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Desertion was not simply a problem for the southern armies. Many Union soldiers, impatient to go home, deserted 
in the last months of the war—which is what this author refers to as “French Leave.” This would have jeopardized 
their future claims towards back pay and bounties as well as land grants and pensions in later life. 
 
In the year 1864 the price of soldiers was high and those obtained were almost worthless; so that very few were 
discharged that year, although there were quite as many disabled by the exigencies of the service as in any previous 
year; but the government had discovered that there were more chances of service in a sick or wounded veteran 
than in a recruit, however high priced or stalwart. Of the 628 recruits sent to the regiment, when it was in service, 
315, or a little more than one out of two, deserted, while out of the original regiment of 1,030 men, but 107 are 
reported deserters, or about one to every ten. And of this 107 more than half are wrongly reported as deserted. 
Many of them were discharged from hospitals and allowed to go home by the medical authorities, and their 
discharges were not reported to their company commanders, or if reported, not reported till the muster out rolls 
had passed from the hands of such company commanders, and consequently they were not corrected to accord 
with the facts. A still greater number of this class are reported deserters who served till the war was long over and 
when there was no chance for any further fighting or duty to be done within the purpose of their enlistment. As the 
summer dragged slowly along under a Washington sun in June and July of 1865, they took French leave of their 
lousy encampment and returned to their homes. The ground around Washington had been so occupied and 
encamped upon by hundreds of thousands of men for the five years then ending, that there was not a shovelful of 
surface earth within six miles of that capital city that was not filled with myriads of vermin, and it was impossible to 
have anything like comfort in any camp that could be selected.  
 
Source: Edwin E. Marvin, The Fifth Regiment Connecticut Volunteers. A History Compiled from Diaries and Official 
Reports (Hartford: Wiley, Waterman, and Eaton, 1889), 391. 
 


