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Document 10.5 Mary A. Livermore, My Story of the War (1887) 
 
During the Civil War, Mary Livermore volunteered as an associate member of the U.S. Sanitary Commission. She 
organized aid societies, visited army posts and hospitals, and coordinated the Northwestern Sanitary Fair of 1863, 
which raised $86,000. In this excerpt from her memoir, she explains the need for the U.S. Sanitary Commission and 
its beginnings. 
 
The work of sanitary relief was very soon outlined by the necessities and sufferings of the men at the front. In the 
early period of the war, the troops reached their destination generally in a very unsatisfactory condition. They were 
crowded into cattle cars as if they were beasts, frequently with empty haversack, and with no provision for their 
comfort on the raid. Prompted by generous impulse, men and women boarded the trains as they halted at the 
stations in cities, and served to the men hot coffee and such food as could most readily be provided.  
 
But it was only by accident, or through tireless and patient watching, that they were enabled to render this small 
service to their country’s defenders; for no telegram announced the coming of the hungry men, nor for long and 
weary months was a system devised for the comfort and solace of the soldiers, as they passed to and from the 
battle-field. Many became ill or exhausted from exposure, but no relief was furnished.  
 
Rarely were preparations made for their reception. “Men stood for hours in a broiling sun, or drenching rain, 
waiting for rations and shelter, while their ignorant and inexperienced Commissaries and Quartermasters were 
slowly and painfully learning the duties of their positions. At last, utterly worn out and disgusted, they reached their 
camps, where they received rations as unwholesome as distasteful, and endeavored to recruit their wasted 
energies while lying upon rotten straw, wrapped in a shoddy blanket.” Such fearful misery contrasted sadly with the 
cheerful scenes they had left, and if it did not cool their enthusiasm for the national cause, it developed an alarming 
prevalence of camp diseases, which might have been prevented, if efficient, military discipline had prevailed.  
 
The hospital arrangements, in the early part of the war, were as pitiful and inadequate as were the facilities for 
transportation. Any building was considered fit for a hospital; and the suffering endured by army patients, in the 
unsuitable buildings into which they were crowded during the first year of the war can never be estimated. Before 
the war there was no such establishment as a General Hospital in the army. All military hospitals were post 
hospitals, and the largest contained but forty beds. There was no trained, efficient medical staff. There were no 
well-instructed nurses, no sick-diet kitchens, no prompt supply of proper medicines, and no means of humanely 
transporting the sick and wounded. Our entire military and medical systems, which seemed well nigh perfect at 
last, were created in the very midst of the war.  
 
All this was the more keenly felt by our volunteer soldiers, because they were, in the beginning, men of remarkable 
character and spirit. They were not reared in dissolute camps, nor raked from the slums of the cities. They were the 
flower of our youth, young men who not unfrequently had been tenderly reared by mothers, to whom young wives 
had surrendered the keeping of their happiness, and who had faithfully discharged their duties in time of peace. 
They sprang, at the call of their country, from the workshop, the counting-room, the farm, the college, the 
profession, the church, the Sunday-school and Bible-class, ready to lay down their lives for their country, if it were 
necessary. All the more sensitive were such men to the neglect of government and the incapacity of officers.  
 
I maintained a somewhat extensive correspondence with many of these young citizen soldiers throughout the war. 
Their letters lie before me. One of the volunteers of the Chicago Light Artillery, writing from “Camp Smith, near 
Cairo, Ill.,” June 2, 1861, says:—  
 
My departure from Chicago was very unceremonious. I had not time to say “good-bye” to my father and mother, to 
say nothing of my friends; but I resolved, when the first gun was fired in Sumter, if the government should call for 
men to sustain the honor of the country, not to be the last to offer. A young man cannot sacrifice too much in this 
cause; and every man in my company is of this mind. Not a man among us but has left a lucrative situation, and is 
undergoing many privations for the country’s service. Not a man here knows as yet, or is anxious to know, what pay 
he is to receive for his services. To know that we have done our duty will be sufficient pay for most of us.  



