
SUBSISTENOE DEPARTMENT. 


The history of the Subsistence Depattment dates back to the organization of the 
Continental Army, 

On 16 June, 1775, Congress passed a resolution of which the following is an extract: 
"That there be one Commissary General of Stores and Provisions." 
On 10 June, 1777, it was resolved by Congress
"That for supplying the armyof the United States with provisions, one Commissary 

General and four Deputy Commissaries General of Purchases, and one Commissary 
General and three Dcputy Commissaries General of Issues, to be appointed by Con
gress." 

On 13 March, 1778: 
"That a Commissary General of Purchases be appointed, with full powers to depute 

or remove any officer of the Department. . 
"That it shall be the duty of the Commissary General of Purchases to superinwnd 

all the officers of his department; to give the necessary orders to the Deputy Commissa
ries General, and see that the business ill each Department is properly executed; and 
that full supplies of provisions for the army are seasonably procured." 

On 25 November, 1779: 
"That the Departments of the Quartermaster General, and of the Commissaries Gene· 

ral of Purchases be, for thc future, under the superintendency and direction of the Board 
of War; and that the Committee of Congress on those Departments deliver over to the 
Board of War, all papers in their hands respecting them, and thereupon be discharged. 

On 30 November, 1780: 
"That there be a Commissary General of Purchases, whose duty shall bc to purchase 

provisions under the direction of Congress, thc Commander-in-Chief, or Board of War; 
to call upon the principal State agents or commissioners, for such supplies as their 
respective Legislatures shall make provision for, and keep up a regular correspondence 
with them, to the end that their prospects of furnishing such supplies may be fully 
known: of which correspondence )Ie shall keep a fair and correct registcr, as well as 
of every other official tmnsaction; to direct the quantities and species of provisions to 
be stored in the magazines of the sevcral States, under the orders of the Commander
in-Chief, and cause the same to be forwarded to the army, as occasion may require; for 
which purpose he is hcreby empowered to call on the Quartermaster General, and the 
Deputy Quartermasters, for the means of transportation; to make monthly returns to 
the Commander-in-Chicf, arid Board of " Tar, of all persons employed by him, specify 
ing for what time, and on what terms; and of all provisions received in each month, 
from whom, from what State, and the quantities delivered to the Issuing Commissaries, 
their names, and atwhat posts; also of all provisions remaining on hand, at what magil
zines, and in whose care; the returns to be made up to the last day of each month , 
and forwarded as soon as may be; to cause all his accounts with the T;nited States to 
be closed annually, on the 1st day of January, and laid before the Board of Treasury for 
settlement by the 1st day of March ensuing." 

On 28 ,Tune, 1781, Congress passed the following order: 
"Ordered That a committee of three be appointed to devise the proper mode of trans

ferritw to 'the Superintendent of Finance the business of the several Boards and 
Depa~tments, to which the institution of his office extends, in order that the said 
Boards and Departments may be diseontinucd as soon as the situation of affairs will 
admit." 
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On 10 July, 1781, it was resolved by Congress: 
"That toe l:)uperint.endentof Finance be, and he is hereby authorized, either by him

self, or such person or persons as he shall hom time to time, appoint tor that purpose, 
to procure on contract, all necessary supplie~ for the army or armies of the United 
l:)tates, and also for the navy artificers, or prisoners of war, a:l<i nJw the transportation 
thereoi: and all contracts or agreements heretoiore made, or which shall be hereafter 
made by him, or perwns under his authority, for the purposes aforesaid, al'e hereby 
declared to be binding on the United States." 
. On 7 May, 1782. a resolution was passed by Congress "authorizing the Superinten
dent of Fimmce to appoint two Inspectors-one for tile main, and the other for the 
l:)outllern army-whose duties should be to take care that the contracts for supplying 
rations be duly executed by the contractors; to supervise the expenditures of public 
property, and report any fraud, negleet of duty, or other misconduct by which the pub
lic property was wast.ed, or expense unnecessarily accumulated." 

