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	Classroom Lessons: 

America in the Civil War Era, 1829-77


Women’s Support of Soldiers and Military Efforts during the Civil War

by Robert Naeher

“There was so great a need of women’s work
 at every place there were soldiers . . .”
Mary Newcomb, Four Years of Personal 
Reminiscences of the War
Grade: 7-12
Objectives:
· To help students better understand the essential roles that women played, the challenges they faced, and the contributions and sacrifices they made in supporting both Union and Confederate soldiers and military efforts during the Civil War
· To help students identify gender assumptions during the Civil War period, and the ways in which women both accommodated and challenged those assumptions
· To help students better understand the complexity of attitudes about race, in both the North and the South, during the Civil War period
· To help students consider the construction of historical memory, and the factors influencing that construction
· To give students greater experience in analyzing primary sources, and in reaching, and communicating effectively, meaningful conclusions based on that analysis
· To help students recognize that there are multiple stories behind the central narrative presented in a textbook, and to encourage them to ask questions regarding the implications of general statements made in textbooks
Time: 2-4 days

Standards:
U.S. History, Era 5, Civil War and Reconstruction, Standard 2: The course and character of the Civil War and its effects on the American people
Background:

Recent scholarship has increasingly recognized the essential contributions of women during the Civil War.  Perhaps as many as 30,000 or more women, in both the North and South, performed a multitude of necessary tasks in direct support of military efforts, often at great personal risk, including nursing and helping with difficult medical procedures, frequently under horrifying conditions, cooking, cleaning, and laundering for soldiers.  There is abundant evidence as well of women contributing by comforting and encouraging soldiers as they faced combat or recovered from wounds.  Women of all classes were heavily involved in war efforts, sometimes for pay, sometimes as volunteers, and sometimes when conflict simply descended on their communities and homes.  As the country worked to heal the wounds of the war, following the end of the Reconstruction period in 1877, numerous accounts of the war appeared. These accounts are richly revealing of women’s experiences during the conflict and of the nature and purposes of historical memory.
Procedure:
1. Divide students into groups of 3-4, and give half of the groups an excerpt from the “Diary of Judith Brockenbrough McGuire,” in The Women of the South in War Times, and the other half an excerpt from Mary Newcomb’s Four Years of Reminiscences of the War.  These works are available online at www.books.google.com (see URLs below), or in paperback reprint editions through Kessinger Publishing (see www.kessinger.net). 

2. Ask the members of each group to read their excerpt, and then to discuss as a group the following questions:

a. How does the author describe her contributions to the war effort?  What does she assume or infer about how women should behave and act?  Do her own actions support or work against these assumptions?  Explain.  Does she say anything about how men should behave?  
b. What does she say, if anything, about the Northern or Southern cause?  
c. What does she say, if anything, about the behavior or values of the people or soldiers on her own or the opposing side? 

d. What mention does she make of slaves, slavery, freed blacks, or relations or interactions between whites and blacks? 
e. Consider why the author would present her recollections as she has.  What might she be trying to accomplish?  When was her account published?  What else was going on in the country at that time, and how might this have influenced the author or editor?
f. What else do you see in this document that is interesting, or that tells you something about women’s experiences during the Civil War or about the Civil War in general, that you did not know before?  
3. Gather together the groups working on Mrs. McGuire’s diary, and those on Mary Newcomb’s Reminiscences, and have them discuss their findings in preparation for presenting their conclusions about their author to the rest of the class.  Have each set of groups choose two students to present the groups’ findings to the class.
4. Gather the class together, and have the chosen students present the groups’ findings.  The teacher can help the class create categories for their conclusions, and one or more students can be designated to list conclusions on the board.
5. Ask students to look at their textbook accounts of Civil War battles and military efforts, and to list which, if any, of the conclusions they have drawn from these two women’s writings were mentioned in their textbook.  Ask students to think about possible factors determining the choices textbook authors make regarding what to include and what to leave out, and to consider the values implied by the choices of their textbook’s author(s).  Ask students to share how they might rewrite their textbook’s account of Civil War battles, military strategy, and soldiers’ experiences in light of what they have learned from these documents.  If time allows, an additional activity would be to have students rewrite a section of their textbook’s account of the Civil War, and then to share their revision with the class.  

Listed below are some representative pages and topics from each of these two works.  The instructor can use this list in choosing excerpts for students to analyze, can find his or her own excerpts, or may simply choose to let students pick and choose passages on their own.  The online versions make these titles particularly accessible.  In addition, other primary sources, also available online and in reprint editions, are listed below under resources.  

