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This thesis explores the experiences of Northern New England women during the Civil
War. Though these women were physically distant from the frontlines, the war came to their
doorsteps. The war challenged and changed the physical and idealized space of the household
and women’s role within it. This thesis examines how women experienced, resisted, or enacted
wartime changes to household space. Through an examination of letters written by women, this
study argues that, despite the disruptions of the war and the absence of male family members,
Northern New England women fought to protect their homes from change.
Women used a variety of approaches to ensure the survival of their households. In their
attempts to achieve a home that would emerge from the war largely unaffected, Northern New
England women both exploited and subverted prewar gender roles. They wrote to government
officials, expressed political opinions, and oriented their patriotic efforts towards their homes and
local communities in attempts to protect their households from the ravages of war. They
achieved financial and emotional stability in their homes by taking on the traditionally male role
of economic provider and used letter writing to create a semblance of normalcy and maintain
familial roles and connections. Though Northern New England women resisted wartime
transformations, they often had to embrace a degree of change or innovation in the name of

preserving their vision of an idealized household for a postwar future. Despite their efforts to
minimize the impact of the war on their homes, women’s wartime actions redefined the
household space and their roles within it.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
During the Civil War, approximately two million men served in the Union forces and
360,000 of these men died in service.1 While these are staggering figures, even more people,
many of them women, felt the war’s impact. In every Northern New England town, it is likely
that everyone at least knew of someone that was serving in the military. Indeed, in towns like
Claremont and Newport, New Hampshire, about half of the military aged male population
enlisted at some point during the war. 2 These communities were changed and altered by the
absence of so many men. As Harper’s Weekly reminded their readers, bullets often wounded
twice, injuring the soldier as well as his family members at home.3 It was these “invisible
bullets” that “penetrated unguarded homes in every city, town, and neighborhood in our once
happy and peaceful country, wounding the beloved ones left there in hoped-for security.”4 As
this story indicates, even though Northern New Englanders on the home front were physically
distant from the battlefield, the war came to their doorsteps nonetheless, disrupting their
households. Women, whose worlds often centered on their homes, faced new challenges to
maintain their household spaces despite the pressures of the war.
American novelist Fanny Fern recognized the hardships and sacrifices that Northern New
England women who remained at home endured because of the war. She called attention to the
importance of these women’s actions in a newspaper column published during the war, praising

Maris A. Vinovskis, “Have Social Historians Lost the Civil War? Some Preliminary Demographic
Speculation” in Toward a Social History of the American Civil War: Exploratory Essays, ed. Maris A. Vinovskis
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 6-9.
2
Thomas R. Kemp, “Community and War: The Civil War Experience of Two New Hampshire Towns” in
Toward a Social History of the American Civil War, 59.
3
Timothy F. Garrity, “‘All the Island Boys are Gone’: The Civil War in Down East Maine,” (master’s
thesis, University of Maine, 2014), 47, accessed December 15, 2021, UMaine Digital Commons.
4
“Wounded,” Arthur’s Home Magazine, September 1863, accessed January 1, 2022, ProQuest.
1
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the wives of soldiers for their sacrifices and calling them heroes. She urged her readers not to
forget the soldiers’ wives and hoped that “when the history of this war shall be written (and that
cannot be now,) let the historian, what else soever he may forget, forget not to chronicle this
sublime valor of the hearthstone[s]” of soldiers’ wives throughout the country.5 It was not nurses
or heads of soldiers’ aid societies who Fern felt were most deserving of praise, but rather the
women at home who had sacrificed their husbands and had to deal with major disruptions as a
result. While Fern drew a sympathetic picture of soldiers’ wives, they were very much passive
figures in her depiction. According to Fern, they only contributed to the war through their male
relatives and did little else but fret while awaiting the return of their husbands. However, the
women of New Hampshire, where this column appeared, as well as those of Maine and Vermont,
did not simply wait to hear if their husbands, sons, and brothers were killed or wounded in battle.
They actively worked to protect and maintain their households by forming and expressing
political identities, resisting the war’s nationalizing pressures, ensuring the survival of family
farms and businesses, and sustaining familial bonds and roles.
Though the actions of soldiers’ wives and other Northern women ensured the survival of
their households, Fern’s hope that they would be remembered in history books was not fulfilled
in the years following the end of the war. Two books published quite soon after the close of the
conflict, however, recognized and lauded the wartime contributions of certain prominent women.
Frank Moore’s Women of the War: Their Heroism and Self-Sacrifice published in 1866 and L.P.
Brockett’s and Mary Vaughan’s Women’s Work in the Civil War: A Record of Heroism,
Patriotism and Patience published a year later both praised the “brave and noble-hearted

Fanny Fern, “Soldiers’ Wives,” Farmer’s Cabinet, May 7, 1863, accessed January 1, 2022, Early
American Newspapers.
5
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women” who supported the Union war effort.6 Though Moore acknowledged the hardships and
sacrifices made by wives and mothers of soldiers, the majority of his book as well as Brockett’s
and Vaughan’s consists of biographical sketches of well-known women such as Dorothea Dix
and Clara Barton who left their homes and served as nurses or coordinators of regional branches
of the United States Sanitary Commission (USSC).7 These authors believed that these selfless
and patriotic women deserved the most attention, not the soldiers’ wives that Fern argued were
just as much heroines in their own right.
It took much longer for the experience of soldiers’ wives and other ordinary Northern
women to capture the attention of historians. Before Mary Elizabeth Massey’s 1966 publication
of Bonnet Brigades: American Women and the Civil War, Northern women did not appear often
in Civil War scholarship. Massey’s sweeping analysis helped remedy this omission by
examining many aspects of women’s experiences, both North and South, during the Civil War.
She also sparked the debate that would continue to characterize the historiography on this topic
for years to come. This debate centers on the concept of “separate spheres,” that has long been a
staple in scholarship on women in the nineteenth century more broadly. This concept found
expression as early as 1840, when Alexis de Tocqueville observed that American women’s
influence seemed to be limited to the domestic realm, confined to the household and its attendant
duties of housework and childcare and forbidden to join the outside male world of politics and
business.8

L.P. Brockett and Mary C. Vaughan, Woman’s Work in the Civil War: A Record of Heroism, Patriotism
and Patience (Philadelphia: Zeigler, McCurdy & Co., 1867), 505, accessed January 30, 2022, HathiTrust.
7
Frank Moore, Women of the War: Their Heroism and Self-Sacrifice (Hartford, CT: S.S. Scranton & Co.,
1866), 541-553, accessed January 31, 2022, HathiTrust. Moore dedicates only 12 pages of his over 600 page book to
soldiers’ wives and mothers.
8
Linda K. Kerber, "Separate Spheres, Female Worlds, Woman's Place: The Rhetoric of Women's
History," The Journal of American History 75, no. 1 (1988): 10-12, accessed March 22, 2021,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1889653.
6
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The precepts of separate spheres shaped gender ideology in nineteenth century New
England. In the antebellum period, men began to move outside of the physical space of the home
to work for wages. This shift diminished the association of work with the home and the unwaged
labor that took place within it, while heightening the link between women and domestic space. In
addition, suffrage expanded to most white men during the first half of the nineteenth century,
making women’s lack of formal political rights more obvious.9 In order to reconcile these
changes, women’s role in and attachment to the household became idealized as natural and
desirable. Women played a critical role in rearing their children and were responsible for
ensuring that the broader society continued to uphold religious and moral values despite the
harshness and hostility of the industrial world. They had ultimate influence over the physical and
imagined space of the home.10 In exchange for their elevated position in the domestic realm,
however, women faced restrictions on their influence outside the home. Women were not
supposed to become involved in politics, speak in public, and they had no standing in the legal
system.11
Despite the limitations of separate spheres, many women aspired to adhere to the gender
norms laid out by this ideology. If a woman was able to stay home with her children and did not
have to engage in wage work outside of the home, then she was a respectable woman whose
husband was adequately fulfilling his role as economic provider.12 Gaining respectability by
living in accordance with separate spheres ideology was, however, only available to middle and
upper class Northern white women. Poor women, for instance, could not afford to stay home and

Nancy F. Cott, The Bonds of Womanhood: ‘Woman’s Sphere’ in New England 1780-1835 (New Haven,
CT: Yale University Press, 1997), 5-6, accessed December 20, 2021, ProQuest.
10
Ibid., 200.
11
Ibid., 5.
12
Alice Kessler-Harris, Women Have Always Worked: A Concise History (Champaign: University of
Illinois Press, 2018), 68-9, accessed March 8, 2022, ProQuest.
9
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reject wage work, thus excluding them from the idealized and aspirational gender norms laid out
in separate spheres ideology. Southern women were also unable to adhere to separate spheres as
their households were organized around agricultural labor and labor was still performed inside
the home.
Not only was the concept of separate spheres a real part of the gender ideology of the
nineteenth century, it also became a popular lens through which historians in the twentieth
century examined the lives of Civil War women. In studies of Northern women and the Civil
War, Massey and subsequent historians have debated whether the war was the moment in which
the boundaries between the domestic sphere of women and the public sphere of men broke down.
In other words, they ask: did the Civil War prompt or allow women to break out of their
confinement to the home and for the first time participate in the public world of politics? And, if
so, was this a permanent change or only a temporary one driven by the necessities of wartime?
Scholars have come down on both sides of the argument. Some have taken a more middle-of-theroad approach, arguing that the Civil War improved the status of women in American society in
some ways but reinforced their confinement to the home in others.13 This debate has dominated
the historiography focused on women and the Civil War. Most historians that have written on

13

For works that argue the Civil War broke down separate spheres see: Mary Elizabeth Massey, Bonnet
Brigades: American Women and the Civil War (New York: Alfred A Knopf, 1966) and Judith Ann Giesberg, Civil
War Sisterhood: The U.S. Sanitary Commission and Women’s Politics in Transition (Boston: Northeastern
University Press, 2000). Lisa Marie Rude, “What the Women of Maine Have Done: Women’s Wartime Work and
Postwar Activism, 1860-1875,” Maine History 48, no. 1 (January 2014): 86-109, argues that the war broke down
sperate spheres for Maine women specifically. The opposite argument can be found in: Jeannie Attie, Patriotic Toil:
Northern Women and the American Civil War (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998) and Elizabeth D. Leonard,
Yankee Women: Gender Battles in the Civil War (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1994). A good example of
a scholar that takes a more middle of the road approach is Nina Silber, Daughters of the Union: Northern Women
Fight the Civil War (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005), accessed March 22, 2021, ProQuest.
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Northern women have weighed in on it in one way or another. Even recent scholars who have
attempted to move beyond this debate often become mired in it.14
A popular aspect of Northern women’s experience that historians have explored in their
attempts to answer the separate spheres question has been their participation in the USSC.
Participation in the USSC and its affiliated local soldiers’ aid societies was perhaps the most
obvious way in which Northern women showed their support for the war effort. These societies
organized events and gathered donations of food and clothing for soldiers. With so many men
absent, these societies were often comprised of and even headed by women, who gained
important skills in managing money and organizing events. This experience, some historians
argue, led women to no longer be content with staying at home and provided them with the
necessary skills to participate in mass political movements and fight for their right to vote in the
decades following the war.15
Historians who focus on the USSC often also discuss Northern women’s patriotism.
Sewing and knitting for the soldiers was perhaps the most accepted form of female patriotism
during the Civil War, as it was decidedly in line with the sort of maternal and household duties
expected of them. Women often encountered criticism and problems when they explored other
modes of patriotism. Though unfailing loyalty was demanded of women, this loyalty had to be
expressed in certain ways. As some scholars have importantly highlighted, patriotism posed a
challenge to separate spheres ideology, as patriotism sometimes involved women’s public

14

See, for instance, Judith Ann Giesberg, Army at Home: Women and the Civil War on the Northern Home
Front (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2009). While she does try to move beyond separate
spheres by focusing on space, in many ways she is still engaging in the debate, though she frames it a bit differently
than other scholars. Giesberg examines how the spaces women inhabited changed, which ultimately is what the
separate spheres debate is trying to determine as well. Thavolia Glymph The Women’s Fight: The Civil War’s
Battles for Home, Freedom, and Nation (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2020) also engages
with the debate to some extent as well.
15
Giesberg, Civil War Sisterhood, 11-12.

7

expression of political loyalties, something that was not aligned with their confinement to the
physical space of the home and the realm of domestic affairs.16 Patriotism also called for women
to put the needs of the nation above the needs of their family, and the USSC especially
demanded that women be more loyal to the nation than their local community. Historians have
argued that the USSC was an important institution in developing a national consciousness among
women, prompting them to see themselves as members of a wider national community instead of
their local community.17 Of course, others believe that women resisted the nationalizing
pressures of the USSC and the Civil War more broadly and clung to their local affiliations above
all else.18
Discussions of Northern women’s participation in the USSC often center on middle-class
white women, as they could most afford to spare the time and effort it took to be active members
in local soldiers’ aid societies. Indeed, middle-class white women have dominated the
historiography on Northern women in the Civil War. More recently, scholars have begun to
include a broader range of women in their narratives, such as free black women and lower-class
white women.19
Historians have also slowly started to move beyond the separate spheres debate. A new
direction in the scholarship has been to center space and women’s experience of space during the
Civil War. These scholars have examined how the spaces women were allowed to inhabit
changed, thereby reframing aspects of the separate spheres debate, while also emphasizing how
women experienced, resisted, and fought for changes in their spaces. These historians also

16

Silber, Daughters of the Union, 3-5.
See Giesberg, Civil War Sisterhood.
18
See Attie, Patriotic Toil.
19
See for instance, Thavolia Glymph, The Women’s Fight, for more information on the lives of free black
women and lower-class white women in the North.
17
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demonstrate that, despite their physical distance from the frontlines, Northern women were
affected deeply by the war. In addition, they show how the actions of women affected the war as
well.20
This thesis builds upon recent trends in the scholarship by reframing the separate spheres
debate and centering space, particularly household space. The lens of separate spheres often
makes it seem as if the outside world was completely removed from the domestic world of
women, and that their political development only occurred when they moved outside of the
home. In contrast, this thesis argues that Northern New England women’s political development
and challenges to separate spheres ideology actually occurred inside the home. The effects of the
war on household space and women’s desire to minimize its impact prompted them to both
challenge and embrace aspects of separate spheres ideology.
Household and home are used interchangeably throughout this thesis. These terms are
defined broadly to include not just the physical structure of the home but also the “cognitive
space” of home, that is, the ideas and meanings attached to the household.21 The “cognitive
space” of the home in this study is an idealized space. In the context of the Civil War and the
broader nineteenth century, the home was thought of as a sort of sanctuary, a place of safety and
stability that provided refuge from the changing, unstable, and often harsh outside world.22 The
home was a place in which gender ideology designated roles and duties for men and women. For
instance, a woman’s place in the home was as a wife and mother and she was responsible for
housekeeping and childcare duties. So, not only was the home a physical structure, but it was

20
Examples of recent works that center space are: Judith Ann Giesberg, Army at Home and Thavolia
Glymph, The Women’s Fight.
21
Holocaust historian Dan Stone defines cognitive space as “figurative or imaginative uses of space” in
Dan Stone, “Holocaust Spaces,” in Hitler’s Geographies: The Spatialities of the Third Reich, ed. Paolo Giaccaria
and Claudio Minca, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016), 47.
22
Mary P. Ryan, Cradle of the Middle Class: The Family in Oneida County, New York, 1790-1865
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 146-148.

9

often also an idealized and imagined space. It was a place that came with many assumptions
about what sorts of activities should be done within it and who should do them. In other words,
the household in this study is “both a physical place and a set of social ideas,” following the
definition offered by Lisa Tendrich Frank and LeeAnn Whites in their edited collection of essays
that focuses on the household during the Civil War. The authors and editors of this collection
argue that the Civil War was at its heart a struggle over the meaning of home. In their view, the
home front was integral to how the war was fought, as well as how it was talked about and
understood.23
Though Frank and Whites’s collection does not give much attention to Northern women,
this study builds upon its premises to explore how Northern women’s experiences reflect the
challenges the Civil War posed to the meaning of home. Most Northern women experienced the
war from their homes and the war transformed their understanding of home and the roles and
spaces women should inhabit within it. Women dealt with these challenges firsthand, and they
sought to protect their household space from changes brought on by the loss or absence of male
relatives to the war effort. Despite their efforts to prevent change, however, the circumstances of
the war often forced women to subvert traditional ideas regarding gender roles and their proper
place in the home and society.
Focusing on letters written by Northern New England women, this thesis examines
changes and challenges to household space during the Civil War and how women experienced,
resisted, or enacted those changes. Northern New England encompasses the states of Maine,
New Hampshire, and Vermont. Limiting to this region allows for an in-depth study of a section

Lisa Tendrich Frank and LeeAnn Whites, “Introduction: The Civil War as a Household War”
in Household War: How Americans Lived and Fought the Civil War, ed. Lisa Tendrich Frank and LeeAnn Whites
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2020), 1-3, accessed November 4, 2021, JSTOR.
23
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of the North that was similar in population and climate and was largely agricultural and rural.
The economy in Northern New England was less industrialized than much of the North and
many still lived and worked on farms. Between 1850 and 1860, when agricultural production
was declining in much of New England and the North, all three states actually saw increases in
their agricultural production and the amount of land improved for agriculture.24 In addition, most
in Northern New England lived in small towns that were not densely populated. Only six towns
in Northern New England could be classified as cities in 1860, meaning they had populations of
more than 10,000 people. Vermont had no cities and Vermont and Maine had the lowest
population densities in New England.25
While Northern New England was in many ways different from the rest of the North,
most explorations of Northern women and the Civil War gloss over and pay little attention to
these differences. Many of these studies tend to look at the entire North, spanning New England,
Mid-Atlantic, and Mid-Western states; a large geographic area.26 Though there were some
similarities in women’s experiences throughout the North and broad conclusions can be helpful
for revealing larger historical trends, studies at the local and regional level promise to add more
complexity and nuance to current understandings of Northern women’s experiences during the
Civil War. In addition, looking at Northern New England counteracts the urban and middle-class
bias of much of the historiography.27 This scholarship emphasizes a narrative of industrial

