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Only recently, a judicial district in Nebraska implemented 
a veteran’s diversion program and joined the ranks of over 
180 jurisdictions that have recognized the need for specialized 
programs for veterans within the framework of their criminal 
justice system. If one follows the media attention paid to vet-
eran’s criminal diversion programs, veteran’s treatment courts 
(VTCs) and the establishment of Veterans Dorms, it may seem 
that the mid-to-late 2000’s marked the Nation’s greatest inter-
est in and efforts to assist incarcerated veterans. While there 
is, indeed, a groundswell of interest in this cause far greater 
than the Vietnam-era, the most robust efforts began almost 
a century ago in the state of Wisconsin following the First 
World War, culminating in what was popularly described as 
a nationwide “prison clean-up” of incarcerated veterans with 
mental illness and physical disability traceable to their service. 
Curiously, in the few accountings of historical efforts at incar-
cerated veteran outreach, the 1940’s Post-World War II period 
is usually noted as the first time “the VA . . . attempted to serve 
the needs of incarcerated veterans” (Cox, 1979: p. 5).”

Careful examination of the ‘20s reveals a level of nation-
wide interest and partnership that sheds important light upon 
the dilemmas facing both corrections professionals and the 
Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), even today. While the 
Supreme Court in 2009 mentioned historical efforts to accord 
veterans leniency for crimes “especially for those who fought on 
the front lines” (Porter v. McCollum: p. 43), and contemporary 
legal scholars have pointed to a number of scholarly stud-
ies focusing on past criminal trends (Holbrook & Anderson, 
2011: pp. 8–9), there are numerous buried lessons from the 
Post-WWI period in source materials from the archives of 
the various states, the records of the U.S. Veterans’ Bureau, as 
well as the publications of the American Legion. This Article 
pays considerable attention to the period of the ‘20s because 
the Veterans’ Bureau adopted a robust national policy that has 
yet to be paralleled, and which exists in contrast to the VA’s 
policies after Vietnam—and even today. This vital period is a 
reminder that Nebraska has embarked on a long tradition that 
recognizes an implicit reciprocal relationship between return-
ing military members and the communities they have rejoined. 
It should be especially reassuring that this historic initiative 
emerged only mere miles away from Nebraska in the nearby 
state of Wisconsin.

At a time when courts and commentators have returned to 
early conceptions of veterans’ rights in efforts to promote their 
interests, there is much to be learned from the ‘20s historical 
example. This is especially true because many of our current 
Iraq and Afghanistan war veterans, who volunteered to fight 
after the 9/11 attacks, have unfairly absorbed residual criticisms 
and attitudes which were levied at veterans of the Vietnam era 
and represented a new brand of hostility that had never reached 
veterans from prior conflicts (MacPherson, 1993). A return 
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to founding ideals is needed to dislodge a misplaced perspec-
tive. Although there have been stand-outs for innovative jail 
and prison-based programs in later times, such as Indiana’s 
short-term program for incarcerated veterans in the mid-1940s 
and Pennsylvania’s statewide PTSD treatment program in the 
early to mid-‘80s, the combined effort of the Veterans’ Bureau, 
Wisconsin’s Governor, and the American Legion in the ‘20s is 
quite unique in its impetus for a nationwide movement.

The Roaring Twenties: The Dawning of 
a National Movement to Identify and 
Treat Incarcerated Veterans with Mental 
Health Conditions

