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Fellow Comrades: The Grand Army of the Republic
in South Dakota

STEPHEN T. MORCAN

Thousands of former Union Army soldiers settled in Dakota Territory after the Civil War seeking jobs, prosperity, and a new start. They
homesteaded, founded towns, and participated in local affairs. They
served in political office and established business enterprises. They
carried on Memorial Day traditions and agitated for veterans' benefits
that exist today. Many of these ex-soldiers were active in the Grand
Army of the Republic (GAR), a fraternal organization that counted
several hundred thousand former Union Army soldiers among its
members nationwide, in Dakota, as elsewhere, these citizen soldiers
shared a common bond of past experience and concern for the future.
The nation owed veterans a large debt for having preserved the Union,
GAR members contended, and they became politically active in order
to see that the debt was paid. In so doing, GAR members Hke Arthur
C. Mellette of Watertown, George S. Silsby of Mitchell, Oscar S. Gifford of Canton, Cornelius S. Palmer of Sioux Falls, and George W.
Snow of Springfield not only played an important role in ensuring the
welfare of their comrades but were also a significant force in shaping
the Republican politics of the state of South Dakota.'
The author thanks )aines Marten, professor of history at Marquette University, and the
staff of the Mitchell Public Library. Mitchell, Soutli Dakota, for their assistance in the researching and writing of this article.
I. The GAR has received little mention in the general works on South Dakota. Herbert S.
Schell's History of South Dakota, 4th ed.. rev. John E. Miller (Pierre: South Dakota State Historical Society Press, 2004). fails to mention the GAR at ail, while one diapter on organizations and military societies appears in George W. Kingsbury. History of Dakota Territory.
and George Martin Smith, ed.. South Dakota: ¡ts History and ¡ts People, 5 vols. (Chicago: S. J.
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A somewhat romanticized account of the founding of the GAR
holds that Benjamin Franklin Stephenson, an army surgeon with the
Fourteenth Illinois Regiment, started the first local post in Decatur,
Illinois, in April i865. He is said to have envisioned a broad brotherhood of veterans dedicated to "fraternity, charity, and loyalty," which
became the official motto of the GAR. Gontrol of the organization,
however, soon passed to men who used it to further their own political ambitions. Among them were two Civil War veterans—Richard
Oglesby, governor of Illinois, and John A. Logan, who aspired to the
United States Senate. Both men stood firmly on the radical side of Reconstruction policy after the war and saw the potential of the GAR as
a political pressure group and voting bloc. Logan went on to become
the organization's national commander-in-chief in 1868 and transformed it from a regional into a national entity. He eventually served
in both houses of Congress and ran for vice-president with James G.
Blaine on the Republican ticket in 1884.^ Many other soldier-politi-

Clarke, 1915). y 386-4!5. By contrast, various compendiums are filled with sketches that
mention the subjects' membership in the GAR. See. for example, Weston Arthur Goodspeed, The Province and tíic States, A History of the Province of Louisiana Under France and
Spain, and of the Territories and States of the United States Formed Therefrom, 7 vols. (Madison,
Wis.: Western Historical Association, 1904}, 7: 204-5, 239-40, 259-63, 270-72, 287-89,
314-15; George A. Ogle, ed.. Memorial and Biographical Record: An Illustrated Compendium of
Biography, Central South Dakota (Ghicago: George A. Ogle & Co.. 1899), pp. 234-1103, and
Memorial and Biographical Record ofiiimer, Lincoln, Union and Clay Counties, South Dakota
(Chicago: George A. Ogle & Co., 1897), pp. 21-560. Biographies of GAR officers appear scattered throughout "A History of the Department of South Dakota Grand Army of the Republic." South Dakota Historical Collections 16 (1932): 15-179. For the most comprehensive collection of biographies of Civil War veterans in one county, see Winifred Fawcett and Thelma
Hepper, Veterans of the Civil War Who Settled in Potter County, Dakota Territory (Gettysburg,
S.Dak.: By the Authors, 1993).
2. Mary R. Dearing, Veterans in Politics: The Story of the C. A. R. (Baton Rouge: Louisiana
State University Press, 1952). pp. 81, 84-86; james P. ]ones,john A. Logan: Stalwart Republican from ¡ilinois (Tallahassee: University Presses of Florida, 1982), pp. 17. 19. and Biack
Jack: John A. Logan and Southern Illinois in the Civil War Era (Tallahassee: Florida State University, 1967), pp. 273-74. ^^ST ^- Stephenson, daughter of Benjamin Stephenson, claims
that her father was snubbed because he was neither a high-ranking military commander nor
an ambitious office-seeker. When Logan moved the GAR headquarters from Illinois, to
Washington, D.C. he recommended tliat the rules be changed so that the adjutant general
officer (then Stephenson) would be appointed by tlie national commander rather than
elected by the members at large. Mary Harriet Stephenson, Dr. B. F. Stephenson, Founder of
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cians hoped, as well, to benefit from associating with the GAR.'
A specific objective of the GAR leadership during the organization's
first three years of existence was to use the organization for partisan
purposes. One incident that convinced Logan of the political importance of the veteran's organization was the attempted removal of Secretary of War Edwin Stanton from office in 1867-1868. Stanton identified with the Radical Republicans in Congress, who favored civil and
political rights for former slaves and a strict process by which the Confederate states could be readmitted to the Union. When he opposed
President Andrew Johnson's more lenient handling of the readmission of southern states, Johnson fired him. Stanton refused to leave
his post, and Johnson threatened to use force to have him removed.
Logan, national GAR commander at the time, defended the secretary,
ordering veterans to form battalions and be prepared to take over the
government if necessary. Logan barricaded himself in the war department building with Stanton while GAR veterans stood guard in the
vicinity, but the matter was resolved without confrontation. Some historians further claim that the GAR was instrumental in electing the
Ulysses S. Grant-Schuyler Colfax team in the presidential campaign
of 1868. In fact, the national order received so much criticism about
its close association with the Republican party that in 1869 the organization forbade individuals to use the GAR for the sole purpose of
seeking or holding public office. The directive, however, was often ignored by members and national officers alike/
the. Grand Army of the Republic: A Memoir (Springfield. 111.: H. W. Rokker, 1894), pp. 58.
62-69.
J. For example. Ambrose Burnside. a Union commander during the Civil War, became
governor of Rhode Island in 1866 and served in the United States Senate from 1875 to 1881.
Burnside was the national GAR commander from 1871 to 1875. Russell Alger, who became
governor of Michigan in 1884, was the secretary of war from 1897 to 1899 and served in the
Senate from 1902 to 1907. Alger was GAR national commander from 1889 to 1890. Stuart
McConneil, Glorious Contentment: The Grand Army of the Republic, i86^~igoo (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1992}, p. 25; Dearing. Veterans in Politics, pp. 94-112;
Wallace E. Davies, Patriotism on Parade: The Story of Veterans' and Hereditary Organizations in
America. 1785-1900 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1955). pp. 87.196. 289.
4. Oliver M. Wilson, The Grand Army of the Republic Under /ts First Constitution and Ritual
(Kansas City, Mo.: Franklin Hudson Publishing Co., 1905), pp. 16-17, 214; McConneil. Glorious Contentment, pp. 20-27; Dearing, Veterans in Politics, pp. 72-74, 148-81. 191-92;
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The former Union soldiers who constituted the membership of the
GAR had come to support the Republican party during the war for
various reasons. Some were convinced that Republicans were committed to order, stability, and preserving the nation. Others joined the
party ranks because they were drawn to Abraham Lincoln, who was
not only their president but also their com mander-in-chief, and they
wholeheartedly supported his handling of the war. Still other soldiers
were attracted to the favorable stance the Republicans took on abolitionism, a transcontinental railroad, and a homestead act. According
to historians Mary Dearing and Wallace Davies, Radical Republicans
in particular demonstrated a commitment to serving the interests of
Union soldiers. Because the Republican party supported land bounties and pensions in return for soldiers' service in the war, many remained politically loyal to the party.^
Factors aside from politics built up the GAR as an organization, as
well. Soldiers who had recently left the battlefield sought out others
with whom they could share their wartime experiences. The GAR became a source of solidarity and fellowship for veterans, providing these
men an opportunity to support one another in readjusting to civilian
life or coping with their new disabilities. As an organization, the GAR
was essential to providing a way for veterans to share their burdens
with others who may have had similar experiences/'
The basic organizational structure of the GAR was much like that of
other late-nineteenth-century fraternal groups such as the Masons or
the Odd Fellows. Like the Masons, the GAR had its own initiation rit-

