
Clarissa “Clara” Harlow Barton was born December 25, 1821 in Oxford, Massachusetts.1 Born

to Captain Stephen Barton, a businessman and captain of the local militia in Oxford, and Sarah

Stone Barton, who was known for her eccentricity and volatile temper. Clara grew up hearing

stories of war and the importance of an army well equipped with medical supplies, from her

father. At the age of 11, Clara’s older brother David fell from the barn rafters and became

seriously injured. Clara missed school to nurse him for two years, before the family consulted a

steam doctor who cured him after three weeks of vapor bath treatment.2 This was Clara’s first

experience as a nurse.3 Clara Barton grew up to found multiple aid societies and do what no

woman had ever done before. Without Clara Barton’s determination to bring the Red Cross to

America, thousands of lives would have been lost.

Clara Barton started teaching at the age of 17 and established the first free public school in

Bordentown, New Jersey by 1852.4 Though she resigned her position when she discovered the

school had hired a man and paid him twice her salary, saying she would never work for less than

a man. In 1854, Clara Barton was hired as a recording clerk at the U.S. Patent Office in

Washington D.C.5 This made her one of the first woman to ever hold a government job,6 and she

had an annual salary of $1,400, the same as a man. The next year,7 Secretary of Interior Robert

McClelland demoted her to a copyist who makes 10 cents per 100 words because he did not like

women working in the government. She remained in this position until President Buchanan laid
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her off shortly after.8 In 1860, Abraham Lincoln was elected and she resumed her job as a

recording clerk9 until the American Civil War began on April 12, 1861.10 Clara Barton officially

quit her job at the U.S. Patent Office April 19, 186111 when the 6th Massachusetts Infantry was

attacked by southern sympathizers and brought to D.C. for care. Clara Barton rushed over and

provided them with food, medicine, and other supplies from her house. When she began to run

out, she wrote to friends from all over to send supplies. After Clara Barton finished caring for the

6th Massachusetts Infantry, she went to the government and army leaders to convince them to let

her go to the battlefield, and on August 3, 1862 she was given permission.12 She appeared at the

Battle of Cedar Mountain at midnight with a 4 mule team and supplies. By the time she got there,

the Union surgeons had already been out of supplies for hours. Once Clara Barton had done

everything she could on the battlefield, she went to Culpepper where she handed out shirts and

prepared soup for the wounded.13 One of the surgeons there wrote “I thought that night if Heaven

ever sent out an… angel. She must be one- her assistance was so timely.”14After this night she

became known as the “Angel of the Battlefield.”15 After the battle of Cedar Mountain, Clara

Barton went to every major battle in Virginia, Maryland, and South Carolina. In 1864, she was

appointed head nurse of one of Benjamin Butler's units, even though she had no formal medical

training.16 Following the American Civil War, Clara Barton was appointed General
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Correspondent for the Friends of Paroled Prisoners. Her job was to find and respond to inquiries

about missing soldiers from their family and friends. Clara Barton responded to over 63,000

letters and identified over 22,000 missing men before her health started to decline.

In 1869, Clara Barton’s doctor sent her to Europe to regain her health.17 While in Europe she

was contacted by the International Red Cross who had heard of what she had done and asked her

why the U.S. was so hesitant to adopt the Treaty of Geneva. She revealed that she had never

heard of it, so they urged her to become involved in the International Red Cross and experience

the benefits of it and the Treaty of Geneva. Clara Barton ended up establishing a workroom in

Strasbourg to give residents some employment during the Franco-Prussian War. After

experiencing the effects it had on the residents, she returned to the U.S. with the goal of

convincing the U.S. government to adopt the Treaty of Geneva and start the American Red

Cross.18

On August 22, 1864 the Geneva Convention “for the Amelioration of the Condition of the

Wounded in Armies in the Field” was held. Businessman Henry Dunant, wrote “Un Souvenir de

Solférino,” a documentation of his experience at the Battle of Solferino. In the book, Dunant put

forward two ideas to improve the protection of those wounded in battle. He stated that medical

personnel should be considered neutral so that they can care for their wounded without

interruption and delay, and that aid societies should be established in every country to care for

those wounded in war. These ideas led to the founding of the International Red Cross in 1863.

