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For Marie




“If I were to speak of war, it would not be to show you the glories of conquering armies but the mischief and misery they strew in their tracks; and how, while they march on with tread of iron and plumes proudly tossing in the breeze, some one must follow closely in their steps, crouching to the earth, toiling in the rain and darkness, shelterless like themselves, with no thought of pride or glory, fame or praise, or reward; hearts breaking with pity, faces bathed in tears and hands in blood. This is the side which history never shows.”


Clara Barton







Foreword


In this portrait of Clara Barton in the Civil War, I have referred to her as Clara, because that is how she was known to her family and friends. Calling her Barton makes her seem cold and distant, when she was anything but that: in the company of people she liked, she exuded a special warmth and had a relaxed informality about her. She was Clara. And this is the story of her Civil War, the war in the battlefield hospitals—now a bullet-ridden farmhouse, now a crumbling mansion, now a windblown tent—where she served as nurse, relief worker, and surrogate mother or sister, wife or sweetheart, to her “dear boys” who lay sick, wounded, and dying by her side. The Civil War was the defining event in Clara’s life, shaping who she was and what she became. It gave her the opportunity as a woman to reach out and seize control of her destiny.


It is one of the most compelling stories I have ever encountered in all my years as a writer. It has a tragic national context, a sympathetic and original lead character, a wartime love affair with a married officer, powerful friendships and complex family ties, a sometimes antagonistic medical bureaucracy, obdurate male and female adversaries, plenty of battlefield action seen from a unique perspective, and a compelling plot: a passionate, driven, conflicted woman who overcomes “the fearful odds” against her, invades a man’s domain, and helps change it dramatically.


To tell the story of Clara’s Civil War, I have drawn heavily on the Clara Barton manuscripts, a good many of them never used before. Because Clara was in the storm, because she served near the battlefield of Second Bull Run, on the battlegrounds of Antietam, Fredericksburg, and Battery Wagner, and near the front during the Wilderness campaign and the siege lines of Petersburg and Richmond, I have tried to depict her in the swirling chaos of battle, to give some sense of what she experienced there and how it affected her, and to describe her important contributions to the Union war effort and to the liberation of her sex. This is, of course, a work of narrative nonfiction. Using authenticated details, I have tried to evoke Clara’s wartime experiences through graphic scenes and images. I have tried to recreate a living woman in a living world, to simulate what it was like “to be there” with her as the war unfolded.


How I came to write A Woman of Valor is a story in itself. For the past several years I have worked on a sweeping biographical history of the entire Civil War epoch, one that attempts to capture it through the intersecting lives of a dozen central characters. One of them was Clara Barton. Always fiercely independent, a dedicated loner, she refused to remain in my lineup. Every time I wrote something about her in conjunction with my other figures, I had the sensation that she was trying hard to keep me from knowing and understanding her. She would float into my consciousness without a face, for example, or give me the strange feeling that she was hiding from me somewhere in my study, or had just bolted out the door. At one point my computer abruptly malfunctioned and started throwing out an entire body of information—several months worth of work on Jefferson Davis. Nothing I punched on the keyboard could stop the machine from its insane mission to erace every trace of the Confederate president from its memory. All I could do was watch in despair. At first I blamed this on Davis’s own stubborn pride, as if he were saying, “You’re not putting me in a book with Lincoln or any other hated Yankee!” Later I decided it was Clara again, trying to sabotage my project in an effort to get out of it. Finally, submitting to her superior will, I put the biographical work aside and set out to write Clara’s Civil War story by itself—and on a new computer, I might add. After that, she cooperated fully. I was helped to my decision by the remarkable details, so many of them never before published, that I kept discovering in the Clara Barton archives. Now I have told the story Clara wanted me to tell, speaking in an empathetic voice that attempts to understand and capture her in all her complexity, all her humanity. I hope she is not too disappointed with the result.








PART ONE
The Search





Clara would never forget the day the Civil War first touched her personally. She was in Washington City, working as a copyist in the U.S. Patent Office, when she heard that something terrible had happened to the Sixth Massachusetts Regiment in Baltimore. A riot, someone said. The soldiers had been attacked while marching through the city en route to Washington, and the survivors were due in on the next southbound train.


Clara was “indignant, excited, alarmed.” She was from Massachusetts—North Oxford, to be precise—and many of her childhood friends were members of the “old 6th Regiment.” She hoped to God none of them had been killed or wounded. Anxious to help the soldiers somehow, Clara and her sister, Sally Vassall, joined a crowd of Washingtonians hurrying toward the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad Station. Clara walked with a resolute, flat-footed stride, her head erect, her eyes focused straight ahead. Her full name was Clarissa Harlowe Barton, and (she liked to point out) she was the daughter of Captain Stephen Barton, a veteran of the Indian wars in the old Michigan Territory. She was small, slender, and striking: only five feet tall, with silky brown hair parted in the middle and combed into a bun in the back of her head; she had a round face, a wide, expressive mouth, and exquisite, dark brown eyes. It was hard to tell her age; she looked to be in her late twenties but was actually thirty-nine. She was unmarried by choice and one of only a handful of women employed by the Federal government in Washington. In the current crisis, she was an ardent Republican and patriot—“from the bottom of my heart,” she wrote a cousin, “I pray that the thing may be tested, may the business be taken in hand and proved, not ‘if’ we have a Government, but that we have one.”


It was April 19, 1861, seven days after Confederate forces had fired on Fort Sumter in Charleston harbor and plunged the country into civil war. Since then, the pace of ominous events was almost too much to comprehend. Lincoln called up 75,000 volunteers to put down the rebellion in Dixie, Virginia seceded and virtually joined the Confederacy, and a menacing rebel army was assembling south of the Potomac. Defended by only a few ragtag volunteer companies, Washington City seemed vulnerable to attack and was prey to rumors of impending doom. Telegraphic dispatches indicated that the Sixth Massachusetts Regiment, the Seventh New York, and various other militia units were on their way to save the capital. But the latest intelligence—the mobbing of the Sixth in Baltimore—rocked Washington to its foundations.


Shortly after Clara and Sally reached the railroad station, the train from Baltimore came into view with blasts of its steam whistle. The crowd cheered as the locomotive rolled into the station belching smoke and ash, its boxed oil head lamp looming in front like a giant eye. As the wounded soldiers, more than thirty of them, were helped off the cars, Clara led several women forward to dress their injuries with handkerchiefs. Her indignation rose when she recognized a few of them; they were her old “schoolmates and playmates” from Worcester County. What was to be done with them? The Union Medical Department, so inadequate and understaffed that it could not cope with a riot, let alone a war, had no general hospitals in Washington or anywhere else. All it had were a few army post hospitals, and the largest of those had only forty beds and was located clear out in Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. The Quartermaster Department, which was responsible for constructing hospitals, was reluctant to do so on the grounds that they were expensive. “Men need guns, not beds,” the quartermasters argued. Which was not much help to the wounded of the Sixth Massachusetts. Many of them found their way to the little infirmary on E Street, and Clara took a few others to her sister’s house, where she bandaged their injuries and listened, transfixed, as they described their ordeal in Baltimore.


The first of four Massachusetts militia regiments mobilized in response to Lincoln’s call for volunteers, the Sixth had enjoyed a rousing send-off in Boston two days before. There went the pride of the Bay State: swaying lines of infantry smartly clad in gray overcoats and armed with new rifles, heading south to defend the Union from the “traitors” in Dixie. Tumultuous flag-waving crowds greeted the regiment in Connecticut, New York City, and New Jersey. But when it reached Baltimore, a hotbed of secessionist sentiment, the crowds turned ugly. As the soldiers headed for Camden Street Railroad Station, where they would entrain for Washington, secessionist flags bristled on the sidewalks. “Kill the white niggers!” somebody shouted. “Hurrah for the Confederacy!” A mob of mutinous civilians pelted the soldiers with paving stones and then rushed their ranks. Drilled in street fighting, the Sixth fought back with rifle butts and bayonets. Finally, a column of troops opened fire, pouring volley after volley into the raucous crowd until it dispersed. When the riot was over, twelve civilians and four soldiers—the first battle casualties of the Civil War—lay dead in the streets.


As Clara mulled over the riot and the “great national calamity” now besetting the country, she thought: “I look out upon the same beautiful landscape—the same clear blue sky, the same floating clouds—the face of nature is unchanged—nothing there indicates that the darkest page in our country’s history is now being written in lines of blood! But I turn and one glance on the face of man reveals the terrible certainty of some dark impending war.” Yet this day, April 19, was the anniversary of the battle of Lexington and the shot “heard round the world,” and Clara thought it “an omen of evil import to those who have dared to raise the hand of rebellion against the common country.”


But all the omens seemed to bode ill for the Union. Demolition parties had burned the wooden railroad bridges west and north of Baltimore; by April 21 all rail and telegraph connections between Washington and the North were cut. The capital was isolated, trapped between hostile Maryland and secessionist Virginia. President Lincoln himself mounted “the battlements of the executive mansion,” as one of his young secretaries put it, and scanned the Potomac through a telescope, searching for a sign of troop transports from the North. Beyond the Potomac, rebel flags could be seen flying over the buildings of Alexandria. The government was surrounded by its enemies. Right here in Washington, Southern sympathizers wore secession badges in the streets. As Clara observed, it was common “to see little spruce clerks and even boys strutting about the streets, and asserting that ‘We had no Government,—it merely amounted to a compact but had no strength. Our Constitution was a mere pretense, and our government a myth.’” There were even disloyalists in the Patent Office where Clara worked. Two male clerks were particularly offensive in their protestations of support for the Confederacy. The damned traitors! It made Clara furious when they flaunted the very government that employed them. Those two would bear watching, she decided.


On Saturday Clara called on the Sixth Massachusetts, which had taken up quarters in the Senate Chamber since no barracks were available for them. The soldiers had fashioned beds on the carpeted floors, in the galleries, and out in the corridors. Clara found that they lacked the most basic necessities. Many of them had lost their baggage in Baltimore, and the militia officers did not know how to requisition government stores and supplies. Hearing that, Clara resolved to resupply the regiment herself She marched home and emptied her drawers of thread, needles, thimbles, scissors, buttons, pins, strings, salves, and serving utensils and packed them all in “the largest market basket in the house.” The next day, Sunday, she persuaded neighborhood grocers to sell her provisions, hired five blacks to carry them in wicker baskets, and led the parade up to Capitol Hill, where she distributed her stores to lusty cheers. One of the men had a two-day old copy of the Worcester Spy, which contained the first report of the regiment’s history and journey to Washington, and the soldiers clamored for their benefactor to do them the honor of reading it aloud. Happily obliging, Clara strode to the vice-president’s desk and read the story in her clear, soft, musical voice. “You would have smiled to see me and my audience in the Senate Chamber of the United States,” she wrote a friend. “But don’t tell us they are not determined—just fighting mad.” She was certain that the rebels would attack Washington City within the next sixty days. “If it must be, let it come; and when there is no longer a soldier’s arm to raise the Stars and Stripes above our Capitol, may God give strength to mine.”


That same day, the flashy Seventh New York regiment reached Washington City and marched in perfect formation to the White House. The capital, it appeared, had been saved. Bands played, flags flew, brass howitzers boomed. Early the next morning came the Eighth Massachusetts and the First Rhode Island regiments. The Rhode Island troops were under the joint command of millionaire Governor William Sprague, who sported a yellow plume in his hat, and Ambrose Everts Burnside, a large, imposing man with impressive sideburns and whiskers that curled under his nose. Clara would come to know Burnside well enough in the hard days ahead. The Rhode Islanders found quarters in Clara’s Patent Office, laying their bedrolls among the tables and displays of patented oddities. For weeks the regiments poured into Washington, camping in the Treasury Department, in warehouses, in the Center Market, behind City Hall, in the Navy Yard, on Franklin Square. “We are now an armed city,” Clara wrote her friend and cousin, Elvira Stone. “Thirty thousand soldiers armed to the teeth, marching and counter marching drilling in squads, companies and battalions, the roll of the drums bursting upon your ears at almost every moment, the long lines of dark, dusty men, as some new Regiment files up the Avenue, with their canteens and haversacks, and thousand bristling bayonets glimmering in the sun.”


“I don’t know how long it has been since my ear has been free from the roll of a drum,” Clara wrote her father. “It is the music I sleep by, and I love it.”


Clara had never before been so excited. She wanted desperately to enlist in the army, to serve the grand old flag as her “soldier father” had done. Yet it was impossible because she was a woman, and the army would tell her that a woman’s correct sphere was the home. Oh, she knew the argument well. One day she would capture it perfectly in a bit of sarcastic verse: Women, men said, would just be in the way. They didn’t know the difference between work and play. What did women know of war anyway? What could they do? Of what use could they be? They would just scream at the sight of a gun, don’t you see. Imagine their skirts among artillery wheels, and watch for their flutter as they flee across the fields. They would faint at the first drop of blood in their sight…. They might pick some lint, and tear up some sheets, and make us some jellies, and send on their sweets, and knit some soft socks for Uncle Sam’s shoes, and write us some letters, and tell us the news. And so it was settled, by common consent, that husbands or brothers or whoever went, that the place for the women was in their own homes, there to patiently wait until victory comes.