Davies. Patriotism on Parade, pp. 189-93; Matthew josephson. The Políticos: 1S65-1896 {New
York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1938), pp. 44-49; George H. Mayer, The Republican Party,
i8'j4-ig66 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1967), pp. 156-61,
5, Dearing, Vétérans in Politics, pp. 13-21; Davies, Patriotism on Parade, pp. 87, 189-9}. ^ "
also Herbert S, Schell. "Politics—Palaver and Polls." in Dakota Panorama, ed. J, Leonard )ennewein and Jane Boorman (Mitchell. S.Dak.: Dakota Territory Centennial Commission.
1961), p. 189,
6. McConnell. Glorious Contentment, pp, 20-24; Dearing, Veterans in Politics, pp. 72-74,
96; Arthur A. Ekirch. Jr.. The Civilian and the Military (New York: Oxford University Press,
1956). pp. 107-8: J, Worth Carnahan, Manual of the Civil War and Key to the Grand Army of
the Republic and Kindred Societies (Washington, D.C: United States Army & Navy Historical
Association, 1899). p, 20.
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uals and secret orders. Members used secret handgrips, passwords,
and a procedure for admission into the "post room" at their meetings.
While the Masons built temples for their meeting places and issued
decrees through various levels, the GAR built memorial halls with
post rooms decorated in a particular fashion. On the walls hung portraits of famous generals, flags, and photographs or maps of major
battles. In some GAR halls, a library of war books or Givil War memorabilia formed part of the post-room attire. In many halls, the focal
point was a coffin overlaid with an American flag, crossed sabers, and
a Bible. In later years, altars were added.^
The GAR in Dakota Territory organized under the provisional jurisdiction of the state of Iowa. In most instances, states and territories
received charters from the national headquarters authorizing the organization of GAR posts through an adjoining state or territory. The
provisional meeting with the Iowa delegates administering the charter for Dakota Territory took place in Yankton in February 1883, when
thirteen local posts were created. General Thomas S. Free of Sioux
Falls was selected as the first provisional department commander for
the Dakota organization, winning reelection at the first annual Department of Dakota GAR encampment, held in Sioux Falls on 29-30
April 1884. Free had risen to the rank of major general in the Tenth
Iowa Volunteer Infantry before his discharge in 1866 and likely won
election out of respect for his wartime rank. While the GAR had no
membership requirements based on rank or duration of service, these
aspects were important criteria by which members judged each other,
especially when selecting officers.^
7. Mary Ann Clawson, Constructing Brotherhood: Class. Gender, and Fratemalism (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 198g}, pp. 124-25, 127-29; McGonnell, Glorious Contentment, pp. 87-93; Davies, Patriotism on Parade, pp. 120, 123-24; Wilson, Grand Army of
the Republic, pp. 206-10, 222-24; Robert B. Beath, Services for the Use of the GAR (Philadelphia, Pa.: N.p., 1884), pp. 43-46. 49-59.
8, Garnahan, Manual of the Civil War. p. 20; McConnell, Glorious Contentment, p. 81; Proceedings of the First Annual Encampment of the Grand Army of the Republic, Department of
Dakota, Convened at Sioux Falls, April 2Q-30, 1&&4 (Sioux Falls, D.T,: Caldwell & Biiss, 1884),
pp. 8-10. AU proceedings and journals for the annual GAR encampments for the Department of Dakota and Department of South Dakota can be found in GAR Collection, boxes
3378B, 3379A, and 3379B, State Archives, South Dakota State Historical Society (SDSHS),
Pierre,
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The establishment and growth of the GAR in Dakota Territory coincided with the Great Dakota Boom years of the 1880s, when cheap
land, favorable weather, and railroad development drew tens of thousands of settlers to the territory. Twenty-eight of the territory's fortyeight counties had more than one hundred veterans apiece by 1885.
About one-quarter of the veterans who settled in Dakota during the
decade received scrip certificates for land as part of their compensation for serving in the Givil War. Union veterans could also settle and
claim ownership of 160 acres of land, just as civilian farmers were allowed under the Homestead Act.^ Veterans and their spouses for a
time constituted the entire population of at least one community. In
1883, Gaptain james Bryson led a group of settlers to land in Potter
County east of where the Little Gheyenne River joins the Missouri
River. The veterans settled in four adjacent sections and formed the
town of Gettysburg, which became known throughout the territory as
the GAR "colony." Other Potter Gounty towns carried the names "Appomattox" and "Lincoln."'"
During this period, the national GAR experienced tremendous
growth, as well, due to its aggressive recruiting efforts and the interest
of aging veterans in pension benefits. The person responsible for
much of this expansion was George Lemon, a Givil War veteran and
ambitious pension attorney who began publishing the National Tribune in 1877. The publication became the catalyst for pushing the
cause of pension legislation through Gongress during the 1880s and
1890S and attracting new members, particularly in the Midwest and
Northern Great Plains."
From the original thirteen charter posts in 1883, the GAR in Dakota
9. Schell, History of South Dakota, p. 159; U.S.. Department of the Interior, Bureau of the
Census, Special Schedule No. 6, List of Ex-Soldiers of the Volunteer and Regular Army of
the United States in Dakota Territory, 1885. roll 9529, Slate Archives, SDSHS, and Eleventh
Census of the United States, 1890, Schedules Enumerating Union Veterans and Widows of
Union Veterans of the Civil War, National Archives Microfilm Publication M123, roll 94.
10. Doane Robinson. "Early Days in Potter County," South Dakota Historical Collections 12
(1924); 265; Cece Stilgebouer and Ruth Stilgebouer, eds., Gettysburg. South Dakota, -/¡th Anniversary, July n-12, 395^ (Gettysburg, S.Dak.: N.p., 1958), pp. 8-ro; Schell, History of South
Dakota, p. 169.
11. Dearing. Veterans in Politics, pp. 268-73; Davies, Patriotism on Parade, pp. 106-7.
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From its peak in 1895, the number of GAR members in South Dakota had fallen to
less than one thousand by 1914, when this photograph was taken.

