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The Civil War

21st Century Skills

Communication: Write a Letter
Learning the Skill
Today, we have many ways of keeping in touch with loved 
ones who are far away: telephone, e-mail, and even video 
conferencing. During the Civil War, however, none of these 
technologies existed. Soldiers who were off fighting the war 
kept in touch with loved ones back home by writing letters, 
which sometimes took weeks to arrive at their destination. 

There are two types of letters: business letters and friendly 
letters. Friendly letters are usually less formal than business 
letters, but they still have a specific form they should take. 
A friendly letter should be set up like this:

Date

Greeting (Dear ____), 

Body of letter

Closing,

Your name

Letter writing relies on good descriptions of thoughts and 
feelings to relay information to the reader. A well-written 
personal letter considers who the reader is, what he or she 
might want to know, and how he or she might respond to 
certain events and questions. Even though a personal letter is 
informal, you should still use correct punctuation and spelling. 

Lesson 3 Life During the Civil War
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Practicing the Skill Read this sample letter from Francis 
Russell, a Union soldier from the 140th Pennsylvania Infantry, 
and then answer the questions that follow. 

Washington City, D. C. 
Sunday, Dec. 14th 1862

Dear Mother and family.
I will take the pensil to let you know we are all well. At present hoping this 
will find you in the same. we let White Hall Station on Thursday about 
4 Clock in the afternoon and got into Washington about 4 oclock in the 
morning on Friday whitch maid about 12 hours on the way, we then stay 
ther untill yesterday when we had orders to march about 6.5 miles and 
when I heard this I went to the head doctor ast him what I would do for I 
know that I could not carry my knapsack, so he told me that I would have 
to stay hear and so all them that could not stand the march was sent to the 
hospitle. Ther was 10 out of our Companny and that was myself and a 
nother young man, we did not hear the name of the place that they wer 
going to, but both James and Bob said that they would wright as soon as 
they wer sitteled that is they would wright home to you, ther is abut 50 
sick and wounded in the department that I am in, I think that I will not be 
in hear very long, for I will try and get eather home or get to my Regiment 
for I don't like this very well, it is not because I am not treated well for it is 
six times better than I expected but I canot be contented a way from my 
companny, my arm is about the same, I wright this mearley to let you 
know something about myselve for I canot say anything about the others 
now but I will have to stope so no more at present but reman your son 
and Brother.

Francis M. Russell

Address your letter to Stanton Hosepittle, Washington City. C.C.
I wish you would send me some postige stamps as we have not got paid 
yet, my money has run ashore and I want to wright some and so on.
Yours, F. M. R.

—From Gettysburg National Military Park Kidzpage, “Soldiers’ Letters.” 
http://www.nps.gov/archive/gett/gettkidz/letters.htm

1. Label the greeting, body of the letter, and the closing. 

2. What is the main thing the soldier wants his family to know? 
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3. Why does the soldier include the location at the top of 
his letter? 

4. How do you think his family felt when they read the letter? 

Applying the Skill
Imagine you are the brother or sister of Francis Russell. Write 
him a letter in reply to the letter above. Consider what Francis 
might want to read about. Based on what you read in Lesson 
3 about life during the Civil War, tell Francis how things are at 
home and what you and your mother are doing. Be sure to 
write responses to the events in Russell’s letter.
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