Civil War Medicine
Science Connections for an IDU on the Civil War

Science standards addressed:

7th grade: Science and Technology

#1 - Explain how needs, attitudes, and values influence the directions
of technological development in various cultures.

#3 - Recognize that science can only answer some questions and
technology can only solve some human problems.

7™ grade: Life Sciences
#1 - Investigate the great variety of body plans and internal
structures found in multicellular organisms.

Statistic:

Of the 258,000 Confederate soldiers who died, only 94,000 were
battlefield casualties. The total deaths in the Northern and Southern

armies exceeds the figure for the next deadliest war in history, WWII,
by 200,000.

Frostbite or over exposure to the cold
Insects, especially flies, mosquitoes and lice
Lack of clothing and shoes

Poor and insufficient food

Contaminated water

Activit
Research one of the following diseases. Find out the cause, what body
system(s) the disease may affect, the treatment in the 1860’s and the
current treatment and prevalence for the disease.

e Diarrhea and Dysentery (keep in mind that although today we
know that diarrhea is actually a symptom of many diseases
rather than a disease itself, this term became synonymous with
dysentery in the 1860’'s)

e Measles Scarlet Fever

e Malaria Tuberculosis & Bronchitis
e Pneumonia Rheumatism

e Scurvy Smallpox

e Typhoid Fever



Civil War Surgery

Medicine was very different in 1861. The existence of microbes and
germs hadn’t been accepted. Operating methods were primitive and
very unsanitary in most cases. The often crude surgery performed on
the injured during the war led to amputation that would be considered
butchery by today’s standards. Gangrene became a silent killer of
amputees, since it was hardly understood by the doctors treating the
wounds. (See website for more information from a hospital report
dated Jan. 1, 1865)
http://www.civilwarhome.com/andersonvillegangrene.htm

Other websites:

http://www.powerweb.n k/war rt.html
http://www.civilwarhome.com/medicinehistory.htm
http://geocities.com/CapitolHill/Lobby/7899/medicine.html

(This website has photos of hospitals, surgical tools and 2-wheeled
ambulances used during the war.)

Scientific Inquiry Question

What was “soldier’s disease”? How did it affect the health of the
soldiers during and after the Civil War?

(This relates to opiate addiction.)

A Picture Book of Robert E. Lee
The following is an excerpt from the book:

August 14, 1861

The 16" Tennessee left a trail of sick wherever it moved, mostly suffering from
malaria and typhoid fever. The 1% Tennessee filled hotels with its sick and dying.
Rations were very short and the regiment was reduced to eating local cattle (with
little salt) and picking local blackberries. The incessant rain didn’t help matters
much, reducing communication and movement of the sick to places where they could
be cared for properly. By the 23™ of the month, the camp looked like “a Tennessee
hog pen.” Gen. Lee wrote about the conditions:

We have a great deal of sickness among the soldiers, and now those on the

sick list would form an army. The measles is still among them, though I hope


http://www.civilwarhome.com/andersonvillegangrene.htm
http://www.powerweb.net/bbock/war/start.html
http://www.civilwarhome.com/medicinehistory.htm
http://geocities.com/CapitolHill/Lobby/7899/medicine.html

it is dying out. But it is a disease which though light in childhood is severe in
manhood, and prepared the system for other attacks. The constant rains,
with no shelter but tents, have aggravated it. All these drawbacks, with
impassible roads, have paralyzed our efforts.



