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Mid-nineteenth century America is remembered as a period of blood and turmoil.  In the 

1850s, the West was a hotbed for quarrels over slavery, but no clash was as tumultuous as the 

border dispute between the State of Missouri and the Kansas Territory.  Termed “Bleeding 

Kansas,” this conflict has often been referred to as the unofficial beginning of the American Civil 

War.  Both Bleeding Kansas and the Civil War have been researched extensively— the conflicts, 

the battles, the Generals, the terrorists.  But what is very often overlooked is how these events 

affected the women of America.   

During this time period, Victorian ideals were strictly held in all classes of American 

society.  Women were expected to stay in the domestic sphere assigned to them.  Perhaps this 

idea is responsible for the small amount of exploration of the women during this war period.  It 

may have been assumed that women played little part other than as the devoted wife waiting for 

her husband to return from the war or as a nurse performing her womanly duty to dying men.  

While this is true of many women, what is missing from this version of history are the hundreds 

of women who donned men’s attire, picked up a rifle, and headed off to the war; the women who 

protected their husbands and homes from enemies in the Border War; and the women who stood 

up for various causes and demanded action.  In short, what is left out is the story of how many 

women stepped outside of the sphere that encircled them and performed in ways deemed 

unbecoming of women during that time. It is these acts and sacrifices that will be explored. 
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Only recently have women begun to make an adequate appearance in history.  The 

earliest works on the Civil War era rarely include women in their discussion, or if they do, they 

do so as a side note.1  Mary Livermore, an agent for the Sanitary Commission, gives mention of 

women soldiers who fought for the Union army in her 1888 memoirs.  She estimates the number 

of women soldiers as “little less than 400.”2  Only recently has the topic of female participation 

in the ranks of Civil War armies been properly analyzed.  Most works on the subject are dated 

after 1990.  The acknowledgment that women in the mid-nineteenth century served more than 

just domestic roles and the desire to remedy the absence of women in history could have sparked 

this recent interest.3  Lauren Cook Burgess, editor of An Uncommon Soldier, may have 

participated in the eventual recognition of women participants in the war.  At an Antietam re-

enactment in 1989, Burgess relived an event that many female Civil War soldiers experienced—

she was caught.  Based on “authenticity issues,” Burgess was banned from participating in the 

re-enactment.  She sued the National Park Service for discrimination and eventually won.4  

Women were allowed back on the battlefield and were suddenly appearing in more and more 

literature.   

Mary Elizabeth Massey’s Bonnet Brigades, originally published in 1966, reappeared in 

1994 under the new title Women in the Civil War, but proclaims itself to be “an account of the 

                                                 
1  Any real exploration of female participation in uniform is lacking in early literature. There is no mention of 
women soldiers in neither Bruce Catton’s three volume work The Army of the Potomac nor Shelby Foote’s three 
part series The Civil War: A Narrative. The American Heritage New History of The Civil War gives a brief mention 
of a woman by the name of Pauline Cushman. Cushman was captured in the South after spying for the Union and 
sentenced to be executed, but was spared when retreating Confederates left her behind. Provided is a picture of her 
in uniform. 
2  Mary Livermore, My Story Of The War (Hartford: A.D. Worthington, 1888), 119-20. 
3  Recent works which discuss women during the war include: DeAnne Blanton and Lauren M. Cook, They Fought 
Like Demons: Women Soldiers in the American Civil War (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2002), 
193.  June Sochen, Herstory—A Record of the American Woman’s Past, 2nd ed (Sherman Oaks, CA: Alfred 
Publishing Co., Inc., 1981), 1-2.  Susan Armitage and Elizabeth Jameson, The Women’s West. (OK: University of 
Oklahoma Press, Norman Publishing Division, 1987), 3-6. 
4  Lauren Cook Burgess, An Uncommon Soldier: The Civil War Letters of Sarah Rosetta Wakeman, alias Private 
Lyons Wakeman 153rd Regiment, New York State Volunteers (Pasadena, MD: The Minerva Center, 1994), xii. 
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impact of the war on women, not of the women on the war.”5  The previous year, Richard Hall 

provided various stories of what he called “women warriors of the Civil War” in his book 