Clara hated that argument. She hated all restrictions on women because of their sex and thought them entitled to the same rights as men. She had rejected marriage, which she associated with death, and had turned her back on the idea of marriage and motherhood as the female ideal. She had become a single working woman, had taught school in Massachusetts, and had established the first public school in Bordentown, New Jersey. Then she had convinced male bureaucrats that she was competent and mature enough to work in the U.S. Patent Office. She had demonstrated that a woman could function quite ably outside the home, and she saw no reason why a woman of her qualifications and attributes wouldn’t make a splendid soldier. Indeed, what man could surpass her? Thanks to the tutelage of her father and older brothers, she was a superb horsewoman and a dead shot with a revolver; she could consistently hit the bulls-eye of a target fifty feet away. She was physically strong, could handle a saw and a hammer, and could drive a wagon team. Indeed, her father had always told her that she was “more boy than girl.” Since childhood, she had idolized her warrior father, who had often treated her like a son destined to follow in his steps. A tall, lean man with large hands and a military bearing, Captain Barton had enthralled little Clara with stories about his wartime exploits with Mad Anthony Wayne in Michigan Territory, and he had drilled her in military tactics. “We marshalled large armies, laid in ambush, and fought sanguinary battles,” she remembered. “I had no end of camp material, but no dolls—I never had one.” “Where other little girls listened to fairy tales and mother Goose wonders, I sat on my father’s knee and asked for ‘more stories about the war’ and how the soldiers lived.” Most important: “I early learned that next to Heaven our highest duty was to love and serve our country.” And now, in the worst crisis in its history, Clara ached to join the service and fight for her country. “The patriot blood of my father,” she said later, “was warm in my veins.”


But it made no difference to the U.S. Army: she was a woman, and her place was the home.


True, some women were getting into uniform by masquerading as men, but Clara was too inhibited to try that. Despite her soldierly upbringing, she had a sense of propriety as a lady that held her back like an iron hand. Her need to be a “lady” also stemmed from her father: while treating her like a son, Captain Barton admonished her always to act like “a proper little lady” and even forbade her to skate or dance because “nice” girls didn’t do that. As a consequence, Clara grew up concerned with being ladylike at the same time that she identified with the male world of her father and excelled at “masculine” endeavors. When she went to the firing range in Washington, for instance, she was careful to have a male escort. This petite woman who could ride and shoot like a man also took pains to maintain a fashionably “feminine” appearance: her morning ritual found her dabbing creams on her face, touching a little rouge to her cheeks, applying a liner to her eyes, even covering up a rude strand of gray hair with brown dye. She dressed in the complete paraphernalia of a lady, wore hats and bonnets, cloaks and corsets, black veils and white linen collars, laced boots and cotton hose, tight-waisted jackets and round, hooped skirts. The point was, Clara tried to be proper. No lady would ever impersonate a man in order to become a soldier, so that option for serving her country was out.


She did have another option that spring: Dorothea Dix was recruiting women for her fledgling army nursing corps. This wasn’t soldiering, but it was a way to serve the flag. What was more, Clara Barton and Miss Dix had much in common: both were from Massachusetts, both were strong-willed and unmarried, and both had been galvanized into action by the Baltimore riot. Miss Dix, who for years had borne her “battle flag of humanity” in behalf of the insane and the destitute in Massachusetts, was in New Jersey when she heard about the riot; she hurried to Washington and inspected the condition and accommodations of the men hurt in Baltimore. Sixty years old and tall, thin, and straight-backed as a general, she marched into the office of Acting Surgeon General R. C. Wood and told him bluntly that the Medical Department lacked adequate resources to fight a war. It had no hospitals, few surgeons, and no nurses beyond the soldiers detailed for regimental hospital service. “I propose,” she said, “to organize under the official auspices of the War Department, an Army Nursing Corps made up of women volunteers.” She had in mind something like Florence Nightingale’s volunteer organization of the Crimean War in the mid-1850s. Acting as “General Superintendent of the Female Nursing Establishment” of the British Army’s military hospitals, Nightingale and her brigade of female nurses had swept into the British army depot at Scutari, Turkey, and brought order, discipline, and cleanliness to the wretched Barrack Hospital there.


Dix’s proposal to create a similar organization of nurses caused heads to shake all over the War Department, for military nursing in America was officially a male domain and had been for as long as the army bureaucrats could remember. Like Miss Nightingale, though, Dix was gifted with insatiable energy and an inability to take no for an answer. She promoted her cause everywhere in official Washington; she even went to see the president. Her persistence paid off: on April 23, Secretary of War Simon Cameron issued a directive appointing her to the War Department and announcing that she would help “the chief surgeon” organize military hospitals in Washington and appoint female nurses to help relieve suffering soldiers.


Dix’s commission would not come through until June, but that did not deter her. She promptly sought the help of Dr. Elizabeth Blackwell, the first woman to earn a medical degree in America and the founder and head of New York’s Infirmary for Women and Children. Dix also enlisted the aid of the newly formed Woman’s Central Association of Relief in New York City, which, with Blackwell’s assistance, set about screening applicants and working out a training program for female nurses at Bellevue Hospital. “No young ladies should be sent at all,” Dix instructed the Woman’s Central Association; only “those who are sober, earnest, self-sacrificing, and self-sustained; who can bear the presence of suffering and exercise entire self-control, of speech and manner; who can be calm, gentle, quiet, active, and steadfast in duty.”


The news of Dix’s appointment resounded in homes across the North. Since Lincoln’s call to arms, thousands of women had felt the same urge to serve as Clara had. “Oh that I may have a hand or a foot or an eye or a voice, an influence on the side of freedom and my country!” cried Mary Livermore when the Sixth Massachusetts left Boston. In all directions, women did what they could within women’s sphere: they flew flags, urged their men to enlist, cheered them as they left for the front. They formed scores of Soldiers’ Aid Societies and set about assiduously collecting and forwarding supplies to Washington. Now Dix’s appointment afforded them an opportunity to serve in the seat of war itself, and a “horde of eager women” flocked to Washington City, all clamoring to join Dix’s corps and nurse and nurture the soldiers. None of them had any formal training, since America had no nursing schools at that time and nursing as a profession did not exist. Even so, the women thronging Dix’s H Street headquarters had plenty of experience tending sick family members and neighbors, and they hoped to extend that experience to the nation’s wartime hospitals. To Dix’s horror, however, many of these would-be volunteers were young, attractive, and unmarried. What would the country say—indeed, what might happen—if she allowed such females to be placed in close quarters with a lot of soldiers? Dix promptly issued a bulletin to the press: “No woman under thirty need apply to serve in government hospitals. All nurses are required to be plain looking women. Their dresses must be brown or black, with no bows, no curls, no jewelry, and no hoops.”


Clara never applied for Dix’s nursing corps. Perhaps Dix’s priggish requirements put her off. Clara, after all, was not “a plain looking” woman. Perhaps, too, Clara sensed that Miss Dix would be difficult to work for. One of her nurses, Mary Phinney von Olnhausen, commented that Dix was “a stern woman of few words.” Others found her dictatorial and called her “Dragon Dix” behind her back. Clara disliked authoritarian women, and in any case she had an independent streak that caused her to shun women’s groups and organizations. She was an ambitious loner, with a powerful need to get things done by herself. So she did not enlist in the army nursing corps. Let the “gentle, the quiet, and the plain” work for Dix, if they liked. Somehow, some way, Clara would find her own way to get into the war.


As Washington girded for war, Clara was shackled to her job as a copyist in the Patent Office between Seventh and F streets. One of the great buildings in Washington, made of white marble and covering nearly an entire square, the Patent Office housed a veritable museum of inventions and curiosities, ranging from Benjamin Franklin’s printing press, George Washington’s uniform, and the original Declaration of Independence, to a menagerie of “stuffed birds, beasts, fishes and insects,” as Clara described it. Here, day after day, she toiled at her desk in the basement, preparing handwritten copies of patents, records, and annual reports at a salary, set by law, of eight cents per hundred words, not to exceed $900 per year. Her skill and speed with a pen were phenomenal: she could “reel off” ten thousand words of “bold round record” in a single day. Her productivity, however, was limited by the amount of work available.


When Clara first began working as a copyist in 1854, the Patent Office was the only government agency that employed women—four of them, counting Clara—within a public building in Washington. This was the innovation of Patent Office Commissioner Charles Mason, who thought that women made capable and efficient copyists. As far as her own appointment was concerned, Clara always claimed that she was the first female copyist to work “regularly” and to draw a salary under her own name, and that she was therefore something of a pioneer. According to her, the other female employees were substituting for disabled husbands or fathers and getting paid under the names of the men. However that may be, Mason was certainly impressed with Clara, so much so that he soon promoted her to “regular ‘temporary clerk’” with an annual salary of $1,400, a phenomenal wage for a woman at that time (female bookkeepers, by contrast, earned around $500 a year; dressmakers in customers’ houses, $300 a year; female teachers, about $250 a year; and female store clerks, $156 a year). Because she earned the same pay as men of her rank, Clara’s male co-workers felt threatened. Fearful that her position and salary would establish a precedent and that women would soon replace them, they subjected her to what in a later day would be called sexual harassment. When she came to her desk in the morning, they glared and whistled at her and stooped to taunts and catcalls. They also impugned her character, spreading rumors that she was a “slut” with illegitimate “negroid” children. Such behavior got her “Yankee blood” up, she said, but she refused to quit; “there was a principle involved” and she was “determined not to yield it.” She was also lucky that Commissioner Mason, a fair man relatively free of sexual prejudice, took her side. When one malcontent complained to him about Clara’s “moral character” and insisted that she be fired, the commissioner demanded proof by five o’clock that afternoon. “But understand,” Mason said, “things will not remain just as they are in this office. If you prove this charge, Miss Barton goes; if you fail to prove it, you go.” When the deadline passed without the proof, the man went. And that put a stop to the harassment of Clara.


Clara lost her lucrative post in 1857 when the Democratic, pro-Southern Buchanan administration released her because of her political sentiments (she had boldly declared herself a Republican). She returned to Massachusetts and drifted aimlessly for three depressing years. For a time, she took art classes in Worcester but displayed such inaptitude for the paint brush that she gave it up. With no job and no place else to go, she retreated to North Oxford, to live with her father and her older brother, David, his wife, Julia, and their four children. Clara tried to be useful, helping Julia with the endless grind of household chores: she washed and ironed clothes, scrubbed floors, changed bedding, and sewed, all the while feeling “low spirited and discontented.” She hated the role of domestic spinster. It hurt her pride. She felt right with herself only when she was independent and self-supporting, with a job and a purpose.


She tried desperately to find “something somewhere” she could do. She wrote letters in hopes of securing a position as a postmistress—the Post Office employed several hundred women in that capacity—but realized that the Buchanan administration would never give her anything. She did apply for a job with the Register of Deeds in Boston, only to be told that there was “no room for ladies.” She also applied for a position as school administrator—she was certainly qualified, having established a public school in New Jersey—but was promptly rejected because of her sex. That kind of discrimination made her furious. “Were you in my place,” she fumed to her nephew, Bernard Vassall, “you would … wish, and pine, and fret in your cage as I do, and if the very gentlemen who have the power could only know for one twenty-four hours all that oppresses and gnaws at my peace they would offer me something to do in accordance with my old habits and capabilities before I am a week older, but they will never know, and I shall always be oppressed no doubt.”


The fact was, an educated, middle-class woman in antebellum America had almost no options for employment except for teaching. But Clara had no desire to return to the classroom. “I have outgrown that,” she insisted. And anyway she thought that the salary of a female teacher—she had earned only $250 a year in New Jersey—was too pitiful to afford her a living. Which left her in limbo as far as meaningful work was concerned. “I am tired of doing nothing,” she complained, am “nervous, and unhappy.” Sometimes, she said, she “cried half the night.” By June 1860, her distress had become so acute that she suffered an emotional and physical collapse. For two months, she convalesced in the care of friends in upstate New York, beset with thoughts of death, of laying down her burden at last. When that time came, she said, “it must be the sweetest hour of my whole existence.”


Lincoln’s victory in the 1860 presidential election sounded a trumpet of hope for Clara. A new Republican administration might reasonably be expected to offer her something,—at least an appointment as postmistress somewhere. Finally, in December, certain political friends interceded in her behalf and arranged for her reinstatement at the Patent Office. She did not get her old job back as a “regular ‘temporary clerk’” but had to settle for the lower grade of copyist or “temporary writer,” which entailed a considerable reduction in pay. Now she would earn from thirty-five to sixty dollars per month, depending on the amount of copying assigned to her. It was “mortifying,” a mere “crumb” of patronage, but what choice did she have except to take what the men in Washington offered her?


