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The characters represented in this book are fictitious. However, they are framed in the context of historical accuracy. Significant research was needed to be sure that the entire book, from 1800 until the start of the Civil War, was consistent with the events and technology of the period. 

As with the other books in this series, the author’s family tree was overlaid on the historical timeline as if his ancestors were participants. For example, in the author’s family tree, the generation represented by George Haskins would have been congruent with the author’s fifth great grandparents, seven generations earlier. The main male character, Virgil Haskins, would have been of the generation representing the author’s fourth great grandparents. The Haskins family – and the persons they represent in the author’s family tree – were slave owners. This fact has been confirmed from both handwritten family records and non-population census data in which slaves were recorded as property.

After Missouri achieved statehood in 1821 as part of the Missouri Compromise, a westward migration from the Eastern Seaboard began. It was not as widespread or as frenetic as the migration that immediately followed the 1848 discovery of gold in California, but it was fed by the promise of free land west of the Mississippi River. 

Before that migration took place, the United States suffered a cholera epidemic. This was a subset of the global pandemic which started in the Far East in the early 1820’s and took over a decade to spread worldwide. Sanitation and the need to separate human waste from groundwater supplies was not widely practiced, especially in the dense urban environments of the day. The only entity that seemed to be aware of the need to separate human waste disposal (in those days, outhouses) from drinking water supplies was the United States Army, having learned that lesson in the War of 1812 and documenting it in Army manuals of the day. Chapter Ten of the first book in this series describes some of the Army’s efforts, albeit from a prisoner of war perspective.

Let’s go back to the westward migrations. Most followed either a riverine route as depicted in this book. Others went overland and took considerably longer. Both were arduous, perilous journeys and fatal accidents were commonplace. 

One other social issue that this book includes is the institution of slavery. Slave ownership has been confirmed in the author’s family tree, both in Virginia and in Missouri. This was five generations or more in the past and not relevant to the author’s current views. He opposes the enslavement of human beings regardless of the circumstances. He also recognizes that slavery as an institution was generally brutal and oppressive, especially as it existed on larger plantations in the deep south where beatings and other forms of corporal punishment were commonplace. 

However, based on a reading of transcripts of actual slave interviews as maintained by the Library of Congress, there were instances where slaves were allowed considerable freedoms and were treated generously by their masters – always within the construct of the master/slave relationship.  One such relationship is captured in this book, where the more senior male slaves are actually treated as partners and advisors to the white owner. 

Female slaves were a different story. Their owners often took physical liberties with them, and even became emotionally attached. This was the case with the relationship between Virgil Haskins and one of the female slaves, even though they were raised together as children. 

“Every man is a quotation from all his ancestors.”

Ralph Waldo Emerson
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​Prologue
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Missouri, ca. 1900

“Granddaddy, tell me what it was like in Missouri before the Civil War,” said Millicent, seated on the ground next to David Haskins in the shade of a mature oak tree; David remembered planting it during his childhood. Millicent was about eleven years old at the time and full of youthful curiosity about her family and its past. David, just barely sixty years old, was the doting grandfather and loved spending time with his oldest granddaughter. 

“My darling granddaughter,” said David, “Missouri was a strange place back then. Slaves were allowed, you see, because the politicians in Washington wanted a balance between slave states and free. That meant that Maine became a state at the same time – but slaves were not allowed there. They called this the ‘Missouri Compromise.’”

David continued, “It was a difficult time for everyone. There were laws against teaching slaves to read and write, and Negro freemen were not allowed to settle here. We were also fighting with Kansas abolitionists about slavery... people died on both sides.”

“Momma said that your brothers went off to fight in the war. She said they fought on different sides,” said Millicent, quite matter-of-factly.

“Yes, they did. My brother, Joshua, joined the Union Army in Pennsylvania. My other brother, Robert, joined the Confederate cause in Virginia while he was studying at the College of William and Mary.” 

“What happened to them?” asked Millicent.

