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Fort Nonsense is a conspicuous reminder of Mathews County’s Civil War his-
tory. When war broke out, men between the ages of 21 and 45 were mustered 
for service in the 61st Virginia Militia Regiment. Company H became known 
as the Mathews Light Artillery. This unit, commanded by Capt. Andrew 
Armistead, was assigned to Starke’s Battery on the Piankatank River. Com-
pany E, under Capt. Robert E. Hudgins, was mustered on October 31, 1861, 

and was sent to 
Gloucester Point. Both 
units disbanded when 
the Confederates aban-
doned Gloucester Point 
on May 4, 1862. Many 
other Mathews County 
men served in the 5th 
Virginia Cavalry, the 
26th Virginia Volunteer 
Infantry, and the  
Confederate Navy.

Two Mathews County natives rose to prominence during the war. 
James Henry Lane (1833–1907) was born at Mathews Court House. Upon 
graduation from Virginia Military Institute and the University of Virginia, 
he taught mathematics and tactics at VMI. After leading North Carolina 
regiments, Lane was promoted to brigadier general in 1862. His brigade saw 
action from Fredericksburg to Appomattox.

Sally Louisa Tompkins (1833–1916) of Mathews County was known 
as the “Angel of the Confederacy.” She operated Robertson Hospital in Rich-
mond, Va., from July 1861 until the end of the war. Tompkins, who was the 
only woman to hold a position as a commissioned officer in the Confederate 
army, was appointed captain of cavalry on September 9, 1861.

Last Mathews Confederate veterans, March 31, 1931. Top left to right: Elkanah Diggs and William S. Burroughs. 
Front left to right: John A. Lewis, Walter R. Stoakes, Major Giles B. Cooke, and John Wesley Minter. – Courtesy 
Mathews County Historical Society

Gen. James Henry Lane  
Courtesy VMI Archives

Capt. Sally Louisa Tompkins  
Courtesy Virginia Historical Society
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The U.S. Navy’s longstanding tradition of recruit-
ing black sailors enabled several runaways from 
Mathews County to enlist aboard Potomac Flotilla 
and North Atlantic Blockading Squadron war-
ships. On January 30, 1862, the logbook of USS 
Young Rover noted the arrival of five Mathews 
County contrabands (escaped slaves), including 
John and Washington Diggs, Aleck Phillips (Bil-
lups), and Joe Williams. Young Rover picked up 
five more contrabands—George Williams, Hum-
phrey Brooks, and brothers Richard, William, and  

Daniel Brooks—on March 1. The Brooks broth-
ers shipped aboard the frigate USS Minnesota on 
May 17. Daniel Brooks at first worked as a coal 
heaver on USCS Arago, a U.S. Coast Survey ship 
chartered by the government to help track CSS 
Virginia (formerly USS Merrimack) in 1862. Capt. 
G. J. H. Van Brunt, commander of Minnesota, 
welcomed contrabands into the crew. Van Brunt 
believed that these men served energetically and 
they “evidently felt that they were working at the 
deliverance of their race.”Sailors on deck of USS Arago off Charleston, S.C. –Courtesy Library of Congress USS Arago – Courtesy National Archives & Records Administration

USS Minnesota, from Harper’s Weekly


