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Document 13.6 “The Other Side of His Hammock” (1863) 
 
Medical practice was largely unregulated in civilian life, such that practically anyone could claim expertise and 
treat patients. Lax standards accounted for a great many unqualified physicians entering the military as surgeons 
early in the war. Treatments at the time were not notable for their success, and many troops, especially those 
from rural areas where physicians were scarce, were accustomed to treating themselves. In an article from 1863, 
Harper’s Magazine mockingly narrates a story about a navy surgeon. 
 
A man with his arms extended on each side of his hammock was caught by one wrist by the Doctor, who, with 
watch in hand, counted the pulse, and spoke as follows: 
 
“Very sick, very sick; typhus icteroides” (yellow-fever) “in its first stages; must have a mustard bath, then twenty 
grains of calomel, with castor-oil the usual time afterward.” 
 
So saying, passed on. He finished that row, and started back on the other side. Getting along quite rapidly, he saw 
an arm thrust out of a hammock, and immediately seized it; as usual, counted the pulse, then took a look at the 
man’s tongue, asked him a few questions, and broke out with, 
 
“Oh, you lazy, good-for-nothing skulker! Get out of your hammock and go on deck to work! You’re no more sick 
than I am. I’ll have you reported for black-list duty immediately.” And muttering about skulkers, etc., he was about 
proceeding, when his attendant horrified him by saying, 
 
“Doctor, this is James Jones, for whom you have prescribed already, on the other side of his hammock. You said 
then he had yellow-fever, and told me to give him a mustard bath and calomel.” 
 
“Yes, yes; guess I was wrong the last time; did not examine closely enough. Let’s see again; h’m! yes; has got 
yellow-fever indeed. Follow up the first prescription.” 

 
Source: Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, December 1863: 138. 
 


