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ABSTRACT

This study attempts to fill a significant gap in the
history of military education for the period between the
Rebellion and Great War. The education of commissioned
officers and common soldiers has been researched by modern
scholarship to the exclusion of that of noncommissioned
officers. Quite unlike their European contemporaries,
these men were held in low esteem by superiors and
subordinates alike, and given neither adequate prestige,
privilege, pay nor pension by the War Department.

Yet their increasing utility to the army made itself
felt. Officer absenteeism due to resignation, leave,
detached service, and careerism, left a leadership
shortfall at each company, battery and troop that would be
compensated for by long-service sergeants. Scattered
frontier commands and new small unit tactics expanded
their leadership role. Improved technology led to the
creation of such new specialists as electricians and
mechanics. The rudiments of a common school education
would not only be necessary to the efficient service of a
noncommissioned officer of the line of the army, but a
precondition to his professional instruction, while a
thorough common school education became requisite to the
advanced technical education for the specialists of the

artillery, engineers and signal corps.



The initiative for this education rested with reform-
minded officers and the commandants of the service
schools. Products of the civilian common schools
themselves, these men were atypical officers; often
evangelical in their religion, republican in their social
outlook, Republican in their politics, sober in
temperament, and always, paternalistic, they attempted to
reform the army by providing it with a better class of
noncommissioned officer. Along with libraries and reading
rooms, they organized classes in general and professional
subjects at the post schools. Their demands of the War
Department for professional instruction lead to the
establishment of the so-called ’captains’ schools’ after
1888. The preeminent schools for specialists of coast
defense were found at Fort Monroe, Virginia, and Willets
Point, New York Harbor.

The degree to which, and the speed at which the army
modernized, can be measured by the progress in the
professional and technical education of its noncommissioned
officers, that group of men upon whom fell the duties as
foremen and supervisors, small unit leaders, and technical
specialists in an institution made complex by change in

human and technological dimensions.
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INTRODUCTION

From its inception until the Great War, the history of the
noncommissioned officer corps of the United States Army was
quite unlike that experienced by the noncommissioned
officer corps of European armies. Not only was its
development dissimilar, but the usage of noncommissioned
officers in the United States Army provides an interesting
contrast with those of European armies, especially England,
France, and Germany.

The importance of the British noncommissioned officer
to his voluntarily recruited force was in his role as
trainer. He was, in fact, a surrogate officer who imitated
the elite manners of his aristocratic officers. The French
noncommissioned officer had a more limited role in his
conscript army, himself often a substitute for other
conscripts. He was a member of a pool from which junior
conmissioned offiicers were chosen, and only on being
commissioned did his role and authority become similar to
that of the British noncommissioned officer. A desire for
social mobility was his great incentive. The German
noncommissioned officer was a professionally trained cadre
in peace time, and the basis upon which the universally
conscripted army was expanded when mobilized. One function
common to all of these noncommissioned officers was that of

foreman and supervisor in establishments made complex by




change in both human and technological dimensions. They
were all expected to be literate and to possess at least
the rudiments of a common school education.

The noncommissioned officer of the United States Army
was not relied upon as a trainer to the same degree. He
was voluntarily recruited, often an immigrant, and found
it virtually impossible to gain a commission by merit
alone. Prior to 1888, the average noncommissioned officer
of the line, staff or post, could never expect to attend a
professional course of instruction. A noncommissioned
officer of the line might even be functionally illiterate.
Far from being a foreman or supervisor, he was relied more
upon for his ability to physically coerce subordinates
rather than for his powers of versuasion. Little respect
was received from those subordinates, some of whom earned
more money than their noncommissioned officers by
performing extra duty. Under pressures to modernize the
army into a professional force, and using the armies of
Europe as models of professional success, reform-minded
officers and civilians set themselves the goal of changing
this situation.

Indeed, the nineteenth century saw a revolution in the
thinking of progressive officers in all modern armies.
Over the course of the century, autocracy on the part of
the officer caste, often through methods of brutal

coercion, was replaced by an attitude of paternalism and




xi
the use of incentive. It is a curiosity that in the army
of the United States this growing concern for the morale of
the enlisted soldiers on the part of a paternalistic
officer corps rarely included that of the noncommissioned
officers. Their inclusion came only after the belief
became common among the members of that fraternal group
that noncommissioned officers were key elements in the
functioning of a paternalistic system, assessors of the
soldiers’ morale and, by virtue of their closeness to the
common soldiers, the primary instruments for their
motivation and control. Until this consensus came about,
the noncommissioned officers of the United States Army
found at least one undisputed function during the
nineteenth century; unplanned for and unprovided for, they
became a stabilizing influence in each regiment, company,
battery and troop, their long service and familiarity with
the common soldiers filling the void resultant from
officer absenteeism caused by leave, resignation, detached
service, rotation and careerism.

As such, noncommissioned officers became the ’middle
managers’ in the complex organization of the army. This
role was compounded by the effects of technology and
tactics in the late nineteenth century which forced the
army to operate in smaller tactical units under the command
of junior noncommissioned officers. Finally, by the turn

of the century, technology had developed to such a degree
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that the military technician and specialist had come into
his own. An ever-increasing variety of military
specialties required not only trained soldiers, but
educated soldiers. A common school education became the
prerequisite for advanced technical instruction in the
operation of new weapons and equipment especially in coast
defense.

Lenore 0’‘Boyle has aptly characterized the study of
education in the United States as being "centered on the
development of the school system as such, and on the way
in which the system had expressed American political and
religious values."l The temptation to see the development
of education in the army in such terms if compelling. 1In
his comprehensive study of the post schools for enlisted
men, Bruce White analyzed the motives of the army
educationists in terms similar to those of the civilian
educationists: idealism, professionalism, and moral
utility.2 Robert D. Miewald has interpreted the
development of the post schools in terms of organizational
dynamics.3

This study reaffirms the conclusions of White and
Miewald, yet attempts to go a step beyond. O0’Boyle has
suggested an alternative methodology for the analysis of
nineteenth-century education, one utilizing ’common units
of analysis,’ in this instance, occupational groups.4 In

choosing a group of professional soldiers within the rank




xiii
and file, i.e. the noncommissioned officers and privates
selected for advancement to the noncommissioned grades,
education given in the army may be studied in terms of the
occupations of these men and the material circumstances
attending those occupations.

This cannot be done to the exclusion of a more
traditional examination of system, politics and religion,
however. Indeed, they are crucial to the interpretation.
Yet by keeping central to the methodology of the study an
analysis of occupations, a more balanced syntheses emerges.
Lastly, O’Boyle identifies a problem in such an analysis;
"to determine the precise fashion in which school and
society interact."3 Only the reader may judge whether or

not this question had been adequately resolved.



NONCOMMISSIONED OFFICERS AND REFORM

When enlisted men absent themselves from their units they
risk the military crime of desertion. Desertion ran high
in the nineteenth century; averaged between war and
peacetime, a quarter of the Regular Army deserted. When
an amnesty was proclaimed in 1873 it was discovered that
about one-third of the army were deserters. The reform
movement was motivated in large part by the desire to stem
this tide of desertion.l

The commissioned officer, on the other hand, may
return to civil life at will through the instrument of
resignation, the traditional privilege of the gentleman.
Resignations tended to rise sharply in times of danger or
financial deprivation. In the crisis year of 1778 at
Valley Forge, so many officers resigned that it was
reported of Washington "that his Excellency expressed fears
of being left alone with the soldiers."2

Into this void stepped the noncommissioned officer as
the authority of the officer devolved, of necessity, upon

him. Not being able to resign, the noncommissioned officer




had either to desert or take charge. How he used that
authority might depend upon the needs of his soldiers. It
was a Sergeant Williams, a propertied Pennsylvanian and
British army deserter, who, along with a board of eleven
other sergeants, led a mutiny of the Pennsylvania line in
1781 and marched his men along with six pieces of artillery
from Morristown and Princeton to negotiate with Governor
Reed and the Committee of Congress for the soldiers’ pay.3
Mature leadership was required on such occasions as was
attested by a corporal during the Civil War:

To add to our physical miseries, the morale

of our company was lowered by the

resignations of two of our officers,

leaving us under a rough, inconsiderate

lieutenant, who treated us as he had

treated men before the mast when he had

been the mate of a ship. Our orderly (top)

sergeant, Frank Osborn, an uneducated man

of high character, stood between us and

conditions almost approaching mutiny.

