
Abstract
World War I not only resulted in a total of far more than 16,000,000 dead sol-
diers and civilians but also left countless soldiers with severe wounds and im-
pairments.  The present article focuses on the medical assessments of wounded 
soldiers during and after World War I. As many official files, including medical 
records of German World War I soldiers, were destroyed during World War II in 
April 1945, finding original materials on this topic is challenging. The following 
article examines an original correspondence between the surgeon, Georg Benno 
Schmidt (1860 – 1935), and the ophthalmologist, August Wagenmann (1863 – 
1955), who were both full professors at Heidelberg University, which took place 
approximately 15 months after the end of World War I in 1919. This correspon-
dence demonstrates the immense workload faced by physicians responsible for 
assessing World War I veterans, even more than a year after the war had ended.
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Introduction
The enormous death toll of over 9,000,000 soldiers during World War I can be partially 

attributed to the economic and industrial shifts around the early 20th century, which led 
to fundamental changes in modern warfare (Winter, 2003). These transformations were 
partly responsible for the lasting impairments endured by countless wounded soldiers 
(“Kriegsbeschädigte”) (Eiselsberg, 1937, p. 342; Enzensberger, 2021, pp. 11 – 12, 17; 
Suwa, 2023, p. 220). Furthermore, it is noteworthy to acknowledge the role of conflicting 
economic interests in triggering World War I, such as the project of “Berlin – Baghdad 
railway” and the “Suez” Canal (Bode, 1982; Suwa, 2023, p. 220).

In Middle Europe, World War I veterans suffering from different impairments became 
a part of everyday life, shaping a new reality, in the years following 1914 (Winter, 2003, 
p. 276). Economic turbulence necessitated accurate evaluations to estimate whether the 
individual impaired soldiers were eligible for financial help or other forms of support. 
Therefore, medical assessments of wounded soldiers during and after World War I should 
be regarded as a relevant historical topic (Winter, 2003, p. 276).

Different forms of impairments have to be considered in connection with assessments 
of wounded soldiers during and after World War I (Winter, 2003, p. 276). It was ab-
solutely and fundamentally necessary for the medical assessors to distinguish between 
simulation, psychiatric disorders, and non – psychiatric impairments (Simons, 1917, pp. 
36 – 63; Suwa, 2022, p. 136). This distinction became particularly essential in the final 
months of the war when psychiatric disorders, often classified as “war neurosis,” became 
prevalent among German soldiers (Simons, 1917, pp. 36 – 63; Suwa, 2022, p. 136).  

In Germany, medical examination procedures differentiating between psychiatric dis-
orders, simulation, and non-psychiatric conditions partly developed out of examina-
tion procedures which were used for assessing workers who suffered from injuries and 
impairments caused by accidents and occupational hazards (e.g., miners or industrial 
workers) (Oppenheim, 1889; Seeligmüller, 1890b, pp. 960 – 963; Strümpell, 1888, pp. 
1-29). Therefore, these examination procedures, in part, already existed during the late 
19th century, although they often required modification to effectively assess World War 
I soldiers and veterans (Oppenheim, 1889; Seeligmüller, 1890a; Seeligmüller, 1890b; 
Seeligmüller, 1890c; Simons, 1917, pp. 36 – 63; Strümpell, 1888, pp. 1-29; Suwa, 2022, 
p. 136). 

Many of the official files concerning German World War I soldiers (1914 – 1918) were 
destroyed in a World War II bombardment in April 1945, particularly those of soldiers 
from the former Prussian part of the German army (Von der Kriegsschule zum Parlament, 
2000, pp. 14 – 15). These official files were kept in a military archive in Potsdam, near 
Berlin. Therefore, official materials concerning World War I veterans are partly not very 
common in the former Prussian regions of Germany, making it difficult to find historical 
materials on specific topics (Von der Kriegsschule zum Parlament, 2000, pp. 14 – 15). 
It has to be emphasized that many medical files and medical assessment records were 
destroyed in April 1945.      

