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“The Responsibilities of a 
Community at War”
County and State Government Aid to 
Hoosier Soldiers’ Families during the  
Civil War

ANITA MORGAN

The history of the Indiana Civil War home front has always included 
a story or two about Wayne County farmers supplying firewood to 

soldiers’ families. On February 28, 1863, farmers who lived east of Rich-
mond along the National Road brought 92 cords of wood into town. A 
few days later, farmers who lived west of town along the National Road 
also delivered wood.  Not to be outdone, another group led by the farm-
ers of Middleborough provided 128 cords in March.  Much later in the 
year, in October, fifty men spent several days sawing and splitting 60 
cords for distribution. That Thanksgiving, eastern farmers returned to 
action and brought in 100 cords. These acts of kindness continued over 
the next year and led to a December 23, 1864, contest to see which 
“delegation” of farmers could supply the most fuel.  Prizes included a 
banner, money, and buffalo robes.  Once again, eastern farmers proved 
their resourcefulness and won with 111 cords of firewood, followed by 
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western farmers with 70 cords, farmers along the Liberty and Boston 
turnpikes with 33 cords, and farmers from the Hillsborough and Newport 
turnpikes with 28 cords.  The Indianapolis Daily Journal reported that one 
specially made wagon, drawn by 10 horses, hauled 18 cords, 20 feet of 
wood.  Unfortunately, the wheels broke at the edge of town and the load 
had to be dragged the rest of the way.1 

Farmers from Fayette, Marion, and other counties provided similar, if 
somewhat less spectacular, donations. Indiana farmers traveled to county 
seats to distribute produce to military families; women’s groups organized 
bazaars and fairs to raise funds; and communities hosted large Thanksgiving  

132nd Annual Encampment Grand Army of the Republic, Indiana Department, Richmond Official 
Program and Souvenir, (Richmond, Ind., 1911); Indianapolis Daily Journal, December 29, 1864.

During the Civil War, Indiana cities and counties sometimes competed to donate  

the most firewood to soldiers’ families.  This wagonload of wood appeared in downtown  

Richmond in January 1862.
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and Christmas dinners for the families.  All of these festivities were duly 
reported in local newspapers, and historians have cited such events as 
evidence that private benevolent efforts sustained soldiers’ dependents 
throughout the war. Private benevolence, however, was unscheduled, 
unreliable, and difficult for a family to depend upon, both for day-to-day 
needs and for emergencies. A “volunteer” writing to the New Castle Courier 
expressed “but little confidence in ‘aid Societies.’ We know that for a time, 
they do much good. But the enthusiasm of the people needs the fires of 
war to keep it burning, and beneficient hides his head in the dust gather-
ing, from the inactivity of the army . . . the members of such associations 
grow ‘weary in well-do-ing’ and the soldiers’ family suffers more during 
the inactivity of the army than during the excitement of the conflict.”2 

A lack of interest may have hampered some groups, but in reality, 
well-intentioned Hoosiers found it difficult to carry out benevolent work 
in many parts of the state. Eighty-eight percent of the Midwest’s population 
as a whole lived in rural areas during the war; 91.4 percent of Indiana’s 
population was rural.  Long distances and poor roads could impede aid 
groups’ ability to provide reliable, continuous support to those in need and 
could also prevent urban-based benevolent societies from reaching families 
in the hinterland. Additionally, as historian Ginette Aley notes, “Across the 
board, home-front women were constrained in becoming heavily involved 
in war work because the absence of men vastly increased responsibilities 
and also diminished resources.”  Women’s duties in their own homes, as 
well as on their own farms in the state’s rural areas, took up much of their 
available time and thus further hampered benevolent activities. Finally, the 
need was so great that private benevolence often could not help everyone.3

The task of supporting soldiers’ families fell, then, to state and local 
governments. A few examples demonstrate the responsibility assumed and 
the abundant aid given by some counties. In spring 1863, Malinda Skin-
ner, suffering from a painful femoral hernia as well as a sore and possibly 
infected breast, cared for her two toddlers and was about to give birth to 

2New Castle Courier, December 18, 1862, microfilm, Henry County Public Library, New Castle, 
Indiana.  Examples of reports on Connersville, Indianapolis, and Madison include:  Indianapolis 
Daily Journal, March 23, November 16-24, 1863, and Paoli American Eagle, May 14, 1863.  Nicole 
Etcheson, A Generation at War: The Civil War Era in a Northern Community (Lawrence, Kan., 
2011), 137, describes a large Christmas celebration in Greencastle.
3For Indiana statistics, see Emma Lou Thornbrough, Indiana in the Civil War Era, 1850-1880 
(Indianapolis, Ind., 1965), 363; for Midwest statistics, see Ginette Aley and J. L. Anderson, eds., 
Union Heartland:  The Midwestern Home Front during the Civil War (Carbondale, Ill., 2013), 3, 
quote p. 132.  Also see Robert H. Bremner, The Public Good:  Philanthropy and Welfare in the Civil 
War Era (New York, 1980), 75.
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her third child.  Her husband Jacob was seven months into his three-year 
enlistment, fighting in Tennessee with the 84th Indiana Infantry. Fortu-
nately for the Skinners, they lived in Jefferson Township, Henry County. 
The township trustee paid the doctor who reduced Malinda’s hernia and 
assisted with the birth of her son; he also paid for the family’s rented house 
and for household goods. Someone in the young family had a prolonged 
illness from September 1863 to March 1864; the trustee again paid the 
medical bill.  At this point the paper trail ends, but when Jacob Skinner 
mustered out in June 1865, he returned to a family that had received a 
great deal of assistance from its township trustee.4 

In Tipton County, John Dollins’s family also relied on their township 
trustee.  Dollins and his wife, Mary, had wed in 1854, and by 1861 were 
the parents of a three-year-old and a five-year-old. Dollins, a day laborer, 
enlisted in the 26th Indiana Infantry in August 1861. At some point, he 
contracted typhoid fever. He returned home in February 1862 and was 
treated by the local doctor and then by physicians at City Hospital in In-
dianapolis, where he died two weeks later. The township trustee paid for 
his medical care and for his “coffin and box.” Mary applied for a widow’s 
pension that October, but in December the trustee gave her $10 to sup-
port herself and her small children while her application was processed.5

Helpful trustees, such as the men seen in these examples, later earned 
high praise from veterans. In 1911, the Thirty-Second Annual Encampment 
of the Grand Army of the Republic, Indiana Department, met at Richmond 
and lauded the wartime efforts of Wayne Township, Wayne County, trustee 
William Parry. They declared him “one of the ‘stay-at-home soldiers’ in 
the war of the rebellion . . . who did telling work in behalf of the soldiers’ 
families.” They singled out his “scheme to get a big supply of wood into 
the city [Richmond] for distribution.”  Just as importantly, county records 
show that Parry distributed relief worth thousands of dollars to soldiers’ 
families during the war. Parry served as trustee for nineteen years, includ-
ing his wartime service; veterans still celebrated his benevolence seventeen 
years after his death.6

4“To the Commissioners of Henry County Indiana, Mrs. Jacob Skinner,” folder 8, box 4, Henry 
County Miscellaneous Papers, Collection M60, Indiana Historical Society (IHS), Indianapolis. 
Skinner’s military service is found in the IHS collection and also in Civil War Pension Index:  
General Index to Pension Files, 1861-1934, Indiana Digital Archives, Indiana Archives and Re-
cords Administration, online at https://secure.in.gov/apps/iara/search.
5Tipton County Commissioners Record Book C, September 1852 to June 1862, pp. 612-13, Tipton 
County Courthouse, Tipton, Indiana; U. S. Civil War Pension Index:  General Index to Pension 
Files, 1861-1934, online at ancestry.com.
632nd Annual Encampment, Grand Army of the Republic, Indiana Department.
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Not all county officials, however, helped soldiers’ families in such a 
compassionate manner. Malisa Row from Pulaski County resorted to plead-
ing with a nearby lawyer and Republican party leader for help. The trustee 
had supplied her with goods from the store, but he had also arranged for 
four of her five children (ages ten, eight, six, and four) to be placed with 

