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Abstract:
Soldiers of the Military Frontier fought numerous wars for the Habsburg Monarchy from the 
16th to the 19th century. By the nature of their service they were susceptible to injuries and health 
difficulties that limited their ability to perform the service. The aim of this research was to analyse 
health conditions and most represented illnesses of Frontiersmen in the second part of the 19th 
century, as well as the Habsburg policy towards disabled soldiers and war invalids. The analysis is 
based on the case report and findings of the General Arbitration Commission of the Varaždin gen-
eral command for the Đurđevac regiment in the military year 1860/61, kept in the Austrian State 
Archives. 
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Sažetak:
Ratni invalidi i vojnici s invaliditetom u Habsburškoj vojsci: prikaz Đurđevačke 
pukovnije 1860/61.
Vojnici Vojne krajine borili su se za Habsburšku Monarhiju u brojnim ratovima od 16. do 19. 
stoljeća. Po prirodi svoje službe bili su podložni ozljedama i zdravstvenim tegobama koje su 
ograničavale njihovo ispunjavanje službe. Cilj ovog istraživanja bila je analiza zdravstvenog stanja 
i  najzastupljenijih bolesti u Graničara u drugoj polovici 19. stoljeća te habsburšku politiku prema 
vojnim invalidima i onesposobljenim vojnicima. Analiza se temelji na prikazima slučajeva i nalazi-
ma Generalne arbitrarne komisije varaždinske generalkomande za Đurđevačku regimentu u vojnoj 
godini 1860./61., koji se čuvaju u Austrijskom državnom arhivu.

Ključne riječi: Invalidi, Habsbruška vojska, Vojna krajina, Medicina, Medicinska historiografija
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Introduction: The Habsburg Monarchy and its Frontiers-
men

The Military Frontier (Military Border, Germ. Militärgrenze) acted 
as a special military region along the eastern borders of the Habsburg 
Monarchy with the Ottoman Empire throughout the Early Modern 
Period up until its abolition in 1873/1881. As a territory with its own 
administrative, judicial and financial structure, the Frontier was cru-
cial for the subsistence of the Habsburg Monarchy, as well as for the 
continuous existence of a stable military force. The population of the 
Military Frontier – known as the Frontiersmen (Germ. Grenzer) – 
undertook to defend the Monarchy in return for the land they were 
granted by the Habsburgs. Every grown man was therefore subject to 
military service for the Monarchy.

Governed directly from the Court of Vienna, i.e. the Viennese 
Court War Council (Hofkriegsrat), the Frontier was constantly 
reorganised and subject to numerous ordinances so as to keep the 
functionality in line with contemporary principles of warfare and 
public administration. At the end of the 17th century, following the 
Treaty of Karlowitz (1699) between the Habsburg Monarchy and 
the Ottoman Empire, the territory of the Military Frontier expanded 
towards the East and settled along the rivers of Danube and Sava, as 
well as in the eastern parts of the Banat of Temeswar so as to include 
parts of present-day Croatia, Serbia, Romania and Hungary. In the 
mid-18th century the Military Frontier was finally modelled after 
the regular regiments of the Habsburg army, with the difference 
that the Frontier’s general commands and regiments also served as 
administrative units until the second part of the 19th century. In 
Croatian lands under the Habsburg rule, the Frontier consisted of 
four general-commands (for Slavonia, Varaždin area, Ban’s Frontier 
and Karlovac area), subdivided into altogether 11 regiments. The 
Slavonian general command consisted of three regiments (Gradiška, 
Brod, Petrovaradin); General command of the Varaždin area of two 
regiments (Đurđevac, Križevci); Ban’s Frontier also of two regiments 
(Glina, Petrinja) and Karlovac general command of four regiments 
(Gospić, Lika, Otočac, Slunj)1-7 (for administrative division of the 
land cf. Map 1).

The Grenzers fought numerous wars led by the Habsburgs from the 
16th to the 19th century – not only the Ottoman wars at the eastern 
borders of the Monarchy, but also, especially from the 18th century 
on, the European wars Habsburgs led with Prussia, France or Russia. 
Since the Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648) they gained a significant 
reputation in contemporary warfare8,9. However, the Grenzers were 
by the nature of their service also susceptible to health difficulties in 
performing the service. War invalids and disabled soldiers were so 
common in the Military Frontier that the Habsburg administration 
had taken a particular account on how to register or treat and reward 
these subjects, or even to restrict the burden they created to the 
society. 
This paper aims to illustrate the Vienna Court’s policy towards the 
disabled soldiers of the Military Frontier in the second half of the 

