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have worked night and Day and ceep mi children together and I
have touck sick and am on able to Do enething,” Esther Jane
Campman of Clearfield County, Pennsylvania, began a letter
addressed to Pennsylvania Governor Andrew Curtin late in April
1865. Facing a dire financial situation, Campman joined a chorus
of wives of United States soldiers who addressed state officials
requesting money to help support themselves and their families.
Though the Campmans had anticipated that Esther’s husband’s
U.S. army wages would sustain his family in his absence, she had
“not received a sent yet to ceep mi family on and he never has had
eney pay yet.” With Frederick Campman drafted and his labor
abruptly withdrawn from the family’s rural home, Esther worked
to make up the difference. In the winter of 1865, after Frederick
had been absent for eight months, Esther became ill and was
forced to ask for help. “I truly hope you will Do something four

me,” she asked Governor Curtin.'
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Having no family or friends to turn to, Campman applied to the county
for relief money offered to the families of soldiers. Perhaps because the
application came so late in the war or because it came from the wife of a
drafted man, Campman’s application for aid was denied. “I went to the com-
misherns and thefy} said thely] woud not give me eney,” Campman
explained. To make matters worse, in April 1865, a time when many
Americans were celebrating the end of the war and the imminent return of
the soldiers, Esther Campman received a dated letter from her husband who
was hospitalized at a military hospital at City Point, Virginia. With no
recent word from Frederick, Esther feared the worst, “i have begun to think
he is cilled but I dount [k}now.” Having sustained herself and her children
for eight months without her husband’s labor or his wages, Esther could do
so no longer. As long as she could work and her husband’s return seemed
imminent, Esther Campman had managed in Frederick’s absence. But with
his return home delayed indefinitely and with her own health failing,
Campman became desperate.

When Elizabeth Schwalm penned a note to her husband, Samuel, describ-
ing her work on the family’s farm in Schuylkill County, Pennsylvania, she
expressed the wartime sentiments of many women on farms throughout the
North. Schwalm interrupted a letter detailing a long list of her work plant-
ing corn, oats, wheat, and many other crops intended for the family’s con-
sumption and for sale, with a plea for her husband’s safe return. “I hope dat
god is with youse and kepe yous alife dat you can {reltorn onst home,”
Elizabeth exclaimed.? Both working and overseeing the work of her children
on her family’s seventy-five acre farm, Elizabeth Schwalm’s situation was not
as dire as Esther Campman’s, for Schwalm never applied for poor relief or
addressed herself to a state official. But even with good health, productive
land, and a family to help on the farm, the war strained Elizabeth Schwalm’s
resolve and her ability to keep up the farm while raising four young children
on her own.

Like many other rural women, Campman and Schwalm worked in place of
their husbands and assumed the primary responsibility for their family’s
survival during the U.S. Civil War. Historians estimate that half of all soldiers
in the U.S. army were farmers or farm laborers and an estimated thirty percent
of all soldiers were married.> A number of northern women experienced the
war as a withdrawal of labor from their farms and from their rural communi-
ties. The enlistment or drafting of a husband necessitated rural soldier-wives
to do more than offer support for a husband’s decision to enlist or his
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Samuel and Elizabeth Schwalm. Photographs courtesy of Johannes Schwalm Historical Association, Inc.

willingness to go when called up. When a husband left for war, women’s work
on the farm expanded to fill the void. And when soldier wages did not arrive,
women found ways to get what they needed for themselves and for their
children.

With the departure of so many men, northern women faced an altered set
of domestic circumstances during the U.S. Civil War. The war opened up a
space in which gender would be renegotiated and in which family relations
reconstituted. The potency of the moment was not lost on one middle-class
observer who saw women’s farm labor as the beginning of the end of domes-
ticity. Mary Livermore, chair of the Chicago Branch of the United States
Sanitary Commission, decided that the women took up the “unusual” work of
the harvest out of a profound sense of patriotism and concluded that “each
brown, hard-handed, toiling woman was a heroine.” Historians have shown
how middle-class northern women, like Livermore, largely welcomed the war
as an opportunity to expand their sphere and to seek new venues for their
reform work. Chafing against the limitations imposed by domesticity, women
sought ways to become engaged in the great political and social debates of the
day. After the war, many middle-class northern women parlayed their wartime
work as relief agents, nurses, and teachers of freedwomen and men into post-
war careers in temperance, suffrage, and urban reform. Scholarship on
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women’s wartime experiences has begun to reveal the subtle ways in which
the war shifted gender relations within the middle class.’ Less scholarly work
has been done seeking to understand how working-class and rural women
experienced the war, whether the war resulted in long-term shifts in relations
between women and men in the laboring classes, and how women weathered
and responded to the social and political changes ushered in by the war.®

Southern women, with the collapse of slavery and the withdrawal of men,
also renegotiated lines of domestic authority during the war. Southern histo-
rians have analyzed the postwar reconstruction of rural family life. Drew
Faust has argued that elite slaveholding women rose to the occasion brought
on by the war and worked in place of white men and slaves on southern plan-
tations — experiences that left more than a few women questioning the infal-
libility of men. But, whereas the war challenged assumptions about women’s
dependence, elite white women “came to regard the rehabilitation of patri-
archy as a bargain they were compelled to accept” in order to retain their class
and racial superiority.” Among freedwomen and men in the Mississippi Delta,
Nancy Bercaw notes “a wide range of flexible and fluid household structures”
that allowed former slaves to respond to the exigencies of the war, the demise
of plantation slavery, and the loss of male labor.® To make ends meet, African-
American women and men negotiated a variety of domestic relationships —
some patriarchal, others not — based on a recognition of their mutual depend-
ency.” In the end, however, Bercaw finds that postwar labor contracts and
pressure from southern and northern whites favored the male-headed nuclear
family, eliminating alternative family structures that had empowered freed-
women. Having reached no consensus on how the war influenced gender rela-
tions in reconstructed families, studies of southern women have produced a
scholarly tension that has proved fertile ground for further work. And these
studies offer historians the opportunity to begin to draw parallels to the lives
of rural women in the North.

This essay seeks to demonstrate how rural northern women with absentee
husbands, fathers, and brothers took care of their families and managed
farms; the strategies they deployed to make up for the temporary loss of farm
labor; and the consequences to families of an extended or permanent loss of
landowners and male labor. Whereas historians of southern women have
uncovered the varied experiences of women engaged in a home-front war of
survival, the history of northern women remains largely middle-class and
urban and has failed to ask how women with limited means sustained them-
selves and their families. This essay takes cues from Drew Faust, Nancy
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Bercaw, and other southern historians who have located the space of the post-
war battle over rights and labor in the rural household. With farmers and
farm laborers filling the ranks of the army, many northern women experi-
enced the war from rural homes and within rural communities. The efforts of
women like these form the basis of this study: Esther Jane Cashman whose
husband’s return was the only thing that would save the family from destitu-
tion; Elizabeth Schwalm who managed to plant, harvest, and send to market
the family’s crops in his absence; and other women in rural Pennsylvania
communities who worked the nation’s farms, kept their families together, and
for whom the end of the war could not have come soon enough.

