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The Key to History is a companion series to Hull Crossing Chronicles and is intended for people of all ages who dream of visiting the past.

For more information about the research behind the books or to share your own stories, see www.denisedevriesauthor.wordpress.com.

Hull Crossing is an imaginary town full of fictional characters and situations. Although not based on reality, they are inspired by my research on the history of the Middle Peninsula and Northern Neck of Virginia.
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I was in my room reading when I heard the boys yelling. 

Ginger ran in and threw herself onto my bed. “Olivia, our brothers are driving me crazy!”

I marked my page and closed the book. “What are they doing now?”

“It’s the usual argument about the time-space continuum and the nature of reality.”

“Oh, that again. They’ve been discussing that all week.”

“It’s worse now. Aiden is talking about alternate universes.”

“Oh, great, trust him to complicate things.”

“Usually, it’s the boys against us,” Ginger said. “I don’t know whether to be happy about this or not.”

“I wouldn’t want us to split into older vs. younger teams. Jake and I wouldn’t stand a chance.”

“Believe me, Aiden may be only a year younger than me, but I can’t imagine agreeing with him on anything.” She poked me. “And you’re much more mature than Jake, even though you’re the youngest.”

Ginger, our brothers and I were spending the summer with a distant relative we called Aunt Lila. The boys’ argument had started on Monday when she took us on the Tappahannock historic walking tour.

Everything was fine at first. We had a map for the self-guided tour and started out at the original courthouse and old Beale Church. 

We took turns reading the descriptions of the buildings. That was the deal we’d made with Aunt Lila. Jake, who didn’t like reading and was always in a hurry, took the first turn at the little brick church. “The current structure contains the original walls of the old courthouse (originally constructed in 1728). In 1875 the Tappahannock Baptists organized Centennial Baptist Church. The building had been the scene in 1774 of the trial and sentencing to jail of four Baptist ministers for ‘preaching and ex-... expounding the Scriptures contrary to law.” 

“We’ll have to bring Dad to see this,” Ginger said.

“Why was preaching against the law?” I asked.

“Baptist preaching,” Aiden said. “There was only one official church in the British Colonies, remember?”

“Let’s go see the new courthouse,” Jake said. He read, “built in 1848 to replace the old Circuit Court House... A 1926 renovation added a bell and clock tower.”

“We’ll meet you ladies at the monument,” Aiden said, and set off at a run. Jake caught up with him easily.

It may seem strange for kids between the ages of 9 and 12 to be so interested in history, but we had our own reason. When we saw old buildings, we were always on the lookout for a keyhole where we could use the skeleton key she had given us at the beginning of summer.

Ginger looked at her map. “We missed the debtor’s prison and the old clerk’s office.”

“I wouldn’t want to visit either of those, would you?” I asked.

“I guess not. I do want to take some pictures though.”

Aunt Lila said, “We can go that way to get to Prince Street.”

The monument where the boys waited was the usual Confederate man on top of an obelisk. “I was hoping it was from Revolutionary times,” Aiden said.

“I’d like to go to the clerk’s office.” Ginger read from the map, “The Old Clerk's Office was built in 1808 next door to the courthouse. It is now the home of the Essex Women's Club.”

“What’s a Women’s Club?” Jake asked. 

“It’s a social club that does community work,” Aunt Lila said. “This one started the Essex County library.”

We walked to Prince Street. Aiden and I looked at the map while Ginger took photos. Jake ran around like a hound after a scent.

“I’d like to see the Scots Arms,” Aiden said. “Remember the tavern we went to in Heathsville?”

“That was interesting,” I said. “When was this one built?”

“About 1680. It’s the oldest building on the tour. It says here it’s been owned continuously by the Derieux family for more than a century.”

“Can we go in?”

“No, it’s a private residence.”

“What other really old buildings are there?”

Aunt Lila said, “There’s an early plantation house on St. Margaret's campus.” She pointed at the map. “Here it is. ‘Anderton House, one of the oldest occupied tracts in Tappahannock. Thought to have been built about 1760. The Anderton family added the southern wing in the 1890s.’ I thought we would go there last, but we can go right away if you want.”