19th century – in a time when a solid structure of the Frontier was 
set and the policy towards the disabled soldiers was firmly adopted. 
Our research relates to 348 disabled soldiers from a regiment of 
Đurđevac in Varaždin general command during the military year 
1860/61. Relating to the overall policy of the Court of Vienna to-
wards the disabled soldiers in the Habsburg Monarchy since 1750s, 
the procedures adopted by the Habsburg army will be analysed, as 
well as the health condition of the soldiers in relation to their age 
and service time in the army. The paper also aims to contribute to 
the knowledge of the major illnesses that affected the soldiers of 
the Military Frontier in the second half of the 19th century, as well 
as to the understanding of the state-controlled treatment of such 
individuals. 

Measures of state care towards disabled soldiers in the 
Habsburg Monarchy 
Since the second half of the 18th century, supported by the ideas 
of the Enlightenment, significant progress was achieved in the 
Habsburg Monarchy in the development of the public health care 
system10. Habsburg rulers and political centres of power in Vienna 
turned their attention to the social role of the state: active partic-
ipation of the ruler and his institutions in regulating major social 
systems – as was the public health care – was defined as his duty, and 
an object of the state’s field of interest (political issue, or politicum). 
That resulted with designing a stable, (proto)modern system of a 
public health care in all provinces of the Habsburg Monarchy11, 
as well as with the foundation for all future regulations respecting 
current trends in the institutional approach to the public health 
care system. One of the major turning points in designing a stable, 
proto-modern system of public health care was the 1770 General 
Norm in Health Care Issues, the basic piece of legislation regulating 
the public health care system in the Habsburg Monarchy (Sanitäts- 
und Kontumazordnung; Generale normativum in re sanitatis)11,12. 
With this ordinance, a network of institutions was set up dedicated 
to the health care, with the new health care system being subordi-
nated to the Habsburg ruler and exempt from the local spheres of 
influences. The expansion of the network of medical educational in-
stitutions – from the Medical School of the University of Vienna to 
the specialized institutions, as was the Josephinum, a non-university 
academy primarily designed for training of military surgeons – had 
the decisive influence on the improvement of medical services and 
the further professionalization of medical professions10,11,13. Educated 
medical practitioners were granted the exclusive right to practice 
medicine, replacing all other competing providers of health care 
services (as clergy, quacks, herbalists and others): they became public 
servants, subject to state regulations. 

Directly controlled by the Court of Vienna, the Military Frontier 
was a front-runner in implementing new health care standards and 
state ordinances. As early as the 1730s a Sanitary cordon was estab-
lished as part of the Military Frontier on the eastern borders of the 
Monarchy, whose purpose was permanent anti-epidemic protection 
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of both of the Monarchy and entire Central Europe11,14. The number 
of medical personnel in the Frontier was much higher in comparison 
to the civil parts of the Monarchy (with only exception of the bigger 
cities). Every regiment of the Frontier had medical stationaries with 
military hospitals, pharmacies, several physicians and a dozen of 
military surgeons and midwives entrusted with the health care in 
companies. According to the Systematic regulation from 1800 (Sys-
temalverordnung), each regiment had to have a physician in charge 
for the health care in the regiment (Regimentsartzt), two senior 
physicians (Oberartzt), four senior military surgeons (Oberwundar-
tzt) and a major number of lower physicians and military surgeons, 
employed at the companies. The supreme control over the health 
care in the Frontier was exercised by the main military physician 
stationed in the headquarters in Zagreb15. This medical team was also 
responsible for detecting disabled soldiers and estimating their health 
conditions. It also provided an expert opinion on further treatment 
of these individuals. 

An existence of a systematic state care for military invalids and 
disabled soldiers could be traced to the mid-18th century, when first 
institutional infrastructure aimed at facilitating self-sustainability of 
military invalids and disabled soldiers could be found, followed by a 
series of state ordinances and provisions of the Court War Council. 
The foundation of the Court Commission for the Invalids (Invalid-
enhofkommission) in 1750/51 as an independent Court institution 
could be singled out as a turning point in making of the ruler’s 
strategy towards the military invalids and disabled soldiers16. The 
Commission consisted of representatives from several institutions – 
from the already mentioned Court War Council, then the General 
War Commissariat (Generalkriegskommissariat), which was techni-
cally a sub-department of a General War Council responsible for the 
economics of the Habsburg military organisations, a Directorium in 

