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Frontispiece A: Headboards at Arlington National Cemetery, ¢.1870, from a
stereoview. Deterioration of the wooden headboards posed the question of how

300,000 permanent markers could be produced economically. Private collection.

R

Frontispiece B: Same view May 2009. The headboards have been
replaced by headstones, and the pathways of 140 years ago have
given way to additional modern graves. Photo by B. Elliott.
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Memorializing the Civil War Dead:
Modernity and Corruption under
the Grant Administration

Bruce S. Elliott

The American Civil War in many respects was a prototypically
modern conflict. It was fought by volunteer armies that incurred large-scale
losses, and the proliferation of print media and photographic technology
brought gruesome accounts and images into the nation’s homes. The Civil
War saw the beginning of the widespread use of embalming, employed by
private contractors who returned home the corpses of members of wealthy
families. The war also occasioned the government’s acknowledgement
of the necessity to recognize the democracy of sacrifice by marking the
graves of all who fought for the Union, regardless of wealth or status.' It
was no longer acceptable to leave the dead strewn on the field of battle, or
bury them anonymously in trenches or common graves, and erect public
monuments merely to the generals. Whether the pervasiveness of death in
antebellum culture inured the citizens of the new Republic to the sacrifice
of the nation’s youth, as Mark Schantz has argued, or whether the populace
was deeply shocked by the scale of the slaughter, as Drew Gilpin Faust has
contended, there emerged a general consensus that citizen soldiers had to
be commemorated as individuals and be accorded appropriate funerary
rites.” For a state in the process of formation, official recognition of voluntary
sacrifice was necessary to legitimate the state’s employment of such colossal
violence in its own defense.?

Despite this emphasis on memorializing the common soldier, the
burgeoning literature on Civil War commemoration® pays scant attention to
the actual production of the headstones contracted by the War Department to
replace the deteriorating wooden headboards in the new national cemeteries
(Frontis. A and B).” Faust in This Republic of Suffering explores the logistical
as well as the emotional response to the slaughter. Her seventh chapter
deals with the postwar re-interment program, the national cemeteries, the
repatriation of Confederate dead, and the centrality of Ladies’ Memorial
Associations in the South, a story enlarged upon by Caroline Janney.® Faust
terminates her account in 1871, thus omitting consideration of the War
Department’s headstone program which began the following year.

Commemorating the dead of a modern war demanded modern
solutions. Producing 300,000 individual permanent markers to standard
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specifications tested the capacity of what was largely a craft industry to move
closer to modernity, and this in two respects. First, the headstone project can
be acknowledged as a significant milestone in the shift toward mechanized,
deskilled mass production techniques. It marked the first time, indeed, that
every stage in headstone production was accomplished by machinery. But the
detailed narrative reveals that this transformation advanced by fits and starts
and was not a simple linear progression. Secondly, it constituted a movement
in the direction of modern business models, where innovation was advanced
not by traditional craftsmen skilled in their trade but by entrepreneurs and
businessmen putting technology, capital, and labor together.

Both innovations were broadly contested; indeed, every aspect
of the project became a bone of contention, even a focal point for fury.
Modernity was not a set of universally adopted, self-evidently advantageous
new practices and principles. If one could praise the efficiency and cost-
effectiveness of machine production, standardization, and larger markets,
one might query the aesthetics and durability of the product, and lament the
loss of the handcrafted, the diverse, and the local.” In the view of Anthony
Giddens, indeed, modernity implied the “disembedding” of social and
business relations from face-to-face local contexts and webs of personal
relationships. It necessitated learningto trustin “expert systems. ... of technical
accomplishment or professional expertise” of people one did not know and
whose knowledge it was beyond one’s capacity to evaluate.® It was especially
difficult for those in the trade to accept that solutions to thorny problems
might come from interlopers who lacked “the expertise of generations”
This could be profoundly unsettling. The Civil War headstone project was
in many respects a hothouse environment for forcing these developments
and the ensuing debates. As there was a substantial government contract
involved, state subvention became a motivation for innovative solutions.
The incentive of profits lured the entrepreneur, but also the charlatan and
parasite. I will argue, however, that the charges of scandal attaching to the
award of the contracts were intensified by the tendency to see the involvement
of entrepreneurs and contractors with no previous experience in the stone
trades as prima facie evidence of jobbery rather than as an appropriate
and legitimate business form. The Secretary of War and the Quartermaster
General were themselves floundering at divining a way to produce 300,000
stones affordably, and some of the irregularities of the contract process arose
from adjusting the specifications to the emerging realities of new production
techniques.

Distrust of Novelty: Meigs’ Iron Markers
Quartermaster General Montgomery C. Meigs (Fig. 1) himself

proposed, in 1866, a technological solution to replacement of the wooden
headboards: markers of galvanized iron, or cast iron coated with zinc. He
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designed the headblocks himself (Fig. 2),"° but they proved unappealing
aesthetically and were greeted with derision. They were denounced in the
Senate as looking “more like a tin kettle than anything else, and are liable to
be kicked off and kicked about,” a “burlesque rather than a monument.” The
bill to establish the National Cemeteries was postponed for a month, and
was passed in February 1867, mentioning only “a small headstone, or block”
without specifying the material.

