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Nurses
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Roles Available to Women
• Nursing was not primarily a woman's occupation

• Before the Civil War, males served as medical 
stewards (male nurses)

• Women could serve as cooks and laundresses

• In June 1861, Sanitary Commissions and Relief 
Societies started recruiting women to work in 
hospitals
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Dorothea Dix
• First superintendent of U.S. army 

nurses in June 1861

• Over 3,000 nurses served the 
Union during her tenure

• National Association of Army 
Nurses of the Civil War was 
founded in 1881 by Dix 
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U.S. Army Nurse Requirements
• Between the ages of 35 and 50 years old

• Good health

• Good moral standards

• "Not too attractive"

• Willing to dress "plainly"
o No hooped skirts
o Black or brown dresses
o No cosmetics or jewelry

• Commit to 3 months service minimum

• Follow regulations and directions of supervisors 
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Other Ways to Pursue Nursing
• If they volunteered in Union hospitals, regional 

organizations could certify the women as official 
nurses

• Catholic nuns

• Starting in 1863, they could be selected by 
surgeons
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Pay Roll
• For those “regularly mustered into service,” 

$12/month

• Hospital matron was paid $6/month until 1863;  
the pay was then increased to $10/month

• Contract nurses were paid $13/month
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African American Nurses
• Were basically confined to menial labor jobs

• Worked among the most "dangerously ill" patients 
in convalescent homes and government hospitals

• Were hired out to Confederate hospitals by their 
enslavers

• Cared for African American soldiers

• The U.S. Navy recruited several African American 
women to serve on the hospital ships 
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Catholic Nuns
• It's estimated over 600 Catholic 

nuns served as nurses in military 
hospitals throughout the Union and 
Confederacy

• From 21 religious orders, which 
included Daughters of Charity,
Sisters of Mercy, and Sisters of the 
Holy Cross

• Cooked, cleaned, dressed wounds, 
assisted in surgeries, and kept the 
hospitals running
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daughtersofcharity.org/provincial-archives-of-the-daughters-of-charity
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Ann (Bradford) Stokes
• First African American

woman to serve on a U.S. 
military vessel (USS Red 
Rover)

• Among the first women to 
serve as a nurse in the U.S. 
Navy

• Served under the direction of 
the Sisters of the Holy Cross 
nuns

• In 1890, she applied and 
received a disability pension. 
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Clara Barton
• Provided nursing care and 

supplies to soldiers during the 
Civil War

• Earned the nickname "Angel 
of the Battlefield"

• After the war, opened the 
Office of Missing Soldiers to 
reconnect 20,000 soldiers with 
their families

• In 1881, she founded the 
American Red Cross
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loc.gov/collections/clara-barton-papers/about-this-collection
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Archive.org
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Doctors 
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Dr. Elizabeth Blackwell
• First woman to receive a medical degree in the 

United States

• Elizabeth, along with her sister Dr. Emily 
Blackwell, founded the Women's Central 
Association of Relief (WCAR) in New York City
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archives.nypl.org
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loc.gov/collections/blackwell-family-papers
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U.S. Sanitary Commission
• National version of the WCAR

• Oversaw nurse training, coordinated volunteer 
efforts, and provided hospital and kitchen services 
at the battlefront

• Most of the officers and agents were men

• Women were mostly volunteers
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digitalcollections.nypl.org
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ead.ohiolink.edu
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Dr. Mary Edwards Walker
• At first only allowed to practice as a 

nurse in temporary hospitals set up 
around Washington

• In 1863, her request to practice as a 
surgeon was accepted 

• 1st Woman Army Medical Officer

• In 1864, she was captured by 
Confederate troops as a suspected spy 

• The only woman to ever receive the 
Medal of Honor
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library.syracuse.edu/digital/guides/w/walker_me.htm
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Spies
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Elizabeth Van Lew
• Operated an espionage ring in Richmond, VA

• Provided food and clothing to the prisoners 
of Libby Prison and collected intelligence

• Helped facilitate the escape of many men with 
the assistance of prison clerk Erasmus Ross

• Recruited by Union General Benjamin Butler 
as a spy; sent coded message to Union 
officers using invisible ink and hiding reports 
in hollowed out eggs or vegetables

