





























arena was often a mess plate. One soldier,
flaunting a champion louse, demanded that the
lice be raced from individual plates. After the
soldier profited substantially from the events,
it was discovered that he had heated his plate
prior to the different speed trials (Wiley 1994).
In addition, lice fights were held in which bets
were placed and the lice were pitted against
each other. One veteran claimed that it was not
unusual to see a dozen groups of men involved
in these fights (Wiley 1994). Even the inhu-
mane conditions of Andersonville did not pre-
clude prisoners from participating in the fights
(Futch 1968).

Lice were also the source of some great
yarns and waggery. Before retiring for bed, one
Virginia private recited his version of the com-
mon bedtime prayer:

Now I lay me down to sleep,

While gray-backs oe’r my body creep;

If I should die before I wake,

I pray the Lord their jaws to break (Wiley
1994).

Several Confederates claimed they caught
lice embellished with the letters C.S. (Confed-
erate States) and L.W. (In for the War) (Wiley
1994). One rebel related, “I pulled off a Shirt
last night and threw it down; this morning I
saw it moving first one way and then another;
I thought at first that there was a rat under it,
but upon inspection found it was the lice racing
about hunting for a Soldier” (Wiley 1994).
Andersonville inmates also commented on the
size and strength of lice with admirable good
humor; they spoke of “gray-back raising” and
boasted of the feats of the lice they pretended to
be training for exhibition at the next “vermin
fair” (Futch 1968).

“Fleaing” The War

Overcrowding and poor sanitation during
the war provided excellent conditions for ro-
dent populations and their fleas. In addition,
camp mascots (e.g., dogs and cats) and hu-
mans could harbor their own infestations.
Some soldiers were besieged by fleas. In 1862,
a Mississippian returning from furlough com-
plained of being preferred for flea attack.
“They hav most Eate me up since I came Back
her,” he related. “I was fresh to them so they
pitched in” (Wiley 1994).

The abundance of fleas in some camps re-
sulted in some amazing stories, and one Con-
federate believed fleas could provide addition-
al entertainment. “I think there are 50 on my
person at this time,” he wrote to his wife, “but
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you know they never did trouble me.” He then
added, “May I have thought of you often while
mashing fleas; if you were here you could have
your own sport” (Wiley 1994). Another Rebel
said, “they [fleas] collect in companies at
knight fall for the purpos of carrying us off . . .
though like the Yankeys they are repulsed by
desperate efforts & great patience” (Wiley
1994).

An even more imaginative comrade con-
tended,

A great alarm was heard in the upper part of
the regiment; hastening to the spot I enquired
what was the matter. A man was asleep in his
tent and a couple of fleas had taken holt on
him and carried him half way to the river in-
tending drownding [him] while asleep for he
had sworn vengeance against them (Wiley
1994).

One Unionist took even greater pains to
describe his involvement with fleas. Although
the following story borders on the ridiculous, it
does exemplify both the abundance and nui-
sance of fleas.

Until I began to follow the camp, I had nev-
er known, save by auricular evidence, of
those unpoetical insects known as fleas; but
one night in Syracuse, Mo., “our mess” ex-
perienced the cruelty and savageness of the
diminutive foes of man, to our bodies’ ex-
tremist dissatisfaction.

We were all lounging in the tent, reading,
undreaming of enemies of any kind, when
we all became restless, and the interest of our
books began seriously to diminish.

There were various manual applications to
various parts of the body, multifarious shift-
ings of position, accompanied with emphatic
expletives that sounded marvelously like oaths.

“What is the matter?” was asked by one of

Honey was a favorite target for
foraging soldiers. For some,
honey bees were even a source
for practical joking. Foraging
soldiers placed a hive on their
captain and made “business
quite lively in that neighborhood.”
lilustration from Billings (1887).
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us of another. “What renders you so un-
easy?”

“Heaven knows!” was the answer; “ but I
itch like Satan.”

“My body seems on fire,” observed one.

“ I wonder,” said another, “if I have con-
tracted a loathsome disease!”

“Confound it! what ails me?”

“And me—and me—and me?” was ech-
oed from my companions.

