The 5anitarg (_ommission and Other Relie{: Agencies

The object of the 5anitar3 Commission was to do what the Government could not. The
Government undertookl of course, to Provide all that was necessary for the soldier . . . but,
from the very nature of tnings, this was not Possifyle. - Tl’xe methods of the commission were
50 elas’cic, and so arrangecl to meet every emergency, that it was able to make Provision for

any need, see‘cing a!wags to suppiement, and never to suPPlant, the Government. (Marg A
| ivermore in "Mg Story of the War.")

WHEN the fall of Fort Sumter made war inevitable, a wave of enthusiasm swept over the
country, North and SOu’cn As a!wags naPPens in such crises, the women looked about them
for something theg mignt do. Tne first soldiers who went to the front were furnished with
every Possible bit of equipment which feminine brains could devise. ]n every vi”age the women

met to "sew for the soldiers."

Qut of this Feeiing that there must be sometning which women could do, even if theg could
not Fight, grew in the North the Sanitarg Commission ]ts origin may be traced to a meeting
of women held in New York, Apri! 25, 1861. Qut of this grew the Women's (Central
Association of RelieF. Flan after P!an was suggested, on!g to be discarded }39 the common
sense of the leaders. Finang, Dr. Henrg W. Benows, pastor of A” Sou]s (nitarian Cnurclﬂ
in New York, advised them to find out first what the (Government would and could do, and

then to attempt to do onlg those things which the genera! (Government felt itself unable to do.

AccomPanied bﬂ several other gentlemen deeplg interested in the Probiem, he went to
Washing’con to studg the situation. Tne idea of the Sanitarg (Commission was a natural
outgrowth of what theg saw, but the Plan at first met with little favor. The medical corps was
indifferent if not actua”y hostile; the War Depar‘tment was in oPPosition; Fresident | incoln
feared that it would be a *fifth wheel to the coach.” Put Finang the acting surgeon~general
was won over and recommended the aPPointment of" a commission of inquiry and advice in
respect to the sanitary interests of the United States Forces," to act with the medical
bureau. The committee was invited to put into a definite form the powers desired, and on

Mag 23d suggested that an unPaiCJ commission be aPPointed for the Fo”owing purposes:



"o /nqu/rc into the recruiting service in the various States and Ay advice to
br/'ng them to a common stana/arc/,- scconaf to /hc;uirc into the 5ub/@ct5 of a//ct,
clo i'/7//7g,, Coo,és, Camplhg grounc/s, in fact eve(gtﬁlhg connected with the
Pr@ventfon of discase among volunteer soldiers not accustomed to the r/:g/c/
rcgu/at/ons of the rcgu/ar troops; and t/w}‘of to discover methods [zg which
Prl’vatc and unotficial interest and money m/('g/nL sulop/cmcnt the appropr/ét/bns
of the Government. v

Thc P!an was approvcd and, on the 9t1‘1 oFJune, Henry \/\/ Bc”ows, DD, Frogessor A D
Bachc} LLDJ Frofcssor Jcﬁzrics ngan, M.D.; Frogcssor Wo!cott Gibbsj M.D, W. f"!
\/an Buren, MD, Samuel G Howe, MD, R C Wood, surgeon of the umted States
Army; G W. Cu”um, umted States Army, and Alexanc{er . SBiraS, United Sta’ces
Army, were aPPoin’cecl bg the SCcretarH of War, and his action was approved bg the
Fresiclcnt on the 13th of the same month. Thc (Government Promised to Providc a room in
Washington for their use. Tl‘l@ men at first aPPointed soon added others to their number,
and as the movement sPreacl over the country additional members were aPPointed until the
commissioners numbered twenty-one. Frederick | aw Olmstecl, the distinguishecl lanc{scape
architect, was chosen gcncral secretary while Dr. Bc”ows natura”g became Presiclent. A
gcncral circular asking for contributions amounting to $50,000 for the remaining six months
of the year 1861 was issued on June 22d, which amount was considered sufficient to

continue the work of inquirg and advice for that Periocl.

uPon the authority thus given, an examination of the condition of the troops both in the
[T ast and in the West was undertaken bg several members of the commission, with the result
that unsani’cary conditions were found almost evergwhere. At once Provision was made for
the employment of expert Physicians as inspec’cors of camps. Though the commission could
pay on!g moderate sa!arics, it was found Possib!c to secure inspcctors of an unusua“g higl‘n
type, many of whom rcsigned more remunerative Positions to take up the work of the
commission. Minute instructions were issued to them. They must not enter a camp without
the aPProval of the suPerior officers, which was usua”y given as a matter of course. |n their
examination thcg were instructed to consider the location of the camp, its clrainagc,
ventilation of tents or quarters, the qua!itﬂ of the rations, the methods of coolcir\g, the gcncra]

cleanliness of the camp and of the men. Wherever any of these fell short of a satisFac’corH



standardl tl‘xeg were instructed to suggest tact}cullg to the commanding officers the Points of

deﬁciencg and also to send their rePorts to the commission.

