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Elizabeth Van Lew was one of three children born to a prominent Richmond
family. She was educated in ia where she ped strong
abolitionist views. Van Lew's antislavery stance led her to become a dedicated
SPy and zealous defender of the Union cause. She even cultivated the image of
“Crazy Bet.” posing as mentally deranged in order to cover her covert activities.
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Within days of the First Battle of Manassas. streams of wounded Confederate soldiers
arrived in Richmond. Tompkins. believing her duty in the war lay in nursing the
wounded back to health. was motivated to open a hospital using her family's society

ties to organize wealthy matrons as volunteers and her father’s money to purchase
beds. medical supplies. blankets. and food. Tompkins demanded exacting standards
for nursing care. cleanliness. and food.
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Her roles as mother, educator and activist merged in the late I95!‘.Ils as
she realized the ies tha ision had as an e me(li um.
She became the major unpaid force behind creating a public .te|ev |smn
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