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- American
Red Cross

Preface for Clara Barton: Professional Angel
March 24, 2017

As founder of the American Red Cross, Clara Barton left a lasting imprint on communities
across the country and around the world. Her legacy continues to touch the lives of millions, as
the organization works to prevent and alleviate human suffering in the face of emergencies.

Clara Barton was already world-renowned when she founded the American Red Cross in
1881. Her service to the troops during the US Civil War, her various other philanthropic activities
at home and abroad, and her ratification campaign in the United States for recognition of the 1864
Geneva Convention, made her a genuine American heroine.

A charismatic public figure, Clara Barton spent the early years of her professional life as a
schoolteacher in Massachusetts and New Jersey. In 1853 she moved to Washington, D.C., where
she worked in the US Patent Office, one of the few women employed at the time by the federal
government. Her humanitarian journey began during the Civil War. She earned the title “Angel
of the Battlefield” by providing medical supplies, food, nursing care and moral support to the
troops. In 1869, she traveled to Europe and learned about the International Red Cross Movement
and the Geneva Convention that protects the sick and wounded in warfare. On her return to the
United States, she began a vigorous lobbying effort to have the United States become a signatory
to the Convention, which finally occurred in 1882. The year before and at the age of 60, Barton
established the American Red Cross. For more than two decades, she served as the president of
the organization, leading its disaster relief efforts at home and abroad, providing service to the US
military in the Spanish-American War, and taking an active part in the suffragette and other social
movements of the day.

In 1904 she resigned from the organization, having accomplished enough to satisfy several
lifetimes. She passed away in her Glen Echo, Maryland home at the age of 90 in April 1912.

More than 135 years later, Clara Barton’s vision of an American Red Cross has thrived,
growing into a leading humanitarian global organization—bringing hope, help and promise to

those in need.
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