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Kentucky, where she spent six miserable months as a 
surgeon. The routine of caring for incarcerated women was 
dull compared to her past adventures. She applied for a 
transfer, requesting field service, but was sent instead to a 
Rebel orphanage in Clarksville, Tennessee. There she sat 
out the closing months of the war, ministering to refu-
gees. She was discharged in Iune 1865. 

That fall, President Andrew Johnson awarded her the 
Congressional Medal of Honor for Meritorious Service. 
He explained that, since she was not a commissioned 
military officer, he could not confer a brevet. In 1907, the 
Medal of Honor Board redesigned the medal, sending her a 
replacement.

Fifty-two years after the war, in 1917, the Medal of Honor 
Board struck Dr. Walker's name from the list of recipients 
when they stipulated that the citation should go only to a 
member of the armed services who ”in action involving ac-
tual combat with an enemy, distinguished himself conspic-
uously, at the risk of life, by gallantry and intrepidity above 
and beyond the call of duty." 

According to her biographer Charles 
McCool Snyder, Walker cherished her 
medal and always wore both the orig-
inal and the redesigned replacement. 
Infuriated by the board's citation, she 
petitioned the board to reconsider. 
They refused, demanding the return 
of the medals. Defiantly, she wore 
them until her death. 

Following the war, Doctor Walker did 
not resume her medical practice be-
cause she was interested in writing. 
She recorded her wartime adventures 
in Notes Connected with the Army. 
Then, she contributed articles to 
Sibyl, the dress reform journal of the 
day, a publication for which she began to write in 1857 
not too long after she first adopted ”bloomers.” She also 
turned to lobbying and lecturing on women's rights. Out 
of this came two books, both with enigmatic titles. One, 
Hit, published in 1871, was a rambling autobiography. The 
other, Unmasked; or The Science of Immorality, published 
in 1878, was a treatise on ethics and sex for men, written 
in an amazingly straight forward and terse style for the 
19th Century. 

"Knowledge must ever be the ba-
sic principle upon which pur-
ist morals are founded,” she told 
the reader, and then provided sex 
information couched in a weird 
combination of folk medicine, old 
wives’ tales, and women's rights. 
Among the topics she discussed 
were hermaphrodites, kissing, 
hymens, seminal weakness, 
barrenness, and ”social evil” (her 
euphemism for venereal disease).

Her ideas about male-female 
relationships as revealed through 
her writing give some clues to 
the failure of her own marriage to 
Albert Miller. Her ideal man was 

one ”who truly respected his wife, and treated her with the 
same deference as his honored mother or sister.” She noted 
“this type was quite uncommon." With this attitude it is easy 
to see why she felt divorce was the only solution when she 
discovered Miller was involved with another woman. Such 
behavior by men could be traced back to the sex educa-
tion of the day, she thought. In peer education, older boys 
shared mysteries with younger boys, teaching them by both 
word and deed to denigrate women. She concluded this 
word-of-mouth training resulted in adult males who claimed 
as a right "the seduction of women in or out of wedlock.” 

Today Doctor Walker's prejudices seem laughable—that 
kissing was “reprehensible,” that masturbation was 
”a crime” and that orgasms destroyed “the ability to 
think deeply, logically, gradually, and connectedly.” 

She believed women's dress reform would solve innumer-
able prob- lems—everything from increasing fertility in 
women to preventing rape by men. Barrenness in women 
was caused by tight waistlines that injured fallopian tubes, 

ovaries, and uterus, she said. Treatment was as simple as 
changing dress styles. ”lmmoral clothes,” worn by fashion-
able women led to seduction and rape. Dress reform would 
end this violent crime. But in spite of the part she felt wom-
en played in the crime, she condemned the rapist as a 
beast whose punishment should be castration because ”no 
prison term will make him respectable.” 

The book had little impact when it was published. No 
reviews or circulation figures exist to document any reader 
excitement. Anyone who did read it in those Victorian 
times must have done so behind closed doors. However, it 
does demonstrate the nerve it must have taken to write on 

such a subject in a closed so-
ciety.

