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Confederate Pensions and Prosthetics 
Objectives: Using the digital archives provided by the Mississippi Department of Archives and 
History, along with other online sources provided, students will examine documents from the 
Civil War Pension Papers to understand what life was like after the Civil War for those who 
fought in it, as well as their families. Students will develop critical thinking skills using historical 
records and articles to analyze the significance that the Civil War had on the development and 
marketing of prosthetics for those injured in the war. 

The Confederate Pensions and Prosthetics lesson is adaptable for grades 8-12. 
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Grade 8 RI1; RI3; RI4; RI9; W4; W8; SL1; SL2; SL3; SL4; SL6; L1; 
L2; L3; L4; RH1; RH2; RH4; RH5; RH9; WHS4; WHST8

Grade 9-10 RI1; RI4; RI5; RI8; W4; W8; SL1; SL2; SL4; SL5;  SL6; 
L1; L2; L3; L4; RH1; RH2; RH4; RH9; WHST2;WHST4; 
WHST6-9

Grades 11-12 RI1; RI4; RI5; W4; W8; SL1; SL2; SL3; SL4; SL5; SL6; L1; 
L2; L3; L4; RH1; RH2; RH4; RH9; WHST2; WHST4; 
WHST6; WHST7; WHST8; WHST9 
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U.S. History from Exploration 
through Reconstruction

2e; 6a; 6c

Mississippi Studies 1c; 4a; 5b 
Local Culture 1b; 2a; 3d; 4bdf; 5ac 
Minority Studies 1a; 1c-d; 2d; 4a; 4d 
U.S. History from 
Post-Reconstruction to the Present

1ab; 2ab; 4a; 5ab

Problems in American Democracy 4c
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Objectives: Using the digital archives provided by the Mississippi Department of Archives and History, along 
with other online sources provided, students will examine historical documents of the Civil War Pension 
Papers to understand what life was like after the Civil War for those who fought in it, as well as their families 
and servants. Students will develop critical thinking skills using historical records and articles to analyze the 
significance that the Civil War had on the development and marketing of prosthetics for those injured in the war. 

Materials: Civil War Pension Papers Digital Archives Collection; Internet access; Civil War Pension Papers 
Questionnaire; Holt Collier Pension Applications (9 pages); Holt Collier; Find Your Name; “War and Prosthetics” 
article; History of Prosthetics.

Procedures: 

Activity One: Confederate Pensions
1. Distribute the Civil War Pension Papers Questionnaire handout to the students. 
2. Have students use the Civil War Pension Papers Digital Archives Collection handout (available at http://
www.mdah.ms.gov/arrec/digital_archives/pensions/) to answer the questions on the worksheet.
3. In small groups or as a class, have students discuss what changes have been made to the policies over time. 

Activity Two: Holt Collier
1. Distribute the Holt Collier Pension Applications (9 pages) or have students access them at http://www.
mdah.ms.gov/arrec/digital_archives/pensions/. 
2. Distribute the Holt Collier worksheet to students and have them complete it using the pension applications.
3. As a class, identify Collier’s significance in Mississippi and United States history.

Activity Three: Find Your Ancestors 
1. Distribute the Find Your Name worksheet to students.
2. Have students use the Civil War Pension Papers Digital Archives Collection at http://www.mdah.ms.gov/
arrec/digital_archives/pensions/  to find any last name. Suggest to students that they search for a last name 
connected to their family, such as their mother’s maiden name. 
3. Have students answer the questions listed on the worksheet and write an essay or short story about the 
person they chose.

Activity Four: History of Prosthetics 
1. Distribute the article “War and Prosthetics” to students. (It is also available at http://www.collectorsweekly.
com/articles/war-and-prosthetics/)
2. Distribute the History of Prosthetics worksheet and have the students answer the questions using the article.
3. Discuss the article and worksheet as a class and compare and contrast Civil War era prosthetics to those 
used today.

