
Military historians usually concentrate on the clash of arms rather that what took place off of the battlefield during the American Civil War.  It is true that the outcome of most campaigns were decided upon the field of battle.  However, what happened medically prior to the engagement determined, in large part, who reached the battlefield.  Often, the number of men engaged in battle represented only a fraction of the number of men the two armies officially had; the rest were convalescing in hospitals, still at a previous encampment and too sick to continue the march, on medical or hardship leave, deserted/absent without leave, or lying in their eternal slumber.  The Civil War was not only about fighting and killing.  Like all members of the Confederate Army of Northern Virginia, the men of the Second Florida Infantry Regiment had experienced four full years of military life.  They underwent discipline and chaos, slumber and sleep deprivation, abundance and hunger, living and dying together.  One aspect of their experience was that of group and personal health and sanitation.  Beyond just taking a bath, health and sanitation included all of the conditions in which they lived and died: quarters, clothing, food, water, personal hygiene, latrine facilities, interaction with disease carriers, and even interaction with animals.  A lack of knowledge of microbiology, misunderstandings about common ailments, as well as their treatments, improper food-handling and preparation techniques, an inadequate diet, and casual attitudes towards group and personal hygiene all combined to create a situation in which many men became sick.  Most recovered completely or with only minor complications, while some were rendered unfit for duty, and still others simply died.

Exposure to the elements was a fact of everyday life in the Second Florida Infantry Regiment.  Although most members of the regiment arrived in Virginia with their own tents, the soldiers took to the habit of carrying only as little equipment and personal effects as possible.
  Each soldier carried one flannel blanket and one rubber or gum-lined blanket called an “oilcloth.”  Two men slept together, with just one oilcloth on the ground, one blanket over of them─two if it was cold─and the second oilcloth on top to keep from getting too wet.  Sleeping next to each other became a habit which sometimes led to not altogether pleasant experiences, such as that of J. B. Johnson during the night of July 2-3, 1863, at Gettysburg.  Johnson was the Adjutant General of Perry’s Brigade, and so spent much of the evening following the brigade’s action reorganizing the men, and setting up a picket line.  He was so exhausted that he lay down between two men without saying a word, and fell almost immediately asleep.  He awoke on the morning of the Third, and found that he had spent the night between two dead men.
  When the men had adequate time, they used a few small pieces of wood to prop up the oilcloth as a makeshift tent, and spread clean straw underneath the ground cloth to make a bed.
  Even during the coldest winter months, the men of the Second Florida sometimes had to make due with only this negligible form of shelter.  During the winter following the battle of Fredericksburg, the regiment was stationed overlooking a ford across the Rappahannock River, which General Robert E. Lee thought the Federals might have used as a means of attacking his left flank.  For several days the regiment was positioned there without any tents or otherwise adequate winter shelter.  General Edward A. Perry, the commander of the all-Floridian brigade to which the Second Florida was attached, wrote to officials in the Confederate War Department requesting that tents be sent right away.  Unfortunately, the government told General Perry that they would have to wait for an unspecified amount of time before anything could be done.  A letter written by one of the unit’s soldiers referred to it as a “dreadful situation.”
  Some men who were more gifted in the art of sneaking off after final roll call managed to find haystacks, barns, or even household porches to provide nighttime shelter.
  Medically, the sleeping arrangements were, in the nineteenth century, nearly identical to those of mankind’s cave-dwelling days.  With only one or two blankets to defend against rain and cold, the men were exposed enough to contract respiratory illnesses such as pneumonia.  The Floridians were especially susceptible to the cold.  T. M. Palmer, the surgeon in charge of the hospital to which all Florida troops were admitted, wrote that the Floridians suffered a higher percentage of deaths from sickness than any other state’s troops serving in the Army of Northern Virginia.  Yet those same troops had experienced good health while still in Florida.  He blamed their inability to cope on two factors: First, because the men were used to warm weather, the cold of Virginia was beyond their ability to cope; and second, the most recent troops sent from Florida included many men who were not fit for service.
  Even when they had tents, because they were not entirely enclosed, malaria and other insect-borne maladies did abound.
 


Despite the general unpleasantness of their living quarters, it seems as though the greater concern for the men of the Second Florida was clothing.  In 1861, the Confederate Government issued directives as to the items and proper appearance of the infantryman’s uniform.  The all-purpose coat was to be a long double-breasted gray tunic with a high collar.  Trousers were to be sky blue, and loose-fitting and long enough to cover the boots.  The overcoat was to be double-breasted, made of gray flannel, and contained a cape which came down to the elbow.  The headgear was a cap modeled after the French kepi, and was colored blue on top to distinguish the wearer as in the infantry.  There were not official regulations concerning the type of underwear and socks.
