
By Tim Pinnick

African American
veterans in the
Grand Army of the
epublic
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'"~~The surrender of General Lee at
~ Appomattox signaled the end of the
Cj bloody War Between the States. The

Union had been preserved. But of equal,
if not greater, importance for many of African
descent was the coming of freedom. Contributing
to this liberation effort were more than 180,000
African Americans who served in the United
States Colored Troops (USCT), along with a
host of others who served in white regiments.
On 20 December 1867, the last of the USCT
units were mustered out. Whether the former
soldiers returned to their pre-Civil War homes,
or tested the limits of their new found freedom
by venturing outside of the Old South, itwas not
long before they sought to rekindle the bonds
forged during the war.

Creation of the Grand Army of the
Republic
In the early months of 1866, the efforts of a
number of Union Army veterans gave rise to
a fledgling organization designed to facilitate
and foster the relationships built among
comrades during the war. The Grand Army
of the Republic, commonly referred to as the
GAR, quickly established itself as the leading
veterans' organization in the country and within
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a quarter of a century had a membership of more
than 400,000.Requirements for admission were
fairly simple and straightforward: any and all
individuals that had served honorably in the
military forces of the North during the War of the
Rebellion were permitted to apply. The founders
of the organization aspired to lofty ideals and
had a strong sense of loyalty to those who had
donned the blue uniform. As early as September
1867, evidence exists of the recruitment of African
Americans into the GAR.l Over the ninety-
year history of the organization, thousands
and thousands more black veterans joined this
exclusive fraternity of brothers, leaving Joseph
Clovese to "close the door" as the last African
American member to muster out when he died
13 July 1951.2

Organizational hierarchy of the GAR
Many of the attributes associated with a
military organization can be found within the
structure of the GAR. At the community level,
the members were organized into "posts."
Typically there was only one GAR post in an
area, but in densely populated communities,
several may have been present. In the extant
records of the GAR, hundreds of integrated
posts can be found, some with only a single
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black member. However, in many of the cities
and towns supporting a substantial populace of
African American veterans, the record reflects the
frequent establishment of all-black posts. Posts
had a number of leadership positions, including,
but not limited to, post commander, adjutant,
quartermaster, chaplain, and officer of the guard.
Each post within a designated geographic area

was under the command of a "department."
Departments generally were organized by state,
and annually held conferences that were referred
to as encampments. The departments took their
orders from the national headquarters of the
GAR, which consisted of a commander-in-chief
and his staff. National encampments were also
held every year, with great fanfare.

Grand Army of the Republic records
A large amount of material generated by the
GAR at the post, department, and national
level is available for research. It ranges from
published reports of the annual encampments,
called "journals," to a number of valuable items
produced by the posts, including informative
mandatory reports routinely submitted by the
adjutant to his superiors.
Many of the journals produced from the state

and national encampments can be found in the
Library of Congress, which has an extensive
collection along with material from auxiliary
and allied organizations. Closer to home, many
state historical libraries and universities also
have numerous copies. However, one of the best
sources for national journals is online via Google
Books <http://books.google.com/>, which also
provides the ability to do digital searches.
Post records are much more widely scattered,

but with the continued growth of records digitiza-
tion projects, they are becoming easier to locate.
Thecustodians of these records are generally local
public libraries, genealogical and historical societ-
ies,in addition to the special collection depart-
ments of university libraries. Membership rosters,
minute books, sketch or descriptive books, appli-
cations for membership, and unit muster rolls
are some of the potential documents awaiting
researchers.
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Some Names Associated
With All-Black Posts

John A. Andrew
Matthew A. Artis

Sergeant Joel Benn
John A. Bross
John Brown

Old John Brown
Robert Bryan

Martin R. Delaney
Frederick Douglass
James P. Foster

Colonel Charles Fribley
William Lloyd Garrison

John W. Jackson
O. P. Morton

Robert G. Shaw
David Stevens

Thaddeus Stevens
Charles Sumner
Isaac M. Tucker
Fort Wagner

Note: Gannon in her thesis claims to have uncovered
approximately 200 posts situated in 23 states and the
District of Columbia

I data compiled 02109 I

On the Cincinnati Civil War Round Table
Web site <http://www.cincinnaticwrt.org/> is an
absolutely indispensable resource that provides
crucial details on these records and where to find
them. See "Researching Ohio's GAR Posts," an
article written by Jack Simon that goes far beyond
the borders of the Buckeye state in administering
aid to the genealogist.
Another very useful site is that of the Sons of

Union Veterans of the Civil War <http://www.
suvcw.org/>. It contains a considerable amount of
information on the Grand Army of the Republic
and a substantial number of related research
links. Perhaps the most beneficial asset of the site
is the listings by department of every GAR post
found to exist. For example, the number of posts
issued charters within the Department of Illinois
exceeds seven hundred. The Library of Congress
Web site <http://www.loc.gov/rr/main/gar/>hasa
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Entry for John Brown Post 50 (Chicago) in the Roster of Members of the Forty-fifth
Annual Encampment of the Department of Illinois GAR.

similar compilation; however, the former is displayed in a PDF file
allowing for an easy download to your computer if desired.

