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FEBRUARY 1862



AS SHE STEPPED RELUCTANTLY INTO THE DARK CORRIDOR, A BURLY GUARD slammed the massive oak door shut behind her and thrust the rusty metal latch into its bolt. The cell door quickly dissolved behind a watery film while the guard walked down the hallway. Elizabeth stood fixed to the spot. Overwhelmed by grief, she reached out her hand and touched the splintered door.


For months she had passed through that doorway, bringing food and supplies to doomed prisoners under order to be hanged. With each visit to that cramped and musty cell, the bond between her and Allen deepened. But in the dank cell crowded with men, their love never extended beyond hand-holding—never, until today. Today they tearfully embraced for the first time—and, she feared, the last. Tomorrow the cold, stone room would be empty.


“Miss,” a voice bellowed from the hallway.


Elizabeth wiped her eyes and pulled herself away from the cell. A stale smell of decay and death filled the windowless corridor. Memory ghosts crowding her on all sides turned the passageway claustrophobic.


As she slowly moved down the hallway in its half-light, a jumble of thoughts thrashed about in her mind and she struggled to make sense of the tangle. This long nightmare … years in the making.


When the prison gate opened, blinding sunlight and frigid air swept against her, pushing her back. She grasped the doorframe to steady herself before stepping into the yard and moving toward the waiting carriage.




CHAPTER 1



A LEADEN MIST COVERED THE MOUNTAIN AS ELIZABETH CAREFULLY stepped over the rock-strewn trail. Moisture hung heavy in the air and she strained to see in the thick morning fog. All around, in the haunted groves and tangle of life, rot covered the forest floor. A chill ran up her spine as she pulled the shawl tightly around her shoulders.


In the summer of 1860, her father dead and her siblings married, only Elizabeth and her mother traveled to the mountain spa, hoping for relief from the country’s sectional struggles. But the quiet peace of the cool hills had fled. Secession fever hovered over the mountain retreat like winged predators.


Alarmed and angered by the divisive talk at the springs, Elizabeth sought to escape by wandering off the garden paths and onto trails snaking through the dense mountain woods. As she moved aimlessly, ghosts from the past took shape in the fog, following her, clinging to her. In truth she welcomed them and felt comforted to drift back, to be enveloped by them.


A nostalgia swept over her as shadowy figures emerged. How her father loved the lush grandeur of these mountains. Every summer John Van Lew, a Northern transplant who made a fortune in the hardware business, led his family from their magnificent mansion on Church Hill in Richmond to the great estate at White Sulfur Springs. The excitement of those trips together, riding by carriage through the green countryside, rushed through her mind.


Elizabeth stopped and sat on a boulder. In the debris surrounding her, clumps of brightly colored mushrooms poked through the ground—red, blue, yellow, orange—strewn about like broken pieces of a rainbow. Bird songs and exotic scents covered her as she remembered a happier time with her brother and sister running along these same trails, poking about in the dense brush, imagining themselves explorers of the wild. She smiled, recalling her parents’ gentle scolding when they returned scuffed, scraped, and stained.


As Elizabeth peered at the fog ghosts, her mother took shape—Eliza, who left behind her prominent Philadelphia family, politicians and early abolitionists, to marry John. Thinking back, Elizabeth marveled at how her slave-owning family moved so easily between conservative Richmond’s powerful upper-crust and progressive Philadelphia’s radical movements. She remembered with pleasure that Northern city, where they sent her to be educated, happily surrounded by books and chatter and girl giggles, and Richmond, where her parents filled their home with vibrant discussions and artists, writers, politicians, and dignitaries.


Those warm memories flooded Elizabeth’s thoughts, filling her with longing as she sat staring at the mist-covered trees. But that wide-eyed, invincible girl with the mop of curly blond ringlets had vanished. She bent over and picked up a dry leaf, fragile and brown, lying among piles of dead leaves covering the forest floor. A sudden sadness overtook her as her thoughts wandered through the dark, slippery tunnels of her heart. Gone. All gone. Elizabeth dropped the crumbling leaf, rose, and made her way past the fog ghosts back to the grand hotel.


That evening Elizabeth Van Lew found herself in one of the estate’s great parlors with overstuffed furniture, lush carpets, and glistening chandeliers, caught in the tirade of a man she roundly disliked, Edmund Ruffin. The prosperous Virginia farmer boasted of having traveled to witness John Brown’s hanging and raved on about the Northern conspiracy to deprive them of their god-given right to own slaves. The old man’s fierce words clashed with his fragile appearance—grizzled face, thin hair that fell to his shoulders, gray beard, and short stature.


“I tell you an invasion is coming. Virginia must join in seceding from the Union if we are to defend ourselves,” Ruffin urged as his outburst wound down.


“Surely,” Elizabeth boldly ventured at that point, “these conspiracies are overblown. What evidence …?”


“Evidence?” the man snapped before she could finish. “John Brown is the evidence! The capture of Harper’s Ferry is the evidence!”


“But he captured a Federal armory and the government put down the rebellion,” Elizabeth persisted.


Blood poured into the man’s thin face as he glared at the impudent woman, then turned his back and spoke to the men. “If Lincoln wins the election, we are finished, I tell you. We cannot wait.”


As Ruffin spoke and a sharp anger rose in her throat, Elizabeth felt a gentle tug at her sleeve. Her friend, Eliza Carrington, pulled her away from the animated group.


“Please, Bet, be careful,” her young friend whispered. “You can’t argue with a man like that. It’s dangerous.”


“It’s intolerable, Eliza! How can we be quiet?”


But Elizabeth knew her friend was right. To express pro-Union sentiment amounted to treason for these “fire-eaters.” Seething inside, she held her tongue as black clouds swept through her mind and bitterness poisoned the beauty and tranquillity of the magnificent mountain retreat.