Decades after the Civil War, veterans remembered Wayne County township trustee  

William Parry for his generosity. Under Parry’s leadership, Wayne Township gave  

thousands of dollars of relief to soldiers’ families.
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other families while she found a job and cared for her two-year-old—much 
as he would have done for a family dependent on township poor relief. 
Malisa doubted the legality of the situation—cases of soldiers’ families were 
to be handled differently from regular poor relief cases—and wanted help 
with the matter. She complained that “this is the way the Butternuts treats 
the soldiers wifs here.” Row had cause to complain; she lived in a county 
with little uniformity in its relief efforts and with some trustees who had 
little inclination or money to help soldiers’ dependents. Her township, 
Indian Creek, paid out only $68 in relief to soldiers’ families over the 
entire four years of the war. Other Pulaski County townships paid $200 
to $300 over the course of the war; two paid nothing.7

The lives of many women and children on the midwestern Civil War 
home front were profoundly affected by the decisions of county commis-
sioners and township trustees. Yet, for such an important part of Civil 
War-era history, scholars have carried out little research on the matter of 
government aid to soldiers’ families in these states. In his official report 
issued shortly after the end of the war, Indiana’s adjutant general William 
H. H. Terrell stressed the crucial importance of private benevolence in 
providing significant help to soldiers’ families.  He included stories about 
lavish parades of farmers hauling loads of donated goods and claimed that 
the value of produce donated by the farmers could be valued “well along 
in millions of dollars.” Then in 1917, C. R. Fish produced one of the first 
historical studies of wartime relief in the Midwest. Fish claimed that state 
governments decided “that the families of our volunteer soldiers must not 
be left without care, that the dependents of those who gave up their time 
and strength and risked their lives for the general good, must not be treated 
as at one with those who were unable to maintain themselves in ordinary 
times of peace.”  In other words, Union states regarded soldiers’ families 
as a separate population from people who needed assistance before the 
war. Fish discovered that states’ responses to need ranged from Wiscon-
sin’s early state-directed relief to Illinois’s complete neglect throughout 
the war. Indiana fell between these two; beginning in May 1861, the state 
permitted county governments to spend money on such relief but state 
officials did not become involved outside of Marion County until 1865.  

7Richard F. Nation and Stephen E. Towne, eds., Indiana’s War:  The Civil War in Documents (Ath-
ens, Ohio, 2009), 96-97; also see 1860, 1870, and 1880 Federal Population Censuses for Indian 
Creek Township, Pulaski County, Indiana, online at ancestry.com.  For relief paid by Pulaski 
County townships see W. H. H. Terrell, Report of the Adjutant General of the State of Indiana, vol. 
1 (Indianapolis, Ind., 1869), Document 8, p. 84.
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Fish conducted his research at the end of World War I, and his conclusion 
was influenced overtly by the events around him. Government relief, he 
wrote, gave “no evidence of the socialized state, though many things were 
being done which seem to characterize the socialized state.”  He argued, 
rather, that “the neighborliness of a big and kindly community, democratic 
in its ideals” created the Civil War relief system and that relief was part of 
a “broadened conception of the responsibilities of a community at war.”8

Other historians who have looked at community aid for soldiers’ 
families in the Midwest have done so by focusing on specific counties and/
or cities in one state and have come away with less positive assessments. 
Russell L. Johnson’s study of Dubuque, Iowa, demonstrates that, regard-
less of party affiliation, city residents quickly lost interest in providing 
support for soldiers’ families.  Private benevolent societies chose to focus 
on sending provisions to soldiers in the field rather than providing for the 
families in their midst. City officials administered what aid families did 
receive through the existing poor relief system and scrutinized families 
to determine if they were “worthy” of relief.  In his examination of relief 
in Cincinnati and Hamilton County, Ohio, Joseph E. Holliday noted that 
local and state government jumped in to help families early in the war, 
but funding proved to be less than the families needed. Local administra-
tion also led to distribution problems. In addition, some local authorities 
categorized soldiers’ families with charity relief cases and treated them 
as such or diverted appropriations into “bridge funds and other local 
projects.”  Holliday concluded that enlistment bounties and the charity 
of private individuals both offered better means of support than did local 
government relief.9

Joan Marshall has looked at support for soldiers’ families in Tippeca-
noe County, Indiana. According to her thorough research, local benevolent 
groups could not provide for families’ needs; as in Dubuque, they “enthu-
siastically embraced volunteer activities to benefit soldiers in the field” but 
“did much less to aid soldiers’ families at home.”  She also notes that in 
Lafayette, the county seat, large, splashy donation parades and festive balls 
sponsored by benevolent groups raised less cash and material donations 
than expected or needed. County government, by necessity, became an 

8Terrell, Report of the Adjutant General , 1:354-59, quote p. 358; C. R. Fish, “Social Relief in the 
Northwest during the Civil War,” American Historical Review 22, no. 2 (January 1917), 311, 324.  
9Russell L. Johnson, “‘A Debt Justly Due’:  The Relief of Civil War Soldiers and Their Families in 
Dubuque,” The Annals of Iowa 55 (Summer 1996), 225-26; Joseph E. Holliday, “Relief for Soldiers’ 
Families in Ohio during the Civil War,” Ohio History 71, no. 2 (1962), 112.
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essential source of material and financial support. Focusing on the differ-
ences between the county’s provision of poor relief and the relief that was 
given to soldiers’ families, Marshall finds that the two varied in location 
(“indoor” relief at the county poor house for indigent cases, “outdoor” 
relief in their homes for soldiers’ families) and amount of relief given 
(soldiers’ families received more).10  

Marshall, Holliday, and Fish agree that private benevolence was 
not able, and in some cases was not interested enough, to help soldiers’ 
dependents. They also concur that enlistment bounties helped recruit-
ment in large part because many counties promised immediate, upfront 
payments to help support the families of volunteers.  Historian Emma 
Lou Thornbrough chastised Civil War-era county and state officials for 
spending more on bounties than on relief, although she noted that bounties 
were often offered as a form of family support. Thornbrough character-
ized Indiana’s benevolent relief as “sporadic and unsystematic.”  Or, as 
one Indiana newspaper stated it, relief was “dispensed ‘more like charity 
than a debt owed to the families of men who were sacrificing themselves 
in their country’s service.’” Most historians agree that real suffering took 
place among some Hoosier soldiers’ dependents. 11

With this historiographic overview in mind, the rest of this essay 
focuses on Indiana, using and widening Marshall’s research model to 
include multiple counties across the state to see how their governments 
acted upon their responsibilities during the war. It has been suggested 
that “in both the North and South efforts to relieve indigent families of 
servicemen brought an outpouring of tax-supported benevolence and an 
expansion of state welfare activities.”12  In Indiana, the understanding 
of the responsibilities of local officials varied from county to county and 
from township to township. Political affiliation played little part in the 
distribution of wartime relief, even in some heavily Democratic counties.  
Many county commissioners and township trustees—the state’s admin-
istrators of poor relief—believed that it was their responsibility to help 
soldiers’ families, and they found a variety of ways to do so, including 
providing medical attention for pregnant women and dying soldiers, and 

10Joan E. Marshall, “Aid for Union Soldiers’ Families:  A Comfortable Entitlement or a Pauper’s 
Pittance?  Indiana, 1861-1865,” The Social Science Review 78, no. 2 (June 2004), 223-25.
11Thornbrough, Indiana in the Civil War Era, 177-79, quote p. 179; Indianapolis Daily Journal, 
August 2, 1864.  Marshall, “Aid for Union Soldiers’ Families,” p. 212, also calls benevolent relief 
“sporadic and insufficient.”
12Bremner, The Public Good, 75.
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attempting to keep up with the ever-present need for fuel. Other county 
officials lacked a strong sense of responsibility and provided less aid, with 
less regularity, or treated soldiers’ families in the same manner as they did 
families on poor relief—a practice that Governor Oliver Morton had spe-
cifically asked county officials to avoid. As far as can be discerned, some 
local benevolent societies—perhaps because of transportation difficulties 
in a rural state, perhaps due to a loss of interest, or perhaps because they 
conflated soldiers’ families with local paupers—also failed to display a 
continuing sense of responsibility. The state government hesitated to in-
tervene outside of Marion County in what must have been perceived by 
both Democrats and Republicans as a local matter. And, because of the 
state’s highly rural, agricultural character, state officials probably thought 
that local aid would best provide for immediate needs. Still, in December 
1864, Governor Morton delivered a somber assessment of local govern-
ment attempts to help soldiers’ families: “Some, it is true, have made liberal 
provisions, others have done nothing, and others again have taken action 
which comes far short of meeting actual necessities.” One month later, 
during the 1865 legislative session, state representatives and senators of 
both parties finally discussed the inconsistent distribution of local gov-
ernment aid and voted overwhelmingly in favor of a state tax to support 
soldiers’ families.  The biggest argument in the session was not whether 
to give the support, but rather whether local trustees could be trusted to 
make fair distributions to the families.13

That the response to help families varied across the state should 
come as no surprise. The Indiana home front was a complex and conten-
tious place. Competing views of slavery, the war, and the role of the state 
in the war led the heavily Democratic state of Indiana, with its emphasis 
on local government control, into four years of robust internal political 
and social conflict. Until 1860, the state had voted for the Democrat in 
every presidential election—except for the 1836 and 1840 canvasses when 
Whig candidate William Henry Harrison (former territorial governor of 
Indiana) ran for office. In the 1860 election, Abraham Lincoln garnered 
139,033 votes statewide to Stephen Douglas’s 115,509—a clear victory 
until one adds Hoosier votes for John Breckinridge and John Bell, and 
then Lincoln earned only 5,924 more votes than all of his competitors 
combined. Further, according to historian Kenneth Stampp, the Republican 

13Terrell, Report of the Adjutant General, “Relief of Soldiers’ Families,” December 12, 1864, Docu-
ment 142, 1:350; Marshall, “Aid for Union Soldiers’ Families,” 231.  
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County commissioners’ record books are important primary sources for data on relief  

to soldiers’ families during the Civil War. Many record books show the damaging  

effects of time, as does this page from Delaware County’s records.