Extension Activities: 

1.	 Use the following websites to learn more about the development of prosthetics and amputations during wars 
and conflicts:
•	 A Guide to U.S. Military Casualty Statistics (2014) www.fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/RS22452.pdf (pages 6 and 

7)

http://www.mdah.ms.gov/arrec/digital_archives/pensions/
http://www.mdah.ms.gov/arrec/digital_archives/pensions/
http://www.mdah.ms.gov/arrec/digital_archives/pensions/
http://www.mdah.ms.gov/arrec/digital_archives/pensions/
http://www.mdah.ms.gov/arrec/digital_archives/pensions/
http://www.mdah.ms.gov/arrec/digital_archives/pensions/
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•	 U.S. Military Builds on Rich History of Amputee Care www.amputee-coalition.org/military-instep/rich-
history.html

•	 U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs www.rehab.research.va.gov/jour/10/474/reiber.html (compare 
traumatic limb loss statistics from Vietnam War and OIF/OEF conflicts)

2.	 Many Civil War veterans invented and made their own prosthetic devices, many of which suited needs 
specific to their jobs or hobbies. Today prosthetics are more advanced than ever and worn by humans and 
animals. What will prosthetics of the future look like? How will they work and what will they be made of? 
Have students invent their own prosthetic device by drawing blueprints or constructing models.
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Civil War Pension Papers Digital Archives Collection

Mississippi Office of the State Auditor
Series 1201: Confederate Pension Applications, 1889-1932

The series contains applications for state pensions filed by former Confederate soldiers and sailors, as well 
as their widows and wartime servants residing in Mississippi at or after the time of passage of the state’s first 
pension law in 1888. The content of the applications varies by type of applicant and year but generally includes 
such information as age, place of residence, name of military unit(s) and/or officers, dates of enlistment and 
discharge, information about living circumstances to establish eligibility for pension, other details of military 
service, and signatures of applicant, county chancery clerk, county board of inquiry (pension board) members, 
and witnesses. Some applications are accompanied by correspondence, notes, and/or statements from witnesses 
attesting to the eligibility of the applicant in support of his/her claim. Applicants filed for pensions in the state 
in which they resided at the time of filing, not necessarily the state in which they enlisted. Arrangement is 
alphabetical by name of applicant.

The 1888 pension law limited the payment of pensions to

every soldier or sailor, and to the servants of the officers, soldiers and sailors of the late 
Confederate States of America, who enlisted from the State of Mississippi, and who lost a leg, or 
an arm, in the service of said Confederate States. To every such soldier or sailor, or servant of the 
officers, soldiers and sailors of the late Confederacy who is now, or may hereafter be, otherwise 
incapacitated for manual labor by reason of a wound received in said service; and to the widow, 
remaining unmarried, of any soldier or sailor who lost his life in said service, while a citizen of 
this State.

Mississippi’s Constitution of 1890 included in Section 272 that

The legislature shall provide by law, pensions for indigent soldiers and sailors who enlisted and 
honorably served in the Confederate army or navy in the late civil war, who are now resident in 
this state, and are not able to earn a support by their own labor. Pensions shall also be allowed to 
the indigent widows of such soldiers or sailors now dead, when from age or disease they cannot 
earn a support. Pensions shall also be allowed to the wives of such soldiers or sailors upon the 
death of the husband, if disabled and indigent as aforesaid. Pensions granted to widows shall 
cease upon their subsequent marriage.

In 1892 the legislature designated the state’s auditor of public accounts the pension commissioner, with 
responsibility to prescribe regulations for drawing pensions and furnish all proper blanks to applicants for any 
pension granted by the legislature. The law also expanded the pool of persons entitled to a pension to include

All soldiers and sailors who enlisted and honorably served in the Confederate army or navy, 
who are now resident in this State, and who are indigent and not able to earn a support by their 
own labor; the indigent widows of such soldiers and sailors, who are unable to earn a livelihood, 
and indigent colored persons who were servants, in the army or navy, of Confederate soldiers or 
sailors, and who are now unable to support themselves by their labor.
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The law setting the requirements for eligibility, the amounts to be paid, and procedures for securing approval 
was amended several times through the years before finally being repealed in 1992. The state’s constitutional 
pension requirement (Section 272) was repealed in 1990 by a combination of Senate resolution, ratification by 
the electorate, and proclamation of the Secretary of State.

Of the former Confederate states, Mississippi was the only one to include African American servants in 
its pension program from the program’s inception. From 1888 to 1921 it was the only state to do so and 
consequently had more African American pensioners than any other. Out of approximately 36,000 applications 
1,739 were submitted by African Americans.