Those dark days in the brilliant summer sun of the mountain springs oppressed Elizabeth and her mother, who had secretly freed their slaves after John Van Lew died, despite the legal prohibition in his will. Their wealth and status, their inner circle of connections among Richmond’s most prominent citizens, had provided cover and a safe middle ground. Enjoying a life of privilege among the aristocracy, they convinced themselves they were somehow above and apart from it.


Now a plague of fear infected everyone. That summer of madness made clear what they tried not to see at home. Their middle ground was shifting beneath their feet and sinking fast.
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All night, smoking locomotives dragging noisy, jerking boxcars full of human cargo pulled into the rail station at the corner of Broad and Eighth. Torrential rains soaked the bloody warriors as they stepped, or were carried, onto the wooden platform in the eerie darkness where uneasy relatives stood watch. Here and there lanterns, buffeted by the downpour, threw a garish, snaky light over the figures moving anxiously about in the shadow of the capitol, searching the faces of the wounded. Muffled by the heavy rain, sounds of moaning and weeping, cries of recognition and distress, crept over the drenched platform and onto the flooded streets. All night the creaking rail cars came and went, belching sooty smoke and acrid smells, and expelling hundreds of wounded and dead.


That very day a joyous city had danced and cheered, celebrated in the streets, and shouted cries of victory. News of the triumphant battle near a mere trickle of a stream named Bull Run, north of Richmond, flew over the city, gripping it in an orgy of elation. Now the North would have to recognize an independent Confederacy. Lincoln and his cowardly army would have no choice, they argued.


Some, like Elizabeth Van Lew, saw things differently. She had watched in disgust from the great portico of her home with her friend Eliza Carrington as crowds spilled over the streets in a spasm of joy.


“Fools,” she muttered, as Eliza stood silently frowning.


“What will these cheering women do, Bet, when their sons and husbands come home wounded or dead?” the younger woman asked.


“They know nothing of war, Eliza, but that will soon end,” Elizabeth responded somberly in the breezeless summer afternoon.


Just then Mary, her sister-in-law, emerged from the house breathless. “It’s wonderful! We’ve won!” The bubbly, dark-haired, dark-eyed beauty waved her arm across the great lawn, pointing to the swarming crowd below. “I should wake the children from their naps to see this glorious celebration.”


“And what have we won, Mary?” Elizabeth gravely asked the young woman who had married her brother six years earlier and come to live in the mansion. She thought sadly how little she had in common with this woman, sixteen years younger than her brother.


“It means the Confederacy will triumph, of course,” Mary responded testily, her eyes narrowed and her brow knit. “I don’t understand why you can’t be happy, Bet. Truly, I don’t. You and your brother!” Averting her eyes from Elizabeth, she added contemptuously, “You’ll see. Secession is the best thing that’s happened to the South.” With a swirl of her great rustling skirt, Mary turned and walked away, disappearing into the house as quickly as she had appeared.


Elizabeth exchanged glances with her friend as the door slammed. A black and white person—a girl really—she thought. No shades of gray, no nuances. How her thoughtful, serious brother had linked with Mary puzzled her. At the same time she understood how Mary’s beauty overwhelmed those who met her. When she appeared, men stared and did not listen.


As the crowds below grew, the two women walked uneasily to the bottom of the garden to watch the demonstrations in the streets. Women, children, men snaked past, whooping, surging, singing in the sticky heat. Protesters carried the new Confederate flag with its palmetto tree, waving it defiantly. As their imaginations embellished the victory, the people of Richmond grew more jubilant and raucous.


“I can’t watch any more of this,” Elizabeth groaned after awhile.


Her friend, grim faced, nodded in agreement. “I need to get back. Let’s hope this all passes quickly.” With a wave of her hand, Eliza walked across the street to her home, weaving a path through the erratic revelers.


Sadly, Elizabeth turned and made her way back through the garden and into the house. Behind her the celebrating crowds grew louder under the blazing sun. The shouting and laughter continued until afternoon slipped away and rain began to fall. Then, like a group of children, the giddy partiers ran for shelter.


Her brother John came home from work late that night looking tired and dispirited. His clothes dripped from the steady rain that still fell. The hardware business consumed much of his time since his father died and his family saw too little of him. Mary and their children had already turned in, but his mother and sister sat together reading in the great parlor bathed by a soft gaslight.


Eliza hurried to get a towel from the kitchen. “John, you’re soaked,” she scolded him gently. “Where’s your umbrella?”


“I left it with some people at the rail station. They needed it more than I did,” he answered wearily.


“What’s happened?” Elizabeth peered at his downcast face.


“There was such a commotion downtown that I went to look after I closed the store. The troops are coming back.” He shook his head. “It’s awful. So many wounded and dead … They’re coming back in boxcars. People are frantic everywhere, searching for loved ones.”


The two women sat grimly, taking in the news.


Shoulders slumped, John sank into an armchair, overwhelmed and disheartened by the sights following him, crowding his thoughts. “I can’t believe it, but it truly has come to war.”


“So many people are going North,” Eliza said hesitantly. “Maybe we …” Her voice trailed off.


“What are you saying, Mother?” John asked, a nervous edge to his voice.


“My family would help, take us in if necessary. We could rebuild our roots there.” Memories swept over her. “Your father and I had strong ties to the North.”


“Move to Philadelphia?” Elizabeth, her own nerves frayed, had never seen her mother so worried.


“Mary would never agree,” John said emphatically of his wife. “She detests anything Yankee. And I have to think of the girls. Uprooting Annie and little Eliza would be hard.”


“All our friends are here—our ties,” Elizabeth added. A note of sadness touched her voice. “Our dead are here.”


“If we left, it would be seen as disloyalty. They could confiscate our property.” John’s thoughts raced in alarm. “So much of what we have is tied up in property.”


“We could sell the property,” Eliza’s desperate voice had become a half whisper.


“That’s not likely with so many leaving,” her daughter said gently.