Invisible Wounds Among Returning WWI 
Veterans

When the First World War ended after just over a year of 
U.S. involvement, approximately 5,019,874 veterans returned 
to their communities, which, while lacking the creature com-
forts of modern times, still featured mass transit with the Ford 
Model-T and motion pictures which had managed to captivate 
the nation. Approximately one in every five men between 16 
and 44 years of age had served in the military, as evident in the 
1920 census (Painton, 1922: p. 6). Roughly 9,000 had to be 

institutionalized for the mental effects of the combat trauma 
they suffered (Woollcott, 1922: p. 5). Yet, countless more 
returned with numerous indications that something just wasn’t 
right. In a 1922 American Legion Weekly article titled “Invisible 
Injuries,” the author made the case for compassionate treat-
ment of service members with Shell Shock (Wollcott, 1922). 
An inlaid article pointed to numerous signs of the condition. 
Though there would be no diagnosis of Posttraumatic Stress 
Disorder (PTSD) for the next 48 years, many of the symptoms 
were indistinguishable, including fear of sudden noises, pre-
monitions of death, the choice to live in isolation in the dark, 
inability to maintain concentration in civilian occupational 
tasks where one had excelled prior to the War, and an inability 
to deal with people in general (Welfare Worker, 1922: p. 6). As 
a commentator remarked in March 1922:

You could hardly blame a nerve-twisted soldier if 
. . . he were to settle his status by chopping off his 
hand or foot. He may have come back whole from 
France, with no wound visible to the unpracticed 
eye, and yet carry with him an injury as disabling, 
for the time being, as any mere lost leg.

(The Mental Aftermath, 1922). Little was different then, 
including popular media concerns that returning veterans were 
entangled in the civilian criminal justice system at significant, 
even startling, numbers.

DIVERT CRIMINally-INVolVED VETERaNS fRoM CoNfINEMENT
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placed them amongst scenes of carnage and of sudden whole-
sale death, many of the veterans shed their skin of civilization 
and lost their respect for life and property” (Painton, 1922: p. 
5). His multi-year investigation, which included intelligence 
testing of each veteran inmate, indicated that, in total, 318 out 
of 1,900—roughly one out of six inmates—had former mili-
tary service (with 220 in the Army, 86 in the Navy, 2 in the 
Marines, and 10 in the armies of Allied Forces). In his study,

1. More than half of the veteran offenders had at 
least one prior conviction before their initial entry 
into the service.

2. 224 of the 318 were working when arrested on 
the current charges.

3. On the Binet Intelligence Test, at least one 
half received scores that would have made them 
ineligible to serve, reducing the number of incar-
cerated veterans to one out of every 19, if one 
discounted for those who should have been pre-
vented from enlistment to begin with.

4. While the American crime wave was at its 
height in 1922, the number of incarcerated veter-
ans had either been holding steady—even drop-
ping—suggesting that veteran status was not a 
contributor to it.

Mirroring the Clerk’s conclusion in Galveston, Christian 
revealed that “the average soldier was a pretty good sort” during 
the War, and after returning from combat.

As is still the case today, it was difficult then to tell whether 
veterans with prior criminal records would have gone on to 
commit crimes even if they had not been in the military. A 
conclusion, echoed since that period, was that “[n]o uniform 
ever turned a man into a criminal; if he was a criminal in uni-
form, he was a criminal before he got into it” (Shepherd, 1923: 
p. 7). Others who were similarly concerned that the popular 
“criminal veteran” title of the ‘20s was undeserved, but who 
lacked the ability to study the prison populations, consulted 
sureties, whose duties included monitoring trends in criminal-
ity. There was little doubt that crime had become shockingly 
more violent following the war with a high degree of murders, 
shoot-outs with police, and audacious robberies. However, 
through this insider knowledge, the Chairman of the National 
Surety Company, William B. Joyce, concluded that 90% of 
this violent crime wave was attributable to youthful offenders 
who were too young to enlist and serve during the time of the 
First World War (Shepherd, 1923: p. 7). As he noted, “The 
criminals of today, who amaze and shock the land with violent 
deeds, were mere boys, too young for the army, on the day the 
war came to an end.” Rather than veteran status, the research-
ers concluded that the major contributors to the post-WWI 
crime wave were addiction to hard drugs, accessibility of pistols 
in pawnshops throughout the country, and the empty pursuit 
of higher education, which made it far easier for students to 