Archives and Records Services, “Mississippi Office of the State Auditor Series 1201: Confederate Pension 
Applications, 1889-1932,” Mississippi Department of Archives and History, http://www.mdah.ms.gov/arrec/
digital_archives/pensions/ (accessed July 8, 2015).

http://www.mdah.ms.gov/arrec/digital_archives/pensions/
http://www.mdah.ms.gov/arrec/digital_archives/pensions/
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NAME _________________________________________________________________________ DATE _______________________

Civil War Pension Papers Questionnaire

Using the Civil War Pension Papers Digital Archives Collection handout (also available at http://www.mdah.
ms.gov/arrec/digital_archives/pensions/) answer the following questions. Then discuss what changes have been 
made to the policies over time. 

1. When was the pension law established? ________________________________________________________

2. Who did it include? _______________________________________________________________________

3. Did it stay the same or did it change over time? Explain your answer. _________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

4. When did the state legislature repeal the law? ___________________________________________________

5. Why do you think they repealed it? ___________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

6. How many applications did the State Auditor’s office receive between 1889 and 1932? ____________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

7. How many applications from African Americans did the State Auditor’s office receive between 1889 and 1932?  

__________________________________________________________________________________________
 
8. Mississippi was different from other Confederate states in regards to its Confederate Veteran pension laws. 
How was it different? ________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

http://www.mdah.ms.gov/arrec/digital_archives/pensions/
http://www.mdah.ms.gov/arrec/digital_archives/pensions/
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NAME _________________________________________________________________________ DATE _______________________

Civil War Pension Papers Questionnaire Answer Key

Using the Civil War Pension Papers Digital Archives Collection handout (also available at http://www.mdah.
ms.gov/arrec/digital_archives/pensions/) answer the following questions. Then discuss what changes have been 
made to the policies over time. 

1. When was the pension law established? ________________________________________________________

2. Who did it include? _______________________________________________________________________

3. Did it stay the same or did it change over time? Explain your answer. _________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

4. When did the state legislature repeal the law? ___________________________________________________

5. Why do you think they repealed it? ___________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

6. How many applications did the State Auditor’s office receive between 1889 and 1932? ____________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

7. How many applications from African Americans did the State Auditor’s office receive between 1889 and 1932?  

__________________________________________________________________________________________
 
8. Mississippi was different from other Confederate states in regards to its Confederate Veteran pension laws. 
How was it different? ________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

1888

Veterans, servants of veterans who served in the war, and the widows of veterans.

It changed several times. At first, the law only applied to soldiers or sailors who were injured in the war and 

1992

There were no longer any survivors from the Civil War period.

36,000

1,739

 It included the African American servants of Confederate veterans.

could no longer work to support themselves and the widows of soldiers or sailors. The law is later expanded 

to all soldiers, sailors or their widows, not only those who were injured or died in the war.

http://www.mdah.ms.gov/arrec/digital_archives/pensions/
http://www.mdah.ms.gov/arrec/digital_archives/pensions/
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NAME _________________________________________________________________________ DATE _______________________

Holt Collier

Use the provided Holt Collier pension applications from the Civil War Pension Papers Digital Archives 
Collection to answer the following questions, or go to http://www.mdah.ms.gov/arrec/digital_archives/
pensions/. Click on “Browse Images” followed by “Collier-Combast” and view pages 1 - 10 to access the 
information needed.

1. Was Collier a soldier or servant? Explain your reasoning. __________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

2. How many pension applications did he fill out? __________________________________________________

3. Were there any letters attached to those applications? _____________________________________________

4. If so, what did you learn about Collier from the letters? ____________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

5. Were any applications approved? _____________________________________________________________

6. Were any applications denied? Why? __________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

http://www.mdah.ms.gov/arrec/digital_archives/pensions/
http://www.mdah.ms.gov/arrec/digital_archives/pensions/
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NAME _________________________________________________________________________ DATE _______________________

Holt Collier Answer Key

Use the provided Holt Collier pension applications from the Civil War Pension Papers Digital Archives 
Collection to answer the following questions, or go to http://www.mdah.ms.gov/arrec/digital_archives/
pensions/. Click on “Browse Images” followed by “Collier-Combast” and view pages 1 - 10 to access the 
information needed.

1. Was Collier a soldier or servant? Explain your reasoning. __________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

2. How many pension applications did he fill out? __________________________________________________

3. Were there any letters attached to those applications? _____________________________________________

4. If so, what did you learn about Collier from the letters? ____________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

5. Were any applications approved? _____________________________________________________________

6. Were any applications denied? Why? __________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Three

Yes

He was the guide for President Theodore 

Roosevelt’s famous bear hunt, as well as a good soldier who fought for the Confederacy.

