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Abstract 
Camp Letterman was a large field hospital that was established following the Battle of Gettysburg in 1863. About thirty nurses worked tirelessly to treat the severely wounded soldiers. Two of the nurses, Sophronia Bucklin and Cornelia Hancock, wrote and recollected their experiences of nursing at Camp Letterman. They document a variety of topics including men, medicine, and dealing with challenges within that. The purpose of this research paper is to give insight on how many factors, such as their personalities and men, affected what it meant to be a nurse during the Civil War. It was discovered that Bucklin and Hancock had two very different personalities as well as opinions. However, by working in the hospital changed their views on certain topics including those of Confederate soldiers. The recollections of Sophronia Bucklin and Cornelia Hancock will highlight similarities and differences, as well as provide insight into what may be learned from the war and women during that time.









Camp Letterman, a field hospital established after the Battle of Gettysburg, saw the participation of several female nurses who witnessed many horrific cases of death and suffering. The thirty nurses that worked at Camp Letterman worked tirelessly under challenging conditions. However, only two nurses that worked at Camp Letterman recorded their experience: Sophronia Bucklin and Cornelia Hancock. Both wrote in detail on their experience at Camp Letterman, giving insight to various different topics: Confederate soldiers and being a woman during the 1860s. The diary and recollections of Sophronia Bucklin and Cornelia Hancock provide insight into what may be learned from the war and women during that time. Being a nurse was affected by many factors, including their personalities and men, which influenced what it meant to be a nurse during the Civil War. Their beliefs shifted throughout their stay at Camp Letterman, and they proved how needed nurses were. 
The Battle of Gettysburg, a three-day battle from July 1 to July 3, 1863, was one of the most gruesome and biggest conflicts ever fought on American soil. By the end of the battle “approximately 53,000 soldiers-nearly one of every three men who fought there— filled the long lists of the dead, wounded, captured, and missing.”[footnoteRef:1] Both Union and Confederate forces suffered heavy losses. The wounded were left for dead on the battlefield as the Civil War raged on. Because of the number of wounded left on the field from the Battle of Gettysburg, field hospitals had to be established. One of the largest was Camp Letterman which housed the largest number of wounded soldiers. Approximately thirty nurses assisted with the overwhelming number of wounded soldiers. Only three of the thirty nurses wrote about their experiences, two of them being Cornelia Hancock and Sophronia Bucklin. [1:  Carol Reardon and Tom Vossler, A Field Guide to Gettysburg: Experiencing the Battlefield through Its History, Places, & People. (University of North Carolina Press, 2013), 1.
] 

The vibrant Cornelia Hancock was born Hancock’s Bridge, New Jersey in 1840. When the war swept the country and her only brother and various male relatives were sent to fight, she realized she wanted to do her part and serve her country.  Her letters, indicate that she was an eager and optimistic person who would take any opportunity to serve the Union Army. Dorothea Dix was the superintendent of Army nurses during the Civil War, it was her job to gather nurses and approve nurses to help in medical places. Only twenty-three at the time of the Battle of Gettysburg, Hancock was denied being a nurse by Dorothea Dix due how young and beautiful she was. It was one of Dix’s rules, that nurses shouldn’t be good looking and had to be older. Despite being rejected, she traveled to Gettysburg on July 6, 1863, in hopes of changing the mind of Dorothea Dix. Fortunately, she writes that when she reached Gettysburg “the need was so great that there was no further cavil about age.”[footnoteRef:2] Hancock, at the age of twenty-three, saw her future when she set foot in Gettysburg.  [2:  Cornelia Hancock, South After Gettysburg: Letters of Cornelia Hancock from the Army of the Potomac, 1863-1865. (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1937.), 4. ] 

Sophronia Bucklin, a Union nurse, was one of the many women to volunteer to help the war effort. She was born in New York in 1828 and left her hometown to become a nurse at Camp Letterman when she was around thirty-five years old. Whereas Hancock had more of an optimistic and young-spirited personality, Bucklin was more often described as “indefgatible” and willful[footnoteRef:3]. In her recollections, she saw herself as an advocate. When she made it to Gettysburg, she wrote many detailed accounts, most of which were about the challenges that she faced. During her time at Camp Letterman, she dealt with Confederate people, hospital authorities, and the stress of being a nurse.  [3:  Sophronia Bucklin and C., S.L. and S.L.C, In Hospital and Camp: A Woman's Record of Thrilling Incidents Among the Wounded in the Late War. (Philadelphia: J.E. Potter, 1869.), 6.] 