Ball State University Archives and Special Collections
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Party in some southern counties—particularly Spencer, Vanderburgh, and 
Warrick—sounded very much like the Democratic Party in their rhetoric, 
indicating weak support at best for the Republicans.  One might suspect 
that, given Indiana Democrats’ opposition to Lincoln and much of his 
conduct of the war, certain counties would spurn aid to the families of 
soldiers fighting in a conflict which they did not support.  Yet in spite of 
their tenuous relationship to the party of Lincoln and heavily Democratic 
local leadership, these southern Indiana counties acted quickly to help 
soldiers’ families. One historian has called Dubois County “the strongest 
Democratic county in the state” yet the county maintained its early finan-
cial commitment to soldiers’ families throughout the war.  Allen County, 
another Democratic stronghold, supported soldiers’ families through early 
1865 and only stopped providing for them as an apparent protest to the 
state tax that was finally levied in 1865. Officials in both counties believed 
that their wartime responsibilities extended to soldiers’ families and that 
the duty outweighed any political or personal feelings. However, leaving 
relief distribution to local and township officials led to unequal treatment 
of families within counties and across the state.14

The need for material and financial relief in Indiana was larger than 
many historians have believed. In a state of 1,350,428 citizens, about 
203,724 individuals—15 percent of the total population—could have 
been eligible for government aid to soldiers’ families. The largest number 
(5,273) lived in Marion County; Benton County (282) had the fewest. 
In reality, the number of people who needed support varied a great deal 
from county to county, and from township to township, resulting in great 
expense for some locales and much less for others. Table 1a provides Ter-
rell’s March 1865 figures for the “Number of Beneficiaries” for ten of the 
twenty-three counties discussed in this article. 15 Table 1b provides a more 
detailed snapshot of Clinton County and two of its townships for the same 
year.  The county as a whole claimed 622 enlisted soldiers, although that 

14Kenneth Stampp, Indiana Politics during the Civil War (Indianapolis, Ind., 1949), 4 n6, 26, 48 
n64; G. R. Tredway, Democratic Opposition to the Lincoln Administration in Indiana (Indianapolis, 
Ind., 1973), 60; Allen County Commissioners Record Book G 6-1-65 to 10-2-66, p. 65, Allen 
County Courthouse, Fort Wayne, Indiana.  On society and politics on the Northern home front, 
see Aley and Anderson, eds., Union Heartland, esp. 1-15; Etcheson, A Generation at War; and 
Stephen E. Towne, Surveillance and Spies in the Civil War (Athens, Ohio, 2015).  
15Total state population from Thornbrough, Indiana in the Civil War Era, 537. For total enumeration 
of beneficiaries by county see Terrell, Report of the Adjutant General, 1:360-61. The ten counties 
in table 1a have the five greatest and the five fewest beneficiaries. The remaining twelve counties 
in this study claimed from 1,800 to 2,500 people. Only seven of Indiana’s ninety-two counties 
(including Starke County from the table) claimed fewer than 1,000 beneficiaries.
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number does not indicate how many might have been father and son(s) 
or brothers from the same family.16

Table 1a: Family Members of Enlisted Men, Indiana, March 1865
County Number of Dependents
Marion 5,273
Allen 4,224
Harrison 3,907
Tippecanoe 3,418
Marshall 2,918
Monroe 1,783
Putnam 1,770
Pulaski 1,704
Dubois 1,522
Starke 751

Table 1b: Family Members of Enlisted Men, Clinton County, Indiana, 
1865
County-Wide Jackson Township Sugar Creek Township
482 wives 87 36
82 widows 6 11
53 mothers 16 2
2 “insane” or “invalid” 0 0
625 sons 97 59
538 daughters 116 20
28 motherless 2 1

1,810 possible  
dependents

324 129

12.5% of county 
population

9.7 % of township 
population

17.9 % of township 
population

16Clinton County Commissioners Record Book 6, Mar. 1864-June 1866, pp. 288-327; Record 
of Soldiers Families, Auditor, Clinton County, both at the Frankfort Public Library, Genealogy 
Department, Frankfort, Indiana. Terrell reports the total possible dependents for the county as 
1,838. Populations for Clinton County and Sugar Creek Township were found at Historical Cen-
sus Browser, University of Virginia Library.  On the possible marital status of Indiana’s soldiers, 
see Thomas E. Rodgers, “Hoosier Women and the Civil War Home Front,” Indiana Magazine of 
History 97 (June 2001), 105-128.
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In response to the potential number of military dependents, most 
counties established guidelines to determine eligibility for relief.  Some 
dependents were declared not “needy” (the stipulations for that category 
varied from county to county); sons and daughters over twelve years of 
age were ineligible, since the standard of the time assumed twelve-year-
olds would work to support their families.

Most of the remainder of this essay will focus on relief efforts by 
county commissioners and township trustees, as documented in county 
commissioners’ record books and some city council records for twenty-two 
Indiana counties.17 The counties cover all geographic areas of the state and 
locations that supported both Abraham Lincoln and Stephen Douglas in 
1860.  Eleven counties represent the three strongest Democratic districts 
in the state—the First, Second, and Seventh.18  Nine counties represent the 
state’s strongest Republican districts—the Fifth, Sixth, Eighth, and Ninth.19 
The counties include those that paid the most for the relief of soldiers’ fami-
lies—Marion with $439,200 and Tippecanoe with $349,965—and those 
that paid the least in the state—Starke with $1,343 and $865 in Pulaski.  

Social, political, and demographic factors varied throughout the coun-
ties studied. Marion and Tippecanoe supported Lincoln in 1860, Starke 
supported Lincoln by “a small majority,” and Pulaski supported Douglas.20 
Politics likely was not the only reason for the differences in the amount of 
aid given to families: Pulaski with 5,711 residents and Starke with 2,195 

17The counties are Allen, Clinton, Crawford, Delaware, Dubois, Floyd, Hamilton, Harrison, Henry, 
Marion, Marshall, Monroe, Orange, Perry, Pulaski, Putnam, Spencer, Starke, Tippecanoe, Tipton, 
Vanderburgh, and Warwick. Unless otherwise specified, all county commissioners’ record books 
are found at the courthouse or courthouse annex of the county seat for that particular county.  In 
Orange County, Commissioners Record Book 4 is missing—the only such record book missing 
in that county. The only extant book with information on the Orange County commissioners’ 
actions during the war is Commissioners Record Book 5, which began in March 1864.  The only 
commissioners record book that is missing for Delaware County is Delaware County Commis-
sioners Record Book 7.  Delaware County Commissioners Record Book 8 Mar. 1865 to June 
1867 is the only commissioners’ record for the Civil War years.  One possible explanation for 
the absence of both books is that they were introduced as evidence in court cases and have since 
become entangled with county court records or were lost in an attorney’s office.
18Vanderburgh, Warrick, Spencer, Dubois, Perry, Crawford, Orange, Harrison, Floyd, Clark, and 
Putnam. Tredway, Democratic Opposition to the Lincoln Administration, 61; a map of the districts, 
before p. 225.
19Delaware, Henry, Wayne, Marion, Clinton, Tippecanoe, Pulaski, Starke, and Marshall.
20For the 1860 vote, see Joseph N. McCormick, A Standard History of Starke County Indiana 
(Chicago, 1915), 156; Counties of White and Pulaski, Indiana Historical and Biographical (Chicago, 
1883), 478; David J. Bodenhamer and Robert G. Barrows, eds., The Encyclopedia of Indianapolis 
(Bloomington, Ind., 1994), 536; General R. P. DeHart, ed., Past and Present of Tippecanoe County, 
Indiana vol. 1 (Indianapolis, Ind., 1909), 170-71.
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residents were among the smallest counties in terms of population. The 
final figures demonstrate a patchwork of relief based on local attitudes 
and possible individual bias, so that relief distribution could vary widely 
even within a single county. Allen County Commissioners, for example, 
chastised their township trustees who sometimes gave too little to those 
who qualified for relief or gave relief to those who did not fall under the 
guidelines.21

