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Federal Civil Service Pay and Working Conditions During the Civil War

The War Department employed several categories of workers during the Civil War, including clerks paid under the general compensation acts of 1853 and 1854, department officers paid individual rates under various statutes, “sub-clerical” classes, and contractors paid by the month, day, or job.

Basic Clerical Rates

During the early years of the republic Congress tried different methods of paying government workers, generally involving what modern compensation experts refer to as the “statutory roll” or “lump sum” methods.  

Under a statutory roll approach the title, pay, and basic duties of positions are described in an appropriation or other act.  With a lump sum approach, Congress appropriates a sum of money to pay clerks or other workers and leaves individual pay to the discretion of the Secretary or other department official.

Both approaches can be combined.  For example, Congress might establish positions for the chief and assistant chief of a depot or arsenal and also provide a fund for subordinate staff.  Both approaches present problems.  Statutory rolls are inflexible; any changes require positive Congressional action.  Lump sum appropriations do nothing but control overall costs; they don’t ensure equity or keep different offices from bidding up salaries.

In 1818 Congress attempted to establish a more uniform structure by setting up four classes of clerks and two higher levels of civil officials.  This added a degree of control to both the statutory roll and lump sum methods:  Congress could now decide that Bureau X could have six Class 1, four Class 2, etc. clerks, or just provide a pot of money and let the Secretary decide on the mix of various classes.  Not perfect, but a little easier.

As the government grew a number of improvements were suggested, leading to the pay acts of 1853 and 1854.  These established new rates for the four classes of clerks:  Class One clerks received $1,200 a year; Class Two, $1,400; Class Three $1,600; and Class Four, $1,800.  In addition the law provided for Chief Clerks of bureaus (where previously established) to receive $2,000, and Chief Clerks of departments to receive $2,200.

The number of clerks in each class for each office continued to be established by Congress, often in annual appropriations, with an assumption that the higher pay rates would be reserved for those with higher level duties, but without any specific description of the work appropriate to different classes.
  Limitations on the number of higher level clerks often meant that officials with substantial responsibility had to serve in a lower pay Class.  Further, the legislated rates of pay would remain the same until passage of the Classification Act of 1923, gradually diminishing in value due to inflation, and in comparison with private employees due to increased economic activity.

Compared to private workers a Government clerk remained pretty well paid for the time,
 but the cost of living in wartime Washington was such that many clerks lived in boarding houses and, if married, kept their families at home, wherever they originally came from.  

Department Officers

Salaries of higher level officials in the War Department varied, with most positions held by military men.  Senior civilian positions, such as the Chief Clerks of the Surgeon General, Paymaster-General, and Chief Engineer received the salary of a Class Four.  John Potts, Chief Clerk of the War Department, received $2,200, three Assistant Secretaries of War received $3,000, and Stanton received $8,000.

Sub-clerical Positions

The most significant class below the scheduled clerical rates was that of the female employees who entered government service during the war.  Originally they seemed to have been paid up to $600 a year, with the highest ranking women receiving increases to $900 in 1866, by which time their numbers were being substantially reduced.   They worked as copyists and recorders mainly; women in the Treasury Department also handled money going out to the banks and mutilated currency being returned for redemption.

Contractors

The report of expenditures from the contingent fund
 contains a number of payments to individuals for work performed.  Thomas Higginson received $50 a month for serving as a messenger; Victor Brilaski received $30.  David Warner, a laborer, and Adolphe Voigt, an assistant messenger, also received $30 a month.  

Several members of the Datcher family were employed:  Anna received from $8.50 to $10 a month for washing towels for the Secretary and George H. $50 as a messenger; Samuel J. received $10 a month for “extra services.”  Ellen Datcher received $13.01 on February 20, 1864 for making two dozen fine towels for the Secretary.  Several other workers received salaries of $30 or $50 a month as laborers or watchmen.  Some laborers were paid $1 a day for shorter periods.  

Women were discriminated against:  Cornelia Ward received $20 a month as a laborer in the ladies department of the Quartermaster General.

Salaries of watchmen rose to annual rates of $600 and $900, and were further increased 20% by mid-1864, at which point they had income tax deducted at 3%.

Some workers received special payments for one-time services in addition to monthly salaries.  John Titball was employed as a laborer in the northwest executive building at $30 a month in July 1863 but also received $3.50 for cleaning and moving furniture in the Adjutant General’s office.  The following month he got an extra $1.50 for cleaning a room in the basement for the AGO.  In September 1863 he received an additional $5 for cleaning privies in the basement, and another $5 for cleaning privies used by the guards for two weeks at $10 a month.  In October, 1863 he was making $40 a month; in December 1863 he got another $4 for cleaning two rooms and taking up and putting down carpet for the AGO’s chief clerk.  In March 1864 he received his $40 and an additional $10 for attending a furnace.  By June 1864 he was making $50 a month and received a 20% increase, less 3% federal income tax.

