
 

 

These first entries are written by Mrs. Beth Reed. She was born to an Upper-
Middle-Class family in Pennsylvania. She married at the age of 22 to Mr. James Reed 
a prominent Pennsylvania banker. They have no kids. When the war started James 

Reed joined the Union army and became a Sergeant. Beth went with him and 
worked as a laundress. That’s where her journal begins. 

____________________________________________________________  

 
September 2, 1863 

 
I’ve decided to take up a journal, because I think life in the “War of the Rebellion” 

will be important in history, and that hopefully one day I’ will look back on this time with 
great pride.  

There is a lot of gossip at the Laundry so I’ll have lot’s to write about. Yesterday the 
girls talked of women who dress up as men and become soldiers. When I brought it up at 
dinner, my husband said it’s scandalous, but I think it to be quite heroic and noble. Those 
boys wouldn’t be able to do a thing without us women behind them. I’m not saying that what 
they are doing is unimportant, they are fighting a war and all, but what I’m saying is there 
are more cogs in this machine than they might think.  
 

 
 
September 3, 1863, 
 
 The girls were talking about people in the women’s right movement, and how they’re 
putting they’re cause on hold and fighting to end slavery. It just sparks so much hope, love, 
and selflessness when people who are still struggling to get their own rights, are fighting for 
others. It is so inspiring I can’t help but cry.  
 The girls from work are asking for me to come back in and finish this load of laundry. 
Duty calls. I’ll write more tomorrow.   
 

 
 
September 4, 1863 



 

 

 
 Today I received a letter from my dearest friend, Martha. I have enclosed it on the 
next page: 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dear Beth, 

 I hope war is treating you and James well. Back home all the local 

women are trying to raise funds for food, medicine, supplies, and such, 

for the army. I’ve been helping out with it, but now I plan on going 

down South to teach. There are some former slaves down there that ought 

to get an education and maybe they’ll even end up joining the Union. I 

feel it’s a worthy cause. Abolition isn’t just about changing the rules but 



 

 

about changing the mind set. And what better way to that than teach them 

that there are people fighting for them, and give them the education they 

have desserve. I know you would agree, and I wish you were here with 

us. I miss you lots. 

 

                                                     With Love, 

                                                 Martha Lancaster   

 

 

 
What a sweet note. Those people in the South will be lucky to have her. Martha is one of the 
wisest people I know. She was the one who showed me that even if married women can’t 
really own land, they can own their beliefs, and make a difference.  
 
 

 
 
These next entries are written by Ira Clark. She was born enslaved to widower Iona 
Thompson in Louisiana. She worked in the kitchen mostly. When Mrs. Thompson 

died, the will freed all of her slaves including Ira and Ira’s brother Benjamin. Ira was 
15 and her brother was 17. They then moved to Pennsylvania, a free state. They lived 
there until the start of the war, when her brother joined as a soldier for the Union 
in Pennsylvania. Ira decided to join him, and worked as a kitchen hand in the base 

where her brother’s regiment was stationed. That’s where her journal begins.  
(She is 17) 

 
 

 



 

 

  

 

 

 

 

September 2, 1863 

  

 Bengi (my brother) said I should start keeping a diary. Somewhere to 

keep my secrets and talk about work. But I don’t have any secrets, and the 

kitchen is as boring as usual. I don’t really fit in. Though the workers are 

with the Union, some of them still don’t see me at their same level. There is 

this one girl, Jenny Cartwright, who I’m close friends with. She’s not like a lot 

of them. She’s genuinely nice. 

All the other people in there are always gossiping. Those girls in the 

kitchen cluck like hens. Most of what they say is just pure speculation. Mostly 

about boys and drama around the base. But sometimes I can’t help but 

listen in when they talk about their families. It just fills my heart warmth, 

yet also longing.  

It’s nice to hear how much people are stepping up. Especially the women. 

The girls talk about how there (female) relatives are taking over some of 

the jobs of the men who are away at war. Lorie Jones was talking about 

how her sister took a job at a factory, to try and do her part. Another girl 

named Millie Scott, said her cousin got a desk job in the government. And 



 

 

there’s all this talk of people fundraising for the Union. It all just fills my 

heart with joy.     

 
 

 
 
September 3, 1863 

 

 There’s a reason I said that hearing stories about families fills me 

with longing. My family situation wasn’t exactly ideal. But Slaves never have it 

good. I’m lucky that I ever got freed.  

My owner. Mrs.Thompson was a thankless, bitter woman. But when she 

got sick I think she had an epiphany. She knew she was dying and I guess she 

thought her slaves had been tortured enough. So when she died she set us 

free. But not before my family was shattered.  

My father was sold when I was seven. My mother was heart broken, 

she could barely do her tasks. She was so sad, and nothing my brother and I 

could do would help. We asked her to teach us how to read and write (she was 

one of Mrs.Thompson's slaves that knew how). We asked her to teach songs, 

and sang her favorites to her. But nothing helped. Then three years later she 

died of smallpox. My brother and I were on our own. The other slaves took 

care of us when they could, but we were still on our own for the most part. 

But now here I am, fighting for freedom, or at least as much 

freedom as the world will give, and trying to make my family proud.     



 

 

 

 

      