August Wagenmann (1863 – 1955)
August Wagenmann was born on April 5, 1863, in Göttingen (Pagel, 1901c). His father, 

Julius Wagenmann (1823 – 1890), became a professor of theology at Göttingen Univer-
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sity in 1861 (Tschackert, 1896, pp. 477 – 479). The influential ophthalmologist Theodor 
Leber (1840 – 1917) (Koelbing, 1985, pp. 19 – 20), who had been one of Albrecht von 
Graefe’s (1828 – 1870) (Katner, 1964, p. 710) assistants, was August Wagenmann’s most 
important teacher. In 1888, Wagenmann (1863 – 1955) completed his postdoctoral lec-
ture qualification thesis at Göttingen University (Pagel, 1901c). Two years later, in 1890, 
he left Göttingen University and followed his teacher, Theodor Leber, to Heidelberg 
University (Pagel, 1901c). August Wagenmann was appointed to full professor of oph-
thalmology at Jena University in 1892 (Pagel, 1901c). In 1910, Wagenmann returned to 
Heidelberg University, becoming Theodor Leber’s successor (Koelbing, 1985, p. 20). He 
retired in 1935. Wagenmann passed away in Heidelberg on August 12, 1955.  

Georg Benno Schmidt (1860 – 1935)
The surgeon, Georg Benno Schmidt, was born in Leipzig on March 18, 1860 (Pagel, 

1901b). His father, Benno Gottlob Schmidt (1826 – 1896), was also a surgeon who dedi-
cated most of his professional life to the surgical outpatients’ clinic at Leipzig University 
(“chirurgisch – poliklinisches Institut”) (Pagel, 1901a; Strümpell, 1925, p. 77; Winter, 
1901, pp. 7, 42). One of Georg Benno Schmidt’s brothers, Martin Benno Schmidt (1863 
– 1949) (Georg Benno Schmidt had two brothers who were both also named “Benno 
Schmidt” after their father), later became an influential pathologist (Hessische Biografie, 
2023; Strümpell, 1925, p. 157).  After graduating in medicine, Georg Schmidt (1860 – 
1935) was made “IInd assistant” (“II. Assistent”) at the Anatomical Institute (Leipzig 
University) between 1884 and 1885 (Pagel, 1901b). At that time, Wilhelm His senior 
(1831 – 1904) was the head of the anatomical institute at Leipzig University (Röhrich, 
1972, p. 249). In 1885, Georg Schmidt became Vincenz Czerny’s (1842 – 1916) surgical 
assistant at Heidelberg University (Pagel, 1901b). In Heidelberg, Georg Schmidt married 
Paula Hausrath, the church historian Adolf Hausrath’s (1837 – 1909) daughter (Hauß, 
1969, pp. 126 – 127). Georg Schmidt completed his postdoctoral lecture qualification in 
1889 (Schmidt, 1889, pp. 40-84) and became a specialist in cholecystectomy (Schmidt, 
1896, pp. 1-29). Georg Benno Schmidt’s 1901 textbook on surgery holds significant im-
portance in the field (Schmidt, 1901). In 1909, Georg Schmidt became the head of the 
surgical institute at the children’s hospital in Heidelberg (Krebs and Schipperges, 1968, 
p. 121). Georg Benno Schmidt passed away on June 2, 1935 (Drüll, 2019, p. 715).  

Materials and Methods
This study focuses on handwritten correspondence between Georg Benno Schmidt and 

August Wagenmann, dated November 15, 1919, and November 21, 1919, respectively. 
This study employed the document analysis method in qualitative research. A German 
transcript of the correspondence was prepared by identifying each word and character of 
the handwritten texts. While some words proved challenging to decipher, it was ultimate-
ly possible to create accurate transcripts. Subsequently, the transcripts were carefully 
translated into English. The contents of the correspondences were analysed by compar-
ing them with various other sources. Step by step, the historical context of the correspon-
dences was highlighted and discussed, resulting in overviews of the discussed topics. 