© Routledge 

 
The government has done very little for us yet. My friends at home gave me a capital outfit, and I am prepared for 
all kinds of weather. Many of our men are not so fortunate. Many are sick from exposure and lack of proper 
protection. For these we need very badly, beds, blankets, pillows, socks, and something in the way of food besides 
“hardtack and salt junk.” But nobody, complains; for we know the administration is heavily burdened and has 
everything to do, and that all has been done for us that could be done, during the time that we have been in camp. 
We are eaten up by mosquitoes, and maintain a constant warfare with every kind of insect and “creeping thing.” 
 
Another, belonging to the Fifth Wisconsin, writing from “Camp Griffen, near Washington, D. C.,” Nov. 12, 1861, tells 
a similar story:—  
 
I suppose you would like to hear what we are doing in Virginia in the way of bringing the rebels to subjection. As yet 
we have done little fighting, but have lost a large number of men. They are dying daily in the camps and hospitals, 
from pneumonia, dysentery, and camp diseases, caused by severe colds, exposure, and lack of proper food when ill. 
We have taken very heavy colds lying on our arms in line of battle, long frosty nights. For two days and nights there 
was a very severe storm, to which we were exposed all the time, wearing shoddy uniforms and protected only by 
shoddy blankets, and the result was a frightful amount of sickness. We have about thirty in our regimental hospital 
who will never again be good for anything, if they live.  
 
Our hospitals are so bad that the men fight against being sent to them. They will not go until they are compelled, 
and many brave it out and die in camp. I really believe they are more comfortable and better cared for in camp, 
with their comrades, than in hospital. The food is the same in both places, and the medical treatment the same 
when there is any. In the hospital the sick men lie on rotten straw; in the camp we provide clean hemlock or pine 
boughs, with the stems cut out, or husks, when we can “jerk” them from a “secesh” cornfield.  
 
In the hospital the nurses are “convalescent soldiers,” so nearly sick themselves that they ought to be in the wards, 
and from their very feebleness they are selfish and sometimes inhuman in their treatment of the patients. In the 
camp we stout hearty fellows take care of the sick,—rough in our management, I doubt not, but we do not fail for 
lack of strength or interest. If we could be sure of being half-way well cared for when we get sick or wounded, it 
would take immensely from the horrors of army life.  
 
We need beds and bedding, hospital clothing and sick-diet, proper medicines, surgical instruments, and good 
nurses,—and then a decent building or a good hospital tent for the accommodation of our sick. I suppose we shall 
have them when the government can get round to it, and in the meantime we try to be patient. 
 
One of the writers of these letters was a teacher, and the other was in his sophomore year in college, when the war 
began. Similar letters, from equally intelligent sources were written to parties throughout the country, and they 
quickly found their way into print.  
 
The same lack of sanitary care and proper food complained of in these letters had wrought fearful havoc in the 
British army, in the war of the Crimea, in 1855, only six years before, and the American people remembered it. Out 
of twenty-four thousand troops sent to the Crimea, eighteen thousand had died in less than nine months,—a 
mortality, it has been said, “never equalled since the hosts of Sennacherib fell in a single night.” They died from lack 
of care, proper sanitary regulations, and the diet necessary to the sick. With their slowly dimming eyes they could 
see the vessels anchored in the harbor, freighted with the food and medicine, clothing and tenting, sanitary 
supplies and preventives, for want of which they were perishing.  
 
All were tied up with the red tape of official formalism until Florence Nightingale, with her corps of trained nurses, 
and full power to do and command as well as advise, landed at Scutari, and ordered the storehouses opened. Then 
want gave place to abundance, and, through her executive skill and knowledge of nursing and hospital 
management, the frightful mortality was arrested.  
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There was a resolute determination in the hearts of the people, that neither inexperience nor dogged adherence to 
routine should cause such wholesale slaughter of their beloved citizen soldiers. Whether sick or well, they should 
receive such care as the soldiers of no nation had ever known before. No failure of their plans of relief abated their 
ardor, and no discouragement stayed the stream of their beneficence. Especially did women refuse to release their 
hold on the men of their households, even when the government had organized them into an army. They followed 
them with letters of inquiry, with tender anxiety and intelligent prevision, which eventually put them en. rapport 
with the government, and developed a wonderful system of sanitary prevention and relief. For the outcome of their 
patriotism and zeal, their loyalty and love, was the Sanitary Commission.  
 