24

Richard F. Miller, ed. States at War, Volume 1: A Reference Guide for Connecticut, Maine,
Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Vermont in the Civil War (Lebanon: University Press of New
England, 2013), 360-1, accessed November 30, 2021, ProQuest.
25
Ibid., 153, 368, 564, 557.
26
For instance, Giesberg, Army at Home, Glymph, The Women’s Fight, Massey, Bonnet Brigades, and
Silber, Daughters of the Union all are studies of the entirety of the North (and sometimes the South as well).
However, many of them tend to privilege one area over the other in their analysis. For example, many of Giesberg’s
sources come from Pennsylvania and the mid-Atlantic region.
27
Giesberg, Civil War Sisterhood, Leonard, Yankee Women, and Silber, Daughters of the Union all are
mostly middle-class white narratives. While Glymph, The Women’s Fight, and Giesberg, Army at Home, include
Northern women of other classes and races, many of them are urban women.
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development, regional economic prosperity, and widespread Union support, while neglecting the
experiences of rural people, many of whose experiences did not align with this trajectory of
progress. Much of the North remained rural through the Civil War era, and further attention to
rural people’s experiences reveals the stories of those who did not have the benefit of living in
urban industrial centers with more resources to combat the economic and social strains of the
war.
The main sources for this study are five letter collections that capture a wide range of
experiences from women who occupied various stages and situations in life. These letter
collections are those of the Stevens family of Montpelier, Vermont, Emily Harris of Hampstead,
New Hampshire, Sarah Murdock of North Paris, Maine, Judith Bailey of Sangerville, Maine, and
a collection of letters from various Maine women to the adjutant general and governor of Maine.
The household circumstances of these women varied. Emily Harris was a young wife and mother
of two during the Civil War, while Rachel Stevens was a widowed mother of mostly adult
children. Sarah Murdock and Judith Bailey were farmer’s wives, while Emily Harris was the
wife of a shoemaker. The letters from the governor’s and adjutant general’s correspondence,
which come from women all over the state of Maine, provide further diversity and variety to this
study. Despite their differences, however, these women also had much in common. They were all
white, as was the majority of the population in Northern New England at the time. They were
also all of an aspiring middle-class status.28 Prior to the war, their finances were generally stable

28

See Ryan, Cradle of the Middle Class, 14-15, for a helpful definition of middle-class. For Ryan the
middle-class included “salaried managers and professionals, retail clerks, and office workers” (14). In other words,
they were those occupying the middle range of the new industrial society that emerged in the first half of the
nineteenth century. They were not owners of factories or the laborers in those factories but somewhere in between.
This new middle-class supplanted an earlier group of yeoman farmers and artisans. Also, importantly to Ryan, the
middle-class had distinct social and cultural practices that were an important part of their identity. For instance, the
middle-class would have adhered closely to separate spheres ideology regarding women’s place in the home as well
as broader society.
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and their lives were comfortable, but sickness, accident, loss of any income, or other changes to
the household could quickly put them into desperate and uncertain economic circumstances and
push them much farther away from gaining a foothold in stable middle-class respectability.
Though the individual experiences of these women varied widely, they were united by a similar
class background as well as the fact that most were rooted in Northern New England’s rural and
agricultural communities.
Letters are a vital source for exploring the thoughts, feelings, emotions, and experiences
of women during the nineteenth century. Though at first glance many nineteenth century letters
appear formulaic and impersonal, writers often relied on these formulas to frame the beginning
and end of their letters to show they were versed in the conventions of letter writing. The heart of
a letter was often highly personal and was expected to be “a spontaneous effusion of sincere
feeling from one person to another.”29 Letters were understood in the nineteenth century as
occupying “a state of contiguity with the bodies, minds, and souls of correspondents.”30 In other
words, letters were an extension of the mind and soul of the writer, a way of transporting the
writer across vast distances to be with their reader. In addition, though letters were often shared
with more than just the person they were written to, there was still an expectation of privacy and
intimacy in the exchange of letters.31 The private and emotional nature of nineteenth century
letters makes them a useful source for capturing women’s experiences during the Civil War.
Also, by the mid-nineteenth century, letter writing was widespread. Most people in the North
were literate, and the exchange of letters was not limited by social class, factors that make letters

29
David M. Henkin, The Postal Age: The Emergence of Modern Communications in Nineteenth-Century
America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 109, accessed January 27, 2022, ProQuest.
30
William M. Decker, Epistolary Practices: Letter Writing in America Before Telecommunications (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998), 39, accessed March 7, 2022, ProQuest.
31
Henkin, The Postal Age, 100-103.
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a representative source for capturing the experiences of women from rural Northern New
England.32
These women’s experiences are the focus of this study and, as such, minor corrections to
spelling and grammar have been made in direct quotations to ensure that the focus is on the
women’s words and experiences, not on how adept they were at spelling. This editorial choice
also helps with clarity so these women’s words are easy to understand without confusion or
distraction caused by misspelling. At times, brackets indicate when words have been inserted or
changed to aid readability.
This study follows a thematic organization: each chapter examines a different aspect of
Northern New England women’s experiences during the Civil War. A focus on the space of the
household unites them, demonstrating how, despite the disruptions of the war and the absence of
male relatives, Northern New England women worked to keep their household spaces from
changing. Their resistance to change helps explain why many women clung to their customary
roles as mothers and wives and felt discouraged by the increased independence and
responsibilities the Civil War thrust upon them. While they at times embraced a degree of change
or innovation, rather than signaling women’s acceptance of wartime transformations, these
decisions usually reflected their overarching commitment to preserving their vision of an
idealized home for a postwar future. Women mostly used and endorsed prewar notions of gender
roles. When they subverted these ideas, it was often in the name of retaining a sense of stability
in the midst of the war’s turmoil. Letters played an important role in women’s efforts to maintain
their households. At times, correspondence offered women a means to challenge expected gender

32

Decker, Epistolary Practices, 60.
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roles, and at other times it enabled them to preserve their prewar roles and to create a sense of
normalcy.
The first chapter explores how women formed political identities in response to the war’s
effects on their households. While women took political action before the Civil War, the war
prompted them to take more radical and unusual measures in order to maintain their households.
The Civil War was a threat to the idealized household space. The need to protect it propelled
women to engage in political actions to prevent their homes from changing and ensure that they
survived the war intact. Though women challenged gender ideology of the time that excluded
them from politics, they justified their transgressions by arguing that it was necessary for them to
take political action to protect their designated space, the home. Women used their traditional
roles and appointed duties as mothers and wives to their advantage, as a basis for legitimate
engagement in wartime politics and to demand governmental aid. While Northern New England
women were hesitant to embrace change, they had to innovate to address their unusual
circumstances and to ensure that their households were protected from the ravages of war.
The second chapter examines a related but distinct issue: the problem of women’s
patriotism during the Civil War. While contemporary gender norms barred women from explicit
political engagement, they expected women to be patriotic and express nonpartisan loyalty to
their nation. However, women often faced difficulties navigating patriotism during the Civil
War. Though they often wanted to be patriotic, they sometimes felt limited in how to express
their national patriotism because of their competing attachment to the home. In addition, patriotic
endeavors often demanded that women make sacrifices of time, comfort, and loved ones, forcing
women to reconcile the need to protect their families and households with patriotic demands.
Women attempted to resolve this competition by framing their patriotic efforts as an extension of
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their attachment to the household. Women were loyal first and foremost to their homes, families,
and local communities, and were patriotic in ways that they felt would concretely benefit their
relatives and neighbors, not an idealized and intangible national community. Ultimately, women
desired to shield the household from change, prompting them to resist nationalizing pressures
and instead to undertake patriotic efforts that would best ensure household survival.
The third chapter focuses on a crucial way in which the war rearranged household space
and challenged ideas about household roles and responsibilities. It examines how women had to
take on traditionally male roles as economic providers in order to ensure their households
avoided financial disaster during the war. Women worked hard to provide for their families
during the conflict, often in the absence of funds from the husbands and sons who normally
supported them. For the first time, many women were responsible for paying debts and taxes,
procuring food for their families, running farms, and taking charge of family businesses.
Women’s efforts ensured that soldiers had functioning homes to come back to after the war was
over. This exploration of women’s struggles and successes also importantly reveals that while
women were willing to take on more economic responsibilities, these changes were often not
welcomed. They often looked forward to handing these responsibilities back to their husbands
and sons and reverting the household space back to its prewar arrangement of roles and
responsibilities. In the name of sustaining their household financially, women had to accept some
changes, but they did so with the expectation that such efforts would only be temporary. Their
ultimate goal with such actions was to secure a postwar household space that looked much like it
did before the war.
Letters serve as the core primary source material throughout this thesis, and the fourth
chapter examines how correspondence was crucial to maintaining household bonds and roles
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despite separations caused by the Civil War. Letters enabled women to cope with the new
distance between them and their loved ones and the anxiety caused by separation. In addition,
letters also provided an imagined space for women to enact and carry out their prewar household
roles and responsibilities. It was through letter writing that mothers and wives maintained their
responsibilities as physical and spiritual caregivers for their sons and husbands. Though writing
letters was an imperfect method for women to cope with their unusual circumstances and
continue to carry out their designated duties, it was also a way for them to retain some stability.
Ultimately, correspondence helped women preserve a semblance of a normal household, cope
with anxiety, and maintain a sense of control in the midst of an uncertain and disruptive war.
The thesis concludes with an exploration of the postwar lives of the women who are the
main focus of this study. Though these women worked hard to maintain their homes in
anticipation of the return of their male relatives, that homecoming did not often result in the
restoration of their prewar households. Both soldiers and their relatives at home were deeply
affected by the war and their dreams of a relatively unaltered postwar life were often just that.
The Civil War was a transformative time for Northern New England women, and their
experiences provide insight into how the war challenged ideas about home and women’s place in
society, as well as how women faced these challenges.
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CHAPTER TWO
POLITICS OF THE HOME
The Civil War challenged the ability of Northern New England women to maintain their
prewar households. They wanted to lessen the impact of the war and keep it from changing their
households, but this proved a difficult task unless they were willing to embrace change, at least
temporarily. Often their male relatives were far from home, in constant danger of injury and
death. In the absence of these men, women had to find ways to provide for themselves and their
children. They also worked to ensure that their relatives in the military were adequately provided
for and had the best chance of coming home safe. In order to accomplish these goals, women
took political action. Many Northern New England women articulated and forged a political
identity during the war to maintain their households and mitigate the effects of the war. While
they wanted to prevent change and preserve their vision of an idealized household for a postwar
future, they often found themselves challenging the traditional belief that women should be
apolitical. In other circumstances, they found themselves using traditional notions regarding the
proper place of women to their advantage. Either way, they asserted a political identity to ensure
that their households survived the war intact.
Even before the Civil War, women were beginning to carve out spaces for themselves in
the world of politics. They participated in the abolitionist movement and social reform
organizations to effect change in their communities. They took advantage of their right to
petition and began to advocate for women’s suffrage. Though only a small group of women were
present at the Seneca Falls Convention in 1848, some historians such as Lori Ginzberg have
argued that the idea of women voting and being active in politics during the antebellum period
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was not as unusual as previously thought.1 Other historians have argued that it was not until the
Civil War that women were no longer content with their confinement to the domestic sphere and
that it was this momentous event that inspired women to step out of the home, providing them
with important organization and management skills necessary to enter into the world of mass
political movements.2
While exactly when women became active in politics is up for debate, it is evident that
the war was an important point in women’s political development. Many women could not help
but closely follow political developments and demand more of a say in their local, state, and
federal government’s decisions as it affected their lives intimately. Their households and family
members were at stake, and they were often pushed to political action to protect them. Historian
Stephanie McCurry has traced this development among Southern white women, arguing that
lower class white women developed a collective political identity as “soldiers’ wives.” They
used their newfound identity to make claims on the state and demand they be adequately repaid
for the sacrifice they made in giving up their husbands for the cause.3 This new political identity
also developed among Northern New England women, though not only among wives of soldiers
but also their mothers and sisters. These women leveraged their identities as relatives of soldiers
to ensure the government met their demands. Many Maine women, for instance, took up their
pens to write to the governor of the state and demand he recognize the validity of their claims
and need for support, as they had given up their sons and husbands for the government’s war
effort and they expected to be repaid for this sacrifice.
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The idea that women were expected to sacrifice during wartime was not new. As a wealth
of prescriptive literature on the place of women in society published during the antebellum
period attested, it was the job of mothers to inculcate their sons with virtues and democratic
values and ultimately to sacrifice their sons for the needs of the nation.4 In order to execute this
task properly, women had to forgo partisanship so that they could teach their sons to be openminded and tolerant to other views, and most importantly, as selflessly patriotic to the nation as
they were.5 This concept of “republican motherhood,” was enforced in periodicals such as The
Ladies’ Wreath. This magazine held an essay contest in 1851 on the subject of how women
should show their patriotism, and the winning essay argued that it was by raising patriotic and
liberty-loving sons.6 The ideal women, periodicals and newspapers such as The Portland Daily
Advertiser indicated, were ones like Elizabeth Sanford of Ohio, who at the age of one hundred
had supported countless male family members during times of war without complaint. While her
husband fought in the Battle of Bunker Hill, she helped by digging up saltpeter to remedy an
ammunition shortage. She gave up her sons in the War of 1812 and knitted socks while her
grandsons and great grandsons fought in the Civil War.7 In other words, she was the picture of
the perfect nonpartisan and patriotic wife and mother who wordlessly sacrificed and expected
nothing in return.
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While Northern New England women during the Civil War were also willing to give up
their male family members, they were not going to keep out of wartime politics, as it affected
their ability to protect their homes. They also did not make their sacrifices for free, and they
expected that in return the government would aid them and acknowledge their claim to support.
In order to remind the government of its obligations to them and ensure the survival of their
households, many Maine women took the radical step of writing to some of the highest political
officials in the state, the governor and adjutant general. Forging a relationship with political
officials not only went against prescriptions for women to be apolitical, but also against the
dictates of proper letter writing practices. Manuals on letter writing abounded during the
nineteenth century, and their audience was most often made up of women, as letter writing was
seen as a particularly feminine art form.8 These manuals laid out what was and was not
acceptable for women in regards to letter writing, and one thing that was certainly not acceptable
was writing to a stranger, especially if that stranger was a man. According to one such manual
published just before the war, “no young lady ever engages in a correspondence with a
gentleman that is neither her relative or her betrothed without eventually lessening herself in his
eyes.”9 So, not only were these women making an explicitly political request, they were violating
rules of propriety simply by sending the letter.
The fact they were violating proper letter writing procedures likely was why some
women like Philena Huggins started off their letters to the governor by asking him to “excuse me

8
Deirdre M. Mahoney, “‘More Than an Accomplishment’: Advice on Letter Writing for NineteenthCentury American Women,” Huntington Library Quarterly 66, no. 3/4 (2003): 415, accessed March 1, 2022,
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3818090.
9
Eliza Leslie, Miss Leslie’s Behavior Book, a Guide and Manual for Ladies as Regards their Conversation,
Manners, Dress (Philadelphia: T.B. Peterson and Brothers, 1859), 164, accessed March 1, 2022, Gale.