The first volume of the Report of the Adjutant General of the State of 
Indiana documents the amount of money that each county reportedly spent 
to help families. The report lists the amount of relief paid by each county 
and, in some cases, breaks down those payments by township. According 
to the adjutant general’s report, counties provided a total of $4,566,898 
in relief throughout the state.  However, the Indianapolis Daily Journal 
noted a lack of “uniformity in the mode of reporting” the amounts: Floyd 
County had included “appropriations of the city of New Albany, and the 
donations of private citizens”; Hamilton and LaGrange Counties had also 
apparently combined county funds and private donations for their reports. 
Some counties had reported total funds appropriated even if they were 
not distributed; other counties had actually underreported their relief 
work. Clark County—one example cited in the article—did not report the 
monthly stipend to wives and children that they in fact had distributed.22  

Given this lack of uniformity, Document 8 in Terrell’s report (which 
records total relief and bounties for each county) needs to be read carefully 
and in combination with county commissioners’ records to get a more 
accurate picture of wartime relief efforts. In all Indiana counties, the town-
ship trustee or a special “agent” directly named by county commissioners 
assisted families in need, and then submitted bills or receipts—including 
the name of the family and the type of relief—to the commissioners at 
their regularly scheduled March, June, September, and December meet-
ings. The types of services and goods routinely offered varied from county 
to county. In Hamilton County, for example, the commissioners decided 
that it was “the duty of the agent to rent a house for each family, at the 
lowest rate per month and on the best terms he can, the rent to be paid 
quarterly.”  Many trustees presented bills for goods supplied by local 
stores, for medical services, and for food.  Most of the payments went to 

21Total populations for Pulaski and Starke Counties at Historical Census Browser, University of 
Virginia Library; Allen County Commissioners Record Book F, 3-17-63 to 5-6-65, pp. 369-70.
22Terrell, Report of the Adjutant General, Document 8, 1:75-88; Indianapolis Daily Journal, Janu-
ary 13, 1865.
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landlords, storekeepers, physicians, or the trustee/agent, and not to the 
family.23 Counties had already been providing goods and services in this 
manner before the war; now, they used the same township trustees for both 
poor relief and relief of soldiers’ families, incorporating the latter group 
into the existing structure. Families must have been confused about being 
conflated with paupers; the arrangement confused even the commissioners, 
as payments initially labeled “pauper” or “poor” relief in county records 
were crossed out and renamed “military” or “soldiers” relief. In Marshall 
and Starke Counties, the phrases “war widow” and “war pauper” further 
added to the confusion. Other commissioners’ records, like those for 
Putnam County, remained quiet about expenditures for soldiers’ families 
until late in the war. But a closer look at scattered entries throughout the 
record book makes it apparent that entries for poor relief and for support 
of soldiers’ families were sometimes listed together.24

Before they left with their regiments, many soldiers arranged for 
neighbors and friends to supply their families with firewood. These 
promises were not always fulfilled. Angry and frustrated soldiers and 
their wives wrote to each other about broken promises and the delivery 
of much less wood than the family needed or none at all. Perhaps this is 
why many private citizens participated in the contests and public parades 
of firewood donations—they knew the need was real.  However, in spite 
of large donations from neighbors, area farmers, and local benevolent 

23See Hamilton County Commissioners Record Book H, March 1861-August 1863, pp. 120, 249, 
Hamilton County Courthouse, Noblesville, Indiana, for examples of house rentals; for examples 
of goods and supplies furnished to families, pp. 69, 71-72, 77, 90, 99, 118, 148, 155, 157.  After 
March and June 1862, detailed claims for goods and services began to disappear to be replaced by 
the shorthand “military claim.” Crawford County began to pay for goods and services for soldiers’ 
families in December 1861; commissioners stopped in March 1862, because such payments had 
“not proved to be of Public utility,” but later resumed and, by war’s end, had given $10,336 in 
support to families. See Crawford County Commissioners Record Book, 1858-1867, pp. 266, 286, 
Crawford County Courthouse Annex, English, Indiana; Terrell, Report of the Adjutant General, 
Document 8, 1:77. All of the counties mentioned in this article provided relief to families; the 
instances cited are representative of findings from counties across the state.
24For some examples of confusion with terminology see: Hamilton County Commissioners Record 
Book H, pp. 106, 109; Marshall County Commissioners Record Book E, September 1857-Sep-
tember 1863, pp. 537, 542, Marshall County Courthouse, Plymouth, Indiana; Marshall County 
Commissioners Record Book F, December 1863-May 1867, pp. 8, 15; Starke County Commis-
sioners Record Book C, June 1864-March 1871, pp. 78, 79, 84, 87, Starke County Courthouse, 
Knox, Indiana.  Other examples are scattered throughout counties’ record books, such as Putnam 
County Commissioners Record Book 4, June 4, 1860-March 29, 1866, pp. 93, 104, 235, 323, 
348, 373, Putnam County Courthouse, Greencastle, Indiana.  Unlike those of other counties, 
Putnam’s records do not go into much detail about either support for the poor or for soldiers’ 
families, so careful reading is required.
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An August 1862 Henry County agent’s receipts for funds paid out to supply soldiers’  

families with necessities. Township trustees and their agents usually handled funds  

rather than giving cash directly to family members.

Henry County Miscellaneous File, folder 9, box 2, Collection M0060, Indiana Historical Society
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groups, firewood was one of the most common forms of material relief 
supplied by local governments. From September to December 1861, Ham-
ilton County spent $82.45 for wood; in March 1862, county officials paid 
$100 more. Eligible families who resided in Noblesville, the county seat, 
each received “one dollar per month until the first of May 1862 for wood 
and fifty cents per month thereafter,” and to families who lived elsewhere 
in the county “the sum of seventy-five cents until the first of May 1862 
and forty cents per month thereafter.” Crawford County paid some men 
$1.50 per day for “hauling wood for soldiers’ wives.” Marion County also 
supplied wood—in December 1863 the county appropriated $1,000, and 
one year later it purchased 500 cords of wood. (The city of Indianapolis 
had separately contracted for 1,200 cords for distribution earlier in Sep-
tember.) However, even generous counties seldom met families’ needs. In 
September 1864, Tippecanoe County purchased 300 cords of wood to be 
distributed between December and the following April, “not exceeding 3 
cords of wood to each family.” Most families, however, needed 10 to 15 
cords of wood to get through a winter and, of course, continued to need 
wood throughout the year. The 100 cords of wood that farmers brought 
into Richmond on Thanksgiving Day 1863 would have helped, at most, 
10 families make it through the winter.25 

At every commissioners’ meeting, discussion and approval of large 
numbers of relief claims for soldiers’ families took a great deal of time away 
from discussions about other important wartime community problems. 
Evansville and Indianapolis, for example, both opened pest houses dur-
ing the war and increased spending on streets and other infrastructure as 
populations boomed; both cities also provided for an influx of Southern 
refugees.  Many counties paid for boarding soldiers or providing transporta-
tion to Indianapolis and other mustering sites across the state. The Dubois 
County commissioners, for example, paid men to transport wagonloads of 
volunteers to the Loogootee railhead for transportation to their mustering 

25See, for example, David Werking to his wife, December 30, 1863, David Werking Collection, 
SC 2061, Indiana Historical Society; Hamilton County Commissioners Record Book H, March 
1861-August 1863, pp. 227, 249; Crawford County Commissioners Record 1858-1867, p. 279; 
Marion County Commissioners Record Book 7, 1860-1864, December 17, 1863, p. 599, as found 
in County Commissioners Records for Marion County, Indiana, microfilm, roll 2, Indiana Histori-
cal Society; Tippecanoe County Commissioners Record Book G [no date on the spine], p. 569; 
Indianapolis Daily Journal, September 20, December 9, 1864. The amount of wood needed for a 
winter is found in Sean Patrick Adams, Home Fires:  How Americans Kept Warm in the Nineteenth 
Century (Baltimore, Md., 2014), 16. For shortages in other states, see Aley and Anderson, Union 
Heartland, 138-39, 160.  
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sites. And, of course, county commissioners needed to watch spending 
because of wartime inflation. So, after the first few months of the war, 
most counties, regardless of their political leanings, simplified their relief 
methods and adopted a standardized system of monthly stipends based 
on the number and ages of people in the family.  While this more clearly 
defined soldiers’ families as different from poor relief cases, in truth, the 
township trustee still had a great deal of power in determining who re-
ceived that stipend.26