Yes, the last two.

Yes, the first one. The clerk did not complete all lines on the form, nor did he affix it with the county seal.

http://www.mdah.ms.gov/arrec/digital_archives/pensions/
http://www.mdah.ms.gov/arrec/digital_archives/pensions/
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NAME _________________________________________________________________________ DATE _______________________

Find Your Name

Choose a last name to research and read each form carefully. Answer the questions below and then write an essay 
or short story about one of the people you found. Think about what their life was like during and after the war.

1. Are there different pension forms for applicants to complete? _______________________________________

2. How many pensioners with the last name you chose returned to the same town or county they were from prior 
to enlisting? ________________________________________________________________________________

3. What were their occupations? ________________________________________________________________

4. Were any of them amputees? _________________________________________________________________

5. Were any wounded during the war? If yes, how? _________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

6. Did any of your applicants submit more than one application? Why? _________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

7. Can you see any differences between those approved and those rejected? If yes, explain. __________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

8. Were there any letters attached to their applications? ______________________________________________

9. If yes, what did you learn about the applicant and their lifestyle? _____________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

10. Did any individuals other than veterans apply for pensions? If yes, who and why? ______________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________
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11. List the names of any commanding officers you recognize. ________________________________________

12. List the names of any battles you recognize. ____________________________________________________

13. Did you find any applicants who served together in the Confederate Army or Navy? ____________________

Write an essay or short story about one of the people you found. Continue your writing on a separate sheet of 
notebook paper as needed.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________
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“War and Prosthetics: How Veterans Fought for the Perfect Artificial Limb”

By Hunter Oatman-Stanford — Collector’s Weekly, October 29, 2012
http://www.collectorsweekly.com/articles/war-and-prosthetics/ 
Article and images used with the permission of Hunter Oatman-Stanford and Collector’s Weekly.

There’s something undeniably beautiful about prosthetic limbs, designed to echo the physical grace and 
mechanical engineering of the human body. For most people, these objects elicit some combination of 
squeamish discomfort and utmost respect. But far fewer of us connect those feelings to the untold generations of 
battle-scarred amputees whose sacrifices made prosthetics a public priority.

“Patients even have doctors sign non-disclosure forms to protect potential patents.”

“You hate to think that war is what drives technology, but it does,” says Kevin Carroll, the Vice President of 
Prosthetics for Hanger, a major artificial-limb producer founded just after the Civil War. Historically, the impulse 
to create functional replacement limbs has grown in parallel with the number of living amputees, whose ranks 
ballooned following periods of military conflict, especially the American Civil War and World War I. Such 
episodes of violence provided the impetus for doctors and scientists to study how the human body copes with 
physical damage, and how we might repair it.

Today, double amputees regularly win gold medals at the Paralympics, and computer-based technologies allow 
replacement limbs to translate signals from the human brain into motion. But it’s been a long and violent haul 
from the wooden “peg-leg” days when amputees were pitied, ignored, or actually destined to die because of 
limited medical care.

Though amputation was one of the first recorded surgeries, mentioned in the Hippocratic treatise “On Joints” 
around the 4th century BC, the procedure really became a viable option after major improvements were made 
in blood-loss prevention during the 15th and 16th centuries. Doctors began working with ligatures to seal off 

Up through the 19th century, functional 
prosthetics were only available for wealthy 
patients, like this iron hand designed for 
the German imperial knight Gottfried von 
Berlichingen.
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individual blood vessels and eventually used tight tourniquets around entire appendages to slow blood flow.

However, amputation was still only sought for patients whose life was already at stake due to severe infection or 
injury, particularly because the consequences of surgery were frequently fatal anyway. “The control of a number 
of associated factors–blood loss, pain, and infection prevention–has been key to greatly improving the survival 
chances of the amputee,” says Stewart Emmens, the curator of Community Health at the Science Museum in 
London. “Then, as now, the procedure was often viewed as a failure of treatment.”

Physicians like Ambroise Paré, the official barber-surgeon for the Kings of France during the 16th century, noted 
the unfortunate effects of prevailing surgical methods and sought better ways to heal patients. Paré was especially 
interested in battlefield wounds, and his first published book covered techniques to treat firearm injuries, helping 
to expose the problems with commonly used cauterization methods.