Ginger and Jake joined us. “Go where?” she asked.

“We were talking about going straight over to the next-oldest building. It’s on St. Margaret’s campus.”

“That might be a good place to use the key,” I said. “It wouldn’t be strange for kids to wander around there in the summer, would it?”

“Not as strange as showing up in somebody’s house,” Aiden said. “But I would still like to see the Tavern and the Customs House first.”

“You guys run ahead,” Ginger said. “We’ll catch up with you.”

Jake took off the backpack he was carrying and handed it to her. “How about carrying your own clothes for a while?”

Ginger and I wore knee-length cotton dresses and leather shoes, but we also had long skirts in the backpack.   We were prepared for anything.

“Aunt Lila, has Tappahannock changed much since you taught here?” Ginger asked.

“Not this part of town. It all looks pretty much the same, except for the cars parked along here.”

“When was that?” I was trying to walk along the curb without falling into the gutter.

“Your balance will be better if you keep your head up,” Aunt Lila said. “I started teaching at St. Margaret’s when I turned 30 and thought I was too old to dance.”

“Really?” I looked over at her and nearly fell. “But you dance now!”

“I know, it was silly. I listened to the wrong people when I was in New York. Fortunately, a friend opened a dance studio here and I started working with her during the summers.”

“What about your art?”

“That was always a hobby. I didn’t really study seriously until I went to Europe.”

I started walking along the curb again and saw Jake waving at us about a block and a half away.

“I guess he wants us to see something,” Ginger said.

“I’ll take the backpack and you can run if you want.”

“No, it’s too hot. I don’t want to sweat on this dress.”

“We should make some colonial style dresses,” Ginger said. 

Aunt Lila said, “I think I have some fabric you can use. There’s a big jar of buttons, too.”

“Are they in the attic?” I asked.

“I think they’re in an old dresser in the room your parents used when they were here.”

When we reached Jake, he was jumping up and down. “Come on, Olivia, since you like porches so much, you’re going to love the old Customs House.” He ran down a side street toward the river.

As we walked, Ginger read the description, “Built in the 1800's ... Archibald Ritchie owned the lot. At the site, John Whitlock operated Whitlock's Ordinary in the 1760's and 1770's. It is now a private home.”

“I think it’s a B&B now,” Aunt Lila said.

When we got to the bottom of the hill, we saw why Jake was so excited. The two-story brick building was on a steep slope. At the front, it looked like an ordinary old house, but the steep hill took us to the other side where Aiden stood staring up. A wooden-railed porch the length of the second story overlooked the Rappahannock River. “Imagine that view at sunrise!”

“The stairs are really cool, too,” Ginger said. “Look at that little landing at the end.”

“Can we walk along the river to the school?” Aiden asked.

“I suppose so,” Aunt Lila said. “We could visit St. Margaret’s Hall before going to the Anderton house.”

I said, “That would give us several choices. The center part was built some time before 1850, and the school bought it in 1921 and added some wings.” 

Ginger read over my shoulder, “In 1944, the reading room wing was enlarged, and in 1975 the chapel and library were extended.”

“What happened to the idea of going to the 1700s?” Aiden asked.

Ginger said, “Our clothes aren’t right.”

He rolled his eyes but didn’t say anything. He went after Jake, who was already running along the lawn between the buildings and the river.

“This is much more walking than I expected.” I looked across the green expanse and saw long, white buildings extending without any apparent break all along our right side. 

“You’re doing well,” Aunt Lila said.

“You wouldn’t have gotten this far even a couple of weeks ago,” Ginger said.

My parents were always telling me I needed more exercise. They kept trying me out in various activities, but I preferred reading. Since we had arrived at Aunt Lila’s, we’d been walking, biking, and I was even learning Tai Chi. I had taken ballet in Arlington and didn’t like it, but now Ginger and I were in modern dance together, and it wasn’t too bad. 