21

for this piece of impertinence of writing to a gentleman and a stranger.”10 Most were convinced
that this violation was necessary to allow them to continue to maintain their households,
however, and so they offered no excuses for their conduct. Mrs. M.H. Maxwell, for instance,
wrote to Governor Israel Washburn with no apologies for her assessment of the failure of the
government to provide adequately for the men of the Second Maine Infantry. Mrs. Maxwell had
heard by way of letters from multiple men of the Second Maine that they were starving, causing
her to wonder “how it is possible our government will send our men out there to fight for their
country and not give them enough to eat and to wear.” She noted that she was a loyal woman and
“was willing my son should go and help protect our union but I do feel as though they should be
cared for better.”11 Mrs. Maxwell indicated to the governor that she felt her sacrifice was part of
a contract made with the government. While she was willing to give up her son, she did it with
the understanding that the government would take care of him and provide for him.
In a similar plea, Hannah Fletcher wrote to the adjutant general of Maine, John Hodsdon,
and asked him for help getting her husband’s wages or her widow’s pension as she believed he
had been killed in the Battle of First Bull Run. A year had passed since the battle by the time she
wrote to Hodsdon, and she indicated she had struggled to get along financially since then. She
called on Hodsdon to fulfill the government’s duty to her: “I have tried to get along, just along,
without distress on the government but I gave you my dear Brian Fletcher and now I look to
you.”12 In giving up her husband, Hannah expected the government to take his place in providing
for her and her children. Lucelia Densmore had similar feelings, detailing to Governor Washburn
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how she had not received any aid from the state or her husband since he had left a year prior. She
had two children and was in desperate financial need. Though she made the governor aware of
her situation, however, it was not because of poverty that she felt she should receive aid but
rather because of her rights as a soldier’s wife. She asked the governor to fulfill his obligation by
ensuring she received her “just dues” or the “money which I ought to receive from the state
which you represent.”13 Catherine Chapman expressed a similar sentiment in her letter to the
governor, requesting that he help her get state aid by providing her with “an order that I may
demand of the town treasurer what is justly my right.”14 Catherine Chapman, Lucelia Densmore,
and other Maine women articulated through these letters that they felt the government had an
obligation to them, that they had rights, and they were not afraid to demand them.
Many of the women who wrote to the governor and adjutant general of Maine made
requests that would help them maintain their households financially. They forged a relationship
with the governor and adjutant general and composed their letters to ensure that these officials
would use their political power to aid them. They used what some historians have termed a
“politics of subsistence,” calling on the government to remedy their poverty, as they argued the
government had forced them into this situation in the first place by taking away their means of
providing for themselves, their male relatives.15 For instance, many women painted a vivid
picture of their suffering to elicit sympathy and imply that the government had a responsibility to
ease their hardships. Eleanor Nash relayed to Governor Washburn how she “raised from a bed of
sickness” to write to him and request her son be allowed to return home to her. She described
how she was a widow who had to take care of seven children, one of whom was a cripple, and
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another was often in ill-health. She made it evident to the governor that her son’s return was her
only hope as she did not “see any way for me if he can’t come.” She ended her letter by pleading
for the governor to “hear the cry of the widow and the fatherless in this hour of trial.”16
Many other women like Eleanor Nash called on the governor’s sympathy for the plight of
their children as well as themselves as mothers. Eleanor Reynolds of Burnham, Maine, requested
the discharge of her son Uriah as he was sick and she needed him to survive financially. She
reminded Governor Washburn that he was a father too and so should be able to “in some
measure sympathize with a parent that is this afflicted.”17 Other mothers relayed to the governor
and the adjutant general that their children would likely starve if they did not intercede on their
behalf. Mary O’Halloran felt that her situation was so dire that she would “be forced to send two
of the children to the alms-house” if she did not get any aid from the state.18 These women
realized that their status as mothers armed them with legitimate claims on the state, and they
used this power to demand that the government take notice of them and remedy their suffering.
Most of the requests that Maine women sent to the governor were highly personal, but
they relied on a shared set of assumptions about women’s domestic roles and responsibilities.
They were requests of wives and mothers trying to keep their relatives safe and make sure their
households survived the war intact. Though they were taking the unusual step of writing to the
person in the highest political position in the state of Maine, they made few apologies and
instead emphasized the turmoil and anxiety they were experiencing as mothers and wives. Many
ended their letters by hoping the governor would “oblige an anxious mother.”19
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Over the course of the first half of the nineteenth century, the mother’s role in American
society had become increasingly idealized. Mothers were the center of the home and were in
charge of child-rearing. Manuals abounded instructing women how to properly care for and raise
their children. Influential authors such as Catherine Sedgewick advised mothers to govern their
children with more affection and less authority.20 As historian Mary Ryan has persuasively
argued, the shift in the economy from agriculturally based to industrial changed the makeup of
the family in the North. No longer were children viewed as just adding economic value to the
household through their labor, but there was more of a concern for molding children into moral
and responsible adults.21 In shaping their children into patriotic and moral adults, women played
an important role in shaping society at large. They were the protectors of societies’ morals, and
because of this they could not be political, because politics was a distraction from their more
important duties. Politics was left to the men, but women had an equally important responsibility
in creating a harmonious society.22 It was through their role as mothers and caretakers of society
that women held sway in American society, and when Northern New England women engaged
in political actions, they justified their activities as necessary to fulfill their duties as mothers.
The women who wrote to the governor and adjutant general of Maine during the Civil
War emphasized the fact that they were mothers, trying to take care of their children. This
rhetorical move cloaked the political nature of their requests and used to their advantage the
maternal status that gave them a degree of political power and authority. As mother Martha
Glidden of Freedom, Maine told the governor, she knew she was “asking a great favor” but
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hoped he would excuse her because “what won’t an anxious mother do for a sick child.”23 They
as mothers knew what was best for their children and they urged the governor to recognize their
maternal authority and use his power to grant their requests. Martha Chapman wrote to Governor
Washburn in September 1861, requesting that her son be discharged as he was only sixteen and
had enlisted without her consent. Since she knew that the governor had the ability to get his
discharge, she “[took] the liberty to ask it of you hoping you will grant it from a mother who
thinks her child is too young to go to war.” She was so sure that the governor would grant her
request that she closed the letter by informing the governor that “I shall expect an answer from
this by seeing my son’s return in about a week or ten days.”24 Martha Chapman was a mother
who knew what her son needed and she felt assured that the governor would recognize this fact
and grant her request.
While many women made their requests on behalf of their family, others made more
explicitly political requests that had nothing to with their family members, though they still often
used the role of moral caretaker to their advantage. Mrs. A.C. Harris, for instance, wrote to the
governor to recommend a promotion for Adelbert Ames. She described to the governor how
“gallantly” Ames acted and how she felt he would be a good fit to organize and command one of
the Maine regiments. She ended her letter by saying: “If any apology is needed for my opinions,
I can only say I have been so mixed up in this war ever since it commenced I almost identify
myself with our success or failure.”25 Mrs. Harris was no bystander in the war, as it prompted her
to forge her own political identity and insert herself into the political process of military
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commissions. Her letter implied that she, as a woman, could best judge the moral character of
Ames, and her opinion should be taken seriously.
Mrs. Harris was certainly not the only woman that felt so intimately connected to the war
effort. Northern women followed the war closely through the newspapers, and newspaper
reading became much more common during the war, often replacing other types of reading for
many.26 Though many women’s diaries at the time were filled with short entries of a couple
sentences that provided little information besides the weather, Sarah Jane Foster often allotted a
sentence or two in her diary to comment on the war news. On May 14, 1864, likely after hearing
news of Ulysses Grant’s efforts at the Battle of the Wilderness as well as Spotsylvania
Courthouse, her entry reads: “We hear glorious news from Grant. God grant him and us a tiny
triumph over our enemies I pray.”27 A few months later during the protracted siege of Petersburg
she was more disheartened with the news from the front: “Oh may we pray for our nation. Our
army has been repulsed at Petersburg.”28 From the use of the collective pronouns “our” and “us,”
it is evident that Sarah Jane felt that the war very much involved her as well and she identified
herself with the Union war effort much like Mrs. Harris did. She also clearly followed the news
closely and what she read affected her feelings and anxieties regarding the war.
Sarah Jane Foster was also likely interested in the news as it affected her brother who was
fighting for the Union Army. For her and many other women, the war felt close to home. Though
the household was often thought of as a sort of sanctum or shelter from the outside world, this
assumption rarely reflected reality. As a result of increasing industrialization in the years before

Ronald J. Zboray and Mary Saracino Zboray, “Cannonballs and Books: Reading and the Disruption of
Social Ties on the New England Home Front,” in The War was You and Me: Civilians in the American Civil War,
ed. Joan E. Cashin (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002), 254, accessed November 30, 2021, JSTOR.
27
Sarah Jane Foster, 1864 Diary, in The Diaries of Sarah Jane and Emma Ann Foster: A Year in Maine
during the Civil War, ed. Wayne E. Reilly (Rockport, ME: Picton Press, 2002), 98.
28
Ibid., 143.
26

27

the Civil War, work and home became two distinct places. Home became idealized as a place of
safety, an escape from the cruel and unstable world of business.29 However, the home as a
sanctuary was often exposed as a myth, especially during the Civil War. This is most evident in
the South and places in the North, where homes were invaded by Union and Confederate armies.
However, even in the majority of the North where there was no fighting, the home could not be
separated from the outside world because so many homes were altered by the effects of the war.
Since most households could not help but be affected by the war, wartime politics also
could not be kept out of the household. Women formed opinions on the conduct of the war based
on how it did or could affect their household and were not afraid of expressing these opinions.
One woman who did not shy from voicing her opinions in her letters to her husband was Emily
Harris of Hampstead, New Hampshire. Emily’s household was the center of her world during the
war, and she struggled to maintain it while her husband Leander was fighting for the Union
Army. She could not separate wartime politics from her home because they affected the welfare
and safety of Leander and she made it clear she felt she had a right to her political opinions and
was going to voice them to her husband even if he did not agree with her.
Emily and Leander’s political disputes occupied much of their letters. While Leander was
firmly committed to the Union cause, Emily did not believe that the war was necessary, disliked
how the Republicans were conducting the war, and did not think slavery was a cause worth
fighting for. This caused some tension between her and Leander, so much so that they decided
that politics was “forbidden ground” in their letters.30 However, despite the heated debates it
caused, Emily found it difficult not to speak of politics in her letters to Leander. She had formed
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a political identity out of her wartime experience, one that was separate from her husband’s, and
one she believed she had a right to.
In one of their exchanges on political issues, Leander questioned if Emily’s opinions
were really her own or if she was just parroting what she read in newspapers and heard from her
brothers. Emily emphasized to Leander that her opinions were indeed her own, informing him
that she was not “beholden to anyone” for her opinions, had not consulted a Democratic
newspaper in months, and that her brothers had different political opinions than she did. She then
asserted her independent political identity by expressing and defending her political views. She
had a negative opinion of the Republican Party from before the war started and she “[had] seen
nothing in [the Lincoln] administration to cause me to regard it in a more favorable light. And so
if there is any fault in me in regard to this subject it must be the fault of being unchangeable.”31
Emily made it clear she was not going to apologize for her political opinions as there was
nothing wrong with the content of her opinions. They were formed as a result of her own
thinking and her own experiences with the policies of the Lincoln administration, and she had a
right to voice them.
Emily and Leander disagreed on political issues at least in part because Emily was
struggling to maintain her household during the long absence of her husband. However, she did
not challenge her husband’s authority by blaming him for enlisting. Instead, she laid the blame at
the feet of those in power for disrupting her household space and unnecessarily prolonging the
war and she resisted these changes by claiming space to express her political opinions in her
letters to Leander. Emily disapproved of the Lincoln administration and detested Republican
politicians. She believed that they were working at the behest of the abolitionists and as a result
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the war was being drawn out longer than necessary, which meant her husband was away and in
danger for longer. In her opinion, “the [Lincoln] administration [had] not tried to bring the
[Confederate] states back. They don’t want them. It might have been done long ago but they had
not made money enough out of it, and the abolitionists had not got their darling wish
accomplished.”32 To her the war was a waste of lives that could have been ended long ago if the
politicians were not so concerned with making money and the abolitionists not so set on ending
slavery. It was clear to Emily that the war was not about restoring the Union, but rather it was
about lining the pockets of politicians and abolishing slavery, and she did not believe these
causes worthy of her husband’s life.
Since Emily felt the war was being fought to abolish slavery, she also blamed and
resented African Americans because in her mind they were the cause of the war that was
disrupting her household. In her opinion, black people simply did not deserve freedom as they
had “never shown themselves capable of civilization.”33 She blamed African Americans for her
problems and suffering, and she directed a great deal of anger towards them. In one letter she
detailed to Leander how “we have a specimen of amalgamation close by. The children are
obliged to go to school with the young ones…They have a slavish disposition like the rest of
them, and I really believe the oldest boy would willingly be Annie’s slave because she is good to
him and always treats him kindly.”34 This black family entering into her community was
symbolic for Emily of how the war over slavery was changing her life negatively. According to
this line of thinking, it was because of families like this one wanting their freedom, that her
household had been transformed. Her contact with this family also prompted Emily to express
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the racist assumption that black people continued to act like slaves despite being free, reinforcing
her view that abolition was not a worthy cause. Even though her daughter Annie treated them
kindly, Emily could not because she “loath[ed] them” and “could never get used to them,” as
they were to blame for causing the war.35 She even wished that she could move to Illinois, as
they had a law banning black people from moving to the state.36 It was as if by moving to
Illinois, she could escape a world in which the presence of black people in her community, and
in her country more generally, had taken her husband away from her.
The presence of black people was not the only thing that made Emily feel disenchanted
with her community, as it seemed to constantly remind her of the war and her husband’s absence.
Not even in church could she escape the war, for the preachers there took to the pulpit to express
their opinions on it. One of these preachers, Mr. Pratt, prayed that the war would last until all the
slaves were freed, to which Emily remarked that she “should liked to have seen him in the front
ranks at Richmond” and hoped that he would be drafted.37 If men like Mr. Pratt wanted to free
the slaves so badly, then they should be the ones to fight and die for their freedom instead of her
husband. A year later, Emily continued to express her dislike of Mr. Pratt with a similar
sentiment: “Oh how I should like to see that little inferior abolition dog put into the front ranks
with a gun and knap-sack like the poorest soldier that ever went into battle.”38 Mr. Pratt, for
Emily, represented all that was wrong about the war and he and all the rest of those in power did
not seem to care for the suffering of soldiers’ wives like Emily. The poor soldiers and their
wives, like herself, were suffering and dying because of the principles and convictions of
wealthy community and political leaders like Mr. Pratt. Even worse, these men were not willing
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to stand by and die for their principles themselves but were more than willing to sacrifice men
like Leander.
As Emily’s story shows, wartime politics were present and divisive in many Northern
New England towns and women claimed a space to talk about them, if only in their private
letters. In Emily’s case, her opinions alienated her from her community. While members of
Emily’s community like Mr. Pratt seemingly failed to understand or acknowledge that
prolonging the war meant men like Leander would be away from home for longer, away from a
place of safety and in constant danger of being killed or falling ill, Emily struggled with this
knowledge each day. Because of this division, Emily vowed that “I shall try staying at home and
seeing as few as possible and saying as little as possible” because when she went anywhere she
was “always making myself unhappy.”39 Emily’s home shrank during the war as she tried not to
be constantly reminded that her household was under threat and changing and the outside world
did not seem to notice or care.
Though many Northern New England women were not as vehemently opposed to the war
as Emily seemed to be, most had grave doubts about it. While many men were actively fighting,
women were forced to passively wait, reading the latest troop movements and lists of casualties
in newspapers. As Vermont mother Rachel Stevens wrote to her son William who was serving in
the Union Army, “we do not seem to get much reliable or decisive news [about the war] but a
sad sad list of casualties is daily being filled.”40 Her daughter Ann Stevens Robinson agreed with
her: “It seems dreadful to think of this war, when will the end come? We women have nothing to
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do but patiently wait the fate of our friends who are dearer than life to us.”41 To women like
Rachel and Ann, reading lists of Union dead and wounded daily, the outlook of the war looked
dark, and they questioned the necessity of a war that seemed to only bring carnage and suffering.
Though Rachel and Ann were opposed to slavery, they were also Quakers who wanted
the war to come to an end as soon as possible. On one hand, Rachel hoped in February 1862
when she read in the papers “that there is talk of an immediate truce” that victory would not
come without abolition because “if anything has been achieved by this awful expenditure of
blood and treasure it will be more than lost, if that foul blot is not effaced.”42 However, she was
not completely convinced that the war was warranted, writing to William that same month about
a conversation she had with a relative. Her relative “[thought] if war was ever justifiable it is in
this case” but she disagreed, “I cannot yet think it ever is—for Christians to rush upon each other
like the wild heart of the forest can never seem right to me as long as I remember the golden
rule.”43 Though she hoped slavery would be abolished, she did not want it to be done by violent
means and had doubts that even such a cause as abolition warranted bloodshed and war.
As the war dragged on and her son was away from home for longer, Rachel seemed to
become even less convinced that the war was worth it and just wanted it to come to an end. In
June of 1864 during the long and protracted siege of Petersburg, she was again reading the
newspaper, which “[gave] news of a little advance of the army and that a final struggle is only a
work of time when victory is surely to be ours—if this is so how revolting is the thought of the
awful carnage that must attend it.”44 Rachel was not convinced that this amount of suffering was
worth it and struggled to have faith in an eventual Northern victory, using what information she
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gathered by closely reading the newspapers to conclude that the Northern army might not be so
equipped to win. She often filled her letters with news of everyone who had died or fallen ill in
recent months and after this depressing inventory, one can more easily see why everything
seemed dark to Rachel. “So we see the strong man and the babe are stricken down by disease”
she concluded after one of her reports on local deaths, continuing:
it seems as if this might be enough—but nay the sword devours still more—I do not think
we get reliable accounts from the war but what we do hear we must conclude that disaster
and defeat are quite as often the portion of the Northern Army as victory. The clouds
indeed seem to thicken and faith can hardly see the sun is ever to break through.45
Rachel’s assessment of Union prospects came at a low point for the Union Army, in mid-1862
after a string of defeats. Throughout the war, but especially during periods when defeat filled the
newspapers, Northern victory did not seem so sure to many Northern New England women
waiting at home, leading to doubts that the suffering they were experiencing because of the war
was worth it.
Not being able to see an end to the war preoccupied many women such as Sarah
Murdock. Sarah’s husband Eliab served in the Seventeenth Maine Infantry Regiment for most of
the war, leaving her to take care of the family farm and their two children. Her letters indicate
she, like Rachel, had serious doubts about the abilities of the Union Army and politicians to win
the war. She was very much preoccupied with when the Union Army would take Richmond and
it was clear she felt that capturing the heart of the Confederacy was the only way to win the war.
She wrote often in her letters that she “[had] never seen the way clear into Richmond yet I feel
great anxiety about our beloved country.”46 In another instance she reflected:
War worries me for things look dark to me and the taking of Richmond I never have seen
the way there and in fact I think this will never be settled by fighting for I think they have
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the best and smartest officers and so many of our men go for the pay that are not good for
anything after they get out there and go directly to the hospital.47
For Sarah, the taking of Richmond signaled the end of the war to her, the milestone that would
restore her husband to her, but the Union Army seemed to be having little luck with their siege of
Petersburg on their way to Richmond. Their lack of success, Sarah believed, was the result of
superior preparation on the part of the Confederates, as they had better officers and their men
were not fighting for pay but rather because they believed in their cause. The Union forces were
lacking in comparison, making Sarah more anxious about how long her husband would be in
danger and if his absence would even be worth it in the end.
Many Northern New England women described the war in similar terms to Sarah and
Rachel, often referring to it as a “cruel war.”48 The war seemed to bring nothing but suffering to
their households and as a result many women were not as concerned with the high ideals and
promises of the war but were more concerned with how it was affecting them negatively in the
current moment. Betsey Jagua wrote to her aunt, Ruth Fletcher, worrying if her husband would
be drafted. She bemoaned: “O when will this cruel war come to a close which is now saddening
our hearts and desolating our firesides causing widows and children to mourn and weep casting a
dark pall of gloom over our country.”49 As Betsey observed, the war was indeed coming to
women’s firesides all over the North, challenging the image of a warm and safe hearth away
from conflict and suffering. It was an ever-present force that threatened to take their male
relatives away and leave their hearths empty and gloomy indeed, possibly permanently. Emily
Harris’s sister-in-law, Margaretta, wrote to Leander describing her financial situation since her
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husband had been out of work for about a year. Despite the fact that her husband’s enlistment
could potentially ease their financial woes, she wrote that she “[couldn’t] think of his enlisting
for I think that I am going to lose enough in this cruel war.”50 Her mother Mary Jane similarly
lamented, “oh how many sad hearts and desolate homes will be the result of this cruel war.”51 To
Margaretta, Mary Jane, and other women, the war was little else but cruel and it was always a
threatening presence in their homes and most wanted it to come to an end as quickly as possible.
Many Northern New England women not only opposed the war in general, but they also
took issue with specific polices and ways in which the government conducted the war. Perhaps
one of the most hated wartime policies was the draft. Women throughout the North took part in
draft riots and carried out other violence towards draft officials.52 In Lancaster, Pennsylvania, for
instance, a crowd of both women and men stormed the local courthouse where the draft was
occurring and assaulted officials.53 Events like these and the well-publicized draft riot in New
York City made many officials in New England afraid. In New Hampshire, the provost general
in charge of administering the draft decided to delay it because he feared a riot.54 While many
New Englanders were staunch supporters of the war, they did not like the idea of a draft.
Otherwise patriotic Emily and Chase Savage of Mount Desert Island, Maine, for instance,
corresponded about the draft occurring in their town and felt like the town elders could have
done more to prevent a draft from being necessary.55 Likewise, the Republican Journal of
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Belfast expressed a distaste for the draft by drawing this picture for their readers: “Our citizens
may expect to see some very heart rending scenes, when the poor conscripts, unable to pay the
$300, come up for examination, with their wives and little ones.”56 As the Journal indicated to
its readers, the draft was a clear threat to homes throughout the country, forcing men to leave
their families against their wishes.
Unsurprisingly, women like Emily Harris who were opposed to the war, detested the
draft even more. Emily mentioned the draft often in her letters. To her, the draft was akin to
slavery. She expounded on her thoughts at length in an August 1863 letter to Leander:
I say every man that approves of this war and think they are fighting in a good cause
ought to go but they are no more willing to go than others and this conscript law favors
them. All they have got to do is pay over a paltry sum of money and they are safe, while
some poor fellow with a wife and children perhaps (that he loves more than he does the
negroes) that does not have this sum is forced out there against their will, and if they
resist are handcuffed and dragged out there. Is slavery any worse than this? This is the
freedom our country has boasted so much of is it?57
To Emily, the draft and the war more generally, was literally dragging men out of their homes
and breaking up households. She expressed the view that a war to end slavery was certainly not
worth this step, especially since, in the name of giving freedom to black people, it was taking
away the freedom of white men to protect their homes and families. She also resented the
hypocrisy, as she saw it, of the men who started the war not being willing to fight it. She clearly
valued equality (though not between white people and black people) and disliked what she
viewed as the unequal draft laws that allowed the wealthy to easily pay the $300 commutation
fee to avoid the draft, while the poor man was forced to pay with his life. One cannot help but
notice that in Emily’s scenario, she likely identified with the wife and children whose husband
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has been ripped away. Though in her case it was by her husband’s own choice, she had had no
choice in the matter. She knew what it was like to live in constant anxiety over her husband’s
safety and could sympathize with women who were similarly being forced to undergo what she
was currently enduring. Her political opinions were shaped by the war’s effects on her
household, and she was opposed to the draft because it was a policy that came too close to home
for her and other women like her.
While women like Emily were certainly not shy about voicing their opinion on political
issues, many felt powerless to do much more than that. Indeed, as much as Emily enjoyed
commenting on politics in her letters to Leander, she realized that there was little she could
actually do to change her situation. After one of her extensive diatribes on the subject of the draft
and the conduct of the war, she reflected: “Well I might as well stop for all I can do don’t
amount to anything, only gives vent to my feelings.”58 Rachel Stevens’s sister Mary Varney
echoed Emily’s feelings of powerlessness and her resignation to have to live with the
circumstances: “I agree with thee that this war is dreadful any way we can fix it & what more
can we say.”59 Though Mary and Rachel believed the war was not worth fighting, they found that
there was little they could do about it. Judith Bailey similarly expressed frustration at her
inability to do anything when she wanted her husband Parley to come home after she heard news
that he was sick. She opined in her letter: “They ought to send you home if I could do anything
about it I would, but we can hope for the best if nothing farther and trust for the rest.”60 Judith
resigned herself to her inability to hold any political sway that would get her husband home
sooner, just as many other women did. Though these women could and did use their letters to
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express their political opinions, there was often little else they felt they could do beyond that.
While they worked hard to prevent the war from changing their households, there was sometimes
little they could do to forestall change.
As the experiences of Northern New England women during the Civil War indicate, the
home was an important site for women’s political development. Separate spheres ideology had
enshrined and idealized women’s place in the home, and while at times this limited what women
could do in the world of politics, at other times it prompted them to take action. Forming a
political identity was often the best way for women to defend and preserve their designated
space, the home. Whether they expressed their opinions to community leaders and public
officials or just their family members, women asserted the right to have those opinions and made
it clear that the war affected them too. Wartime policies had the potential to affect the safety and
well-being of their household members, and women made it clear that they should have a say in
these matters. Women ultimately wanted to protect their households in any way they could. In
order to accomplish the goal of maintaining the traditional, idealized household enshrined in
separate spheres ideology, women had to challenge tradition, embrace change, and create their
own political identities out of the ruins of war.

