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The Regimental Fund of the 34th Massachusetts Infantry

The 1861 U. S. Army Regulations provided for a “regimental fund” administered on behalf of the men by a Council of Administration comprising the colonel and up to three other officers.  The Council would meet periodically to review accounts and decide what to buy.
  

As one source of money, the Regulations assumed savings of a third of the flour in the ration, with the cash value rebated by the Subsistence Department.  Other sources included a tax on the sutler of ten cents a month for every officer and soldier in the command; other duties of the Council included regulating the prices the sutler could charge.   Companies kept similar funds, and August Kautz in The Company Clerk
 lists further sources of income, including earnings from a company garden.

According to the Regulations, the fund should pay for the post bake house, the regimental band, a post school for soldiers’ children, and a library.  Kautz lists other possible expenses, including gardening and carpentry tools, games, and other means of keeping soldiers wholesomely occupied.

All of this sounds a bit quaint in light of the coming slaughter, and it seems difficult to believe that a practice established for a peacetime army quartered in small detachments over scores of distant posts would last much past the spring of 1861.  Yet there is some evidence that it did, even in units in the field, and that in at least one case the size and application of the fund exceeded that anticipated in the Regulations.

The memoirs of John Henry Otto of the 21st Wisconsin
 show one way the prewar practice survived among volunteer regiments.  A passage from November, 1862, describes first sergeants tracking ration issues in a blank book, with the value of unissued rations converted to cash quarterly.  For a unit that went for any length of time on marching or reduced rations, this could eventually total a significant amount of cash.  

In the case of the 21st Wisconsin, Otto calculated it to come to $9 a man every two months, or $54 for a year.  No one else in his regiment had looked into it and his quartermaster was not happy when it was brought to his attention “because it made him some worrk [sic] and deprived him to some extent to cheat the boys and government.”

But as Otto describes the workings of ration savings in the 21st in 1862, the cash went directly to the men without the intervention of a regimental or company fund.   A year later there had been no second distribution, though according to Otto the company commanders remained responsible for tracking the amount and “could use such money in such a manner as the members of the Comps. might direct” – a process rather more democratic than that provided in the Regulations.  

In November 1863, discovering that the whole system was to be discontinued, Otto hurried to secure the balance of $310 due his company.  All other first sergeants in the regiment followed his lead, the orderly for Company A discovering that his Captain had actually collected the money all along – and pocketed it.  As Otto states, 

That proved him to be an embezzler and on complaint would have been held to make good the loss to the Com. being cashired and dishonorable dismissed from the service.  The men of the Comp. were for putting him through but he begged so doggishly and promised to refund the money the next two paydays, that they let him alone...

One can only wonder how this afterwards affected discipline in that company!

A more formal, elaborate, and effective course was adopted by the officers of the 34th Massachusetts Infantry.  The detailed history of the regiment written by its Lieutenant Colonel, W. S. Lincoln, has a number of references to the fund.  Taken as a whole they reflect a unit whose officers actively cared for the appearance, discipline, health, and welfare of their men – an interest that flourished when the unit was in garrison and later paid off in its conduct under fire.

The 34th was raised in Worcester, Massachusetts in August, 1862.  It served in Washington City from mid-August 1862 to April 1863, then in the Defenses South of the Potomac till July 1863.  Sent off to Harpers Ferry and Maryland Heights, it was then attached to the Department of West Virginia.  It participated in both Sigel’s and Hunter’s unsuccessful forays into the Valley, and later Sheridan’s.  From the end of 1864 through June 1865 it served with the Twenty-Fourth Corps in the Army of the James.


Lincoln’s first mention of a council of administration comes on the 23rd of September, 1862:

To this council is given the determination of what articles the Sutler shall keep, and the prices he may ask for each.  While it is not of much consequence at what price he disposes of fried pies, dougnuts, apples, cigars, cheese, butter,  & c.; for these the men may or may not purchase, as they feel inclined, it is of importance that advantage shall not be taken of their necessities, and that exhorbitant prices shall not be asked for oil, emery cloth, blacking, brushes, & c., and the other articles which the men require for the proper care of their arms, equipments, and clothing.

The attention to the men’s ability to care for their clothes and equipment presages further expenditures.  In late October Lincoln mentions the donning of white gloves for inspection; in January 1863 he specifically mentions that these were purchased by the regimental fund.
  