Three of the 35,000 Civil War veterans who survived with amputations.

A selection of prosthetics from the 19th and 
20th century in the archives of the Science 
Museum in London. Photo by Stewart 
Emmens; image courtesy of the Science 
Museum / SSPL.
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Other advancements, like the capacity to amputate in specific locations along an appendage, also made it 
possible for survivors to live longer with fewer complications. But the chance for amputees to regain a sense of 
normalcy typically depended on the quality of artificial limbs available. Though articulated limbs were being 
developed around the same time, like the famous iron arm designed for Gottfried “Götz” von Berlichingen with 
various locking hand positions, these were exclusively made for affluent individuals.

A real breakthrough in prosthetic limb mechanics came in the form of James Potts’ “Anglesey” leg design around 
1800, a style popularized by the Marquess of Anglesey after he was injured in the Battle of Waterloo in 1815 . 
Later dubbed “the Clapper” for the clicking sound made by its articulated parts, Potts’ creation relied on cat-gut 
tendons to hinge at the knee and ankle, simulating a walking motion when the toe was lifted. The design was 
later improved by Benjamin Palmer with his so-called “American leg,” which incorporated a heel spring in 1846 
and was continuously produced through World War I.

Still, until the mid-20th century, such replacement limbs were financially inaccessible to the many working 
class individuals who needed them. “A Victorian agricultural laborer who lost his lower arm in an accident 
was probably more likely to get the local blacksmith to make a hooked prosthesis for him than to check the 
catalog of the nearest limb manufacturer,” says Emmens. “These were relatively expensive items, and given that 
any gripping, flexing, or thumb-to-finger movements would depend on a system of joints, cords, and shoulder 
harnesses, they were not necessarily that practical for working people either.”

Whether or not they could afford a newfangled arm or leg, amputees got on with their lives, learning to cope 
with their disabilities and inventing their own solutions. Some became so comfortable using temporary limb 
replacements that they never attempted to find a fully functioning prosthetic. Others fashioned their own devices 
from available materials, making necessary repairs as time went on.

In America, the major pressure to improve amputee rehabilitation came along with the Civil War, when novel 

Left, this Civil War era portrait shows a 
veteran with a typical wood and leather 
prosthetic leg. Image courtesy the National 
Museum of Health and Medicine. Right, this 
Anglesey-style wooden leg was produced in 
Britain around 1901, and features a jointed 
knee and ankle and a spring-fitted heel. Image 
courtesy of the Science Museum / SSPL.
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firearms like the repeating rifle left around 35,000 survivors in need of new limbs. Following the war, public 
funds were devoted to developing and purchasing these prosthetics; in 1866, the State of Mississippi spent more 
than half its yearly budget providing veterans with artificial limbs. Entrepreneurs, many of them young veterans 
themselves, recognized the opportunity to create improved mechanical devices that would allow amputees to 
enjoy more normal lives.

James Edward Hanger was one of these young soldiers, an 18-year-old engineering student at Washington 
College who left school to join Confederate forces in a small West Virginia town. While waiting for the troops to 
return from a nearby village, a surprise attack by the Union army sent a cannonball ricocheting into the stable 
where Hanger was camped, smashing his left leg. Hours later, Hanger was discovered by the Union forces and an 
above-the-knee amputation was performed. The surgery became the first recorded amputation of the Civil War.

While recovering at his parents’ Virginia home, Hanger worked to improve the standard-issue replacement leg 
he was given by the Army, a solid piece of wood that made walking difficult and noisy. Within a few months, 
he created a prototype that allowed for a smoother, quieter walking motion. Though the original patent is lost, 
Hanger’s adjustments to the generic leg style included better hinging and flexing abilities using rust-proof levers 
and rubber pads.

“The function of a prosthetic limb will always endow it with a certain magic few other man-made objects 
possess.”

Hanger immediately wrote to William Carrington, secretary of the Association for the Relief of Maimed Soldiers, 
to secure Carrington’s endorsement and the business of his veterans group. A few years later, the Virginia 
legislature created a $20,000 fund to purchase prosthetics for the state’s wounded veterans, providing even more 
business for Hanger. By 1890, Hanger had relocated his headquarters to Washington, D.C., and opened satellite 
offices in four other U.S. cities.

