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SPLENDID AND SILENT SUNS (A NOTE)



For a period of thirty-three hours, from just before dawn on April 12, 1861, to mid-afternoon the following day, sleep was hard to come by, in both North and South. In Manhattan, Walt Whitman left the Academy of Music and strolled down Broadway, where he heard the hoarse cries of the newsboys: “Extry—a Herald! Got the bombardment of Fort Sumter!”

Passersby broke into small groups under the brightly blazing lamps, each huddled around a paper, unable to wait until they got home to read. So it was true: the Confederates had opened fire on Fort Sumter, a federal fort in South Carolina, the first shots of the first battle of the American Civil War.

In Charleston, so close to the awful roar in the harbor, ladies solaced themselves with tea and a firm faith that God “hates the Yankees” and was clearly on their side. In Washington, DC, President Lincoln, in office barely six weeks, prepared to call 75,000 volunteers to quell this “domestic insurrection.” One hundred miles away, across the rolling Virginia countryside, the citizens of Richmond celebrated and cried, “Down with the Old Flag!” Within the week they got their wish: Virginia became the eighth state to join the Confederacy, with vessels in the James River flying not the Stars and Stripes but the Stars and Bars. By early June the South had added three more: Arkansas, North Carolina, Tennessee.

The new enemy countries settled into a war that many predicted would be over in ninety days. The twenty-three Northern states had 22.3 million people to the South’s 9.1, nearly four million of them slaves whom their masters dared not arm. Jefferson Davis, former U.S. senator from Mississippi and new leader of the South, moved his pregnant wife and three children to the Confederate capital of Richmond. He was more prescient than most, expecting “many a bitter experience” before all was said and done.

Troops poured into the two rival capitals and began making themselves into armies. Morning brought the reveille of the drum; night, the mournful notes of taps. Nothing was seen, nor spoken of, nor thought of but the war. There was work for everyone to do, even the women—especially the women. They had to adjust quickly to the sudden absence of fathers and husbands and sons, to the idea that things would never be as they had been. They had no vote, no straightforward access to political discourse, no influence in how the battles were waged. Instead they took control of homes, businesses, plantations. They managed their slaves in the fields, sometimes backing up orders with violence. They formed aid societies, gathering to darn socks and underwear for the soldiers. To raise money for supplies they hosted raffles and bazaars, despite widespread resistance from the very men they aimed to help (protested one general, “It merely looks unbecoming for a lady to stand behind a table to sell things”). They even served as informal recruiting officers, urging men to enlist and humiliating those who demurred, sending a skirt and crinoline with a note attached: “Wear these, or volunteer.”

Some—privately or publicly, with shrewd caution or gleeful abandon—chafed at the limitations society set for them and determined to change the course of the war. In the pages that follow I tell the stories of four such women: a rebellious teenager with a dangerous temper; a Canadian expat on the run from her past; a widow and mother with nothing left to lose; and a wealthy society matron who endured death threats for years, and lost as much as she won. Each, in her own way, was a liar, a temptress, a soldier, and a spy, often all at once.

This is a work of nonfiction, with no invented dialogue. Anything that appears between quotation marks comes from a book, diary, letter, archival note, or transcript, or, in the case of Elizabeth Van Lew, from stories passed down by her descendants—details about her incredible operation that have never before appeared in print. Characters’ thoughts are gleaned or extrapolated from these same sources. In any instance where the women may have engaged in the time-honored Civil War tradition of self-mythology, rendering the events too fantastic, I make note of it in the endnotes or in the narrative itself.

Beneath the gore of battle and the daring escapades on and off the fields, this book is about the war’s unsung heroes—the people whose “determin’d voice,” as Whitman wrote, “launch’d forth again and again,” until at last they were heard.

Karen Abbott
New York City





[PART ONE]

1861






THE FASTEST GIRL IN VIRGINIA (OR ANYWHERE ELSE FOR THAT MATTER)
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Belle Boyd, circa 1861.

THE SHENANDOAH VALLEY, VIRGINIA

In the town of Martinsburg on the lower tip of the Valley, a seventeen-year-old rebel named Belle Boyd sat by the windows of her wood-frame home, waiting for the war to come to her. It was July 4 and the war was still new, only two and a half months old, but Belle—known by one young rival as “the fastest girl in Virginia or anywhere else for that matter”—had long been accustomed to things operating on her schedule, and at her whim.

She tracked the progress of Union forces as they stormed down from the North, all those boys sweating and filthy under blue wool coats, lean as the rifles slung at their sides—nearly fifteen thousand of them, a few as young as thirteen, away from their mothers for the very first time. She felt they had no respect at all, waving American flags with the stars of thirty-four states when eleven no longer belonged. Two days prior, on July 2, about thirty-five hundred of them crossed the Potomac, slipped through a gap in the Blue Ridge mountains, and trampled across the lush sprawl of the Shenandoah Valley to face the Southern army at Falling Waters—a “romantic spot,” in Belle’s opinion, eight miles from her home. There Confederate colonel Thomas Jackson was waiting with four cannon and 380 boys of his own. When the rebels retreated, they left the field scattered over with blankets and canteens and, most regrettably to Belle, only twenty-one Yankee wounded and three Yankee dead.

She took the loss at Falling Waters personally. She had family in this war, uncles and cousins and even her forty-five-year-old father, a wealthy shopkeeper and tobacco farmer who depended on a team of slaves to grow and harvest his crop. Despite his age and social prominence he’d enlisted as a private in Company D, 2nd Virginia Infantry, part of Colonel Jackson’s brigade. The mood in her home shifted overnight, with Belle noticing a general sadness and depression in her mother and younger siblings, all of them too consumed by worry even to sleep. The entire town seemed unsettled. Berkeley County (of which Martinsburg was the county seat) had voted three to one against secession, the only locale in the Shenandoah Valley to do so. Seven companies of soldiers were recruited from the county, five for the Confederacy and two for the Union, and now neighbor fought against neighbor, friend against friend. No one dared trust anyone else. Citizens formed a volunteer Home Guard, sitting up all night and arresting anyone prowling about, an enterprise that lasted until one member was fatally shot by a stranger passing through town.

The women of the Valley got to work supporting the war effort, gathering to sew clothing and raise money for supplies. At first Belle joined them, wielding her needle and laundering sheets, but she soon found such activities “too tame and monotonous.” Instead she scandalized the ladies of Martinsburg by openly waving to soldiers on the street, and organized trips to the Confederate camp at nearby Harpers Ferry, where all of them temporarily escaped the gloomy atmosphere of their homes. They danced the Virginia reel and sang “Dixie” and forgot about the prospect of impending battle. Belle herself exchanged “fond vows” with several young soldiers, even as she wondered how many of them would soon be dead. “War will exact its victims of both sexes,” she mused, “and claims the hearts of women no less than the bodies of men.”