The material presented in this study (see the Figures) and one additional supplementary 
material are being prepared for archival at Vienna Medical University (Manuscript, Col-
lection No. MUW-AS-007005, 2024):
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Archivaliensammlung
Josephinum Medizinische Sammlungen GmbH
Medizinische Universität Wien
Währinger Straße 25
1090 Wien (Vienna) Austria

This study draws from a variety of historical sources, including books, journals, biogra-
phies, autobiographies, and encyclopaedia. Some of them were written during World War 
I, describing urgent surgical procedures or dangerous circumstances experienced by their 
authors. Therefore, these materials may contain some inaccuracies and as a consequence, 
it was essential to find additional sources reporting similar events. The following sources 
were especially valuable in this regard:  

  August Bier’s biography (Vogeler, 1941; Suwa, 2022)
1. Anton von Eiselsberg’s autobiography (Eiselsberg, 1937; Suwa, 2023)
2. Erwin Payr’s autobiography (Payr, 1994; Suwa, 2024).
3. Ferdinand Sauerbruch’s biography (Eckart, 2016)
Despite efforts to identify “Lieutenant Holler,” mentioned in the correspondence, it was 

not possible to determine his exact identity. One reason for this limitation can be attrib-
uted to the destruction of many of the former Prussian soldiers’ World War I files in April 
1945 (Von der Kriegsschule zum Parlament, 2000, pp. 14-15). Furthermore, “Holler” is 
a quite common name in Germany. Therefore, it was not possible to determine his exact 
identity in this context. 

Results
Handwritten correspondence from Georg Benno Schmidt to the Ophthalmological Uni-

versity Hospital in Heidelberg (responsible physician: August Wagenmann) dated No-
vember 15, 1919 (Figure 1):

To: 
the University Eye Hospital                                                            Heidelberg
   Heidelberg                                                              d. 15.XI.19

I completed my assessment of Lieutenant Holler today. Please find enclosed 
a copy of the script on the surgical part of the assessment.
I would like to ask you to make an appointment with Lieutenant Holler for the 
ophthalmological part of the assessment (Clinic 101). Subsequently, please 
assign someone to type both my assessment and your ophthalmological as-
sessment with a typewriter. Then, please return it to me so I can add my 
signature. This will ensure that both our signatures are present on the final 
document. I will take responsibility for returning the complete assessment to 
the reserve field hospital. 
I am sorry, but I don’t have anyone here to type the documents.    
                                                                   

Regards, 
Professor B. Schmidt

Sofienstreet 7
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Figure 1. Georg Benno Schmidt’s handwritten message addressing the Ophthalmologi-
cal University Hospital in Heidelberg under the supervision of August Wagenmann on 
November 15, 1919, being prepared for archival at Vienna Medical University (Manu-

script, Collection No. MUW-AS-007005, 2024)

Handwritten response from August Wagenmann to Georg Benno Schmidt’s message, 
written on the reverse side of Georg Benno Schmidt’s message dated November 21, 1919 
(Figure 2) [explanations and comments were added in square brackets]:

                                                                                            H[Heidelberg] 21.XI.19.

The case history [K. G. “Krankengeschichte”] was sent to the reserve field 
hospital [R.] with the medical file[s] after completion [of the assessment] 
[Maybe a separate and perhaps secret or very strictly confidential case his-
tory did exist besides the official medical files. This sentence was very difficult 
to transcribe, as two words were abbreviated in the original German text]. 
It would be appropriate for us to sign each assessment individually because a 
non–delegated [“nicht kommisarische”] examination was demanded. I have 
already asked someone to copy your assessment [it remains unclear from the 
text if the copy was handwritten or typewritten]. 

Regards,
Prof. Wagenmann   
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Figure 2. August Wagenmann’s handwritten response to Georg Benno Schmidt’s mes-
sage on the reverse side of Georg Benno Schmidt’s original correspondence (Figure 1), 

dated November 21, 1919, being prepared for archival at Vienna Medical University 
(Manuscript, Collection No. MUW-AS-007005, 2024)

Discussion
This correspondence between Georg Benno Schmidt (1860 – 1935) and August Wa-

genmann (1863 – 1955) in November 2019 clearly shows that assessments of wounded 
soldiers continued long after the end of World War I. Furthermore, it offers a glimpse into 
how these assessments were conducted. In Germany, a rigorous formal procedure was 
mandated for these assessments. This correspondence also shows that strict adherence to 
these formal procedures could sometimes be challenging and some physicians would oc-
casionally interpret the rules surrounding these assessments in their unique ways. 