Officers might also apply to the War Department for
leave, usually from one to eight months in length, with the
possibility of extension upon further application. Sick
leave offered easy opportunity for abuse of this privilege
and an officer might use his ostensible illness to visit
family during a harsh frontier winter. Leave could also be
used to size-up employment opportunities in the civilian

community while he considered the merits of tendering his

resignation or returning to active duty.5




1. Detached Service

The greatest cause of officer absenteeism prior to the
Great War was the system of detached service. Since the
establishment of the Regular Army in 1775, the Congress was
unwilling to provide for any but fighting men to fill the
three arms of the service; infantry, mounted, and
artillery. Each appropriation act set forth in detail
tables of organization for each regiment of the line, units
often officered only on paper, many of the assigned
officers to be found on detached service to the numerous
duty positions with the staff necessary to the functioning
of the army, yet not funded or provided for by Congress, to
include the Departments of Adjutant General, Inspector
General, Judge Advocate General and the Quartermaster
General, the Subsistence, Pay, Medical and Ordnance
Departments, and Engineer Corps. Thus only the line was
funded and the staff was filled by officers of the line
detached to the staff for several years each, while their
positions in the line were vacant. In the absence of these
officers, it became the burden of the noncommissioned
officers to maintain stability and provide leadership.

Over the course of the nineteenth century, detachment
to the staff at the expense of the line increased.
Particularly draining on the company grade officers were

assignments to the lower level staffs such as regimental




and post adjutants, or post quartermasters. Add to this
those absent with leave, sick, and on recruiting service,
and it is not surprising that the companies had often less
than one-half of the required number of officers for field
service.b

Two developments of the 1830s tried to ease this
situation. 1832 saw the formal recognition of the position
of company first sergeant, also known as orderly or "top"
sergeant. This noncommissioned officer was, in civilian
parlance, the foreman, the common solders being the
artisans.’ He was in the curious position of being the
captain’s confidant and agent in dealing not only with the
noncommissioned officers and private soldiers but with
lieutenants, as well. His dilemma was the ill-defined
nature of his role which led to endless conflict with
junior officers as to his status within the company.
Junior officers appointed from civil life, as most officers
were, resented having to rely upon his coaching due to
their inexperience.8

Professional officers, on the other hand, appreciated
and came to rely on them. When Second Lieutenant John M.
Schofield arrived at Fort Moultrie, South Carolina, for his
first assignment after graduating from the Military Academy
in 1853, he found only one officer on duty with his
battery. But he was soon alone, as that officer went on

leave. For such inexperienced officers, a good first




sergeant was a blessing, as Schofield later recalled.
In the morning the first sergeant reported
to me, with the quarterly and monthly
returns prepared for my signature, and made
out more beautifully than anything in
writing I had ever before seen, and
explained to me in detail all the business
affairs of the battery...I was quite sure
there stood before me the finest-looking
soldier in the United States Army. What a
hard time young officers of the army would
sometimes have but for the old sergeants!

During the year 1836, the actual number on detached
service amounted to 37 percent of the total number of
officers of the line. Another attempt to stem the loss of
officers from the line was made in the law of July 5, 1838
which created new, funded staff positions. Officers were
also forbidden employment on civil projects or in
incorporated companies, nor could they be employed by the
Indian Department. Any good that might have resulted was
negated, however, by the increased demand for officers as
supernumeraries in the Quartermaster and Commissary
Departments.10 In fact, the number of officers needed for
detached service continued to grow.

In addition to those detached to the staff, all of the
officers who were instructors at the Military Academy at
West Point and the Artillery School at Fort Monroe, all on
recruiting service, all who were aides-de-camp, and many in
the Signal Corps, were taken from the officers assigned to

the line.ll The Morrill Act of June 17, 1862, which made

land grants to the states for educational purposes,




provided a new category of detached service, that of
military instructor. Assignment of officers from the
retired list was suggested but seldom followed. In 1868,
the act was extended and the President empowered to assign
up to twenty officers to schools with more than 150 male

students.12

2. Calls for Reform

In 1880 First Lieutenant Henry Romeyn, 5th Infantry
Regiment, complained that the land grant colleges were a
drain on the active service. A check by him of the army
register indicated that eighteen years after the passing of
the Morrill Act, no retired officers were in use at any of
the thirty incorporated institutions authorized such
instructors, and that all such instructors were detailed
officers of the Regular Army.13 President Hayes shared
this concern to the extent that in the same year he
recommended that the assignment of professors of military
science and tactics to colleges and universities be limited
to those on the retired list as was originally intended.l4

A company deprived of its commanding officer for any
length of time was regarded as an 'orphan company.’

Colonel William Babcock Hazen, commanding the 6th Infantry
Regiment, pointed out that of the 542 officers detached to

the staff in 1871, 293 were company grade officers;




captains and lieutenants.l3 1In an attempt to keep captains
in their commands, a regulation of 1881 provided that
captains were not to remain detailed to duties which
separated them from their companies for any "considerable"
period of time. That this regulation went unheeded was
illustrated in 1883, when Adjutant General Richard Coulter
Drum reported that there were 102 line captains absent from
their commands - nearly 24 percent of the whole number of
line officers of that grade. As to those captains still
with their companies, due to slowness of promotions, many
were, as General O. 0. Howard observed, "old and worn
out."16 Good first sergeants became the major
administrative functionaries in such companies.

Assignment to detached service with the staff was
often accomplished through the political machinations of
congressmen at upper echelons, and through social
ingratiation with ‘the drinking class’ on the regimental
level. Commanding officers of regiments and higher
echelons would frequently retain their favorite staff
officers as long as they held command. Lieutenant Colonel
Emory Upton, 4th Artillery Regiment, perhaps the most
influential of the reformers, took a shot at this abuse of
detached service in 1878 by pointing out its use and
inherent failings among the British in India. He
characterized it as a haven for the politically ambitious

or just lazy who after years of such service were unfitted




for command. In recommending that the time spent with the
staff be strictly limited and on a rotating basis, he
revived the ignored proposal made but a few years earlier
by the commanding general, William T. Sherman, who also
wished to see assignment to detached duty made only by
superiors rather than through the demands of politicians.17

In the same year, Representative James A. Garfield
adapted Upton'’s proposal of rotation between the line and
the staff. Unlike Upton, however, Garfield appealed to his
civilian audience’s sense of fair play by claiming that
such a policy would extend to officers working under the
daily hardships of the frontier a well-deserved staff
assignment on a rotating basis. This attempt to legislate
rotation of officers between the line and the staff would
be rejected by the Congress in 1879.18