One had became insufficient to allay the ir-
ritation of our corporeality. Both hands be-
came requisite to the task, and our volumes
were necessarily laid aside.

No one yet appeared aware of the cause of
his suffering. If we were not all in Tophet, no
one could deny we had gone to the old
Scratch. We seemed to be laboring under an
uncontrollable nervous complaint. We
threw our hands about wildly. We seized our
flesh rudely, and rubbed our clothes until
they nearly ignited from friction.

One of the quartette could stand it no
longer. He threw off his coat and vest spas-
modically, and even his under garments, and
solemnly exclaimed—*“Flee from the wrath
to come!”

The mystery was explained—the enigma

Table 1. Events of the Civil War touched the lives of many Americans including many famous period entomologists

Entomologist®

J. H. Comstock

E. T. Cresson

C. H. Fernald

S. A. Forbes

W. E. Holland

G. H. Horn

J-L.LeConte

O. Luggar
H. C. McCook

A. S. Packard, Jr.

G. W. Peckham

T. Pergande

E. Ruffin

C. V. Riley

E H. Snow

H. Ulke

Attempted to enlist in Union army at age of 14 but was turned down.

Escaped the Civil War because employer (Thomas Wilson, patron of the Entomological Society of Philadelphia
and the Philadelphia Academy of Science) paid for substitute. Seems Wilson had strong Southern sympathies.

Joined the Union navy where he became an ensign. While in navy, took courses required by Bowdoin College
and eventually received degree.

Enlisted as private in Co. B. of the 7t Illinois Cavalry. Captured by Confederate forces after Shiloh, was interro-
gated briefly by Confederate General PT.G. Beauregard. Contracted scurvy and malaria as prisoner.

Left South Carolina in 1863 as boy via the “underground route.”

Received M.D. in medicine from University of Pennsylvania. Served as surgeon with California Volunteers from
1862-1866.

Served with Union Army Medical Corps as volunteer surgeon and soon became medical inspector with rank of
lieutenant-colonel.

Served as Army Engineer during war.
Assisted in raising 41% Illinois Volunteers and served as lieutenant and chaplin for two years.

Commissioned as assistant surgeon in 1t Maine Veteran Volunteers. Received from General Hyde the commen-
dation that “he was a dare devil and knew no fear.”

Joined Union army in 1863. Received field promotion to lieutenant at 19 while in charge of battery.

Shortly after immigration to United States, enlisted in one of early Union 3-month regiments then re-enlisted for
duration of war.

Provided early life history account on Angoumois grain moth. Had dubious distinction of firing one of the first
shots at Ft. Sumter and last shots at First Bull Run. Committed suicide at end of the war rather than live with
“vile” Yankee race.

Served for six-month stint in 134 Illinois Volunteers.

Service during Civil War was associated with U.S. Christian Commission. Was at Appomattox when Lee
surrendered to Grant.

Known as the “painter of presidents”; was personal friend of Lincoln and Grant. Painted both presidents and
operated studio where he photographed hundreds of soldiers during their stay in Washington, DC.

slnformation on Civil War era entomologists (except for Ruffin) was summarized from Mallis (1971).
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an headaches. During the late summer cam-
paigns, nests of yellowjackets and hornets
were reaching maximum size. One incidence
reflected some of the hazards of foraging;:

. . . a plump Pennsylvanian inadvertently
knocked a hornet’s nest from an over bur-
dened apple tree by jerking an apple from
one of its branches. The hornets nearly
killed him before he could clear the fence and
spring into the road. They stung him over
the eye, in the nose, and several times in his
scalp before he out ran them (Priest 1992).

Some unfortunate souls did not have the means
to extricate themselves from some of these
nests. In the evening of the first day of Second
Bull Run,'2 both sides tried to remove wounded
as best they could under cover of darkness. The
following dialogue recorded some of the suffer-
ing near the Confederate line.

Captain Blackford of [General ].E.B.] Stu-
art’s staff heard the shrill voice of a young
boy, sobbing. He rose to help the suffering
youth when the boy’s father, apparently the
captain of his company, called, “Charley, my
boy, is that you?”