Walker was as forthright in 
the lectures she gave fol-
lowing the war. At first, she 
was successful, especially 
in England. Her wartime 
experiences made good 
listening, and she could hold 
audiences with her peppery 
presentations on wom-
en's rights and women's 
dress reform. The leaders 
of the women's movement 
recognized her talent and 
recruited her as a lobbyist. 
She worked with Susan B. 
Anthony, Mary Livermore, 

Belva Lockwood, Lucy Stone, and other ”sisters,” 
crusading for dress reform and for women's suffrage, 
mainly through the Central Women's Suffrage Bureau in 
Washington. She wrote press releases and pamphlets, 
testified at congressional hearings, attended conven-
tions, and maintained a busy lecture schedule. 

The main thrust of the movement for a time was to 
obtain the ballot through mass registrations and through 
petitioning Congress to pass a declaratory law, which 
would give women as well as blacks the right to vote 
under the Fifteenth Amendment. Doctor Walker and oth-
er activists collected petitions from all over the country— 
35,000 to be exact— and pasted them together to create 
a scroll 250 feet long. They presented this to Congress. It 
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was referred to the Judicia-
ry Committee, where it was 
conveniently buried. 

With this defeat, the Wom-
an Suffrage Association 
took another tack, deciding 
that they would achieve the 
right to vote only through 
an amendment to the Con-
stitution. Doctor Walker dis-
agreed with this stand and 
argued that mass registra-
tion and the declaratory 
law was the best approach. 
She was so obnoxious 
in her public opposition 
to the ”party line” that she was 
dropped from the decision-mak-
ing committees. Her break with 
the mainstream of the women's 
suffrage movement did not stop 
her from waging her own crusade. 
Though an outsider, she turned 
up at convention after convention 
for more than 40 years.

Another problem was her stub-
born attachment to the dress re-
form issue. Most women dropped 
it, feeling other points were more 
important in the overall fight 
for women's rights. She would 
not deviate from what 
many viewed as extrem-
ism. Again, she was 
ignored, or even banned 
from participation in 
leadership and meetings. 

One major effect on 
Walker's life as a re-
sult of the rift with the 
suffragettes was that 
her income from lectur-
ing dried up. About the 
same time the public 
grew tired of Civil War 
reminiscences. She had 
let her medical prac-
tice lapse in her enthu-
siasm for crusading. 
To earn money, she 
turned to Kohl and Middleton, a professional booking 
agency. They suggested a tour of sideshows in dime 
museums in Chicago, Cincinnati, Buffalo, Detroit, and 
other midwestern cities. She enjoyed the tour enormously, 
loving the “hype.” She even wrote her own publicity mate-
rial. She continued these tours from 1887 to 1893, never 
seeming to understand the negative public reaction to 
them. They did little to help her declining reputation. 

To ease her economic plight, Doctor Walker spent sever-
al years trying to get a government job and a Civil War 
pension, and she was ultimately successful in both 
campaigns. She worked briefly in the mail room of the 
Pension Office, but was dismissed because of her inability 

to adjust to routine and to taking orders. In 1898, at the age 
of 66, when she finally received a pension of $20 a month, 
she retired to the Oswego farm on which she had grown 
up. There she lived until her death in 1919 at the age of 87, 
constantly involved in schemes that alienated her friends, 
family, and neighbors. For example: She tried to implicate 
her hired man in a New Hampshire murder, apparently in an 
effort to collect the $5,000 reward. Another time, she had a 
vague plan to turn her farm into a training school for young 
women. At the end of World War 1, she sent a long telegram 
to Kaiser Wilhelm offering her farm as a peace conference 
site. Behavior like this, coupled with her general irrascibility 
and tactlessness, only intensified her growing reputation 
as an eccentric. She did not live to vote; the Nineteenth 
Amendment was passed the year she died. She did not 
live to see pants become the common costume of women; 
that did not happen for another 50 years. In the end, people 
forgot her early, outstanding achievements. If they remem-
bered Doctor Mary Edwards Walker at all, it was as ”some 
kind of quack.”