40

CHAPTER THREE
“A WOMAN’S HEARTH IS HER COUNTRY”: PROBLEMS WITH PATRIOTISM
Northern New England women were not always critical of governmental policies and
actions. They were also patriotic, sacrificing for the war effort and expressing loyalty to their
nation. However, it was often complicated for women to express their patriotism and reconcile
the competing demands of home and nation. Patriotism meant loyalty to the government and
how it was conducting the war, but these demands were often at odds with women’s loyalty to
their families and their need to protect and maintain their households. In addition, ideas of
women’s proper place in the home often limited the ways in which women could express their
patriotism. During the war, Northern New England women had to reconcile these competing
expectations and ideas about women’s patriotism and their desire to prevent their household
from changing. As a result, they often channeled their patriotic efforts first and foremost towards
their families, homes, and local communities. While they were not opposed to aiding the national
community, Northern New England women were primarily loyal to their local communities as
these efforts produced more concrete results than loyalty to the nation and helped ensure that
their homes and communities would come out of the war relatively unscathed.
It was also often difficult for Northern New England women to find ways to express their
patriotism. Unlike in the South, most Northern women did not face invading armies and did not
have to make dramatic sacrifices in material goods. Northern newspapers often carried editorials
criticizing women for not sacrificing enough for the cause, especially in comparison to Southern
women.1 As the Coos Republican of Lancaster, New Hampshire, admonished women, it was not
enough to simply make clothes and bedding for the soldiers as “the war cannot be finished by
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sheets and pillow-cases.” Women should “make a mock of [their] discomforts” and not “look
poverty in the face with high disdain, but embrace it with gladness and welcome.”2
Unsurprisingly, women often failed to live up to standards such as those set by the Coos
Republican and other newspapers. Their goals were to keep their family and household safe
during the war, and embracing unnecessary poverty was not the answer.
As the Coos Republican indicated in its indictment of women who did nothing but sew to
support the war effort, this activity, done under the auspices of local soldiers’ aid societies, was
perhaps the most common way that women in rural New England expressed their patriotism.
Many Northern New England women had experience doing domestic production for other causes
before the war. For instance, the women of Bangor, Maine formed a sewing circle to produce
items to raise money for antislavery efforts.3 Because of this experience, it was not surprising
that women undertook similar efforts during the Civil War, forming the first soldiers’ aid society
in Bridgeport, Connecticut, mere days after the attack on Fort Sumter.4 Soon after, many more
societies formed all over the North and women in them worked hard to make clothing, bed
sheets, and other materials for soldiers in military hospitals. Less than a month after the outbreak
of hostilities, the women of Westbrook, Maine, gathered together to sew shirts. In reporting on
the event, The Portland Transcript remarked that “the women of Maine are not to be outdone by
the men in patriotic devotion to their country’s cause. If it were proper or permissible we believe
any number of regiments could be raised among them for service in the field.”5 In addition to
sewing, women of aid societies also gathered food for the soldiers and raised money for military
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hospitals. For instance, a member of the Ladies Volunteer Association of Hanover, Maine,
provided a detailed list to The Oxford Democrat of the items they had gathered and made for the
soldiers. The box they sent contained: “13 quilts, 5 woolen shirts, 4 bed-gowns, 2 wrappers, 20
towels, 1 pair woolen drawers, 6 handkerchiefs, 10 pillows, 6 pairs pillowcases, 1 mattress, 23
pairs footings, and 12 pairs mittens.” In addition, the article noted, they were getting ready to
send another box.6
Sarah Murdock, also of Oxford County, found time to make goods for her local soldiers’
aid society, reporting to her husband Eliab that at one point she had made “40 pairs of drawers
and 2 pairs of blue pants.”7 Despite her limited economic resources in the absence of her
husband, she donated money to the cause. She relayed to her husband how “there is a loud call
for bandages and other things for our wounded soldiers. They took up a contribution yesterday
and got $15.00. I gave $1.00 and shall pick up some bandages tomorrow and send a box.”8
Rachel Stevens also reported that the ladies of her town of Montpelier, Vermont, were hard at
work sewing for the soldiers, holding a daily sewing circle each day at the courthouse in town.9
Women not only sewed clothing and gathered donations, they also organized events to
raise money for the soldiers. They had some experience doing this before the war, most
commonly in organizing antislavery fairs, but the Civil War called for more consistent and
frequent fundraising events.10 As a result, most of the social events during the war were benefits
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for the soldiers.11 In the entertainments section of the March 31, 1863 edition of the Portland
Daily Advertiser, three out of five social events listed were for the aid of soldiers.12 Some of
these events were quite elaborate such as the New Year’s Eve festival the soldiers’ aid society of
Montpelier, Vermont, put on for the soldiers. At the festival they had tables selling a variety of
items, a room for viewing antique paintings gathered from all over the town, and people dressed
up in historic costumes. The event raised $415.13 The ladies of the Societe C. de. V. of Portland,
Maine, planned a “Grand Bal Masque” which was “the first affair of its kind ever attempted in
Portland.”14 With no template to follow, the women of the Societe C. de. V. as well as countless
other ladies’ aid societies planned and organized elaborate events and gained new skills through
doing so, such as learning how to manage money.
As the above sampling shows, women in Northern New England certainly took part in
the flurry of activity to aid soldiers after the outbreak of the war. Women throughout the North
were so active in raising money and goods, that it soon became clear that there should be a
national organization to channel these voluntary efforts and help distribute the goods donated
and money raised most effectively. This national organization was the United States Sanitary
Commission (USSC), which put pressure on women to be more loyal to the nation than their
local communities. The USSC requested that women send any goods and money raised to them,
instead of directly to the soldiers and hospitals like many of the groups were doing previously.15
Historians such as Judith Ann Giesberg have argued that the USSC was largely successful in this

Donald Munroe McCormick, “A Cross-Section of Maine History During the Civil War Period,”
(master’s thesis, University of Maine, 1934), 73.
12
“Entertainments,” Portland Daily Advertiser, March 31, 1863, accessed January 15, 2022, Early
American Newspapers.
13
“The Ladies Festival,” Vermont Watchman and State Journal, January 8, 1864, accessed January 15,
2022, Early American Newspapers.
14
“Grand Bal Masque Benefit Plans,” April 15, 1863, Maine Historical Society, Portland, ME, accessed
January 31, 2022, https://www.mainememory.net/artifact/79499.
15
Attie, Patriotic Toil, 74-75.
11

44

effort, as women who worked for the national organization formed relationships with women
throughout the North in local communities, creating a larger community or “sisterhood of
states.”16 However, other historians such as Jeannie Attie have pushed back against this
argument, contending that women often wrote to the USSC explaining that they could not meet
their demands or outright ignored their communications and directions and sent goods to the
front themselves as they saw fit.17 As Attie demonstrates, women were not always so willing to
participate in the nationalizing project of the USSC as its leaders may have hoped, instead
focusing their efforts towards their local community first and foremost.
Women of Northern New England societies similarly resisted the pressures of
nationalization. Their loyalties were with their homes, families, and communities first. Only after
they felt they had done everything they could to ensure their safety were they willing to help the
soldiers of the rest of the Union Army. Their patriotism was oriented towards their local
community and for them their efforts were concrete. They were knitting mittens that they
imagined would go to their sons, husbands, and brothers. It was for them that they were doing
this work, that they were dedicating what little spare time they had to make sure they were
properly taken care of and had a little piece of home, homemade clothes, with them. Ann Stevens
Robinson, for instance, wrote to her soldier brother William that she and her classmates at the
Glenwood Ladies’ Seminary in Brattleboro, Vermont, were knitting for the soldiers. In Ann’s
mind, they were all knitting for William or soldiers very much like him as she noted that “some
of us have blistered our hands knitting for you.”18 Though they had knit fifty pairs of socks and
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they certainly were not all for William, Ann’s comments show that she was undertaking this task
for William, not for just any Northern soldier. Similarly, Pauline Spear of Warren, Maine,
detailed how her community was “getting up a lot of victuals to send the boys. We have sent
turkeys, chickens, doughnuts, cake and lots of things our box is almost four feet long and we
have got it packed full.”19 The familiar way in which she mentioned “the boys” indicates that her
voluntary activities were done with specific boys of her community in mind, not for just any
soldier.

Figure 2- Ann Stevens Robinson, courtesy of Rokeby Museum.
The papers of ladies’ aid societies further indicated a concern that the goods they made
and donated would benefit soldiers from their local communities. As the ladies of Bangor wrote
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in a letter to the military governor of Louisiana, they were sending a box of goods and “while
[they] would not limit the use of our slight offering, [they] would be pleased to have the Maine
Regts. know they are remembered, toiled for, prayed for, by their true countrywomen at home.”20
Though they described themselves as “true countrywomen,” they wished for their donation to be
given to those who were from their home state. They saw themselves no less patriotic for acting
on behalf of the Maine men first.
The R.F. Society of Portland, though they did send some donations to the Sanitary
Commission directly, also made sure to send twenty-eight shirts and two pairs of slippers
directly to the Twenty-ninth Maine Regiment and forty-eight pairs of mittens and six shirts
directly to the First Maine Regiment.21 Emma Manson, president of the Biddeford Soldiers’ Aid
Society, sent goods to Ellen Forbes, a nurse, instead of the USSC to ensure that they were used
properly. She requested that Ellen “send us a receipt [and] also tell us where each article goes” as
her society had “hear[d] so many stories about the hospital that we sometimes get
disheartened.”22 As Emma’s note indicates, women were often distrustful of the USSC and
concerned that they were not using their donations wisely. This was such an issue that the USSC
was forced to send out a questionnaire to women regarding their feelings towards the
organization, many of whom questioned what they viewed as the irresponsible spending habits of
the USSC. As a result of this questionnaire and the complaints of women, the USSC held a
conference to try to discuss the issues concerning women and addressed their concerns by
improving their bookkeeping and records of donations.23 Women like Emma wanted to make
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sure that their hard work did not go to waste. They often circumvented the USSC and sent their
donations where they felt they would benefit the most, which was often to soldiers from their
local community or state.
In circumventing the USSC, women of New England societies had to find their own
innovative ways to raise donations and get them sent where they wanted. In response to a survey
from the USSC, the Buxton-Hollis Soldiers’ Aide Society detailed how they went door-to-door
soliciting donations. In doing this, they were met with some hesitation and resistance and found
ways to assuage doubts about donating. They reported that many of the people they met feared
that the articles they donated would not reach the soldiers, so the ladies of the Buxton-Hollis
society showed them grateful letters from the soldiers to prove that the donations did indeed
reach them. The fact that soldiers were able to send letters to the Buxton-Hollis society means
that they knew where the donations came from, information they would not have had if the ladies
had sent the donations to the USSC first as they were expected to. In order to send these
donations themselves, they worked with the York and Cumberland Railroad, convincing them to
let them send their donations for free. They also organized a fair, two concerts, and sold
Christmas wreaths, and raised $180 from these events, none of which they sent to the USSC,
though they did send $1,171.25 in supplies to them throughout the war.24 In resisting the national
organization of the USSC, the Buxton-Hollis women had to negotiate with railroads and prove to
citizens that their efforts were worthwhile. They became skilled in organizing events and raising
money and made it clear that their patriotism was directed towards their soldiers, not the
nation’s. Their local soldiers were deserving of their patriotic efforts, whereas the USSC, a
representative of the federal government, had not earned their loyalty.
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Much like the women working with soldiers’ aid societies placed their loyalties with their
families and local communities first, so too did many other women express similar sentiments
about their loyalties. Ann Stevens Robinson, for example, reflected, “I fear I love my brother
better than my country.” She believed that “a woman’s hearth is her country,” and so of course
women’s patriotism would be directed to their home first and foremost, as this was their country,
their world. 25 Another woman, Annie Thornton of Oak Hill, Maine, wrote to the military
governor of Louisiana to thank him for his kindness and care of her husband. Her husband had
come home, and she was nursing him back to health. Though injured badly enough to warrant his
return home, Annie’s husband insisted that she include in the letter his plans to return to the front
as soon as he was able. Annie had a different opinion: “If it depended upon me, I doubt if my
patriotism would be sufficient to his ever going back again.”26 Women like Ann and Annie
clearly ranked their loyalties and were more concerned with keeping their loved ones safe and
their home intact than fulfilling their patriotic duties to their country.
While women often ranked their loyalties to their household and family above their
duties to the nation, most men did the opposite, at least during the war and many women
struggled with their husbands’ subordination of the household to the nation. In a study of how
soldiers during the Civil War framed and talked about the causes for which they were fighting,
historian Nina Silber found that Northern men were not as likely to say they were fighting for
their homes and families as Southern men were. They often separated home and nation in a way
that Confederates did not.27 One Michigan soldier, for instance, when literally ranking his duties,
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ranked his duty to country above his duty to his family. However, many Northern soldiers felt
that fighting for their country in the present would ensure that in the future that country would
best provide for the welfare of their family. The market-based economy in the North had already
shown Northern men that they needed to go outside of the home to provide for their family and
so leaving to go to war in order to ensure their families future welfare made sense to them.28 It
did not often make sense to the women they left behind, however, who often struggled to see
how they would benefit from their husband’s absence, especially when it was far from certain
that they would indeed return.
Emily Harris was one of these women who struggled to see how her household would
benefit from her husband’s participation in the war, despite Leander’s assurances that it would
“prove a blessing in the end” and their life would be much better when he came back.29 While
sometimes Emily seemed to agree with Leander that their life would be improved by his going
away as they would appreciate more what they had when they were reunited, most of the time
she did not agree with him. She resented his patriotism and his conviction that he would “rather
die a thousand deaths, than that this rebellion should succeed.”30 Indeed, Leander was committed
to the cause until the end as he was in the army for almost the entire duration of the war,
reenlisting in 1864 and not returning until months after the war officially ended. Leander clearly
felt that he needed to see the war until its end and that it would benefit his family to do so while
Emily was focused more on the present and how her household space was being disrupted and
threatened by her husband’s absence. At one point during the war, a surgeon attached to
Leander’s regiment that was also from Hampstead, J.C. Eastman, returned home as his daughter
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was ill because he “should rather lose the country than lose [his daughter].”31 In commenting on
Eastman’s return, Emily wished that Leander was more like him and wrote: “The fact is I am
jealous of the cause you are engaged in. I consider that you belong more to me and the children
than you do to your country.”32 The household space was no longer the center of Leander’s
world as it was for Emily and it is evident that she experienced a subordination of this space, a
loss in its status during the war.
Emily also struggled with her husband’s love of country and found it hard to be patriotic
herself as she had serious doubts that the country was worthy of her patriotism and worthy of her
possibly having to sacrifice her husband. She wrote to Leander after one of his pronouncements
of love for his country: “You say you love your country, I should like to know what you mean by
your country. I loved it when we had one. It has become so altered under this administration.”
Emily was not willing to give her support to a country that she felt did not deserve it because of
the actions the government had taken during the war. Emily informed Leander later in the same
letter of her beliefs: “I don’t love a country that can make a law to drag a poor man away from
his family to die or be killed because he don’t happen to have three hundred dollars to give
instead of his life.”33 Again, Emily used the imagery of a man being dragged out of his
household against his will and being ripped away from his family. She could not love a country
who valued her husband’s life at only $300, for he was worth much more than that to her. Her
sister-in-law Margaretta had similar feelings about the conduct of the war. She believed that it
“ha[d] got to be such a money-making concern” and that it “seem[ed] as though all our folks
cared for was to see which could make the most out of the poor soldiers.” Because of this belief,
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she informed Leander that she “[hadn’t] got a spark of patriotism left.”34 For women like Emily
and Margaretta, the country had not earned their patriotism as it did not value the lives of their
husbands, brothers, and sons.
Women also often struggled with patriotism as they felt limited in what they could do to
be patriotic by virtue of being women. Many women, even those as well-known as Louisa May
Alcott, found themselves wishing they could be a man so that they could do more for the war
effort.35 Ann Stevens Robinson expressed this wish to her brother William, vowing, “I would
change thy life for mine, yet since the commencement of our troubles I have thought there was
no resort but to arms and have wished to be a man that I might also engage in the conflict.”36
Though she did not say it explicitly, one can almost hear Sarah Murdock wishing she was a man
when she wrote to her husband about his experience seeing Ambrose Burnside’s army on the
march. She told Eliab “how I should have liked to have been at your side just one hour” as she
reminisced about when she was a child and “used to go to musters on the common and see the
Gov. take his chair.”37 Men could show their patriotism actively by enlisting, while women had
fewer options to show that they too earnestly supported the Union war effort. The options that
were open to them, such as going to the front and tending to their husbands and nursing soldiers
were often met with scrutiny and judgement from many who felt the army camp was not the
proper place for a woman. Mary Farnham of Bradford, Vermont, for instance, was criticized by
her brother for traveling to the front to be with her husband and living with him in camp. She
defended her choice, arguing that she “ha[d] not done anything I am ashamed of, or that other
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ladies have not done before me.”38 Though Mary was trying to support her husband and the war,
she was criticized for doing so in a way that was not befitting a woman.
Women also could not ignore the pull of the household space or put it aside momentarily
like many men could and did when they enlisted. A women’s home, and especially the need to
take care of her children in that home, limited her ability to do anything for the war effort that
involved traveling much further than her local community. Sarah Murdock, for instance, wished
she could be a nurse and do more for her country but had to stay home and look after her home
and children. After relaying to Eliab how she had donated some articles and money to help the
soldiers, she made it clear that she felt this was not enough as she regretfully commented, “I wish
I was able to be there and help take care of our poor soldiers.”39 Though she spent what little
money and time she had working for the soldiers, it still did not seem enough to Sarah but there
seemed to be little other opportunity for her to show her patriotism. Similarly in a rare instance in
which Emily Harris was feeling more appreciative of her husband’s patriotism, she told him how
she “should like to come out and help you through with [the war], if I was a man and if I hadn’t
any children I should like to come as it is. Don’t you think I should make a good nurse?”40 Emily
both wished she was a man so she could do more to help her husband and felt limited by the need
to take care of her children. She could not be patriotic like Leander could and felt frustrated at
her inability to do anything to actively protect her husband and her home. Her loyalties had to be
first and foremost with her home and her children and she observed this with a hint of
resignation to Leander. “This is my sphere,” she sighed when discussing her attachment to the
domestic world, “and I never could rise above this and that is why I could never make any show