Territory grew to sixty-two posts in 1884. The following year saw the
addition of twenty-six more posts and 550 new members. By 1886,
over three thousand veterans belonged to 112 posts throughout the territory. Membership in the Department of Dakota GAR reached its
highest level in 1890, with 135 posts and 3.748 veterans active. Although the territory was divided in November 1889 into North Dakota
and South Dakota, the GAR continued to function as a single organization under the Department of Dakota until 1891.'^
The exact number of Civil War veterans who resided in Dakota Territory vñll never be known. The 1885 special census of Civil War veterans
reveals that about six thousand ex-soldiers lived in Dakota Territory,
12. Journal of the Twenty-second Annual Session of the National Encampment. Grand Army of
the Republic, Columbus, Ohio. September ¡2th, ijtfi. and 14th, 1888 (Minneapolis: Harrison &
Smith, 1888), p. 33. According to the official encampment journals, membership in the
Dakota and South Dakota GAR never reached more than four tJiousand in any given year.
See Journal of the Eißh Annual Session. Territorial Encampment, Department of Dakota, Grand
Army of the Republic, Redßeld, Dakota, March 2y, 28, and 29, 1888 (Sioux Falls: Dakota Bell
Publishing, i888), p. 21; Journal of the Seventh Annual Session of the State Encampment, Departinent of South Dakota, Grand Army of the Republic, Sioux Falls, South Dakota, March 19,
20, 21,1S90 (Mitchell, S.Dak.: Mitchell Printing Co., 1890). pp. 31-32.
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while the 1890 military census counts about nine thousand veterans
residing in South Dakota alone. Neither census, however, included all
of the counties in existence at the time. Territorial officials' estimates of
the total number of Civil War veterans were extremely high and may
have been deliberately infiated to impress citizens, potential settlers, or
officials in Washington, D.G. In 1887, Governor Gilbert Pierce stated
in an address to the territorial assembly that between ten and twenty
thousand Civil War veterans resided in Dakota. One territorial legislator put the number as high as twenty-five thousand/'
Unlike most other nineteenth-century fraternal associations, the
GAR had a finite membership. Once all of its members were deceased, the organization passed out of existence. The South Dakota
GAR peaked in 1895 with ninety-one posts and 2,840 active members. By 1913, its numbers had dwindled to fewer than one thousand
members. The department was officially surrendered when commander Levi Van Vorhis from Hitchcock, T. O. Howe Post No. 33, died in
1941. The national GAR, which reached its zenith in 1889 and 1890
with over four hundred thousand active members, held its last encampment in 1949 and officially disbanded when its last member, Albert Woolson, died in August 1956.'''
13. Special Schedule No. 6. List of Ex-Soldiers of the Volunteer and Regular Army of the
U.S. in Dakota Territory: Schedules Enumerating Union Veterans and Widows; Kingsbury.
History of Dakota Territory, 2:1465; Dakota Territory, Legislative Assembly, Jowmai of the
House {1889), p. 728. William V. Lucas, Department of Dakota commander from 1885-1887.
cited the ten thousand figure in addressing the 1887 GAR convention. Journal of the Fourth
Annual Session of the Territorial Encampment, Department of Dakota, Grand Army of the Republic. Jamestown, Dakota, March 22-24. '^^7 (Fargo- D.T.: Argus Printing, 1887), p. 17. "History of the Department of South Dakota," pp, 182-446, lists about 6,100 men. Not all of
these rosters have complete membership listings because some local post records had been
destroyed or lost by the time of the 1932 printing. I estimate that between sixty-two and sixtythree hundred men belonged to the Dakota Territory and South Dakota GAR over the fiftyyear period from 1883 to ¡932.
14. "History of the Department of South Dakota." pp. 35, 96-97; Proceedings of the Twelfih
Annual Encampment of the Department of South Dakota. Grand Army of the Republic, Held at
Pierre, South Dakota, June 5. 6, and 7, 1S93 (Watertown, S.Dak.: Daily Public Opinion, 1895),
pp. 20, 30; Proceedings of the Thirtieth Annual Encampment of the Department of South Dakota,
Grand Army of the Republic. Held at Aberdeen, South Dakota, June j and 4, 191J (N.p., 1913),
pp. 35-36; Evening Huronite. 3 Feb. 1941; Mitchell Daily Republic. 3 Feb. 1941; [acqueline D.
Wright, archivist, Grand Army National Museum, to author, i Apr. 1996: New York Times.
26, 29 Aug., I Sept. 1949, 3 Aug. 1956; Journal of the Twenty-third Annual Session of the Na-
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All of the local posts in the Department of Dakota appear to have
been numbered chronologically according to the order of their establishment. The thirteen posts organized under the depaitment charter
in 1883 were Fort Yates, Fort Abraham Lincoln, Bismarck, Huron,
Redfield, Mitchell, Yankton, Vermillion, Elk Point, Sioux Falls, Canton. Miller, and Pierre. Each post was required to be named after a significant leader or veteran no longer living, as in the George A. Custer
Post No. I at Fort Yates and the James A. Garfield Post No. 2 at Fort
Abraham Lincoln. After the division of Dakota Territory, the South
Dakota GAR did not renumber its posts in chronological order, but
left the numbers held by posts in North Dakota vacant.''
Beginning in 1884, the GAR in Dakota held an annual "encampment" every spring. Opening-day ceremonies consisted of greetings
from local dignitaries and representatives of the GAR's auxiliary organizations, the Woman's Relief Corps (WRC) and Sons of Veterans.
Next came the officers' reports, resolutions, necrologies, selection of
the next annual meeting location, and enthusiastic elections for new
officers. Posts with the largest delegations of members at an annual
encampment typically influenced the choice of the following year's
host city. Yankton, Sioux Falls, Watertown, Mitchell, and Pierre each
held GAR conventions five times during the existence of the organization. Huron, Aberdeen, and Hot Springs held state conventions four
times, and Brookings and Redfield held annual encampments three
times each. The organization held fifiy-six annual GAR conventions
in the territory and around the state of South Dakota before turning
the operation of its affairs over to the WRC in 1939.''^
tional Encampment of the Grand Army of the Republic. Milwaukee, Wis., August 28th. 29Í/1, and
30th, i88ç) (St. Louis, M e : A. Whipple, 1889). p. 6. Journal of the Twenty-Jourth Annual Session of the National Encampment, Grand Army of the Republic, Boston, Mass., Ai^st 13th and
14th. lSgo (Detroit, Micb.: Richmond & Backus, 1890). p. 7.
15. Robert B. Beath, The Grand Army Blue-Book, Containing the Rules and Regulations of the
Grand Army of the Republic and Oßidal Decisions and Opinions Thereon (Philadelphia, Pa.:
N,p., 1884), pp. 20-21; Proceedings of the Tenth Annual Encampment of the Department of
South Dakota. Grand Army of the Republic, Held at Chamberlain, South Dakota, June 6th. yth,
and 8th. iSpj (Aberdeen, S.Dak.: News Printing, 1893), pp. 96-103.
16. Journal of the Eijly-fifih Annual Encampment of the Grand Army of the Republic. Department of South Dakota, Convened at Huron, South Dakota. June 6. 7. 8. g, 1^38 (Watertown:
Public Opinion Publishing Co.. 1938}, pp. 5-6. In 1996, the WRC still had seventy active
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; ANNUAL ^
ENCAMPMENT

SOOTHDAKOTA

VANKTON
'/arcfi 25, i?6, 9.

Veterans who attended the annual CAR
encampments brought home souvenir
ribbons such as these commemorating
the i888 and 1891 gatherings.
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Encampment organizers eagerly sought out dignitaries to bring to
their meetings, knowing that nationally recognized personalities
would increase veterans' attendance and attract the local public. Wellknown veterans, public speakers, or officeholders were often recruited
to attend the annual encampments. When deciding where to hold a
future meeting, members would rally to have their local chambers of
commerce pay the expenses for a prominent person to visit should the
meeting be held in their city. Former national commander John Logan was probably the most sought-after GAR dignitary in the country.
One GAR member even suggested scheduling an encampment date
around Logan's convenience if he would agree to visit Dakota. "A wellknown dignitary would give this department a grand impetus," the
member remarked, "and .. . would bring in nearly all the soldiers under this organization."'7 When a dignitary was unable to attend, he
would send a letter or telegram of apology to be read at the business
session. Letters of regret read at the first annual encampment included messages from Frederick Douglass, John Logan, and GAR national commander Robert B. Beath.'^
The most significant informal feature of a GAR encampment, the
"campfire," took place during the evenings when the formal sessions
had ended. The host city usually sponsored these events, which were
open to the public and featured speeches, singing, and sidesplitting
stories. Hundreds of spectators would pack an auditorium and listen
for hours to political exhortations and old war tales during which veterans would wave the bloody shirt to emphasize the Union soldiers'
sacrifice for their country. These events proved so popular that people
often had to be turned away at the door. The highlight of the formal
events was the huge banquet or picnic the WRG hosted for hundreds
of veterans and their spouses, typically on the second evening of the
members in Yankton, Aberdeen, and Lennox who raised money for veterans at facilities in
Hot Springs and Sioux Fails. Interview with Delphine Kokesh, Scotland, S.Dak.. 18, 23 Mar.
¡996. For a brief history of the WRC. see Carnahan. Manual of the Civil War. pp. 41-44.
17. Journal of the Third Annuoi Session of the Territorial Encampment, Department of Dakota,
Grand Army of the Republic, Watertown, D.T., March 24-25, 1886 (Canton. D.T.: N. C Nash,
1886). p, 56. See also ]ones, John A. Logan, pp. l o - n , 31,83,120,171. 190-93, 210-11, 220-21.
18. Proceedings of the First Annual Encampment, pp. 27-J4.
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encampment. Before the meal began, banquet dignitaries frequently
stood and toasted the various members of the local GAR and WRC
who had made the preparations."^
State and national encampments were alluring social outings, giving convention-goers an opportunity to escape the humdrum of
prairie life and visit a city or metropolitan area. State encampments in
South Dakota lasted for two or three days, while national conventions
occupied a week. The large numbers of veterans, spouses, relatives,
and dignitaries who converged upon a convention city put much
stress upon local accommodations. In some cases, schoolhouses and
other halls opened to accommodate the veterans and their guests. Local residents also opened up their homes to convention-goers.^"
The convening of GAR members at various points in Dakota Territory was made possible by the development of the railroads, which not
only provided the means of transportation but also offered enticements
to encourage people to attend encampments. By granting special convention travel fares to veterans and their families, railroad companies
provided a service while promoting new business for themselves. So
important were these reduced fares to GAR members that they often
passed official resolutions during their encampments praising the railroads' generosity. Hotels, eager to benefit from filling to capacity, also
cooperated in reducing rates.^' Other local merchants quickly learned
that encampments were a lucrative business and stocked up on GAR

