Harrison had had the ill grace to die after only a month in the White House, bequeathing high office to John Tyler before the latter had leisure to brush the inaugural mud off the vice-presidential boots.
Miss Royster turned to Lizzie with a blank face. “Mr. Tyler?”
“Mr. John Tyler? The nation’s president? The Virginian?”
“Why Miss Van Lew, I’m sure I don’t know. I leave these matters to my dear father, who knows more about them than I could ever hope to.”
“But surely you have an opinion! Tyler is a states’ rights man. We shall never end the evils of slavery with a man such as he in office. Slave power is arrogant, is jealous and intrusive, is cruel, is despotic, not only over the slave but over the community, the state. Don’t you agree?”
Miss Royster’s downy expression turned bristly. “Why, I’m sure, Miss Van Lew, my father treats our slaves with great kindness and shows a great deal of forbearance for their ignorance.”
“But—”
“We must pity the dark-skinned races, Miss Van Lew, and look to their welfare, for otherwise they shall continue to exist in the most primitive manner without benefit of Christianity and civilization . . . and without this delicious punch.” Miss Royster expelled an audible sigh of relief when John Newton reappeared bearing punch and an invitation to dance, rescuing her from his impertinent sister. Lizzie sputtered—and vowed never to exchange another word with that insipid creature.
Lizzie’s store of patience—meager under the best of circumstances—was exhausted, and Miss Adelaide Royster did little to restock it. The family had come to the Springs at the urging of old John Van Lew’s doctor, who, void of any particular knowledge about what to do, had prescribed taking the waters to restore the ailing patriarch to health. Both Anna and young John Newton saw the excursion as a vacation, a time for balls, soirees, teas, flirting, dancing—pursuits Lizzie regarded as so much taradiddle.
While Anna Paulina was the beauty of the family, leaving convoys of heartstruck beaux in her wake wherever she dipped her oars into society waters, and while John Newton, with his dark good looks and a smile that revealed a row of impossibly white teeth, would in time succeed to their father’s thriving hardware business—“fine pens and pocket Cutlery, Scissors, Razors, Bowie, Dirk and other Knives, Knives and Forks with Ivory, Stag, Buffalo and Bone Handles, ALSO Anvils, Vices, Files, &c. of the very best manufacture”—Lizzie was her father’s secret favorite. She it was whom old John had turned over to the Philadelphia Quakers for a college education, confident that his money would be well spent. One of Lizzie’s school chums—in fact, her only school chum, one whose home was a station on the Underground Railroad—had sent her the Dollar Newspaper, knowing she’d be interested in the prize-winning story by a coming author it contained.
Father and daughter often ambled through the gardens at their Church Hill home in Richmond of an evening, discussing the books they’d read. Sometimes they were accompanied by Lizzie’s mother, Eliza, whose eagerness to put forward opinions met with John’s approval, though it would have been regarded as a dreadful peculiarity among her distaff neighbors. They compassed Gibbons’ Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, de Toqueville’s Democracy in America, Macaulay’s Lays of Ancient Rome and Scott’s The Lay of the Last Minstrel, the speeches of Whig hero Henry Clay, the essays of Mr. Emerson, and the poetry of Mr. Bryant. The curriculum even included lighter literature, such as Esquemeling’s rousing Bucaniers of America: Or, a True Account of the Most Remarkable Assaults Committed of late Years upon the Coasts of the West Indies, which John had acquired in leather, two volumes, quarto, for the family’s extensive library in Richmond.
The one issue they avoided was slavery. Her father, with most of his business associates and the family’s Church Hill neighbors, was a Whig—and a slave owner. The Whigs, though, squabbled. Those of a mind with old John had grumbled and growled about the efforts of Northerners, greasy with manufacture and sullied with commercial Bills of Exchange, to bully the Southern planter class, though the targets of their grumbling and growling were just as often fellow Whigs who sympathized, sometimes grudgingly so, with the abolitionists and were coming around to the belief that slavery was a very peculiar institution whose peculiarities made it no longer tenable.
And, they didn’t discuss the book by the ingenious little Frenchman, sent to her too by the Underground Railroad chum in Philadelphia, which Lizzie consulted faithfully in writing letters she sent by return post.
“Lizzie, I do declare, what is your mind wandering on about now? Put that silly newspaper away. And when are you going to go change? You know we’re invited to Mrs. Beauregard’s at-home this evening”—Mrs. Beauregard was the wife of Captain Pierre Gustave T. Beauregard, who some years later would rise to the rank of general and exercise his generalship in the Richmond environs—“and you’re going to want to look your best, which you’ll never do if you appear in that trumpery gown you’re wearing, which should long ago have been sent to the rag man or given to one of the slaves.” Lizzie continued to study her newspaper, marking passages with a fragment of a pencil.
Anna glanced at her sister and added languidly, “And you’re going to want to do something with that frightful hair of yours, or you’re going to drive that eminently suitable Mr. Randolph right back to Atlanta and the waiting arms of another woman. And Lizzie, do try to keep your opinions to yourself this evening. Mr. Randolph, I’m sure, does not want to listen to you chattering on about states’ rights and the slaves and nullification and I don’t know what maggot you get into your head. These are not fit topics for a refined Southern lady, as you’ve heard me say many times before.”
Another sigh escaped Lizzie, though another mosquito was less fortunate. Yes, she’d heard it all before. And if young Mr. Randolph, with his whelplike grin and flyswatter ears, had no interest in the maggots that bored ever deeper into her head with each passing year, then she had no interest in young Mr. Randolph.
“Go, shoo,” said Anna, and Lizzie took flight.
As was customary, Lizzie’s toilet occupied her for only a few minutes, and she left her room to join her mother in preparation for the evening’s fête. As was equally customary, Anna’s toilet required more care. After she was convinced that she’d made herself presentable, curiosity overcame her, and she stole into Lizzie’s room.
She spotted Lizzie’s newspaper and muttered, “Now what could that girl possibly find so fascinating in this wearisome thing?” She shook out the pages and allowed her eyes to roam over the columns of close type until she came to the passages Lizzie had marked.
“53‡‡†305))6* . . .”
“What is this fiddledeedee?”
“These characters, as any one might readily guess, form a cipher. . . .”
“Cipher . . .?”
“Circumstances, and a certain bias of mind, have led me to take interest in such riddles.”
“Riddles indeed! The only riddle is Lizzie and her crochets!”
“. . . indeed in all cases of secret writing . . .”
Anna found the top of the story’s first column, where the epigraph read, “What ho! This fellow is dancing mad.” The story, titled “The Gold Bug,” was written by a fellow, himself clearly dancing mad, named Poe.
The next day, a mailbag containing the following letter was loaded onto a Chesapeake & Ohio Railroad train bound for Fredericksburg, Virginia. The letter was written in a scratchy, angular scrawl that often defeated the best efforts of Lizzie’s correspondents to decipher it, though in a day or two the recipient of this letter would willingly persevere.
July 12th, 1843
Midnight
My dearest Cousin Charles—
I’ve just returned with Anna, John Newton, and Mama from one of the well-attended “musical evenings” hosted by one Mrs. Marie Laure Villeré Beauregard—if you can credit such a name!—which consisted of a French singer with an unctuous voice and equally unctuous hair. My ears continue to throb!
And I continue to endure this dreadful place! Why the doctors insist on sending the infirm to places such as this rather than allowing them to convalesce in the comfort of their own homes is beyond my feeble comprehension. Father bears up, though, and perhaps the waters are doing him some good, for he walks every day and has even suggested that he might be persuaded to take part in a game of lawn croquet—
Lizzie here had paused over her pen and reflected that while her mother’s fretfulness and unremitting attentions to her father chafed him at times, she saw the look of fondness in his eyes and thanked God she’d been given parents whose marriage was a model for what a marriage should be. She habitually despaired of ever forging such a bond with a man, though she occasionally envisioned a less blank futurity where foolish dreams lived. She resumed her pen.
Before I prattle on further, let me thank you for the book of Shakespeare’s sonnets, which I read every evening before I retire. Imagine my astonishment when I turned the leaf to Sonnet 29 and discovered that you had underscored the lines—
Yet in these thought myself almost despising,
Haply I think on thee, and then my state,
Like to the lark at break of day arising
From sullen earth, sings hymns at heaven’s gate.
Why Charles, I do believe that you procured this book for another lady with a pert turned-up nose and rosy cheeks, marked the passage while pining for her, then forgot yourself and sent it to me instead! You must be more careful lest one day you screw up your courage, hurl yourself at the feet of a lady, and address her by the wrong name!
Lizzie here paused to mutter maledictions against the rival of her fancies.
Speaking of other ladies—I do believe that were you here, you would be much enamored with an exotic Spanish lady who walks about in her lace and sequined dress and high mantilla. She makes such a sight, with her folding fan, her reddened lips, and ebony hair and eyes. John Newton, foolish boy, aspired to a flirtation with her—and even attempted to cultivate a full beard when he discovered that she was a full ten years older than he, tho’ he shaved it off in despair when he learned that she is married to a mysterious Turk—who is rumored to have made his fortune in the coffee trade, augmenting that fortune with money he should have been paying to the customs agents he was unable to find amidst the rocks on isolated coastal beaches in the middle of the night.
And then there is one Mr. Graves, who, if you can credit it, is suspected of having committed a murder! At every party and ball, the subject arises in whispered conversations when he enters a room, and the contending stories are testimony to people’s willingness to believe anything. One holds that he murdered his wife for her fortune. But the most interesting tale is that Mr. Graves had crept into the arms and affections of the wife of a judge in Georgia and was observed, his britches all of a heap on the floor, at the lady’s mansion by a window washer on a ladder—
Lizzie blushed. Then chortled.
—who then attempted to blackmail Mr. Graves and paid the price for his avarice. But this is all scuttlebutt, and I’m sure none of it is true.
And speaking of scuttlebutt, what is the tale that has come to my ears on the gossamer wings of Rumor—with the assistance of the United States postal system? I am very sorry to hear that a young gentleman, one whom I esteem highly, very highly, was loudly intoxicated in Fredericksburg the fourth of July and remained so all day and disgraced himself at the dinner and ball—but I am at a loss who to think it is—will you not tell me? It think it must be some mistake. It could not have been you. Could it?
Oh, Charles, I do miss your kind face and the lively conversations we’ve had about our Country and its future, and especially the ill feeling between the Northern States, where I met many ardent opponents of slavery when I went to school there, and the Southern States, which I deeply love but fear have long taken a wrong course they will stubbornly persist in following. And of course dear Virginia, which straddles the two struggling halves of our Nation and seems uncertain which path to take. I hear such enmity spoken, and even talk—faint tho’ it is—of withdrawing from the Union, and I see men’s eyes flared with the red light of hatred. That cannot happen, can it? It would be madness, and I fear that we all shall pay a terrible price for the sin of slavery. I long to hear your thoughts on the matter, and to feel the touch of your hand when we meet again.
Your affectionate Cousin,
Lizzie
P.S. Tell me that you long for the touch of my hand, if you do. But I should be . . . disappointed if you do not. But what am I saying? Why should you?
Lizzie blushed again.
Richmond
Autumn 1843
Lizzie survived the mosquitoes of White Sulphur Springs—or perhaps it should be said that the mosquitoes survived Lizzie—and she recovered the use of her ears after Mrs. Marie Laure Villeré Beauregard’s musical evening. Young Mr. Randolph returned to his home in Atlanta and found happiness in being wedded to the daughter of a prosperous lumber merchant, who took him into the business. Mr. Graves evaded the clutches of the law, and the exotic Spanish lady left for . . . wherever exotic Spanish ladies go when they’re not putting themselves on display at fashionable spas. Lizzie still studied the book by the ingenious little Frenchman, consulting it whenever she corresponded with the Underground Railroad chum in Philadelphia, who reported with satisfaction that traffic was up, news that never failed to kindle Lizzie’s spirits.
Old John Van Lew was less fortunate than the mosquitoes. Although he seemed to have benefited from the waters of the springs, his condition continued to deteriorate, and in September he was gathered to his fathers.
His death was occasion for another letter—one of several that had passed between the two—from Lizzie to Charles, who over the summer months had enjoyed playful evening walks among the roses and magnolias, the dogwoods and flourishing blue bellflowers, of the Church Hill gardens.
October 4th, 1843
Church Hill
My dearest Charles—
Oh, how I longed to have you at my side at dear Papa’s funeral, but I impute no blame for your absence, particularly with the state of the roads through all this dismal rain.
Papa died with calm composure. He had never been a particularly religious man, but in his final days, as the notice in the Richmond Enquirer so kindly said, he “repeatedly conversed of late with his family on his soul’s salvation and eagerly listened to their instructions as they pointed out to him the way of salvation through the blood of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Our friends have been kind and solicitous for our welfare, but our material wants, at least, are well provided for through Papa’s industry and irreproachable character. Mama remains desolate, yet she takes some small comfort in the remembrance of Father’s kindness, and Father’s will has given her weighty matters to occupy her mind.
There shall be no “widow’s third” for Mama. Father generously left nearly his entire fortune to her and gave her absolute control over the whole of it. In this he defied convention, which normally dictates that she would have only the use of the property during her lifetime. To me, Anna, and John Newton he bequeathed $10,000 each—such a fortune! Oh, Charles, I have such plans for that money, but I had especially hoped that it would help to hasten an event which we have discussed—tho’ you should know that Papa bequeathed that money “free and exempt from the control or use of any husband,” in the dusty words of his will. I shall have more to say about this presently.
The only matter that saddens me concerns the slaves. The will bequeathed the slaves to Mama and said that she could do with them as she wished. Would that Papa had not had second thoughts, for I’m certain that Mama would have granted them their freedom immediately. We have always been of one mind about this. But we were distressed to learn that Papa had appended a codicil to his will revoking that provision and giving Mama only the use of the slaves and their increase.
Alas, she cannot free them—nor sell them, not that she ever would. So while they remain our “property”—oh, how I loathe that word, as tho’ these men and women were cattle or fire irons—we shall do what we can to loosen the bonds of their servitude. I’m resolved that one of the girls, Mary Jane, to whom I confess to having an almost sisterly affection, shall be baptized at St. John’s—an event which has been delayed far too long, as Mary Jane is already seven years old. I’m sure our Church Hill neighbors will be shocked and ask us why we are not having her baptized at the First African Baptist Church the free Negroes attend. I believe fervently, tho’, that Our Lord cares not for the brick and mortar where his brothers and sisters gather. Indeed, perhaps this all works out for the best, for as you know, a hateful Virginia law requires a newly freed slave to leave the Commonwealth within one year. We shall find a way to get around Virginia law and Papa’s will to do the only right thing.
Charles—my best Charles—Papa’s death has been an occasion for great sadness, but we were resigned to his passing, for as you know he had not been well for some years. Now that the initial shock has passed, I find my thoughts turning to another matter. After you confessed to me that your fondest wish was to cast your lot in life with me, I felt blessed that Providence had sent me someone with whom I could share great work. For we have a Responsibility to do so, do we not? We have been favored with means and comfort, and we bear an obligation to use those means to improve the lot of others, the poor laborers, the sick, and especially the Negroes whom we’ve reduced to chattel.
But such happiness is not to be thought of now. Oh, Charles, can you wait for your Lizzie—if I do not flatter myself that you still esteem me so? We must allow the turmoil of Papa’s death to pass before we can contemplate an event which I’ve looked forward to with anticipation of happiness.
‘Till then, I remain your most affectionate,
Lizzie
P.S. I wear the silver locket you gave me next to my heart. I hope to pass it to a daughter or granddaughter someday, when we’ve grown old in each other’s company but never old in each other’s esteem.
Lizzie wrote with one hand and fingered the locket with the other. And as midnight shadows conspired on the walls of her room, a dim fear passed through her—that the locket would never so pass.
Chapter 2
Richmond
1848
Golden summers surrendered to copper autumns that passed through Richmond, their warm rains watering the roses and magnolias, the dogwoods and flourishing blue bellflowers, of the Church Hill gardens.
And Lizzie remained a maiden, unlike her sister, who bid highly for the regard of a Philadelphia doctor and won the auction. John Newton, now a reluctant hardware merchant, his leather apron and inked fingers inconsistent with his views of male fashion, would have to wait another six years before finding matrimonial bliss, though the bliss was short-lived as he learned that his young bride was a fire-breathing secessionist.
One morning in the autumn of 1848, Anna and her mother loitered in the dining room of the Church Hill mansion over the remains of a late breakfast. Both had picked at it with little appetite. Anna poked at her eggs, then threw the fork down, rose from her chair, and took a fitful turn about the room, pausing absently at a window to watch a squirrel shelling a nut. She turned to Eliza, who was staring with reddened eyes at her plate, her hands knotted under her chin.
Both women were dressed in deep black.
“Oh, Mother, how shall Lizzie bear this burden? I don’t know how I shall bear it myself. The poor man. Poor Lizzie! To think they were engaged, and we didn’t even know. How did they keep that a secret all this time? And why?”
“I don’t know, my child, I don’t know. It seems too much for any person to bear.”
“What will she do? She’ll never marry now. Who will have her now that she’s thirty?”
“I don’t think Lizzie has ever wanted to be married just to be married or because others expected it of her.” Eliza pushed aside her plate and pinched the bridge of her nose, shaking her head. “She found in Charles the one man who might have suited a girl with her peculiar temperament.”
“Cholera!” Anna exclaimed for the hundredth time, the word the latest in a fusillade of verbal cannon balls. “Who would have thought that such a vigorous man could have been felled by such a scourge! I still cannot credit it. Cholera strikes at the poor in backward nations, not in such places as Fredericksburg.”
“Oh, my dear, disease knows no place, nor does it consult the victim’s balance with his banker.” Eliza shook her head in bewilderment and fought back a tear.
“Where shall she live? How shall she live?”
“Well of course, dear, she shall remain here with me.”
“Is there enough money for the two of you to live here and keep up the house? You know how Lizzie spends hers on food and clothing for the poor. If you face any financial difficulties, perhaps I could talk to—”
“Thank you, my dear, but we shall be fine. You know that I’ve sold some of the property which your papa acquired, and I’m told by a reputable agent that Henrico is worth at least three thousand dollars.”
The Henrico farm was a plantation north of Richmond that old John Van Lew had purchased years before and that indeed Eliza would sell some years later, though she’d retain a financial interest in it, and it would be worked in part by Van Lew slaves. Old John’s acres had increased as Richmond grew, and already Eliza had sold several of them, some at hefty market prices but others at only a fraction of their value. Lizzie had insisted she sell some of these smaller properties to free Negroes for next to nothing as a way of providing them with respectable homes.
“But you’re paying the slaves—not that you regard them as slaves, else you wouldn’t be paying them, I suppose. You must be feeling the pinch.”
“Yes, we are paying them. And no, we’re not ‘feeling the pinch,’ as you so inelegantly put it.”
Eliza laughed to herself bitterly. John had owned as many as twenty slaves: cooks, gardeners, butlers, maids, stable boys, and the men who worked the Henrico plantation. The question became what to do with them all. Eliza would have freed them, but as Lizzie had known all along, she had no authority legally to do so under the terms of her husband’s will.