The First Studies of Veteran Criminality

Although he served as a Captain in the Medical Corps 
during WWI, Frank L. Christian dedicated much of his life 
to the study of criminology. After the War, he served as the 
Superintendent of the New York State Reformatory at Elmira. 
He became skeptical of the widespread media focus on veteran 
criminality which began shortly after the Armistice and only 
grew more entrenched over the coming years, as a wave of 
violent crime subsumed the Nation. The following newspaper 
titles resembled countless more: “Ex-Soldier Kills Wife and 
Self,” “Vet Loots Till,” “Homestead Hotel Man Slain; War 
Veteran Blamed After Firing Shots into own Body,” and 
“Charge Veteran Stole $3,500 from Widow.” In this period, 
the media engaged in “constant repetition of the terms ‘ex-
service man’ and ‘veteran’ when reporting the arrest of some 
criminal who claimed to have a discharge” (Painton, 1922: p. 
5). Although no other institutions had collected data on their 
veteran inmates immediately following the War, Christian 
began a careful study of those veterans in his own institution 
with the goal of testing the media’s hypothesis.

While Christian was meticulously collecting his data on 
Elmira Reformatory’s veteran inmates, a reporter in Galveston, 
Texas, had heard estimates that five out of every nine inmates 
in the Texas penal system were veterans (Changes in Texas 
Prison Population, 1920: p. 2). He contacted J.R. Jordan, 
Chief Clerk of the Criminal Record Department for the Texas 
Prison System, to investigate the accuracy of the numbers. 
Prior to that time, Texas made no inquiry into veteran status. 
Although Jordan was unable to make a “definite statement” on 
exact number of incarcerated veterans, he was “positive” that 
the prevailing figure was highly exaggerated. Considering the 
number of veterans confined in Huntsville Prison (30/260), 
the true number was closer to “one in every nine inmates of the 
state prisons.” If the number was accurate and generalizable, 
this demonstrated that, in contrast to the ratio of one in four 
civilians locked away, “relatively fewer ex service men are in 
prison than are non service men.” The positive finding was thus 
“creditable to the men who went to fight for their country.” In 
little time, Minnesota Municipal Court Judge Frank C. Barnes 
echoed this conclusion after examining his own court’s statistics 
involving 46 veteran offenders out of 160 misdemeanants tried 
in Fergus Falls: “The ex-service man is no more of a criminal 
than the average citizen. He has not been made a criminal by 
service bit on the contrary, his attitude toward mankind is bet-
ter for having been in the service” (1922: p. 22).

After three years of study, Christian revealed the results 
of his Elmira Reformatory study in New York, which was the 
most comprehensive empirical study of its time. It similarly 
rebuffed the media’s widespread accounts veteran incarceration 
and the corresponding theory “that when the Government put 
a gun in the hands of its young men, taught them to use it, ➡
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The average age of the confined veterans in Dr. Lorenz’s 
initial study involved offenders under 24 years-old. Of the 
235 veterans he identified at Waupon Prison and Green Bay 
Reformatory, 62% of them were mentally deficient, and more 
than 20% suffered from “disabilities traceable to military ser-
vice” (Casey, 1923: p. 7). Not only were most (over 60%) of 
their crimes trivial, but 70% of the cases dealt with property 
and money and 30% emerged out of “economic stresses” suf-
fered by the veterans in their communities. Lorenz observed 
how combat likely contributed to many of these cases: “Those 
who actually got into battle and witnessed or took part in the 
dreadfulness of war, may in later life have committed some 
overt act, which by comparison with compulsory military duty 
seemed inconsequential” (Treatment Not Punishment is the 
Need of Ex-Service Men in Prison Board Finds, 1923: p. 3). 
The survey revealed that “[a] majority of the ex-service men 
in prisons were found to be mentally abnormal and a high 
percentage were feeble-minded, with less intelligence than a 
nine-year-old child” (Advocates Survey War Veterans in Penal 
Institutions, 1923: p. 25). Interestingly, while alcohol was 
tied to 51 of the cases, drug use related to less than five cases 
(Treatment Not Punishment is the Need of Ex-Service Men in 
Prison Board Finds, 1923: p. 3).

drift into crime. Indubitably, some veterans did commit violent 
crimes, and none of the researchers’ studies had accounted 
for whether combat trauma, rather than merely adorning the 
uniform, might actually produce a different result. Additional 
studies would soon shed light on this important aspect of vet-
eran criminality.

