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While it took some time, military 
officers during the American 
Civil War (1861-65) discovered 
that educated and experienced 
women had much to offer the 
army in terms of good health and 
nutritional care of its soldiers.  One 
such woman was Annie Wittenmyer 
(1827-1900), school teacher from 
Keokuk, Iowa.  Inspired in part by 
writings of Florence Nightingale,1 
along with her own needs 
assessment of Iowan soldiers 
as state sanitary agent, Annie 
became instrumental in providing 
nutritional care for soldiers in 
the Union Army.  Evidence in 
her reports enabled her to raise 
financial support to distribute 
food and sanitary supplies to the 
sick and wounded.  Orders from 
Secretary of War Edwin Stanton in 
1862 authorized her travels with 
Kansas and Mississippi armies, 
giving her first-hand observations 
of health and disease conditions 
related to special dietary needs of 
soldiers.  This ultimately led to the 
establishment of the first hospital 
diet kitchens for special diets in 
the Union army.  Support and 
trained staff were enlisted from 
organizations such as the United 
States Christian Commission 
(USCC), the USO, and the Red Cross.  
Her efforts also won approval from 
President Abraham Lincoln and 
Surgeon General Joseph Barnes.2   
Among her accomplishments were 
$136,000 raised at sanitary fairs 
for food and supplies for soldiers, 
$6,000 of support to create an Iowa 
state home for war orphans, and 

the publication of “A Collection of 
Recipes for the use of Special Diet 
Kitchens in Military Hospitals”3 as a 
guide to setting up and managing 
similar units throughout the 
army.  “During the last 18 months 
of the war, over 2 million rations 
were issued from the long lines of 
special diet kitchens.  It is believed 
that these services saved the lives 
of thousands of soldiers.”2

Here is an excerpt from a dried 
apple recipe in her manual in 
which she implores the reader to 
cook fruit properly – note attention 
to nourishment and proper 
sanitary conditions as these were 
known in the mid-nineteenth 
century:  “Too little care is taken 
in the preparation of dried fruits.  
Dried apples should be carefully 
picked over, and all the burnt 
and worm-eaten pieces thrown 
aside as unfit for use. There is no 
economy in cooking damaged 
fruit.  Sometimes, persons, from 
considerations of economy, or 
fear of censure, do not separate 
the flawy [sic], worm-eaten fruit 
from the good; and, after adding 
sugar and spices, have to throw the 
whole away, because they cannot 
be eaten.”3

To learn more about Annie 
Wittenmyer’s special diet kitchens, 
read her recipe manual cited at the 
end of this article.  It is available 
online or in print at libraries 
throughout the U.S.  As a dietetics 
educator, this author has found 
the recipes are ideal for discussion 

activities in the college classroom 
about the history of dietetics.  
Additionally, Wittenmyer is counted 
among “Famous Iowans” by The 
Des Moines Register.3   Registered 
Dietitian Nutritionists from Iowa, 
stand up and be proud! 
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