So she and Lizzie turned to a dodge that other like-minded families employed. They allowed their slaves to hire themselves out and earn wages, although they kept this bit of information from their respectable slave-owning neighbors. In many cases, two families pooled their wits and hired each other’s slaves to perform the work their own would normally have done. Bondsmen could then earn wages—modest to be sure, but wages nevertheless—away from their former slave quarters, move about the city more or less at will, and take part in the joys and sorrows of the African community.
Such a system, though, had its own pitfalls, especially, added Eliza, “if the mistress is a forgetful old woman such as your mother. I was fined by the court last month—ten dollars, the extortionists demanded!—for allowing Anderson to hire himself out. He had his pass, signed by me, all in good order—except that the pass had expired.”
“But we still haven’t answered the question, what are we going to do with Lizzie?”
“Anna, what an absurd question. No one ‘does’ anything with Lizzie. Lizzie will ‘do’ for herself. Give her time, my dear, give her time.”
Anna went in search of Lizzie.
She’d seen little of Lizzie in private since they’d arrived back home from the funeral in Fredericksburg the day before, and the two had had little opportunity to talk since the delivery of the telegram informing them of Charles’s death. On the train, Lizzie had slept fitfully, or stared out the window. At the services for Charles, she’d maintained a dismal silence. Anna kept her distance out of both respect for Lizzie’s grief and fear that anything she said would have sounded feeble and intrusive. Anna worried about her sister, though, and was determined to crack the carapace of grief encasing her.
Anna lacked her sister’s education and powers of intellect. She rarely gave any but the most passing thought to the great issues that surrounded them. While Lizzie fretted about the state of the nation, Anna fretted about the state of her gown. But she deeply loved her sister and secretly admired her fervency and concern for others less fortunate. She wished she could talk books the way Lizzie could. She would order a pot of sweet tea, curl up in the best chair in the library, her knees tucked up, and resolutely launch herself into a volume she’d heard Lizzie talk about with approval—and it made her head ache. She wished she could engage men in earnest conversation about politics and industry, about the debates in the Commonwealth legislature reported in the newspapers, but when she tried, she always made a muddle of it and found she could not talk sense.
Anna was percipient enough to know that Lizzie’s powers were not hers. Yet while she mocked them, especially to Lizzie, she did so out of a belief that if Lizzie were just a little more like herself, willing to make herself pleasing to men, she would be able to find joy as a wife and mother and make a gracious life for her family rather than for everyone else’s family. Lizzie, not she, could be the mother of eminent physicians, scholars, writers, perhaps a minister or a prosperous attorney, and she saw Lizzie’s failure to marry and bear children as a debit in the account books of the future, to be paid by the next generation.
She climbed the stairs and knocked gently at the door of her sister’s bedroom, but there was no answer. She opened the door and looked inside, but the room was empty. She checked the library and music room and was puzzled that Lizzie was not to be found in either of these favorite haunts. She was about to abandon her search when, as she was descending the staircase, she caught a glimpse of Lizzie through the tall mullioned window that looked out over the James River. Lizzie was in the garden.
Anna followed her outdoors. Her sister was on her knees, tending to one of the flowerbeds. Lizzie impatiently brushed a stray lock of hair out of her face, then thrust a trowel into the moist earth. She was planting a row of weigela along the border of the bed; in the spring, the plants would produce showy pink flowers.
“Lizzie, dear, should you be doing this now? Let one of the men do it. You should rest.” Anna knelt on the grass next to her, uncharacteristically indifferent to the possibility of soiling her dress.
“Anna, I have done nothing but rest—as though resting will erase everything that has happened. I need to do something. I believe if I tried to sit still, my limbs would refuse their cooperation and I should go mad.”
“You know I’m concerned about you. I believe we should talk about Charles, even if doing so is painful. If we try to bury our memories of him along with his ashes, nothing can come of it but more sorrow. Oh, Lizzie, you must have loved him so! We all suspected as much, but you hardly ever spoke of him.”
Lizzie lowered a cutting into the hole she had just dug and gently scraped the loose soil around it and firmed it. She swiped at her forehead with the back of her hand and reached for another cutting, a silver locket dangling beneath her chin. After a long silence, she said only:
“I think in many ways he reminded me of Father.”
“You can imagine how astonished we were when you told us that you and Charles were engaged to be married. Why did you keep your engagement a secret?”
“We didn’t keep it a secret. We simply didn’t tell anyone.”
“My dear, I confess I fail to see the difference.”
“We weren’t hiding it. Oh, I don’t know, Anna, Papa died and Mama seemed so desolate—and then so overwhelmed with looking after Papa’s affairs. John Newton was rushed headlong into Father’s business, you married, and everything seemed to be at sixes and sevens. It somehow seemed easier to let matters rest as they were. Charles never pushed me, and for that I was grateful. It just seemed easier that way.”
“We just want you to be happy, Lizzie.”
Lizzie looked up at her sister, her expression scalded by pain and loss.
“Happiness? Tell me, please, what happiness is. I begin to think that happiness is the outcome of nothing more than having a bad memory. When you recline your head at night and are sure your husband is safe and hasn’t had a horrible accident in his carriage while off tending to a patient on a rainy night, then speak to me of happiness.”
“Oh, Lizzie, don’t!”
“Or when the child growing in your womb is safely delivered and has ten fingers and ten toes, then speak to me of happiness.” Lizzie turned away and choked back a wrenching sob—the first tears Anna had seen her shed.
“Oh, Anna, forgive me,” she wailed. “I don’t know what I’m saying. All seems so uncertain. Everything changes, nothing lasts. Our country is coming asunder, and I feel powerless to stop it.”
Anna sighed. No matter what was happening on the solid soil of Church Hill, Lizzie was always gazing off into the vaporous distance.
“I know, dear, I know.” She put her arm around her sister, who melted against her shoulder. “Come inside with me. It looks to start raining soon anyhow, and I’m chilled to the bone. Let’s have a nice pot of tea, and you can tell me all about Charles and everything he said and how he proposed and what your plans were, and I can tell you how handsome I thought he was and that I was even a little bit jealous of you. Imagine me! The Virginia belle! Jealous of my dear frumpy sister Lizzie.”
Lizzie managed a weak smile. Anna was often foolish, but she was no fool. She rose to her feet, dropped the trowel in her hand to the ground, and allowed Anna to lead her into the house. Just as they entered, a steady rain began to fall, watering the roses and magnolias, the dogwoods and flourishing blue bellflowers, of the Church Hill gardens and, on the other side of town, the soil that blanketed old John Van Lew.
More years passed, the searing cold and damp of winters resolving into emerald springs, and the weigela blossomed.
Lizzie to all appearances recovered from her loss, yet she went around bolting the doors and latching the windows of her inner mansion to shut out any possibility that felon joy would break and enter. She resisted Anna’s efforts to encourage her to talk about Charles. His name was never mentioned. It was as though he had never existed. Or, as Anna put it, as though a veil had been drawn over the entire affair.
She drifted about the Church Hill grounds and the hallways of the mansion like a restless spirit, doomed for a certain term to walk the night. She tried, with indifferent success, to play the part of doting aunt to Anna’s and John’s children—though the children were a little frightened of her, and she seemed to get on better with a neighbor girl with flashing green eyes—and she helped her mother with her business affairs. And, she worked tirelessly in the gardens—so much so that year upon year they won awards from the city’s Horticultural Society.
She met with abolitionists and played hostess to a famed author who went in for women’s rights. On Lizzie’s invitation, Edgar Allen Poe sobered up enough to recite his verses to a select audience in the Church Hill drawing room. Lizzie clenched when he appeared in with a young woman whom he introduced as Sarah Royster on his arm, though she unclenched when she loosened his tongue with generous applications of brandy during a private conversation about “The Gold Bug” in the library. She attended debates of the Virginia legislature, always sitting, of course, in the separate women’s section of the gallery. She visited the Negro sections of Richmond, bearing money and food for those in need. Few blacks who lived in the area did not know about “Miz Lizzie” and her efforts to improve their lot—borne not of a desire to burnish her own soul, as was the case with some reformers who spoke the cant of abolition but would never have shared a board with a Negro—but out of genuine concern for those she met.
She continued to find ways to help escaped slaves flee to the North—with the aid of the Philadelphia chum, with whom she exchanged notes and letters, all written and read with the further aid of the ingenious Frenchman and his tattered book. She joined a quilting circle, but what the authorities didn’t know and never learned was that into the design of the quilts the ladies sewed patterns, even maps, that told escaped slaves where and when to go. A quilt hanging on a line or porch railing for “airing” and embellished with a straight arrow told the slave which of several predetermined routes to take in escaping from the city, depending on which way the quilt was turned.
A crooked arrow, on the other hand, signaled danger. It told a runaway slave in hiding that it was not safe to proceed. The ladies relied on Lizzie and her ever present companion, Mary Jane, to circulate the necessary instructions through the black community.
Lizzie, never very handy with her needle, one evening announced, “Ladies, if you ever need a crooked arrow, perhaps you should assign to me the task of sewing a straight one!”
On July 29, 1861, just weeks after the first clash of arms in Virginia at the Battle of Bethel Creek, and just days after the Confederates had routed the Federals at the Battle of Bull Run and herded hundreds of captured Federal troops into Richmond’s prisons, the following paragraphs appeared in the pages of the Richmond Enquirer:
Two ladies, a mother and a daughter, living on Church Hill, have lately attracted public notice by their assiduous attentions to the Yankee prisoners confined in this City. Whilst every true woman in this community has been busy making articles of comfort or necessity for our troops—
The writer was correct in his facts. Women throughout the South were lauded in the press and from the hustings as pure ministering angels who spurred their heroic men into battle and daily displayed their devotion to the sick, the weary, and the wounded.
The Church Hill matrons were no different. A deputation approached the Van Lew front door, like a muster of peacocks, to ask Lizzie and her mother about sewing shirts for South Carolina troops who had just arrived in Virginia, apparently shirtless. They were confounded when they met with indignant refusal, though the Van Lew women later regretted their impolitic decision and camouflaged themselves by taking flowers, books, and foodstuffs to the Rebel troops encamped at the Old Fair Grounds in Richmond. They even for a time took in an untidy Confederate captain named George Gibbs and his family as boarders at the mansion.
— Whilst every true woman in this community has been busy making articles of comfort or necessity for our troops, these two women have been expending their opulent means in aiding and giving comfort to the miscreants who have invaded our sacred soil, bent on raping and murder, the desolation of our homes and sacred places, and the ruin and dishonor of our families.
The largest human charity can find ample scope in kindness and attention to our own poor fellows. The Yankee wounded have been put under charge of competent surgeons and provided with good nurses.—
“Which explains why so many are dying!” Lizzie fumed.
—This is more than they have any right to expect, and the course of these two females—
“These two females indeed!” Lizzie exclaimed. “Gracious God in heaven, how these men can patronize!”
—cannot but be regarded as an evidence of sympathy amounting to an endorsation—
Which literate Richmonders all agreed the newspaper’s editor should have amended to the more felicitous “endorsement.”
—of the cause and conduct of these Northern Vandals.
Not to be scooped, the Richmond Dispatch threatened that the women would be “exposed and dealt with as alien enemies to the country.”
A growing number of Richmonders nodded agreement with the Dispatch’s sentence. Lizzie was an enemy of the Confederacy and an alien in her own country, though she was indifferent to the slights of her neighbors and often quoted Psalm 31 to herself: “I was a reproach among all mine enemies, but especially among my neighbours, and a fear to mine acquaintance: they that did see me without fled from me. I am forgotten as a dead man out of mind: I am like a broken vessel.”
Lizzie tried to avert suspicion, but she was watched. Armed sentries were placed around Church Hill, particularly after the escape of a Colonel Abel Streight and seventeen other Union prisoners, who fanned out over the countryside and eventually crossed to the Northern lines. The men eluded capture only because Lizzie persuaded a sympathetic newspaper editor to print an official dispatch from General Benjamin Butler, commander of the Union’s Army of the James. The dispatch, provided by an Associated Press agent and first printed in the New York Times, reported that the men had arrived safely in Washington. On the day the dispatch appeared on the city’s increasingly barren breakfast tables, the men were hiding in Lizzie’s attic and other homes in and around Richmond. The dispatch, written in Lizzie’s scratchy, angular scrawl, was entirely fake.
Over the next year, the population at Confederate prisons in Richmond, prisons with names like Libby, Belle Isle, and Castle Thunder, had swollen like rotting carcasses.
Union loyalists in the city had looked forward to deliverance by General George McClellan. As was his habit, McClellan dithered, once prompting President Abraham Lincoln to ask McClellan in a letter if he, the president, could borrow the general’s army since he, McClellan, wasn’t using it.
Finally, the Union launched the Peninsular Campaign in late May with the Battle of Seven Pines, just an hour north of Richmond. In June, Robert E. Lee crossed the Chickahominy River to meet Union forces at the Battle of Oak Grove, the first of the Seven Days Battles. For days the air around Richmond was acrid with smoke and the stench of spent gunpowder, and cannon fire rumbled in the distance as Richmond’s citizens anxiously went about their business—or rode out to the tops of surrounding hills to witness the battles, to the accompaniment of shrimps and champagne.
Union losses were heavy, and thousands were captured and herded into the prisons, where floggings were more regular than meals. Rations were skimpy, and blankets were skimpier. The men were denied access to the outdoor jakes after nightfall, so the prisons stank of human waste. Hundreds died of disease and hunger. Survivors feared death from boredom.
The Richmond underground, with Lizzie in the vanguard, did what it could to ease the suffering. Its members smuggled in money prisoners could use to bribe the guards for clothing and food. Lizzie secreted coins and banknotes in the bottoms of lunch pails carried by Negroes who worked for her and her mother. These men, posing as workers in and around the prisons, were Lizzie’s eyes and ears. While many of the Confederate guards were driven by bald avarice, many others needed the money, finding the $11 a month paid to privates, $13 to corporals, unequal to the task of feeding their families and often failing to appear in their pockets for months at a time. Some were even secretly sympathetic to the Union cause but had been pressed into military service by the troop-starved Confederacy.
Even youngsters helped. They arrived at the prison gates bearing baked goods that, they said, they hoped to trade for a souvenir button or uniform insignia from a grateful captured soldier. Inside their packages was money, sometimes packets of medicine, and always notes of encouragement. These children left with notes in their shoes with information about Confederate troop movements and fortifications that recently captured men hoped would be of use to Union commanders. The source of much of this information was an agent Lizzie had placed in the prison as a clerk.
And of course a pretty girl with an ingratiating manner, a well-turned ankle, and perhaps just a whisper of petticoat could gain access to places denied to matrons and spinsters like Lizzie, or to dour ministers trying to heal souls and earnest young doctors trying to heal bodies.
Lizzie wasn’t content to depute this work to others. She became renowned for her custards, which she carried to the prisons in a double boiler dish and which invariably contained information and encouragement for the prisoners. Once, warned that a guard planned a thorough inspection of the dish, she filled the bottom with boiling water, using her shawl to protect her hands as she handed the dish to the guard, who howled in pain as Lizzie feigned apology—and who henceforth allowed all custards to pass unchallenged.
Her brazenness knew no limits. She invited Confederate generals and colonels to tea, taking secret delight in her knowledge that the smuggled tea she placed before them, and that she sequestered in a certain canister for the purpose, had been adulterated by disreputable British merchants, as was a common and unsavory practice among them, with sheep’s dung. As Richmond authorities began to watch her movements, she appeared at the Confederate White House to petition Jefferson Davis for protection.
Negroes working clean-up duty at the military prisons would point her out to the Yankees as their best friend, and their best hope. With a battered bonnet planted at a most unfashionable angle on her head and her hair pursuing its own capricious courses, she paced of a Sunday morning up and down the streets around the prisons, a handkerchief in her hand, her eyes now sunken, muttering and mumbling and singing and holding imaginary conversations, often to the laughter and jeering of the guards, who called her Crazy Bett.
Thus it was that Elizabeth Van Lew—the refined daughter of one of Richmond’s leading families, the inheritrix of a respectable fortune, a resident of one of the most opulent mansions in the city’s most elegant neighborhood, a broken vessel who had found love and lost it, an eloquent opponent of slavery and a passionate supporter of the Union who had followed the political debates of the 1850s with keen interest and cried “My country, oh, my country” when the smoke of battle first rose over the rent nation—thus Elizabeth Van Lew became known as Crazy Bett, the disheveled, ill-dressed woman who hoodwinked her opponents by mumbling to herself like a madwoman as she went about the business of fighting the Confederacy in the only way her skirts would allow.
And who introduced herself thus to two naked men hiding in her attic.
Chapter 3
Richmond
December 1863
“Blast and damnation, Jim, shut up! They’ll hear you rattling about, and if they nab us, they’ll throw us back into that rat hell of a prison.”
The man’s hoarse whisper waded through the dim light. He was peering out a tiny window, alert for signs of movement in the narrow alleyway that stretched left and right. He used the cuff of his jacket to wipe away the fog of his breath on the window, but dampness conspired with years of grime to frustrate his efforts. A dog barked savagely in a nearby yard, and the man and his companion could hear a train rumble its colicky way into Richmond on tracks that lay in the distance along Broad Street.
Probably a troop transport train, the man thought. That’s about all the trains are used for these days. Old Ruth sounds like he’s taking his good old time, bless his sneaky heart.
The man smiled wryly at the thought of Samuel Ruth, by day an apparent Confederate sympathizer but by night an agent of the North. The old Jew did everything he could to dismay Confederate authorities, who’d impressed him and the services of the Richmond Fredericksburg & Potomac Railroad—known to common folk as the “Rich Folks & Pedigrees” line—for military purposes. He could look a Rebel commander straight in the eye, swear he’d deliver troops or supplies on schedule, then find a way to bollix things up by misplacing paperwork or sending out one of Lizzie Van Lew’s men to smash holes in water tanks, slew rails, or pour sand into the pistons of engines. The next morning he’d blame it on the Yanks—with perfect truth, since he was a loyal Unionist.
The second man, the source of the racket fraying the nerves of the first, was scratching with grim resolve at bloody ankles. All the while he grunted, moaned, cursed, and muttered imprecations against a deity that saw fit to create unseen creatures whose sole purpose seemed to be to bedevil humans, though he took some comfort in the fact that the same deity had created fingernails to equal the odds.
“Is that an order, sair?” he whispered. “Because if ‘tis, sair, under normal caircumstances, I’d be maist happy to follow a lawful order. But the caircumstances Providence has placed us in are nae normal. For the fact o’ the matter is, I canna hold still. ‘Tis the goddamn sons-of-whores gallinippers. They’d like to chew me into a pile o’ runny porritch and spit me out. Jesus in heaven, what is this fustian we’re wearin’? I’m just ready to gie these vermin a parole.”
The two men huddled in a dilapidated tool shed, doing all they could to stop themselves from stamping their feet against the cold. To that end they passed back and forth a flask of applejack made from the contents of a barrel of cider one of Lizzie Van Lew’s Negroes had smuggled into the prison, leaving the prison’s carpenters inexplicably short on their requisition of nails. By letting the top freeze over several nights, then tossing aside the ice, the men produced a decoction that bore a passing likeness to liquor. They were outfitted in serviceable gray trousers and jackets, hand sewn out of blankets and smuggled into the prison by black workers.
