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A Letter from the Secretary General: 

Hello, 

My name is Katherine Pearson, and I will be your Sec. General at in the crisis 
committee of the 2016 AHMUNC conference. This is my fifth year in Model 
United Nations and my third AHMUNC. 

Prepare to be transported back almost 200 years to one of the most tumultuous 
periods of American History: the Civil War. This is a little unconventional when 
compared to the typical Model UN committee, but that’s what makes it interesting.  

You will be dealing with an evolving issue. You have to be prepared to adapt to 
new situations, deal with frustrating challenges, and compromise with difficult 
people. It’s key that you expect the unexpected!  

You have been appointed to this delegation due to your experience as a delegate, 
your poise as a speaker, and your ability to learn. All that to say- you can do this. In 
the heat of committee, the task may seem daunting, but it’s nothing you can’t 
handle. 

As you know, this background guide is just one stop to make on your research 
path. There are thousands of amazing sources online and in your local library, 
explore as many as you can! If you need help crafting your position paper, check 
out the How to Write a Position Paper article on our website—ahmunc.com 

I look forward to our committee, press towards the mark! 

Sincerely, 

Katherine Pearson 

Secretary General, AHMUNC 2016 
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The Civil War 

  

------------------------------------------------------- 

Background and Lead-Up 

The Civil War was America’s bloodiest conflict. Spanning from April 12, 1861 to 

May 9th, 1865, approximately 625,000 total lives were lost. There were many 

“causes” of the Civil War, but perhaps the most direct was the election of Abraham 

Lincoln, an anti-slavery Republican. Mere weeks following his inauguration, the 

nation divided itself, becoming the Union and the Confederacy. In addition to the 

election of Lincoln, the severe economic and social differences between the North 

and South fanned the flames of rebellion.  

www.unhcr.org
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The manufacturing industry fueled the northern economy. They had long moved on 

from a large-scale agricultural system. This was not true of the southern states who 

felt oppressed by the North. The 1793 invention of the cotton gin ignited a thriving 

industry that southern farmers depended on. Between 1525 and 1866, these farmers 

used about10 million African slaves to promote this industry. Without them the 

agricultural industry would collapse. The people of the south would rather go to 

war than see that happen. 

The Missouri Compromise  

One of the more prominent catalysts of the Civil War was the Missouri 

Compromise of 1820. Though a full forty-five years prior to the start of the war, it 

set the ground work for the expansion of the slave industry into the newly acquired 

western and northern territories—more specifically, Missouri and Maine. Prior to 

their acquisition, there was a congressional balance of slave and free states that the 

southern delegates wanted to maintain at the very least. Though there was a pro-

slavery majority at the time, Congress passed the Missouri Comprise of 1820. To 

put it simply, Missouri was admitted as a slave state and Maine as a free one. They 

also drew a line across the country, designating the North and South as slave and 

free. This maintained the congressional balance and set the groundwork for future 

land purchases.  

Though the Compromise solved the problem temporarily, it also divided the 

country literally as well as figuratively. This would serve as the road map for 

which states remained in the Union and which left. This agreement “compromised” 

the country’s integrity by using personal beliefs as a means of separation. 
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!  
This 1856 map shows the line established by the Missouri Compromise. (Library of Congress) 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin 

In 1852, a literary bomb was dropped on the United States.. A little woman named 

Harriet Beecher Stowe published Uncle Tom’s Cabin and chaos ensued. Those in 

the northern states felt that unspeakable horrors had been brought to light and 

many joined the abolitionist movement. Southerners, however, claimed that 

Stowe’s work was “slanderous” and based on figments of her own imagination. 

Either way, her work sold like hot cakes. The only book that sold more copies that 

year was the Bible. Uncle Tom’s Cabin further drove the North and South apart. 

Bloody Kansas  

The Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 caused the strides made by the Missouri 

Compromise to come to a screeching halt twenty-five years later. It allowed the 

populous of the new states to decide whether or not they wanted to be slave or free. 

This led to a disaster that would come to be known as Bloody Kansas. Anti- and 

pro-slavery agitators flocked to the new states, hoping to influence the voters. 

