
 he Union Army entered 
the war totally unprepared. 
The Medical Department 

chief was Thomas Lawson, a 
veteran of the War of 1812, more 
than 80 years old and dying of 
cancer. Lawson continuously 
pared the department, cutting 
its budget and making available 
only the barest of supplies. Only 
a minimum inventory was kept of 
medicine, bandages and medical 
tools. For example, although the 
clinical thermometer was intro-
duced in the 17th century, fewer 
than 20 were available to the 
Union Army in 1861. 

Lawson died only weeks after 
the fall of Fort Sumter. He was 
replaced by Clement A. Finlay, 
who had served in the army since 
1818, and who shared Lawson’s 
parsimonious values. 
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The Civil War
Ambulance Wagon
James H. Hillestad, Member No. 6, chronicles the 
state of medical transport during the Civil War. 

At the outbreak of hostilities, the 
United States Army medical staff 
consisted of the surgeon general 
(Lawson), 30 surgeons and 83 
assistant surgeons. Of these, 2� 
resigned to “go South” and three 
others were dropped for “disloyal-

ty.” Thus, the medical corps began 
its war service with only 87 men. 

Coming to the rescue was the 
United States Sanitary Commis-
sion, which had been inspired 
in part by the efforts of Florence 
Nightingale, who worked to al-
leviate the deplorable conditions 
of British Crimean War casualties. 
The “Sanitary,” as it came to be 
called, was a fusion of local sol-
diers’ aid societies. Women took 
the lead in forming these associa-
tions, sending bandages, medi-
cine, clothing, food and volunteer 
nurses to Army camps and hos-
pitals. 

This work ran contrary to the 
dictates of Surgeon General Finlay 
-- who disdained outside interfer-
ence. The famous landscape archi-
tect Frederick Olmsted served as 
secretary of the Sanitary Commis-
sion, and he candidly took issue 
with Finlay, saying, “It is a criminal 
weakness to entrust such respon-
sibilities as those resting on the 

LEFT
Zouave ambulance 
crew demonstrat-
ing the removal of 
wounded soldiers 
from the field.  (Li-
brary of Congress)

BELOW
Union Stretcher 
Bearer Set, 
No.31053
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surgeon-general to a self-satisfied, 
supercilious, bigoted blockhead, 
merely because he is the oldest of 
the old mess-room doctors.” 

James McPherson, in his clas-
sic Battle Cry of Freedom, wrote: 
“The Civil War was fought at 
the end of the Middle Ages.” No 
doubt, he included medical care 
in this assessment. For every man 
killed in battle, two died of ill-
ness or disease. The germ theory 
of disease infection was in its 
infancy, and most doctors didn’t 
understand the need to wash 
their hands to prevent spreading 
disease. Often, the injured died 
from infections, rather than from 
the wound itself. Medicine was 
also primitive. The only treatment 
for a badly broken arm or leg was 
to amputate. 

The Sanitary chartered hospi-
tal boats to evacuate wounded 
men, and pioneered the develop-
ment of hospital trains -- and had 
long advocated for the creation 

of a trained ambulance corps. 
Before the Civil War, ambulanc-
es were pretty much unknown 
in the United States (in Europe 
they were used in the Napoleonic 
Wars), as the equivalent of a hos-
pital pharmacy could be carried in 

the doctor’s little black bag on his 
horse’s back. There was no need 
to bring the patient to the hospi-
tal, because the hospital could just 
as easily be brought to him.

And if transport were needed, 
who in the town had a vehicle 

ABOVE
Union Rucker 
Ambulance Wagon 
with driver, steward 
and stretcher-bearer 
party (No.31052 and 
No.31053)

RIGHT
Wounded soldiers 
from the battles of 
the “Wilderness” 
Around Fredericks-
burg, 1864.  (Library 
of Congress) 



that could carry a sick person in a 
lying position? Why, the undertak-
er, of course! 

Prior to the battle of Antietam 
(September, 1862), ambulance 
wagons were staffed by bands-
men, who ferried the wounded 
to hospitals. Frequently, the most 
unfit soldiers were detailed, and in 
the first year of the war, they were 
known to get drunk on medicinal 
liquor and ignore their wounded 
charges in order to hide them-
selves from enemy fire.

Did you know...?

•Notable medical volunteers included the writers Louisa May Alcott and 
Walt Whitman. Clara Barton worked on her own as a one-woman aid 
society, which led to her role in establishing the American Red Cross. 

•The legendary General Stonewall Jackson, wounded by his own men 
at Chancellorsville, was placed in a field ambulance wagon and taken to 
the corps field infirmary at the Wilderness Tavern, and thence to Chan-
dler’s Plantation, where he died. 

•“The man of the hour,” Gen. Winfield Hancock, was dispatched by 
Gen. George Meade to take command of the left wing of the Union 
Army at Gettysburg. Hancock received his orders at Taneytown and set 
off with aides and signalmen in an ambulance wagon, where they stud-
ied maps relating to the situation ahead as they bumped along. 
 

Jim Hillestad operates 
under the name The Toy 
Soldier Museum.  His 
museum, containing more 
than 35,000 figures and a 
large collection of mili-
taria, is located in the Po-
cono Mountains of north-
eastern Pennsylvania.  For 
directions and hours, call 
him at 570/629-7227, or 
visit his Web site www.
the-toy-soldier.com

A new system was put in place 
by the Army of the Potomac Medi-
cal Director Jonathan Letterman. 
Referred to as the Letterman Am-
bulance Plan, the ambulances of a 
division moved together, super-
vised by a mounted line sergeant, 
with one driver per vehicle along 
with two stretcher-bearers. 

Wounded men were evacu-
ated from the front line by the 
stretcher-bearers. The more se-
verely wounded were placed in 
ambulances; the most common 
type was drawn by two horses. This ambulance was a stout spring 

wagon, covered with a canvas top 
and rolled canvas sides. 

Numerous versions of ambulance 
wagons were used. The most 
serviceable was designed by Brig. 
Gen. D.H. Rucker, and was made 
in government repair shops in 
Washington. The W. Britain model 
was inspired by the Rucker Ambu-
lance Wagon. 

The new system for transporting 
the wounded quickly proved its 
worth and spread to other Union 
Armies. Wearing special uniforms 
and imbued with high morale, 
these non-combatant med-
ics risked their lives to reach the 
wounded in the midst of battle, 
and evacuate them as quickly as 
possible to field hospitals. The 
ambulance corps became a model 
for European armies in the Franco-
Prussian War. 

At the Battle of Gettysburg, in 
those chaotic days of early July, 
1863, approximately 1,000 am-
bulance wagons evacuated more 
than 20,000 Union and Confeder-
ate casualties. 

 
 

LEFT
Armory Square Hos-
pital, Ward K, 1864, 
Washington, D.C. 
(Library of Congress) 
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ABOVE
Union Rucker Ambu-
lance Wagon detail, 
No.31052


