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Jane Stuart Woolsey (1830-1891) was 
the second oldest of four sisters who 
joined the ranks of civilian volunteers 
serving sick and wounded soldiers dur-
ing the American Civil War (1, p 3). In 
1863, she joined her sister Georgianna 
in serving at Portsmouth Grove General 
Hospital as assistant superintendents to 
Katherine Wormeley when the latter was 
promoted to superintendent (2, pp 322, 
327). “With Wormeley and Georgianna 
as her mentors, Jane learned hospital 
management” (1, p 5). Later in 1863, she 
and her sister took on the supervised 
nursing, nutrition, and sanitary services 
at the Fairfax Seminary Hospital, opened 
on the grounds of a theological seminary 
near Alexandria, VA (1, p 6). The previous 
article in this series featured Georgianna 
Woolsey (3); the focus of the present 
article is on highlights of Jane Woolsey’s 
management of special diets for soldiers, 
as described in her memoir Hospital Days 
– Reminiscence of a Civil War Nurse (1). 

Jane and her sister stepped into a re-
markably supportive and well-supplied 
environment, compared to deplorable 
conditions in hospitals elsewhere at that 
time. Her sister Georgianna recalled, “ 
‘Jane and I found ourselves in absolute 
control of our own department, and 
most cordially sustained by the surgeon-
in-charge’ ”(1, p 6). In fact, Hospital Days 
was dedicated to Dr. David Page Smith, a 
surgeon in charge who believed strongly 
in special diets as primary care for sol-
diers under his care and entrusted its 
watchful management to Jane from fall 
of 1863 when she arrived, to the hospi-
tal’s closing in August, 1865 (1, p 10). Jane 
described the storeroom as generously 
stocked with items continuously donat-
ed by the US Sanitary Commission (1, p 
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20) and also had US government rations 
available for requisition. Among Jane’s 
primary responsibilities as Superinten-
dent of Nurses was to make sure that 
“the Special Diet was everything it ought 
to be” (1, p 21). Dr. Smith gave her com-
plete authority to report to him any irreg-
ularities in this “serious business” (1, p 21). 
She quoted him as saying, “‘Observe…
continually; your observation is worth 
more than my theory’” (1, pp 21-22). Jane 
agreed with the surgeon’s diet therapy 
principles. Rather than a one-size-fits-all 
approach, he insisted that keeping diet 
prescriptions least restrictive as possible, 
aligned with individual preferences and 
tolerance (and per medical condition), 
was best for patient compliance, com-
fort, and recovery. He also advocated 
change and variety to avoid monotony 
and loss of interest in eating. The memoir 
has numerous examples of patient diet 
orders – one of these follows: “Private C. 
(Chronic diarrhoea [sic].) Grated flour por-

ridge, lemonade, oyster soup, oatmeal 
gruel and peppermint tea” (1, p 22).

Documentation of severe and compli-
cated cases was also expected – progress 
on dietary tolerance, progression, and 
improvement was noted especially for 
such individuals. For example – in her 
“shabby little yellow notebook” – she 
wrote, “‘Cushing complains of the steak; 
it is too rare… Jeffries wants more sea-
soning in his soup…’” (1, p 31). She was 
responsible for tracking all movement 
of food and supplies; the latter were “…
estimated, and amounts entered into the 
store-room book” (1, p 28). The special 
diet system consisted of six stages: 

1. “Diet Table” (1, p 24) – a chart created 
by the Surgeon in Charge [Dr. Smith], 
listing all of the prescriptions.

2.  “The Ward Diet blank, or Return, in 
which every man’s needs for the day 
are entered under his name and num-
ber” (1, p 25).

3. “The Ward Returns aggregated by the 
Superintendent [Jane] on one blank for 
the kitchen”(1, p 25).

4. The above resulted in a requisition for 
precise quantity of food needed, given 
to the commissary steward. (ex: milk 
350 quarts, beef 130 pounds, etc).

5. Commissary report of “all raw mate-
rial received, issued, and remaining on 
hand in the commissary storehouse” (1, 
p 26).

6. Purchase order for local vendors which 
could not be supplied by the “commis-
sary or medical purveyor” – this had to 
be signed by Dr. Smith (1, p 26).

Jane valued her rapport with hospital 
staff as critical to success. “Two chief 
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conditions of efficiency in the special 
diet service are a good central kitchen 
and rapid communication with all parts 
of the Hospital… Every dish is inspected 
or tasted” (1, p 29). The kitchen was 
well served by a chief cook whom Jane 
described as dedicated and diligent in 
following prescribed diets – and who 
took pride in the job. Recipes were stan-
dardized (“regulation”) or modified with 
clear instructions posted. Cleanliness was 
essential, and the kitchen’s ware-washer 
was thorough in his “tin-scouring” (1, 
p 29). Glass bottles returning from the 
wards which contained medicinal-
nutritional liquids for each patient would 
be washed before re-filling – and were 
carefully “corked and re-labelled with 
adhesive label with [patient] name and 
number”(1, p 28). 

Jane’s position demanded accountabil-
ity. While he conceded that no system 
was foolproof, Dr. Smith advised: “‘Ex-
ternal vigilance is the price of special 
diet. Inspect without ceasing’” (1, p 
27). Thus copies of all documents were 
cross-checked regularly to reinforce 
honesty and prevent fraud. She and her 

staff readily embraced hospital ethics 
of responsibility and compassion for 
patients. The detailed examples pro-
vided throughout Hospital Days appear 
to support a successful outcome for the 
painstaking process developed by the 
Woolsey sisters and their staff. The gen-
eral SOP also reflects basic principles of 
present-day hospital food service. 

RDNs interested in reading more detail 
are referred to the following chapters: 
“Gifts to Soldiers” (pp 44-52) details spe-
cific foods and other donations from the 
US Sanitary Commission. “In the Store 
Room” (pp 70-84) includes visits and 
requests from patients with personal sto-
ries; further human interest accounts – 
along with challenges of receiving large 
numbers of patients from ambulances 
and trains – are given in “In the Wards” 
(pp 85-98). More information on the Fair-
fax Seminary Hospital can be found at 
“Letters from Charley Goodyear” website 
(4). This site includes a link to the original 
full text of Hospital Days.

This author encourages RDPG members 
to utilize library and online resources 
available nationwide to further explore 

the history of care and commitment 
of our profession, as the Academy cel-
ebrates its centennial this year! 
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