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PREFACE


This is not a Civil War book, or at least it did not start out as one. I came to the study of the Grand Army of the Republic (GAR) indirectly, through the back channel of community history and through a fascination with the culture of the United States in the Gilded Age. Yet the more deeply I delved into the day-to-day life of the GAR, the largest of all Union veterans’ orders, the more I realized how closely connected were the youthful soldiering experiences of these men and the brand of nationalism they came to espouse by the 1890s. Thus, while I originally set out to write about the postwar years, the war experience kept creeping into the narrative in ways I had not anticipated.

It now seems to me that this unexpected development was no accident. The Civil War experience hung over the postwar North in a thousand different ways, which the habitual separation of Civil War scholarship from Gilded Age scholarship has served only to obscure. The standard history of the war, for example, closes with Appomattox, with perhaps some hazy foreshadowings of the Reconstruction South or of subsequent Northern industrialization. The typical Gilded Age study opens by alluding briefly to the great changes brought by the war, then moves on to its real subject (the year 1877, generally considered the last year of Reconstruction, is a favorite starting point). Such a periodization does not allow us to see something that would have been very clear to a Victorian American: the late nineteenth century was a postwar era.

Since we now live in a postwar era of our own, it is perhaps not surprising that scholars have recently begun to tamper with the boundary between wartime and peacetime. Eric Foner’s Reconstruction, for instance, begins not in 1865 but in 1863, with Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation. The war narratives of Gerald Linderman and Reid Mitchell both, in different ways, explore the battle experiences of Civil War soldiers by first examining the assumptions that they brought to combat. Gaines Foster’s Ghosts of the Confederacy is almost entirely concerned with the uses to which Southerners put remembrances of the war. And most of the essays in a recent Civil War social history collection focus less on the fighting than on the war’s implications for postwar society.1

The essential trend of this scholarship, it seems to me, has been away from questions of what caused the Civil War (a problem that, under the guise of the “avoidable tragedy” argument, preoccupied historians before the 1960s) and toward examinations of the war’s effects. Battle narratives based on soldiers’ diaries rather than on official war records have almost inevitably shifted the focus of discussion from exegeses of battles to questions of the war’s meaning for the ordinary foot soldiers who fought it, and ultimately to a discussion of its long-term effects on those men. By the same token, studies of wartime municipal politics or charity practices are clearly studies of civilians, not of warriors.

Some of the new postwar emphasis, if that is indeed what it is, obviously can be attributed to the growth of social history as an intellectual outlook over the last two decades or so. Social historians in all areas of study have been inclined to focus on ordinary people rather than on leaders, on processes rather than on events, on the subtle connections between historical eras rather than on the radical discontinuities between them. From the standpoint of the social historian, Appomattox may well appear less final than it does to a conventional military historian.

Aside from changes in methodology, however, we should not discount the influence of another factor in recent historical writing, namely the shadow of the Vietnam War. If the Civil War now appears exceptional for the idealism that both sets of combatants expressed, perhaps it is because the motives of warriors have come to seem more confused and ambivalent. If the experiences of ordinary foot soldiers now seem more important than the campaign plans of generals, it may be because much of the pain of Vietnam has been expressed through the memoirs and novels of its veterans. And if we have finally come to see the Civil War and the Gilded Age as intimately connected, perhaps it is because we now live in a post-Vietnam culture, a culture that I suspect subsequent American military interventions overseas have done little to change.

In the Grand Army of the Republic, we see an earlier group of veterans trying to cope with issues that are as relevant now as they were in 1865: the extent of society’s obligation to the poor and injured, the place of war memories in peacetime, the meaning of the “nation” and of the individual’s relation to it. By the turn of the century, the GAR had staked out its position on these issues. Although the order continued in existence until its last member died in 1956, it was clearly in decline (both numerically and politically) by the late 1890s. After 1900, the date at which this narrative draws to a close, the GAR served largely as an organization for the promotion of patriotism and the commemoration of Memorial Day.

In its heyday, however, the GAR was a powerful organization whose political might has led most subsequent historians to identify it primarily as a pension lobby or a bloody-shirt Republican club. Both activities, especially the pension agitation, provoked much comment in the 1880s and 1890s and have long been documented beyond any serious doubt. True, some writers have found GAR leaders and posts in support of Democratic policies, and in the absence of concrete data on how veterans actually voted, it has proved fairly easy to reach the unspectacular conclusion that veterans voted for candidates of both political parties who favored their interests. But most studies have ended by corroborating Mary Dearing’s early thesis that the Grand Army’s political sympathies were Republican from the outset, and unless the views of its national leaders were wildly out of touch with those of the membership there seems little reason to question her judgment (though in this partisan preference the Grand Army was only typical of the Gilded Age electorate at large).2

But the partisan politics of the GAR are only part of the story and, particularly after Grant’s reelection in 1872, not the most important part. True, some issues of interest to GAR members during that period—pensions, veteran preference in hiring, censorship of school textbooks—can hardly be called apolitical. Yet the overt involvement of the order in electoral politics—endorsing candidates, participating as posts in marches and other campaign events, denouncing political opponents—did not long survive Grant’s first term. Instead, the GAR after 1872 wore several masks: fraternal lodge, charitable society, special-interest lobby, patriotic group, political club.

For some veterans, Grand Army membership undoubtedly did mean pensions and partisanship, but it meant other things as well. It would be more accurate to say that Republican voting was only one of a cluster of behaviors in which GAR members engaged, all of which were intimately connected. The meaning of Grand Army “veteranhood” to members is evident in all of these behaviors, not just in the narrowly partisan activities of founders such as John A. Logan and Richard Oglesby. And even in politics, an analysis of the GAR worldview elucidates at least as much of what members meant by voting Republican as does an analysis that simply writes off the GAR as a cynical interest group. We need to ask, in other words, how Union veterans came to see themselves as constituting an interest.

Thus, while I have not ignored the GAR’s obvious Republican partisanship, I have not attempted to duplicate Dearing’s exhaustive analysis of elections. Instead, I have tried to cast my net widely, to recapture the social and cultural meaning of Grand Army membership. From partisan origins in 1866, I will argue, the GAR soon foundered and by 1872 was virtually moribund. It revived in the late 1870s as a fraternal order, and by 1890 it had become a powerful lobby for pensions, “correct” history, and a particular brand of American nationalism. I hope I have done justice to the complexity of the Union veterans’ worldview, the bundle of attitudes that I have here called their cosmology of Union. At the same time, I have tried to suggest ways in which the Grand Army experience illuminates certain aspects of Gilded Age society outside the post room door. Thus in chapters 2 through 4, I focus on the veterans who belonged to the GAR and on what that membership meant to them. In chapters 5 through 7, I expand the analysis to consider the Union veterans’ relations with the noncombatants they called “civilians.”

This, then, is as much a book about Gilded Age Americans as it is a book about Union Army veterans. The GAR’s pension campaigns of the 1880s, for example, argued for a significant new public attitude toward charity. At the same time, the ways in which the Union veterans remembered the Civil War both shaped and were shaped by a late Victorian culture that emphasized sentiment and high morality. Finally, the aging Grand Army members of the 1890s provided a preservationist model of the American nation that many white, middle-class Northerners found congenial as they faced the serious social upheavals of that decade. The nineteenth-century history of the GAR is a study in microcosm of a nation trying to hold fast to an older image of itself in the face of massive social change.

Any project as lengthy and far-flung as this one involves the aid of many people, only some of whom I can hope to acknowledge here.

My most important debt is to my parents, who gave support to this endeavor from the outset, and especially to my father, who first interested me in history. John Higham was an ideal graduate adviser, offering criticism when needed and not when not. His suggestions, even when I did not take them, made me think harder about the GAR and about American culture in general, and his encouragement has been unflagging. I also would like to thank Ronald Walters for his good advice on revisions, both when he served as a member of my dissertation committee and since that time.

My Claremont colleagues Hal Barron and Lynn Dumenil read the entire book manuscript. I hope that Hal will see some of his influence in the reworked versions of chapters 2 and 3, while Lynn has provided aid at so many points that it is difficult to know where to begin thanking her (perhaps a secret fraternal hailing sign will do). Donald Brenneis, Jeff Charles, David Glassberg, Pieter Judson, Patrick Miller, William Offutt, and Daniel Segal all read chapters of the manuscript and offered useful suggestions. Pieter in particular has been a wonderful partner in those long-winded hallway and office discussions that are the real substance of academic life. Daniel Horowitz provided timely advice during the publication phase. I want to acknowledge the help of all of these colleagues without necessarily implicating them in the finished product. Pitzer College generously provided summer research support in 1988 and 1989.