“What of the business?” her son added, his voice becoming more agitated. “How would we replace the income? It could take years to build a business in the North.”


Eliza sighed and fell silent.


“If we stay and fight …” John hesitated.


“So many have been arrested already,” Elizabeth finished his thought. A pall fell over the room. “Do we just withdraw to the mansion … bury our feelings?” she asked gloomily.


John shook his head in despair.


A frightening stillness spread over them and they retreated into the chaos of their thoughts. Overhead the eerie gaslight cast a somber glow around the parlor as a strange paralysis took hold of them. Through an open window topped by rich velvet draperies, a warm gust tousled the sheer lace curtains beneath.


A sense of terrible foreboding enveloped Elizabeth. “I fear in war there is no sanctuary.”


Throughout that long night, the South’s fighting men, the wounded and dead at least, poured into Richmond. The day’s euphoria quickly faded as the first real taste of war seeped into people’s consciousness. With hospitals overflowing, Richmond’s citizens took the wounded into their homes and its women began ministering as best they could to the broken bodies.
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Early the next morning, after an agitated and sleepless night, Elizabeth ventured downtown, anxious for news. The rain had stopped but heavy clouds still covered Richmond, pushing back the sun as she made her way around the puddles and mud holes left by the night’s drenching rain. The sound of distant shouts grew louder as she approached and a lightheadedness gripped her when she spotted Confederate soldiers herding uneven columns of Union prisoners into the city at bayonet point. All around, Elizabeth’s countrymen lined the streets, hurling angry shouts and threats at the blue-coated men who shuffled past. The weary, tattered, dejected procession seemed endless as she anxiously watched.


For a long time Elizabeth stared as the rumpled Union troops walked by. When at last she turned and retraced her steps, a sad fury took hold of her. Her determined pace quickened as she hurried home.


On and on they came as an unprepared city scrambled to open prison space. No room existed in the crowded jails, so Brigadier General John Winder, Provost Marshal of Richmond, appropriated several tobacco factories and warehouses. Into these crude, makeshift penitentiaries a strange collection of hundreds of Union prisoners came—soldiers, but also civilians caught in a ferocious Union rout. They soon found themselves in crowded, dirty warehouse rooms without basic sanitation, little medical care, one or two meager meals a day, and bare floors for bedding.
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That night, after watching the spectacle in the street, a stew of emotions welled up in Elizabeth—fear, anger, contempt, regret … Sleepless in her bed, she felt a specter in the room and sighed wearily.


“War has started, Poppa,” she said without words, shaking her head dejectedly. “Over slavery …”


John Van Lew silently hovered in the room, bracing himself.


“Why did you need slaves?” she castigated him. “To fit in with Richmond’s elite?”


This again! He flinched and looked around the room for a place to hide. Why does it always come back to me? Dead men don’t own slaves. Wisps of air shifted.


“Even after you died …” Her silent voice grew sharper. “Forcing mother to keep slaves. Putting it in your will that she couldn’t free them.”


Her father frowned. I’m trying to remember why you were my favorite, he thought.


“You read, traveled, filled our heads with progressive ideas. That was your word, ‘progressive.’”


And now you’re the progressive? Please! When did you reject Richmond’s elite? A slight gust of wind moved over her bed.


“Twenty-one human beings. And we had to figure out how to get around your will with every one of them. Making secret arrangements. Getting the ones who wanted to go North out of Richmond. Buying kinfolks so they could go together. Paying those who wanted to stay a decent wage.”


The snaking in the room grew more agitated.


“And now we live this lie. Everybody thinks the Negroes are still our slaves. Whether they’re in the mansion with us or on our farm.”


My fault you live a lie…?


An audible sigh passed her lips. “Remember,” she digressed, “when we were little and you took us to the farm?” He could see her blue eyes begin to sparkle in the dark. “We thought it was the biggest farm in the world when we roamed those thirty-six acres. How we loved that ride into the country south of Richmond, having the James River pop up again next to the farm.”


Her voice softened a bit and she lay quietly for awhile. A wisp of sadness spread over the room.


“What would you do now, Poppa?”


He refused to answer.


Elizabeth turned her face from him. “The real question is what do I do.” She lay, staring at the ceiling for a long time. A shard of fear pierced her heart, the kind of fear that peeks and hides, comes and goes. The kind it’s easy to ignore in the midst of bravado.


Like so many ladies of her class she filled her life with charitable works among Richmond’s poor. Elizabeth knew instinctively they would bear the burden of war more than her own class. She thought about Emmie, frail and weak, at one of the almshouses, and the others who had grown to be like family in the dingy recesses of the city’s most run-down areas. What would war do to them?
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The next afternoon Elizabeth made her way to the office of General Winder. The silver-haired, heavyset man sat alone behind an immense table in his temporary quarters, papers piled high. He rose when she entered, bowing slightly.


“Miss Van Lew,” he said, surprised to see her and motioning to a chair. “I had not expected ladies to be calling.”


“So kind of you to see me,” Elizabeth replied warmly. Drawing on that well of Southern feminine charm, the province of manipulative aristocratic ladies, she smiled coyly. “What lady would not want to call on so handsome a gentleman?”


“And how is your mother?” He asked, staring at the petite, well-dressed woman with her blond hair pulled back from the sides of her face and curls tumbling over her forehead accenting her clear, ivory skin. An animated face, high cheekbones, and sharp features gave her an aura of passion and intensity that belied her poised, ladylike demeanor. Her slender, well-proportioned figure, her strangely alluring throat and neck, naked above the lacy, form-fitting bodice that covered her firm breasts, could draw the eye of any man. But mostly he noticed her brilliant blue eyes that sparkled and glowed like a sunlit, bottomless ocean. The deep green silk dress she wore shimmered as Elizabeth shifted slightly in her seat. Still attractive, he thought, though her youth has fled.


“As well as can be expected in these difficult times. And Mrs. Winder?”


“Fine, fine,” he answered, still wondering why she had come.