Left, intended as a two-week substitute, this leg was ultimately used for 40 years, requiring many home repairs 
by its roof-thatcher owner. Right, a father constructed this limb for his 3-year-old son in 1903, possibly from a 
wooden chair leg. Images courtesy of the Science Museum / SSPL.
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Despite innovators like Hanger, the best prosthetics were still out of reach for most ordinary people, whether 
veterans or not. These inventive devices were tailored specifically to suit specific tasks or lifestyles, like the special 
hand with an octave finger-spread and padded fingers created for a British concert pianist. It would require the 
violence of another major war to make custom limbs a reality for more amputees.

With the onset of World War I, the need for prosthetics escalated exponentially. As this was the first war in which 
industrialized weaponry like machine guns created more bodily harm than infection or disease, an extraordinary 
number of soldiers survived with severe injuries.

Left, one of James Hanger’s early patents from 
1891 shows his novel hinged mechanism. 
Image courtesy Hanger.com. Right, Samuel 
Decker was another veteran who developed 
his own mechanical arms, and later went on 
to become an official Doorkeeper at the U.S. 
House of Representatives.

Left, this prosthetic limb was designed for a 
female piano player around 1895, who went 
on to play London’s Royal Albert Hall in 1906 
using her specially designed hand. Right, 
this Victorian-era arm includes beautifully 
detailed metalwork. Images courtesy of the 
Science Museum / SSPL.
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This new kind of warfare “produced new levels, new degrees of wounding,” explains Emmens. “Bodies were 
ripped apart by explosives; arms and legs were simply blasted off.” But countless soldiers lost their limbs through 
surgical intervention. “Much of the war–particularly on the Western Front–was essentially fought on well-
manured farmland, and explosive weaponry could carry these highly infectious materials deep into complex, 
gaping wounds,” says Emmens. Amputation was frequently used in situations that normally wouldn’t require 
surgery, simply to avoid the threat of serious infection.

Prosthetic manufacturing boomed again, though the locus of limb development shifted overseas. In Great Britain 
veterans were entitled to free limbs beginning with the Napoleonic Wars of the early 19th century, yet Emmens 
explains that during World War I, “the existing systems of medical care were soon exposed as inadequate to deal 
with the sheer scale of casualties.” By the end of the war, there were an estimated 41,000 amputees in Britain 
alone.

Nurses work with veterans at Walter Reed 
Army Hospital following World War I. Image 
courtesy the National Museum of Health and 
Medicine.

This prosthetic hand was designed by Thomas 
Openshaw around 1916 while working as 
a surgeon for Queen Mary’s Hospital. Two 
fingers of the wooden hand are reinforced 
with metal hooks to help with daily tasks. 
Image courtesy of the Science Museum / SSPL.
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Besides the overwhelming demand, shoddy fittings and unhelpful instructions meant that even available 
prosthetics sometimes went unused. “Many arm amputees simply stopped wearing their uncomfortable devices, 
put them in a cupboard somewhere, and never used them again, while some leg amputees found life easier with 
crutches than wearing uncomfortable, heavy prosthetic legs,” says Emmens.
 
In 1920, an article in The Times of London stated that “next to the loss of life, the sacrifice of a limb is the greatest 
sacrifice that a man can make for his country.” But the British government wasn’t prepared to assist the flood of 
amputees, even during the early months of the war, and several wealthy patrons quickly stepped in to establish 
private facilities for soldier rehabilitation. One of the most significant was Queen Mary’s Hospital, which focused 
on veterans who had lost limbs; this repurposed country home in southwest London soon became a global 
center for artificial limb design and fitting.

American manufacturers like Hanger and Rowley set up workshops at Queen Mary’s Hospital to churn out 
custom limbs and assist with fittings and training. Though only a handful of artificial limb designs came from 
England prior to the war, by 1918, several hundred British patent applications had been submitted. When the 
influx of new amputees finally slowed during the 1920s, manufacturers began focusing on improving their best 
products rather than providing as many limbs as possible.

Postwar designs incorporated a variety of recently patented innovations. In 1912, D.W. Dorrance had created 
a famous split-hook hand attachment for artificial arms, which allowed users to grip objects and perform daily 
tasks in a much easier manner. The following year, aviator and amputee Marcel Desoutter had worked with his 
brother Charles, an engineer, to develop a prosthetic leg made from a lightweight aluminum alloy.

