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African Americans – free and enslaved had an important role in caring for the wounded – brief ioverview 
of their role. 
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Civil War Medicine – Role of African Americans 

Free, Enslaved and Contraband 

 

The exhibit “Binding Wounds / Pushing Boundaries - African Americans in Civil War 

Medicine
1
, tells the story of African-Americans participation and contributions in the Civil War 

as nurses, surgeons and hospital workers. These African Americans  free and enslaved, provided 

care for wounded soldiers in Union and some Confederate hospitals. These African Americans  

free and enslaved, provided care for wounded soldiers in Union and some Confederate hospitals. 

The survival of the military hospital was dependent upon their work. Employed in white-only 

and black-only facilities, African Americans were able to move beyond the confines of private 

employment to a more public environment. Hospital work represented change and opportunity 

for many African Americans.
2
 

Contraband was a term commonly used in the United States military during the American Civil 

War to describe the status for certain escaped slaves or those who affiliated with Union forces.
3
 
4
  

  

                                                 
1
 
1
https://www.nlm.nih.gov/exhibition/bindingwounds/within.html#contraband 

  Recommend visiting their website  for further history. 
2
 Ibid 

3
 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Contraband_(American_Civil_War) 

4
 Origin of the term Contraband: At Fort Monroe in Hampton, Virginia, Union Maj. General Benjamin Butler 

refused to send three fugitives back into the bonds of slavery. He classified the escaping slaves as contraband of war. 

This term meant that once the fleeing slaves crossed Union army lines, they were classified as property. All enemy 

property that fell into Union hands constituted contraband and would not be returned. Because of Butler's actions, a 

federal policy was instituted on August 6, 1861 - fugitive slaves were declared to be "contraband of war" if their 

labor had been used to aid the Confederacy in anyway. If found to be contraband, they were declared free. Source 

https://www.nps.gov/articles/living-contraband-former-slaves-in-the-nation-s-capital-during-the-civil-war.htm 

https://www.nlm.nih.gov/exhibition/bindingwounds/within.html%23contraband
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Contraband_(American_Civil_War)
https://www.nps.gov/articles/living-contraband-former-slaves-in-the-nation-s-capital-during-the-civil-war.htm
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During the Civil War Contraband Hospital, in Washington, D.C., was one of the few medical 

facilities in Washington, D.C. to treat African Americans. The hospital  treated thousands of 

former slaves and black soldiers. The hospital hired nurses primarily from within the population 

of fugitive slaves and employed the largest number of black surgeons among U.S. military 

hospitals.  

According to the website  Black Past.org™ 
5
: 

 “Contraband Camp and 

Hospital were 

constructed as one-story 

frame buildings and 

tented structures built by 

the Union Army to serve 

as temporary housing 

and hospital wards for 

black civilians and 

soldiers.  Separate wards 

for men and women were established as well as separate tented wards for smallpox 

patients. In addition to the hospital wards, there was a stable, commissary, dead house 

(morgue), ice room, kitchen, laundry, dispensary, and living quarters. Within the camp 

thousands of contraband found refuge and medical care, and by the end of 1863, they had 

processed over 15,000 individuals and had 685 residents.”  

 

                                                 
5
 
5
http://www.blackpast.org/perspectives/contraband-hospital-1862-1863-heath-care-first-freedpeople 

file:///D:/Debbies%20Documents/History%20Nursing/Civil%20War/Hospitals/Black%20Past.org
http://www.blackpast.org/perspectives/contraband-hospital-1862-1863-heath-care-first-freedpeople
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Figure 1Map of contraband quarters at Mason's Island (courtesy of TR Center). Hospital buildings are shown in the 

center of the drawing. 

 

 Contraband who served with 

the 13th Massachusetts 

Infantry 

c. 1863-1865 

Courtesy Massachusetts 

Command Military Order of 

the Loyal Legion 

and the U.S. Military History 

Institute
6
 

                                                 
6
 https://www.nlm.nih.gov/exhibition/bindingwounds/index.html 

https://www.nlm.nih.gov/exhibition/bindingwounds/index.html
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Physicians and Surgeons 

Contraband Hospital  broke the color barrier when it appointed 

Alexander T. Augusta surgeon-in-charge in May 1863.
7
  

“Splendid among the shabby field hands… the sight of his 
uniform stirred the faintest heart to faith in the new destiny 

of the race, for Dr Augusta wore the oak leaves of a major 

on his shoulders.”  -  Anderson R. Abbott, M.D., African-

Canadian Surgeon, c. 1863 (“Binding Wounds, Pushing 

Boundaries,” National Library of Medicine)8 

  

                                                 
7
https://www.nlm.nih.gov/exhibition/bindingwounds/within.html#contraband 

8
 http://jay.typepad.com/william_jay/2012/02/contraband-hospital-in-washington-dc.html 

https://www.nlm.nih.gov/exhibition/bindingwounds/within.html%23contraband
http://jay.typepad.com/william_jay/2012/02/contraband-hospital-in-washington-dc.html
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William P. Powell, Jr. was one of thirteen African American surgeons who 

served during the Civil War. Powell, a resident of New York City, received 

his medical education in England. In May 1863, he was hired as a contract 

assistant surgeon at Contraband Hospital in Washington, D.C., a medical 

facility that cared for emancipated slaves known as contraband.
9
 

 

 

 

10
 Illustration of an African American man 

assisting a medical officer on the battlefield, 

Harper's Weekly, August 20, 1864
11

 

                                                 
9
 https://www.nlm.nih.gov/exhibition/bindingwounds/exhibition.html   Photo Courtesy National Archives, 

Washington, D.C. 
10

 Ibid 
11

 Ibid 

Figre 2William P. Powell, Jr., 

August 1863 

https://www.nlm.nih.gov/exhibition/bindingwounds/exhibition.html
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