“We don’t really know for sure, my darling. The last we heard from either one of them was just before the Battle of Antietam... the Yankees called it Sharpsburg, in Maryland. They both went missing after that battle and we have not heard from them since.”

“That’s terrible,” Millicent replied. “They should have tried to come home after the war.”

“Millicent, sweet child, people get killed in wars. Lives get changed. Sometimes it is difficult for even grownups to understand what happens to men in war.”

“Why didn’t you go to fight, Granddaddy?”

“I was the last son left at home to care for our farm. I couldn’t go without putting your great-grandmother and my unmarried sister, Victoria, in danger from the constant looters that were stealing from families where the men were away to fight.”

“What do you think happened to your brothers?”

“We know that Robert fought at Manassas but was taken prisoner at Antietam. From there, he was supposed to be transferred to the Union prison at Point Lookout, in Virginia. His name appeared in the Union medical officer’s log from the Antietam field hospital, but nothing at all about his condition or wounds.”

“What about Great Uncle Joshua?”

“We know less about him than we do about Robert. Joshua joined the 125th Pennsylvania with one of his cousins a few months before that big battle. The rest we just don’t know...” 

“Granddaddy, how did we get to Missouri? I know we didn’t live here all the time.”

“Sweet child, you don’t need to worry yourself about it, but my father, Virgil Haskins, your great-grandfather, was not frugal with his money when he was a young man. He did not manage it very well and liked to show off. He was always buying drinks for everyone at the local tavern and could not resist games of chance, especially ones that involved card games or dice.”

David paused for a moment to catch his breath and collect his thoughts. “Millicent, it ended up that he lost the horse farm in Virginia... but he got to keep the slaves. At the time, the government was offering free land to anyone willing to settle in Missouri, even with their slaves, and your grandfather packed everyone up and moved west.”

Closing his eyes, David was instantly transported to the nether reaches of his memories. His mother telling of the hardships of the trip west from Virginia, overland to the Ohio River and downstream to its confluence with the mighty Mississippi River. What was most vivid was the story of the slave that fell overboard and drowned. David could hear Anastasia telling him this story as if it were yesterday.

In his own memory, David could also vividly see his older brothers leaving the Missouri farm. David also remembered his father, Virgil, becoming more and more infirm as his constant drinking took its toll and exacerbated his other health issues. David clearly remembered Virgil’s downward spiral, but did not share this with Millicent. She was too young to understand.

David’s imagination ran wild from that point, thinking how the other brothers could have met their demise. He had read plenty of newspapers that talked about the horrors of battles like Manassas, Fredericksburg, Glendale, and Cedar Mountain. Any one of those battles could have ended his brothers’ lives. Little did he know that they had survived the Civil War, deserted from the opposing armies, and made their way to safety in Canada.​[1] 

“No man should bring children into the world who is unwilling to persevere to the end in their nature and education.”

– Plato
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​Chapter One: Origins
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Virginia’s Northern Neck, Beginning in Summer of 1800

Virgil Haskins came into the world like any white southern landowner’s child: with the birth attended by a midwife, which was almost always an enslaved black woman. At that point in medical history, childbirth was not treated as a medical event; rather, a natural occurrence that was only interrupted by a doctor when absolutely necessary. In fact, the enslaved midwife usually had more experience in childbirth than most trained physicians of the day. 

With a firm slap on his tiny gluteus maximus, Virgil drew his first breath and began the newborn wail that his father, George, could hear in the front parlor. It had been a difficult labor for Caroline Haskins: Virgil was the first child born alive from her three pregnancies; the previous two were stillbirths. It was a poignant moment for both parents and for the house slaves who had dealt with the tension and sorrow of the previous pregnancies. Had Caroline miscarried, the emotions would have been completely different; in the early 19th Century, miscarriages were not failures, but stillbirths were.

The slave midwife, known as Alice, tied and cut the umbilical cord and presented baby Virgil to his mother. He calmed almost immediately as Caroline crooned and cuddled him. In the early 19th Century, it was customary in the agrarian South for well-to-do mothers to use wet nurses from among their slaves. The Haskins family was no different and a slave woman was brought into the house solely for the purpose of feeding and caring for Virgil, freeing Caroline Haskins to continue socializing with the other wealthy wives nearby.