“Oh yes,” the young soldier replied, trying
so hard to act like 2 man. “Father, my leg is
broken, but I don’t want you to think that is
what I am crying for; I fell in a yellow-jack-
ets’ nest and they have been stinging me ever
since. That is what makes me cry—please
pull me out.”

His father did pull him out. He cradled him
in his arms, where the warrior-youth soon
died (Hennessy 1993).

Stinging insects were problematic on other
parts of the Second Bull Run battlefield. Along
Sudley Road during the second day of the bat-
tle,acompany of the 11th U.S. Regulars broke
open a hornet’s nest.

Confederate bullets had not been able to
unseat the Yankees from their position, but
a few dozen riled bees did. “In an instant the
men were put to flight by the furious in-
sects,” one Regular wrote. The panic was
contagious; “in a twinkling the position was
abandoned and every man was fleeing from
an unknown danger.” It took several min-
utes for the officers to restore the line (Hen-
nessy 1993).

Eventually, the pressure of the Confederates
(and possibly hornets) caused the Union line to
yield in that part of the road.

=

1229-30 August 1862.
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Although angry bees added to the anguish of
battle, honey bees—or rather the honey they
produce—were actually sought out by soldiers
when not faced with the battlefield. Supple-
menting rations with honey was a favorite en-
deavor with Rebs and Yanks. Foraging (often
a euphemism for stealing) soldiers were quick
to locate bee yards during campaigriing and
“tramped many a mile by night in quest of
these depositories of sweets” (Billings 1887).
Some went to great lengths to procure the hon-
ey supplement. In one such incident, Union
soldiers forged an evening pass, booby-
trapped the beekeeper’s footbridge, and pro-
vided a diversion to secure the “secesh’s” bee-
hive (Williams 1862). Beeswax also may have
been used. Early in the war, the Prairie Farmer
suggested that soldiers could make a soothing
salve for sore feet by mixing “equal parts of
gum camphor, olive oil, and pure beeswax”
(Anonymous 1861).

Bees were the source of at least one practical
joke.

I recall an incident occurring in the Tenth
Vermont Regiment—once brigaded with my
company—when some of the foragers, who
had been out on a tramp, brought a hive of
bees into camp, after the men had wrapped
themselves in their blankets, and, by way of
a joke, set it down stealthily on the stomach
of the captain of one of the companies, mak-
ing business quite lively in that neighbor-
hood shortly afterwards (Billings 1887).

One could only hope the company captain
had a sense of humor and no allergic reactions.

Some soldiers heated hardtack
to remove insects, but others
preferred crumbling hardtack in

coffee and skimming off the
insects. The haversack that
served to hold the meat and
bread ration is drawn to the

soldier's right. [llustration from

Billings (1887).

FRYING

HARDTACK.
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Infested Fare

The old adage attributed to Napoleon thatan
army marches on its stomach did not exclude
either the Confederate or Union army. Supply-
ing food was imperative for maintaining a via-
ble fighting force. The various food supplies,
though, also represented excellent feeding and
breeding sites for insects. The daily Union
marching ration for fresh beef was 14 pounds,
although there were occasions when soldiers
drew two or more days’ rations. A soldier usu-
ally kept meat and food rations in the haversack
that he stung on his side. If his meat ration was
not infested when he received it, it likely was to
become so soon. One Yank related, “Fresh-
killed beef . .. had to be eaten with the odor and
warmth of blood still in under penalty of finding
it flyblown before the next meal” (Wiley 1992).
Another soldier mused,

Yesterday morning was the first time we had
to carry our meal for the maggots always
carried it till then. We had to have an extra
gard to keep them from packing it clear off
(Wiley 1992).

The commissaries and quartermasters were
keeping more than soldiers fed.