In 1885, Secretary of War William Crowninshield
Endicott ordered the restriction of detached officers, when
so assigned by the lieutenant general or commanding
generals of divisions, or departments, to a four-years’
tour. His critics claimed that he had "exceeded his legal
authority in interfering with the details on the personal
staff of commanding generals, who are certainly the best
judges in the matter."13 Sheridan, the commanding general,
demanded of the Secretary of War that his staff be exempted
from the order.20

Endicott’s tenure saw a real incentive given for




junior officers to stay with the line when legislation by
the Congress on October 1, 1890, provided for linear
promotion between regiments from second to first
lieutenant. Prior to this, all promotion up to the grade
of captain was within the regiment of assignment. Although
this systems bred regimental feeling and pride, it did so
at the expense of promotion on merit. This reform was
attacked as an attempt to "rob the army...of its esprit de
corps, and destroy that friendly spirit of emulation among
the regiments to which they owe so much of their life and
vigor." The young officers of the regiment, critics held,
made their reputation in the regiment, in the eyes of their
men. "This they may know from experience in the case of
the old soldier or from hearsay in the case of the recruit.
In either case the mutual confidence between the officer
and the soldier is one which is born and strengthened by
long intercourse, and cannot be transferred from one
organization to another. "2l

Those who favored the change claimed that it would be
too gradual to cause harm, while the good to be gained from
such reform would far outweigh the detractions.22 1In
1895, an anonymous contributor to a The United Service
deduced that about half of the active service officers must
be on detached service. That would have been at least six-
hundred line officers. He expressed fear of the service

gradually becoming "an army on paper." “"Those two letters




10

(D.S.)," he concluded, "are more responsible for the
present low standard of discipline in the army...than
anything else I can think of .»23

Despite efforts to reduce all unnecessary details
during the Spanish American War, 469 officers were taken
from the line of the Regular Army - 233 to officer the
volunteer units, and 236 upon detached service. Just after
the war, the artillery experienced such an embarrassing
shortage of officers due to their excessive use at the
Military Academy, on recruiting duty, and college duty that
Secretary of War Elihu Root directed that, in future,
officers for such duties be furnished from the three arms

proportionately.24

3. Rotation

Under Root, the most prominent civilian reformer and
promoter of the ideas of Upton, legislation was passed by
Congress on February 2, 1901, which provided that future
vacancies in the lower grades of the staff departments
would be filled by the detail of officers for no more than
four years, at the completion of which time such officers
detailed would return to the line for at least two years
before being eligible for further detail. A most important
part of the law, section 27, provided that each position

vacated with the line would be filled by promotion in the
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line and by officers returning from the staff .25

In increasing the number of officers on active duty to
cover the needs of the staff, the Congress was finally
making acknowledgment that the old system was an "attempt
to practice an unwise economy...because the line could not
stand the depletion of officers which resulted." The new
system of detached service was becoming a system of
rotation which not only preserved the line, but operated
"to cause promotions, according to seniority, from lower
grades to each vacancy."26

A law of August 24, 1914, known in the army by the
nickname of "the Manchu Law," provided that no company
grade officer not present for duty with the line for at
least two of the preceding six years would be allowed to be
detached nor remain detached from his unit. As a penalty
against any superior officer who would defy the law, it
further provided that "all pay and allowances shall be
forfeited by [said officer] for any period during which, by
his order, or his permission, or by reason of his failure
or neglect to issue or cause to be issued the proper order
or instructions at the proper time, any officer shall be
detached or permitted to remain detached in violation of
any of the terms of this proviso."27

A further complication to reform of the system of
detached service was the maintenance of large numbers of

reqular army regiments abroad as a result of the




12

expansionist and interventionalist policies of the United
States Government between 1898 and 1914. In order to
maintain a full compliment of line officers overseas,
officers for the staff of these regiments and commands were
drawn from units in the United States. In a report of
1915, Major General W. W. Wotherspoon, the Chief of Staff,
estimated that slightly in excess of 28 percent of the
officers of the line were absent from their commands due to
detached service, leave or sickness. Because of the
attempts to keep overseas units at full strength, “"the
percentage of regimental and company officers absent from
their organizations is far higher for those organizations
in the United States than the above percentages would
indicate," he claimed.28

The problem of absenteeism was not totally resolved by
linear promotion and the filing of vacancies in the line,
however. The increase in the number of commissioned
officers and the filling of as many vacant positions as was
possible might have imposed a sort of specialization on
officers had not the act of 1901 provided for a system of
rotation between the staff and the line, assuring that
officers would be generalists, while opening the path to
careerism. The unit cohesion and integrity attendant upon
the old regimental system were sacrificed to some extend by
rotation. As Secretary of War Jacob M. Dickinson pointed

out in 1909, "there can be no doubt that the discipline
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and efficiency of troops were lowered by the continued
absence of many commanding officers and the resulting
frequent changes of commanders . " 29

Careerism was the most pernicious outgrowth of the
system of rotation. In time the professional development
of the officer corps became tied to a ticket-punching cycle
of rotating positions with a turn at command as the desired
goal. Rotation has remained an essential part of career
management for officers until the present day. "The logic
of rotation is powerful as a system for developing higher
officers,"” commented one sociologist of the military not
long ago. "Its [negative] impact on the system, however,
is pervasive," he concluded, "since it forces the constant
utilization of personnel who are new to their
assignments."30

Officers came, with great reluctance, to rely upon the
noncommissioned officers they found on the job as they
rotated through each of their new assignments. These
noncommissioned officers helped provide the stability and
flexibility needed by units between officer assignments and
as new officers assumed their positions and commands. A
random look at one coast artillery ccmpany between the
years 1876 and 1906 underscores this point. During that
thirty year period, there were seventeen company
commanders, averaging only two years each in that position,

while during the same period of time, there were only

e



eight first sergeants, each averaging four years, or twice
the time of their company commanders . 31

An untoward consequence of rotation was the
development of an even greater distance between officers
and men. Rotatior robbed the service of "that cordial and
quasi-permanent entente between officers and men, so
necessary for contentment and discipline." As the officer
became a more distant father to the common soldiers, the

noncommissioned officer fell into the role of protective

mother. 32

4, Status of Noncommissioned Officers

If the noncommissioned officer could not realistically
hope for a commission during his term of enlistment,
neither did his daily life offer the prestige given his
European contemporaries. Poor pay, low social status, and
a lack of respect and privilege were his lot.

Although an unbridgeable gulf separated the rank and
file from the officer corps, within the enlisted ranks the
republican ideal was pervasive. Each company was "in a
certain way a Club," containing a body of obedient yet
independent men, who were resentful of being patronized by
officers or of "having any of their number too familiar
with his officers." Therefore it was not uncommon for good

men to shun promotion to noncommissioned officer.33 wWhat
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Tocqueville observed as the ’'unquiet passions’ of
Americans, "a restless disposition, an unbounded desire of
riches and excessive love of independence," inhibited and
proved insidious to the development and perpetuation of a
noncommissioned officer corps in peacetimee34 "It is the
meanest position in which a man can be placed, that of non-
commissioned officer," complained a newly promoted
corporal of the 1llth Ohio Volunteer Cavalry in 1865; "in
our company, every man is smarter, knows more, and thinks
himself a better man, than those under whom he is
placed. "33

This republican predilection was most pronounced among
the egalitarian volunteer units, quite naturally, as the
men had lived in the same community before enlisting and
often elected their officers and first sergeant. And it
was reinforced by that remnant of faith in the common man
so prevalent in early nineteenth-century America and the
deep-seated Anglo-Saxon repugnance to a large standing army
and to militarism, brought to these shores by the early
English colonists. Volunteer nonprofessionals, or so the
received wisdom held, would make short work of any war in
which the nation might become involved. Senior
noncommissioned officers of the Regular Army sometimes
reacted to this lack of respect and privilege by using
their fists rather than their heads, establishing

themselves as petty tyrants, "almost always the men of
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greater physical strength, able to quell a row by the
‘knock down and drag out’ style of business," noted the
Army and Navy Journal in 1876. First sergeants seem to
have been especially prone to such abuses .36

If familiarity provides the breeding ground for
contempt, this lack of respect should hold no surprises.
There occurred a "promiscuous mingling" of noncommissioned
officers and privates at the trader’s store and in the
common mess. Noncommissioned officers and reformers alike,
suggested "separate messing and a distinct club-room or
place of resort" for noncommissioned officers. They and
their subordinates were often on a first name basis.