The town of Gettysburg was an unimaginable scene following the three-day battle. By the time Bucklin and Hancock arrived at Gettysburg, they could see the town in front of them and had already witnessed the death and suffering of both Union and Confederate men. Bucklin states that “it seemed impossible to tread the streets without walking over maimed men”[footnoteRef:4]. She additionally describes the “bloody dews” of grass and men looking up with “haggard faces imploringly for succor”[footnoteRef:5]. Meanwhile, Hancock stated that “there [were] no words in the English language to express the sufferings [she] witnessed . . .”[footnoteRef:6] They both portray an image of Gettysburg as a place of anguish and tragedy. [4:  Bucklin, In Hospital and Camp: A Woman's Record of Thrilling Incidents Among the Wounded in the Late War, 139. ]  [5:  Bucklin, In Hospital and Camp: A Woman's Record of Thrilling Incidents Among the Wounded in the Late War, 140. ]  [6:  Hancock, South After Gettysburg: Letters of Cornelia Hancock from the Army of the Potomac, 1863-1865, 7.] 

Camp Letterman was also a place of anguish and tragedy. The hospital was opened from July 20 to November 10, 1863. Throughout the few months it was in operation, Camp Letterman saw more than four thousand patients. Elizabeth Topping, a historian of more than 25 years, states Camp Letterman consisted of “approximately 500 tents, each holding 12 to 14 cots with mattresses, sheets and pillows-welcomed luxuries for the patients.”[footnoteRef:7] Even with Camp Letterman being an overall large and organized environment, death was a common occurrence there. Over a thousand of soldiers, both Union and Confederate, died there.  [7:  Elizabeth Topping, The USCC at Camp Letterman. (2021), 72. ] 

Nurses were vital in providing wounded soldiers with life-saving medical care. Author Jane Schultz, a history and English professor and researcher of nursing history, states that “more than twenty thousand women in the Union and Confederate states engaged in relief work during the Civil War.”[footnoteRef:8] Only about thirty to forty nurses worked at Camp Letterman. Considering how devastating the battle was, the nurses there had a huge range of responsibilities. Their responsibilities ranged from emotional support, medical care, and sanitation. The women there would write letters for the soldiers, provide companionship, and assist surgeons by cleaning wounds and giving medication.  [8:  Jane Schultz, Women at the Front Hospital Workers in Civil War America. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004.), 2. ] 

Both Confederate and Union men were treated at Camp Letterman. As both Bucklin and Hancock were Union women, the experience of being near the Confederates was new to them. However, even though they were both were Union women, their views on the Confederates differed. Hancock speaks casually of the Confederates; she has neither a deep sympathy for them nor a firm view. When she was in Camp Letterman, the only time she made reference to Confederate soldiers was when she remarks, “I have one tent of Johnnies in my ward, but l am not obliged to give them anything but whiskey.”[footnoteRef:9] Hancock's devotion to caring for wounded soldiers regardless of allegiance to the Union suggests that she conducted her nursing responsibilities with neutrality, focusing on giving treatment to all soldiers in need, regardless of whose side they fought for.  [9:  Hancock, South After Gettysburg: Letters of Cornelia Hancock from the Army of the Potomac, 1863-1865, 17.] 

Bucklin, on the other hand, was very outspoken on her distaste of the Confederates. She describes them as “grim, gaunt, ragged men-long-haired, hollow-eyed and sallow-checked.”[footnoteRef:10] She precedes to compare the Confederate soldiers to Union soldiers, noting that that Union are more “manly” and handle their suffering better than the Confederates who “[bare] their sufferings with far less fortitude than our brave soldiers who had been taught.”[footnoteRef:11] Throughout her stay at Camp Letterman, she talks very negatively about the Confederates soldiers. When it came to the Union men, Bucklin and Hancock had clear loyalty to them. Bucklin refers to the Union soldiers as "our brave men" and "her" men. Hancock demonstrated her loyalty by working tirelessly to give medical treatment, support, and helping soldiers.   [10:  Bucklin, In Hospital and Camp: A Woman's Record of Thrilling Incidents Among the Wounded in the Late War, 146.]  [11:  Bucklin, In Hospital and Camp: A Woman's Record of Thrilling Incidents Among the Wounded in the Late War, 146.] 