“The Woman’s Central Association of Relief” was the name of a large and remarkable organization, formed in the 
city of New York, very early in the war. In connection with other similar organizations, they decided to send a 
committee to Washington, to learn, from the highest authorities, “in what way the voluntary offerings of the 
people could best be made available for the relief of the army.”  
 
Dr. Bellows was chairman of this committee, and before he returned from Washington, a plan of organization for 
the U. S. Sanitary Commission, drawn up by himself, received the sanction of the President and the Secretary of 
War. Not heartily, however, for the very highest officials of the government regarded the whole plan as quixotic, 
and consented to it only because “it could do no harm.” President Lincoln himself failed at first to comprehend the 
large humanity of the organization, and described it as “a fifth wheel to the coach.” But for the zeal, intelligence 
and earnestness of his numerous women constituents, it is more than probable that Dr. Bellows would have 
retreated before the rebuffs and hindrances opposed to his humane efforts.  
 
The object of the Sanitary Commission was to do what the government could not. The government undertook, of 
course, to provide all that was necessary for the soldier, whether sick or in health; whether in the army or hospital. 
But, from the very nature of things, this was not possible, and it failed in its purpose, at times, as all governments 
do, from occasional and accidental causes. The methods of the Commission were so elastic, and so arranged to 
meet any emergency, that it was able to make provision for any need, seeking always to supplement, and never to 
supplant, the government. It never forgot that “it must be subordinate to army rules and regulations, and in no way 
break down the essential military discipline, on the observance of which everything depended.”  
 
In a few months, the baseless prejudice against the Commission melted away. The army surgeons, at first opposed, 
became enthusiastic in its praise. And the people, who were, in the outset, bent on dispensing their charities only to 
the companies and regiments organized in their neighborhoods, came finally to accept the larger methods of the 
Commission, which disbursed the sanitary supplies it received to any hospitals or soldiers that needed them, 
without regard to sectional limits. The government accorded to the Commission increased facilities for performing 
its work. The railroads transported all its freight free of charge—the express companies carried its packages at half 
price—and the telegraph companies remitted the usual charges on its messages.  
 
The Commission did a more extensive work than was at first contemplated, or is to-day generally known. It sent 
inspectors, who were always medical men, to the army, to report on the “quality of rations and water—the method 
of camp cooking—ventilation of tents and quarters—the drainage of the camp itself—the healthfulness of its site—
the administration of the hospital—the police of the camp—the quality of the tents, and the material used for 
flooring them—the quality of the clothing, and the personal cleanliness of the men”—and other points of 
importance to the health and efficiency of the army.  
 
It also caused to be prepared, by the best medical talent in the country, eighteen concise treatises on the best 
means of preserving health in camp, and on the treatment of the sick and wounded in hospital and on the battle-
field. These were acknowledged by the surgeons to be of great value.  
 
It put nurses into the hospitals who had been trained for the work, and who, in addition to having aptitudes for the 
care of the sick, were attracted to it by large humanity and patriotic zeal.  
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It established a series of kettles on wheels, with small portable furnaces attached, in which soup was quickly made 
in the rear of battle-fields, for the faint and wounded, even while the battle was in progress.  
 
It invented hospital cars, for the humane transportation of the wounded, in which the ordinary hospital bed was 
suspended by stout tugs of india rubber, preventing jolting.  
 
It maintained forty “Soldiers’ Homes,” or “Lodges,” scattered all along the route of the army, and over the whole 
field of war, which were free hotels for destitute soldiers, separated from their regiments, or passing back and 
forth, with neither money, rations, nor, transportation. Over eight hundred thousand soldiers were entertained in 
them, and four and a half million meals, and a million nights’ lodgings were gratuitously furnished.  
 
It established a “Claim Agency,” to secure the bounty of the soldiers, when, by some neglect or informality, it had 
been kept back. It opened a “Pension Agency,” whose name explains its office. It arranged a “Back Pay Agency,” 
which took the defective papers of the soldiers, on which they could not draw their pay, regulated them, and in a 
few hours drew the money due them, sometimes securing twenty thousand dollars back pay in one day.  
 