sk sk

Traveling the countryside during the war, Mary Livermore, chair of the
Chicago Branch of the United States Sanitary Commission, welcomed
women’s work in the nation’s harvest fields as evidence of a transformation
underway in the lives of her fellow countrywomen. The war had opened up
opportunities for women to do great work for the soldiers and for their coun-
try. Livermore and other middle-class observers encouraged women to get
involved in the war by sending supplies, attending fairs, and forming soci-
eties. In her travels across the Midwest, Livermore remarked on what she
believed to be “a great increase of women engaged in outdoor work, and
especially during the times of planting, cultivating, and harvesting.”*
“Women were in the field everywhere, driving the reapers, binding and
shocking, and loading grain,” Livermore noted. Raised on Victorian virtues
of domesticity, Livermore was shocked when she first saw women engaged in
such strenuous work. Nonetheless, once she “observed how skillfully they
drove the horses round and round the wheat-field,” Livermore admitted that
“Itthey are worthy women, and deserve praise; their husbands are probably
too poor to hire help, and, like the ‘helpmeets’ God designed them to be,
they have girt themselves to this work.” Intrigued by stout and sunburned
Wisconsin farm women effortlessly guiding reapers as they cut swaths into
the grain and stooping to gather the stock into sheaths, Livermore stopped
to talk with them about their work. The women spoke of the men off fight-
ing the war and those who had died. “It came very hard to us to let the boys
go, but we felt we'd no right to hinder ‘em,” Livermore recalled them say-
ing. When asked about the physical demands of the work, the women and
young girls provided an answer that Livermore found most satisfactory. “As
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long as the country can’t get along without grain, nor the army fight with-
out food” the women declared, with more than a little flourish, “we’re serv-
ing the country just as much here in the harvest-field as our boys on the
battle-field.”!*

Livermore’s celebration of the central place women’s agricultural labor
played in the union war effort was influenced by her own personal transforma-
tion underway. During the war, Livermore discovered her affinity for a life of
public activism, began a long career of suffrage and labor activism, and learned
that she could support herself and her family in the process. Livermore’s story
is parallel to the story of others of her middle-class contemporaries who found
in the absence of men an opportunity to move into new areas of public life.
Like Livermore, many found the experience to be invigorating and sought
ways to turn their wartime work into a blueprint for women’s greater inde-
pendence and for a rethinking of women’s political passivity and domestic
seclusion.'? Livermore recognized in the unusual image of women working on
the large, commercial farms of the Midwest proof of the transformative
moment of war and the potential for women’s work. For Livermore, farm
women were not just harvesting the crops necessary to feed the massive army
in the field, they were planting the seeds of women’s equality.

While not short on enthusiasm for a war to suppress rebellion, rural
women and women living closer to the margins of antebellum society expe-
rienced the absence of male labor as a family crisis. Farm families hoped to
leave one adult male at home to help with the heavy work of running the
farm. Samuel Schwalm arranged to have his brother, Peter, help Elizabeth
manage the farm. The U.S. Army allowed no occupational exemptions to the
draft, and the lure of bounties and salaries worked against families trying to
keep young men at home. Without the option of taking furloughs to coin-
cide with harvests and other seasonally heavy work, soldiers left farm labor to
their wives, children, extended family, and elderly parents. With news and
money from their soldier-husbands not forthcoming, women worked,
inquired about their husbands’ bounty money, and applied for local relief to
soldiers’ families. Wherever possible, women sought help from family and
friends while they awaited their husbands’ wages or their return. When these
sources of support failed them, women and families applied for outdoor relief
or went in search of temporary shelter at a number of institutions — a fate that
Esther Jane Campman feared and many other women experienced.

With family money and a husband’s wages to rely on, Mary Livermore’s
wartime experiences were far removed from the women on whom she heaped
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such praise and placed such high expectations. Nonetheless, Livermore’s relief
work put her in regular contact with women who struggled in their hus-
bands’ absence, for many of these women turned up at her Chicago relief soci-
ety office with stories not unlike Campman’s or Schwalm’s. Despite the social
distance that separated her from Esther Jane Campman and Elizabeth
Schwalm, Livermore’s observations raise several questions about rural
women’s wartime work. How were work allocations within rural families
renegotiated when men enlisted or were drafted? Did women connect the
work they did for their families and on their farms to the issues at stake in
the war? What happened when the work became too much, the harvest too
little, or when family and neighbors would not help? Were relations between
rural women and men changed by the war? How were families reconstituted
in the postwar era and what, if any, of these experiences cut across regional
lines? Evidence documenting the lives of rural women during the Civil War
is fragmentary, but these fragments can offer partial answers to the questions
raised by Livermore’s conversations with Wisconsin farm women.
Identifying source materials that document the wartime lives of rural
women presented unique challenges, as women charged with caring for their
families and their households without the benefit of husbands, sons, and other
male laborers hardly had time to leave record of their efforts. Nonetheless they
addressed themselves to Governor Andrew Curtain and various state officials
seeking information, money, transfers, and furloughs and leaving faint traces
in the official records of wartime Pennsylvania. In addition to more than one
hundred letters of this sort, sources for this paper include a series of letters

exchanged between one rural woman and her soldier husband; depositions

given by women seeking damages for property lost, stolen, or destroyed dur-
ing the Confederate invasion of Adams and York counties in 1863; the min-
utes of various relief agencies; and admissions data from rural almshouses.
Whenever possible, soldiers named in letters and relief applications were
cross-referenced to enlistment information and census data, allowing identifi-
cation of the antebellum occupations and residences of soldiers.

The women included here lived in a variety of rural communities in
Pennsylvania. Some lived on family-run farms located some distance from
their closest neighbors; others lived in more densely settled communities,
like the women living in and around Gettysburg; and others seem to have
been newcomers in less settled communities in which they worked and rented
land but had no close ties. It appears unlikely that many of these
Pennsylvania correspondents lived on the large commercial farms that Mary
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Livermore observed in the Midwest. With seventy-five acres of property, the
Schwalms produced crops for consumption and for sale, but a farm of this size
depended on a family’s ability to hire seasonal laborers. With the U.S. Army
promising bounty money and a regular salary, however, farmers had difficulty
finding men to hire. Indeed, Elizabeth Schwalm was unable to find a man to
help her work on the family’s farm when Samuel enlisted and worried that
she could not afford one in any case. Judging by remarks about back taxes and
rents, some women lived on land that they rented and others were only
nominal owners of their property and equipment. Some men were farm labor-
ers who toiled on neighboring farms for wages, others worked as shoemakers,
coal miners, in iron-making, and at other skilled, semi-skilled, and unskilled
trades. Though census collectors made no effort to record the work of married
women, wives of farmers and of tradesmen labored both in and outside their
homes at a variety of paid and unpaid positions.

Pennsylvania women were part of families engaged in a variety of occupa-
tions. While Pennsylvania boasted strong manufacturing output — particularly
strong was the state’s textile, leather, iron, and coal manufacturing—the state
was predominantly rural in 1860." Strong pockets of Irish immigrants lived
and worked in the mining regions of central Pennsylvania—Carbon,
Schuylkill, and Luzerne counties — and German, Scots-Irish, and free black
farmers labored on land in southeastern counties such as Chester and Lancaster.
Farm families produced goods for consumption and for transportation to
Philadelphia and cities south of the Mason Dixon line, including a variety of
grains, flax, and dairy products. Joan Jensen found in her study of dairying
along the Northern Tier (Chester and Delaware counties) that women played
a significant role in commercial butter production in the antebellum period,
and Sally Ann McCurry showed that male-run factory dairying did not begin
to replace home-based manufacturing until 1860." Women were extensively
engaged in what historians refer to as “household commodity production,” in
which they sold agricultural products for cash, allowing farm families to pay
mortgages and taxes, invest in new farm tools, and purchase livestock."
Because Pennsylvania farm women were not particularly bound by urban bour-
geois notions of domesticity, it seems unlikely that they welcomed the war as
an opportunity to transcend this ideology. More likely, the war threatened to
upset a careful domestic balance that allowed rural women both to meet their
families’ needs and engage in commodity production.