Private Brown is ‘Tom’ to Sergeant Jones,
and it is quite a usual thing for Private
Robinson to link his arm with that of
Sergeant Smith, and say, ‘Jack, let’s go
and have a drink.’ And should Sergeant
Smith accept the invitation, as he probably
will do, they will find at the canteen
sergeants, corporals, and non-commissioned
officer of high and low degree mingling
indiscriminately with privates, and a sort
of hail-fellow-well-met understanding
prevailing among all.

Therefore, with no special privileges and nothing to
single him out except for experience and often merit, the
noncommissioned officer had, as the only distinction
between himself and his subordinates, "two or three stripes
of colored braid on his sleeves."38 The crux of the
problem was both the bane of the noncommissioned officer
and his virtue; his social origins were usually of the same

social classes as those of the common soldiers he led.
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This made all social distinctions artificial and
noncommissioned officers tended to identify, if not openly
sympathize, with the rank and file, turning the other way
when men deserted, or by failing to enforce "a duty with
which they are not in sympathy;" While officers wished
sergeants to be "a connecting link" between themselves and
the common soldiers, "inspired with a feeling of sympathy
with [their] officers in the promotion of discipline and
efficiency among the men," reality was quite the opposite.
Though his officers might lament his identifying too much
with the rank and file, still they needed him to bridge the
gulf of class batween themselves and the common soldiers
and to carry out their orders. As one critic has so aptly
commented, the role of the noncommissioned oifficer has
always been somewhat Miltonic: "explaining the ways of God

to man, and man to God."39

5. Nativity and Social Origins

The outstanding feature of American social composition
and fabric is the result of immigration. Although our
institutions are pragmatically English in origin and
prejudice, the people who serve them are often of non-
English ancestry. During the twenty years prior to the
Civil War and the ten-year period after the war, no fewer

than half of the men enlisted in the army were immigrants,
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the Irish and Germans predominanting.40

The army has always been an employer of last resort
and a source of opportunity to those unfairly dealt with in
society-at-large. The pre-Civil War army on the frontier
was full of men who had deserted either European society or
that of the Eastern states. Many of these men were
escaping business failure or were tradesmen down on their
luck, mechanics, former journeymen frequently enlisting.
Runaway apprentices were attracted to the expedient of
enlistment.4l But the ranks held men of all sort and
degree and station, many of whom enlisted under assumed
names. The most competent rose quickly to the rank of
noncommissioned officer and just as quickly passed back
into civil life. A somewhat typical case was that of
Private E. A. Perry, Co. ’'H,’ 1lst Artillery Regiment.
Enlisted in Boston in 1827, within two years he was
appointed regimental sergeant major. That same year he
obtained his discharge by providing a substitute, and
resumed use of his real name, Edgar Allen Poe.42

Frequent panics, such as those of ’37 and ’39, sent
many good men into the ranks. An unofficial survey of one
company in 1839 found that 9/10ths of the men had enlisted
on account of "some female difficulty." Many had changed
their name, and more than half claimed to have been at
least partially drunk at the time of enlistment. A third

of the company had been "men in elevated stations in life,"
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lawyers, doctors, or ministers. Ten years later, in 1849,
a company of recruits at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, was
observed to contain ‘an Irish lawyer who had been compelled
to leave his country after the riots of 1848, a broken down
Englishman, a graduate of Dublin College, a draftsman, a
man who had failed in business in Kentucky, and a
Senator’s son.’43 And the 8th Infantry Regiment could
boast "an ex-professor of geology of one of the foremost
colleges in the world. 44

One such individual was Eugene Bandel. Born in
Prussia in 1835 to a family of modest circumstances, he
attended G asium, and in 1853, immigrated to the United
States where he joined his uncle in Washington, D.Ccpin ¢%yﬂw_\
order to learn the trade of locksmith. After an v
altercation with his uncle, he went West and enlisted in
1854. Within four years he was promoted to first sergeant,
much further than he had "ever expected in view of the
prevailing prejudice against foreigners, and in a country
whose language I was first obliged to learn." After being
discharged in 1859, he found employment with a federal
arsenal, rising to master mechanic and, by 1872,
superintendent of drilling operations.45

During the Civil War more Germans fought on the Union
side than any other national group, the next largest being
the Irish, 187,858 and 139,052, respectively.46 Agents for

shipping companies solicited passengers in Ireland and




Germany by proffering the promise of enlistment bounties of
several hundred dollars and, under a temporary law,
automatic citizenship on discharge. Upon disembarkation
at the immigrant-processing station at Castle Garden, New
York, they found recruiting tents within a few yards of
the exit.47

The Germans were proud of their wartime service and
maintained that "it was in the ranks, and in the non-
commissioned officer corps, that their virtues were shown;
steadfastness, discipline, endurance," principally. They
saw their war record as underscoring, by comparison, the
impetuous and undisciplined nature of native-born
Americans, who were, as the Germans claimed, "unaccustomed
to obedience and self-sacrifice."48 General Sheridan and
other officers took exception to this view, finding the
Germans to be ’‘mechanical’ and ’spiritless’. Although
native-born Americans might be boisterous and difficult to
control at times, these very qualities were indispensible
in battle, or so they thought.49

After the war, immigrants and those experiencing hard
times, such as those brought on by the financial panic of
1873, continued to respond to the limited attractions of
the frontier army. It was somewhat ironic that many
Europeans emigrated in order to avoid conscription in the
mass national armies of their own countries. A five-year

term of enlistment in the United States Army offered them
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the opportunity to learn enough English to get along and to
get a taste of life in America.®0 The War Department even
received an enquiry concerning the possibility of
enlistment from a soldier in the Prussian army in 1872.
But during the 1870s, the Irish were the largest group of
foreign-born soldiers in the frontier army; 32 Irishmen
died with Custer in 187€ at the Battle of Little Big
Horn.51

Many noncommissioned officers were former Confederate
or volunteer officers returned to service after failed
attempts at business due to their restless nature. And if
the diary of a bugler in the 7th Cavalry Regiment may be
taken as typical of the 1870s, experienced men enough
filled the ranks: "one printer, one telegraph operator, a
doctor, two lawyers, three professors of languages, one
harness maker, four cooks and bakers, two blacksmiths, one
jeweler, three school teachers, also farmers, lumberman,
peddlers, railroad men and day laborers."32 oOne sample of
clothing issue forms for two companies of the 9th Infantry
Regiment, dated 1874 and 1875, indicates that literacy for
noncommissioned officers extended at least to the ability
to sign their names with a steady hand, while about 10
percent of the privates had to use their mark.53

The frontier army of the 1880s still contained more
Irish than German immigrants. In 1881, the Irish and

Germans together composed 65.5 percent of all foreign born
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recruits.3? But the German noncommissioned officer seemed
to embody those characteristics that earned sergeants the
reputation of being the ’backbone’ of the army; "he was
feared by the men, did not curry favor, but was rigid in
carrying out orders," noted one officer of long experience.
The Germans, when compared to other nationalities, usually
chose enlistment only in default of civil employment, but
once they joined the rank and file, their officers found
them to "make very patient, subordinate, and trustworthy
men." Although occasionally ’'wrong-headed’ they were never
mutinous and only rarely disorderly.55

As career noncommissioned officers, the Germans
undoubtedly did little or nothing to inhibit the authority
of the officer corps nor the power structure as they found
it. 1In time they almost displaced the "old fashioned
Irish sergeant reported to have been once so common, who
had learned his duty in the British army, and who was a
model non-commissioned officer, firm, self-respecting,
narrow, opinionative," but who managed to survive in the
popular imagination.56 A poll taken in 1882 indicated that
16.4 percent of the noncommissioned officers of the army
were Irish while 14.8 percent were German.o?