19. Davies, Patriotism on Parade, pp. 121,128-32; Mitchell Daily Republican, 16 Mar. 1892,
i8, 20, 21 June 1900; Sioux Falls Daily Argiis-Leader, 21 Mar. 1890, 22, 24 June 1909.
20. Jamestown {D.T.) Daily Alert, 22 Mar. 1887; Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader,-j lune 1909.
21. Davies, Patriotism on Parade, pp. 28-29; P>'oceedin^ of the First Annual Encampment,
pp. 24, j\o, 42; Journal of the Third Annual Session, p. ÍÍ6, Journal of the Fourth Annual Session.
pp. 56-57. 64-65; Proceedings of the Seventeenth Annual Encampment of the Department of
South Dakota, Grand Army of the Republic, Held at Mitchell, South Dakota. June 19-20-23,
1900 (Canton, S.Dak.: Sioux Valley News Print, 1900}, pp. 47-48, 62, 93; Mitchell Daily Republican, 5 Mar. 1890, 28 May 1896; Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 7 June 1909. For the development of railroads nationwide, see Robert Edgar Riegel, The Story of the Western Railroads: From 1S52 through the Reign of the Giants (Lincoln; University of Nebraska Press,
1926), pp. vii, viii, ix, 274-88: Alfred D. Chandier, jr.. The Railroads: The Nation's First Big
Business: Sources and Readings (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1965), pp. 3-12, 21-40;
and John A. GarTaty, The New Commonwealth. i8yy-i8go (New York: Harper & Row,
pp. 85-89.
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memorabilia and uniforms or targeted convention-goers with special
sales and advertisements in local newspapers."
Even though the 1880s were years of booming prosperity in Dakota,
the GAR struggled to stay solvent. Keeping accurate records and collecting dues were problematic.^' The GAR assistant adjutant general
reported in 1885 that he was unable to submit statements of the department's losses and gains because many of the posts had simply not
reported.-"^ Thomas Free excused some of this disorganization, noting, "It takes time for comrades to master the details and to become
familiar with the rules and regulations."^' In 1886, the new commander, William V. Lucas, requested that all local posts keep records up to
date, collect the much-needed dues for the organization, and submit
annual financial reports.^^' The next year, Lucas addressed the lack of
adequate record keeping more vehemently, stating, "The great bane of
the Grand Army in this Department is neglect, to use a mild term, or
more truthfully speaking, criminal carelessness on the part of the officers."^^ He went on to recommend that Forest Gity and Scotland surrender their charters for failing to submit yearly reports or to collect
dues. In r886 and 1887, the department suspended nearly one thousand GAR members for failing to pay their yearly dues.^^
Many of these veterans were struggling farmers who found it difficult to affi)rd the initiation and social fees required to belong to the
GAR. Commander Lucas acknowledged that some posts' difficulties
came not from "lack of zeal or enthusiasm, but from . . . lack of funds,
facilities for holding meetings, and the great distance to be traveled by
members."^y Initiation fees ranged from one to three dollars, depend22. Journal of the Viird Annual Session, pp. 59-63; Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 19, 21-23
June 1909; Mitchell Daily Republican. 14-18 Mar. 1892. According to Mark C. Cames, the
writing of rituals and manuals was a growth industry, too. See Secret Ritual and Manhood, p. 5.
23. Journal of the Fourth Annual Session, pp. 16-17.
24. Proceedings of the Second Annual Encampment of the Grand Army of the Republic. Department of Dakota, convened at Huron. March jíi-19,1^35 (Chamberlain, D.T.: Parker & Blair,
1885), p. 15.
25. Ibid.
26. Journal of the Third Annual Session, pp. 15-16.
zj. Journal of the Fourth Annual Session, p. 16.
28. Ibid.. pp. 17-19.
29. Proceedings of the Second Annual Encampment, p. 7.

Copyright © 2006 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

242

South Dakota History

VOL. 36, NO. 3

Commander William V. Lucas led
the Dakota CAR through its difficult
growth years of 1885 to 1S87.

ing upon where the post was located. Annual dues during the early
years were between ten cents and three dollars, with most posts averaging fifty cents. Posts located in small, isolated communities generally had lower initiation fees and dues. Larger communities were able
to hold more social fianctions, necessitating higher fees and dues to
cover the expenses of these events.'*^
The decade of the 1890s further challenged the survival of the state
organization. In 1891, the Department of Dakota divided into separate
departments for North Dakota and South Dakota, resulting in a loss of
members. The 1890s were also years of extreme drought, and repeated crop failures made it even more difficult for farmers to afford
their dues. Many farmers also found it difficult to leave their livestock
and crops in order to attend encampments or even to travel to the
town where the local post meetings took place. Throughout the dec30. Proceedings of the Eirst Annual Encampment, pp, lo. 46; Proceedings of the Second Annual Encampment, pp. 12, i>^. Journal of the Third Annual Session, pp. 15-18, 41-42: Journal of
the Fourth Annual Session, pp, 16-20,
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ade, the South Dakota GAR awarded prizes to those posts that secured
the greatest increases in members. According to Newman C. Nash,
department commander in 1894, the organization remained viable
largely as a result of this competition between posts.''
Not surprisingly, many GAR officers on the local and state levels
were business and professional men who lived in towns or cities and
had resources to devote to the organization.'^ Of these, a substantial
number went on to careers in politics. Historians Howard R. Lamar
and Patricia Nelson Limerick both point out that the politician was as
central a figure on the American frontier as the trader, the missionary,
and the settler and that in Dakota, politics offered people a means of
livelihood. Government was an important paying business, and veterans were just as inclined as others to play the political field for a
source of income. With the cycle of agricultural prosperity uncertain
in the Dakotas, it is no wonder that many veterans used their association with the GAR to gain or hold political office. By associating with
the GAR, an ex-soldier-turned-politician hoped to establish a reputation for being honorable and loyal. Politicians with ties to the GAR
easily appealed to the thousands of other veterans in the organization.
Encampments and conventions also gave potential candidates the opportunity to become known and liked."
Perhaps the most prominent former soldier to enter politics in
Dakota was Arthur C. Mellette. He served with Company H, Ninth Indiana Infantry, during the Givil War and came to Dakota Territory in
1879. An attorney by profession, Mellette first took an appointment as
31. Proceedings of the Thirteenth Annual Encampment. Department of South Dakota. Grand
Army of the Republic, Held at Watertown, South Dakota, June j , 4, and ^, 1S96 (Ganton, S.Dak.:
News Print, 1896), p. 23; Proceeding of the Tenth Annual Encampment, p. 88; Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 3:386, J96-97; Mitchell Daily Republican, 4 Feb. 1890.
32. Davies, Patriotism on Parade, pp. 78-79, 86-88, For tlie occupations of the Dakota department commanders, see the biographies in "History of the Department of South Dakota,"
pp. 16-179.
33. Davies. Pafriotism OK Parade, pp. 86-88; Lamar, "Public Values and Private Dreams:
South Dakota's Search for Identity, 1850-1900," South Dakota History 8 (Spring 1978):
117-19; Limerick, The Legacy of Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the American West (New York:
W.W.Norton, 1987). pp. 78-87. Fora discussion of territorial politics, see Lamar, Dakota Territory, í86i-i8Sg: A Study of Frontier Politics {New Haven, Gonn.: Yale University Press,

1956), pp, 17-18, 75, 97-126, 208-73.
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registrar at the land office in Springfield, later moving to Watertown.
In addition to land investments, he had part ownership in a bank and
a local railroad. A Republican, Mellette was a delegate to the first constitutional convention in 1883 and worked for the cause of statehood
for South Dakota. Following the resignation of Louis K. Ghurch in
March 1889, Mellette won appointment as governor of Dakota Territory. In November ofthat year, voters selected him to serve as the first
governor of South Dakota. Mellette belonged to GAR Freeman Thayer
Post No. 59 in Watertown and spoke at many state encampments both
before and during his term as governor. He also served on the GAR's
"committee of nine," which agitated for a legislative appropriation for
a soldiers' home in Dakota Territory, and oversaw construction of the
home when he became governor.^"*
George Silsby, originally from Illinois, became commander of the
GAR's Department of Dakota in 1889 and led the organization when
Î4. Doane Robinson, Encyclopedia of South Dakota (Pierre, S.Dak.: By the Author, 1925). p.
'^14., Journal of the Third Annual Session, pp. 83-84; Mitchell Daily Republican, 14, 16 Mar.
1892; Journal of the Ninth Annual Session of the State Encampment, Department of South
Dakota. Grand Army of the Republic. Held at Mitchell, S.D., March 15, 16. 17, 1S92 (Sioux Falls.
S.Dak.: Brown & Saenger. 1892), pp. 4-7, 40; Jennewein and Boorman, Dakota Panorama,
p. 398; "Arthur C. Mellette," Monthly South Dakotan 1 (1899): 183-86.