Walker's Medal of Honor

Monument to Mary Walker 
in Oswego, New York

First Day of Issue 
of a  Stamp 

to honor 
Dr Mary Walker

Criticized by 
Major General William Sherman 

as "neither one thing nor the 
other," the mode of dress 
she assumed had far more 
practical value than then 

popular hoop skirts and the 
wearing of corsets so tight 
they caused internal injury.
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  	 “The Yankee Plague: Escaped Union Prisoners 		
		  and the Collapse of the Confederacy”                                        

February 11 Meeting Presentation by Lorien Foote   

By Kathy Clark,Member OBCWRT

By September 1864 Yankee prisoners were swarming all 
over North and South Carolina’s countryside digging up 
sweet potatoes from farmer’s land, breaking into their 
barns, and sleeping in their hayloft. Sometimes the farmer 
will enter his cabin and find a solider sleeping in his bed. 
The Yankee prisoners just wanted food and a guide to get 
them back to their Union lines and away from the Confed-
erates. A South Carolina newspaper explained, “They actu-
ally cover the land like the locusts of Egypt.” The residents 
of South Carolina were scared but tried to defend their land 
with everything they had. The collapse of the Confederacy 
was slowly happening as this story is being told. The end-
ing point was the battle and capture of the southern states 
as Sherman and his Union troops reached Savanah.

Major General Samuel Jones, Commander of the Depart-
ment of South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida was informed 
that prisoners were coming to Charleston after Sherman 
captured Atlanta on September 2,1864. By September 5, 
1864 Samuel Cooper, Confederate Adjutant and Inspector 
General decided to remove most Federal prisoners from 
Georgia. The Yankee prisoners of Andersonville and Macon 
were evacuated hungry and with little clothes on their back. 
The problem became when the Confederate prison sys-
tem wondered what they would do with all these released 
prisoners. Where were they going to put all these men? It 
was decided to send them to Savanah and Charleston but, 
again these cities did not know what to do with them either. 
There were no men to guard them, no place for a stockade 
or fenced area where they could be kept. No running water! 
Using slave labor and working through the night they con-
structed a three-sided fence leaving one side open for more 
prisoners to arrive. 

Jones needed to find guards. On September 12th there 
were more then 1400 Union officers and 6000 enlisted 
men in Charleston. A yellow fever epidemic was reported 
so Jones removed the Federal prisoners from Charleston 
sending the men to Florence. They were put in open fields 
with a small group of reserves to watch over the men. With 
a desperate attempt to escape more then 400 men over-
powered the guards and went to the citizens in the area to 
find food and clothing so they could get back to their Union 
troops. Some men ran into the woods. In Florence, the 
officers used the local population to restore order and help 
guard the prisoners.  Finally, a stockade was built, and the 
prisoners went from an open field into a stockade where 
they would be guarded to avoid prisoners escaping. For a 
time, order was restored.  Jones still had about 1500 Fed-
eral officers who were sent to Columbia via the railroad. As 
the train made several stops the Federal officers escaped 
the train and were helped by slaves, free blacks, white 
Unionists, and Irish and German immigrants. They were 
protected for weeks at a time until they could leave the city. 
Some prisoners ended up on wharves with slave pilots who 

took them, under darkness, to the 
Union lines on Hilton Head.

The train was also used to get 
prisoners to Columbia and again 
prisoners jumped off and ran 
into the woods near the railroad 
tracks and then into the swamps. 
The prisoners who were left on 

the train went onto Florence with no place to put all the 
men. Again, they were left in open fields with inadequate 
shelter or guards. Some prisoners just walked out or used 
the guards to escape. All but 15 Union officers who jumped 
off the train on October 5 and 6 were recaptured while 14 
of the successful prisoners got to Knoxville. Some fugitives 
headed west to hook up with Sherman’s army in Georgia. 
These fugitives became a part of the invading army, weak 
and unarmed with no battle experience. But they did help 
to cause the collapse of the Confederate States of America. 

In the coastal areas of South Carolina slavery was begin-
ning to destabilize but inland they seemed more stable. 
Slaves joined military companies and helped Federal pris-
oners to get to Knoxville. Aid given by slaves became, like 
the underground railroad, a plan to find ways for prisoners 
to escape. For example, Hannibal Johnson, 3rd Maine, 
in late November organized 8 nights with 13 prearranged 
guards and stations to help the prisoners make a safe es-
cape. As slave behavior was changing, the slave population 
included stealing and hiding prisoners in buildings that were 
part of the plantation. Violence was starting to be part of 
slave behavior.