“I told you, Doc. The clothes came from that society lady. Elizabeth Van Lew—the one the guards call Crazy Bett. You want to give the lice a parole? Go ahead. That just might be amusing. I’m sure Miss Van Lew might be more inclined to take you in if you’re naked. I hear she’s unmarried and not a bad looker—or at least used to be. Just shut up and hold still.” Then, “Wait, shush!”
The first man put up a warning finger and cocked his ear to the window. He was of middle height and handsome in a craggy sort of way, with dusty blond hair and a mustache he’d kept trimmed with a piece of broken glass. He could charm a snake out of its skin—or a lady out of her virtue, though most of the ladies he comported with at Madam Wilton’s Private Residence for Ladies in Washington, one of the noncombat units making up General Hooker’s Division, had little virtue out of which to be charmed, adhering as they did to the belief that the best way to avoid being called a flirt is to yield easily.
He went by the name of Captain Harry Howard, though in Washington the muster rolls listed him as Harry Catlin. His considerable talents for escape and evasion—not just from insistent ladies but from the Rebels as well, though clearly he’d failed at least once—had earned him a job as a scout for General Benjamin Butler, the commander of Fort Monroe and the Union’s Army of the James on the Virginia coast.
He could just make out in the gathering dusk the silhouettes of two Rebs serpentining their way toward them, poking behind barrels and piles of brush, inspecting the inside of a broken-down wagon, and peering over low garden walls on either side of the alley. The clatter of their rifles and beehives—knapsacks—carried down the alley on the crisp December air.
“They’re coming this way,” Howard whispered. His companion, Dr. James McCullough, a surgeon with the Wisconsin 3rd, was a short, sinewy Scotsman with a round, ruddy face, bulging eyes, and red hair that, in defiance of his efforts to steer it, charted its own rudderless course along multiple bearings. He looked at the world with a theological bent, content with the will of God yet railing against it whenever that will clashed with his comfort. One moment he could bow his head in pious episcopal prayer. The next he could curse like a drunken stevedore.
The soldiers closed on the shed. Howard and McCullough could hear them grumbling about the cold.
“Randolph, over here,” one called to his fellow.
They approached the shed. The second soldier, a lumbering hulk of a private with a face scarred by smallpox, poked hesitantly at the door with the bayonet affixed to his rifle. The door rebounded slightly. The two soldiers looked at each other. The first, a wiry sergeant, scratched at his thick black beard in thought. Neither wanted to walk into an ambush. They’d been told repeatedly that Yankees were men without honor, men who did not adhere to the canons of civilized warfare, which dictated that you look a man in the eye while you shoot him in the belly or otherwise render his person uncomfortable.
The sergeant assumed a position at the side of the door’s opening. The private stood back, his .577-caliber Enfield rifle—one of thousands the British had supplied to the Confederacy—pointed at the door. The sergeant ordered the private to have hisself a look-see inside. Randolph extended his head around the door’s edge, then quickly pulled back. He looked inside again, and once again pulled back. He did it a third time.
“Goddammit, Randolph, you look like a damn peckin’ guinea hen eatin’ yer damn dinner. Git yer damn flea-bitten behind in there afore I kick it back to that damn lumber mill in Atlanta what filled yer head with sawdust.”
Randolph fingered the end of his bayonet, fortified himself with a deep inhalation, and charged into the shed. The sergeant, grateful for the private’s bulk in case hostilities erupted, charged in after him.
In the dwindling light, they found the shed empty.
The sergeant sniffed loudly. His nose started to twitch, like that of a hound picking up a scent. He recognized the smells—the sour tang of unwashed bodies and the more pleasing aroma of applejack. Someone’s been in here, and not too long ago, he thought. He spotted fresh scuffmarks in the dust on the floor. This was another call to cogitation, so once again his hand found his beard. Randolph stood by vacantly.
From above came a sharp whistle. They looked up. Unaccountably, two men were standing above them. As the Rebel soldiers’ eyes widened, one of the men above smiled broadly and said “Evening, gents, getting a bit crowded in here, wouldn’t you agree?” Before the soldiers below could react, two heavy clay flowerpots found their marks at the center of each soldier’s head. The pots shattered, and the two soldiers folded to the ground, where they lay motionless. The sergeant was out cold. The private, presumably because of a thicker skull, was able to emit low moans before he too passed out.
“May I get doon now, sair?” McCullough asked. Howard could smell the applejack on McCullough’s breath.
“I find yer companionship maist enjoyable, sair, but yer propinquity is makin’ me muckle uncomfortable.”
The two men were locked in an embrace, like lovers on a dance floor. A horizontal beam ran from eave to eave, with space above to the peak of the roof for the two men to stand nearly upright. Both had placed their hands against the slope of the roof for support, Howard’s extending over McCullough’s shoulders, McCullough’s extending under Howard’s armpits.
They eyed each other sheepishly. The beam was narrow, and neither wanted to withdraw his hands from the sloped ceiling.
“McCullough, if you don’t get down quick-like . . . well, there shall be consequences, and I can guaran-damn-tee you will not like them.” Howard couldn’t think of a more menacing threat.
Beneath them, the sergeant groaned. Howard and McCullough eyed each other in mute acknowledgment that they had to get out of the shed, now. McCullough released his hands from the ceiling and shimmied down Howard’s body as though it were a length of rope, Howard all the while staring at the ceiling. McCullough dropped to the floor. Howard reached down to the beam but lost his balance, wheeled his arms in a vain effort to regain it, and fell . . . into the waiting arms of McCullough below, who caught him deftly as if he were a groom carrying his bride over the threshold.
“McCullough, if you ever . . .”
“Sair, my lips shall remain sealed. Nou, let’s skeddadle.”
As Howard and McCullough were shivering in the shed, a pretty young woman strode northward on 21st Street in the direction of her home in the elegant Church Hill neighborhood of east Richmond. A haze of wood smoke lingered in the still air. She could hear the barking of a dog and the growl of a train in the distance.
The only clue to the young woman’s age was the Maggie cap that endeavored but failed to cover her rich auburn hair. The cap would have suggested to an observer who paid attention to such matters that she was barely out of the schoolroom, though her bearing suggested she’d left the schoolroom long behind.
The two Confederate soldiers she passed nodded at her, touched the brims of their caps with a muttered “Ma’am,” and continued on their way, paying no attention to her cap, nor to the peach pit carved with a three-leaf clover design she wore on the cape, nor to the white handkerchief that fluttered from her soft hand.
She paused at the corner of 21st and Main, uncertain how to proceed. She glanced for counsel at a brittle half-moon, which glanced off her flashing green eyes. The two Union men who’d been following her—or, to be more precise, following the white handkerchief—were no longer to be seen. She worried they had lost sight of her in the gathering dusk.
She hesitated, uncertain whether to turn back or press on to her father’s house, when her sharp seventeen-year-old ears caught the sound of commotion, like the breaking of pottery followed by two thumps, as though bodies had collapsed to the ground. She looked for the two Confederate soldiers, but they too were nowhere to be seen.
With a resolve that belied her youth, she turned back. As she hurried southward along 21st, she passed an alleyway. She heard a rustling in the bushes, and two men leapt out, causing the girl to utter a small scream of fright until she recognized them as Howard and McCullough.
The Day Before
She’d set out early in the morning. In her modest linen dress, Maggie cap, and lace-up boots, she could have passed for a shop girl. She made her way down 20th to Clay Street and the gates of Libby prison, carrying a wicker basket that held a worn King James Bible. She told the guards that the Bible was for the prisoners and asked to visit two in particular, a Captain Harry Howard and a doctor named James McCullough.
One of the guards brusquely riffled the pages of the Bible. An envelope slipped into his hand. A quick peek revealed that the envelope contained several dollars’ worth of Northern gumbacks, postage stamps that served as well as greenbacks for money and could buy more than the Confederacy’s currency.
The guards escorted her to the office of the provost marshal, Brigadier General John Winder. There she was met by a stout, patrician-looking man on the wrong side of fifty with a shock of wavy white-gray hair and menacing disapproval in his anthracite eyes. He leaned back in his chair and eyed her over the fleshy expanse of his Roman nose.
“What do you want, young lady? I’m busy.”
“If you please, sir, to visit two of the prisoners.”
“Which prisoners?”
She repeated the names.
“You are aware they are vicious Yankees.”
A macaw rattled its cage in the corner and squalled, “Vicious Yankees! Vicious Yankees!”
“Of course, sir. All the prisoners are vicious Yankees.”
“Why do you want to see these men?” he demanded.
“Sir, my parents have taught me that visiting the poor prisoners is an act of Christian charity.”
“And why, young lady, should we show Christian charity to men who have invaded our homes, polluted our sacred soil, violated our women, and deprived us of our rights as free people. They do not deserve Christian charity.” Winder in general didn’t converse. He orated, like a gowned undergraduate, and this particular oration was one he had polished and delivered himself of many times before.
“Sir, we must show the Yankees we’re better than they are. They mostly treat our brave boys in prisons in the North with monstrous cruelty. We must show them the kind of people we are, good Christian people. Some of those prisoners up north are our brothers and fathers, and if we show some mercy to their soldiers, perhaps they will show some to ours. Please, sir, may I visit the prisoners, just for a little while?”
“But why these two prisoners in particular?”
She remembered what her father had coached her to say. “Sir, we received a letter from a flag-of-truce ship from the North. One of the men, Mr. Howard, is a distant cousin of my father’s. He told my father in a letter that Dr. McCullough, though a miserable Yankee, treated some of our Southern boys for their wounds with great skill and saved their lives at a Northern camp, I forget which one. I wish to repay his kindness.”
Winder sniffed loudly, eager to get the girl out of his office. He was constantly besieged by requests from the women of Richmond to visit prisoners and nurse those who were injured or ill, among them a madwoman who called herself Elizabeth Van Lew. When he inquired why, the response was always the same: Christian charity. As the war had dragged on, he’d seen enough carnage to convince him that stores of Christian charity were sorely depleted on both sides of the Mason-Dixon line.
But if it kept these importunate women out of his wavy hair, he could see no harm. He’d granted passes to several Richmond ladies, and eventually he’d granted one that allowed the Van Lew woman to visit the prison on Belle Isle, although he was put off by her intensity and the distinct feeling that she saw him as a fool.
Winder turned to his desk, took up a pen, and wrote out a pass. He handed it across the desk with a patrician flourish and glanced at the door in mute dismissal. She rose from her chair and left the room. The macaw screeched “Sacred soil! Sacred soil!”
The girl followed the guard who’d pocketed her gumbacks to a small room open to the prison yard. The two men were summoned, but the three kept conversation to a minimum. Informers, always eager to trade a crumb of information for an extra crumb of bread or fewer lashes from the warden’s whip, were everywhere. Men wandered back and forth in the yard, and their guard, when he wasn’t preoccupied with spitting tobacco juice or picking at his remaining teeth with a penknife, kept watch, as much to keep his smirking eyes on the girl as to keep them on the prisoners.
The girl handed the Bible to Howard, and under the pretense of engaging the two men in Bible study, she directed their attention to Joshua 2:1: “And Joshua the son of Nun sent out of Shittim”—the girl placed particular emphasis on the word “Shittim,” drawing a low guffaw from McCullough, which in turn drew a glare from Howard—“two men to spy secretly, saying, Go view the land, even Jericho. And they went, and came into an harlot's house, named Rahab, and lodged there.” Later, she retied the ribbon at her throat, turning away briefly to withdraw from her bodice a scrap of paper, which she then allowed to flutter to the floor. The three chatted briefly about the war, and the girl left, glancing over her narrow shoulder at Howard as she passed out the door into the yard.
As the guard’s predatory eyes stalked the girl, Howard scooped up the piece of paper.
Later, Howard and McCullough huddled in private in the barracks. They examined the bit of paper and found the following:
ABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZ
BCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZA
CDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZAB
DEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZABC
EFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZABCD
FGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZABCDE
GHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZABCDEF
HIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZABCDEFG
IJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZABCDEFGH
JKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZABCDEFGHI
KLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZABCDEFGHIJ
LMNOPQRSTUVWXYZABCDEFGHIJK
MNOPQRSTUVWXYZABCDEFGHIJKL
NOPQRSTUVWXYZABCDEFGHIJKLM
OPQRSTUVWXYZABCDEFGHIJKLMN
PQRSTUVWXYZABCDEFGHIJKLMNO
QRSTUVWXYZABCDEFGHIJKLMNOP
RSTUVWXYZABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQ
STUVWXYZABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQR
TUVWXYZABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRS
UVWXYZABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRST
VWXYZABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTU
WXYZABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUV
XYZABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVW
YZABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWX
ZABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXY
McCullough sputtered in mystification.
“What i’ the name o’ the guid Saint Gabriel . . . ?”’
Howard merely smiled.
“Jimmy, your Frenchman is an ingenious little bastard.”
“I agree wi’ two o’ yer words.”
“It’s called a Vigenère cipher, after the French fellow who devised it, oh, a couple of centuries or more ago. This’ll trump a simple substitution code anytime, for you can’t puzzle out the message by using letter frequency. The code for each letter of the alphabet keeps changing.” He paused and cast McCullough a sardonic look. “They do know what an alphabet is in Scotland, don’t they?”
“Howard, kiss m—“
“Here, let me show you.”
Howard knew that his key word was Shittim, or, with the repeated letters omitted, SHITM. Now he had to find the message. A quick examination of the Bible showed their message written in code with pinpricks on the back inside cover, all the letters arranged in groups of five, as would be predicted by the five-letter key word.
Now began the laborious task of deciphering it. He wrote out
shitmshitmshitmshitmshitms
up to twenty-six letters, one for each letter of the alphabet.
“Now, the first letter of the encoded message happens to be a G.”
He located G along the top row of the table.
“You follow that column down to the first letter of the key word, or S. And when you do that, you come to the first letter of the true message, Y.”
The second letter of the coded message was an H, which coincidentally corresponded to H, the second letter in his key word, giving him the letter O. The next pinprick sketched an M, which gave him the letter U when he followed the column down to the third letter in the key word, I.
An hour later, Howard had it, though along the way he wanted to rap the knuckles of the person who wrote the table, whose scratchy, angular scrawl often left him in doubt about the identity of letters.
The message told the men how the Richmond underground planned to get them out of the prison.
The plan was to be carried out the next day.
Chapter 4
Howard, after regaining the footing he’d lost on a patch of ice when he leapt from the bushes, looked directly into the dancing green eyes of Josephine Holmes and called up his most winsome smile. “Miss Holmes, we are mightily pleased to see you again. And might I say that you are looking exceptionally elegant for an evening ramble through the streets of our fair city. I should be most glad for the honor of your company and your conversation.”
“Why, Captain Howard, how charmingly mendacious you are,” Josey replied, her pointed chin thrust forward, her brow arched with amusement. “I do assure you that the compliment, however insincere, is most appreciated, but I’m sure I would be but a guttering candle next to Mrs. Howard, who no doubt illuminates Washington society with her beauty and elegance of manner.”
“And Miss Holmes, I do assure you that such might be the case if there were a Mrs. Howard, but so far no lady of that description, or any other, has done me the singular honor of assuming that station in life.”
McCullough, who’d stood by with roiling impatience, rolled his eyes in exasperation. In a throaty whisper he said, “Howard, ye slippery son o’ Satan, that’s only because ye’r ever makin’ your exit oot the back door whilst the lady’s guidman is cumin’ in the front, ye randy bastard . . . beggin’ Miss Holmes’s pardon.”
“None necessary, I assure you, sir.”
“Sair, perhaps while we’re enjoyin’ this soiree in the cold, ye’d like to hail a passin’ lassie and the four of us could dance a quadrille here in the street with the entire goddamn Confederate army lukin’ for us! Beggin’ your pardon once again, Miss Holmes.”
“And again, none necessary, Doctor McCullough. While your mode of expressing yourself may be that of the campfire, your sentiments are entirely mine. My father awaits you most anxiously.”
As if on cue, though, a woman rounded the corner. As she approached, they noticed she was black, dressed as a servant and carrying a basket containing the dubious results of an evening’s marketing expedition. As she passed, a swift nod of recognition passed between her and Josephine, and the two glanced at each other’s peach pits, the carved three-leaf clovers upright. The men were struck by her penetrating eyes and the purposefulness of her stride as she walked in the direction of Marshall Street and Jefferson Davis’s Confederate White House. They nodded to her, but she cast her eyes down and walked on without uttering a word.
“Howard, this is nae time for ye to be flirtin’. We must get out of here, now, afore mair Rebs cume this way. We can bide nae longer.” He grabbed Howard by the arm, looked expectantly at Josephine with his eyebrows raised, and pulled Howard forward.
Josephine knew that being caught in the company of the men would spell disaster. If they were recaptured, she would be at risk—and so would the Richmond underground, including her father and Miss Van Lew. With a firmness that surprised the men, she instructed them to stay put while she walked on ahead, then follow her according to plan.
Minutes later, after hopping over a low stone wall, they crossed a yard that led to a door at the rear of an imposing house on Church Hill, where they were met by Arnold Holmes, a short man with receding gray hair, small eyes, and a voice that had an unfortunate tendency to squeak. He kissed his daughter affectionately on the cheek and invited the two men into the kitchen, where a cookstove steamed and hissed like a locomotive as the cook hove coal into its works. She then set before them steaming mugs of real coffee, a plate of warm biscuits, and bowls of floury venison stew, though the venison was more rumor than fact given the shortage of food these days in Richmond.
Howard seized a biscuit and had it halfway to his mouth when he observed McCullough with his eyes closed, his head bent over his bowl, and his lips working in silent blessing. Howard made a pretense of joining in. When McCullough was finished, the two plunged into the meal, McCullough all the while surreptitiously pouring the remaining contents of his flask into his coffee. Holmes perched on the edge of a chair like a curious house finch, his head tilting back and forth in his eagerness to hear about the men’s escape but not wanting to interrupt their repast.
When he had finished, Howard smacked his lips, wiped them with a linen napkin, and turned to the cook, who stood at the stove wielding a stirring spoon like a scimitar. She eyed the men suspiciously, interlopers in her kitchen bringing with them smells, lice, sweat, and probably nothing but trouble for her pretty Josephine.
Howard summoned his most ingratiating manner. “Why Pomona, that was a meal which eclipsed those served at the finest establishments at which I’ve enjoyed the pleasure of dining in New York City and Washington.”
Pomona scowled at him and released the first rumblings of a volcanic harrumph.
Howard blundered on. “Of course, I must admit that after some weeks now of enduring hardtack and beans, I was ravishingly hungry, as I’m sure Doctor McCullough here was as well”—Dr. McCullough nodded effusively but said nothing as he chewed, pointing at his working jaw in mute apology for his failure to agree—“so perhaps my culinary standards are not as particular as they once were. Nevertheless, a meal fit for the gods, pure ambrosia. You, my dear lady, are a genius.”
Pomona, who had remained silent through Howard’s peroration, could stand it no longer. She drew up her massive bulk, fixed the captain with bulging eyes, and, her scimatar flailing, erupted.