During the Civil War, women’s work took on great significance, as fam-
ilies came to rely on the sustenance and the income women’s work
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produced. What follows is a composite sketch of women’s experiences sup-
porting their families during the war. The conclusions offered here begin to
answer questions about rural women’s wartime lives and the households
they would help to rebuild in the war’s aftermath—when many men
returned, and others did not, and when the faint traces of rural women’s
lives and labor fade.

“I am tofo} long from home”: Working Farms without Men

Despite the withdrawal of a significant part of the agricultural labor force in
the northern states, agricultural output remained high and employment in
agriculture constant, suggesting that with men gone, women assumed more
of the responsibility of running farms.'® The consistent productivity of
American farms was noted by Isaac Newton, Lincoln’s Commissioner of
Agriculture, in his 1863 report. “Although the year just closed has been a
year of war on the part of the republic over a wider field and on a grander scale
than any recorded in history,” Newton began his second annual report, “yet
strange as it may appeatr, the great interests of agriculture have not materially
suffered in the loyal States.”'” Attributing this great feat to “machinery and
maturing youth at home and the increased influx of immigration from
abroad,” Newton made no reference to the part women had played in increas-
ing the annual output of wheat, oats, and other products for which the
Lincoln administration gathered statistics.’® The report noted approvingly
that some women had taken to raising bees — a work that Lincoln adminis-
tration officials believed was particularly well suited for women and for dis-
abled soldiers because the physical demands were light.' Otherwise,
Newton, Lincoln’s expert on agricultural affairs, whose travels through the
harvest fields surely covered the same ground as did Livermore’s, remained
silent about women’s farm work.

Letters rural women exchanged with their husbands at the front paint a
different picture of women’s wartime agricultural labor. Women reported on
the status of crops and the purchase and sale of farm animals and complained
about the difficulty of finding and keeping adequate hired help. Women
noted how they engaged in extensive and physically demanding work and,
rather than finding the work rejuvenating or heroically linking it to the
objectives of the war, their letters reveal the emotional and physical stress
resulting from the prolonged absence of their soldier-husbands. Women
sought advice from their husbands on planting and harvesting, but, with
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responses misdirected and delayed, women often resorted to seeking approval
for the decisions they had already made.

When her husband, Samuel, enlisted on August 19, 1861, Elizabeth
Schwalm had four children at home under the age of five, and three weeks
after Samuel left, Elizabeth gave birth to a third son. With four toddlers at
home and a newborn to care for, surely Elizabeth was relieved when Samuel
arranged to have his brother, Peter, come to stay with his wife and children.
Peter’s help was essential for Elizabeth in those first few months, for Samuel
left home in the middle of the busy harvest. By January, in fact, several
Schwalm relatives and friends were helping Elizabeth; Samuel addressed his
planting instructions to all of them. “My dear wife and children and Brothers
and Sisters,” he began.”® Well before the first spring planting season arrived,
Samuel provided a list of instructions that assumed Elizabeth’s past partici-
pation in spring planting and her running knowledge of many aspects of run-
ning the farm:

Further you ask me where you Shall put the Lime I want that field
behind the Barn for potatoes and that field where we [illeg.} that
Little Strip potatoes Last year for Corn and there I want the Lime and
if you hall any more ten you Shall put it were we had Corn Last year
and try to Sprt the Lime were yous put the Corn before you plough
the field and if you can hal Lime after the potatoes is planted So you
Shall put it on the potatoes.?

What looks like a jumbled list of instructions probably made perfect sense
to Elizabeth, who had lived and worked the farm alongside Samuel for more
than five years. By March of 1862, Samuel’s arrangement with his brother
was breaking down and in the summer, Peter left. Though Samuel’s relatives
living nearby surely continued to help out, Elizabeth largely assumed respon-
sibility for running the farm. “I wasent pleased when I have heard that youse
juden agree,” Samuel commented on his brother’s departure, but he agreed
with his wife when she assured him that she was better off on her own. “I hop
you can take good care of it,” he offered.??

To manage the farm, Elizabeth relied on a number of different sources of
labor, but chiefly her own and that of her children. In her husband’s absence,
the children helped their mother clean out the stables, care for the livestock,
and bring in the grain harvest. Whereas Samuel expected that Elizabeth was
capable of doing heavy work, Samuel did not approve of his children
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engaging in this work. “Take good care of the Childrens and don’t Let them
do hard work,” he chastened his wife, for “I Sooner like to hear that you sent
them every day in school I don’t like to have them Cripeld up by hard work-
ing.”?® On these occasions and on others, Elizabeth and Samuel disagreed
over the family’s finances. Elizabeth was very careful not to spend, and
Samuel always encouraged her to hire a “girl” to take care of the children
and to buy the children things. Whereas Samuel wanted Elizabeth to dress
his children well and send them to school, Elizabeth insisted that she could
not spare them on the farm and that there would be time for school later. It
was difficult to hire a “farmer,” a term that Elizabeth reserved for hired
help, but when she could, she did. When Elizabeth managed to do so in
August 1864, she was at pains to justify his pay of “14 Dolers fur a munth.”
“I thinke noboty cant do it lore by dis time fur to worke on the state rote a
man get 2 Dolers fur a day,” Elizabeth explained to her husband fighting at
the front.?* With prices so high during the war, Elizabeth asked Samuel
repeatedly for money, and on one occasion, Samuel became frustrated and
replied, I have Sant you all the money I posable can Spair I don’t think that
you want me to Sant my Clothsing and go naced.”® Elizabeth stretched the
family’s budget to pay the taxes and to buy what was necessary for the fam-
ily, but even with all her care, the sheriff came to the Schwalm home and
threatened to sell off some of the family’s property when she fell behind in
her payments.?

Nearly three years after Samuel’s enlistment, Elizabeth asked fewer ques-
tions of her husband but continued to report dutifully to him about her work
on the family’s farm. In April 1864, Elizabeth reported that she had success-
fully planted oats, more corn than last year, and fewer potatoes, based on her
experience the previous summer. In addition to completing the spring plant-
ing, Elizabeth weaned the couple’s youngest child, Reilly, now twenty-eight
months. “{Hle was to drublesom or els I hat live him drink til you hat bean
at home,” she explained.?” Elizabeth offered her husband an explanation for
her decision to wean their son, but she made the decision based on what she
had determined served the best interests of both the household and the
family farm. One of Mary Livermore’s “brown-handed heroines” had proudly
reported that she could reap as much as any man, even though she had a
three-year-old son “toddling beside her, tumbling among the sheaves, getting
into mischief every five minutes, and ‘causing more plague than profit.””?®
Weaning Reilly allowed Elizabeth Schwalm to leave him to the care of his
older sisters and brothers and freed her to more easily complete the work on
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the farm without a toddler getting under foot. And at the end of a long day
of work, Elizabeth could look forward to a full night of sleep rather than one
interrupted by breast-feeding.