Occasionally she wandered around camp, handing out religious tracts denouncing everything from profanity to gambling to procrastination (soldiers, one cautioned, must avoid the “sin of being surprised” by either the enemy or the devil), not because she objected to such vices but because she longed to be useful. Any unfamiliar man might be a Yankee spy, and she believed it was her duty to entrap him.

“Be very careful what you say,” she warned one trespasser dressed as a photographer. “I was born at the North, but have lived among these people seven years. My sympathies are all with the Northern people. I am trying now to get a pass from General Beauregard that I may visit my sister in New York, who is a teacher in one of the public schools. I will gladly take any message you may want to send to your friends.”

The stranger declined her offer, but she would have other opportunities to dupe Yankee men.

This respite at camp was interrupted by reports that the enemy was marching down the Shenandoah Valley; the men went to fight at Falling Waters on July 2 and the women went home. After the Confederates retreated, the Union continued on south toward Martinsburg, scheduled to arrive in time for a victory parade on the Fourth of July. Belle recognized that this day now belonged only to the Yankees—the eighty-fifth birthday of a nation that had amputated a third of itself, split into uneven halves.

Staring out her window onto South Queen Street, she heard the soldiers before she saw them. They announced their presence with laughter and song, hollering about that damned Yankee Doodle riding on his pony, booted feet stomping to the burst of bugle and the grumble of drums. The beat thrummed in the air, keeping time with the tap of her heart against her ribs. It was late afternoon, the sun shedding its heat layer by layer, hunkering down toward the baked dirt roads. The soldiers’ song grew louder, their laughter more brazen. They slashed bayonets at the pale Virginia sky, marching closer and closer still.

House “servants,” a common euphemism for slaves, rounded up children in the public square and hustled them to safety. John O’Neal locked the doors of his saddle and harness shop. The church bells sat untolled, the hour unmarked. The Baltimore & Ohio railroad depot stood deserted; rebel troops had destroyed forty-eight locomotives and three hundred cars, wrapping one of the engines in an American flag before setting it afire, all to prevent Union supplies from arriving by train. Field hands hid in their quarters instead of harvesting wheat or quarrying native limestone. Clusters of homes sat darkened and deserted, the owners having packed up their silverware and their help and fled farther south. A few bold spectators arrived on horseback from neighboring towns, waiting for whatever came next.

General Robert Patterson’s Yankees were everywhere, winding through the cemetery and around the jail, pausing to shatter the windows of a church, pillage the offices of the local newspaper, claim the county courthouse as Union headquarters, and raid the distillery of a Confederate captain to guzzle his whiskey. There were thousands and thousands of them, an endlessly advancing blue line, a menacing horizon almost upon her.

To Belle’s side, within reach, lay a Colt 1849 pocket pistol.

Since the abolitionist John Brown’s attempt to start an armed slave rebellion, Belle had been terrified of “an uprising of the negroes,” and believed that “Northerners were coming down to murder us.” She told herself she would not hesitate to use the pistol; she had never hesitated at anything. All her life she had been blissfully unburdened by doubt or introspection. She believed her plain face was striking, her defiance charming, her wit precocious, her every thought clever and significant. “I am tall,” she once boasted to her cousin, lobbying him to find her a husband. “I weigh 106½ pounds. My form is beautiful. My eyes are of a dark blue and so expressive. My hair of a rich brown and I think I tie it up nicely. My neck and arms are beautiful & my foot is perfect. Only wear [size] two and a half shoes. My teeth the same pearly whiteness, I think perhaps a little whiter. Nose quite as large as ever, neither Grecian nor Roman but beautifully shaped and indeed I am decidedly the most beautiful of all your cousins.”

She had the quickest answers in class at Mount Washington Female College (where, using a diamond ring, she carved her name in a window of the Octagonal Room); the most graceful curtsy at her debutante ball in Washington, DC; and a distinguished lineage comprising politicians and Revolutionary War heroes. When Belle was eleven, her parents declared she was too young to attend their dinner party, given for a group of Virginia officials. Instead of pleading or protesting, she went to the stable, saddled up her horse, Fleeter, and rode him into the dining room, interrupting the second course. Fleeter whinnied and sidestepped. A startled servant dropped a tray. Sweetbreads skittered across the floor, and pigeon soup splattered across the walls.

Belle looked down on everyone, watching her mother’s mouth gape, her hand rising to cover it. She yanked at the reins and cleared her throat.

“Well,” she said, “my horse is old enough, isn’t he?”

In a dry, tight voice her mother ordered her to return the horse to the stable and head directly to her room. But a guest intervened.

“Surely so high a spirit should not be thoughtlessly quelled by severe punishment!” he exclaimed, and turned to Mrs. Boyd. “Mary, won’t you tell me more about your little rebel?”

And for the rest of the evening Belle seized the spotlight, redirecting its focus anytime she sensed it veering away. She scarcely knew herself without it, neither then nor now.

Her Negro maid, whom she called “Mauma Eliza,” now stood poised at the bottom of the parlor stairs, holding Belle’s Confederate flag in her arms, properly and respectfully folded. Belle would love Eliza even if she didn’t own her; at night, in secret, she defied the law and taught her to read and write. “Slavery, like all other imperfect forms of society, will have its day,” Belle believed, “but the time for its final extinction in the Confederate States of America has not yet arrived.” Eliza was thirty-three and had raised Belle from birth, protecting her and soothing her and tolerating her nonsense. Without being asked, she hurried up to Belle’s room and hid the flag under her bed before returning to her mistress’s side. In an adjacent chamber five other slaves huddled with Belle’s three younger siblings; Belle had urged them to lock the doors. From the corner of her eye she spotted her mother sitting tense and alert on a velvet settee, and Belle could trace the course of her thoughts: four of her eight children had died within the span of five years, from 1846 to 1851, and she was terrified of losing another. She always told Belle she was too “saucy” for her own good.

The air hung thick and unstirred. The wooden floors were warped from the heat. Belle wore nine items of clothing, all assembled by Eliza every morning—chemise, pantalettes, corset, corset cover, crinoline, petticoat, a two-piece dress, silk stockings, and side-button boots—and drops of sweat crept down her back, soaking through the layers. She tried to hold her body still. She heard the clatter of gun carriages, the fervent thud of drums. Fine china quivered behind the doors of a rococo hutch. And here they came, a massive serpent of blue and steel. There were gunshots and splintering glass, doors being hacked off hinges. Chairs and tables soared into the street. The warbled refrain of “John Brown’s Body” mingled with the sound of children’s screams. They were just one door away.

