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I was strong and thought I might go to the rescue of the men who fell. . . . What could I do but go 

with them, or work for them and my country? The patriot blood of my father was warm in my veins. 

The country which he had fought for, I might at least work for. . . .  

But I struggled long and hard with my sense of propriety-with the appalling fact that I was only a 

woman whispering in one ear, and thundering in the other the groans of suffering men dying like 

dogs-unfed and unsheltered, for the life of every institution which had protected and educated me!  

I said that I struggled with my sense of propriety and I say it with humiliation and shame. I am 

ashamed that I thought of such a thing.  

When our armies fought on Cedar Mountain, I broke the shackles and went to the field. . . .  

Five days and nights with three hours sleep-a narrow escape from capture-and some days of getting 

the wounded into hospitals at Washington, brought Saturday, August 30. And if you chance to feel, 

that the positions I occupied were rough and unseemly for a woman-I can only reply that they were 

rough and unseemly for men. But under all, lay the life of the nation. I had inherited the rich blessing 

of health and strength of constitution-such as are seldom given to woman-and I felt that some return 

was due from me and that I ought to be there. . . .  

…At 10 o'clock Sunday (August 31) our train drew up at Fairfax Station. The ground, for acres, was 

a thinly wooded slope-and among the trees on the leaves and grass, were laid the wounded who 

pouring in by scores of wagon loads, as picked up on the field the flag of truce. All day they came 

and the whole hillside was red. Bales of hay were broken open and scattered over the ground littering 

of cattle, and the sore, famishing men were laid upon it.  

And when the night shut in, in the mist and darkness about us, we knew that standing apart from the 

world of anxious hearts, throbbing over the whole country, we were a little band of almost empty 

handed workers literally by ourselves in the wild woods of Virginia, with 3,000 suffering men 

crowded upon the few acres within our reach.  

After gathering up every available implement or convenience for our work, our domestic inventory 

stood 2 water buckets, 5 tin cups, 1 camp kettle, 1 stew pan, 2 lanterns, 4 bread knives, 3 plates, and a 

2-quart tin dish, and 3,000 guest to serve.  

You will perceive by this, that I had not yet learned to equip myself, for I was no Pallas, ready armed, 

but grew into my work by hard thinking and sad experience. It may serve to relieve your 

apprehension for the future of my labors if I assure you that I was never caught so again.  

But the most fearful scene was reserved for the night. I have said that the ground was littered with 

dry hay and that we had only two lanterns, but there were plenty of candles. The wounded were laid 

so close that it was impossible to move about in the dark. The slightest misstep brought a torrent of 

groans from some poor mangled fellow in your path.  

 

 



 
Consequently here were seen persons of all grades from the careful man of God who walked with 

a prayer upon his lips to the careless driver hunting for his lost whip,-each wandering about 

among this hay with an open flaming candle in his hands. The slightest accident, the mere 

dropping of a light could have enveloped in flames this whole mass of helpless men.  

How we watched and pleaded and cautioned as we worked and wept that night! How we put 

socks and slippers upon their cold feet, wrapped your blankets and quilts about them, and when 

we no longer these to give, how we covered them in the hay and left them to their rest! . . .  

The slight, naked chest of a fair-haired lad caught my eye, dropping down beside him, I bent low 

to draw the remnant of his blouse about him, when with a quick cry he threw his left arm across 

my neck and, burying his face in the folds of my dress, wept like a child at his mother's knee. I 

took his head in my hands and held it until great burst of grief passed away. "And do you know 

me?" he asked at length, "I am Charley Hamilton, we used to carry your satchel home from 

school!" My faithful pupil, poor Charley. That mangled right hand would never carry a satchel 

again.  

About three o'clock in the morning I observed a surgeon with a little flickering candle in hand 

approaching me with cautious step up in the wood. "Lady," he said as he drew near, "will you go 

with me? Out on the hills is a poor distressed lad, mortally wounded, and dying. His piteous cries 

for his sister have touched all our hearts none of us can relieve him but rather seem to distress 

him by presence."  

By this time I was following him back over the bloody track, with great beseeching eyes of 

anguish on every side looking up into our faces, saying so plainly, "Don't step on us." 

 


