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Guest speaker is George Rable. This is an in-person 
event, to hear him, you must be here.  Come join us, 
have a lovely homey Italian meal, and visit with your 
fellow Civil War enthusiasts. Just call 718-341-9811 
or send an email to make a reservation.

George C. Rable is Professor Emeritus and the former Charles 
G. Summersell Chair in Southern History at the University of 
Alabama. He is the author of seven books on the Civil War era 
, including: Fredericksburg! Fredericksburg! (University of 
North Carolina Press, 2002), which won the Lincoln Prize, God’s 
Almost Chosen Peoples: A Religious History of the American 
Civil War (University of North Carolina Press, 2010), Damn 
Yankees! Demonization and Defi ance in the Confederate South 
(Louisiana State University Press, 2015), and most recently, 
Confl ict of Command: George McClellan, Abraham Lincoln, and 
the Politics of War (Louisiana State University Press, 2023).
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President’s Message
Welcome to the second meeting of 2024. 

February is Black History month. So, this month 
Dispatch looks at black women and the Civil War. 
We were surprised to find that many black women 
participated in the war effort in one way or another. 
This issue highlights just a few of them. For example, 
Cathay Williams enlisted at the age of 17 and fought with Sheridan’s  
38th US Infantry Regiment, under the guise of William Cathay. Then 
there is Susie King Taylor, Charlotte Farten and Frances Ellen Walker 
Harper, although they did not join the fight, they did their part to help  
the Union cause. 

I hope you find this issue interesting, and please, if you have suggestions 
for future issues, we most certainly would like to hear from you.

Pat Holohan

Question of the month:

What was the most northern point in Union 
territory to be raided by Confederated?
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CATHAY WILLIAMS

Image courtesy of U.S. Army

Cathay Williams was born to an enslaved mother and a 
free father in Independence, Missouri in 1844.  During her 
adolescence, she worked as a house slave on the Johnson 
plantation on the outskirts of Jefferson City, Missouri. In 
1861, Union forces occupied Jefferson City during the early 
stages of the Civil War. At this time, captured slaves were 
officially designated as contraband and some served in 
military support roles such as cooks, laundresses, or nurses. 
Before her voluntary enlistment, at just 17 years old, Williams 
served as an Army cook and a washerwoman. In this role she 
accompanied the infantry all over the country. Williams served 
under the service of General Philip Sheridan and witnessed the 
Red River Campaign and the Battle of Pea Ridge.
Despite the prohibition against women serving in the military, 
Williams enlisted in the U.S. Regular Army under the false 
name of “William Cathay” on November 15, 1866. She enlisted 
for a three-year engagement, passing herself off as a man. 
Williams was assigned to the 38th U.S. Infantry Regiment after 
she passed the cursory medical examination. Though this exam 

should have outed her as a woman, the Army did not require 
full medical exams at this time.
Shortly after her enlistment, she contracted smallpox 
and was hospitalized. Williams rejoined her unit in New 
Mexico. There, possibly due to the effects of smallpox, the 
heat, or the years of marching, her body began to show 
signs of strain. Due to her frequent hospialization, the post 
surgeon finally discovered she was a woman and informed 
the post commander. She was honorably discharged by her 
commanding officer, Captain Charles E. Clarke on October 
14, 1868. Though her disability discharge meant the end 
of her tenure with the Army, her advenure continued. She 
signed up with an emerging all-black regiment that would 
eventually become part of the legendary Buffalo Soldiers.
Following her discharge, Williams went on to work as a 
cook at Fort Union, New Mexico (now Fort Union National 
Monument) and later moved to Pueblo, Colorado. Though 
she married, it ended badly after her husband stole her 
money and a team of horses. Williams had him arrested 
and then moved to Trinidad, Colorado, where she worked 
as a seamstress. It was during this time that her story first 
became public. A reporter from St. Louis heard rumors of 
a female African American who had served in the army and 
came to interview her. Her life and military service narrative 
was published in the St. Louis Daily Times on January 2, 
1876.
Around 1889 or 1890, Williams entered a local hospital and 
applied for a disability pension based on her military service. 
Though there was a precedent for granting pension to female 
soldiers, (Deborah Sampson,  Anna Maria Lane and Molly 
Williams disguised themselves as men in the Revolutionary 
War), Williams request was denied. In September 1893, a 
doctor examined Williams. She suffered from neuralgia and 
diabetes, and had all her toes amputated and walked with 
a crutch. The doctor decided that she did not qualify for 
disability payments. The exact date of her death is unknown, 
but it is believed she died shortly after she was denied.
What Makes Cathay Williams An American Hero:  Though 
over 400 women served in the Civil War posing as male 
soldiers, Williams was the first African American woman to 
enlist and the only documented woman to serve in the United 
States Army, while disguised as a man, during the Indian 
Wars. Williams is also the only known female Buffalo Soldier. 
Williams’ determination to serve her country demonstrates 
the extraordinary feats women have accomplished simply 
trying to live their lives.