“I won’t take much of your time, General, but I have a favor to ask.” Elizabeth thought she saw the old man’s back straighten a bit. “I’d like your permission to visit Union prisoners and bring them a few supplies.”


A deep frown spread over Winder’s face. “That’s quite impossible,” he said disapprovingly. “Whatever could you be thinking? Those men are not worthy of a lady’s time and attention.”


“I think, General, you’ll agree that it is our Christian duty as good Southern women to practice charity to those undeserving. I’ve heard many a sermon exhorting us to be kind to our enemies as our Lord was.”


Winder’s puzzled face softened a bit.


“We all agree the Confederacy is on a moral path to protect our precious way of life. It can only strengthen the rightness of our position to be generous in our time of victory,” Elizabeth pressed on. “We would want the Union to do no less for our soldiers.”


The old man ran his fingers through his thick, disheveled gray hair, pondering the appeal for what seemed like a long time to Elizabeth. His craggy face had an aura of strength with its Roman nose, wide mouth, and cool gray eyes set deep under bushy white eyebrows. She knew she had touched a nerve. His own son fought on the Union side.


Finally he shrugged. “Well, this is unexpected, very unexpected. But …” he hesitated, “if you feel it is your Christian duty …”


“I do, General,” Elizabeth smiled, her heart quickening.


“Then I ask that you limit your visits to officers and civilians. A lady should not associate with common rabble.”


Elizabeth stifled the protest rising in her throat. “Well, then, that’s a start,” she said instead, another smile spreading across her face. “Today you prove yourself a true Christian gentleman.”


“You’ll need an authorization,” Winder replied as he picked up pen and paper and scrawled a message on the sheet: Miss Van Lew has permission to visit the prisoners and to send them books, luxuries, delicacies, and what she may please. John Henry Winder. “That should do it, Miss Van Lew. Please give your mother my best.”


Thanking the general, a determined Elizabeth left the makeshift office on Bank Street feeling her first bit of pleasure in many weeks. When she arrived home, two finely dressed ladies from the neighborhood sat in the parlor with her mother in animated conversation. Mary Bowser, the Van Lew’s former slave, moved about serving tea. The women had come, Eliza informed her, to request their help with the war effort by sewing clothing for Confederate troops. Elizabeth instinctively glanced at Mary and caught the corner of her eye.


“I’ve told them,” Eliza said solemnly, “that we are quite occupied with household matters at this time.”


The ladies looked at each other, sharing their disapproval. “Surely we are all busy,” one said stiffly.


“Many of us are nursing wounded soldiers in our homes,” the other added pointedly. “I do hope you will reconsider.”


“As soon as we’re able,” Eliza said evasively.


After the women left, an energized Elizabeth showed her mother the note from General Winder. “We’ll be able to visit with Union soldiers in prison.”


“How wonderful, Bet,” the older woman exclaimed. “However did you manage this?”


“Feminine wiles, flattery, Christian duty …”


“You lied!” Eliza exclaimed.


“I prefer to call it ‘dissembling.’” A roguish smile of delight broke across her face.


Eliza watched her daughter enjoying the thought of having deceived Winder. It was so like Elizabeth, who from childhood took a perverse pleasure in deception, especially when it got her what she wanted. “Tricks” young Bet called her manipulative lies when caught, refusing to see her dishonesty as anything more than a game. When her lies caused problems, she took her punishment stoically, like a competitor losing this or that parlor game. But this … lying to Winder … mucking about in war. A twinge of fear seized Eliza’s heart.


Elizabeth turned to the tall, slender young black woman putting away the cups. “Mary, I hope you’ll help.”


Mary nodded. “You know I’ll help, Miss Lizzie. And so will the others.”


Eliza quickly added, “We’ll have to be careful. More arrests.”


“I know,” Elizabeth frowned.


“And so many have slipped over to the Confederate side out of fear. Being labeled a ‘traitor’ is terrifying people, Bet.”


“And why not? Imprisonment, having your property seized, facing the hangman’s noose.” Elizabeth scowled indignantly, her fists clenched in anger. “Traitor! Those rebelling against the Union commit treason, not those who remain loyal.”
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As Elizabeth approached the three-story, flat-roofed brick building on Main and Twenty-sixth Streets, she spotted prisoners at all the windows, staring intently through the iron bars. Her heart sobbed for them, so far from home, so young, so unjustly imprisoned. Accompanied by Peter Roane, a servant and former slave who carried two large kettles, Elizabeth nervously entered Howard Prison, unsure what she would find.


Inside the dark corridor, a wave of second thoughts and fear suddenly swept over her. Hesitating momentarily, Elizabeth asked herself what she was doing here. The converted warehouse reeked of tobacco and a mustiness hung in the hot, still air. Resisting the urge to turn and flee, Elizabeth pushed herself forward in the dim light and showed her note to the guard. Scrutinizing the message, he escorted her to the commandant’s office.


Lieutenant David Todd, Director of Prisons, who had the morning before refused Elizabeth entrance, glared at Winder’s note, furious that she had gone over his head. Exasperated, he seemed not to know what to say and in the silence she thought of his special betrayal, this man, the brother of Mary Todd Lincoln.


Composing himself, Lieutenant Todd spoke, his tone sardonic and cutting. “And who exactly do you wish to see?”


Mindful of Winder’s admonishment, Elizabeth asked to visit with the officers.


Todd mumbled something to the guard, who motioned Elizabeth to the door. After thanking the officer, she followed the young man into the gloomy hallway while Lieutenant Todd’s piercing eyes fixed on her back.


The darkened, narrow corridor led past a series of closed doors, their secrets hidden from view. At last the guard lifted a latch on a large oak door and pushed it open. With Peter in tow, Elizabeth nervously stepped into the dirty, pungent-smelling room, squinting in the half-light at a group of men crowded into the large space, some standing, some sitting on the floor. She noticed a few men lying along the walls on the bare floor and quickly realized from their bandaged bodies that they were wounded. Only a rough wooden table and a few benches furnished the room, she observed as the guard slammed the creaking door shut behind her, noting that he would be just outside.