Representative pages and topics:

“Diary of Judith Brockenbrough McGuire” in The Women of the South in War Times, by Matthew Page Andrews, beginning at page 71 (see http://books.google.com/books?id=4sJEAAAAIAAJ&pg=PA71&dq=Diary+of+Judith+Brockenbrough+McGuire. One advantage of using the electronic version is that Google Books allows one to search the document for all references to a word or phrase.
Representative pages touching on the Southern justification for the war include 87, 90, 91, 92-93.  Pages 103-4 declare that Southerners were not fighting the war to preserve slavery. Page 166 shows the Confederate officers as gentlemen, while 175-6, 188, 227, and 252-3 all speak of the destructiveness and cruelty of the Northerners.  The care and nurture of slaves, referred to by McGuire most often as servants, are emphasized repeatedly. See, e.g., 78, 188, 237-49, and 259.  For women’s work in hospitals, see 231-4, for the horrors of war and for women comforting and cheering up soldiers, see 171-2.  
Pages relevant to an eventual reunion of North and South include 222-27.  McGuire writes, for example, that the cruelest atrocities were committed by Northern immigrants, clearly foreigners who were not real Americans, and so she prepared the way for reunion with real Northerners who were true Americans.  This is one place where helping students think about when the diary was published, and what was going on at the time and what the author and editor may have wanted to achieve, can be particularly illuminating.  
Mary Newcomb’s Four Years of Reminiscences of the War
Mary Newcomb describes Northern soldiers as devout, virtuous, and not involved in needless destruction, on pages 24, 25, 71, and then notes Union soldiers taking and destroying property unnecessarily on page 94, corruption in an Army hospital on pages 98-99, and a Union officer abusing a soldier on page 104-5.  She also shows herself confronting and stopping both the corruption and the abuse.  Interestingly, blacks are described by this Northern woman as shiftless “darkies” on 54-55, and she observes both that a slave woman murdered her newborn baby rather than allow it to grow up and experience slavery (91), and that some slaves stayed on their former master’s land to maintain his property because he had been good to them (94).  She rebuked Southerners’ abusive comments pages 67-68, 85, and noted on page 88 that Southerners poisoned milk given to Northerners, while on page 54 she notes her own ministrations to Confederate soldiers needing medical care.  Page 76 states that Confederate soldiers received better care as prisoners of the North than they had at home.  Page 81 gives a list of women’s duties in hospital or medical work, and pages 14, 53, 54, 56, 65, 75-76, 84-85, and 108 speak of her medical skill and successes.  Her determination and gumption, already seen in her confrontation of Northern officers abusing soldiers or involved in corruption, are further demonstrated in her successful fight to get a boy’s body back home to his mother, as she had promised, on page 69.  Anti-Catholic bias is suggested in her account, on pages 59-60, of a “Sister” attempting to steal money.  For the horrors of war, see pages 39, 43, 45, 47, 48.  Her criticism of the sexual exploitation of female slaves by white masters (89-90) can be contrasted with Mrs. McGuire’s glowing portrayal of kindly and protective southern patriarchy (McGuire, 102).
Additional possible activities: 
The possibilities of using these resources, and/or the additional ones listed below, to enable students to do their own research into the women’s experiences during the Civil War are endless.  Students can read individual accounts, and then do research about the author or to corroborate and supplement the facts mentioned in the account.  Students can write fictitious diary entries, letters, or memoirs in order to present their understanding of the main characteristics of women’s experiences.  Students can put an anachronistic spin on this role playing and create blog entries regarding an assumed character’s experiences during the Civil War, or a Face book group of fictitious women of the period incorporating what students have learned, through their research, about real women’s experiences and attitudes.
Resources:
Web links for women in the Civil War

http://www.fpri.org/footnotes/1315.200807.schultz.mythswomencivilwar.html (Lecture by Professor Jane Schultz on Ten Common Myths About Women in the Civil War and How to Dispel Them, part of larger program on teaching about the Civil War sponsored by the Foreign Policy Research Institute- for the other presentations see http://www.fpri.org/education/americacivilwarera/)
http://library.duke.edu/specialcollections/bingham/guides/cwdocs.html
http://www.mainememory.net/bin/Detail?ln=1451 (Rebecca Usher diary, Jan. 10, 1865- Jan. 1, 1872)

http://digicoll.library.wisc.edu/cgi-bin/WI/WI-idx?type=header&id=WI.BillingsS (Three letters of Sarah Billings, 1864)

http://etext.virginia.edu/civilwar/nettleton/ (correspondence between sweethearts Adelaide E. Caise and Charles N. Tenney, 1861-1863)