The office of Superintendent of Finance was abolished by an Ordinance of Con
gress, passed 28 May, 1784, and its duties, including those of furnishing supplies to 
the army, were devolved upon a TIoard of threc Oommissioners, (styled the Bourd of 
Treasury.) 

By the Ordinance entitled, "An Ordinance for ascertaining the powers and duties of 
the 8ccretary of IVar," passed 27 January, 178.'>, it was made the duty of the Secretary 
of IVar to form estimates for all military stores, equipments and supplies, requisite tor 
the military servic(:; and for keeping up magazines, and to report the same to the 
Commissioners of the Treasury of the United States, that measures might be taken in 
duc time for procuring the same. 

On 12 April, 1785, Oongress passed a resolution authorizing the raising of a force of 
700 men, and directed 

"That the Commissioners of the Treasury CO)ltmct for the supply rations at such 
places, and in such quantities, as the Secretary of IVaI' shall judge necessary." 

l3y the first section of the Act of the first Congress, entitled" An Act to establish an 
Executive Department, to be denominated the Department of IYar," approved 7 
August, 1789, it was provided that there should be "an Executive Department, to be 
denominated the Department of War," and there should be a principal officer thereiu, 
who should be called the" Secretary of 'Val'," who should" perform and execute snch 
duties as shall from time to time, be enjoined on, or entrusted to him, by the President 
of the United States agreeably to the Constitution, relative to * * * 
warlike stores of the United St.ates, or to such other matters respecting military oJ,' 
naval affairs as the President of the United States shall assign to said Department." 

Although this Act empowered the PreBiclent to entrust to the Secretary of 'War the 
duty of furnishing the army with" warlike stores," which of course inclucled subsist
ence supplies, a contract was nevertheless made by the Secreoory of the Treasury," for 
the supplies for the army on the route from Fort Pitt," as late as 28 October, 1790. A 
few mouths later however, the cliscretionary l)Ower given to the President, to entrust 
to the Secretary of IVar the very appropriate duty of procuring" warlike stores." seem" 
to have been exercised; for on 26 April, 1791, the Secretary of War entered into a con· 
t.ract with IVilliam Duer, for supplying the troops with provisions until their arrival at 
Fort Pitt." 

By section 5 of the Aet of 8 May, 1792, making alterations in the Treasury and War 
Departments, the duty of making" all purchases and contracts for supplying t.he army 
with provisions, clothin~, supplies in the Quartermaster's Department, military stores, 
Indian goods, and all otHer supplies or a rticles for the use of the Department of War," 
was again devolved upon the Treasury Department. 

On 23 February, 1795, an Act was passed creating" in the Department of the 
Treasury, an officer t.o b(1 dl'nominated' Purveyor of Public Supplies,' whose duty 
should be, under the direction and supcrvision of t.he Secretary of the Treasury, t.o con
duct the procllring and providing of all arms, military and naval stores, p1'ovisions, 
clothing, Indian goods, and generally all articles of supply requisite for the United 
States." . 

TIy section 3 of the Act of 16 July, 1798, the procurement of its own supplies was 
restored to the IVaI' Department. Sections 3 and 4 of this Act were as follows: 

"SEC. 3. And be it further enacted, That all purchases and contract.s for supplies or 
services, for the military and naval service of the United States, shall he mncle by, or 
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under the direc1!ton of, the chief officers of the Departments of Wa,r :llld Navy, respec
tively, and all agents or contractors for supplies 01' services, as aforesaid shall render 
tlleil' accounts for settlement to the accoulltunt of the proper Departme~t for which 
Bueh supplics or services are req uired, subject, nevertheless, to the inspection and revi
sion of the officers of t.he Trea$ury, in the manner heretofore prescribed. 

