[image: image1.png]



USNLP Library
Resources for Reenactors


Wages of War
When America’s Soldiers Came Home -- from Valley Forge to Vietnam
excerpted from the book by Richard Severo & Lewis Milford

Note: I have included the following lengthy excerpt from this very interesting (but out-of-print) book because it tells the aftermath of service for soldiers and sailors serving in the Civil War. It is not the happiest of tales and has striking parallels to our own time.
[During the Grand Review] an enormous strip of canvas was stretched across the Capitol, on which was printed, "The only national debt we can never pay is the debt we owe the victorious Union soldiers." Vigilant reporters for both the New York Herald and The New York Times noticed it and reported it without comment in their dispatches.

The veterans knew they had the esteem of their fellow Americans.  Could love be far behind?  There was no question about it, thought the New York Herald.  "The gallant conquerors of many hard fought field are going home to share the blessings they have won for the nation," the Herald chimed.  It further predicted that those who fought would participate in the nation's bounty.  "They are not only heroes, but they are heroes of the sublimist conflict in all history. . . . From one end of the world to the other, the people thank our soldiers for having conquered in the people's cause. . . . Their remaining years may be passed in quiet usefulness at their homes. . . . "

Americans loved parades, seeming to lose their ardor only occasionally.  When the all-black 52nd Pennsylvania Regiment arrived in New York, it left immediately for Philadelphia without parading.  There was no parade reported for them in Philadelphia, either.  The men were simply mustered out of the service.  No explanation was offered, and perhaps the reasons lay in a cause other than the contempt in which blacks were held by so many Northerners.  Other black soldiers paraded, however, especially when they returned home to all-black communities, and for the most part, the celebrations and the hyperbole about soldiers in the public press belied the notion that anything could be sour, either in relations between whites and those newly freed, or between those who stayed behind and those who fought the war.

Civil War veterans, at least those on the Union side of it, had every reason to believe that they were going to benefit materially from their service, that the debt the public said was owed them would, in fact, be paid.  It would have been hard for anyone to predict that the message on the Capitol canvas was not an expression of earnest intent but rather the stark statement of an unbeautiful American truth.  The soldiers who enlisted to fight the Civil War did not think very much about what happened to soldiers who fought earlier wars.  And so the victorious veterans thought money and other good things would come their way.  In this they were little different from the men who had fought the Revolution or the War of 1812 or, for that matter, the foot soldiers who had done Caesar's bidding and saw the military as a way to serve nation and self.

As it turned out, the average Union veteran received around $250 upon discharge.  It represented pay he had not drawn while on active duty and, perhaps, the bounty promised him when he enlisted but left unpaid during the war years.  By the standards of the day it was something, but not very much for "him who should have borne the battle, and for his widow and orphan.  " There were a considerable number of such people who knew too well the truth in Walt Whitman's observation that the war had turned the nation into "one vast central hospital." If they were not patients in that hospital they knew family or friends who were.

Spring turned to summer, the triumphal parades seemed interminable, and Northern editorial writers continued to lavish praise on the heroes who had saved the Union.  But the men they were praising were fast becoming desperate.  At first, their desperation went unnoticed by the press.  Then, on August 5, 1865, the New York Herald published this letter from a disgruntled cavalryman:

What are the returned soldiers who volunteered to fight for their country and were mustered out honorably from the service to do for employment?  Are our wives and children to starve?  All are willing to work, I am sure, if they can find employment.  If a soldier asks for a situation, the response, generally is, "we are full," or "we engaged a clerk this morning."

By then, there was ample evidence that the cavalryman wasn't alone, wasn't just one bitter man who could not take care of himself.  The want ads of big-city papers were filled with announcements placed by veterans seeking work.  Indeed, in that very first summer after the end of the war, the Herald and other newspapers contained "situation wanted" advertisements that, although less eloquent, starkly described the straits of those who had fought.  One example:

Wanted-By A YOUNG MAN WHO SERVED IN the army for three years, at anything he can make an honest living.  Call 356 7th Avenue.

It is impossible to say precisely how many "Situation Wanted" ads were placed by former soldiers, since some men did not identify themselves as veterans, fearing that their military service might be held against them.  One would be safer to say he was a German or an Irish Protestant if he wanted a job-which is precisely the "qualification" some of the ads emphasized.