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/ndlpcoop/nhihtml/cwnyhsarcm.html#sb (32 letters of Sarah R. Blunt, nurse with Union Army, from March 4, 1862 and June 5, 1863, and March 11, 1865 and July 24, 1865)

An especially useful site is The Valley of the Shadow (http://valley.vcdh.virginia.edu/), containing a wealth of primary sources from two counties, Franklin County, Pennsylvania, and Augusta County, Virginia, from the years before, during, and after the Civil War.  Of particular interest for the type of inquiry activity described here are the sections of letters and dairies.  
For example, to compare the diaries of a Union soldier and his wife, Samuel and Rachel Cormany, during the pivotal year of 1863, see http://valley.vcdh.virginia.edu/personalpapers/collections/franklin/cormany.html.  
For the diary of Anna Mellinger, a Union wife, kept during the Confederate invasion and burning of Chambersburg, see http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/etcbin/toccer-valley?id=FD1011&tag=public&images=images/modeng/F&data=/texts/english/civilwar/diaries&part=0.  
For one diary of a Confederate woman, Alansa Rounds Sterrett, see http://etext.virginia.edu/etcbin/ot2www-cwdiaries?specfile=/web/data/civilwar/valley/cwdiaries.o2w&act=surround&offset=2090692&tag=Augusta+County:+Diary+of+Alansa+Rounds+Sterrett:+1864&query=women.  There are numerous other letters and diaries from both Franklin County, in the North, and Augusta County in the South.

Full texts of primary sources on Google Books

Matthew Page Andrews, The Women of the South in War Times (Baltimore, 1920) http://books.google.com/books?id=zkgEAAAAYAAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=the+women+of+the+south+in+war+times 

Fannie A. Beers, Memories: A Record of Personal Experience and Adventure During Four Years of War (Philadelphia, 1888) http://books.google.com/books?id=4z8EAAAAYAAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=fannie+A.+Beers 

L.P. Brockett and Mary C. Vaughan, Woman’s Work in the Civil War: A Record of Heroism, Patriotism and Patience (Boston, 1867)http://books.google.com/books?id=LbFY1KDOMeQC&printsec=frontcover&dq=woman%27s+work+in+the+civil+war:+a+record+of+heroism,+patriotism+and+patience  

Mary Phinney and James Phinney Munroe, Adventures of an Army Nurse in Two Wars (Boston, 1903) http://books.google.com/books?id=cwcTAAAAYAAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=adventures+of+an+army+nurse+in+two+wars 
Mary A. Newcomb, Four Years of Personal Reminiscences of the War (Chicago, 1893) http://books.google.com/books?id=7nn9Ck1T-xMC&printsec=frontcover&dq=four+years+of+personal+reminscences+of+the+war+mary+A.+newcomb  
William Howell Reed, Hospital Life in the Army of the Potomac (1891) http://books.google.com/books?id=1cOsXhKdUacC&printsec=frontcover&dq=hospital+life+in+the+army+of+the+potomac  
Additional Recommended Books

While the literature on the Civil War, and on the role of women in that war, is vast, the following are especially useful for considering the themes addressed in this lesson.

David Blight, Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory (2001)
An excellent treatment of how the North and South chose to remember the Civil War.  The essential thesis is that the interests of freed blacks were eventually sacrificed in order for white Northerners and Southerners to heal the wounds of war and move forward as a nation.

Margaret S. Creighton, The Colors of Courage: Gettysburg’s Forgotten History (2005). An eloquent portrayal of the experience of war by women, immigrants, and freed blacks as conflict descended on the town of Gettysburg.  Creighton’s prose is harrowing, compelling, and rich in examples of everyday women struggling to meet the needs of soldiers, and their families, in the most difficult situations.
Nancy Scripture Garrison, With Courage and Delicacy: Civil War on the Peninsula, Women and the U.S. Sanitary Commission (1999)

Judith Ann Giesberg, Civil War Sisterhood: The U.S. Sanitary Commission and Women’s Politics in Transition (2000)
These two books provide good background information on the U.S. Sanitary Commission’s work.  Students may find these works of interest in light of Mary Newcomb’s criticism of Dorothea Dix and the Commission, and Newcomb’s statements the fact that she was not “commissioned,” and that she almost never saw a commissioned nurse in all of her time among the wounded and dying (see Newcomb, pages 13-14, 49, 57-58.

Jane E. Schultz, Women at the Front: Gender and Genre in Literature of the American Civil War (1989); and Women at the Front: Hospital Workers in Civil War America (2004). These two works are essential starting points for understanding the experience of women in the Civil War.  A link to Prof. Schultz’ Ten Common Myths About Women in the Civil War and How to Dispel Them is provided above.

