Another 1863 view of Camp Morton, (Note the sheds.)

Acceptance

It is generally thought that the Civil War pre-muster
physical examination was superficial at best. One medical
science historian referred to the process as “abominable,”
“a sham” and cites an example of one doctor who bragged
he could examine 100 men an hour.®® Even a few
women slipped through the “examinations.” For those
early Indiana volunteers, the routine was not so
haphazard. The regimental historian of Billy’s unit wrote,
“At that time men were striving to get in, and Uncle Sam
did not accept everyone who presented himself.”®V In-
deed, the ranks of the Johnson County Riflemen were
reduced by about a third, And Billy Davis was one of those
rejected because he was judged to be too short.

A man’s height was important in the military culture
of 1861. The 6th Indiana, a unit going through muster at
the same time as Billy boasted of 83 men over six feet.
“They were giants in those days,” recorded the regimental
historian with pride.® Daniel Howe from Billy’s own
company also felt the torment of being too short. He and

the other “smallest™ man in the company were banished to

the rear.®

No doubt some of the enrollees in April of 1861 were
chosen solely on the basis of their height. By war’s end,
however, loftiness was of little consequence. Of 118,254
Indiana enlistments sampled after the war, 28 percent
were 5'6” tall (Billy’s height) or less, 34

It is curious that the examiner did not detect Billy’s
false tooth. Teeth were an important consideration in the
examining process, since soldiers used their teeth to tear
open the small paper cartridge bags prior to loading a mus-
ket. Dentures were becoming common in 1861. In fact,
there were two dentists doing business in Franklin in 1860.
The most popular replacement tooth of the times would
have been a manufactured porcelain crown on a wooden
base. The wooden anchor was jammed into the root canal,
then the moisture in the mouth would cause the wood to
swell. 1t is likely an anesthesia was administered.® How-
ever miserable the process, an artificial tooth could go un-
noticed.

Given a second chance, Billy passed muster. Relieved
and proud, he had been accepted as a volunteer soldier.
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The tallest man to serve in the Union Army, 6’ 10%2” David Van Buskirk,
Company F, 27th Indiana Infantry.
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