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Spinal tuberculosis, also known as Pott's disease, is a debilitating condition that
affects the spine and can lead to severe pain, deformity, and even paralysis.

While the disease is well-known today, its historical roots often remain hidden.

In recent years, a fascinating discovery has shed light on the medical backstory
of spinal tuberculosis. The Civil War diary of {Character Name}, a soldier who
served during the American Civil War, contains detailed accounts of the disease
and its impact on the soldiers on the battlefield. This discovery has provided
crucial insights into the historical understanding and treatment of spinal

tuberculosis.

The Hidden Suffering

As the war raged on, soldiers faced not only the immediate dangers of combat
but also the harsh living conditions in the field. It was in these conditions that
spinal tuberculosis would often manifest, affecting both Union and Confederate

soldiers alike.
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{Character Name}'s diary entries paint a vivid picture of the hidden suffering
endured by soldiers with spinal tuberculosis. He describes the excruciating pain,
the progressive deformities, and the profound impact on mobility and quality of
life. Additionally, he recounts the struggles experienced by medical professionals

in diagnosing and treating the disease with limited resources and knowledge.

Doctor treating a Civil War soldier
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Medical Advancements and Challenges

While the understanding of spinal tuberculosis was limited during the Civil War
era, medical professionals did make significant advancements in the diagnosis

and treatment of the disease.

{Character Name}'s diary entries reveal the use of various therapeutic
approaches, such as bed rest, spinal braces, and surgical interventions. Though
these interventions often provided temporary relief, they were far from ideal and

frequently resulted in limited success in stopping the progression of the disease.

The diary references discussions between medical professionals, highlighting the
struggles they faced in combating spinal tuberculosis. The scarcity of medical
supplies, constant exposure to unsanitary conditions, and the fast pace of warfare

made it difficult to effectively manage and treat patients with the disease.

Legacy and Historical Significance

{Character Name}'s diary offers invaluable insights into the medical challenges
faced by soldiers with spinal tuberculosis during the Civil War. It not only reveals
the suffering of individuals but also documents the medical advancements, or

lack thereof, during this period.

By taking a closer look at the diary, medical historians have uncovered valuable
information regarding the evolution of spinal tuberculosis treatment and its impact
on the lives of soldiers. This knowledge serves as a testament to the resilience of

individuals affected by the disease and the ongoing efforts to improve their care.

The medical backstory of spinal tuberculosis hidden within the Civil War diary of
{Character Name} offers a unique glimpse into the historical understanding and

treatment of this debilitating disease. It sheds light on the suffering endured by



soldiers and the challenges faced by medical professionals during a time of

limited resources and knowledge.

As we continue to uncover and analyze historical documents, the medical insights
derived from {Character Name}'s diary will contribute to our understanding of
spinal tuberculosis, its treatment, and the impact it had on individuals during the

Civil War era and beyond.
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Invalid teenager Leroy Wiley Gresham left a seven-volume diary spanning the
years of secession and the Civil War (1860-1865). He was just 12 when he began
and he died at 17, just weeks after the war ended. His remarkable account,
recently published as The War Outside My Window: The Civil War Diary of LeRoy
Wiley Gresham, 1860-1865, edited by Janet E. Croon (2018), spans the gamut of
life events that were of interest to a precocious and well-educated Southern

teenager—including military, political, religious, social, and literary matters of the
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day. This alone ranks it as an important contribution to our understanding of life
and times in the Old South. But it is much more than that. Chronic disease and

suffering stalk the young writer, who is never told he is dying until just before his
death.

Dr. Rasbach, a graduate of Johns Hopkins medical school and a practicing
general surgeon with more than three decades of experience, was tasked with
solving the mystery of LeRoy’s disease. Like a detective, Dr. Rasbach peels back
the layers of mystery by carefully examining the medical-related entries. What
were LeRoy’s symptoms? What medicines did doctors prescribe for him? What
course did the disease take, month after month, year after year? The author ably
explores these and other issues in | Am Perhaps Dying to conclude that the agent
responsible for LeRoy’s suffering and demise turns out to be Mycobacterium
tuberculosis, a tiny but lethal adversary of humanity since the beginning of

recorded time.

In the second half of the nineteenth century, tuberculosis was the deadliest
disease in the world, accounting for one-third of all deaths. Even today, a quarter
of the world’s population is infected with TB, and the disease remains one of the
top ten causes of death, claiming 1.7 million lives annually, mostly in poor and

underdeveloped countries.

While the young man was detailing the decline and fall of the Old South, he was
also chronicling his own horrific demise from spinal TB. These five years of
detailed entries make LeRoy’s diary an exceedingly rare (and perhaps unique)
account from a nineteenth century TB patient. LeRoy’s diary offers an inside look
at a fateful journey that robbed an energetic and likeable young man of his youth
and life. | Am Perhaps Dying adds considerably to the medical literature by

increasing our understanding of how tuberculosis attacked a young body over



time, how it was treated in the middle nineteenth century, and the effectiveness of

those treatments.
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