It maintained a “Hospital Directory,” through which information could be officially obtained concerning the invalids 
in the two hundred and thirty-three general hospitals of the army, and concerning others, reported as “missing,” 
and “fate unknown.” In the four offices of the Directory, at Washington, Philadelphia, New York, and Louisville, 
there were recorded the names of more than six hundred thousand men, with the latest information procurable in 
regard to them.  
 
The Commission also methodized a system of “Battle-Field Relief,” which did much to mitigate the horrors 
inevitable to battles. Its agents were always on the field during an engagement, with surgeons, ambulances, and 
store wagons, with anæsthetics, surgical instruments, and every species of relief. They rendered invaluable aid, and 
were sometimes in advance of the government in their ministrations on the field of conflict. There were over six 
hundred pitched battles between the two hostile forces during the War of the Rebellion. History will record only a 
very few of them as “great battles.” The suffering and horror incident to those were so immeasurable, that they 
could be only partially relieved; and had the ability of the government and of all the volunteer agencies of the 
country, been tenfold greater than they were, they would have been inadequate to the awful necessities of those 
titanic conflicts.  
 
After the battle of Antietam, where ten thousand of our own wounded were left on the field, besides a large 
number of the enemy, the Commission distributed “28,763 pieces of dry goods, shirts, towels, bed-ticks, pillows, 
etc.; 30 barrels of old linen, bandages, and lint; 3,188 pounds of farina; 2,620 pounds of condensed milk; 5,000 
pounds of beefstock and canned meats; 3,000 bottles of wine and cordials; 4,000 sets of hospital clothing; several 
tons of lemons and other fruit; crackers, tea, sugar, rubber cloth, tin cups, chloroform, opiates, surgical 
instruments, and other hospital conveniences.”  
 
After the battle of Shiloh, in the West, where nearly as many wounded men were left on the field as at Antietam, 
the Commission distributed “11,448 shirts; 3,686 pairs of drawers; 3,592 pairs of socks; 2,777 bed-sacks; 543 
pillows; 1,045 bottles of brandy, whiskey, and wine; 799 bottles of porter; 941 lemons; 20,316 pounds of dried fruit; 
7,577 cans of fruit; and 15,323 pounds of farinaceous food.”  
 
Whence came these hospital supplies, or the money for their purchase? They were gathered by the loyal women of 
the North, who organized over ten thousand “aid societies” during the war, and who never flagged in their 
constancy to the cause of the sick and wounded soldier. As rapidly as possible, “branches” of the United States 
Sanitary Commission were established in Boston, New York, Philadelphia, Cincinnati, Chicago, and other cities—ten 
in all. Here sub-depots of sanitary stores were maintained, and into these the soldiers’ aid societies poured their 
never-ceasing contributions. The supplies sent to these ten sub-depots were assorted, repacked, stamped with the 
mark of the Commission, only one kind of supplies being packed in a box, and then a list of the contents was 
marked on the outside. The boxes were then stored, subject to the requisitions of the great central distributing 
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depots, established at Washington and Louisville. Through these two cities, all supplies of every kind passed to the 
troops at the front, who were contending with the enemy.  
 
A most rigid system was observed in the reception, care, and disbursement of these hospital supplies; for the 
methods of the Sanitary Commission, through its entire system of agencies, were those of the best business houses. 
It was easy to trace the packages sent to hospitals back to their original contributors, vouchers being taken of those 
who received them, at every stage of their progress to their ultimate destination. Only a very insignificant fraction 
of them was lost or misused.  
 
Through all the branches of the Commission there was the same wisdom in planning, ability in executing, and 
joyfulness in sacrifice. Into them all, were borne the suffering and patience of the soldier in the hospital, and the 
sorrow and anxiety of his family at home. Men en route to the front, full of manly strength and courage, and men 
en route from the camp or battle-field going home to die, invaded the busy “headquarters.” People of all conditions 
and circumstances, wise and unwise, rich and poor, women and men, went thither for inspiration and direction. 
Scenes were there enacted and deeds performed which transfigured human nature, and made it divine. It was there 
that one felt the pulse of the country, and measured its heart-beats.  
  
Source: Mary A. Livermore, My Story of the War (Hartford: A.D. Worthington, 1887), 123–134. 
 


