
A Civil War Draft Commutation Receipt 
by Terry A. Bryan 

A recent item in Bank Note Reporter (August, 2013, Vol. 62#8, p.19) mentioned that one of 
the certification and grading services encapsulated a collection of draft commutation receipts from 
the Civil War.  The Draft Act of March, 1863 was conceived to provide 100,000 able-bodied men 
between the ages of 20 and 45 for the Union Army.  Initially, deferments were provided for married 
men, ill-health, and for certain civilian professions.  Married men were to be taken only after single 
men were called up. 

A broadside that was posted prior to the second draft of January 5, 1864 reads as follows: 

Headquarters Provost Marshal of the State of Delaware, December 1, 1863. 
Notice is hereby given, in pursuance of Circular No. 101, War Department, Provost Marshal 

General’s Office, Washington, November 17, 1863, that any person enrolled in the District of Delaware under 
the Act of Congress entitled “An Act for enrolling and calling out the National forces,” &c., approved March 3, 
1863, may appear before the Board of Enrolment, for the said District, at any time prior to the 20th day of 
December, 1863, and claim to have his name stricken from the list, if he can show to the satisfaction of the 
Board that he is not, and will not be, at the time fixed for the next draft, liable to military duty on account of:--- 
 1st. Alienage. 
 2d Non-Residence. 
 3d Unsuitableness of age. 
 4th Manifest permanent physical disability. 

Applications for exemption for other causes will not be heard until after the next draft, (January 5, 
1864.) 

Persons who may be cognizant of any other persons liable to military duty, whose names do not 
appear on the enrolment list, are requested to notify the Board of Enrolment. 

Edwin Wilmer, Provost Marshal 

Attached to this notice is a list of men in Broadkill Hundred, Delaware who are 
“consolidated in the first class”, i.e. draft status One-A in modern terms.  On the roster are names 
of a few of my relatives.  In addition, among the approximately 250 names are the names of 10 
men listed as “colored”, eligible for the controversial draft of black men. 

Another controversial provision of the Draft Act was the privilege of 
paying a cash bounty of $300.00 for commutation after your name was drawn. 
Another alternative was hiring a substitute.  Often, recent immigrants were hired 
to take the place of draftees.  Once a name was drawn, only the draftees who 
had access to the cash were excused, hence the class distinction that was a 
source of dissatisfaction throughout the North. 

For a while, it was possible to buy “draft insurance”, payable if your 
name were drawn.  Instances are known where brothers or groups of eligible 
men would pool money to pay the bounty of the member who got drafted.  In 
any case, there were eventually various ways to raise the needed $300.00 
cash. 

Union forces took advantage of four Draft Acts.  A total of about 
250,000 men were drafted.  It is estimated that about 6% of this total actually 
served.  The rest simply did not show up, or paid the $300 bounty, or hired 
substitutes.  Sources differ about the total numbers.  An internet reference 
suggests that 30% of 169,000 men drafted in the North personally served.  Eventually the 
marketplace demand for substitutes bid the asking price up to exorbitant levels.  The Confederacy 
had similar draft regulations, however more strict in details.  The Constitutionality of a Federal draft 

Fig. 1  This glass wheel 
enclosed the names of 

eligible males in several of 
the Delaware draft drawings. 

[Courtesy of the Delaware 
Historical Society]
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was questioned, and violent riots occurred in some urban centers, based on the perceived 
unfairness of the business. 

The draft even appeared on the minstrel stage as a topical song.  “How Are You, 
Conscript?” was written in 1863 by Frank Wilder.  It was an obvious takeoff of the popular tune, 
“How Are You, Greenbacks?” which is familiar to collectors for its spectacular cartoon currency 
cover.  The conscript song speaks to the draft issue in a light-hearted tune, on a subject which was 
anything but comical to most people.  Note that the composer avoided the easy rhyme with the 
word “die” in the last line of the verse. 

How are you, Conscript? 
How are you, I say? 
Have you got three hundred greenbacks 
To pony up and pay? 
If not you are a goner, 
Now don’t you fret and cry, 
For you’re only going to Dixie 
To fight and mind your eye. 
Chorus: 
How are you, conscript? 
How are you, today? 
The Provost Marshal’s got you   
In a very tight place, they say. 

Collectors of Civil War memorabilia appreciate documents that were associated with 
drafting soldiers.  While receipts are undoubtedly financial documents, I was surprised to see draft 
commutation receipts entering the numismatic market in the form of encapsulated commodities. 
Rather, it seemed to me that the old papers took on value because of the personal stories behind 
them.  This is of a different quality and historical significance, compared to a piece of collectable 
currency. 

Seeing a faint picture in Bank Note Reporter prompted me to submit the images of my 
great-grandfather’s draft notice and commutation receipt for a clearer picture in Paper Money.  
John Wesley Davidson was born in Sussex County, Delaware in 1832.  He married Leah Rodney 
Green in 1855 and over the next 22 years, they produced 14 children.  Their 
youngest was my maternal grandfather.  In spite of John’s status as a 30-
year-old married farmer with children, his name was drawn in the summer 
draft of 1863.  He was not a landowner at this time.  His father owned large 
acreage near the Sussex County seat of Georgetown, but the father had 
dependent children and in-laws on his farms.  There could not have been 
much cash available among the entire family.  I have always wanted to know 
how they scraped together $300.00 to pay for the draft commutation. 

