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Civil War army hospitals

From "To Bind Up the Nation's Wounds: Medicine During the Civil War (see
http://nmhm.washingtondc.museum/exhibits/nationswounds/index.html)."
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Figure 1. A U.S. Army field hospital in Savage Station, Virginia, during the

Peninsular Campaign of May-August 1862.
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Figure 2. Amputated limbs lay in
a pile outside a Civil War army
hospital.

Nearly 200,000 men lost their lives from enemy fire during the four years of the war.
However, more than 400,000 soldiers were killed by an enemy that took no side —
disease.

From our modern perspective, medicine during the Civil War seems primitive.
Doctors received limited medical education. Most surgeons lacked familiarity with gunshot
wounds. The newly-developed minie ball produced grisly wounds that were difficult to
treat. The Northern and Southern medical departments were ill-prepared for removing
wounded men from the battlefield and transporting them to hospitals. Systems to provide
hospital care for the sick and wounded had not been developed. Blood typing, X-rays,
antibiotics, and modern medical tests and procedures were nonexistent.

Open latrines, decomposing food, and unclean water were the rule in the camps.
Diarrheal diseases affected nearly every soldier and killed hundreds of thousands of men.
Although surgeons used ether and chloroform routinely as anesthetics, surgery was
performed with unwashed hands and unclean instruments, resulting in infected wounds.
The most effective drugs were the pain-killers opium and morphine, while many of the
other available drugs were useless or harmful. Despite these limitations, Civil War doctors
achieved some remarkable successes in treating the wounded and comforting the sick.

Popular but generally incorrect images of Civil War medicine involve surgery-
amputations without anesthesia, piles of arms and legs, the surgeon as a butcher. By
modern standards, wartime surgery was limited. Despite the lack of both surgical
experience and sanitary conditions, the survival rate among those who underwent the knife
was better than in previous wars. Amputation was not the only surgical recourse available.
Surgeons also extracted bullets, operated on fractured skulls, reconstructed damaged facial
structures, and removed sections of broken bones.

As bullets hit their victims, shattered bone and shredded flesh became the calling
cards of the minie ball. Most of the surgeons who had come from civilian practices had
little or no experience in dealing with such wounds. They quickly became aware of the
surgical options: remove the limb, remove the fractured portions of bone, or clean the
wound and apply a dressing. Union surgeons documented nearly 250,000 wounds from
bullets, shrapnel, and other missiles. Fewer than 1,000 cases of wounds from sabers and
bayonets were reported.
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Walt Whitman describes a battlefield hospital

FALMOUNT, VA., opposite Fredericksburgh, December 21, 1862. — Begin my visits among the
camp hospitals in the army of the Potomac. Spend a good part of the day in a large brick
mansion on the banks of the Rappahannock, used as a hospital since the battle — seems to
have receiv’d only the worst cases. Out doors, at the foot of a tree, within ten yards of the
front of the house, | notice a heap of amputated feet, legs, arms, hands, &c., a full load for a
one-horse cart. Several dead bodies lie near, each cover'd with its brown woolen blanket. In
the door-yard, towards the river, are fresh graves, mostly of officers, their names on pieces of
barrel-staves or broken boards, stuck in the dirt. (Most of these bodies were subsequently

taken up and transported north to their friends.) The large mansion is quite crowded upstairs
and down, everything impromptu, no system, all bad enough, but | have no doubt the best
Figure 3. Nurses and officers of

. o that can be done; all the wounds pretty bad, some frightful, the men in their old clothes,
the U.S. Sanitary Commission

pose under a tree in unclean and bloody. Some of the wounded are rebel soldiers and officers, prisoners. One, a

Fredericksburg, Virginia. Mississippian, a captain, hit badly in leg, | talk’d with some time; he ask’d me for papers,
which | gave him. (I saw him three months afterward in Washington, with his leg amputated,
doing well.) I went through the rooms, downstairs and up. Some of the men were dying. |
had nothing to give at that visit, but wrote a few letters to folks home, mothers, &c. Also
talk’d to three or four, who seem’d most susceptible to it, and needing it.

— Walt Whitman, Specimen Days’

Walt Whitman

The poet Walt Whitman served as a U.S. army nurse during the Civil War. The quotation on this
page is taken from his book Specimen Days, based on his journals. Whitman also wrote several poems
about his experiences, including “A March in the Ranks Hard-Prest, and the Road Unknown.”

On the web

To Bind Up the Nation's Wounds: Medicine During the Civil war
http://nmhm.washingtondc.museum/exhibits/nationswounds/index.html

This online exhibit from the National Museum of Health and Medicine shows Civil War
medicine through the eyes of battlefield surgeons and the stories of Union and Confederate sick
and wounded. Among items on display are the amputated leg bones of Maj. Gen. Daniel E.
Sickles, the 3rd Army Corps commander who was wounded at Gettysburg on July 2, 1863 and
sent the leg to the museum in a coffin-shaped box bearing a visiting card that read: "With the
compliments of Major General D.E.S."

Medicine in the Confederate army: Primary sources
http://docsouth.unc.edu/imls/science.html
Documenting the American South has made available a number of documents about
Confederate army surgeons and hospitals and care of the sick and wounded.

More from LEARN NC

Visit us on the web at www.learnnc.org to learn more about topics related to this article,
including Civil War, Walt Whitman, hospitals, medicine, military, and war.
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Notes

1. See http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/8813.
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More information about these images and higher-resolution files are linked from the original web
version of this document.
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Photograph by James F. Gibson in Civil War photographs, 18611865, compiled by Hirst D.
Milhollen and Donald H. Mugridge (Washington, D.C.: Library of Congress, 1977), No. oogo.
This image is believed to be in the public domain. Users are advised to make their own copyright
assessment.

Figure 2 (page 2)
"Field Day." Otis Historical Archives, National Museum of Health and Medicine, CP 1043. This
image is believed to be in the public domain. Users are advised to make their own copyright
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Figure 3 (page 3)
Photograph by James Gardner, May 1864. This image is believed to be in the public domain.
Users are advised to make their own copyright assessment.
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