J. Madison Drake and Mary Estes, escapees from the train, 
were protected by slaves and got to Knoxville safely. They 
were not the only prisoners who hated the Confederates. 
Charles Porter Matlock and his family provided food and 
used their children as guides to help the prisoners. Melvina 
Stevens guided solders to freedom. The state was unable to 
provide local security, so it was up to the citizens to provide 
their own security to protect themselves. North Carolina 
General Assembly authorized the state as a para-military 
organization. If more then 10 persons “associated them-
selves as a military company”, the main goal was to defend 
the state and consider the group as part of the state troops. 
This plan was never followed through for by December 
1864 only 1300 men mobilized. Confederate men needed 
to step up as citizens to defend their family and their prop-
erty. Even before Sherman’s army entered the state the 
citizens main goal was to save the Confederacy.

Another aspect of the decline of North Carolina was the 
collapse of the prison system. The Confederate and state 
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officers were able to move large bodies of prisoners. South 
Carolina’s residents were left to defend themselves if a 
prisoner escaped.  By February 1865, 1700 escapees were 
enlisted men walking to Charlotte and officers escaping 
to Knoxville. Even before the end of the war the prison 
system and law and order were collapsing. The collapse of 
the south became more inevitable as the war was ending. 
Eventually prisoners of war were released as the Union 
authorities found the prisons, both large and small, in the 
states of the Confederacy.
As prisoners came home, recuperated, treating their bod-
ies with food and water they had many stories to tell. As 
the stories were told to family and friends a new realization 
of what happened in the prisons and the war, was on ev-
eryone’s mind. The Confederate soldiers and prisoners felt 
it had been their duty to fight and gave their mental and 
physical body for the cause. 

Thank you so much, Dr. Foote, for the eye-opening subject 
that is not talked about or explained in any kind of detail. 
What an important topic about the prisoners of war and 
how they got released from prison. The collapse of the 
Confederacy was explained in detail and the prisoner’s sto-
ry helps us understand how the war was finally coming to 
an end. If you get a chance to read Dr. Foote’s book it will 
better explain how conditions were right for the collapse of 
the Confederacy and the end of the war. 

   Herb Kaufman  (Huntington Valley, PA) 
      won a copy of  “The Yankee Plague” 
        by Dr. Lorien Foote at the 
             February meeting.  

A paid member will earn a copy of the presenter’s 
book at the end of the meeting.

by Byron Stinson, CWTI, May 1971

This patchwork body of amputees and walking 
wounded did yeoman service, including some real 
action. When asked if the Invalids would fight, their 
commander could only answer, “General, they can't 
run!"

In the spring of 1862 the Union 
Army staggered under the demands 
of total war. No experience had fore-
warned of the masses of sick, 
wounded, and demoralized men 
who would shred off in the wake of 
the citizen armies. Captain James 
W. DeForest (12th Connecticut In-
fantry), A Volunteer’s Adventures, 
observed:

There is a constant drain on troops 
in the field, much heavier than 
a civilian would suppose. Some-
thing like a fifth of the men who 
enlist are not tough enough nor 
brave enough to be soldiers. A reg-
iment reaches its station a thou-
sand strong; but in six months 
it can muster only six or seven 
hundred men for marching and 
fighting; the rest have vanished 
in various ways. Some have died 
of hardship, or disease, or nostal-
gia; as many more have been dis-
charged for physical disability; others are absent sick, 
or have gotten furloughs by shamming sickness; others 
are on special duty as bakers, hospital nurses, wag-
oners, quartermaster’s drudges, etc.; a few are work-
ing out sentences of courtmartial. Thus your division of 
fifteen thousand men has dropped to ten thousand or 
perhaps eight thousand effectives.

Bedeviled with the problem of “getting there first with the 
most,” field officers grasped for explanations and scape-
goats. The groping, confused Medical Department provid-

ed a convenient target. It was accused of withholding the 
physically fit and of coddling the almost fit. In a moment of 
pique, DeForest wrote:

Large as our column is, it ought to be much larger. The 
number of men left behind in hospital and convales-
cent camp is amazing. When a surgeon in the rear gets 

hold of a man who is handy at 
blacking his boots or making his 
coffee nice, he is very unwilling 
to let him go back to field duty. 
One of my “absent sick” has lately 
rejoined me by running away 
from “convalescent camp,” and 
footing it along through sixty 
miles of unknown country. He 
says that many others would be 
glad to come if they could get 
away from their keepers.