“Tha’s right, you go on, mister, you go on witch’yo fancy No’thern palaver. I knows yo’ kind. All fiddledeedee and flummery and skimble-skamble and what-not. I knows yo’ kind. Flannel-mouthed Yankee. Yessir, I knows yo’ kind, scallywag and varmint. Don’ you be thinkin’ none of yo’ flattery is gonna getch’yoo anywheres wit me, young polecat. Tha’s right. Yo’ fine words won’ be butterin’ no parsnips wit me!”
And then, to bring her harangue to a period, she planted her fists on her wide hips, leaned forward until her nose almost touched his, and added, “And, you’s a reprobate.” With a dismissive nod, she turned back to the stove.
Holmes glanced at him apologetically, as if to acknowledge that Pomona was allowed a certain leeway, for her cooking was exceptional and, for her wages, she protected Josephine like a second mother. Not unlike many Southerners with deep roots, she could support the Union cause and at the same time regard Yankees as disreputable and untrustworthy, as smooth-talking whoremongers and drunkards, shifty as jackdaws, who caused nothing but trouble, especially for the female sex.
McCullough belched loudly, earning a squint and shake of the head from Pomona. Holmes took that as a cue that McCullough was finished, so he ferried his guests down the hallway to the sitting room.
Howard looked about for Josephine, but to his disappointment the girl had disappeared. Instead, he glanced around the handsome sitting room, with its rich chestnut wainscoting, bookshelves cumbrous with the weight of volumes of history, theology, and literature, a carved walnut desk with leather inlay, and a piano in a high state of polish with framed daguerreotypes of Josey and, Howard presumed, Mrs. Holmes resting on top. A pair of comfortable stuffed chairs and a matching divan, their cushions wrapped in velvet, were arranged snuggly around the fireplace. The room smelled of furniture oil and cigar smoke. The whirring gears of a clock as it rang nine reminded Howard of home before his mother died. A momentary wave of desolation washed over him.
After offering the men sherry that had been smuggled around the Northern blockade, and which the men gratefully accepted, Holmes got right down to business. “We have to get you to the Van Lew house, where they’ll hide you until they can get you out of Richmond and on your way back to Washington. I’m told that an assignment awaits you there, but no one has told me what it is. It must be something big, for they placed particular emphasis on getting you out of Libby.”
“For that, sir, we’re both grateful.”
“You’ll spend the night here, but no longer. The house is being watched. The only reason you’re staying here at all is that Miss Van Lew is entertaining guests from out of town this evening, and we’re not certain where their sympathies lie. But tell me, gentlemen, how did it go at the prison?”
“Like clockwork, Mr. Holmes,” replied Howard.
“You both look like you’ve been through the mangle. You got the note and the cipher key?”
“We wouldn’t be sitting here now, enjoying the warmth of your hospitality as well as that of your fire, if we hadn’t.”
“Did you destroy the cipher key?”
McCullough chimed in. “As we speak, sair, the cipher key is wendin’ its gate through the dark recesses o’ my innards, where, I remain reasonably cairtain, no one will bother lukin’ for it, nor will they find it o’ muckle use once it sees the light o’ day again.”
“Tell me. How did it go?”
As McCullough refilled his glass, Howard began. “I must say—“
At that moment a knock at the door reverberated through the house and the men froze. An old family retainer, with a face wrinkled like wet laundry, appeared from nowhere to answer it. Holmes put up his hands palms forward and mouthed the word “slowly.” The retainer inched his way to the door and opened it cautiously in the expectation that on the other side would be Confederate authorities.
The retainer, known only as Bailey, though whether that was his first name or his surname—or his real name at all, for that matter—no one could say with certainty because the man never talked, exhaled in relief, wordlessly invited the caller in, and took charge of his coat and hat. He motioned the visitor into the sitting room.
Holmes leapt to his feet, extended his hand, and exclaimed, “My dear Rowley, welcome, welcome! A bitter evening it is to be out. Welcome, welcome. Let me introduce you to our honored guests, Captain Harry Howard and Dr. James McCullough, who’ve just survived a harrowing journey from Libby. Gentlemen, Mr. William Rowley, who, I assure you, sympathizes with the noble cause of the Union.”
Howard and McCullough each extended his hand to a lean, bookish-looking man in his late forties with a kind face and a long black beard but no mustache, giving him an Amish look. After exchanges of pleasantries and inquiries about the health of Mrs. Holmes and Mrs. Rowley, who were both attending their quilting circle that evening, the visitor took a seat. Holmes invited Howard to continue.
“I must say that being a dead man in a Confederate prison is a most unpleasant experience—one, though, which I shall share with my grandchildren around a warm fire in happier times. Come to think of it, perhaps being dead in one of those stink holes is preferable to being alive.
“I stayed in my bed—if you can call it a bed, more lice-ridden straw mat than bed—and missed the morning prisoner count. McCullough here went back to our barracks room, and with extraordinary thespian skill, I was told, ran back and reported me stone cold dead.”
McCullough took a long drink. “I reported to Dick Turner—a wrathful son of a scrofulous shagtail he is too, the one they call the nigger-whipper—that Howard’s body was hoppin’ wi’ flies and maggots sae he wouldna want to check for himself. He told me to tak’ Howard to the hospital morgue, so mysel’ an’ a pair of couthie lads wrapped him in his blanket an’ carried him doun. The lads only drapped him twice”—
“I’ve got the bruises to show for it, the blundering miscreants”—
“And we laid him out. A right handsome corpse he made I tell ye.”
“It was the longest seven hours of my life, I assure you. I had to lie on that wooden bench without moving a muscle, while sand fleas and lice made a meal of me. At one point I could feel a sneeze gathering and thought I was done for. Then my belly started to growl, so I offered up my soul to heaven and my body to the hangman.”
“Ay, but I kept hoverin’ about, an’ a braw Scots toon me mither taught me as a bairn and that I hummed wi’ gusto suin covered that clamor up.”
Rowley interrupted. “But how did you get out?”
“Nothing could be easier. McCullough here, continuing to exhibit his thespian skills, enacted the part of a drunkard—though the role demanded little skill of him—and provoked a brawl with two of the other men.”
“Ay, an’ a right bonnie brawl it were too, sair. We came at each other wi’ bits o’ lumber lyin’ about and made like we were about to stave each other’s skulls in. Quite a stramash we made of it, and a braw bit of play-actin’ the lads did I tell ye. ‘Twas all we could do to keep frae laughin’ as we traded curses and impugned the chastity o’ one another’s mithers. Though,” he added as he went to the sideboard and refilled his glass, “I resent yer implication that I’m a drunkard.”
“The guards intervened in the dispute, and while they were preoccupied with their duty, I shed my blanket and McCullough and I strolled out through the hospital yard and an open gate as the others continued their fight.”
McCullough emptied his glass again and continued. “We spotted the two blacks wi’ the peach pits on thair jackets, followed them to an outhouse, and waited for the lassie. Little chance we’d miss her, wi’ Howard here pantin’ for her like to a goat in rut.”
The ruddiness of McCullough’s face deepened when he realized what he’d said—and to whom he’d said it. He muttered, “Beggin’ yer pardon, sair, ‘twere a figure o’ speech that I meant, naethin’ maire.”
Holmes glowered at the captain. Howard covered his embarrassment by remarking on the competence of the girl and their eagerness to be on their way.
“We finally spotted her with the white handkerchief and set out to follow her. But the patrols are as thick as the fleas, and at one point we had to take cover in a tool shed.”
McCullough, by now well on his way to a state of thoroughgoing drunkenness, had collapsed into a chair, an imbecile grin on his face. As conversation continued, he roused himself for an occasional “Ay” and the opportunity to half-hum, half-sing snippets of maudlin Scottish tunes.
Rowley departed, and it was time to get the men into the fruit cellar, where they would spend the night. With Howard under one arm and Bailey under the other, they dragged McCullough to the cellar. All the while the Scotsman sang:
So good night to you all, I think it’s but reason,
Altho’ that the whisky speaks lood in my ear
Good night and safe home, till farther occasion
We'll a’ meet in friends and hae a drap mair.
Chapter 5
Richmond
The Following Morning
“Here, young lady, let me help you with that horse. The ill-mannered brute should be shot for behaving that way in the presence of a lady.”
Josephine had descended to the kitchen in her fawn riding frock and hat to bolt down a hasty breakfast. All the while Pomona hovered over her, warming her already hot tea and seeing to requisitions of butter and honey for her biscuits. Her hands fluttered, and she couldn’t leave off rearranging her charge’s auburn hair and the green ribbon holding it in place. Howard still gnawed at her, putting punctuation to flight.
“Miz Josephine you jus’ watch yo’self around that snake that Cap’n Howard now. That man’s no better than he should be and t’other one’s not much better what wi’ bein’ likkered up an’ all. Lord that man can talk and you’s just a girl and I dunno what I’d do if’n he messed wit’ch you and turned yo’ pretty head wi’ flimflammery and smooth talk.”
“But—”
Pomona was not to be silenced. “That man’s got hisself tongue enough for two sets o’ teeth. Tha’s right that man’s p’ison and you jus’ stay away from him you hear me now he’s trouble I can smell it. Tha’s right. This nose may be ole, but it still knows as what’s what wi’ serpents like him lurkin’ about, tryin’ to wheedle their ways into a young lady’s notice an’ not payin’ no mind ‘bout ruinin’ her good name an’ leavin’ young ladies’ hearts in tatters on the floo’ like’n they was ole rags.”
“Pomona, you stop your fussing now. I reckon if I can take care of myself in that beastly prison, I can take care of myself around Captain Howard. I admit he has a certain peacockish charm, but he’s too old for me. Besides, he’s leaving us this morning.”
“Too old my foot an’ alls its corns an’ bunions. He done been the ruin o’ many a young lady I bet my corset stays an’ you jus’ remember that. Tha’s right. You gets into the clutches of a man like that an’ Mr. Arnold he gonna have to oil up the blunderbuss an’ Mr. Howard he gonna shoot back then Mr. Arnold he be dead an’ then what’s we all gonna do wit’ the Yankees likin’ to burn Richmon’ to the ground.”
“Oh, Pomona, you’re a dear. I promise—if Captain Howard tries anything untoward, I shall oil up the shotgun myself and you won’t have to worry your precious head about a thing.”
Pomona replied with a harrumph—her harrumphs were each carefully calibrated to express disdain, frustration, dismissal, irritation, and a dozen other states of mind, this one clearly signaling skepticism—as Josephine gave her a quick peck on the cheek and dashed out to the stable at the back of the yard.
Josey had ridden horses since she was a child. She’d trained her chestnut filly, Nosegay, herself, and horse and rider performed a pas-de-deux as Nosegay responded instantly to the subtlest cue from rein or foot. She kept the horse out of the Confederate army’s clutches only because of a bribe her father had placed in the hands of a quartermaster officer.
Josey saddled her mount, but before setting in motion her morning’s task she reached down with a pocketknife and cut one of her bootlaces, scraping the knife back and forth to make the ends as ragged as possible. She mounted, wheeled, and picked her way out the back gate, down the alleyway, and around onto Grace Street.
Across the way, loitering under the drooping fronds of a wisteria and failing spectacularly in their efforts to appear inconspicuous, were two men, both dressed in dark gray suits and black bowler hats. One carried a newspaper under his arm, the other was inspecting the lit end of a cigar with evident approval.
As Josey approached, she leaned forward, ran her hand along Nosegay’s neck, and whispered, “Here we go, girl. Time to put on a show. And if you’re a good girl and remember all your lines, I believe I can find a bucket of oats for you back in the stable.” Nosegay nickered in acquiescence and tossed her head, sensing that her talents were about to be put onstage and that she’d earn a percentage of the house receipts.
Josey gently pushed the toe of her riding boot into the back top of her horse’s foreleg. Suddenly, the animal reared. Josey screamed, then tapped the horse’s side with her heel, the signal for the horse to spin. A tug of the rein stopped the spinning, the horse bowed in response to a stroke along the flanks with Josey’s riding crop, then another poke with her toe produced another rear. She sobbed, wheeled her free arm as though she were about to tumble off, and called out “Sheba, stop that!” Nosegay had no idea who Sheba was and had no intention of following instructions issued to another horse.
“Here, young lady, let me help you with that horse. The ill-mannered brute should be shot for behaving that way in the presence of a lady.” Cigar tossed it away and stepped forward, seizing the horse’s bridle and wrestling the beast to a standstill.
“Why thank you, kind sir. I can’t conceive what has gotten into Sheba’s head this mornin’. She never acts up like that. I do believe she can feel the presence of Yankees in the vicinity and it seems to have made her as jittery as a June bug on a griddle. I don’t know what I would have done without your timely and most welcome assistance.” Josey smiled broadly, revealing a slightly crooked upper tooth that, in concert with her emerald eyes, instantly bewitched the man.
Josey dismounted and seated herself on a nearby low wall. She fanned herself as though to drive off an attack of the vapors, then lifted the bottom of her skirt and exclaimed, “Tar and damnation, my bootlace is broken.” As if realizing what she had just said, she looked up at the men, who’d turned their backs on her father’s house to glimpse her ankle, and blushed prettily, holding up the severed end of the bootlace for inspection.
“I do apologize for my intemperate language, gentlemen, but these boots were a gift from my brother, who is fighting not so very far from here.” Josey was an only child.
The men were enamored, not only by Josephine’s coltish beauty but by her mild oath. They smiled, and each tried to win her favor by offering to escort her and the horse back home, or perhaps by procuring for her a cup of tea.
“Why gentlemen, I do thank you, but I believe Sheba has settled down now. Perhaps if one of you would be so kind as to assist me up, I shall be on my way and bother you kind men no longer.”
The two men elbowed and shoved each other as they jockeyed for position at the horse’s flanks. Cigar, who seemed to be the other’s superior, glared at Newspaper menacingly, and he backed away. Cigar laced his fingers and boosted Josey up into the saddle, catching a sigh of jasmine as he did so. Josey waved a final farewell to the men with reassurances that she would exercise care and walked steadily down Grace Street, patting Nosegay’s neck.
Nosegay tossed her head and resolved to take her rider up on her promise of a bucket of oats.
While Josey distracted the two men, Howard and McCullough scurried out the back door of the Holmes house into the rear of a baker’s wagon. The wagon was hitched to a sneezy, swaybacked roan driven by one Thomas McNiven, a tall, gaunt man with wispy hair on the long side and hands that had grown massive from the kneading of dough. His British passport, along with a stammer and papers identifying him as a buyer for the Lorillard Tobacco Company, rendered him invisible to Confederate authorities. Under the codename Quaker, he moved freely from neighborhood to neighborhood, passing information and moving escaped slaves and prisoners.
After the excitement of tending to the girl and her fractious horse, the two men went back to their duty, which consisted officially of keeping an eye on suspected Union sympathizers such as the Holmes family but in reality appeared to be little more than smoking, reading newspapers, and paring their nails when they weren’t ogling passing young women. They collected their pay from the Confederacy, financed like all of the government’s activities by cotton smuggled around the Union blockade to officially neutral Great Britain. But to the extent that either gave the matter any thought, the two men couldn’t have said with assurance who their boss was. They suspected their instructions ultimately came from Montreal, or Niagara Falls on the Canada side, and shadowy members of the Gray Underground, who infiltrated the North with the help of an actor named John Wilkes Booth. Booth, whose profession allowed him free access everywhere and easy passage over the U.S.-Canadian border, maintained contact with one Thomas Jordan, the gillie who superintended counterespionage in Virginia.
The wagon lumbered down the drive and turned in the direction of the Van Lew mansion farther to the east on Grace Street, the artery of the city’s fashionable Church Hill neighborhood. McCullough and Howard huddled in the back among loaves of bread, baskets of tea biscuits, and rows of pumpkin bread. At each bump, McCullough groaned, his head throbbing from the effects of “ower muckle” sherry the evening before.
“Howard, if this ill-constructed heap of a wagon hits anither bump in this ill-constructed Southern washboard of a street, I will have nae choice but to piuke.”
“Your condition brings tears to my glass eye,” replied Howard drolly.
At that moment, the wagon hit a gaping pothole in the street and lurched. McCullough looked at Howard, his face a peculiar shade of green. He then turned away and wretched out the back of the wagon. He cursed and swore that with the help of God and St. Duthac he would touch liquor “nae mair.” Howard guffawed and munched noisily on a biscuit, finding amusement in annoying his queasy friend.
“Jimmy, if you and your stomach could stop feeling sorry for yourselves for a moment, look here. That’s St. John’s Episcopal Church. It’s a bit of a Richmond landmark. Know why?”
“I’m cairtain ye’re about to inform me. Is it required that I pay for the tour?”
“That, my friend, is where Patrick Henry once proclaimed, ‘Give me liberty or give me death.’”
McCullough moaned and clutched his pounding head. “Death would be my preference.”
“And up the street a bit is the home of a gal named Elmira Shelton. She was Edgar Allen Poe’s childhood sweetheart. Poe, I’m told, once read his poetry to a gathering at the Van Lew mansion. And, if we kept going, we’d see the home of Luther Libby. He’s the fellow who ran the ship chandlery in the warehouse that provided us with shelter these many weeks. His name’s still over the place—that’s why it’s called Libby.”
Along the length of Grace Street and its tributaries, the two could see stylish Neoclassical, Greek Revival, Romanesque, Federal, and Italianate mansions that stared out over sweeping vistas of the James River to the south. While the shoals of Grace Street were generally placid now, in the antebellum years they had been alive with flotillas of delivery vans and carriages, armadas of elegantly turned-out ladies with parasols taking constitutional cruises to display their à la mode rigging, echelons of prams pushed by nannies, their holds crammed with the privileged sprats who would carry on the traditions of the South, and crews of servants and slaves heaving to at their mistresses’ bidding.
The city’s first families berthed here, those who could trace their ancestry back to the Revolution—or, as many Confederate loyalists called it, the “first Revolution.” It was a neighborhood of majestic facades and graceful cupolas, of wide porticoes and muscular pillars, of wisteria and magnolia trees and privet hedges and box elders. Here dwelled the men—and their wives, standards of respectability, taste, and breeding all—who drove the city’s growth, the merchants and grain mill owners, the entrepreneurs who built iron foundries and textile plants, the shipping magnates and politicians and who had transformed Richmond from a provincial backwater into a modern city that snorted defiance at its rivals along the eastern seaboard. Its saloons, shops, and theaters, including the Marshall Theatre, its boards worn by the leading actors of the day, were anchored by an imposing Greek capitol building that rose above the city, figuratively and literally. A youthful George Washington, his Revolutionary War uniform starched in marble, walking stick in hand and plowshare at heel, surveyed the surrounding Capitol Square.
The wagon pulled up under a Doric portico at the side of the Van Lew mansion. The house and its surrounding gardens, tiered in layers from the piazza at the back down to the river below, occupied the entire 2300 block of Grace Street. Howard sprang out of the van, then reached back in to drag McCullough out by the collar of his jacket as the Scotsman cursed and threatened to “piuke” again.
