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For over a century, the role of the United States Navy Hospital Corpsman has been one of the most
demanding and respected positions in the military. These enlisted medical specialists serve
alongside Navy and Marine Corps units, often in combat zones, providing critical care under extreme
conditions. The cornerstone of their training and daily reference is a single, comprehensive
document known as the Corpsman Manual. This manual is not just a textbook; it is the definitive
field guide, procedural handbook, and professional standard for every man and woman who wears
the caduceus. To understand the Hospital Corps is to understand this manual, which transforms a
sailor into a life-saving medical professional capable of operating anywhere in the world.

This article provides a deep dive into the Corpsman Manual, exploring why it is considered the
bible of Navy medicine, what it contains, how it is used in training and combat, and why its
principles remain vital in modern military healthcare. Whether you are a prospective corpsman, a
military history enthusiast, or a medical professional curious about military medicine, this guide will
illuminate the critical role this manual plays in saving lives on the front lines.

A Living Document: The History and
Evolution of the Corpsman Manual

The Corpsman Manual did not appear overnight. Its roots trace back to the establishment of the
Hospital Corps in 1898. Early manuals were simple booklets covering basic first aid and sanitation.
However, as medicine advanced and the demands of global warfare escalated, the manual grew in
scope and sophistication. World War I, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War each forced dramatic
updates, incorporating lessons learned from treating traumatic injuries in jungle, arctic, and desert
environments.

Today, the official title is the Hospital Corpsman Manual, published as Naval Education and Training
Command (NAVEDTRA) 14295. It is periodically revised to reflect the latest evidence-based
practices, technological advancements in medical equipment, and changes in tactical combat
casualty care (TCCC). This evolution ensures that the manual remains relevant for modern conflicts,
peacetime operations, and humanitarian missions. It is a living document, constantly updated by
subject matter experts to keep corpsmen at the cutting edge of field medicine.

Core Sections and Content of the
Corpsman Manual

The Corpsman Manual is a dense, multi-chapter resource designed to cover virtually every aspect
of a Hospital Corpsman's duties. While the exact table of contents may shift with new editions, the
core subject areas remain consistent. Understanding these sections reveals the comprehensive
nature of the corpsman's education.

FUNDAMENTALS OF PATIENT CARE

This foundational section covers the basics of patient assessment, vital signs, medical history taking,
and documentation. It emphasizes the SOAP (Subjective, Objective, Assessment, Plan) note format
and the importance of the medical record. It also details the corpsman's role in preventive medicine,
including immunizations and health screenings. These chapters ensure that every corpsman has a
solid baseline in clinical skills before moving to advanced topics.

EMERGENCY MEDICAL TREATMENT AND TACTICAL COMBAT CASUALTY CARE

Perhaps the most critical section for operational corpsmen, this part of the manual details life-saving
interventions. It covers the MARCH algorithm (Massive hemorrhage, Airway, Respirations,
Circulation, Hypothermia/Head injury), which is the gold standard for trauma care under fire. The
manual provides step-by-step instructions for applying tourniquets, packing wounds, managing
tension pneumothorax with needle decompression, and establishing IV or intraosseous access. It
also covers triage procedures for mass casualty events, preparing corpsmen to make split-second
decisions with limited resources.

PHARMACY AND PHARMACOLOGY

A Hospital Corpsman often functions as a pharmacist, especially on ships or in remote units. The
manual includes a detailed formulary of medications, their indications, dosages, contraindications,
and side effects. This section covers antibiotics, analgesics, antiemetics, and field-expedient
medications. Corpsmen must memorize this information to administer drugs safely and effectively
without direct physician oversight when the situation demands.

SURGICAL AND DENTAL PROCEDURES

In austere environments, corpsmen may be called upon to perform minor surgical and dental
procedures. The manual provides guidance on suturing, incision and drainage of abscesses, splinting
fractures, and even emergency dental extractions. While not a replacement for a surgeon, this
training allows the corpsman to stabilize patients and manage pain until evacuation is possible.

LABORATORY AND DIAGNOSTIC PROCEDURES

Modern medicine relies on diagnostics, and the manual covers how to perform basic lab tests such
as urinalysis, blood smears for malaria, and rapid strep tests. It also explains how to use portable
diagnostic equipment like ultrasound machines, which are increasingly common in forward-deployed
settings. These skills enable the corpsman to make accurate diagnoses without a full hospital
laboratory.

NURSING CARE AND PATIENT TRANSPORT

From wound care and catheterization to patient movement and evacuation, this section equips
corpsmen with nursing skills. It covers proper techniques for moving patients with spinal injuries,

using litters, and preparing patients for MEDEVAC. The manual emphasizes the importance of
continuous care during transport, a critical phase where instability can lead to deterioration.

