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Ever true: a union
private and his wife
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# t all started when my mother
told me that my great, great
grandparents’ Civil War
.. letters, which she had never
read, were in her Suffern attic.

“In your attic?!” Within
moments [ was crawling on my
hands and knees through the tiny
door that led to a cramped, stuffy
section of their attic. I found
the letters jammed in a small
wooden box marked “Queen
Bon Bons.” I took them outside
into the daylight and began to
read. I carefully unfolded the
stiff yellowed paper, thrilled that
I was actually touching a letter
written during the Civil War.
This particular note was written
by Charles to his wife Nancy.
I gently smoothed it flat on the
table, afraid I would tear it. The
handwriting was strange, the ink
somewhat faded and difficult to
read. Suddenly there was a word
I recognized instantly; Abe!

“We have Seward down here
about every other day, and
sometimes he fetches Old Abe
with him, and he looks about like
any old farmer.” I couldn’t believe
it. Charles in Lincoln’s company!

Among the letters was Nancy’s
obituary. “Mrs. McDowell is
Dead, Shook hands with Lincoln.
With the death of Mrs. Nancy
Wager McDowell the town
of Sodus probably loses the
distinction of having a resident
who could boast of having
shaken hands and talked with the
martyred Lincoln” Nancy was
married to Charles McDowell in
1860, a native of Canada, who
livedanddied in America. Charles
was a part of the Ninth New York

Heavy Artillery in the Union
Army. “Mrs. McDowell passed
nearly a year in that vicinity, and
many were the pies she baked
for the soldiers stationed at the
capital. Typhoid Fever caused her
to return to Alton to the home of
her parents...”

I remember hearing as a child
that Nancy survived Charles by
many years and grew to be an
irritable old woman, making her
daughter-in-law’s life miserable.
Nancy spent her last years
rocking in her chair and looking
out the living room window.
One day she took a nap in that
chair and never woke up. When
I visited Charles’s son, aged and
still living in the home Charles
had built after the war, I used
to stare at Nancy’s rocker stored
in the barn attic, terrified that
her ghost would start it rocking
again.

I took the collection of about
150 letters home to Maryland
and began an exciting ten-
year adventure. Once I grew
accustomed to his old-fashi-
oned handwriting and nearly
punctuation-free sentences, I
traveled back over 130 years
and joined Charles in heart and
mind. I felt his loneliness, his
boredom, his fear. I laughed
when he laughed. I hurt over his
deep longing for his wife and the
home and family he left behind in
Canada.

Charles served under William
Seward, Jr., son of Lincoln’s
Secretary of State. While Charles
and his comrades were stationed
in one or another of the forts
defending Washington D.C., the
New York Ninth became known
as “Seward’s Pets.” Nancy came
to live with him for a year. She
ran a pie business, selling them
to soldiers, though it was against
the edict that only settlers could
sell pies to the troops.

The thrill of the adventure

Charles McDowell and part of his regime

came to an abrupt end when
Nancy contracted typhoid fever
and Charles’s regiment was sent
to the front, joining Grant’s Army
of the Potomac and proceeding
on to the disaster at Cold Harbor.
From then on, bullets and disease
were his constant enemies. I was
shocked to read of the deser-
tions, hangings, amputations,
prostitution, and even theft and
murder among the Union troops.

I was completely immersed
in Nancy’s anxious fears for
Charles. She hoped there hadn’t
been a “ball made to kill” him.

She hoped he wouldn’t get too
close to Southern women when
he occupied their homes. She
longed for him to return to her -
even if only for a short furlough.
She wrote that she would rather
be dead than continue living
the way they were. I pondered
the final years of her life spent
rocking in her chair looking out
the window. Perhaps she was
waiting for death so Charles
could come for her once more.
There was a story in those
letters and 1 felt compelled to
bring it to light. To understand the
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context of their correspondence
I spent several years visiting
overgrown forts and battlefields.
I also scoured old books and the
National Archives. “Ever True”
was Charles’ customary way
of signing his letters. I chose
“Ever True” as the title for my
book because it holds a double
meaning, the love that is ever true
between Charles and Nancy, and
their ever-true devotion to their
country despite war’s infidelities,
scandals, and the ever-present
threat of death.
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