
Printed in The Searcher, Vol. 50, No. 2 (Spring 2013): 64-66. 

GENEii, Category 1, Finalist 
 
WHAT MADE JACOB TICK? 
By Diane Altona 
 
The more I read about the Civil War, the more curious I became about a great-grandfather I never knew. 
He lived and died long before I was born, but his Union Army service records, extensive Civil War Invalid 
Pension Application records, and Civil War references on the Internet and in books, helped me to form a 
reasonably accurate picture of the man. 
 
Current research in psychology[1] provides clues that help me comprehend what perhaps most influence 
how my great-grandfather Jacob James was as an adult. It is my belief that he suffered from a condition 
now known as Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, commonly called PTSD[2]. His story should be told. 
 
Great-grandfather Jacob James arrived in this world on the 29th of July, 1845, the fourth born child and 
first of two sons among the five children of John and Hannah Swaney James. His birthplace, Stark 
County, Ohio, was rural farming country. Jacob’s father, John James, was, logically, a farmer. 
 
By the 1850 census, the family is shown living in neighboring Carroll County, Ohio, in Rose Township, 
and by 1860, in Sandy Township, Tuscarawas County. Boundary line changes would indicate that the 
James family very likely had not moved at all, but rather the land on which they lived and farmed merely 
changed township and county names. 
 
It is not at all surprising that young Jacob eventually became a farmer himself. No doubt he was 
expected to help his father with chores. If Jacob attended school, it very likely was in a one room 
schoolhouse accommodating all grades through the eighth, taught by only one teacher. The few 
documents written by Jacob himself show his lack of spelling skills, probable result of little schooling. 
 
According to his records, Jacob grew to be five feet nine inches tall, had fair complexion, light hair, blue 
eyes. The only photo I have shows him to be a trim, handsome white-haired man in his 70s, a 
commanding expression on his face and perhaps the hint of a smile. 
 
Jacob may or may not have had ideas of what he wished to do in his young life. Whatever they might 
have been, he altered those plans due to the advent of the Civil War. The need for recruits to replace 
the many lost in the fierce battles may have prompted him to enlist. When he was just 18 he joined the 
Union Army as a teamster[3,4] in Alliance, Stark County, Ohio, first with the 107th Volunteer Infantry, 
Company D, on November 3, 1863. 
 
How could he have known fully what was in store for him? Did patriotic fervor inspire courage or was he 
a frightened young man? One thing is certain: he had no inkling of the bureaucratic detours his unit 
would experience before they ever reached the battlefields! 
 
Jacob was transferred to Company A in the 25th Ohio Volunteer Infantry[5] on the last day of December 
of 1863, continuing as a teamster. Teamsters and their horse- or mule-drawn wagons carried 
ammunition, weapons, food and medical supplies to the troops. In the process of driving supply wagons, 
the teamsters faced hazardous road conditions and river crossings where bridges had been destroyed or 
did not yet exist. 
 
On January 16, 1864, in Hilton Head, South Carolina, Jacob and the other new recruits to the 25th Ohio 
Volunteer Infantry joined those veterans who were still able to fight. The next day, they all embarked on 
the sea-going Cambria, a captured former British blockade runner ship, for a stormy passage to New 



York, arriving on January 21. From there they were to be transported by train to Cleveland, Ohio, where 
they understood they were to be received hospitably. Imagine Jacob and his fellow soldier’s shock when 
the train stopped at a distance from the depot, the men had to wade through knee-deep mud in the 
bitter cold, and found their cabins were abominably filthy, with no stoves, fireplaces, wood nor food. 
Local authorities came to the rescue, the troops were wined and dined and quarters cleaned up for 
them. Little did the men know that the earlier part of that episode was only a hint of what miseries were 
to come. 
 
Previous orders to report again to Hilton Head, South Carolina, south of Charleston, were then 
countermanded and the regiment traveled instead from Cleveland via Philadelphia and Baltimore and 
finally marched through Washington on March 23, 1864. Orders then sent them to Hilton Head after all! 
There several companies of the 25th formed a picket[6]line of nine miles in length, putting them in the 
most dangerous position of all. 
 
It was during that precarious situation that the teamsters had to supply the combatants with what they 
needed. It was dangerous enough to be a combatant, hunkered down low to try to avoid being a target, 
but even worse for the teamsters to be in plain view astride a horse or in the driver’s seat of a wagon 
heavy with supplies for fellow soldiers. In addition, teamsters were often called to fight alongside the 
men, putting them in additional danger. 
 
The area around Charlestown saw some of the heaviest action of the war, but battles were not the only 
problem. South of Charleston, near Seabrook Plantation on Hilton Head where the regiment spent from 
April until September of 1864, it was swampy, a mosquito breeding ground, and most of the men 
contracted malaria. (Jacob’s medical records, however, show no evidence of his having been one of the 
malaria sufferers.) 
 
What Jacob claimed on his applications for Invalid Pension, and subsequently for an increase in the 
payments he felt were due him, was that he injured his back while “lifting heavy timber to build a 
corduroy bridge for artillery to pass over a swamp, on about December 25, 1864.” The term “corduroy” 
bridge or road refers to the crossways-laid logs whose ridges resemble corduroy fabric. 
 