When we reached St. Margaret’s Hall, Aiden was standing at the main entrance and Jake ran back and forth from wing to the next. When he saw us, he veered back toward us and raced past Aiden, who tried to beat him to us. 

“Can we use the key here?” Jake panted.

“We were thinking the same thing,” Ginger said.

Aunt Lila said, “I’ll sit under that tree over there and sketch for a while. Will half an hour be long enough?”

“Which door?” Aiden asked.

“Would 1921 be ok?” Ginger asked. “Before that, it was a private home, and it could get awkward.” 

“Ok,” Jake said, and began pulling on the backpack.

“What are you doing?” Ginger jerked away.

Jake raised his hands. “May I please have a drink of water, your majesty?”

We all gulped down some water, left the bag with Aunt Lila, and I checked the watch she had given me. “See you in half an hour,” I said.

The boys had already disappeared around the corner of the northern wing. They must have chosen an unobtrusive side entrance, but they would have to wait because I had the key.
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Once I reached the door, we all linked arms as I turned the key in the lock. I braced myself for the shaking that always signaled our trips to the past. Ginger held on until I recovered from my dizziness. Time travel never affected the others as much as it did me. 

The first thing I noticed was the sound of hammering. It seemed to be coming from the side of the building facing the river.

Jake immediately headed in that direction, and the rest of us followed more slowly. “Oops!” We heard him say, and then, “Sorry!”

We went cautiously to the corner of the building, and all looked around. Jake was talking to a young man sitting with his back leaning against the building. Apparently, his legs had been stretched out and Jake must have tripped over him.

“My fault,” the young man said. “I shouldn’t sit right at the corner.” He looked up at the rest of us. “There’s more traffic than I expected.” He stood and tipped his hat. “Mornin’ ladies, young gentlemen.”

“Hello,” Aiden said. “Did my cousin fall on you?”

“Not quite.” The sound of the hammer continued. He looked over at a ladder leaning on the little roof over the entrance. “Mountain man won’t hardly take a break.” 

“Mountain man?” Jake asked.

“That’s what we call him. We’re both named Fred, but I got here first.”

Aiden introduced all of us.

Fred said, “You got good balance, Jake. Ever think about joining the circus?”

Ginger snorted, then covered her face. I could see the blush rising around her fingers.

“That your sister, Jake?”

Jake nodded.

“I have a sister myself. In fact, she goes to school here. Whenever I get home, I have to report on my work, like we’re building this whole thing just for her.”

The sound of the hammer had stopped, and a head peeked around the ladder. We saw a tanned face and a shock of white-blond hair standing up over a pointy nose and little chin, reminding me of a rooster. The head was soon joined by the rest of the “Mountain Man,” a barefoot, skinny boy in overalls. “Hey,” he said to us with a little wave.

Fred said, “Now you’ve gone and finished those shingles, we’re out of work.” He was dark-haired with brown eyes and looked much stronger than his wiry friend.

“Boss’ll find somethin’.”

“You’ll catch it good if he sees you walking around barefoot.”

“I cain’t shin a ladder with them boots on.”

“Just put them back on before he sees you, all right?”

The boy shrugged and shambled away.

Fred turned back to us. “My sister Alice was born with all the brains in the family. Me and my three brothers, we got by in school as long as we had to, but that girl ...” He shook his head. “Daddy says she takes after his Grandpa Stern. He was a watchmaker back in the old country. Never learned much English, but he could add sums in his head and he knew every star in the sky. Our name means star in German.” He stopped and looked at all of us. “I sure can go on sometimes. Seems I no more than open my mouth than words just start flowing. Alice calls me Vesuvius. You know what that is?”

We nodded. 

Jake was starting to shift from one foot to the other and look around. 

Ginger spoke up. “Jake, if you and Aiden want to explore, Olivia and I can stay and talk to Fred.” 

“We’ve been walking, and I’m a bit tired,” I said.