Once she was certain there would be no other issues following the birth, Alice went into the front parlor and summoned George Haskins to the birthing room. “Mista Haskins, y’all can go on in there to meet your new son. Missus Haskins tells me you will call him Virgil. That’s a fine name, ‘Virgil.’ From Roman literature, so I’ve been told.”

“Thank you, Alice,” replied George Haskins, “You can go back to the kitchen now and ask Mama Ruth to fix you a plate of lunch.” Like many landowners, George Haskins turned a blind eye to his wife’s teaching the house slaves to read and write – something that was illegal in Virginia and subject to prosecution. Caroline knew the risks, but she also did not want to be surrounded by illiterate buffoons, even if they were slaves.

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. I’ll be back a bit later with a light supper for the Missus.”

George entered the birthing room to find his wife beaming from ear to ear. “George, we have a son. Finally. A healthy baby. Can we still call him ‘Virgil’ as we planned?”

“Of course, my dear. Virgil is a fine name. As Alice said, it’s from ancient Roman literature. What should we give him for a middle name?”

“I like ‘Alexander’ as a middle name. It goes well with ‘Virgil’ and ‘Haskins,’” replied Caroline. “Virgil Alexander Haskins.”

“Yes, my dear, it does have a ring to it,” replied George. “We will enter that name in the family Bible at dinner this evening.​[2] Alice will be back in a bit to bring you a light supper here, and I will join you straightaway after she brings your plate.”

It was just before noon, so George decided to go into town to celebrate his new fatherhood. Once in the town’s only tavern, he raised a glass to his newborn son after buying the entire house a round of the publican’s best ale. Among the guests, also celebrating the birth of a baby, was Henry Lee III.​[3] He and his wife, the former Anne Hill Carter, were celebrating the birth of their third child, Anne Kinloch Lee. Needless to say, after Lee and Haskins began buying drinks for the house, it was only a matter of time before all of the guests were thoroughly intoxicated.

“General Lee,” George Haskins mumbled in a fog of intoxication, “I congratulate you on the birth of your daughter. I hope Mrs. Lee is doing well.”

“Likewise, Mr. Haskins, I congratulate you on your firstborn, and a son at that! Knowing how difficult first births can be, I imagine you need your next pint more than the rest of us,” replied Henry Lee.

By 4 p.m., George Haskins knew that he had to return home and have dinner with Caroline. He summoned his driver, Ajax, who arrived within a few minutes with the dappled gray pair and a comfortable wagon. Ajax, no stranger to George Haskins’ drinking excesses, had already prepared a soft bed in the back of the wagon for George to lie down. 

Somehow, in the hour’s ride back to his farmhouse, George Haskins managed to sober up enough to be coherent. He walked into the birthing room where Caroline was resting; she had baby Virgil at her breast. Alice was there as well.

“George, darling... I won’t be doing this for very long. Alice tells me that it is best for my body to at least let the baby suckle for a couple of days. After that, we will have a wet nurse come into the house and take a bed in this room, which will be the nursery.” Caroline was pretty adamant that she would not be nursing Virgil herself for more than a couple of days. After all, she did have her social engagements to worry about, and nursing a baby would just get in the way.

“Of course,” George replied. “Didn’t young Rachel just have a baby not too long ago?  She should have enough milk for two babies.” What Caroline didn’t know was that George was the father of Rachel’s baby daughter. It was not uncommon for Southern planters to have a slave mistress, and George Haskins was no exception. Rachel was also Alice’s daughter.

Caroline called out, “Alice, would you come in here, please?”

“Yes, Miz’ Haskins?” Alice replied quizzically. “What would you like?”

“Didn’t your daughter, Rachel, just have a baby?”

“Yes’m, she surely did. A healthy baby girl. My grandbaby, Naomi.”

“Do you think she could feed my baby, too?” asked Caroline.