New Concern over Combat-Traumatized 
Veterans in the Criminal Justice System

A Nationwide Movement Begins in Wisconsin

On August 9, 1921, the U.S. Veterans’ Bureau had recently 
been established with the aim of building hospitals to care for 
the numerous veterans with mental and physical war wounds. 
These efforts had not reached states as quickly as many desired. 
In Wisconsin, Dr. William F. Lorenz was instrumental in 
developing a state hospital for mental care with an aim of reach-
ing the veteran population in time to make an impact. After 
Lorenz observed “revelations of mental collapse in former sol-
diers treated” under his care at the Wisconsin State Psychiatric 
Institute, he began to study what many psychiatrists pondered: 
the extent to which combat-related mental conditions factored 
into the crimes committed by incarcerated veterans.
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of a new hospital (Casey, 1923: pp. 7, 26). Governor Blaine 
strongly believed that every state governor should implement a 
similar survey of its prison population. He “announced that he 
is attempting to enlist the support of the federal government 
and of governors of other states in a movement to give special 
attention to prisoners who saw service in the war” (Treatment 
Not Punishment is the Need of Ex-Service Men in Prison 
Board Finds, 1923: p. 3). To this end, he provided forms and 
materials as a template for “the Governors of the several States 
and . . . the departments at Washington” and frequently com-
municated with other Governors over the results of their own 
prison studies (Casey, 1923: p. 7). While Governor Blaine was 
the impetus for a national movement, two other entities surely 
sustained it: The American Legion and the national headquar-
ters and districts of the fledgling U.S. Veterans’ Bureau.

The Involvement of the American Legion

The Veterans’ Bureau, the Nation’s initial version of the 
federal entity that would evolve into the VA, had been in 
existence for approximately two years when the Wisconsin 
movement began. Given the youth of the organization and 
the magnitude of the problem of incarcerated veterans, it was 
understood that “the problem is of too great scope for the vet-
erans bureau to handle” (Hospital Instead of Jail, 1923: p. 3). 
As would be the case in years to come, the Nation mobilized 
to address this issue through the coordinated efforts of the 
Veterans’ Bureau and Veterans Service Organizations (VSOs). 
At this same time that Dr. Lorenz was studying veterans incar-
cerated in the Wisconsin penal system, a Commissioner of a 
Wisconsin Circuit Court, and veteran himself, named Francis 
Ryan Duffy, took interest the issue and shared Governor 
Blaine’s objective to develop national interest in the issue. Duffy 
had begun to rise to the leadership of Wisconsin’s American 
Legion, attaining the rank of Vice Commander, which pro-
vided him with a dual appointment on the Legion’s National 
Committee. He is credited for raising national awareness 
through the development of the “Survey of Ex-Service Men in 
Penal Institutes of the States of the Nation.” Through the vast 
infrastructure of this national network, including over 11,000 
posts throughout the world, each with various officers holding 
some prominent community positions, the Legion helped to 
collect data that approximated 20,000 veterans incarcerated in 
the United States by 1922 (Duffy to Aid of Ex-Service Men, 
1924: p. 3). Stemming from Duffy’s leadership on the issue, 
Legion officials presented the issue of incarcerated veterans 
at the Fifth National Convention in San Francisco between 
October 15th and 19th of 1923. As a result,

[a] sweeping recommendation was adopt-
ed instructing the National Rehabilitation 
Committee to make a survey of all Federal and 
State penal institutions and insane asylums for the 
purpose of ascertaining the number of veterans 