Concerns were raised about
the wisdom of adopting a new and
unproven technology, as well as about
the appropriateness of their appearance.
The Secretary of War, Edwin M. Stanton,
submitted the question of the headblocks’
durability to the National Academy of
Sciences. The experts reported back that
if any of the iron were exposed to rain
by chipping away of the zinc coating, a
galvanic current would erode the zinc
entirely leaving the iron fully exposed
to the elements."" Bids, however, had
al.ready been called for in C?ct9ber 1866, Fig. . General Montgomery C.
with sample markers distributed to Meigs (1816-1892), Quartermaster
depot quartermasters’ offices throughout  General US. Army 1861-1882,
the country.” Ninety-two bids were  the officer in charge of national
received, the lowest from the Washington  cemeteries. Library of Congress,
partnership of Strong & Donohue.” Both LC-B813-6417 B [P&P]
partners were known to the Department,
though neither had experience in foundry work. Samuel Strong, a New
York builder, had been Meigs’ predecessor as general superintendent of
works for the extension of the Capitol Building in the 1850s, but he had
resigned following accusations by a Senate committee of extorting money
from workmen and having an interest in the brick contracts.'* His partner
in the proposal, William J. Donohue, was a conveyancer and general agent
but he had been acting superintendent for the burial of Union soldiers under
Lt. Col. James M. Moore following the war. Presaging the type of business
arrangement that would produce the government headstones in 1873,
these men with no experience in the metal trades retained a former Albany
ironmaster at an annual salary of $5,000 to lease a furnace and supervise the
work." But for months nothing happened.

Rumors circulated about the outcome of the competition. The Boston
Post complained in 1868 of “the celebrated tombstone job under Stanton
and his gross mismanagement of the contract” The Post reported that the
contract had been let to the low bidders, but that two-thirds of the job had
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subsequently been taken from them and doled out to some of Secretary
Stanton’s political cronies.'® In fact Stanton had referred the specifications to
a high-level internal committee in 1867, which reported in favor of Meigs’
design.'"” Still unconvinced, Stanton in January 1868 had ordered that nothing
be done about the markers, and so the contract was not in fact awarded. In
1870 the money appropriated for the project reverted to the Treasury." The
Boston report cannot have been more than an elaborate unsubstantiated
rumor. Strong & Donohue nonetheless sued for failure to award the contract,
but the case was dismissed in May 1871." There is often said to be one of
Meigs’ cast-iron headblocks in Section 13 at Arlington National Cemetery, a
reminder of the abandoned plan, but the marker there is in fact a later white
bronze monument.*

Fig. 2. Design for iron headblock by Quartermaster General Montgomery
C. Meigs, July 1866. Meigs’ design was widely disparaged and compared with
a kettle. NARA, RG92 E294, Box 1, M.C. Meigs, press copies of private letters,
1865-67, f. 301, memo July 12 [1866].
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Contested Memorial Landscapes

While the replacement of the headboards was on hold (1870), one of
the inspectors of national cemeteries, Major Oscar Mack, drafted a report to
the new Secretary of War, General William Worth Belknap (Fig. 3), appointed
25 October 1869, recommending that the Department follow the example of
Spring Grove Cemetery in Cincinnati and employ unobtrusive 6”x6” granite
markers flush with the ground. “Long rows, or large numbers, of uniform
head-boards, or marble or other slabs, are not pleasing to the eye,” Mack
averred, “whilst scarcely any thing in a landscape is more agreeable to the
sight than a fresh, neatly trimmed lawn.*' Spring Grove was the prototype of
the late-Victorian lawn cemetery that would flower in the twentieth century
as the memorial garden aesthetic. Adolph Strauch, the superintendent
and godfather of Spring Grove, had won a convert in Mack, who readily
acknowledged his advice.” But Mack’s boss, Montgomery Meigs, was already
irked that his pet iron markers were being savaged in the press and the
legislature, and miffed that Secretary Belknap was slighting his advice. He no
doubt was less than thrilled that Mack had gone over his head and written
directly to the Secretary of War.

Meigs responded, rejecting what
was to become, in time, the modern
aesthetic, but he did so to argue the
primacy of another modern principle:
universal commemoration, the naming
of common soldiers and not merely of
generals. It was imperative, he said, that
each soldier have a stone with his name
and details, for he was convinced that
their great-grandsons would want to find
their specific burial places and see their
contributions honored individually, and
not collectively or anonymously.” He had 4
earlier rejected suggestions that his iron ~ Fig. 3. General William Worth
markers bear only the grave number: “I ~ Belknap (1829-1890), Secretary
do not believe that those who visit the ©of War 1869-1876. Belknap was
graves of their relatives would have any ~ accused of corruption over the
satisfaction in finding them ticketed and 1873 headstone contracts.
numbered like London Policemen or Library of Congress,
convicts. Every civilized man desires to LCHHEo 2513 [PRP].
have his friend’s name marked on his monument.”** He responded to Mack’s
report in similar vein:

[T]he usual practice of man is to raise, not to sink,a monument, and
it had better be followed. The whole object is to gratify a sentiment;