Belle caught a swatch of blue blurring past the window. There was a thundering of fists. The front door gave way and there was no divide now. She saw tracks in their dirty faces carved by falling sweat. Mary Boyd jumped from the settee. Eliza stayed put by the stairs, gripping the banister.

One of the soldiers, “a great big Dutchman”—a common term for a German—focused his gaze on Belle. She could tell he’d been drinking.

“Are you one of those damned rebels?” he asked.

The word “rebel” was not yet one Southerners used with pride. They lived in sovereign states, and in their view this war was not about “rebellion” but about defending their homeland against coercive foreigners. Coming from a Yankee, the word was a mockery Belle would not abide.

She drilled her fists into her hips and said, “I am a secessionist.”

He demanded to know if there were any rebel flags on the premises. Belle didn’t respond. Another soldier pointed out that the town was Federal property now, and they would hoist a Union flag up over the house.

At this, Belle’s mother stepped forward.

“Men,” she said, “every member of my household will die before that flag shall be raised over us.”

The circle of men contracted, fencing her in. Eliza peeked through a latticework of fingers. Belle noticed the Dutchman at the head of the pack. His arm coiled around her mother’s body and yanked her close. He aimed his slack mouth at hers. Belle considered her mother a “very handsome woman,” and she knew the Yankees would stop at nothing. There were reports throughout the South of “Yankee outrages,” as the papers called them, soldiers invading homes and destroying property and assaulting women. In Maryland, a border state with a large secessionist population, one woman claimed a Union soldier thrust his hands against her bosom, under the pretense of looking for concealed arms. Another Yankee, in broad daylight and on a public street, pinned a girl’s arms behind her back and asked, “Is it true that you’re the prettiest girl in Baltimore?” In one farmer’s home they found a Confederate uniform coat and, in retaliation, took the man’s two young daughters as hostages, treating them “in a manner too inhuman and revolting to dwell upon.” Communities beseeched Confederate president Jefferson Davis to send in troops to protect their “defenseless women.”

Belle did not consider herself one of them.

“Let go my mother!” she screamed.

The Dutchman looked up at her and grinned.

Belle could stand it no longer. Her indignation was “roused beyond control”; her blood “literally boiling” in her veins. The room seemed to skid to a stop, and Belle became the only moving thing inside it. Her hand grasped her pistol, finger curling around the trigger. She found a clearing amid the tangle of limbs, her target offering himself up. Letting instinct dictate aim, she bucked from the force of her shot. The circle split, bodies retreating, and there was nothing to break the soldier’s fall.

Belle heard the terse crack of bone against wood. She saw the blood pulse from his neck. She looked at her pistol in her hand, smoke still wisping from the barrel, and realized what she had done. She let it slide from her fingers, landing by the toe of her button-up boots. She heard screams, her mother’s and Eliza’s, sounding miles and miles away. All of her seventeen years seemed crammed into those seconds. Her heart scrabbled in her chest. Several soldiers shifted in her direction, threatening to kill her.

She returned to herself, then, the moment sliding into focus. She remembered who these men were, why they were there, what they had almost done.

She heard herself speak before she had a chance to contemplate her words: “Only those who are cowards shoot women,” she said, and spread open her arms. “Now shoot!”





OUR WOMAN
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Soldiers in front of the Capitol, Washington, DC, 1861.

WASHINGTON, DC

By July 4, Franklin Thompson had been a Union soldier for six weeks, undergoing basic training in the Federal capital and waiting for orders to march on Virginia. He’d never expected to join an army or fight in a war—although a sharpshooter, he had yet to aim his gun at a man—but when President Lincoln called for volunteers, he posed the question to God, who made the decision for him.

Frank, as he preferred to be called, always believed that God was with him, protecting him even during—perhaps especially during—his transgressions. At night, after the 9:00 p.m. bugle call, when the last light was extinguished and the last voice silenced, his mind sometimes conjured his most recent and serious trespass: the afternoon, six weeks earlier, when he took his place in line at Fort Wayne in Detroit, waiting for his turn with the medical examiner.

Official protocol of the US War Department dictated that all recruits strip and undergo a thorough physical examination, but doctors across the country flouted these rules. They had quotas to fill and needed bodies, quickly. It didn’t matter if a recruit was prone to convulsions or deaf in one ear or suffering from diphtheria. He merely required a trigger finger, the strength to carry a gun, and enough teeth with which to tear open powder cartridges. One recruit recalled the doctor pinching his collarbones and asking, “You have pretty good health, don’t you?” before passing him. Another was welcomed into the army after receiving “two or three little sort of ‘love taps’” on the chest.

Frank stepped forward. He was five foot six, two inches shorter than the average Union army recruit, solid but thin. He told the doctor he was nineteen years old, twenty come December. The doctor’s eyes skimmed his shoulders and back, torso and legs. He coiled his fingers around Frank’s wrist and lifted up his hand. He turned it over as if it were a tarot card, studying its nuances, noting the absence of calluses, the smooth palm, the slim and tapered fingers. For the first time he looked Frank directly in the eye.

“Well,” the officer said, “what sort of living has this hand earned?”

Frank was suddenly and strangely conscious of his voice. He willed his words to flow smoothly, to sound convinced of their own authenticity and tone. They would get him to the other side.

“Up to the present,” he replied, “that hand has been chiefly engaged in getting an education.”

Without further questioning the doctor marked Frank Thompson fit to serve as a private for Company F, 2nd Michigan Infantry. Frank took the oath of allegiance to the United States, solemnly swearing to Almighty God to support the Constitution and maintain it with his life. He assured himself that this was a calling, that he had to do what he could “for the defense of the right,” and that if he was careful no one would discover his secret: Frank Thompson was really Emma Edmondson, and had been posing as a man for two years.

[image: ]

Emma Edmondson as Private Frank Thompson.

Library and Archives, Canada.

Emma was one of fifty thousand Union soldiers currently in the nation’s capital, and she had never seen so many men in one place. Trainloads of fresh recruits clattered into Union Station each day; some came with pieces of rope tied to their musket barrels to use as nooses for Southern prisoners. Hotels overflowed with businessmen angling for government contracts and pursuing the city’s most eligible women. Soldiers lounged on the cushioned seats of the Capitol and reclined in easy chairs inside the White House. They spilled from the doorways of saloons and brothels and drove convoys of army wagons along the dusty streets. After dark, they accosted passersby in alleys for spare change and fired gunshots into the sky. Thousands of white army tents dotted the hills surrounding the city. Runaway slaves from Virginia and Maryland began slipping into the capital, and District police jailed those who lacked sufficient documentation of their freedom. The air reeked of garbage and manure and the contents of overburdened sewers. On July 4, she and the other recruits paraded for President Lincoln, who faced pressure to follow up the recent success in the Shenandoah Valley with a decisive attack that would end the rebellion.