Actually quite a few of those old Irish sergeants were
able to survive, but in some areas the Germans, of whom
there seemed to be a disproportionate number of

noncommissioned officers, predominated. A study made in




1889 of the nativity of the noncommissioned officers in the
Division of the Missouri revealed that almost half of the
noncommissioned officers were of foreign birth, Germans
predominating (415), and Irish second (350), the total
number of noncommissioned officers in the division being
2,541.98 an army-wide poll of the following year found
Irish noncommissioned officers still outnumbering those of
German nativity, 16.3 and 13.3 percent, respectively.59
"You must remember," wrote General Howard to a young man
seeking advice as to an army career in 1889, "that many a
young man from humble life, German, English or Irish, makes
a capital non-commissioned officer."60

The 1880s had its share of educated soldiers of
American nativity, men of a higher social and economic
status before enlisting. At Fort Lincoln, Dakota
Territory, there was reported to be in 1880 "a respectable
number of enlisted men fairly versed in the intricacies of
algebra and geometry, with here and there one who had
received a thorough education."®l 1In 1883 a soldier at
Fort Douglas, Utah, reported in an army paper that the
regimental drum major was a Harvard graduate and the first
sergeant in one of the companies an influential
Philadelphia businessman who had gone broke. "I could
relate a hundred instances," he informed his readers, "of
bright and intelligent men who have good connections and

who have enlisted on account of family difficulties,
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failures, etc."62 vet with the exception of the occasional
mechanic or clerk, most recruits continued to be from the
ranks of unskilled labor.63

The massive waves of German immigration ended by 1885
as Germany came into her own as a great industrial nation.
American attitudes began to change as well; heretofore
Germany had been a nation to be studied and emulated. Her
system of education was envied and her modern, professional
and successful army provided a paradigm of professionalism
for reform-minded officers. Hereafter, Germany began to be
perceived as an international rival and a potential threat.
Combined with a growing nativist movement, the pressure of
anti-foreign sentiment in general, and anti-German
sentiment in particular, began to be felt within and
without the service. In response to such feelings, the

editor of the Army and Navy Journal tried to justify the

inordinate number of foreign-born senior noncommissioned
officers of the army: "It is very difficult to mould a
native born American into a well disciplined soldier,"
William Church explained in 1888. "The foreigner...has
more generally the instinct of military subordination
strong within him, if not bright, is patient and plodding,
and in our Army is bound to rise...."64

In 1888, the Inspector General expressed alarm at the
number of recruits of foreign birth, despite the fact that

the percentage was smaller than in many previous years. He
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recommended that a "strong effort" be made to enlist
native-born Americans.65 Secretary of War Stephen Benton
Elkins encouraged the enlistment of youths from rural
districts rather than from the floating population of the
urban slums. According to Major William H. Powell, the
recruit of 1889 was anything but ideal.

As a rule, the men we get in the army,

owing to our present recruiting system, are

not the young men who are brought up under

home influence and training to obedience,

as the case in our smaller towns and in the

country; but they are generally from among

the roughest element in our largest cities,

having become rough from the fact that they

would not yield to the influences of their

original surroundings, and have run away

from their homes to avoid the discipline

there enforced, or %re confirmed drunkards

of uncertain age."6

In order to recruit better men for the army, a basic

ability to read, write and understand English was added to
the qualifications for enlistment in 1891.67 But it was
the economic depression of 1893 that would provide the
nativist enthusiasts with an immediacy for their cause.
Recruiting stations were flooded with native-born Americans
seeking to enlist, mechanics and mill men numbering among
the usual unskilled laborers. So many tried to enlist that
recruiting had to be stopped altogether for a time.
Legislation preventing the reenlistment of privates with
over ten years of service was passed in February, causing

Adjutant General John Cunningham Kelton concern that the

number of soldiers from which selection of noncommissioned




officers was made would be greatly reduced. Congress would
rescind the act during the summer of 1894. Despite these
limits on the reenlistment of long-service privates and a
shortened enlistment, old soldiers still filled the ranks,
however. Troop ‘B’ of the 7th Cavalry Regiment was known
as the "soldiers’ home" due to the advanced age of the
men. 68

The reduction in 1894 of the five-year term of
enlistment to three further limited the number of
noncommissioned officer candidates in the line. 1In
response to the nativist demands for an end to Eastern
European immigration, Congress enacted a law which confined
enlistments to citizens, or to those who had made legal
declaration of their intention to become citizens, all of
whom had to be able to speak, read and write English and be
thirty years of age or under. Only Indians were exempted
from this law. Given the consequent increase of native-
born Americans seeking enlistment, the army found no fault
with the legislation.69 During 1895, 7,780 men were
recruited, of whom 5,518 were native born and 2,262 foreign
born. More than half of those who sought enlistment were
rejected, either for lack of physical, educational or other
qualifications.70

If the pool from which noncommissioned officers were
chosen had been drained of a large number of soldiers of

foreign nativity, foreign-born privates and noncommissioned
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officers already in service were protected from any ill
affects of the law. An army circular published two months
after the law went into effect assured men already upon the
service that although they were not "the class of men now
wanted for the service," they could be reenlisted if their
service had been "honest and faithful."71

There was some irony in all of this. A War Department
survey in 1894 found that there were in the army a larger
percentage of native-born Americans than ever before, more
than 75 percent, while the percentage of soldiers of
foreign nativity was the lowest ever, only 25 percent. The
number of alien noncommissioned officers was about 22
percent.72 In the same year, from a study of records of
statistics concerning desertion, it was deduced that the
"majority of those who desert and are confined at
Leavenworth are first in number American (over 73 percent);
second, Irishmen; third, Englishmen; fourth, Germans;
fifth, Swedes."73

Perhaps the ultimate irony involved the tensiocon
between the professional admiration of the officer corps
for the German army and the fear of a ’Pan-Germanic’
loyalty within the enlisted ranks of the Untied States
Army. After the successful war with Spain, some officers
began to predict a contest on the horizon with Germany, a
nation then bent on becoming a world naval power. When

General Arthur McArthur expressed such a view he
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indiscreetly noted that this Pan-Germanic sentiment had so
seized upon German-Americans that a German name in the
regimental lists was a curiosity. The enraged United
Societies of Indianapolis, conscious of a large German
quota sent by them to the Spanish American War, brought the
incident to the attention of the ’‘Deutsch-Amerikanischer
National Bund.’ As a result of a subsequent investigation,
the accusation was proven false. Yet the law of 1894 had
its effect, and by 1903, the Army and Navy Journal could
characterize as "the most inexplicable of European

fallacies," the foreign belief that the United States Army

was composed of many immigrants.74

6. Calls for Reform

In 1876 Captain Oris W. Pollock, 23d Infantry
Regiment, proposed to Congress, through his chain of
command, that the pay of noncommissioned officers be nearly
doubled by way of a diminution of the wages of two dollars
from the monthly pay of each private soldier. While his
immediate commanders approved, Generals Sherman and
Sheridan forwarded them "disapproved." Although such a
scheme would have only cost the government but $80 per
month in pay of each regiment, it was not acted upon. The
Congress had decreased the pay of private soldiers from $16

to $13 in 1871, and, as a consequence, desertion
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skyrocketed, decreasing only after the Panic of 1873.75