Adjusting the outlay of the farm, planting and harvesting of crops, and the
family’s child-rearing expectations were all decisions Elizabeth made on her
own. Elizabeth continued to seek her husband’s advice and his approval, and
Samuel responded in the only way he could—by deferring to her judgment.
“You shall do as you think right,” he wrote, often adding in the last months
of his absence, “I cant say much I am to long from home.”” In place of advice,
Samuel encouraged Elizabeth to “Just do how you think.” Before the war,
work allocations in the Schwalm household were probably similar to those
found in other rural homes, where there was no absolute division of labor and
a considerable degree of flexibility. Historians such as Nancy Grey Osterud
and Joan Jenson have argued that rural women, with greater flexibility in
their roles, rejected domesticity and enjoyed more egalitarian marriages and
greater autonomy.” Whereas men were largely responsible for plowing and
planting the fields and women processed and preserved the products for the
family’s consumption and for sale, women’s outdoor labor was essential
during the seasonally heavy work required for harvesting the crops and
preparing them for storage or for sale. Like most rural women, Elizabeth
Schwalm was no stranger to field labor, but when her husband left, manag-
ing to plant and tend the fields, care for the livestock, and harvest the crops
required that Elizabeth take considerable time away from her other tasks —
such as childcare and commodity production—and here she could not turn to
Samuel for advice. Early in the war, Elizabeth attempted to follow Samuel’s
advice on planting the next season’s crops because she had worked those fields
before and because she understood the plots of land that were best for plant-
ing potatoes, corn, and wheat. Occasionally, Elizabeth sought Samuel’s advice
on the use of oxen, horses, and cows, but she also seems to have relied on her
own judgment about the care for and the disposal of farm animals. Three
years into the war, Elizabeth sought very little advice and, having been absent
from the farm for several years, Samuel was reluctant to offer her any — even
abandoning his persistent pleading with Elizabeth about sending the
children to school and sparing them of work.

In the absence of alternative sources of labor, women'’s flexibility allowed
farms to remain productive during the war, but not all rural soldier-wives
welcomed these reallocations of work. Perhaps Elizabeth sold milk, eggs, or
butter to help pay for clothes for the children and household supplies, but
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once Samuel — and then Peter — left, Elizabeth found less time for this com-
modity production, leaving her little money to buy shoes for the older
children to attend school and to pay taxes and other bills. Despite adjusting
to her husband’s absence, the strains of the work and responsibility took their
toll on Elizabeth. Schwalm accused her husband of failing to write and wrote
with concern about unpaid tax bills and other financial matters. Schwalm
never imagined she would be on her own this long, and she wanted her hus-
band home. In August 1864, Elizabeth wrote to Samuel, “I never had saut
dat we wot be so a lange launge time a parte form enoter.”*' Samuel agreed,
writing Elizabeth to assist him in seeking his discharge. “I don’t Like to Stay
any longer then I have to,” he wrote Elizabeth.??

While she understood that her husband was serving the country by
putting down the rebellion, Elizabeth, unlike Livermore’s Wisconsin farm
women, never described her work in those terms. Though Elizabeth was privy
to information about the Confederate invasions of south-central Pennsylvania
in the fall of 1862 and the summer of 1863, she did not discuss these
matters in her correspondence. She seems to have scanned her husband’s
descriptions of battles and of conditions in camp quickly, in search of infor-
mation about his return. For Elizabeth Schwalm the war began when Samuel
left the family farm, and she experienced the years of his absence in a deeply
personal way. Raising her young children in rural Pennsylvania without her
husband’s company and without his help, Elizabeth managed the many
demands placed on her time and her emotions. Women made adjustments
within their families and on their farms when men enlisted, hoping that
extended family would help with the work or that wages sent home from sol-
diers would allow them to hire replacement help. But informal agreements
within families to make up for the loss of a soldier-husband’s or son’s labor
broke down, leaving women to pick up where the men left off.?* Like Esther
Jane Campman, the war had meant greater work and worry for Elizabeth
Schwalm, and the sooner the men returned and reassumed their share of the
work, the better.

Samuel’s departure did not necessitate that Elizabeth acquire new skills or
new knowledge about the farm, but without him Elizabeth had more work
than usual and she had to rethink how she allocated her time and energy. In
rural families that depended on women’s ability to produce goods for the
market, the war disrupted the balance that women like Elizabeth Schwalm
struck between commodity production, childcare, and fieldwork. Elizabeth
clung to antebellum patterns of mutual dependency as long as she could,
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until her husband’s extended absence necessitated that she restructure the
lines of authority and economy within the household. Whereas Pennsylvania
law did not recognize women as capable of making decisions about the cou-
ple’s property, for more than three years Elizabeth exercised uncontested deci-
sions about which bills to pay and which to accumulate. But if Elizabeth’s
ability to move in and out of domesticity translated into greater autonomy in
her marriage with Samuel, she did not relish his wartime absence as an oppor-
tunity to exercise it.

Women and Kinship Ties

We cannot know how much Elizabeth Schwalm continued to rely on her fam-
ily for support in the three years after her brother-in-law left and before her
husband’s return. Schwalm’s letters suggest that when the war took away male
relatives, rural women relied heavily on kinship networks and on neighborly
relations for help in the fields and with the livestock. Women living in close-
knit rural communities were not entirely alone when their husbands enlisted.
Anecdotal evidence gleaned from depositions taken after the Confederate
Army’s invasion of Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, in June-July 1863 confirms
what historian Mary Grey Osterud found for the women of Nanticoke Valley,
New York.* In stable rural communities like the Nanticoke Valley and south
central Pennsylvania, women benefited from close connections to and inter-
marriage among neighbors. Women could rely on neighbors for help and for
labor when husbands enlisted or were drafted because of the strong relation-
ships of mutuality they developed with their neighbors. Kinship connections
ran deep in south central Pennsylvania, with married children living close to
their parents.” Overlapping community connections assured that women did
not experience the absence of soldier-husbands as an immediate threat to their
families’ survival.

When the Confederate Army descended upon the rich York Valley of
Pennsylvania in June 1863, they were overwhelmed by the lush pastures they
saw and what seemed to be never-ending fields of ripe corn, wheat, and oats.3
Hungry southern soldiers helped themselves to the bounty. A study of the
diaries of middle-class women of Gettysburg found that many men fled town
with livestock and other valuables in advance of the invading troops, leaving
women with the responsibility of defending their homes and men open to
charges of cowardice in the aftermath of the battle.”’” Among those who
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suffered losses at the hands of the foraging soldiers were women tending to
farms while their husbands and sons served in the army. With the withdrawal
of male labor from the community, women of Gettysburg and the surround-
ing countryside looked to densely overlapping kinship networks and to
neighborly cooperation to fill the void. In depositions gathered in Adams
County documenting individual losses incurred during the invasion, women
described the informal network of cooperation that had evolved during the
war. Women fending off marauding soldiers called on the help of brothers,
sisters, parents, and in-laws living nearby — family and friends who cared for
their horses, looked over their livestock, and took an interest in the status of
the crops in their fields. While John Musselman was off exercising the horses
belonging to his neighbor, Elizabeth Musser, he was overtaken by rebel cav-
alry who intercepted him on the way to the mill and took Musser’s horses.
When Eliza Hill’s cow turned up missing, James Bowling confirmed that
Confederate soldiers were responsible. Bowling explained in support of her
damage claim, “I went down twice a day to see after the cattle,” but when he
came to Hill’s place on July 5™, the place was overrun by soldiers and the cow
was gone.*®