Patriots in Disguise.  Unlike Massey, Hall looks at the ways in which women impacted the war, 

proposing “the records strongly suggest that women played a much greater role in Civil War 

combat than has ever been recognized.”6  But Hall’s look at the deeds of women during this time 

really fails to tackle the reasoning behind these feats.  DeAnne Blanton and Lauren M. Cook’s 

They Fought Like Demons picks up where Hall left off.  A much more scholarly and 

comprehensive look at the lives of these women, it also focuses solely on female soldiers, 

perhaps purposefully glancing over the typical role of women in the Civil War as cooks, nurses, 

or the romanticized idea of the heroic lady spy.  It also goes into great detail on the women of the 

Confederacy, a rarity for this subject.  Books such as Catherine Clinton’s Tara Revisited and 

Charles G. Waugh and Martin H. Greenberg’s The Women’s War in the South hardly give 

mention of women in uniform, instead focusing on the ladies who risked their lives to nurse the 

war’s wounded and those who braved the war upon their doorstep while their men were away 

fighting it. 

 All together, the literature on the subject provides a thorough view of women who took 

lives and those who worked to save them.  But there is more to war than battlefields.  During this 

same time period, women were joining their husbands and families on the Western frontier. 

Tales of the West most often revolve around homesteaders, border ruffians, and trailblazers.  

Very rarely is the point of view of the women inhabitants considered or how the physical and 

environmental change affected her.  Many views of the women of the West, and Kansas in 

particular, portray women as ardent abolitionists or prairie wives keeping the homestead.  Nicole 

                                                 
5  Mary Elizabeth Massey, Women In The Civil War (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1994), xxiii. 
6  Richard Hall, Patriots In Disguise: Women Warriors of the Civil War (New York: Paragon House, 1993), xiv. 
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Etcheson and Kristen Tegtmeier explore the more active side of the ladies of Kansas.  Both 

Etcheson and Tegtmeier’s essays discuss how women were affected by the violence that 

surrounded their everyday lives and found themselves participating in political issues.  While 

these authors do look at women in the West, they leave out an important part.  Etcheson 

mentions Kansans Miriam Colt and Clarina Nichols, but does not adequately explore the lives of 

these two exceptional women and how the frontier became a setting for change. 

 This essay will be exploring similar topics.  But whereas the aforementioned authors 

were limited in their scope, this essay will attempt to explore in depth the areas which they failed 

to cover, giving recognition to stories that are not often told, and in some cases, allowing the 

women to tell their own stories.   

During the nineteenth century, women were characterized by the domestic.  They were 

expected to be submissive and decent, confined to the household and concerned with only the 

home and children.  These Victorian ideals may not have held as much importance in the lives of 

the lower and working classes, but even so, they influenced the cultural norms for all of 

American society.7  When women lived or acted in ways that conflicted with this strict societal 

code, they were looked on as outsiders or morally corrupt, despite the fact that such restrictions 

were encouraging activities outside the sphere.  Women who disguised themselves as men to 

participate in the Civil War were not the only examples of women over-stepping the boundaries 

of their sex. In fact, there were women already living as men prior to the start of the war.  Ladies 

on the Western frontier also saw their role as women changing along with their surroundings.  

The advent of the abolitionist, Free State, and women’s movements allowed women an active 

place in politics, an area generally considered to reside within the male sphere.  The shifting 

winds of change were blowing through the sphere of women during the mid-nineteenth century.  
                                                 
7  Blanton, 3. 
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All of the struggles, wars, and hardships created an era in which the lines between the separate 

spheres of the sexes began to blur. 

 In the March 1850 issue of Godey’s Lady’s Book, a short article appears entitled “The 

Sphere of Woman.”  Translated from the German of poet and philosopher Johann Wolfgang 

Goethe, the article details in very specific terms the two separate spheres of the sexes.  

According to Goethe, while a man has all the troubles of an external life outside the household, 

he has “placed his wife in the highest and holiest position she can occupy when he places her at 

the head of his domestic relations, and entrusts to her the government of his household.”  When a 

man is harassed by affairs of the state or politics, he hardly has the honor of ruling anything, 

whereas the woman has the privilege of governing the household, reigning the family circle like 

a queen, “making happiness and every little virtue possible, and spreading harmony and peace 

throughout her domain . . .  She is dependent on nothing, save the love and attachment of her 

husband, for whom she procures true independence.”  The article was a written response to 

various unwarranted complaints “that men are unjust towards their [women’s] sex” by not 

allowing them access to “higher mental culture” and the sciences, instead forcing them to carry 

out only domestic roles.8  Despite society’s strict insistence that the Victorian code be followed, 

some women found it impossible to stay forced within the sphere of domesticity. 

