The Bonus Army
1. What would you do if the government promised you $1,000 dollars but wasn’t scheduled to pay you that $1,000 until ten years have elapsed?  

2. Considering question 1, now what would you do if you lost your job and were desperate for food, shelter, and to pay basic bills to provide for your family.  Would this change what you might do with your situation in question 1?

The Bonus Expeditionary Force, or the Bonus Army as it is sometimes called, marched to the U.S. capital in 1932.  Veterans’ groups, in support of men who had served their country in World War I, demanded that a bonus of $1.00 for every day served at home and $1.25 for every day served overseas be paid immediately in order to provide relief for men put out of work by the Great Depression.  Congress attempted to alleviate the problem by passing a bill that allowed veterans to collect up to 50 percent of their bonuses immediately.  President Herbert Hoover vetoed the bill, saying that its passage would necessitate a massive increase in taxes when Americans could least afford them.  Congress passed the bill over Hoover’s veto and made plans to make the monies available to the men as soon as possible.

This, however, was not enough and in May of 1932 thousands of veterans from across the country (many accompanied by their views and children) descended on Washington, D.C.  Housed in shantytowns on private and public land, most of the veterans built ramshackle shelters in an area at the edge of the District of Columbia called Anacostia Flats.  During the next two months the veterans used peaceful protests and marches to make Congress and President Hoover aware of their plight.  When Congress failed to pass a bill that would have granted the veterans their bonuses immediately, many of the veterans left the District of Columbia to return home.  Several thousand remained, many having nowhere else to go.  Finally, in July, the commissioners of the District of Columbia officially asked President Hoover to intervene and clear the men from the District.  Hoover ordered Douglas MacArthur, the chief of staff of the United States Army, to use whatever means necessary to clear the veterans from the District.  MacArthur reluctantly complied and, using tear gas, infantry, cavalry, and tanks, cleared the veterans from both public and private land and forced them to leave the area.

General MacArthur Fires on Americans

-Newspaper article from the Baltimore Sun on July 29, 1932.

The bonus army was retreating today - in all directions.

Its billets destroyed, it commissary wrecked, its wives and babies misplaced, its leaders lost in the confusion which followed its rout last night by troops of the regular army, the former soldiers tramped the streets of Washington and the roads of Maryland and Virginia foraging for coffee and cigarettes.
…The battle really had ended shortly after midnight, when, from the dusty bow of a low hill behind their camp on the Anacostia flats, the rear guard of the Bonus Expeditionary Force fired a final round of Bronx cheers at the tin-hatted infantrymen moving among the flames of Camp Marks.

The powerful floodlights of Fire Department trucks played over the ruins of the camp.  In the shadows behind the trucks four troops of cavalry bivouacked on the bare ground, the reins of their horses hooked under their arms.

The air was still sharply tainted with tear gas.

The fight had begun, as far as the Regular Army was concerned, late yesterday afternoon.  The troops had been called out after a veteran of the Bonus Army had been shot an killed by a Washington policeman during a skirmish to drive members of the Bonus Army out of a vacant house on Pennsylvania Avenue, two blocks from the Capitol.

The soldiers numbered between seven hundred and eight hundred men.  There was a squadron of the Third Calvary from Fort Myer, a battalion of the Twelfth Infantry from Fort Washington, and a platoon of tanks (five) from Fort Meade.  Most of the police in Washington seemed to be trailing after the soldier, and traffic was tied up in knots.

The cavalry clattered down Pennsylvania Avenue with drawn sabers.

The infantry came marching along with fixed bayonets.

All Washington smelled a fight, and all Washington turned out to see it.

Streets were jammed with automobiles.

Sidewalks, windows, doorsteps were crowded with people trying to see what was happening.

“Yellow! Yellow!”

From around the ramshackle shelters which they had built on a vacant lot fronting on Pennsylvania Avenue, just above the Capitol, the bedraggled veterans jeered.

And other words less polite.

The cavalrymen started out in extended order and rode spectators back on the sidewalks.  The infantry started across the lot, bayonets fixed.

Veterans in the rear ranks of a mob that faced the infantry pushed forward.  The exploding tins whizzed around the smooth asphalt like devil chasers, pfutt, pfutt, pfutt.  As a gentle southerly wind wafted the gas in the faces of the soldiers and the spectators across the street.

Cavalrymen and infantrymen jerked gas masks out of their haversacks.  Spectators, blinded and choking with the unexpected gas attack, broke and fled.  Movie photographers who had parked their sound trucks so as to catch a panorama of the skirmish ground away doggedly, tears streaming down their faces.

…Veterans with automobiles parked in the jungle behind the mob begin to crank up their machines.  Others grab rolls of bedding from their shacks.  A tine disk sails through the air down at the west end of the square.  Another devil chaser pfutts-pfutts across the surface of the street.
But a breeze is still blowing from the south and the gas drifts back against the attacking party.  Newspaper reporters and photographers cut and run for fresh air.

…A member of the Bonus Army, somewhat the worse for a serious hangover, finds it difficult to steer a straight course down the middle of one street.  He wants to turn.

He argues.

“I don’t have to—“

A cavalry saber flashes.

Whack!

“Beat it!”

“I don’t have to –“

Whack! Whack!

…Somebody got a saber over the head.  The men on the truck topple over each other, rolling out into the street.

In a filling station across the way a man – a newspaper reporter – is using a telephone.

“Out of there!” yells the trooper.

The man at the phone hands on.

The trooper tosses a gas bomb into the station. The man comes out.

…Meanwhile the infantrymen have applied the torch.  The whole camp goes up in smoke.

The blazing camp sends out a great yellow glow that lights up the sky.  The wind freshens and the smoke drifts into the faces of the watching Bonus Army.  Motorboats with loud radios come chug-chugging in toward shore to watch the fire.

At half-past twelve General MacArthur returns with Secretary of War Hurley.  The dapper Secretary of War is attired in white sport shoes and pants and a flapping felt hat and smokes his cigarette in a debonair fashion.

1.  Based on the description of this article, which side do you think the reporter sides more with (Bonus Army or General MacArthur)  Provide three (3) supporting reasons
2.  What does this document tell you about life in the United States at the time it was written?  Explain with three (3) supporting reasons.