Startled by the sudden presence of a lady in their midst, the men rose quickly and awkwardly. One man, distinguished looking even in his wrinkled, dirty suit, stepped forward. Elizabeth immediately extended her hand and introduced herself and Peter as he placed the kettles on the table.


“Congressman Alfred Ely,” the man said, bowing.


“Congressman?” Elizabeth said, surprised.


“From New York,” the man added, offering her a seat on a bench. “And this is my good friend, Calvin Huson, a lawyer from Rochester, New York.”


One by one, those who could stand moved forward to greet Elizabeth, an odd assortment of officers and civilians, all the while glancing hungrily at the kettles on the table.


“Please,” Elizabeth told the men, motioning toward the kettles. “Help yourselves. It isn’t much. And please see that the wounded get a bit,” she added as they moved forward, tin cups in hand.


Her chicken soup and cornmeal porridge, and her lively conversation, buoyed the spirits of the hungry men. Eager for news, the men listened intently as Elizabeth told them what she knew. She took care not to betray her pro-Union sentiments but tried to find out as much as she could about conditions inside the prison and what had happened at Bull Run. She quickly learned that these Northern soldiers and civilians, like their Southern counterparts, had expected a swift defeat of the other side.


Before leaving, Elizabeth moved to the walls where the wounded lay, offering words of encouragement. One young man in particular caught her eye. His leg had been amputated and he weakly introduced himself as Lewis Francis. Fighting back tears, Elizabeth promised the holloweyed, pale youth who could barely extend his arm to her that she would send a servant every day to tend to his wants. When she asked the men what they needed, she was astonished at the lack of fresh bandages, the paucity of food, and the fact that only those who could pay got personal necessities.


“I’ll do what I can,” she assured the men before leaving.


Almost every day, with Peter or other servants, occasionally with her mother, Elizabeth made her way to the various prisons, bringing food, bandages, clothing, books, and whatever they could carry to Union prisoners. When she could not visit, Elizabeth sent servants with supplies, and a day did not pass without someone tending to Lewis Francis.


As Elizabeth grew to know the men, attachments formed and trust developed. She and Congressman Ely became friends and began to share confidences. Ely quickly learned of her antisecession, antislavery sentiments and her desire to serve the Union cause. Elizabeth in turn discovered more about Northern feelings regarding the war—that keeping the Union together was the prime motivation, not the abolition of slavery. She also visited frequently with Major Paul Joseph Revere, grandson of Revolutionary War hero Paul Revere, and Colonel William Raymond Lee, both of Massachusetts.


But one man in particular attracted Elizabeth’s attention, Major Allen Lee Rockwell. A soft-spoken, pleasant, handsome gentleman, Rockwell always stepped forward to greet her when she stopped by Howard Prison. The man towered over petite Elizabeth and bowed slightly when he shook her hand. From the first day they met, he gazed intently into her crystal-clear blue eyes, so animated and full of life, as if he were trying to understand a mystery hidden deep in their recesses. At first, Major Rockwell’s attentions embarrassed Elizabeth, but soon she found his interest flattering.


At forty-four, the dark-haired, brown-eyed Rockwell was a few years older than Elizabeth. His steady, calm demeanor reflected a stoic acceptance of his lot. The two spoke often, at first about ordinary things—the prison routine, the weather, a book she offered him. But soon they began sharing stories of their childhood, their parents and siblings.


On one of her visits, Rockwell asked, “And your husband, Elizabeth. What does he do?”


“I am not married,” she responded simply. She thought she detected the slightest of smiles pass across his lips. “And your wife?” she inquired.


“My wife is dead,” he answered, his face suddenly somber.


“I am so sorry,” Elizabeth replied.


“It’s been years,” he said softly. “I can talk about it now. That wasn’t always true.”


He paused.


“My wife died in childbirth … and …” He spoke haltingly. “My child died shortly after. He was a fine boy, my son.”


“That is more than anyone should bear,” Elizabeth said, touching his hand gently. Tears flooded her heart for the man as he spoke heavily of his loss. “I think I understand …” She stopped and her gaze dropped to the floor.


Rockwell looked at her, seeing her sadness.


Elizabeth struggled to speak of something unspoken and buried for years in the labyrinth of her memory. “I too have suffered a loss—not as great as yours.”


“Every loss is great,” he said.


“I’ve not spoken of this since it happened,” Elizabeth hesitated again. Her thoughts twisted through the dark caverns of the past. “I was to be married. My beloved fiancé, David, died on the eve of our wedding … a riding accident.” A sob caught in her throat as the long-buried loss erupted to the surface.


At the revelations, a rush of emotions welled up between them. Although they sat on a wooden bench in a musty, shabby cell surrounded by other prisoners as they spoke, Rockwell gently touched her hand when she finished and the two suddenly felt completely alone.


“You have never married?” he asked quietly as they sat.


“No,” Elizabeth answered. Then a small smile slowly began to curl across her mouth. “I’m told by my family that my expectations are too high. That I need to temper my unrealistic attitude because the perfect man doesn’t exist.” She broke into a laugh and a broad grin crossed his face.


“I can attest to that,” he said with a chuckle.


“I’m not exactly the sort of woman Southern men want for a wife,” she joked. “Strong-willed.”


“Spunky!” Rockwell interrupted, laughing.


“Stubborn, some would say,” she added with a mischievous smirk. “Truth is, I’m happy. My days are full and marriage has not been something I seek.”