Disaster struck these women twice: once when their husbands enlisted
or were drafted, leaving them to manage farms and households; and again
when Confederate soldiers trampled their crops, seized their cows, and
forced them out of their homes. Whereas women relied on neighbors for
help in managing the everyday work involved with caring for livestock
and horses and perhaps helping with the harvest, recovering from an inva-
sion of this magnitude placed unusual strains on those relations of reci-
procity. Plowing and planting a trampled field, repairing damaged fences,
and redigging a spoiled well was heavy work requiring a considerable
commitment of time and the labor of experienced farm hands. Replacing
lost livestock or missing farm tools necessitated a significant outlay of
cash. With family nearby and friends to rely on, York Valley women con-
tinued to rely on kin and long-established networks of neighborly cooper-
ation to sustain them until the extra work could be done. But they also
sought damages from the state. On at least two occasions, in 1868 and
again in 1870, Adams County widows filed claims against the property
they lost — fields of grains trampled and livestock stolen. Unlike Elizabeth
Schwalm, Pennsylvania’s war widows were left with a number of postwar
challenges to their livelihood.
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Rural Women and Wartime Isolation

Not all women tending farms and living in rural communities could count on
family, friends, or neighbors to help when the Civil War took away their hus-
bands and left them to work small farms on their own. Rural women living more
marginal existences and in less settled communities were particularly vulnerable
to illness and deprivation when their husbands enlisted or were drafted. Like
Esther Jane Campman, they worked hard to support their families and to keep
them together, but without the safety net provided by a sizable and productive
farm or neighborly cooperation, a husband’s absence could have tragic conse-
quences. Living lives marked by rural isolation, these women appear in the
record of the war when they had exhausted all sources of work and when their
health or their children’s gave out. Then women applied to local wartime relief
societies for small sums of money offered to the wives and mothers of soldiers.

State and local relief varied widely throughout the North during the war.
States such as Massachusetts and New Hampshire encouraged enlistment by
offering advance payments on bounties and aid to soldiers’ families. In con-
trast, Pennsylvania left the sustenance of wives and families of soldiers to
local relief agencies or to overseers of the poor. City and county relief societies
offering support to families of soldiers were privately funded and run by mid-
dle-class relief board members. Not all local societies extended aid to the
families of drafted soldiers. Women applying for relief had to provide proof
of their marriage to a soldier and that the county in question had received
credit for his service. In Bucks County, Pennsylvania, the Relief Board ruled
on the applications of more than three hundred women each month who
sought payments of $ .50 to $2.50 per week to help support themselves and
their children while their husbands and sons were away. To qualify for relief,
women had to be residents and their husbands taxpayers.?® In both Bucks and
Mifflin counties, suspicious relief board members demanded that needy wives
of Pennsylvania soldiers take an oath swearing that they had no other means
of support before receiving aid, and members regularly denied relief to
women who failed to live up to their standards of respectability.®

Once a soldier’s wife qualified for relief payments, her behavior was care-
fully scrutinized by the board. Women were summarily cut from the rolls
when their husbands deserted, were discharged, or died; when they claimed
more children than they had; or when, like Mary Kinsey, wife of William, and
Elmira Pfrender, wife of Joseph, the Bucks County Relief Board found a
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woman to be “not acting as a virtuous wife should do.”4" Marginal women
living a hardscrabble existence in rural Pennsylvania surely found it difficult
to provide proof of their marriages and to live up to relief board members’
standards of propriety. Arrangements made for a family’s survival—hiring
children out to work or taking in boarders — raised the suspicions of neigh-
bors and middle-class relief board members. Like Nancy Bercaw found in the
wartime Mississippi Delta, rural Pennsylvania women made use of fluid
family structures in the absence of men — combining residences, living with
kin, or hiring themselves and their children out to neighbors to make ends
meet. While these households allowed women to maximize their meager
financial resources, such practices clashed with the bourgeois expectations of
relief board agents.

Rural women who relied on the wages provided by their husbands’ seasonal
farm labor lived off small plots of land and found whatever work there might

. be available in their communities. Women took in laundry, boarders, or

sewing; collected debts and favors from friends and employers; and performed
tasks for neighbors. Despite their efforts, rural women'’s letters and their appli-
cations for relief tell the stories of women whose meager resources were
stretched to their limits in the absence of male support and whose efforts to
support their families failed. When Maria Thomas’s husband, Henry, was
drafted, Maria’s situation quickly deteriorated. As a coal miner living in East
Freedom, Blair County, Pennsylvania, Henry’s financial support of his family
stopped abruptly upon the arrival of his draft notice in December 1864.
Without Henry, Maria Thomas applied for relief from a local aid society, but
she received only a few dollars to support herself and her children over the
winter. When she wrote the governor in April 1865, she sought additional
relief. “My little Children is naked and I am very near naked,” Thomas
explained.*? On January 3, 1865, Rebecca Snook applied for relief in Mifflin
County after her husband was drafted.** With children aged fifteen, eleven,
nine, seven, five, three, and one, Snook explained to relief board members that
she would have to buy her own bread because, she admitted, the couple’s
“crops the past season were a failure.” Lavina Rheam was awarded a pension
from Mifflin County when her husband was drafted, leaving her with three
children under the age of six living on a ten-acre farm that the couple did not
own. For Rheam and for others, falling behind on rent could result in
eviction. % Elizabeth Schwalm had failed to pay her taxes and suffered a humil-
iating visit from the sheriff, but she never expressed the worry that sheand her
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children would be turned out of their homes as a result of Samuel’s enlistment.
Mifflin County board members awarded pensions to Sarah Kile and Martha
Ann Beacer when their husbands were drafted. Each woman had two small
children to feed on a farm that relief agents described as “unproductive.”®

Unlike Schwalm, whose husband left her with an extensive and working
farm and extended family to turn to if she needed them, women like Thomas,
Snook, Rheam, Kile, and Beacer had few resources at their disposal when
their husband’s labor and his wages were abruptly withdrawn. Sometimes,
adhering to the middle-class expectations of the relief boards came at a trag-
ically high cost, as in the case of Rachel Darsak, wife of Moses. In the process
of applying for aid in Bucks County, Rachel and the younger of her two small
children died. In their mercy, the board voted to award the remaining Darsak
child a weekly pension of $ .50.% Board members ordered Martha Murray,
wife of Mahlor, struck from the rolls when her husband deserted. With no
soldier salary to count on and no local relief forthcoming, Martha and her
children checked themselves into the Bucks County Almshouse.?’

When women sought aid from state officials, they came in search of
money that seemed rightly theirs. Despite their desperate situations, women
understood relief as a debt that was owed to them when they were denied
their husband’s support. And when fickle relief local boards failed to pay the
debt, rural soldier-wives took their grievances to the state. Nearly four years
after her husband’s enlistment, and one year after he was taken captive at
Fort Wagner, Sarah Hufner of Norristown addressed a letter to Governor
Curtin when town officials denied her the local pay offered to the wives of
soldiers. “The captain come to my self in York market house and said I would
draw that releaf every weak for me and my children,” Hufner remembered
the day her husband enlisted.”® “All the other women is a {drawing money}
for there husbands and suns,” Hufner explained, “and I thing my husband is
gone to fight for the union as well as the rest.”® When she was denied relief
from Huntington County officials, Mrs. M.H. Roberts directed a complaint
to Governor Curtin. With five children to support and bad health, Roberts
was angry when the county denied her relief. “If [ have no wright to live of
the goverment,” Roberts directed at Curtin, then “plese sur to give my hus-
bent his discharge.”® Roberts’ demanding aid money as a “wright” suggests
that marginal women believed that, through their husbands’ war service,
they had proven their loyalty to and established a relationship with the state.
As soldier-wives, Hufner and Roberts had assumed their share of the obliga-
tions required of citizens in wartime, and they believed they should be
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extended certain rights in return — in this case, the right to the support of a
husband, or if not, from the state.’!