When, with the outbreak of war, the Patent Office found itself short of funds and had to lay off employees, Clara was not among them. Neither, apparently, were the two Southern sympathizers she found so offensive. How they stayed on is not known. But Clara retained her post because she impressed and befriended the new Republican commissioner, D. P Holloway, and because she knew how to survive in a male-dominated political bureaucracy: she had nurtured the support of the entire Massachusetts congressional delegation, including Senators Charles Sumner and Henry Wilson. Of them all, Wilson was her closest and staunchest “friend at court.”


Clara had first met Senator Wilson in March, a few days after Lincoln’s inauguration. She called on him in the Capitol—in the company of a nephew, of course, for a proper woman did not visit Capitol Hill without a male escort. The Capitol was under construction, as unfinished as the nation itself, with lumber and blocks of unhewn marble strewn about the grounds. A scaffold and a towering crane with steel ropes surmounted the uncompleted dome. Inside the building, Senator Wilson led Clara to a sofa in the reception gallery and “settled himself into a conversational posture,” Clara said later, “which seemed to say ‘let us talk.’” A stout, red-faced man with graying hair and lively eyes, Wilson exhibited an inexhaustible supply of good cheer. He smiled easily and often and was the very picture of the congenial gentleman. He talked, however, in a kind of broken, imprecise, slipshod style that betrayed his impoverished background. His father had been an alcoholic, his family exceedingly poor, his education limited, his early manhood spent apprenticed to a cobbler. Yet Wilson had overcome his hard-luck origins, had opened his own shoe business, entered politics as a champion of the workingman and an adamant foe of slavery, and risen high in the new Republican party.


He and Clara liked each other immediately. She found him uncommonly warm and sincere, and he was enthralled with her. Clara was a superb conversationalist; she liked nothing better than to engage a friend, man or woman, in an intimate discussion. She spoke with a solicitous smile, a sparkle in her dark brown eyes, and a relaxed informality that drew people to her. Republican Congressman Eli Thayer said that Clara had the “greatest faculty to make people talk” of anybody he knew. Wilson was so charmed that he was reluctant to part with her at the Capitol. Later the same day, he went to see her in her rooms on Seventh Street, made “some laughable apologies” for returning her call “so soon,” said he planned to visit Boston on Monday, and asked if he might call on her again before he departed. “I did not object,” she reported to Elvira Stone, and “he called on me every day after I saw him until he left.” Clara added, “(Oh yes he is married).”


Wilson was back in town by the end of April and hastened to pay his respects to Clara. “Oh I was so glad to see him,” Clara wrote Elvira. He was “as good natured, full of fun and fight as ever,” and “almost wild with delight at a prospect of an opportunity for our government to maintain her honor.” Lincoln had called on Congress to convene on Independence Day, when the Republicans, thanks to the defection of Southern Democrats, would take over both houses and the chairmanships of all the important committees. Wilson was to chair the powerful Committee on Military Affairs. Surely in that capacity he could help Clara find a way to serve her country in the impending war, the greatest crisis in its young history. Until then, she had to endure the frustration of simply being an observer, circling important military events on her calendar.


In early May, Clara said good-bye to the Sixth Massachusetts, which had orders to join General Benjamin F. Butler’s command in the Department of Annapolis, Maryland. It was sad news for Clara: she had given her “boys” much of her time, tending to their needs and joining in their discussions about the war and the great battle sure to be fought south of the Potomac. Among her favorites was handsome Horace Gardner, one of the wounded men she had helped after the Baltimore riot. She had often “nursed” him while he convalesced in the E Street Infirmary. After his wound healed, he called on Clara in her apartment, and she enjoyed his company immensely. She thought him such a “splendid” young man. Visiting him and his comrades at the regimental quarters, Clara shook hands all around and brushed back her tears; she hated so “to let them go, poor noble fellows, they had come to seem like brothers, and indeed they had been brothers to us in our hour of need.”


The next news she heard about the Sixth astounded her. In a surprise move without War Department authority, Butler struck at prosecessionist Baltimore, occupying it with his main force, including the Sixth Massachusetts, during a violent thunderstorm. The general said he intended to “bag the whole nest” of traitors in Baltimore, and that he did: he jailed prominent secessionists and confiscated more than 2,000 muskets sent up from rebel Virginia. Now Federal troops could pass unimpeded through this troublesome town, and the Union had its first war hero in the portly Butler, a well-to-do lawyer and a prominent Massachusetts Democrat who had favored Jefferson Davis for the presidency in 1860. Lincoln forgave Butler for acting without orders and appointed him a major general of volunteers, the first “political” general to achieve such a rank.


“I wept for joy when I heard of it all,” Clara wrote a cousin in Worcester. She was terribly proud of the Sixth—“they so richly deserved the honor which is meted out to them—noble old regiment they.” She was impressed with Butler, too, and all the “laurels” he was getting for subduing Baltimore. The next Clara knew, he was assigned to command Fort Monroe on the tip of the Virginia peninsula, on the very rim of the hostile Confederacy. He made the news again when he refused to return three runaway slaves to their rebel owner. He pronounced them “contraband of war,” and the name and the action stuck. Clearly this Benjamin Franklin Butler was a “comer”—somebody Clara might one day want to meet.


On May 20, the ax of war fell across Clara’s family as it had so many others, North and South. On this day, North Carolina adopted an ordinance of secession—the eleventh and last state to do so—and Clara’s oldest brother, Stephen Barton, Jr., found himself in the Confederacy. A prominent businessman, Stephen had moved to North Carolina several years before because of his asthma, hoping that a temperate climate would be better than the dampness and harsh winters of Massachusetts. He bought a tract of land and applied his hard Yankee business sense with a flourish, building up a successful manufacturing village he called Bartonsville on the west bank of the Chowan River, which emptied into Albemarle Sound. Bartonsville comprised a steam sawmill, a gristmill, a store, a blacksmith shop, and a machine and plow shop that manufactured 150,000 plow handles a year; the village had its own wharves, where steamboats stopped en route to and from the sound. Not all of Stephen’s neighbors looked kindly on a Yankee community thriving in their midst, nor did they care for Stephen’s politics. He made it clear that he was “a Union Democrat” and that he had no use for slavery. For that reason, he employed only white workmen he had imported from the North.


This much Clara knew from Stephen’s letters before the war. Now that he was trapped in enemy country, she had no idea what evil might befall him. One day, to her surprise, his workmen turned up at her door in Washington, “a weary band of Yankees,” as she described them later, who had survived “various detentions, hard usages, and petty robberies” to reach her. Stephen had ordered them north for their own safety but had refused to abandon Bartonsville himself, for fear that his property would be confiscated or destroyed. He had said something about hiring blacks to replace them, but that was all the workers knew. They were “penniless,” Clara said later, and “I helped them home.”


She would learn nothing more about Stephen until she read a notice about him in the New York Tribune. To Clara’s horror, the report stated that eight or ten armed men called on him at Bartonsville and ordered him to clear out of North Carolina. Clearly “poor Stephen” was in danger, but Clara had no idea what to do or how to reach him. Her only hope was that Union forces at Fort Monroe might move down the coast and penetrate Albemarle Sound. If so, perhaps General Butler could find and get her brother out—if he were still alive.


By June, Union forces had moved across the Potomac, seized Robert E. Lee’s mansion at Arlington, and captured Alexandria. Some 75,000 troops were now encamped on the hills around Washington City, and the Medical Department, with Dix’s help, had established a few makeshift hospitals in hotels and churches in an effort to accommodate the sick. A naive optimism pervaded Washington, as men and women alike boasted that the war would be over in ninety days. It was the time of the “picture book war,” when everyone was swept up in its glamour and pageantry: regimental bands played concerts and serenades; units drilled, raised flags, held dress parades; and military couples rode out to picnic and court at the Great Falls. “You couldn’t discover from anything but the everywhereness of uniforms and muskets,” wrote one of Lincoln’s secretaries, “that we are in the midst of revolution and war.”


The massive buildup, unprecedented in American military annals, created an administrative nightmare of the first order. The needs of 75,000 soldiers overwhelmed the small, understaffed Commissary and Quartermaster departments, and the camps were short of everything from uniforms to rations. Worse still, the crowded camps were incredibly filthy, with garbage scattered everywhere and pungent, fly-infested latrines laid out too close to cooking tents. As a consequence, disease broke out in epidemic proportions; entire units came down with diarrhea and dysentery, the most common affliction in the war. By June, 30 percent of the army was on sick call, and the military hospitals in Washington and Georgetown, overflowing with diseased and dying men, were dangerously short of medical supplies. The Soldiers’ Aid Societies were doing all they could to relieve the want. The harried administration took an important step in June when it created a special civilian relief agency, the U.S. Sanitary Commission, which, as part of the War Department, set about promoting sanitation and hygiene in the army camps and coordinating the efforts of the Soldiers’ Aid Societies. But in the early summer of 1861 none of it was enough. The Union’s huge military machine, growing with daily arrivals of fresh troops, had outstripped the ability of the country to sustain it.


The critical shortages of supplies and medical stores afforded Clara a real opportunity to do something for the cause. If she could not be a soldier, she reasoned, she could at least do her part to help the soldiers. Independent as always, she became a one-woman relief agency, cooking food and buying stores out of her own salary and distributing them to the military hospitals and the hilltop encampments. She brought the soldiers tobacco and whiskey, pickled vegetables, homemade jellies, pies, and cakes to supplement the basic army diet of hardtack and salt pork. She had no qualms about distributing hard liquor. “Our men’s nerves require their accustomed narcotics,” she explained, “and a glass of whisky is a powerful friend in a Sun stroke, and these poor fellows fall senseless in their heavy drills.” Clara’s relief work proved time-consuming and expensive. “I have no time to write a military letter,” she complained to a nephew. “I can only say that I spend all the time and money I can get on the troops.”


She never went to the camps without a male escort or her fifty-year-old married sister, Sally Vassall. In the view of polite society, it was highly improper for an unmarried woman to visit an army camp alone. Any woman who defied that attitude risked being branded a whore or a concubine. Anxious to avoid gossip about her virtue, Clara usually rode out to the camps in the company of Dr. R. O. Sidney, an older gentleman and a clerk in the Post Office with a wife and family. Next to Wilson, he was perhaps her best male friend in Washington, someone she could count on to escort her to target practice as well as to the camps. As it happened, he was a native of Mississippi and the scion of slave owners; yet his mother had hated bondage and taught him that it was “a sin never to be tolerated in a Christian heart.” In the 1850s, when his neighbors persecuted him because of his views, Sidney came north seeking “a home, among more congenial spirits.” This inspired Clara to dub him “the very Prince of Seceeders—having seceeded from his home state” and “adhered to our northern halls with a pertinacity worthy of a better cause than secession.” He relinquished his medical practice and took a position at the Post Office as the clerk in charge of the New England Department, and became a man of “weight and note.” Like Clara, he was “a most ardent admirer of our radical New England men” and considered Wilson in particular “a glorious fellow.” Just where his wife and family were is unclear. What is certain is that he was lonely and complained of having few friends in Washington, and that he and Clara became extremely good friends. They enjoyed conversations in Clara’s rooms on Seventh Street and took walks to the Long Bridge across the Potomac. In her letters home, Clara described Sidney as “a man—firm as a rock, and clear as a gem.” He was her “personal and especial friend,” for whom she entertained “an untold measure of esteem.” One of her letters suggested that she treated him with such kindness and made him laugh so often that he declared himself “inexpressibly happy all the time.” She paid him her ultimate compliment: she said she wanted him to meet her father.


By the summer of 1861, word of Clara’s work with the soldiers had spread to her former homes in Massachusetts and New Jersey. Her friends shared news of her by letter and by word of mouth, and they took to sending Clara packages of delicacies and articles for the troops. Elvira Stone, Clara’s cousin and confidante and postmistress of North Oxford, forwarded supplies collected by Clara’s neighbors. Another longtime friend, Annie Childs, did the same with a group in Worcester. And Mary Norton, her best female friend, worked for Clara in Hightstown, New Jersey, where Clara had once taught school and lived with the Norton family. Clara established a network with her “dear sisters” by letter, thanking them profusely and explaining in detail what the soldiers required. Clara was a wonderfully descriptive writer; she had the ability to make her supporters feel as though they were with her in her work. Spurred on by their contributions, Clara devoted so much time to her relief operation that she often shirked her duties at the Patent Office. A male friend there, Edward Shaw, saved her job by working overtime at her desk, copying her assignments for her.


Clara still felt she wasn’t doing enough. When an acquaintance returned from a visit to Fort Monroe and said that “the boys” there were suffering, Clara wanted to go and nurse them. But that meant taking to the field by herself, and she felt checked again by the iron hand of propriety. “Nothing but the fear of finding myself out of place or embarrassing others, restrains me,” she wrote Mary Norton, “my heart is with them every hour and I only wish that my strength and labor might be.”


As July approached, Washington was aswarm with politicians gathering for the special session of Congress, to begin on Independence Day. In the camps handing out stores, Clara saw them ride up in little cavalcades to review the troops, admire the bands, and call on General Irvin McDowell, commander of the field army. They reminded the general that rebel forces were encamped at Manassas Railroad Junction just twenty-five miles away. When was McDowell going to attack the “traitor” army, the politicians wanted to know, and march on Richmond? The New York Tribune had raised the cry “On to Richmond!” and it reverberated across the North. As if to urge the army on, Professor Thaddeus S. C. Lowe ascended above Washington in a hydrogen balloon, hoping to demonstrate its utility in military observation. The professor carried a telegraph connected by wire to the War Department, and Clara could see the balloon hovering over the city like a visitor from another world.