Servants rushed the men into the three-story stucco house, but not before Howard seized a moment to take in the surroundings. The house, he noted, presented the bearing of a superannuated actress, who in years now distant had bounded and twirled through her roles with girlish allure, light and lissome like a heroine from a fairy tale, but who’d been ground down by the siege of years, wrinkles and spots sapping upward like stains through pathetic camouflage of powder and patchouli. In Lizzie’s girlhood the house had no doubt glowed and sung with life and prosperity, but now it glowered and sulked, its cheery white complexion faded to a frowsy and peeling gray, its thin lips pinched together in a futile effort to hide a cracked, papery voice. Moss had invaded the crevices of the roof and the lintels of the doorway, and crumbles of mortar huddled at the edges of windowsills with the frozen remains of bluebottles and beetles. The whimsy of ironwork that surrounded the grounds was a profusion of rust. Neglected shrubbery limped, the weigela and rosebushes stood rank and tousled.
As they entered the house, the men gaped at its expansive entrance hall, thick rugs, cut-glass mirrors, Revolutionary War–era paintings—including a portrait of Elizabeth’s heroic grandfather, Hilary Baker—and soaring windows that admitted views of the surroundings, though the two men also noted some odd gaps in the furnishings, vacancies where tables, chairs, and other chattel would have been predicted, as though burglars had been interrupted with their work only partially done. The inside of the mansion, Howard noticed, bore a drained look, its draperies hanging shapeless like shrouds, its somber paneling cheerless and smoke-stained, its floorboards scuffed and startled at the step of intruders. The grandeur the house had no doubt displayed in the days when Lizzie’s father, old John Van Lew, had gathered in manly congress with his moneyed neighbors was blighted now by the frost of war and its chilly accomplices—fear, want, hunger, distraction.
While Howard had been a guest—sometimes invited but just as often not, at least by male householders concerned about the reputations of their womenfolk—in similar homes during his career as a mercenary agent and man who lived by his wits, it had been long since McCullough had seen the inside of any but the cramped quarters of Wisconsin farmers—or tents filled with death, flies, the stench of blood, and the screams of men.
“Jimmy, if you keep your mouth hanging open like that, you’re going to catch flies. Stop gawping like an unwashed yokel and exhibit the manners of a gentleman.”
“If I were a gentleman, I wouldna be trampin’ aboot wi’ one such as yersel’. I’d be back in bonnie Scotland lording it over my Sassenachs”—by which he meant Englishmen—“and drinkin’ braw Old Pulteney rather than tryin’ to keep my puir hide a step ahead o’ pinch-faced Jeff an’ his army o’ poltroons an’ daft cotton pickers.”
A late-middle-aged Negro man with short graying hair and tiny round spectacles appeared. He introduced himself as William, Miss Van Lew’s butler and confidant, and soberly led the two men up the stairs.
Partway up, Howard turned to McCullough. “Do you hear that?”
“What? I heard naethin’.”
“It sounded like a horse, or my ears deceive me.”
“Mayhap ‘twas Miss Van Lew gie’ing her nose a mornin’ blow.”
William paused, the corners of his mouth curling upward in faint amusement. “Captain Howard, your ears do not deceive you. Allow me to show you something.”
He turned off the stairs at the second floor and led the men down a wide hallway. At the end, he opened a door and ushered his charges into a cavernous room lined with bookshelves, stark in their emptiness. Howard and McCullough were stunned to see the room’s floor covered with straw.
“The guid Saint Columba’s garters . . .”
And to see a magnificent white stallion munching contentedly on a pile of hay. The horse looked at the men in blank rumination, then returned to its breakfast.
They turned to William, eyes wide and lips working in mute inquiry.
“After hostilities commenced and it became apparent that the Rebel states would not whip the Yankees in a matter of weeks or months, the army faced a horse power shortage. They confiscated every sound horse they could find for the cavalry, including three of Miss Van Lew’s carriage horses. I believe I’ve never seen the mistress quite as angry. She was determined that the thieving traitors, as she called them, would not take all of her horses. So she instructed the stable boys to remove the books from this room, which used to be the library, and convert it into a stable. And hidden here you see her last remaining horse, which she has named Chieftain. Mr. McNiven smuggles in the hay in flour sacks.”
“But surely, William, fowk must ken that the horse is up here. How do ye hide a seventy-five-stone beast above when ye’r entertaining the gentry below?”
“That’s the beauty of it, sir. Everyone adheres to the belief that she’s crazy.”
At the top of the stairs, William pushed aside a large box, then removed a wooden panel from low in the wall. He stood aside, and the two crawled through the opening in the wall. They found clean cots and blankets, washbasins, pitchers of water and cider, candles, shaving gear, and, in the far corner, a chamber pot. The attic chamber was stuffy and dim, but clean and roomy, although the pitched rafters and vertical support timbers made movement difficult.
William, avoiding eye contact with either of the men, said, “If you please, gentlemen, would you be so kind as to remove your clothing so that it can be boiled and washed? We’d give you replacements, but I’m afraid this chamber has enjoyed full occupancy in recent weeks and the stock of spare clothing is sold out, so to speak.”
With manifest reluctance, each pulled off his tattered boots, unbuttoned his jacket, and handed it to William, then repeated the process with their britches. They stood in their knee-length woolen drawers and flannel undershirts, uncertain how or whether to proceed, shuffling their feet like discomfited schoolboys.
William said, “Gentlemen, it pains me to have to ask for the rest of it. The lice, you perceive.”
With no other choice, the men stripped themselves and stood before the butler wearing only their socks. William nodded at the socks and off they came. William courteously turned away, replaced the wall panel, and headed down the stairs, holding the clothing at arm’s length and, in a velvet baritone like honey on a hot biscuit, reciting, perhaps for McCullough’s benefit, the Scottish poet’s hymn to a louse:
Ha! wh’are ye gaun, ye crowlin’ ferlie!
Your impudence protects you sairly.
Then,
O wad some Pow’r the giftie gie us
To see oursels as others see us!
Howard and McCullough glanced at each other, then leapt for their cots and wrapped themselves in blankets.
“Ay, we’re but born naked into the wairld, though we leave it in our best suit of clothes if God grants us a peaceful death surrounded by our bairns and our fowk. In between ‘tis God’s providence whether we wear kingly robes and velvet or filthy tartan rags. We hae nae choice, though if go naked we must, I would prefair nae to hae to look on the pimply arse and scrawny manhood o’ one such as yersel’.”
“McCullough, be mute, you prattling quack. You’ve made a profession of committing malpractice on ‘pimply arses’ and worse, and I’ll put my membrum virile up against your straggly Scots maggot any day—metaphorically, of course.”
Chapter 6
Time dawdled on leaden feet. With little to do but drink cider, take turns at the chamber pot, and watch the shaft of sunlight that angled through a small window creep across the floor, the men fell into easy conversation.
Howard cast his friend an abstracted look, as though he’d been lost in thought, then shuffled a deck of worn cards they’d found. “I tell you, Jimmy my lad, God looks after children, drunkards, and the United States of America—and after men who understand there’s money to be had out of this war.”
“Howard, sae far I canna say as I’ve seen ower muckle gold an’ siller, what wi’ my hands steeped in bluid day an’ nicht. I send my double sawbuck”—by which he meant a twenty-dollar bill—“back to the guidwife in Wisconsin every month sae she can buy meat for the bairns. Such is the extent of my vast property holdings—that an’ a miserable drayhorse I rode to tend to my patients. I’ll take three.”
Howard, McCullough learned for the first time, was a native Ohioan. He grew up in a town called Chillicothe, where his father operated a dry-goods store that had grown with the town. His mother died when he was ten. He attended the recently founded Oberlin College for two years, where he was but an indifferent student. But after a prank involving a bottle of corn mash, a pig, a bucket of slops, and the college chaplain’s imported silk surplice, he and two of his fellows awoke the next morning to crushing headaches and notices that their attendance at the college would no longer be required.
His father died shortly after and of course left the dry-goods store to him. But Howard had little interest in middle-class probity, so he sold the store to a young widow whom he had “comforted” after her husband was killed in the Indian wars and used the money to stake a succession of poker games on Mississippi River gambling boats. After the war broke out, he used his considerable winnings, some of them legitimate, to invest as a silent partner in a privateer that seized Rebel goods after they left port, then sold the goods back to the Rebels on the black market at inflated prices.
“And that’s where I met Allan Pinkerton, the crafty sod, at a poker table just north of Natchez. Of course, at that time he was still working for the railroads, but he could smell the war coming and knew he’d need men of parts who could slip about between North and South and keep a watch on what Johnny Reb was doing. Dealer takes two.”
“Men such as ye’rself, I gather.”
“He seemed to think so. Anyhow, it turned out he was right. Bullets and cannon shells aren’t of much use if you don’t know where to point them or whom to point them at, and Pinkerton, who’d spent his life crawling under rocks looking for slugs, understood that when no one else did.”
“’Tis a man o’ great penetration.”
“You know, Jimmy, the North damn near lost this war because the Rebs knew what we were doing almost before we knew ourselves. I once had the honor to meet a society lady in Washington, one Rose O’Neal Greenhow. A roundheels she was I can tell you. I’d offer short odds that half the Union’s plans were hatched in the comfort of that woman’s boudoir. Can’t you just hear her? ‘Oh, General, you do have the most impressive attributes in a man. Oh, oh. So tell me, General—oh, yes, right there, umm—what are your plans this week for the Army of the Potomac?’ Before the sweat on her backside dried, Jeff and his boys knew just what to expect. Shoot, that’s why the Federals had their sorry behinds kicked at Bull Run. The Rebs knew we were coming because sweet Rosie had wormed the information out of a peacock of a Union general who couldn’t keep his britches on or his mouth shut.”
“’Twould hae been a public service to hang the strumpet.”
“So Pinkerton convinced Abe that the North needed a secret service. Abe agreed, and eventually the good Rebel Rose, her daughter, and her gang were arrested. Last I knew, she was cooling her high heels in Old Capitol Prison in Washington.”
“An’ you signed up.”
“And I signed up. Problem was, half the time the right hand didn’t know what the left hand was doing and everyone was working at cross purposes. It turned out there was another secret service run by a fellow named Lafayette Baker, a military man who watched Abe’s backside—still does, and in fact has pushed Pinkerton out of the picture—when it seemed half the Copperheads in the North and everyone in the South wanted to see him dead. So we had two secret services, and that’s how I wound up enjoying a brief holiday myself in the Old Capitol—for spying no less. And spying for our side!”
“I grow moist wi’ anticipation to hear o’it.”
“It was a comedy fit for the stage at Ford’s Theatre. Pinkerton had sent me to Richmond to see what I could dig up about the Rebels’ plans before the Peninsular Campaign started. The Federals were going to roll into Richmond, cut the head off the snake, and bring the South to heel with its feathers clipped. So I—”
“Did ye lairn to mash togither yer tropes like that at Oberlin? Ye made a right haggis o’ that hank o’ the tale.”
Howard ignored him. “So I was loitering about the provost marshal’s office, looking for malcontents I could turn and pump for information, when I struck up a conversation with a fellow named Kerby. Well, he for all the world talked like a dyed-in-the-wool Rebel, and I had to play the part of a Reb myself or risk having to enjoy the hospitality of Castle Thunder.”
“’Twould seem self-evident.”
“A month or so later, I was back in Washington, and whom did I happen to see but Kerby, loitering around the provost marshal’s office there.”
“It beggars belief.”
“So I resolved to follow Kerby and find out what he was up to. He took a train to New York, with me in the next car keeping an eye on him the whole time. After we arrived, I arranged to bump into him ‘accidentally.’ Of course, at that point, I still didn’t know who he was, but I’d every reason to believe he was a Rebel spy, the way he’d prattled on and on in Richmond about the noble South and slaves and the tyranny of that ‘long-legged ape’ Abe Lincoln and states’ rights and what-all.”
“’Tis a matter o’ course.”
“So I turned Pinkerton’s men loose on him. I learned only later that Kerby was working for Baker. So there the two of us were, playing the parts of arch-rebels when both of us were working for the North. But of course Kerby didn’t know that, so he, believing I was a Rebel spy, sicced Baker’s dogs on me, and there we all were—Pinkerton’s lads were following Kerby around New York and even over the border into Canada, Baker’s lads were following me following Kerby, and for all I know someone else was following Baker’s boys. The curtain dropped on the whole farce when Baker, who had no idea who I was, had me arrested and thrown into Old Capitol.”
“Fate is a fickle mistress an’ a scurvy whore.”
“But as the poet said, ‘all’s well that ends well.’ Pinkerton, once he caught wind of my arrest, ordered my release, and here you see me now. I stood Kerby a bumper of ale at Rick O’Shay’s public house near the Battery, and we had a good laugh about the misadventure.”
“As anither poet said, ‘What mighty contests rise frae trivial things’.”
“The only reason you were granted the privilege of making my acquaintance in Libby was that a Rebel ordnance officer came home to his wife unexpectedly during the day and caught me tumbling from her drawing room window. I had no papers, you see, and with everyone in Richmond as jumpy as a May fly, off I went. It was a damn shame, too, because she was just about to tell me about travel plans her man had let slip when she was listening. By this time, of course, I was working for Butler as a scout, which is why he got word to Holmes to get me out. I dragged you along because I felt pity for the Rebs having to put up with you.”
McCullough laid down a pair of “knaves” and reached for the pile of matchsticks they were using as money.
“Not so fast, my friend, I believe this pair of ladies get seated higher at the table than your churlish jacks.”
“Ye cheatin’ bastard, Howard. Ye hae so monie cards up yer sleeve that the wonder is we hae any left to play with.”
“But, my dear McCullough, it seems to have escaped your recollection that I have no sleeves.”
The men heard the sound of the box sliding across the floor, then the rattle of the panel being removed. Framed by the dim light of the attic was the face of a pert girl with ringlets falling around her face, flashing black eyes, and a silver locket around her neck.
“Hello. I’m Annie. I’m Miss Van Lew’s niece. I’m eight years old. Who are you?”
McCullough introduced himself as an eminent physician visiting from Glasgow and Howard as “a pinchbeck card sharp visiting frae Satan’s lair.” The two men drew their blankets closer around themselves.
“You’re naked. Why are you naked?”
The two didn’t know how to respond. Howard asked, “Does your aunt know you’re up here?”
“Oh, no, she doesn’t know I know about this place. I followed her up here one day on tiptoe, but she didn’t see me.”
“Well, young lady, you know, don’t you, that if she finds out, you’re likely to get a good hiding on your backside.”
“Oh, no, Aunt Lizzie would never do that.” Annie’s ringlets slapped her cheeks as she shook her head. “She tells me they whip the Negroes sometimes, and she doesn’t believe in whipping. She says it’s inhuman. She’d scold me—she scolds everyone—but I don’t mind. I think she gets cross because of the war and the Negroes. She says Negroes are fighting for the North now, and she says if any of them are captured wearing a uniform, they shoot them. She says that if they catch any of the Negroes trying to go to the North, they send them back to be slaves again. She’s always arguing with people about it, but I don’t mind. Do you like Negroes?”
Howard was taken aback. “Well, young lady, I suppose they’re like Scotsman. Some are intelligent, honest gentlemen, men of refinement, and some are like McCullough here.” He smiled at his companion archly. “It all depends on the Negro, doesn’t it.”
“I like Negroes, mostly, same as I like mostly everyone. I like William. He plays draughts with me sometimes. He lets me win. Aunt Lizzie says the president—the real president—wrote a ‘Mancipation Proclemation that says the Negroes don’t have to be slaves anymore. William’s not a slave, but he stays here, and I hope he doesn’t leave. Aunt Lizzie sent him to college in Philadelphia. She sent Mary Jane to college in Philadelphia too. But you won’t see Mary Jane, she comes here sometimes but mostly she works somewhere else. We call her Mary Jane, but her real middle name is Elizabeth, just like Aunt Lizzie. Aunt Lizzie’s crazy, you know.”
“We’ve heard that.”
“Well, I don’t know if she’s really crazy. She acts crazy and dresses peculiar and wears her hair funny, but I think she does that just so people don’t know she’s trying to help the prisoners and the Negroes. But then she comes out and tells them she is. They say that a real Southern lady wouldn’t do those things so she has to be crazy. They made all the men sign a paper saying they’d help the South, but they didn’t make any of the ladies sign it, so Aunt Lizzie pays it no mind. So sometimes they don’t pay her any mind. But then sometimes they do, and she tells me to be careful because men are watching the house. But I don’t mind. They can watch all they want. Aunt Lizzie’s good at hiding people, and lots of times the Negroes help her and take men away so the soldiers don’t catch them. She sometimes sells furniture and things to get money she gives away to help the Yankees. You sound like a Yankee, Mr. Howard, but you, Mr. McCullough, you talk funnier than anyone I’ve ever heard. Well, that’s not true. There’s the baker, Mr. McNiven. He talks funny too. He’s sweet on Aunt Lizzie. He looks at her all moony-eyed, but he never says much to her, but he never says much to anyone. Aunt Lizzie doesn’t have time to be sweet on anyone. He helps with the Negroes and prisoners too.
“Well, I’d better be off before they miss me. Maybe tomorrow I can come back and we can play knucklebones. I like knucklebones. Do you like knucklebones? If you can’t play, I don’t mind.” And without waiting for an answer, she replaced the panel. The men heard the box sliding back into place and her receding footsteps as she descended from the attic.
“An’ just in time, for the chamber pot beckons once mair—if ye ‘don’t mind’.”
“So how does a sawbones from the Wisconsin wilderness find himself hiding out in an attic in Richmond, Virginia?”
“Ay, I wonder that mysel’ sometimes. ‘Tis a most lamentable story. ’Twas that or getting’ tricked out in a new suit o’ tar and feathers. But I get ahead o’ mysel’.
“When I was bairely out o’ short pants, my faither an’ mither sent me off to stand apprentice to my oncle Angus, a doctor in Glasgow. I wasna there long afore I realized that he luked on me, the lecherous Sodomite, with amorous intent. One day when I was nigh seventeen, I could stand it nae maire. I tuk a knife to his neck an’ told him that if he e’re touched me in the wrong way again, I’d carve the whole o’ Leviticus into his throat. Frae that day, he left me alone. But for all his filthy designs on me, he knew his way around a chirgury an’ taught me the tricks o’ the trade. Suin I was dispensing his nostrums an’ physicking patients mysel’.
“I groan for the fate of Glasgow’s ill.”
“All the while, my parents rented a farm from a Sassenach, where they kep’ some coos an’ scratched some corn an’ oats out o’ the dirt. In guid years they managed to drive the specter o’ want frae the door, but in bad they had nae pot to piss in an’ couldna pay the rent, an’ the bluidy laird threatened to evict them. ‘Twas a precarious life they led.
“They said to me o’er an’ o’er, ‘America, laddie, that’s the ticket, there’s naethin’ here for thee.’ My oncle had just retired an’ sold his practice, an’ mayhap to make up for his past lechery, he gae me ten pun’ to pay the passage to Boston. Boston were a piss pot. I made my way west where a man had enough room to reach about an’ scratch his arse without accidentally scratchin’ the arse o’ someone else.”
McCullough had met the woman who would become his wife on a canal boat crossing Indiana, then set up a rural practice in southeast Wisconsin, where he supplemented his uncertain income as a doctor by selling moonshine whisky.