In preparation they began each day at 5:00 a.m.: reveille, breakfast, and drills, endless drills: getting accustomed to orders and marching in columns; practicing how to “dress the line” by turning heads right or to the center; learning the drum and bugle calls that signaled whether to charge or retreat. “The first thing in the morning is drill,” one private complained. “Then drill, then drill again. Then drill, drill, a little more drill. Then drill, and lastly drill.” During the exercises the soldiers’ boots collected as much as fifteen pounds of mud and clay each. Emma kept pace with all of them; she was lithe and hard-muscled from a childhood spent working on the family farm. The city boys did not even know how to load their cartridges ball foremost, and she took furtive pleasure in teaching them. Members of the Seventh New York Infantry, known as the “silk stocking regiment,” had arrived in Washington with sandwiches from Delmonico’s and a thousand velvet-covered campstools on which to eat them. Many of the immigrant regiments—the Italian Legion, the German Rifles, the Steuben Volunteers—couldn’t understand orders in English. Some commanders conducted drills without live ammunition for fear that the neophyte troops would injure themselves before they even saw battle.

Over time Emma had become Frank Thompson—it was impossible to measure where one ended and the other began—but she now regarded her creation from a strange and subtle distance. Frank had never been tested this way, living in such tight quarters and under continuous scrutiny, and she grew keenly aware of each honed mannerism, the practiced and precise tenor of his voice. She took careful note of her comrades’ first impressions: they all knew that Frank hailed from Flint, Michigan, by way of Canada, and that despite his slight stature and oddly smooth face he had enjoyed a reputation as a ladies’ man before the outbreak of the war, squiring them around town in the finest horse and buggy, complete with a “silver mounted harness and all the paraphernalia of a nice turnout”—the fruits of a brief but successful career as an itinerant Bible salesman. They nicknamed him “our woman” and occasionally joked about his falsetto voice and small feet—so small he couldn’t wear standard-issue boots and had to bring his own—but they seemed to believe Frank was one of them, and considered him their equal. Emma liked to think they had more in common than not, the greatest distinction being that she had already died once and was willing to die again, this time for a cause much greater than her own.

If Frank faltered, Emma could be arrested and jailed. Even worse, in her mind, she would disappoint God and lose the chance to act in “this great drama,” as she liked to call the war. She was grateful for a few small mercies. To save time to prepare for roll call in the morning, most of the officers remained partially clothed for bed. Some even turned in wearing coats and boots, so no one would consider her odd if she didn’t strip down to her linens. She was lucky to count one tent mate as an old friend: Damon Stewart, a twenty-six-year-old shopkeeper from Flint, Michigan, whom she’d known before the war. They’d even double-dated on occasion, a history that now provided Emma some comfort; during downtime, gathered around the fire, her stories of sweethearts back home had a witness. Men were accustomed to seeing women in crinolines and bonnets and had no concept of what one would look like wearing trousers and a kepi cap. They could go for months without bathing or changing. Most of them avoided the long, filthy trenches that served as latrines and instead took care of “the necessaries” privately, in the woods. The stress and physical demands of her new role would almost certainly stop her menstrual cycle, and if she did bleed, her soiled rags could be passed off as the used bindings of a minor injury—hers or someone else’s.

Her smooth face and high voice were attributed to her youth, as was her disdain for swearing, drinking, and smoking. She had to be careful not to appear too adept at domestic skills like cooking and washing. Like the others, she sponged her plate with a piece of soft bread dampened with a few drops of coffee, or scoured it with dirt and rinsed it with her spit. Occasionally an enterprising officer would offer to clean or sew for others, charging a steep price, but Emma couldn’t afford to take the risk. It was the crucial details that might give her away.

She didn’t personally know any other female recruits, but she was not alone. As many as four hundred women, in both North and South, were posing and fighting as men. Some joined the army with a brother, father, sweetheart, or husband; one couple even enlisted together on their honeymoon. Some, like a twelve-year-old girl who joined as a drummer boy, were fleeing an abusive home situation. For poor, working-class, and farm women, the bounties and pay ($13 per month for Union soldiers, $11 for Confederates) served as an incentive. A small number of women had been living as men prior to the war and felt the same pressure as men to enlist. One Northern woman was a staunch abolitionist who fought because “slavery was an awful thing.” A Southern counterpart sought adventure, yearning to “shoulder my pistol and shoot some Yankees.”

Not so bloodthirsty, Emma had no intention of aiming her musket at any rebel, male or female. Every morning after roll call the medical staff had sick call, a task for which she eagerly volunteered. Believing there was a “magnetic power” in her hands to “soothe the delirium,” she tended to the soldiers suffering from typhoid fever and dysentery and the resulting chronic diarrhea, illnesses that would ultimately kill twice as many Union troops as would Confederate weapons. (“Bowels are of more consequence than brains” was a common jest.) She examined tongues and pulses, dispensed quinine and “blue mass”—a common compound of mercury—and offered “a little eau de vie to wash down the bitter drugs.” Once they received marching orders, she planned to work alongside army surgeons, hauling the wounded off battlefields, assisting with amputations, serving as the lone witness to whispered last words.

The last time Emma aimed her gun at any living being was two years ago, in 1859, before she’d ever imagined fighting in a war. She had just reinvented herself as Frank Thompson, selling Bibles door-to-door, and longed to see her mother, Betsy, who had no idea she was now living as a man. On one brisk October day Emma returned to the family farm in Magaguadavic, New Brunswick, dressed, ironically, in an army uniform, a cap tilted atop her tight brown curls. She approached the front door of her childhood home, introduced herself as Frank Thompson, and asked for something to eat. Betsy invited her inside and called Emma’s sister, Frances, to help prepare a meal for “the stranger.” Watching her sister, Emma glimpsed what her life would be had she stayed behind and bent to her father’s will. She would be married by now to her neighbor, the elderly widower who’d always watched too intently as she tended to her chores on the farm.

Emma’s brother, Thomas, sat down to join them. Her father, Isaac—“the stern master of ceremonies of that demoralized household”—was not around. Years earlier he had gone about selecting a wife who would be a good breeder in much the same way he chose a female animal for a stud, hoping to raise a large family of sons to help grow potatoes, the most important crop for New Brunswick farmers. Instead his wife gave birth to four daughters in quick succession and a son who suffered from epilepsy, an affliction Isaac viewed with disgust. He had always been prone to violent rages, a tendency that increased with the birth of each child, and when Betsy became pregnant in 1841 for the sixth and final time, she prayed every day for a boy. Instead, on a cold December day came Sarah Emma Evelyn, Emma for short. Betsy wept as the midwife cleared away the evidence of her betrayal. “My infant soul was impressed with a sense of my mother’s wrongs,” Emma later said, “although I managed to outgrow it immeasurably.” She learned to hunt and fish and break wild colts, trying her best to be the boy her father wanted, but never heard one word of praise.

