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The profession of nutrition and dietetics 
can trace its origins, in part, though 
the history of nursing and medicine.  
Lenna Francis Cooper points to Florence 
Nightingale’s famous Notes on Nursing, 
published in 1859, as particularly relevant 
to the advent of dietetics as a practice.1   
Nightingale’s chapter, “Taking Food,” is 
likely to resonate with any 21st century 
dietitian-nutritionist as a forerunner 
to what we now call medical nutrition 
therapy and is especially sound advice, 
given the time in which it was written.  
Thanks to Cooper and other historians, 
most are familiar with Nightingale’s 
contribution to improvements in care of 
soldiers not only in the Crimean War but 
also the American Civil War.2  

Wartime in any period of history has 
always pushed the limits of human 
tolerance to the most adverse 
conditions which threaten health, 
sanitation, and nutritional status.   
Those doctors, nurses, and civilian 
volunteers who cared for soldiers in 
the 1861-1865 American Civil War 
knew this all too well.   One individual 
stands out as a determined force 
for quality medical, sanitary, and 
nutritional care in the Union Army:  
Dr. Jonathan Letterman, Medical 
Director of the Army of the Potomac 
from 1862-1864.   Nutritionists and 
dietitians who value evidence-based 
practice would appreciate his sharp 
and thorough attention to detail and 
reporting, particularly with regard to 
the role of food in the well-being of 
the 19th century soldier.  

The following are selected passages 
from Dr. Letterman’s own recollections 

which hold relevance to dietetics 
practice today.

Dr. Letterman identified incidences of 
both scurvy and malaria in a swampy 
area of Virginia when he first signed 
on in 1862.  He astutely observed 
effects of scurvy on both morale and 
effectiveness of the troops:  

“Scurvy existed in the army when 
it reached this point.  The seeds 
had doubtless been planted by 
want of vegetables, exposure 
to cold and wet, working and 
sleeping in the mud and rain, and 
the inexperience of the troops in 
taking proper care of themselves 
under difficult circumstances.  This 
disease is not to be dreaded merely 
for the numbers it sends upon the 
Reports of Sick:  the evil goes much 
further, and the causes which give 
rise to it undermine the strength, 
depress the spirit, take away the 
courage and elasticity of those 
who do not report themselves 
sick, and who yet are not well.  
They do not feel sick, and yet their 
energy, their powers of endurance, 
and their willingness to undergo 
hardship, are in a great degree 
gone, and they know not why. In 
this way the fighting strength of 
the army was affected to a much 
greater degree than was indicated 
by the number of those who 
reported sick.”3, p. 7

Letterman had the authority to translate 
these observations into general orders, 
to become army protocol:  

“I would recommend, to remedy 
these evils, that food with an 
abundance of fresh vegetables, 
shelter, rest with a moderate 
amount of exercise, be given all 
the troops daily for a fortnight, 
and thereafter at least twice a 
week, cost what they may; that the 
dessicated [sic] vegetables, dried 
apples, or peaches, and pickles, be 
used thrice a week; that a supply 
of fresh bread, by floating ovens or 
other methods, be distributed at 
least three times a week; that the 
food be prepared by companies 
and not by squads; and that there 
be two men detailed from each 
company as permanent cooks to 
be governed in making the soups, 
and cooking by the enclosed 
directions….” 3, pp 12-13

Despite inevitable delays and 
frustrations, Dr. Letterman continued 
his efforts and networked with others 
to provide nutritious foods and produce 
observable results:  

“I consulted with Colonel Clark, the 
chief commissary of the army, who 
ordered large supplies of potatoes, 
onions, cabbage, tomatoes, 
squashes, and beets, and fresh bread.  
The first arrival of anti-scorbutics 
was on the 7th of July – potatoes 
and onions arrived on the 20th – 
and thereafter the supplies were so 
abundant that [they] rotted at the 
wharf, for want of [someone] to take 
them away.  The fresh bread was 
eagerly sought for by the men, who 
loathed the hard bread which they 
had used for so many weeks.” 3, p. 16  
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He asserted that hardtack bread was so 
dry and hard to chew that it competed 
for the “secretions poured into the 
mouth and stomach, and leaves none 
for the digestions of other portions 
of the food.” 3, p. 16  This plus “fifteen 
hundred boxes of fresh lemons… 
issued by the Medical Purveyor to the 
various hospitals and to the troops” 
produced the hoped-for outcome.  “The 
beneficial effect of this treatment soon 
became perceptible in the health of 
the men, and when we left Harrison’s 
Landing scurvy had disappeared from 
the Army of the Potomac.” 3, p. 17  He later 
wrote that “At the close of 1863 the 
Army was in better health than it had 
been since the Peninsular Campaign; in 
July, 1862, it had a large percentage of 
sick; at the beginning of 1864 found it 
with a very small one – if my memory 
be correct, about three [percent].” 3, p. 184

Letterman was recognized for his 
genuine compassion for the soldiers 
he served, his humility, and his expert 
administrative skills – including 
commitment to properly organizing 
and recording information for accurate 
reporting.4  While his main mission was 
the overall organization of the Medical 
Department including its field hospitals 
and ambulances, his recognition of the 
vital role of safe and nutritious food in 
the health of soldiers did not stop at 
mere observation.  He implemented 
policies and procedures to ensure that 
improved conditions would become 
the standard.  In the words of a fellow 
surgeon who wrote his memoir, 
Letterman “put an end to the depleting 
of the ranks of the Army which had 
been caused by injudicious and careless 
discharges from the service….and by 

wise and practical sanitary measures, 
which were strenuously enforced, 
he kept that Army in a state of vigor 
and health altogether unparalleled in 
armies of its magnitude.” 4, p 221

Author’s note and conclusion: 
Though he practiced one hundred 
and fifty years ago, we can recognize 
qualities in Letterman that we 
value as professionals today. I have 
known dietetic colleagues who have 
counted among their true friends a 
skilled surgeon who recognized and 
appreciated the dietitian-nutritionist’s 
vital role on the health care team.  I 
believe that Dr. Letterman would have 
been one such surgeon and may have 
even earned an honorary title – if 
not dietitian, then ardent friend and 
supporter of what we endeavor today 
in our professional practice.

To learn more about Dr. Jonathan 
Letterman, the author recommends 
resources available at the National 
Museum of Civil War Medicine in 
Frederick, Maryland.  Their website is 
http://www.civilwarmed.org/ .

References

1. Cooper, LF.  “Florence Nightingale’s 
 contribution to dietetics” In Essays on 
 History of Nutrition and Dietetics, 
 compiled by Beeuwkes, AM, Todhunter, EN, 
 and Weighley, ES.  Chicago: American 
 Dietetic Association, 1967, pp 5-11.
2. Torisky, DM, Foucar-Szocki, RF, Walker, JB.  
 1998.  “Quantity Feeding in the American 
 Civil War,” in  The Role of the Hospitality 
 Industry in the Lives of Individuals and 
 Families, eds. Cummings, PR, Kwansa, FA, 
 Sussman, MB. New York: Haworth Press, 
 1998.  Published simultaneously in 

 Marriage and Family Review 28 (1998): 
 69-91. 
3. Letterman, J. Medical Recollections 
 of the Army of the Potomac.  Knoxville, 
 TN:  Bohemian Brigade Publishers, 1994 
 (originally printed by D Appleton & Co., 
 New York, 1866).
4. Clements, BA.  Memoir of Johathan 
 Letterman, MD.   Knoxville, TN:  
 Bohemian Brigade Publishers, 1994 
 (originally published by GP Putnam ‘s 
 Sons, 1883).