Clearly, unemployed veterans needed advice, and there was much of that. The Army and Navy Journal advised veteran-applicants in 1865 "not to slump and become a dirty loafer 'who has been in the army' " and that if mutilated by war, "teach yourself the strategy of new muscular habits.  " In Chicago, Governor Richard James Oglesby appeared at a reception supposed to honor returning veterans and advised them that they had to help themselves and not expect to be given "soup . . . with a silver spoon." From the pulpit, the Rev.  John Ware advised, "The soldier is made at the expense of the man," and newspapers and magazines advised that if a man wanted a job, he ought to go to a rural area where there wasn't much competition.

The suggestion to look for jobs in rural areas was initially not taken very seriously, although ultimately veterans became numerous among those who sought new lives on the frontier.  But in the first few months after the end of the war, veterans, still wearing the uniforms they wore at Vicksburg and Antietam, were frequently seen as organ grinders on the streets of Boston, New York, and Philadelphia.  Someone in Boston wrote in the spring of 1868 that most people "pass coldly by . . . or quiet their consciences with dropping five or ten cents in the soldier's box."

By the barrenness of late autumn, the "Situation Wanted" advertisements diminished, perhaps because some veterans found work and others did, in fact, start looking in the hinterlands.  But those who remained in the cities faced a winter without shelter.  Governor Reuben E. Fenton said that in New York alone, homeless veterans "are numbered by the thousands, and are altogether beyond the power of Executive and Legislative Relief.  Their needs cannot be postponed.  " He called upon charitable New Yorkers to help.

Discharged soldiers without homes in big cities were more than a national disgrace-they were an enticement to the Americans who ran the scams of the day.  The Soldier's Friend, a monthly, reported the stories of soldiers who lost their money to check cashers and to crooks who put knockout drops in their beer.  Chicago swarmed with "blacklegs, burglars, garroters and harlots (male and female) who have congregated to rob the soldiers . . . of their hard-earned wages," warned the Chicago Tribune.
In Detroit, "scores" of soldiers were said to have been set upon by thugs loafing around barracks and saloons.  One man reportedly lost $600 at dice and another veteran lost the $80 his wife had sewn into his pocket-the thief simply cut the pocket out of his pants while the veteran was still wearing them.

At its height, demobilization of Civil War soldiers was sending 300,000 men a month looking for work in a society that did not feel it really needed them, now that the war was over.  By January of 1866, nearly a million of them had received the last pay they would ever receive as soldiers and were sent back to their homes.

President Johnson may not have felt he could do anything about the problem, but it wasn't for lack of knowing.  Just after the Christmas of 1865, he received a letter from Jane H. Todd, the mother of two veterans who could not find work.  Mrs. Todd said she wished that Congress would "for an hour drop the eternal Negro question and devote that time for the interest of the suffering soldiers.  " Among the soldiers of the North, there was much antagonism toward the blacks, on whom they blamed a goodly measure of their desperation.

As postwar unemployment problems grew, so did a spirit of vindictiveness between conqueror and conquered.  It manifested itself in badgering little ways; for example, the disposition of dead bodies.  The question of what to do with the bodies of Confederates was first raised by Union troops in 1862, as they were winning the Battle of Antietam.  They complained that dead Confederate soldiers were getting in the way.  Rebel bodies had been dumped efficiently and quickly by the Yankees into shallow trenches so that the battle could continue unimpeded.  But Union soldiers reported that hogs, either wild or escaped from some derelict farm, wandered into the battle zone and rooted up the corpses.  The corpses lay exposed and rotting in the fields, they said.  In the hills of Maryland that wann September, the crops that survived the fight ripened amidst decaying flesh.  Union soldiers said they then decided to give the Southerners deeper, more permanent burials.  If the reports of Union soldiers were accurate and not just nasty wartime bragging, then it would seem that the Northerners felt that the dead Southerners were more dangerous to their health than they had been when they were alive.

Seven years later, on a pleasant spring day in Virginia, dead rebels were becoming a problem again, even though the war they had fought had been over for four years.  This time, the bodies were buried properly enough, and there were no hogs in the Arlington Heights Churchyard.  But it was Memorial Day, a holiday that had been born in the South at the end of the war.  Southern families took it seriously, and they insisted on casting flowers upon the graves of their dead, even though the Washington-area chapters of the Grand Army of the Republic, a new and growing association of Union veterans, had resolved that this should not be permitted.  In its resolution, the Grand Army said that "to throw flowers on Confederate graves would be a desecration of the graves of loyal Union soldiers."