Emma was relieved by his absence, and after an hour or so of idle chat, Betsy turned to Frances and without warning began to cry. “Fanny,” she said, “don’t you think this young man looks like your poor sister?” At this, Emma rushed to kneel beside Betsy and asked, “Mother, dear, don’t you know me?”

Betsy stared at her. She removed Emma’s cap and ran her fingers through her hair. One fingertip trailed down her daughter’s face. “No,” she said, “you are not my child. My daughter had a mole on her left cheek, but there is none here.”

“Mother,” Emma replied, “get your glasses and you will see the scar. I had the mole removed for fear I might be detected by it.” She jumped up to retrieve the glasses herself, reveling in her mother’s reaction: “She cried and laughed both at once, and I caught her up in my strong arms as if she were a baby, and carried her around the room, and held her and kissed her until she forgave me.”

Emma stayed as long as she dared, glancing frequently at the door, fearing that her father might walk in at any moment. Her family assured her they would say nothing of the visit, lest Isaac Edmondson set off to hunt his daughter down. Thomas accompanied his sister to the train depot, and along the way they spotted six partridges. He had never learned how to handle a gun. One by one Emma shot the birds herself, cleanly in the head, and gave the quarry to her brother to take home.

She would lose her aversion to shooting rebels sooner than she could have imagined.

Despite their inexperience Emma and her fellow recruits were eager for action; they worried that the war would be over before they even had a chance to meet the enemy. Lincoln agreed that it was time. Every day Horace Greeley, the outspoken and influential editor of the New York Tribune, egged him on with the same bold headline: “FORWARD TO RICHMOND! The Rebel Congress must not be allowed to meet there on the 20 of July! By that date the place must be held by the National Army!” The fighting in the Shenandoah Valley had made headlines but resolved little, and the Union army had a tentative plan: Major General George McClellan, the commander of the Department of the Ohio, would bring his troops eastward to support General Patterson in Martinsburg, Virginia. Together they would prevent Confederate forces from leaving the Valley to reinforce Brigadier General P. G. T. Beauregard at Manassas, twenty-five miles west of Washington. Brigadier General Irvin McDowell, commander of the Union troops around the capital, would dispose of Beauregard and push on to Richmond. A Union victory at Manassas and the capture of the Confederate capital would effectively crush the rebellion.

But McDowell was not yet ready to fight. He had an undersized staff and didn’t even possess a map of Virginia that showed anything beyond the main roads. Most of his recruits were ninety-day volunteers and still too ill trained to go to war.

“This is not an army,” he warned President Lincoln. “It will take a long time to make an army.”

“You are green, it is true,” Lincoln replied. “But they are green, also; you are green alike.”

It was decided: thirty-seven thousand Union recruits, Emma included, would soon march onward to Virginia. “No gloomy forebodings,” she wrote, “seemed to damp the spirits of the men.” They looked, to her, as though they had an overabundance of life, and all that life was darting about inside them, making every word louder and movement quicker. How “many, very many” of them, she wondered, would never go home? She felt suddenly and strangely out of harmony, but Frank Thompson buoyed her along.





A SHAFT IN HER QUIVER
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Rose O’Neal Greenhow, circa 1861.

WASHINGTON, DC

As soon as Emma received her marching orders, Rose O’Neal Greenhow summoned a courier to her home at Sixteenth and K Streets near Lafayette Square—“within easy rifle range of the White House,” as her friend, Confederate general Beauregard, liked to joke. She had to warn him that the enemy was coming, that swarms of Yankee soldiers would soon be filing from the city and heading to Manassas, Virginia, ready to fight the first major land battle of the war. The courier, Bettie Duvall, was just sixteen years old, but Rose trusted her to make this delivery. Bettie was a Washington socialite, the daughter of an old family friend, but for this mission she would play the part of a simple farm girl returning from the market, a disguise unlikely to arouse suspicion among Union guards. The Confederacy was counting on Rose to provide intelligence about the enemy’s plans, and she needed to secure a victory for the South. The new nation would not survive if the rebel army lost.

Rose led Bettie to her vanity and pulled the girl’s hair as if it were a bridle, cinching the strands around her wrist. Her other hand held a purse stitched of the finest black silk. After her husband’s death seven years before, she’d used the same silk to make a mourning dress—a dress she now wore again in memory of her twenty-three-year-old daughter, Gertrude, who’d succumbed to typhoid fever two weeks after Lincoln’s inauguration. Gertrude was her fifth child to die—she’d lost four within three years—and she had three daughters left but only one living at home. Little Rose, the third daughter she’d named after herself, was eight years old, and would become an important part of her plans.

She buried the purse in Bettie’s hair, coiling it into a tight cocoon and clasping it with a comb. The hair would not come undone until Bettie arrived at Beauregard’s headquarters and shook it loose.

Rose gave the girl meticulous instructions: Wear this tattered calico frock and drive a milk cart along a dirt road on the Washington side of the Potomac River. Pass by the endless stretch of Union camps—the 1st Massachusetts, the 2nd Wisconsin, the 2nd Michigan—and, after the last, veer left onto the Chain Bridge. Union artillerymen will be perched atop their fortification, guarding the area, but she should just proceed calmly, passing into Virginia as if she has nothing to hide. Once she reaches the countryside, she must be wary of Yankee scouts and pickets; it would probably be best to stop somewhere for the night.

In the morning, she’ll continue on to Beauregard’s headquarters at Manassas Junction. Tell the Confederate pickets she has important information for the general. Once inside, unwrap her chignon and deliver the contents of the silk purse: a slip of paper with a coded message: “McDowell has certainly been ordered to advance on the sixteenth. ROG.” The Confederates would understand that the Union forces under Irvin McDowell planned to leave Washington for Manassas one week later. Rose had gotten the information from a “reliable source,” possibly a high-ranking Northern official, who had a copy of the order to McDowell. Another source provided her with a map, used by the Senate Military Affairs Committee, showing the Union army’s route to the battlefield.

Rose had been the head of the city’s Confederate spy ring since April, when Captain Thomas Jordan, a West Pointer, distinguished veteran of the Mexican-American War and quartermaster in the US Army, came to call on her. Jordan was forty-one, six years younger than she, with close-set eyes and a tangled beard. She invited him into her back parlor, pulling a curtain of red gauze behind her, and offered him tea. She sensed he did not wholly trust her; she had earned her nickname, “Wild Rose.”