Jane Schultz states that “women were moved variously by patriotism, self-sacrifice, the prospect of adventure . . .”[footnoteRef:12] As seen by Hancock's eagerness to travel to Gettysburg to assist others rather than remain at home. However, there is truth in what Jeanie Attie, a Long Island University history professor, states in her 1998 book, Patriotic Toil: Northern Women and the American Civil War, that “wartime culture deemed loyalty to the Union a gendered phenomenon . . .”[footnoteRef:13] It seems like “female political obligations were viewed as flowing from familial obligations . . .”[footnoteRef:14] In Hancock’s background, her father was a Northerner and her male relatives were as well. It makes sense that she would be so loyal to Union men.  [12:  Jane Schultz, Women at the Front Hospital Workers in Civil War America, 47.]  [13:  Jeanie Attie, Patriotic Toil: Northern Women and the American Civil War. (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1998.), 4.]  [14:  Attie, Patriotic Toil: Northern Women and the American Civil War, 5. ] 

Another noticeable difference between Bucklin and Hancock was how they referred to the Confederate soldiers. Hancock refers to the Confederate soldiers as “Johnnies”. "Johnnie" was derived from "Johnny Reb," who was a symbolic depiction of the typical Confederate soldier. In the southern culture, Johnny Reb represented the perseverance of Confederate soldiers. Bucklin refers to them as “rebels”. Most people thought of the Civil War as the "War of Rebellion," and as the Confederates were those who fought their government, they were labeled them as "rebels." Johnnies wasn't a bad term. Rebels was a more negative one since they were rebelling against the Union. The differences of terms used by Bucklin and Hancock reflected the differences between their personalities. Bucklin was more opinionated whereas Hancock wasn’t too concerned with the Confederate soldiers. 
Respect and appreciation between nurses and soldiers was common theme among the two nurses. Schultz states that during the nineteenth century it was a belief “that women were natural nurses did not translate into widespread appreciation of their relief services.”[footnoteRef:15] Yet, in Bucklin’s and Hancock’s letters and recollection, appreciation was shared. Hancock says there were “very many nice men [there], and all men are required to give great respect to women.”[footnoteRef:16] A dying soldier gave gratitude to Bucklin, “I thank you, and all of them for your long continued kindness to me, and I want to meet you in heaven—-will you try to meet me there?"[footnoteRef:17] The nurses appear to be appreciated and valued at Camp Letterman. The men there formed strong connections with the nurses as proved with Bucklin and Hancock, and vice versa. Bucklin and Hancock clearly cared about their men.  [15:  Schultz, Women at the Front Hospital Workers in Civil War America, 44. ]  [16:  Hancock, South After Gettysburg: Letters of Cornelia Hancock from the Army of the Potomac, 1863-1865, 18.]  [17:  Bucklin, In Hospital and Camp: A Woman's Record of Thrilling Incidents Among the Wounded in the Late War, 167. ] 

While there was respect from some of the men there at Camp Letterman, Bucklin notes the bad experiences with men of higher ranks. Bucklin states, the some of the men’s presence had them “[feeling] as if a whisky barrel was well represented . . .”[footnoteRef:18] She went on to say that she and the other nurses “felt that it was an insult to our womanhood to be constrained to give an outward show of respect when within there was nothing but loathing and detestation.”[footnoteRef:19] She shows the inequality of women and men. She then talked about a drunken surgeon who was practically abusing patients, he was “swearing at the wondering patients” and “declaring he could not understand why the nurses had not uncovered the wounds for him to examine”[footnoteRef:20].  [18:  Bucklin, In Hospital and Camp: A Woman's Record of Thrilling Incidents Among the Wounded in the Late War, 175.]  [19:  Bucklin, In Hospital and Camp: A Woman's Record of Thrilling Incidents Among the Wounded in the Late War, 175-176.]  [20:  Bucklin, In Hospital and Camp: A Woman's Record of Thrilling Incidents Among the Wounded in the Late War, 176.] 