In April 1862, Secretary of War 
Stanton compounded the prob-
lem he was trying to solve, that of 
shoring up the fighting regiments. 
To provide beds for the acutely ill, 
with an anticipated early return to 
duty, he determined to pry loose the 
hospital flotsam with a stroke of the 
pen. He ordered every soldier to be 
discharged who would not be fit for 
duty within twenty days. In an era 
when every illness was attended by 

hideous complications—malnutrition, malaria, dysentery—
twenty days was trifling. Primary healing was unknown; 
copiously draining pus was “laudable.” A soldier with a 
shattered bone, if he lived, was reduced to a pallid, putrify-
ing scarecrow dragging around the hospital for a year. The 
attrition of men noted by DeForest increased to a flood. 

In the chaos, the problem of finding enough bodies to 
do the work and get on with the fighting was being par-
tially solved. Unsung, almost unnoticed, the contraband 
Negro began to plug the holes in the infrastructure of the 

“The Invalid Corps”
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army. The 12th Connecticut itself had absorbed six-
ty Negroes as nurses, laborers, officers’ servants, and 
company cooks— ten percent of the regiment was con-
traband. The muster roles of the other regiments, too, are 
sprinkled with revealing entries: “George Dana, age 23, for 
three years, Colored undercook,” (Company D, 92d Ohio 
Infantry), “Frank Grant, age 30, for three years, Colored 
under- cook,” (Company H, 71st Ohio Infantry), etc.

Despite assistance from the contrabands, the Medi-
cal Department was short of help even as it was deluged 
with disabled men from the front. The Nursing Service 
was so hobbled by the puritanical restrictions of its 
director, Dorothea Dix, as to contribute little to the total 
effort. The kindest thing said about Miss Dix was that she 
“placed too much emphasis on the moral background 
of the applicants [women 30 years of age, plain looking, 
unadorned by hoopskirts or jewelry] and too little on their 
efficiency.” Civilian corpsmen, hired at $20.50 per month, 
could be partially depended upon until payday and then 
were never seen again.

The use of convalescent soldiers was unsatisfactory 
and dependent upon the sympathy, understanding, and 
cooperation of the field officers—a tenuous thread as 
shown by DeForest. However, the hospital at Point Pleas-
ant, West Virginia, seemed to patch together a cadre 
from regiments operating in the vicinity. Private Joel S. 
Blankenship (Company B, 91st Ohio) and Joel E. Scott 
(Company E, 92d Ohio) were carried on their company 
muster rolls as “on detached duty as nurse in hospital at 
Point Pleasant, W. Va.”——Blankenship from October 4, 
1862, until he was discharged in 1865. For the most part 
those who were willing to give the surgeons a hand were 
bootlegged on the “absent sick” list and the surgeons 
remained unendeared to the line officers. This encourage-
ment of indefinite, unauthorized absence served to under-
mine the morale of the corpsmen and caused bad feeling 
when trust was imperative. 

If troubles come in crops, ’63 was a vintage year. The Fed-
eral Government turned to the draft for men. Angry citi-
zens rioted and murdered Federal agents. Simply to en-
force the Conscription Act regiments of men were needed. 
The demand for soldiers was endless.

Secretary Stanton rescinded the twenty-day discharge or-
der and appointed commissions to examine every patient 

in every hospital for return to duty. This backlash reaction 
was almost as destructive as his original order had been. 
One commission, chaired by a crusty line officer, took a 
dim view of “coddling” and returned 97 percent of the men 
examined to the field. Predictably, the Soldiers’ Rests and 
regimental hospitals were clogged with convalescent sol-
diers with soaring fevers and disrupted wounds. In general, 
however, the boards were a step in the right direction and 
when the medics and line officers began to work together 
the return to duty rate dropped to 73 percent. The lapse 
rate then remained within the limits imposed by the collect-
ing system. But the jig was up with bootlegged corpsmen; 
such nurses could no longer be hidden in the “absent sick.” 