“All was middlin’ weel. I cured about as monie as I had to bury an’ managed to put aside a few shillings for a rainy day. An’ then my dochter Amelia came of age. ‘Twas a day o’ sadness. She grew besotted wi’ the elder son of a bastard laird—anither bluidy Englishman—that fashed the fowks thereabouts an’ drove them to worrit’ an’ tooth gnashing. I couldna abide the pimply-faced lad I tell ye. The whole business put me in mind of me puir faither an’ mither.”
McCullough one day snuck out behind the shed to filch a drink from a barrel of shine he kept buried there and caught the boy flagrante delicto among a confusion of petticoats in the back of a hay wagon—“pollinatin’ my Amelia like to a great lecherous wasp.” He stormed back to the house, grabbed a shotgun, and stormed back out to the shed in time to see the boy in panicked flight. He took aim and filled the boy’s backside with buckshot. The boy was far enough away so that no permanent damage was done.
“The next nicht, here cumes a crowd o’ local Englishmen, bearing torches an’ ill-will. The laird had roused them to ire wi’ me, an’ they threatened to burn my hame. One bore a sack filled wi’ feathers, others bore a pitch pot filled wi’ tar. In fear for my verra life, I fled, an’ after wanderin’ hither an’ yon, niver kenning where my next meal would cume from, I saw a poster on a pole for the Wisconsin 3rd, the Badger Brigade they call it. The bairns needed sustenance, the boys needed doctors, an’ I needed to do my duty.”
“Your nobility astonishes.”
“I’ve had a tour o’ the whole country at Mr. Lincoln’s expense I tell ye. We marched up an’ doun the Shenandoah Valley. Antietem. Chancellorsville. Nay, they even sent us to New York to quell the draft riots. Last September I was taken at Chickamauga Creek an’ hauled off to Libby, where as punishment for the blackness o’ my soul they cast me into pairdition, which is to say into a barracks room wi’ ye.”
Howard looked at him soberly. “I can only imagine the horrors you’ve witnessed while I’ve been riding trains and worrying about the state of the polish on my boots.”
“I tell ye, Howard, you say the North has gotten itself into a stramash for want o’ intelligence aboot the enemy’s intentions. I say ‘tis disease an’ ignorance.”
“Go on.”
“Ye can gauge a man’s fever wi’ a thairmometer. Onie witch doctor in Scotland an’ even France, the bluidy frogs, has his own. The whole shite’n Northern army has twenty. Twenty! We had nae syringes to physick a man’s pain. We sprinkled morphine on the wound—when we had it. I once asked a man for a syringe, an’ he asked me if ‘twere a kind o’ Southern fruit. Food? I lairned frae my commander that the beggarly Congress closed its pocketbuk after allowin’ eighteen cents a day to victual a man. An’ the filth! Bad food, worse water, an’ nae latrines—men jus’ crappin’ where’er the notion entered their heads—or their bums.”
Howard wrinkled his nose.
“A simple measure for malaria is quinine. Mostly we had none an’ guid men dropped like stones frae the swamp fever. An’ here’s something ye won’t read in the newspapers. If a thousand men die in a battle frae shot an’ shell, I’d bet a fresh pair o’ Saint Mathilda’s bloomers that two thousand die o’ dirt an’ disease—or frae syphilis or the clap. I were nae doctor. I were a sexton. Och! I’ve seen enou’ death an’ dying for a brace o’ lifetimes I tell ye.”
At that moment, McCullough was interrupted by the sound of the box sliding and the rattle of the panel being removed. The smell of coffee drifted through the opening.
A face appeared. In the murky light they could make out that it was the face of a woman, though she bore the appearance of a gargoyle. Her hair was unkempt, her piercing blue eyes were wide and ringed by dark circles, and her thin lips barely suppressed a smile. In her hands was a tray with mugs of coffee, a plate of breads, butter, and quince jam, and two cigars.
In a voice like a wagon wheel on gravel she announced, “Gentlemen, I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, though I wish it were under more favorable circumstances.
“I’m Crazy Bett.”
Chapter 7
Richmond
December 1863
Lizzie passed the tray through the opening in the wall, then pushed through a canvas sack. “Gentleman, I anticipate you’ll be glad to see this. Here’s your clothing, all clean, bug free, and ready to go. Let me give you a few minutes to make yourselves more presentable for standing in the presence of a lady.” Lizzie, though, paused for a long moment before chuckling and grinning slyly.
“I thought ye said she warn’t a bad looker,” McCullough whispered as he wrestled up his trousers. “By Saint Wunstan’s bladder stones, she were a bit frightful ye ask me. ‘Twould be like to beddin’ doun wi’ a porcupine.”
“Jimmy, I can tell you only what I’ve heard, but clearly someone has been operating with obsolete information. Do you think this madwoman business is all an act, or do you think she’s really queer in her attic?”
“We’ll find out suin enou’.”
Lizzie returned, then awkwardly climbed through the opening, her skirts ill suited to the task. The three sat on the floor around the light of a candle. As the men munched on their breads and drank their coffee, she outlined her plans.
“First, let me apologize for the primitive accommodations, my friends. This house is continually being watched, and sentinels are posted all over the neighborhood. We’ve found footprint evidence in the gardens that men look through the windows at night.”
“God in heaven, you can’t be serious.”
“Oh, but I am. We feel as though our own candles are torchlights on us. Holmes and the others are watched closely too—which is why you had to spend the night in Arnold’s fruit cellar. We’re convinced that our homes are searched when we’re absent, and sometimes when we’re at home they knock and demand entrance. And then we have visitors, including the most impertinent neighbors, some of whom would be only too happy to bear witness against us. This is the only safe place on the grounds for you.”
“I assure you, ma’am, that after the discomforts of Libby prison, this attic is a veritable palace. You provide excellent room service”—Howard puffed on his cigar and blew the smoke toward the ceiling—“and even the most prompt valet service. Please send my bill to Doctor McCullough here.”
Lizzie’s smile flared. “We have to get you out of here and on your way to Washington as soon as we can, tomorrow if possible. My informant inside the prison tells me Winder is hopping mad and has organized search parties. The longer we wait, the more organized they’ll be, and that’ll just make it all the harder to spirit you north.”
Richmond was south-southwest of the Union capital, a distance of some one hundred miles, though only about eighty to the point on the Potomac south of Washington where the men would cross.
“No one is looking for you on the Union side, since no one there knows you’ve escaped. So you’ll be on your own until you get to the Potomac. There are five places of refuge along the way where our people will see to your needs. Here, let me show you.”
Lizzie opened a large map, hand drawn but expertly rendered, and spread it on the floor. “Here, here, here, here, and here.” She pointed in succession to five points on the map, each of them in isolated areas where Confederate scouts would be less likely to spot them. The first was the Henrico plantation.
“Our people will know you’re coming. Your code phrase, so they know who you are, will be ‘A friend of a friend sent me.’” Lizzie explained her courier system. Men and women, often Negroes, carried coded messages inserted into empty eggshells, sometimes sewn into clothing. Women often buried tightly folded messages in their hair. One would carry the message to the first stop, turn the message over to a courier there, and the process would continue until the message arrived safely at its destination.
“I’m afraid, gentlemen, I can’t let you keep this map. If it fell into the wrong hands, our people would be at grave risk. However, do not despair. If you look at the blue stitching on this handkerchief”—Lizzie, with the flourish of a prestidigitator, withdrew a large cambric handkerchief from the folds of her dress—“and ignore the gray stitching, you might notice something that will be of interest to you.”
“McCullough, there’s a good fellow, I seem to have misplaced my spectacles. Would you be so kind to examine this, and please don’t blow your nose into it.”
McCullough examined the handkerchief closely, turning it sideways, over, and upside down, tilting his head left and right, his lips pursed in concentration. Finally,
“Ay, I see it! Howard, look. ‘Tis the very same map, sewn into the snot rag!”
“The short stitches are roads. The longer stitches are rivers, and the chain stitches are rail lines—there’s just one, you see. The cross stitches are ridges. Here is Richmond”—she pointed to a small blue circle in the stitching—“and there is the Potomac. The small red stitches are Rebel encampments and military fortifications, at least what we know of them, but I wouldn’t put too much stock in this part of the map, for troops constantly move about. Need I say, though, that you want to avoid those?”
“’Tis clear that war makes geographers o’ us all.”
“You won’t see me again. You’ll sleep here and someone will rouse you by first light. You’ll be taken out of Richmond and sent on your way. Good luck and God speed.”
And with that, Lizzie clambered through the opening in the wall, replaced the panel, slid back the box, and descended the stairs. They could hear the strains of “Dixie,” the South’s unofficial anthem. Lizzie took perverse enjoyment in whistling the tune because, though most Southerners didn’t know it, its composer was an Ohio Yankee.
“Jimmy my boy, she’s crazy all right, but crazy like a fox if you ask me. If our boys who move the chess pieces about the board were half as crafty as that one, this war would be over by now. You’d be back in Wisconsin checking on whether there’s a bun in Amelia’s oven and wondering who put the dough there, and I’d be in Washington enjoying silk sheets and a bottle of Chateau Lafitte in the company of a lady.”
“Mayhap in Ohio the definition o’ the word lady is somewhat pliant.”
“My regard would make her a lady. But I’m that tired and we have an arduous journey ahead of us. We shall be like Ulysses returning home from the Trojan War. I’m going to recline my head now. Would you be so good as to turn down the top of my coverlet and fluff my pillow? And if you please, I’d like tea with my morning beignet.”
“Howard, ye’re an arrant arse. Go to sleep, an’ if it please ye, keep th’ noise o’ yer snorin’ doun. ’Tis a clacket that makes my teeth ache.”
He blew out the candle, and the men were soon enveloped by sleep, McCullough snoring lustily.
Brigadier General John Winder’s massive oak desk mirrored the man’s own substantial proportions. Although the papers and dispatches scattered about on its expansive surface requested his attention, he was instead staring absently at scars left behind by burning cigars, stains by overturned inkpots. A cup of coffee cooled at his elbow, unregarded. The macaw took advantage of the apparent calm by remaining in a state of repose.
The calm, though, was only apparent. Winder had just learned from one of his adjutants that another successful escape had taken place from Libby. He demanded to know the names of the escapees, and when he was told, he recognized them as those of the two men that girl had asked to visit two days before. Winder was not a man of towering intellect. He had been appointed provost marshal of Richmond because of his reputation for taking whatever measures were needed to maintain good order, not only among the troops under his command but among the citizenry as well.
But matters seemed to be spiraling out of control. First there was the Streight affair, now this. The girl must have had something to do with the escape, but Winder was at a loss as to how such a slip of a thing, and so young, too, could have provided the men with the means of escape. He thought about the Van Lew woman, and though he had no evidence, he was convinced she was behind it all.
A timid knock sounded at the door.
“Come,” Winder bellowed.
The door opened with reluctance, and Dick Turner stuck his head through the opening with greater reluctance, then crept across the floor to Winder’s presence as quietly as his heavy boots would allow. Turner was the warden at Libby, a leering man in muttonchops whose cruelty Winder winked at because the man generally kept his charges in line and because, Winder believed, those charges deserved whatever treatment was meted out to them. Like most bullies, Turner was intimidated by those in a position above him. His sole virtue was that he couldn’t be bribed.
“Sir?”
The macaw, sensing drama, snapped awake.
Winder leaned back in his chair and glared at Turner down the length of his nose. “Major Turner, can you inform me what in the name of hell happened? How did these men get away?”
“Sir, I can’t say. We thought that Howard feller was dead. He looked dead. That McCullough feller is a doctor, and he should know a dead feller when he sees one, but the damned shittin’ Scotsman was in cahoots with Howard and now they’re both gone.”
“I know that, you idiot! The question now is, what are you going to do about it?”
The macaw, well schooled by the traffic in an out of Winder’s office, confirmed the general’s appraisal of Turner: “You idiot! You idiot!”
“Sir, I can’t rightly say. I whipped one of the niggers—that Ford feller. He probably had something to do with it. But he wouldn’t talk.” Turner was right. What he and Winder did not know was that Robert Ford, a free black Northerner who’d served as a teamster with the Union army but after his capture was forced to work as a hostler for Turner, was one of Lizzie’s principal confederates inside the prison.
“Find them,” Winder ordered. “Take whatever men you need, and don’t let those Yankees get out of Richmond, you hear me. I want those men found, and I want them found now! Now get your sorry ass out of here and get cracking.”
“Yes, sir. But sir. I don’t rightly know where to look.”
“You can start with that Van Lew woman on Church Hill. She’s mad as a March hare is that one, but we’d still better keep an eye on her. And find out who that girl was who visited the prisoners the other day.”
“Yes, sir.”
“And another thing, Turner. You fail me in this and I’ll turn you over to the Yankees myself. Maybe they can knock some horse sense and stable thinking into that empty skull of yours.”
Winder paused and cocked his head slightly to one side, pleased with himself at this flight of oratory and resolving to share it in the officers’ mess.
“Now get out.”
Early the next morning, as the first light seeped through the attic window, William appeared to awaken the men. He escorted them downstairs, where he handed each a small parcel containing biscuits, salt pork, a wrinkled apple, and a handful of Cuban cigars he’d procured on the black market from a local grocer.
He led them to the bottom of the gardens in the dim light. Each carried a garden tool over his shoulder, looking to anyone watching like a groundskeeper getting an early start on his day’s tasks. He opened the door of a large shed, turned to the men, and said with a wry smile, “Gentlemen, your carriage.”
Inside the shed was a wagon loaded with burlap sacks filled with oats. Sitting in the driver’s seat was a Negro man with short-cropped hair who looked to be some forty years of age, puffing contentedly on his morning pipe. A horse was hitched to the wagon, this one, like most of the horses still in use by civilians, a wheezy swayback that could just pull a wagon but would never have been able to carry a man into battle, certainly never carry him out.
Howard and McCullough were about to climb into the back of the wagon when William said, “Not so fast, my friends. We have to keep you out of sight.”
Running along the length of the wagon were long wooden boxes, one on each side, similar to a window flower box but larger and deeper. William instructed Howard to lie down in one, McCullough in the one on the other side. At that point, the driver climbed down from his seat.
“William, my good man, how is this going to keep us out of sight?”
“Patience, Captain Howard, patience.”
The driver grabbed one of the bags from the wagon, pulled out a long knife, and opened the bag at the top. He hefted it up and began pouring its contents into the feed box around Howard’s ankles and feet. William did the same on McCullough’s side.
“Sweet Laird o’ the heavenly hosts, man, wha’ e’er are ye doin’?”
William explained. Confederate patrols, especially at the edge of the city, regularly inspected wagons and carriages for runaway slaves and Yankee infiltrators.
“You will be hidden beneath the oats that customarily fill these feed boxes for the draught horses. The soldiers drive pitchforks into loads of hay and otherwise inspect the contents of wagons. So far, it has not occurred to them to inspect the feed boxes. Let’s hope it still hasn’t. Gentlemen, here is a reed for each of you. This is what you will breathe through until you are outside the city.”
“William, this goes against the grain.”
William rolled his eyes and replied, “Think of it, mon capitaine, as oat cuisine.”
Howard groaned. “I didn’t deserve that, William.”
“With respect, sir, yes you did.” William’s eyes danced as the two men shared good-natured smiles. William added, “When we write our memoirs of this day’s events, we shall publish them cereally.”
“Stop!” Howard cried. “The war’s bad enough without vicious punsters.”
In short order, the men were entirely covered. As the wagon started to move, they could hear William’s voice, soggy through the grain, echoing Lizzie’s farewell. “Good luck, and God speed.”
Just minutes before the wagon left the Church Hill grounds, Dick Turner and a dozen men fanned out on horseback in search of the two escaped prisoners. Several went down to the riverside and queried dockworkers and any tail-traders who happened still to be about after a night of commerce. Turner dispatched several others to the train depot, with instructions to search along the tracks and in empty boxcars for any evidence of the men.
Turner and the remaining men stationed themselves around Church Hill. He scanned the area with a spyglass as he sat atop his bay stallion up the riverbank above the neighborhood, but he kept returning it to Grace Street and the grounds of the Van Lew mansion. He saw three men who seemed to be setting out to work in the gardens, but nothing else of interest.
He paced about on his horse, trying to spur his slow wits into making sense of the muddle he was in. The men had escaped on his watch, and Winder would skin him alive if he didn’t get them back. Winder had told him to keep an eye on the Van Lew place, but he was unequal to the task of working out how a crazy woman like that one could get Yankees out of Libby prison and out of the city.
He scanned the grounds again with his glass but didn’t see the three men. One had been a Negro, and he couldn’t make out why two white men would be working side by side with a field hand or house slave in the gardens.
He then saw movement and watched as a wagon emerged from a large shed, turned onto a drive, then exited the grounds. As the wagon rolled away, Turner grew suspicious, especially when he saw the Negro returning to the house alone. He trotted down to the grounds and intercepted William before he could enter the house.
“You there! Stop, dammit! I want a word with you, darkie. What’s in that wagon that just left?”
“Oats, sir.”
“Where’s it headed? And don’t you lie to me.”
“I’m sure I don’t know, sir. I believe they’re being taken to the quartermaster.”
“Where’re those fellers I saw you with?” He tossed the end of a spent cigar on the ground at William’s feet. William looked at it as though it were a dead rat.
“They’re behind the shed. I don’t know what they’re doing.”
“Yeah, well, we’ll see about that.”
Turner turned his horse and headed toward the shed, indifferent to the flowers and shrubs he trampled along the way. He searched around the shed but found no trace of the two men. The wheels of his mind ground slowly, but grind they did, and he convinced himself that the two missing men were his prey and that they were aboard that wagon.
Vowing to deal with the lying darkie later, he wheeled around, cantered up the street, and rounded up his two men. The three of them set off to the north. Turner knew that the Yankee scum would flee in that direction, to the safety of the Potomac and the Union lines. And he knew where they’d have to pass to get out of the city.
The wagon rumbled through the empty early-morning streets of Richmond, making quick progress. When it arrived at the northern edge of the city, the driver pulled it to a halt to wait in line to go through the checkpoint. He climbed down out of the wagon and, under the pretense of inspecting the wheels, whispered to the men, “You hol’ still now. This place is crawlin’ with Rebs. But don’ you worry none. They’ll let us pass shortly.”
At that moment, two armed Rebel soldiers approached the wagon. They eyed the driver, whose name was Thomas, with suspicion. Thomas’s sister and two brothers had escaped to the North and were settled outside of Boston, where Thomas hoped to join them soon. But he felt that he owed Lizzie, for it had been she who helped them escape—with the help of the Philadelphia chum, whose home provided refuge from the slave catchers—so he took a job at the Church Hill mansion, doing odd jobs, making deliveries, and flirting with Arnold Holmes’s ample, and amply talented, cook, Pomona. Despite the danger, he enjoyed the part he played in flummoxing the “butternuts,” the name Northern soldiers called their Southern counterparts because of the tan-gray of their uniforms.
The two soldiers leaned against the feed box on McCullough’s side. One pulled a pipe out of his beehive and lit it. The other pared his dirty fingernails with a dirtier knife. Occasionally they made observations about indifferent matters, including their breakfast of bacon, cornbread, and molasses—which was what they had had for dinner the night before, and lunch and breakfast before that.