In the years before war tore through the United States, the country was bitterly divided 

over the issue of slavery.  Perhaps worse than the separation between North and South was the 

division between Missouri and the Kansas Territory.  “Bleeding Kansas,” as the conflict has 

come to be known, was the product of the Free State movement in Kansas upsetting its pro-

slavery neighbor, Missouri.  What resulted was a violent and unstable environment caused by a 

series of raids by both Border Ruffians from Missouri and Kansas Free Staters.  The political and 
                                                 
8  Johann Wolfgang Goethe, “The Sphere of Woman,” Godey’s Lady’s Book, March 1850. 
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social turmoil caused by the Free State and anti-slavery movements and the violence of the 

sectional war greatly affected the women of these areas, often times challenging the Victorian 

notions of femininity.9 

A prime example of how the West, and Bleeding Kansas in particular, inflicted change 

upon the women who found themselves tangled within its hardships is the experience of New 

Yorker Miriam Davis Colt.  Early in the summer of 1856, Colt and her family accompanied her 

husband to the Kansas Territory in order to help create a vegetarian settlement and promote a 

Free Kansas.  They were assured that certain materials would be provided for them when they 

arrived, but once they reached their destination, they discovered little more than a small 

community made up of tents and shanties.  On the journey to Kansas, Colt encountered a 

Missourian woman with bare feet, carrying a sack of cornmeal over her shoulder.  She asked 

herself, “Is this what I have come to?” After a month of living and working in the Kansas sun 

and dirt, the bottoms of her dresses were “burnt full of holes,” and she was forced to set aside her 

long skirts and sew a pair of bloomers.  One afternoon, while carrying a few pounds of flour 

home in a sack thrown over her shoulder, she was struck by the irony of her resemblance to the 

woman in Missouri she had come across on her way to Kansas.10  Life on the frontier had forced 

her to reshape her understanding of how a woman was to behave in order to fit the harsh 

environment she now found herself living in.  When she finally left the territory with her 

husband and children months later and together they began the passage back to New England, 

she was once again faced with the strictures of Victorian society: 

                                                 
9  Kristin Tegtmeier, “The Ladies of Lawrence Are Arming!: The Gendered Nature of Sectional Violence in Early 
Kansas,” in Antislavery Violence: Sectional, Racial, and Cultural Conflict in Antebellum America, ed. John R. 
McKivigan and Stanley Harrold (TN: University of Tennessee Press, 1999), 216. 
10  Miriam Davis Colt, Went To Kansas: Being a Thrilling Account of an Ill-fated Expedition to that Fairy Land, and 
its Sad Results; Together with a Sketch of the Life of the Author and How the World Goes With Her (Watertown, 
NY: L. Ingalls & Co., 1862), 42, 49, 73. 
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One lady, in a very friendly manner, has advised me to lay off my short dress 
while I remain here, as it is not fashionable. But fashion and show hold so small a 
place in my mind now, that to please a few fastidious ladies for the few days I 
may remain here, would not recompense me for the bondage I should submit 
myself to in wearing long dresses, when I can go so nimbly around in my short, 
loose, and easy dress . . .  Long dresses will do for afternoons, when all the work 
is done up, for drawing-rooms, parlors, and the inactive—but to energetic, active 
women, who want to live for health, and the good that they can do, I would say, 
don the Bloomer!11 

 
This incident best illustrates just how drastically Miriam Colt’s perception of what it means to be 

a lady had changed following her hardships in Kansas. 