publicis and cameralibus, a massive executive body of the supreme 
state administration in that period, Chancelleries of specific lands 
of the Monarchy etc. The Commission for the Invalids joined the 
Directorium in 1757 and the General War Commissariat in 1762, 
and was re-established as an independent Court institution under the 
name Department for Invalids (Invalidenamt). It was abolished in 
1803, handing its agenda to the Court War Council. In larger cities 
the “Houses for military invalids” (Militärinvalidenhaus) were build 
aimed to take care for the war veterans and serving as almshouses. 
Also the legislation went in line with the institutional establish-
ment: for example, it was ordained on August 5th 1750 that disabled 
individuals should have priority in gaining the apprenticeships at 
craftsmen17, and in 1759 the continuous financial help from military 
financial offices for disabled soldiers not admitted to the Invaliden-
haus was established18. Since the second half of the 18th century, 
the donations to the foundation for the disabled soldiers were also 
encouraged19. On the other hand, disabled soldiers faced significant 
constrains in their public life: for example, the beggary was forbidden 
to them and military authority were obliged to keep the record of the 
soldiers who started such practice and to direct them to the Houses 
for military invalids17, and they were allowed to marry only under 
the condition the marriage would be approved by the Department 
for Invalids as a means of improving their condition – because their 
eventual offspring was estimated by the legislator as “more damaging 
than useful to the state”. 

According to the 1807 General Law of the Military Border (Grund-
gesetze für die Carldstädter, Warasdiner, Banal-, Slawonische und 
Banatische Militärgrenze) all military invalids were exempt from 
labour services21. The substantial care for the military invalids was 
encouraged by the local authorities too: for example, the Croatian 
Parliament asked from the Court of Vienna to grant more appro-

Map 1. The administrative division 
of the Croatian lands in the 18th 

century. The Military Frontier along 
the Ottoman border is marked in dark 

grey. Author of the map: Tomislav 
Kaniški. 
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priate support for the disabled Grenzers “that have long served”23. 
The establishment of foundations for financial support of disabled 
soldiers and their families is also mentioned in 19th-century sources: 
one foundation was, for example, established by the Administrative 
Commission in Vienna after the wars against the Napoleon in 1815, 
aiming to help the wounded soldiers of the Đurđevac regiment. This 
foundation was additionally confirmed by the “Statute of Governor 
Jelačić’s Foundation for invalid soldiers” on 24. November 185024. 
Towards, and during the 19th century, the Court War Council issued 
a number of ordinances related to the ascertaining of the disability 
of such subjects, as well as their treatment and classification. As the 
most important for 19th-century practice, the ordinances of March 
29th and June 23rd 1777 and the provisions of November 11th 1800, 
December 26st 1801 and November 15th 1808 could be singled 
out25.  Special revisions made by the corps of officers and brigadiers 
were also established, in order to inspect the health conditions of 
Grenzers in military units and determine their capacity for military 
service. The General Arbitration Commissions (Superarbitrierungs-
commission), that existed at every general command, inspected their 
findings and proposed the treatment and classification to the Court 
War Council. They were empowered for the inspection only of the 
military personnel serving in the regiments under their jurisdiction. 

A „Nominal list“ of disabled soldiers for the Đurđevac 
regiment in the military year 1860/61
The number of war invalids and disabled soldiers depended, of 
course, on activity of the Habsburg army and the Grenzers’ partic-
ipation in war operations. During the wars their share in the adult 
male population of the Frontier could rise up to 75%, with “full 
invalids” building up to the 31% of the adult male population3. 
According to Karl Bernard von Hietzinger and his “Statistics of 
the Military Frontier” from 1817-1823, every 16th soldier from the 
Ban’s general command was found temporary disabled for military 
service due to his health conditions, as well as every 14th soldier of 
the Karlovac general command or every 17th soldier from Varaždin 
general command27.

Disabled soldiers and military invalids were classified by the Gen-
eral Arbitration Commissions as the “full invalids” (Realinvalid), 
“half-invalids” (Halbinvalid) and “temporary disabled” (Zeitinvalid). 
According to the agreed classification, “full invalids” were individuals 
with incurable health issues, who were permanently incapable of 
military service, yet still capable of “light” services, as, for example, 
in military hospitals. The classification “half-invalids” related to the 
Grenzers who were, due to their health issues, permanently incapa-
ble for warfare, but were still capable of other services in the Military 
Frontier. “Temporary disabled” were individuals who were tempo-
rarily unfit for military service due to their health conditions, but 
could eventually be healed and again capable for military service25. 
Such list of disabled Grenzers were prepared by the corps of officers 
and brigadiers, and served for the General Arbitration Commission 
to organize a check-up and to provide an opinion for the Court War 