The Army and Navy Journal editorially championed the
plan and disparaged the consequences of the insignificant
pay given to the noncommissioned officers of the army. It
was the lack of a meaningful difference of pay between the
sergeant and the private, along with the considerable
difference in pay between the noncommissioned and the
commissioned officer, that "marked the great gulf that
divides the whole class of enlisted men from the
‘commissioned’ class," in the editorial opinion of the
journal. The well-paid noncommissioned officers of the
English army were reportedly everything those of the United
States Army were not. As for educated men who were
qualified for promotion, the editor lamented their absence
from the ranks of the noncommissioned officer corps:

The possession of education by a man in the
ranks is to-day a positive disadvantage to
him. He is almost certain to be detailed
as a clerk, and once there he sticks there,
and finds the line of promotion practically
closed. A young, ambitious, well-educated
lad stand_little chance of advancement in
our army.

Until 1885, the only retirement due a veteran of
twenty years’ service with the Regular Army or a disabled
enlisted man was admission to the Soldiers’ Home in
Washington, D.C. Established in 1851, this institution was
unpopular with soldiers as it was financed by the men

themselves through fines, stoppages, forfeitures, and a 12-

1/2 cent deduction from their monthly pay.77 From the
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1880s, benefits and perquisites for noncommissioned
officers became a cause with reform-minded officers.
Congress was encouraged by an editorial in The United
Service magazine in 1880 to establish a retired list of
noncommissioned officers with thirty or more years’

service.

The importance of the class [of
noncommissioned officers] in the service
has never been full recognized in the laws
relating to them...[and as] it has been
repeatedly decided, both at home and
abroad, that the discipline and efficiency
of an army depend largely upon its non-
commissioned officers...Liberal pay and
proper consideration for their rank should
be given to them while in service...but an
official rank, with an assured pension for
their old age, after having given the best
years of their life to their country, and
when they are unfitted for engaging in
ordinary business occupations, will do much
more towards reconciling them to remaining
in it for life.

In 1882, another editorial urged the Military
Committee of the House of Representatives to provide
noncommissioned officers with a retirement on three-
quarters pay, as was done for commissioned officers. As a
rationale for such legislation, the editorial cautioned
that without noncommissioned officers, there would be, in
the army, "a loose assemblage of parts. There is, and must
be between the officer and the private a distance and
degree of reserve, that in the absence of some intermediary
would tend constantly to weaken the mutual confidence which

if necessary to effective action." The editorial ended by
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remarking on the "indispensability of the non-commissioned
officer as a component part of the military body."79

In the United State Army, there was, from the
perspective of all ranks, "socially, an impassable gulf
between the enlisted men and their officers."80 No law or
regulation dictated this arrangement, rather it was a
custom inherited from the English model. The officer
corps’ self-serving defense of this caste-like system to
civilians rested on the ’‘protection’ it gave the common
soldier against the possibility of favoritism.

Furthermore, such social distinctions were found in
civilian society as well. 81

Given social division, combined with the need for
officers in a ‘modern,’ professional army to be concerned
with the morale of the common soldiers and to monitor that
morale on a daily basis, the need for an intermediary,
interpreter and buffer, indeed, a sort of 'middle manager,’
became obvious to some in order that "a just equilibrium"
might be maintained.82 Thus the great concern for the
welfare of noncommissioned officers in general and first
sergeants in particular, stemmed from the reformers’ belief
that noncommissioned officers were "a connecting link
between the officers and the private soldiers." Therefore,
noncommissioned officers needed to be "inspired with a
feeling of sympathy with the officer in the promotion of

discipline and efficiency among the men, instead of...being
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in sympathy with the men,...shielding them from just
punishment, conniving at desertion and all manner cf
breaches of discipline."83

The importance of the noncommissioned officer as the
military equivalent of the industrial foreman, supervisor
and specialist became increasingly obvious. First
sergeants of fifteen years service might make four times
their army pay as "foremen and superintendents in large
manufacturing establishments in eastern cities," in the
1880s. "Where, in civil life," asked an artillery officer
in 1904, "can a private secretary be obtained who can be
trusted with all the details of a complex organization, or
the most confidential matters of his employer," at the pay
given a regimental sergeant major? "Or where can a
superintendent of a warehouse...be obtained in civil life,
at the same compensation" given a post quartermaster,
commissary or ordnance sergeant?84 Congress would turn a
deaf ear to such proposals until 1908, when relief was
given noncommissioned officers of the line and the staff as
the first new pay rates for enlisted men since 1872 were
authorized.85

If being a member of the noncommissioned officer corps
of the United States Army did not bring the rewards of
social status or mobility, fair pay, and an honest pension,
neither did the position elevate a soldier educationally.

Unlike the armies of Europe, prior to 1878, noncommissioned
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officers were not required or often encouraged to attain
even the rudiments of a common school education. And as a
professional or technical degree of education must be
predicated upon the possession of at least a primary
education, what little of such education existed in the
army was beyond the ability of many noncommissioned
officers to acquire.

After pay and privileges, education for
noncommissioned officers became an important element in the
program of the reformers. They sought to establish
compulsory primary education for these men and to make it a
prerequisite for their promotion. Courses of study in
professional, technical and specialist subjects were seen
as essential to a modern military establishment.
Frustrated with the failure of the War Department bureaus
and the Congress to share their views, reforming officers
sometimes took the initiative by establishing their own
courses with the limited means available to them. |

Furthermore, education clearly became, in the eyes of
the reformers, the basis upon which the elevation of the
status of the noncommissioned officer would be built.
Increases in pay, privacy, pension and privilege would be
mere ornamentation and hollow gestures without the
noncommissioned officer being more intelligent and better
educated in both the general and professional branches of

knowledge than the common soldier. And if the senior
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noncommissioned officer was to become the middle manager
needed, his status would have to be appreciably increased,
while the convivial familiarity with the common soldiers
and the attendant strong identification with their
interests would have to be replaced by an identity with
those of his officers.86

The education of noncommissioned officers was, in the
first instance, ’'self-education,’ or as the soldiers were
wont to say, ’'booking.’ The subjects to be ’‘booked’ were
the tactics and regulations. The few manuals prepared
especially for the noncommissioned officer were usually
printed privately. Hints for Non-commissioned Officers on
Actual Service, compiled and translated from the German by
a Colonel Sontag, a volunteer officer, appeared in 1812,

In 1864, Customs of Service for Non-Commissioned Officers

and Soldiers was published by Captain August V. Kautz, an
officer in both the volunteer and regular forces. An
immigrant from Baden, Germany, whose family settled in
Ohio, the West Point-educated Kautz would become a strong
proponent of the formal education of noncommissioned
officers.87