Also in this period the fund is tapped to buy onions to ward off scurvy in the men.
  By March, on station at Fort Lyon in what is now Arlington County, the officers get a little more ambitious
:

We have purchased, from the regimental fund, all necessary appliances, and to-day have started a tailor shop, having detailed seven men to repair old, and fit and re-make new clothing, for the men of the command.


The following month, they further add to the services available to the men
:

We have purchased, by appropriation from the Regimental Fund, complete kits and a lot of sole leather, and have organized a regimental shoe shop, where repairing is to be done at a cost to the men of the bare expense of the materials.


And there’s more.  When the regiment moves to Fort Buffalo in May, we hear that they leave behind in storage “our company camp ranges, or cook stoves, which cost us $50 each...”
  A fuller list of expenditures, which now shows an interest in the men’s pastimes as well, comes shortly after the move, on May 17.  The passage also describes a source of revenue not required by regulation:

We have put into full operation again, our tailors, shoemakers, blacksmiths, and armorers shops, all with a complete outfit of tools, and such stock as is necessary; and all, save the armorers
, purchased with the money raised among ourselves.  In addition we have bought our Band instruments, boxing gloves, and foot balls, besides checker and back-gammon boards for the hospital, and have over five hundred dollars in the Regimental Fund.  All this money has been raised by monthly assessment upon the officers, in amount, proportioned to their rank. [emphasis added]


It would be surprising if the generosity of the officers did not have some similar effect on the men.  Sure enough, we learn a few weeks later that, on being moved to a new post in Washington itself, the regiment has an auxiliary force:  

…. Proceeding through Georgetown, and down the avenue, as we neared the White House, the bugles sounded “attention.”  The gaunt form of the President was discovered at the gate … and orders were sent down for a marching salute as we passed.  Our army of dogs [ital. added] being sent back to the cover of our wagons, the regiment formed in column of companies, the band struck up a patriotic march, and with lines beautifully dressed, and arms glittering in the sun, the regiment looked and marched splendidly.


But not everyone appreciated the splendor of the regiment or the sacrifice made by the officers in providing the wherewithal for the band: 

Judge of the unutterable disgust with which, as drawing near to the President, in the conceit that our appearance could not fail of eliciting complimentary notice, we heard him enquiring, “What regiment is it?”  “Where is it from?”  “And how dare they disobey the order mustering out of service, all regimental bands!”


Lee’s second invasion of the north occasioned a redeployment of many of the troops garrisoning Washington and by mid-July gave the 34th Massachusetts at least a hint of the deprivations attending service in the field:
  

Our Sutler, now, eight days since our departure from Washington, came up to-day, bringing us as supplies precisely one hundred papers “fine cut,” and one half box “navy tobacco,” one gross matches, six phials of oil, and one half dozen sheets of emery cloth.  Liberal supply, indeed, for the wants of six hundred men!


But still the regiment maintained its fund, and its habits.  At the end of August a recruiting party sent home to Massachusetts received from each company $20 “toward the incidental expenses of the party.”
  In October the regiment must move its camp and loads onto the wagons “All property, both Government and Regimental.”
  And after a long cold march up the Valley in December, we hear that:

Each company has purchased a patent “meat chopper,” also wire toaster or gridiron, substitute for the everlasting frying pan, which Uncle Sam. issues.  Henceforth we can enjoy broiled, instead of fried beefsteak; and can luxuriate in hash.  As a necessary consequence, there will be considerable increase of company savings.  The Regimental fund has been drawn upon for the means with which to procure like articles for our hospital.


The 34th also held onto its band, which caused a bit of stir when, in late January 1864, the division commander, General Sullivan, ordered them to play at his headquarters.  As Lincoln reports
:

Now, while the members of the band are enlisted men, liable to duty as such in the ranks, they are musicians, only by a little private arrangement known to themselves, and the officers of the regiment.  To us, they are musicians, performing upon instruments either purchased by themselves, or by appropriation from the Regimental fund; but to the world they are soldiers – and soldiers only.  Unwilling to recognize Gen. Sullivan’s authority over them “as a band,” Regimental Special Order directs each member, by name, to report in full uniform, with side arms, but without instruments, at Division Headquarters, this evening, at the hour designated by Division Order.

“But they have played at my quarters before this, Col., at my request?”  “Certainly, Gen., and will again, when you request it!”  “It’s the order then, you object to!”  “Only that, Gen.!”  “Well, Mrs. S. wants the music!  will you see that she’s gratified?”  “With pleasure, sir.”  And so the affair terminated.