An active GAR member in Watertown, Arthur C. Mellette worked hard
for veterans' causes and earned their
votes in return.

Copyright © 2006 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

FALL 2 o o 6

Fellow Comrades

| 245

the territory split. Employed with the United States Land Office upon
his arrival in Mitchell in 1880, he was appointed Mitchell postmaster
by President Chester A. Arthur in 1882. A staunch Republican and talented speaker, Silsby chaired the Republican state convention in 1892
and served as South Dakota's first presidential elector-at-large to the national electoral college. Governor Mellette appointed him adjutant general for the South Dakota National Guard from 1891 to 1895, and he
was a national bank examiner for the state of South Dakota from 1899
to 1905. In 1902, voters elected Silsby mayor of Mitchell. He served
two terms, leading the city through the South Dakota capital fight."
Silsby and Mellette, as well as other GAR members, used their political influence to further both their own ambitions and those of their
organization. Many veterans, likewise, sought help from comrades
in office for their own causes. Mellette received numerous letters
from various GAR members requesting appointments to county offices, postmasterships, and positions within the Republican party.'^
Howard Lamar points out that a patronage and spoils system dominated politics in Dakota Territory. Throughout the 1880s, however,
identifying oneself as an ex-Civil War soldier was just as important as
declaring that one had the suppori of a congressional delegate.'^
Among the reasons why GAR members in Dakota became active in
politics was to assure federal officials that the territory would remain
unquestionably loyal to the Union. Although factionalism divided the
territory's dominant Republican party, both Stalwarts and Radicals
35. "History of the Department of South Dakota." pp. 25-26; Robinson, Encyclopedia of
South Dakota, p. 109. Other South Dakota GAR commanders such as Cornelius Palmer,
George Garpenter, Simeon Drake, John Ackley. Edward Farr, Philip Lawrence, George Snow,
Thomas Blanchard, Thomas Reed, Harlan Packard, James Wolgemuth, Thomas Dejean,
Alexander Stewart, Newton Kingman, Thomas Brown, and John Jolley, who served in
elected public office as Republicans can be found in "History of the Department of South
Dakota," pp. 29-50, 35-38, 40-41, 50-51, 59-60, Ö5-76, 80-81, 88-92, 95-96, ioo-roi.
36. See, for example, G. H. Ellis to Arthur G. Mellette, 10 Apr. 1889, J. W. Dermavrest [sic]
to Mellette, 11 June 1889, and B. D. L. Dudley to Mellette, 28 Oct. 1889, Mellette Papers,
State Archives, SDSHS. Other veterans wrote asking to be named commissioner of the soldiers' home in Hot Springs. Sec William F. Dunn to Mellette, 4 June 1889, Fred T. Evans to
Mellette. 4 May 1889, M. S. )ames to Mellette, 24 Apr. 1889, and Oscar S. Gifford to Mellette, 20 Apr. 1889, all ibid.
37. Lamar, Dakota Territory, pp. 18-19.
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agreed that it was the Republican party that had preserved the Union,
and they worked to ensure that Dakota Territory remained in the Republican fold. Place names like Union Gounty, Lincoln Gounty, and
Grant Gounty, all of which were established during the Civil War, indicated to incoming settlers and federal officials alike that there would
be no question as to territorial loyalties. Despite their differing allegiances to various local leaders or delegates, veterans in Dakota could
assure the country that they would continue to preserve the system.'^
From the very beginning of the GAR in Dakota, veterans, in turn,
insisted that the federal government look out for their interests. At the
first annual encampment in Sioux Falls, the organization resolved to
petition Governor Nehemiah Ordway concerning the giving of preference to ex-soldiers and ex-sailors in governmental appointments
throughout Dakota Territory. The resolution also called on Ordway to
recommend that private employers give preference to Union army
and navy veterans when hiring. Members of the GAR called for "no
less than 25% of the appointed offices of this territory [to] be filled
from the ranks of the union soldiers . . . and that selection be made
first from among the disabled comrades of the territory." Like other
governors who would be invited to appear at the annual encampments, Ordway knew that listening to the veterans was good politics.
He attended the first encampment where he urged GAR members to
push for legislation to organize a territorial militia.'^
By 1887, veterans in Dakota had persuaded the territorial assembly
to enact a law requiring that Givil War veterans receive preference in
all public-works appointments in Dakota Territory as long as they had
the skills needed to carry out the duties of the position. In 1893, the
South Dakota Legislature enacted fines of up to one thousand dollars
38. ibid., pp. 16-17, 94-95, 112-17. 222-27, 244-65, 272. For discussions of Republican
party politics nationally, see Josephson, The Politicos. pp. 35-47, 80, 89-95; Ekirch, Civilian
and the Military, p. 108; and [ohn M. Dobson, Politics in the Gilded Age: A New Perspective on
Reform (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1972}. pp. 22-39. ^n a remark typical of those he
made in his speeches around the country. John Logan stated, "We have preserved the Union
and we will perpetuate it" (quoted in [ones, John A. Logan, p. 30).
39. Proceedings of the First Annual Encampment, pp. 17-18. See also pp. 19-21. In Mitchell,
Civil War veterans petitioned the city council to appoint honorably discharged Union soldiers to positions in city government. Mitchell Daily Republican. 6 May 1890.
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or one year in prison for employers who failed to comply. By 1921,
preferential treatment in public-works positions with the state of
South Dakota included all veterans of foreign wars.'*"
In keeping with the activist stance of their organization, GAR members ran for the legislature in growing numbers from 1883 until the
turn of the century. In 1883, the year the Department of Dakota was
established, at least four of the thirty-six members of the house and
thirty-six members of the council (the equivalent of today's state senate) were GAR members. By 1887, at least seven of the seventy-two
members of the assembly belonged to the GAR. Ten or more GAR
members served during the last territorial legislative session in 1889.
In 1903, eleven of the 134 members of the South Dakota Legislature
were Givil War veterans, and at least eight can be positively identified
as belonging to the GAR. Nine Givil War veterans, five of whom can
be identified as GAR members, served in the 1905 session. By 1907,
five state legislators were Givil War veterans and GAR members.•*'
Among the GAR members who contributed time and experience by
serving in the legislature and other governmental positions was Cornelius S. Palmer, who had been appointed assistant United States attorney for Dakota Territory in 1880. In 1882, President Ghester Arthur
appointed him to the territorial supreme court. Palmer served as a
supreme court justice for four years and later practiced law in Sioux
40. South Dakota. Laws Passed at the Third Session of the Legislature of the State of South
Dakota (1893), p. 258, South Dakota Revised Code {1919). vol. 2. pp. 2585-2586. and Laws
Passed at the Seventeenth Session of the Legislature of the State of South Dakota (1921}. p, 507.
41, Because biographical information on those who served in the Dakota legislature before 1889 is incomplete, it is difficult to determine exactly how many legislators were Civil
War veterans or GAR members. Some, however, appear in Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, 2:1293-95. 1386-87, :459-6i, and 1553-54, ^nd in Robinson. Encyclopedia of South
Dakota, pp. 49. 168, 176, 332, 387, 578, 586, 684, 724, 747. 916. and 918. Many Civil War
veterans served in the first session of the South Dakota legislature. See Biographical Directoiy