“You know, Elizabeth,” he said, looking into her blue eyes, “not all men are Southern men …”
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To all the prisoners, Elizabeth and her mother became angels of mercy in their cruel, barren lives. But in Richmond they began to attract attention with their visits to the enemy. Neighbors whispered about the two women who refused to sew clothing for Confederate soldiers but ministered to the devils threatening them all. One day someone left an anonymous note on their doorstep warning the “Lincoln lovers” of “a fire,” an incident that reduced John’s wife, Mary, to near hysteria.


One morning Elizabeth sat pensively at the breakfast table drinking her coffee while Eliza arranged some flowers from the garden in a large crystal vase. Suddenly her sister-in-law burst in, waving a newspaper in the air.


“Now you’ve done it! Have you seen this? You’ll destroy us yet.” With that, Mary tossed the paper on the table in front of Elizabeth. “Now maybe John will come to his senses,” she said angrily as she stormed out of the room.


To her great dismay, Elizabeth opened the Richmond Enquirer to find an article about their visits with Union prisoners. Although the paper did not identify them by name, its reference to “two ladies, mother and daughter, living on Church Hill” was unmistakable. The article excoriated Elizabeth and her mother for “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 article ended by asserting that the women’s conduct affirmed their sympathy for the cause of the “Northern Vandals.”


“What is it, Bet?” Eliza asked apprehensively, watching her daughter stare silently at the newspaper, her face blanched and grave, her brow knit in alarm.


Elizabeth nervously handed her mother the paper.


As Eliza scanned the page, her face darkened. “This is not good, Bet.”


For a long while the two women sat uneasily, considering their plight.


“We can’t just ignore this,” Eliza said, breaking the oppressive silence and fear that hung over them. “We have to do something.” She stood and began fretfully pacing the floor.


Her mind churning, Elizabeth looked at her. “Well then,” she spoke at last, shaking off her fear. “They suspect we are pro-Union. We have to convince them we are pro-Confederate. It’s the only way.”


Eliza stopped pacing, marveling again at her daughter’s readiness to deceive. Her mind tumbled over the possibilities until an idea occurred to her. “The hospital …”


For the rest of the morning, Elizabeth and her mother gathered books, writing paper, pens, and flowers. By afternoon they set out with Peter by carriage for Chimborazo Hospital set on a hilly slope at the eastern edge of town not far from Church Hill.


At the sprawling, newly created military hospital, Eliza and her daughter, along with Peter, visited the wounded Confederate troops in its fever-ridden wards. Women, most without any medical training, cared for the soldiers. The cavernous rooms reeked of fetid human and medicinal smells. Beds lined the walls filled with sick and injured men, many of them amputees.


Elizabeth’s heart ached for them and she fought back tears as she realized that the young men filling these beds belonged to the humblest classes. When offered writing paper so they might jot messages to their families, the men sheepishly admitted, one after another, that they could not write and asked their visitors to compose a few words for them.


Several were anxious to affirm their loyalty to the Cause. When one young man told Elizabeth that he had come from South Carolina to fight, she asked him why.


“Because Mr. Lincoln is coming south,” the soldier replied earnestly, “to take all our Negroes and set them free.” After a pause, he added, “You needn’t fear. We will protect you ladies.” As he spoke, the young man seemed not to notice the black man standing stiffly next to the two women, his face impassive.


“It’s appalling,” Elizabeth fumed as they made their way home. “They are deplorably ignorant. Our own fine gentlemen are not fighting. Instead they send the poor and illiterate to fight for slavery. Young men who will never own a slave are dying for slavery!”


For days, Elizabeth and her mother visited wounded Confederate soldiers in Richmond’s makeshift hospitals. Their simple gestures and flowers, seen by the two women as providing no measurable help to the Confederate cause, nonetheless aided their own cause immensely by reassuring their neighbors and the press of their intentions.


At the same time, Elizabeth and her mother continued their visits to Union prisoners even as suspicions against them lingered in some quarters. They made the case at every turn that their Christian duty required them to forgive their enemies and help those in need. They kept their primary reasons to themselves. But even as she made these arguments, it pained Elizabeth that so many clergy cheered on the Confederacy for its “divinely sanctioned” mission, spoke in favor of slavery, and railed against the Yankee devils.
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In early September, Elizabeth approached Howard Prison with Peter, carrying their usual supplies and food, only to find the place in a stir. Congressman Ely told Elizabeth that someone had escaped from adjoining Ligon Prison the night before—he didn’t know how—but Lieutenant Todd had doubled the guard.


Major Rockwell urged caution. “I worry for you, Elizabeth. Your visits displease Todd and he needs a scapegoat.”


Within days word spread of the fugitive’s capture. He had not even managed to make it out of the neighborhood and was found hiding in a wooded lot not far from the prison, starving and dehydrated. As a message to all would-be escapees, the young man was thrown into solitary confinement in a dank, windowless stone room with little space to move or stand.


The news of the unknown prisoner’s capture greatly unsettled Elizabeth. How had he gotten out? And where was he headed? He wasn’t from the area. How could he know where to go? Who was there to help him? And if he had managed to escape, could others? The questions agonized her.


That evening a frustrated Elizabeth announced to her mother, “It’s not enough.”


Eliza looked puzzled, “What is not enough, Bet?”


“Bringing soup and porridge and bandages … I have to do more!” Elizabeth’s delicate features and flashing blue eyes brimmed with passion beneath a crown of thick curls.


Her short, elegant-looking mother nervously stared at her without speaking.


“We have friends. We know people who support the Union cause. Something more has to be done to stop this death march.” Elizabeth angrily pounded the palm of her hand on the table. “There has to be a way!”


“Do you realize what you’re saying, Bet?” Eliza asked softly, her words so faint they evaporated into the still air.


Her daughter nodded silently.


“No, Bet. I mean do you really understand what you’re proposing?” The older woman’s voice rose and cracked. “People are sent to prison just for sympathy with the Union. People are dying for their beliefs.” She paused. “It’s your life you’re talking about.”


The younger woman took Eliza’s hand in hers and searching her mother’s eyes, she said, “And possibly your life as well.”