The International Red Cross then requested that the Swiss Federal Council hold a convention.
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This convention became known as the First Geneva Convention.19 During the First Geneva

Convention, it was agreed upon by 12 countries20 that the wounded would be cared for regardless

of their nationality, nurses and medical workers were neutral, and that an emblem would be

present to identify nurses and medical workers. The emblem is a red cross with a white

background.21

When Clara Barton returned to the U.S., she worked tirelessly for 8 years to convince the U.S.

government to allow for the formation of the American Red Cross.22 She spread the word by

lecturing, writing pamphlets, and meeting with the President.23 One well known poster said,

“Join. Red Cross Work Must Go On! All You Need Is A Heart And A Dollar.” 24 In 1877 Clara

Barton met with President Rutherford B. Hayes to try and convince him to sign the Treaty of

Geneva. He originally expressed interest, but rejected the petition saying it could be seen as a

“possible entangling alliance” with the European Nations.25 The U.S. government also said that

it was not necessary because there was never going to be another war. Clara Barton later sent a

letter to President Hayes from President Moynier of the International Committee of Geneva. It
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said that he would be willing to help the U.S. unite with the International Red Cross, but still

Hayes refused. Clara Barton knowing that Hayes would never give in, waited until President

Garfield’s Inauguration to try again. Garfield passed the idea and left it to Secretary of State

James G. Blaine, to start communicating with the International Committee of Geneva about

arranging plans for the American Red Cross. Unfortunately, President Garfield was assassinated

before the plans were carried through, but luckily his successor, President Arthur, continued with

the arrangements.26 On May 21, 1881 the first American Red Cross meeting was held in Clara

Barton’s Washington D.C. apartment27 and they made it their goal to convince Congress to adopt

the Treaty of Geneva.28 On March 1, 1882 President Arthur announced that the U.S. would be

joining the Treaty of Geneva29 and on May 16, 1882 it was ratified by the U.S. Senate.30

Clara Barton went on to lead the American Red Cross for 20 years and turned it into an

organization that saved thousands of lives.31 She began a disaster relief program that provided

food, clothing, and supplies to those impacted by a disaster. Most famously, during the

Johnstown Flood of 1889, the dam holding back 20 million tons of water broke due to heavy rain

and poor maintenance. Clara Barton and the Red Cross rushed over and stayed for 6 months

distributing food, tents, and supplies to survivors. 2,000 died that day and it would have been

many more if not for the American Red Cross.32 In 1901 Clara Barton told Congress, “The Red

Cross in its nature, its aims and purposes, and consequently, its methods, is unlike any other

organization in the country. It is an organization of physical action, of instantaneous action, at the
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spur of the moment; it cannot await the ordinary deliberation of organized bodies if it would be

of use to suffering humanity.”33 Clara Barton spent the rest of her life establishing aid societies34

and advocating for women’s rights35 before she died in 1912 at the age of 90.36 Her home in Glen

Echo, Maryland became a National Historic Site in 1975 and was the first to ever be dedicated to

the achievements of a woman.37

Today the Geneva Convention and International Red Cross are known worldwide. 175

countries have now ratified the Treaty of Geneva38 and the Red Cross has become the world's

largest humanitarian network and helps people in over 150 countries.39 The American Red Cross

has made it their mission to prevent and alleviate human suffering through the power of

volunteers and donations,40 and there have been three more Geneva Conventions since the one in

1864. The Second Geneva Convention of 1907 protects victims of war at sea, the Third Geneva

Convention of 1929 protects prisoners of war, and the Fourth Geneva Convention of 1949

protects civilians in times of war.41 The U.S. has ratified the treaties of all 4 conventions and

Protocol III, which states the red crystal emblem may be used as a symbol of neutrality. They

have not, however, ratified Protocol I and II, which state that nations who signed agree to further

41 Tikkanen, Amy. “Red Cross and Red Crescent.” Britannica, Britannica,
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Red-Cross-and-Red-Crescent, Dec. 31, 2020.

40 “Mission and Values.”

39 “International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies.” UNHCR, UNHCR,
https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/international-federation-red-cross-red-crescent-societies.html, Dec. 31, 2020.

38 “Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols.” Legal Information Institute,
https://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/geneva_conventions_and_their_additional_protocols, Dec. 4, 2020.

37 Michals, Debra

36 MacClean, Maggie

35 Ida, Harper Husted

34 “Clara Barton and The American Red Cross.”

33 “Clara Barton: Leader for Emergency Relief.” Clara Barton Missing Soldiers Office Museum, Clara
Barton Missing Soldiers Office Museum, Jan. 15, 2019, https://www.clarabartonmuseum.org/emergency/,
Dec. 14, 2020.



restrictions on the treatment of those protected, and the clarification of the fundamentals of

humane treatment.42 Clara Barton led an amazing life and one that will not be forgotten. Without

Clara Barton’s communication, there might not be an American Red Cross today and thousands

more lives would have been lost.
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Appendix A

Photo of well known American Red Cross recruitment poster from 1917.

Recruitment poster for the American Red Cross, 1917. Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.

(LC-USZC4-10019).