McCullough could just hear one ask the other if he had any real coffee. Union soldiers’ rations generally included real coffee beans, but Rebel soldiers were forced to make do with a vile ersatz brew made of ground dried acorns mixed with bacon fat. Occasionally, though, a bag of real coffee arrived in a package from home, and a handful of coffee beans was a form of currency that commanded a high rate of exchange in the thriving commodity market among soldiers. After intense negotiations, the two struck a trade, a handful of coffee beans for two handfuls of tobacco.
Throughout the transaction, Thomas stood to the side, bobbing and smiling in apparent approval but in fact desperate to draw the soldiers’ attention away from the feed box on which they were leaning in any way he could.
“Oh, my, Lordy have mercy, dat coffee shore gonna be good. Ummm, um! I kin jes’ smell it now—”
“Shut up, nigger.” The man with the pipe spat through the gap left by a missing front tooth to underline his point.
“Yes, suh, shore thing. I’ll jus’ mosey round here, if’n thas’ all right wit’ y’all.”
Thomas wandered around to the other side of the wagon, where he couldn’t resist leaning down and whispering to Howard through the oats, “Play stupid around ‘em and they won’t suspect you of a thing.”
Thomas had more than once pondered the question of whether he was debasing himself by acting the part of ignorant darkie to men such as these. But philosophy had always driven him to the same conclusion. However distasteful it was, such play-acting was necessary to keep the Rebels off guard and carry out Lizzie’s work. Defiance and pride, however gratifying, would accomplish nothing other than to place men such as Howard and McCullough, as well as scores of black Unionists, in greater danger than they were already in.
At that moment, three men on horseback galloped up to the line of wagons. The lead man recognized the wagon he had seen leaving the Van Lew grounds. He and his men pulled up and tied their horses to the wagon, allowing them to munch contentedly on the oats in the feed box.
Turner turned to the two soldiers and demanded, “Where’s the nigger was driving this wagon?”
One of the soldiers cocked his thumb, pointing to the other side of the wagon where Thomas stood. Turner generally wore civilian clothes, so the men saw no need to snap to attention.
“You, Sambo, come here!” Thomas did his best shuffle around the wagon. His eyes grew wide at the sight of the three hungry horses chomping their way into the oats that covered McCullough.
“What’s your name, boy?”
“Why, Thomas, suh. My mammy she done name me fer my—“
“Shut up. Where’re the two men?”
Thomas watched as one of the horses, the middle one, thrust its muzzle into the oats and took an exceptionally large mouthful. He was certain he heard a faint grunt.
“Two men, suh? Why, I cain’t rightly say, suh. Now what two men might you’s be talkin’ ‘bout, suh?”
“Don’t lie to me, or I’ll cut your balls off with a dull knife and feed ‘em to the dogs.”
Thomas made out another grunt from the feed box and saw the surface of the oats ripple, as though a sand crab beneath the surface was struggling to get out. He knew he had to do something, and quickly—not only to protect the men from Turner but to stem the tide of his rising ire.
He glowered at Turner. “Why, now that you mention, suh, I b’lieve now I saw two men. We were comin’ up the street, me an’ ole Jeb here, when I saw two fellers runnin’ into that feed lot. Here, lemme show you.” Thomas strode off as though trying to see around the wagons stacking up behind his and get a better view of the street. He pointed, waving his other hand to get Turner to follow him.
“Yes, that’s the one, suh, down there, see, the one with the Confederate flag flappin’ like a flapjack. In there. They looked mighty suspicious to me.” Thomas knew that he’d fallen out of character, but the thought sprinted through his mind that such an audience as Turner would never notice the difference.
Turner glared at Thomas, convinced that no darkie had ever told the truth about anything in his life. He looked back at the wagon, but he could see no place where one man could hide, let alone two. He had no choice but to carry out an inspection of the street and the area surrounding the feedlot.
“If I find out you lied to me, boy, I’ll hunt you down and whip you to an inch of your life.” He smiled obscenely, revealing tobacco-stained teeth. “And then I’ll whip you some more. Thomas.”
Thomas, his chest heaving with anger and indignation, remained silent. To his immense relief, Turner and his man untied their horses, mounted, and rode off at a brisk trot in the direction of the feedlot.
At that moment, the line of carriages and wagons began to move. Thomas clambered into his driver’s seat, and after a cursory inspection, the guards waved him through.
The men were out of Richmond.
Chapter 8
Northern Virginia
December 1863–January 1864
Howard and McCullough made it to the Union side. They crossed the Potomac ten miles east of Falmouth, and ten days after their dusty departure from Richmond they arrived in Washington.
Thomas had deposited them in a copse about two miles north of Richmond. As they brushed, stamped, and blew the oats out of their clothing, ears, hair, eyebrows, and noses, McCullough observed:
“Och, if I see anither oat again, I shall slice my ane throat wi’ my ane scalpel an’ happily bleed t’ death on the ground where I stand.”
Howard rejoined, “So in other words, you’d perform your usual crackerjack surgery on yourself.”
“Ay, but I’d charge mysel’ a higher fee since I wouldna have to pay it.”
McCullough then turned to Thomas and extended a dusty hand. “Thankee, Thomas, my laddie. Ye’r quick on yer feet, wi’ a nimble tongue that could talk a toad out of a tree. ‘Twas a tale of a nip an’ a tuck there, weren’t it tho’? Losh, I thought I’d lost my manhood to that ravenous beast.”
“Then the poor beast would have starved to death,” Howard interjected with a laugh.
“Mair like to grow muckle fat an’ founder wi’ o’ereating.”
They’d set out on the route Lizzie had marked, hiding under bridges and behind grassy embankments as Confederate troops passed, ducking into sheds and barns to wait out storms, mucking through bogs and swamps, climbing low mountain ridges, and keeping their ears tuned to the faintest sounds of danger. Their first stop after a night at Henrico was at the home of a black sharecropper and his immense family, who fed them and put them up for the night in an old tobacco barn they shared with a pair of emaciated milch cows, a billygoat that persisted in trying to make a meal of one of Howard’s boots throughout the night, and a scruffy wolfhound that stared at them dolefully and followed them at a respectful distance for much of the rest of their journey.
When they tired of walking, Howard proposed finding four-legged transportation. They detoured to a small hamlet on the banks of the Mattapony River, where they found a public house whose sole customers were three grizzled farmers already two sheets to the wind with a bitter ale the publican served—“I’d lief as drink the leavin’s of a wash bucket or a tankard o’ horse sweat,” McCullough observed after downing his third glass—and playing poker with a pack of smudged cards. While McCullough remained silent, Howard assumed the role of a traveling anvil salesman, engaged the men in a game after conceding that he had played poker only once in his life when he was on a train with a traveling button salesman named Featherpenny, and won a wheezy gray gelding after a mysterious third ace appeared out of nowhere to the dismay of the farmer who relinquished the horse.
They took turns riding the brute, which had an inclination to buck whenever it broke wind, until they were spotted by a Rebel patrol near the village of Beulahville and ducked into an inn. While McCullough distracted the owner, Howard snuck up the stairs and expertly picked the lock of one of the empty back rooms. The two hid under the bedstead for the rest of the day, dozing by turns, and were about to leave when they heard a key in the lock and the door open. From under the bed they could see a pair of boots in a high degree of polish, along with the suitcases dropped to the floor with two heavy thumps by the man wearing the boots. He then froze in astonishment when two heads emerged from under the bedstead.
McCullough took the offensive.
“Who are ye?” he demanded.
“I’m Phineus Shearsmith, a cutlery salesman from Charlotte. Who are you?”
Howard joined in and introduced himself and his companion as carpet repairmen, called in to sew up a nasty tear in the carpet under the bed. “And if you look closely, we’ve done such a slap-up job you wouldn’t even be able to find the rent.”
McCullough then added, “Ay, and it’s a right fleabag ye’ve chosen to lay yer head in.”
As Shearsmith, his skepticism growing, opened his sample case and withdrew a particularly efficient-looking filleting knife, Howard and McCullough scrambled out from under the other side of the bedstead and out the window, shimmied down a rain gutter, and ran into the woods to safety, McCullough tripping on a hay rake and cursing the day he ever left Scotland.
Later that night, they shared a pot of stew and a pint of ale with a traveling tinker, who had parked his van near the side of a road and was sitting cozily by a fire where the men joined him until the dog broke its morose silence by growling at the approach of a Rebel patrol. As Howard and McCullough balanced themselves precariously on the traces between the tinker’s draught horses, which were still hitched to his van, the patrol stopped and inquired of the old man whether he had seen anything suspicious, maybe Yankees or slaves on the run.
“Nay. I be nawt but auld tinker whose eye’n bain’t wha’ they used t’ be. I seen nawt, gen’lemen.” When Howard and McCullough rejoined him, he added with a chuckle, “Though I can certainly see two men who could use a rest and a bite to eat.”
They bore eastward until they came to the town of Tappahannock near the banks of the Rappahannock River and the home of an ancient minister with a full white beard who might have stood five feet tall had he climbed onto a stack of hymnals. His wife, a woman with teeth like a carthorse whom he persisted in addressing as “my pet,” towered over him by two full hands. The following morning, Christmas Day, they had to ford the river, but McCullough lost his footing and was nearly swept away by the current before Howard yanked him out of the water, sputtering and wide-eyed.
“McCullough, you clumsy son of a bawling Scots fishwife, if it weren’t for me and my highly developed physical dexterity, your wretched carcass would have been swelling and stinking in Chesapeake Bay, to the extreme detriment of all marine life therein.”
They followed the Rappahannock northwest to Leedstown, and again they had to evade Rebel patrols, this time by ducking into a church sacristy, where they found parson’s clothing they hastily donned. When the soldiers burst through the door for a look around, they saw only two parsons at their prayers, though Howard, his hands piously folded beneath his chin, was at that moment asking McCullough in a whisper whether he could identify the particular constellation of stars that he believed was formed by the moles on the creamy backside of a woman named Nellie, whom he intended to look up when they reached the capital. As the soldiers poked around the church, looking under the pews for fugitives, McCullough was able to contain his laughter only by biting the knuckle of his thumb when Howard—“ye blaspheming son o’ Belial”—launched into a detailed description of the polestar to which the constellation pointed.
Finally, the men arrived at Dahlgren. They bribed a ferryman who stank of cigars and onions to take them across the Potomac at night. The old sailor shared with them a bottle of corn mash while commenting that “it lookit t’ be clabberin’ up t’ rain, I reckon, yes sirs, it lookit t’ be clabberin’ up t’ rain, I kin alwa’s tell ‘cause o’ me touch o’ roomy-tism, yes sirs, me touch o’ roomy-tism,” a remark that appeared to have exhausted his meager stock of conversational wares, for he passed the rest of the crossing in profound silence while chomping on the gummy end of a cigar, breaking it only when the men were wading ashore with a further observation that it still looked to be clabbering up to rain. They found a Union encampment, persuaded the sentry who almost shot them that they were Union men, and, after a brief conversation with the commander, took their places the next morning in a rickety supply wagon returning to Washington.
There, Lizzie had instructed them to report to Charles O. Boutelle, a surveyor for the U.S. Coast Survey Office who had played a leading role in the Union naval blockade of the South. Boutelle and General Butler were old chums.
Boutelle pulled out a letter he’d received from Butler and read it to the men:
My Dear Boutelle, I am informed that Miss Van Lieu [Butler had never seen Lizzie’s name written, so perhaps should be forgiven the French affectation] is a true union woman as true as steel. Now, I much want a correspondent in Richmond, one who will write me of course without name or description of the writer, and she need only incur the risk of dropping an ordinary letter by flag of truce in the Post Office, directed to a name at the North. Her messenger thinks that Miss Van Lieu will be glad to do it. I can offer her money, tho’ from what I hear of her I should prefer not to do it, as I think she would be actuated to do what she does by patriotic motives only.
After the rigors of the journey from Richmond to Washington, Howard tossed his hands up in dismay when he learned that his instructions were to return to Richmond and formally recruit Lizzie, Holmes, and Rowley as agents of the federal government, which had the advantage of allowing them later to apply for reimbursement for any expenses they incurred in abetting the Union cause.
“Why didn’t you—?” Howard began, but Boutelle cut him off.
“I know, I know, hang on, there’s more.”
After McCullough was dismissed, Boutelle outlined Howard’s further instructions.
Howard spent two exhausting days in astronomical observations with Nellie. McCullough wandered about the city and wrote lengthy letters to his guidwife back in Wisconsin, narrating his adventures—usually with great embellishment of the role he was playing in bringing the rebellious South to its knees—but, not wanting to add to her burdens, assuring her that the Rebels—“the arrant, rascally, beggarly, lousy knaves, and eaters of broken meats,” he muttered to himself as he wrote—treated him reasonably well during the time of his imprisonment and that he was in good health. Both shed the jackets and trousers Lizzie had provided and changed into sober outfits that gave them the look of moderately prosperous shop owners.
“Harry, my lad, ye’re the very pink o’ fashion!”
“Jimmy, I grace whatever attire I choose to put on. But yes, I feel fit for the company of dukes and duchesses.”
“Pshaw! That pack o’ parasites that suck th’ substance out o’ the common fowk! I’d as lief endure the lice as kneel to such as them.”
Armed with counterfeit passes, they were able to make the journey back to Richmond in greater comfort and safety, although they dodged one stray bullet when Howard forgot to assume his Southern accent to an officious railroad employee, who eyed him suspiciously until McCullough leapt in and offered the man a cigar, claiming that he didn’t smoke and it seemed a frightful shame for the cigar to go to waste and should be enjoyed by a man of obvious taste and discernment.
When they arrived back in Richmond, Howard found lodgings at a rooming house on North 4th near the banks of Shockoe Creek. The house was run by an Irishwoman who had survived a cholera outbreak aboard the ship she arrived on in 1848 and who occupied much of her time scolding a pudgy little daughter with an immense wen on her nose. McCullough found quarters elsewhere. The two had concluded it was safer not to be seen together.
The next morning, Howard and McCullough made their way on foot to the home of William Rowley, where they were later joined by Lizzie and Holmes, then by McNiven.
McCullough turned over to her a letter written by “James Ap. Jones” to his “dear Aunt.” First, though, he heated it by holding it over the fire. Suddenly visible was a second letter from Butler:
My dear Miss, The doctor who came through and spoke to me said that you would be willing to aid the Union cause by furnishing me with information if I would devise a means. You can write through Flag of Truce, directed to James Ap. Jones, Norfolk, the letter being written as this is, and with the means furnished by the messenger who brings this. I cannot refrain from saying to you, although personally unknown, how much I am rejoiced to hear of the strong feeling for the Union which exists in your own breast and among some of the ladies of Richmond.
Over the next hour, Howard gave Lizzie and the others instructions on the use of special ink.
“Here’s a bottle, but if you run out you can get more at any chemist’s shop. Just ask for a laxative. That has the right chemical in it. Make sure it’s a clear liquid.”
“Ay, an’ if they give ye pills, crush them in some water.”
“When you receive a message, mix a little washing soda with water on a platter and dip the paper into it, and presto-chango! the message will appear in red. Be careful not to smear it. And if you send a message, don’t write just with the special ink. A blank sheet of paper can arouse suspicion. Write something else with regular ink, like you’re writing a chatty letter to ‘James Ap. Jones,’ and maybe write the real message in the spaces between the lines or in the margins. Oh, and keep using the Vigenère cipher—the Rebs know as much about invisible ink as we do. Just make sure Butler can figure out what the key word is by using a biblical name in the fake letter—Jordan, Jericho, Amalekites—whatever seems to work.”
Lizzie added with a laugh, “This might be amusing. Perhaps I’ll use names like Mahershalalhashbaz or Berodach-baladan, just to be ornery, and to see how well Butler knows his Bible.”
McCullough couldn't resist. “Aye, perhaps Mahershalalhashbaz would be guid. Ye know it means 'hasten booty speedspoil.” He gawped around the group as though he'd just shared a remarkable piece of theological insight.
“Gentlemen,” Lizzie later said when her lessons in spycraft were done, “I do not like the word ‘spy.’ The word carries the whiff of something underhanded and mercenary, even criminal.”
“I assure you, Miss Van Lew,” Howard replied, “Boutelle told us that General Butler regards your work as immeasurably valuable. This war will be won not only with feet and steady hands but also with eyes and ears.”
Rowley chimed in, his voice sober and barely audible. “We delude ourselves if we believe that the Southern troops are bumblers and knaves. Mind you,” he added, driving the point home with an extended finger, “their generals attended West Point, the same as the Northern commanders, and fought side by side with ours in Mexico and against the red Indians. They know a thing or two about running a war, and we forget it at our peril.”
“Ay,” squeaked Holmes. “And while we’re all tempted to look down our fine noses at the backwards Rebs, there’s many a brave lad with a sharp eye willing to meet Saint Peter for the South—and introduce some of ours along the way.”
Holmes paused momentarily, then went on. “Some of our lads to be sure learned to fight with their hands in the streets and alleys, but many have never touched a rifle in their lives, nor slept anywhere but in a cozy bed. These Southern boys didn’t grow up in the cities. Nay, they lived on farms and in the backwoods, where they lived rough and learned to shoot and hunt and forage.”
“Ay, an’ I’ve seen the results o’ their handiwork. There be secesh lads out there, lurkin’ i’ the woods like wolverines, can shoot the pecker off a sparrow at a hun’erd paces.”
Howard stifled a gasp, then nodded broadly in Lizzie’s direction. McCullough’s face flamed, to the extent that was possible, then he added, “Beggin’ yer pardon, Miss Van Lew, but I had i’ mind the sparrow’s beak.”
“Of course.” Lizzie turned away to look out a window. The others thought they heard a stifled guffaw.
Holmes resumed. “We can’t just outfight them, and on the nooks and crannies of their own ground. We try, we lose. No sirs—and ma’am—that hound won’t hunt. We’ve nothing for it but to outsmart them.”
But Lizzie continued to stare out the window, and the men fell silent. After an awkward pause, she spoke, but the words were spoken not to the men but as if they were welling up of their own volition from a dark place she hid from all around her.
“That day is burned into my soul, the day Virginia seceded. April 17th, the year of our Lord 1861. It was no godly year. There was a torchlight procession that night. I went to the bottom of the garden to view it. Such a sight! The painted hags, the wicked and the blasphemous—the multitude, the mob, the whooping—”
She broke off and forced back a sob.
“Miss Van Lew—” But she silenced Howard him with an irritated wave of her hand.
“I remember the tin-pan music. And the fierceness of a surging, swelling revolution. This I witnessed. I fell on my knees under the angry heavens”—she wheeled around to the men and fixed them with her rapier eyes—“and I clasped my hands and prayed, ‘Father, forgive them for they know not what they do’!
“You weren’t here”—she turned to Howard and McCullough, a look of ineffable sadness filling her eyes—“but mobs went to houses to hang—to hang!—the true of heart. Loyalty now was called treason, and cursed.”
