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 Captain William Morse of the 2nd Michigan Volunteer Infantry had special reason 

to remember the fighting at Williamsburg in early May of 1862. As his regiment went into 

the battle, Captain Morse had his feet knocked out from under him as he received a 

Confederate musket ball in his leg just below the knee. Fortunately for him, several 

members of his unit placed him in a stretcher and carried him several miles to the 

Federal hospital transport ship Commodore. The steam ship carried Morse to Fort 

Monroe where he was later transported to a hospital in Brooklyn, New York. Unknown 

to Captain Morse was the fact that one of the men who had carried him to the transport 

landing was really a woman in disguise. 

 Sarah Emma Edmonds had been born in New Brunswick, Canada in 1841. 

Attempting to escape an arranged marriage and apparently inspired by a book entitled 

Fanny Campbell, Female Pirate Captain, Sarah had cut her curly hair and assumed the 

name “Franklin Thompson.”  Posing as a young boy, Emma became a successful 

traveling salesman of religious books, and found herself in Michigan when the Civil War 

broke out. On April 17, 1861, “Franklin Thompson” enlisted in the “Flint Union Greys,” 

which became Company F of the 2nd Michigan Infantry.  

The Regiment left for Washington where “Private Thompson” worked as a male 

nurse in the brigade hospital. At the 1st battle Manassas in July of 1861, “Frank” served 

at a field hospital and was almost captured by the victorious Confederates. 

 The next March, “Thompson” was made regimental mail carrier as the 2nd 

Michigan arrived in tidewater Virginia as part of General George B. McClellan’s 



campaign against Richmond. Recommended for secret service by a chaplain, Emma, 

still as “Frank,” was interviewed and became a spy for General McClellan. Shaving her 

head, Emma adopted a disguise as a Negro laborer and crossed over into the Rebel 

lines around Yorktown.  Returning with information about Confederate troop strength, 

“Private Thompson” rejoined his regiment and was marched with them towards 

Williamsburg when the Southern army abandoned Yorktown.  

On May 5, 1862, only about sixty members of the 2nd Michigan were present on 

the battlefield at Williamsburg as part of General Philip Kearny’s Division, but “Franklin 

Thompson” was among them.  Besides Captain Morse, eleven other members of the 

regiment became casualties that day. After carrying the captain off the field, she helped 

where she could. She spent the night of the battle in a makeshift hospital assisting the 

surgeons at their work.  

It was during her brief stay in Williamsburg over the next few days that Emma 

procured the disguise of an Irish female peddler. As the Federal army made its way 

slowly towards Richmond over the next few weeks, Emma once gain crossed over into 

Confederate territory to spy for General McClellan. 

“Franklin Thompson” continued to serve with the 2nd Michigan until the spring of 

1863 when the regiment was in Kentucky. Taken ill with a malarial fever Emma 

deserted the army rather than enter a hospital and risk her male masquerade being 

found out. She reassumed her female identity and in1864 published a book, Nurse and 

Spy, which detailed her adventures. Dedicated “to the sick and wounded soldiers of the 

Army of Potomac” the proceeds from the book were donated to the Sanitary and 

Christian Commissions to help them in their efforts to comfort Union soldiers.   



After the war, Emma married Linus H. Seelye and worked in the Deep South 

helping to educate newly freed slaves for the Freedmen’s Bureau. For her wartime 

service as a nurse and her devotion to her comrades on the battlefield, she received a 

pension from Congress of $12 per month. In 1897 Emma was accepted into the Union 

veterans organization, the Grand Army of the Republic, the only woman ever to be so 

honored. Highly respected for her service to her country, Emma died the next year in 

Laporte, Texas. The young woman, who had carried her captain off the battlefield at 

Williamsburg many years before, was finally laid to rest in a special Memorial Day 

service in Houston. 

 