Resin Magruder received $25 a quarter for “services at water-closet” in addition to $10 a month for cleaning privies.

Various professionals received funds for a combination of goods and services, from $7 a day to provide a coach for the Secretary, to the $461.32 given J.W. Thompson & Co. in one month for a wide range of plumbing supplies and services, from installing gas jets and repairing gas leaks to repairing the Solicitor’s urinal.

As mentioned in my previous review of contingent expenses, E. P. Hawley on February 22, 1864, received $200 for “Making, in duplicate, an abstract of the expenditures from the contingent funds of the War Department, its offices and bureaus, as required by the 25th section of the act of August 26, 1842” – the same report that lists the expense.

Thus, while the Secretary had considerable flexibility in obtaining services from the contingent fund, most ordinary services were compensated at a rate of from $30 to $60 a month and all expenditures were subject to later Congressional review.

General Working Conditions

Most clerks in Washington seemed to have lived within walking distance of their offices.  Alternatives to walking were expensive, with hacks charging $1.50 for a cross town ride or 75 cents an hour.  Livery stables were also comparatively expensive and used generally only by the more affluent, one example being the prominent actor John Wilkes Booth.  By contrast, streetcar tickets cost only five cents.  For most of the war the route was essentially limited to Pennsylvania Avenue, from Georgetown to the Navy Yard via Capitol Hill, but most Washingtonians lived within a few blocks of the Avenue.  

Those who did not own homes in Washington at the beginning of the war found housing prices high and roomed and boarded with local families, such as the Surratt’s (the practice would continue for nearly another century, and was followed perhaps most notably by the alien Klaatu in “The Day the Earth Stood Still”).

From what I can tell, hours were informal at least for senior employees.  While work was carried out six days a week, it was not unusual for it not to go for more than six hours a day.  I believe salaries were paid monthly based on annual rates and that there were no provisions for overtime, perhaps until the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1936.  Lois Bryan Adams, who worked for the new Agriculture Department during the war, mentions hours of work that went from nine in the morning to four in the afternoon (set back to three in the heat of the summer), four weeks paid vacation a year, as well as time off for Christmas, New Year’s, and the Fourth of July
.

Despite this, demands on the staff sometimes rose to extraordinary levels.  In both July of 1863 and of 1864 government clerks were armed for the defense of the city.  In addition to War Department employees, these included men from Treasury and Interior (the Patent Office).  In response to Early’s attack in 1864, Quartermaster Department clerks and workmen were called to their offices and shops on Sunday with some being sent to the trenches that night.  Three companies of the Quartermaster’s Department from the Washington depot actually skirmished with the enemy.  One employee was wounded and a former employee who had come along for the adventure was killed in action.  After Early’s raid, formations of clerks were uniformed and regularly drilled.

There was no such thing as civil service “status” and until the creation of the “merit system” under the Pendleton Act of 1884, large numbers of positions changed incumbents with each election.   With no retirement system, it was not uncommon for clerks to serve a half century or more in their departments, though they might have to fight for their positions through several administrations.   Instead of collecting money for each other’s retirement parties, 19th century clerks contributed to burial funds.

With the vast increase in Federal employment during the war (from just under a hundred War Department employees in Washington in 1861, to a few thousand by 1864), the relative proportion of old fossils fell considerably.

In terms of working conditions, the Contingent Fund letter appears to document adequate supplies and facilities.  Horatio Nelson Taft describes four to six clerks working in each room of the Patent Office Building, which if not much different from the layout of the National Portrait Gallery today would seem to give them a bit more space than the average cubicle farm and in some ways more privacy.
  

Floors were generally carpeted, if only with cocoa matting, and while most clerks probably worked at tables, many had desks, and they generally sat in wooden arm chairs.  Lighting was provided by candles or gas-light in addition to sky lights and large windows.  In winter the offices were heated – some with fireplaces, some with stoves, and in certain buildings with steam radiators.  In the often tropical Washington summer the offices relied on cross ventilation from large windows, with buildings constructed to maximize airflow, either by being fairly narrow (the Winder Building) or built around courtyards (War Department, Patent Office, Treasury Building).   High ceilings were the general rule.  My own most delightful spring at work came around 25 years ago when some colleagues and I pried open several second floor windows in the old Department of Interior South. 

On the other hand, some employees were relegated to basement rooms.  And many of the “Treasury Women” worked in the attic of the Gallatin Building, signing the name of the Secretary to the new greenbacks printed by the American Bank Note Company.

A variety of sanitary facilities were available, from spittoons, wash stands, and water-coolers in the offices, to water closets down the hall and privies and sinks in the court yards.  High ranking officials, such as the Secretary and Solicitor of the War Department, had “swinging urinals” in their offices.

On the whole, while 19th century clerks lacked many amenities we expect today, their positions were often justifiably envied by their contemporaries.
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