of the South Dakota Legislature, ¡S8Q-ic)8g. z vols. (Pierre: Soutli Dakota Legislative Research
Cotmcil. 1989), pp, 62,157, 239, 309. 319, 335, 386. 403, 453, 489, 559. 561, 682, 698. 709.
713. 719, 729, 773. 787. 822. 853. 952, 1004. [023, 1027. 1072, 1091, 1137. 117!, 1189.1204.
Other soldier-politicians could be identified by using South Dakota, Legislative Manual
(1903), pp. 217-60; (1905). pp. 285-364; and (1907). pp. 383-483. and by cross-referencing
the names in "History of the Department of South Dakota," pp. 182-446. Only information
regarding legislators from the counties that would eventually belong to the future state of
Soutli Dakota was reviewed for this study.
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Falls. He became commander of the South Dakota GAR in 1891 and
went on to represent Minnehaha Gounty in the South Dakota Senate.
George W. Snow, a Wisconsin native who settled in Bon Homme
Gounty in 1870, served as a justice of the peace, county treasurer, and
commander of Springfield Post No. 38 for thirty-five years. In 1890,
Snow won election to the state senate. From 1900 to 1904, he served
as lieutenant governor under Governor Gharles N. Herried as well as
department commander for the South Dakota GAR.^-"
Legislators who were active GAR members probably exerted their
most significant influence during debate over building a soldiers'
home in South Dakota. The ten GAR members serving in the 1889
territorial assembly played an important role in persuading their fellow lawmakers to appropriate money for constructing and maintaining a home for their disabled comrades. During the 1889 legislative
session, four of these men occupied seats on the military affairs
committee, while another four served on the appropriations committee and the remaining two were on the judiciary committee. All three
committees became vitally important for passage of the soldiers'
home bill in February 1889/'
According to William Lucas, commander of the Department of Dakota at the time, the idea for a soldiers' home first surfaced among veterans at their annual encampment in Watertown in March 1886.
From the time of the department's establishment, various GAR members from Iowa had lobbied Dakota veterans for support in building a
regional soldiers' home in Mason Gity, Iowa. Dakota veterans, however, desired a facility v^athin the territory and pressured the territorial
assembly and the governor to concur. The priority and speed with
which a soldiers' home became a reality attests to the strength of the
GAR'S political influence."*^
42. "History of the Department of South Dakota," pp. 29-30, 65-66; Robinson, Encyclopedia of South Dakota, pp. 671-72.
43. Journal of the House (1889), pp. 1-2, 48-49,73, 98, 260-63. 728-29: Robinson, Encyclopedia of South Dakota, pp. 168, 330, 366, 466, 574, 578, 592, 594-95, 746.
44. Proceedings of the Fint Annual Encampment, pp, 19-20; W, V. Lucas, "South Dakota
Soldier's Home," Monthly South Dakotan 6 (Aug. 1903): ^-6; Journal of the Third Annual Session, pp. 1-3, 83-84.
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At the 1886 encampment in Watertown, a committee of nine men,
among them Arthur Mellette, was selected to attend the following
year's legislative session in Bismarck and urge lawmakers to appropriate funds for a home. Appealing to the handful of lawmakers who
belonged to the GAR, the committee had little problem winning support for the idea. Legislators introduced four bills during the 1887 session, all of which passed both houses only to be vetoed by Louis K.
Ghurch, the new governor of Dakota Territory.'''
Ghurch, the only Democrat to serve as territorial governor, had
been appointed by President Grover Gleveland upon the resignation
of Republican Gilbert Pierce and proved to be a frustrating obstacle to
the veterans' plans. While Pierce had urged legislators to "take the initial steps to construct a home for disabled soldiers" at the opening
of the seventeenth legislative session,'*^ Ghurch voiced several objections. Determined to keep expenses down and reduce the overall territorial debt, the new governor argued that yet another territorial institution was unnecessary and unwise. He also objected to the fact that
no specific site had been chosen for the location of the home. In response, the GAR formed a location committee at its Jamestown encampment in 1887 and deliberated over potential sites for nearly two
years. Among the most popular locations proposed were Pierre,
Jamestown, Watertown, and Hot Springs, all of which offered large
enticements in hopes of having the home built in their city. The
Jamestown Committee of Commercial Union promised a section of
land and ten thousand dollars; the Watertown Board of Trade offered
land on the banks of Lake Kampeska; and community officials in
Pierre made an offer of both land and labor to build the home. Hot
Springs, the site finally agreed upon, promised to contribute not just
land, but the timber and stone needed for construction. The town's
promoters, including Fred T. Evans, also touted the region's natural
springs as a therapeutic resource for disabled veterans.''^
í^<). Journal of the Third Annual Session, pp. 83-84.
46. Kingsbury, Histoiy of Dakota Territory, 2:1465.
47. Ibid., 2:1467-69, 1555-57, 1563-65; Journal of the Third Annual Session, pp. 83-84;
Journal of the Fourth Annual Session, pp. 35-40; Journal of the fißh Annual Session, pp. 49-58;
W, V. Lucas, "South Dakota Soldier's Home," pp. 5-7; Donald Mueller and Noreen Petty.
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When the territorial assembly approved a new measure appropriating funds for a home in Hot Springs in January 1889, Church again
vetoed the bill. He pointed out that many of the other states with veterans' homes had larger populations than Dakota Territory but had
trouble operating their facilities at full occupancy. In the governor's
view, Givii War veterans residing in Dakota Territory should be returned to their native states when they became too old or infirm to
care for themselves. He also raised doubts about the usefiilness of
such a home after all Civil War veterans had died.^^
Church's actions infiiriated veterans, especially since the appropriations committee had attempted a compromise and reduced the original sixty-thousand-doUar request to forty-five thousand dollars. Over
the next several weeks, the GAR legislators, led by Milton M. Price of
Sanborn County, refuted the governor's objections, arguing that requiring old soldiers to go back to the state in which their regiment belonged was impractical. Most states' homes were overfiowing with disabled soldiers, they claimed. Moreover, most soldiers had lost their
residency in those states and would not be eligible for admission. In
late February 1889, the GAR lawmakers asked house members to
pass the bill over the governor's veto. In a roll-call vote, thirty-three
representatives voted for the Hot Springs soldiers' home and ten opposed it. In the council, the bill passed over the governor's veto by a
vote of fourteen to four. The following month, after passage of the
Omnibus Bill creating the states of North Dakota and South Dakota,
Church resigned, having long been at odds with members of his own
party over the division issue and certain to be replaced by the new Repubhcan president, Benjamin Harrison.''^
Building a soldiers' home in the state was not the only way GAR
members sought to help their less-fortunate comrades on the prairie.
comps.. Early Hot Springs (Hot Springs. S.Dak.: Hot Springs Star. 1983), p. 16; Suzanne Julin,
"South Dakota Spa: A History of the Hot Springs Health Resort, 1882-1915," South Dakota
Historical Collections 41 (1982); 206, 219, 241.
48. Journal of the House (1889). pp. 638-41.
49. Ibid., pp. y 2S-2Ç); Journal of the Sixth Annual Encampment, p. 56; Kingsbury, History of
Dakota Territory, 2:1475-76,1555-57: Mitchell Daily Republican, 24. 28 Feb., i Mar. 1889; jodi
Holmes Tolley, "Dakota Images; Louis K. Ghurch," South Dakota History 26 (Winter 1996):
284.
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Soldiers' Home, fiot Springs, 5. D.