The importance of GAR research
The surviving records of the GAR, along with supplemental
sources, represent a way to validate and illuminate the military
service and life of a Civil War ancestor. Oftentimes genealogists
are unaware or unsure if an ancestor served in the military. GAR
records can provide that critical link to military service and
instigate a more thorough search of National Archives and Records
Administration (NARA) resources. And in the case of a researcher
that may have already discovered a Civil War ancestor and possibly
even a pension file, he/she should not minimize the value of GAR
records. GAR membership amounts to an "extension" of the
military career of a soldier and can provide a bevy of additional
personal details, as well as reconcile disparate documents. During
a visit to NARA in 2006, I copied the pension file of a USCT soldier,
Lewellyn Hubbard, who belonged to a post in Chicago. Among the
numerous documents was a Proofs of Disability by Neighbors or
Fellow Workmen form submitted in 1891by a fellow soldier and
post member, Moses Conley, who stated that he had known the
claimant for sixteen years. On the reverse side of the form, when
Conley was asked to elaborate on the professed longstanding
relationship he had with Hubbard, he stated very succinctly, "in
same post, often shaved him and associated with him." Had I not
been familiar with the GAR, these ten words, enmeshed in semi-
legible script, could have become a source of mystery and confusion
instead of the gratifying discovery of a revealing link between
comrades.

Finding African American GAR members
Several useful strategies can be employed when searching for black
GAR members. In communities with multiple GAR posts, the
tactics differ from when the researcher is dealing with only a single
option-at least in the initial phase.
Take the case of Indianapolis. In 1892 this large city was home

to eight GAR posts. Which one, if any, was the post of choice for
African American veterans? The key to locating segregated posts
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more often than not lies in the name chosen by
the membership. Many used famous African
Americans, abolitionists, radical republicans,
white officers associated with African American
units, fallen heroes from USCT units, and other
benefactors. Although exceptions are always
possible, every African American thus far identi-
fied as a GAR veteran residing in Indianapolis
belonged to the Martin R. Delaney Post, number
70. Delaney's name was placed in this position of
honor because of his selection as one of a handful
of blacks to be commissioned as an officer during
the Civil War, and the only one to reach the rank
of major.

The most popular names assigned to African
American posts found to date are John Brown or
Old John Brown, the abolitionist and leader of
the raid on Harper's Ferry, and Colonel Robert
G. Shaw, commander of the 54th Massachusetts
Regiment at Fort Wagner.

When searching in former Confederate states,
segregated posts were the rule rather than the
exception. During the 1880s, trouble arose in the
GAR as posts were being organized by members
in the South. Although they were Union veterans,
their new surroundings and social circles influ-
enced their decision to organize posts along racial
lines.

Aside from posts named for Frederick Douglass
and a few other well-known African American
historical figures from the period, it is entirely
plausible that the post you are seeking may
escape detection. One possible way to counter
this is to tum to city directories. Large numbers of
them specify the race of individuals and organiza-
tions, making it easy to identify a black post.

A great way to discover African American vet-
erans, whether in an all-black post or not, is in the
memorial rolls found in most of the department
encampment journals. All deaths of comrades
reported by the posts for the period following
the previous encampment are listed on the rolls.
Information usually includes name, rank, com-
pany, regiment or ship, age, death date, and the
post he was associated with. However, before
tracking down the desired journals, an alternative
for many researchers may be a series of publica-
tions by Dennis Northcott. Several years ago,
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Moses Conley's statement on the reverse side of Hubbard's
disability form.

Northcott and Thomas Brooks released their book
Grand Army of the Republic, Department of Illinois:
Transcription of the Death Rolls, 1879-1947. Soon
after, Northcott produced a similar book from
the material of the Indiana GAR, and in 2007 he
turned out his third, this one covering the states
of Iowa, Kansas, and Nebraska. The Northcott
series of books provides genealogists with a quick
way to check if their ancestor was connected with
the GAR, and if they were, give you a death date
(in many cases). This can, of course, expand the
chances of gleaning data on your ancestor from
newspapers. Remember, more and more newspa-
pers are getting digitized every day!

Incorporating newspaper research
Once you locate one or more posts of interest,
you need to obtain access to ProQuest Historical
Newspapers or a comparable newspaper
database. Recently ProQuest has added several
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the black veteran experience is essential reading
for those with Civil War ancestors.
In2005, Barbara Gannon completed "The

Won Cause: Black and White Comradeship in
the Grand Army of the Republic" as part of the
requirements for her doctorate program. It is a
marvelous effort that delves deeply into the sub-
ject of both segregated and integrated posts, and
along the way uncovers dozens of all-black posts.

~
Notes

1.Mary R. Dearing, Veterans in Politics: The Story
of the G.A.R. (Baton Rouge, La.: Louisiana State
University Press, 1952), 120.

2. "Last G.A.R. Negro Dies at Age 107,"
New York Times, 14 July 1951.

GAR postcard from the Cincinnati Civil War Round Table Web site.

more major African American newspapers to its
collection, so it will probably yield the greatest
results. Conducting a search using the adjacency
operator "within" should net you a bunch of
articles related to the post activities of your GAR
ancestor. During research on the John Brown
Post, I put in the words john brown wl/ post, which
instructed the search engine to only locate articles
that contained the words "john brown" and
had the word "post" next to it. This eliminated
all those articles that were about the legendary
John Brown and all other individuals with this
common name. As a result, I ended up with more
than four dozen wonderful articles covering the
deaths of various members, annual outings to
decorate the graves of comrades, involvement in
annual encampments, and more.

Moving your research forward
Researchers have been given but a glimpse of the
resources at their disposal and the rich historical
legacy connected with the GAR. There are two
resources that will greatly enhance your future
efforts:

After the Glory: The Struggles of Black Civil War
Veterans, by Donald Shaffer (Lawrence, Kan.:
University Press of Kansas, 2004), includes a
chapter on the GAR, but his thorough coverage of
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Tim Pinnick is an independent scholar, lecturer, and
author. African-American research is one of his areas
of interest; in 2008 his book Finding and Using
African American Newspapers was released. He
can be reached through his Web site <www.
blackcoalminerheritage.net> or at <blackminers®yahoo.
com>.
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