“I don’t think that will be a problem, Miz’ Haskins. Rachel’s got plenty of milk.”

Rachel becoming Virgil Haskins’ wet nurse was now a fait accompli. Alice brought Rachel to the house that very evening, after making sure she was bathed and had been outfitted with suitable “house clothes.” Rachel brought Naomi to the house as well; she couldn’t neglect her own baby to nurse the Haskins infant and it quickly became a common sight in the house for Rachel to be tending to two babies, one white and the other with skin the color of cream toffee. Both babies were always clean, well-fed and thriving.

As Virgil and Naomi grew into toddlers, they became inseparable. They didn’t understand the fact that Naomi was enslaved and that Virgil was her superior. They were best friends. Pure and simple. 

That all changed about the time Virgil started his formal education. He was quickly taught that black people were inferior and that their lives revolved around serving their white owners and families. His sudden epiphany was quite unsettling and he was very confused.

From that moment forward, Virgil felt differently about Naomi. He even began treating her like his personal servant. Virgil’s father, George, noticed this and was very happy that his son was deciding for himself the way things were supposed to be, especially in Virginia.

As Virgil grew through childhood and towards adulthood, his father taught him everything there was to know about running a horse farm. George put heavy emphasis on the importance of arithmetic and accounting, even letting Virgil handle the farm’s ledgers after he became a teenager. 

While George was busy teaching business skills to Virgil in addition to his formal education, Caroline Haskins ensured that Naomi received a proper education as well. Naomi was schooled in the classics and was very well-read by the time she was sixteen. She could quote Shakespeare at length and knew more about Greek philosophy than Virgil did. Caroline taught Naomi at great risk to herself, as it was still illegal in Virginia to teach a slave to read or write.

Had Naomi been a white woman, she would have been an ideal counterpoint to Virgil and they likely would have gotten married. They had been together since infancy and knew each other inside and out. Their feelings for each other remained hidden, but their physical passion was unbridled. They eventually became lovers, nothing more. 

Because it was socially expected of him, Virgil did make some half-hearted attempts at courting eligible debutantes from nearby farms. He always abandoned these courtships before they turned too serious. Even his mother, Caroline, noticed that Virgil did not seem to have an interest in women in a way that would result in grandchildren for her and George. She was concerned that his interest might lie in other directions.

“Virgil, are you going to the concert on Saturday afternoon? I hear that Annabelle Carter will be there. She is such a pretty young woman. I’ve been told that Annabelle is interested in getting to know you,” Caroline commented one day at lunch.

“Mother, who I court is really none of your concern,” retorted Virgil quite abruptly. “When I am ready to pursue a wife, I certainly will. But... neither you nor Father will tell me who I should court or who I should marry. It will be my decision and my decision alone. I have not yet met the woman with whom I would even consider spending the rest of my life with.”

Sensing that the conversation was about to turn argumentative, Caroline changed the subject quite adroitly. She was, after all, a Southern gentlewoman and well-skilled in small talk, especially within her own family. “George, darling, what’s happening with that new brood mare you bought last month?”

“She’s doing just fine. In fact, I think she may be with foal by that prize stallion we have raised,” replied George. “Time will tell. Even if she does not produce a foal this time, the mare is young enough that we can count on her foaling again and again in the future. With the right sire, we could sell the yearlings at premium prices.” 

“Do we have enough workers to handle all of the horses?” Caroline asked, using a euphemism for slaves instead of the actual word. She did not like slavery at all and wished that there was some way the farm could function profitably without them. In her heart, she knew it was not right for one human being to hold ownership of another. She did, however, understand the necessity of the institution and how important it was to Virginia’s economy of the period.

“Yes, my darling wife. We have plenty of men to care for the horses. We do need a new blacksmith, though. I cannot keep paying for the one to come over from Stratford Hall.​[4] It would be better for us to have our own. We already have our own forge; we just need a man to operate it. With the herd growing the way it has, a blacksmith would certainly be kept busy. Besides, it should be our farm, not Stratford Hall, that provides the blacksmith for the area. After all, we are a horse farm and Stratford Hall is not.”