Such were the problems. In an age when soldiers enlisted 
to fight and rallying to the colors was the ultimate in glory, 
it was difficult for the authorities to see that times had 
changed and there was now a lot more to soldiering than 
fighting. And it took a surprisingly long time for the War 
Department to discover its problem wasn’t unique. Indeed, 
there was a historical precedent in the United States Army 
for a limited duty organization—The Invalid Corps! 

On April 22, 1777, the Board of War of the Continental 
Congress established a “Corps of Invalids” of eight com-
panies for garrison and recruiting duty. Each company 
was organized as an infantry company of the line. In June 
1777, Colonel Lewis Nicola was appointed corps command-
er. Among the duties charged to him were: to collect all 
disabled men fit for garrison duty (men with but a single 
amputation were considered fit), to employ the corps as 
guards at magazines and arsenals, to serve as “a military 
school for young gentlemen,” and to be continuously active 
in recruiting for the army.

As early as November 1862, General Order Number 36 
authorized the chief medical officer of each city “to employ 
as cooks, nurses, and attendents, any convalescent, wound-
ed or feeble men who can perform such duties instead of 
giving the discharges,” General Order 69 (March 20, 1863), 
expanded these instructions and imposed a definite organi-
zation: 

At every U. S. General Hospital, the feeble and wounded 
men, unfit for field duty, but not entirely disabled, in-
stead of being discharged, will be organized into detach-
ments, under the charge of the officers acting as military 
commanders, who will assign men to them from time to 

Continued from page 11 - "Invalid Corps"

Company H, 9th Regiment, Invalid Corps
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time, on the reports of the surgeons in charge of 
the hospitals. From these invalid detachments 
the military commanders will make details for 
provost, hospital, and other necessary guards; 
for clerks, hospital attendents, nurses, cooks, 
and other extra duty men.

The soldier was carried on his regimental muster 
as “on detached service” and should he become 
fit at some future date he was to be returned to 
his regiment. Such was the plan; actually the 
Invalid Corps was a one-way SIFCCI. 

The first commander of the Corps was Colonel 
Richard H. Rush (West Point, 1846) of the 6th 
Pennsylvania Lancers. Rush was also the grandson 
of Dr. Benjamin Rush, signer of the Declaration of 
Independence, and the foremost physician of the 
Colonies. Unable to join Stoneman’s Raid (April 
30, 1863), Rush was retired from active service 
because of “chronic diarrhea,” a complaint dat-
ing from his Mexican War days. By June he had re-
covered sufficiently to provide the War Department 
with a “name” commander for its brain child. 

Bell I. Wiley, The Life of Billy Yank, charges the Corps with 
two glaring weaknesses: “It naturally became a refuge for 
some able-bodied shirks, a circumstance, which, along 
with its unfortunate name, made the organization the butt 
of many jokes.” They were even immortalized in song. 
“The Favorite Comic Vocalist,” Matt Gebler, wrote and 
presented “The Invalid Corps.” Unblessed by merit, part of 
the first stanza goes: 

My wife in love with a soldier fell, 
The reason I’m sure I cannot tell; 

She goes with a corporal every night, 
She laughs and says it serves me right; 

So I got drunk like many more, 
Next morning I joined the Invalid Corps. 

Dressed in sky-blue kersey and carrying small swords they 
appeared to be toy soldiers to members and detrac-
tors alike. Sardonic Rebel prisoners called them “con-
demned Yankees.” Many a haggard veteran condemned to 
its ranks begged to be sent to the front.

Of “able-bodied shirks” there was a sufficiency, but 
for the most part, beyond the obviously disabled, the 
Corps was shored-up with “those men not tough enough 
nor brave enough to be soldiers.” Medical officers like 
Acting Surgeon DaCosta absolved some of them from the 
odium of not measuring up by accepting symptoms of 
rapid pulse, sweating, and weakness as evidence of “irri-
table heart disease.” With sympathy and reassurance he 
was able to return 38 percent of such patients to full duty. 
The remainder he recommended for transfer to the Invalid 
Corps —in fact, sixty-nine men per thousand of those 
enrolled in the Invalid Corps suffered from such “heart 
disease.” DaCosta writes, “By transference to lighter and 
less exposed duties in the Invalid Corps, the disease un-
dergoes a decided modification in severity, and the soldier 
is able to perform all duties pertaining to his position.” 