After the war, Jacob claimed an injury to his eyes “caused by the bursting of his gun while engaged in 
fierce and losing battle with the enemy at Singleton’s Plantation, South Carolina[7] on or about April 9th 
1865” and that both injuries were sustained while he was in the 107th Regiment of Ohio Volunteers. 
Since his transfer to Company A of the 25th Regiment was on December 31, 1863, two years before that 
battle, Jacob apparently could not recall the correct dates, saying they were “to the best of my 
recollection.” 
 
The Civil War ended on April 9, 1865. Jacob was promoted to Corporal and mustered out in Columbus, 
Franklin County, Ohio on May 1, 1866. He left his unit on the 18th of June of that same year, having 
served over 29 months in the Civil War. His pay had consisted of $13 monthly until the final raise was 
granted the Union soldiers, bringing their pay up to $16 a month. “  [Union] soldiers were supposed to 
be paid every two months in the field, but they were fortunate if they got their pay at four-month 
intervals….”[8] 
 
At the time of Jacob’s mustering out, only Civil War veterans who had sustained injury were given a 
pension[9], $8 per month. The 1870 census listed him as a farmer, his accustomed way to make a living, 
and not usually a lucrative one unless the farmer owned a large acreage and was able to sell his crops at 
a profit. 
 
He married my great-grandmother Sarah Catherine Orwick on August 18, 1867 in Findlay, Hancock 
County, Ohio. The marriage produced a son in 1868, followed by six daughters, a sizable family to 
support. 



 
As I examined the 225 pages of Jacob James’ pension application file, it became clear that he was often 
unable to work his farm due to pain in his back. Whether that pain was real or psychosomatic may never 
be known, but affidavits of dozens of men who knew him stated that they often heard him complain of 
that pain. Numerous physical examination papers within Jacob James’ pension files showed a variety 
of opinions by doctors, ranging from little evidence of a medical nature to a range of physical maladies 
described by some. Jacob attempted over the years to receive compensation for his illnesses due, he 
continued to maintain, to the back injury and damage to his eyes, which he claimed occurred during his 
war service. Each time his claim was denied despite sworn affidavits of neighbors and others who knew 
him. 
 
The only medical records during Jacob’s military service, as furnished by Colonel F.C. Ainsworth, Chief of 
the Pension Office, quoted him treated as follows, with no mention of either of the injuries Jacob 
claimed: 
• as Jac. James, P., Co. D, 107 Ohio Inf., May 6 to 10, 64, Diarrhoea, returned to duty; 
• Dec. 1 to 8, 64, Diarrhoea, returned to duty; 
• as J. James, &c., June 3 to 9 ’65, Dysenterie, returned to duty; 
• as Jacob James, Co. A, 25 Ohio Inf., June 2, ’66 to __, Gonorrhea; 
• nothing additional found. 
 
In 1890, Congress enacted a new law giving pensions to any Union Civil War veteran who served for at 
least ninety days, was honorably discharged, and suffered from a disability, even if not war-related. In 
1904 Theodore Roosevelt ruled that old age itself was a disability. Jacob eventually did get a pension 
late in his life, rather too late to contribute much to his support of himself and his wife and children. 
 
One interesting 1898 document in Jacob’s pension records contained unusual information. J.C. Butler, a 
neighbor of the James family, swore he had known Jacob James for 20 years, had also been a member of 
Company A of the 25th Regiment, and said Jacob’s wife assisted in supporting the family by ”vending 
merchandise about the streets of Findlay, Hancock Co., OH” where they lived. (Butler was the only 
person to so swear, casting, perhaps, a shadow of doubt on its veracity.) For that time and place, it 
would have been a most unusual activity for “the weaker sex,” dependent on the men of the family to 
accord them all care and protection. That Jacob was not the sole breadwinner must have weighed 
heavily on his mind. In the eyes of society he could be viewed a failure as a man. 
 
I'm sure Jacob’s war experiences greatly influenced his post-war behavior. According to family stories he 
was a strict father, a harsh disciplinarian and overly religious. My Aunt Margaret said her father was so 
angry with her for playing piano on Sunday that he slammed the piano lid on her fingers. Yet nothing in 
his wartime history indicated other than his having performed his assigned duties, and there was no 
written evidence of any aberrant behavior unbefitting a soldier. 
 
Now, numerous studies have identified what in the Civil War times was called "irritable heart or soldier's 
heart,"[10] the equivalent of the modern PTSD.“ Firm evidence of the long-term (chronic) psychological 
impact of combat in America can be traced to the Civil War. In 1871, writing in the American Journal of 
Medical Sciences, Dr. Jacob Mendes DeCosta assigned the diagnostic label "irritable heart" or "soldier's 
heart" to the chronic psychological problems of returning veterans.[11] Grandpa Jacob James reported 
all the classic symptoms; digestive discomfort, poor eyesight and debilitating aches and pains. 
 
As late as July 29, 1915, while living at 1618 Norwood Avenue, Toledo, Ohio, he was still applying for an 
increase in his pension to $24 monthly (in accordance with the provisions of the Act of May 11, 1912). It 
was granted, in the sum of $23, with another increase to $30 per month on July 29, 1920. In 1923, his 
pension was raised to $72 monthly. By then he was 78 and feeble, living under the care of his daughter 
Nellie James Guyman at her home in Adrian, Lenawee, Michigan.  
 



Jacob James died of chronic nephritis on October 9, 1927 at the age of 82, never having convinced the 
authorities that his illnesses were war related. 
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