 Hardships on the frontier were not the only aspects of life in the West that forced a 

change in the way femininity was viewed by Westerners.  The change was also occurring within 

more urbanized areas such as Lawrence, Kansas.  With the fear of attack by both Border 

Ruffians and Native Americans in the surrounding areas, many of the Free State women in 

Lawrence found themselves carrying firearms.  In the absence of their husbands, women used 

these weapons to protect their homes and families, openly defying the traditional gender norms 

of Victorian society.12  “Prepare for a shock. . .” one newspaper article read, “It is said the ladies 

of Lawrence are arming.”13  When Missouri ruffians came into contact with these women, many 

discarded the chivalrous nature of Southern honor to deal with these women who “failed to 

embody the ideals of true womanhood.”14  Former senator David Atchison, who orchestrated the 

1856 sack of Lawrence, is reported to have said: 

Boys! Ladies should be, and I trust will be, respected by all gentlemen; but by 
damned, when a woman takes on herself the garb of a soldier by carrying a 
Sharpe’s rifle, then she is no longer a woman, and, by damned, treat her for what 
you find her, and trample her underfoot as you would a snake . . . Your duty I 

                                                 
11  Ibid., 156-57. 
12  Tegtmeier, 220,  
13  Daily St. Louis Intelligencer, quotation in the New York Daily Tribune, May 25, 1865, as quoted by Tegtmeier, 
220. 
14  Tegtmeier, 222. 
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know you will do: and if a man or woman dare to stand before you, blow them to 
Hell with a chunk of cold lead!15 
 

Because these ladies of Lawrence no longer embodied the Victorian idea of womanhood, they 

lost the protection that was granted to them as proper women. 

 The Free State cause and abolitionism were not the only social reforms women began to 

take part in.  The Bleeding Kansas and Civil War years also saw the emergence of the fight for 

women’s rights.  Feminists such as Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton are reformers 

most often mentioned in conjunction with the early days of the movement, but the struggle for 

women’s rights was one fought for by many.  Among these early pioneers was Clarina Irene 

Howard Nichols, an ardent feminist who brought her freedom-loving ideals to Kansas and helped 

to lay the foundations for the women’s rights movement.  

 After the Kansas Territory opened up for settlement in 1854, Clarina Nichols and two of 

her sons joined over two hundred New England abolitionists heading for Kansas.  By 1857, she 

had settled in the town of Quindaro where she ran an integrated school and participated in the 

Underground Railroad.  In spite of her commitment to her anti-slavery beliefs, she saw the 

chance to influence the laws of Kansas once the territory became a state, and so she turned her 

attention back to women’s rights.  In 1859, Nichols attended every session of the Constitutional 

Convention held in Wyandotte City and continued to lobby for women’s rights, eventually being 

asked to address the assembly.  Through all of her efforts, she succeeded in securing three 

unprecedented rights for women when the territory became a state in 1861.  Because of Clarina 

Nichols, Kansas women would have the right to buy and sell property, to have equal 

guardianship of their children in the case of divorce, and the right to vote on school matters.16 

                                                 
15  Ibid., 222-3. 
16  Diane Eickhoff, “The Forgotten Feminist,” The Kansas City Star, November 6, 1999, sec. E, p. 1. 
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 Despite her successes, Nichols still experienced setbacks due to the societal notions of a 

woman’s proper place.  “Occasionally I stumbled on a loose segment of woman’s sphere,” she 

wrote, “even among the friends of Free Kansas.”  While in Vermont, she was invited to speak at 

a meeting on the situation in Kansas.  A reverend at the assembly excused himself from the 

meeting, citing “conscientious scruples as to the propriety of women speaking in public” as his 

reason for leaving.17  Her active participation in the movement for women’s rights and even a 

Free Kansas made her an outsider to those who embraced the Victorian idea of womanhood and 

believed that politics belonged to the sphere of men. 

Clarina Nichols is an exemplary example of how some women stepped out of the 

woman’s sphere of domesticity and into the male realm of politics.  The West and the conflicts in 

Kansas provided the perfect setting for this.  “My husband went to Kansas for a milder climate,” 

Nichols wrote, “my sons, to make homes under conditions better suited than the Old States, to 

their tastes and means.  I went to work for a government of “equality, liberty, [and] fraternity” in 

the state to be.”18   

 During the Bleeding Kansas and Civil War years, opportunities arose for women to 

question the gender roles that restricted them.  For some women, this meant involving 

themselves in the struggles of the frontier, whether political or environmental.  For others, it 

meant casting aside their female identity for a male one, giving them the chance to experience 

life outside of the enforced sphere that enclosed them as women.  “In essence, the Civil War was 

an opportunity for hundreds of women to escape the confines of their sex.”19  When fighting 

broke out in the summer of 1861, men on both sides of the Mason Dixie line rushed to join the 