Wisconsin Governor J. Johnson Blaine had taken a particu-
lar interest in veterans’ mental health from the many executive 
clemency cases he considered. Although the Governor stated, 
“When I can take these boys out of prison and put them in col-
leges then I will be satisfied,” his favorable consideration mainly 
extended to those warriors whose crimes were linked “directly 
or indirectly to causes arising out of the service to his coun-
try” (Governor to Pardon All Ex-Service Men in Wisconsin 
Prison, 1922: p. 1). From his conversations with Lorenz, and 
upon learning of the study results, Governor Blaine became 
concerned that he might never learn of the incarcerated veterans 
with legitimate needs for healthcare, but “without friends or 
relatives and without money” to elevate their claims to his level 
(Blaine Orders Survey of All Vets in Prison, 1922: p. 2). He thus 
appointed Lorenz and Dr. W.S. Middleton, from the University 
of Wisconsin, to undertake a statewide study in which they 
would examine each incarcerated veteran’s “mental, nervous, 
and tubercular” condition. The far-reaching and unprecedented 
executive order provided the following further direction on 
those veterans with pressing treatment needs: “In the cases that 
should receive immediate attention by transfer to the psychiatric 
institute or some sanitarium, you can report to me from time to 
time, and under the statutes I will issue the necessary permit for 
their transfer as your report and advice suggests.”

Aside from the already monumental commitment to trans-
fer psychiatrically afflicted veteran inmates immediately from 
incarceration, Governor Blaine pledged further to preserve 
these veterans’ benefits under federal law. In the order, he 
further articulated:

I also desire to suggest that I will prepare a ques-
tionnaire for the prison authorities to have filled 
out after the time of the examination of each man 
so that I may carry out a plan I have in mind to 
see that these men are protected in their compen-
sation, vocational training and other civil rights 
growing out of their war service which because 
of their incarceration in all probability has been 
overlooked.

As for the mechanism to bring these claims to the attention 
of proper authorities, he concluded, “After the survey is com-
pleted, I will arrange through some department the necessary 
legal assistance to take care of the civil rights involving obliga-
tions of the state and federal government of those men who 
have been unable to enforce such obligations” (Blaine Orders 
Survey of All Vets in Prison, 1922: p. 2).

The Wisconsin survey concluded after a full year after 
medical examinations of each inmate with “his record taken 
by a stenographer on the spot.” The examinations identified 
several veterans who required immediate medical attention. Of 
these inmates, Governor Blaine transferred more than twenty 
of the men to the psychiatric facility, with plans underway 
to parole or transfer additional inmates upon the completion 

➡
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Allocation of Responsibilities for Rehabilitating 
Incarcerated Veterans

In a speech delivered at the time of the order in 1922, 
Colonel Forbes estimated that no less than 25,000 veterans 
were incarcerated in the Nation’s prisons (Prison Cleanup 
Campaign Being Put on by Vets, 1922: p. 4). Forbes acknowl-
edged, “no doubt there are a number of men in prisons . . . who 
have been committed because of a weakened mental or physi-
cal condition, directly attributed to the man’s military service.” 
Thus, the Veterans’ Bureau, in its first iteration of a policy for 
incarcerated veterans, concluded that “it is the government’s 
responsibility to determine [the mental condition of incarcer-
ated veterans,] to acquaint the state authorities with the situa-
tion[,] and take the man off the hands of the state and hospital-
ize him in a government institution, giving him the treatment 
and compensation that he is duly entitled to.” The Bureau’s 
sentiment regarding incarcerated veterans in the ‘20s is best 
represented by this account: “No expenses will be spared to 
discover the man who is entitled to the aid of his government, 
even though he has been so unfortunate as to violate the laws of 
his state and is now paying with his liberty for his folly” (Prison 
Cleanup Campaign Being put on by Vets, 1922: p. 4). Forbes, 
in his repeated calls for public action, urged official audiences 
to ensure that the many incarcerated veterans in the Nation 
would not be “forgotten” (Would Pardon a Host, 1922: p. 1).