As early as September 1861, heavily Democratic Spencer County 
provided standardized relief at the rate of “seventy cents for each Woman 
and forty cents for each child per week.”  Beginning the same month, 
neighboring Dubois County, also Democratic, allocated families $6 per 
month to help until soldiers sent their first pay home. Township trustees 
could spend more than $6 if they felt that a family needed it, and many 
did. By December, Dubois’s commissioners declared that the treasury had 
been depleted and that future “appropriations for that purpose ought to 
be restricted to cases of extreme want and necessity.”  The commissioners 
created a list of questions to ask each family, including whether or not the 
family held real and personal property in excess of $150 and whether or 
not the family had received money from its soldier. Proof of enlistment 
was required, but in no case did commissioners investigate families’ living 
situations for “inappropriate” behavior.  Still, the local trustee made the 
final call about “extreme want and necessity.”27

Beginning in April 1862, Hamilton County’s “really needy” families 
received, per week, 75 cents for each wife, $1.00 for each wife with one 
child, 20 cents more for each additional child, and 75 cents for each 
dependent parent. In July, the county increased these amounts to $1.00 
for the wife and 50 cents per child under the age of twelve. Tippecanoe 
County initially set the stipend at $1.00 for each “wife father or mother” 
and 25 cents for each child (with an extra 25 cents if the family had to pay 

26Vanderburgh County Commissioners Record Book L, 1863-1865, p. 546, Vanderburgh County 
Courthouse, Evansville, Indiana, begins to track payments for refugees in December 1864. See 
pp. 559-60 for pest house and smallpox patients, p. 578 for the commissioners’ request to the 
state for refugee aid. See also Treasurer’s Record for the City of Indianapolis, 1861-65, Henry K. 
English Manuscript Collection, L53, Indiana State Library; Dubois County Commissioners Record 
Book C, June 1859-May 1863, p. 357, Dubois County Courthouse, Jasper, Indiana.  
27Spencer County Commissioners Record Book B, June 1858-September 1863, p. 370, Spencer 
County Courthouse, Rockport, Indiana; Dubois County Record Book C, June 1859-May 1863, 
pp. 369-70, quote pp. 414-15.
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rent), then increased the amount to $1.00 each week for a wife, mother, 
or father, and 50 cents per week for each child under twelve years of age.  
All counties used the age of twelve as a cut off for relief.28

Some counties took a long route to standardized payments.  Wayne 
County commissioners authorized township trustees to support soldiers’ 
families in May 1861, but did not specify the amount of relief to be given 
and quickly began to run out of money. The county treasurer stepped up 
collection of delinquent taxes, and the county auditor asked other auditors 
for advice. The commissioners sent a courier to encampments of Wayne 
County regiments to collect a portion of the soldiers’ pay and bring it 
back to their families. Still, by January 1862, township trustees were told 
to cut payments in half until the county treasury recovered from the large 
expense.  In spite of cutbacks, by June, township payments had grown 
beyond expectations: soldiers’ families in Jackson Township, for example, 
had received $1,160, while the township’s poor received less than $46.

In counties and townships where officials were generous, costs in-
creased sharply as the war progressed. In December 1862, Wayne Township 
trustee William Parry spent $4,832 for soldiers’ families relief and $490 
for poor relief. By June 1864, the commissioners reported a countywide 
fiscal year total of $36,755 spent for soldiers’ families’ relief and $7,975 
spent for poor relief.  For fiscal year 1864-1865, the amounts peaked at 
$57,361 for soldiers’ families and $11,372 for the poor. Clearly the war 
brought financial distress not only to soldiers’ families but to others in 
the county as well.29

Marion County deserves special mention because its system of relief 
combined county, townships, and city into a loosely coordinated effort. 
At first, funds were disbursed by a committee of Indianapolis citizens that 
included former mayor James M. Ray, banker and philanthropist Calvin 
Fletcher, A. Harrison, and township trustees who were to disburse funds 
“in the out Townships.” Sometimes the Indianapolis Benevolent Society 
worked with the county; sometimes county commissioners appointed 
special agents. Four weeks into the war, Marion County commissioners 

28Hamilton County Commissioners Record Book H, March 1861-August 1863, pp. 249-51, 312; 
Tippecanoe County Commissioners Record Book G, June 1862 Session, p. 278, May 1864 Extra 
Session, p. 495, Tippecanoe County Office Building, Lafayette, Indiana; Marshall, “Aid to Union 
Soldiers’ Families,” 218, notes an increase in the stipends in 1864 to include $1.50 for each adult 
and cites an aid committee ledger for the change. 
29Wayne County Commissioners Record Book 3, 6/6/1853-6/7/1861, p. 565, Wayne County 
Courthouse, Richmond, Indiana; Wayne County Commissioners Record Book 4, 6/3/1861 to 
12/1865, pp. 59, 63, 92, 94,198, 423, 552.



AID TO CIVIL WAR SOLDIERS’ FAMILIES 67

removed $10,000 from the “court house fund” for soldiers’ families. In 
December 1861, they raided the courthouse fund again for an additional 
$2,023. In March 1862, citizens petitioned the commissioners to levy a 
special tax, but the commissioners instead took $1,000 more from the 
courthouse fund to provide for military families.  The raiding of the 
courthouse fund continued on a regular basis—in September 1862, $239; 
in December 1862, $2,000; in March 1863, $2,000; and in June 1863, 
$1,452.  The commissioners allocated as much as $3,000 after that date, 
although the courthouse fund was no longer mentioned as the source.  
At every meeting through 1866, the commissioners appropriated aid and 
often purchased firewood—$1,000 worth in December 1863 alone.  Ten-
sion arose at one point when the “out Townships” accused Indianapolis 
of taking more money than it needed. Indianapolis’s wartime population 
boomed, creating havoc in all areas of public life, including relief: as late 
as September 1865, Center Township still gave relief to 140 families, down 
from a high of 700 during the war.30

The city of Indianapolis supported soldiers’ families beyond the 
county allotments. At about the same time the commissioners first raided 
the courthouse fund, the City Council appropriated $10,000 for soldiers’ 
families. That money, distributed to approximately 450 families both 
within the city and the county, was completely gone by March 1862. The 
city sold bonds in February and March 1864, garnering $24,375; officials 
spent $26,602 during the same time period. The last explicit use of funds 
for the families was listed in the city treasurer’s ledger for May 1865 in 
the amount of $4,000.31

Most Hoosier citizens recognized that they needed to assume re-
sponsibility, at the level of local government, for the welfare of soldiers’ 
families. In some counties, groups of citizens signed petitions and asked 
commissioners to levy a tax or to reallocate funds already in the county 

30Marion County Commissioners Record Book 7, 1860-1864, pp. 165-66, 251, 344-45, 408, 
454, 480, 534, 586, 599, microfilm, roll 2, Indiana Historical Society; Indianapolis Daily Journal, 
September 13, 1865.  A. Harrison is mostly likely Alfred Harrison, who also served on the lo-
cal sanitary commission; see B. R. Sulgrove, History of Indianapolis and Marion County, Indiana 
(Philadelphia, 1884), 317. Thornbrough, Indiana in the Civil War Era, 177, incorrectly states 
that “as late as December, 1864, the commissioners of Marion County, the most populous in 
the state, had spent no public funds [for relief of soldiers’ families] even though private groups 
petitioned them to do so.  Such public money as had been spent was appropriated by the city 
and township governments.”
31Indianapolis Daily Journal, June 11, July 13, 1861, March 12, 1862, December 22, 1864; City 
Council Treasurer’s Record Book, 1861-1865, pp. 48-49, 71.  Earlier amounts allocated for relief 
were not mentioned in the Treasurer’s Record Book, but are found in the local newspapers. 
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treasury. Starke County commissioners received a petition in December 
1861: “There is some ten families of Volunteers . . . in this county depen-
dent for subsistence on the benevolence of the people and there being no 
means now on hand for their benefit it is necessary that an appropriation 
be made.”  The petitioners asked that $100 be set aside for the families, 
and the commissioners did just that.32  In July 1862, the citizens of Henry 
County requested and received a “tax of 20 cents on each one hundred dol-
lars of taxable property.”  They hoped to pay $8.33 each month to families 
of “privates or non-commissioned officers.”  A call was made to Marion 
County citizens via the Indianapolis Daily Journal for a tax, and the paper 
assured its readers that “the people are ready to pay their proportion of the 
necessary and just expenses of the war, and they hold no duty paramount 
to the one of seeing the dependents of the soldiers comfortably cared for.”   
On August 4, 1864, the paper reported that county officials had levied a 
one-time $1,500 tax.33    