By this time, Virgil had sulked out of the dining room. He was still upset with his parents for even suggesting that he should seek out a particular debutante at the upcoming ball. Especially not Annabelle Carter. She was eligible, but not exactly beautiful, and had some mannerisms that simply annoyed Virgil in the worst way. She was not marrying material for him.

“A son can bear with equanimity the loss of his father, but the loss of his inheritance may drive him to despair.”

Niccolo Machiavelli
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​Chapter Two: Windfall
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Virginia’s Northern Neck, beginning about 1821

George Haskins, in his early 50’s, was already in a downward spiral of declining health. Bursitis and gout impeded his mobility. Emphysema made it at times difficult for him to breathe. Chronic digestive problems left him debilitated and dehydrated by recurring bouts of explosive diarrhea. He was a very sick man and was fully aware that his days were numbered.

Haskins summoned his attorney to prepare a will. George was a very frugal man of means, so he could afford to leave enough cash, real estate, and human property to his only son, Virgil, while still providing his wife, Caroline, with an annual stipend. George had been training Virgil to operate the expansive farm, adjacent to Stratford Hall, owned by the Lee family, and Pope’s Creek Plantation. George was confident that his own farm would provide a livelihood for future Haskins generations.

What George Haskins didn’t know was that Virgil, now just into his twenties, could not resist opportunities to gamble, especially on horse races or card games of chance. In fact, Virgil Haskins quite regularly gambled away nearly every penny of his generous allowance. Sometimes he won, but more often he lost. Virgil was also physically involved with his childhood playmate (and biological half-sister), Naomi, and she was pregnant with Virgil’s child. 

During the first half of the 19th Century, gambling was the more egregious offense; it was normal and customary in agrarian Virginia society for wealthy white landowners to keep their preferred female slaves as concubines. Had George known of Virgil’s penchant for gambling, the tenor of his Last Will and Testament might have been considerably different.

I, George Haskins, of Virginia, do declare this document to be my Last Will and Testament, revoking all others previously written. 

In simplicity, I bequeath all land, buildings, and human property owned by me on the date of my decease to my only legitimate son, Virgil Alexander Haskins. He shall be fully responsible for the immediate discharge of any indebtedness or encumbrances on my estate in a manner agreeable to the debtor(s). Once any encumbrances are discharged, the remaining capital shall pass to Virgil Alexander Haskins free and clear, except as follows: 

To my beloved wife, Caroline Wilberforce Haskins, formerly of Maryland, I bequeath an annual stipend of three thousand United States dollars​[5] for a period of thirty years. She may use this stipend in any manner she deems appropriate, after her basic needs for food, clothing, and shelter are met. Her stipend is to be held by my trustee, Thomas Sommerville, Esquire, and invested in such a manner to ensure that the principal is not placed at significant risk nor subject to embezzle by persons unknown. Should she predecease my son, Virgil Alexander Haskins, the remaining principal, plus earnings, shall revert to him without encumbrance or trustee oversight.

Given under my hand this first day of June, in the Year of Our Lord One Thousand Eight Hundred and Twenty.

George and his best friend, Patrick O’Leary, affixed their signatures to the instrument, which was countersigned by Thomas Sommerville, Esquire. At that moment, it became a legally binding document. 

The preparation of George’s will was serendipitous. Less than two weeks later, he died from a massive heart attack. Caroline Wilberforce Haskins arranged for his burial to be on a small hill in the southern fields of the family estate, where his own father had been buried several years earlier. Letters of condolence came in from the upper crust of Virginia society, including the Lee family, relatives of George Washington, and a host of horse breeders from across the Northern Neck. The funeral was well-attended by the owners of the neighboring farms. 

George’s slaves also attended but remained at the back of the crowd; they were mourning the loss of a very fair and gentle master. None of them could not remember any time that George had ordered any of them whipped or mistreated in any way.  George Haskins had also turned a blind eye when his wife taught most of his slaves to read and write. They were among the most literate slaves on the Northern Neck, as the house slaves had been schooled in classical literature as well.