• In 1869, she was appointed Postmaster of 
Richmond by President Grant
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Mary Jane Richards
• Previously enslaved by Van Lew's family, but freed by Elizabeth

• Sent to the North to be educated, then returned to assist Van Lew

• Obtained a position in the Confederate White House, posing as 
an enslaved person

• Memorized the documents seen in Jefferson Davis's office and 
eavesdropped on conversations

• After the war, she worked for the Freedmen's Bureau as a teacher

• In 1995, she was inducted into the Military Intelligence Hall of 
Fame
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Elizabeth Van Lew Papers
• Held at the Library of Virginia and the New York 

Public Library

• Library of Virginia collection includes a letter 
from M.J. Denman (Mary Bowser) to Elizabeth, 
an African American part of the spy ring

• New York Public Library collection includes her 
journal and a cipher she used to send coded 
messages to Union commanders
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Rose Greenhow
• Wealthy socialite and widow who lived across the 

street from the White House

• Organized a spy ring where she relayed 
information using ciphers, Morse code, and 
sewing messages into secret pockets and 
tapestries

• When she was put under house arrest for spying, 
she used her 8-year-old daughter “Little Rose” to 
transmit messages on candy wrappers

• In 1862, Rose and her daughter were held in the 
Old Capitol Prison for months before being 
deported to Richmond
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nps.gov/civilwar/spies.htm
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nps.gov/civilwar/spies.htm
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Serving in Disguise
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How did Women Disguise 
Themselves?

• Both the Union and Confederate armies forbade 
women from enlisting; recruiters did not require 
proof of identity

• Women assumed masculine names and dressed 
as men
– involved binding their breasts, padding the waists 

of their pants, and cutting their hair short
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Physical Exams
• Recruiters looked for physical handicaps such as 

deafness, poor eyesight, or "lameness"

• Recruits were rarely ordered to strip during these 
exams

• It is estimated approximately 750 women enlisted
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How did Other Soldiers Not Notice?
• Many underage men lacked facial hair

• Victorian standards were also in effect for men as 
well:
o Soldiers slept in their clothes
o Bathed in their underwear
o Didn't change their underclothes for several weeks
o The open trenched latrines were avoided by many 

soldiers
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Pensions
• There are a few documented examples of 

women receiving pensions

• Examples include:
o Sarah (Edmonds) Seelye received a 

government pension in 1886 for her 
service under the alias "Frank 
Thompson"

o Albert D.J. Cashier also received a 
pension after living her entire life as 
a man
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Online Resources
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Online Databases
• Woman's Work in the Civil War (Ancestry $)

• Antietam Medical Personnel Database (National 
Museum of Civil War Medicine)
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Ancestry.com
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Ancestry.com
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Ancestry.com
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civilwarmed.org

Class 3: Civil War Research: Tracing Union & Confederate Ancestors

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 48



civilwarmed.org
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civilwarmed.org
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civilwarmed.org
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civilwarmed.org
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Manuscripts
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Location of Manuscripts
• Genealogical libraries (American Ancestors)

• National Archives

• Local historical societies

• University collections

• Archivegrid.com
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https://digital.AmericanAncestors.org
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researchworks.oclc.org/archivegrid
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researchworks.oclc.org/archivegrid
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researchworks.oclc.org/archivegrid
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library.duke.edu/rubenstein/about/contact
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National Archives (Union Records)
• Office of the Surgeon General (Army) - RG 112

• Adjutant General's Office – RG 94
– Service Records

• Bureau of Naval Personnel – RG 24

• Department of Veterans Affairs – RG 15
– Pension Files
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catalog.archives.gov
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Names of Female Nurses Cooks and Laundresses Appearing 
on Rolls as Employed in Army Hospitals During the Civil War, 
NARA, RG112
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catalog.archives.gov
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Carded Service Record, Female 
Nurse, NARA
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catalog.archives.gov
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National Archives 
(Confederate Records)

• Located in Record Group 109, War Department 
of Confederate Records

• Hospital personnel can be found in the Hospital 
Rolls, 1861-1865
– organized by the specific hospital

• For enslaved persons, their first names are listed 
along with their owners
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Archives.gov
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org
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