July 4 brought the noisiest Independence Day in memory. There was a “constant explosion of firearms, fireworks, shouting, and cries in the streets,” wrote British journalist William Howard Russell. More than 20, New York soldiers paraded up Pennsylvania Avenue to the White House, where Lincoln and doddering old Winfield Scott, the general-in-chief of the armies, looked on from a flag-covered platform. On Capitol Hill, talk of an impending battle buzzed in the corridors, and Lincoln sent over a rousing Independence Day message in which he promised to teach dissident Southerners “the folly of being the beginners of a war.” That night, as Clara sat watching from the south steps of the Treasury Department, the army camps put on a grand display: large bonfires blazed against the night, and Clara thought their flames looked like “firing serpents leaping on the hillsides.” Rockets burst overhead and roman candles shot up “burning blue.” It was as if Washington’s pent-up energy had exploded, lighting up the night sky from one horizon to the other.


By mid-July, the big battle, so long anticipated, seemed imminent. For two days, columns of troops, ambulances, and wagon trains clattered through Washington heading across the river. On July 16, McDowell and his staff, army medical director W. S. King, and more than 30,000 combat troops set out for Manassas Junction. Clara wrote to her father that they were “noble, gallant handsome fellows, armed to the teeth, apparently lacking nothing, waving banners and plumes and bristling bayonets.” Yet the sight tugged at her heart, for she knew that “many a brave boy marched down to die.”


A noisy crowd of politicians and reporters followed the army. Among them was Clara’s friend, Henry Wilson, riding in a hired carriage filled with sandwiches. With so many of the soldiers gone, Washington was strangely quiet. Saturday, July 20, brought “rumors of intended battle” and contradictory accounts of enemy strength; one paper reported that the rebels were 80,000 strong. “My blood ran cold as I read it,” Clara wrote, “surely they would never have the madness to attack, from open field, an enemy of three times their number behind entrenchments fortified by batteries.”


But apparently McDowell did attack. All day Sunday, July 21, came reports of a battle raging in the woods along Bull Run, near Manassas Junction. Clara, putting her ear to the ground, could hear the distant rumble of cannon. Late afternoon dispatches indicated a great Union triumph, and “our city was jubilant,” Clara wrote Judge Ira Barton, “rejoicing in the news of victory.” But that night came shocking intelligence. The Grand Army was in retreat, with McDowell crying for General Scott to save Washington. Later reports were even more discouraging: the army had been routed at Bull Run, had overrun the crowd of civilians two miles in the rear, and all were fleeing back to Washington “in a perfect panic.”


“All is quiet and sad,” Clara wrote in her letter to Judge Barton, “and the mourners go about the streets,” waiting for the return of their shattered army. It was an overcast night, with heavy clouds swirling across the moon, “forming a most fantastic mass of shapes in the sky,” in the words of William Howard Russell. The lights in the White House and War Department burned all night. At dawn, with rain falling in torrents, the remnants of the army reached Washington City, creating colossal traffic jams at the bridges across the Potomac. Soldiers staggered into the city and collapsed on curbs and sidewalks, in gutters and doorsteps; some men were barefoot, others wrapped in blankets. Frederick Law Olmsted, general secretary of the Sanitary Commission, walked through “the streets of woe,” and found men clustered together, sullen and feverish, with dirty, unshaven faces and bloodshot eyes. They had gone into battle on short rations, and the hungriest of them wandered from house to house begging for food.


All day Washington lay in dazed panic, expecting a full rebel attack, fighting in the streets, annihilation. Henry Wilson made it back, after a “memorable display of bareback equestrianship on a stray army mule.” He told a friend grimly: “We want more men; we must go to work for them.” Lincoln and the Congress agreed. That very day the government called up 500,000 three-year volunteers to save the country.


Stragglers and walking wounded reached the city, too, adding to the accumulation of stories about unmitigated suffering on the Manassas plains. The army had made almost no medical preparations before going into battle: medical director King, in the words of one expert, had “no plans, no organization, no enlisted personnel, no supplies, no ambulance corps.” Riding over the battleground with instruments and dressing in his saddlebags, King had established a single field hospital for the entire army, this in the little church in Sudley, and had left everything else to divine intervention. Each regiment supposedly had its own surgeon and assistant surgeon, with regimental band members doubling as stretcher-bearers, but most outfits were appallingly short of medical equipment. The First Connecticut, numbering some 700 soldiers, had gone into action with a single ambulance, no stretchers, and no hospital stores.


What little medical arrangements there were evaporated when the army took flight, leaving more than a thousand wounded on the field to fend for themselves. Those who couldn’t move lay where they fell, without water or shelter. Others with bones shattered, arms blown off, faces mangled, eyes shot out, scrotums and thighs ripped apart, managed to walk or crawl the entire twenty-three miles back to the capital.


Clara wrote to her father that it was her “painful duty” to report the disaster that had befallen the country. “This has been a hard day to witness, sad, painful and mortifying, but whether in the aggregate it shall sum up a defeat, or a victory, depends (in my poor judgment) entirely upon circumstances, vis. the tone and spirit in which it leaves our men, if sad and disheartened, we are defeated, the worst, and sorest of defeats, if roused to madness, and revenge, it will yet prove VICTORY,—But no mortal could look in upon this scene tonight, and judge of effects, how gladly would I close my eyes to it if I could. I am not fit to write you now, I shall do you more harm than good.”


Clara was consumed with frustration and anger. More than ever she felt a need to do something. When she returned to the Patent Office, her frustration fixed on the two male clerks who had so loudly proclaimed their love for the Confederacy. With the defeated army still “thronging the streets,” Clara went forthwith to Commissioner Holloway. If he would fire the two clerks, she said, she would be honored to do their work and donate their salaries—$1,600 apiece—to the government. Holloway was so impressed with Clara’s spirit that he momentarily forgot her sex. “Good man!” he exclaimed. He was obliged to point out, however, that it was illegal for her to exceed her own salary. Still, he “wished to heaven there were some men” who felt as Clara did.


A few days after the battle, a train of two-wheeled ambulances clattered into town from the direction of Manassas. The Medical Department had dispatched them to collect the few hundred wounded remaining on the battlefield, and the civilian drivers told stories of grotesque sights out there: swollen corpses crawling with maggots and rotting in the July sun, parts of human bodies scattered about. In some ways, the dead were the lucky ones. The wounded had been dumped into the two-wheeled carts and hauled to Washington on a tortuous, bumping ride on rutted roads that made them scream in agony.


The ambulances deposited their cargo of wounded in extemporized hospitals in old warehouses, dilapidated churches, and schools. Another hospital was on the top floor of the Patent Office, in the uncompleted lumber room. Here crude tables had been “knocked together from pieces of the scaffolding,” said a Dix nurse named Eliza Howland, and the wounded and sick were placed on them, six to a table. A system of pulleys hung from a top floor window, “and any time through the day, barrels of water, baskets of vegetables, and great pieces of army beef might be seen crawling slowly up the marble face of the building.” In the cavernous lumber room, with tables stretching for what seemed half a mile, Dix’s nurses worked side by side with surgeons and soldiers detailed for hospital duty, and Clara and other local women came every day to help out; Clara evidently did so in her spare time. They fed and washed the patients, spooned powders into their mouths, sang to them, wrote letters in their behalf, toiling up and down the endless rows of tables, saving some of the men, watching others die.


Miss Dix, efficient and indefatigable, hurried from hospital to hospital, giving orders to her nurses. In early August, the government started paying them a wage of $12.00 per month—their male counterparts received $20.50 per month—and army regulations established a ratio of one female nurse for every two male nurses in the military hospitals. Dix did not complain about the unequal pay based on sex, which was a common practice, but she complained fiercely about medical abuses and mismanagement. She scolded and snapped, ferreting out careless stewards, shirking or drunk physicians, and anyone who was rude to her nurses. When angry males questioned her authority, demanding, “Madam, who are you to dictate to me,” Dix retorted, “I am Dorothea L. Dix, Superintendent of Nurses, in the employ of the United States Government.”


Dix was equally hostile to independent women working in the hospitals outside her authority, and she shooed them out. Henceforth Clara could do little beyond bringing the patients her delicacies and refreshments. But she did lend a sympathetic ear, and their tales of suffering at Bull Run convinced her that the field was where she ought to serve, the field was where the pressing needs were. It was alarmingly clear, from what the wounded and the papers said, that many men had died at Bull Run for lack of simple care. More than anything, she wanted to go to the field in the next battle, “go to the rescue of the men who fell” and “work for them and my country.” But that desire, strong as it was, warred with an equal desire not to embarrass her family by violating social mores and bringing a stigma to the Barton name. In the view of the army and the country, the battlefield was no place for a lady, or a woman of any kind. Not even Dix’s nurses were allowed to accompany soldiers into the field. True, a couple of wives had ridden into combat with their husbands at Bull Run, but that was exceptional. The vast majority of army officers and politicians believed the battlefield was out of bounds for women, and nearly all “proper” women thought so, too.


*   *   *


By August, the army had a new commander, General George Brinton McClellan, a short, stocky man with a reddish mustache and a thick neck. He was four years younger than Clara and endowed with an arrogant self-confidence, certain that he was the chosen instrument of Providence to save the Union. He was a splendid horseman, and Clara often saw him riding through the streets astride a great black horse, followed by his staff and a small army of adjutants, orderlies, politicians, and reporters. With even the president deferring to him, McClellan mused that he had now become “the power of the land.” The arrogant young general proved to be a brilliant organizer. In a matter of weeks, he had restored the discipline and the spirit of the army and given it a new name: the Army of the Potomac.


New units continued to pour into Washington, and Clara was usually at the depot to greet the soldiers with food and refreshments. Early August brought the Fifteenth Massachusetts Regiment, including a company from Oxford, the DeWitt Guards. One of Clara’s nephews, Bernard Vassall, was second lieutenant of the company and looked dashing in his uniform. Other outfits arrived from New York, and Clara was delighted to find among them a few associates of her days at the Clinton Liberal Institute in Clinton, New York.


Clara fondly remembered the year she had spent as a student there in the early 1850s. Operated by the Universalists, the Clinton Liberal Institute was one of the few coeducational academies in the country, and Clara had plunged into her studies with uninhibited zeal, taking an overload of subjects and impressing her teachers and the female superintendent with her intellect.


Her studies had ended with the sudden death of her mother, and Clara had returned home to her father in North Oxford. Clara rarely mentioned her mother in her letters and diary, doubtless because she never felt close to her. Clara was the baby of the family, with four siblings a good deal older than she. Her sister Sally, closest to her in age, was eleven years her senior; David was thirteen years older, Stephen fifteen, and Dorothy seventeen. Clara’s parents may not have intended to have another child, and may not have wanted Clara either. Certainly Clara felt neglected by her mother, Sarah, who left it up to her older siblings and her father to raise the “Tot,” Clara’s unfortunate family nickname. What was more, Sarah, though remarkably hard-working, was a profane woman with a ferocious temper. “She muttered and cursed her way around the house,” one writer put it, “damning her lot and those about her.” She had violent quarrels with Clara’s father, Stephen, and those conjugal battles, full of shouts and recriminations, left Clara permanently scarred. As a little girl, she had nightmares and violent visions, once screaming in terror when clouds in the sky turned into giant, battling rams descending on her. She was “the troublesome child,” as she put it, so insecure, so “abnormally sensitive” and shy, that the family became concerned; her mother, Clara remembered, doubted that much could be made of her. Clara attributed her painful shyness to her fear of “making trouble,” of “doing something wrong.” Of her childhood, she said, “I remember nothing but fear.” She told Mary Norton, “I never had any childhood,” and said that she survived those painful early years by knowing her “danger and weakness” and learning to be strong, “walk cautiously” and “always stand alone.”


As she grew older, that frightened, hurt little girl remained inside her, and she suffered from recurring depressions. Sometimes she wished herself dead. “I see less & less in the world to live for,” she wrote when she was thirty and teaching school in New Jersey. “I know it is wicked and perhaps foolish but I cannot help it. There is not a living thing but would be just as well off without me[.] I contribute to the happiness of not a single object and often to the unhappiness of many and always my own, for I am never happy[.] True I laugh and joke but could weep that very moment and be the happier for it…. How long I am to or can endure such a life I do not know.”


Her parents’ contentious marriage was probably a major reason Clara never married. Better indeed to stand alone than to be locked in mortal combat with a mate. Even so, Clara had her share of suitors who found her attractive, intelligent, and sensitive. Yet she turned down all marriage proposals. “Clara Barton had many admirers,” explained a close friend, “and they were all men whom she admired and some whom she almost loved. More men were interested in her than she was ever interested in; some of them certainly interested her, yet not profoundly. I do not think she ever had a love affair that stirred the depths of her being. The truth is, Clara Barton was herself so much stronger a character than any of the men who made love to her that I do not think she was ever seriously tempted to marry any of them.” This explanation was fair enough as far as it went. But Clara’s friend overlooked the negative model of her battling parents and Clara’s fear that surrendering to marriage would be the end of her independence.