38
Mary Farnham to Henry Johnson, February 28, 1863, Roswell Farnham Correspondence, University of
Vermont, Burlington, VT, accessed January 20, 2022, https://cdi.uvm.edu/collection/uvmcdi-uvmcdi90052.
39
Sarah Murdock to Eliab Murdock, July 21, 1862, EMP.
40
Emily Harris to Leander Harris, September 28, 1862, LHC.

53

in the world.”41 For Emily and many other women, the home was a limiting space, preventing
them from being with their husbands and actively supporting the war effort.
On the other hand, women using their domestic knowledge to produce goods for the war
effort might not have felt the home limited what they could do. The conflicting messages
regarding women’s place in the home and patriotism resulted in women both using and resisting
their association with the home when expressing their patriotism. Some felt satisfied and fulfilled
with their ability to channel their domestic skills towards the war efforts, while others felt their
attachment to the home limited them. While women reacted in a variety of ways to demands for
their patriotic efforts and loyalties, they tended to act in ways they felt would best ensure that
their homes and local communities would survive the war. For some, this meant being patriotic
but making sure their patriotism benefited their families and neighbors before it benefitted the
entire nation. For others, it meant resisting demands to be patriotic, as many women saw these
pressures and demands as threats to their household, as the reason that their husbands and sons
were absent and in danger. However, for most women, it meant resisting the war’s nationalizing
pressures and remaining loyal to their families and local communities first and foremost. Above
all, Northern New England women wanted to protect their household space from change and
they both embraced and resisted traditional ideas about women’s patriotism depending on what
they felt would best allow their households to survive the war intact.
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CHAPTER FOUR
HOUSEHOLD ECONOMICS
In the absence of their sons, husbands, and brothers, many Northern New England
women were left in charge of maintaining their households for the first time. Women had to
grow gardens, sell household products, take in boarders, take over family businesses, and run
family farms to ensure that their households remained stable financially.1 Many historians have
argued that the North was economically prosperous during the Civil War. According to this
narrative, while there may have been some hard times at first, the economy quickly adjusted, and
most in the North did not experience much financial strain as a result of the war. 2 However, to
many in Northern New England the Civil War was not a time of economic prosperity but rather
of hardship and instability. This region was still largely rural and mostly did not benefit from
increased demands for industrial goods resulting from the war as many other parts of the North
did. It was also difficult to make farms prosperous because there was a lack of available farm
laborers; a high percentage of the male population was enlisted in the army.3 In addition,
inflation was a real issue in the North and it was often coupled with new or increased taxes
imposed by towns to pay for bounties and other war related debts.4 In this unstable economic
environment, it was hard for women to make ends meet and ensure that their household would be
financially stable and in much the same economic situation as when their husbands and sons left.
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Women fought to resist the economic changes of war, but in doing so they had to embrace the
new, traditionally male role of economic provider in the absence of their male family members.
In the colonial period, both men and women worked to produce goods and income for the
household. While tasks were often divided by gender, women’s labor clearly contributed to the
prosperity of the household. However, this arrangement began to change with increasing
industrialization in the years before the Civil War. Men began working for wages outside the
home, and women were left to take care of the home and the children. Since their labor did not
bring in cash, it became less obvious that it contributed to the economic prosperity of the
household.5 In addition, this division of labor increasingly identified women with the home and
shut them out of economic opportunities outside of the home. Though women’s confinement to
the home and its attendant duties limited what they could do, some historians have argued that
they likely welcomed this change. Because many household items were now available for
purchase, they no longer had to do the double-duty of producing for the home and maintaining it
like colonial women did. They also enjoyed freedom and power within the home that they would
not have gotten elsewhere.6
Many women likely also welcomed separate spheres ideology because they had few
options to earn a living wage in the nineteenth century, and the existing options were
unappealing. In the few fields open to them, women were consistently paid less than men. For
instance, factory work was growing more common for women in the decades before the Civil
War, but this sort of employment was usually viewed as a temporary stage in women’s lives
before they married. Their wages were intended to supplement their family’s income, not
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provide them independence, justifying employers’ decisions to pay them less. In 1832 in the
Lowell Mills, women made about $1.90 per week while men made 80 cents per day.7 The
Pepperrell Mills in Biddeford, Maine, mostly employed women and children but they were paid
even less than in Lowell, usually not more than $1 a week.8 This pay inequality was why women
like Emma Ann Foster, who worked in a hat shop during the war and desperately wanted to
achieve some independence by working, often complained “I don’t know how I am going to get
along” as her expenses each week were often as much as what she was paid.9 Teaching, another
popular profession for women, also made it hard for women to make ends meet. Male teachers
often made double or more than their female counterparts. In Maine in 1862, the average pay for
female teachers was $13 a month whereas it was $28 for male teachers.10
Since women often had few opportunities to make money themselves through working
outside the home, many did what they could inside the home. Outwork was fairly common for
women during the war as well as the years leading up to it. In this system, women would often
sew or make part of a product in their homes for which they were paid by the piece. Outwork
offered a good way for women who were otherwise occupied with children and domestic duties
to bring in some extra money, though it did not often pay much.11 This type of work was
common in rural New England towns. In 1850 in Fitzwilliam, New Hampshire, for instance, a
general store had over 800 female hatmakers outworking for them, making hats to send to
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Boston wholesalers.12 In addition, women often sold surplus household goods that they
produced.13 Miriam Haley of Sebago, Maine, for instance, noted with pride in a letter to her
husband that she had sold 100 pounds of butter and “ha[d] not sold a pound for less than 20 cents
a pound.”14
During the Civil War, women had limited resources and opportunities with which to
support themselves financially. Though the Civil War opened up more jobs for women, such as
clerical work for the federal government, they were rarely paid anything close to what their male
counterparts were.15 In addition, many of these opportunities were simply not available to rural
New England women, especially those that had children to take care of. Because of these
limitations, many women continued to rely on their male relatives to support them. The men who
were away fighting needed to send money back home to support their families, which was a
difficult process. The federal government was sometimes slow to pay the soldiers, and when they
did, payments were often slow to reach home. Some men simply did not send any money home
at all, and others preferred to send money to male relatives instead of their wives, ensuring that
their wives continued to remain dependent and subordinate to men in their absence.16
Many women also depended on funds allotted by state and local governments for the
support of soldiers’ families, though this state aid was sometimes difficult to obtain. For Maine
and New Hampshire, state aid was a maximum of $12 per family per month and it was often less
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as it was based on the number of children in a household.17 It was usually dispensed by local
selectman of the town in which a woman lived, and they could refuse or grant a woman’s request
for support at their discretion. The wartime record of their husbands, rumors about how their
husbands were spending their pay, and doubts regarding a woman’s chastity and respectability
could all result in an aid request being denied.18 Evelyn Quimby, for instance, was denied aid by
the selectman of the town of Friendship, Maine, as she had not heard from her husband in a
while, causing the selectman to doubt her husband’s character of service and stop paying her aid.
Their decision prompted Evelyn, who had two children to feed, to take matters into her own
hands. She wrote to Adjutant General John Hodsdon requesting information about her husband
so she could support her claim to state aid. She even included a postage stamp in the letter to
ensure Hodsdon responded.19 For many women like Evelyn, state aid was their only option to
maintain their households and keep their children from starving. It was likely Caroline Roney’s
only option, as she wrote to the adjutant general three times to inquire about state aid and
stressed that she was in desperate need of it.20 Women like Caroline and Evelyn went to great
lengths, writing to an important political official, in order to provide for their families in the
absence of their husbands.
If women could not get state aid or otherwise make any money of their own, many of
them requested that their male relatives return to assist them in remedying their dire economic
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straits. Most of the women who sent letters to the governor or adjutant general of Maine wanted
their male household members for just this reason. Rachel Keene of Bangor, Maine, attempted to
support herself in the absence of her son by taking in boarders as she always had. However, she
struggled to find any boarders in the midst of the war. Finding her abilities to support herself
limited, Rachel wrote to Governor Washburn requesting a discharge for her son as he was her
“only dependence” and she could no longer survive without him. 21 Phebe Dailey, of Searsmont,
Maine, similarly wrote to Governor Washburn requesting a furlough for her son because he was
“all I have to depend upon for support and my health is very feeble and I am poor.”22 Women
like Rachel and Phebe often found there was little they could do to support themselves and were
dependent on men, whether it be their relatives or the governor, to prevent them from poverty
and starvation. Their requests echoed those of Southern women, a parallel that indicates that
many women in Northern New England experienced serious economic depravations and
instability because of the war.23
In addition to having to rely on men for money and having little opportunity to make
money themselves, wartime inflation added to the economic difficulties that women faced. The
prices for necessary goods such as flour and sugar almost doubled in many places in the North.24
In Bangor, Maine, for instance, the price of butter was eighteen cents per pound in 1861 and by
1864 it was fifty cents, sugar increased from eleven cents per pound in 1861 to thirty-four cents
in 1864, and a dozen eggs cost twelve cents in 1861, increasing to thirty-five cents by 1864.25
This inflation made it more difficult for women to make ends meet, and many of them
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complained about it in their letters. Sarah Murdock decided to buy herself some hens so that she
would have her own eggs and not have to pay high prices for them. She noted that meat prices
were “so high” they often ate eggs instead of meat because of it.26 Emily Harris was also trying
to be prudent with her money, but she found this difficult to do. As she informed Leander: “I
cannot possibly get along with three dollars a week for provision everything is so high.”27 Rachel
Stevens also wrote to her son informing him of the high prices for goods in the area. It cost her
thirty-six cents per pound for butter and forty cents per yard for cotton cloth.28
Despite the many obstacles standing in their way, Northern New England women worked
hard and took on new economic responsibilities to ensure their households would survive the
war. They scrimped and saved wherever they could, reinforcing antebellum ideology that prized
women’s efficiency and resourcefulness. This domestic ideology was reinforced in manuals such
as Catharine Beecher’s 1841 Treatise on Domestic Economy, which promoted a scientific
management of the household that stressed the importance of women’s thrift and efficiency.29
Though women had long applied these skills to their designated duties, the absence of their
husbands meant they now had to take on the responsibility of managing their family finances for
the first time, often without the help or advice of their husbands or sons.
Sarah Murdock, Judith Bailey, and Emily Harris were three New England women who
worked hard to maintain their households and ensure their husbands came back to a home that
was much the same as when they had left. Their experiences managing household finances and
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the methods they employed to maintain financial stability are detailed below. Overall, they all
did things they had never done before in order to ensure the survival of their households, adding
to the number of responsibilities they already had and leading most of them to feel overwhelmed,
unsure of themselves, and more than willing to give their new responsibilities back to their
husbands when they returned home. Though Sarah, Judith, and Emily all took pride in their
accomplishments in keeping their households afloat financially, they viewed their new duties as
only temporary, a necessity in order to protect their households from economic change and
instability in the absence of their husbands.
Sarah Murdock was born March 18, 1816, and she married Eliab Murdock in September
1848, after which they settled in North Paris, Maine. In August 1850 they had their first child,
Edward, and two years later they had their second child, Pauline.30 In 1862, Eliab enlisted in the
Seventeenth Maine Infantry Regiment and in 1864 he was mustered out and reenlisted in the
First Regiment of the Veterans Reserve Corps. He did not return home until November of
1865.31 Though Figure 3 below indicates that Eliab was a shoemaker and store owner in 1858, by
the Civil War he was a farmer and Sarah was tasked with the care of their farm along with her
two children during the three years Eliab was gone. Her letters to Eliab are filled with updates on
the farm as well as financial matters. In almost every letter Sarah mentioned the price of goods or
how much she spent on something, and it was clear she was anxious to perform her new financial
responsibilities properly.
The most important task that Sarah had to make sure was done in good order was the
planting and harvesting of the crops. Her son Edward helped with this task, but he was still
young, and Sarah wanted to make sure he got an education. She had to hire a man to do this job,
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Figure 3- 1858 map of North Paris, Maine. Highlighted is property Eliab owned before the war,
one of which was likely their home. Courtesy of the Library of Congress. See appendix for source
map.
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which was often hard to do with the scarcity of men due to the war. She apologized to Eliab in
one letter for getting the hay in late but the man she employed for the job was “so much on hand
that I was lucky to get any done in season.”32 Though she hired a man to do the work, she
oversaw and provided instructions on how she wanted the work performed. She often consulted
with Eliab in her letters about what crops she should plant and where she should plant them,
making sure his farm continued to prosper in his absence.
In addition to hiring and paying men to harvest the crops, Sarah also kept her own
garden. She planted a variety of food in her garden for her family’s consumption to help avoid
paying high prices for foodstuffs elsewhere. However, she found keeping a garden to be a
difficult task. In July of 1862, there was a late frost, and she reported to Eliab that her beans and
sweet corn had been killed because of it, though she had managed to save some of her
cucumbers.33 In 1865, her garden also did not turn out as she hoped. She noted in one of her
letters: “my garden did not amount to much. I have about 4 bushels of potatoes and that is all.”34
While Sarah was disappointed in her ability to keep a garden, she had some successes and was
able to sell some of the surplus food her garden produced. For instance, she mentioned selling
her extra strawberries for sixteen cents per quart.35
Sarah also kept livestock in Eliab’s absence, and she seemed to have a bit more luck with
this project, though she often worried about whether it was the right time to sell the animals and
if she sold them for enough. She reported to Eliab on multiple occasions that the price for pork
was very high, rising from seventeen cents per pound in June of 1864 to twenty-five cents per
pound by October of 1865. These high prices prompted Sarah to buy a pig for herself and supply
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her own meat. In May of 1864 she discussed her difficulties in finding a pig to buy, as there were
not many to be had, and they cost three or four dollars, a price she found to be high.36 By August
she had secured a pig but worried she would not have enough to food to fatten it up properly and
would have to kill him earlier than she would have liked. But she resigned herself to this, telling
Eliab “I will do the best I can and not worry.”37 She also kept cows in order to make butter for
herself. While butter cost fifty cents per pound at her local store, she was able to avoid paying
that price. She made a pound a week herself with the milk from her cows.38 Sarah was proud of
the cow she bought because it produced a lot of milk that made good butter. She defended her
purchase to Eliab, noting that while he may “think I paid high for her,” she informed him that
“stock is high here,” and it could not be avoided and was well worth it for the amount of butter
she produced. In the same letter she discussed selling another cow and how she “worried a good
deal about selling her whether it was best or not.” Despite carefully considering the matter, she
still feared that Eliab would “think I do not manage very well when I tell you I have sold our cow
for $28.00,” but she felt it was the best thing to do.39
Sarah also took in boarders to help make ends meet, ensured that the family’s taxes were
paid, and that money was spent properly. She always had a boarder in her home and in one letter
she noted that she received $7 a month for providing her boarder shelter and food.40 In addition
