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Wounded Veterans and the State 

The Precursor of the Veteran’s Home in Sweden (1560-1650)  

 

 

 

 

Introduction  

 

A hospital record dated 1647 from the town of Viborg in what was then the eastern part of 

Sweden reports that an inmate in the institution, Thomas Thomasson Hakulj, had struck the 

hospital warden. The hearings that followed the incident revealed that Thomas Thomasson 

thought that he had special privileges since he had been injured when serving in war. During 

his service his feet were badly frozen. The pain that he had suffered made him, as the records 

tell the story, ‘lose his mind, and [he] could not control himself any longer’.
1
 Thomas 

Thomasson did not even admit that he had done anything wrong when he used violence 

against the hospital warden. His condition, as he explained it himself, was not caused by his 

own action. The war was to be blamed for it, not him. He should therefore not be held 

responsible for beating the hospital warden. This behavior, which would not have been 

accepted under other circumstances, was explained and put into context and placed in 

relationship to the sufferings that Thomas Thomasson had been forced to endure in the war.  

Although the records explained Thomas Thomasson’s actions as more acceptable since 

he had suffered during the war, this incident raises the question of whether this was a unique 

event or whether it tells something about the common conception of wounded soldiers in the 

17th century. This article is an attempt to study injured soldiers and how and when the 

Swedish state began to organize special care for this group. The second question is linked to 

the first and will examine what forms of care the wounded soldiers were offered and how this 

was organized.
2
 The article starts with a brief discussion of the state and how its development 

was inseparable from the war and its needs in the early 1600s.  
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The Military State and Care  

 

The early 16th century saw the rise of more centralized states in several areas in Europe. This 

was due to the fact that the church had lost much of its previous domination and power to the 

princes as a result of the ongoing Reformation. Charles Tilly regarded the strong state as 

having emerged as a result of war, and he claimed that wars were what ultimately made 

states.
3
 As Francis Fukuyama has noted, this seems to be universally true. China became the 

first centralized state in the 4
th

 and 3rd centuries BCE as a result of constant fighting between 

different princes and smaller kingdoms.
4
 The same evolution took place in Europe in the 16th 

and 17th centuries, and war was the ultimate force that speeded up centralization and 

bureaucratization in the process of creating the state. The constant fighting between the states 

in Europe made them compete and continually try to develop faster than their neighbors.  

Sweden was an unlikely candidate to take up the competition for domination in northern 

Europe. In the beginning of the 17th century the country was sparsely populated and had only 

small cities. Most of its resources were unexploited. Yet, Sweden succeeded in turning this 

around in a couple of decades. Next to France, Sweden was the new superpower that signed 

the Treaty of Westphalia that ended the Thirty Years’ War in 1648.  

A number of historians thoroughly investigated this question in the 1970s and 1980s. 

Sven A Nilsson and Jan Lindegren pointed out that Sweden succeeded by using its limited 

resources as efficiently as possible, and that this laid the foundation for the transformation of 

the country.
5
 They have argued that Sweden developed as a military state that was organized 

to be able to fight distant wars overseas, especially in the Baltic area and in Germany.
6
 But 

none of this would have been possible if the state had not been supported by the majority of 

the people, and in the 17
th

 century the majority in Sweden was still made up of peasants. They 

represented at least 90 per cent of the population.
7
 This mobilization of the resources and how 

it was done has been the main issue for the research up until recently. As Lauro Martines has 

noted, the last few decades have shown a new social history of war that has asked new 

questions. Historians have started to broaden their research and have recently been more 

interested in for example ‘the conditions of the common soldier, and for the voices of 

civilians caught up in the tangles of war’.
8
 But as Martines also mentions, the vast majority of 

research in these fields remains to be done, as we know little or nothing about for instance the 

care for wounded soldiers.  

One of the specific characteristics of the Swedish state was its efficient control over the 

people. The priest was supposed to keep records on each inhabitant in his parish. This was 
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done as part of a reform of the Swedish military system. Up until the 1520s there had been no 

permanent army in Sweden and, as was the case in England, each war or conflict had to be 

dealt with by the king who utilized special measures.
9
 The military consisted of the cavalry 

supplied by the aristocracy, local assemblies of peasants to guard the frontiers and 

mercenaries who were mostly foreign. This system was changed by Gustavus Vasa, who 

began to conscript peasants who were always supposed to be prepared to fight a war, even 

abroad.
10

 These peasant soldiers were volunteers, and they were still complemented by 

mercenaries.
11

 This system continued until 1619, when Gustavus Adolphus made a major 

reform. It implied that every tenth adult male between 15 and 60 years of age was to be 

enrolled, and the only exception consisted of those men who lived on territory that belonged 

to noblemen.
12

 This system implied that every grown man could be enrolled in the system, but 

the state and the local communities had similar interests in enrolling those who were not yet 

firmly rooted in society. The vast majority of the enrolled were young men, often aged 15 to 

25, who had not yet married and who did not own their own farms.
13

  

The new enrollment system started in the beginning of 1621, and in short time 14,700 

men on foot and 3,125 on horseback were assembled and shipped to the Thirty Years’ War.
14

 

One year later, 6,000 of the men were dead, most having died of diseases that spread rapidly 

in the garrisons during winter. The high mortality rate meant that new soldiers had to be 

recruited. This new enrollment had to take place annually or at least every second year so that 

the regiments would not be reduced. In the century that followed c. 600,000 men were 

enrolled for military service, but only approximately 100,000 of these survived and returned 

home.
15

 Many of them were badly injured, physically or mentally, or both. They lost limbs 

and had lived many years with extreme violence as a part of everyday life. Many were old. 

How and when did the state recognize the problem of returning soldiers and their livelihood?  