Violence ensued and fifty-six people lost their lives. Both Kansas and Nebraska 



 6

 
ended up as free states, but the events lead to a wider divide between the North and 

South.  

John Brown’s Raid 

Another triggering event was the raid of Harper’s Ferry, Virginia, led by 

“Jayhawker” John Brown. On October 16, 1959, Brown led eighteen fellow 

abolitionists on a crusade to ignite a major slave revolt throughout the South. He 

and his band quickly took control of Harper’s Ferry’s small arsenal, but Robert E. 

Lee and the local militia quickly overtook them. He was not successful in his 

attempt to instigate a revolt, but he did spark social change, just not for the better.  

Despite the condemnation Brown received from northern and Republican sources, 

the South felt that it had been targeted. Many southerners believed that Lincoln 

was secretly behind the raid and swore to do all they could to prevent his election. 

For fear of future insurrections, they increased patrols and further limited the 

already few rights of slaves. To ensure their safety and the the safety of their 

families, southerners sought to take care of the situation themselves.  

!  
John Brown's stature grew in the months and years following his death. (Kansas Historical Society) 
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The Attack on Fort Sumter 

The final straw was the attack made by the South on Fort Sumter. The southern 

states steadily assumed full control of forts and arsenals throughout their territory 

but they had yet to attempt an attack. Their first formal act as a belligerent nation 

was the attack was their attempt to take control of Fort Sumter. The federal army 

fortified the fort prior to South Carolina’s assault on it. Hard fought and sorely 

won, the Confederacy came away with the victory, but the war was just getting 

started.  

Though congress at Lincoln’s direction had been trying to come up with ways to 

avoid the impending war, it seemed that this disaster was unavoidable.  

!  

The Confederate States of America 

Background 

The Confederate States of America, commonly referred to as the Confederacy, 

resulted from the union between the secessionists. The first state to secede was 

South Carolina on December 20, 1860. Soon to follow were Mississippi, Florida, 

Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas. Six of the initial seven (Texas approved 

of the referendum but was not involved in deliberation) sent delegates to the 
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Montgomery Convention. There, beginning February 4, 1861, the future 

confederate states wrote and eventually approved a provisional constitution. 

 From February 4th to May 29th Montgomery, Alabama served as the capital of the 

Confederacy. The permanent capital called for a state cession of a 100-square mile 

district. Though Milledgeville, Georgia, and Opelika, Alabama, put in a bid as 

well, Richmond, Virginia was chosen as the Confederate capital.  

Prior to the first battle of the Civil War, the individual state militias of the various 

Confederate states began seizing forts throughout the South in order to fortify its 

territory. Old Fort Johnson, Fort Pulaski, the U.S. Arsenal at Mount Vernon, the 

Apalachicola Arsenal, and the U.S arsenals at Augusta and San Antonio were all 

seized prior to Lincoln’s inauguration. The South Carolina militia attempted to 

forcibly seize Fort Sumter after the federal government took control, and won. This 

is regarded as the first official battle of the Civil War.  

On April 15, 1861, Lincoln called 75,000 men to serve for three months following 

South Carolina’s refusal to surrender Fort Sumter. The neighboring slave states 

seceded from the union as well in protest of this call. The Confederacy was now 

officially composed of eleven states. Secession was declared by confederate 

supporters in Missouri and Kentucky but failed to gain traction as it was opposed 

by their Union-loyal state legislatures. The Confederate militia would “take 

control” of both states later on in the war, but it didn’t have the military power to 

sustain it.  
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Government and Political Structure 

The Confederacy was a non-partisan republic with a bicameral legislature. Being a 

new nation, it did not have time to form conflicting political parties or factions. 

Jefferson Davis served as its first (and last) president and Alexander Stephens 

served as vice president.  

