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OVERVIEW
The so-called Bonus Army was made up of about 15,000 World War I army veterans and
their families. Poor and desperate, they marched on Washington in 1932, to ask for early
payment of bonus certificates not owed them until 1945. After Congress failed to pass the
Bonus Bill, many veterans departed. The veterans who remained camped in shacks and
threatened the peace of the capital. Using tanks, machine guns, and tear gas, the United
States Army drove out the veterans and burned their camps. The following selections are
from an article by Malcolm Cowley, which appeared in the New Republic on August 17,
1932. Cowley witnessed the event.
GUIDED READING As you read, consider the following questions:
• Why didn’t the Bonus Army disperse even after being driven out of Washington
by the United States Army?
• How does Cowley view the Bonus Army veterans?

W

HEN THE VETERANS of

the Bonus Army first tried to escape, they found
that the bridges into Virginia were barred by soldiers and the Maryland
roads blocked against them by state troopers. They wandered from street to
street or sat in ragged groups, the men exhausted, the women with wet
handkerchiefs laid over their smarting eyes, the children waking from sleep to
cough and whimper from the tear gas in their lungs. The flames behind them
were climbing into the night sky. About four in the morning, as rain began to
fall they were allowed to cross the border into Maryland, on condition that
they move as rapidly as possible into another state.
The veterans were expected to disperse to their homes—but most of them
had no homes, and they felt that their only safety lay in sticking together.
Somehow the rumor passed from group to group that the mayor of Johnstown
had invited them to his city. And they cried, as they rode toward Pennsylvania
or marched in the dawn twilight along the highways, "On to Johnstown."
Their shanties and tents had been burned, their personal property
destroyed, except for the few belongings they could carry on their backs; many
of their families were separated, wives from husbands, children from parents.
Knowing all this, they still did not appreciate the extent of their losses. Two
days before, they had regarded themselves, and thought the country regarded
them, as heroes trying to collect a debt long overdue. They had boasted about
their months or years of service, their medals, their wounds, their patriotism in
driving the Reds out of their camp; they had nailed an American flag to every
hut. When threatened with forcible eviction, they answered that no American
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soldier would touch them: hadn’t a detachment of Marines (consisting, some
said, of twenty-five or thirty men, though others claimed there were two whole
companies) thrown down its arms and refused to march against them?
But the infantry, last night, had driven them out like so many vermin. Mr.
Hoover [President Herbert Hoover] had announced that "after months of
patient indulgence, the government met overt lawlessness as it always must be
met if the cherished processes of self-government are to be preserved." Mr.
Hoover and his subordinates, in their eagerness to justify his action, were
about to claim that the veterans were Red radicals, that they were the dregs of
the population, that most of them had criminal records and, as a final insult,
that half of them weren’t veterans at all.
They would soon discover the effect of these official libels. At Somerset, on
the Lincoln Highway, some of them asked for food. "We can’t give you any,"
said a spokesman for the businessmen. "The President says that you’re
rebels—don't you understand? You're all outlaws now." . . .
The heroes of 1918, now metamorphosed into "thieves, plug-uglies,
degenerates," were preparing to gather in the outskirts of Johnstown in the
campsite offered them at Ideal Park. And the leading citizens, aided by the
state police, were planning to use any means short of violence to keep them
from reaching it. Mr. Hoover's proclamation had done its work.
At Jennerstown is a barracks of the Pennsylvania State Police, looking for
all the world like a fashionable roadhouse. In front of the barracks is a traffic
light. The road ahead leads westward over Laurel Hill and Chestnut Ridge; the
right-hand road leads nineteen miles northward into Johnstown. It was the
task of the state troopers to keep the Bonus Army moving west over the
mountains, toward Ligonier and the Ohio border.
In half an hour on Saturday morning, I saw more than a thousand veterans
pass through Jennerstown—that is, more than fifty trucks bearing an average
of twenty men apiece. Later I was told that the procession continued at
irregular intervals until Sunday evening. The troopers would wait at the
intersection, twenty men on their motorcycles like a school of swift gray
sharks, till they heard that a convoy was approaching; then they would dart off
to meet it in a cloud of dust and blue gasoline smoke, with their hats cutting
the air like so many fins. One of the troopers stayed behind to manipulate the
traffic light. As the trucks came nearer, he would throw a switch that changed
it into a mere yellow blinker, so that all of them could shoot past the
intersection without slackening speed. They were full of ragged men, kneeling,
standing unsteadily, clinging to the sideboards; there was no room to sit down.
Behind each truck rode a trooper, and there were half a dozen others mingled
with the crowd that watched from in front of a filling station. . . .
. . . A few had seen that something was wrong, that they were being carried
beyond their meeting place. They tried to pass the word from truck to truck,
above the roar of the motors. As they went bowling through the level village
street, there was no way of escape; but just beyond Jennerstown, the road
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climbs steeply up Laurel Hill; the drivers shifted into second gear—and
promptly lost half their passengers. The others, those who received no warning
or let themselves be cowed by the troopers were carried westward. . . .
As for the veterans who escaped at Jennerstown, they lay by the roadside
utterly exhausted. Their leaders had been arrested, dispersed, or else had
betrayed them; their strength had been gnawed away by hunger or lack of
sleep; they hoped to reunite and recuperate in a new camp, but how to reach it
they did not know. For perhaps twenty minutes, they dozed there hopelessly.
Then—and I was a witness of this phenomenon—a new leader would stand
forth from the ranks. He would stop a motorist, learn the road to Johnstown,
call the men together, give them their instructions—and the whole group
would suddenly obey a self-imposed discipline. As they turned northward at
the Jennerstown traffic light, one of them would shout, "We're going back!"
and perhaps half a dozen would mumble in lower voices, "We're gonna get
guns and go back to Washington."
Mile after mile we passed the ragged line as we too drove northward to the
camp at Ideal Park. . . .
It seemed the ragged line would never end. Here the marchers were
stumbling under the weight of their suitcases and blanket rolls, here they were
clustered round a farmhouse pump, here a white man was sharing the burden
of a crippled Negro, here white and Negro together were snoring in a patch of
shade. . . . In France, fifteen years before, I had seen gaunt men coming out of
the trenches half-dead with fatigue, bending under the weight of their
equipment. The men on the Johnstown road that day were older, shabbier,
but somehow more impressive: they were volunteers, fighting a war of their
own. "And don't forget it, buddy," one of them shouted as the car slowed
down, "we've enlisted for the duration."
Source: New Republic, August 17, 1932.
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