“He was a good man, that Mista Haskins,” said Alice as the casket was lowered into the ground. “He made sure that my Rachel was taken care of when she was with child.”

“...ashes to ashes, dust to dust. We commit this body of our brother, George Haskins, to the ground,” the minister intoned, “in the sure and certain hope of the resurrection to eternal life through our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.”

As the mourners dispersed, a few of the male slaves remained behind to fill in the freshly-dug grave. They worked silently as a team, each of them knowing what the other was doing. One of the men, an accomplished stonecutter, set the headstone over the grave a few days later. Its epitaph was simple:

Here lies George Haskins

Husband and Father

Fair to all who knew him

Born: March 14, 1770

Died: June 16, 1822

From the moment the funeral was over, Virgil Haskins was transformed. He was now a landowner, with all the responsibilities that entailed. He also owned several dozen slaves, but not nearly as many as the Pope’s Creek or Stratford Hall estates nearby. The Haskins farm did not need as many field hands, as the farm’s primary product was horses. Horses to work the fields. Horses for hunting and jumping. Horses to race against other horses. Most of the slaves were responsible for caring for the horses; the rest were house servants or tended to the small subsistence plot of about an acre.

With the money from her inheritance, Caroline Haskins moved into a house of her own in the village of Tappahannock, on the south side of the Rappahannock River. She wanted to separate herself from the farming life and the memories of her husband’s success there. Virgil never seemed to have the time after he helped her acquire the home and move away from the family farm. 

As his father had taught him, Virgil excelled at managing the very successful horse farm. In fact, he was so focused on the farm that he remained single after his father’s death. Virgil’s success meant that he could afford most of the accoutrements of the day, but he really didn’t have anyone to share them with. His mother was in another village. He had no brothers or sisters. He only had Naomi to provide him with physical comfort, and he didn’t feel that he needed the burden of supporting a wife – or the possibility of legitimate children.

That all changed about ten years after his father’s passing. Virgil received a letter, sent by private horse messenger, that his mother was very sick and near death. He hadn’t seen her since she moved to Tappahannock. The letter was written in a flowing, educated hand by a woman who identified herself simply as “Anastasia Cooper,” and claiming to be Caroline Haskins’ ward and companion.

Virgil decided that he should pack a bag and go see his mother before it was too late. He summoned Ajax, his driver, to have horses ready the next morning at sunrise so that they could be on their way. There were no reliable ferries across the Rappahannock River on a direct route to Tappahannock village, so they would have to hire a rowboat and crew to cross the river nearest their destination or travel to the north shore opposite Port Royal​[6], where the river was easily crossed by a ferry service that had been in operation for over 100 years.

The nearest rowboat option meant they would not be able to take the horses across the river and would have to hire horses from a livery on the southern side. Virgil would also incur the boarding expense for the horses at a stable on the north side of the river. This placed his mounts at risk, as disreputable stable operators at times loaned out or even sold their clients’ horses. 

The Port Royal option would add two full days to their trip, even with the best of Virgil’s horses. One day to get to Port Royal, then at least another day to reach Caroline’s house from there. Virgil was not comfortable with that lack of urgency, as the letter about his mother’s condition was already several days old when it reached his farm. Virgil did wistfully contemplate the Port Royal route because of a previous romantic encounter with a young woman there, but he immediately dismissed that vision from his mind.

“Ajax, I trust your judgment,” said Virgil as they were about to depart. “In the past, I have had the luxury of time to get to farms on the southern side of the Rappahannock. This time is different. Miss Cooper, my mother’s companion, suggested in her letter that the situation was quite urgent.”

“Sir, I believe the direct river crossing is your best choice,” replied Ajax. “I do recommend, sir, that we take my son, Jupiter, with us and leave him behind with the livery stable on the north side to look after the horses. If he does that, you can rest assured that nothing will happen to our horses while you are with your mother.”
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