In March the 34th moved to Martinsburg, again with its “army of dogs,” who by that spring had grown so numerous that Lincoln was moved to describe them in some detail
:

Among these dogs are a few brought from home when we came out; more which have been confiscated by the boys, at the different stations we have occupied; and not a few coaxed into following us on our different marches.  Some howl at every bugle call; all bark in chorus when the drum corps makes its presence known by its unique performances.  Many are regular in their attendance at all drills, and one of these sings second, whenever our Colonel’s voice is heard delivering his words of command.  Some fall in regularly, and march in line for their rations; others, guerilla like, hang on the flanks, making stealthy approach to the cook-houses, and steal, and are off.  Noble New-Foundlands, wiry terriers, mastiffs, hounds, pointers, bull dogs, poodles, and mongrels of all kinds and degrees.  Our stock has increased miraculously of late, and what with the regular howlings and irregular fights, over which it seems as if the boys luxuriate, as over nothing else, interference came from Headquarters, at last, in the shape of an order.  The fightings were made to cease, but the dogs remained – until to-day, when the boys have corralled all they could coax, and have turned them loose again, with tin decorations to their tails.  


The entertainment must have been all the more welcome given that by this time, as noted in an entry for March, the “foot balls” had worn out.


But the halcyon days of the regiment had very nearly ended.  In early May, 1864, Sigel and his army were on campaign in the Valley.  Despite the accompaniment of a sizable train of wagons, the soldiers in the column had reduced their luggage to what must have seemed to the 34th as something less than minimal
:

Look at us now!  All chairs and stools having been sent back, and tables, and other conveniences of camp life having vanished, we are seated upon the ground, and eating our dinners from dishes balanced on our knees.  The Adjutant writes his orders upon a drum-head, on paper which his clerk carries in his coat pocket, and with pen and ink which he carries on his own person.


But the sharpest blow was yet to fall.  On May 15th, Sigel’s army of garrison troops, wandering in the Valley with inadequate maps and poor intelligence, found itself attacked in a drenching rain at New Market by a smaller but much more efficient Confederate army under Breckinridge.  With the Federal forces but partially deployed, the bulk of the fighting fell on a few batteries and a handful of regiments.  As Breckenridge’s men surged to the assault, Sigel ordered a counter-charge from his right wing, with the following result
:

A charge of the whole line was ordered.  Our men sprang forward with a cheer.  Our dogs, of whom we had a small army, ran frolicking and barking before us, as they had so often done, on drill.  Receiving the fire of both lines, they were nearly all killed.


Little time was spent mourning the dead dogs; two hundred of the men of the regiment were killed or wounded in the battle; Lieutenant Colonel Lincoln was left wounded on the field and captured, making a daring escape several weeks later.  Sigel was replaced and the regiment went up the Valley again under General Hunter, getting all the way to Lynchburg before outrunning their supply lines.  This time they had to retreat into West Virginia, taking a long and wearisome route back to safety and supply.  


By the end of July the shoulder scales and white gloves of the once-splendidly attired regiment were but a memory, and the ragged, louse-ridden soldiers of the 34th were glad to get a regular issue of clothes.  The manner of issue, though, reflects something of their persistent good spirits
:

Preceded by our band, and followed by Lieut. Lincoln, Acting Quartermaster, whose teams were loaded with a complete outfit from head to foot for every man in the command, we were marched to the banks of a small stream, and ordered to strip, in as few motions as possible.  Standing in puris naturalibus, a regiment of naked men, each one grasping his piece of soap, the order was given to “charge on the river.”  Such shouting, and yelling, such tumbling and pushing, such ducking and splashing, such scrubbing was never before seen.  Meanwhile our Quartermaster moved up his teams to the line of old clothes; the Captains receipted for the new issue; and the men, as they left the water, their skins sparkling and glowing, were given the new clothing to put on.  This done, the old clothing was piled and burned; and to the tune of “Oh, dear, what can the matter be,” we marched back to our quarters, clean and bright, and as ill fitted as the last arrived one hundred days men; and for a while we shall feel just as well.

The footballs were worn out in play, the ovens and chairs were in storage from the last garrison stint, the dogs had died in action, and the tailors were in the ranks with muskets.  The old 34th of “dandy soldiers” was gone; the new one would be a fighting regiment for the rest of the war.
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