to this income, she often received money from Eliab and detailed to him how she spent it, hoping
for his approval. Listings such as this were common in Sarah’s letters: “I paid $10.00 for taxes
and .50 cents for [a] pound of flour…and Mrs. Bannister paid me $6.00 for board and I have
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squared up all my store bills and have got $5.00 left and the first of October the state aid will be
.75 cents so you see I can get along well.”41 Sarah used her letters to Eliab to keep track of her
finances and keep him updated on how she spent their money. It is evident from this listing that
she had many financial obligations to attend to. Sarah took on the responsibilities of paying taxes
as well as their store bills and other debts, and her careful accounting displays her abilities to
manage the household finances in Eliab’s absence. However, they also hint at her need for
approval and confirmation from Eliab that she was doing a good job.
While Sarah wanted Eliab’s approval, she also felt that she was doing the best she could
and often emphasized to Eliab that she was getting along as economically as possible. As she
expressed to him in one letter, “I cannot live any more prudent and live but if we can only be
well and all live till you come home I will be contented.”42 She hoped that if she lived on as little
as possible than Eliab could “come home and enjoy it” without having to worry about finances
immediately.43 She wanted to make sure her home was in much the same state that Eliab had left
it in, which is why in many of her letters she was anxious about two things: their financial
situation and the state of the war. Often, these two things were very much intertwined. They had
some money in government bonds, and as she feared that the North would not win the war, she
worried if this was the best place to keep their money and told Eliab that she was going to put
their money somewhere else.44 Making investment decisions went beyond simply ensuring their
debts were paid and food was on the table. Sarah wanted to make sure that their household
survived the war and would continue to be financially stable in the long term.
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Sarah also received state aid to supplement the money she made herself and what she
received from Eliab. However, it was difficult for Sarah to receive this aid and she had to employ
Eliab’s help as well as the help of a lawyer and some male neighbors. The selectmen of Paris felt
that Eliab had squandered his money and did not send it home to help Sarah, so they refused to
pay her any aid. Eliab advised her to obtain counsel to resolve the matter and also wrote a letter
to the governor as well as the selectboard informing them that he had indeed sent his bounty and
other pay home to Sarah.45 Sarah was determined to get the aid, vowing that she would “demand
of the treasurer” the money that was rightly due to her.46 She worked with the counsel she
obtained as well as the man who she had hired to help her on the farm and was soon able to get
the state aid which helped improve her financial situation. Sarah’s experience trying to get state
aid was a relatively common one, forcing women to go to great lengths to demand local officials
recognize their claims and help them provide for their families in the absence of their husbands.
While Sarah hoped that Eliab would be proud of her and “trust that I have tried to care for
my health and children and our property to the best of my ability,” she clearly felt burdened by
these added responsibilities and was looking forward to handing them back over to Eliab when
he got home.47 In 1864, she wrote that she should be glad to see another year pass and have him
come home because she “[felt] discouraged for I try to do so prudent and take the best care of
things,” but she did not seem to think she was doing quite enough or had the skills that Eliab had
in managing a household.48 This letter suggests that Sarah felt she was not quite up to the task
and worried Eliab would be dissatisfied with her decisions, even though, as her letters indicate,
she did not make these decisions lightly and often agonized over them. While she was willing to
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take over the responsibilities for a time, she looked forward to Eliab’s return, commenting on
“how glad I shall be to give all care to you and I know you will be glad to relieve me of it.”49
Sarah had to take over the finances to maintain her household during the war, but it did not make
her feel liberated or discontented with her lot as a farmer’s wife as a result, instead she saw it
more as a burden that added stress and anxiety as she did not feel equipped to make all the
decisions that had to be made.
Judith Bailey was also the wife of a farmer, Parley A. Bailey. Judith was born August 26,
1829, married Parley in 1847, and settled in Sangerville, Maine.50 Over the course of their
marriage, they had nine children, one of whom was born after the Civil War.51 In the span of four
months from late 1861 to early 1862, Judith and Parley lost four of their children. When Parley
was drafted, Judith had four children at home with her: Mary, Frederick, Gilman, and Rosetta.
Mary was around sixteen in 1864, Frederick and Gilman were around ten years old and seven
years old, respectively, and Rosetta was less than a year old.52 In 1864, at the age of forty-one,
Parley was drafted and served in the Eighth Maine Infantry Regiment until January of 1866,
leaving Judith to attend to their farm and children during that time. While Judith was often in ill
health and had an infant to take care of, like Sarah Murdock, she took on her share of economic
responsibilities and managed to keep her family farm running in good order until her husband
returned home.
Judith relied on a hired man, Mr. Hays, to help her with the harvesting. However, as the
Maine Farmer, which Judith mentioned reading in her letters, advised its readers, the exigencies
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of war meant it was time “for the women to hold themselves in readiness to occasionally give a
helping hand in the labors of the field and other surroundings of the farm,” and Judith certainly
helped out on the farm. The Maine Farmer emphasized that while women should not be doing
the most labor intensive tasks on the farm, “much of the lighter duties” could be done easily
“without in any way compromising their claims to womanly grace or female delicacy, at least
while the present troubles surround us.”53 While the Maine Farmer made it seem as if women
were not doing much farm labor, Judith certainly did her share of work to keep the farm
prosperous during Parley’s absence. Though Judith and other farm women may not have
harvested the crops themselves, they performed many tasks that required a lot of time and effort.
Judith helped with the haying and was responsible for tending to the livestock, noting
how she was often “down to the pasture before sunrise…driving my cows with a great long
stick.”54 In addition to cows, she also kept sheep and she advised Parley on how she thought they
should proceed with the livestock after he returned: “I think it would be better for us to keep
more cows and less horses for you could help me about making butter or perhaps I shall get
smart so to take care of a lot of cows yet—butter is 20 cents in Dexter and has not been less than
1 shilling this summer.”55 She was already making some butter and cheese for her family’s
consumption, but because of the high price of butter and the experience she had gained tending
to the livestock, she felt it would be more prudent for them to make more butter and sell it, and
she was willing to make more if he could help her.
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Judith’s experience keeping chickens had shown her that some livestock brought in
money while others, like horses, cost more for their keeping. She reported with a hint of pride to
Parley how she had sold thirty-three dozen eggs in the first six months of 1865.56 Her egg sales
had importantly helped her make ends meet, as she relayed to Parley how “sometimes all I have
to depend upon is what eggs I have and a little butter,” to supply the necessary funds to maintain
her household.57 She gained much experience tending livestock and making the most out of their
products, making her feel confident enough to advise Parley on what animals would make the
most sense to invest in. She also kept a horse and despite frequent bouts of illness that left her
feeling weak, she assured Parley that she was up to the task of keeping her horse and livestock.
She reported to Parley that there was “not but a few days that I did not go to the barn” to tend the
horse.58 She was determined not to let her health get in the way as she wanted to “earn [her]
living.”59 She no longer wanted to feel like a burden on the household and took Parley’s absence
as an opportunity to prove to him that she could help the farm prosper and provide the household
with extra income by keeping livestock.
Judith also kept her own garden while Parley was away, and her letters indicate she did
not have much experience doing this work previously. Mr. Hays told her that as he was too busy
with harvesting her crops and others throughout the community, she would have to plant and
tend a garden for her family’s consumption if she wanted one. Judith decided to do just that, and
though her boys helped her with it, she did the bulk of the work. It was hard work for Judith to
keep a garden despite her poor health and many other responsibilities, but she knew that her
family would only benefit if she could grow their food. Her garden proved to be a success in
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supplying her family with enough vegetables, and she detailed to Parley with delight how her
garden produced many squashes and “turnips and beets enough to last us” as well as cranberry
beans and cucumbers.60 She was quite satisfied with her efforts, telling Parley, “I feel quite proud
of my garden because I made it myself.”61 In another letter, she again expressed her pride in her
garden: “you should see my garden suppose [you would] think I am quite the farmer, have done
it all myself except the boys helped me plant the cranberry.”62 Judith emphasized that her garden
was her own creation, the result of her hard work, and had importantly helped feed her family in
the absence of her husband.
Judith kept herself and her children clothed by spinning, weaving, and coloring yarn from
wool she sheared from her sheep and then sewing and knitting it into the final product. Many
women had transitioned from spinning and weaving their own yarn to buying it because the
process was quite labor intensive and with the number of factories steadily increasing, cloth was
more readily and cheaply available. Judith decided to make her own, however, rather than pay
the high wartime prices for the cloth.63 Before Parley enlisted she had brought her wool to the
local mill to have it turned into yarn but decided that she was going to save money by
undertaking the arduous and time-consuming task herself while he was gone.64 In many of her
letters she updated Parley on how many skeins of yarn she had produced thus far. In September
1865 she reported “I have got 80 skeins of yarn done what do you think of that,” looking to
Parley for appreciation of the all the work she had done to provide for their family. Though she
worked hard and made yarn as fast as she could, she did not have as much wool as she would
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have liked, commenting that “29 pounds don’t go a great ways in a family.”65 However, these
added responsibilities that Judith took on ensured that she would not have to go into as much
debt paying for cloth and was another important method she employed to save money.
Judith seemed to have little access to money during her husband’s absence and she
struggled to get along and worried constantly about going into too much debt. She never
mentioned receiving state aid, and it seems she did not have this extra income to rely upon like
many women did. Parley also often sent money directly to Mr. Hays instead of to Judith, though
if Mr. Hays was not due the money for his services, he passed it on to Judith. In one letter, Parley
requested a picture of Rosetta and Judith replied that she would try her best to get one taken if
she could “scare up money enough.” However, she thought this an unlikely event as she could
“hardly get enough to pay my postage bill.” She knew that they were going to owe Mr. Hays
quite a lot for his work on the farm and she “want[ed] to keep out of debt if it is possible.”66 Her
hopes to keep out of debt were the topic of many of her letters to Parley during the war. She
described debt as being “like a canker worm” and was trying to do everything possible to avoid
it. Judith evidently felt that her health had prevented her from doing as much as she would like
for the household and she assured Parley that she could “do a great deal to help” when she was
well.67 Losing four children in the span of four months just a few years before Parley left and
dealing with poor health made Judith’s struggle to keep her household afloat that much more
difficult but she did what she could and reflected in one of her letters: “some say you will feel
quite proud of me when you get home I tell you I don’t know that you will but I cannot help it if
you are. Women are poor suffering creatures but you don’t perhaps know it as well as we do.”68
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Indeed, Judith had had her share of suffering in her life but she managed to keep her household
intact and financially stable in her husband’s absence.
Emily Harris, who did not live on a farm, had a different experience with managing her
household finances than Sarah Murdock and Judith Bailey. Emily was twenty-five years old in
1860, and she and Leander lived in Hampstead, New Hampshire. Leander was a shoemaker, as
was Emily’s father, who she lived with for at least part of the war. Emily and Leander had two
children, Annie and Clara Josephine, or Josie, as they called her. Annie was three years old in
1860 and Josie was one.69 In September 1861, Leander enlisted in the Fourth New Hampshire
Infantry Regiment. He reenlisted in 1864 and did not muster out and return home until August
1865, leaving Emily to manage their household for four years.70
Emily did not raise livestock or help plant and harvest crops, and she never mentioned
having her own garden like Sarah and Judith did. She moved in with her parents for at least part
of the war, giving up some of her independence in order to save money. Many other soldiers’
wives also spent the war with family members, often at the request of their husbands so that they
could maintain control over their wives.71 This was not the case with Emily, however, as she
seemed to enjoy living with her parents. At the very least, she found it helpful that her mother
could split housework and childcare with her.72
It is likely that before the war, Leander had worked with Emily’s father making shoes,
and Emily began to take over some responsibilities in the shoe making process. Shoe making
was a process that was increasingly being moved to factories, though many women still did
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Figure 5- 1857 map of Hampstead, New Hampshire. Highlighted is Emily’s father’s home as
well as Emily and Leander’s home. Courtesy of the Library of Congress. See appendix for
source map.
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outwork binding shoes in their homes. Binding shoes was the process in which the upper part of
the shoe was sewn and prepared so that it could be attached to the lower part of the shoe. After
this step was done, the rest of the work to finish the shoe would be performed in a shoe shop by
an experienced shoemaker.73 Emily did much of the shoe binding for her father during the Civil
War, and she reported to Leander with pride her efforts: “I have sewed three days and all the
trouble is father can’t ‘last’ and ‘finish’ off as fast as I can sew. I think I shall be quite a shoemaker by the time you get home. I haven’t had a chance to see how many I can sew in a day, but
I have sewed five pairs in half a day.”74 Emily was able to bring in some extra money by making
shoes. By helping her father, she picked up some of the work left behind in Leander’s absence
and ensured her husband and father’s shoe business would continue to run smoothly.
As Emily’s participation in the family business indicates, she became very concerned
with money matters during the Civil War. She often admonished Leander for not saving his
money better and told him he “ought not to consider money-making, and saving, as a matter of
taste but of necessity.”75 Despite her criticisms of his financial habits, Leander sent money
regularly to Emily and she tried to save this money and spend only what she made herself and
the three dollars a week she received in state aid. In addition to her shoemaking income, Emily
also earned money by producing and selling goods such as hats; however, with wartime inflation
causing prices of necessities like flour and sugar to double, it was not enough, and she was
forced to spend Leander’s money instead of saving it.76 She complained to him that:
It seems as though I had not done anything but spend your money since you have been
gone. But you don’t know how it has been. I cannot possibly get along with three dollars
a week for provision everything is so high (and I have had the housework to do a great
deal of the time). It seems as though I had earned something but where has it gone? I
73
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made between thirty and forty shakers last summer and considerable other work. And this
winter I have bound some shoes and done some work for Julia and have knit six hoods
but all I can do don’t seem to amount to anything everything is so high.77
A combination of lack of time and inflation made Emily feel as if she could not do enough to
save money and manage the household finances in anticipation of Leander’s return. The situation
had not improved a year later, leaving Emily frustrated at her limitations and causing her to
remark to Leander that she“[could not] get along any longer in this way” and “would certainly go
into the mill or go to doing housework if it were not for the children.”78 Her need to be in her
household taking care of her children limited what she could do to help improve her financial
situation and ensure that Leander could return to a home that was much the same as he had left it.
Emily’s new economic responsibilities frustrated her, and she desperately wanted
Leander’s advice on how she should handle their money. She wrote to Leander to say that she
was “discouraged and tired of planning and [wanted him] to help” with managing the household
finances but she found in Leander an unwillingness to help or tell her how to handle the money.79
Leander was confident in Emily’s ability to manage their finances and told Emily that she did not
need to ask him how to use the money as he “could trust to [her] good judgement in a much
greater matter, than the disposal of a little money.”80 His confidence did not help Emily, who
wanted his opinion but could not get it “till it is all settled, so what is the use” in discussing
money matters.81 She felt burdened by this extra responsibility and not up to the task of
managing their finances, causing her to ask Leander for his advice and opinions. When he was