DeForest, keenly aware of the depletion of his compa-
ny during the siege of Port Hudson (May-June 1863), 
describes the circumstances which wore down the 
brave as well: “We grew weak and nervous under the 
influence of summer heat, confinement, bad food, and 

constant exposure 
to danger. Men who 
had done well enough 
in battle broke down 
under the monot-
onous worry, and 
went to the rear inva-
lided.” 

An awkward early 
innovation was to 
provide two separate 
battalions for each 
regiment of the Corps. 
The “First Battalion” 
(Companies A to F) 

was composed of men fit for armed service, guard and gar-
rison duty. The “Second Battalion” (Companies G, H, and 
I) was composed of men with greater ‘disability but capable 
of serving as nurses, cooks, and clerks. Originally a “Third 
Battalion” was proposed—fit for Heaven knows what—but 
the idea died quickly. A complete regiment, in theory, could 
assume all the duties of a hospital cadre. 

To make the Corps “a truly Federal force” men from the var-
ious states were scattered randomly among its regiments. In 
an era when a man went to war with his neighbors this gam-
bit alone could seal the Corps from the hearts of its mem-
bers and insure it a miserable, glamorless future. Surely 
something was wrong with an outfit which mustered 60,000 
men and merited scarcely a kind word outside of the Official 
Records, and the record written by its last commander.

Events conspired to make the history of the Corps even 
blacker than the banner under which it was born. As the first 
regiments were armed, the draft, enforced by the Federal 
authority, began. Rioting from New York to Chicago precip-
itated hasty calls for troops. In June 1863, the Union was 
crucially engaged on several fronts: the Army of the Poto-
mac dogged the Rebels into Pennsylvania, Grant gnawed at 
Vicksburg, and the Army of the Cumberland tramped the 
dusty roads through East Tennessee. Confused discharge 
policies were dumping 103,772 desperately needed men 
back into civilian life. There were no replacements but the 
invalids.

Provost Marshal General James B. Fry ordered regiments 
of the First Battalion to Montpelier, Vermont, to be ready 
“to arrest the Rutland men” who opposed the draft. Other 
regiments were sent to New York and Detroit. This early 
demand for troops shattered the First and Second Battal-
ion regiment concept but imposed an order of necessity 
on the Invalid Corps. The hastily organized First Battalion 
regiments were placed under the command of the Provost 
Marshal. 

With a bit more leisure, the Second Battalion men were col-
lected into serially numbered companies. These companies 
reported to the senior medical officer of the hospital to 
which they were attached. (The number designation of the 
companies served to widen further the gap between the 
unfortunate corpsmen and their fellow soldiers since all 

Colonel 
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other companies were designated by letters of the alpha-
bet.) When the senior surgeon was made commander of 
the Second Battalion companies, the company officers, in 
effect, became the first Medical Service Corps officers: 

The Senior Officer of the Invalid Corps, under the direc-
tion of the Surgeon-in-Charge, shall have the immedi-
ate supervision of all matters connected with police 
and discipline of the hospital. He will keep records of 
clothing, equipment, pay, muster, death and interment. 
He will reside within the hospital precincts, and visit 
every part of it daily. 

Out of the dust, confusion, and summer heat, the Inval-
id Corps had found direction and purpose even if dignity 
and glory were denied it.

Ninety-Eight of General Fry’s marshals had been mur-
dered in trying to enforce the draft law. To him the First 
Battalion regiments were a rare bounty. With a flare for 
ringing, martial commands, he ordered on July 14, 1863, 
“hold the companies for the Invalid Corps ready to move 
to any point where they may be needed.” In Detroit they 
grandly “manned and mounted a section of Parrott guns.” 
Colonel Rush wired, “only infantry is authorized,” and was 
ignored in the rushing to and fro. Companies were sent 
to Louisville, Elmira, Albany, New York City, and Philadel-
phia. Former officers applied for duty in large numbers, 
former enlisted men were less enthusiastic. General Fry 
noted that much of the hubbub was hysterical and settled 
down with the Surgeon General to beat some discipline 
into their foundling. 

Field commanders posed a pressing problem by dumping 
their losers, especially officers, onto the Corps. The an-

swer to this maneuver, as it had been in purging the Medical 
Corps earlier, was to establish examining boards for officers. 

To be Continued in Next Issue (April)