From: nps.gov
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Susie King Taylor
Born a slave in Savannah, 
Georgia in 1848, Susie 
King Taylor was 14 years 
old when the Union Army 
attacked nearby Fort Pulaski 
(April 1862). Taylor fled 
with her uncle’s family and 
other blacks to St. Simons 
Island, Georgia, where slaves 
were being liberated by the 
army. Since most blacks 
were illiterate, it was soon 
discovered that Taylor could 
read and write.

Five days after her arrival, Commodore Louis 
Goldsborough offered Taylor books and supplies if she 
would establish a school on the island. She accepted the 
offer and became the first black teacher to openly instruct 
African Americans in Georgia. By day she taught children 
and at night she held a class for adults.

Captain Charles Trowbridge arrived at St. Simons to gather 
troops for what would become the 33rd Regiment of the 
First South Carolina Volunteers, which included former 
slaves from Florida, Georgia and South Carolina. These 
were the first African American soldiers in the Union army, 
and they continued to serve until they were disbanded 
January 31, 1866.

When Trowbridge and the Volunteers left St. Simon’s 
Island, Taylor was allowed to accompany them. Initially 
taken as a laundress, her duties expanded to include clerical 
work and nursing. For the next few years, she assisted 
the troops as they traveled and battled throughout South 
Carolina, Georgia and Florida.

Taylor’s experiences as a black employee of the 
Union Army are recounted in her diary, published as 
Reminiscences of My Life in Camp with the 33rd United 
States Colored Troops Late 1st S.C. Volunteers:

Finally orders were received for the boys to prepare to take 
Fort Gregg, each man to take 150 rounds of cartridges, 
canteens of water, hard-tack, and salt beef. This order was 

sent three days prior to starting, to allow them to be in 
readiness. I helped as many as I could to pack haversacks 
and cartridge boxes… The fourth day, about five o’clock 
in the afternoon, the call was sounded, and I heard the first 
sergeant say, “Fall in, boys, fall in, and they were not long 
obeying the command…

I went with them as far as the landing, and watched them 
until they got out of sight, and then I returned to the camp. 
There was no one at camp but those left on picket and a few 
disabled soldiers, and one woman, a friend of mine, Mary 
Shaw, and it was lonesome and sad, now that the boys were 
gone, some never to return…

About four o’clock, July 2, the charge was made. The 
firing could be plainly heard in camp. I hastened down 
to the landing and remained there until eight o’clock that 
morning. When the wounded arrived, or rather began to 
arrive, the first one brought in was Samuel Anderson of our 
company. He was badly wounded. Then others of our boys, 
some with their legs off, arm gone, foot off, and wounds of 
all kinds imaginable. They had to wade through creeks and 
marshes, as they were discovered by the enemy and shelled 
very badly…

My work now began. I gave my assistance to try to 
alleviate their sufferings. I asked the doctor at the hospital 
what I could get for them to eat. They wanted soup, but that 
I could not get; but I had a few cans of condensed milk and 
some turtle eggs, so I thought I would try to make some 
custard. I had doubts as to my success, for cooking with 
turtle eggs was something new to me, but… the result was 
a very delicious custard. This I carried to the men, who 
enjoyed it very much.

My services were given at all times for the comfort of 
these men. I was on hand to assist whenever needed. I 
was enrolled as company laundress, but I did very little of 
it, because I was always busy doing other things through 
camp, and was employed all the time doing something for 
the officers and comrades.