It was detailed in the confederate constitution that the institution of slavery was 

protected for current and future member states. It did, however, maintain the ban 

on international slave trafficking. Though most southern citizens claimed they were 

in support of the confederacy in order to protect states’ rights, the states actually 

lost some of the constitutional protection they had when they were members of the 

Union. They also incorporated “copycat” amendments that mimicked the twelve 

that had been included in the U.S Constitution up to that point. Unlike in the 

Union, Confederate presidents were elected to a six-year term, but without the 

possibility of reelection.  
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The Davis Cabinet

Office Name Term

President Jefferson Davis 1861–65

Vice President Alexander 
Stephens

1861–65

Secretary of State Robert Toombs 1861

Robert M.T. Hunter 1861–62

Judah P. Benjamin 1862–65

Secretary of the 
Treasury

Christopher 
Memminger

1861–64

George Trenholm 1864–65

John H. Reagan 1865

Secretary of War Leroy Pope Walker 1861

Judah P. Benjamin 1861–62

George W. 
Randolph

1862

James Seddon 1862–65

John C. 
Breckinridge

1865

Secretary of the 
Navy

Stephen Mallory 1861–65

Postmaster General John H. Reagan 1861–65

Attorney General Judah P. Benjamin 1861

Thomas Bragg 1861–62

Thomas H. Watts 1862–63

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/President_of_the_Confederate_States_of_America
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jefferson_Davis
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vice_President_of_the_Confederate_States_of_America
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alexander_Stephens
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Confederate_States_Secretary_of_State
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Toombs
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Mercer_Taliaferro_Hunter
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Judah_P._Benjamin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Confederate_States_of_America_Secretary_of_the_Treasury
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Memminger
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Trenholm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_H._Reagan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Confederate_States_Secretary_of_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leroy_Pope_Walker
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Judah_P._Benjamin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_W._Randolph
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Seddon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_C._Breckinridge
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Confederate_States_Secretary_of_the_Navy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stephen_Mallory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Postage_stamps_and_postal_history_of_the_Confederate_States#Confederate_Post_Office
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_H._Reagan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Confederate_States_Attorney_General
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Judah_P._Benjamin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Bragg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_H._Watts
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Slavery and the Economy  

Of the nine million people living in the Confederate States of America, 

approximately four million were slaves. As previously stated, the delegates of the 

Montgomery Convention made it quite clear that slavery was the cornerstone of its 

economy and would remain as such. Patrols were intensified due to the fear that 

governmental transition would lead to insurrection, but the fear proved unfounded.  

Despite the issuance of Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863 

most slaves remained in bondage until the end of the war, though some were able 

to cross federal lines. The plantations that utilized this “free” labor force produced 

the main source of southern income.  

The southern economy was “pre-capitalist.” It had an immense reliance on cash 

crops to create wealth. Though it was growing fast, the South did not following the 

same urban industrial path as the North. The Confederacy began its existence with 

the potential for economic success. The abundance of sugar cane, livestock, and (of 

course) cotton presented export opportunities. The Confederate States adopted a 

15% tax on imports from all countries (including the United States), but the 

blockade imposed by their neighbors to the North minimized commercial traffic. 

George Davis 1864–65

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Davis_(politician)
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Over its entire existence, the Confederacy only collected a little over three million 

dollars in tariff revenue. To supplement the war budget, the Confederate States in 

turn printed money it didn’t have. This inflation led to its eventual economic 

demise.  

Military Structure 

The Confederacy passed the first conscription law in America to supplement the 

three primary branches of its military: the army, navy, and marine core. This law 

mandated that all white men aged 18-35 were required to serve three years. Due to 

the stigma applied to those who were conscripted, it brought in floods of 

“volunteer” soldiers.  

The military leadership of the Confederate army was comprised of many veterans 

of the United States Navy and Army. Upon their resignation from their union 

commissions, they were offered senior positions in their Confederate counterparts. 

There were approximately 700,000-1,000,000 men serving in the Confederate 

military. This does account for the slaves that were forcibly conscripted into the 

army at the end of the war. 

The Union 

During the Civil War, the United States—the Union—was comprised of Maine, 

New York, New Hampshire, Vermont, Massachusetts, Connecticut, Rhode Island, 

Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Kansas, Michigan, Wisconsin, 

Minnesota, Iowa, California, Nevada, and Oregon.  
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The term “Union” came from the ratification statement from the Constitution that 

says “We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union ... 

do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United States of America.” The 

South, however, referred to the people of the U.S. as abolitionists, the army as 

abolitionist forces, and the navy as the abolitionist fleet. 