At the University of North Carolina Press, I would like to thank Ron Maner, Jan McInroy, and especially Lewis Bateman, who probably will long remember the phoenixlike circumstances of the original manuscript’s arrival. Much of chapter 3 has appeared previously, in somewhat different form, as “Who Joined the Grand Army?: Three Case Studies in the Construction of Union Veteranhood, 1866–1900,” in Toward a Social History of the American Civil War: Exploratory Essays, edited by Maris A. Vinovskis. It appears with the permission of Cambridge University Press.

My work on Post 2 of Philadelphia would not have been possible without Bud and Margaret Atkinson, the keepers of the flame at the Philadelphia Camp, Sons of Union Veterans of the Civil War. Not only did they provide access to the collection at the camp’s GAR Memorial Hall, they also put me up at their home on more than one research trip to Philadelphia and helped locate photographs. A local history grant from the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission funded portions of my research in 1985; at the PHMC, I would like to thank Carl Oblinger and Matthew Magda, as well as the PHMC Archives and Pennsylvania State Library staffs in Harrisburg.

In Massachusetts, my primary debts are to Mr. A. Dean Sargent of Rockland and Mr. Ken Oakley of Randolph, who were able to locate the records of Post 13 and arrange for me to use them. Captain Frank Tucker of the Massachusetts State House police detail, a former Sons of Union Veterans officer, arranged for me to use the GAR records housed in the Memorial Room of the State House. In addition I would like to thank James Fahey of the Massachusetts War Records Research Military Division, the staffs of the Rockland and Brockton public libraries, Robert Nevins of Brockton, Ken Parsigian, and Shay Mayer.

In Wisconsin, I cannot say enough good things about Richard Zeitlin, Lynn Wolf, and the rest of the staff of the GAR Memorial Hall in Madison. In addition to assisting me with their own collection, they pointed out sources not known to me, made large numbers of photocopies, and were instrumental in contacting archives elsewhere in the state. In Chippewa Falls, I am grateful for the aid of Dolores Beaudette of the Chippewa County Historical Society. Also of assistance were the Chippewa Falls and Eau Claire public libraries, the State Historical Society of Wisconsin in Madison, its area research center at Eau Claire, Katharine Knoepfler, and Kate Offutt.

I would also like to thank David Blight, Jan Graf, Alan Lessoff, Ane Lintvedt, Ted Ownby, Douglas Schoettle, and Michael Sewell, as well as the staffs of the following libraries: the Library of Congress, especially Mary Ison of the Prints and Photographs Division; the Special Collections Division of the Chicago Public Library; the Oregon State Library, Salem; and the Minnesota Historical Society Research Center, St. Paul, especially Ruth Ellen Bauer.

Finally, the only debt I can never repay is to my greatest creditor, Rebecca, who puts up with a lot.





GLORIOUS CONTENTMENT






CHAPTER 1
PARADE


It was unusually beautiful in the city of Washington on the afternoon of May 23, 1865, when the victorious armies of the Union began assembling to pass in grand review before their commanding officers. Although some of the men had been in federal service for as little as two weeks, others had served through four years of war, and all were itching to return home. Some had not been able to wait and had simply left their regiments upon the cessation of hostilities; they would be classified as deserters and not officially pardoned until eight years later. Others had been mustered out years earlier and now waited at home with the rest of the civilian population. But about 150,000 were still in their ranks for one last great show, and now they lined the side streets near the Capitol, unwieldy agglomerations of blue uniforms gradually being herded into place for the parade up Pennsylvania Avenue.

The officers doing the herding positioned troops for maximum theatrical effect—the normal distance between units was shortened, brass artillery pieces were polished and grouped together, thinned companies were redeployed “for the sake of uniformity,” in the words of General George Meade’s parade order.1 Colonel Charles Wainwright of the First New York Light Artillery, an especially fastidious officer, borrowed another officer’s sash for the parade and announced to his disappointed troops that “only the most soldierly in appearance” would be chosen to march in the review. “I regretted more than ever not having a trained corps of buglers,” Wainwright lamented afterward, “but as I had none I directed them not to play at all.”2 Elsewhere, the Twentieth Maine Volunteers snapped up new issues of clothing and white parade gloves, while the Hundredth Indiana Volunteers, recently arrived from the South, worked to remove years’ accumulation of mud from their boots and uniforms.3

By 9:00 A.M. every unit was to be organized into ranks and marched to its proper spot off the avenue, ready to wheel into the grand procession as it passed. Some regiments began forming as early as 2:00 A.M., since a later start would have meant that part of the twenty-five-mile column would not have been able to pass the presidential reviewing stand near the White House and reach camps in Maryland and Virginia before nightfall. The thrust of the parade orders was that the column be kept moving. Regiments were not to slow down before the reviewing stand, only mounted officers were to salute, and “ruffles” for the dipping of colors were not to interfere with the continuity of the march music.4

Even with such restrictions, the Grand Review eventually would take two days—six hours Tuesday for the Army of the Potomac, six hours Wednesday for the Western armies. Despite the length of the procession, however, the huge crowds lining the avenue never seemed to weary of the passing spectacle. People had begun pouring into the city on Sunday, packing the express trains from New York to the point that they ran hours late and offered only standing room. On Tuesday the crowds began to assemble two hours before the beginning of the parade and filled every available viewing spot. Business in the city was entirely suspended. At the old Penitentiary, even the trial of the Lincoln assassination conspirators was adjourned for two days. “Stands, staging, boxes, tables, chairs, vehicles, lamp-posts, indeed everything that promised a look-out, was crowded to suffocation with eager people,” reported the New York Tribune.5 People waved handkerchiefs and flags, cheered favorite regiments, and covered General Custer’s horse with so many flowers that the animal panicked and was reined back into the ranks only with difficulty. On Wednesday thousands of spectators overflowed the section of the avenue that was to have been reserved for dignitaries holding grandstand tickets.6

The outpouring of enthusiasm for the returning troops was, of course, little different in origin from that which had greeted victorious armies of other wars. But in the American experience up to 1865, nothing like the Grand Review had been seen. The sheer size of the armies involved was new, as was their concentration in a single city. Had all the men under arms at the close of previous American wars been gathered in one place for parade, the assembled host would have been smaller than the one brought together at Washington, a force that itself represented only about 10 percent of the federal troops engaged for some period in the fighting. But in fact soldiers of the earlier wars had assembled for no such final reviews. They had come home in regiments or as individuals, not as armies; generals such as Washington and Scott had said farewell to their officers, but not to their troops en masse. The massing for parade of all the troops in service at the end of a war was unprecedented, and it gave the spectators at Washington some sense of the size of the force about which they had been reading in the newspapers for four years. “The Army of the Potomac is our old acquaintance,” commented the New York Times, “but the Armies of Georgia and Tennessee few people here had ever seen.”7 Indeed, it must have given many of the men in the ranks the same sense. It was their first opportunity to view the enormity of the organization of which they had been a part.

Lacking an American precedent, newspaper editors resorted to comparing the review with those of Napoleon’s armies or those of the Russian troops in Paris in 1814. But there was a difference: This was the volunteer army of a republic. Presumably it represented the armed nation in a way that no imperial or mercenary army could, “fighting men in fighting trim, not plumed nor polished, nor set on hobby-horses, but in the worn paraphernalia of battle, with their engines of death all rusty with mud.” These troops, said the Philadelphia Public Ledger, “in their plain and unpretending uniforms, may not present so dazzling a show, but 200,000 armed men, attended with all the paraphernalia of war and moving as if by one common impulse can give a better idea of the forces employed in war than any written description.”8 Colonel Stephen Minot Weld, marching with the Fifty-sixth Massachusetts Volunteers, found the scene “splendid. It really seemed as if the statue of the Goddess of Liberty were alive and looking down on us with triumph and pleasure.” Lucy Webb Hayes, watching from the congressional grandstand, hoped that foreign dignitaries watching the parade would be impressed with the power of the United States. Captain Allen Geer of the Twentieth Illinois, after viewing the parade and touring the fortifications around the capital city, concluded that “Washington could not now be taken by an invading army of the combined world.” And in a refrain that would find favor among Union veterans for the rest of the century, the Philadelphia North American asserted that only under democratic institutions could such a mass of armed men be trusted in a capital city. “Is this not,” its editor asked, “as great a tribute to free government as was ever paid?”9

As the several divisions fell in behind the cavalry and proceeded up the avenue from the Capitol grounds, spectators were struck by the sight of a steady, undulating wave of men streaming toward the White House in tight, regular ranks, sixty abreast. “When I reached the Treasury-building, and looked back, the sight was simply magnificent. The column was compact, and the glittering muskets looked like a solid mass of steel, moving with the regularity of a pendulum,” General Sherman remembered later.10 “It was a glorious sight to look from the Capitol up Pennsylvania avenue,” commented the Philadelphia Inquirer. “The centre was a moving mass of glistening steel, reflecting the bright rays of the sun, while ever and anon was a tattered banner, or a war-torn guidon, or a bright battle flag. On either hand, forming as it were a living frame work, were the people.” An Associated Press reporter thought the mass of uniformed men presented “a grand appearance. … Looking up the broad Pennsylvania avenue, there was continuous moving line as far as the eye could reach of National, State, division, brigade, regiment and other flags.”11 All observers routinely complimented the uniform appearance and marching style of the troops. The unprecedented spectacle of thousands of soldiers from all parts of the country—or, to be more precise, all parts of the North—marching as one well-oiled machine was breathtaking. It was more than a collection of local militias; it was, as more than one newspaper put it, “the grand national pageant.” The Grand Review was the visual embodiment of a reunified nation.