Taylor served wherever she was needed most until the end 
of the war, after which she continued to teach illiterate 
African Americans.

In 1862, Union forces occupied the Sea Islands off the 
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coast of South Carolina. The white residents fled, leaving 
their plantations and thousands of slaves, who were 
then liberated by the Union Army. Port Royal and the 
surrounding Islands became the site of the first major 
attempts to aid the newly freed slaves, which was called the 
Port Royal Experiment.

Charlotte Forten
A young teacher and writer, Charlotte Forten (later Grimke) 
was a member of a well-educated family of well-to-do, free 
blacks in Philadelphia who were active in the abolitionist 
movement. Forten was one of many northern teachers who 
volunteered to help educate the ex-slaves and demonstrate 
that African Americans were capable of self-improvement.

 

Forten arrived at St. Helena Island in October 1862. As a 
black woman, she hoped to find kinship with the freedmen, 
but her own education set her apart. In 1864, she published 
“Life on the Sea Islands” in The Atlantic Monthly, which 
brought the work of the Port Royal Experiment to the 
attention of Northern readers.

In this long essay Forten tells us about her teaching 
experiences as an African American northerner who went 
south to teach former slaves. The following are excerpts 
from that work:

In April [1863] we left Oaklands, which had always been 
considered a particularly unhealthy place during the 
summer, and came to Seaside, a plantation on another 
and healthier part of the island. The place contains nearly 
a hundred people. The house is large and comparatively 
comfortable…

On this, as on several other large plantations, there is a 
Praise-House, which is the special property of the people. 

Even in the old days of Slavery, they were allowed to 
hold meetings here; and they still keep up the custom. 
They assemble on several nights of the week, and on 
Sunday afternoons. First, they hold what is called the 
Praise-Meeting, which consists of singing, praying, and 
preaching… At the close of the Praise-Meeting they all 
shake hands with each other in the most solemn manner. 
Afterward, as a kind of appendix, they have a grand 
“shout,” during which they sing their own hymns…

Notwithstanding the heat, we determined to celebrate the 
Fourth of July as worthily as we could. The freed people 
and the children of the different schools assembled in the 
grove near the Baptist Church The flag was hung across the 
road, between two magnificent live-oaks, and the children, 
being grouped under it, sang The Star-Spangled Banner 
with much spirit…

Among the visitors present was the noble young Colonel 
Shaw [Robert Gould Shaw, commander of the 54th 
Massachusetts, the first unit of black soldiers to be raised in 
the North] whose regiment was then stationed on the island. 
We had met him a few nights before, when he came to our 
house to witness one of the people’s shouts. We looked 
upon him with the deepest interest. There was something in 
his face finer, more exquisite, than one often sees in a man’s 
face, yet it was full of courage and decision…

A few days afterwards we saw his regiment on dress-
parade, and admired its remarkably fine and manly 
appearance. After taking supper with the Colonel we sat 
outside the tent, while some of his men entertained us with 
excellent singing. Every moment we became more and 
more charmed with him. How full of life and hope and lofty 
aspirations he was that night! How eagerly he expressed his 
wish that they might soon be ordered to Charleston! “I do 
hope they will give us a chance,” he said…

We never saw him afterward. In two short weeks came the 
terrible massacre at Fort Wagner, and the beautiful head of 
the young hero and martyr [Shaw] was laid low in the dust. 
Never shall we forget the heart-sickness with which we 
heard of his death. We could not realize it at first, we who 
had seen him so lately in all the strength and glory of his 
young manhood. For days we clung to a vain hope; then it 
fell away from us, and we knew that he was gone. We knew 
that he died gloriously, but still it seemed very hard. Our 
hearts bled for the mother whom he so loved,–for the young 
wife, left desolate…

During a few of the sad days which followed the attack 
on Fort Wagner, I was in one of the hospitals of Beaufort, 
occupied with the wounded soldiers of the Fifty-Fourth 
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Massachusetts. The first morning was spent in mending the 
bullet-holes and rents in their clothing. What a story they 
told! Some of the jackets of the poor fellows were literally 
cut in pieces. It was pleasant to see the brave, cheerful 
spirit among them.