The most expensive form of support to soldiers’ families was en-
listment bounties—during the course of the war, Indiana counties paid 
$15,492,876 in such bounties. Marion County paid the most at $1,223,720, 
followed by $550,145 in Allen County. Across the state, commission-
ers levied taxes, issued bonds, or took out loans to raise the bounties.  
Early in the war, two hundred “citizens and freeholders of Vanderburgh 
County” asked their board to offer a bounty of $50 “to enable patriotic 
men to leave their homes and families at the call of their country to put 
down this wicked rebellion.” Some counties initially declined to offer 
bounties. In July 1862, Tippecanoe County commissioners decided that 
“a suitable provision (which they are willing at all times to make) for the 
families of volunteers who need such aid would be better for the soldiers 
than any bounty which might be paid him on enlistment.” Later in the 
war, however, the county authorized a bounty, borrowing some of the 
funds from local businessman John Purdue at six percent interest. While 
bounties encouraged enlistments and lessened the specter of conscription, 
everyone realized that men more readily enlisted if they knew that their 
families would receive direct support in their absences. As historian Wil-

32A second petition reached the board in June 1864, signed by “some forty citizens” asking the 
board to allot funds for “destitute widows and orphans” but did not specify the intended recipients 
were members of soldiers’ families, although indications are that they were.
33Starke County Commissioners Record Book B, Apr. 1859-Jan. 1869, p. 240; Starke County 
Commissioners Record Book C, June 1864-Mar. 1871, p. 20. The Starke County Commission-
ers Record Books contain reports of various dates scattered between the two books. New Castle 
Courier, July 24, 1862; Indianapolis Daily Journal, August 2, 4, 1864.
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liam Blair has noted, bounties were “a social obligation of the community”; 
they “circumvented the notions that donations came as charity.  The fees 
served as contractual obligations for men’s service or compensation for 
the nation’s laborers.” 34 County commissioners recognized the power of 
bounties and regulated them by spreading payments over a series of months 
and sending the funds to designated family members, so that money went 
to soldiers and their dependents, not to nefarious bounty jumpers or to 
local trustees.35

While counties struggled with standardized payments and arguments 
about whether or how to offer bounties, the state, for the most part, stayed 
out of every common type of relief program, with two exceptions. One of 
the earliest and rarest forms of state aid for families was available only to 
Marion County residents. Governor Morton created the state arsenal on 
April 27, 1861, to repair and maintain weapons and also to manufacture 
gunpowder and ammunition.  Recounting his action to the state legislature, 
Morton stated: “Persons have been employed sometimes to the number of 
five hundred, and profitable occupation has thus been furnished to many 
who otherwise would have wanted the means of support.  My direction to 
Colonel Sturm [the superintendent of the arsenal] was to give the prefer-
ence to those whose relatives and supporters were in the field.”36 

Payroll ledgers show that approximately 100 women and 50 men 
comprised the earliest arsenal work force; the number grew to a high of 
369 employees (219 of them women) in July 1863.37 Women pinched, 
filled, and bundled cartridges and did other work as well. Calvin Fletcher 
noted soldiers’ relatives among arsenal employees and wrote they were 

34Terrell, Report of the Adjutant General, Document 8, 1:75-88 for bounty totals; Vanderburgh 
County Commissioners Record Book K, 1862-1863, p. 179; Tippecanoe County Commissioners 
Record Book G (no date listed on spine), pp. 283, 495; William Blair, “We are Coming, Father 
Abraham—Eventually:  The Problem of Northern Nationalism in the Pennsylvania Recruiting 
Drives of 1862,” 192, in Joan E. Cashin, ed., The War was You and Me:  Civilians in the American 
Civil War (Princeton, N. J., 2002).
35On bounty jumpers, who collected bounties without providing the service required, see Terrell, 
Report of the Adjutant General, 1:69-71. Pulaski County Commissioners Record Book B-1, June 
1861-Dec. 1865, pp. 135, 153, Pulaski County Courthouse, Winamac, Indiana, specifies that 
money paid as a bounty to a volunteer goes to the soldier’s family; see similar stipulations in 
Marshall County Commissioners Record Book E, Sept. 1857-Sept. 1863, p. 395;  Tipton County 
Commissioners Record Book D, 9/1862 to 9/1866, p. 131.
36Terrell, Report of the Adjutant General, 1:413-44, documents section, p. 312. Col. Herman Sturm, 
“Indiana State Arsenal Report,” Civil War Miscellany Collection, box 47-I-5, drawer 107, folder 
17, Indiana State Archives. 
37No evidence has been found of 500 employees at any one time, as Morton later claimed.
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“well paid”—his words, although, in fact, greatly overstated.  A few women 
made as much as $20 to $30 per month while working at the arsenal, but 
most made from $5 to $15.  The arsenal paid a monthly wage at the begin-
ning of the war and then switched to piece rates.  Many women worked 
there for only a few months.38  

The state bakery also provided government aid to soldiers’ families 
who lived in Marion County. The bakery made bread for Camp Morton 
and for the various Union soldiers’ camps around Indianapolis; from June 
1864 to the war’s end, it also gave bread rations to soldiers’ families.  The 
first list of ration recipients, dated July 1864, enumerated only 19 families. 
That number grew each month, with the final list naming 187 families or 
approximately 600 individuals. Children received their rations based on 
age—those under 10 received a half ration and older children received a 
full ration.39

Harriet Redmond’s family serves as an example of the use of both of 
these forms of aid during the war.  Redmond faced 1864 as a recent widow. 
Her forty-four-year-old husband had died sometime in 1863. Her oldest 
sons, who might have supported their mother, were serving in the Indiana 
63rd and Indiana 13th regiments. Clara, the oldest daughter, worked at 
the state arsenal in 1863; after the arsenal closed in 1864, Harriet, Clara, 
and the two youngest children accepted bread rations from the state. (Har-
riet probably also received help from the Center Township trustee, since 
newspaper and other records demonstrate active soldiers’ family relief in 
Marion County, but those trustee records cannot be found.)40

The war was over before the state government finally provided relief 
to soldiers’ families outside of Marion County.  State officials realized that 
local benevolent groups and county and township governments often had 

38Indiana State Arsenal Payroll Ledgers, Civil War Miscellany Collection, box 47-I-5, drawer 107, 
folder 43 (two folders are labelled 43), Indiana State Archives; Col. Herman Sturm, “Indiana State 
Arsenal Report,” Civil War Miscellany Collection, Box 47-I-5, Drawer 107, Folder 17, Indiana 
State Archives; Gayle Thornbrough, Dorothy L. Riker, and Paula Corpuz, eds., The Diary of Calvin 
Fletcher: 1861-1862 (Indianapolis, Ind., 1980), 7:607.  
39Indianapolis Daily Journal, February 3, 1865, reported that the “loaves weigh full eighteen ounces, 
and are, therefore, of the ten cent size,” for a total of $795 of bread distributed in January.  Terrell, 
Report of the Adjutant General, 1:359; Bread Ration Lists, Civil War Miscellany Collection, box 
47-I-5, drawer 106, folders 53-59, Indiana State Archives.
40Bread Ration Lists, Civil War Miscellany Collection, box 47-I-5, drawer 106, folders 53-59, 
Indiana State Archives.  Harriet Redmond and her family appear on the lists for January through 
April 1865.  Clara Redmond, Harriet’s daughter, worked at the state arsenal in July, September, 
November, and December 1863, earning a total of $12.78.  See Indiana State Arsenal Payroll Led-
gers, Civil War Miscellany Collection, box 47-I-5, drawer 107, folder 43, Indiana State Archives.
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not met families’ needs during a war that had lasted much longer than 
anyone could have imagined. Newspapers throughout the state had car-
ried stories about families’ problems obtaining food, clothing, medical 
care, and shelter. The New Albany Ledger (a Democratic newspaper), the 
Indianapolis Daily Sentinel (the state Democratic organ), and the India-
napolis Daily Journal (the state Republican organ) had all published stories 
about difficult circumstances like those suffered by Malisa Row.  While 
some appear to have been exaggerated or perhaps even fabricated, there 
is little doubt that, even when combined, local philanthropic societies 
and well-intentioned local governments often could not adequately meet 
the needs of soldiers’ families; in communities where local government 
officials did not assume that responsibility, the situation could be dire. At 
a public meeting held in Indianapolis on December 20, 1864, concerned 
citizens adopted a resolution: “It should no longer be left to the discretion 
or sympathy of the Commissioners of the counties whether these families 
should be sufficiently cared for—but that by positive law, and founded upon 
uniform taxation, a regular distribution should be made to the families of 
the soldiers from the State, providing a comfortable support.” The resolu-
tion also stated that the state treasury should already contain sufficient 
funds to care for soldiers’ families until a new tax could be enacted, and 
it urged the state to use that money. Across the years of the war, citizens’ 
groups had petitioned their county governments to raise taxes for the 
benefit of local families, but this was a new idea—a petition to raise taxes 
on everyone across the state. 41