“In Germany, much was made of returning wartime amputees to productivity, and industrial giants like Siemens 
were at the forefront of developing and introducing the means to do this,” says Emmens. Siemens designed a 
variety of “workers arms” which sacrificed aesthetic appeal to focus on function, designed to accommodate a 
range of workplace tools. Products like these led a shift away from traditional materials like wood and leather 
towards lighter metals and plastics.

Left, D.W. Dorrance’s patent for a split-hook 
prosthetic hand. Right, a man prepares a 
cigarette using Dorrance-style hooks.
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In a 1929 article on the evolution of the artificial limb, American doctor J. Duffy Hancock wrote that “putting a 
cripple back to work ranks next to saving a life.” Though harsh-sounding, Hancock’s remark captures a powerful 
sentiment: If we save someone’s life, they should be able to live it as fully as possible. And artificial limbs 
provided that key, minimizing the stigma, isolation, and lifestyle limitations that often came with amputation.

Today, the power of prosthetics is more visible than ever before, particularly among young veterans recovering 
from injuries sustained in the Middle East. Kevin Carroll describes a recent outing with a group of veterans at 
a rehabilitation center in San Diego, California. “As we’re walking up the street, one of the guys climbed up on a 
tall ledge and jumped right off,” says Carroll. “Here’s a guy with both of his legs cut above the knee, and he comes 
right down on the prosthetics. Why would you want to do that? Well, because you’re a young kid and you want 
to continue to act like one.”

As veterans of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan continue to flood VA hospitals across the country, their 
treatment helps to push prosthetic technology once again. Despite the fact that diabetes is the number one cause 
for limb amputation in the U.S. today, the veteran population still drives many advances in the field, as they 
willingly test the latest devices and generate their own ideas, too. Carroll says that some patients even have their 
doctors sign non-disclosure forms to protect potential patents.

An American veteran uses an arm fitted with 
a welding tool adaptation at Walter Reed 
Army Hospital in 1919. Image courtesy the 
National Museum of Health and Medicine.
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Special limbs are also now created for extreme physical activities, such as specific legs tailored for sprinting 
versus long distance running. These products have enabled such incredible performances that sporting 
authorities are questioning whether professional athletes like the South African runner Oscar Pistorius, who 
happens to be missing both legs, may actually be given an unfair advantage.

High-performance limbs also benefit those outside the world of professional sports, as their components are 
adapted for ordinary prosthetics. “It reminds me of NASCAR,” Carroll says. “You see those guys racing around 
the track at 200 miles an hour, and in the not-too-far-away future, the technologies in their cars will be in our 

The South African runner Oscar Pistorius, as 
photographed for a recent Nike campaign.

Winter, the dolphin, wears an early prosthetic 
prototype designed by Dan Strzempka and 
Kevin Carroll.
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regular cars. It’s the same way with prosthetics, with these high-performance feet that these young men and 
women are pushing to the limits. Grandma may very well be walking across the floor on them next year.”
Some of the more recent prosthetic innovations include new silicone materials used to improve socket fit and 
energy-storing devices made from carbon-fiber composites. Carroll even worked to develop a prosthetic tail for 
an injured dolphin using a gel sleeve, which was modified to help human patients with fitting issues.
 
Possibly the most exciting advancements are those that incorporate microprocessor technologies. These tiny 
computers register the minute details of ordinary movements to prevent limbs from buckling and anticipate the 
user’s next move. “Even two years ago, to have somebody walk naturally step over step upstairs on prosthetics 
was difficult, a chore,” says Carroll, yet today he works with double-amputees who handle inclines easily, thanks 
to implanted microprocessors.

Regardless of this shifting technology, patients still develop the strong emotional connections to modern limbs 
they did centuries ago. The function of a prosthetic limb—to replace a part of the human body—will always 
endow it with a certain magic few other man-made objects possess.

“There’s an incredible bond that takes place between a person and their prosthesis,” says Carroll. “If I’m taking 
that prosthetic device out of the room and bringing it back to a laboratory to check it out, they’re watching it as if 
it’s part of their body leaving the room. They’re watching how I pick it up, how I hold it, am I being gentle with it. 
And it makes you realize this is their lifeline.”



Copyright 2015. Mississippi Department of Archives and History.