77

Emily Harris to Leander Harris, February 23, 1864, LHC.
Emily Harris to Leander Harris, April 3, 1865, LHC.
79
Ibid.
80
Leander Harris to Emily Harris, May 16, 1862, LHC.
81
Emily Harris to Leander Harris, April 17, 1864, LHC.
78

77

unwilling to give them, she grudgingly did it herself, but was clearly looking forward to having
Leander take back the task of managing the household finances.
Emily, Judith, and Sarah, as well as many other New England women, were thrust into
new economic roles by the Civil War. Though they worked hard to ensure their households
would survive the war intact and they all succeeded, they often doubted their abilities and felt
unprepared to manage their finances. They also felt limited because of their roles as mothers and
their inability to stray far from their household to earn any income, factors that often forced them
to continue to rely on men for survival. In the absence of their husbands, Emily, Sarah, and
Judith took on the role of economic provider in their households. As their husbands were distant
from and unfamiliar with the situation at home, they could offer little advice to help them fulfill
this role. The Civil War challenged the ability of men to provide for their families, rearranging
the labor dynamics within the household space so that wives and mothers became the heads of
households, the overseers of farms, and partners in the family business. The fact that many farms
and households were able to survive the war was the result of women who found ways to bring
in income, save money, and avoid debt. Though these women took on new roles within the
household, they were still responsible for performing all the tasks associated with their
traditional roles as mother and housewife, causing them to feel overwhelmed at times and mostly
happy to hand over the financial management to their husbands when they returned home. They
viewed their new responsibilities as temporary, something that was necessary in order to ensure
their households remained financially stable and would be in much the same state when their
husband’s returned as when they had left. While Northern New England women were often
proud of what they had accomplished, the obstacles they faced in providing for themselves
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prevented them from feeling empowered by the economic independence the Civil War had
granted them.
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CHAPTER FIVE
“CASTLES IN THE AIR”: THE IMPORTANCE OF LETTER WRITING TO THE
REAL AND IMAGINED HOUSEHOLD
When the political and economic situation threatened to change the lives of Northern
New England women during the Civil War, they often turned to one activity that gave them a
sense of stability: letter writing. Letter writing helped women maintain bonds and connections
with family members that they had been separated from as a result of the war. It helped provide
them with information about their loved ones and their experiences that gave them a sense of
comfort in an uncertain and tenuous situation. Letter writing was a coping mechanism, giving
women the ability to assert some control over their lives and experiences that seemed to be more
and more out of their control. Letters also provided women with a space in which they could
have a semblance of a normal household, one that was not missing any members, even if this
was an imagined space. Through letter writing, women could maintain the domestic and familial
roles that had characterized their prewar household. Ultimately, letters were an important way in
which Northern New England women resisted the Civil War’s challenges to the meaning of
home and their role within it.
In the decades before the start of the Civil War, letter writing became more and more
common. Indeed, scholar David Henkin has argued these transformative years constituted a
“revolutionary era” in which a “critical mass of Americans began reorganizing their perceptions
of time, space and community, around the existence of the post.”1 Of course, the postal system
had been around for many years by the mid-nineteenth century, but before a series of law
changes in the 1840s and 1850s, letters had been expensive to send so the majority of people did
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not send them often. By the Civil War, this had changed so that it usually only cost three cents to
send a letter.2 This timing was fortuitous, as with so many men distant from home, often for the
first time, letters became the only way to maintain a connection between family members and
collapse the distance that separated them. As such, letter writing became a more common and
important practice during the Civil War, helping both men and women to cope with the
newfound distance between them and their loved ones.
Though it would have been better to have their male relatives at home, writing letters was
the next best thing and women like Ann Stevens Robinson acknowledged and valued this aspect
of correspondence. She remarked to her brother that while she would like to be there with him,
she was “very glad we have the great privilege of writing to each other left. How much we ought
to prize this.”3 Indeed, women did prize letter writing as a way to maintain household bonds with
their family members. At one point during the war, both Rachel Stevens and Emily Harris heard
a rumor that soldiers were not going to be able to write anymore, which caused them both to
despair. Rachel relayed to William that there had been a report in the Boston Journal to this
effect, and she felt that she could “never be reconciled” to it and fervently hoped the report was
false. “How can I bear it if this is cut off,” she questioned William, as his letters were the only
way she received any news of him and made the distance that separated them bearable.4 Emily
felt similarly, writing that if she and Leander were no longer able to write to each other than “all
our comfort shall be taken away” and it would be “worse than all the rest if I can’t hear from
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you.”5 For women like Emily and Rachel, letters were the only way to maintain a semblance of a
complete household and ensure their familial relationships survived the war intact.
As Emily and Rachel’s statements indicate, letter writing offered a means for women to
cope with their new circumstances. It was a way for them to relieve anxiety over the safety and
welfare of their husbands and sons. When letters from the front were slow in coming, it was a
cause for concern for any woman, as they feared something had happened to their loved one.
Judith Bailey’s eldest daughter, Mary, described the anxiety many felt when there was no letter
to be had from the front: “Fred has just come in saying the stage has come and no letter, that
makes us feel rather worried about you for fear you are so sick you can’t write but nevertheless
we hope it is not so. We think maybe it has got delayed or maybe you are on your way home and
so have not written.”6 Situations such as the one described by Mary were often compounded by
rumors, which were abundant during the Civil War, resulting from the slowness of
communication and conflicting reports in local newspapers.7
Rumors and uncertainties were exactly why women sought out precise information
regarding the whereabouts and welfare of their relatives. Men at the front also were aware of the
rumors that circulated at home, which was why an acquaintance of Eliab Murdock’s, R.L.
Surrey, wrote to his wife Sarah to inform her that Eliab had been taken prisoner. After writing to
Sarah, Surrey wrote to Eliab to inform him that he had not failed to let his wife know where he
was and that he was still alive as he “knew there would be any quantity of rumors concerning
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you at home and I thought if I wrote it would make your wife easier in mind.”8 The letter Sarah
received from Surrey likely soothed her mind greatly after not knowing if Eliab was alive or not
in the battle’s aftermath.
As discussed in chapter two, many Maine women wrote letters to the governor and
adjutant general during the war. While many of them requested help obtaining state aid or a
discharge or furlough for their husbands and sons, others simply requested information. After not
hearing from their male relative for a period of time and not having any information regarding
them, these women turned to the state government as a reliable source. Susan Jane Hathaway, for
instance, wrote to Adjutant General John Hodsdon requesting information about her husband in
October 1864, because he had not been heard from since the previous June. She relayed to
Hodsdon how “the papers speak of his being wounded in the battle before Petersburg the 8 of
July” but she had “heard nothing that I can rely on” about him. She had already wrote to an
officer in her husband’s company and also the chaplain but had not received a response and
hoped the adjutant general could provide her with the information she needed.9
Amanda Tirrill also wrote to Hodsdon to find out more information about her son’s
prospects. She was aware that he had been taken prisoner and she wanted to know as much
information about what life was like for prisoners so she would have some idea of what her son
was going to endure. She told Hodsdon that she wished him to “write to me and tell me if it is
known what is done with the prisoners that the Rebels take round to Richmond and if they may
starve or if there is any chance of their being paroled or exchanged.”10 Amanda may have read in
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the papers what happened to prisoners in Richmond’s Libby Prison, as the papers abounded with
reports of the conditions in this Confederate prison. The Vermont Watchman and State Journal,
for instance, included a narrative from an officer that had been in prison. He spared few details in
describing how men had to sleep outside exposed to the elements, were not properly clothed, and
received little more than corn bread for food.11 Perhaps after reading such reports, Amanda
hoped they were not true and so looked to the adjutant general to provide her with accurate
information on her son’s prospects. She seemingly anticipated that the answer to her queries
would not soothe her fears, but she wanted to know the truth nonetheless. She did not want the
adjutant general to sugarcoat, instructing him: “Don’t try flattery to pacify my woman’s nature
but tell me truly the prospect for the prisoners.”12 Information was crucial to helping women like
Amanda Tirrill exercise control over an uncertain situation, and letter writing seemed the best
and most reliable way to get it.
Women also felt that Sanitary Commission agents and nurses would serve as a reliable
source of information because they were close to the action. Mattie Cobb of Limerick, Maine,
wrote to Colonel Hathaway, an agent for the Maine branch of the USSC, to enquire about her
brother. She heard her brother had been taken prisoner and hoped that Hathaway could visit the
prison, providing her with proof that he was there and was well.13 Louisa Mower similarly felt
that a person closest to the situation would best be able to help her find concrete information
regarding her husband. She heard from a comrade of her husband’s that he was ill and wanted to
know more about his condition. She provided details about her husband, such as the ring he was
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likely wearing and a miniature he had on him of herself and their child to ensure that Sarah
Sampson, the nurse she contacted, could properly identify him and provide her with accurate
information she desperately wanted for her peace of mind.14
In addition to giving women information about the welfare of their relatives, letters also
helped them understand and get a glimpse into what their relatives were experiencing, helping
them to feel closer to them. Since, as Ann Stevens Robinson wished, it was not possible for
women to “take the place of this little white paper and be carried in the envelope safely to
seceshdom” to be with their husbands, sons, and brothers, the letter was the next best thing.15
While she could not bring herself physically to her brother William, the letter was able to
connect them and help provide a window into each other’s experiences. Ann, William, and other
nineteenth century letter writers felt that letters were a way of transporting a person’s soul across
vast distances. A letter was in many ways an extension of a person’s body and soul and the focus
on the minutiae of everyday life was a way for separated loved ones to recreate and take part in
each other’s experiences and lives despite physical separation.16 This belief in the ability of
letters to recreate real life was why a common refrain in letters from women during the Civil
War was a request for their reader to answer and “write all particulars” as they “want[ed] to hear
everything” about what they were experiencing in order to feel closer to them.17
While women wanted to hear everything that was going on at the front, soldiers wanted
to know “all the particulars” of home. Home was often not far from the minds of many Civil War
soldiers and letters acted as way, both for men and women, to recreate the home environment
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and make it seem as if they were not in fact separated by such a great distance. The idea of the
soldier who constantly dreamed of and yearned for home became so popular during the Civil
War that it was the basis for many popular songs, poems, and drawings.18 Their dreams of home
helped distract them from the bloodshed they were taking part in and women at home were
instructed to help provide fodder for their men’s dreams of home by supplying them with every
minute detail of the happenings at home. Newspaper columns of the period often instructed
women how they should best write. While newspapers, periodicals, and advice manuals had a
long history of telling women how they should write letters, from the color of the paper they
should use to instructions on how much emotion they should show in letters, the Civil War gave
a new sort of urgency to this advice. Previous advice about how women should never show anger
or negativity in their letters was reiterated in the Civil War because it was very important women
distract their male relatives from the hardships of war. 19 As one such letter writing column
directed, women should be cheerful and “write about particulars—we have enough Generals
here. Tell us how many kittens tumble over the floor; how many calves bawl at the barn; whether
Towser’s sore foot is well or not; what kind of dress little Mary has got.”20
Emily Harris wrote of reading such an article that had instructed her to write happily, and
she apologized to Leander for not following this advice. Indeed, her letters were often quite the
opposite of cheerful, as she usually used them to express her fears and doubts that Leander
would never return home, as well as her opinions on politics. But she wrote to Leander in this
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instance, possibly feeling reprimanded by the article she had read, expressing regret for her past
actions: “I did wrong to indulge such feelings to say nothing of letting you know I felt so.”21
Northern New England women such as Emily often wrote letters that did not live up to the
standards laid out in the newspapers, as they struggled with the hardships imposed on them by
the effects of the war and wanted to talk about them. However, they also realized that their
husbands would welcome a distraction from war and almost always included some news from
home so that their husband did not feel quite so distant.
Though women like Emily may have been following the instructions set out in the
newspapers, others simply wanted their husbands to share in the progress of their children. Judith
Bailey, for instance, filled her letters with updates on her youngest daughter, Rosetta, who was
an infant when Parley left. Judith detailed every milestone that Rosetta hit and described to him
how she had changed and grown. In one letter, she described Rosetta as a “dear little bird” who
was “grow[ing] like a weed and is handsome as a lily or white rose.”22 In other letters, she would
tell Parley all the words that Rosetta had learned. Their eldest daughter Mary helped care for
Rosetta and she was also sure to tell him all about her. In one instance she described her sister for
Parley: “Rosy is as smart as a steel trap, she can talk a lot. She has got to be quite a girl you
never would know her. I guess she has some idea of where her father is for we ask her where her
father is and she looks toward the window as much to say there.”23 Not only did Mary provide
Parley with an update on his daughter, she also importantly indicated that despite her young age
Rosetta seemed to miss him and remember him. Though soldiers may have been physically
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distant from their families, letters made this distance not seem so vast, and indicated that absent
men were never far from the minds of women at home, even ones as young as Rosetta.
Discussing home and children in their letters also helped women to combat fears that the
household space would no longer hold much attraction for their husbands. After living a life of
action and adventure in the military, many worried that their husbands would not want to return
to a peaceful life at home.24 In other words, they worried that the pull of the household space was
not strong enough, and they sought to remind their husbands of everything home had to offer
through their letters. Emily Harris, for instance, was very insecure about the pull of the
household space for Leander when he remarked to her more than once that he did not feel
homesick. On multiple occasions she had community members tell her that a man who was not
homesick and would enlist twice did not care about his wife and family. While she noted that she
knew that the people who said this to her were “not worth minding” she “could not help thinking
that a great many people thought so only they were not saucy enough” to tell her and when faced
with this many people doubting her husband’s love for her and their home, she could not help but
do so herself.25 As a result, Emily filled her letters with details of her children in hopes of
reminding Leander of all he had waiting for him at home.
While soldiers certainly dreamt of home and their relatives made sure to fill their letters
with details of home, so too did women dream of home in their letters. They dreamt of a home
that was untouched by war, that was complete and not missing any members. They often filled
their letters with vivid descriptions of what their homes and lives would look like when their
husbands, sons, or brothers finally returned from war. Sarah Murdock, for instance, described to
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her husband how she would often sit and dream of him coming home. Eliab had found much
time to read while serving and Sarah looked forward to hearing about all he had read:
I think you have spent many pleasant hours reading and it has served to while away the
time and I shall be interested to hear you relate some parts that you have stored away in
the chambers of the brain and especially the testament for you have formed some opinion
of your own and your memory is so retentive you can almost read it to me. Oh, those
happy hours that I anticipate, God grant they may not be castles in the air.26
Her dreams or “castles in the air” helped her cope with the continued absence of her husband, as
it did for many other women. She looked forward to the day when Eliab would come back and
make her castle a reality, but in the meantime dreaming about it in her letters to him helped
distract her from her realities, in which Eliab’s absence caused her much anxiety and worry.
Emily Harris also escaped her reality through her imagination and her dreams, creating a
“little world of [her] own where no cruel laws would trouble [her family].”27 Often, she related
these dreams to Leander in her letters, telling him about how she dreamed he had come home
and she was resting in his arms, and even though she felt ill in the dream she was “so happy I
was almost glad I was sick. But when I woke up I had nowhere to lay my aching face but my
lonely pillow.”28 In her dreams, her home was exactly how it should be, and she was free from
all the worries caused by the changes to household space that she was undergoing. In her dreams,
laws and politicians who seemed to care nothing about her husband disappeared and she was
home in her husband’s arms where she was “as unconcerned about everything as you please. It
makes no difference to me how the world goes.”29 Her dreams allowed her to recreate a
household space that was not touched by the war and helped her cope with the transformed
reality of her home by providing a momentary escape.
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In addition to providing a coping mechanism, letters also served to help reinforce and
maintain domestic and familial roles. Wives and mothers, as the caretakers of their husbands and
sons when sick, often filled their letters with advice about how to maintain their health. When
Parley wrote to Judith that he had been sick, she admonished him to “be careful and not eat
anything to hurt you. You spoke of eating cherries I should be afraid they wouldn’t agree with
your stomach. There is more need of being careful because your stomach is not as strong as it
was before.”30 Mary Stevens Putnam also relayed some medical advice to her brother that her
mother instructed her to include in her letter. Though William had reported his health was good,
in order to keep it that way, his mother, Rachel, advised him to keep a wet cloth by his bedside
and put it on his lips at night.31 William was assigned to the regiment’s hospital, and his mother
worried he would be exposed to disease and gave him some advice on how best to avoid this.
She had sent him blankets and told him not to “use thy blankets about the sick and then use it for
thyself—for I think it would expose thee to the contagion.”32 Women cared for their husbands
and sons from afar as best as they could via letters. They could not be by their husbands’ and
sons’ sickbeds, but they could offer them insight as to what they would do if they were there.
Women often found letters a poor substitute for taking care of their family members
themselves and used their correspondence to air their frustrations. In the early summer of 1864,
Rachel Stevens heard that William had been wounded, and she lamented that she could not do
anything but write. She learned of his wounds in the paper but had not heard anything more
concrete, complaining to her daughter Ann how “it seems very hard to know no more and be so
powerless to do anything for him, I have written to him twice—but this seems very meagre.”33
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Letters could not ensure that William was being taken care of properly, and they certainly were
no substitute for a mother’s ability to take care of her son, but they were often the best that could
be done. Letters helped women like Rachel feel that they were at least doing something, even if
it seemed small and ineffectual.
Rachel was frustrated because she felt that she could best care for William and believed
that home was the best place to recover from an illness. Many wives and mothers felt similarly
and were adamant that home was where injured soldiers would receive the best care, not in a
hospital. Lydia Jane Bradford expressed this sentiment to her husband when she learned that he
was sick: “I hope you have good care taken of you but you can’t have the care you can at home
being in a crowded hospital. Oh, how I wish they would let you come home where I could take
care of you.”34 Lydia worried that her husband was not receiving attentive care amongst the
many other patients in the hospital, and she knew he was certainly not receiving the care she
would have given him.
Other women, when learning of an illness of a soldier relative, wrote to the governor to
try to get them discharged or given a furlough so they could recover at home. Philena Huggins
wrote to Maine Governor Abner Coburn requesting that her brother be returned home, as he had
been moved from hospital to hospital and he was not recovering in any of them. She felt that he
would only be able to recover at home and backed up her claims by consulting a local doctor
who agreed that her brother needed to leave the hospital and come home or else he would
continue to grow worse.35 Even if sending them home did not allow them to recover, home was
still the best place to die. As late as the start of the twentieth century, less than fifteen percent of
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people died away from home. During the Civil War, it was important to many to know that their
loved ones had a “good death” at home in order to assure themselves of their place in the
afterlife. Many of the women who wrote to the governor requesting that their loved ones be
allowed to return home likely wanted to be by their side if they should happen to die.36
Indeed, women were convinced that hospitals were terrible places. It is not surprising that
they felt this way after reading reports in the newspapers of the conditions in military hospitals
such as Portsmouth Grove in Rhode Island. Letitia Fitzgerald read one such report in the Boston
Journal and included a clipping of it in her letter to the adjutant general to support her claim that
her husband should be transferred from there. She related to the governor how her husband and
his fellow soldiers were “treated by the doctor there, more like dogs, than men who have periled
their lives in their country’s service.” In fact, Letitia had to write to the adjutant general because
her husband was barred from doing so by the doctor at the hospital.37 Because of these horrible
conditions, Letitia argued, her husband should come home where he could adequately recover
and be able to continue his service to his country sooner. While Letitia could not be by her
husband’s side to take care of him, she used letters to fight for her husband to get the best care
possible and to ensure that the government was aware of how their soldiers were being treated.
Women like Letitia wanted to take care of their husbands in their homes, and since many
could not do that, they attempted to ensure that they were in as much of a homelike environment
as possible. Some women traveled to the front, writing to governors and others for passes to visit
their family members.38 Sarah P. Ball of Exeter, Maine, was one woman who traveled to the
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front, though these women were relatively few in number. The cost was prohibitive for most
women, and Sarah herself spent much of her money traveling to her son.39 In addition, they often
had far too many household responsibilities to tend to. Women would instead write to nurses, as
they believed that these women could best stand in for a mother or wife figure and create a home
environment for their loved ones while they were sick. Emily Harris, for instance, corresponded
with a nurse, Mrs. J.A. Sawyer, who worked alongside Leander while he was assigned to the
regimental hospital. Though Leander was never sick during the war, Emily worried about him.
Leander’s assurances that he was fine and she need not worry did not soothe her. She did feel
better, though, when she heard from another woman that Leander was fine. Mrs. Sawyer soothed
Emily’s fears with her letters, assuring her “that if any sickness or accident befalls your husband
he shall be well cared for and I will write you all particulars.”40 Emily wrote to Leander about
the affect Mrs. Sawyer’s letter had on her as she “comforted myself with Mrs. Sawyer’s
assurance that you were safe even in time of action.”41 Emily felt better knowing that Leander
had a maternal figure to take care of him when she could not do so herself. Her correspondence
with Mrs. Sawyer was crucial to reassuring her that Leander would receive adequate care similar
to what he would receive at home.
While both wives and mothers fulfilled the role of physical caretaker of their husbands
and sons, mothers especially assumed the role of spiritual caretakers of their sons. Few Northern
New England wives admonished their husband regarding their religious habits, but most mothers
included religious instructions in their letters. In the decades before the Civil War, religious
devotion was increasingly associated with women. During the Second Great Awakening in New

39

Sarah P. Ball to Adjutant General John Hodsdon, May 29, 1865, AGC.
Mrs. J. A. Sawyer to Emily Harris, October 22, 1862, LHC.
41
Emily Harris to Leander Harris, November 23, 1862, LHC.
40