ill

III

Completed in 1890, the State Soldiers' Home in Hot Springs represented the culmination of years of political struggle.

The organization provided charitable relief to those who were unemployed or physically disabled. It also furnished consumable goods like
wood, coal, wheat, and cows to needy families of deceased veterans. To
establish relief funds, local posts asked members for donations or
used some of the money collected through initiation fees and annual
dues. The Joe Hooker Post No. 10 of Sioux Falls and Ransom Post No.
6 in Mitchell even raised relief money by staging patriotic plays and
talent shows. The case of George F. Johnson of Redfield demonstrates
the extent to which veterans came together to alleviate the suffering of
one of their own. In 1884, Johnson attended the national GAR encampment in Minneapolis, where his leg was crushed by a streetcar
and had to be amputated. Gomrade Daniel N. Hunt, also of Redfield,
started a relief fund for Johnson and raised $2,990, which not only
paid the hospital bill but also financed a new house for Johnson. As
the veterans aged, charitable work to help the disabled or widowed became increasingly important. In some instances, local posts like Phil
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Kearny Post No. 17 in Yankton helped to defray the costs of burying
comrades. 5°
Members of the GAR united, as well, to demand relief from the federal government in terms of pensions. On the national level, GAR
leaders worked with George Lemon of the National Tribune throughout the 1880S to achieve the goals of disability pensions and, later,
universal compensation for all Givil War veterans. For many years, the
GAR had a strong ally in United States Senator John Logan, the former national commander who chaired the Military Affairs Gommittee. The GAR in Dakota formulated resolutions at every encampment
during the decade to support the national organization in its push for
pension reform. On many occasions, the Dakota veterans criticized
the federal government for not adequately taking care of the ex-soldiers, especially those who were disabled or destitute.5'
As a basis for their demands for more liberal federal pensions, veterans cited their belief that the government had entered into a contract with them when they enlisted as soldiers. Having won the war
and saved the Union, they were entitled to compensation.^^ Gommander Gomelius Palmer underscored this position at the fourth annual
Dakota encampment, contending, "This soldier business from any
standpoint of consideration, was a sort of a partnership transaction.
Two elements entered into that partnership. One was the money and
the other was the men.""
50. Minutes, Phil Kearny Post No. 17, Yankton, D.T, 31 Oct. 1882, 6 Feb.. 6 Mar.. 3 Sept.,
15. 29 Oct. 1883, 7 Jan., 18 Sept., 21 Nov.. ig Dec. 1884. z )an., 3 July, 7 Aug., 4 Sept. 1885,
and Minutes. Joe Hooker Post No, lo, Sioux Falls, D.X, 24 Jan.. 28 Apr.. 24 Nov.. 29 Dec,
¡883, 23 Feb. 1884, 26 Dec. 1885, 30 ¡an., 27 Feb., 27 Mar. 1886, all in GAR Collection, box
3381A. State Archives, SDSHS; Mitchell Daily Republican. 21, 24 Apr. 1891, 24 May 1893; Proceedings of the Second Annual Encampment, p. 9.
51. John William Oliver, History of the Civil War Military Pensions, 1861-1B85 (Madison; University of Wisconsin, 1917). pp, 53-54, 90; McConnell, Glorious Contentment, pp. 193-200;
Proceedings of the First Annual Encampment, p, 21; Proceedings of the Second Annual Encampment, p. 8; Journal of the Third Annual Session, p. 54; Journal of the Fourth Annual Session, pp.
12, 15, 49, 50-54: Journal of the Fijih Annual Session, pp. 11,1&-17. 59-60; ^ow^o' of the Sixth
Annual Encampment, pp. 27-28. For overviews of pension reform efforts nationally, see Dearing, Veterans in Politics, pp. 268-307, and Davies, Patriotism on Parade, pp, 156-88.
52. Oliver, History of the Civil War Military Pensions, pp. 90-93; Davies, Patriotism on Parade, pp. 160-61.
53. Journal of the Eourth Annual Session, p, 53. E, T. Langley. South Dakota GAR comman-
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The system of pension laws in effect at the time had been established in 1862 and provided compensation for soldiers who could
prove they had suffered permanent disability due to their military service. The law also provided for the widows and children of those who
had died in the line of duty or from war-related injuries. Pension payments were graded according to a soldier's rank, with a lieutenant
colonel or officer of higher rank receiving thirty dollars a month for
total disability, down to eight dollars a month for a private.^-*
One of the first pension issues to engage the ex-soldiers was the
payment of arrears. The 1862 law stipulated that a veteran's pension
payments commenced with the date on which he filed the last evidence needed to establish his claim. Many soldiers did not have cause
to apply for pensions until years after leaving military service and argued that they should receive back pensions dating to the time of their
discharge. Government officials opposed the idea, contending that it
would extract millions of dollars from the federal treasury, but pressure from pension attorneys and veterans resulted in several measures allowing the payment of arrears."
Although the 1862 pension legislation had been considered liberal
for its day, Givil War veterans continued to press for greater benefits.
Pensioners' requirements and compensation rates were confusing, in
some cases unfair, and open to fraud. Beginning in 1881, the national
GAR organization annually appointed five of its members to a pension committee, which lobbied every session of Gongress throughout
the 1880S and 1890s for pension reform. By 1890, the GAR had
achieved its goal of obtaining pensions for all disabled Civil War veterans, regardless of whether or not their disabilities had occurred during military service. The organization's ongoing efforts eventually led,
in 1907, to enactment of a service pension giving any soldier who had
der in 1891, referred to the service of the ex-soldiers during the war as a promissory note,
"and the soldiers endorsed the note with their blood" {Journal of the 8th Annual Encampment
of the Grand Army of the Republic. Department of South Dakota. Convened at Yankton. South
Dakota, March 25-2^, 1S91 [Huron, S.Dak.: Times Co., 1891], p. 46).
54, William H. Glasson, Eederal Military Pensions in the United States (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1918), pp, 124-26.
55. Oliver, History of the Civil War Military Pensions, pp. 51-66; Glasson, Federal Military
Pensions, pp, 150-78.
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served in the Givil War and been honorably discharged a pension beginning at age sixty-two.'^
In addition to its role in pushing pension reform through Congress,
the GAR helped its members with the business of applying for pensions and settling claims. Many soldiers lacked the official discharge
papers they needed to prove that they were veterans entitled to benefits. The national GAR organization aided the federal government in
settling many ex-soldiers' claims by making available to the Pension
Administration and Department of the Interior its official muster rolls
and quartermaster's reports from all the departments across the
United States.5^ The ability of the GAR leadership to mobilize veterans also played a decisive role in the election of 1888. When President
Grover Cleveland vetoed an 1887 bill granting pensions for disabilities
that had not resulted from service in the war, the GAR denounced the
move as an act of treason and encouraged posts and departments to
issue public condemnations of the action. The political strength of the
veterans as a voting bloc cost Cleveland his reelection bid in 1888.'**
Besides establishing a legacy of pensions for veterans, the most enduring aspect of the GAR's efforts was the institution of Memorial
Day. Its exact origins are in dispute, but the practice of recognizing
56. Oliver, History of the Civil War Military Pensions, pp. 6, 35,117-18; Glasson, Federal Military Pensions, pp. !29-39,164-86, 200-250.
57. Oliver, History of the Civil War Military Pensions, pp. 71-73,107-8; Davies, Patriotism on
Parade, pp. 156-59; Proceedings of the Second Annual Encampment, p. &; Journal of the Twentieth Annual Session of the National Encampment of the Grand Army of the Republic, San Francisco, California, August 4th, ^th and 6th. 1886 (Washington, D.G.: Gibson Bros., 1886), pp.
48-49. By the end of 1886, the national GAR had supplied the federal government with over
seven-hundred thousand names and addresses of ex-soldiers and sailors who belonged to
the organization. In 1886 alone, the GAR provided the federal government with information
on one hundred forty-five thousand individuals. Journal of the Twenty-first Annual Session of
the National Encampment, Grand Army of the Republic. St. Louis, Missouri, September 28th,
29Í/1 and}oth, lSSy (Milwaukee: Burdick & Armitage, 1887), p. 48.
58. Davies. Patriotism on Parade, pp. 165-67; Beath, Grand Army Blue-Book, p. 105; Rexford
G. Tugwell, Grover Cleveland {New York: Maanillan Co.. 1968). pp. 34, 64, 149. Cleveland
was also roundly despised by GAR members for his vetoing of private and general pension
bills and his recommendation thai confiscated Confederate battle flags be returned to their
appropriate states in the South. Robert McElroy. Grover Cleveland: The Man and the Statesman.
2 vois. {New York: Harper & Bros., 1923), 1:189-217; Horace S. Merrill, Bourbon Leader
Grover Cleveland and the Democratic Party {Boston: Little, Brown & Co.. 1957), pp. 105-9.
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the war dead probably began when Southerners started decorating
Confederate graves toward the end of the Civil War. Ladies' memorial
associations sprang up in local communities throughout the South to
create Confederate sections in existing cemeteries or to establish exclusively Confederate cemeteries where the corpses of soldiers were
reburied. No specific day, however, was set aside to decorate the soldiers' graves. Some communities celebrated Decoration Day on 26
April, the day of General Joseph E. Johnston's surrender, or 10 May,
the anniversary of Stonewall Jackson's death. Other communities
commemorated 3 June, the birthday of Jefferson Davis.59
The practice of decorating the graves of dead soldiers likely traveled
northward after Union troops began to occupy the South in 1865 and
noticed the strewing of fiowers on graves. Some of the early biographies of John Logan claim that he and his wife viewed grave decorations in 1868 while on a trip to Richmond, Virginia. Mrs. Logan's
comments on how the tribute touched her supposedly prompted General Logan to issue General Order No. 11 establishing 30 May as a day
set aside to decorate the graves of Union soldiers. Originally known as
Decoration Day, it was renamed Memorial Day in 1882.^°
To achieve recognition and respect for the holiday, the veterans in59. Numerous communities in both the South and the North claim to have originated
Memorial Day. In 1966, Congress and President Lyndon B. Johnson recognized Waterloo,
New York, as the birthplace of Memorial Day, adding to the confusion. New York Times, 20
May 1966; David Glassberg, American Historical Pageantry: The Uses of Tradition in the Early
Twentieth Century (Ghapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1990), p. 12: Gaines M.
Foster, Ghosts of the Confederacy: Defeat, the Lost Cause, and the Emergence of the New South,
1865 to 191J (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), pp. 36-46; Dearing, Veterans in Politics, p. 177: Gharles F. Homer, The Life ofJames Redpath and the Development of the Modern
Lyceum (New York: Barse & Hopkins, 1926). pp. 111-16; Charles Reagan Wilson, Baptized in
Blood: Tiie Religion of the Lost Cause, 1865-2^20 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1980),
p. 28. Three states—Alabama, Mississippi, and South Garolina—do not observe Memorial
Day but instead observe Confederate Memorial Day. Other southern states observe both.
South Dakota, Legislative Research Council, Issue Memorandum 84-7, pp. 1-2.
60. Paul H. Buck, The Road to Reunion, 1^65-1900 (Boston: Little, Brown & Go., 1937), pp.
116-17; George F. Dawson. Life and Services of Gen. John A. Logan as Soldier and Statesman
(Chicago: Belford, Clarke & Co., 1888), pp. 123-25; Jones, John A. Logan, pp. 19-20; Davies,
Patriotism on Parade, pp. 217-18; Dearing, Veterans in Politics, p. 177; John G. Biack, The
Grand Army Blue Book Containing the Rules and Regulations of the Grand Army of the Republic
and Decisions and Opinions Thereon (Philadelphia, Pa.: |. B. Lippincott, 1904), p. 108.
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volved many civic groups and other organizations in their ceremonies. Led by the local GAR, they would march to the cemetery in the
morning to decorate selected graves with flowers and wreaths. Poems,
songs, and other recitations were interspersed throughout the decorating. A benediction usually closed the ceremony, and the crowd
would march back to town. In the afternoon, the public would meet at
an opera house or other large gathering place for another program of
speeches, recitations, poems, and music. Parades were also included
in the ceremonies, and the order of parade marchers usually appeared
in the local newspaper.*''
The national GAR also pressured state legislatures to declare
Memorial Day a legal holiday. New York became the first state to do so
in 1873, with other states quickly following its lead. The legislative assembly of Dakota Territory recognized 30 May as a holiday in 1887.
The following year, Gongress granted the day as a legal holiday for all
federal employees, but it did not become a national holiday until 1950.
6:. See, for example, Mitchell Capital and Weekly Republican. 30 Apr., 4, 25 fuñe 1886, and
Mitchell Daily Republican. 21. 29 May 1890,13, 27, 28 May 1891, z6, 31 May 1892, 28. 31 May
1893, 29 May 1894, 29, 31 May 1895. 20, 29, 31 May 1896. 29 May 1897, 29. 30 May 1900.

