Chapter 3 – Section 2
Fighting the Civil War

Narrator: The Civil War remains the bloodiest conflict fought on American soil. 
Tragically, the weapons advanced much faster than the medicine available to the wounded.

The surgeons on both sides of the battle were ill prepared for the human carnage they faced. Few had more than two years of medical training. Each man had to learn a medieval style of trauma surgery to keep up with the pace of the sick and wounded.

Men with serious wounds requiring surgery were routinely given anesthesia, a very new concept in medicine. The chloroform used to sedate the men was so potent that doctors had to operate with all windows open, even in winter, to keep the vapors from knocking them unconscious.

Wounded with serious injuries to their limbs routinely faced a rapid amputation. An experienced doctor could saw an arm or limb off within 10 minutes. During large battles, large piles of discarded limbs grew steadily beside hospitals.

While 75% of amputees survived their surgery and the fevers that commonly followed, soldiers with head and torso wounds faced a worse prognosis.

Those who survived the bullet or ball had to contend with infection. Medical experts of the era had yet to link the un-sterile operating conditions and lack of antiseptic dressings with the disease and infection that claimed thousands of lives.

More dangerous than enemy fire, was disease and dysentery that plagued troops on both sides. Twice as many men died of disease as succumbed to battle wounds.

With the primitive state of battlefield medicine, many surviving soldiers required extensive stays at large military hospitals. The Confederacy’s 150 ward Chimborazo facility at Richmond, Virginia, treated more than 75,000 soldiers by the end of the conflict, a grim legacy of the war’s toll.
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