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In the eighteenth century, a woman had few choices. If she was lucky, 
she received a decent education. Then she got married. In an era when 
women didn’t work, Clara Barton was one of the nation’s first career 
women. Not only did she work, she did a man’s job and demanded a 
man’s wage. Some said she was scandalous, but friends and family 
thought she was generous and charming. The wounded from the 
battles of the Civil War called her the angel of the battlefield. 

Clara Barton is remembered not only as a nurse, but also as a 
woman who threw convention aside and went to the battlefields to 
care for the wounded and dying. Her courageous heart, personal 
sacrifice, and demands for better medical care for the wounded 
during the Civil War earned her the respect and love of the entire 
nation. After the war, she applied the same attributes to founding the 
American Red Cross. She is still loved today. 
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angel of the Battlefield

Clara Barton found the stench and the mosquitoes at Armory 
Square Hospital almost unbearable. She could do nothing about 
the foul smell, but she could swat the flying insects. The severely 
wounded didn’t even notice Clara’s attempts to shoo the insects 
away. The bloodsuckers tormented the luckier ones—those well 
enough to feel their stings. 

Clara spent most of her waking hours at the hospital. Today she 
had taken a comb to Sergeant Field of the Massachusetts Twenty-
first.1 He hadn’t asked for much, just a comb. After cheating death on 
the battlefield, perhaps neat hair lent a sense of normalcy. It would 
be a long time before “her boys”2 in Armory returned to their normal 
lives. Some never would. 

On the way home that Saturday evening, Clara joined a crowd 
gathering at the wharf. Silently they watched battered troops cross 
the bridge over the Potomac River. The news spread quickly through 
the crowd—the second battle of Bull Run was over (August 28–30, 
1862). 

Clara wasted no time. Within hours she sat in a boxcar headed 
for the battlefield. Around ten o’clock the next morning, the train 
stopped. Soon the cargo doors opened onto a hazy drizzle.3 Without 
pause, she lifted her skirt and jumped to the ground. She didn’t have 
time to wait for a man to help her down, as a proper lady should. In 
a war, there was no time for social conventions. The wounded didn’t 

Clara Barton book.indd   7 3/27/08   8:57:12 AM



CHaPtEr 1

8

care about her ankles and petticoats. They were in pain. Mostly, she 
knew, they feared dying alone. 

In every direction, Clara saw smoke from the battle’s dying fires. 
At her feet lay the battle’s wounded. Through the smoke drifted the 
moans and cries for water, home, mother, sweetheart. . . . Fairfax 
Station smelled of smoke, blood, and death. If she faltered now, the 
sorrow of it would eat her alive. She went to work instead.

Clara gathered every cooking tool she could find. When she was 
done, she had two water buckets, five tin cups, one camp kettle, one 
stew pan, two lanterns, four bread knives, and three plates.4 With 
these simple tools, she would feed three thousand wounded men. 

Clara gathered wood and built a huge fire. Fifteen minutes after 
jumping off the train, she was cooking food and bandaging wounds.5 

Feeding the men was easier than Clara had first thought. There 
were boxes and boxes of canned foods. She cooked the contents and 
refilled the empty jars with warm soup, coffee, and water. 

With just two lanterns, Clara and a few workers tended the 
three thousand wounded soldiers throughout the night. Whispering 
comforting words, she gave them water and treated their wounds. 

Clara and the workers spent that night covering the men in blankets 
and quilts that northern women had donated to Clara’s cause. When 
they ran out of blankets, they piled hay over the shivering men,6 who 
lay so close that it was hard to walk between them. Just having the 
“angel of the battlefield” nearby seemed to calm them.7

On Monday morning, September 1, they spotted Confederate 
cavalry. Immediately, Union workers began to evacuate the wounded 
by train, but more wounded were still arriving. Clara refused to leave 
even one wounded soldier behind. 

Around six o’clock a hard rain and artillery fire forced Clara to 
seek shelter in her tent. Through the tent’s opening she watched the 
Twenty-first Massachusetts Regiment hold back the enemy. 

Tuesday morning Clara worked fast to evacuate the remaining 
wounded before the Confederates reached them. She watched from 
the last train as Confederates set fire to Fairfax Station. 

