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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Theme: Life as a soldier 

Subject area: Health and hygiene 

Rationale 
The conditions in the trenches did not lend themselves to well-being. In this activity, students 

will explore some of the common medical issues faced by soldiers, both related and unrelated 

to combat injury. Students will also consider which medical issues might be missing from 

reports and why this might be.  

Content 
Historical sources: 

 Report - History of No.1 General Hospital Canadian Expeditionary Force 

 Book - Letters from a French Hospital 

 Photograph - Operation Room, Kitchener Hospital 

 Book with drawings - Bipp Treatment of War Wounds  

 Postcard/Drawing - ‘Fighting Fleas (?) in Flanders’ (Hunter Weston diaries) 

 

Recommended reading (short article): 

Wounding in the First World War by Dr Julie Anderson  

Key questions 

 What were the most common problems that required treatment? Were these related to 

combat or circumstances?  

 How likely were you to get ill or require medical treatment in the trenches? What 

reasons might there be for this? Why were some medical problems a particular 

concern? 

 What does evidence reveal about how well wounded and ill soldiers were treated? 

 How much evidence is there of the treatment of mental health issues? Why do you 

think this is? 

 How likely were you to survive an injury in the trenches? 

Activities 
1.) Use History of No.1 General Hospital Canadian Expeditionary Force, ‘Fighting Fleas (?) 

in Flanders’ (Hunter Weston diaries) and an image of trenchfoot (this can be found 

easily through a Google search). Use these with students to build up a list of the most 

common reasons for hospital admittance and rates of survival in each case. Students 

could work out percentage rates of survival for the top ranking medical problems. 
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2.) Students could then sort these into problems associated with combat and those 

unrelated to combat. Coordinate a class discussion and brainstorm as to why disease 

was an issue in the trenches, for example close proximity of soldiers, lack of washing 

facilities, parasites, rotting corpses, disease carrying rodents and flies, lack of clean 

water, poor diet, and waterlogging.  

3.) What about particular diseases? Students may notice that gonorrhea was a particular 

problem. Depending upon the age of the students, this may be an opportunity to 

explore an element of PHSE with students. Why was gonorrhea such a problem? What 

can this also tell us about knowledge and attitudes of the soldiers towards sexual 

health? 

4.) What evidence is there of mental health issues? What can this tell us? Some prior 

learning concerning mental trauma and shell-shock is needed here. 

5.) How likely were you to survive illness in the trenches? Students can return to the 

percentages calculated in the previous activity. 

6.) What about injury? Use the Bipp Treatment of War Wounds plus Letters from a French 

Hospital and the image of the Operation Room, Kitchener Hospital. Work in groups. 

Give some groups Kitchener Hospital, give others French Hospital letters. Ask students 

to discuss what these sources can reveal about soldiers’ chances of survival. Allow 

students to feedback. Why are there differences? Students can carry out further 

research into the Kitchener Hospital and French military hospitals as well as field 

hospitals. The following sites are recommended as a starting point: 

The Long, Long Trail 

Sikh Museum 

7.) What can the Kitchener Hospital reveal, firstly about attitudes towards racial and ethnic 

segregation, and secondly towards how vital Indian troops were seen to be to the war 

effort at the time? What else did survival depend upon? 
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