ADMINISTRATIVE AND LEADERSHIP DUTIES

Beyond clinical skills, the manual addresses the corpsman's role as a leader and administrator. This
includes managing supplies, maintaining medical readiness reports, conducting preventive health
assessments, and supervising junior personnel. This section prepares senior corpsmen for roles as
independent duty corpsmen (IDCs) or leading petty officers in medical departments.

Why the Corpsman Manual is More Than a
Textbook

To the outsider, the Corpsman Manual might look like just another technical manual. To those who
have served, it represents something far deeper. It is a symbol of trust and competence. When a
Marine Corps rifle platoon deploys, they trust their corpsman to save their lives. That trust is built on
the knowledge that the corpsman has mastered this manual.

The manual also serves as a legal and professional safeguard. Medical practice in the military
operates under strict protocols. The Corpsman Manual defines the scope of practice for hospital
corpsmen. By adhering to its standards, corpsmen protect themselves legally and ensure their
patients receive care that aligns with Navy and Department of Defense regulations. In a combat
zone, straying from the manual's guidelines can have serious consequences, both medically and
legally.

Furthermore, the manual is a tool for standardization. Whether a corpsman is stationed on a
submarine, with a Seabee battalion, or in a hospital in Japan, the procedures are the same. This
consistency is vital for continuity of care, especially when patients are transferred between units or
evacuated through the medical chain. Every corpsman speaks the same language, thanks to this
shared reference.

Studying for the Corpsman Manual: A
Rigorous Journey

Achieving mastery of the Corpsman Manual is a rite of passage. Hospital Corps "A" School, initially
located in Great Lakes, lllinois, and now also conducted in San Antonio, Texas, is the starting point.
Students spend weeks immersed in the manual, attending lectures, performing practical labs, and
taking rigorous examinations. The manual is their constant companion. They learn to navigate it
quickly, because in an emergency, there is no time to search for information.

After "A" School, specialized training such as Field Medical Training Battalion (FMTB) further
reinforces the manual's lessons, particularly tactical medicine. Corpsmen destined for Marine units
must demonstrate proficiency in the manual's combat trauma procedures under stressful simulated
conditions. The manual is not merely studied; it is applied until the procedures become second
nature.

Advancement exams for promotions to Petty Officer Third Class, Second Class, and First Class draw
heavily from the Corpsman Manual. As a result, career-minded corpsmen continuously study the
manual throughout their careers. It is not uncommon to see a senior corpsman with a well-worn,
tabbed, and highlighted copy on their desk, ready to be consulted at a moment's notice.

Practical Application: The Manual in the
Field and Clinic

The true test of the Corpsman Manual comes in real-world application. In a battalion aid station,
the manual guides the treatment of everything from pneumonia to shrapnel wounds. On a Navy
ship, it dictates how the corpsman manages seasickness, food poisoning, or a cardiac emergency. In
a humanitarian mission, the manual's public health and preventative medicine sections become
critical for controlling disease outbreaks.

Corpsmen often rely on the manual for quick reference. Many use laminated pocket guides derived
from the manual for immediate access to drug dosages or triage algorithms. The manual itself,
however, remains the authoritative source. When a question arises about a specific procedure or
medication interaction, the manual is the final word. This reliance underscores the manual's role as
a cornerstone of clinical decision-making in the Navy Medical Department.

The Future of the Corpsman Manual

As military medicine evolves, so too will the Corpsman Manual. The incorporation of telemedicine,
advanced prosthetics, and new pharmacological agents will require updates. Future editions may
include more information on mental health care, reflecting the growing awareness of combat stress
and traumatic brain injury. Additionally, the manual will continue to incorporate lessons from recent
conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as emerging threats like pandemics and chemical warfare.

Digital formats are also becoming more common. While the printed book remains a staple, many
corpsmen now access the manual on tablets or smartphones, allowing for searchable text and
embedded video demonstrations. This digital evolution makes the manual more accessible and
interactive, helping a new generation of corpsmen learn more effectively.

CONCLUSION: THE INDISPENSABLE RESOURCE OF THE HOSPITAL CORPS

The Corpsman Manual is far more than a collection of medical facts. It is a legacy, a standard, and
a lifeline. For over a century, it has guided hospital corpsmen through the most challenging medical
environments imaginable, from the muddy trenches of World War | to the dusty mountains of
Afghanistan. It embodies the knowledge, discipline, and dedication required to save lives in uniform.
For anyone aspiring to join the Hospital Corps or seeking to understand the backbone of Navy
medicine, the manual is the definitive starting point. It is the repository of hard-won knowledge that
ensures every corpsman is ready to answer the call, anywhere in the world, at any time.
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