The departure of a husband or son helped fill a county’s draft quota, but it
left a gaping void in his own household. Women worked hard to make up the
difference, but they were not always successful. In the winter of 1865, rural
women, who had managed to do the work of husbands and sons for some
time, addressed themselves to soldiers and to state officials when they faced
another season without the men in their families. Early in March, Anne Sloan
directed a letter to Governor Curtin from Somerset County, Pennsylvania,
requesting a furlough for her only son, Joseph, to come home and help her see
to the work around her house. As Sloan explained it, “I have no one to get a
stick of wood or to feed or to take a bushel of grain to mill for me . . . and I
hant able to doe any thing out in the wet with out geting prety sick.” “It is
actually necessary that I could get a furlough for him for 30 or 40 days to
come home and help me to get a lot of wood,” Sloan added.” Less specific
about the work that she was unable to do in her husband’s absence but no less
insistent with her request, H.B. Whiteman of New Columbus, Lucerne
County, Pennsylvania, wrote to Curtin late in January 1865, after her
husband reenlisted for a second three-year term, to request a furlough. “I
humbly pray,” Whiteman began, “that you will grant or cause to be granted
him a furlow of twenty days to come north to provide proper means for his
family for the rest of the winter.””* Like Elizabeth Schwalm who reported on
her planting and harvesting of crops, seeing to the livestock, and caring for
her children, correspondents who requested aid from the county and fur-
loughs and discharges for their husbands also registered the work they did for
their families and for their communities. Women living marginal existences
in rural communities worked to keep their children fed and clothed, their
homes heated, and the rent paid. With irregular contributions from their
husbands, women tried to keep their families together and out of the
almshouse. They adjusted expectations and relationships within the family
and sought work and help in the larger community. When these efforts failed,
women expected the state to help make up the difference. Like the work rural
women exchanged with their neighbors, a husband’s war service created the
expectation of a mutual exchange.

In addressing themselves to state officials, women carefully catalogued the
work they did in their husbands’ absence, and, unlike Elizabeth Schwalm
who may never have addressed a relief agent or a state official, they were care-
ful to characterize their work as patriotic. Supporting their families in the
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absence of their soldier-husbands was — like military service — war work and
deserved to be recognized and compensated as such. While perhaps not all
women articulated a sense of entitlement as directly as did Mrs. Roberts, the
war politicized women, encouraging them to frame their work within the
larger political contest underway, distinguish their own loyalties from those
of their neighbors, and to seek support from agents of the state. In the letters
they addressed to Governor Curtin and others, Pennsylvania women acted
from a set of expectations similar to those that historian Stephanie McCurry
describes among southern soldier wives. “In commanding their loyalty, their
allegiance, and their support,” McCurry argues, the “individual state and
Confederate governments had acquired a new and undesired constituency.”*
Marginal rural wives saw their husbands’ soldiering as a household’s collec-
tive service to the state — service that guaranteed wives certain rights and that
they could withdraw when these rights were disregarded.

Postwar Family Structures

After more than three years of service, Samuel Schwalm returned home in
September 1864 and Frederick Campman was mustered out late in June
1865, two months after his wife, Esther, wrote to Governor Curtin asking for
help supporting herself and her children. Elizabeth Schwalm’s war ended sev-
eral months before the fighting was over; Esther Campman’s ended a couple
months afterward. The absence of additional source material prevents our
knowing whether Schwalm and Campman — preoccupied with sustaining
their families in their husbands’ absence — sensed that their work had helped
win the war and that it had transformed them in the process. Surely both
women were relieved to have their husbands home again and both, assuming
that the injuries that Frederick Campman sustained did not leave him perma-
nently disabled, anticipated the men’s return would bring financial security.
Though she had proved herself capable of running the farm in her husband’s
absence, Elizabeth had struggled to negotiate the needs of her children and
the demands of her husband’s family while assuming much of the work
Samuel had done before he enlisted. Keeping the family’s farm operational
and her children contented had required most of her time, leaving her little
energy to prepare and sell goods to help pay the family’s bills or to write to
her husband about her thoughts on the war and the larger significance of the
work she did every day. Samuel Schwalm returned to a working farm, and in
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the postwar years, he added considerably to its size and its output. We can
only speculate how power between the two had been subtly adjusted by
Elizabeth’s wartime experience of running the farm and raising the children
on her own. After Samuel returned, perhaps Elizabeth asserted herself more
often into daily decision-making about the purchase and sale of property or
the use of farm animals. With no evidence to the contrary, we might suppose
that Elizabeth Schwalm was willing to once again share the responsibilities of
farm management and family sustenance with her veteran-husband and that
she was relieved to have him organize the labor on the family’s farm.

The war required inventiveness and a lot of work from women living in
rural communities — work to keep their farms running, to help their neigh-
bors, and to feed and clothe their children. Through no fault of his own, a
husband’s absence could have catastrophic consequences for his wife and chil-
dren; when his wages were delayed or when they failed to reach home at all,
no amount of resourcefulness could keep a woman living a marginal rural
existence from indigence. With Esther Campman’s health compromised and
the family nearly destitute, the Campmans’ postwar recovery perhaps was
more extended than was the Schwalms’. If Frederick Campman was able to
collect the remainder of his bounty money and his back pay in a timely man-
ner, Frederick, Esther, and their two young children might have found the
relief in Frederick’s return that Esther had sought in his absence. Again, we
can only speculate about the long-term consequences of Frederick’s absence
from his family’s rural home. As hard as Esther had worked, she had been
unable to support herself and her children without Frederick. And, when she
had turned to her community for help, she was refused. Neither Frederick nor
Esther Campman appear in either the 1860 or 1870 census for Clearfield
County, suggesting that the family was new to the county when Frederick
was drafted and that they moved again when the war was over. Perhaps the
family’s postwar relocation reflected an attempt to improve their financial
situation or perhaps Esther’s desire to distance herself from a community that
had failed her and her children in Frederick’s absence.

As Campman’s experience suggests, the war exposed deep political and
social divisions in Pennsylvania’s rural communities and women negotiated an
explosive terrain of class prejudice and divided loyalties. In some Pennsylvania
communities, the wives of soldiers who had enlisted were treated with more
empathy than wives of draftees. In others, women whose husbands enlisted
became lightning rods for criticism of Lincoln and Curtin. In January 1865,
a group of women from Gallitzin, Cambria County, Pennsylvania, addressed
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Governor Curtin requesting money to support themselves and their families.
Speaking for the group, Sedesa Cochran explained that their husbands were
fighting in “generl Sherman army” and had not been paid for some time, leav-
ing “there familys [in} g{rlate nead of sum a sist enc we have neither food ner
fule}l ner the means to get it.” With families to feed and without the benefit
of their husbands’ wages, the women sought relief money from the county.
Sedesa Cochran explained how county officials rejected the women’s plea,
adding that “we cold not be more a bused in richmon amoung the rebles then
we are her with the copperheads and conscrips.” *> Unable to rely on the
political loyalties of their neighbors, Sedesa Cochran and her friends appealed
to the state they were serving by lending their husbands to the cause. Cochran
insisted that as wives of enlisted men the women had a legitimate claim to the
state’s support — a right that came with their husbands’ enlistments. Making
their case to Governor Curtin, it was no accident that Cochran and the others
drew parallels between their own condition—Union loyalists among “copper-
heads and conscrips”—to the condition of soldiers held prisoner of war in
Richmond, “amoung the rebles.” Sedesa Cochran counted on the Governor to
sympathize and to agree that abandoning soldier-wives to the whims of a
community of copperheads was no way to repay their wartime loyalty.