For a long time they sat together, Elizabeth anxiously holding her mother’s hand firmly in hers. Eliza said nothing.


“I can promise you I will be as careful with your life as my own.” Elizabeth spoke at last. “I’m no hero. You know that. But it’s because people are dying that I can’t sit by.”


Eliza looked at this daughter she loved so much and said, “You’re right to want to do more, Bet. You’re far braver than your mother.” She paused again. With a weak smile, she added, “And far more clever at deception.” Then, in a voice that had become almost a whisper, said, “I’ll do whatever I can to help.”


Elizabeth hugged her mother tightly, but could not speak because the tears sat too near.


That evening as Mary read to the girls in the parlor, Elizabeth pulled her brother into the library.


“John …” She hesitated. “I intend to do more for the Union cause.”


Her younger brother started a bit. “You’re already doing a lot, Bet. Bringing food and supplies to the prisoners.”


“It’s not enough,” she said firmly. “The war is not going well for the Union.”


“But what can you do? Anything more and …” His face suddenly looked alarmed and tense.


As the furrows in his forehead deepened, she quickly added, “I promise not to involve you in any way.”


“That’s not it, Bet. You know I feel the same. If it weren’t for Mary and the children and running the business …”


Elizabeth gently pressed her fingers to his lips. “Stop. Running the business feeds all of us. You’re already doing more than your share.”


“But what do you want to do, Bet?” John pressed his sister.


Elizabeth nodded. “I’m not exactly sure. That young soldier who escaped … he had nowhere to go and no one to help. Perhaps if …” Her voice trailed off. Then she added firmly, “I’ll find a way, John.”


“Mary must not find out,” he said sheepishly. “She doesn’t agree with us and to be honest, I’m afraid she wouldn’t hesitate to …” He caught himself and fell silent.


“Mary will know none of this.” Then, probing her brother’s eyes, Elizabeth asked, “Are things well between you two?”


John shrugged sadly and shook his head. “Not very. Her family doesn’t help. You know how they feel about her marrying me. Me, part of the nouveau riche, and her a blueblood! And we argue so much about what’s happening. She’ll never understand how we feel about slavery and the Union. It’s as though she thinks we’re traitors. Lately I feel I’m married to a stranger.”


“I’m sorry, John,” Elizabeth said softly.


Just then the patter of feet and giggling came from the hallway. Annie and little Eliza burst into the library.


“Daddy, we were looking for you,” Annie said breathlessly as the two girls leapt on their father. “Mommy finished the story and we have to go to bed.”


“Then I’ll come up with you, little ones,” he said, standing as they grasped his legs.


“Goodnight, Aunt Lizzie.” The girls rushed to Elizabeth, showering her with hugs and kisses.


Like a strong gust of wind they were suddenly gone.




CHAPTER 2



SUMMER PASSED INTO FALL AND THOUGHTS OF A QUICK VICTORY FOR either side faded. The wretched in Richmond’s prisons languished in their sunless, foul-smelling cellblocks at the mercy of hunger, disease, dirt, and the occasional sadistic guard.


On one of her visits to Howard Prison in late September, Elizabeth learned from Congressman Ely that his friend Calvin Huson had fallen dreadfully ill. Wracked by fever, unable to eat, Huson languished without medical care as he lay on the stone floor of their cell. Elizabeth felt his burning head with alarm.


“We must do something,” Ely exclaimed in frustration, rubbing his forehead. “I fear for his life!”


“We tried appealing to Lieutenant Todd,” Rockwell said. “But he refuses to help.”


Without hesitation, Elizabeth responded gravely, “Let me see what I can do.” In an instant she disappeared through the great oak door.


Elizabeth went immediately to Edward Higginbotham, the physician in charge of prisons, to plead that Calvin Huson receive medical attention.


Higginbotham, unresponsive to her charming smiles and manipulative ploys, stood immobile as Elizabeth spoke. He stared at the woman, her intense blue eyes flashing. Sensing his cold hostility, she began anxiously fidgeting with the edge of a small purse in her lap.


“Have you any idea how shorthanded we are?” he scolded the presumptuous woman at last. “We can barely care for our own wounded troops.”


Unmoved, Elizabeth persisted. “We cannot let him die.”


“I’m sorry,” he replied firmly, moving to the door. “We have other priorities.” Opening the door he bid her good day.


She remained seated. “Then let me take him to my home where medical care is available.”


“That’s out of the question!” Higginbotham snapped. “He is a prisoner.”


“He’s a civilian, caught up in the fighting. What harm can it do?” Elizabeth stood her ground.


“I must ask you to leave now,” the furious man insisted, his voice rising.


Elizabeth wanted to scream at the man, to pummel some sense into him. Instead she rose stiffly. Looking into the man’s angry eyes, she walked out of the room.


She went directly to General Winder’s office and found Philip Cashmeyer in the office. One of Winder’s detectives, Cashmeyer had come from Baltimore to join the Confederate cause. The tall, well-dressed, almost regal-looking man informed her that the general was out.


He’s not at all someone you’d think of as a secretive snooper, Elizabeth thought as she studied the man’s face.


“Can I be of service?” Cashmeyer asked the woman he knew only by reputation.


“I have an urgent request for the general,” Elizabeth answered. “May I leave him a note?”


“Of course.” Cashmeyer pointed to a seat and handed her paper and pen.


As she scrawled her note to the general, Elizabeth became uncomfortably aware of the man’s gaze fixed on her. When she handed him the paper, his eyes glanced across the page. It struck her as odd that the message elicited no reaction. Cashmeyer’s face remained immobile, as though she had asked for nothing more than a weather report.


“Please see that General Winder gets my message. I’ll be back this afternoon,” Elizabeth said with her best Southern smile spread across her face as Cashmeyer bowed slightly.


Later that day, she returned and Cashmeyer escorted her to Winder’s door. She found the general not very receptive to her request.