Government and Political Structure 

The United States experienced tumultuous times leading up to the Civil War. 

Congress was severely divided on the issue of slavery expansion. While legislation 

had already been passed preventing the international slave trade, the South didn’t 

want to limit the expansion of the slave institution into the new territories and 

states. Most northerners, however, wanted to stop the spread of the slave trade. 

Abraham Lincoln, the war-time president, had spoken out against slavery 

altogether.  
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The Republican Congress passed laws that revitalized the economic, educational, 

and tax systems. But they often disagreed. The Copperheads were a Democratic 

faction that opposed all aspects of the war. The Democrats, however, weren’t the 

only political party experiencing divisions. The moderate Republicans, led by 

Abraham Lincoln, often butted heads with the Radical Republicans lead by 

Stevens. 

The populous of the Union also fought. Despite popular opinion, not all Unionists 

supported of the immediate abolition of the slave trade. Many fought to “preserve 

the Union,” a popular phrase of the time. Those who were against slavery often 

supported of a gradual eradication in order to cushion the blow to the economic 

system.  

Key Battles of the Civil War 

Though all battles and skirmishes had some affect on the outcome of the war, there 

were some that served as milestones, transitions, and turning points. 

The First Battle of Bull Run 

• Secretary of State - William Seward

• Secretary of the Treasury - Salmon P. Chase

• Secretary of War - Simon Cameron

• Attorney General - Edward Bates

• Postmaster General - Montgomery Blair

• Secretary of the Navy - Gideon Welles

• Secretary of the Interior - Caleb Blood Smith

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Secretary_of_State
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Secretary_of_the_Treasury
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Secretary_of_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Attorney_General
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Postmaster_General
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Secretary_of_the_Navy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Secretary_of_the_Interior
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Bull Run ran from July 16-21, 1861 in Fairfax County, Virginia. This was the first 

major land battle of the Civil War. Brig. Gen. Irvin McDowell marched all the way 

from Washington to confront the Confederate army which was posted behind Bull 

Run. Though the Union seemed to be on the brink of victory, Confederate 

reinforcements came in and broke the right flank of the Union forces. The Union 

retreated and safely reached Washington D.C., resulting in a Confederate victory.  

  
The First Battle of Bull Run (First Manassas) on Sunday July 21, 1861 

The Peninsular Campaign  

(Seven Days’ Battles) 

  
The Seven Days' battles, June 25-July 1, 1862 
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The Peninsular Campaign was actually a series of battles that were all an attempt 

to take the Confederate capital (Richmond, Virginia). The Union was thwarted by 

General Robert E. Lee and the Confederate infantry. It began on June 25th with the 

Battle of Oak Grove. Most historians agree that it ended in a draw. 

 The next day, however, was a clear Union victory and the Confederacy suffered 

immense losses.  

The following day a different story unfolded. The Confederate forces of Lee and 

Stonewall combined to defeat the Union in the gruesome battle of Gaines’s Mill on 

June 27th. The Union continued its spiral of defeat in the battles of Peach Orchard 

and Savage’s Station on June 29th and Frayser’s Farm on June 30th. Though 

repelled, the Union did all the damage it could on its way out. The final battle was 

fought at Malvern Hill on July 1st. The only reason this was a relative win for the 

North was the assistance given by Union gunboats on the James River. 

The Battle of Antietam 

On September 16-18, 1862, the Army of the Potomac engaged Lee’s forces right 

outside of Sharpsburg, Maryland. The battle was tumultuous, with both the Union 

and Confederacy suffering major casualties. The Union army staged one last attack 

late on the 18th that, with the help of reinforcements, instigated a Confederate 

retreat. September 18th turned out to be the bloodiest day in American history. It 

was a military draw—but the retreat of Lee’s forces caused Lincoln to see it as 

enough of a win to be an ideal backdrop for the Emancipation Proclamation.  
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The Bloody Lane at Antiem 

A particularly bloody part of the battle was fought in the Sunken lane of Antiem. 

The fight grew so gruesome that the spot was renamed the Bloody Lane at Antiem. 

The Battle of Shiloh  

Forty-thousand Confederate soldiers under Gen. Albert Sidney Johnston ambushed 

an unsuspecting line of Union Soldiers camped in Pittsburg Landing, Tennessee. 