Rural women living rather marginal existences relied on neighborly
cooperation and reciprocity, but in many cases, the war brought disillusion-
ment. The meager financial support offered by local aid societies could
stand in for neighborly reciprocity and kinship ties or the administration of
this relief could accentuate a woman’s wartime isolation from adequate
means of support. The war years stretched the resources of these families to
their limits, enlisted women as heads of households, and pitted the wives of
soldiers against neighbors who might have provided support. Though we do
not know what their thoughts were about the war and the administration,
Campman, Cochran, and Purelle became conscripts—and their communi-
ties held them responsible for their husbands’ war service. In the postwar
years, these families struggled with difficult decisions about the future, and
women’s wartime experiences — facing down starvation, exposure, incarcer-
ation, and hostile neighbors — figured into these postwar plans. Whereas
women like Mrs. Roberts, Sarah Hufner, and Sedesa Cochran claimed their
husbands’ support as a right, their letters to state officials stopped when the
war ended, making it difficult to know how this attitude shaped postwar
ideas about work and family. When husbands returned, perhaps women
were content to give up their claim of recognition by the state. When
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veteran-husbands were unable — because of illness or injury — to contribute
adequately to the support of their families, this situation compounded the
economic fragility and perhaps strained the emotions between women who
had become politicized in the process of providing for their families and
soliciting the state for support and men who continued to believe that they
should provide it. And, for rural women whose husbands did not return, the
system of pensions — initiated in 1862 and expanded several times during
the war and in the decades that followed — indicates the federal govern-
ment’s growing assumption of responsibility for this “undesired con-
stituency,” perhaps in part in response to the outpouring of letters
demanding support as a “wright.”®

Rural Widows and Property Ownership

Although it is difficult to know the subtle ways that relations between
women and men—Elizabeth, Samuel, Esther, and Frederick—were renegoti-
ated and whether wartime shifts of responsibilities and of power lingered into
the postwar years, the death of male property owners turned soldier-wives
into widows and resulted in a decisive reordering of family relations. The war
left women permanently in charge of farms they had worked with their hus-
bands. Thirty percent of the Adams County women who filed claims for dam-
aged property in 1868, for example, had become property owners since the
war began, indicating that the war had precipitated a transfer of property to
the county’s female population.”” Unlike Elizabeth Schwalm, war widows
who had assumed responsibility for running their farms—and, in the case of
Adams county, protected their property from invading troops—now faced a
number of postwar challenges alone. Whereas extended family members and
neighbors might have helped women make up the labor shortage temporar-
ily, more permanent arrangements became necessary when farmer-husbands
died on the battlefield or returned home disabled. By the time they filed
claims in 1868, some Adams county women would have adjusted to what had
become a permanent change in their rural homes and in the rhythm of their
lives and devised long-term strategies for family survival.

Women inheriting property during the war had to navigate confusing and
contradictory state legislation that treated female property owners as
anomalies and that was designed to keep women dependent. In 1848
Pennsylvania—Ilike most states—guaranteed married women control over
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the property they brought into marriage, and in 1851 the state granted
widows whose husbands died without a will $300 of their husband’s estate.’®
However, an 1865 amendment to the 1851 law restricted Pennsylvania
widows’ claims to intestate inheritances that exceeded $300. In the amend-
ment, widows inheriting estates assessed at more than $300 were expected to
turn over their rights to the excess.”® The significance of an amendment
restricting widows’ claims to property could not have been lost on women
whose husbands’ premature death had left them with an excess of property.
In her claim for the loss of nearly three hundred dollars worth of damaged
real estate and stolen farm animals and blacksmith tools, Louisa Wistler was
keenly aware of state laws limiting her access to her husband’s property.
Ephraim Wistler died in 1863, presumably without a will, and Louisa filed
her 1868 claim in the joint interests of herself and her children, but carefully
noted on her deposition that much of the property in question was hers not
her husband’s, suggesting that Louisa was bracing herself for a contest over
possession of the family’s Adams County property. Similarly, Lydia McElroy
was concerned about what agents would make of her claim for lost property
when her husband, John, who died in the U.S. Army in 1863, left neither a
will nor instructions for administering his estate. As McElroy explained,
when John died, “he was not possessed of more property than is allowed to
widows by the laws of Pennsylvania.” When rebel soldiers entered
Gettysburg in July 1863, Lydia and her daughter, Julia, left their home, and
in their absence soldiers entered and seized their personal items.®® When she
filed her claim, McElroy — like Wistler and other women in her predica-
ment—was unexpectedly a property owner and left to herself to defend her
claim to that property, which exceeded the state limit for intestate widow
inheritance.

Though the war had demanded that women act independently and collab-
oratively to work their farms and to protect their property, once the immedi-
ate crisis of the war was over, state laws worked powerfully to reinscribe their
dependence.®' As long as her sons were unmarried and not yet acceded to the
property, a widow might continue to act as head of the household, as she had
while her husband had been away fighting the war. But her claims to that
property became tenuous when sons matured, within an overall postwar
climate that sought to limit women’s property rights. Nonetheless, a number
of Adams County women inheriting property through the premature death
of their soldier-husbands continued to head their own households or to live
alone, sometimes even with grown male children living nearby.®? Whereas
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Nancy Osterud found that rural widows rarely lived independently once their
children were grown, the experiences of women who lost property in the
Confederate invasion of south-central Pennsylvania suggests that the war cre-
ated an unusual situation for inheriting widows. The median age of the
Adams County women was sixty years old when they filed their postwar
claims for lost property, suggesting that they may have counted on the occa-
sional labor of grown children living nearby. Nonetheless, middle-aged
Adams County women seem to have preferred to live independently, on the
land they had worked with their husbands and which they were not ready to
turn over to their children. Rural women had resented the war that took their
husbands and left them landowners, but they were not willing to trade the
independency of landownership for the dependency of widowhood.

Here too the experiences of rural Pennsylvania women offer us an oppor-
tunity to draw parallels to the postwar South. In her work on Petersburg,
Virginia, historian Suzanne Lebsock has argued that despite conservative leg-
islators’ lack of interest in women’s rights, southern women stood to gain a
measure of independence from antebellum and postwar measures taken to
protect married women’s property.®> Whereas the war opened opportunities
for women to exercise control over their and their husbands’ property — a
right that northern women enjoyed before it was granted to their southern
counterparts — it remains unclear how women’s control over their property
weathered the postwar era when states sought to replace married women’s
property protections with generous guarantees to lenders and business inter-
ests. Further work on postwar landownership will help us understand if the
experiences of the war generation of women who inherited property were
anomalous or whether they represented an adjustment to antebellum
expectations of landownership.

skekeskeksk

Mary Livermore, the Sanitary Commission agent who toured Midwestern
harvest fields, was correct when she assumed that the war devolved greater
responsibility on the shoulders of farm women. Women took the place of
male farmers and farm laborers during the war — either temporarily or per-
manently, and either alone or alongside family, friends, and neighbors. Yet in
scores of postwar collections celebrating women’s wartime contributions,
women who worked on farms were consistently overlooked. Postwar accounts
celebrate the daring nurses, aid society members, and freedmen’s teachers
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whose largely middle-class status relieved them of the worries brought on by
a temporary loss of household income and for whom the war offered relief
from domesticity and the opportunity to pursue exciting careers in public
activism. After the war, middle-class women like Livermore became part of a
revitalized suffrage movement and sought to claim their share of the credit
for saving the nation. It is appropriate, then, that Livermore included a col-
orful description of Wisconsin farm women in her postwar memoirs, entitled
My Srory of the War. The sight of women harvesting grain proved useful grist
for Livermore’s mill — hearty farm women became part of her story of femi-
nist awakening and farm women’s thoughts about the war were filtered
through Livermore’s own. But whereas Livermore underestimated the extent
to which it disrupted life in rural households, she sensed the war had blurred
the line separating harvest-field from battle-field and destabilized gendered
notions of service to the nation.

