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 It seems like veterans in the U.S. have had a history of neglect.  A lot of effort is expended enticing young men to join the military – travel, job training, education – but when the military is done with them, it’s another story.
During the time of the Revolutionary War, the Continental Congress of 1776 sought to encourage enlistments and curtail desertions with the nation’s first pension law. It granted half pay for life in cases of loss of limb or other serious disability.   But they had no money or authority so they left it to the states with lackluster success.  Only about 3,000 Revolutionary War veterans ever drew any pension, and it was limited to those who had been disabled, and the payments were quite low. A new principle for veteran’s benefits followed, providing pensions on the basis of need (indigent). It was introduced in the 1818 Service Pension Law. The law provided that every person who had served in the War for Independence and was in need of assistance would receive a fixed pension for life. The rate was $20 a month for officers and $8 a month for enlisted men.   The problem was that the pensioner had to prove that he was indigent and many never received a penny.  
During the Civil War period, New York Governor Reuben E. Fenton (”the soldier’s friend”) once remarked that homeless veterans in New York State “numbered by the thousands.” After the Civil War, veterans organized to seek increased benefits. The Grand Army of the Republic, consisting of Union veterans of the Civil War, was the largest veteran’s organization emerging from the war. Until 1890, Civil War pensions were granted only to servicemen discharged because of illness or disability attributable to military service.
In the World War I era, “The Veteran’s Bureau,” a columnist wrote in 1925, “has probably made wrecks of more men since the war than the war itself took in dead and maimed.”After Dec. 24, 1919, all claims and payments arising from disability or death from World War I were regarded as compensation rather than pension. This was reversed in March 1933, when all payments to veterans were again regarded as pensions. It was not until World War II that the distinction between compensation and pension again was used. The first director of the Veteran’s Bureau was relieved as director within two years and was later sentenced to prison and fined on charges of conspiracy to defraud the government on hospital contracts. After returning from the Great War, many veterans faced destitution and did all they could to survive.  In 1924 Congress passed the World War Adjustment Compensation Act, giving one dollar a day for service and 25 cents more for service overseas.  There was a catch:  If it were more than $50.00, it was issued in certificate form not payable for 20 years and not over $1500.00. The veterans called these “bonus” certificates and marched on Washington, some 15,000 by some estimates.   They demanded immediate payments.   They camped wherever they could. Some slept in abandoned buildings or erected tents. But many lived in makeshift shacks along the mudflats of the Anacostia River. With no sanitation facilities, living conditions quickly deteriorated in the “shanty town”. The bonus marches revealed serious shortcomings in how America cared for her defenders as they transitioned from military to civilian life.  As a result, Congress passed the GI Bill of Rights. In 1933 Congress enacted the Economy Act which repealed all laws giving benefits for veterans and gave the authority to Roosevelt who radically created new acts that greatly reduced veteran’s benefits.
At the end of World War II in1946, the VA had beds for about 82,000 patients but the VA rolls swelled in just a few months and the hospitals were virtually all swamped.  There were 26,000 non service related cases also on the waiting list.  The VA was building new hospitals but had money for only 12,000 more beds.  They came too few too late. Health problems associated with atomic radiation also have received belated attention. The Radiation-Exposed Veterans Compensation Act of 1988 authorized disability compensation for veterans suffering from a number of diseases associated with radiation, 42 years after the exposure!   
In the Korean War era, the Veterans’ Readjustment Assistance Act of 1952, called the Korean GI Bill, provided unemployment insurance, job placement, home loans and mustering-out benefits similar to those offered World War II veterans. The Korean GI Bill made several changes, however, in education benefits, reducing financial benefits generally and imposing new restrictions.  The effect of the changes was that the benefit no longer completely covered the cost of the veteran’s education.
Vietnam veterans make up the preponderance of homeless veterans. One out of four homeless people are veterans. Forty two percent of the homeless veterans served in Vietnam.  Many more served during the conflict but in non combat areas. Many of these suffer from PTSD, alcohol and drug related illnesses that have not been properly addressed by the VA.  The VA has claimed that PTSD has no relationship to military service. For some time, Agent Orange was also dismissed as a carcinogen. It is estimated that as many as 50,000 Vietnam Veterans killed themselves – about the same number that were actually killed directly in the war. A five month CBS News investigation found that veterans were more than twice as likely to take their own lives than Americans who never served. The major intervention by the government after the Vietnam War was pharmacological. In other words, the veterans were simply anesthetized.

Soldiers wounded in Afghanistan and Iraq were warehoused in Building 18, a rat-and roach infested satellite of the Army’s Walter Reed Medical Center. In addition, injured veterans have been going bankrupt and losing their homes because the Veterans Administration (V.A.) holds up their benefit checks for years on end. In 2004, 10 percent of state prisoners have had prior military service but the majority of veterans - 54 percent of state prisoners and 64 percent of federal prisoners - served during wartime. 
The military is attractive to many young people who have a sense of belonging and a desire to serve their country. No one tells them about the history of the treatment of veterans or that they might get killed or maimed in a questionable war that has little to do with freedom or the defense of their country. The only sure way of preventing the neglect of veterans is to abolish war. Until that happens, I am not optimistic that things will change for the better for veterans.