On January 11, 1865, State Representative D. C. Branham of Jefferson 
County introduced House Bill 14, “An act for the relief of the families of 
soldiers and mariners of this State in the service of the United States, and 
of those who have died or been disabled in such service, and prescribing 
the duties of certain officers therefor named.” Branham and his family 
had organized the North Madison Soldier’s Aid Society, and he was one 
of three men from that group who had asked the Jefferson County Com-
missioners to give financial help to “the widows and orphans of deceased 
soldiers and to the wives of sick and wounded soldiers” (although the 
commissioners had not complied). Branham had organized the society’s 
1863 Thanksgiving dinner and helped with the Christmas dinner for 

41New Albany Weekly Ledger, April 2, 1862; Indianapolis Daily Journal, December 20, 1864. 
Examples of the plight of soldiers’ families include New Albany Weekly Ledger, October 23, 
November 27, 1861, January 22, July 2, 1862; Indianapolis Daily Journal, October 15, 1861, July 
9, 1862, December 17, 1864.
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soldiers’ families. According to his obituary in the Vernon Banner, “He 
spent a fortune providing for the widows and orphans of soldiers during 
those years.”  In addition to his benevolence efforts, Branham had taken 
a bipartisan approach to legislation in the House during the 1850s and 
was well-regarded by other legislators—the ideal man to introduce such 
potentially controversial legislation.42

Early debates in the House focused not on whether to offer aid, but 
rather on who would receive it. Branham wanted all soldiers’ families to 
receive financial support, but an early amendment to the bill stated that 
the township trustee would distribute aid only to the families “who have 
not otherwise a sufficient means of support—to be ascertained by the 
disbursing officer”—the exact situation that had already caused problems 
in so many counties.  Representatives who disagreed with this modifica-
tion claimed that some financially strapped families would not “expose 
their poverty” out of embarrassment and would needlessly suffer. Other 
legislators argued that since all men fought for the same cause, all of their 
families should receive help. Rep. Thomas C. Whiteside of Wabash and 
Kosciusko Counties, probably fully aware of local complaints, expressed 
fear that “dishonest and partial trustees” might cheat some families. Still, 
most of the legislators tilted toward means testing and trustee distribu-
tion. Rep. David W. Chambers of Henry County suggested that only those 
with under $3,000 taxable property should be eligible for the benefit, 
while Parke County’s Rep. Thomas N. Rice opined that by giving aid to 
all soldiers’ families, regardless of need, legislators were seeking “cheap 
popularity.”  On February 2, the bill finally passed out of the House by 
a 62 to 18 vote, with both means testing and with trustee determination 
of need. Rep. Andrew J. Beckett of Dubois County entered a protest in 
the House Journal, citing several problems with the bill, including the 
lack of direct mention of substitutes’ families and the potential removal 
and replacement of trustees for “neglect, refusal, mal-conduct” by com-
missioners. Beckett considered the latter clause an insult to trustees and 
cited his own county as an example of good stewardship.  Finally, he 
objected to productive agricultural areas of the state that paid high taxes 

42Ariel E. and William H. Drapier, Brevier Legislative Reports: Embracing Short-hand Sketches of 
the Journals and Debates of the General Assembly of the State of Indiana, vol. 7 (South Bend, Ind., 
1865), 47; Journal of the House of Representatives of the State of Indiana during the 44th Session of 
the General Assembly (Indianapolis, Ind., 1865), 69; Branham Family Papers, Manuscript Col-
lection S3199, volume 76-2, Indiana State Library; Soldiers Aid Society Record Book, entries for 
May 6, 1862, December 22, 1863; Vernon Banner, February 28, 1877.
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supplementing urban areas where, he implied, large numbers of poorer 
people lived. 43

Branham had introduced the bill with a four-mill tax, which the 
House reduced to three. When the Senate took up the bill it attempted 
to reduce the tax to two mills, but failed. Senators also suggested giving 
relief only to those “whose heads are worth not more than $1000.” Sen. 
Thomas J. Cason from Hendricks and Boone Counties feared any financial 
test would make “the wives and children of our soldiers simply objects of 
charity, under the hands of some petty tyrant” and stated that he would 
vote against the bill.44

Senators also debated extending the benefit to substitutes. Some 
equated substitutes with mercenaries; others claimed that many substitutes 
were “war-worn veterans.”  Sen. Milton Peden of Henry County noted that 
he “went out to one of  the camps the other day and met almost the whole 
of his company which had followed him three years, and they were there 
as substitutes.” In the end, substitutes were not excluded. The name of the 
law was modified to include “families of soldiers, seamen, and marines, and 
sick and wounded Indiana soldiers in hospitals”; the legislation set aside 
$100,000 from the tax “for the relief of sick and wounded Indiana soldiers 
in hospitals.” After all of this debate and changes to the bill, on March 1, 
1865, the Senate passed the bill 41 to 1. Twelve senators entered a protest 
into the Senate Journal.  Authored by Cason, the protest continued his 
earlier attack on trustees who would, he claimed, be “dispensing favors 
on the one hand, and on the other of wreaking petty spite and malices 
. . . on some poor and unfortunate soldiers family.”  Cason was joined 
by Senators, both Republican and Democrat, representing counties from 
across the state.45

The Indianapolis Daily Journal described the law as necessary “to in-
sure relief to families living in counties where the Commissioners failed, or 
refused, to make appropriations in aid of the dependent wives and children 

43Brevier Legislative Reports, vol. 7, 1865, pp. 143-45; Journal of the House of Representatives of the 
State of Indiana during the 44th Session of the General Assembly, 262-65.
44Brevier Legislative Reports, vol. 7, 1865, p. 285.
45Brevier Legislative Reports, vol. 7, 1865, pp. 301-302, 329, 346, 353; Journal of the Indiana State 
Senate during the 44th Session of the General Assembly, 489-90.  Others who signed the protest 
include J. Y. Allison and Joseph Milligan, both members of the 1874 Republican State Central 
Committee, and Franklin County Democrat Thomas Gifford. Proceedings of the Republican State 
Convention . . . June 17, 1874 (Indianapolis, Ind., 1874), 5; Biographical and Genealogical History 
of Wayne, Fayette, Union, and Franklin Counties Indiana (Chicago, 1899), 2:997.
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of our defenders.”  The legislation authorized “a tax of thirty cents on each 
hundred dollars of property in the State, proceeds of which should be applied 
to soldiers’ families” and required a township enumeration of dependents by 
the fourth Monday in May. (This was the basis for the enumeration referred 
to earlier in Clinton County.) The aid would be sent to the counties, who 
allotted it to the township trustees, who then distributed it to the families. 
With wording similar to that of an 1861 Wisconsin law and an 1862 Ohio 
law, the Indiana legislation added the exception that the families of “non-
commissioned officers, musicians and privates in the service aforesaid, who 
have not otherwise sufficient means for their comfortable support” were 
to be included in the distribution of funds. Each wife/widow/mother was 
to receive $8 each month; each child under the age of twelve received $2 
monthly; each motherless child was allotted $4; and any “insane or invalid” 
child over twelve received a stipend.  The law included provisions for han-
dling uncooperative commissioners and/or township trustees; the governor 
was now required to appoint a county agent where existing officials were 
not performing their duties. As might be expected, some people grumbled 
about the law. One Jefferson County correspondent complained to the editor 
of the Indianapolis Daily Journal that with 3,625 dependents in that county 
alone, each soldier’s family would receive only $1.52 per month. The law, 
however, applied only to those “who have not otherwise sufficient means 
for their comfortable support,” so the writer’s assumption was flawed.  Some 
argued that the amount allotted to each county should not be based on the 
total number of soldiers’ dependents, although another letter to the editor 
of the Journal remarked, “This seems fair enough, as in this way each county 
will draw from the treasury in proportion to the patriotism of its people.”46