Jordan, like the rest of Washington, had heard gossip about her late-night gentlemen callers: abolitionists, secessionists, senators, representatives, diplomats, and even their lowly aides. Perhaps he had heard similar gossip about himself, rumors that he enjoyed “the same kind of intimacy” with her. If Jordan stayed late, she might replace the tea with brandy. She might unwrap her own chignon, letting her black hair skim the small of her back.

Jordan told her he had decided to switch sides to fight for his native Virginia and needed to create an espionage ring in the Federal capital—a ring he wanted Rose to organize and oversee. He and President Jefferson Davis considered her the ideal candidate for the job, both despite and because of her occasional indiscretions, and Rose accepted on the spot. No woman in Washington knew more men of power and influence, of both the Northern and the Southern persuasion.

In 1835, at age twenty-two, she’d married Dr. Robert Greenhow, a physician and scholar who served as a high-ranking official in the State Department. His tenure spanned twenty years and seven presidential administrations, and over time Rose became a greedy prospector of the powerful. She dined with Martin Van Buren and counted the late former vice president John C. Calhoun as a mentor. An avid proponent of slavery, Calhoun would sip old port and muse about the South’s “peculiar institution,” insisting it was “indispensable to the peace and happiness” of the entire country and a “positive good.” Rose worshipped him, calling him “the best and wisest man of this century,” and let his politics shape her own. She served as a close confidante to President James Buchanan and attended masquerade balls with then Mississippi senator Jefferson Davis. The New York Times, in reviewing one such event, declared her “glorious as a diamond richly set.”

As Washington became increasingly polarized over the issue of slavery, the Greenhows considered settling in the American West to prospect in land and gold. In February 1854, during a trip to San Francisco, Robert slipped off a section of planked road and fell six feet to the ground, badly injuring his left leg. An infection set in and he died six weeks later. Rose learned of the news in a letter from the head of the California Land Commission: “Robert Greenhow Esq,” it read, “is no more.” Little Rose was only ten months old.

After Robert’s death Rose strove to maintain her social position and relevance by any means necessary, disregarding neighbors’ catty talk about her “confidential relations.” She heard whispers that her “widowed tears were soon dried up” by the $10,000 settlement she received from the City of San Francisco (money she lost speculating in stocks). Although there was no relation, some compared Rose to the notorious Peggy O’Neale Eaton, who reportedly cheated on her husband and wed too soon after his death; this second marriage, to a Tennessee senator and adviser to Andrew Jackson, led to the dissolution of that president’s cabinet. But like Peggy, Rose retained numerous admirers, men who appreciated her wit and savvy as much as her figure, who knew she needed no one to come to her defense. Confederate naval secretary Stephen Mallory marveled at the way she “hunted man with that resistless zeal and unfailing instinct . . . she had a shaft in her quiver for every defense which game might attempt.” Union colonel Erasmus D. Keyes called her “one of the most persuasive women that was ever known in Washington”—persuasive enough to wheedle classified information from him in between their alleged trysts. Next came Senator Joseph Lane, Democrat from Oregon, who came to call on her as often as his health would allow. “Believe me, my dear, I am not able to move as a young man should,” he wrote. “Please answer.”

Rose’s latest conquest was Henry D. Wilson, an abolitionist Republican senator, Lincoln’s chairman of the Committee on Military Affairs, and future vice president. Wilson was a particular challenge, said to be devoted to his wife and reticent with his opinions. Rose lapped at him with her questions, increasing their force and frequency, smoothing his resistance and wearing down his will, a process that felt more like erosion than seduction. Afterward he allegedly sent torrid letters, some written on congressional stationery, all signed only “H.”

“You know that I do love you,” read one. “I am suffering this morning. In fact I am sick physically and mentally and know nothing that would soothe me so much as an hour with you. And tonight, at whatever cost, I will see you.”

If “H” was indeed Wilson, he was fully aware of Rose’s secessionist proclivities and apparently didn’t care. The letters contained no breach of national security, but neither he nor Rose ever divulged what was said behind closed doors.

Jordan taught Rose a rudimentary cipher of the type used in Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Gold-Bug,” in which mysterious-looking symbols each conceal a different letter, number, or word. She was to address all correspondence to his alias, Thomas J. Rayford. Certain combinations became familiar: “Infantry” was two parallel lines adorned with small circles; “Pennsylvania Avenue,” a series of squiggles framed by dots; “President Lincoln” (whom Rose alternately called “Beanpole” and “Satan”) looked like an inverted triangle bisected by a single slash. Jordan pointed out that the upper windows on one side of her home were easily visible through a telescope on the Virginia side of the Potomac. He gave her a copy of the Morse code and demonstrated how to manipulate the window shades to indicate dots and dashes. Each day at 10:00 a.m. and 4:00 p.m., he would order a scout or picket to watch the windows for any important news. On the street she could achieve the same effect with precise flutterings of her fan.
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Rose Greenhow’s cipher.

National Archives.

Rose immersed herself in her new role. Days that had once been spent shopping and making social calls to other women—the same women who gossiped about her late-night visitors—were now devoted to practicing her cipher and plotting her next move. The work overtook her mind, muting the dull, relentless drumbeat of thoughts about what her life had become. She was a widow with no steady income, forced to take seamstress jobs and put up furniture as collateral for rent money. With the end of the Buchanan reign and nearly thirty years of Democratic rule she’d lost her place as the doyenne of Washington society. Her daughter Florence, who was married to a captain in the Union army, sent carefully worded letters pleading with her to choose a different path: “I am so much worried about the latest news from Washington. They say some ladies have been taken up as spies. . . . Dear Mamma, do keep as clear of all Secessionists as you possibly can. I so much fear everything for you all alone there.” Her very way of life was in danger of extinction, with the Yankees intent on liberating those Negro “beasts of the field.” This war was the only hope of restoring her past and securing her future, and she would employ “every capacity with which God has endowed me” to aid the rebel cause.

She understood that the Confederate espionage system had certain advantages, circumstances she could exploit to gather intelligence. Washington, DC, was a Southern city in both character and origin; a third of its residents had been born in the slaveholding states of Virginia or Maryland. In Maryland, the Lincoln ticket received less than 3 percent of votes cast; in Virginia, barely 1 percent. Nearly every member of the Confederate government had once been a Federal official and, as such, possessed intimate knowledge of government operations. Jefferson Davis himself had served as secretary of war under President Franklin Pierce. Even the city’s mayor, James G. Berret, was said to “smack of sympathy with secession.”