"SEC. 4. And be it fUJ·ther enacted, That it shall be the duty of the Purveyor of 
Public Supplies, to execute all such orders as he may from time to timc, receive from 
the Secretary of "War, or Secrctary of the Navy, relative to the proeurincy and provid
ing of all kinds of stores and supplies; and shall render his accounts r~lative tllereto, 
to the accountants of the proper Departments, wllich accounts shall be subject to the 
inspection and revis ion of' tbe officers of' the Treasury, as aforesaid." 
. By section 3 of the Act approvcd 1(3 lIIareh, 1802, entit.led .. An Act fixing the Mili
tary Peace Establishment of the United States," it was provided tllat there Bhould be 
"three Milita ry Agents, and such number of Assistant Military Agents, as the Presi
dent of the United States shall deem expedient, not exceeding one to each military 
post; which Assistants shall be taken fi"om the line." The duties of these Military 
Agen ts were defined by section 17 of the same Act, as follows: 

"That it shall be the duty of the Military Agents designated by this Act, to pur
cha.se, receive and forward to their proper destiliation, all milita ry stores and other 
articles for the troops in their respective departments, and all goods and annuities for 
the Indians, which they Dlay be directed to purcbase, or which shall 1>e ordered into 
tbeir care 1>y the Department of "War. They shall account with the Department of 
War annually, for all the pub1 ic property whicb may pass through their hands, find all 
the moneys which they may expenn in discharge of the (luties of tbeir offices, respec
tively; previous to their entering on tbe duties of their offices, they shall give bonds, 

.with sufficien t sureties, in such sums as the President of the United States shall direct, 
for the faithful discharge of the trust r eposed in them, and shall take an oath faithfully 
to perform the duties of their respective offices." 

01128 March, 1812, the Quartermaster's Department was re-established, a Purchasing 
Department was created; the office of Purveyor of Public Supplies was abolished; 
and provision made for the ultimate discontinuance of the lIIilitary Agency system. 

The sections establishing the Purchasing Department were as follows: 
.. SEC. 4. That thcrc shall be a Commissary Gcneral of Purchases, and as many 

Deputy Commissaries as, in the opinipn of the President of the United Stnt.es, the pub
lic service may r equire, to be appointed by the Presiuent, by and with thc advice and 
consent of the Senate. 

"SEC. 0.. Tllut it shall be the duty of the Commissary General of PurCllflSeli', under 
tbe direction and supervi~ion of the Secretary of 'Val', to conduct the procuring and 
providing of all arms, .military stores, clothing, and generally all articles of supply 
req uisite for the military service of the United States ; and it shall be the duty 
of the Deputy Commissaries, wben directed thereto, either by the Secretary of 
War, the COlllmissa,ry General of Purchases, or, in case of necessity, by the Command
ing General, Quartermaster General, or Deputy Quarterml>sters, to purchase all such of 
the aforesaid articles as may be requisite for lllili tary service of the Unitcd States." 

On 13 l\Iarch, 1813, an Act was approved providing that there should be an officer in 
the \Var Department, styled Superintendent Geneml of Military Supplies, whose duty 
should be, under the direction of the Secretary of 'Val'. to keep proper accounts of all 
the milit.ary stores and supplies of every description purchased for or distri1>llt.ed to 
the army of the United States, and the volunteers and militia in the Unitell States 
service; to prescri1>e the forms of all the returns and accounts of such stores and sup
plies purchased, on haud, distributed, used, or sold, to be rendered by the Comillissary 
oj OrdnanCll und otlicers ill his Department, by the Commissary Gen era l of Purchases 
and hi~ deputies, by the seyeral officers iu the Quartermaster's Department, by the 
RegimclItal Quartermasters, by the Hospital Surgeons and other officers belonging to 
the Hospital and Medical Departments, and by nil other officers, agclIts, or persons 
who should rcceive, distribute, or be entrusted with, such stores lind 'supplies ; to call 
to account nll suell persons; to audit and settle all sllch accounts, and, in casc of delin
quency to tra.nsmit tbe account, and t.o state the value of the articles unaccounted for 
b'y sucl~ delinqllency, to the accou~ting ofiicers nfthe Trcasury, for final se~tlement and 
recovery of such value: to transmIt all suc~ orders, and, generally, to perform all s.uch 
otber duties respecting the general supenntendenco of the purchase, transportatIOn. 
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safe-keeping, anll accountability ofmilitury supplies and stores, as should be prescribed 
by the Secretary of War. 