John Wesley Davidson continued as a farmer in neighboring hundreds 
around his birthplace.  Delaware still retains political divisions of “hundreds” to 
this day.  Up to a few decades ago, they were legislative districts, but the 
voting maps have been revised to even out population numbers.  Property 
deeds still describe locations using “hundred” designation.  The land division comes from ancient 
English practice.  It is thought to describe lands inhabited by 100 families, or to denote an area 
where 100 able-bodied men could be raised to fight marauders. 

The text of the “Form 39” Draft Notice is partly printed, with blanks [with printed underlines] 
filled in. The State of Delaware was a single district for draft and Congressional purposes, but 
the blank form includes a blank for a district number where appropriate.   
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The draft notice reads: 

Provost Marshal’s Office,  
___District, State of Delaware, 

 August 27th, 1863  

To John W Davidson 
Indian River Hnd  [Hundred] 

Sir: 
You are hereby notified that you 

were, on the 14th day of August, 1863, legally 
drafted in the service of the United States for 
the period of three years, in accordance with 
the provisions of the act of Congress, “for 
enrolling and calling out the national forces, 
and for other purposes,” approved March 3, 
1863.  You will accordingly report, on or 
before the 12th of October, at the place of 
rendezvous, in Smyrna, Del. or be deemed a 
deserter, and be subject to the penalty 
prescribed therefor by the Rules and Articles 
of War. 

Transportation will be furnished you 
in presenting this notification at_________, 
on the Delaware R.R., or at the station 
nearest your place of residence. 

Edwin Wilmer 
Provost Marshal, 
___Dist. of Delaware. 

Commutation of the draft order was granted to my great-grandfather.  Upon payment of the 
$300 bounty, grandfather was granted a receipt.  On the left end of the form it reads, “Triplicate”; 
military paperwork has evidently not changed much.  Delaware still has but one Congressional 
District. The rest of the receipt reads as follows: 

No. 390  Office of Receiver of Commutation Money, 
1st District of Delaware 

 Received at Dover on the 16th day of October 1863 
from John W. Davidson of Indian River who was drafted 
into the service of the United States on the 14th day of 
August 1863, from the 1st Congressional District of the 
State of Delaware, the sum of Three Hundred (300) 
Dollars, to obtain, under section 13 of the “Act for enrolling 
and calling out the National forces, and for other purposes,” 
approved March 3d, 1863, discharge from further liability 
under that draft. 

Charles M. B. Day 
Receiver of Commutation Money. 
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It is presumed that a commuted draftee would want his receipt near at hand, if he were questioned 
about his continued civilian status, particularly as the War dragged on.  Mr. Davidson kept both his 
draft notice and commutation receipt in his wallet.  In fact, he kept them in his 
wallet for the rest of his long life.  He died in 1926 in his 94th year.  

The wallet is similar to what a previous generation might call a “pocket 
secretary”.  It is a tri-fold leather cover with green edging.  Several 

compartments of various sizes held a 
number of farm receipts and tax receipts, 
along with the draft documents and a pencil 
graphite.  It may not have been meant for 
currency, and unfortunately, there was no 
currency in it when it came into my care. 

In his retirement, he planned to live 
in the household of his newlywed youngest son, my 
grandfather.  John and his equally elderly wife, Leah, 
purchased a small farm in eastern Sussex County.  His son 
would work the farm and provide a place for John and Leah to 
live out their lives.  Sadly, Leah died before moving to the new 
farm.  John Wesley lived in a subdivided parlor of the old 
farmhouse for another 20 years.  My grandparents worked the 
farm without any certain knowledge that the farm would be 
theirs once John died.  The matter was never discussed, and 
my grandparents did not know the fate of their 20 years of labor 
until the will was read.  John could have left the property jointly 
to his many living children, for example.  He was a man who 

kept his own counsel.  Little wonder that there is no family story about raising the $300 
bounty money.  Those folks were exceptionally closed-mouthed about their business.   

In retrospect, it seems rather unkind to keep his son in suspense for so long.  I am sure that 
my grandparents could not have envisioned that the old man would live so long, either.  My mother 
was a junior in high school when her grandfather died, and her parents finally found out that they 
owned the farm free-and-clear.  My brother and I inherited the farmstead, which after 108 years of 
family ownership, has the designation of a Delaware Century Farm. 

The Federal Draft was a new idea in the 1860s.  It was reasonable to provide a cash 
alternative to service.  The money raised through commutation went toward cash incentives to “jine 
up”.  I believe that the 2002 movie Gangs of New York features a scene of immigrants being paid 
to sign up as they stepped off the boat from Ireland.  It was legal for the draftee to hire a substitute 
in a private transaction.  Clearly, the Government did not care about the exact means of obtaining 
the necessary troops.  Even without knowing how great-grandfather raised the cash, I am glad that 
he did.  Otherwise, I might not be around to write about it. 
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