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During the American Civil War, Missouri emerged as a fierce battleground,
where guerrilla warfare tactics played a significant role. Among the most
notorious and elusive of these guerrilla fighters were the Missouri
Guerrillas, led by legendary figures such as William Quantrill and Jesse
James. While the focus of historical accounts has often centered on the
exploits of these male guerrillas, the contributions of their female
companions have largely been overlooked.
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This article aims to rectify this oversight by providing a comprehensive
examination of the experiences and endeavors of the sisters, wives, and
girlfriends of the Missouri Guerrillas. These women played multifaceted
roles, serving as spies, nurses, couriers, and providers of vital support to
the guerrillas. Their stories offer valuable insights into the complexities of
gender dynamics, social upheaval, and the enduring legacy of the Civil
War.

Espionage and Intelligence Gathering

One of the most critical roles played by the women associated with the
Missouri Guerrillas was espionage. With their intimate knowledge of the
local terrain and social networks, they were able to gather valuable
intelligence on Union troop movements and activities. They would often
disguise themselves as innocent travelers or farmers, venturing into
enemy-occupied towns and villages to collect information. Notable
examples include:

Sarah Peeler, a young woman from Jackson County, Missouri,
disguised herself as a Union soldier and infiltrated enemy lines to
gather information on troop strength and supply routes.

Zerelda Cole James, the wife of Jesse James, posed as a
respectably married woman while secretly communicating with her
husband and providing him with intelligence.

Mary Hudspeth, the sister of guerrilla leader William Clarke Quantrill,
used her social connections to gather information on Union informants
and planned attacks.

Nursing and Medical Aid



In addition to espionage, the women of the Missouri Guerrillas also
provided crucial medical care to their male counterparts. They acted as
nurses, tending to the wounded and sick, often in makeshift hospitals or
isolated hideouts. Their knowledge of herbal remedies and traditional
healing practices proved invaluable in treating injuries and illnesses.

Martha Bolton, the wife of guerrilla leader Jo Shelby, established a
makeshift hospital in her home, where she cared for wounded
guerrillas and provided medical supplies.

Elizabeth "Libbie" Bridges, a girlfriend of guerrilla leader George
Todd, traveled with the guerrillas, providing nursing care and
administering first aid on the battlefield.

Sarah "Sally" Quantrill, the sister of William Quantrill, used her
medical skills to treat the wounded after the notorious Lawrence
Massacre.

Supply and Relief Work

The women also played a vital role in supplying the guerrillas with food,
clothing, and ammunition. They would often transport supplies by
horseback or wagon, using hidden trails and secret caches to avoid
detection. Additionally, they provided relief to families and communities
affected by the war, offering food, shelter, and emotional support.

Mary Simms, the wife of guerrilla leader John Newman Edwards,
organized a network of women to collect supplies and distribute them
to guerrilla families and refugees.

Martha Heyward, a girlfriend of guerrilla leader Frank James, used
her connections to obtain medical supplies and provisions for the



guerrillas.

Lucy Brown, the sister of guerrilla leader John Brown, established a
clandestine network of women who provided food and shelter to
guerrillas on the run.

Post-War Struggles and Legacy

After the Civil War ended, the women associated with the Missouri
Guerrillas faced significant challenges and hardships. Many of them were
widowed or had lost loved ones during the conflict. They also faced social
stigma and ostracism from those who viewed them as traitors or criminals.
Undeterred, these women demonstrated resilience and determination in
rebuilding their lives.

Zerelda Cole James, after Jesse James was killed, established a
boarding house and became a successful businesswoman.

Sarah Peeler returned to her family and later married a former Union
soldier.

Elizabeth "Libbie" Bridges continued to provide nursing care to
veterans and community members.

The legacy of the sisters, wives, and girlfriends of the Missouri Guerrillas is
complex and multifaceted. Their contributions to the guerrilla movement
were invaluable, yet their stories have often been overshadowed by the
exploits of their male counterparts. This article shines a light on their
experiences, highlighting their courage, resilience, and determination in the
face of adversity.



These women played a vital role in shaping the course of the Civil War in
Missouri. They were not mere bystanders but active participants, using
their skills and ingenuity to support the guerrilla cause. Their stories serve
as a reminder of the many ways in which women contributed to this
tumultuous period in American history.
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