Some of them were severely wounded, but they uttered no 
complaint; and in the letters which they dictated to their 
absent friends there was no word of regret, but the same 
cheerful tone throughout. They expressed an eager desire to 
get well, that they might “go at it again.” Their attachment 
to their young colonel was beautiful to see. They felt his 
death deeply…

The physical and emotional stress took its toll on 
Charlotte’s slender frame, and she began to experience 
periods of ill health and terrible headaches; she was forced 
to leave St. Helena and return to Philadelphia in 1864. 
After the Civil War, she worked with the Freedmen’s Relief 
Association in Boston to help former slaves find jobs and 
homes. In the late 1860s and 1870s, she worked for the 
U.S. Treasury Department in Washington, DC.

During the Civil War, black women’s services included 
nursing or domestic chores in medical settings, laundering 
and cooking for the soldiers. As the Union Army marched 
through the South and large numbers of freed black men 
enlisted, their female family members often obtained 
employment with the unit. The Union Army also paid 
black women to raise cotton on plantations for the northern 
government to sell.

Frances Ellen Watkins Harper
Born free in Baltimore, 
Maryland, Frances Ellen 
Walker Harper‘s family 
sold their home and fled 
to Canada when the racial 
climate in Maryland became 
increasingly hostile after the 
passage of the Compromise 
of 1850. Frances chose to 
move to Ohio, where she 
became the first woman 
instructor at the African 
Methodist Episcopal Union 
Seminary (now Wilberforce 
University) near Columbus, 

where she taught domestic science.

 In 1855, Harper moved to Philadelphia and joined William 
Still, Chairman of the Pennsylvania Abolition Society, in 

helping escaped slaves travel the Underground Railroad 
on their way to Canada. Leaders of the Philadelphia 
Underground Railroad refused to make Harper an agent 
because she was a woman, but she collected donations and 
forged friendships with Frederick Douglass, Sojourner 
Truth and Harriet Tubman.

In support of the Free Produce movement which 
encouraged the boycott of products tied to slave labor, 
Harper asked, “Could slavery exist long if it did not sit on 
a commercial throne?” She argued that as long as people 
constantly demanded rice from the swamps, cotton from the 
plantations and sugar from the mills, their moral influence 
against slavery would be weakened and their testimony 
diluted.

This remarkable self-educated woman was referred to 
as the Brown Muse, and described as “a petite, dignified 
woman whose sharp black eyes and attractive face reveal 
her sensitive nature.” After emancipation, she wrote and 
lectured to ensure the equal rights of the newly-freed slaves 
and continued her work to gain greater acceptance for all 
women as equals to men.

In 1893, Harper – with colleagues Fannie Barrier 
Williams, Anna Julia Cooper, Fannie Jackson Coppin, 
Sarah J Earley, and Hallie Quinn Brown – charged the 
international gathering of women at the World’s Congress 
of Representative Women in Chicago with indifference to 
the needs and concerns of African American women. As a 
result, she was active in the establishment of the National 
Association of Colored Women and became its vice 
president.

Excerpts from “Liberty For Slaves,” a speech given by 
Frances Ellen Watkins Harper in 1857:
Could we trace the record of every human heart, the 
aspirations of every immortal soul, perhaps we would find 
no man so imbruted and degraded that we could not trace 
the word liberty either written in living characters upon the 
soul or hidden away in some nook or corner of the heart. 
The law of liberty is the law of God, and is antecedent to 
all human legislation. It existed in the mind of Deity when 
He hung the first world upon its orbit and gave it liberty to 
gather light from the central sun…

Slavery is mean, because it tramples on the feeble and 
weak. A man comes with his affidavits from the South and 
hurries me before a commissioner; upon that evidence ex 
parte and alone he hitches me to the car of slavery and trails 
my womanhood in the dust. I stand at the threshold of the 
Supreme Court and ask for justice, simple justice. Upon 
my tortured heart is thrown the mocking words, “You are 

Frances Ellen Watkins Harper
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St. Albans , Vermont

a negro; you have no rights which white men are bound to 
respect”!