[image: Images]

Infantry unit nearing the Treasury Building during the Grand Review. Note the large gap between the unit in the foreground and the one in the background, with spectators walking in between them. Newspaper engravings of the review tended to eliminate the distances between regiments and to tighten their ranks. (Library of Congress)

Yet within the prescribed, orderly form of the march at Washington, several important anomalies belied the predominant image of a unified nation in arms. In the first place, the adherence to military parade formalities—that is, to order, discipline, and subordination—was at best uneven. The tweaking of military formalities was particularly evident in the second day’s march of the Western armies, units that had already acquired the nickname of “Sherman’s bummers” or “Sherman’s foragers” as a result of the Georgia campaign. Straggling along with these regiments was a gaggle of mules and pack horses loaded with plunder from the army’s sweep through the Confederacy. To the saddles of some of the animals had been strapped pet chickens, billy goats, and even half a dozen raccoons, “which crawled over the dinner kettles and plunder as though they were at home.”12 Captured slaves were paraded alongside some regiments. The soldiers themselves wore uniforms that were “a cross between the regulation blue and the Southern gray,” while “their guns were of all designs, from the Springfield rifle, to a cavalry carbine, which each man carried as he pleased.”13 It was as if the privileged private militia companies of the antebellum period and their working-class burlesquers had somehow ended up in the same parade.14

As these regiments passed the reviewing stand, many soldiers, disregarding orders to the contrary, began to cheer; when the last units began to move up the avenue, the shouting became general. More serious was the failure of some units to keep up the pace of the parade, which created gaps between corps of as much as half an hour, allowing the crowd to rush into the avenue. “At every interval in the line of march,” wrote an appalled reporter for the Inquirer, “thousands crowded around the reviewing stand, and only left when the cavalry threatened to ride over them.” Between the Ninth and Fifth Corps of the Army of the Potomac, a huge throng broke through the guard near the reviewing stand of President Andrew Johnson “and cheered until he bowed before them.” Similar cheers were raised for General Ulysses Grant and Secretary of War Edwin Stanton before guards succeeded in pushing the crowd back so the parade could continue. As the supply trains following the last regiments were moving past the stand late Wednesday afternoon, the crowd again spilled into the street, making it difficult for the wagons to keep up with the troops.15

The austere Colonel Wainwright, who had remained in Washington an extra day to see Sherman’s army parade, was willing to grant the Western soldiers’ “magnificent physique.” As a proper soldier, however, he was appalled to find that the pack mules and slaves “interested most of the spectators more than anything else” and moreover that many considered the slovenly Westerners (including the “slouchy” General Logan) better marchers than his own meticulously organized Army of the Potomac. Puzzled, he asked one onlooker—a Miss Woolsey, the daughter of an officer with whom he shared a reviewing box—why she liked Sherman’s army better. “She said the Army of the Potomac marched past just like its commander (Meade), looking neither to the right nor the left, and only intent on passing the reviewing officer properly,” Wainwright reported, “while Sherman’s officers and men were bowing on all sides and not half so stiff. I told her she had just paid the greatest compliment to the Army of the Potomac I had heard.”16

Enlisted men such as Sergeant Theodore Upson and Private Theodore Gerrish were more in sympathy with Miss Woolsey than with Colonel Wainwright. Upson, who had arrived for the parade several days ahead of his Indiana regiment, found the Eastern officers anything but displeased with the Western “bummers.” Rather, they were fascinated and demanded to hear tall tales of his exploits. As for the Westerners’ marching, “our boys fell into the long swinging step, evry man in perfect time, our guns at a Right Shoulder Shift, and it seemed to me that the men had never marched so well before.” The look in their eyes was not insubordination but rather “what one might call a glory look.” Gerrish, like Wainwright and other Army of the Potomac veterans, noted the “ragged, dirty, and independently demoralized” appearance of Upson and the rest of Sherman’s troops. But having been forced to wear dress gloves and maintain closed ranks on Tuesday, “much to our disgust,” Gerrish and his comrades of the Twentieth Maine found something appealing in the informality of the “bummers” on Wednesday. “The men chatted, laughed and cheered, just as they pleased, all along the route of the march,” he observed. “Our men enjoyed this all very much, and many of them muttered, ‘Sherman is the man after all.’ ”17

The Grand Review, in other words, sent a decidedly mixed message about rank and order. To Miss Woolsey, Theodore Gerrish, and others like them, the discipline and uniformity exhibited by the Eastern regiments were suspect qualities. The spontaneity of Sherman’s men made them seem more like a crowd of independent “civilians” than an organization of disciplined “soldiers,” more like coequals and less like conquerors. The message of the “bummers” was that of a return to peacetime and an end to the antidemocratic features of army life—rank, discipline, subordination. For those who had worried about the militarism of the war years, the familiar appearance of the troops came as a relief. “The man of destiny on horseback was thought to be far more likely at the close of the war to enter the National capital and cross the threshold of the Executive Mansion than a peaceful army from quiet review,” commented the Boston Post. “Behold all these dangers ended in this magnificent spectacle of peace.”18

Colonel Wainwright was less sanguine. Following his interview with Miss Woolsey, Wainwright was forced to the reluctant conclusion that her dislike for precision and formality was typical of his countrymen. “No doubt this was one of the main causes of the greater admiration for the Western army,” he noted ruefully that evening. “We are not a military people.”19 For Wainwright’s type of veteran, in 1865 and in later years, there was more to fear from the disorderly crowds lining Pennsylvania Avenue than from the orderly troops marching along it.

A second defect in the Grand Review’s picture of national order, despite its awesome size and scope, was its exclusiveness. For one thing, it obviously included no partisans of the Confederate cause, who needed somehow to be returned to the national body politic. A Union victory parade was hardly the place for such reintegration. Still, the Southern question simmered just below the surface even on the Pennsylvania Avenue reviewing stand, where Sherman refused to shake hands with Stanton because of their differences over the politically charged surrender terms Sherman had offered Confederate general Joseph Johnston’s army in North Carolina the previous month.20 The problem of sectional reintegration would continue to vex the Northerners. Among the Union veterans, in years to come, it would arise over such issues as Confederate monuments, Blue-Gray reunions, and the content of United States history textbooks.

More surprising was the exclusion from the parade of the black Union regiments, some of which had fought a good deal longer than the white units on parade. A number of observers commented on their absence, the Inquirer concluding that “by some process it was so arranged that none should be here. … They can afford to wait. Their time will yet come.”21 The few blacks in the review marched as parts of “pick and shovel” brigades or were included as comic relief. Two large black soldiers with Sherman’s army, for example, were displayed “riding on very small mules, their feet nearly touching the ground.” Captured slaves were described as “odd looking ‘contrabands’ dressed in all the colors that ever adorned Joseph’s coat.” In the rear of the First Pennsylvania, one such captive, mounted on a solitary Confederate mule, “created much laughter, in which the President and others joined heartily” as he was carried past the reviewing stand.22 Neither the black former slave nor the free black soldier was to be the hero of this national pageant; instead, each was relegated a secondary, rather uneasy position within it. The exclusion of blacks from the celebration was a clear message about the sort of Union the white veterans felt they had preserved.

[image: Images]

The reviewing stand for the Grand Review. President Andrew Johnson is visible in the front row, third from the left of the post marking the center of the stand. General William T. Sherman, who, while on the stand, publicly declined to shake the hand of Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, is just to the right of the same post. (Library of Congress)

The others who watched from the sidewalks—women, children, men who had never enlisted—were obvious enough exclusions under the circumstances. But in May 1865 the question of the Union veteran’s future relationship to them and to other “civilians” was still an open one. Was he still the privileged savior of the nation, to be honored in perpetuity by those who had not taken up arms? If so, then the privileged were a peculiarly narrow group: white, male, largely rural in origin, and mostly (considering the makeup of the armies) of British, Irish, or German extraction. Or was he to disappear quietly into the society from which he had emerged in 1861, a world of local and state allegiances in which “the grand national pageant” would be just a fond memory? Might he become again a simple “civilian,” with no more claim on the national government than his neighbor?