Despite the warning, publicly made, the Southerners had the temerity to persist in honoring their dead with their prayers and their flowers.  Women concealed flowers in the billows of their skirts, men hid flowers in the sleeves and breast pockets of their jackets, and when they thought no one was looking, they dropped fragrant blossoms on the earth covering their dead.

Grand Army members were appalled.  Ever vigilant, they notified the Government.  Quickly, orders came down the line from someone, somewhere, to a Marine lieutenant.  The lieutenant promptly appeared at the Confederate gravesite with six enlisted men, armed and under orders to prevent any further desecrations offensive to the Government of the United States or its Union veterans.

The New York Herald reported the incident, describing the lieutenant as "fierce-looking." James Gordon Bennett, the unrestrained proprietor of the Herald, had tepidly supported the Union side, even though he had strong reservations about the abolitionist notions held by some of his more liberal readers, notions that Negroes, once freed, would ultimately become citizens as good in every way as were the whites.  His paper never missed an opportunity to print unfavorable stories about blacks, even if the dateline was many hundreds of miles away from New York.  But his mixed feelings about the end of slavery apparently were more than over-ridden by his personal disdain for Jefferson Davis.  Whatever his private thoughts, he could not regard the encounter in the Arlington cemetery as the Marines' finest hour.

"Is this really true?" grieved the Herald in an editorial on May 3 1. "The men on both sides were born under one flag. . . . In an unhappy moment, they were estranged by the machinations of selfish politicians; family disunion, even to the death ensued; but who attempts to continue this division after death?  Did General Grant know of the order given to the Marines in Arlington?" The next day, the Herald, to its credit, lamented the incident again: "shame on the zeal that pursues a quarrel beyond the grave."

The aspect of a nation at war with its mourners only hinted at the anguish that persisted after Appomattox.  Veterans bore much of this pain as they came home to communities that offered them unemployment and even a lack of acceptance.  The war was over, but families and neighborhoods and communities remained divided over the issues that had caused the war in the first place, even in the victorious North.

Veterans were out of step not only with the civilians they returned to, but also with the regular Army and Navy officers with whom they had served.  It was a division not always perceived by those who saw veterans as essentially members of a preening, acquisitive military subculture sharing a single view of what the world should be like.  But the regulars-as opposed to the civilians who had temporarily given up their freedom and risked their lives to fight for a cause as well as for whatever enlistment bounties might have enticed them-did not necessarily share with veterans their priorities.  Some of the professional soldiers felt a brotherhood with the men they had fought with and were genuinely concerned about what happened to them afterward.  But more often than not, the professionals who remained in the Union Army were now far more interested in the enemies they perceived before the war-the Cheyenne, Sioux, Apache, and other stubborn Indian nations-and they simply assumed that society back East would be orderly, prosperous, and productive.  They also assumed that the voices of soldiers, whether professionals or those returned to civilian life, would always be heard.

The publications they read reinforced their view of the world." It is clear that the soldier element, Northern and Southern, will be a powerful one in American politics, society, institutions and laws," predicted the Army and Navy Journal in 1869, a scant five months after the incident in Arlington Heights Churchyard.  "Military influence will be seen in our legislation, national and local, in our manners and customs, in our local usages, and in our choice of rulers," bubbled the Journal.  ". . . It is easy to see that the great body of citizen-soldiers have melted back into the great body of the people, their leaven has 'leavened the whole lump.

The leavening process lasted longer than the Journal apparently wanted to acknowledge.  The relatively few professional soldiers who cared about veterans were frustrated in their efforts to induce the private sector to support the creation of a Soldiers' and Sailors' Home, then proposed for Philadelphia.  The city had more than its share of wounded soldiers, and some women had established a home for them there at the comer of Crown and Race streets.  They and others felt that much more should be done, and thus a glittering fund-raiser was held on an October evening in 1865.  No less than George G. Meade, one of the North's most able generals, was the principal speaker, and those in attendance included General Ulysses S. Grant and Admiral David G. Farragut.