As Union armies occupied Confederate states in the South, 
liberating more and more slaves, authorities began to 
employ these laborers for Federal benefit. Government 
officials placed women, children and men who were unfit 
for military service to work on abandoned plantations to 
raise cotton and food crops.

Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin
An African American publisher, journalist and suffragist, 
Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin was also editor of Women’s 
Era, the first newspaper published by and for black women. 
Ruffin was born August 31, 1842 into one of Boston’s 
leading black families. In 1858, at the age of 15, she 
married George Lewis Ruffin. They bought a house on 
Boston’s Beacon Hill and became active in the anti-slavery 
movement.

During the Civil War, Ruffin 
helped recruit African 
American soldiers for the 
54th and 55th Massachusetts 
Infantry Regiments in the 
Union Army and worked for 
the United States Sanitary 
Commission. She also 
served on the Board of 
the Massachusetts Moral 
Education Association and 
the Massachusetts School 
Suffrage Association, 
working closely with other 
New England women 

leaders, including Julia Ward Howe and Lucy Stone.

Some of Ruffin’s greatest contributions came after 
the war, when her philanthropic work brought her in 
contact with many eminent white and black leaders, and 
her close friends included Susan B. Anthony, William 
Lloyd Garrison, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Booker T. 
Washington.

She is best known for her leadership role in establishing 
clubs for African American women. In 1894 Ruffin founded 
the Women’s Era Club, one the first African American 
women’s clubs. In 1895, she and women from other 
national groups organized the National Federation of Afro-
American Women. Its mission was to draw attention to the 
existence of a large number of educated, cultured African-
American women. At its founding meeting Ruffin said:

We are women, American women, as intensely interested in 
all that pertains to us as such as all other American women; 
we are not alienating or withdrawing, we are only coming 
to the front, willing to join any others in the same work and 
welcoming any others to join us.

In 1896 this group and the Colored Women’s League of 
Washington merged, becoming the National Association 
of Colored Women. Ruffin was elected its first vice-
president, and she remained an active participant in that 
group throughout her life. Ruffin was also involved in the 
founding of the Boston branch of the National Association 
for the Advancement of Colored People.

African American women saw the Civil War as an 
opportunity to fight oppression and end slavery. They also 
contributed to the war effort in various ways: as organizers, 
activists, nurses, cooks, camp workers and occasionally 
as spies. They worked in hospitals in the North and 
in the South; many of the nurses in the South were, in 
fact, African American women. Undoubtedly there are 
thousands whose names we will never know.

From: womenhistory blog.com/2014/01/africian-american-
women-in-the-civil-war.html

7

Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin



Men of Cleveland, had a vulture
Sought a timid dove for prey
Would you not, with human pity,
Drive the gory bird away?

Had you seen a feeble lambkin,
Shrinking from a wolf so bold,
Would ye not to shield the trembler,
In your arms have made its fold?

But when she, a hunted sister,
Stretched her hands that ye might save,
Colder far than Zembla’s regions,
Was the answer that ye gave.

On the Union’s bloody altar,
Was your hapless victim laid;
Mercy, truth, and justice shuddered,
But your hands would give no aid.

And ye sent her back to the torture,
Robbed of freedom and of fright.
Thrust the wretched, captive stranger.
Back to slavery’s gloomy night.

Back where brutal men may trample,
On her honor and her fame;
And unto her lips so dusky,
Press the cup of woe and shame.

There is blood upon our city,
Dark and dismal is the stain;
And your hands would fail to cleanse it,
Though Lake Erie ye should drain.

There’s a curse upon your Union,
Fearful sounds are in the air;
As if thunderbolts were framing,
Answers to the bondsman’s prayer.

Ye may offer human victims,
Like the heathen priests of old;
And may barter manly honor
For the Union and for gold.

But ye can not stay the whirlwind,
When the storm begins to break;
And our God doth rise in judgment,
For the poor and needy’s sake.

And, your sin-cursed, guilty Union,
Shall be shaken to its base,
Till ye learn that simple justice,
Is the right of every race.

From: mypoeticside.com

THE UNION SAVERS OF CLEVELAND 
BY FRANCES ELLEN WATKINS HARPER
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