                                                 
17  Clarina I. Howard Nichols, “Reminiscences by Clarina I. Howard Nichols,” in History of Woman Suffrage, vol. 1, 
ed. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and Matilda Joslyn Gage (Rochester, NY: Charles Mann, 1889), 
187. 
18  Ibid., 193. 
19  Blanton, 5. 
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ranks and defend their respective countries.  Many women were thus inspired, but were denied 

the opportunity to enlist as their fellow countrymen had done.  “It seems so hard that we who 

have the wills of men should be denied from engaging in this great struggle for liberty just 

because we are ladies,” complained Southerner Cordelia Scales.20  Even so, hundreds of women 

did not let their sex stand in the way of their patriotic heads and hearts.  Disguising themselves as 

men, these brave women cast aside the restraints that held them back as women and enjoyed the 

freedom to fight that was allowed to them as a member of the opposite sex. 

 Ardent patriotism was not the only reason that brought women into the military ranks.  

Just like their fellow male soldiers, many women followed a friend or relative into the army.  

When the war broke out in 1861, Lucy Matilda Thompson enlisted in the Confederate army.  Not 

content to sit at home as a worrying and waiting wife, she cut her hair and followed her husband 

into the service.  During the course of the war, Thompson was wounded twice in the head, the 

second time requiring a silver plate to be put inside to protect her brain.  Despite these injuries, 

she outlived her husband who was wounded three times and finally killed in action.  When her 

sex was discovered during her lengthy stay in the hospital, Thomson was given a permanent 

furlough where she was finally able to bury her husband.21 

Unlike Lucy Matilda Thompson, many women may have already been living as men 

prior to the outbreak of the war.  On August 30, 1862, Lyons Wakeman enlisted in the 153rd 

Regiment of the New York State Volunteers.  Weeks earlier, Wakeman left Afton, New York to 

find work in order to help support a family of nine children, but as Sarah Rosetta Wakeman.  In a 

letter to her parents dated June 5, 1863, Wakeman wrote: 

                                                 
20  Ibid., 23. 
21  Hall, 100-101; Blanton 167. 



 

 11

I can tell you what made me leave home.  It was because I had got tired of stay[ing] in 
that neighborhood.  I knew that I could help you more to leave home than to stay there 
with you.  So I left.  I am not sorry that I left you.  I believe that it will be all for the best 
yet . . .  I will dress as I am a mind to for all anyone else [cares], and if they don’t let me 
alone they will be sorry for it.22 

 
As herself, Sarah Wakeman felt trapped and burdensome to her family.  But dressed as a man, 

she was able to find employment and personal freedom.   

As Private Lyons Wakeman, Sarah “got so that [she could] drill just as well as any man 

there is in [her] regiment,” which, for a time, guarded Carroll Prison in Washington DC.  She 

wrote of one of the prisoners, a lady major in the Union Army who “went into battle with her 

men.  When the rebels’ bullets was acoming like a hail storm she rode her horse and gave orders 

to the men.”  This is an interesting incident of one female soldier coming across another.  

Wakeman continued to serve in the 153rd, engaging the enemy for the first time April 9, 1864 at 

the Battle of Pleasant Hill in Louisiana.  In the last letter she was ever to write home, dated April 

14, 1864, she described her participation in the battle.  “I was not in the first day’s fight but the 

next day I had to face the enemy bullets with my regiment.  I was under fire about four hours and 

laid on the field of battle all night.”23  Wakeman survived the battle unscathed.  For her, it would 

not be an enemy bullet that claimed her life, but the cause of over sixty percent of the deaths 

through the course of the war: disease.24  On June 19, 1864, she died of dysentery, her sex never 

having been discovered.  She received a soldier’s burial in Chalmette National Cemetery in New 

Orleans.  The name on her headstone reads: Lyons Wakeman.25 

Sarah Rosetta Wakeman was not the only woman to find increased freedom and 

opportunities disguised as a man, nor was she the only one who found her way into the military 