  Regulations and actuality differed in nearly every aspect of the Army of Northern Virginia.  Because the uniforms were not mass produced, as they are in modern times, each uniform looked different.  This was especially apparent within the Second Florida and other regiments in which the companies were independently raised and equipped.  The groups which were destined to become Companies A and M─the Pensacola Rifle Rangers and the Howell Guards─were originally intended for service as cavalry companies.  This meant that their uniforms bore the yellow markings of cavalry rather than the blue of infantry.
  Starke’s Company─which became Company H─was outfitted with material purchased by the Palatka’s most prominent plantation owner and company commander, John W. Starke.  The “ladies of St. Augustine” made “hunting-shirt pattern” uniforms from the material for the company.
  
As the war progressed, the members of the regiment periodically required new items or mending materials for their uniforms.  Some uniform items were found unnecessary, and discarded.  The overcoat, while useful against rain and cold was so large and heavy that it could not be easily carried unless worn.
  This was not feasible during summertime, as the Virginia summer climate rivals that of Florida, especially in the tidewater areas─where most of the regiment’s actions took place during the first year of its service in that state.  Thus, the men rid themselves of their overcoats.  When winter reared its ugly head, and the weather again turned chilly, the regiment again gained access to overcoats, captured from Union supply trains or taken off of fallen soldiers.  This pattern of shedding and capturing winter coats, as well as certain other items, continued through the end of the war.
  The knapsack suffered a similar fate, being discarded as it was uncomfortable and the items carried therein─changes of clothes, tents, and personal items─were found to be superfluous.  The men thus rolled their personal items up in their blankets, tied the ends together with twine, and wore them over the shoulder with the fastened ends hanging under the opposite arm.  The extra clothes were discarded─the men wore one outfit until they could obtain another set of clothes─and the haversack served as the means of transporting items such as extra rations and a tin cup, which was secured by the strap of the haversack’s fastener.
  Because they were easier to wash and whereas vermin did not proliferate so much, cotton underdrawers and shirts replaced woolen underwear.
  Having an inner layer of cotton and an outer layer of wool proved effective at keeping the soldiers cool during the summer.  As they sweated, the cotton would dampen, and at the same time draw the heat of the skin’s surface away, and, depending upon the type of knit, the wool allowed the heat to escape while trapping the cool moisture of the sweat.
  Although there are no references concerning the exact nature of the uniforms worn by the members of the unit, it would be safe to assume that they recognized the value of layering cotton and wool fairly early in the war, if not at the beginning.  They were, after all, from one of the most hot and humid regions in North America.  Shoes, however, were more of a problem than advantage.

While boots were part of the official uniform, and looked nice when on parade, they lost their popularity after one or two long marches, as they chaffed the ankles, and were difficult to put on and take off.  The soldiers found broad-bottom shoes called “brogans” to be much more suited to long marches, and they could put on and take off these shoes with much greater ease.
  Still, the troops had problems with shoes, as they were prone to fall apart, and as the war dragged on they became increasingly scarce.  Very late in the war the remnants of the Second Florida made a forced march of some fifty miles to attack a rear position of the Federal troops who were besieging the city of Petersburg.  The fight occurred on 10 December, 1864, and after a successful operation returned to their original positions on 14 December.  Most of the members of the unit had no shoes, and only had rags tied around their feet.  They thus suffered from exposure to the cold and cuts on their feet from the frozen ground.
  Replacement shoes were most often acquired from Federals who, having been sent to another world, had no further use for them.  In this same way, Confederates also obtained material to patch holes in their uniforms, extra rations, and other items.
  Even when they did have shoes, they did not always help, as a pair which had yet to be broken in was prone to cause severe blisters if worn on a long march.  A private who experienced just such an occurrence wrote home to his wife:  “I’m all right except [for] the . . . blisters on my feet, and I hope these few lines will find you enjoying the same blessings.”
  A lack of clothing contributed to the soldiers’ inability to ward off sickness.  However, the contribution of things worn on the outside of their bodies cannot compare to that of those things which soldiers put inside their bodies.
Food and water were two of the greatest players in the disease outbreaks of the Civil War.  If any single word could describe the diet of the average member of the Second Florida Infantry, with regard to the impact it had upon his health, it would be “abysmal.”  The “Rebel diet” consisted for-the-most-part of flour biscuits or cornbread, beef or pork─often heavily salted, as a means of preservation─some sort of sweetener─such as sugar, molasses, or sorgum─and coffee.  A great problem within the army was a lack of fresh vegetables.  Potatoes and peas, as well as corn, and green vegetables were sometimes issued.  However, they came at irregular intervals, and by the time they were evenly distributed, the average soldier’s share was hardly enough to prevent diseases such as scurvy.  Fresh fruit also was lacking, and whenever fruit was available, usually when passing an orchard or berry bush, the soldiers did not distinguish between ripe and unripe fruit, and often paid the price for eating an unripe apple or blackberry.