If fresh beef was not supplied, then soldiers
received a meat ration as ham or bacon, salt
beef (called salt horse), or salt pork (called
sow-belly). Pickling was done to preserve the
meat and reduce spoilage and contamination.
But, the pickling process almost made the meat
inedible anyway. Salt horse “was thoroughly
penetrated with saltpetre, was often yellow-
green with rust from having lain out of brine,
and, when boiled, was four times out of five if
not nine times out of ten a stench in the nostrils,
which no delicate palate cared to encounter at
shorter range” (Billings 1887). The bacon or
ham issue “was usually black, rusty and
strong, and decidedly unpopular” (Billings
1887). Often the only recourse was soaking the
pickled meats in water overnight before any
attempt was made to eat them.

Meat was not the only insect-infested ra-
tion—other victuals also came with insects.
One disgruntled Yank complained,

We live so mean here the hard bread is all
worms and the meat stinks like hell . . . and
rice to or three times a week & worms as
long as your finger. I liked rice once but god
damn the stuff now” (Wiley 1992).

An Andersonville prisoner recorded that his
beans were “well seasoned with sand and
bugs” (Futch 1968). Probably one of the best
recorded havens for insects during the Civil

War was a plain flour and water biscuit or
cracker. Issued to Union soldiers, this was com-
monly called “hardtack.” Hardtack was dis-
tributed in two other forms besides the insect-
infested variety. One variety was moldy or
wet, a condition that probably resulted from
exposure to the weather prior to distribution or
from being packaged too soon after baking. A
second variety was the hard form, which was
aptly named. These crackers, also called
“teeth dullers” or “sheet-iron crackers,” were
s0 hard that one soldier claimed to have carved
a durable violin bridge from one of them
(Wiley 1992). Other soldiers, apparently un-
able to break the crackers with their hands, had
to beat the crackers with the butts of their mus-
kets (Wiley 1992). One camp dialogue attested
to the hardness of this variety of hardtack.

Sergeant: Boys I was eating a piece of
hard tack this morning, and I bit on some-
thing soft; what do you think it was?

Private: A worm?

Sergeant: No by G-d, it was a ten penny
nail (Wiley 1992).

The third type of hardtack, already men-
tioned and alluded to, was the insect-infested
variety. Yanks referred to this kind as “worm
castles” (Wiley 1992) and some went to great
lengths in describing its inhabitants. Billings
(1887) elaborated on the “maggots and wee-
vils” that he encountered in hardtack.

These weevils were, in my experience, more
abundant than the maggots. They were a lit-
tle, slim brown bug an eighth of an inch in
length, and were great bores on a small scale,
having the ability to completely riddle the
hardtack. I believe they never interfered with
the hardest variety (Billings 1887).

Moldy and wet hardtack was usually made
good at the next drawing of rations, but soldiers
routinely had to accept the infested crackers.
This hardtack “had to be pretty thoroughly
alive, and well covered with the webs which
these creatures left, to insure condemnation”
(Billings 1887). Billings’ comment is interesting
because he is actually describing multiple infes-
tations of the hardtack. The “maggots and wee-
vils” he mentions are probably the immatures
and adults of some of the stored product weevils
[e.g., granary weevil, Sitophilus granarius (L.)
or rice weevil, S. oryzae [L.]). However, the
“webbing” that he mentions is probably the
work of stored product Lepidoptera [e.g., Indi-
anmeal moth, Plodia interpunctella (Hiibner)
or one of the flour moths]. Entomological tax-
onomy was not the forte of most soldiers.

Some “worm castles” were infested thor-
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oughly. One soldier quantified the inhabitants
in his hardtack,

We found 32 worms, maggots, &c in one
cracker day before yesterday. We do not find
much fault, however, but eat them without
looking as a good way to prevent trouble-
some ideas (Wiley 1992).

This is actually a lot of insects when one con-
siders that the dimensions of this cracker were
only 3" x 274" x ¥2". Another Yank took an
optimistic view on his hard bread ration, “All
the fresh meat we had came in the hard bread
... and | preferring my game cooked, used to
toast my biscuits” (Wiley 1992). John Billings’
(1887) reflection on hardtack reveals both the
hardtack epicurean and the seasoned veteran.