Besides, her father was the most important man in her life. What other male could possibly measure up to him? Despite her unhappy childhood, Clara loved and respected her soldier-father, not only because he had showed her affection and told her war stories (and hence given her a degree of self-esteem) but because she thought him “entirely different in temperament” from her mother. In Clara’s eyes, he was “a calm, reasonable, high toned moral man, also of great natural vigor and strength, athletic … in all things cheerful—generous & kind but very firm.”


She loved her older brothers and sisters, too, for they had been like parents to her. Sally had taught her to read and spell before she was four and had introduced her to poetry. Brother Stephen had instructed her in mathematics and bookkeeping, and David had polished her horse riding skills. In return, she had often been the family nurse. From age eleven to thirteen, she had taken care of David through a dangerous and protracted illness that almost killed him, and she had periodically returned home to care for one or another sick relative.


In short, Clara’s family ties meant everything to her; they made her feel needed, gave her a reason to live, became the “mate” she never had. She cultivated strong, loving relationships with her extended family, too, with a number of uncles, aunts, and cousins like Elvira Stone, Judge Ira M. Barton and his family, and with close female friends like Mary Norton and Annie Childs. And she was like a second mother to her several nieces and nephews, particularly Sally’s youngest boy, Irving “Bubby” Vassall.


Irving was an intelligent, studious teenager with a keen interest in politics, and Clara enjoyed answering his questions and sharing his shrewd observations (he once noted that President James Buchanan had “a funny way of shutting one eye and cocking his head when he wishes to say something forcible”). She wrote Bubby long, affectionate letters imploring him not to study and think too hard lest it imperil his health. Alas, in 1858, while the Vassalls were living in Washington, Bubby came down with consumption; at one point he was so ill that he wrote Clara (who was then in North Oxford) that he was dying and that he loved her. The letter “unmanned me,” Clara said, and she worried about “that poor dear child” so much that she developed crippling back pain. “None but our Heavenly Father ever knew how dear he has been to me,” she wrote Mary Norton; “he has grown to be a young man, full of promise, noble and intellectual beyond all reasonable expectation, and even now he is dying in Washington.” She could hardly bear to look at his letter. “Oh what a sad relic, and Mary you will not think me weak, if I tell you that I sat and wept the long night through and that now my tears are blinding me.”


Clara did everything she could for her nephew; she wrote him letters telling him “he must not give up.” She helped pay for his medical bills at the same time that she was sending money to a young female charge, an orphan, who was studying music in Boston. When he was nineteen, Clara sent him and Sally to Minnesota at her own expense, because its “clear, bracing air” was said to be good for consumptives. She went out with them to get them settled and returned to Washington late in 1859, so sick herself that she spent more than two weeks in bed, jocularly complaining that she had no one to depend on “excepting male friends and servants.” She continued to send Bubby money and admonitions to remain in Minnesota, but he and his mother returned to Washington just before the war, with his health still tenuous. “But still we must hope,” Clara wrote Mary Norton, “that time will work the [cure.]”


By 1861, Clara’s father, now eighty-six, was also in failing health, and she worried about him constantly. David and his wife, Julia, were with him in North Oxford, and Clara kept in regular contact with them, monitoring her father’s health by letter. When he seemed critically ill, Clara wrote Julia: “In thought and spirit I am in the room with you every moment…. I can almost see, and almost hear, and almost know, how it all is—between us seems to be only the ‘Veil so thin so strong,’ there are moments when I think I can brush it away with my hand and look upon that dear treasured form and face, the earliest loved and latest mourned of all my life, sometimes I am certain I hear the patient’s feeble moan, and at others above me the clouds seem to divide and in the opening up among the blue and golden, that loved face, smiling and pleasant, looks calmly down upon me, then I think it is all past, and my poor father is at rest.” And yet she felt “a little of the old time hope—hope that he may yet be spared to us a little longer…. If my father still lives and realizes, will you tell him how much I love him and regret his sufferings, and how much rather I would endure them myself if he could be saved from them.”


The old captain did pull through, and Clara wrote David that “I am so glad to know that he is better and even gets into the kitchen; that is splendid.” “His recovery seems to be nothing less than a miracle,” she wrote a cousin. There was “no estimating the strength of that ‘iron constitution.’”


By September 1861, that iron constitution was failing again, and Clara was torn by conflicting loyalties. She wanted to be at her father’s side—“I think of him every hour of my life and sometimes I think I cannot wait longer,” she wrote Elvira—yet “the threatening aspect of things and the increasing probabilities of darkened scenes and bloody dangerous days” dissuaded her from leaving Washington City. McClellan was whipping the army into a superb fighting machine and would likely give battle soon. Even as Clara wrote Elvira, guns were thundering south of the Potomac. No one knew why, Clara said—maybe it was a salute to McClellan, maybe a skirmish, maybe the start of a campaign. If the latter, it was “the place of every loyal man and woman to stand the ground they occupy,” she said; “if my countrymen are to suffer my place is with them, my northern brothers are here in arms danger and death staring them in the face and I cannot leave them.”


Anticipating another battle, Clara stepped up her relief work: she advertised for supplies in the Worcester Spy and fired off letters to her many friends, asking them to send her “necessities” and “useful articles and stores” for the Massachusetts troops. When the soldiers advanced, they could take the supplies with them, thus avoiding the fiasco at Bull Run, where the soldiers had gone into battle short of almost everything.


McClellan, however, did not advance against the rebel army at Manassas. His army continued to drill and parade, drill and parade. October saw a fierce skirmish at Ball’s Bluff on the Virginia side of the Potomac, but that was virtually all the fighting the Army of the Potomac did that entire fall. There was talk around town that McClellan might be a traitor, and a grim group of Radical Republican senators could be seen going regularly up to the White House. The young general hotly defended himself to reporters and politicians alike: he was preparing the army for a mighty victory, he said, but it was not yet ready for battle. Moreover, he was convinced that more than 130,000 rebels were entrenched at Manassas (actually there were about 34,000). Before he could advance, he needed 273,000 men. Only then could he attack Manassas, take Richmond, and win the war.


Clara’s friend, Henry Wilson, supported McClellan and hastened to Massachusetts to raise additional recruits himself. He harangued crowds in Boston, crisscrossed the state organizing infantry and artillery units, and came back to Washington with the Twenty-second Massachusetts, some 2,300 strong, which was popularly known as “Henry Wilson’s regiment.” There were reports that Lincoln wanted to appoint Wilson a brigadier general, but Wilson declined to leave the Senate and his chairmanship of the Committee on Military Affairs. It was lucky for Clara that he remained on the Hill, as subsequent events were to prove.


When December came with the army still idle, Clara made a hurried trip to North Oxford to check on her father and strengthen her connections with the ladies of the area. It was a family reunion of sorts at the Barton farm just outside of town, for Clara had not seen her father’s “loved face” and “treasured form” since the war began. What condition he was in is not recorded, but Clara doubtless gave the old farmhouse a thorough scrubbing. Florence Nightingale’s Notes on Nursing, first published in 1859, taught Clara’s entire generation of women that cleanliness was the key to successful home nursing.


At some point during her visit, Clara rode the train up to Worcester for a meeting with the “worthy ladies” of the city’s “Ladies Relief Committee.” A Mrs. Miller, the secretary, asked Clara: “Are our labors needed, are we doing any good, shall we work, or shall we forbear?” Clara urged them to continue working, and the committee agreed to send her supplies to distribute to Worcester County soldiers. In addition to her Worcester friend, Annie Childs, who sent her clothes and other supplies, Clara now had a full-fledged women’s organization cooperating with her.


Her nephew Irving was visiting in the area, and he accompanied her when she started south with several large trunks full of stores. A couple of Worcester County outfits, the Twenty-first and Twenty-fifth Massachusetts regiments, were stationed at Annapolis, and Clara stopped off there to introduce herself and check on their needs before going on to Washington. When she presented herself at the headquarters of the Twenty-first, the officers clearly had heard about her. Colonel Augustus Morse, a “cordial, affable” man with raven hair and a full dress sword at his side, sprang from his seat with both hands extended. And Lieutenant Colonel Alberto Maggi greeted her with such a succession of bows and formalities that she was embarrassed. She had no idea, she said later, how to react to such extreme politeness, “till the clear appreciative, knowing twinkle of our ‘cute’ Major Clark’s eyes set things right again.” The officers invited her to share their dinner table, and Clara happily took her place between officers Morse and Maggi. She savored the meal and the company. This was where she belonged, where she felt most fulfilled, in the midst of such “good true men.” After dinner, the officers took her to chapel, with virtually the entire regiment, a thousand strong, in attendance. The men, too, made her feel welcome. Because they treated her with respect, not once hinting that a military camp was out of bounds for her, Clara would always hold a special place in her heart for the officers and men of the Twenty-first. Indeed, it became her favorite regiment of the war.


Back in Washington City, Clara soon found herself inundated with boxes from the “patriotic ladies” of Massachusetts: boxes brimming with clothing and food, wine and whiskey, and medical stores such as lint for dressing wounds. The boxes filled her rooms and the surrounding garrets, until she had no more space to keep them. Accordingly, she rented part of a warehouse near Seventh Street and Pennsylvania Avenue and made it the headquarters of her one-woman distributing agency that functioned as “a link between home and the soldier.”


In mid-December, Clara reported to Mrs. Miller that she had been “more than busy” unpacking cartons and distributing their contents to Massachusetts regiments. “I almost envy you ladies where so many of you can work together and accomplish so much, while my poor labors are so single handed.” Even so, Clara’s spirits were soaring. “I am the most happily situated at this present time than I ever was in all my life,” she wrote her cousin Lucy; “i.e. the fewest annoyances, the most quiet and collected, the best able to mingle with and converse with my friends (if I had time).”


Inevitably, Clara encountered those who thought her work was superfluous. One official told her that the army was well supplied and didn’t need the necessities and articles she took out to the camps. He had that on “proper authority,” he told her, by which he presumably meant the War Department. He also said, “upon the same authority,” that the army needed no more nurses, “either male or female.”


“Well this may be so,” Clara wrote Mrs. Miller of the Worcester committee, but she wished that her Worcester friends had been with her an hour before, in order to judge for themselves how adequately the soldiers were being cared for. Clara had seen a young cavalryman named Pollard, now under the care of his sister in the city, who had almost died in one of the area forts for want of food and medical treatment. “He had been attacked with ordinary fever 6 weeks before,” Clara explained, “and had lain unmoved until the flesh upon all parts of the body which rested hard upon whatever was under him had decayed, grown perfectly black and was falling out, his heels had assumed the same appearance, his stockings had never been removed during all his illness and his toes were matted and grown together and are now dropping off at the joint, the cavities in his back are absolutely frightful.” A civilian doctor who examined Pollard concluded that he was “perishing for want of nourishment—he had been neglected until he was literally starving.” The regimental surgeon did come to see him and said that the regiment was short-handed since the assistant surgeon had been killed. He admitted that the men “had not received proper care” and said he was “very sorry.” Pollard was to have three of his toes amputated, Clara reported, and was taking broths and soups and “a little meat,” and would probably survive.


Had it not been for his sister, Clara believed, Pollard would have died, and the city papers would have been obliged to report, under the caption “Death of Soldiers,” that “this soldier had starved to death through lack of proper attendance.” It made Clara livid: “Ah men, all of our poor boys have not a sister within nine miles of them. And still it is said, upon authority, ‘we have no need of nurses’ and ‘our army is supplied.’” How this could be, Clara failed to see. But she did know this: “If we New England people saw men lying in camp uncared for until their toes rotted from their feet, with not persons enough about them to take care of them, we should think they needed more nurses.”


The U.S. Sanitary Commission thought the same thing, and it pressured the government to reform the chaotic army medical system, to build modern hospitals and field more surgeons and nurses. Goaded into action, the government did authorize the construction of two new pavilion hospitals, each holding 200 patients in well-ventilated wings fanning out from the center like spokes on a wheel. The government also empowered the Medical Department to hire a number of civilian surgeons to serve as acting assistant surgeons without military rank. These “contract” surgeons, “an anomalous civil element in a military establishment,” as one woman described it, mainly ran the wards of the general military hospitals behind the lines, the same hospitals Dix was staffing with her female nurses.


Even with new hospitals and doctors, the army medical service was a disgrace. How else explain the cruel absurdity of what happened to Private Pollard? And his was not an isolated case. Exposed to the rainy cold of December, thousands of men lay sick and shivering in their tents, and the overworked regimental surgeons could do little for them. According to General Secretary Olmsted of the Sanitary Commission, the army’s medical woes would never be solved until the entire Medical Department was reformed and reorganized. The main problem was the Medical Department’s seniority system, which promoted army surgeons according to their years of service rather than their aptitude. As a result, the Medical Department, in the midst of a terrible national crisis, was run by a group of inept dotards who hadn’t the faintest notion how to meet the needs of the Union’s huge volunteer army.