Implementation did not go smoothly. Many county auditors and 
township trustees proved uncooperative, and enumerations took so long 
to complete that the war ended prior to the state receiving the final lists of 
families. By July 1865, all counties except Wells and Warrick had returned 
their enumerations, but the state could not distribute funds without all 
of the data.  In the meantime, some counties borrowed money and paid 
soldiers’ families, counting on repaying the loans when the tax money 
arrived. When the state legislature reconvened for a special session in 
December 1865, the matter was still not settled.  Some counties were pro-
viding relief, some were not, and as feared, by placing the responsibility on 

46Terrell, Report of the Adjutant General, 1:360-62 and Document 64, “Relief of Soldiers’ Families,” 
263-64; Indianapolis Daily Journal, April 12, May 31, 1865; Fish, “Social Relief in the Northwest 
during the Civil War,” 313; Holliday, “Relief for Soldiers Families,” 105.



AID TO CIVIL WAR SOLDIERS’ FAMILIES 75

township trustees, the law resulted in uneven distribution of funds, much 
as had happened during the war. Governor Morton complained about “a 
want of uniformity of constituting as to the persons entitled to receive the 
benefits of this act, the local authorities in some counties . . . holding that 
the soldiers’ family must be reduced to a condition of absolute pauperism 
before they can receive the allowance.” He recommended amending the 
law to clear up the matter and also recommended that no taxes for the 
purpose be levied in 1866 because the war was over.47 

Some legislators had other ideas about what to do with the money.  
Lawrence County representatives asked to place the collected taxes in the 
county general fund so they could be “disposed of as other county revenue.”  
Over the next few days, at least seven senators proposed repealing collec-
tion of the tax for 1866.48 The state told county commissioners that they 
must distribute revenues already received by March 3, 1866.  After that 
date, counties had to support “in a liberal manner” soldiers left destitute 
or disabled in the war, as well as wives, widows, children, or dependent 
mothers of those who had died in the war, all from the remaining money 
in their state-supplied funds or from their county general funds as a new, 
continuous, county obligation.49

Once the distribution of funds commenced, women from across the 
state wrote to the governor asking for help. Some trustees misunderstood 
the law; others remained unwilling to distribute funds, as they had been 
during the war. In response to some complaints, the governor’s office noted 
that “in no case shall the beneficiaries of the act be included among the 
poor provided for by existing laws nor shall they be sent to the County 
Infirmaries providing for such.”  Somewhat misstating the case, the of-
fice also declared, “the whole matter is placed in the hands of the County 
authorities . . . the governor has no authority in the matter.”  After further 
complaints from families who had not received their stipend, the governor’s 
office reiterated that whenever county officials failed to comply with the 
law, “the performance of their duties can be enforced by application to 

47Indianapolis Daily Journal, July 20, 1865; Brevier Legislative Reports, vol. 8, 1865 Extra Session, 
pp. 29-30.
48The seven were George W. Moore (Greene and Owen Counties), Nathaniel P. Richmond (Cass, 
Howard, and Pulaski Counties), Enos B. Noyes (Noble, DeKalb, and Steuben), Samuel S. Terry 
(Miami and Fulton Counties), William W. Carson (Allen County), Paris C. Dunning (Monroe 
and Brown Counties), and Alfred Wood (Benton, Warren and White Counties).
49Brevier Legislative Reports, vol. 8, 1865 Extra Session, pp. 36, 47, 63; Terrell, Report of the Adju-
tant General, Document 67, “Soldiers Relief Fund,” 1:266; Indianapolis Daily Journal December 
25, 1865.
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the Court of the proper counties.” Letters from state officials reiterated 
that the county could not break up soldiers’ families by sending some aid 
recipients to the poor house, suggesting that such a practice had continued 
after the war.50  

Some women who were denied benefits confronted county commis-
sioners. In December 1865 in Orange County, Rachel Watson, the mother 
of one child under twelve years of age and the widow of William Watson, 
asked the commissioners to force French Lick Township trustee Philip 
Shively to give her relief.  The commissioners ordered him to do so at the 
rate of $10 per month, backdating the order to September 1865.  At least 
five other widows in the same county had their petitions denied. Pulaski 
County officials, who had separated Malisa Row from her children instead 
of giving her sufficient relief to maintain an intact household, paid more 
than $4,000 to soldiers’ families from the state-collected tax—a stark 
contrast to the approximately $800 in relief the county paid out during 
the war.51 

The state order also required counties to help disabled soldiers. In 
Monroe County, for example, David Chamber, who “lost an arm in the 
service,” and William Whaley, who “lost a leg,” were both exempted from 
paying the poll tax.  Robert Moore “was a soldier in an artillery company 
in the service of the united states for suppression of the southern rebellion 
. . . contracted the sore eyes so that he had to spend all the means he had 
or could git for the purpose of trying to have the same cured . . . without 
success . . . the court . . . does order . . . one hundred dollars for the purpose 
of aiding him in trying to have his eyesight restored.”  He was given the 
money, but we have no record of whether his consultation with a Cincin-
nati doctor resulted in restored eyesight.  Clearly, Monroe County officials 
felt that their community responsibilities extended beyond basic monthly 
stipends and did what they could to help. Such postwar relief payments 
were not, however, a new, unending expansion of county-level relief for 
soldiers and their families. In the months and years ahead, counties were 
relieved of their financial responsibility as more and more veterans and 

50For examples of women’s letters to the governor, see Conrad Baker Papers, 1858-1902, Collec-
tion M0008, Bound Volume 3243, pp. 610-13, 628-30, 641-44, Indiana Historical Society. Ohio 
also made provisions for how to proceed in the face of reluctant trustees and commissioners. 
See Holliday, “Relief for Soldiers’ Families,” 106.  For more on women petitioning government 
officials, see Giesberg, Army at Home, 32-33.
51Commissioners Record Book 5 [Orange County], pp. 125, 182-83, Orange County Courthouse 
Annex, Paoli, Indiana; Pulaski County Commissioners Record Book, p. 483; Terrell, Report of the 
Adjutant General, Document 8, 1:84.
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veterans’ families applied for and received federal pensions which then 
supplanted county support.52

Before forty-year-old Jacob Pickard joined the 40th Indiana Volunteer 
Infantry in 1862, he left explicit instructions about how to run the family 
business—a steam mill in the village named for his business, Pickard’s 
Mills.  The mill provided a variety of services to the small community of 
719 inhabitants including cutting lumber and grinding grain. Pickard in-
structed that the mill should not charge the wives and widows of soldiers 
(which by 1865 numbered 36 and 11 respectively) for any services they 
required. We do not know if any other small businesses in Sugar Creek 
Township helped families in similar ways, nor do trustee records exist 
for this township. But men like Pickard readily appear in historical docu-
ments and that, combined with an absence of local government records, 
has led historians to believe that communities relied on the kindness of 
neighbors to help each other during the war—and certainly that was true.  
Men like William Parry, Jacob Pickard, David Branham, and hundreds of 
other unknown Hoosier men and women—business owners, farmers, 
philanthropic citizens, and politicians—certainly thought that the care of 
soldiers’ families was a community responsibility and tried their best to 
help. Extensive research in extant government records, however, reveals 
a much more complex reality: the ongoing necessity of county as well as 
state aid for soldiers’ families who lived where local government and local 
citizens would not or could not meet their needs. 53

52Monroe County Commissioners Record Book I 1865-1868, pp. 36, 119, 167. On pensions, 
see Theda Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and Mothers:  The Political Origins of Social Policy in the 
United States (Cambridge, Mass., 1992); Megan T. McClintock, “Civil War Pensions and the 
Reconstruction of Union Families,” Journal of American History 83 (September 1996), 456-80.
53On Jacob Pickard and Clinton County’s Sugar Creek Township, see Sugar Creek Story (Pickard, 
Ind., 1966), esp. 110; see also Pickard’s Civil War pension file at the National Archives.  Pickard 
enlisted twice, first in 1862 when he served with the 40th Indiana.  He was injured and returned 
home in 1863.  He re-enlisted in 1864 and served with the 30th Indiana until September 1865.