                                                 
22  Burgess, 31. 
23  Ibid., 44, 71. 
24  Burke Davis, The Civil War: Strange & Fascinating Facts (New York: Wing Books, 1996). 
25  Burgess, 12, 82. 
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once the war began.  One of the more well-known accounts of female participation in the war is 

that of Sarah Emma Edmonds.  Born into a large family in New Brunswick, Canada, Edmonds 

abandoned her female identity at around the age of eighteen and crossed the border into the 

United States, fleeing an unwanted betrothal and the tyrannical ways of her father.26  When war 

broke out, Edmonds felt compassion for the northern states that had extended such kindness to 

her since her arrival from Canada.  In the spring of 1861, she watched a military procession and 

marked her good fortune at having cast off the burden of being a woman.  “While I stood there 

and beheld those manly forms convulsed with emotion, and heard the sobs of those women who 

they were leaving behind, I could only thank God that I was free and could go forward and work, 

and was not obliged to stay at home and weep.”27 

On May 25, 1861, she was mustered into the 2nd Michigan Infantry under the alias 

Franklin Thompson, where she served as a field nurse and later as the regimental post master.  

According to her story, she grew tired of the tediousness of such work and applied for and 

received a commission as a spy for the Union Army.  During her career in espionage, she 

disguised herself as a young slave, an Irish peddler woman, and many others, all the while 

wearing the ultimate disguise as Frank Thompson.  In 1863, she contracted malaria, and rather 

than disclose her female identity, she deserted the army.  With the war still raging around her, 

she composed her memoirs, detailing her life as a soldier, nurse, and spy.  In the last passage, she 

wrote of her own guilt at having left the war: 

I for months past have not given even a cup of cold water to the sufferers.  I am ashamed 
to acknowledge it! But when I look around and see the streets crowded with strong, 
healthy young men who ought to be foremost in the ranks of their country’s defenders, I 
am not only ashamed, I am indignant! . . . I am about to return to the army to offer my 

                                                 
26  Sarah Emma Edmonds, Memoirs Of A Soldier, Nurse, And Spy (Dekalb, IL: Northern Illinois University Press, 
1999), xiv. 
27  Ibid., 5. 
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services in any capacity which will best promote the interests of the Federal cause—no 
matter how perilous the position may be.28 

 
As herself, Sarah Edmonds served as a nurse in Washington DC for the remainder of the war. 

There have been scholars who dispute the validity of Edmond’s story, claiming that it 

“offers readers a romanticized version of her experience” as a man for the purpose of giving the 

readers “entertainment worth paying for.”29  It is impossible to distinguish the fact from the 

fiction of these memoirs.  What has not been fabricated, however, is the fact that Sarah Emma 

Edmonds was a young woman who followed the bravest of men into war to fulfill her patriotic 

duty and had to disguise her sex to be allowed the opportunity to do so. 

 Women soldiers were not exclusive to the Union army, but as with many other aspects of 

the Civil War, there is less information available regarding the occurrence of women in the 

Confederate armies.  The most widely known Southern narrative is that of Loreta Janeta 

Velazquez, but it is the controversy that surrounds her story for which it is mostly known.30  In 

her autobiography The Woman in Battle, Velazquez recounted the tales of her activities as 

Lieutenant Harry T. Buford, a soldier and a double agent during the Civil War.  Though much of 

her memoir seems fantastical, it is possible that there is some truth to her claims.  However, 

because of her tendency to embellish much of it, the reality of her participation in the war 

remains unknown.  Nevertheless, Velazquez’s was one inspired by a personal outrage at the 

disadvantages of being a woman in a Victorian society.  “I was especially haunted with the idea 
                                                 
28  Ibid., 235. 
29  Elizabeth D. Leonard in the preface of Memoirs Of A Soldier, Nurse, And Spy, xxi. 
 
30  Confederate General Jubal Early was the first to discredit Loreta Janeta Velazquez’s work, using factual 
inconsistencies to prove that her story was a fabrication.  In the introduction to a 2003 edition of Velazquez’s The 
Woman In Battle, Jesse Aleman lists several of the factual errors General Early used to make his claim: “Velazquez 
describes her first husband in a Confederate uniform before the Confederate Army adopted standardized dress; she 
mistakenly identifies Robert E. Lee as a general before he gained that rank; and she claims to have traveled north 
from Columbia, South Carolina to Richmond, Virginia on a railroad line that did not exist at the time of her 
adventures.” Loreta Janeta Velazquez, The Woman In Battle (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2003), 
ix-x. 
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of being a man,” she wrote, “and the more I thought upon the subject, the more I was disposed to 

murmur at providence for having created me a woman.”31  Velazquez idolized Joan of Arc and 

her abilities on the battlefield, both as a soldier and a woman, and she set out to show that a 

woman was capable of living outside of the Victorian sphere. 