The surgeon general, Clement Alexander Finley, personified all the evils of the system. When R. C. Wood had died early in the war, Finley had become surgeon general because he was the senior army officer in the medical service. Old Army to the core, he wore a cape and had a congenital dislike of change. He opposed an ambulance corps and disapproved of women nurses, and he devoted more energy to protecting his prerogatives than to relieving the suffering of the soldiers. It was “criminal weakness,” warned General Secretary Olmsted, for medical responsibility to be entrusted to this “self satisfied, supercilious, bigoted blockhead, merely because he is the oldest of the old mess-room doctors of the frontier guard of the country. He knows nothing and does nothing, and is capable of knowing nothing and doing nothing, but quibble about matters of form and precedent.” After Congress convened in early December, the Sanitary Commission lobbied energetically for reform of the Medical Department. The commission had a powerful friend in Henry Wilson, who agreed with its assessment and intended to promote legislation embodying its demands. It insisted that the “ossified” Finley be removed and the seniority system abolished; it also urged the government to create a corps of medical inspectors and to build an entire system of pavilion hospitals. Only then could the Medical Department adequately care for sick soldiers. Only then could it be prepared for the casualties of the next campaigns.


On Christmas day, 1861, Clara turned forty years old. She had the boundless nervous energy and trim figure of a much younger woman, and kept her shape by carefully watching her diet. Since her twelfth year, when she’d fainted at the sight of an ox being butchered, she had been a vegetarian, eating meat only when necessity or circumstances required it. Actually, she ate little of anything. Her small frame required only a couple of light meals a day. She had a tendency to gain weight and controlled it through protracted fasts. Irregular eating, however, made her constipated, a problem she struggled with much of her life. She told a physician later that she combated it “with daily enemas for twenty years.” Clara was also extremely sensitive to stimulants of any kind. A half cup of coffee would almost intoxicate her. She could tolerate a little wine, which she enjoyed. But hard liquor, tea, hot chocolate—even a child’s dose of medicine—made her perspire and feel clammy all over. She claimed she didn’t need medicine anyway. She was “remarkably healthy and rugged,” to use her words, was “firm as iron in muscle” and “athletic” and, in a day when diseases played havoc with people’s lives, was rarely sick.


That could not be said of the Army of the Potomac, which suffered from an outbreak of typhoid fever that winter; 194 men died of it in December alone. Just before Christmas, McClellan himself came down with typhoid and spent a couple of weeks in bed, with the president, the Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War, and the national press waiting anxiously for every medical report from his doctors. Meanwhile, his enormous army lay all about Washington and Alexandria, largely inert. “The rebel army,” wrote the wife of a judge, “threatens Washington, and still hopes to take it, whilst over three hundred thousand soldiers lie opposite them, idle and well-fed, with full pay, their families supported by public charity, their officers spending their time in reveling, flirting, and drinking.”


Even so, Washington hummed with anticipation, for something big was in the air during the final days of 1861. On December 27, bewhiskered General Burnside came down from his headquarters at Annapolis, conferred with Lincoln, talked with the sick McClellan at his house, and took the train back to Annapolis, where an “amphibious division” of 12,000 men awaited his orders. The previous October, a joint army-navy expedition had embarked from Annapolis, sailed down the coast, and seized Port Royal, South Carolina, between Charleston and Savannah. Now Burnside and Union naval commanders were assembling a similar task force at Annapolis, and speculation had it that their target was the North Carolina coast, possibly Roanoke Island.


When Clara heard that, she could barely restrain her excitement. If Burnside drove inland, he might be able to liberate her brother Stephen at Bartonsville, and Clara’s family would be united again. She pressed callers and scoured the papers for any news of the projected operation. She called it her “pet expedition,” happily noting that it included the Twenty-first Massachusetts and three other Bay State outfits, among which were “upwards of forty young men” who had once been her pupils.


After the New Year, several former pupils, given a few hours of final leave, came to Washington to tell her good-bye. They sat in the parlor, Clara as animated as ever, her small hands folded in her lap, her dark eyes shining. She was proud of these young men. They looked so handsome in their new U.S. army uniforms—dark blue tunics, light blue trousers, and kepis or soft felt hats, which they had politely removed from their heads in Clara’s presence. Just before they left, some of them gave her keepsakes to hold until they returned, or to send their families in case their names appeared on the “dead list” in the papers. Clara struggled to keep her composure, she confided in Fannie Childs: “You know how foolishly tender my friendships are, and how I loved ‘my boys.’”


The expedition departed from Annapolis on January 6 and 7, and a soldier reported to Clara that “the harbor was full, literally crammed with boats and vessels, covered with men, shouting from every deck.” After he left, Clara wrote Fannie: “My head is just this moment full to aching, bursting with all the thoughts and doings of our pet Expedition—a half-hour ago came to my room the last messenger from them, the last I shall have in all probability until the enemies galling shot shall have raked through the ranks of my dear boys, and strewn them here and there, bleeding, crippled and dying.” It was hard to believe: only a few years ago they were her “scholars,” freshly scrubbed and eager to learn. Now they were soldiers on their way to “Southern Sands.” What if they were killed and thrown into “a common trench unwept, ‘uncoffined and unknown’”? She had heard that unidentified dead soldiers were buried that way. Should that happen to her former pupils, how would she know if they were dead? How would their families know?


For weeks, Clara’s mind rode with those boys in the troop transports: she shared their mess, felt seasick with them, wondered where they would land and what battles they would fight. Reports indicated that the powerful flotilla, eighty ships in all, stretched out for miles as it headed southward in stormy seas. January 13 found it at Hatteras Inlet, off the North Carolina coast at Pamlico Sound. That put Burnside south of Albemarle Sound and about a hundred miles southeast of Stephen’s place, situated on the Chowan River in Hertford County. Burnside’s target appeared to be Roanoke Island, all right. Capturing it would give the North control of both sounds and put an end to rebel blockade running to and from their harbors. At the end of January, Clara wrote Fannie that she had received “no private returns from the ‘Expedition’ yet,” but Colonel Morse had called on her with some news. Morse, now head of the post at Annapolis, had relinquished command of the Twenty-first Regiment to Lieutenant Colonel Maggi. The colonel told Clara that the Baltic would depart Annapolis that afternoon “to join them in their landing wherever it may be.”


Meanwhile Clara toiled in “tedious labor” at the Patent Office, hardly able to control her pent-up energy. Evidently impressed with Clara as Mason had been, Commissioner Holloway gave her added responsibilities. “I have been a great deal more than busy for the past three weeks,” she wrote Fannie, “owing to some new arrangements in the office, mostly, by which I lead the [Patent Office] Record, and hurry up the others who lag.” After work, she made her rounds of the hospitals, calling first at the top-floor hospital in the Patent Office, now expanded into the outer room, where the nurses had set up camp beds between glass cases full of Patent Office paraphernalia. Here sick soldiers lay incongruously among balloons, mouse traps, patent churns, cog wheels, “and a general nightmare of machinery,” as nurse Eliza Howland said.


At one of the hospitals, Clara found “a fine young man” who belonged to the “mess” of one of her army cousins, Leander Poor. The young man was sick with what the surgeons called “pleuritic fever.” But he was feeling better now and believed he would be released soon. “Work and storm” kept Clara away from the hospital for three days. When she went back to see him on the fourth, he had died. “We bought him a grave in the Congressional Burying Ground,” Clara wrote Fannie Childs, and gave him a proper military funeral. “Poor Fellow, and there he lies all alone. A soldier’s grave, a sapling at the head, a rough slab at the foot, nine shots between, and all is over.”


As Clara came and went in wartime Washington, she must have been amazed at how congested the city had become. An endless traffic of omnibuses, mule-drawn army wagons, cavalrymen on horseback, and military carriages churned through the muddy streets. The sidewalks thronged with soldiers and sailors and those who preyed on them: vendors hawking pornographic literature, prostitutes peddling their services, quacks advertising cheap cures for gonorrhea and syphilis. The city was crowded with contractors, too, all hoping to capitalize on the business side of war and secure a lucrative War Department contract for horses or equipment. Many of them were scoundrels and swindlers, selling the government huge quantities of rotten blankets, or tainted pork, or knapsacks that came unglued in the rain, or uniforms that fell apart, or hundreds of diseased and dying horses. Part of this was the result of maladministration in the overworked War Department, which had often ignored competitive bidding and purchased exclusively from favorite middlemen, many of them corrupt. Lincoln’s capable new secretary of war, Edwin Stanton, who took office in January, promised to reform the War Office and drive away unscrupulous contractors. Even so, Clara wished her brother Stephen could be here to help. In this dark hour, she thought, the government could well use a skilled and honest businessman like him.


February came with electrifying intelligence from North Carolina. Stalled for two weeks by gale force winds, the Burnside expedition moved across Hatteras Inlet and bore down on Roanoke Island with all flags flying. On February 7, sixteen Federal gunboats routed a makeshift rebel fleet and shelled enemy shore batteries into submission. Some 7,500 assault troops then splashed ashore and the next day overwhelmed the rebel garrison, capturing more than 2,500 prisoners and thirty pieces of artillery. The Twenty-first Massachusetts fought brilliantly under Lieutenant Colonel Maggi, whose excessive politeness disappeared on the battlefield. With him in the lead, the Massachusetts men waded through a waist-deep marsh and near-impenetrable thickets that protected the rebel right flank, and seized a rebel battery there in a stirring charge with bayonets. The capture of Roanoke Island made a war hero of Burnside, who would dominate the headlines until Grant eclipsed him with a resounding triumph over Fort Donelson in Tennessee eight days later.


Clara was beside herself with the news from Roanoke Island. What she noted were the Union casualties: 37 dead and some 220 wounded or missing. And what of her boys? How many of them were in that number? She wanted more than anything else to be there with them, to nurse those who were hurt, hold those who were dying, identify those who were already gone. She had never felt so conflicted, had never struggled so hard with herself, “with the appalling fact that I was only a woman, whispering in one ear, and the groans of suffering men … thundering in the other.”


She was near the limits of frustration when a letter reached her from North Oxford. It was from her nephew Sammy, Stephen’s boy, and it was about Clara’s father. “I sat up with Grandpa last night and he requested me to write to you and tell how he was,” the letter said. “He takes no medicine, and says he will take no more. He is quite low-spirited at times, and last night very much so. Complains of pains in his back and bowels; said he should not stop long with us, and should like to see you once more before he died.”


Clara made preparations to leave for North Oxford as soon as possible. A male friend in the Patent Office agreed to do her work for her, and in mid-February she took the train for home, heading in the opposite direction from Roanoke Island and the war front.


For Clara, it was a gloomy homecoming at the Barton farm. A blanket of snow lay over the surrounding fields and meadows, and a wintry wind pressed at the windows of the old farmhouse. Her father looked worse than she had ever seen him. His mind was still clear, but his body was failing him now, worn down by the ravages of age. He could eat nothing, “not a morsel of food,” Clara wrote cousin Leander. All he could keep down was “a little milk and water.” He had been sick so many times in the past few years but had always rallied. This time, it looked as if he might not make it, and Clara and the Barton family at North Oxford—David and his wife and children, Sammy and his mother, Elizabeth—prepared themselves for the worst.


The news from North Carolina, however, brightened the household considerably. Federal gunboats had penetrated Albemarle Sound, captured Elizabeth City, and sailed up the Chowan River far enough to burn Winton, only four miles south of Bartonsville. Could this mean that Burnside’s expedition was actually destined for Stephen’s place? It was an important manufacturing center, after all. Had the Bartons known in advance that the expedition would reach the Chowan River country, Stephen’s son Sammy would have gone with it and made his way upriver with the gunboats. Sammy was anxious to leave now, and Clara thought that Colonel Morse, her friend at Annapolis, could get him passage to Roanoke Island, and that the Massachusetts officers there might help him persuade Burnside to send a force north to liberate Stephen.


As if these developments were not stunning enough, Clara actually received a letter from Stephen. How it got out of the Confederacy isn’t clear—perhaps by way of the very gunboats that had so excited the family. “I am generally so busy that I get no time to be lonesome,” Stephen reported. He spent most of his time with his hogs and cattle, seldom venturing from Bartonsville. While he had done “a very limited business” with his machinery this past year, he confidently expected “brighter prospects” in the area of Southern manufacturing. He said nothing about any violence committed against him by his neighbors and in fact made it clear that he intended to remain at Bartonsville.


Clara was shocked. Was Stephen doing business with the hated Confederacy? Did he think it was going to win the war? His letter made no profession of loyalty and patriotism to the Union. Did he share the rebel view that Lincoln was an abolitionist, a “Black Republican” tyrant out to destroy slavery and subjugate the South? Cut off and isolated as he was, Stephen was apparently oblivious of what the conflict was about, was ignorant of Lincoln’s war objectives and the vast forces he had mustered to end the rebellion. Clara must set him straight. On March 1, she wrote him a long letter purporting “to give such opinions and facts as would be fully endorsed by every friend and person here whose opinions you would ever have valued.”