The office of Attorney General Edwin M. Stanton, soon to be Lincoln’s secretary of war, was so riddled with Southern sympathizers that he had to walk to its entryway to speak confidentially with a Republican senator. Even the White House was vulnerable, more or less open to any citizen seeking a meeting with the president, who held court in a second-floor office behind a pigeonhole desk. Mary Todd Lincoln, a Kentuckian with a brother, three half brothers, and three brothers-in-law in the Confederate army, once discovered that a Southern guest was in the habit of eavesdropping outside the cabinet room doors. Such ill-gotten information would be delivered via the Underground Railroad—not, in this context, a secret route for escaped slaves but a complicated chain of couriers, boats, and horses connecting Baltimore and Washington with Richmond.

The Confederate government had no fund set aside to employ spies, but volunteers abounded, and the willingness to work without payment was a test of sincerity and loyalty. Rose had to choose carefully; the currently disorganized nature of Union intelligence did not preclude a savvy spy or two from gathering information to use against the rebels. At least one Union agent, who secretly worked as a telegraph operator, had ingratiated himself with Beauregard, persuading the general to introduce him at the Manassas Junction station as “a railroad man willing to undertake any work you may have for him to do.” Meanwhile, he was already busy sweeping out the telegraph station, listening to every message that came in.

In early May, as Union troops began to arrive in Washington, Rose began assembling her network. She called them her “scouts” but they were technically spies, the difference being that a scout was an official member of the army and a spy was a civilian. If a scout was captured, he would be treated as an enemy combatant, while a spy would be summarily hanged. Her group included a lawyer with roots in South Carolina; a clerk in the Post Office Department; a dentist who, during frequent visits to his son in the Confederate army, delivered messages and documents; a banker who traveled throughout the South under an assumed name; a professor, a cotton broker, an opium smoker, and a Sister of Charity; a widow who agreed to deliver messages for the money, completely ignorant of the true nature of her job; and various society women who had known Rose for years and their young daughters, among them Bettie Duvall, who, on July 9, began the journey from Washington to Beauregard’s headquarters, carrying news of the enemy’s plans.

Bettie rode her farm cart through Georgetown, passing by a series of Union camps, a thread of canvas tents stretched as far as she could see. Bold curls of black smoke spiraled toward the sky, carrying the scents of grease and burned sugar. She heard the jumpy plink of a banjo, the hypnotic skip of a fiddle. Confederate and Union soldiers sometimes exchanged fire across the river, but she refrained from snapping her reins to push faster; panicking would only draw attention. She turned left and rattled onto the rickety boards of Chain Bridge. If she peeked upward, past the brim of her bonnet, she would see the Union artillerymen at Battery Martin Scott, a two-tiered stone-and-turf fortification overlooking the bridge. Iron twelve-pounder guns mounted at the end of the bridge could sweep the span, and three forty-two-pounders loomed a hundred feet up the hill. No one stopped her as she rumbled across, pushing into the Virginia countryside. She had left Rose’s home hours earlier and was still not even halfway to her destination.

At sundown Bettie worried about Yankee scouts and pickets; she, like Belle Boyd, had heard of “Yankee outrages” against women. For safety’s sake Bettie stopped for the night at Sharon, a plantation owned by a family friend just west of the village of Langley. In the morning she shed her calico dress for a riding habit, abandoned the cart, and borrowed a saddle horse. She cantered off, passing abandoned wood houses and weathered ox fences, reaching a Confederate outpost near Vienna. The provost marshal brought her to Beauregard’s top aide, Brigadier General Milledge Luke Bonham, who was surprised to see the “beautiful young lady, a brunette with sparkling black eyes, perfect features, the glow of patriotic devotion burning in her face.” Bettie told Bonham she had important information for Beauregard. Would he receive it and forward it immediately? If not, might she deliver it herself?

Bonham promised that he “would have it faithfully forwarded at once.”

Satisfied, the girl took out her tucking comb and let fall the “longest and most beautiful roll of hair” he had ever seen. From the back of her head she retrieved a small package, not larger than a silver dollar, sewed up in silk. Without checking its contents, Bonham rushed the packet to Beauregard, who sent it by courier to Jefferson Davis.
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A piece of Rose Greenhow’s silk purse and part of an encrypted message.

On July 16, six days after Bettie’s delivery, Rose felt a hand press on her shoulder. She awakened to see her maid, Lizzie Fitzgerald, who whispered that a gentleman was at the door. Rose tightened her dressing gown, checked on Little Rose sleeping in her room, and hurried down the stairs. The night had thinned and the sky cracked open a dim yolk of sun, lighting a familiar face: George Donnellan, former clerk at the Department of the Interior and a close associate of Thomas Jordan’s. As an extra precaution, Rose requested further identification. Without a word Donnellan dropped a crumpled scrap of paper into her hand. She closed her fingers around it as she raised it to her eyes. Just two words, written in her cipher, but the two words she needed to read:

TRUST BEARER

Rose nodded, the messenger stepped inside, and they closed the city out.

She hurried to her library, sat down at her desk, and conjured the proper symbols for her next enciphered message, confirmation of the intelligence she’d sent a week earlier:

“Order issued for McDowell to march upon Manassas tonight. The enemy is 55,000 strong.”

Donnellan stuffed the message into the hollowed-out heel of his boot and scuttled out the door. Once he disappeared around the corner of Sixteenth Street, Rose pictured the rest of his route: a few miles by buggy, a few more on horseback, down the eastern shore of the Potomac to a ferry in Charles County, Maryland, where he crossed into Virginia and handed the message to a Confederate cavalry officer, along with these fervent instructions: “This must go thro’ by a lightning express to Beauregard.” Confederate troops stationed along the Potomac included fifty-eight cavalrymen ready to participate in a relay system designed for maximum efficiency. Stations were ten to twelve miles apart, with fresh horses available at each, and by 8:00 p.m. Beauregard was studying Rose’s deciphered note. Within a half hour the general telegraphed the information to President Jefferson Davis. The Southern army had a few days to prepare before the enemy arrived.

The following morning, Donnellan returned to Rose’s home with Jordan’s reply: “Let them come. We are ready for them.”



PRAISE FOR LIAR, TEMPTRESS, SOLDIER, SPY

  “Eloquent. . . . A riveting psychological inquiry and probing examination of the courage, incomparable patriotism, stamina, and agility of four women who repeatedly risked their lives to serve their citizenry. . . . Liar, Temptress, Soldier, Spy [feels] like an operatic espionage novel, where deception, betrayal, love, and redemption are interspersed with gripping combat scenes and perilous rescues.”

