
Excerpts from letters home by Cornelia Hancock, nurse at Gettysburg 

Gettysburg, Pa. July 7th, 1863. 

My Dear Cousin 

I am very tired tonight; have been on the field all day – went to the 3rd Division 2nd Army Corps.  
I suppose there are about five hundred wounded belonging to it.  They have one patch of woods 
devoted to each army corps for a hospital.  I being interested in the 2nd, because Will [her 
brother] had been in it, got into one of its ambulances, and went out at eight this morning and 
came back at six this evening.  There are no words in the English language to express the 
sufferings I witnessed today.  The men lie on the ground; their clothes have been cut off them to 
dress their wounds; they are half naked, have nothing but hardtack to eat only as Sanitary 
Commissions, Christian Associations, and so forth give them.  I was the first woman who 
reached the 2nd Corps after the three days fight at Gettysburg.  I was in that Corps all day, not 
another woman within a half mile.  Mrs. Harris was in first division of 2nd Corps.  I was 
introduced to the surgeon of the post, went anywhere through the Corps, and received nothing 
but the greatest politeness from even the lowest private. 

You can tell Aunt that there is every opportunity for “Secesh” sympathizers to do a good work 
among the butternuts; we have lots of them here suffering fearfully.  To give you some idea of 
the extent and numbers of the wounds, four surgeons, none of whom were idle fifteen minutes at 
a time, were busy all day amputating legs and arms.  I gave to every man that had a leg or arm 
off a gill of wine, to every wounded in Third Division, one glass of lemonade, some bread and 
preserves and tobacco—as much as I am opposed to the latter, for they need it very much, they 
are so exhausted. 

I feel very thankful that this was a successful battle; the spirit of the men is so high that many of 
the poor fellows said today, “What is an arm or leg to whipping Lee out of Penn.”  I would get 
on first rate if they would not ask me to write to their wives; that I cannot do without crying, 
which is not pleasant to either party.   I do not mind the sight of blood, have seen limbs taken off 
and was not sick at all. 

It is a very beautiful, rolling country here; under favorable circumstances I should think healthy, 
but now for five miles around, there is an awful smell of putrefaction.  Women are needed here 
very badly, anyone who is willing to go to field hospitals, but nothing short of an order from 
Secretary Stanton or General Halleck will let you through the lines.  Major General Schenk’s 
order for us was not regarded as anything; if we had not met Miss Dix at Baltimore Depot, we 
should not have gotten through.  It seems a strange taste but I am glad we did.  We stay at Doctor 
Horner’s house at night—direct letters care of Dr. Horner, Gettysburg, Pa.  If you could mail me 
a newspaper, it would be a great satisfaction, as we do not get the news here and the soldiers are 
so anxious to hear; things will be different here in a short time.            Cornelia  



General Hospital—Aug. 8th, 1863. 

My Dear Sallie 

It is well that thee is persevering enough to write to me without an answer for it is almost 
impossible for me to fine time to write.  In the morning before breakfast, before the men wake 
up, is the time we write, for as soon as the men are awake, they want something and continue in 
that state until late at night.  Our hospital is on rising ground, divided off into six avenues, and 
eighteen tents holding twelve men each on each avenue.  We call four tents a ward and name 
them by a letter; mine is ward E.  The water is excellent and there is order about everything.  I 
like it a great deal better than the battlefield, but the battlefield is where one does most good.  I 
shall go to the front if there comes another battle, if not we shall stay in this hospital until fall.  If 
thee was here thee would be very useful to run errands.  I make friends with every one on the 
ground and get on first rate.  Sallie S. I hear has passed away.  But as surely as I live it does not 
seem to me as if I should ever make any account of death again.  I have seen it disposed of in 
such a summary manner out here.   

It is now about nine o’clock, every tent has a light in it, and a lot of groaning sick men.  Our 
cook-house alone is a sight; they have meals cooked for thirteen hundred men, so you may know 
that they have to have the pots middling size.  If you ever saw anything done on a large scale, it 
is done so here.  There are many sights here, but the most melancholy one is to see the wounded 
come in in a long train of ambulances after night fall.  I must be hardhearted though, for I do not 
feel these things as strangers do.  What is the war news?  I do not know the news at all.  I never 
read the papers now, which is a slight change for me.  I look at it in this way that I am doing all a 
woman can do to help the war along, and, therefore, I feel no responsibility.  If people take an 
interest in me because I am a heroine, it is a great mistake for I feel like anything but a heroine.   

Miss Dix was in camp today and stuck her head in the tents, but she does not work at all, and her 
nurses are being superseded very fast.  I think we have some excellent nurses; we must have at 
least thirty women in the whole hospital.  I have one tent of Johnnies in my ward, but I am not 
obliged to give them anything but whiskey. 

I have no doubt that most people think I came into the army to get a husband.  It is a capital place 
for that, as there are very many nice men here, and all men are required to give great respect to 
women.  There are many good-looking women here who gallivant around in the evening, and 
have a good time.  I do no trouble myself much with the common herd.  There is one many who 
is my right-hand man; he is about nineteen years old—is a hospital steward and will do anything 
to accommodate. 

I want you to direct your boxes General Hospital, Ward E—Gettysburg.  Things ought to be sent 
to Gettysburg, as here is the place where there are the most wounded, whether my name is on 
them or not.  Things are all put into Mrs. Duncan’s hands in this hospital; I should not have 



control as I had at Corps Hospital.  I am going to town soon to look after the boxes that have 
been sent to me.  

Thy aunt, Cornelia 

 
	