First, she explained, the North was not waging an abolitionist war, as so many people of the South seemed to think. “Our Government has for its object the restoration of the Union as it was,” she wrote, “and will do so, unless the resistance of the South prove so obstinate, and prolonged, that the abolition or overthrow of slavery follow as a consequence—never an object.” Nor was the North trying to subjugate the South. “Both these ideas are used as stimulants by the Southern (mis) leaders, and without them they could never hold their army together a month. The North are fighting for the maintenance of the Constitutional government of the United States, and the defense and honor of their country’s flag.” Northerners, moreover, “would give their lives to save the Union men of the South. The North feel it to be a necessity to put down a rebellion, and there the animosity ends.” This was an admirable summary of the Union war aims of 1861. Lincoln himself could scarcely have put them more plainly.


Second, Clara said, “We have now in the field between 500,000 & 600,000 soldiers” in all the war theaters. “We can raise another army like the one we have in the field … arm & equip them for service, and still have men and means enough left at home for all practical purposes. Our troops are just beginning to be effective, only just properly drilled, and are now ready to commence work in earnest or just as ready to lay down their arms when the South are ready to return to the Union as loyal and obedient states.”


Third, “And this brings me to the point of my subject, here comes my request, my prayer, supplication, entreaty, command—call it what you will, only heed it, at once—COME HOME. Not home to Massachusetts, but home to my home—I want you in Washington. I could cover pages, fill volumes, in telling you all the anxiety that has been felt for you, all the hours of anxious solicitude that I have known in the last ten months, wondering where you were, or if you were at all, and planning ways of getting to you, or getting you to me, but never until now has any safe or suitable method presented itself.” Now the Burnside expedition had “opened the way for your safe exit or escape to your native land, friends, and loyal government,” and she urged him “to make ready” and when the opportunity came to “place yourself with such transportable things as you may desire to take on board one of our boats, under protection of our officers, and be taken to the landing at Roanoke, and from thence by some of our transports up to Annapolis, where either myself or friends will be waiting for you, then go with me to Washington and call your days of trial over.”


Clara closed with a flourish: “I am a plain Northern Union woman, honest in my feelings, and counsels, desiring only the good of all, disguising nothing, covering nothing and so far, my opinions are entitled to respect, and will [I] trust be received with confidence. If you will do this as I suggest, and come at once to me at Washington, you need have no fears of remaining idle…. Washington had never so many people and so much business as now.”


David loved Clara’s letter. “I think it the best I ever heard,” he wrote in a note to Stephen. “I most sincerely hope you will consider that as speaking my views and wishes a thousand times better than I could express them to you.”


With the letters in the mail, Sammy set off on his lone mission to reach his father. Now all Clara and the remaining Bartons could do was hope and wait for news, as so many other families were doing in their stricken country.


In March, Clara left her father’s bedside for a quick trip to Boston to see Governor John A. Andrew about one of her pressing concerns. Her friend and distant relative, Colonel Alexander DeWitt, a former congressman, went along as her escort. Standing before the governor in his office, Clara argued that a Massachusetts state agency ought to be established in Washington, to act as a distribution center for stores gathered by Bay State women for Massachusetts regiments. Clara’s observation was that “a house of general distribution” such as the Sanitary Commission or the commissary department, charged with shipping supplies to all the battlefronts, was by definition an enormous concern “abounding in confusion.” Therefore, she thought each state should establish in the vicinity of its greatest concentration of troops a depot of its own, to which supplies could be sent and through which they would be distributed. She had talked with various Massachusetts regiments about the need for a state agency, and they had petitioned the governor to establish one. Andrew was impressed with Clara’s argument, and before long the state would open a distribution center in Washington along the lines that Clara proposed.


Clara found the governor a compelling man, despite his strange appearance. Pudgy and bespectacled, with curly blond hair, he possessed a large head and torso “out of proportion” to his short legs. Like Wilson and Sumner, he was a Radical Republican who argued that the war ought to be waged against slavery, too, and that the government should enlist black soldiers to help subdue the rebellion. With the war dragging on with no end in sight, Lincoln actually took a step in that direction. On March 6 he sent Congress a proposal for a gradual, compensated, state-guided emancipation program to commence in the loyal border and to be applied to rebel territory as it was captured. While nothing came of Lincoln’s emancipation proposal, it was the first one a president had ever submitted to Congress in the history of the Republic and an indication that Lincoln was moving away from the limited war aims Clara had eloquently summarized for Stephen.


Back in North Oxford, Clara devoted herself day and night to her dying father. By mid-March, he could barely swallow cold water, yet he “lived and moved himself and talked strongly and sensibly and wisely as you have always heard him,” Clara wrote Leander; “you will be gratified to know that he managed all his business to his entire satisfaction.”


In his will, he left Clara a little land and a sum of money, which an executor would invest for her in a bank in Oxford. It hardly made her financially independent, but it did give her a cushion in case of an emergency, and she was most grateful. After she helped raise him up so that he could sign the documents, the old man said: “This is the last day I shall ever do any business—my work in this world is done.”


He wanted to know about the war, though, so Clara read him the latest dispatches reported in the papers. As she did so, she became frustrated all over again. In distant North Carolina, Burnside’s army invaded the mainland in mid-March and seized the important port of New Bern, on the Neuse River at the southern end of Pamlico Sound, at a cost of 90 killed and 381 wounded. At Burnside’s request, a Massachusetts surgical team had gone to his army, which meant that it lacked adequate army doctors and was probably short of nurses as well. Now all of Clara’s conflicted feelings were stirred up, and as she read Captain Barton the newspaper accounts of New Bern, she told him what was troubling her, opening up to the “soldier father” who had treated her so often like a son. She wanted to go to North Carolina, she told him, and nurse the wounded. But she was paralyzed with doubts. She was an unmarried woman. Surely he knew what soldiers thought of an unmarried woman in the field. She feared they would treat her like a camp follower, a prostitute. How could she go to North Carolina and maintain her dignity as a lady, a woman above reproach?


The old man raised himself up on his pillow and told her: “I know soldiers, and they will respect you and your errand.” Even the roughest of them, he assured her, would show respect to a respectable woman. Then her father commanded her to go. He reminded her that she was “the daughter of an accepted Mason” and a Universalist and that it was her duty on both counts to “seek and comfort the afflicted everywhere.” Above all, she was the daughter of a soldier and a patriot, and “he charged me with a dying patriot’s love,” Clara remembered, “to serve and sacrifice for my country in its peril and strengthen and comfort the brave men who stood for its defence.”


That injunction freed Clara from the shackles of doubt. With her father’s approval, she could challenge any attitude, go anywhere men were fighting. Yes, she could go to the front lines now, which was where she had wanted to serve from the first. She wrote a candid letter to Governor Andrew: “I desire Your Excellency’s permission to go to Roanoke,” by which she meant a letter of endorsement enabling her to nurse the Massachusetts troops in Burnside’s command. She had reason to think that “our excellent Dr. Hitchcock,” who had recently returned from Roanoke and carried much weight with the governor, would be sympathetic to her request. She should have proffered it weeks earlier, she admitted, but she had been called home to witness the final days of her “old Soldier father.” When his “weary march” was over, her “highest duties” would close. “I would fain be allowed to go and administer comfort to our brave men, who peril life and limb in defense of the priceless boon the fathers so dearly won…. I ask neither pay or praise, simply a soldier’s fare and the sanction of your Excellency to go and do with my might, what ever my hands find to do.” She pointed out that forty of her former pupils were in Burnside’s army. “I am glad to know that somewhere they have learned their duty to their country, and have come up neither cowards or traitors.”


The day after Clara wrote Andrew, March 21, her father took a turn for the worse, and she and Julia Barton began a death vigil at his bedside. By five in the afternoon, he could no longer speak and tried to communicate to Clara by signs. Then at sixteen minutes past ten, “he straightened himself in bed,” she said, “closed his mouth firmly, gave one hand to Julia and the other to me, and left us.”


They buried him four days later, with the honors of a Freemason, down under the pines beside his wife, Sarah. Standing at his grave, Clara had never felt so alone. The person she most loved, her guide and her inspiration, was gone from this world, and she did not think she could bear the pain she felt in her heart. “The old soldier’s heavy march is ended,” she wrote cousin Leander, “for him the last tattoo has sounded, and resting upon the unfailing arms of truth hope and faith he awaits the ‘reveille of the eternal morning.’”


In the evening after the funeral, a relative brought Clara a letter from Governor Andrew. Clara opened the envelope with great excitement. When she was ready to go to Burnside’s division, the governor said, he would write her a letter of recommendation “with my hearty approval of your visit and my testimony to the value of the service to our sick and wounded.”


No sooner had Clara received Andrew’s endorsement than another letter came taking it away. A friend of hers named J. W. Fletcher had written Dr. Alfred Hitchcock in her behalf, thinking as Clara did that “our excellent” doctor would approve of her going to North Carolina. Hitchcock, however, did nothing of the kind. He scrawled across the back of Fletcher’s letter, “I do not think, at the present time, Miss. Barton had better undertake to go to Burnside’s Division to act as a nurse,” and sent it to Andrew. The governor then forwarded it to Clara with the clear implication that he had changed his mind.


Clara was livid. She complained that Hitchcock had apparently formed “ludicrous opinions” of her as “a fussy unreasonable, meddle-some body.” In a single devastating sentence, he rejected her patriotism, her credentials, and her heritage, because of the obnoxious male attitude that a woman on the battlefield would “just be in the way.” Still, Clara had an injunction from her father; she had to serve. In desperation, she wrote directly to a captain in the Twenty-fifth Massachusetts, with Burnside in North Carolina. “I am a daughter of a soldier and a patriot,” she asserted. Could he not find a “place” in that “treacherous soil” for her to be of use? She hoped he would let her come—“though it is little that one woman can do, still I crave the privilege of doing it.”


But nothing worked out with him either, and Clara was back where she began as far as the war was concerned: in limbo. As if all this were not bad enough, a letter from Irving dashed her hopes that Sammy might reach Stephen through Burnside. Irving reported that Sam had been in Washington and gone to Baltimore but had found “no hope of proceeding on his voyage.”


By the end of March, Clara was so hurt and disappointed that she decided not to return to Washington right away. She told Leander she simply “didn’t feel ready.” In a few days she took the train to Worcester, to stay a while with her cousin, Judge Ira Barton, and his wife, Maria. A tall, commanding figure with “Websterian” eyes, Cousin Ira had been a Massachusetts legislator and judge of the probate court and was an important man in Worcester County affairs. Clara had boarded with him and Maria in the late 1850s, and the “Barton Palace,” situated in the sycamores across from Old South Church, had become something of a second home to her. Their daughter, Lucy, was married to a volunteer surgeon in the Army of the Potomac, and two of their sons, George and Edmund, were talking about enlisting as well.


From Washington, Irving sent “Aunty” Clara and cousin Elvira a series of long letters about the war. Clara always enjoyed his chatty, witty, and wonderfully opinionated letters. In his March letters, he discoursed on the “great naval engagement” between the ironclads, the Monitor and the Virginia, off Fort Monroe, opining that “hereafter wooden men of war will be unknown and the inventive faculties of the world will devise vessels so impregnable that naval engagements will be out of the question.” He recounted McClellan’s recent embarrassment at Manassas Junction. The general, well at last, had finally advanced against the rebel line there, only to find it abandoned. Irving supposed that “some of the spies in the War dept gave them notice and they commenced an evacuation.” What would McClellan’s next move be? “It would not be in the least surprising,” Irving said, “if the whole Army of the Potomac except enough for the defense of Washington was suddenly thrown to the vicinity of Norfolk or perhaps landed at Aquia Creek” on the Potomac. Irving’s prediction was amazingly accurate. The day after he wrote his letter, McClellan’s army started embarking on troop transports at Alexandria. Their destination was Yorktown on the Virginia peninsula southeast of Richmond. “Stirring times are at hand,” Irving wrote, “and if McClellan is a great General the rebels will be driven out of Virginia within a month.”


On a personal note, Irving wrote Clara that he didn’t think he could bear visiting North Oxford again. With Grandpa dead, “all that was ever pleasant was gone.” He observed, “You must feel lonely there and anxious to get away,” and he was right. Clara was lonely and anxious to get away, but to what? To her job in the Patent Office, her little distribution agency in the warehouse? She wanted to be in the war, yet the war was going on without her, all because of the atavistic attitude of an arrogant male surgeon. Yes, she felt left behind, like a powerful little eagle with her wings pinned to the ground. Here in North Oxford, a small town southwest of Worcester, the warfront seemed as distant and unreal as the stars. Oh, people talked about it constantly and worried about relatives and friends in uniform, and the women busied themselves knitting socks, sewing articles of clothing, packing sheets and lint, to send in packages to the front, and occasionally men in blue uniforms turned up on leave. But there was little else, in the cold and drizzle of early April, to remind Clara that the nation was at war. Events in Washington, battles in the East and West, were something that happened only in the newspapers.