93

England, for instance, for every three female converts there were only two male converts.42
Women’s religious zeal soon became, as historian Barbara Welter has argued, “the core of
woman’s virtue, the source of her strength” and was a defining characteristic of a “true”
woman.43 As the symbol of piety, women were responsible for ensuring the salvation of their
children, as is evident in the many maternal associations in New England that women created to
reform their communities and enforce morality. They did so first and foremost among their own
children, who were expected to attend some of the meetings.44
The fact that mothers were expected to be the spiritual caretakers of their sons is also
evident in their Civil War letters. Soldiers more often sent letters to their mothers rather than
their fathers, filling them with details of their lives and requesting goods.45 Mothers sent their
sons food and other supplies but also offered moral and religious advice. They were concerned
that their sons would fall prey to “all the evils incident to camp life,” as one New Hampshire
newspaper put it. This newspaper instructed its readers to write to soldiers and “urge them to lay
hold of the sure promise of the gospel,” and many mothers took up this task with zeal.46 Mothers
wrote to their sons urging them to “read your testament all you can” like Huldah Morse of
Woodbury, Vermont did.47 In getting a letter from their mothers, soldiers would think of them
and be reminded to adhere to their morals. Ruth Fletcher wrote to her son lamenting the fact that
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he had not been among the number to be baptized and converted at a recent meeting she had
attended, telling her son “how much better you would enjoy yourself if you [were] Christian.”
She then instructed: “do be good and study the word of God and look over those rules I gave you
often and profit thereby and if you are tempted to commit a wrong act think, oh think, of your
ever anxious mother.”48 Ruth used her letters to remind her son to remember her teachings and
think of how it would affect her if he strayed from them. Though she was distant, she used her
letters to conjure up an image of herself standing over her son’s shoulder watching his behavior
or sitting at home constantly worrying about him. She conveyed the impression that she was
continuing to keep an eye on his behavior and looking out for his spiritual welfare.
Mothers like Maryann Wright also used their belief in God to console their sons.
Maryann’s son Lyman had followed his father to war and in September 1862, he was wounded
and lost his arm. Maryann wrote to Lyman about how though she had “received the sad news of
the loss of your arm,” she “thank[ed] God that your life was spared, and that you are still left to
praise him.” She implored him to “not forget to thank him that saved you from the rebels” and to
ask him to “give you strength and patience to bare” his injury. Maryann helped her son deal with
his tragic loss by reminding him of all he still had to be thankful for God’s mercy. She assured
him that God would help him to live a useful and productive life despite the loss of his arm.49
Maryann was able to provide motherly advice and comfort to her son in her letter, while also
reminding him of where he could seek comfort in her absence.
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Rachel Stevens also reminded her son William of all he had to be thankful to God for and
often fretted over his religious welfare. She wrote to William in multiple letters how she was
thankful to God for keeping him safe, reminding him that he too should be thankful. In April of
1864, she reflected that it is a “wonder of wonders that thee is still in the land of the living” but
she felt that he was spared by God for “for some noble purpose.”50 Rachel relayed a similar
sentiment a few months later in another letter to William:
I feel as if I could wait no longer before writing to thee—I long to know where thee is
and what position thee is in—my heart aches to think of thy exposures and fatigues but I
try to leave it all I can and supposing it is thy choice to be there, hoping and craving that
the arm of the omnipotent may protect and shield thee from the thousand dangers that
surround thee—in all our afflictions Heaven has been kind—but when the nation is
weeping for her fallen sons, how can I hope mine will be spared.51
Clearly Rachel felt much anxiety about William’s safety and turned to letter writing to try to
soothe these fears. She also put her faith in God when she could not hear from William directly
and was somewhat reassured by the fact that God had spared him thus far. However, she also had
some doubts and fears that her son would not continue to be spared when so many others had
been lost, though she tried to cope with them by putting her trust in God. In writing about this in
her letters, she reminded William of how lucky he had been to have been spared by God and how
thankful he should be as well.
In addition to instructing him to be thankful to God, Rachel also more directly urged her
son to maintain his faith while away at war. In her April 1864 letter after she thanked God for
sparing William, she questioned him: “Hast thou been able to keep a bible through all this
struggle,” indicating that she felt he should do so and that it would be the right course of action
to show gratitude to God for sparing him.52 She also hoped that he would set a good example for
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Figure 6- Rachel Stevens, courtesy Rokeby Museum.
others in his religious habits. She assured him that she believed he would “keep a clear and
tender conscience” during the war and help others to do the same. While she was grateful that he
was so willing to help others and had so far seemed to keep to his morals and principles despite
the effects of war, she also hoped he would “not try to help others too much and injure thyself,
though I think it is a beautiful trait to be willing to do so as we would be done by and this is no
more than the Christian’s duty.”53 She wanted her son to be a good Christian, but she also
wanted him to come home and so urged him not to go above and beyond his basic Christian
duties and fail to take care of his own health and well-being.
Though Rachel was fairly confident that her son could resist temptations, she still fretted
over his future salvation because of the actions he might be forced to take as a soldier during
wartime. In one letter, Rachel, a Quaker, detailed how they had a female minister attend their
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quarterly meeting and she did not feel that this minister was firmly against war in all
circumstances as she ought to be. The minister felt sympathetic towards those who felt a duty to
go to war, but Rachel did not, noting to William that “I would rather my son should run, than to
shoot a man.”54 She hoped her son would never resort to violence even in the midst of war as,
according to her pacifist Quaker beliefs, it could jeopardize his future salvation. William was
assigned to a regimental hospital at first, so he was not at first directly involved in battles and at
little risk of having to shoot anyone. Rachel soon heard rumors, though, that he was joining the
ranks, and she “wish[ed] thee would promise me that thee never would enter the ranks or bear
arms at all.”55 She feared for both his physical and spiritual well-being if he were forced to enter
the ranks and hoped that he would not think of doing so.
Rachel reinforced her role as mother to William by reminding him of his moral
convictions throughout the war when she felt that he was straying from them. In early 1864,
William was taken prisoner and subjected to the horrible conditions that characterized
Confederate prisoner of war camps. He was able to escape, but his treatment there triggered a
desire for revenge against his captors. This was cause for much concern on Rachel’s part,
because while she could “not feel thankful enough that it was thy lot so soon to escape from that
horrible imprisonment—I cannot however fail to regret a spirit of revenge should so possess thy
mind.” Revenge was not in line with Rachel and William’s Quaker beliefs, as she strongly
reminded her son. William also seemingly blamed enslaved people for the war and his
imprisonment and expressed these feelings to his mother, which appalled her. In response to
William’s new feelings towards black people, Rachel replied: “I am also pained at the hatred
thee seems to bear the poor blacks—in the first place, I can but suppose thee considers them
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human and in the next—thee must know that they have for generations been the victims of the
most cruel wrong.”56 Rachel was alarmed at William’s change of heart and tried to guide him
back to his original principles, using her letters to convey an admonishing motherly tone and
maintain her role as the person responsible for her son’s spiritual welfare.
Mary Jane Harris, Leander’s mother, also used her letters to urge her son to continue
practicing his faith diligently while away at war. Mary Jane almost always mentioned God in her
letters to Leander and Emily. She used her faith to cope with the anxiety she felt at having four
sons away at war. While it was hard not to worry about them, her “confidence in an all wise
overruling hand [was her] greatest quiescent.”57 She comforted herself with the belief that God
had a plan and that though things might be hard, it would work out in the end, or as the poet
William Cowper, whom she liked to quote, said: “the bud may have a bitter taste but sweet will
be the flower.”58 She very much wanted Emily and Leander to be soothed like she was by her
belief in God, advising them to trust in God because if they “were both enjoying the love and
favor of God, how little consequence would everything else appear in comparison.”59 Faith was
the answer to all problems for Mary Jane, and she took her role as spiritual overseer of her son
and daughter-in-law seriously.
Mary Jane often admonished both Leander and Emily for their lack of faith. She
instructed Leander to “study the Bible carefully” and “fear God and keep his commandments.”
She worried over his future salvation, wishing that he would strengthen his faith in God and
continue to attend religious services.60 She believed that “if I could only hear that my three sons

56

Rachel Stevens to William Stevens, April 29, 1864, RFL.
Mary Jane Harris to Emily Harris, December 13, unknown year, LHC.
58
Mary Jane Harris to Emily Harris, November 17, 1861, LHC.
59
Mary Jane Harris to Emily Harris, November 17, 1861, LHC.
60
Mary Jane Harris to Leander Harris, March 30, 1862, LHC; Mary Jane Harris to Leander Harris, June 1,
1862, LHC.
57

99

which are far away (exposed to danger, suffering, and temptation) were trusting in the Lord,
striving to live for him [and] were doing your duty faithfully, having an eye single to his glory, I
would ask no more.”61 Mary Jane knew that Leander and her others sons were exposed to many
temptations while in the military and used her letters to make sure they did not go without her
guidance in how to resist them. Mary Jane was even more concerned with her sons’ salvation, as
they were at war where death was omnipresent and she wanted to be confident that she would at
least have the hope of seeing her sons again in the afterlife, as this would make her feel much
better. She conveyed this to Leander: “but I hardly dare to hope that I shall see you all again in
this world, but if I had a hope well grounded, of meeting you all in another where there will be
no parting sin or sorrow.”62 Mary Jane put her faith in Christianity’s promise of an afterlife to
help cope with the hardships of the Civil War and the possibilities of death. In the century before
the Civil War, ideas of heaven had transitioned from a distant and forbidding place to one that
was the perfect version of earth with no suffering.63 Mary Jane took comfort in this vision of
heaven and wanted to make sure Leander would be there if he passed.
Mary Jane found Leander very much lacking in his “obligations to God,” however, and
his wife Emily was not doing much better. Mary Jane had no patience for Emily’s excuses as to
why she could not read the bible more often and put all her trust in God.64 Emily preferred to
spend her time reading novels, which Mary Jane heartily disapproved of. She chastised Emily for
ignoring the bible: “You have allowed a novel or novels, to take the place of the Book of books
and many others that would be very useful. You say you are ignorant of what the Bible teaches,
now allow me to ask you if you think that excuse will acquit you in the great day of
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reckoning.”65 Emily’s mother Anna Hunt also admonished her for not studying the bible more
and instead devoting her time to reading other things, as it was God, she reminded her daughter,
that had spared Leander’s life thus far.66
Similar to Rachel Stevens, Mary Jane was also pained by the feelings both Emily and
Leander expressed towards black people. She saw the war as a punishment for the nation’s sins,
one of which was slavery, and reminded Emily and Leander that “the poor degraded African
which you say have never shown themselves capable of civilization have rights as well as
anyone but they have been oppressed and defrauded of their rights.”67 Mary Jane clung to her
religious convictions and tried through her letters to do her duty as a mother to ensure the
salvation of her children and guide them on the right moral path. Her faith was aided her through
the hardships of the war, and she felt it could help Emily and Leander. She missed no chance to
remind them of the solace faith in God could bring.
Mary Jane saw her duties as a mother to include first and foremost ensuring for her son
and daughter-in-law’s spiritual welfare. Despite her best efforts, Leander did not seem to heed
his mother’s advice, and she felt he had been punished as a result. Leander returned home to
Emily in August 1865 and six months later, Emily passed away. Mary Jane wrote to Leander in
the wake of Emily’s death, urging him to be more faithful and to seek comfort in God. Though
she hoped that his experience during the war would cause him “to return to your family a wiser
and better man” he had not done so, instead showing “indifference” to spiritual matters, which
caused God to “try you in some other way that you would surely be chastened.”68 Mary Jane
believed that God had punished Leander by taking Emily away. She believed that he had made
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empty religious promises during his four years at war and failed to keep those promises. She
wanted him to take this opportunity to atone for his past sins. She hoped Leander would read her
letter and “be persuaded by one who loves your soul (and feels in a degree her own responsibility
in its salvation) to repent and turn to God.”69 As a mother, Mary Jane felt some responsibility for
her son’s soul, and her letters were her way of fulfilling that responsibility and helping ensure
that Leander would remember his mother’s teachings in the midst of war, as well as afterwards.
Though Mary Jane’s words may seem harsh, she felt they were necessary pieces of
motherly advice that Leander needed to hear. Perhaps she felt she needed to be more forceful in
the letter in order for her words to have the same effect that they would have if she had said them
in person. In addition, military life offered more opportunities to sin and put men at an increased
risk of sudden death, so many women like Mary Jane felt that wartime made moral instruction
was a greater moral and maternal imperative. Her letters were the best way to connect with
Leander and fulfill her maternal role, lessening the disruptive effects of the Civil War on her
home. Many other Northern New England women also valued wartime letter writing for similar
reasons. They were methods of communication and imagination that allowed women to create
and maintain their own versions of a home that was relatively untouched by the effects of war.
Letters also helped ameliorate the turmoil of war by providing a space for women to express
their emotions and remain connected with distant family members. Though at times letter writing
proved an imperfect medium, it was a crucial resource that helped women maintain their visions
of an idealized household for a postwar future.
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CHAPTER SIX
CONCLUSION: THE WAR’S AFTERMATH
As much as Northern New England women resisted change and tried to prevent the war
from affecting their households, they were not often successful in these efforts. At times, they
felt forced to embrace change in the present order to maintain an idealized future household.
They often hoped that as long as they could survive until their husbands and sons returned home,
their prewar household would quickly be restored. However, these hopes, dreams, and
imaginations of a home that had been unaltered by war were often just that. Sometimes male
family members never returned home, or they returned home a different person, scarred by
injuries and the trauma of war. If the idealized, prewar home that Northern New England women
yearned for during the war ever existed, it could often not be recreated afterwards as these
women and their families had been reshaped by their wartime experiences.
Homes of Northern New England women were most obviously altered by the permanent
absence of family members who died in the war. The Stevens family of Montpelier, Vermont
experienced such a loss. In June of 1864, William Stevens, hoping to possibly spare his mother
some pain, penned a letter to his sister Mary Stevens Putnam informing her that “two hours ago
some of my rebel friends sent a Minnie ball through the fleshy part of my thigh—it is only severe
and painful, not dangerous—I was able to walk from the field.”1 He intended to send the letter to
Mary and have her decide if their mother should be told of his wounds. Although William was
able to walk off the field, his wound quickly turned gangrenous, and he died before sending the
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letter. The surgeon who attended to William sent his letter for him, along with the notification
that he had died.2
Rachel, Mary, and William’s other sister Ann Stevens Robinson were deeply saddened
and struggled to come to terms with his death. They tried to cope with their grief through their
letters to each other. For instance, Mary wrote to Ann a month after William’s death, agreeing
with her about “how true it is that we cannot realize our darling Willie is ‘asleep in Jesus.’ How
necessary he seemed to our happiness—what a world of sunshine was shut from us when his
blue eyes closed.”3 Mary and Ann were struggling to grapple with the reality of William’s death,
but they took solace in writing to each other and in their faith in God and an afterlife. While
William was no longer with them, at least they could take comfort in the knowledge he was now
happy and in a better place. Indeed, perhaps his death was a lesson from God to prize what they
had, Mary mused in her letter, a lesson that she hoped they would not have to learn again. She
also expressed gratitude that their mother was still alive and well.4 However, Rachel passed away
only a few years later in 1868, her death further altering the Stevens’ household.5
Even when family members did return from war, they often came home changed men.
Sarah Murdock’s husband, Eliab, was injured during the war and his injuries continued to affect
his ability to provide for his family after the war. Though Sarah was looking forward to the day
in which she could hand economic responsibilities back to Eliab, it was unlikely that she was
able to do so because Eliab’s injuries limited what he could do. Eliab’s letters are quiet on the
nature and extent of his injuries, but they resulted in his discharge from the Seventeenth Maine.
He was able to reenlist in the First Regiment of the Veteran’s Reserve Corps, often referred to as
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the invalid corps, so he was at least able to perform light duty. When he returned home after the
war, it seems he struggled to support himself and his family as a result of his injuries. He
employed a lawyer and worked hard to get an invalid pension to supplement his income. The
federal government eventually awarded him $8 per month in 1872.6 Eliab’s pension and his
injuries likely served as a constant reminder of the war and proof that it had irrevocably changed
the Murdock household, despite Sarah’s best efforts to keep it from doing so.
Not only did the war affect the health of soldiers like Eliab, but it also affected the health
of women at home. Emily Harris died of diphtheria not long after her husband Leander returned
home from war. She often mentioned not feeling well in her letters, and it seems that stress of the
war took a toll on her already fragile health. Despite having two young children, Leander did not
remarry until almost ten years later, perhaps indicating his love and attachment to Emily and
grief over her death. Though Emily desperately wanted her husband to return home and her life
to go back to the way it was before the war took her husband away from her, she was unable to
enjoy her complete household for long. Emily and Leander often discussed what their life would
be like when he returned. Emily hoped that they could move to a different town because her
wartime experiences made her feel like Hampstead was no longer home, and Leander suggested
they might take up farming. While these hopes did not come to fruition for Emily, Leander
moved to the town of Hampton Falls, New Hampshire with his second wife Elizabeth Colby and
became a farmer. He passed away on August 25, 1912.7
Though she had a history of ill health, Judith Bailey seems to have achieved somewhat of
a return to normalcy after the war, at least for a time. Parley Bailey continued to farm after the
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war and he and Judith had another child, Ellen, a year after Parley returned home.8 By 1880,
however, Judith was no longer at home but confined to an asylum. She had been suffering from
mental health issues for at least three years at this point, and her condition was such that it
required she be kept in a cell under constant supervision.9 She passed away in 1882 and her death
was described as “a very heavy blow” to Parley in his obituary over twenty years later.10 Though
Parley and Judith may have been able to recreate for a time their prewar household, it did not
last. Judith had fought hard to overcome her health issues during the war and prove she was up to
the task of maintaining her household in her husband’s absence. Perhaps she overworked herself
as she wrote to Parley she was often apt to do. Her experience in the Civil War had shown her
she could help the farm prosper, and she probably continued to work hard after the war,
contributing to the decline of her health.
As these women’s stories indicate, the end of the Civil War did not bring prosperity and
progress to Northern New England. It did not give Northern New Englanders a sense that they
were a part of a larger national community that transcended their local community. They
remained loyal to their homes, and the economy of the region continued to be reliant on
agricultural production. However, while Northern New England as a region may not have
changed much after the war, the war did transform the individual lives of Northern New England
women. Sometimes these changes may have been subtle, as in Judith’s case, or profound, as in
Rachel’s case, but they were surely altered. Women often resisted these changes, fighting hard to
preserve an idealized prewar household. At times these women embraced and clung to traditional
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gender roles in order to prevent change. In other instances, they innovated, claiming new
political identities and familial roles in order to sustain their households for the future.
Throughout the war letters played an important role in women’s lives, sometimes aiding them in
subverting ideas about women’s proper place and at other times helping them maintain those
ideas. The Civil War challenged ideas surrounding home, family, and women’s place within and
outside the home. Northern New England women faced these challenges in a variety of ways,
working to maintain traditional understandings of home and gender while often at the same time
redefining what it meant to be a wife, mother, and woman.
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Figure 7- 1858 Map of Oxford County, Maine. Source map for Figure 3. Courtesy Library of
Congress, https://www.loc.gov/item/2012592367/.
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Figure 8- 1858 Map of Piscataquis County, Maine. Source Map for Figure 4. Courtesy of Library
of Congress, https://www.loc.gov/item/2012592369/
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Figure 9- 1857 map of Rockingham County, New Hampshire. Source Map for Figure 5.Courtesy
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