Under Forbes’s leadership, the Veterans’ Bureau was 
responsible for effectuating a nationwide “intensive prison 
clean-up drive” to identify, evaluate, and assist incarcerated 
veterans with medical needs traceable to their military service. 
Like a military operation, the Prison Clean-Up involved “a 
squad composed of contract officers, a medical examiner and a 
male stenographer” (Prison Cleanup Campaign Being Put on 
by Vets, 1922: p. 4). Media reports suggest that VSOs played a 
significant role in these visits, as reflected in a resolution adopt-
ed at the November 26, 1922, Veterans of Foreign Wars Baby 
Convention in Boston that requested the Veterans’ Bureau 
medical examiner to “take the necessary steps to provide a doc-
tor and contract men, to be accompanied by [a VFW adjutant’ 
to visit the ex-service men in jail and make mental examina-

therein who are suffering from curable mental ail-
ments due to military or naval service.

(The Record of the Fifth National Convention, 1923: p. 
10). Preliminary surveys revealed that, on balance, “sixty per-
cent of [the incarcerated veterans w]ere suffering from some 
mental defection, one fifth of which is traceable directly to war 
service” (American Legion Notes, 1924: p. 7). Accordingly, the 
ultimate purpose of the national effort was not merely to count 
veterans, but to go far beyond and “determine if any such men 
should be treated in medical institutions rather than impris-
oned for crimes committed while in this mental condition.”

Colonel Charles Forbes and the U.S. Veterans 
Bureau

While it is unclear how each of the governors and state 
penal institutions responded to these recommendations, there 
was a consensus that the efforts had produced measurable and 
“highly successful” results at the national level (Duffy to Aid of 
Ex-Service Men, 1924: p. 3). One irrefutable impact of these 
efforts was evident in the reaction of the Veterans’ Bureau, 
which was formed on September 31, 1919, in order to respond 
to the needs of WWI veterans. The Bureau was organized in 
the form of a national headquarters and 14 different semi-
independent districts. Colonel Charles Forbes, the Bureau’s 
first Director, was clearly aware of the ongoing efforts to count 
the number of incarcerated veterans in the Nation. From the 
perspective of the Veterans’ Bureau and its responsibility to 
America’s returned warriors, however, these statistics did not 
end the analysis. As evident in Governor Blaine’s efforts to pre-
serve eligibility for benefits, “[m]any of these imprisoned men 
have physical disabilities of service origin [but] they are getting 
little or no compensation and are unable to present their claims 
because they are in prison” (Advocates Survey War Veterans in 
Penal Institutions, 1923: p. 25). Forbes saw the need to link 
these veterans with benefits they rightfully earned.

During a meeting with the district managers, Colonel 
Forbes “personally recommended that all of the offices insti-
tute a survey of penal institutions in their jurisdictions with 
reference to the compensation status of all former service men” 
(Will Look After Jailed Veterans, 1922: p. 5). On November 3, 
1922, Colonel Forbes translated the tentative plan into an offi-
cial order, which he transmitted to each state District. Major 
W.F. Kent, Manager of the New York District, related the text 
of Forbes’s order, which called for “an investigation and survey 
of all veterans of the world war now confined in penal institu-
tions throughout the state with a view of giving them treatment 
and compensation where needed.” In Forbes’s own unambigu-
ous words: “Where we find beneficiaries in penitentiaries and 
jails you must remember that there is nothing in the law to 
prevent them from having care, treatment, and compensation, 
if necessary” (Will Look After Jailed Veterans, 1922: p. 5).