The Grand Review offered no clear answers to these questions, but an important clue lay in the inscription on an enormous and muchdiscussed banner that hung from the Capitol on the day of the parade: “The only national debt we can never pay is the debt we owe the victorious Union Soldiers.” The words were prophetic. Although the veterans would not press their special claim to national privilege for almost fifteen years, that claim, in the form of pension demands, would become one of the hottest political issues of the late nineteenth century. In 1865 the writing was already on the nation’s most prominent wall. To the perceptive eye, so was the response of the future “civilian” opposition: “I could not help wondering,” mused Charles Wainwright after viewing the Capitol banner during Tuesday’s march, “whether, having made up their minds that they can never pay the debt, they will not think it useless to try.”23

Disorder and exclusion detracted from the facade of national unity, but a third force was also a factor—that of localism. True, the national state was stronger in 1865 than it had ever been. During the war the central government had instituted a temporary income tax, issued $450 million in greenbacks, and organized the country’s first military draft, while millions of Northerners had served in the army or in such national organizations as the United States Sanitary Commission. Yet recent studies have shown how fundamentally limited the national state remained in spite of wartime pressures and how localistic was the frame of reference of the Northerners who staffed the new organizations. Though they fought to save the Union, they also fought to save Portland, or Indianapolis, or Jacksonville.24

Both in Washington and in the country at large, civilians stressed the heroics of state regiments rather than those of the federal armies as a whole. The Philadelphia Inquirer, for example, said of the Washington review that “every Pennsylvanian here has felt his heart swell with pride, for no other State could boast of as many officers and men in the ranks of the laurel-crowned host.” Along the parade route, especially between Fifteenth and Seventeenth streets, individual states had set up their own sections of grandstand, hung with such mottoes as “Massachusetts Greets the Country’s Defenders” and “Connecticut Greets all who Bravely Fought, and Weeps for those who Fell.” The more important welcome, said the Boston Post, was yet to come, in the veterans’ home cities and towns: “Their reception at home will touch their hearts more tenderly than any they have participated in yet, for here they will look into eyes that have been watching long for them, and catch the sound of voices whose familiarity has been invaded by an absence of years.”25

For most soldiers it was a matter of two or three weeks between the Grand Review and the “tender receptions” of home: a tedious wait in camp outside the District of Columbia, a train ride to the dispersal point, a formal discharge, a solitary ride home. In many cases the veteran’s return was not marked by public ceremonies at all, and even the celebrations that did take place usually generated limited public interest and emphasized images of localism at least as much as those of Union. Sergeant Upson remembered his regiment’s welcome thusly: “When we reached Indianapolis the women of the City had a good breakfast ready for us. Govermer [sic] Morton made us a grand good speech of welcome and gave us some excellent advice which I hope we shall all take to heart. We went to our old Quarters in Camp Morton. A few days later we were mustered out of the Service of the United States. Each received an Honerable [sic] Discharge and again we were private citizens.”26

In smaller and more distant cities, the soldiers were welcomed back with even less fanfare. In the northern Wisconsin settlement of Eau Claire, for example, no notice at all had been taken of the national march at Washington, possibly because so few local volunteers were involved in it. When most of the local veterans seemed to have returned home, one Eau Claire editor proposed a picnic for them, but nothing came of it. Another local editor suggested that every county in Wisconsin spend $2,000 on a war monument, but the Eau Claire Free Press declared that spending on such “a ghostly pile” would be wasteful.27 Instead, the townspeople—many of whom, in such unsettled territory, were strangers to the returning veterans—watched the discharged soldiers slip back into town in ones and twos. They were, the Free Press editor said, “quiet, unobtrusive men. … They are, ’tis true, stern looking men, and pass along our streets, with a gloomy melancholy, particularly the disciplined soldiers, claiming no immunity, asking no applause, and seemingly unconscious of the great service they have rendered.” The main public tribute to the Eau Claire returnees was a dinner and an address on “Union,” given as part of a grander-than-usual Fourth of July celebration.28

In Boston, the major civic event was a procession on June 1, a fast day in memory of Abraham Lincoln. In this parade the veterans were one unit among many as they joined the police, fire companies, and civic societies in a somber march designed more to express a sense of public loss than to celebrate a victory. Although Massachusetts veterans were arriving in town by the carload, they were dispersing just as quickly. “Almost silently they pass through our streets,” noted the editor of the Boston Post. The city of Boston contented itself with a banquet for the Thirty-third Massachusetts at Faneuil Hall, the mayor explaining that the veterans “after surprising their enemies by means and deeds unknown in the annals of war … had to-day by their arrival unannounced surprised their friends, who could not therefore give them the reception they would have been glad to have given.”29

To be sure, some cities, New York and Philadelphia among them, staged major welcomes for the returning regiments. But like the procession in Boston, the events were more civic than national. The June 10 review of the troops in Philadelphia, where a rainstorm was enough to keep many spectators away, was typical. Respectable bodies of troops from six regiments were on hand for the parade down Broad Street, along with smaller detachments from other units. Still, the showing of veterans was not as large as it might have been, since most of these soldiers, unlike the troops at Washington, had been mustered out of service and were under no compulsion to turn out for a long march on a wet afternoon. The 116th Pennsylvania Volunteers, for instance, paraded only 65 of the 123 men who had returned from the war. “Many of the men resided in the country and had left for their homes,” commented the Inquirer.30 Some local boosters were worried lest the relatively small turnout mislead other communities as to the strength of Philadelphia’s patriotism. “Our people will be disappointed in not being able to extend their grateful welcomes to a larger number of their brave defenders,” fretted the Philadelphia Public Ledger, “and the strangers who happen to witness the reception will form a very erroneous idea of what Philadelphia has done in the way of furnishing men for the war.”31

The regiments that did parade in Philadelphia exemplified the local and personal way in which volunteers had been recruited. Usually regiments had been formed by men living in a particular locality, occasionally by men of a single nationality or those engaged in a single profession. Thus in the Philadelphia parade marched the Corn Exchange Regiment, recruited from the men working in that institution. There was the Scott Legion, composed of men who had fought in the Mexican War; there were the predominantly Irish 116th Pennsylvania Volunteers and the stately 114th Pennsylvania Zouaves, “one of the best drilled regiments in the service, and many of its officers are scions of our first families.” But most regiments on parade were distinguished chiefly by their identification with the city of Philadelphia. The parade was led not by General George Meade but by delegations of firemen from each of the city’s brigades, a brass band, and the long-established First City Troop, “commanded by their smiling cornet, Congressman Randall.”32

Even when national figures were lauded, it was from the local point of view. General Meade, a member of a well-to-do Philadelphia family, was the primary beneficiary of such treatment. Meade, said the Public Ledger, was “second to no other general than Grant.” Although the newspaper conceded a place for Generals Sherman, Thomas, and Sheridan, it contended that “no well-informed man, who bears fully in mind the remoter history of the war, as well as its more recent passages, can say that Meade is not at least the equal of either [sic].” As for Meade’s most memorable victory, the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin wrote: “Gettysburg was a Pennsylvania battle; it saved Pennsylvania from devastation, and Harrisburg and Philadelphia from capture, pillage and perhaps destruction.”33 Despite the national scope of the war, public identification with the victors was primarily local.

When all was said and done, however, the soldiers on parade would remember the national spectacle of the Grand Review, not the distractions of disorder, sectionalism, or localism. To Sergeant Rice Bull of New York, it was “a proud day for all of us, and the Review was a fitting ending of our long service”; to Sergeant John Bloodgood of Pennsylvania, the review was “an occasion long to be remembered”; to Private Gerrish of Maine, “when we fell into line that morning we were as fine a looking [sic] body of troops as were ever mustered upon the continent.” The night after the review, soldiers from two divisions went so far as to reenact the review spontaneously in camp, using candles from the quartermaster: “There was scarcely a commissioned officer present,” recalled Robert Tilney, a clerk in the Fifth Corps adjutant’s office. “The drum corps and bands turned out with the columns en masse, and the men marched to the cadenced step and in as perfect an order as if on review.... I would go a long way to see such a sight again.” Years later, more than one veteran would list the Grand Review among the most significant events of his war career.34

Nonveterans, too, would recall the Grand Review fondly when they thought of the war. For thirty years after the Washington event, every major soldiers’ reunion, or “encampment,” made some attempt to recreate the pageantry of that day, and it was a rare reunion parade that did not elicit from some observer an explicit comparison with the Washington review of 1865. A reporter at the national veterans’ encampment at Boston in 1890, for example, called a parade there “the greatest military pageant that has taken place in America since the grand parade in Washington after the close of the War of the Rebellion.” A similar procession at Washington in 1892 provoked Vice President Levi P. Morton to comment: “Your march to-day and to-morrow will recall to you, as it will to us, the great review when Grant ranged himself by the side of the President of the United States, when Meade saluted for the veterans of the East, and Sherman for those of the West, and when the light that fell upon the dome of the Capitol was flashed back by the sword of Sheridan.”35 Indeed, when Bret Harte came to contemplate the soldiers who had not survived the war, the Grand Review was his chosen metaphor:


And so all night marched the nation’s dead,
With never a banner above them spread,
Nor a badge, nor a motto brandished;
No mark—save the bare uncovered head
Of the silent bronze Reviewer;
With never an arch save the vaulted sky;
With never a flower save those that lie
On the distant graves—for love could buy
No gift that was purer or truer.36



In short, the Grand Review offered a startling and unprecedented vision of national unity, albeit a less than perfect one. In each regiment, in each town, in the life of each soldier, the standardization and homogenization of the Union Army experience collided with stubborn and important centrifugal tendencies in American society. Order versus disorder, nationalism versus localism, the self-discipline of the Army of the Potomac versus the self-expression of the “bummers”—all were themes destined to be played out over the next thirty years across the American North.