“Want me to fetch you some water?” Fred asked. “There’s a well over yonder.”

“No thanks.” I sat in the shade of the building. “Tell us more about Alice. What does she want to do when she finishes school?”

“She wants to be a science teacher.”

Ginger sat too, and Fred joined us, but at a slight distance. He stretched his legs and frowned at his boots.

“Not many jobs in science, are there?” Ginger asked.

“Alice says teaching was good enough for Maria Mitchell even though she discovered a comet.”

“I don’t know exactly what I want to do when I grow up,” I said, “but I like writing.”

“Alice is the only one in our family with any direction, Daddy says. Like she’s got a built-in compass. The rest of us are all willy-nilly, doing whatever comes along. My oldest brother’s going to take over the farm someday, and that means living at the mercy of the seasons and weather.”

“What’s your mother like?” Ginger asked.

“Daddy calls her the grease on the axel. You don’t hardly see her, but she makes everything run smooth.” He corrected himself. “Smoothly.”

Mountain Man spoke up. “All y’all folks talk like teachers and preachers. I’m feared to open mah math.”

Ginger said, “I find regional speech differences interesting.”

Mountain Man looked at Fred. “What’d she say?”

“She says you talk real purty.”

Ginger let out a shocked squeal.

I laughed. “I can tell you have a sister. You know just how to get a reaction.”

Jake came running back with Aiden trying to catch up. “We saw big fish jumping in the river!”

“We’ll catch us up a mess of herrin’ for dinner,” Mountain Man said. “But now we better get back to work.” He jumped up with a wave and went to pick up the hammer from the front step.

“Mountain Man stays at our place across the river, and he’s always looking for a way to repay us,” said Fred, rising slowly. “Hill people don’t like to be beholdin’, as they say.”

“It was nice talking to you,” I said.

Fred laughed, “You mean listening! I can’t seem to stop myself.”

“Come and see them!” Jake said, pulling on Ginger’s arm.

“I’ve asked you not to do that,” she said through her teeth.

He pulled his hand back as if she’d burnt it, with a sarcastic “Sorry!”

“Fred,” I asked, “how do you get across the river?”

“We take a ferry. Someday they’ll build a bridge there, but for now it’s all just talk.”

Mountain Man came back, carrying his hammer and a bucket. “Come on, Fred, I need help with that ladder.”

“See you around,” Fred said.

Aiden waved and ran off, trying to beat Jake to the river. Ginger and I followed more slowly. I looked at my watch. “We’ll need to head back pretty soon.”

We stood for a few minutes at the water’s edge, looking at schools of leaping silvery fish. “How big do you think those are?” I asked Aiden. He was gifted with measurements and directions. We called him the family GPS.

“Twelve to thirteen inches, I’d say.”

“What kind of fish are those?” Jake asked.

“Mountain Man says they’re herring.”

“Strange nickname,” Aiden said. “He’s not much of a man or a mountain.”

“I guess that’s the joke,” Ginger said. “Like calling a big man Tiny.”

“We need to go back,” I said. “Aunt Lila might worry.”

Jake said, “I don’t think Aunt Lila is the worrying kind, but I’m starting to get hungry.” He sprinted off without another word. 

Ginger sighed, “I wish I had a camera that would work here.”

Aiden said, “You should bring a little sketchbook with you next time.” He took off, leaving the two of us to catch up.

When we got back to the building, there was no sign of the two Freds, but we could hear several hammers at the opposite wing. Before I knew it, I was staggering back into 2019, hanging onto Ginger for support.

When we reached Aunt Lila, she closed her sketchbook as Jake capered around her chanting something about lunch.

She stood. “Java Jack’s isn’t too far away. I like their sandwiches.” As we walked toward Main Street, she said, “A couple of the old restaurants closed recently. Your parents used to go to Parr’s Drive-in for burgers or oysters and fries, or to Lowery’s for a nice fish dinner. I think NN Burger is popular now, but it’s a longer walk.”