“Miss Van Lew, you continue to amaze me,” the older man said, shaking his head. “I take it your Christian responsibility brings you here again.”


“Of course, General,” Elizabeth responded with a smile, ignoring the hint of sarcasm in his voice. With that, she launched into a long and passionate plea for the release of Calvin Huson to her care. She went out of her way to emphasize that Edward Higgenbotham had refused permission, knowing of the animosity between Winder and the doctor. For every objection the general raised, she presented a compelling response.


Exasperated, Winder finally declared, “Miss Van Lew, you ask me to simply release a prisoner to you!”


“But I assure you, sir, as soon as he is well, you will have him back. You have my word.”


“I can see you will not let this go.” Running his fingers through his great shock of gray hair, the old man smiled slightly. “It seems I must agree if I am to get any work done today!”


With that he issued a directive that allowed Elizabeth to take Calvin Huson to her home for medical care.


Peter Roane and another servant, “Uncle” Nelson, carried the fevered man by carriage from the prison to the Van Lew home, where the women put him in a guest room and tried to make him comfortable as they tended to his needs.


But not everyone was pleased. When Mary Van Lew returned home from shopping to find Huson, she raged against the move. “How can you allow this?” she asked her husband. “People will find out and what will they think? You put us all in jeopardy. I will not stay in a house with a Yankee,” she fumed.


Her husband tried in vain to calm her. Elizabeth reasoned with her. Eliza appealed to her Christian sense. Even little Annie asked her mother why she didn’t want to help the sick man. Nothing worked. Within days, Mary’s family had arranged for her to move with the children to a house they owned not far from the Van Lew mansion. John refused his wife’s demand that he too leave his mother’s home.


The move pained Elizabeth, who felt responsible for the breakup. But John wearily assured his sister it was not her fault.


“This has been coming for a long time,” he told the two women. “It would have happened in time anyway. It’s the children I can’t bear to see gone.” He shook his head in despair. “But how can I keep them from their mother?”


Losing the children greatly upset Elizabeth and her mother as well. The two had grown very attached to the little ones. They also worried that Mary’s lack of parenting skills and negligible sense of responsibility would not serve the girls well.


Unfortunately, in the Huson matter, Mary Van Lew was not alone in her censure. The idea of a Union prisoner being cared for in a Southern home angered many. Word spread quickly and the move provoked neighbors and strangers alike, and Elizabeth and her family endured open hostility. Some customers boycotted John’s hardware business.


For a while the ailing man languished, barely recognizing his surroundings. At last the fever broke and Huson rallied. After a few days he even felt well enough to pen a note to his friend, Alfred Ely. “I would give a great deal of money,” he wrote, “if only my family could see how well the Van Lew ladies and their servants care for me.” But the recovery proved shortlived and Calvin Huson’s health rapidly deteriorated. He slipped in and out of consciousness and his breathing became labored, alarming his caregivers. By the time Eliza could summon a doctor, the New Yorker lay dead.


A distraught Elizabeth hurried by carriage to Howard Prison and the officers’ cell. With tears welling in her eyes, she reported the death of his friend to Alfred Ely, who sat slumped on a wooden bench. Rockwell and the others stood by helplessly as Elizabeth described Huson’s last hours. As she spoke, a twinge of self-recrimination swirled in her mind and she kept asking herself what more she could have done.


As she was leaving the cell, Rockwell took her hand and tried to console her, “You did everything you could, dear Elizabeth.” As though reading her mind, he added, “Don’t blame yourself. It’s better he died in your home than in this wretched place.”


Elizabeth wanted to sob out loud and throw herself into the arms of the gentle man she had grown so attached to. Instead, she nodded sadly and left the room as the great oak door slammed shut behind her.


The next day, in mid-October, a quiet ceremony at Shockhoe Cemetery laid Calvin Huson to rest in the Van Lew plot. A cold wind blew phantoms across the graveyard filled with granite memories. Under a gray, cloud-filled sky, a small group paid their last respects. When the service ended, Elizabeth tearfully placed a bunch of blood-red roses on Huson’s coffin as it descended into the damp, chilled earth. Sobs rose in her breast as piles of dirt splashed on the coffin in the dark pit and her heart bid the man farewell. As she stood paralyzed by the sight, a terrible tremor swept over her as her own dead loved ones suddenly came to life before her eyes—and died again.
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Anger against the Van Lew family grew. Huson’s death did not quell the animosity against them for having given aid and comfort to the enemy. In response to continuing threats, a desperate Elizabeth went to the office of President Jefferson Davis himself to seek protection. As members of one of Richmond’s most prominent families, Elizabeth and her mother had accepted invitations to meet Davis and his wife, Varina, several times at social gatherings welcoming the family to the capital. Elizabeth also made it a point to attend as many sessions of Congress as possible when they deliberated, to track the political machinery of the Confederacy. Her frequent presence had attracted Davis’s attention for what he saw as her devotion to the workings of the Confederacy.


The tall, thin, ascetic-looking president of the Confederacy, dressed in a gray Prince Albert coat, vest, and pants, received Elizabeth in his aloof but cordial way and listened patiently as she began by praising the Confederate cause and his leadership. She explained her family’s plight and need for protection, insisting that her motivations in the Huson case rose from a Southern benevolence completely appropriate for a Christian lady and a member of her social class. As she spoke, stressing General Winder’s approval, his face retained its characteristically impenetrable mask and his erect, stately figure seemed not to move a muscle.


When Elizabeth finished speaking, Davis said simply and without emotion, “I understand.” Then, taking her completely unaware, he added, “Perhaps you can do something for us now.”


“Of course,” Elizabeth quickly replied.


“We have a new man taking over as director of the prisons, Captain George Gibbs. Lieutenant Todd is moving to a new assignment. Gibbs will be arriving in a few days with his family and has not yet found a place to stay. Could you and Eliza take them into your home as boarders for a month or two?”
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