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Patriots in the Healing 
Arts: The Physicians 
Who Helped Win 
American Independence 

 

When we reflect upon the American Revolution, our 
thoughts naturally turn to the soldiers who endured 
bitter winters, fought on distant battlefields, and 
secured the liberties we enjoy today. Yet another group 
of Patriots served with equal devotion, though their 
battlefield was the hospital ward, the surgeon's tent, 
and the crowded military encampment. The physicians 
and surgeons of the Continental Army fought a 
different kind of war—one against disease, infection, and 
suffering—and their contributions were indispensable to 
the cause of American independence. 

Approximately 1,400 medical practitioners served with 
the Continental Army during the Revolutionary War. By 
modern standards, their qualifications varied 
considerably. Only about ten percent possessed formal 
medical degrees from colleges in America or Europe. 
Most had entered the profession through the traditional 
system of apprenticeship, studying for several years 
under an established physician before beginning 
practice on their own. Many were young men just 
starting their medical careers, and few had previous 
experience treating the devastating injuries and 
widespread illnesses encountered during wartime. 

Their greatest enemy was not always the British Army. 
Disease proved to be a far deadlier foe than musket fire 
or artillery. Throughout the Revolutionary War, 
epidemics of smallpox, dysentery, typhus, typhoid 
fever, malaria, and pneumonia swept through military 
camps. Crowded living conditions, contaminated water 
supplies, poor sanitation, inadequate nutrition, and 
exposure to severe weather created ideal conditions for 
illness to spread rapidly among the troops. Historians 
estimate that for every soldier killed in combat, several 

more died from disease. Preserving the health of the 
army became as important to victory as winning battles. 

The medical profession of the eighteenth century 
offered limited resources for combating illness and 
injury. Physicians practiced long before the discoveries 
of bacteria, viruses, antiseptics, anesthesia, or 
antibiotics. Surgical instruments were simple, pain relief 
was minimal, and even relatively minor wounds could 
become life-threatening through infection. Despite 
these limitations, Revolutionary War physicians relied 
upon the best scientific knowledge available to them 
and constantly sought ways to improve patient care. 

One of the greatest influences on military medicine was 
Sir John Pringle, the Scottish physician whose service in 
the British Army during the War of the Austrian 
Succession transformed the treatment of soldiers. His 
landmark work, Observations on the Diseases of the 
Army, emphasized cleanliness, proper ventilation, 
sanitation, adequate nutrition, and the careful 
organization of military hospitals. Published decades 
before the germ theory of disease, Pringle's 
observations nevertheless recognized that crowded, 
filthy conditions contributed to the spread of illness. His 
work became an essential reference for military 
physicians on both sides of the Atlantic and helped 
shape the medical practices adopted by the 
Continental Army. 

Recognizing the need for an organized medical system, 
the Continental Congress established the Hospital 
Department in July 1775, only weeks after assuming 
responsibility for the newly formed Continental Army. 
The department supervised a growing network of 
military hospitals and employed physicians, surgeons, 
apothecaries, stewards, purveyors, nurses, and 
administrative personnel responsible for caring for 
thousands of sick and wounded soldiers. 

At the regimental level, each Continental Army 
regiment was assigned a surgeon assisted by one or 
more surgeon's mates. These medical officers 
accompanied troops on campaign, treated battlefield 
casualties, performed amputations when necessary, 
dressed wounds, reduced fractures, and cared for 
soldiers suffering from disease. Their work demanded 
extraordinary endurance. They often labored for many 
hours without rest following a major engagement, 
operating under primitive conditions with limited 
supplies while striving to save as many lives as possible. 

Providing medical care to an army constantly on the 
move presented enormous logistical challenges. 
Medicines, bandages, surgical instruments, blankets, 
food, and transportation were frequently in short 
supply. Hospitals were often overcrowded, and 
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shortages of trained personnel complicated every 
aspect of patient care. Administrative disagreements 
within the Hospital Department and the absence of a 
clearly defined chain of command between hospital 
officials and regimental surgeons sometimes hindered 
the efficient delivery of medical services. Nevertheless, 
the physicians remained committed to their mission, 
adapting to difficult circumstances with resourcefulness 
and determination. 

Among the Continental Army's greatest medical 
achievements was its successful campaign against 
smallpox. Under the leadership of General George 
Washington, the army undertook one of history's 
earliest large-scale military immunization programs by 
systematically inoculating soldiers against the disease. 
The effort dramatically reduced outbreaks that had 
previously threatened the survival of the army and 
demonstrated Washington's appreciation of the critical 
role medicine played in military success. 

The sacrifices made by the army's physicians did not go 
unnoticed. In recognition of their indispensable service, 
the Continental Congress granted military doctors the 
same rank and benefits accorded to officers of the line. 
This acknowledgment reflected the growing 
understanding that preserving the health and fighting 
strength of the army was every bit as essential as 
battlefield leadership. 

With the return of peace in 1783, most military 
physicians resumed civilian practice, bringing with them 
valuable experience gained under the most demanding 
conditions imaginable. Many became leaders in 
American medicine, founding medical schools, serving 
as professors, promoting improved standards of 
medical education, advancing public health, and 
helping establish professional medical organizations. 
The lessons learned during the Revolutionary War 
contributed significantly to the development of 
American military and civilian medicine during the 
nation's formative years. 

As members of the Sons of the American Revolution, 
we honor all who contributed to the cause of liberty. 
While the exploits of generals and soldiers rightly 
occupy an important place in our history, we should 
also remember the physicians and surgeons whose 
skill, courage, and compassion preserved countless 
lives. Their steadfast service reminds us that the triumph 
of American independence was achieved not only 
through victories on the battlefield, but also through 
the quiet heroism of those who dedicated themselves 
to healing the defenders of freedom. 

 