Their reports contained an immense number of Phgsiologica] and hygienic facts, which were
tabulated }39 the actuaries of the commission and digested bg the P!’xysicians emploged for
the purpose. The effects of these inspections were almost invariablg goocl. When a
commancling officer once had his attention called to defects in the location of the camp or in
drainage or in Police, he was usua“g unlikelg to make the same mistakes in the future, and
every regiment in which sanitary and hggienic conditions were satisFac’corg was an examP!e to

the regiments with which it might be briga&ed in the future.

Through the inspec’cors, eighteen short treatises PreParec{ by committees of eminent medical
men were distributed to the regimental surgeons and the commanding officers. Since these
surgeons had been almost who”g drawn from civil life and as the Medical DePartment had not

issued any such treatises to them, these little books were of inestimable value.

The ideas of the members of the commission, which included some of the best-known
Phgsicians in the country as well as men of affairs, were large. Tl’me members of the Sanitarg
Commission felt that on!g a young man was caPa}Dle of making the organization effective, and
they were successful in so influencing public opinion that a bill was passed destroying to a
Y &P P P ymg
Iarge extent the system of Promotion }33 seniori’cy and a“owing the aPPoin’cment of Wi”iam Al

Hammond as surgeon—general.

Tne third Pnase that of relief began with the care of the Fugitives of the battle of Bu” Run.
Mang regiments had been scattered, and the men came Pouring into Waslﬂing’con, seParatecl
from their officers and surgeons, and but for the work of the commission, much more suﬁcering

would have resulted. Re!ielC was also sent to the wounded after the battles at Edwards’

I:errg, Ba”'s B!mq:, and Dranesvi”e.

The collection of suPPlies in kind was left ]arge]y to the branclﬁesJ which were made almost
entire!g inCJePendent of the parent organization. | all of these women were Prominent. Tl’me
Women's Centra! Re!ielc Association of New York was the first one recognizec{, though the

branch in northern Ohio was the first association of women organizecl. TI"IC chief branches in

the " ast were those in New York, Poston, Bu]cxcalo, and Fhilaclelphia. There were other



branches at Cincinnati, Louisvi”c, Chicago, Trog, Detroit, and elsewhere. Far—og
Caii?omia sent a iargc contribution in money. TI’XCSC branches were best able to deal with
local conditions, as througi‘i them were collected such diverse articles as qui]ts, blankets, Pin~
cusiﬂons, bu’c’cer, eggs, sauerkraut, cider, ciﬂci(ens, and many other things. Ti‘ie standard set

bﬁ the branch for the local-aid societies was "a box a month for the soldiers.”

At first, there was much ciiicicicultg in estab]ishing the Principle of universaiitg of relief. A
communit3 was wi”ing to send a box to its own company or to its own regiment, but was less
enthusiastic over the qucs’cion of scnciirig articles to men whom it bad never seen. Put afterit
had been shown that, on account of the icrequent ci’xanges in the Position of troops,
thousands of such boxes lag in the express offices undelivered until their contents were often
sPoileci, the wisdom of the Provision of a generaLrelieiC fund which should send aid wherever

neecieci, came to be recognized‘

Ohne great cii]ci:icultg to be overcome was the wiciespread belief in some sections that the
soldiers did not get the contents of the boxes sent them. Kigici investigation disProveci the
existence of any considerable misaPPiication of stores, but the rumor was s’cubborn, and was

iDCiiC\/Cd i)\lj mang Wi’]OSC zcal natura“g was rciaxcci.

The commission Proveci its value ciuririg the Feninsula campaign of 1862. THC transfer of
troops to this new and somewhat malarias country soon brougi'it on an amount of sickness
with which the Govcrnmenta] agencies were unable to deal. With the approval of the medical
bureau, the commission aPPlicci for the use of a number of transports, then iﬂing idle. The
Secretary of War ordered boats with a caPaci’cH of one thousand persons to be detailed to
the commission, which in turn agreeci to take care of that number of sick and wounded. The
Dan/e/ Weési’er, assigneci to the commission APri] 25, 1862, was refitted as a i‘iospitai and
reached the York River on Aprii §Oti1, with the general secretary, Mr. Oims’ccd, and a

numbcr Oi: SUFgCOﬂS and nurses.

O’civer Si"liPS were cietailed, though great inconvenience was suffered from the fact that
several were recalled to the transport service, even when thcg had a load of sick and
woundcdl Wi‘IO, of course, had to be transferred at the cost, sometimes, of considerable

suﬁcering‘ At the same time, agents of the commission were near the front with the soldiers,



ogering such relief as was in their power. Undoubted]3 hundreds of lives were saved during
this campaign ]33 the efficient work of the commission.

