The Forgotten Medical Tale: Uncovering the
Hidden History of Spinal Tuberculosis in the
Civil War

In the annals of the American Civil War, amidst the thunder of cannons and
the clash of bayonets, there lurks a hidden story—a medical enigma that
has remained shrouded in obscurity for over a century. This story,
concealed within the pages of a forgotten diary, sheds light on a
devastating disease that afflicted countless soldiers and civilians alike:
spinal tuberculosis.

The Civil War: A Crucible of Suffering

The American Civil War, fought from 1861 to 1865, was a conflict of
unparalleled magnitude. Millions of men took up arms, and thousands lost
their lives in battles that raged across the nation. Beyond the battlefields,
however, another enemy lurked—disease. From typhoid and dysentery to
smallpox and malaria, epidemics swept through military camps and civilian
settlements, claiming countless victims.
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Spinal Tuberculosis: A Silent Scourge

Among the many diseases that plagued the Civil War era, spinal
tuberculosis (also known as Pott's disease) was a particularly insidious and
debilitating affliction. Caused by the bacterium Mycobacterium tuberculosis,
spinal tuberculosis attacks the vertebrae, the bony structures that make up
the spine. As the infection progresses, it can cause severe pain, paralysis,
and even death.

In the 19th century, spinal tuberculosis was a common and dreaded
disease. Diagnosis was difficult, and treatment options were limited. Many
sufferers were doomed to a life of pain and disability.

The Diary of Johnnie Young: A Window into the Past

In 2018, a long-forgotten diary belonging to a Confederate soldier named
John Henry Young was discovered in an antique store in Kentucky. This
remarkable document provided a rare glimpse into the lives of Civil War
soldiers and the medical challenges they faced.

Among the diary's many entries, one in particular caught the attention of Dr.
John Hart, a historian of medicine at the University of Virginia. In a passage
dated March 1864, Young described how he had been suffering from
severe back pain for several months. He consulted an army surgeon, who
diagnosed him with spinal tuberculosis.

A Clear Diagnosis
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Young's diary entry is the first known account of a Civil War soldier being
diagnosed with spinal tuberculosis. Dr. Hart and his colleagues were able
to confirm the diagnosis based on the symptoms described by Young, as
well as the fact that he later developed a characteristic curvature of the
spine, known as kyphosis.

Young's diary provides invaluable historical evidence of the presence of
spinal tuberculosis during the Civil War. It also sheds light on the
challenges faced by soldiers and surgeons in an era when medical
knowledge was limited and effective treatments were scarce.

The Hidden Toll of Disease

While Young's case is the only documented instance of spinal tuberculosis
in the Civil War, it is likely that many other soldiers suffered from this
debilitating disease. The lack of reliable medical records makes it
impossible to know the true extent of the problem, but historians estimate
that as many as 10% of Civil War soldiers may have been afflicted with
tuberculosis in some form.

The impact of spinal tuberculosis on the war effort cannot be
underestimated. Soldiers who were disabled by the disease were unable to
fight, and they often became a burden on their comrades. In some cases,
spinal tuberculosis led to death, further depleting the ranks of the fighting
forces.

A Legacy of Suffering

The medical backstory of spinal tuberculosis in the Civil War is a tragic tale
of human suffering and the challenges faced by soldiers and surgeons in
an era of limited medical knowledge. While spinal tuberculosis is no longer



a common disease in the United States, it remains a serious problem in
many parts of the world.

The discovery of Johnnie Young's diary serves as a reminder of the hidden
toll that disease can take on war and society. It is a story that deserves to
be told and remembered, lest we forget the sacrifices made by those who
fought for our nation.

Further Reading
= Spinal Tuberculosis in the American Civil War
= The Civil War and the Development of American Medicine

= The Civil War Diary of John Henry Young
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= Civil War hospital (National Library of Medicine)
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