Surprisingly, Bucklin never talked about the skills of the surgeons and men. She never expressed anything positive about the surgeons, other than one, or their medical skills. Considering there was nothing positive being said, this suggests women didn’t have positive opinions about the surgeons and doctors. They might have questioned these doctors and surgeons’ choices and tactics, especially if they thought the soldiers' lives were being put in danger. However, she also “began[s] to realize the professional implications of gender difference”, the way “women barred them from the peer respect and camaraderie that surgeons paid to other surgeons . . .”[footnoteRef:21] It is also clear in her recollections that women were to be the “roles as moral watchdogs.”[footnoteRef:22] They were to watch and take care of the men, nothing else. They had no authority, women “were expected to behave in ways that surgeons had themselves prescribed.”[footnoteRef:23].For example, Bucklin went to go get specific type of milk for one of the soldiers, unaware that there was a new order that nurses cannot receive more than one type of milk. When she got the specific milk for the soldier and another type of milk for another, a surgeon commanded her in an authoritative way to "Go right out--go right out!”[footnoteRef:24] She noted that before this command she was going to “open [her] lips to frame some sort of remonstrate. . .”, but ultimately decided not to.[footnoteRef:25] It is clear that Bucklin had no choice other than to listen to surgeon, she knew she couldn’t protest her wants.  [21:  Jane Schultz, The Inhospitable Hospital: Gender and Professionalism in Civil War Medicine. (1992), 388.]  [22:  Schultz, The Inhospitable Hospital: Gender and Professionalism in Civil War Medicine, 388.]  [23:  Schultz, The Inhospitable Hospital: Gender and Professionalism in Civil War Medicine, 388.]  [24:  Bucklin, In Hospital and Camp: A Woman's Record of Thrilling Incidents Among the Wounded in the Late War, 186.]  [25:  Bucklin, In Hospital and Camp: A Woman's Record of Thrilling Incidents Among the Wounded in the Late War, 185] 

Hancock presents an incident that Bucklin did not experience. She describes a patient’s death as an almost “deliberate murder” because of the doctors and medicine. She talks about chloroform which was widely used during the Civil War as a pain reliefer. “Chloroform was the anesthetic preferred in the field . . .”[footnoteRef:26] due to it’s being easy to carry through the field and not being flammable.  Unfortunately, “by the time of the Civil War, several deaths had been attributed to it in civilian practice.”[footnoteRef:27] She describes watching a man die “from the effects of chloroform . . .” that the doctor gave him, and she continues to say “it seems almost like deliberate murder.”[footnoteRef:28] Hancock thinks of it as a murder, considering it was a common medication back in the Civil War.  [26:  Alfred Bollet, Civil War Medicine: Challenges and Triumphs. (Tucson, AZ: Galen Press, 2002.), 80. ]  [27:  Bollet, Civil War Medicine: Challenges and Triumphs, 80.]  [28:  Hancock, South After Gettysburg: Letters of Cornelia Hancock from the Army of the Potomac, 19.] 

Bucklin’s and Hancock’s opinions and perspectives changed over the time they spent at Camp Letterman. Bucklin clearly had some type of resentment toward Confederates early on but she eased up by the end of her nearly five months stay at Camp Letterman. After watching more Confederate soldiers dying than her men, it seems to she realized that the Confederates are humans too which makes her develop respect for them. She writes, “Notwithstanding their hostility to us Northerners, I had much respect for them [Confederates]. . . .”[footnoteRef:29] Overall, Bucklin seemed to get used to see death and suffering.   [29:  Bucklin, In Hospital and Camp: A Woman's Record of Thrilling Incidents Among the Wounded in the Late War, 149. ] 

Hancock became more confident, she seemed proud to help out her Union than before joining the war efforts. She writes, soon as there is another battle, I shall go again.”[footnoteRef:30]. The soldiers she took care of her gave her the confidence to keep going in her journey of nursing. She exclaimed that “the boys say they will hollow "Miss Hancock" as soon as they fall . . . .”[footnoteRef:31] While, she was an optimistic and eager person before the war, it is almost like she grew into herself being at Camp Letterman. It was her first-time nursing and her first-time seeing death at this scale.  [30:  Hancock, South After Gettysburg: Letters of Cornelia Hancock from the Army of the Potomac, 24.]  [31:  Hancock, South After Gettysburg: Letters of Cornelia Hancock from the Army of the Potomac, 24.
] 

Comparing and contrasting the lives of the nurses at Camp Letterman, gives insight into what women faced back in 1860s. They both faced challenges with inequalities, death, and Confederate soldiers. However, their work proved to be critical in ensuring that the men were cared for and that everyone received the necessary treatment. Overall, the nurses' efforts showed compassion, resiliency, and tenacity. 
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