  Even worse than the lack of food was the methods which the soldiers used to prepare them.  Meats were usually deep-fried in fat, and flour and corn meals were combined with the grease left over to create biscuits or a substance called “slosh.”  This high fat, low nutrition diet played havoc on the digestive systems of the members of the regiment.  The situation was so bad that few soldiers in the Army of Northern Virginia had a natural movement during their service in that state.  Doctors recognized that the soldiers’ diet was to blame, but due to the government’s inability to provide proper rations the problem persisted through the end of the war.
  Muddy or stagnant water was consumed, causing widespread disease.  There were extreme incidents of soldiers drinking tainted water─such as the time a man was so thirsty that he drank water that was crimson red from the blood of a dead bull.  Another extreme incident occurred when a group of stragglers entered camp after everyone else had already fallen asleep.  Famished, they searched for something to eat, and discovered a large pot of soup.  Even though it had a peculiar taste, they were so hungry that they ate it all anyway.  The next morning they were informed that the others in camp had been unable to eat that pot of soup because of it having been “. . . strongly impregnated with the peculiar flavor of defunct cockroaches.” 
  The “Rebel diet” therefore, served nearly as much to weaken the immune systems of the members of the Second Florida as much as it provided them with nutrition.
Personal hygiene also played a major part in the deteriorating health of the troops.  They wore one uniform and if they were lucky they had a change of socks─most did not.  Indeed, washing and changing clothes was so rare an occurrence that one trooper mentioned in his diary that:  “Joe and I took a wash and changed clothes today.”
  One reason why washing was so rare was that cold water did not get rid of the vermin which lived in the clothing, and warm water was often scarce.
  The vermin most men of the regiment had to deal with were lice, called “greybacks.”  Nearly every soldier had to deal with them, even the officers.  At first, men were ashamed that they had them, feeling as though it was a mark of shame similar to being thought to be a coward.  However, as time went on, and all ranks fell victim to the plague of “greybacks” it became a matter of jest.  One story tells of a sergeant sitting in a field with his shirt off, picking through it trying to root out “greybacks.”  A fellow soldier saw the welts on his back and called out to the sergeant that he admired his luck at fishing.  The sergeant responded that he had caught nothing, to which the other soldier called back, “The devil you haven’t, with so many bites.”
  After the initial shock of having lice wore off, the men tried to deal with them.  The soldiers all washed at the same time and boiled their clothes together, rather than one at a time, to avoid transferring the lice to one-another.  This practice proved somewhat effective in dealing with the problem, but, lice were an ever-present nuisance, as bathing remained a rare occurrence.
  Poor personal hygiene also added to the likeliness that a wound would become infected.
Living in camp and not bathing was bad enough, but the situation worsened when on the march.  Being in the vanguard of a column was actually preferred to being in the rear, as those in the back had to “eat the dust” that everyone in front of them kicked up.  During the summer months, when most campaigning took place, Virginia’s dirt roads and fields were dry and the soil was loose, allowing for thick clouds of dust to be sent into the air by even small columns of troops.  The dust was inhaled by those who had to pass through it, and caused many respiratory problems.
  As bad as dry roads were, it was worse after heavy rains, as the roads became muddy expanses.  One Floridian told of how the road which the Florida Brigade traveled along during the retreat from Gettysburg had mud that was at times waist deep.  He recounted:  “I do not know how many times I fell and went head and ears under.”
  It was during long marches that the soldiers experienced problems with blisters, which had a tendency to become infected.  The lack of washing facilities and poor personal hygiene was the primary cause of infections to blisters, wounds, and other injuries in which the skin was opened up.
  The men’s squalidness was a cause for serious health problems, as well as aggravation.  Indeed, the plagues of “greybacks” must have been as annoying to the soldiers as was their smell to anyone else who encountered them.
Still, the most important cause for disease among the members of the Second Florida was sanitation─or, rather, a lack thereof.  The concept that a tiny organism existed, which could infiltrate into a person’s body and wreak havoc upon the body’s organs and tissues, was yet to be developed.  Although most infectious diseases had been identified by their symptoms, their causes were still subject to wild speculation.  Because their causes were yet to be discovered─that had to wait until a microscope with the ability to see germs could be invented in the decades following the Civil War─the proper treatment or containment methods also were not known.  While some treatments worked, such as quinine for malaria, the only disease which did not proliferate at pandemic levels was smallpox.  This was primarily due to a vaccine which, wile not always effective, was administered to enough soldiers that the virus was unable to propagate as it would have on an untreated group.
