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Sarah Emma Edmonds

AKA PRIVATE FRANK THOMPSON, UNION


“More than one member of the company can attest … Frank’s ‘manly bearing,’ soldierly qualities, kindness, and devotion to the sick deserve to be recognized in a liberal and substantial manner.”

—testimony of Sumner Howard, former member of Second Michigan Regiment, Company F, in a House of Representatives report arguing for Sarah Edmonds’s pension on March 22, 1882



AS A YOUNG GIRL, Sarah Emma Edmonds received a gift: a book championing a heroine named Fanny Campbell who fought on the high seas disguised as a male pirate during the American Revolution. Little did the bearer of the gift know the influence the story would have on Sarah. “I am emancipated!” Sarah thought to herself, her imagination fired by the mere possibility of acting so freely. In her memoirs she would later acknowledge the role Fanny played in liberating her mind from the social constraints of her time: “When I read where ‘Fanny’ cut off her brown curls and donned the blue jacket and stepped into the freedom and glorious independence of masculinity, I threw up my old straw hat and shouted.”

Sarah Emma Edmonds was born in 1841 to a traditional farming family in New Brunswick, Canada. For the most part Sarah and her sisters lived the lives of typical nineteenth-century farm girls: They worked outdoors, helped their parents with the planting and harvesting of crops, took care of the horses, milked the cows, chopped wood, and learned to hunt and fish. Though Sarah often fantasized about adventures outside her daily routine, it wasn’t until about 1856 that her life took a real detour toward uncharted territory.

[image: Sarah Emma Edmonds in female attire, and as Franklin Thompson. CREDIT: STATE ARCHIVES OF MICHIGAN]

Fifteen was a ripe age for marriage—Sarah’s own mother had been married at that age. Sarah’s flight from her New Brunswick home was precipitated by her father’s decision to marry her off to a neighboring farmer much older than herself “While the preparations were going on for the wedding, one starless night I most unceremoniously left for parts unknown,” she later wrote. Sarah made her escape with help from her mother, who understood her feelings against the arrangement. Eventually, Sarah adopted male dress, cut her hair, and took up the name Franklin Thompson in order to facilitate her travels.

As Frank Thompson, Sarah could go to town unchaperoned and stay out as late as she liked. She could eat alone in restaurants—something not taken lightly by women of her time. Farming life had not sated her intellectually, and her thirst for education led her across the border to the northern United States, where she entertained thoughts of entering the field of “foreign missionary.” She ended up in New England, working as a successful Bible bookseller and publisher’s agent in Hartford, Connecticut. It is unclear whether she posed exclusively as a man during her first five years away from home. What is certain is that her guise gained her meaningful employment at a publishing house, work she could not have secured had she been outfitted in female attire.

Her work for the publisher took Sarah back to Canada and on to Flint, Michigan. One morning in May 1861, as she waited for a train bound for New England, she heard military recruiters calling for enlistees. A voice in the street broke through her reverie and proclaimed, “New York Herald—Fall of Fort Sumter—President’s Proclamation—Call for seventy-five thousand men!” Images flew up before her eyes of bustling wartime activity—and, of course, the excitement it might bring her. Like her childhood hero Fanny Campbell, Sarah was charged to decide on some kind of action. “The great question to be decided … what can I do?” she later wrote. “What part am I to act in this great drama?”

As a Canadian, Sarah knew she was not obliged to stay in her adopted country during the American upheaval. But as a deeply religious woman, Sarah thanked God in her memoirs that she was “permitted in this hour of my adopted country’s need to express … my gratitude which I feel toward the people of the Northern States.” Her sense of duty reflected the feelings of many of the men who served as “common soldiers” in the Civil War—though, in the traditional sense, Sarah was far from common.

On May 25, 1861, the beardless young Private Franklin Thompson enlisted with the Flint Union Greys, Company F of the Second Michigan Infantry, a regiment commanded by Colonel Israel B. “Fighting Dick” Richardson. She was twenty years old.

Her real identity as a woman went
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