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Mattoon Civil War Camp Grant 
Speech by: 

Assistant Adjutant General Brigadier General Richard J. Hayes, Jr. 
Illinois Army National Guard 

 

Good Afternoon.  On behalf of the Adjutant General, Brigadier General Daniel Krumrei, and the 

13,000 men and women serving in the Illinois National Guard, thank you for being here today.  

At this time I would like to recognize our distinguished guests. 

It is important we gather, we remember, and we never forget, the sacrifices of the Civil War 

Soldier.  The Illinois Volunteer Militia then (pause), as is the Illinois National Guard today 

(pause) were and are, strongly rooted in our communities around the state.  Today is an 

important day for historical reflection right here in Mattoon. 

During the Civil War, preparing a unit for deployment was vastly different from today. 

Four Days…(pause).   In April 1861, the road to war for the Illinois Militia was four days.  

President Abraham Lincoln’s call for 6,000 troops from Illinois came on the 15th of April. Four 

days later, on the 19th came a dispatch from Secretary of War Simon Cameron, to Illinois 

Governor Richard Yates.  Cameron stated, “As soon as enough of your troops are mustered into 

service, send a Brigadier General, with four regiments, at or near Grand Cairo.” 

The age for enlistment was between 18 and 45.  They elected their own officers.  After the 

original call, troops were to stay in camp for one month of instruction and discipline, unless 

called to the field sooner.   

Now this is very interesting to me (pause).  Today, units know two years in advance of a 

mobilization and begin training a year prior to deployment.  We even have time to prepare the 

families of our Soldiers.   

Unfortunately, our Civil War militiamen and their families did not have the same opportunity.  

Families were torn apart at a moment’s notice, some even fighting on opposite sides of the war, 

against each other.  

Shortly after the Presidential call for troops, the Illinois State Journal reported an estimated 

100,000 volunteers and the Chicago Tribune reported a flurry of military activity with Soldiers 
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drilling on every street corner.  Illinois quickly filled the six regiments the War Department 

requested and was authorized to fill four more. 

The problem was not lack of men to enlist, but the lack of tents, blankets, and weapons available 

to properly equip the Regiments raised in such rapid succession. 

By June of 1861, enlistment had taken a toll on the troops.  Poor clothing and bad water with a 

change in the climate sent many to the hospital.  In anticipation of another call up, the Illinois 

legislature enacted the Tenth Regiment Bill to take effect on the 2nd of May.  One Regiment was 

from each of the nine Congressional districts with a tenth made up of volunteers from 

Springfield.  The next day, President Lincoln called for more volunteers to serve three years 

service.  

 The 21st Illinois Volunteer Infantry came from the 7th Congressional district, met in Mattoon 

and mustered into state service for 30 days by Captain Ulysses S. Grant on May 15th.  Then 

mustered again for three years service to the United States on the 28th of June with Colonel Grant 

in command. 

Grant was a lot like Abraham Lincoln.   After his early military career, he tried out several jobs, 

but really wasn’t good at any of them.  He even tried selling firewood to feed his family.  With 

the outbreak of war, Grant started recruiting and eventually Governor Yates appointed him 

commander of the 21st Illinois.  

 

The former Colonel of this unit began drinking and was rumored to pull his guard duty rotation 

off to join him for drinks.  Grant arrived to replace this Colonel and took command with his 

elbows sticking out of his worn jacket.  Some of the Soldiers had issues with Grant’s disheveled 

appearance.  Grant stated from his memoirs, “I found it very hard work for a few days to bring 

all the men into anything like subordination; but the great majority favored discipline, and by the 

application of a little regular army punishment all were reduced to as good discipline as one 

could ask.”  Grant stayed with the 21st until his promotion to Brigadier General in August. 

By August of 1862, the sad reality of a long war began to sink in.  The state of Illinois had given 

more than 15,000 troops over quota and had already fought in 27 battles including Shiloh.   
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The Seventy-ninth Illinois Volunteer Infantry organized in Mattoon and mustered on August 

28th, 1862.  Lincoln just requested Illinois furnish another 35,320 volunteers.  Once again, 

Illinoisans responded in earnest.  Farmers united in the belief of a common purpose and firm 

resolve to perpetuate the strong Union our founding fathers had created. Right in the middle of 

harvest, farmers traded their plows for the uniform.  Over 50,000 enlisted within 11 days. 

 

By the end of the war, Illinois provided roughly 259, 092 troops including 156 infantry 

Regiments, counting five Regiments that mustered into service right here at Camp Grant in 

Mattoon. Most Civil War Soldiers had never traveled outside of the state.  For them this was a 

big adventure.  Little did they know what awaited them.  Nearly 35, 000 Illinoisans perished 

either in battle, from disease or wounds or in prison camps.  From every walk of life, every color 

of skin, from prairie to city, male and yes (pause) even a few documented females, Illinoisans 

fought to keep our nation whole.  Today in Mattoon we honor the achievements, (pause)  but we 

will always remember (pause) and never forget (pause)  the sacrifice.  Thank you! 