President Lincoln’s Secretary of War, Edwin Stanton, credited the North’s
victory in the Civil War to farmers’ keeping the soldiers supplied with
bread. Like Commissioner of Agriculture, Isaac Newton, Stanton was con-

'vinced that machines had made U.S. victory possible by releasing young
‘men from the fields and insuring that the crops were harvested despite fewer
available hands.* Conspicuously absent from Stanton’s account was a recog-
nition that women drove reapers and gathered up the sheaths of wheat, thus
allowing men to serve in the U.S. Army. Seeking to celebrate the war as a
triumph of northern free labor over southern slavery, Stanton reiterated
Newton’s assessment of wartime farm labor as consisting of “machinery and
maturing youth at home.” Stanton’s gendered picture of the victory gave
credit to man-made machines and young boys and was consistent with the
Lincoln administration’s determination to deliver on one of the promises of
free labor — independent yeoman farmers working the land, unencumbered
by debt and free of unfair competition from un-free labor. As the ideologi-
cal corollary to free labor, the Lincoln administration’s embrace of domestic-
ity allowed Stanton and others to ignore the extent to which yeoman farmers
depended on the work of women and other household dependents. Like
Livermore who saw women’s farm work as heroic and an appropriate alter-
native to domesticity, then, Stanton’s reflections on the war were based ona
limited understanding of the antebellum rural household, in which women
(and children) moved in and out of field labor and brought essential income
to the family through commodity production. Unlike Livermore, Stanton
failed to recognize how women'’s visible and essential work for their families,
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rural communities, and their nation challenged the gendered prescriptions
of free labor.

Fitting uncomfortably into postwar eulogies on domesticity or paeans to
male independence, rural women living on the periphery of northern society
were written out of the history of the war with the same alacrity in which they
were at times overlooked by their communities and shunned by their neigh-
bors. Pennsylvania women compensated for the loss of labor by marshalling
all the resources available to them in their communities: calling in favors from
their neighbors, taking their husbands’ place in the fields, finding work in the
community, and applying for local aid. Their experiences challenge us to con-
sider how women’s work insured the continuance of family farms and main-
tained antebellum agricultural productivity. In farms and in rural
communities, women’s work freed men to fight, put bread in the hands of
U.S. army soldiers, and sustained families and rural communities.

Pennsylvania women’s letters reveal that the absence of alternatives to
male labor strained communities and stretched women to their limits. In
rural communities that relied on the productive labor of all members of the
household, the war had taken a heavy toll. Women and families paid dearly
when a husband’s U.S. army service left them without adequate resources or
when it raised the resentment and hostility of neighbors. Political and ethnic
identities fractured northern communities in ways that we are only beginning
to understand, and we have not yet explored the gendered consequences of
these wartime tensions. For women living in rural communities with no
kinship ties and with little institutional support, the war brought great hard-
ship, accentuated their marginality, and isolated them further from their
communities. Letters describing homefront hardships caused soldiers to ques-
tion their continued commitment to serve. Samuel Schwalm must have had
some doubts, for in January 1862 he explained to Elizabeth, in a tone that
was meant to convince himself, perhaps, as much as his wife, “I know that
yous need me at home but I must Say for my part it is right for to go and
destroy the rebelion and fight for union.”® That as stalwart a unionist as
Samuel Schwalm questioned his continued service to the U.S. army in
response to his wife’s concerns reminds us that we cannot take women’s
loyalty for granted. Women began to question a war that took away men and
threw their families onto the goodwill of their communities. As Sarah Hufner
explained in a letter requesting her husband’s discharge, “i think it is very
hard wen a sholder goes to fight for his country and then put his family out
on the street.”%¢ Historian Drew Faust has argued that southern women
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played an important role in the Confederate military defeat when they with-
drew support for the war and began insisting that their husbands return
home.®" In the absence of defeat, women living in rural communities in the
North cannot be given that kind of credit — or blame. But perhaps the women
described here can offer us another way of measuring the significance of rural
women’s war service.

Rural women, it would seem, did not draw upon bottomless wells of
feminine patriotism or filial loyalty when they sent their husbands and sons
to fight. Women drew limits on their own war service. From Grahamton
Township, Pennsylvania, Hannah C. Main fed, clothed, and provided shelter
for her two small children and her husband’s aged parents “bed fast with the
thumitism,” until May 1865 when she addressed Governor Curtin with a
letter that marked the outer limits of her tolerance for a war that had gone on
far too long. “O now for god sake send them home as sune as you get this,”
explained Main, “fore years is long a nought to live a widow.”®® Hundreds of
Pennsylvania women wrote state officials requesting money, turloughs, and
discharges. Like Main, most sought no formal recognition for their work but
they withdrew their support for the war when the integrity of their families
was threatened by their husbands’ continued service. Others came to believe
that working in place of soldier-husbands had earned them special recogni-
tion from the state; Mrs. M.H. Roberts believed it was her “wright” to
address the governor. Some Pennsylvania widows refused to accept depend-
ence as postwar pay-off for defending their farms and sacrificing their hus-
bands to the nation. Seeking to hold on to land they had worked with
soldier-husbands, rural women attempted to give their own meanings to the
defense of free labor that had exacted such a heavy price on their households.
Holding on to their farms worked against powerful postwar trends that
eroded women'’s control over their property.

Searching for evidence that women’s war work propelled them into post-
war suffrage activism speaks to our contemporary needs, but it may not help
historians understand how the war challenged women and men to rethink
relations within rural households. Whether in politicized language directed
to state officials, damage claims filed at county courthouses, or in the subtle
renegotiations that occurred in postwar households, rural women accepted
that war had precipitated changes in themselves and in their households —
changes that had allowed them to see when their interests corresponded to or
differed from the state’s. In what was surely her first contact with an official
of the state, Esther Jane Campman, wife of a drafted Pennsylvania soldier,
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addressed the governor as she might have an old friend. “Hit is with the
graitst of pleasher I have seatied mi self to Drop aline to you to in fourm you
i have had a leter from mi husbund,” Campman began. Though broken down
from work and worry and in bad health, Campman anticipated a response
from Curtin, whom she referred to as “our gouverner.”® Whereas the gap was
considerable between the wartime experiences of a marginal rural woman like
Esther Jane Campman who worked to feed her family and a middle-class
urban woman like Mary Livermore who imagined the implications of that
work, perhaps the difference in their responses is less apparent. For Livermore
the war opened up the opportunity for women to demand political rights. For
Campman the war demanded that she act as if she already had them.
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