She turned and made her way feebly back to the window, peering out as though she were witnessing the events anew, and her voice broke. “If you spoke in your parlor or chamber to your next of kin, you whispered. You looked under the lounges and beds. The threats, the scowls, of an infuriated community. Who can speak of them?”
McNiven came forward with a glass of water, but again she waved him away, and her voice crackled with intensity.
“I have had men shake their fingers in my face and say terrible things. We had threats of being driven away, threats of fire, threats of death! Surely madness was—is—upon the people. Some wished all Union people driven into the street and slaughtered. Some proposed the hanging of all persons of Northern birth. . . . A community with such sins as ours unatoned for, unsheathing the sword of treason. Who shall pay? How much blood will atone? How much of the blood will flow across our paths?”
Lizzie sighed deeply and shook her head as though to cast off the memories, then swiped at her cheeks and turned to the men as though she had not spoken. “You are all of course correct. Still, it sticks in my throat. Oh, well,” she added with resignation, “if a spy I needs must be, a spy I shall be. Who, though, shall die because of me? Whose boys, whom I’ve watched grow into fine young men, will die because of me, because of us? Can you tell me, gentlemen? Please tell me that none will, for by the light of the sun I can live with some assurance of righteousness, and the words of the prophet Daniel ring in my ears: ‘They shall fall down slain. That is the fulfillment of prophecy.’ But by candlelight . . . by candlelight . . . ” Her head shook as though palsied, and she cast her eyes to the ground.
She looked up and added simply, “I will take no money.”
The sobered men filed from the room.
McNiven, though, stayed. He stood about awkwardly after the others left and looked at Lizzie with mournful eyes.
“Thomas, you look like you have something to add.”
“I—y-yes—b-but . . .”
Lizzie tried to put him at his ease so the words would flow. “Thomas, we’re in business now. No more of this hugger-mugger spying for us. Maybe now we can do some real good. We can save some lives, and maybe even find out something for the Northern generals that will bring this war to an end—and slavery with it. We can only hope they listen. Don’t you agree?”
“Y-yes—b-but . . . w-well . . .”
“Thomas, tell me something. I know that people call me Crazy Bett. Do you think I’m crazy?”
“N-no. Ye’re n-not crazy.”
“But everyone thinks I’m crazy.”
“Everyone d-doesn’t know ye l-like I know ye.”
“And how do you know me, Thomas?”
“I kn-know ye as a w-woman who’s admired by all who . . . kn-know her.”
“Well thank you, but I’m sure some of my neighbors would disagree. Many of them hate me, Thomas, and they make no bones about it.” With a laugh she added, “I was hoping to persuade you sometime to add a cup or two of baking soda to their tea biscuits. That’ll set their wagging tongues to tingling, wouldn’t you say?”
“Y-your neighbors be d-damned.” It was the first time Lizzie had ever heard the man curse.
After an awkward pause, Lizzie asked, “Thomas, is there something you want to tell me?”
McNiven was unable to summon the words—or rather, he could summon them, but the fugitive words refused to answer his summons. His eyes, though, told the tale, a tale Lizzie could read as plainly as if it were printed in hot letterpress. Lizzie sat and invited McNiven to take a chair opposite her. She inspected the broken nails of one hand, then pushed back a wisp of stray hair.
“Thomas, you know that I’ve always thought highly of you. Our undertakings couldn’t succeed without your help. I’ve told others that this war will be won not with great artillery and armies but from the back of a baker’s van.”
McNiven had no reply, so Lizzie went on. “Say, you know what I’m thinking? I’m thinking that when this war is over and things return to normal, if they ever do, we need to get you settled down with a nice wife, someone who can maybe help you in the bakery and give you the comfort you so richly deserve. And maybe children, a son to carry on the business. Wouldn’t that be grand to see your van with the words ‘McNiven and Son’ painted on the side?”
“B-but, L-Lizzie, the only n-nice wife—”
Lizzie rushed on. “I know that with your having to take to your bed early so you can roust yourself out at three in the morning to fire your oven, it must be nigh to impossible for you to meet suitable ladies. You’re slumbering just as the ladies’ dance cards are getting full!”
“B-but I—”
“Yes, that must be hard,” Lizzie said thoughtfully. “Let me give that matter some thought. Perhaps I can introduce you to someone suitable. You’re not getting any younger—neither am I, for that matter—and it’s time you settled down. Two old people such as us aren’t going to catch someone fresh from their first venture onto the ballroom floor. But it occurs to me there are many war widows about who would take great comfort in your gentleness and kind face. Would you like that, Thomas? Tell me you’d like that.”
Again, McNiven was at a loss for words.
“Because hovering about here or on Grace Street will never do the trick. No, Thomas”—her blue eyes bored into his—“trust me, it will never do the trick. Do you understand me, Thomas?”
“Yes, b-but—”
“What I want for you, more than almost anything, is happiness. Thomas, I’ve never spoken about this matter to anyone. But once a very long time ago, a man held my heart in his hands. He was a good, kind man, who believed in the things I believe in. You are a good, kind man, who believes in the things I believe in. To think that—”
Lizzie paused, unable to go on. She glanced out the window, and her thoughts drifted back to blue bellflowers and evening walks in the Grace Street gardens.
“To think that I stood in such high regard with two such men is . . . well, more than a woman can ever hope for. But . . . Charles—that was his name—took my heart with him to his grave, so I have none to give to another. Can you understand what I’m saying, Thomas?”
McNiven nodded his head in silent resignation.
The next day, Lizzie went to work, so assiduously that for the rest of the day her fingers were in a high state of inkiness. She assembled information she’d received from captured Union men in the prisons. She added to it observations McNiven had made of supply movements at the Quartermaster Corps, and those some of the Negroes made while working along the roads into and out of Richmond.
One item came from Libby, where Ford had used a penknife to carve a message into the wooden handle of a pick-axe. He then exchanged the pick for one being used by a Negro day-worker, the former Van Lew slave named Anderson who had gotten Eliza into trouble to the tune of ten dollars for being at large without a proper pass. By repeatedly and noisily spitting into his hands and rubbing them on the handle, Anderson ensured that none of the Rebel guards would touch Ford’s axe.
Lizzie knew that Union forces had long wanted to raid the city but were still licking their wounds after the failed Peninsular Campaign. Her goal was to provide Butler with as much information as she could ferret out about the strength, disposition, and intentions of the Rebels and provoke Union forces into action against the city.
Using the code and invisible ink, she composed a dispatch to Butler. She sent it by way of McCullough, who traveled by rail under a pass Samuel Ruth had provided:
Dear Sir:
It is intended to remove to Georgia very soon all the Federal prisoners. They are already notified and selected. Quaker knows this to be true.
Are building batteries on the Danville road. This from Quaker: Beware! No attempt should be made with less than 30,000 cavalry, from 10,000 to 15,000 infantry to support them, amounting in all to 40,000 or 45,000 troops. Do not underrate their strength and desperation. 25,000 forces could probably be called into action in from five to ten days, mostly artillery.
McCullough delivered the message on February 4th. Butler contacted Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, urging him to give the order to strike. Stanton knew of conditions in the Richmond prisons because of information Lizzie had planted in the Northern press. So did Lincoln, who was under growing pressure to bring the men home. So Stanton gave the go-ahead, appointing Brigadier General Isaac Wister commander of the expedition.
The key piece of information—the one Ford provided on the axe handle—was that guarding Bottom’s Bridge, which crossed the Chickahominy twelve miles east of Richmond, was a token force of twenty troops. That bridge would be the point of attack, led by Colonel Samuel Spear of the 11th Pennsylvania Cavalry. While General George Meade conducted a diversionary feint at the Rapidan River north of Fredericksburg, Wister’s forces marched on Bottom’s Bridge. They arrived in the middle of the night.
At break of day on the 7th, they launched the attack, but the surrounding marshes bogged down the troops. They slogged their way to the bridge but found it and the nearby fords manned not by twenty men but by four artillery and three infantry batteries. Spear was killed, Wister withdrew, and the raid came to nothing.
While Lizzie was orchestrating espionage, the Confederates weren’t sitting idly by. A week before, they’d hunted to ground three men trying to hightail it over to the Union side. One, a Yankee deserter, coughed up what he knew about the planned raid. His tale was passed up the line to Confederate War Secretary Judah Benjamin, who ordered the bridge reinforced.
When Lizzie learned of the failed raid, she cried out in bitter disappointment. Her disappointment grew to anger when she learned that the Union had made the very blunder she had warned against—underestimating the strength of the enemy, for Wister’s total force consisted of a paltry six thousand men.
Lizzie’s anger, though, turned to renewed hope. Weeks before, Lizzie had consulted a receipt in a back issue of the Godey’s Lady’s Book, rolled up her sleeves, and, with the help of Mary Jane, launched preparation of a series of Richmond Maid of Honor cakes. The confections would play a role in freeing the men from the inside.
One week later, the plan bore fruit.
Chapter 9
Libby Prison
December 1863
Attached to the horn-rimmed spectacles that popped through the office door was the head of Erasmus Q. Ross, a clerk at Libby prison. Attached to the head, more firmly it is hoped, was jet-black hair, neatly trimmed and held in place with a generous dollop of Chesebrough’s Best Pomade and the vigorous application each morning of a pair of hog-bristle brushes. The promise of a mustache grew with maiden reticence above full lips, below a dreadnought of a nose that listed a few degrees portside.
Ross, the thick lenses of his spectacles giving him the appearance of a fish peering out through a glass bowl, looked nervously to his right, then to his left, then to his right again before the body attached to the head joined it in the hallway, revealing a man in his early thirties. He was nattily dressed, with a woolen suit in a subdued check pattern, starched linen shirt, silk vest, showy cravat tied with fastidious care, and boots that shone like a pair of brass spittoons. He soundlessly pulled his office door to, then tiptoed down the hallway, glancing over his shoulder the entire way. He paused at a door, listened carefully for any sound, then opened the door and crept in, silently closing the door behind him.
Samuel Ruth, the superintendent of the Rich Folks & Pedigrees railroad line, was late for his appointment with Dick Turner, though he didn’t really care. He despised the prison warden, but he forced himself to work with the man. Sometimes, he thought to himself, you have to dance with the devil if you want to tread on his toes. He sauntered airily down the hallway, paused at Turner’s door, composed his face, then knocked.
Ross positioned himself inside the small closet adjoining Turner’s office. The closet was used to store cleaning supplies, so Ross, to get to the back wall, had to fight his way through musty-smelling mops, buckets, brooms, piles of rags, and tubs of Mr. George F. Gantz’s Pure White Rock Potash soap, their labels promising “Extra Concentrated Strenght” with more confidence than orthographic accuracy. A square ventilation hole had been cut near the top. The hole, with a metal grate over it, communicated directly with Turner’s office.
Ross’s eyes were of limited use, but his sharp ears made up for them. He could plainly make out the rusty nails of Turner’s voice, which never failed to cause his teeth to grind.
“Ruth, you miserly skinflint, get in here! It’s about goddamn time! I got better things to do than sit around on my arse waiting for a miserable old Hebrew like you to show up whenever he damn well feels like it. Close the door and sit your arse down.”
Ruth made himself as comfortable as he could in a wooden chair facing Turner. He had endured the prison warden’s abuse before and had learned to ignore it. He glanced around the room, which, as always, was barren of furnishings other than the broken chair in which he sat, a small hutch with a pitcher and washbasin on it, the battered deal table at which Turner sat, and a horsewhip that hung threateningly from a hook on the wall. Turner’s smile as he withdrew a cigar from between his teeth was a rictus of contempt.
“If ‘twere up to me, I’m hanged if I’d do any business with a goddamn Jew. But it ain’t up to me. We need to set it up for you to haul some prisoners in that sorry excuse for a train you run.”
“Accommodating you is for me the highest aspiration. Tell me, Major Turner, when is this movement of the prisoners supposed to happen?”
“February, or so they tell me.”
“But why?”
“Why February, or why they bein’ moved?”
“Well, both, I guess.”
“They’re bein’ moved because a passel o’ shitt’n politicians is feelin’ sorry for the poor Yanks. Like I give a crap. Say the place is too crowded! Say the place ain’t fit for so many men! Say we should treat their officers better! The snivelin’ cowards and jackasses! If it was up to me, by God, I’d see the lot of ‘em hanged, and good riddance to Yankee scum, but it ain’t up to me.”
“Where they being taken, if you don’t mind my asking, Major Turner?”
“Well, that’s just it, ain’t it. They’re buildin’ a shitt’n resort hotel for ‘em down in Georgia, place called Andersonville. Probably plannin’ on providin’ ‘em room service—and whiskey and whores whenever they want ‘em. At any rate, the place is just about done. Soon as it’s finished, off they go. If it was up to me, I’d drag the nigger-lovin’ sonsabitches down there hogtied to the backs of wagons.” Turner shook his head as he laid his cigar in an ashtray and stood. “But I don’t get to decide. The goddamned brass tells me what to do, and I do it, but that don’t mean I gotta like it.”
“Honored I am that you choose my train for this service.”
“Yeah, honored my arse. How much it gonna cost?”
“Well, that depends on the number of prisoners. How many men would you like to move?”
“Prob’ly a thousand or so.”
“You know I can’t take them the entire way? The men would have to be transferred to another train.”
“Right. Set that up with the Jew bastard that runs the other train company.”
Ruth silently calculated, then named a figure double what he normally would have charged; he’d give some of the money to Crazy Bett to help with prisoner relief.
Turner’s eyes swelled as he glared at Ruth’s impassive face. “You miserable old Jew. I shoulda known. You an’ yer pack o’ thievin’ hyenas can squeeze two nickels till they squeak. I oughta horsewhip you!”
At that moment, a jinnyspinner dropped from the ceiling onto Ross’s neck. He flinched and instinctively swatted it away, in the process taking a short step back and knocking over a metal bucket on the floor behind him.
“What was that?”
“I heard nothing.”
“What are you, deaf, old man? What was that noise?”
Turner came out from behind his desk and strode across the room. He flung the door open and looked right and left. The hallway was empty.
He trod down the hallway and stopped opposite the door to the closet. He cocked his ear, then grasped the handle of the closet door and threw it open.
The closet was empty. Turner saw nothing but the cleaning supplies always stored there.
He shook his head. He had started to think for some months that the prison had been infiltrated—that someone was sneaking information in and out—and unexplained noises were making him jumpy. Spies were everywhere, and the Yankees were itching to bust out, since Butler, Grant, Meade and their men were circling Richmond like hawks, just looking for the right opportunity to dive.
He stood for a moment listening again, then marched down the hall to Ross’s office and threw open the door. Ross was sitting at his desk, entering figures in an account ledger, his nose just inches from his work. He looked up, but Turner scowled at him and said nothing, then slammed the door shut. He returned to his office.
“Ruth, get the hell out o’ here now. And shut up about this. No one’s supposed to know. Winder thinks if word gets out we’re movin’ the prisoners, the Yanks’ll find out about it. Then they’ll figger they gotta storm into Richmond to spring the filthy bastards before they’re gone. Not a word to anyone, ya hear me, Jew? This gets out, I’ll come lookin’ for your sorry hide.” He glanced menacingly at the horsewhip.
“Oh, I hear you.” As Ruth trudged out of the office, he added under his breath, “May you be like a chandelier, hang by day and burn by night!”
The moment Ross’s foot turned over the bucket, he knew Turner would investigate. If the warden caught him eavesdropping, he’d wind up at the lash end of Turner’s well-worn horsewhip—which he seemed to take great pleasure in applying to the back of any man under his command, prisoner or guard, who was guilty of even the slightest infraction. He horsewhipped prisoners for trying to send out a letter to home with more than the six lines prison rules allowed. Turner even had a name for the whip, Hornet, which he used with cruel affection, as other people would name a dog.
He scrambled out of the cleaning closet and scampered down the hall to his office as fast and as silently as his polished boots would take him. The door to his office swung shut and latched just as Turner emerged from his. Ross took a deep breath, then a pen, and arranged his face in a mask of deep study, one eye more or less focused on the columns of figures in front of him, its fellow wandering off on its own, as Turner came through the door.
Ross had heard enough, though. The Rebs were moving most of the prisoners to Georgia! If the Union had any hope of springing them, it had to be done soon. Ross had to get word out. Butler, or someone, had to be informed. He resolved to get a note into Lizzie’s hands. Crazy Bett would know what to do—as indeed she did, for the dispatch that would reach Butler on February 4th informed him of the Confederates’ plan.
Erasmus Q. Ross was a Richmond civilian who had hoped in his younger years to one day open a ladies emporium selling hats, gloves, fine fabrics, and possibly even “inexpressibles.” He dreamed of expanding the business by hiring dressmakers who could duplicate the fashions current in New York and Boston, maybe even Paris. But he had had to put aside his dream because his aging parents needed immediate financial support. When the Rebels opened the prisons after Bull Run, he applied for and won a job as a clerk, hired because he had kept accounts and done office chores for a wine and spirits merchant in the city.
What he never told his superiors was that he was a Union loyalist. He’d been placed in the prison by Elizabeth Van Lew, who’d found ways to get odd sums of money into his parents’ hands for food and other necessaries, and a large hamper filled with hams, cheeses, pickled beets, comfits, and even a bottle of brandy found its way to their doorstep each Christmas.
So when Lizzie approached him about working for the Union cause inside the prison, Ross leapt at the chance. He knew that a man such as himself would be of little value on the battlefront. With his bad eyes, he couldn’t have hit an oncoming Rebel soldier at ten paces with both barrels of a scattergun. But he wanted to play a part, and Lizzie had provided him with a stage.
The prisoners, though, didn’t know he was working on their behalf, so they saw him as a poor creature they could easily dupe. Each morning, he was responsible for conducting a prisoner count. The men lined up in ranks in the prison yard, and Ross picked his way between the ranks, counting as he went. If, say, two prisoners were missing, two of their comrades would take their own places in line, then, when Ross’s back was turned, duck and join the rank of prisoners behind them, there to be counted a second time so that the numbers added up. The men were convinced they were hoodwinking Ross, but in reality Ross knew exactly what they were doing.
He smuggled civilian clothing into the prison for prisoners making a run for it. He passed notes to Thomas McNiven when he delivered baked goods for the officers and guards. He good-naturedly endured the jibes of the prisoners—he’d been called worse names than “Mackerel” and “Four-Eyes” and “Squint” by schoolmates and co-workers—content with knowing that their belief he was a dolt made it that easier to do what he could to ease, and perhaps shorten, their stay at the prison without putting them or himself in danger. Lesser men would have chafed at their failure to win applause. But Ross concealed a heart of granite under his dandyism and general fastidiousness. So he made his endless pencil notations, some of them even accurate, in ever-present notebooks and ledgers, all the while keeping his ears open.
Several days later, he made a further astonishing discovery—one he actually made with his eyes.
Libby Prison
January 1864
“It’s the rats, sir. I could put up with the stench and the darkness and everything else, but the rats are more than I can bear.”
The speaker was Lieutenant John Sterling, a young cavalry officer who’d been taken captive at the Battle of Seven Pines in early June 1862. He was addressing Colonel Thomas Rose of the 77th Pennsylvania Infantry, who’d fallen into Rebel hands at the Battle of Chickamauga. The men were two of the soldiers, almost all of them officers, held captive at Libby prison.
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