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Martin County Library System Book Club Kit:  

Liar, Temptress, Soldier, Spy:  
Four Women Undercover in the Civil War  
by Karen Abbott 
Included in the Kit: 

• Book summary 
• Author biography 
• Discussion questions 
• Recipe suggestions 

Book summary 
Seventeen-year-old Belle Boyd, an avowed 
rebel with a dangerous temper, shot a 
Union soldier in her home, and became a 
courier and spy for the Confederate army, 
using her considerable charms to seduce 
men on both sides. Emma Edmonds 
disguised herself as a man to enlist as a 
Union private named Frank Thompson, 
witnessing the bloodiest battles of the war 
and infiltrating enemy lines. The beautiful widow Rose O’Neal 
Greenhow engaged in affairs with powerful Northern politicians 
and used her young daughter to send information to Southern 
generals. Elizabeth Van Lew, a wealthy Richmond abolitionist, hid 
behind her proper Southern manners as she orchestrated a far 
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reaching espionage ring—even placing a former slave inside the Confederate 
White House - right under the noses of increasingly suspicious rebel detectives. 

With a cast of real-life characters, including Nathaniel Hawthorne, General 
Stonewall Jackson, Detective Allan Pinkerton, Abraham and Mary Todd Lincoln, 
and Emperor Napoléon III, Liar, Temptress, Soldier, Spy shines a dramatic new 
light on these daring—and, until now, unsung - heroines. 

Source: HarperCollins (harpercollins.com/products/liar-temptress-soldier-spy-karen-abbott) 
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Meet the Author 
Karen Abbott is the New York Times 
bestselling author of Sin in the Second 
City, American Rose, and Liar, 
Temptress, Soldier, Spy, named one of 
the best books of the year by Library 
Journal, the Christian Science Monitor, 
and Amazon. She has written for 
newyorker.com, the Wall Street Journal, 
the Washington Post, Smithsonian 
Magazine, and other publications, and 
has appeared on the History Channel, 
CBS Sunday Morning, AMC's "Making of 
the Mob," the Travel Channel's 
"Monumental Mysteries," and the 
Discovery Channel. Her new book, The 
Ghosts of Eden Park, is an instant New 
York Times bestseller, an Edgar Award finalist for best fact crime, an Indie Next 
pick, an Amazon best book of 2019, and a Smithsonian Magazine top ten history 
book of 2019. The Wall Street Journal calls The Ghosts of Eden Park “vibrant and 
enormously readable,” and names Abbott “one of the masters of the art” of 
narrative nonfiction.  

Source: Author's website. (karenabbott.net/bio) 
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Discussion Questions 
1. Liar, Temptress, Soldier, Spy examines women’s roles and how they 

changed when the men in their lives—fathers, husbands, brothers—
enlisted in the Union and Confederate armies. What do you think was the 
most difficult aspect of being a woman during this time? Do you think most 
women considered their increased responsibilities a hardship or a 
freedom? 

2. There are several instances in which the main female characters 
manipulate or outright defy traditional gender roles. How does each 
character use her femininity—and society’s notions of femininity— to 
achieve her goals? What did President Lincoln’s advisor mean when he 
lamented the proliferation of “fashionable female spies?” 

3. Emma Edmonds went furthest in upending gender roles, disguising herself 
as “Frank Thompson” to enlist in the Union army. How do you think Emma 
(and the other approximate 400 women who enlisted as men) pulled off 
this spectacular feat? What were some of the daily challenges they endured 
in living as imposter men among real ones? 

4. Discuss the significance of the title, and how it applies to the lives and 
exploits of Belle, Emma, Rose and Elizabeth. When and how was each a liar, 
a temptress, a soldier, and a spy? 

5. Belle, Rose, and Elizabeth all employed servants/slaves during their 
espionage missions. How did each woman’s treatment of her servant/s 
differ? Did any of their views on slavery evolve during the course of the 
war? 

6. Elizabeth’s servant Mary Jane Bowser is both a key character in the book, 
and one of its most mysterious. How did her identity as an African 
American woman affect her role as a spy? In what ways did it make her job 
easier, or more difficult? 

7. Discuss each character’s relationship with the men—both familiar and 
strange—in their lives. How did the women use men to their advantage? 
Were the women ever used themselves? 
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8. Belle looked up to Rose, a woman she met only briefly, and considered her 
a role model. In what ways were Belle and Rose alike, and how were they 
different? In your opinion, who was the more successful spy? How did 
Belle’s reputation as a “fast girl” assist—or hinder—her work on behalf of 
the Confederacy? 

9. Rose’s daughter, Little Rose, is a crucial part of her espionage work. Do you 
think Rose was justified in using her daughter in her missions? What would 
you have done in her place? 

10. Which spy did you relate to the most, and why? What motivated each of 
the women? If you had lived during the Civil War, would you have dared to 
behave as these women did? 

11. Both North and South spoke of “atrocities” committed by the enemy. 
Which of these was the most shocking to you? In your opinion, did one side 
exaggerate more than the other? 

12. What aspects of life during the Civil War surprised you the most as you read 
the women’s stories? How does this version compare to others you’ve 
read? 

13. Abbott’s research sources comprise more than forty pages. Look through 
this section and discuss the process she undertook to reconstruct this 
history. How does it benefit a society to have free access to historical 
documents? Is there such a thing as “historical truth”? 

Source: HarperCollins (harpercollins.com/products/liar-temptress-soldier-spy-karen-abbott) 
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Recipes 
Green Tomato Pie 

• 1-1/2 cups sugar 
• 5 tablespoons all-purpose flour 
• 1 teaspoon ground cinnamon 
• Pinch salt 
• 3 cups thinly sliced green tomatoes 

(4 to 5 medium) 
• 1 tablespoon cider vinegar 
• Dough for double-crust pie 
• 1 tablespoon butter 

Preheat oven to 350°. In a bowl, combine 
sugar, flour, cinnamon and salt. Add 
tomatoes and vinegar; toss to coat. On a lightly floured surface, roll one half of 
dough to a 1/8-in.-thick circle; transfer to a 9-in. pie plate. Trim to 1/2 in. beyond 
rim of plate. Add filling; dot with butter. 

Roll remaining dough to a 1/8-in. thick circle; cut into 1-in.-wide strips. Arrange 
over filling in a lattice pattern. Trim and seal strips to edge of bottom crust; flute 
edge. 

Bake until tomatoes are tender, about 1 hour. Cool on a wire rack to room 
temperature. Store in the refrigerator. 

Source: Taste of Home. (tasteofhome.com/recipes/green-tomato-pie) 
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Southern Sweet Tea 
• 3 family sized black tea bags (or 12 individual 

tea bags), such as Lipton or Luzianne 
• 1 cup granulated sugar 
• Ice 
• Fresh mint or lemon slices 

Prep Time: 10 min.  Yield: 1 gallon. 

Bring 4 cups of water to a boil in a small saucepan 
over medium-high heat. Remove from heat. Insert tea 
bags and steep for 5 minutes. Discard bags. Add the 
sugar to the tea and stir until completely dissolved. 
Pour the tea into the pitcher. Top off with water. 
Refrigerate until very cold, at least 4 hours or 
overnight. Serve over ice. Add a sprig of mint or a 
slice of lemon to each if desired.  

Source: “Southern Sweet Tea.” The Kitchn.  
(thekitchn.com/how-to-make-sweet-tea-cooking-lessons-from-the-kitchn-94457) 
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