The lady soldiers of the Civil War found their way onto the battlefield for many different 

reasons, whether it be to follow a loved one, to escape the confines of an overbearing society, or 

the patriotic devotion to a cause.  Not all of these women who disguised themselves as male 

soldiers were found out.  Like Sarah Rosetta Wakeman, many of them took their secret to the 

grave.  In 1934, a Civil War grave near the Shiloh National Military Park was discovered, 

containing the skeletons of nine soldiers, one of which was determined to be female.32  Because 

of the strict Victorian order, it was assumed that if a person was wearing pants, that person was 

male.  In this way, the biases of the period actually aided these women in their deception.33  

Another factor which proved to be helpful was the dire need for soldiers to fill the ranks.  

Females were able to go unnoticed through the required health inspections due to the 

examinations’ inefficiencies.  In most cases, all the surgeons looked for were visible illnesses or 

handicaps, good enough teeth to open minie ball cartridges, and a trigger finger. 34 

The women who made it through the war alive and undiscovered were faced with the 

question of what to do next.  Many who served with their husbands still had homes and could 

return to their former lives.  Some, like Sarah Emma Edmonds and Loreta Janeta Velazquez, 

went public with their exploits.  Others, such as Lucy Matilda Thompson, returned to a 

traditional lifestyle, possibly never to speak of the service they rendered for their countries.  

                                                 
31  Velazquez, 42.  
32  Blanton, 189. 
33  Burgess, 3-4. 
34  Blanton, 27; Burgess, 3. 
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After the war, Thompson married a Union veteran and did not speak of her military experience 

until after his death nearly fifty years later.35  Many other women continued to live as men even 

after the war.  In 1896, a Civil War veteran and farmer in Butler County, Kansas was killed in a 

lightning storm.  When the body was discovered, Otto Schaffer was found out to be woman, after 

thirty years of living as a man.  Nevertheless, she was given a military funeral for her known 

service in the war.36  An automobile accident in 1911 revealed a sixty-seven year old war veteran 

to be a woman.  For more than fifty years, Jennie Hodgers had concealed her female identity, 

living, working, and serving as Albert Cashier.  In the forty battles and skirmishes Cashier had 

taken part in, she was never wounded.  Her name appears alongside 36,000 others on the 

Vicksburg battlefield monument to the Illinois soldiers that fought there.37 

When the Civil War broke out in 1861, it was expected that any woman involved near the 

battlefield would be there to undertake womanly activities such as cook, laundress, or nurse.  

While many women proudly risked their lives for such domestic work, there were others who 

broke out of the woman’s sphere to participate in activities normally reserved for men.  

Disguised as men, these ladies bravely battled alongside soldiers who remained oblivious to the 

fact that it was a woman who fought bravely and competently beside him.  The promotion of 

female soldiers was not an uncommon occurrence.  A woman soldier under the alias Alfred J. 

Luther enlisted in the 1st Kansas Infantry as a private, and by her death in 1863, she had reached 

the rank of First Sergeant.38   

The female soldiers who fought in the Civil War were not different from their male 

counterparts.  Both male and female fought and died for their respective causes, the ultimate 
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sacrifice.  But the women soldiers of the Civil War deserve acknowledgement because they were 

there and they were not supposed to be.  “They deserve remembrance because their actions made 

them uncommon and revolutionary, possessed of a valor at odds with Victorian and, in some 

respects, even modern views of women’s proper role.”39 

The Civil War was an event that rattled the very foundations of the United States.  The 

country was torn apart by a war that threatened many Americans right at their doorstep.  A 

number of the women who did not shoulder a musket found themselves supporting the war effort 

by carrying out their “natural” duties as women—sewing flags and uniforms, rolling bandages, 

or setting up fund raisers—providing the “moral and material sustenance” that would allow the 

men to fight the war.40  Others found themselves in situations and occupations that challenged 

the expected role of women in a Victorian society, or used it to their own advantage. 