Immensely outnumbered, the ensuing bloodbath resulted in the capture or slaughter 

of most of the Union troops even with their impressive “Hornet’s Nest” defense at 

the sunken road. Despite this, the federal troops held through the night. They were 

once again rescued by reinforcements. The Unions then outnumbered the 

Confederates by more than 10,000 soldiers. The battles occurring on April 7th took 

the lives of more than 23,000. 
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The Bloody Pond of Shiloh in February of 1862 

The Battle of Chancellorville   

  
Hope for the Confederates 

The Battle of Chancellorville offered a small beacon of hope to the citizens of the 

Confederate States of America. On April 30, 1863, the Union Major Gen. Joseph 

Hooker saw an opportunity to attack a vulnerable flank of Lee’s Confederate 

forces. He just had to lead his men through a rather dangerous wilderness. Lee, 

however, caught wind of the plan and he and Stonewall decided to stage a 

counterattack while the Union troops were cutting through the forest. Thirty-

thousand Confederates attacked the exposed flank of the Union army. Lee led his 

troops and a dying Stonewall Jackson on a successful attack of several separate 

Union forces. This was Lee’s greatest military triumph of the Civil War. 
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The Battle of Gettysburg  

This the bloodiest and, perhaps, most famous battle of the Civil War. It stretched 

from July 1-3, 1863 , in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. The heavy summer heat beat 

down on northern and southern soldiers alike. Early that summer, in an effort to 

move the war from Virginian farmland, to the hills of Northern territory, Lee hoped 

to score some political points. He began his trek north. Union General Joseph 

Hooker began to follow; he’d later be replaced by Gen. George Meade. The Union 

and Confederacy finally collided at Gettysburg on July 1st. Despite the strides 

made by the Confederates, they were unable to spur a Union retreat. Lee attacked 

the Union center on July 3rd but was defeated in what is now known as Pickett’s 

Charge.  

  
Began July 1, 1863 

Lee briefly moved the fight to Union territory, but once again he failed to overtake 

the northern forces. Despite the Union victory, both sides suffered catastrophic 

loses. Approximately 51,000 soldiers were killed, wounded, captured, or lost as a 

result of the Battle of Gettysburg. 
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Fall of Atlanta  

The Battle of Gettysburg was just the beginning of a series of disasters for the 

South. Confederate General John Bell attempted to drive the Yankees northward 

with one last offensive push. He ordered Lt. General Hardee to march fifteen miles 

to attack the left flank of the Union forces, but it was too predictable a move. 

Major Gen. James B. McPherson was ready. Hardee’s attack started well, but his 

good fortune didn’t last long for he failed to move the Union troops from outside 

Atlanta. 

  
Refugees of Atlanta burning in boxcars outside railroad junction 

Sherman’s March to the Sea 

General William Tecumseh Sherman led his Union troops on a crusade to destroy 

the Confederacy from November 15 to December 21, 1864.  He set fire to Atlanta, 

but he did more psychological damage to the people of the Confederacy than to 

their land.  

Ironically, Sherman thought he was doing the Confederate infantry a favor. In order 

to spare lives on both sides of the Mason-Dixon line, he did all he could do wreak 

havoc on the southern resources, rendering them unable to sustain war for much 
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longer. He took the battle off the field using logic, skill, and a fire starter. Sherman 

and 62,000 men traveled from Atlanta to the sea, demanding ultimate surrender as 

they strategically pillaged and plundered. Sherman used the knowledge of the area 

of the many ex-slaves who joined them to his advantage. Some African Americans 

also became laborers.  

Though Sherman utilized harsh tactics, he informed all southerners that he would 

cease destruction as soon as they surrendered. True to his word, when the Major of 

Savannah gave up the city, he became the perfect “gentleman.” Yes, plenty of ashes 

resulted from this March to the Sea, but very little blood was spilled. 

