By Bette Lou

CYCLONE IN CALICO
by: Bette Lou Higgins

Eden Valley Enterprises
1250 East River St.
Elyria, Ohio 44035
© 2006

CYCLONE IN CALICO
Being sick and wounded has never been easy. But in the days when medical knowledge had barely caught
up with the fact that a little soap and water could go a long way toward helping people regain their health
and strength, it was even more difficult. Taking care of the sick and wounded has never been easy either
and that task was equally difficult during those days before our current medical advancements.
Mother Mary Ann Bickerdyke, from Knox County, Ohio, was a self‐trained nurse who took care of the sick
and wounded soldiers during the Civil War. It was a time of little accurate medical knowledge, a time of
little accurate nutritional knowledge and a time when women were considered to be too delicate to deal
with such matters. But Mother Bickerdyke, and many other women like her, did not pay attention to what
was expected of them – they only paid attention to what was NEEDED of them. Mary Ann took a job to care
for the soldiers working 7 days a week and being paid the same rate as the men ‐‐ $12/month.
When Mary Ann arrived in Cairo, Illinois to deliver supplies to wounded soldiers she was attacked by the
stench and filth that was all around the camp. She looked out in disgust at the piles of garbage, dead dogs
and the rats that were everywhere. Even healthy men could hardly remain so for long in this spot! The
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soldiers in bloody, dirty rags had to endure rotting food and polluted water and there was not a single
latrine in the camp. It didn’t take long before Mary Ann took over. Latrines were built and she began a
clean‐up campaign.
Mother Bickerdyke was a woman of strong language, earthy manners and country cures and she was very
unpopular with corrupt officers and lazy orderlies who preferred to sit around smoking and playing cards
rather than tend to the sick and wounded.
Called a “Cyclone in Calico”, Mary Ann was quick to get the wounded out of their filthy garments and to
bathe them and boil their towels and clothes. She moved from battle site to battle site leaving her patients in
much better shape than most doctors at the time.
Mother Bickerdyke was tireless in her attempts to care for the wounded. She traveled all through the south
tending to the needy. By 1863 she was the matron of the military hospital in Memphis. When she
discovered the shortage of fresh milk, eggs and meat, she launched a speaking tour to solicit food for the
soldiers. Farmers contributed livestock including chicken, ducks, cows and pigs and sent bushels of
vegetables and fruit. The Northwest Sanitary Commission was stunned by the success of her food‐raising!
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But there were always food shortages and they affected everyone. When rations were short, the men would
eat old hardtack infested with weevils. They would break up the hardtack, place it in a cup, and pour on
boiling coffee. Then the weevils would rise to the top where they would skim them off and eat the softened
hardtack. As a nurse, Mother Bickerdyke was expected to eat the same food.
The challenges of winter were particularly harsh. The soldiers would return to camp frozen in their saddles
and crusted with blood. Many had to be cut down and thawed out before they could be treated. Mary Ann
would serve them hot soups and hot toddies of whiskey, water and brown sugar to warm them.
During Sherman’s March, she spent five days at the battle at Resaca where she and her assistant, Eliza
Porter, went without sleep in order to bring food, coffee and comfort to the soldiers and to help with
amputations which were the best solution for bones shattered by musket balls. Doctors performed more
than 29,000 amputations. Gangrene was common and many died from simple finger amputations. Doctors
became known as “Sawbones” because they often carried only a knife and a saw which were wiped clean on
their aprons between operations which took about 5 to 7 minutes to complete. Because there was not
enough chloroform available, the men were given a “tot of whiskey” and told to “bite the bullet” literally
during the operation.
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Mother Bickerdyke worked in tent hospitals until Atlanta fell on September 1, 1864 and then she rode the
troop trains for many months. Later she cared for the Union soldiers who had been imprisoned at
Andersonville where the emaciated prisoners were astonished by this strong‐minded, blustering woman
with an encouraging word for everyone. She was still tending the soldiers when the war ended in 1865.
At the Great Victory Parade of May 24, 1865, she was given an honored place among Sherman’s forces. But
she did not receive a pension for her war work until 1886 when Congress voted her $24/month. She died in
1901 at 84 years of age. She was remembered by the soldiers as loving, compassionate and caring and they
said these were the ingredients that kept them alive.

NOTES
Mary Ann Bickerdyke was born July 19, 1817 on a farm in Knox County, Ohio.
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“Cyclone In Calico” is from our program YOU’RE A GRAND OLD FLAG: STORIES OF THE AMERICAN SPIRIT and BATTLE
SCARS: STORIES OF THE CIVIL WAR which are part of EVE’s history programs which cover topics such as REMARKABLE OHIOANS
and ORDINARY PEOPLE IN EXTRAORDINARY TIMES: STORIES FROM WWII. (For a complete selection of our publications, visit our

website: http://edenvalleyenterprises.org/books.html )
Eden Valley Enterprises is dedicated to providing unique educational experiences. Our philosophy is that learning and doing are fun
and our basic tool is theatre. While we specialize in living history programs, storytelling, and musical trips back in time, we are equally
adept at other kinds of programs.
From CANAL SONGS AND STORIES, a fun and informative program that features music and stories from the Ohio-Erie Canal, to
DOCTOR PUTNAM’S MIRACLE MIXTURE, a vivid, high-spirited living history program, Eden Valley gives your audiences drama that brims
with energy, humor, and fantasy and features a magical cast of characters.
For more information about Eden Valley and its programs and publications, e-mail us at http://edenvalleyenterprises.org/contact.html or
visit our website at www.edenvalleyenterprises.org.
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