The most convenient means available to those
noncommissioned officers who wished to supplement this
self-education were the post libraries and schools,
organized by paternalistic officers with the betterment of

the common soldiers in mind, rather than that of their




noncommissioned officers. And so the sergeants were asked
to sit down with the common soldiers, their subordinates,
and struggle with reading and ciphering. As time went on,
courses in professional subjects were organized for
noncommissioned officers in the evening, an unattractive
end to the duty day. Any examination of the education of
noncommissioned officers, however, must begin with those

facilities found at the hundred-odd posts at which they

were stationed: the post libraries, reading rooms, and

schools.
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POST LIBRARIES AND SCHOOLS

l. Libraries and Reading Rooms

The establishment of reading rooms in companies and
regiments was an early innovation of paternalistic
commanding officers. They early-on tried to persuade the
War Department to establish such facilities at all
principle barracks, and it was perhaps wishful thinking,
when in 1838, a commercial military journal informed its
readers that assurances had been received from the
"authorities" that such rooms would be established as a
matter of policy "and that the Secretary of War will
undertake to supply the books."l

Nothing of the sort occurred, but commanding officers
continued to provide such facilities for their men. Even
units on the frontier indulged this perceived need for off-
duty reading. In 1853, while at Fort Leavenworth, a major
in the 2nd Dragoons led off with a subscription of twenty-

five dollars to order the portable ‘Harper’s Classical and
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Family Libraries.’ The first sergeant and another sergeant
subscribed the same, then calculated the percentage owed by
each man proportional to pay. Most of the men signed
immediately, "and the library was assured with scarcely an
effort," recalled the first sergeant.2 A utilitarian
"curricula" for the self-study of European and American
writers, the Harper’'s series was widely found in civilian
households, libraries and churches. Company commanders saw
the virtue in such "well-selected books" as something to
occupy and entertain their men when off duty and to keep
them "about their company quarters."3

Army Regulations gave some small encouragement to
commanders in 1861 by providing for the establishment of a
post fund to be financed from the savings of the soldiers’
flour ration by baking their bread at a post bakery, along
with a tax on the sutler. Libraries were specified as one
of the activities to be financed by this fund.% cCritics
pointed out the ironic situation in which the soldier was
thus placed, that of being forced to improve his mind at
the expense of his stomach. "The United States
government," complained one soldier, "ought to be well able
to afford to do something for the education of the enlisted
man without making him pay for the same. ">

Libraries established by companies and regiments were
of varying quality and design. In the early 1860s, Fort

Laramie, Wyoming, boasted a ’Soldiers’ Reading Room’
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furnished and provided with subscriptions to the major
newspapers and magazines published in the United States,
all at the expense of the commanding officer of the 11th
Ohio Volunteer Cavalry, whose regiment was stationed there
throughout most of the Civil War. The fort also contained
a library numbering between four and six hundred volumes.
These books were circulated among distant posts and
exchanged in the manner of a traveling library system.6

In 1870, at Ringgold Barracks, Texas, each of the four
new company barracks contained a reading room. The post
library was in a small brick building containing about 500
volumes, and received "most of the leading periodicals of
the day."7 The library at Fort Buford, Dakota Territory,
held 366 volumes, "principally light reading." According
to the diary of an assistant librarian at the fort, between
April 3, 1874 and May 7, 1875, he issued an average of
sixteen books per day to soldiers of his regiment, the 6th
Infantry.8 At Fort McPherson, Nebraska, in 1875, it was
reported that there was no post library, but rather, two
company libraries, one containing 362 volumes, and the
other, 26 volumes.d About 1879, a post as far west as Fort
McKinney, Wyoming, operated a library from a post fund
provided by the sale of surplus flour and bakery goods.10

The combination reading room and library at Fort
Stevenson, Dakota Territory, was 20x40 feet, containing

some 850 volumes, which included works on physical




sciences, travel, biography and poetry.11 The commanding
officer of the 21st Infantry Regiment, Vancouver Barracks,
Washington Territory, included a library in the new
canteen.l2 The ‘library’ at Fort Sidney, Nebraska, used to
be a ward of the old hospital and contained no books
"except a number of small volumes which contain the Bible,
taking them all together," but subscribed to many
periodicals to include, Harper'’s Monthly, Scribmner'’s, The
United Service, Frank Leslie’s Popular Monthly, Frank

Leslie’s Illustrated Weekly, New York Herald, Army & Navy

Journal, Chicago Times, and the Omaha and Cheyenne papers.
Upon completion of the new post hospital in 1882 at Fort
Yates, Dakota Territory, the old hospital was turned to use
as adjutant’s office, post library, and reading room.
Characterized as excellent, it contained 1,000 volumes.
Even Fort Supply, Indian Territory, had a library "of many
volumes of all classes of books and periodicals," in the
mid-1880s.13

In his annual report of 1877, Secretary of War McCray
linked the lack of intellectual stimulation at isolated
posts with the high rates of desertion, and recommended the
supply of more and better reading matter to such posts. 1In
his annual message of the same'year, President Hayes asked
Congress to provide the army with "a more abundant and
better supply of reading matter." But not until two years

later was Quartermaster General Montgomery Meigs finally




authorized to supply books, newspapers and periodicals to
the post libraries. Lack of funds would limit the effect
of such good intentions.14

The next year, Meigs was replaced by Colonel Samuel B.
Holabird. Holabird saw the libraries and reading rooms as
a relief from the monotony of garrison life and wished to
see at all permanent posts, of which there were
approximately 100 at the time, small libraries of books,
including those giving useful information, as well as works
of fiction, stories, or those intended solely for
amusement. Holabird wanted books that would be
educational, whereas an inspection of most libraries would
find works that would be considered as ’‘morally uplifting.’
"It is useless to try to have a collection of all dry-as-
dust books and religious writings," argued the new
Quartermaster General. "....$500 oxr $1,000 worth of books
for each post to begin with, and small yearly additions by
gifts, subscription, etc., would accomplish most useful
results," he predicted.15

Such libraries as already existed belonged to the
various companies and regiments and tended to follow them
on their frequent changes of station. When a regiment
dispersed its companies to different stations, books might
be distributed to each by shares through a lottery.l6 Such
frequent movement contributed significantly to their

deterioration.

40
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It was not until 1879, however, that the War
Department finally authorized each post to maintain a
library. A two-story brick building for a library of three
or four thousand volumes, along with reading and class
rooms, was built for the enlisted artillerymen of Fort
Monroe, Virginia, in 1880.17 By the end of 1881, fifty-two
chapels and reading rooms had been built. In an army
numbering just over 23,600 enlisted men for the years 1881
and 1882, daily attendance upon the reading rooms was
estimated to be about 4,800 and 4,375, respectively. An
editorial in The United Service predicted that "a
noticeable improvement in the mental, moral, and physical
tone of our frontier garrisons," would result from the
construction of such facilities.l8

That libraries containing "books of reasonable
interest" were popular with soldiers was nothing peculiar
to the military. Self-help through the medium of the
printed page enjoyed widespread popularity in that era. 1In
the civilian sphere, community libraries and reading rooms
became centers of self-education and entertainment for
working men and women, whether mechanics or clerks.
Between 1850 and 1875, 257 public libraries were
established in the United States. That literary
associations flourished among the troopers of cavalry
regiments was more a reflection of the .mopular culture of

the times than an indication of any scholarly pretensions
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on the part of the soldiers, a few Harvard graduates
excepted. The publishing firm of J. B. Lippincott &

Company advertised in the pages of The United Service such

self-help titles for post libraries as The Primer of

Politeness, How to Write English, Home Gymnastics, Walker’s

Hand-Book of Object Lessons, and books on such topics as
natural philosophy and astronomy.19

Holabird retired from active service in 1890, but not
before establishing a library for the use of recruits at
Jefferson Barracks, St. Louis, Missouri, as a result of a
scandal concerning their maltreatment the previous year by
their noncommissioned officers and, shortly thereafter,
seeing the abolition of the unpopular post and regimental
funds. The Quartermaster Department had taken over the
purchase of books, periodicals, and newspapers for the post
libraries the year before. 1In 1891, Secretary of War
Redfield Proctor observed that the collections of books
"dignified by the name libraries, consist mainly of odds
and ends in a more or less dilapidated condition, the
result of much handling or being heirlooms from abandoned
military posts." 1In view of "improving the morale of the
Army," he recommended an annual appropriation of $25 per
company, for the purchase of interesting as well as
instructive and profitable reading." And yet, by 1897 a

third of the posts reportedly still had no libraries.20
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2. Chaplains

That ’‘dry-as-dust’ religious tracts were commonly
found in the soldiers’ libraries should come as no surprise
as the original impulse to paternalism was the need to
improve the moral quality of life for the common soldier.
In fact, there developed a very close relationship between
paternalism and religion in the army. Chaplains were not
assigned to regiments but to departments and then assigned
by each department commander to posts where the need
appeared greatest. Between 1865 and 1898, legislation
limited the number of chaplains at thirty to minister to
the thirty-six white regiments then in service.