  
Another burned railroad town, Allatoona Pass, North Georgia 

Surrender at Appomattox  
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After several failed attempts to retreat deep into southern territory, Lee turned his 

weathered and waning troops westward to Appomattox county. They had food 

stuffs waiting at the South Side Railroad at Appomattox, but they were surrounded 

by Union troops lying in wait by the court house. Though Lee and his troops held 

them off as long as they could, they found themselves defeated. He sent 

correspondence to Grant and they agreed to meet on April 9, 1865, at the house of 

Wilmer McLean to negotiate surrender.  

Battle of Palmito Ranch 

Though Lee’s surrender was a monumental step forward on the road to peace, there 

were still a few more battles to be fought.  

A “gentlemen’s agreement” precluded fighting between the North and South on the 

Rio Grande, but Col. Barret sent 300 Union men to scout out the Confederate camp 

at Palmito Ranch on May 12, 1865—a full month after Lee’s surrender at 

Appomattox. There were a few skirmishes along the way, but the battle culminated 

in a full-on attack on the camp, scattering the Confederate men. The Union soldiers 

planted themselves on the abandoned post, but at around 3:00 a.m. Confederate 

reinforcements appeared and drove them away. In turn, the 34TH Indiana Volunteer 
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Infantry led by Barrett took control and met the Confederates near the river. A large 

Confederate cavalry forced the Union to retreat. Small skirmishes continued into 

the night, and thus ended the final battle of the Civil War.  

 
Palmito Ranch Battlefield (Shenandoah Sanchez) 

Important Information  

European Assistance  

At first, many Europeans powers were unsure about where they should place their 

loyalties—the Confederacy or the Union. On one hand, it was never good for 

aristocracy to support rebellion of any kind. The Confederacy was the fruit of a 

large-scale rebellion, and Europe was loathe to support any cause that might send a 

bad message to its own subjects. On the other hand, the success of the Confederate 

States of America would show the international community that democracy was a 

poisonous idea that should be expelled immediately.  
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In addition, Europe had long separated itself from the institution of “chattel 

slavery.” It would have been bad politics to support a country that relied on it. The 

latter, however, wasn’t an issue at first. The Union government had declared that 

the war was being fought against succession, not slavery.  

Despite its extreme controversy, both the North and the South received assistance 

from Europe during the course of the war, but the North was able to curtail the 

resources that the South would have received due to its advantageous position 

The Emancipation Proclamation 

Abraham Lincoln first proposed what would become the Emancipation 

Proclamation in the summer of 1862 as a war tactic. He and his cabinet believed 

that without the free labor provided by the slaves, the Confederate war effort and 

economy would be crippled. In addition, the newly freed slaves would feel loyal to 

the Union and would provide additional manpower.  

On January 1, 1863, Abraham Lincoln released the Emancipation Proclamation 

that, on paper, freed all slaves currently toiling in the Confederate States. Contrary 

to popular belief, this did not abolish slavery in all of America. proclamation, 

however, allowed for African Americans to join the Federal army, in all-black 

ranks of course, providing an additional 200,000 men. This was the document that 

led to the ratification of the 13th amendment on December 6, 1865, which 

abolished slavery in the United States of America. 
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Medicine and the Civil War  

Two-thirds of the men fighting in the Civil War died of disease and infection, not 

in combat. Soldiers were given spoiled food, resided in filthy barracks, and often 

received poor medical care. 

Silent Killers  

Poor Hygiene  

After long days of marching across states, fighting on the battle field, and burying 

the dead, soldiers were filthy. Yet, they did not have opportunities to wash daily. 

They often splashed around in rivers by camp every few days to remove the 

outermost layers of grime. Soap was a luxury that few could afford. This led to lice 

infestations that spread like wildfire. They would boil their clothing in an attempt 

to remove the pests, but their hair would remain thick with them. To matters worse, 

the pots used to boil the clothing would in turn be used to serve supper mere hours 

afterwards. 

Garbage and decay 

The Confederate and Union troops didn’t carry around steel garbage cans with 

them. Bloody bandages, rotting food, and soiled rags were thrown in large heaps or 

pits right outside of camp. This led to all kinds of germs that easily contaminated 

the nearby water supply.  

Latrines were also guilty of poisoning the water. When placed too close to the 

streams excrement and drinking water often got mixed together. 
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Mother Nature 

The blistering cold and sweltering heat weakened the soldiers’ immune systems. 