For the Union veteran, the tensions between these forces would persist well beyond the muster-out, as he labored to adjust to “civilian” society. To be a “veteran” in the wake of the Grand Review was to be identified with words like nation, army, rank, order, and discipline. Yet in civilian life, there were other pulls on the ex-soldier’s allegiance. “Veteran” was only one role among many. A former soldier might easily think of himself primarily as “Westerner,” “Philadelphian,” “farmer,” “Protestant,” “father,” “Irishman,” or any of a thousand other potential identities before he thought of himself as a “veteran.” To define what it meant to be a Union veteran, and to explain that identity to nonveterans, would be the task of the largest and most influential of the new ex-soldiers’ organizations, the Grand Army of the Republic (GAR).

The meaning of membership for the veterans who joined the GAR will be the first concern here. Between the order’s birth in 1866 and its apogee in the 1890s, its members developed a cosmology with something to say about the most mundane details of everyday life: what a veteran wore, what he drank (or did not drink), with whom he associated (and with whom he did not), which holidays he celebrated, whose hardware store he patronized. It was also a cosmology of nation, of Union, and it prescribed duties for nonveterans as well: liberal pensions, “loyal” textbooks, reverence for the flag. The various strands of the GAR worldview illuminate its concept of “nation” during a period in which the meaning of that term was still in lively dispute.

The implication is by no means that the GAR’s version of the nation was the only one propounded during the Gilded Age or that everyone subscribed to it. By the 1890s many civilians and more than a few veterans viewed it as dated, distasteful, exclusionary, or even dangerous. But in most cases the dissenters were reacting in terms of an argument already molded by years of Grand Army agitation. While they approached the issue of national identity from more parochial concerns (a desire to increase tariff revenues, for example, or a need to ease local poor-relief burdens), the very origins of the GAR were bound up with the concept of “nation.” The veterans, everyone agreed, had saved the Union. And although the Grand Army was hardly the only organization to issue pronouncements on the nature of the Union, it wrestled early with the issue and was in a uniquely advantageous position to do so.

Just as important, in the thirty-five years between the Grand Review and the turn of the century, the order built the political muscle to make itself heard. With a membership larger than that of all other Union veterans’ groups combined, with a post in almost every Northern town, with the aura of the Union victory still glowing behind it, the GAR was perhaps the single most powerful political lobby of the age. By 1900 the electorate had chosen only one postwar president who was not a GAR member, and Union Army pensions were consuming one federal tax dollar of every three.

But this story is not only, or even predominantly, one about veterans. For if the ex-soldiers had to struggle to construct the idea of “veteran,” the society they rejoined had to reckon with the impact of a war that had involved nearly every citizen, killing more than 600,000 of them (360,000 Union soldiers, 258,000 Confederates). In the North, at least 2 million men out of a total population of 22 million had served at some time in the Union armies. In the South, 750,000 out of a total nonslave population of about 5.5 million had served. These figures represented 8.9 percent of the total population of the United States in 1860; the survivors of both armies tabulated by the Census Bureau in 1890 still represented 2.3 percent of the population at that late date. It was hard to find an American of the Civil War generation who did not know someone who had been killed or wounded in the fighting.37

The experience of the war touched all spheres of culture. In literature, Ambrose Bierce, Henry James and other writers spun stories that recalled the war, while armies of penny-a-line journalists specialized in “tales of camp and battle” for general circulation magazines and newspapers. Noted generals were commissioned to write best-selling memoirs or analyses of particular battles. In music, the period produced a flood of sentimental odes and transcriptions of war songs meant for singing in the parlor. In architecture, it saw the construction of public monuments ranging in size from modest stones in small-town cemeteries to mammoth markers such as the arch in Brooklyn’s Grand Army Plaza and the 265-foot Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument in Indianapolis. In politics, Republicans continued to wave the “bloody shirt” until well into the 1890s, a practice more easily comprehended when one realizes that even in 1890, one of every ten eligible voters was a Civil War veteran.38

More pervasive than any of the cultural productions was the day-to-day participation by hundreds of thousands of veterans and civilians in an ongoing conversation about the implications of the war for postwar society. Sometimes their discourse was political, as in arguments over the appropriate level of pension expenditures. Sometimes it took the form of symbolic acts: the military parade, the Memorial Day service, the monument dedication, the nostalgic Civil War “campfire” entertainment. And sometimes, especially in the 1890s, it was more diatribe than discourse, as the veterans tried to prescribe an older vision of the nation for an impatient and burgeoning industrial state. Through all of these devices, the men who had fought the war on the Union side first explained to themselves what it meant to be veterans, then tried to tell civilians what it meant to belong to the nation the war had preserved.

The parade at war’s end presented the veterans as indistinguishable units in a national mass, over which was laid the hurrah of national approval. In the mythology woven around the parade later, the veterans stood for the ideal self of the nation—orderly, self-sacrificing, uniform. Yet the Grand Review also showed veterans in another aspect: casual, disorderly “citizen-soldiers,” tied as closely to the localities from which they had been recruited as to the federal government. As they broke camp for the last time in early June at dozens of dispersal points across the North, they took with them the new experience of federal military service. They also took with them a welter of older, particularistic attachments to region, race, religion, class, ethnic group—and, even more basically, to self—that the national pageantry of the Grand Review could camouflage but not erase.






CHAPTER 2
RANK


Once the parades were over, the ex-soldiers tried to settle back into what they hoped would be peaceful civilian lives. At first the task was complicated not only by the economic strains typical of most postwar periods—destroyed property, high unemployment, inflation—but by a political situation that threatened at any minute to break into renewed fighting. In March 1867, a Congress dominated by Radical Republicans passed the Tenure of Office Act in order to curb the patronage powers of President Andrew Johnson and block his conservative Reconstruction policy. When Johnson attempted to remove Secretary of War Edwin Stanton without congressional consent in August, Radicals moved to impeach the president. All through the winter of 1867–68 the country was on edge, with rumors of coups and countercoups flitting through the national capital.

The Union veterans played a small role in the impeachment drama. At the height of the crisis, some Radical members of Congress surreptitiously armed small groups of veterans as a precaution against the intrigues of Johnson. Meanwhile, former soldiers from across the North telegraphed their willingness to return to Washington to prevent their recent enemies from, as they saw it, stealing with the ballot what they had lost with the bullet. It is no wonder that some civilians expressed fears of a veteran “Praetorian guard” or that when the Grand Army organized in these years, it organized as a secret society.1

With Johnson’s acquittal by the Senate in May 1868, and Ulysses Grant’s sweeping victory in the fall presidential election, the crisis passed. Politics returned to its normal channel, and before long the country ceased to regard the former Union soldiers as significantly different from the rest of the citizenry. For the veterans themselves, however, the transition from wartime to peacetime did not end so neatly. After years on the sea of battle, it took time to find their social, political, and cultural land legs. In the spring and summer of 1865 they had been mustered out of the army, a national organization predicated on discipline, hierarchy, and the use of force. Now they were expected to become part of a localistic civilian world that professed individualism, democracy, and peace.

The contrast should not be overdrawn, since the distinction between military and civilian forms of order was hardly clear-cut. Many Union regiments, for example, had been locally recruited and had insisted on electing their own officers. Moreover, while soldiers had lived the ranked life, they also had undergone a leveling process in which every man wore a uniform and operated under a more or less uniform code of behavior. Though the army had been distinguished by a formal hierarchy, it also had created “the boys in blue,” an undifferentiated identity to which all veterans, regardless of rank, could subscribe. At the same time, the nominally egalitarian civil society of the postwar years had hierarchies of its own that marked an individual almost as clearly as if he had been issued a military rank.

Still, the Union veterans of 1865, like their Confederate counterparts, had lived for several years under a form of social organization essentially different from that which they had left and to which they returned. Insofar as they had absorbed military forms, they had absorbed a model of order at variance with that of civil society. In organizing themselves as “veterans,” the men of the Union Army first needed to decide whether any aspects of the military model were worth preserving, perhaps even worth imposing upon those who had remained at home.