30 31

NAME _________________________________________________________________________ DATE _______________________

History of Prosthetics

Use the article “War and Prosthetics” to answer the following questions.

1. What two military conflicts saw a rise in the number of amputees? ___________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

2. How much did the State of Mississippi spend in 1866 on artificial limbs for veterans? ____________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Who was James Edward Hanger, and why is he significant in the history of prosthetics? __________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

4. During World War I, amputations were performed for what two reasons? _____________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

5. What did prosthetic manufacturers aim to do after World War I? ____________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

6. What were some of the reasons for the transition from wood to metal artificial limbs? How has this changed 
the use of prosthetics? _______________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________



Copyright 2015. Mississippi Department of Archives and History.

32

7. How has public perception of amputees changed since the Civil War? ________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

8. How do you see prosthetics changing in the future? ______________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________
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NAME _________________________________________________________________________ DATE _______________________

History of Prosthetics Answer Key

Use the article “War and Prosthetics” to answer the following questions.

1. What two military conflicts saw a rise in the number of amputees? ___________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

2. How much did the State of Mississippi spend in 1866 on artificial limbs for veterans? ____________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Who was James Edward Hanger, and why is he significant in the history of prosthetics? __________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

4. During World War I, amputations were performed for what two reasons? _____________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

5. What did prosthetic manufacturers aim to do after World War I? ____________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

6. What were some of the reasons for the transition from wood to metal artificial limbs? How has this changed 
the use of prosthetics? _______________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

The American Civil War and World War I

More than half of its yearly budget.

Hanger was a Confederate soldier during the Civil War. An engineering student before the war, after his 
amputation he improved upon the standard-issue wooden leg issued to him by the Army that allowed for 
a smoother, quieter walking motion. He patented his model and provided prosthetic devices for amputees 
throughout the country. During World War I, Hanger traveled to England to help provide prosthetics for World 
War I veterans.

Because a limb had been injured beyond repair or because the risk of infection was too great.

Return amputees to work and to give them a full, happy, and useful life.

The available new materials were lighter and allowed for greater flexibility of design. It has allowed inventors 
to create limbs for specific purposes (for instance, walking vs. short distance running vs. long distance 
running) and for animals.  
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MISSISSIPPI DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY LESSON PLANS
TEACHER EVALUATION

COMPLETE BOTH SIDES AND PLEASE MAIL OR FAX TO THE ADDRESS ON THE NEXT PAGE. THANK YOU!

TEACHER NAME  ___________________________________________________________________________

SCHOOL NAME & ADDRESS  _________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

EMAIL (OPTIONAL) _________________________________________________________________________

TOTAL NUMBER OF STUDENTS_____________           GRADE LEVEL _________________________________

LESSON TITLE __________Confederate Pensions and Prosthetics _______________________________

1.	 In your opinion, did this lesson elicit better than average student response; if so, how?

2.	 Which segments of the lesson exceeded your students’ attention span?

3.	 Will this lesson be of assistance to you in developing future classroom activities; if so, how?

4.	 How did this lesson add to your earlier teaching on the same subject?

5.	 Would this lesson be handier to use as a:
___multi-day unit		  ___multi-week unit 		 ___other

6.	 Were the activities appropriate for your students?  Why or why not?
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Please rate the following lesson materials and activities by circling the appropriate number.
4=excellent, 3=good, 2=average, 1=inadequate

Directions and Notes								        4	 3	 2	 1
Curricular Connections							       4	 3	 2	 1 
Student Worksheets								        4	 3	 2	 1
Interactive Activities								        4	 3	 2	 1
Historic Images 								        4	 3	 2	 1
References and Resources							       4	 3	 2	 1

Activity One: Confederate Pensions					     4	 3	 2	 1
Activity Two: Holt Collier						      4	 3	 2	 1
Activity Three: Find Your Ancestors					     4	 3	 2	 1
Activity Four: History of Prosthetics					     4	 3	 2	 1
Extension Activities							       4	 3	 2	 1

	 Overall Unit								        4	 3	 2	 1

We would appreciate any additional comments on this lesson plan and any suggestions for improvement. 
Comments may be entered in the space below. 

Museum Division
Mississippi Department of Archives and History

P.O. Box 571, Jackson, MS  39205
Phone: 601-576-6800    Fax:  601-576-6815

outreachprograms@mdah.ms.gov