Furthermore, the full professor, Georg Benno Schmidt, did not have a personal sec-
retary or someone who could type the assessment (“Schreibmaschinenhilfe”) approxi-
mately 15 months after the end of World War I. This could be another indication that parts 
of the medical system still suffered from the chaotic situation caused by the World War 
and could show how much time and effort were needed to reorganize the medical system 
afterward.   Many soldiers suffered multiple impairments resulting from various wounds 
during World War I. Therefore, it was often necessary to conduct multiple assessments, 
which partly included assessments from different medical specialties.     

The high cost and scarcity of paper during this period, especially high-quality paper, 
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could be one reason why Wagenmann wrote his response to Schmidt’s message on the 
reverse side of the same sheet (Verhandlungen des Bayerischen Landtags, 1919, pp. 321 
– 322). It is also remarkable that both messages were written on a sheet of writing paper 
of poor quality, which was quite common in the aftermath of World War I (Verhandlungen 
des Bayerischen Landtags, 1919, pp. 321 – 322).  

Ophthalmological assessments during and after World War I were not very frequently 
necessary after physical trauma. However, exposure to chemical weapons (especially to 
mustard gas) was a significant cause of eye injuries necessitating ophthalmological ex-
amination (Brittain, 1933, p. 395; Sidell, et al, 1997, pp. 198-228). The same source also 
mentions the use of mustard gas in the Iran-Iraq War (1982 - 1988) (Sidell, et al, 1997,  
pp. 198 - 228).

Conclusion
Assessments of wounded soldiers continued for months and even years after the end of 

World War I. Parts of the medical system still suffered from the chaotic situation approxi-
mately 15 months after the end of World War I. 

Although a very strict formal procedure was mandated for conducting these assess-
ments in Germany, the challenges and limitations of the post-war environment sometimes 
hindered strict adherence to these protocols. Hence, some physicians found it necessary 
to use their professional expertise and experience in interpreting the rules governing these 
evaluations. 

Furthermore, it is remarkable that two full professors of Heidelberg University engaged 
in correspondence using a shared sheet of low-quality writing paper. The high cost of 
paper and the scarcity of high-quality writing paper in 1919 during this period could have 
been the main reasons for this circumstance.  

   It is clear that multiple impairments resulting from different wounds were pervasive 
and often required more than just one assessment. In many cases, these assessments re-
quired the involvement of specialists from different medical disciplines. Notably, wounds 
caused by chemical weapons, particularly mustard gas, were common reasons for com-
plicated assessments.

Acknowledgements
None.

Funding
Due to contracts over five and six years (2020-2025), approximately 185.000 € were 

received from the “Association of Statutory Health Insurance Companies and Mandated 
Physicians in Saxony-Anhalt / Germany” (Kassenärztliche Vereinigung Sachsen-Anhalt) 
in connection with my physician’s practice in Wanzleben OT Hohendodeleben.

Conflict of Interest
None.

References 
Bode, F.H., 1982. Der Kampf um die Bagdadbahn 1903 – 1914. Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte 
der deutsch – englischen Beziehungen (The Battle for “Berlin – Baghdad Railwayˮ 1903 – 



188

Res Hist Med 2024; 13(3)