But hardtack was not so bad an article of
food, even when traversed by insects, as may
be supposed. Eaten in the dark, no one
could tell the difference between it and hard-
tack that was untenanted. It was no uncom-
mon occurrence for a man to find the sur-
face of his pot of coffee swimming with
weevils after breaking up hardtack in it,
which had come out of the fragments only
to drown; but they were easily skimmed off
and left no distinctive flavor behind. If a sol-
dier cared to do so, he could expel the wee-
vils by heating the bread at the fire. The mag-
gots did not budge in that way (Billings 1887).

Insect-infested hardtack was even sung about.
Soldiers parodied Jobn Brown’s Body with:

Worms eat hearty in the commissary stores
While we go starving on (Wiley 1992).

In the western theater, soldiers parodied the
Stephen Foster song, Hard Times, to lament the
condition of their hardtack. When Union Gen-
eral Nathaniel Lyon overheard the stanzas, he
ordered the cooks to serve up corn-meal mush as
a substitute for the bad bread. The soldiers re-
sponded by again altering the song’s chorus:

You were old and very wormy, but we pass
your failings o’er

O hard crackers, come again once more!
(Billings 1887).

Despite the growling and derision, most
soldiers were grateful for the sustenance hard-
tack provided, insects or not. As one historian
noted, “Hunger compelled soldiers to eat them
and taste was acquired with use” (Wiley 1992).

Taps

Throughout history, insect-borne diseases
have decimated armies and ended campaigns.
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The Civil War was no exception. The War
claimed the lives of nearly 620,000 soldiers
(Brooks 1966). Of the dead, approximately
three out of five Union soldiers, and possibly
two out of three Confederates, succumbed to
disease (Brooks 1966). Many of these disease-
related fatalities involved insects. Considering
the prevalence of filth, lack of understanding
disease etiology, and the state of medicine, it is
surprising that more soldiers did not perish.
But, these wartime statistics also raise some
interesting questions.

There is little doubt that fly problems were
important factors in the prevalence of dysen-
tery and diarrhea in both Union and Confeder-
ate armies. However, the absence or low inci-
dence of other insect-borne diseases, such as
louse-borne and flea-borne typhus, plague, or
yellow fever, is interesting. Under epidemic
conditions, louse-borne typhus may reach fa-
tality rates of nearly 100%. During severe
epidemics in World War I, Russia lost 2-3
million of its people (Harwood and James
1979). However, during the American Civil
War, Official Records list only 850 Union
deaths to “typhus” (Brooks 1966). Evidently,
the pathogen was not present in the American
population to reach epidemic proportions, al-
though conditions seemed ideal for the disease.
This also may have been true for plague. Rats
and fleas occurred at various times throughout
the war. This was especially true during the
siege of Vicksburg, MS,!? and in the trenches
around Petersburg, VA.1* However, ranks were
not decimated by plague. Perhaps the bacteri-
um Yersinia pestis(Lehman & Newmann) van
Loghen was not present in the rodent popula-
tions. Yellow fever reached serious levels only
three times during the Civil War (Wiley 1992).
In 1864, the worst outbreak occurred in New
Bern, NC, where 763 cases resulted in 303
deaths (Wiley 1992). Was it possible that these
diseases were present in greater numbers but
were misdiagnosed? Possibly, especially for
typhus, where it may have been diagnosed in
one of the “continued” or “typho-malarial”
fever categories recognized at the time. How-
ever, the medical community was well aware
of symptoms of plague and yellow fever during
this period. Large outbreaks of yellow fever
were within recent memory for many at the
time of the Civil War. As with plague and ty-
phus, a large yellow fever epidemic never ma-
terialized during the war. Had any of these

1318 May—4 July 1863.
1410 June 1864-2 April 1865.
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diseases reached epideinic proportions, history
may have recorded a different outcome.

Events of the Civil War, like any war, should
not be reduced to battlefield victories or losses.
War is far more complicated than that. The role
of insects during the Civil War adds a different
dimension to our understanding about soldiering
and warfare during this period. It is a topic that
many historians previously have overlooked.
This subject not only underscores the hardships
and misery that Americans on both sides had to
endure, it stands as a tribute to the human spirit.
It also emphasizes man’s constant interaction
with the insects—wartime or not.
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