By section 8 of the Act creating the office of Superintendent General of lIHlit:try 
Supplies, it was provided

"That the President of the United States be, and he is hereby empowered, as he 
mny deem it expedient, either to appoint, for the time being, a special Commissary or 
Commissaries, for the purpose of supplying by purchase or contract, and of issuing, or 
to authorize !jny officer or officers ill the Quartermaster General's Department to supply 
and issue, as aforesaid, the whole or any part of the subsistence of the army, in all 
cases where, .eithcr from want of contractors, or from any deficiency on their part, or 
from any contingency, such measure may be proper and necessary in order to insure the 
snbsistence of the army, or of any part thereof; and such special Commissaries shall 
each, whilst employed, be entitled to the pay and emoluments of a Deputy Quarter
master General." 

On 11 April, 1818, the President approved an Act to regulate the statr of the army, 
which cOlltained the following sections relating to subsisting the army: 

"SEC. 6. And be ,it fUI·ther enacted, That after the first day of June, one thousand 
eight hundred and nineteen, the present system of supplying the army with rations be 
abolished,.and that in lieu thereof there shall be appointed by the President, by and 
with the advice and consent of the Senate, one Commissary General, with the rank, 
pay, and emoluments of Oolonel of ordnance, who shall, before entering on the duties 
of his office, give bond and security, in such sum as the President may direct, and as 
mallY assistants, to be taken froll! the subalterns of the line, as the service may require, 
who shall receive twenty dollars per month, in addition to their pay in line, and who 
shall, before entering on the duties of their office, give bond and security, in such sums 
as the President may direct. The Commissary Gencral and his assistants shall perform 
such duties, in purchasing and issuing rations to the army of the United States, as the 
President may direct. 

"SEC. 7. And be it fUI'ther enacted, That supplies for the army, unless in particular 
and urgent cases the Secretary of War should otherwise direct, shall be purchased by 
contract, to be made by the Commissary General, on public notice, to be delivered on 
inspection, in the bulk, and at such places as shall be stipulated i which contract shall 
be made under such regulations as the Secretary of vVar may direct." 

This legislation, which virtually carried us back to where we were previous to the 
passage of the resolution of 10 .July, 1781, abolishing the Commissariat and transferring 
its duties to the Treasury Department, laid the foundation of the present Subsistence 
Department; and the system then adopted of providing subsistence for the army has 
been continued without change to the present time, and with entirely satisfactory 
results both in peace and war. . 

The IV fU' of the Hehcllion closed in the spring of 1865. The magnitude of the opera
tions of the Subsistence Department is indicated by the following statement showing 
the amount of its disbursements for each of the four years of the war, and the total 
amount for the entire period: 

From 1 July, 1861, to 30 JUne, 1862 ..•.•.......................... . $48,799,521 14 

From 1 July, 1862, to 30 JUIIC, 1863 ................................ . 69,1Hl7,582 78 

From 1 July, 1863, to 30 June, 1864 ............................... . 98,666,918 50 

From 1 July, 1864, to 30 Junc, 1865............................... . 144,782,969 41 


Total amount .............................................. $361,786,991 83 


On 30 April, 1865, there were in service in the Subsistence Department the 29 officers 
of the permanent establishment and 535 Commissaries of Volunteers, making a total of 
564 officers. 

In referring to the operations of tIle Subsistence Department, in his annual report for 
1865 the Secretary of "Var, Hon. Edwin M. Stanton, who had served continuously in 
tllat ~ffice since 13 January, 1862, said: 

"Durin cr tIle war this b:'anch of the service never failed. It answers to tIle demand, 
d' eve~' ready to meet the nationu.l calL" 

unN~\igher tribute co~ld possibly have been l~a!d to the effi.eiency of the Subsistence 
Department and its utihty as a brunch of the MIlItary EstablIshment. 