Mitchell's Corn Palace provides the backdrop for this decorated wagon carrying
GAR dignitaries. Although the date and event are unrecorded, the men may have
been participating in a Memorial Day parade.
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In 1968, Congress changed the observance from 30 May to the last
Monday in May, effective i January 1971. The South Dakota Legislature has attempted several times to move the holiday back to the traditional date, but in a 1986 referendum vote, the people of the state decided to keep the observance on the last Monday in May.^^
The creation of Memorial Day gave veterans an effective way to remember the comrades who had sacrificed their lives for the nation
and helped to instill the values of patriotism in the general public,
contributing to the rise of what scholars have termed "civil religion."
Through this expression of nationalism, the political and military
leaders of the Civil War gained divine status. The rituals of marching
to the cemetery, decorating graves, and reciting orations became sacred actions. Lincoln's Gettysburg Address and inaugural speeches
joined the Declaration of Independence and the United States Constitution as sacred scriptures. The message of sacrificing individual purposes for the greater good became an indelible trademark of America's civil religion, and no one embodied the theme of death and
sacrifice more than Lincoln. The martyred president became viewed
as the sacrificial lamb who died for trying to keep the country unified,
and Union veterans viewed themselves as Christian soldiers who had
been destined for victory.•"' Addressing Dakota GAR members in
1884, Commander Free proclaimed what the veterans wanted future
generations to know about the war—that the Union side was right
and the Confederate side was wrong. Veterans, he proclaimed, should
be "proud and conscious of the fact that we helped to save [the country], from traitorous hands—and that the principles upon which the
62. Buck. Tin; Road to Reunion, p. 117; Dalcota Territory, Civil Code {1885), chap. 88. art. i,
par. 2115, and (1887). title 16. fourth div., pt. 5, par. 4749; U.S.. Statutes at Large, vol. 64. Act
of n May 1950. p. t58. and vol. 82, Act of 28 June 1968. p. 250; South Dakota, Session Laws
(i986).chap.7. p. 34.
63. William Uoyd Warner, "An American Sacred Ceremony." in American Civil Religion,
ed. Russell E. Ricbey and Donald G. Jones (New York: Harper & Row, ¡974). pp, 89-111;
Conrad Cherry. "Two American Sacred Ceremonies: Their Implications for the Study of Religion in America," American Quarterly 21 (Winter 1969): 739-54; Dixon Wector, The Hero in
America: A Chronicle of Hero-Worship (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press. 1963). p,
10; Catherine Albanese, "Requiem for Memorial Day: Dissent in the Redeemer Nation."
American Quarterly 26 (Oct. 1974): }86-98; Merle Curti, The Roots of American Loyalty (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1946), pp. 192-93.
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conflict was waged are based upon the immutable laws of right and
sanctioned by the Christian world."''^
To help build upon the values of patriotism and public spirit, the
GAR and its women's auxiliary, the WRG, took on the task of disseminating patriotic information. For decades, various GAR leaders boldly
claimed that the veterans' group knew the "correct" interpretation of
American history.*^^ Thomas Free, during his first annual encampment address in 1884 said, "To you is committed the trust of handing
down to your children a faithful and impartial history of your services
as defenders of your country in the hour of danger."''^ Gommander
Lucas stated in 1885 that "the objects of the Grand Army, as we understand them, are not for show or parade, but to preserve an impartial
history of our comrades both Uving and dead."^^ During the 1890s,
various GAR departments set up textbook-evaluation committees to
investigate how the authors of history texts approached the Givil War
and the Confederacy. The South Dakota GAR set up its school textbook committee in 1904.''*
In conjunction with textbook evaluations, the GAR and WRG began
to conduct patriotic exercises and oration contests in public schools
across the country. In 1889, national commander WiUiam Warner
proposed the idea of giving an American flag to every schoolhouse in
the United States. By 1895, the South Dakota WRG was donating a
fiag to every school and teaching students the proper way to salute and
handle the fiag. In 1896, the women of the WRG advanced the idea of
creating committees for patriotic instruction. Thereafter, patriotic instructors became part of every post's administration and, like other
department officers, were required to submit annual reports at state
encampments. As with the observance of Memorial Day, the GAR and
64. Proceedings of the First Annual Encampment, pp, 13-14.
65. Curti, Roofs of American Loyalty, p. 190; Dearing, Veterans in Politics, pp. 402-50,
471-99.
66. Proceetiings of the First Annual Encampment, p. 9,
67. Proceedinp of the Second Annual Encampment, p. 7.
68. Davies, Patriotism on Parade, pp. 2J7-38; Journal of the Thirty-ríghth National Encampment of the Grand Army of the Republic. Boston, Massachusetts, August ljth and 18th,

(Chicago: M. Umbdenstock & Co., 1904), pp. 66-69,
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WRC used patriotic instruction to cultivate a civic religion of veneration for the veterans who had saved the Union.'^''
The activities and influence of the GAR gradually waned in the
early decades of the twentieth century as its members passed from the
scene. The Civil War veterans who had migrated to Dakota Territory
and associated with the GAR had brought with them the same political interests that concerned the organization on the national level.
They worked actively within the system to win recognition and compensation for their sacrifices, helping, in the process, to strengthen
the Republican party in South Dakota. At times, the nominating process for various positions within the local and state GAR looked like
surrogate rallies for larger political contests. Some individuals sought
to use the organization to further their own political fortunes or those
ofa particular locale. The GAR, however, was far more than a vehicle
for personal political aspirations. As a fraternal organization, it provided Union veterans the opportunity to support their comrades materially, socially, and spiritually. The ex-soldiers of the Civil War took
an active and progressive stance in seeking equitable pension compensation from the federal government, a benefit that still exists today
for those who serve in the United States military. In securing a national holiday to honor the dead of the Civil War, GAR members
helped to build patriotism and public spirit, unifying the country
around the common values of service, sacrifice, and loyalty. Theirs is a
legacy that will endure for generations to come.
69. Davies, Patriotism on Parade, pp. 242-43; Proceedings of the Twelßh Annual Encampment, p. 23; Proceedings of the Thirteenth Annual Encampment, p. 29; Proceedings of the Nineteenth Annual Encampment of the Department of South Dakota, Grand Army of the Republic.
Held at Brookings, South Dakota. June 17, 18. and 1^, 1902 (Canton, S.Dak.: N. C. Nash& Son,
1902), p. 13; Journal of the Thirty-sixth National Encampment, pp. 139-40: Journal of the
Thirty-ninth National Encampment of the Grand Army of the Republic, Denver, Colorado,
September ph and 8th, 1905 (Boston: Griffith-Stiliings Press, 1905), pp. 59-60; interview
with Georgia Kiner, Mitchell, S.Dak., 19 Sept. 1995.
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