"The Government is slow to move," complained Meade.  "A few days ago I had to go to Washington.  I am a member of an institution whose object is to establish a national home for soldiers and sailors.  A hundred gentlemen are appointed as corporators, and over fifty must be present before anything can be done on this subject.  Three times I have been to Washington, but not once were fifty collected. . . . These poor fellows [wounded veterans] cannot wait. . . - " He warned that if his efforts failed, II our alms houses will soon be filled with the disabled."

There were many public officials who vigorously disagreed with Meade, one of them Governor Alexander Hamilton Bullock of Massachusetts.  He denounced the notion of a home in a speech to the legislature and said that no soldiers "should be consigned to a public 'home' or separated from their friends, or removed from the town of their residence, unless mental or moral obliquity should demand it.  " Bullock, using language not totally unfamiliar to anyone who knew about the early debates on pensions for Revolutionary War soldiers, said, ". . . there is a feeling against adding another to our large permanent institutions on the twofold ground that it would tend to pauperize the soldier, and that the money which should be expended for his benefit would be absorbed by the necessary salaries and incidentals of a great establishment."

It would not be until 1898 and the war with Spain that the national Government would assume its proper responsibility for the care of Confederate graves.  In the interim, the bodies of veterans continued to be grist for political tempests that were as ugly as they were petty.  Peace was only a technicality.  The special quality of national mindlessness about the war dead was not confined to Northerners, nor was it limited to members of the Grand Army.  In 1871' ' the Democrats, who had constituted the Lincoln Administration's opposition during the war, proposed exhuming the remains of seventeen thousand Northern soldiers and carting them to another resting spot so that Mary Lee, Robert E. Lee's widow, could reclaim and reoccupy the Custis-Lee estate at Arlington.  Elsewhere there were only a few glimmers of compassion and forgiveness in those early years, as when some women in Mississippi placed flowers over the graves of all the soldiers, regardless of whether their uniforms were of blue or of gray.

As for those who survived, there was much uncaring.  Neither on the state nor on the Federal level had any commitment been made for the creation of hospitals for American soldiers.  There was nothing, save for something popularly called the U.S. Sanitary Commission, or, more accurately, the Commission of Inquiry and Advice in Respect to the Sanitary Interests of the United States Forces.

The commission, a creation of the quasi-governmental variety, had been established by the Secretary of War because of demands made by private citizens, most notably the Rev.  Henry W. Bellows, minister of the Church of All Souls in New York.  Its executive officer was Frederick Law Olmstead, the brilliant landscape architect and writer who was a vigorous leader if an eccentric one: He reportedly was at his most creative when he worked until four o'clock in the morning, sleeping in his clothes and arising to breakfast on coffee and pickles.

The commission did good work-Allan Nevins would one day praise its sturdy common sense" and its "consecrated devotion to a great aim" and it raised funds to improve the health of combat soldiers by improving their hygiene in the field and in hospitals.  But after the end of the war, the commission became rather quiescent.  In its own pronouncements, it reflected the popular biases of the day.  It advised the public that the Government did not think it could pay for all the medical treatment veterans needed and that the civil sector had, as a result, a special responsibility.

The Rev.  Mr. Bellows had made it clear he did not believe in coddling soldiers after the war, saying that local governments ought "to discourage all favor to mendacity" among the disabled.  He warned, "You . . . know how easily loose, indulgent and destructive notions creep into communities, under the name and purpose of humanity, and what temptations of a sentimental kind there will be to favor a policy which will undermine self-respect, self-support, and the true American pride of personal independence."

The Sanitary Commission "excogitated" three guiding principles for caring for veterans.  First, there should be little "outside interference" with natural laws" that would deprive the wounded veteran of his dignity.  In short, if he looked as if he was going to fail anyhow, there was no point in prolonging the agony.  Second, veterans should be induced to strengthen I natural reliances " with their own families, which could help them in their time of need.  And third, there should be the "utmost endeavor to promote the healthy absorption of the invalid class into the homes and into the ordinary industry of the country."

These were the commission's guidelines and this was the way most Americans seemed to feel about veterans.  This, even though the nation had just come through a war of unprecedented violence, in which a total of between three million and four million Northerners and Southerners had been involved, in which nearly half a million had died, and in which many thousands were maimed for life.  Of those who bore no physical marks, many would pay the emotional cost of the conflict for the rest of their lives.  It was, indeed, the first "modem war," in terms of the method and magnitude of killing, the violent years that Robert Penn Warren would call the "secret school" for the First and Second World Wars that lay ahead.