 When the initial call to arms came, the men of the North and South answered in large 

numbers, leaving behind businesses, factory jobs, and plantations.  Many women defied tradition 

and stepped into these roles.  In the North, it gradually became more common to find a woman 

behind the counter of a local business.  The census of 1870 listed nearly 10,000 salesladies and 

3,000 “female traders and dealers” who were working across the country.41 

The wartime experience of Southern women differed greatly from those in the North.  

While Northern women tended to be observers for the most part, the ladies of the Confederacy 

had to cope with the war in their own backyards.  Furthermore, the enforcement of Victorian 

ideals was more strongly held in the southern states.  While women’s movements such as 

temperance and abolition flourished in the North, the environment of the South was unreceptive 
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to such activities.  “Southern ideologues championed mythic visions of women’s domesticity—

matrons confined completely to the domestic sphere, perched hearthside, tending obedient 

children and supervising submissive slaves, anxiously anticipating the return of their beloved 

husbands.”42   

Despite the domestic dogma that was so firmly held in place in Southern society, there 

were women who used these standards in order to contribute to the war effort in forceful ways.  

Fulfilling one of her expected roles as a woman, Sally Tompkins worked as a nurse during the 

war.  Using her influence as a member of a wealthy and privileged family, she convinced Judge 

John Robertson to allow her to open a war hospital in his Richmond, Virginia home.  Tompkins 

worked right alongside her staff, a workforce of both black and white, slave and free.43  Under 

her care, the recorded number of deaths was lower and the number of soldiers who returned to 

their commands was higher than any other hospital.  When an order was passed that required that 

all soldiers in private hospitals must be transferred to ones under direct government control, she 

refused to let “her boys” be taken from her hospital.  She appealed to Jefferson Davis, the 

president of the Confederate States, insisting that Robertson Hospital be exempt from the order.  

Because of the hospital’s remarkable record, President Davis agreed and gave Tompkins a 

commission as a Captain of Calvary, unassigned.  This position gave her the authority to issue 

orders and obtain supplies from the Army.  In accordance with the selflessness often displayed 

by women on the home front, she accepted the commission but refused the salary that came 

along with it.44   
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Some of the more adventuresome women served as smugglers or spies.  In many cases, 

the women who chose this line of work were aided by their sex. The prejudices and ideals of the 

time placed them above suspicion, as men would not suspect a woman to be involved in such 

dangerous work.45  One of the most infamous spies of the war was Confederate Belle Boyd.  

Using a hotel in Front Royal, Virginia as the base for her operations, Boyd would eavesdrop on 

Federal troops as she nursed the wounded, passing the information on to General Stonewall 

Jackson.  On one occasion, “she reportedly rode thirty miles in one night to inform on a Union 

general’s plans—then returned before daylight so as not to be discovered gone.”46  Betrayed, 

arrested, and imprisoned several times, Boyd was once released by her captor after he fell in love 

with her.  After the war, she lived off of the notoriety that accompanied her life as a spy, and 

became an actress and a writer in England and the United States.47 

The War Between the States greatly affected the women at home.  For some, the 

domestic life for which they had been raised continued throughout the war.  Others challenged 

this by stepping into the vacant places in the workforce left by the men who went off to fight.  

And some took advantage of the prejudices applied to them as women and made a significant 

impact on the war effort. 

 The mid-nineteenth century was a time of incredible change for the United States.  

Americans were pushing west, invading and settling the harsh frontier, and for four years, a civil 

war bled the country of its patriots and tested the character of its citizens.  For men, it was a time 

to exert the strength and power allowed to them, and for many women, a time to realize the 

rights that were being denied them.  Whether it was fighting alongside men or standing out with 
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fortitude and courage, characteristics believed to be decidedly masculine, these women did the 

unexpected in retaliation, breaking out of the woman’s sphere that society held so firmly in 

place.  In essence, Bleeding Kansas and “the Civil War compelled women to become more 

active, self-reliant, and resourceful, and this ultimately contributed to their economic, social, and 

intellectual advancement.”48 
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