Beato Suwa

1914. A Contribution to the History of the Relationship between Germany and England). 
Aalen: Scientia Verlag. [in German]
Brittain, V., 1933. Testament of Youth: An Autobiographical Study of the Years 1900–1925. 
London: V. Gollancz.  
Drüll, D., 2019. Heidelberger Gelehrtenlexikon 1803 – 1932 (Encyclopedia of Heidelberg’s 
Scholars 1803 – 1932). 2nd ed. Heidelberg: Springer. [in German]
Eckart, W.U., 2016. Ferdinand Sauerbruch, Meisterchirurg im politischen Sturm (Ferdinand 
Sauerbruch, Master Surgeon during a Political Storm). Wiesbaden: Springer Fachmedien. 
[in German]
Eiselsberg, A.v., 1937. Lebensweg eines Chirurgen (A Surgeon’s Path of Life). Innsbruck: 
Deutscher Alpenverlag Ges. M. B. H. [in German]
Enzensberger, A., 2021. Übergangsräume – Deutsche Lazarette im Ersten Weltkrieg (Transi-
tional Spaces – German Field Hospitals in World War I). Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Rupre-
cht GmbH & Co. KG. [in German]
Hauß, F., 1969. Hausrath, Adolf. In: Neue Deutsche Biographie 8th ed. pp. 126-127. Avail-
able at: https://www.deutsche-biographie.de/pnd119059517.html#ndbcontent [Accessed 
February 8, 2024] [in German]
Hessische Biografie, 2023. Schmidt, Martin Benno. Available at: https://www.lagis-hessen.
de/pnd/11764434X [Accessed February 8, 2024] [in German]
Katner, W., 1964. Graefe, Albrecht von. In: Neue Deutsche Biographie 6th ed. p. 710. Avail-
able at: https://www.deutsche-biographie.de/pnd118541234.html#ndbcontent [Accessed 
February 8, 2024] [in German]
Koelbing, H.M., 1985. Leber, Theodor. In: Neue Deutsche Biographie 14th ed. pp. 19-20. 
Available at: https://www.deutsche-biographie.de/pnd116849878.html#ndbcontent [Ac-
cessed February 8, 2024] [in German]
Krebs, H., and Schipperges, H. 1968. Heidelberger Chirurgie 1818 – 1968. Eine Gedenk-
schrift zum 150jährigen Bestehen der Chirurgischen Universitätsklinik (Surgery in Heidel-
berg 1818 – 1968. In: Commemoration of the University Hospital for Surgery’s 150th An-
niversary). Berlin – Heidelberg – New York: Springer. [in German]
Manuscript, Collection No. MUW-AS-007005, 2024. [Manuscript]. Held at: Medizinische 
Universität Wien, Josephinum, Archivaliensammlung, Währinger Straße 25, 1090 Vienna 
(Wien) Austria. [in German]
Oppenheim, H., 1889. Die traumatischen Neurosen (The Traumatic Neuroses). Berlin: Au-
gust Hirschwald. [in German]
Pagel, J., 1901a. Schmidt, Benno Gottlob. In: Biographisches Lexikon hervorragender Ärzte 
des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts. Columns 1507 – 1508. Berlin, Vienna: Urban & Schwarzen-
berg. [in German]
Pagel, J., 1901b. Schmidt, Georg Benno. In: Biographisches Lexikon hervorragender Ärzte 
des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts. Column 1510. Berlin, Vienna: Urban & Schwarzenberg. [in 
German]
Pagel, J., 1901c. Wagenmann, August. In: Biographisches Lexikon hervorragender Ärzte des 
neunzehnten Jahrhunderts. Column 1796. Berlin, Vienna: Urban & Schwarzenberg. [in Ger-
man]



189

Res Hist Med 2024; 13(3)