The payments to Union veterans for serious injuries were modest, even by the standards of the day.  They were entitled to $75 from the Government if they lost a leg and $50 if they lost an an-n, or, if they preferred they could forgo the payment and the Government would provide an artificial limb.  Makers thus hawked their wares aggressively; this advertisement in the Army and Navy Journal advised:

LEGS AND ARMS

Just patented by John Condell.  Furnished, warranted five years, at the same prices of unwarranted limbs of the other styles. Generals Dix and Hooker say that for amputations either above or below the knee, or above or below the elbow, they are the best they ever saw. Send for a circular, addressing A.F. Williams, General Agent 24 Bible House, New York City

Veterans were entitled to a new artificial limb every three years, along with transportation to and from the place where they selected it.  Ultimately, the Government would report that most took money rather than artificial limbs.

If the policy seemed a bit modest, it was only because the Government, like the people, was unprepared philosophically for the suggestion that it take care of the men who had served it in war.  The Government was, in fact, unable to think about its possible role as a provider for citizens in difficulty on any level.  The national inclination toward those suffering from misfortune, including those whose problems were created during service to the Government, remained as it had always been.  Simply put, soldiers were expected to take care of themselves after the end of war, Lincoln's concerns to the contrary.

Americans meant no disrespect to the wishes of their martyred President.  But Lincoln's sense of responsibility for those who had served was ahead of its time.  Especially in the North, there was a feeling that a properly motivated individual could help himself, whatever the scope of his problems.  The feeling was reflected in the popular literature of the day.  Shortly after the war ended, an obscure young man named Horatio Alger abandoned the ministry, came to New York, and began to write stories and novels that carried the message that hard work was always rewarded.  The quintessential Alger bootstrapper could pull himself out of poverty by dint of his own efforts, no matter what misfortunes overtook him.  The Horatio Alger fictions were successful because Americans wanted to believe they were true.  Broken men never were the stuff of which dreams were made.

As the war faded from memory, so did the sacrifices of those men who had fought it'.  Said one, "I would have felt better to have met at least one person who would have given me a hearty handshake and said he was glad to see me home, safe from the war.  " He added, "it almost seemed, sometimes, as if I had been away only a day or two, and had just taken up where I had left off."

On the West Coast, far from where most of the war had been fought, a veteran named W. C. Morris spoke of his homecoming in San Francisco: "If there had been a single instance of public recognition, I am not aware of it.... After years of toil, privation and hardship, you are turned out to graze on short feed like a broken down mustang."

A less ebullient, less euphoric America also quickly came to the conclusion that in evaluating candidates for jobs, soldiers were perhaps not the best prospects.  In fact, the Civil War soldier suffered discrimination simply because he had gone to war.  He was seen as unstable, untutored, unmanageable-a bad risk.  Some soldiers succeeded in getting employment at the Post Office, but when they tried to get the clerk and messenger jobs that reportedly existed at the Treasury Department in Washington, the department issued a starchy communiqué advising them that "no vacancies exist."

The Soldier's Friend saw discrimination against the veteran as such a serious issue that it advised men not to disclose their military service.  After so many rejections, "They strive to conceal the fact of their having been in the army, " the journal said.  "One man, who had lost both arms, making an appeal for aid, was told by a man at that time in government service, with an oath, 'he was a fool for going to the war.' "

In June of 1866, The Soldier's Friend reported, "There is no disguising it boys; the people are afraid of us! . . . Hearing that soldiers gambled, swore, visited low dives, these men now ask, 'Shall we admit them into our families, and allow them to mingle with our friends, our little ones?' "

A month before his assassination, Lincoln had assured all that he was ready to "recognize the paramount claims of the soldiers of the nation in disposition of public trusts." But after the war was over, George Bliss, a Rhode Island volunteer, bitterly complained, "When peace came and our services were no longer necessary, we found not only the offices were filled by those who remained at home, but also that an old soldier was looked upon with some suspicion.  Many thought that a soldier's life was evil."