During this campaign another branch of the commission's activity cleveloPecl. So many
letters inquiring about sick, woundcd, or dead soldiers were received that a l’xospital c{irectorg
was bcgunj and before the 1st of April, 1863, this dircctorg included the names of the sick
and wounded soldiers in every generai hosPital. At the second battle of Bu” Kun the
suPPlies sent forward bﬂ the surgeon»general were caPturecl bg the Comceclerates, and but
for those furnished bﬁ the 5anitar3 Commission, the sugcring would have been tru]g
Fright}cu!. Thc work was continued at Antietam, where the suPP]ics were brought to the field
two clays ahead of those of the Medical Departmen’c. The commission was also the main
chendence after the battle of Fredericksburg, and not until the battle of Chance”orsvi”e

were the suPPIies of the Medical DePartment on the battlefield Pienthcul and accessible.

In the West, an organization in St. | ouis, known as the Western Saﬂitarg Commissiom
though having no connection with the ]arger body was very efficient in the work of relief. Je
established and equipped hosPitaIs, and was able to suPPlg them. Mang valuable
contributionsj howcvcr, were sent from the [~ ast. Thc Chicago, or Northwestcm branch,
also rendered valuable service. Scurvg was Prcvcntccl }39 rushing carloads of fresh

vege’cables to \/icksburg and to the Army of the Cumberland‘

After the reorganization of the medical bureau and the rcsulting increase in cgicicncgj the
work of the commission }Dccamc, as mentioned above, !arge]y supplementarg. And get, to the
end of the war, with every corps was a wagon carrying, among its suPPlies, clﬁlormcorm, brancly,
and other s’cimulan’cs; condensed milk, beef-stock, banclages, surgeon'’s silk and other articles
of Pressing need. A telegram from the insPec’cor or relief agent on the SPot to the nearest
brancl’x, dcmanc{ing articles of food or of clothing, was almost sure to be Promptlg answcrecl,
while Government supplics were to be Procurcd on!g on rcquisition, and necessari]g Passing
through several bancls, were sometimes much deiayec}. With the resul’cing Iessening of the
burden upon the energjes of the commission, its activitg was much broadened.
A “home" was established in Washington to give food and ]odging and proper care to
discharged soldiers. Those in charge were a]wags rcaclg to help soldiers to correct defective
papers, to act as agents for those too feeble to present their claims at the Pension office or

to the Paymastcr, and to Protcct them from sharpers and the like. Loclges were established



near the railwa9 stations to give temporary shelter. T wo nurses’ homes were established, but

these were !argclg used as tcmporar9 shelter for mothers or wives sccking their wounded sons

or husbanc{s.

In the West, a home was established 133 the Cl‘nicago branch at Cairoj llinois, which was one
of the main gateways through which soldiers Passed, going toward or returning from the army.
Rations were issued by the (Government, and the builcling was furnished for the most part bg
the commission which assumed the management. ]t was, in effect, a free hotel for so]cliers) and
thousands were looked after and kcpt from harmful associations. | ater it was much enlarged
bﬁ order of Gcncraf (arant, who instructed the officer commanding the post to construct
suitable buiidings. Much of the money raised bg the Sanitarg (Commission was }33 means of
fairs, some of which became national events, and lasted for weeks. During its existence the

Sam’tarfj (Commission received $4,924480.99 in money and the value of $ 15,000,000 in

supplics.

No such we”~organized ins’crumentaiity as the 5anitar3 (Commission existed in the South.
There were many women's aid societies, and some of those in the scaport towns Pemcormed
valuable services. T he one in Charlcston devoted its energies largclg to Procuring through
the blockade the much needed stimulants and medicines. ]n Wi!mington, much work of the
same sort was accomPIishec{‘ ]n every town through which soldiers PassecL the women were

alwags readg to feed the hungrg and nurse the sick without formal invitation.

Thcrc were few organizcd convalescent homcs, but their P]ace was taken }39 almost the
universal custom of Private families taking convalescent soldiers to their homes. [n Richmond,
the so-called ambulance committee was very efficient in Proportion to its scanty means, but
the needs were so great, and the scarci’cy of men and money so discouraging, that it did not
work so like a well-oiled machine as did the Sanitarg Commission. Bib!cs and tracts were
distributed }39 various organizations, and an attempt to furnish other rcacjing matter was

made.

Another organization which did good work among the Northern soldiers was the (nited
States Chris’cian Commission, organizcd ]39 the Young Men's Christian Association. [ts
purpose was Primarilg to imProve the morals of the soldiers and, inciclentang, their Physical

condition. |t distributed thousands of Biblcs, millions of coPies of religious books, and many



millions of religious newspapers and tracts. ]n addition, it bougl‘mt many copics of the better
class of magazincs and sent them to the soldiers. ]n the Permanent camps, free reading rooms
were es’cab!ished, and in a number of these 5ta’ce newspapers were kept on file. Writing
materials and Pos’cage stamPs were furnished free to the solc{iers, and the agents never
ceased to urge the men to write home and to send a considerable part of their pay. This
commission set up a number of cogeowagons in compctition with the sut]crs, many of whom
sold liquor, and also established * sPecial diet~§<itchens,“ where needed, for the sick and
convalescent. The commission estimated that it had exPenc{eci in money and in suPPIies more

than six and a quartcr million dollars.

Source: The F}wotographic Tﬁistorg of the Civi] War. Arﬁclc }39 [Holland T!’]ompson