At first, nothing military seemed likely to survive demobilization. The regular army quickly dwindled to a tiny fraction of the size it had attained by Appomattox, while in popular accounts the Union volunteers were characterized chiefly by the speed with which they discarded the sword in favor of the plow.2 General John Alexander Logan, as able a practitioner of Victorian spread-eagle oratory as existed among the veterans, compared the peaceful state of the disbanded Northern soldiery favorably with the state of postwar republican Rome. “No outbreak, no revolution, no disaster of any magnitude has followed the segregation of these million warriors,” he told a gathering of veterans in 1869. “They sought their homes with joyful hearts and tuneful voices. There were no tears of mourning over the cast-off trappings and habiliments of strife. The hand grown cunning in the use of arms applied itself to the axe, the hammer, the loom and spade.”3 While some civilians continued to denounce military rule in the South as “despotism,” others expressed thanks that the war had produced no man on horseback more menacing than Ulysses Grant.4

The Northern soldiers themselves showed little inclination to dwell on the war. The average Union veteran of 1865 was a former farmer, mechanic, or laborer approximately twenty-six years of age—not old, certainly, but not so young as to have been without either a steady occupation before the war or an immediate need for one afterward.5 The war had provided a paycheck, but also an interruption. As these men settled back into their hometowns or moved west to new places, the associations of wartime faded. Many of the earliest Union veterans’ organizations remained limited to ex-officers, while the more broadly based Grand Army of the Republic experienced a precipitous drop in membership in the 1870s, reaching a low of 26,899 in 1876. Major newspapers catering to veterans were not founded until the late 1870s or early 1880s; the few in existence in the immediate postwar years (such as the Soldier’s Friend of New York and the Great Republic of Washington, D.C.) disappeared. And among prominent veterans, the most notable characteristic of war memoirs in the 1870s was their absence. Especially when compared with the experience of ex-Confederates or with the bitter disillusionment and massive social upheavals that followed later demobilizations (notably after World War I), the return of Union veterans to civil life was smooth.6

One reason for the relatively easy transition seems obvious: The dislocations of the war were largely glossed over by the exalted place that the event occupied in Northern postwar culture. As Thomas Leonard aptly puts it, “The value seemed so much greater than the price. … Different images expressed the pervasive sentiment that the war had unlocked American energies and produced a glorious period of national growth. Smoking factory chimneys, rails across the continent, free settlers in the West—that was the popular iconography.”7 If there was disillusionment in the North, it remained well below the surface, which argues against the facile assumptions that all wars are assimilated into postwar culture in the same way or that returning veterans always face the same adjustments. Among Northerners at least, the Civil War was unlike World War I or the Vietnam conflict in that it seemed to have achieved the declared aims of the national leaders.

The war’s place in the popular estimation as a successful crusade allowed Union veterans to assume the role of savior, and they did not hesitate to do so. “I say the Army and Navy maintained our liberty; they have done more … they preserved for humanity the Republican form of government; they elevated the country to a high dignity,” General Daniel Sickles told a GAR banquet at Albany in 1879. “With all due reverence we make the comparison,” reported one committee to the 1885 national encampment, “when we claim the loyalty of the comrade of the Grand Army should be as unsullied as was the purity and piety of the Christian martyrs.”8 By the end of the century such rhetoric would wear thin for many listeners, but in the North of the 1870s it went largely unchallenged.

Another reason for the apparent ease of the transition may have been that individual combatants tended to understand the war as an accretion of local actions by small units of known individuals: the fight in the Peach Orchard at Gettysburg, the Bloody Angle at Spotsylvania, the Cornfield at Antietam. When added up, these actions might be understood as parts of broad strategies, but they were also comprehensible as individual struggles with meanings of their own. One device of remembrance that became popular in the 1890s, the “personal war sketch,” allowed each veteran to give his own service record and to recount the war from his own standpoint—actions participated in, wounds received, striking incidents observed. The narratives were then collected and preserved in ornate bindings.9 When discussing the war with each other—“Fighting Them Over,” as one newspaper column devoted to such reminiscences was titled—the veterans also tended to the particular. “H. O. Martin, Battery A, 1st Ohio L.A., Akron, Ohio, referring to the question of Comrade Doyle, Fleming, Mo., says he thinks it was his battery that Gen. Thomas had in the works on the hill above the bridge at Peach Tree Creek,” begins one such exchange. “The battery belonged to Newton’s Second Division, Fourth Corps. It did very effective work during the engagement.”10 Unlike the trench-bound, continuously bombarded soldiers of World War I, who experienced the war as something impersonal and meaningless with a life of its own, the Union veterans were able to grasp their own positions in the overall drama.11 Because the war was understood through the actions of small units, usually recruited from the same locality, it represented less than a complete break from the experience of peacetime.

The discarding of the sword is, however, never an easy matter. As Eric Leed reminds us, soldiers in war undergo a passage with marked similarities to what Victor Turner and other anthropologists have called “liminality”: the formal separation of an individual from his accustomed place in society, the ritual fixing of the individual as a “passenger” between settled states or conditions, followed by postliminal or incorporation rites welcoming the individual back into the group.12 In the intermediate stage of this process, the liminal state, the individual undergoes experiences ordinarily denied him in the group. In the case of war, the most important of such experiences is freedom from ordinary social restraints on killing, though others may also be involved—the temporary submergence of the individual soldier in the mass, for example.

During the liminal passage the veteran may also be able to view “normal” society and its institutions as an outsider or a stranger might, in ways not possible for those remaining within it. Knowledge is gained not through any manipulation of language but through immersion in a dramatic event with its own structure; the experience is not integrative but disjunctive, producing a discontinuous sense of self.13 Perhaps that is why veterans’ war diaries such as those of Theodore Gerrish and Theodore Upson ended with muster-out day. The dramatic event they narrated was seen to have reached its conclusion.

Unlike liminality, however, the passage through the world of war typically does not end neatly with rites of return. If such ceremonies take place at all, they are brief, sporadic, and incomplete (the victory parade at Washington comes to mind), leaving the warrior only partially reintegrated into civil society.14 The incomplete readoption of returning veterans at war’s end has been known to lead to disorientation among ex-soldiers and often to violence directed against civilians who have not shared the prolonged liminality of war. In politics it has sometimes led to withdrawal from what are seen as strange and petty “civilian” quibbles or, more ominously, to movements for independent “soldiers’ parties.”

Incidents of violence by soldiers did occur in the wake of the rapid demobilization of 1865. In Washington, soldiers not yet mustered out were reported to have attacked “disreputable houses and tippling houses, occupied by both colored and white persons, indiscriminately attacking the inmates, driving them away, breaking up their furniture, helping themselves to liquors and edibles and committing various outrages. The rioters showed particular animosity against colored persons, who were severely beat and robbed.” Violence also was directed at citizens in New York, and in Madison, Wisconsin, where veterans enraged by the failure of the city to pay them bonus money attempted to set fire to the town.15

Again, such actions were mild in comparison with the carnage that has followed twentieth-century wars. In post-World War I Britain, for example, rioting between soldiers and civilians involved thousands of troops and killed at least one hundred people, while in the United States the race and class warfare of the summer of 1919 was notoriously bloody.16 Even though the alienation of veterans from civilians in 1865 was not as severe as it might have been, the exsoldiers remained, to varying degrees, estranged from those who had not enlisted. They had shared a world in which the values of peacetime society had been stood on end. Violence had been justified, social distinctions leveled, individual preference submerged in discipline and order, death experienced as a daily occurrence. Then they had come back to a society that by and large expected them to pick up where they had left off, as if the strange passage of war had not been a reality.

The question facing ex-soldier and civilian alike after the Grand Review was whether wartime values had any applicability to peacetime society. To put it another way, the issue was what the war had meant, which components of the military experience were to be integrated with the existing structures of meaning among civilians and which were to be smothered or forgotten. In a more conventional liminal passage the problem does not arise, since the warrior finds a culturally defined place waiting for him. The experience of war is not smuggled back into peacetime but remains truly a foreign country, a netherworld, a place with a boundary fixed by ritual. It does not imply social or cultural change. For the veteran reentering the fluid society that was Victorian America, however, the question was very much alive. Probably no ex-soldier in 1865 could have said with any certainty what the diffuse military experience of a million Northern veterans “meant” for the postwar nation. But all would have agreed that it meant something.

The missing element at war’s end was an explanatory myth: a story about the place of the Union veteran in the newly restored Union and, at a deeper level, a story about the new Union itself. In 1865 the story of the war was scattered across the country in a million personal narratives. By 1880 it would come together in the powerful explanatory myths of the Union veterans’ organizations, most prominently in those of the Grand Army of the Republic. Through a close look at all aspects of life in this large and influential order—recruitment of members, ritualized behavior, political activity, shared beliefs—one can trace the historical construction of a Union veteran cosmology in the three decades following the GAR’s birth in 1866. First, however, it is necessary to look at how the veterans created their organization, deciding as they did so what to keep and what to discard from their military experience.