Council on the classification of the individual soldier, his health con-
ditions and future assignments in the Military Frontier.  
Some of the rare preserved sources could point to the extent on how 
these regulations were adapted in practice. Our research was focused 
on the case report made by the General Arbitration Commission for 
soldiers serving in the Regiment of Đurđevac in Varaždin General 
Command in the military year 1860/6128. The report was signed 
by Dr Matzner, head physician of the Varaždin General Command. 
According to the command of the Court War Council from May 
2nd 1862, the Regiment of Đurđevac conducted a record of health 
conditions of all active soldiers serving in the regiment. The total 
of 348 soldiers were found unfit for the military service and were 
demobilised in the military year 1860/61. That number related to 
proximately 5% of the adult male population of the regiment. The 
results of the investigation were submitted to the General Arbitra-
tion Commission of the Varaždin general command in May 1862. 
The Commission called all of the 348 men for a check-up and made 
a report on the Court War Council, suggesting the classification and 
treatment of these subjects. 24 of them were found fitting for the 
military service again. Nine of them were classified as “temporary 

Diagnosis Nr. of soldiers
Amputations and wounds 

with neurological and 

orthopedic sequelae

60

Chronic respiratory 

obstructive diseases

51

Orthopaedic deformities and 

anomalies

39

Tuberculosis 23
Hernia, hydrocele 20

Eye diseases 18

Weakness 18
Skin diseases 16

Rheumatism 12

Spleen diseases 11
Ear diseases 10

Psychiatric diseases 8

Gout 7
Goiter 3

Epilepsy 2

Baldness 1
Tooth decay 1

Scorbut 1

Table 1. The illnesses of the soldiers diagnosed in the regiment of Đurđevac in 
Varaždin general command in the military year 1860/61
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disabled”, whose recovery was soon to be expected. 22 men were 
classified as “half-invalids”, and four men were sent to a health resort 
of Topusko in the Ban’s general command for recovery. One man was 
sent to the hospital for further check-up, and altogether 21 men did 
not respond to the call due to their illness or other reasons. Seven 
people died during the process. Others (248 men) were proclaimed 
“full invalids” and not capable for further military service. 
The disabled soldiers were 20 to 34 years old and served in the mil-
itary from 5 months to 16 years until their disability. According to 
the findings of the General Arbitration Commission of the Varaždin 
general command, most of the disabled soldiers (60 cases) were diag-
nosed with conditions from amputations and wounds with neurolog-
ical and orthopedic sequelae (neuralgia, paresis, limb shortening or 
amputees). In 39 cases orthopaedic deformities and anomalies were 
diagnosed. Chronic respiratory obstructive diseases (asthma, emphy-
sema) were reported in 51 patients, while tuberculosis was diagnosed 
for 23 patients. 20 soldiers were diagnosed with hernia and hydro-
cele, while poor eyesight and other eye diseases (trachoma) was found 
in 18 examined soldiers. Probably due to malnutrition, 18 inspected 
soldiers were diagnosed with weakness and infirmity. Furthermore, 
skin diseases (scrofula, ulcer) were diagnosed for 16 examined 
soldiers, rheumatism for 12 soldiers, heart and spleen diseases for 11 
soldiers, deafness and ear diseases for 10 soldiers, psychiatric diseases 
for eight soldiers. Finally, seven of the examined soldiers had gout, 
two epilepsy, three goiter, one baldness, one tooth decay and one 
scorbut (Table 1). 

The beginning of the second half of the 19th century was an era of 
then-incurable infectious diseases, such as tuberculosis, which had 
a natural course but with high morbidity and complications, up to 
high mortality. Only then will infectious agents of infectious diseases 
slowly begin to be discovered and disinfection and antisepsis put 
into operation, still far from the discovery of chemotherapeutics and 
antibiotics.

The above diagnoses and the morbidity among the male population 
are typical for the pathology for the time. The results could be com-
pared to the data of hospitalized patients at the Zagreb Foundation 
Hospital in 1839, presented by Lujo Thaller29. Mostly the infectious 
diseases were diagnosed: recurrent fever and sexually transmitted 
diseases (lues, gonorrhea), as well as diarrhea, itch and tuberculosis, 
followed by chronic dementia, gout or meningitis. According to our 
own research of the hospitalized patients in the military hospital 
(Garnisonsspital) in Bjelovar in the beginning of the second half of 
the 19th century, the most common cause of death was tuberculosis 
in 19.7%, hydrops in 16.4%, pneumonia 10.5%, typhus 5.9% and 
febris nervosa in 4.8%30. 
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