The initial policy of the Veterans’ Bureau on 
incarcerated WWI veterans in the ’20s was to evalu-
ate incarcerated veterans for service-connected con-
ditions. For those with mental health needs, the 
policy was to work with states to transfer the inmate 
to psychiatric care. For those who remained, incar-
cerated, the policy was to liberally construe medi-
cal treatment and compensation benefits, especially 
since the laws did not discriminate based on inmate 
status.
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confined [were] serving second sentences.” (May Aid Veterans 
in Institutions, 1924: p. 12). Upon learning of the statistical 
trends, members of the Veterans’ Bureau even shared their 
opinion that “it is remarkable that not more of them men are 
in jail, because so many left army service with shattered nerves 
and were compelled to adjust themselves to after-war condi-
tions” (Hospital Instead of Jail, 1923: p. 2). By January of 1923, 
the Veterans’ Bureau identified at least 2,000 cases for further 
review from these initial efforts (American Legion and V.F.W. 
News, 1923: p. 4).

As reflected in the American Legion’s position, the cam-
paign to clean-up prisons and jails had a specific focus service-
connected mental illness and “the theory that many [veteran 
inmates] are prisoners as a result of mental illness and not 
because of any criminal tendencies” (Legion to Seek Survey 
of Ex-Service Men Confined in Iowa Penitentiaries, 1925: p. 
1); “The organizations will press no claim for clemency where 
a veteran shows no disability,” explained officials (American 
Legion Notes, 1924: p. 7).

Having developed rough estimates of the number of incar-
cerated veterans and having commenced widespread evalua-
tions of their mental health, the movement to divert incarcer-
ated veterans to psychiatric care in the community was aided 
by conservative estimates from Dr. Lorenz’s study that “at least 
5,000 [inmates were] in dire need of medical aid instead of the 
usual course in quarrying rock” (Casey, 1923: p. 27).

As it became clear that responsibilities did not end with 
a mere tally, the clean-up movement generated the impetus 
to develop solutions for the challenges facing all incarcerated 
veterans. Seeing that these inmates largely did not understand 
their rights, a component of outreach by the various institu-
tions necessarily included education and efforts to file claims. 
Beyond merely treating those in need of immediate mental 
health care, there were additional considerations. Dr. Lorenz 
recommended a dual-track for jails and prisons with respect 
to those who remained. While the “mentally unfit” veterans 
should “be segregated” with one another away from the general 
population, healthy veteran inmates should be provided occu-
pational training in schools installed in the prisons and jails spe-
cifically for this purpose. The first recommendation stemmed 
from the fact that “the segregated class could be allowed certain 
liberties that might be dangerous from the prison point of 
view if witnessed by the mentally responsible inmates” (Casey, 
1923: p. 24). Such liberties in confined settings were necessary 
to promote these veterans’ health. The American Legion’s 
Soldiers’ Relief Commission of Oklahoma similarly advocated 
for “a full-time neuro-psychiatrist expert [to] be assigned to the 
prisons, that the prisoners may be closely observed and reclassi-
fied where necessary [and] construction of a psychopathic ward 
inside the prison walls, in which should be confined the mental 

tions” (Would Reopen Cases of Jailed Veterans, 1922: p. 6). 
The Sixth District of the Veterans’ Bureau, which included 
the states of Alabama, Louisiana, and Mississippi, commenced 
its Clean-Up activities on December 1, 1922. In aid of these 
efforts, members of the Sixth District solicited help from the 
public in magazines like Mississippi’s Laurel Daily Leader:

Parties who have information on ex-service men 
confined in prison camps or county jails who feel 
that the crimes they committed are attributal [to] 
their military service will be conferring a favor 
on the bureau as well as the unfortunate man if 
they will correspond with the district office, U.S. 
Veterans Bureau . . . or any of the . . . sub-district 
offices.