Mythical Origins

The legendary version of the founding of the Grand Army of the Republic goes something like this: In 1866 a gentle former Union Army surgeon, Dr. Benjamin Franklin Stephenson, and several of his former comrades in arms were pining for the camaraderie of camp. Envisioning a broad brotherhood of veterans, Stephenson created the GAR as a fraternal organization suffused with brotherly love and dedicated to the relief of fellow veterans. When he formed the first local post, at Decatur, Illinois, in April of that year, he found ready support. A second post was formed at Springfield, Illinois, fledgling soldiers’ organizations in other northwestern states adopted the GAR ritual and constitution, Eastern soldiers joined following a September mass meeting at Pittsburgh, and late in the year the first GAR convention, or “national encampment,” met at Indianapolis. Although the order was usurped by conniving Republican politicians in the 1870s and suffered severe reverses, it subsequently recovered and went on to a long career of civic usefulness, celebrating Memorial Day, promoting benevolence, and “inculcating patriotism.”17 This charming narrative is captured by the modest national GAR monument in Washington, on which kindly Dr. Stephenson gazes down upon tableaux representing the order’s three founding principles: Fraternity (a soldier receiving succor on the battlefield), Charity (a widow and orphans), and Loyalty (a soldier and a sailor with flag).

The real story is more complicated, and much more interesting. Mary Dearing’s definitive early research established that whatever Stephenson may have said about it publicly, he undoubtedly envisioned his new veterans’ group as a tool to further the political ambitions of two Illinois Republicans, General John A. Logan and Governor Richard Oglesby. These two men, firmly on the Radical side of the gathering storm over Reconstruction policy, were the political movers behind an organization to which Stephenson’s professions of benevolence and charity lent a nonpolitical veneer. Actually, it seems likely that Stephenson conceived of the GAR as both a charitable and a political organization, there being no necessary incompatibility between the two, but the political side of the order was not proclaimed publicly. In any case, the new order worked effectively for the Grant-Colfax ticket during the campaign of 1868.18

To soldier-politicians like Logan, Oglesby, and Norton P. Chipman, the ambitious Republican politico who served as Logan’s “adjutant general” (secretary) in 1868–69, the GAR was a voting machine, which they fondly hoped to ride to political prominence. Logan, who was elected to the top Grand Army office of “commander-in-chief” in 1868–69, had been active in national politics even while serving as a major general during the war. Eventually he would serve the Republicans in both houses of Congress, comanage Andrew Johnson’s impeachment trial, and run for vice president with James G. Blaine in 1884. Chipman, a Washington patent and pension attorney, was equally active in Radical Republican politics. A mingler in the capital city’s business circles, Chipman would go on from the GAR to hold important positions (including secretary and representative to Congress) in the District of Columbia territorial government under the favor of successive Republican administrations. Other early Grand Army officers had similar ambitions.19

For such men, the maintenance of a tight national organization was vital; accordingly, they set out to whip the GAR into fighting shape. “Previous military experience has taught the value of consolidated effort,” Logan told the members in one of his first general orders as commander-in-chief. “Discipline lies at the foundation of all enterprises which look for their success to the cooperation of individuals, scattered over large territory. Orders must be promptly obeyed and the rules and regulations strictly enforced if we are to hope for any good to result from our efforts.”20 He appointed special “assistant inspectors general” responsible to him alone, spies from headquarters who could provide “valuable information” that would enable officers to pressure subordinates for reports, reorganize posts whose rosters had fallen into disrepair, and disband posts that were beyond hope. Logan asked for complete rosters of all local Grand Army posts and their officers, information that, he said, “would be of great service at these headquarters.” Although he phrased his order in terms of administrative efficiency, the partisan political motive behind Logan’s national name-gathering was apparent to everyone. “Anybody,” wrote former Indiana department adjutant Oliver Wilson in 1905, “can read between these lines the purpose.”21 As a crony of Indiana’s Radical war governor, Oliver P. Morton, Wilson certainly knew whereof he wrote.
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General John Alexander Logan, prime mover behind the early Grand Army of the Republic, comanager of Andrew Johnson’s impeachment in the House, and Republican vice presidential candidate in 1884. (Library of Congress)

On paper, the organization that Logan and Chipman hoped to streamline looked much like the army they had just left. Stephenson had created an organization with three levels: post, department (the Union Army’s term for its administrative divisions), and national. The post was the basic unit of the order. No veteran could be a member of the GAR except as a member of a post, and almost all posts represented a specific town or city. To move between posts required a “transfer”; to leave the GAR required an “honorable discharge”; to absent oneself from meetings required a “leave of absence.” The meeting place, or post room, was set up as a model army camp. Its doors were “outposts” manned by “sentries” who challenged visitors to give the secret password. Inside, the post commander and his staff, perched on chairs atop raised platforms, issued the orders that kept the post running. Offenses against decorum were punished by formal “courts-martial.”

Each post commander reported to a department commander, whose jurisdiction covered an entire state (in the South and West sometimes more than one state). The annual department encampment, composed partly of elected delegates and partly of past officers, chose department officers and set policy for the year. The department commander, advised by an elected cabinet or “council of administration,” ran the department between encampments by issuing “general orders.” He and his subordinates reported to counterparts at the national level, who issued orders of their own and reported to the national encampment—the sovereign body of the order, which, like the department encampment, was made up partly of elected delegates and partly of honorary ones. If the national officers had their way, they would soon head an organization of selfgoverning but disciplined camps, formed into uniform departments and ready to march as one national army.

What such an army could accomplish when properly drilled was already apparent to these political officers from their experience in marshaling the massive “soldier vote” for Lincoln in 1864 and Grant in 1868. Military discipline meant success at the polls. But the military model of order was attractive to others as well. During the war, even Ralph Waldo Emerson had made the discovery that “war organizes,” while other Northern intellectuals had rethought their ideas about force and discipline. Later, Edward Bellamy would predicate his famous utopia on an “industrial army,” while Oliver Wendell Holmes would glorify the soldier who “throw[s] away his life in obedience to a blindly accepted duty, in a cause which he little understands, in a plan of campaign of which he has no notion, under tactics of which he does not see the use.”22 It is impossible to say whether many of the Grand Army’s early recruits shared such sentiments, but they could hardly have overlooked the new order’s quasi-military orientation. If the army was only one model for postwar society, it was a model that the GAR organizational structure explicitly prescribed.

Logan and Chipman’s task of energizing that structure proved to be a formidable one, however, for just as the Grand Review of 1865 gave a misleading impression of national unity, the Grand Army of 1868 offered a deceptive picture of organizational coherence. When Adjutant Chipman took over at “national headquarters” in 1868, he discovered that he had inherited a mess from the bungling management of Dr. Stephenson and the first GAR commander-in-chief, General Stephen Hurlbut. “The records which came into my hands furnish no evidence of there having been reciprocal relations kept up between the Posts and Departments and National Headquarters,” an appalled Chipman reported to the 1869 national encampment at Cincinnati. “Indeed, it would appear that Posts and Departments must have organized largely upon their own responsibility, and many of them appear not to have made any reports or returns to headquarters during the administration of General Hurlbut.”23

The problem went beyond administration, particularly in the West and outside the cities. From most Western states Chipman considered himself lucky to get reports at all, and even those he did receive were almost useless. In Illinois, for instance, the department commander wrote “that he has established headquarters at Chicago, and has entered vigorously upon the work of reorganization; has kept a clerk constantly employed in opening communications with the Posts, and has expended considerable money in that direction; but with all his efforts, he writes that he has been unable to obtain returns from more than six Posts in the State, and yet there is, perhaps, no doubt of the existence of over three hundred Posts.” Similarly, Kansas was presumed to contain “about fifty Posts, but no returns or reports have ever been made, and I can find nowhere any official information as to the strength of the organization in that Department.” Neither Kansas nor Illinois had paid any dues to national headquarters, but in that they were not alone—Iowa, Indiana, Missouri, and Louisiana were similarly delinquent and Wisconsin partially so. The nonpayment of dues left the order so far in debt by 1870 that it could not even afford to pay an inspecting officer to find out what was going on in the nonreporting posts.24

The major reason for the decay of national headquarters was that since the national election of 1868, most post activities had been local or, at most, statewide in scope. Robert Beath, serving in 1869 as adjutant of the Pennsylvania department, discovered one case “of a Post meeting regularly, well attended and doing good work, yet had never made a report, and was of course without direct information of any kind from Headquarters.” In another case a post quartermaster collected dues but embezzled them rather than forwarding them to his superiors.25 In Philadelphia’s Post 2, the two original committees were formed to provide relief of needy members and procure jobs for those out of work, both charitable activities that allowed concerted action with other Philadelphia posts but hardly required a national organization.26

While some posts did make use of the Confederate-cannon-metal membership badge, initiation ritual books, and other supplies required by national headquarters, many did not. Badges and stationery could be procured or produced locally, often at a lower cost than those ordered from national headquarters, while the initiation ritual was changed so frequently that to keep current copies on hand required yearly purchases.27 Local practice of the ritual seems to have varied somewhat in any case, which was probably one reason the national encampments of the 1860s were presented annually with several proposals to change it.28 Finally, aside from charity, the main function of the local post was as a social meeting place, a fact that Chipman acknowledged when he suggested that “the Posts which contribute most to the relief of comrades and their widows and orphans, and which arrange entertainments among themselves for the purpose of rendering the Post meetings attractive are the ones the most prosperous in every respect.”29 National affairs impinged upon such activities only slightly if at all.

