Elizabeth Grimes (1825-1890)
Elizabeth Nealley was born in Lee, New Hampshire on May 31, 1825 and moved to
Burlington, Iowa in 1844. There she met James Grimes, a wealthy and educated man in the
community, and they got married in 1846. She lived in Burlington, Iowa City, and Washington
D.C. intermittently after her husband was elected to political office. James Grimes served as
Iowa’s governor (1854-1859) and its senator (1859-1869) during the Civil War and
Reconstruction era. He was a quiet and reserved politician who sought counsel from his wife
Elizabeth on many occasions1. He described her as “a sort of moral thermometer for [his]
guidance,”2 She leveled his head and acted as an advisor to him in his career serving Iowa, this
letter from Mrs.Grimes also serves to show some views on death and religion in 19th century
Victorian America. Eventually, Mrs. Grimes died June 22, 1890 as an 18 year widow in her
house in Washington D.C. As an unofficial advisor to the Governor and Senator of Iowa, though
he ended his career less gracefully than it began, Mr. and Mrs.Grimes had a good hand in the era
of emancipation and represented Iowa in Washington dutifully for 15 years. Both her and her
husband wrote a plethora of letters that all tell some different detail or story about the time.
When in Washington, Grimes often sent letters to his wife updating her about events
there. A letter about the assassination of Lincoln includes his misgiving about the new president:
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I am full of forebodings about Johnson. He is loyal enough, but he is a man of low
instincts, vindictive, violent, and of bad habits. His course will depend much upon
the hands he falls into at the outset. I hope he will be equal to the occasion and
prove to be a good President.3
This letter unintentionally foreshadows the turning point in Grimes’s political career, the
impeachment trial of Andrew Johnson. Congress tried to impeach Johnson three separate times,
finally succeeding the third time. Although he didn’t support about President Johnson, Grimes
voted against removal from office which, according the Iowa Republican convention of Louisa
county, betrayed Iowans4. Had Grimes not intended to retire due to declining health, this vote
would have ended his career.
The letter from Elizabeth Grime was written as a response to a letter that had told her that
a friend named Ada had died 5. The recipient of this letter is only referred to as “dear friend”, but,
based on the letter they have a connection to Bradford School, where Ada, the deceased, also
went to school. One of the other people mentioned, Mrs.Salter, was the wife of pastor William
Salter, the pastor who wrote Life of James W. Grimes, Governor of Iowa, 1854-1858; a Senator
of the United States6. Grimes goes on to write about not yet seeing anything about the death of
Ada in the paper or any public journals.
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Grime’s letter represents the times of the Victorian Era in America. The Victorian era was
most of the 19th century into the early 20th century, and it marked a time of modernization in
America both technologically and culturally. Victorian authors of the time included Longfellow
and Poe. More people, especially women, were being taught writing and literacy at this time
making it a more widespread medium of communication. An increase in literacy led people to
write in more elegant and conceptual ways that reflected who they were and displayed their
talents as a writer7.
Grimes’ letter is in line with this Victorian writing style and her assessment of death and
mourning give us an insight into the style of writing at the time. An example of ornate writing
style of the time is how she chooses to explain why her friend deserves a quality publication
about her death;
of our pastor Mrs.Salter, a classmate & friend of Ada’s when at Bradford school.
Mrs.Salter expresses the wish that “some memorial might be prepared of our
departed friend; She thinks a greater service could hardly be done to cause of
Christ than to give to the world the record of such faith & fortitude & virtue,”
What do you think of the suggestion & who will be willing to undertake so good a
work. I have looked for an obituary notice of Ada’s death in the “Journal”, but
nothing has yet appeared. Moses would be able to prepare some tribute which
would be valued by Ada’s friends, & draw many thoughtful minds to the
contemplation of her beautiful life. It is good to have known her & enjoyed 8.
This acts as a call to action towards writing about her death, dignity of the deceased was a
victorian trait that can be found at the time9. This passage shows during the Victorian Era
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importance of proper respect to the dead as they want a publication that’ll properly honor the
departed Ada 10.
According to the letter, death is an occasion that requires the utmost passion and respect
towards the deceased. Referring to the line, “She thinks a greater service could hardly be done to
cause of Christ than to give to the world the record of such faith & fortitude & virtue”, this tie in
of religion shows that a proper eulogy aligns their sense of faith as well as their sense of
responsibility to the dead11. One of the paragraphs in the letter is different from the topic of Ada’s
death, it discusses what Grimes knew about Wahsington at the time. She shares her opinion on
the topic in this passage;
Mr.Grimes left a week ago last Monday for Washington. I believe much
excitement is anticipated in Congress.The present crisis seems to me full of the
most serious interest but not an occasion of any great alarm. Of course, I may not
very fully comprehend it12.
This passage was written December 5th, 1860, just the month before Lincoln was elected,
November 6th, this transition of power appeared peaceful to Mrs.Grimes and that it was no cause
for concern. December 20th, 15 days after this statement South Carolina retaliates to the election
of Lincoln by seceding from the union, with ten other states following the next month13. This
letter was written four months before the Civil war started on April 12, 1861. Grimes’s letter may
not have been correct, but the time between Lincoln’s election and the war was short, especially
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considering the bloody event the war would be. What she did know of the war can be observed
in a letter her husband wrote on July 22, 1881 where he says;
Yesterday I was on the field of battle. No one can have a proper conception of its
horror. Our army was totally routed, with immense destruction of life on both
sides. I was not much exposed, except to capture, which I escaped by less than a
minute. I have witnessed the last battle-field, certainly the last I shall visit
voluntarily. I cannot picture it's horrible details but will tell you about them if I
can14.
Elizabeth knew of the death and destruction of the war. With the previous addressed attachment
to death and respect for the dead must’ve only made this knowledge more tragic.
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