Some even blamed America's growing morphine addiction problem on the Union and Confederate soldiers who fought each other.  The drug had been introduced into the United States in 1856, and reportedly more than two thousand of them were issued to Union doctors.  Morphine, a derivative of opium and arguably the most effective natural painkiller ever discovered, was injected into wounded soldiers by doctors who had no alternatives.  Where needles were lacking, morphine was simply dusted on wounds.  An estimated ten million opium pills were issued to the Union Army, along with more than 2,841,000 ounces of other opiates, "including powdered opium, powdered opium with ipecac, laudanum and paregoric." In many instances, soldiers also received opiates to take orally in order to stop the symptoms of dysentery, which they did, most effectively.  In short, Army doctors gave to soldiers the same thing they would have given to civilians and did give to civilians before the war.

Soldiers thus became addicts, as would many civilians who were given morphine frequently.  In 1879, a U.S. Army surgeon named Joseph Janvier Woodward expressed his concern about addiction to opiates: "I confess, the more I learn of the behavior of such cases under treatment, the more I am inclined to advise that opiates should be as far as possible avoided.  "But it was already too late; he estimated that at least 45,000 veterans were either addicted or well on the way to becoming addicted.

By the end of the century, scientists had learned how to buffer morphine into a substance called heroin, and heroin and morphine addiction became known as "soldiers disease" or the "army disease.  " The Civil War soldier, like his Vietnam counterpart a century later, thus came to be linked in an accusing way to drug abuse, even though it was by no means clear whether the addiction was started as soldier or civilian, or whether it started before the war, during it, or in the years following.

In the case of the Civil War veteran, the insensitive links to drug abuse were made not only by the officials of the very Government that induced morphine dependency, but also by a society that did not question the Government's role.  Although hard numbers were lacking, there was a widespread belief that the problem of addiction was worst not in New York City, as it was a century later, but in the South, where it was attributed to the "population's rurality and tendency to brood over the Civil War and Reconstruction."

By the turn of the century, various studies placed the number of American addicts at over a quarter of a million.  It was a time when morphine derivatives were frequently being used in the preparation of over-the-counter medicines designed to ease the pain of teething (paregoric) or of neuralgia (Gross's Neuralgia Pills).  Even so, the resulting addiction continued to be called "army disease.  " One druggist of the day summed up the problem and said, "Veteran soldiers, as a class, are addicted to it [opium].  " The war was a convenient target on which to blame America's drug ambience, which it still has not lost.  Surely the war was a contributing factor; just as surely were veterans made the scapegoats for a society that could not learn to solve its drug abuse problems. The nation also went through something of a crime wave between the en of the war and 1870. although there were differences of opinion about how severe it was.  But in a way consistent with what would happen after other wars, there were publicly expressed feelings that much of whatever crime there was was due to homecoming veterans.  For example, the Eastern Penitentiary of Pennsylvania reported that nine-tenths of the men in prison had been more or less incapacitated and demoralized by an apprenticeship to the trade of war.... That this disbandment of large bodies of troops should produce the effect not only of increasing the amount of crime, but also of the grave character of the offenses committed is a fact so severely felt by the community that it may be freely stated without disparagement to the many thousands who from patriotic and other motives have served faithfully and since the close of the war have returned to their customary peaceful avocation.

The same prison also reported an unprecedented increase in its population and told the public that "by the subsidence of this great national convulsion this penitentiary, in common with all other institutions in this country, has indirectly received, at least, its share of shattered mortality.

There were similar reports elsewhere.  In 1866, the overcrowded prison at Charlestown, Massachusetts, attributed its rapid rise in population to "the rapid development of crime since the war ended" and noted that of 327 people committed in the year ending October 1, 1866, 215 were veterans of service in the Army or Navy for the Union.  The warden issued a report and explained:

The great majority of these were good soldiers and sailors; they are young men who entered the service before they had learned a trade, and before their principles were firmly fixed; and on their discharge they were unable to find employment, or had learned the vices of the camp, and so fell readily into crime.

In the Midwest, the State Prison Commission of Wisconsin reported in 1866 that "many of the prisoners who served in the army were physically in a very lamentable condition, being unfit for any manual labor. . .  "And in Chicago at one point, most of the 112 inmates of the county jail were veterans of the late war and their veteran status was duly noted by Jeremiah Willits, a Quaker who worked for the Philadelphia Society for Alleviating the Miseries of Public Prisons.  He also found that two-thirds of the more recent admissions to the prison at Jackson, Michigan, had been soldiers and that the veteran population of the Ohio penitentiary was three-quarters of the total.  In Kansas, 97 of the 126 men who were prisoners in the state penitentiary in 1867 were either Union or Confederate soldiers, and a physician who checked them over concluded, "They have come to us with constitutions shattered by wounds, disease or intemperance."