Surgery in World War I: Assessments

Payr, E., 1994. Am Wege (Beside the Pathway). Published post-mortem. Edited by J. Krebs. 
Leipzig: Barth. [in German] 
Röhrich, H., 1972. His, Wilhelm. In: Neue Deutsche Biographie. 9th ed. Available at:  https://
www.deutsche-biographie.de/pnd118705253.html#ndbcontent [Accessed February 8, 2024] 
[in German]
Schmidt, G.B., 1889. Die Geschwülste der Brustdrüse: im Anschluss an eine Statistik von 150 
Fällen aus der Klinik des Herrn Geh. Rath Czerny (Tumors of the Mammilar Gland: follow-
ing a Statistic of 150 Cases from Mr. Secret Advisor Czerny’s Hospital). Habilitationsschrift, 
Heidelberg: Medizinische Facultät. [in German]
Schmidt, G.B., 1896. Beiträge zur Gallenblasenchirurgie (Contributions to Gall Bladder 
Surgery). Jena: Gustav Fischer. [in German]
Schmidt, G.B., 1901. Lehrbuch der Chirurgie (Surgery Textbook). Leipzig and Vienna: Franz 
Deuticke. [in German]
Seeligmüller, A., 1890a. Erfahrungen und Gedanken zur Frage der Simulation bei Unfallkran-
ken. Deutsche Medizinische Wochenschrift, 16(30), pp. 663 – 665. [in German] 
Seeligmüller, A., 1890b. Erfahrungen und Gedanken zur Frage der Simulation bei Unfallkran-
ken. Deutsche Medizinische Wochenschrift, 16(43), pp. 960 – 963. [in German] 
Seeligmüller, A., 1890c. Erfahrungen und Gedanken zur Frage der Simulation bei Unfallkran-
ken. Deutsche Medizinische Wochenschrift, 16(44), pp. 980 – 982. [in German] 
Sidell, F.R., Urbanetti, J.S., Smith, W.J., Hurst, C.G., 1997. Vesicants. Chapter 7. In: Sidell, 
F. R., Takafuji, E.T., Franz, D.R., eds. Medical Aspects of Chemical and Biological Warfare. 
Bethesda: Office of the Surgeon General, Department of the Army, United States of America. 
Simons, A., 1917. Knochen und Nerv (Kriegserfahrungen). Zeitschrift für die gesamte Neu-
rologie und Psychiatrie, 37, pp. 36 – 63. [in German]
Strümpell, A., 1888. Ueber die traumatischen Neurosen. In: Hahn, E., Fürbringer, P., eds. 
Berliner Klinik – Sammlung klinischer Vorträge. Vol. 1, Issue 3.  Berlin: Fischer’s Medici-
nische Buchhandlung (H. Kornfeld). [in German]
Strümpell, A., 1925. Aus dem Leben eines deutschen Klinikers – Erinnerungen und Beobach-
tungen (From a German Clinician’s life – Memories and Observations). Leipzig: Vogel. [in 
German]
Suwa, B., 2022. The History of Surgery in World War I: A Correspondence between Fedor 
Krause (1857 – 1937) and Arthur Simons (1877 – 1942). JRHM, 11(4), pp. 233-244.
Suwa, B., 2023. The History of Surgery in World War I: Anton von Eiselsberg (1860 – 1939). 
JRHM, 12(3), pp. 211-222.
Suwa, B., 2024. The History of Surgery in World War I: Erwin Payr (1871 – 1946). JRHM, 
13(1), pp. 3 – 14.
Tschackert, P., 1896. Wagenmann, Julius August. In: Allgemeine Deutsche Biographie, 
40th ed. pp. 477-479. Available at: https://www.deutsche-biographie.de/pnd117092843.
html#adbcontent [Accessed February 8, 2024] [in German]
Verhandlungen des Bayerischen Landtags, 1919. Ordentliche und außerordentliche Tagung 
1919, Stenographische Berichte Nr. 1 bis 27. 1. Sitzung am 21. Februar 1919 bis zur 27. Sit-
zung am 24. Oktober 1919. 1st volume. Munich: no publisher. [in German]
Vogeler, K., 1941. August Bier. Leben und Werk (August Bier. Life and Work). München: J. 



190

Res Hist Med 2024; 13(3)

Beato Suwa

F. Lehmanns. [in German] 
Von der Kriegsschule zum Parlament, 2000. Edt: Landtag Brandenburg – Referat Öffentlich-
keitsarbeit. 5th unchanged edition 2010 (reprint). Großbeeren: Druckerei Arnold. [in Ger-
man]
Winter, J.A., 1901. Lebenserinnerungen eines Jubeldoctor der Medicin und Philosophie 
(Memoirs to a Medical and Philosophical Doctor’s Anniversary). Leipzig: Friedrich Gröber. 
[in German]
Winter, J.M., 2003. The Great War and the British People. 2nd ed. London: Palgrave, Mac-
millan. 