The localism of the posts left their representatives gathered at the national encampment of 1868 with widely different ideas of what they had been doing. “The convention found itself in anything but a proper condition for intelligent action,” Chipman lamented at the 1869 national encampment in Cincinnati. “There had been no intercommunication among the different Departments, no correspondence with headquarters, and no general interchange of opinions, theories, and ideas, but each delegate had apparently come with his own more or less crude ideas. Neither the Commander-in-Chief nor the Adjutant General laid before the convention any suggestions as to the result of their experience.” Chipman could only guess at the number of posts in most states, much less the number of members. “It is greatly to be regretted,” he told the delegates at Cincinnati, “that amid all this rapid growth of our Order, and the enthusiasm with which it seems to have spread, that there should appear nowhere any record of its progress.”30

Despite the grandiose vision of Stephenson and the more pragmatic machinations of Logan and Chipman, then, the early Grand Army was marked by a diffuse agenda and a high degree of local indifference to the national organization. Logan’s centralizing reforms might eventually have changed the situation; certainly the national officers of 1868–69 hoped so. Before the reforms could have any noticeable effect, however, an attempt by other GAR officers to create a different sort of order—one modeled on the Gilded Age fraternal lodge—nearly killed the fledgling Grand Army. The failure of their early attempt to civilianize the GAR through the introduction of “grades” or “degrees” reveals much about the veterans’ postwar attitudes toward rank and about the sort of social order its members sought.


Egalitarianism and the Grade System, 1869–1871

Graded ranks for the GAR were the brainchild of several Eastern officers, led by James Shaw of Rhode Island and J. Waldo Denny of Boston. Approved by the same 1869 national encampment that heard Adjutant Chipman’s laments about administrative chaos, the GAR grades were based on the Masonic system of degrees. Under the Masonic system, a new recruit entered at the lowest degree and was promoted by a vote of his fellows to successively higher degrees over time, each promotion being accompanied by a special ritual and a series of allegorical performances intended to illustrate the meaning of Masonry. The basic Masonic degrees were Entered Apprentice, Fellow Craft, and Master Mason. In the GAR scheme, the degrees were to be Recruit, Soldier, and Veteran.31

A Recruit was to remain at that grade for two months, without the privilege of voting in meetings. He was then able to become a Soldier, provided he was recommended in writing by two other members and received a two-thirds vote of his post. After six months, he could become a Veteran under the same promotion rules. It was only at this point that he was eligible for post, department, or national office. Each grade carried with it a dues surtax, a badge, a secret grip and password, and an initiation ritual.

When a member was initiated as a Recruit, he received a lecture on the virtues of “fraternity” and an explanation of the allegorical symbols used in the initiation. His blindfolding outside the post room door, for example, “was significant of the fact that you were yet ignorant of the secrets of this Grand Army. Let it remind you also of the dark nights when you groped your way in front of the enemy’s lines; and, still more, of those dark days in the history of the war, when, though many faltered, the soldiers of our country stood bravely waiting for the light which was to come.” On advancing to the grade of Soldier, a member heard a homily on “charity”; on becoming a Veteran, he was instructed in “loyalty.”32

Degrees or grades were standard fare in Gilded Age fraternal orders, and advocates of GAR grades felt that the device would attract members who otherwise might gravitate to rival fraternal bodies. Grades provided social distinction in a formally egalitarian society, while fostering a quasi-military solidarity that young men found attractive. The Improved Order of Red Men, for example, had created a highly successful new “Adoption Degree” in 1868 that drew thousands of new members in the 1870s. Other orders were thriving under similar systems. The grade system aimed to change the GAR from a political club into a fraternal order.33

Grades also promised to aid Logan and Chipman’s GAR reorganization in two ways. First, the probationary period before a member could hold office meant that officers under the grade system were likely to be men with a long-term interest in the organization. Second, since all members were required to be remustered using the new system, it offered an opportunity to identify the active members of the order and cut the dead wood. The grade system, said its proponents, “will greatly promote the interest and efficiency of the GAR.”34

Despite its similarity to the successful plans of other orders, however, the GAR grade system was an unmitigated disaster. Instead of pruning the disinterested, the order ended up slashing its membership wholesale, as the veterans either declined to be remustered under the new forms or ignored them entirely. In Pennsylvania, at least fifty posts disbanded for failure to comply, despite department commander Oliver C. Bosbyshell’s suggestion that members already remustered wait on the delinquents personally to give them application forms.35 In Bosbyshell’s own post, recruits were occasionally promoted through all the ranks in a single evening, while back dues piled up until they had to be forgiven.36 At the national level, William T. Collins, the adjutant-general who succeeded Chipman, said the three-grade system “has been the cause of much complaint,” while Inspector-General F. A. Starring felt that the ritual would have been better performed had the change never been made. “I find from personal observation that there is great diversity of ways of doing the work and confusion of the different grades, the effect of which is a loss of interest in the order, and a general tendency to apathy and indifference,” Starring reported. “… I find that but few of the posts in our Department have committed the work of the several grades or even worked them, their time being principally taken up with advancing old members to the grade of Veteran.”37 Most old members declined to be remustered, even after the probationary period between the first and third degrees was shortened from eight months to six weeks.

In 1871 the national encampment admitted its error and abolished the system. But the damage already had been done. Grand Army membership had entered a steep decline, from which it would not recover until the end of the decade. By 1875 the departments of Delaware, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Maryland, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, and New Mexico were defunct, and those of California, Illinois, Nebraska, Ohio, and Wisconsin nearly so—the Ohio department in 1875 numbered only eight posts, the Wisconsin department, only four. The order continued to hang on in New England and the middle states, but even there the total number of posts and members declined until 1876, when the entire organization numbered only 26,899 members.38 The system’s impact on membership left Logan’s concurrent attempt to centralize the order a mixed success—consolidation was achieved only by liquidating posts and sometimes entire departments.

The grade system, however, cannot be viewed as the sole cause of the Grand Army’s membership decline in the 1870s. Other and more fundamental forces were at work, not the least of which was the general desire to forget war that is common to most postbellum periods. The partisan character of the early GAR most likely had already deterred potential recruits who were not sympathetic to Radical Republicanism, even though the same national encampment that created the degree system also ruled that no “comrade,” as the members called each other, was to use the order “for partisan purposes, and no discussion of partisan questions shall be permitted at any meeting of the Grand Army of the Republic, and no nominations for political offices shall be made.”39 The depression following the Panic of 1873 undoubtedly prevented some members from keeping up their dues, while the unsettled state of the young veterans (the great majority were still under thirty years of age) also took its toll. But the proximate cause of a great many desertions was the unwelcome new system of degrees.

The primary problem with the grade system was this: members of the GAR already had ranks. To begin with, they had rank in the Union Army, which played no small part in determining rank in the GAR. In the wake of demobilization, veterans of both Civil War armies flaunted whatever rank they could plausibly lay claim to—military rank, brevet rank, militia rank—and inspired such stock Gilded Age fictional characters as Mark Twain’s Colonel Beriah Sellers and Albion Tourgée’s Colonel Ezekiel Vaughn. The country was notoriously flooded with “officers” of all varieties. John Espy of St. Paul, Minnesota, for example, had been a private in the war but served as a staff officer in the Pennsylvania national guard in the 1870s; “it was by reason of this service that the title of ‘Major’ was accorded me by which I am generally known,” he said. “The outside public are already talking and saying that there are nothing but generals and colonels and captains and majors in the Grand Army,” complained John Vanderslice of Philadelphia’s Post 2 in opposing an 1883 proposal to add rank straps to some GAR badges. A New York Times reporter made the same caustic observation at an 1879 New Jersey GAR encampment.40

To veterans who took such pride in their military titles, grades represented the intrusion of irrelevant civilian distinctions on what was basically a military body. Oliver Wilson, a vocal opponent of the 1869 system, recalled in a retrospective screed of 1905 some of the sarcastic comments of veterans on learning of the new cornucopia of ranks, rituals and badges. “One wanted a ‘thousand commissions—pink satin—to distribute to the poor,’ ” Wilson remarked. Another wrote: “ ‘Can’t raise money enough to buy a “leave of absence” to come up to headquarters to see you about it.’ ” A third drew the contrast between his military and GAR experiences bluntly: “ ‘We’ll see Grant about it.’ ”41



OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  








OEBPS/page-map.xml
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