Ginger said, “Excuse me, Aunt Lila, I’d like to look up something before I forget.” She got out her phone and read, “In 1920, more than 7,200 metric tons of river herring were harvested from the James, York, Rappahannock and Potomac rivers, as well as from the Bay itself...  this decade, statistics show around 143,000 pounds a year, ... Scientists believe a combination of factors, mostly man-made, are to blame.”

“We saw fish jumping out of the river,” I said.

“I remember times like that,” Aunt Lila said. “Daddy could go down to the dock and scoop up dinner in a net. Mama always said the fish wouldn’t run forever, but I don’t think even she could have predicted all the possible damage.” She explained, “She was a marine biologist.”

Jake came running back. “We forgot to ask, which way should we turn on Main Street?”

“Turn right at the antique store.” She looked at me. “How are you holding up, Olivia?”

“I’m fine. I had a little rest.”

“After lunch, we’ll come back to the river and go further south to Anderton House. If you’re tired, I can go get the car.”

“I’ll let you know,” I said.

Ginger said, “These leather shoes are heavy and hot. We shouldn’t have left our sandals in the car.”

Aunt Lila floated along, her feet seeming to barely touch the ground. “Imagine how the early settlers felt.”

When we arrived at Java Jack’s, the boys were sitting at an outdoor table looking at a menu. Aiden nudged Jake and got up to open the door for us. “We’ll be more comfortable in the air conditioning,” he said. “Olivia, your face is beet red.”

Jake leaned close and said, “More like a tomato, I’d say.”

I held back a growl and followed them inside. 

The boys ordered burgers, Aunt Lila asked for a portobello mushroom sandwich, and Ginger and I split a Reuben. We had decided to try every Reuben in the Middle Peninsula and compare them.

While we waited for our lunch, we planned our strategy for the afternoon.  Aiden pointed to Anderton House on his map. “If you want, we could visit more than one time here.”

“After Olivia and I make more authentic dresses, we can come back to the tavern,” Ginger said.

“Is how you dress really that important?” Aiden asked.

“I think it’s best to blend in with the period, don’t you?” 

“Of course it is!” Jake said.

“Should we have dessert?” I interrupted because I didn’t want him start talking about how our visits might disrupt history.

“We could wait and have ice cream later,” Aunt Lila said.

“We sure have had a lot of ice cream since we got here,” Ginger said. “Not that I’m complaining, of course.”

“It wouldn’t be summer without it,” Aiden said. “Now, as Mom would say, ‘finish your water, kids.’”

Ginger and I looked at each other and laughed.

When we finally arrived at Anderton House, we each finished off another bottle of water. A slight breeze from the river helped cool us off from our walk.

Aunt Lila said, “I’m going to bring the car here. I can take my time walking over to where we parked, and maybe stop in at the art gallery.”

Aiden said, “If we go in the southern wing, you girls can wear the long skirts you brought. They should be fine for the 1890s, right?”

Ginger shrugged. “I guess I’ll just keep telling people we’re from Florida.”

We put our long, solid-colored skirts over our print dresses, and Ginger pulled my hair back into a ponytail with a big bow. “Your time in the sun is making your hair golden. Now you can’t complain about Aiden inheriting all the blonde hair in the family.”

“Nothing’s going to give me blue eyes instead of brown though.”

She arranged her own hair, then said, “Ready. Aunt Lila, may I give you the empty backpack?”

Aunt Lila and I both checked our watches, and she said, “I’ll see you in about an hour, all right?”

“If we finish early, should we head toward the gallery?” Jake asked.

“I think I’d better call so we don’t miss each other,” Ginger said.

“Good idea,” Aunt Lila said. She took the empty backpack, smiled at us all, and walked smoothly away as if she were on wheels.

Ginger took out her phone. “Before we go, I want to know what was happening in the 1890s.” She scanned for a moment. “I remember hearing something about the Gay Nineties.” She read, “Although it was a prosperous time for many Americans, there was also a nationwide depression, much labor unrest and the Spanish American War.”
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