—Los Angeles Review of Books

  “Highly entertaining, with the pace of a great miniseries and illuminating oft-overlooked historical players.”

—New York Times

  “Karen Abbott’s Liar, Temptress, Soldier, Spy . . . is full of so many titillating dramas and details, you could be forgiven for periodically checking the back of the book to make sure it’s nonfiction.”

—Christian Science Monitor, best book of 2014

  “A revelation. . . . Abbott profiles four [women], sometimes weaving, some-times stacking their stories together into a compelling narrative.”

—USA Today (four stars)

  “Dry academic history this is not. You’ll find adventure and intrigue galore here—messages written in invisible ink, stitched into skirts, or pricked onto the pages of a book.”

—Boston Globe

  “Compelling. . . . Karen Abbott stitches together a patchwork narrative as complex as a pieced quilt, combining the colorful, unrelated tales of four women who fought in the Civil War as surely as Lee and Grant. . . . [Her] high achievement lies in her Augean compilation of published and archival material.”

—Washington Times

  “Gripping. . . . Meticulously researched and fluidly written, this book draws the reader in and doesn’t let go until the four heroines draw their final breaths. . . . A remarkable story of passion, strength, and resilience.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

  “Abbott illuminates the juicy and the dirty. . . . Much of the richness of the book comes from accounts of the women’s ways of turning domestic life into spy sneakiness: Maps pointing the way to fortifications are sewn into cuffs and linings. An urgent message is signaled by hanging red laundry on the line . . . and, yes, there is calculated seduction.”

—New Republic

  “A fascinating and significant contribution to Civil War literature. . . . Not only has Abbott presented an engaging narrative of these four fascinating females and Civil War spies, but she has also crafted a sophisticated work of popular cultural history—a sparsely populated genre—that is truly magnetic. By appealing emotionally and intellectually to her readers, Abbott has produced an impressive, first-rate work of historical nonfiction.”

—Civil War Monitor

  “Not for nothing has Abbott been called a ‘pioneer of sizzle history.’ Here she creates a gripping page-turner that moves at a breathtaking clip through the dramatic events of the Civil War.”

—Los Angeles Times

  “Riveting. . . . A highly entertaining narrative with the pace and tone of a novel . . . this fresh perspective on what is perhaps a familiar story will cause readers to ponder the fine line between traitors and patriots.”

—Library Journal, best book of 2014

  “Abbott makes it look easy, weaving together four women’s stories—from a society woman who used her position to steal and share secrets, to a cross-dressing soldier in the war—in order to write a history of the Civil War through the eyes of women who did extraordinary things. . . . Wildly entertaining, with a page-turner narrative.”

—Flavorwire, best book of 2014

  “Well researched and well written. . . . Abbott’s book is at once a compact history of the American Civil War captured within interwoven and riveting tales about women on both sides who fought and spied; the book is also a revealing study of how what we expect to see, and are acculturated to assume and believe, becomes what we do see.”

—Chattahoochee Review

  “Engrossing. . . . Liar, Temptress, Soldier, Spy is conscientiously researched and smoothly written and structured.”

—Wall Street Journal

  “George Smiley’s got nothing on the abolitionist spinster, widowed seductress, cross-dressing soldier, and murderous teenager featured in this true tale of espionage.”

—O, the Oprah magazine, top ten book for fall 2014

  “This inspiring collective biography reads like a novel while shedding some much needed light on fascinating chapters in both the Civil War’s and women’s histories.”

—Booklist

  “Abbott’s prose is vivid, especially when she writes about battles and the terrible costs they exact.”

—Washington Post

  “This work . . . elucidates and merges the lives and fortunes of these would-be Mata Haris in one seamless study. . . . [Abbott] weaves their adventures in the most dangerous Civil War occupation in an engaging manner. Their individual talents, tragedies, and foibles are laid bare.”

—Civil War News

  “Karen Abbott’s Liar, Temptress, Soldier, Spy is the kind of page-turning book you can get so absorbed in that you keep forgetting it’s nonfiction.”

—Bustle.com

  “Abbott finds some sympathetic, fiery characters in these four women. . . . Remarkable, brave lives rendered in a fluidly readable, even romantic, history lesson.”

—Kirkus Reviews

  “Karen Abbott’s powerful narrative is first-rate American history about a fascinating, little-known chapter of the Civil War, as well as a compulsive, thrilling saga of espionage. Brilliant storytelling, highly accessible, and impossible to put down.”

—Gilbert King, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Devil in the Grove

  “Thrilling, illuminating, heart-pounding. Liar, Temptress, Solider, Spy reads like a crackling espionage novel. . . . Karen Abbott brings to vivid life four extraordinary and audacious women, and runs glorious roughshod over all our traditional notions of the role of women in the Civil War.”

—Megan Abbott, Edgar Award–winning author of Dare Me and The Fever

  “Abbott [reveals] in such vivid detail the extraordinary lives of women who involved themselves so dangerously in the Civil War. This is that rare work of history that reads like a novel—and a really good one at that—and in which the truth is more thrilling than fiction.”

—Michael Korda, New York Times bestselling biographer of Dwight D. Eisenhower, Ulysses S. Grant, and T. E. Lawrence

  “Liar, Temptress, Solider, Spy by Karen Abbott is a masterpiece of narrative storytelling, backed by impeccable research and extraordinary material. I was gripped by every page.”

—Amanda Foreman, author of the award-winning bestsellers Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire and A World on Fire: A Epic History of Two Nations Divided

  “The subjects of Karen Abbott’s gripping story Liar, Temptress, Soldier, Spy leap up—and almost off—the page. . . . An irresistibly good tale of Civil War espionage and a reminder that the heroes of our history are often found in the most unexpected places.”

—Deborah Blum, New York Times bestselling author of The Poisoner’s Handbook

  “Beautifully written, meticulously researched, and paced like an edge-of-your-seat novel—I love this big, ambitious, unstoppable book.”

—Joshilyn Jackson, New York Times bestselling author of Gods in Alabama and Someone Else’s Love Story

  “Liar, Temptress, Soldier, Spy is a masterwork of suspenseful plots and unforgettable characters rendered in exacting, gorgeous detail—a brilliant new take on the heroines and villainesses of the Civil War.”

—Lydia Netzer, author of the New York Times notable book Shine Shine Shine

  “With Liar, Temptress, Soldier, Spy, Karen Abbott has taken history and written it with the eloquence of good fiction. Halfway through her book, I decided Ian Fleming could not have invented better spies . . . nor have written about them with any more suspense.”

—Robert Hicks, New York Times bestselling author of The Widow of the South and A Separate Country
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Sin in the Second City
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declares herself the John le Carré {
of Givil War espionage—with

the added benefit that the saga
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