As few posts had chapels, divine service was often
held in the library. Few soldiers would normally attend,
thereby rendering the size of the quarters moot. While the
chaplains organized Sunday schools and Sunday school
libraries for the families of soldiers and their
dependents, they were often given additional duty
assignments as post librarians.2l But the main problem for
chaplains was their having to "depend entirely on the good-
will of the post commander to obtain a tent or barrackroom
in which to gather the garrison for worship -~ they have to
make straw out of bricks," as one chaplain wryly noted. 22
At Fort Union, New Mexico, in the 1860s, the chapel was

housed in the building of the Sons of Temperance, while a
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school room at Fort Supply, Indian Territory, and an
abandoned hospital at Fort Bayard, New Mexico, served the
purpose during the 1880s. As late as 1904, the badly
located and unattractive library at Fort Thomas, Kentucky,
was the scene of services.?23

Paternalistic commanding officers used their chaplains
well and tried to provide adequate facilities for them.
Major Verling K. Hart, commanding officer, Fort McKinney,
Wyoming, requested an allotment of fifteen hundred dollars
in 1879 in order to construct a combination chapel,
school, and reading room. His application refused, other
rooms were put to the task, and the chapel was never built.
Disinterested commanding officers found the libraries a
ready source from which to ‘requisition’ "whatever could
make life pleasant" for themselves. Such officers were
eventually restrained by regulation from removing any
newspaper or periodical from the library, it being made
clear that such material was furnished for the use of the
enlisted men.24 But God help the chaplain without a
reformer for a commander.

While the paternalism of commanding officers brought
enlisted men the benefits of recognition for meritorious
deeds, a concern for their welfare through temperance
societies, canteens, and gymnasiums, and the provision for
their informal education through libraries, reading rooms,

and literary societies, the paternalists sought their
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intellectual self-improvement by more formal means. If
paternalism was to truly function, enlisted men needed
skills for self-improvement. If they were to respond to
incentive and to be reasoned with, they had to be able to
reason. They would need the benefits of formal education,
and in the last quarter of the century, education itself
became an incentive. Education became, in fact, the motive

force behind the paternalist model.

3. The Post Schools

Before the Civil War, the idea was common that "an
uneducated man made as good, if not a better, soldier than
the educated man." Regular army officers, in particular,
seemed to see the uneducated soldier as more adaptable "to
the discipline of the camps," and more receptive to
direction and orders.25 Legislation of 1838 allowed posts
to hire civilian chaplains who would, among other things,
act as schoolmaster. However, the intention of the law had
more to do with the education of the soldier spiritually
than mentally and to that end was it carried out . 26

The Civil War gave cause for the need of literacy on
the part of the soldier and began a debate as to how far
his education need extend. Wartime regulations authorized

a chaplain for each regiment and thirty more to serve as
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post chaplains. These post chaplains were to "perform the
duties of Schoolmaster." Chaplains throughout the army
found themselves ministering to the minds as well as the
souls of the soldiers.27 fThe large number of volunteer
units contained men with varying degrees of a common school
background. One Union Army chaplain characterized the
educational background of the troops in this way:

A very large majority of the soldiers born
and brought up in the Northwestern
States...could read and write, but of these
many could read but very imperfectly, and
composed a letter with great difficulty.
Union soldiers from the slave states were
deplorably destitute of common school
education. Thousands of soldiers learned
to write letters while in the army. In my
army Sunday-school of 150 to 250 from my
own regiment, I found a large number were
poor readers. They were very imperfectly
taught in the common schools. The same I
found true of schools in other regiments.
The letter writing showed that the writers
were very imperfectly instructed in
orthography. The average age of the
soldiers I met, was certainly under 30
years. In a word, our soldiers show that a
great imgrovement is needed in common
schools . 28

The common school movement was well established by the
last half of the century and the common soldier’s need for
such an education began to be appreciated by Congress, the
War Department and the paternalists within the officer
corps. When, in 1866, it was found difficult to secure
enlistments for the army, Secretary of State Charles Sumner
proposed that at every army post and garrison the officers

should teach the men the rudiments of education. Sumner
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who, according to Senator Nye, had a habit of reading
letters in support of his positions on the floor of the
Senate, read a letter from Major General Lew Wallace in
which he argued in favor of educating every fighting man.
The legislators were reportedly most impressed with the
letter.?29

By act of July 23, 1866, the Congress required the
maintenance of school facilities for enlisted men at all
permanent stations without, however, specifying a means for
providing that education. In September, the War Department
issued general orders requiring the Quartermaster
Department to build chapels, reading rooms and school rooms
where space allowed.30

It was the advocacy of education by reformers who
sought to uplift the lives of the soldiers morally that
gave the greatest, if not the most lasting, impetus to the
establishment of education for enlisted men of the army.
Indeed, in proposing the original act of 1866 which created
the post schools, Representative James A. Garfield of Ohio,
a member of the Military Affairs Committee, had just that
end in mind. In support of the proposition, he argued
that education would give relief from the ’evil of
idleness,’ that greatest scourge to the solders’ lives, in
the opinion of many officers:

One of the greatest evils know in the
standing armies is the evil of idleness,

the parent of all wickedness, and
especially the ignorance connected with it.
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I hope we shall be able to do something to

make it a patriotic army. In the wearisome

months spend in camp and at posts and

garrisons, there is nothing for the

soldiers to do but to indulge in some

deviltry. It is a great evil in the army.

I want the enlisted men to have

opportunities for culture; and I ask that

the Secretary of War shall detail officers

fitted for that purpose.31

Garfield, only thirty-five years old when he
introduced the legislation in May of 1866, was a long-time
friend of education. Fatherless from the age of two,
Garfield’s early education was accomplished in alternating
periods between hard manual work as a farm hand, driver,
and deck hand. At eighteen he studied Latin, Greek and
algebra at the Geauga Seminary at Chester, Ohio. While a
student at that institution iound by Free-Will Baptists, he
had a conversion experience which led him to seek
membership in the equalitarian and democratic Disciples of
Christ, the frontier church which his parents had joined
years before, having forsaken their New England Calvinist
heritage.32
In 1851, he enrolled in the Western Reserve Eclectic

Institute at Hirma, Ohio, and in 1854, entered Williams
College, Massachusetts, from which he graduated with high
honor in 1856. While at Williams College, he taught in a
one-room school in Eagle Mills, New York. He returned to
the institute at Hiram to teach Latin and Greek, and the
next year was elected its president. Garfield spent the

pre-war years reading law, preaching as a lay evangelist