As evident in this desire to investigate such cases, “[t]
he U.S. Veterans Bureau feels that this prison work is part 
of their job and that their responsibility will not be fulfilled 
until they have satisfied themselves that there are no men 
confined in penal institutions in this country who are there as 
a direct or indirect result of their sacrifices for their country” 
(Prison Cleanup Campaign Being Put on by Vets, 1922: p. 4). 
Veterans’ Bureau personnel, like Dr. Stanley Rinehart, advo-
cated incarcerated veterans’ interests beyond merely the federal 
level, urging the states to provide meaningful clemency or other 
relief from prison sentences: “The states must see to it that 
every service man in prison gets an opportunity to have a hear-
ing if he deserves it, or hospital treatment instead of a jail cell, 
if this is what he needs” (Hospital Instead of Jail, 1923: p. 2).

By 1923, efforts to identify incarcerated veterans resulted 
in various statistics that between 20,000 and 26,000 veterans 
were incarcerated throughout the Nation. With the help of the 
Veterans’ Bureau and VSOs, statistics began to amass regard-
ing each state’s incarcerated veteran population. After more 
than a year of study, Wisconsin’s final total, which included 
the Milwaukee House of Correction, was 352 (Blaine Orders 
Survey of All Vets in Prison, 1922: p. 2). In Oklahoma, 
there were 358 incarcerated veterans (May Aid Veterans in 
Institutions, 1924: p. 12). In Alabama there were 286 (Prison 
Cleanup Campaign Being Put on by Vets, 1922: p. 4). In 
South Carolina, there were 68 (American Legion Notes, 1924: 
p. 7). Unlike the studies of Elmira Reformatory in New York, 
which revealed half of the incarcerated veterans to be previous 
offenders, in Oklahoma, for example, “[o]nly 31 of the 359 

In the ‘20s, Members of the Veteran’s Bureau 
solicited help from the public in identifying cases of 
suspected service-connected injuries and advocated 
in the clemency process for veterans to be released 
to medical care and treated where medical examina-
tions confirmed a service-connection.

➡



12T H E  N E B R A S K A  L A W Y E R  N o v E m B E R / D E c E m B E R  2 0 1 3

DIVERT CRIMINally-INVolVED VETERaNS fRoM CoNfINEMENT

computerized VRSS program, the evolution of the Prison 
Clean-Up of the ‘20s suggests that there will again arise recog-
nition of the need to do something about the problem, seeing 
that neither the states nor the Veterans’ Bureau settled merely 
on the numbers after gaining awareness of the incarcerated 
veteran population.

That Colonel Forbes and the Veterans’ Bureau liber-
ally granted benefits to incarcerated veterans is also quite 
noteworthy. It did not matter whether there were no specific 
authorizing rules for benefits to the incarcerated. Veterans were 
veterans whether incarcerated or not. This position exists in 
stark contrast to later years, especially the late ‘70s, when the 
VA interpreted the “lack of specific legal authority” as a reason 
why it was precluded from providing mental healthcare services 
to incarcerated inmates (Ewalt, 1979: p. 131). In the few con-
gressional hearings on incarcerated veterans and their mental 
health needs, although the VA cited some historical lessons, it 
entirely omitted the Prison Clean-Up of the ‘20s, which stands 
out as the most robust effort in the Nation to address the issue. 
One reason for this omission may be the fact that Vietnam and 
the country’s rejection of its veterans have unfairly subsumed 
the issue. Myra MacPherson’s extensive research on this point 
reveals that, during and following the Vietnam period spe-
cifically, prison officials, wardens, legislators, and even veterans 
themselves, did not have a desire to know the magnitude of the 
problem (1993: pp. 578–79).

Arguably, these jaded attitudes have stayed even though 
Iraq and Afghanistan veterans have emerged from an entirely 
different backdrop, in which the bulk of their numbers volun-
teered to serve the country following the attacks of September 
11th. Now that more is known about the effects of Operational 
Stress Injuries, America has gained a better understanding of 
the needs and challenges facing Vietnam veterans, and now 
that the Global War on Terror has introduced an entirely dif-
ferent population to the Nation’s prisons and jails, the lessons 
of the ‘20s provide a sorely needed alternative viewpoint on the 
type of innovation that is possible when communities, VSOs, 
government agencies, governors, and confinement facilities 
join forces.
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