And this the papers reported: in Congress, Clara’s friend Henry Wilson had launched a furious legislative attack against slavery, arguing that it was “the heart, the brain, the soul” of the rebellion. That spring, Congress enacted two of his antislavery bills, and Lincoln signed them into law. One forbade the return of runaway slaves to their rebel masters. The other abolished slavery in Washington City, a move that aroused obstreperous opposition among proslavery Democrats, who howled that it was an entering wedge for national emancipation. Now the hideous slave pens Clara had seen in the nation’s capital had become casualties of the war. Never again would human beings be bought and sold there.


With the Sanitary Commission cheering him on, Wilson also championed a bill to reorganize and remodel the Medical Department. The measure had the support of the president, Secretary of War Stanton, and General McClellan, which ensured its approval on Capitol Hill. As finally passed, the Medical Department reform act created a corps of eight medical inspectors charged with monitoring the sanitary condition of the army, and it eliminated the accursed seniority system in favor of promotion on the basis of skill. Finley was out as surgeon general, replaced by Dr. William Alexander Hammond, a large, dark, authoritative man, just approaching thirty-five, who had given up a prosperous private practice to join the army as a surgeon. A man of “immense energy and capability,” Hammond favored the building of more modern pavilion hospitals and promised an end to the chaos that had thus far characterized the efforts of his department.


And this the newspapers also reported: In the West, Grant won another impressive victory, near a little church called Shiloh in Tennessee. Farther south, a Union naval fleet captured New Orleans near the mouth of the Mississippi, and Benjamin Butler of Massachusetts took over the city with an occupying army. In the East, the Army of the Potomac had landed at Yorktown in what became known as the Peninsula Campaign. McClellan’s plans called for him to dash boldly up the Peninsula, seize the rebel capital, and end the rebellion in a masterstroke. Predictably, however, he put Yorktown under a protracted siege when he could have overwhelmed its small garrison in a single offensive stroke. “I am greatly disappointed in McClellans tactics,” Irving wrote Clara, “and such is the prevailing opinion here.” McClellan was in a “very precarious” position off on the other side of Richmond, Bubby thought, and “it almost seems as if we are to have another Bull Run on a larger scale.”


Clara was aroused by the developments on the peninsula, all the more so because of the role that Northern women were playing there. Because the army lacked an adequate ambulance system, the Sanitary Commission improvised a temporary hospital transport service for the campaign. It was the brainchild of Commission Secretary Frederick Law Olmsted, a short, slight, limping workaholic who liked to eat pickles with his coffee and who had authored popular books on the South before the war. As creative as he was energetic, Olmsted borrowed several old steamers from the government, refitted them as hospital ships, enlisted medical personnel, and dispatched them to the peninsula to lift off the wounded and sick from McClellan’s army and bring them to general hospitals in Washington and other cities.


At Olmsted’s invitation, some fifteen women enlisted in the transport service as “nurses at large, or matrons.” These “lady superintendents” applied to the floating hospitals their considerable skills in running households: they organized the stores, took care of the sleeping and eating arrangements, supervised the cooking, and directed the cleaning details. They also exercised general supervision of the wards and the soldier nurses detailed to staff them. Among the superintendents were Katherine Prescott Wormeley, the daughter of a rear admiral in the British Navy, who headed the “Woman’s Aid Society” of Newport; Georgeanna Woolsey and her sister, Eliza Woolsey Howland, of the prominent Woolsey family of New York City; and blond, blue-eyed Christine Kean Griffin, who had served as a hospital nurse the previous winter. Almira Fales of Washington, D.C., the wife of a second assistant examiner at the Patent Office, a mother who had given both her sons to the army, functioned as a transport nurse, treating every sick lad brought to her as “her boy.” Other women served with distinction, too. Hard-working Helen Louise Gilson of Massachusetts, small, pretty, young, and unmarried—a Dix reject—was a nurse with her uncle’s relief and medical unit, now affiliated with the Sanitary Commission. And Eliza Harris, a pale woman with a low voice, attached herself to the big hospital on Fort Monroe, where she assisted surgeons in operations and invented “bully soup,” a gruel made by mixing mashed army crackers, cornmeal, ginger, and wine in boiling water.


Numerous army surgeons and combat officers objected to women serving near the front lines, even if they did work under Olmsted’s supervision and were confined to the hospital ships or Fort Monroe. But the women plunged into their work with alacrity and a growing sense of solidarity and purpose. Indeed, their presence on the peninsula posed the biggest challenge thus far to the male attitude, so frustrating to Clara, that women did not belong in a war zone. “We all know in our hearts that it is thorough enjoyment to be here,” Katherine Wormeley wrote her mother. “It is life, in short, and we wouldn’t be anywhere else for anything in the world.”


Clara was too independent, too much of a loner, to enlist in the hospital transport service like Almira Fales, whom she knew through her husband. But the peninsula campaign did put the fight back in her, and she dreamed of serving the Potomac Army as an independent nurse, perhaps even as the head of her own hospital. Two of her relatives were with McClellan: cousin Leander Poor was a corporal of engineers, and Dr. Samuel L. Bigelow, cousin Lucy’s husband, was a brigade surgeon in Fitz John Porter’s division. Clara thought them “relations” enough to establish her right to take the field—if she could only find an army sponsor who would clear the way for her. On May 2, she wrote Leander, then at Yorktown, that she wanted to “come and have a tent there and take care of your poor sick fellows … now there is more seriousness than jesting in this suggestion, and I should go in five minutes if I could be told that I might,—when you get to be a general officer won’t you call me into the service? I dare not ask the Dr. to give me a hospital for fear he doesn’t like ladies but I know I should do my work faithfully, and don’t think I should either run, or complain if I were left under fire.”


After a month-long siege, McClellan finally captured Yorktown and proceeded up the peninsula with glacial speed, certain that ahead of him the rebels were massed like the Russians at Sebastapol. By the end of May, McClellan had reached the very gates of Richmond, all the while calling shrilly for reinforcements. On May 31 the rebels struck him at Fair Oaks, the first great battle of the campaign and in two days of fighting inflicted 5,000 casualties on McClellan’s army, almost double the number lost at Manassas.


The army’s medical director, surgeon Charles Stuart Tripler, established an evacuation hospital at White House Landing on the Pamunkey River and brought the wounded down from the battlefield in railroad freight cars. At White House, “a frightful scene of confusion and misery,” contraband blacks employed by the army carried shrieking, shattered men onto hospital transports, unloading them wherever there was space. On the ships, teams of Sanitation Commission surgeons and nurses worked around the clock for three days, until the boats, bursting with wounded, at last pulled out for the North. At Fort Monroe, nurse Eliza Harris went aboard one hospital ship and could scarcely believe the scene before her. “There were eight hundred on board. Passage-ways, state-rooms, floors from the dark and foetid hold to the hurricane deck, were all more than filled; some on mattresses, some on blankets, others on straw; some in the death-struggle, others nearing it, some already beyond human sympathy and help; some in their blood as they had been brought from the battle-field of the Sabbath previous, and all hungry and thirsty.”


The hospital boats created a sensation when they docked in Washington and other port cities like Baltimore and New York. No one had anticipated such casualties and such suffering. June brought a lull in the fighting, but the suffering continued unabated. Entrenched in low, swampy country in the rising heat of summer, the army was decimated by malaria and other debilitating diseases, and the floating hospitals now had to take off the sick with the wounded on their long, arduous trips to the North.


In June, Clara returned to Washington and her long-neglected job at the Patent Office. She was glad to find her warehouse full of boxes; her friends had not been idle in her absence. A box from Mary Norton’s group in Hightstown, New Jersey, contained all manner of “treasures”—clothes, preserves, jellies, wines, shirts, sheets, and pillows—and Clara sent her thanks to Mary and “the noble ladies” of Hightstown. So many boxes came in the ensuing days that Clara had to rent another warehouse in which to store them. She dutifully donned her bonnet and visited the hospitals to distribute her “treasures.” But she felt unneeded and unhappy, for the urban hospitals, including many new ones, appeared to be well supplied now.


According to medical reports, army hospitals were crowded that month with more than 10,000 cases of diarrhea and dysentery, malarial fevers, typhoid fever, and other disorders. Behind the statistics were scenes of human misery: wards reeking of vomit and pus and bloody excrement, men crying out in delirium, doctors and nurses struggling to save lives. The trouble was, they had almost no knowledge of the cause, transmission, and control of infectious diseases, which proved to be the Civil War’s biggest killer. Doing the best they could with the medical wisdom of the day, physicians gave typhoid patients oral doses of turpentine, battled abdominal pain with applications of blisters and “hot fomentations,” fought respiratory tract infections with “turpentine stupes,” mustard and pitch plasters, and preparations of powdered blister beetles (a skin irritant) and croton oil (a counterirritant). If they heeded the advice of the Sanitary Commission, they treated severe headache victims by bleeding them with leeches.


To combat acute and chronic “diarrhea-dysentery,” which afflicted and killed more Union soldiers than any other disease, military doctors prescribed a bewildering array of remedies, from opium (in the form of Dover’s powder, laudanum, or paregoric) to copper sulfate, lead acetate, aromatic sulfuric acid, oil of turpentine, and various laxatives or purgatives—castor oil, Epsom salts, ipecac, sulfate of magnesia, and calomel (also called mercurous chloride). Except for the opiates, such “medicines” aggravated the condition horribly, sometimes with disastrous consequences. Calomel could produce ghastly side effects: profuse salivation with “the tongue protruding from the mouth,” loss of teeth, and, in extreme cases, “mercurial gangrene,” which caused “the soft parts of the mouth and cheeks” to rot and fall off in “a putrid mass.” Yet calomel was a popular drug among military surgeons in the early years of the war.


To check malarial fevers, which were blamed on “bad air” or “noxious vapors” emanating from stagnant marshes and rank vegetation in the soil, Civil War doctors invariably prescribed quinine, the war’s “wonder drug.” It was so bitter tasting, though, that patients washed it down with a shot of whiskey, the war’s all-purpose medicine. Severe malaria called for higher doses of quinine, which could produce giddiness, ringing in the ears, even deafness. For Civil War doctors, these were good signs, indicating that the drug was “pervading the system with its antidotal influence.” To calm the feverish patient, the physicians would give him an opiate, now doubling as a tranquilizer. To control his diarrhea, they prescribed “mercurial remedies” followed by Epsom salts, which made “the fluxes” worse than ever.


If quinine treatment failed to check the fever, and sometimes it did, the malarial patient exhibited frightful symptoms that none who witnessed them would ever forget. According to medical records, the poor victim suffered from ever-worsening chills, diarrhea and abdominal cramps, “anorexia,” vomiting, extreme thirst, jaundice, declining pulse, back pain, excruciating headaches (which might call for an application of leeches), and, in the disease’s fatal stages, coughing, profuse sweating, “involuntary discharges,” and delirium, until the victim lapsed into a coma and died.


The soldier afflicted with typhoid fever also got the quinine and whiskey treatment, this to check his fever. The oral doses of turpentine—a teaspoonful every hour or so—were supposed to control the intestinal disorders, the bloody diarrhea, colic, even intestinal ulcers, associated with the disease. Most Civil War doctors, said one, “regarded turpentine as little short of a sheet-anchor in the treatment of typhoid.” Contracted by swallowing contaminated water or food, typhoid was highly contagious and the war’s second most lethal disease. Some Union outfits became so badly infected that they were called “typhoid” regiments. Because Civil War doctors wrongly attributed this bacterial disease to environmental factors, to “miasma” or “malarial odor” in the air, “no care whatever was used in disposing of the bowel discharges from typhoid patients,” a Civil War surgeon remembered, “and as flies were everywhere in great numbers, in warm weather, the wonder is we were not all infected; for there was nothing to prevent them from coming direct from the bowel discharges to our food.” In June 1862, typhoid fever struck 751 men and killed 70 in the Army of the Potomac alone. In the next month, the toll would almost double.


On June 26 Clara wrote Julia about her hospital experiences, warning that “I cannot make a pleasant letter of this, everything is sad, the very pain which is breathed out in the atmosphere of this city is enough to sadden any human heart. 5000 suffering men, and room preparing for 8000 more, poor fevered, cut up wretches, it agonizes me to think of it. I go [to the hospitals] when I can.” So many Union soldiers perished in the hospitals that there was no time for ceremonial funerals. Their bodies were dumped in plank coffins and taken by carts to makeshift burial grounds beyond the city. When Clara passed by the new Judiciary Square Hospital, she could see corpses laid out in a vacant lot and embalmers working on them.


At Mount Pleasant Hospital on top of Meridian Hill, Clara found a wounded “little boy” from Lowell, Massachusetts, a “tender” boy, just seventeen years old and the only child of his widowed mother. When Clara asked what he wanted, he said he would like to see his mother. He had enlisted and left for the army without telling her. Since his wound had healed, save for a little rheumatism, Clara persuaded the hospitals chief surgeon to discharge the youth and send him home rather than return him to the army. A few days later, he called on Clara to say good-bye. “I sent him on to-night to his mother as a Sunday present,” Clara wrote Julia. “I am ungrateful to be heavy-hearted when I have been able to do only that little.”
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