Back at home she slept for twenty-four hours, but she barely had 
time to regain her strength. The battle of Chantilly came fast on the 
heels of Bull Run. It was a devastating loss for the Union. Major 
General John Pope retreated to Washington, D.C., leaving no army 
between the citizens of Washington and the Confederates. Fortunately 
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the Confederates were too tired to chase Pope into Washington. 
Instead, they fell back and regrouped. 

A few days later Clara was working quietly among the wounded 
left behind after the battle of Chantilly (September 1, 1862). Some 
were little more than boys. One lay bare-chested on the ground. 
When she reached down to wrap his torn shirt around his chest, 
the boy threw an arm around her neck and began to cry. “Don’t you 
remember me?” he asked. “I am Charley Hamilton who used to carry 
your satchel home from school!”8 Her teaching days seemed far away 
at that moment. On the battlefields of the Civil War, Clara met many 
of her former pupils. 

That night Clara followed a doctor up the hill to help tend to the 
wounded. One young soldier was crying pitifully for his sister. Clara 
motioned for the men standing nearby to remove their lanterns. In the 
darkness, she knelt by the dying boy and took his hand. “Brother,” 
she said. She kissed his forehead and laid her cheek against his. “Oh, 
Mary! Mary! You have come?”9 Clara wrapped the dying soldier 
in blankets and placed his head on her lap. She sat with him until 
morning. 

In the dawn light the young man saw that Clara wasn’t his 
sister Mary. He begged Clara to get him back to Washington. His 
mother would find him there and bury him properly. If they left 
him in the Virginia woods, his mother would never find his body. 
It would probably be buried in a mass grave. It took a while, but 
Clara persuaded the surgeon to put Hugh Johnson on a train for 
Washington.

On Monday morning, wagons brought more wounded than the 
trains could evacuate. Many of the wounded had gone without food 

The courageous 
General Phil 
Kearny was killed 
at the battle of 
Chantilly when he 
rode too close to 
Confederate lines.
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or care for three days. Clara knew that they would be on the train for 
at least another twenty-four hours. She insisted that they feed the 
men before putting them on the trains. 

That day Clara supervised as eight men loaded the wounded onto 
trains, built fires, cooked, fed the wounded, dug graves, and buried 
the dead. The last of the wounded were gone by three o’clock that 
afternoon, and not a minute too soon. The enemy was just over the 
hill. 

A little later lightning lit the sky. The air was thick with the 
coming rain. Clara sat down to eat for the first time in two days. 
Boom! The ground shook from exploding artillery. The battle of 
Chantilly wasn’t over. Lightning and artillery blasts lit the scarred 
battlefield and the wagons carrying more wounded. 

Clara fed them what was left of the food. She beat crackers into 
crumbs and mixed them with wine, whiskey, water, and brown sugar. 
The wounded ate the gruel without complaint. When the last train 
pulled out, Clara climbed the small hill to her tent. She was weary 
and could barely put one foot in front of the other. She fell on the 
slippery hillside. Finally, she reached her tent and opened the flap 
to find the ground awash with rain. For two hours, she slept sitting 
up in her drenched tent. 

At midnight the noise of a rumbling wagon woke Clara. Dripping 
wet, covered with grass and leaves, she left the tent and followed the 
wagon to tend to its wounded. Soon, she heard a single pipe and a 
muffled drum sound the retreat. All that day the wounded rolled in 
and the troops moved out. The enemy crashed through the wooded 
hills. 

The next afternoon, an officer galloped up to Clara and warned 
her to leave that moment or risk capture. The last of the wounded 
were on the train, so Clara willingly left. As the train pulled out, she 
watched rebels set the station ablaze. Her train arrived in Washington 
around midnight. Clara had slept just two hours over the last four 
days.

Friday morning she checked patients at Armory Square Hospital. 
She found the name Hugh Johnson on the list of the dead. Chaplain 
Jackson pointed toward a nearby wagon and a coffin. Beside the 
coffin stood two women, Hugh’s mother and his sister, Mary. Clara 
watched from a distance as Hugh’s family prepared to take him 
home, as the dying soldier had requested.10
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