Constantly being exposed to the elements while toiling on the battlefield made 

them extremely susceptible to germs and infection.  

In addition, space was scarce. When piling men on top of each other in close 

quarters, disease and death spread even faster. 

Common Diseases 

Dysentery 

This was the number-one killer during the Civil War. Victims got severe diarrhea 

and passed mucous and blood. 

Typhoid fever 

Caused by several bacteria, “Camp Fever” was the number-two killer at one-

quarter of disease deaths. Symptoms included a high fever, intense headache and 

rash, and delirium. Body lice transmitted it.  

Ague 

Also called “swamp fever,” ague was cycle of chills and sweating.  

Yellow Fever 

Caused by a virus, this disease was carried by a specific mosquito and could be 

fatal. 
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Malaria 

“Shakes” was spread by mosquitos. 

Scurvy 

This disease was caused by a lack of vitamin C. Soldiers suffered from spongy 

gums, loose teeth, and bleeding mucous membranes. 

Pneumonia 

Many suffered from this inflammation of the lungs. 

Tuberculosis 

This contagious disease affecting the lungs was spread by bacteria. 

Smallpox 

Extremely dangerous and contagious this disease was caused by a specific virus. 

Soldiers had a fever and “bumps” similar to chickenpox.  

Military Hospitals 

Very few military doctors were adequately trained, resulting in hospitals being 

viewed as death houses instead of saving graces. 

Of all the men who treated soldiers during the Civil War, only 98 Union physicians 

were registered doctors. Only 24 Confederate medical personnel were registered. 

Due to these incredibly low numbers, both sides were willing to accept almost 

anyone—the untrained, unorthodox, or even clinically incompetent.  
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For example, most Civil War doctors thought pus was a good thing. Therefore, if 

one patient exhibited the basic sign of infection, they would transfer the substance 

on another patient who wasn’t exhibiting the sign. This was a clear way for 

infection to spread from person to person. 

The most common procedures performed by the doctors were amputations. 

Perhaps due to the sheer number of amputees, the war doctors became quite 

efficient in doing them. About 75% of amputees survived, and the rule of thumb 

when performing them was “the sooner, the better.” This prevented a further 

spreading of gangrene. Another important factor in the fatality rate was the location 

of the wound. Union soldiers suffered 174,000 documented extremity wounds. If it 

was located in the forearm, there was a 14% fatality rate which paled in 

comparison to the 88% rate for injuries of the hip joint. 

Another key group of people involved with military hospitals were the nurses. 

Women who desired to aid in the war effort came from rich, aristocratic families 

and poor destitute ones. Southern belles from large plantations rolled up their 

sleeves to aid in the war effort. Like doctors, very few nursing volunteers were 

trained in the profession. With only 150 hospitals in the United States and no 

formal nursing schools, trained help was hard to find.  

At first, military protocol banned women from the hospitals. But a woman named 

Dorothy Dix helped change that by organizing a writing campaign to join the war 

effort. When needs grew ever more pressing, others were finally allowed to join the 

ranks, including Clara Barton. She brought her bright spirits and supplies before 

there were formal organizations to do so. In fact, she later founded the Red Cross.  
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Nurses did more than dress wounds and bathe patients. Soldiers relied on them to 

write letters to loved ones as they lay dying, read postcards for the weak and 

uneducated, or solely lift their spirits by being the only smiling face they’d seen in 

months. Without courageous women like Clara Barton or Dorothy Dix, there 

certainly would have been less hope for the soldiers and their families.

 

Clara Barton prepares to spoon-feed soldiers in this photograph taken inside a Union hospital. Women 
also likely donated the coverlets warming the men. 

Crisis Committee  

There will be one crisis committee made up of both Unionists and Confederates in the same room 
together but one will not be focused on what the other is saying. As a delegate, you should research your 
character's opinion and background and the general background of the civil war itself. If you are assigned 
a general, you'll want to focus on military history. If you are assigned a president, you'll want to also 
focus on political strategy. Crisis will be reporting what's going on the battle field and in the northern and 
southern communities. Due to time constraints, it is likely the committee will pick up in the middle and 
go through the end of the war. 
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