Although reliable national figures were lacking, the North American Review estimated in 1866 that between five thousand and six thousand Union soldiers and sailors were incarcerated in various state prisons but this did not count thousands more in local jails.  Moralizing was inevitable: "Absence from home, exciting circumstances of the war, the false idea that jayhawking [stealing] was not a crime, and the ever baneful influence of intoxicating drink were the causes of all the crimes which sent the convicts to prison," read the explanation of the situation in Kansas.

There was also no doubt that some of the soldiers who enlisted had been convicts before the war started, and so it was probably unwise to argue the cause-and-effect relationship between war and crime.  Men convicted of both misdemeanors and felonies were paroled during the war and permitted to serve in the military, a precursor of the practice later made famous by the French Foreign Legion.

A certain Judge Hill of Massachusetts told a state senate committee there that when accused offenders came before him during the war he always asked them if they wanted to enlist, and if they said they would rather not, he'd tell them that they ought to.  A sheriff told the New York legislature in 1867 that the punishment for crime was "to enlist in the army and get a large bounty."

The prospect of so many convict-veterans was not so disturbing to some.  Prison inspectors in New York found it helped in making contracts for prison labor if one could point to a work force of young and presumably able-bodied young men.  In 1865, the New York Report noted that "since the close of the war . . . contracts recently let are at a higher price than formerly paid. . . . There is reason to believe that the prisons may possibly become nearly or quite self-sustaining."

It also proved easy to blame veterans for crimes they had nothing to do with.  In June of 1866, three men robbed a bank in Bowdoinham, Maine, and told the cashier, "We do not want your lives.  We have been in this bloody war, and it's money we want." When they were caught four months later in New York City, it turned out that the three had spent the Civil War not fighting the Confederate Army, but as languishing convicts in a forty-five-acre prison called Sing Sing, conveniently upriver from New York City.

In any event, the spectacle of so many former soldiers in jail was greeted with a loud 1-told-you-so by those Americans who had opposed the war and who had waited it out in Europe.  The expatriates thought the disbanded men would hardly submit to civilized rule at the end of the war and would, instead, roam about "with arms in their hands, flushed with intoxicating victory, led by officers schooled in battle."

If many Americans seemed judgmental about the veterans and their wicked ways, some also saw the moment as one for promoting prison reform.  The North American Review made this plea in January of 1866:

Now that our prisons are filling up at an enormous rate ... and drawing into their fatal contamination thousands of returning soldiers and neglected children, it is the duty of every community to take serious thought for the welfare of these persons, remembering how and by whom it was said, "Inasmuch as ye did it not to one of the least of these, ye did it not to me."

Discrimination against veterans of the Civil War is not something that has emerged with the scholar's assessment of events of the day.  It was apparent then and taken note of at the time.  Leslie's Illustrated Newspaper reported in 1865 that there were too many men who could not make a living, and offered its reason why:

At this moment, in the City of New York, there are many thousands of stalwart and educated men wandering the streets, utterly unable to procure employment.  This arises mainly from the vast influx of labor suddenly let loose upon the community by the mustering-out of our armies, and by the hard but truthful fact that there is a prejudice in the minds of employers against the returned soldiers. . . . While we must blame the employer very much, we must also blame the soldier.  He has, as a soldier, been pleased to encourage a belief in his recklessness.  He has felt somewhat proud to hear tales told of his whisky-drinking abilities and foraging operations, in which the laws of meum and tuum are set at utter defiance.  They have encouraged in the minds of citizens the belief that the army has acted as a school of demoralization and they are suffering the results.

Leslie's thus acknowledged the discrimination.  But the cause of it was found to be not in the lack of national conscience, rather in the soldier's own braggart behavior.  So, they had come full circle, heroes fallen to braggarts and deserving of all they got.  With sentiments such as this appearing in the press, the time was ripe for the creation of organizations that would unite the fallen heroes and enable them to obtain collectively what they had failed so miserably to get as individuals, [i.e., the GAR].
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