  There were two main reasons why so many men died as a result of improper sanitation:  they were exposed to poor sanitary conditions while in camp, and they included among their number many men who were either unfit for service or were already infected when they began service.
Most soldiers who enlisted in the Second Florida, or in any other unit which served during the Civil War, expected that the war would be some sort of glorious and romantic affair, and that they would find adventure.
  In reality, instead of glory and romance what they found was gory and revolting.  Even the most celebrated works of popular history, such as Ken Burns’ “Civil War” series, fail to accurately portray the squalor in which the soldiers lived from day to day.  Perhaps, the one thing that was more striking about the camps than the dust in the summer or the mud in the spring and fall was the pungent odor, which was a mixture of burning wood in campfires, rotting flesh in the commissary, the smell of unwashed clothes and men who went weeks─if not months─without bathing, and open latrine ditches.  One soldier vividly described the situation, writing that:
…an army, any army, does poison the air.  It is a city without sewerage, and policing only makes piles of offal to be buried or burned.  Animals die as they do not die in cities and, if buried, they are apt to be insufficiently so.  Then animals are slaughtered for beef and so, what with the fragments of food and scraps of decaying substances, all festering under a mid-summer sun, an army soon breeds . . . the most fatal of fevers…

Once the regiment set up camp in Virginia, dysentery made an early appearance, and diarrhea soon followed; and neither left until the end of the war.  These two diseases were caused by exposure to certain strains of bacteria, viruses, protozoa, and/or chemicals.  Because such things were unheard of, the men of the unit did not understand that by drinking tainted water or eating putrid meat they were exposing themselves to digestive disorders.  Indeed, infections of the digestive system were almost ubiquitous in camp.  The main venue by which men ingested the germs which caused dysentery and diarrhea was water.  Most latrine facilities were placed near a water source.  Rainwater frequently flooded the latrines, and the tainted water flowed into the drinking water supply.
  Even when it did not rain, men often drank water that was stagnant, and thus tainted.
  The problem was such that one Confederate doctor related that, “no matter what else a patient had, he had diarrhea.”

Most men who served with the regiment were only boys when they joined the unit in 1861.  Because of their age, most had not yet experienced such sicknesses as measles, chickenpox, mumps, or rubella.  Thus disposed, the camp of the Second Florida was an epidemic waiting to happen, with hundreds of men living in close quarters, sharing food, water, and latrine facilities.  The six month period between July, 1861, and February, 1862, saw many cases of sickness, especially measles.  In August, 1861, Private Eugene Frederick Lykes, a member of the Second Florida Infantry, wrote in a letter to his wife in Hernando County that only one member of his company had come down with any kind of sickness.
  A little less than a month later, in another letter to his wife, Private Lykes expresses concern that so many members of the regiment, including a number of men in his own company, were getting sick with measles and flue.  Some became so ill that they had to be discharged from the army, as the officers believed them incapable of recuperating in time to participate in the coming campaign.
  The major cause for this was the improper screening of recruits by army doctors.  Often, men were allowed in the army who were carriers of disease or who were too susceptible to the rigors of army life.
  One soldier, William Short was allowed to join the army, even though he had a history of digestive problems.  During the time he served with the unit before he was captured during the battle of Gettysburg, he experienced chronic bowel problems, often discharging blood.
  As bad as Private Short’s problems were, other soldiers never even made it into battle, falling victim to the less chivalrous aspects of warfare.  It was not unheard of for a man to be declared fit for service by a surgeon one day, and on the morrow “drop dead.”
  Many soldiers simply did not trust the doctors, and did not report for sick call, either bearing their affliction out or using some form of home remedy.
  Sometimes the soldiers recovered, but often they did not.
The general health of the men who served in the Second Florida Infantry was poor when contrasted to that of units within more modern armies.  Yet, the men of the regiment had neither the knowledge of sanitation nor of medicine which modern units utilize.  Had medical knowledge not increased after─and in part as a result of─the Civil War, it is likely that modern units would suffer similar percentages of men lost to disease.  This postulation aside, the fact remains that the men of the regiment experienced, on the whole, poor health, caused by a combination of inadequate shelter and clothing, poor personal hygiene, and improper sanitation.  What motivated men to stay and fight, despite such deplorable conditions deserves further investigation.  Still, regardless why the men remained with their unit in Virginia, their notion of war as a glorious adventure was surely obliterated; for more men of the Second Florida fought their last battle not against Yankees, but against disease, and lost.
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