 

  

Special Care of Wounded Soldiers  

 

The first traces of special organized state care for crown servants dates to the 1560s. In an 

instruction he issued King Erik XIV pointed out wounded soldiers as a group worthy of help. 

Those who “had been shot, and because of that are ill or else for their old age” were to be 

allowed to stay on the properties of the Crown.
16

 There they were to have food and beer for 

the rest of their lives, and in return they were to contribute with whatever work they were able 

to do. It seems to have been important that the soldier had been wounded by enemies or was 
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old in order to qualify for help. This meant that soldiers who only had been sick did not have 

the same rights. These specific qualifications for help were repeated in numerous documents 

and were also put forward in letters from soldiers to the king as reasons why they should 

receive assistance.  

In 1565 many more wounded soldiers returned to Stockholm. The Swedish-Danish War, 

called the Seven Years’ War (1563-1570), was fought in the southern parts of Sweden and on 

the Baltic Sea. In one of the battles at sea the greatest ship in the Swedish fleet, Mars, was 

captured by the Danish and sank after a devastating explosion. Many soldiers were captured 

and injured, and as many as 168 soldiers received four marks each in compensation from the 

state.
17

 Once again it was stated that soldiers who had been wounded by the enemy should 

have priority over others.
18

  

Sweden was one of the countries in Europe which adopted the new Lutheran faith during 

the 16
th

 century. This meant that the Crown strengthened its economic capacity and 

dominance in society at the expense of the Church. Since the early Middle Ages care of the 

sick and poor relief had been one of the top priorities for the Church. This changed with the 

Reformation as the Crown took over the hospitals that had been run by the Church. Despite 

this, the hospitals were one of the areas mentioned in the new canon for the church, which 

was accepted in 1571. In this document it was stated that different categories of people should 

be able to seek care in the hospitals. Those who had infectious diseases were to be separated 

from others, which included the ‘blind, lame, shot, stabbed or stricken’.
19

  

The church canon was in line with what was going on all over Europe at this time. Since 

prices had risen due to crop failures which followed many consecutive years of bad weather, 

the masses of poor had grown larger in Sweden, as well as in other parts of the continent. This 

was the case, especially in the north. In Sweden, Denmark and England there were major 

problems and inflation. This meant that the institutions that used to be sufficient to meet the 

needs of poor relief were overwhelmed. Restrictions were put on who was considered 

qualified to receive care. The deserving or non-deserving poor were separated in two different 

categories, and criteria where established to distinguish the one from the other. Otherwise the 

limited resources for poor relief would have been grossly overdrawn.  

In this struggle for the right to poor relief one category was once again distinguished as 

more deserving than others. The injured soldiers could more or less count on the Crown when 

it came to care.  

In the 1560s King Erik XIV also started to issue special letters to wounded soldiers, 

which granted the soldier priority to hospitals from which they would receive their livelihood. 
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The king’s letters became common in the decades that followed, and wounded soldiers can be 

found regularly in hospital records from this time. Erik XIV stated that ‘… there [in the 

hospitals] His Majesty in particular had to provide a living for those who have been wounded 

by the enemy…’.
20

 This meant that the soldiers should be attended to first, and the other 

categories of care seekers had to wait in line. In the same document, the king also stressed that 

it was important that each person stayed where he or she belonged. When poverty became a 

major problem in Europe in the course of the 16th century, many people left their homes and 

tried to seek a living in the towns.
21

 This meant that the hospitals became crowded with 

people who did not belong to the city and had no right to poor relief. In order to deal with this 

problem, the king stated clearly that each parish should support its own poor. This did, 

however, not include the wounded soldiers. They were still granted support at the hospitals by 

means of the king’s letters.  

It seems that the special care that was granted crown servants, and especially injured 

soldiers, was widely accepted. In 1604 the hospital in Viborg in eastern Sweden supported 

nine “sick and lame crown servants”.
22

 This number had risen to 22 in 1621 and continued to 

increase. In 1623 there were certainly not more than 19, but a year later the records show that 

25 wounded crown servants were in the hospital. In 1625 there were as many as 29. The 

number of crown servants at the hospital in Viborg had tripled in just over twenty years, and 

this must reflect the rise in numbers of soldiers wounded in the war.  

In the beginning of the 17th century many of the Swedish hospitals formalized their 

organization in hospital by-laws. This meant that the custom of giving special care to crown 

servants was articulated. One of the clauses stated that persons who had been ‘of our enemies 

wounded in their limbs’ should have priority over other care takers.
23

 This meant that the 

system that had been established in practice since the 1560s was now regulated, but hospital 

care must have been rather exclusive in comparison to the need for relief. Since the wars 

became more and more common and resulted in increased numbers of wounded soldiers, the 

need constantly grew.  

In the beginning of Gustavus Adolphus’ reign, in the 1610s, it became relatively common 

for wounded soldiers to receive help by means of special letters from the king. In 1616, for 

instance, there are several letters in the registers concerning soldiers who were granted help. 

Two soldiers, Henrik Jöransson and Anders Bengtsson, were ‘so lame, that they could no 

longer be used at court or on any march or expedition, [and] we have we assigned them to 

Uppsala Castle, ordering that they should receive their livelihood…’.
24

 These wounded 

soldiers should receive support at the king’s castle in Uppsala and not at a hospital. It was 
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common that soldiers either got to live in the king’s castles or were given help in the form of 

extra grain. Four barrels of grain per year seems to have been the most common quantity 

given.
25

  

Wounded soldiers had been articulated as a group in special need of help from the 1560s 

onward. It seems that the state, which in most cases was the king, recognized the problem that 

many soldiers had to support themselves and thought it plausible that the state should help 

these people and their families. Until the 1610s the assistance was unorganized and seems to 

have been ad hoc. When the enlistment system was carried out in the years following 1620, 

this could no longer be the case. The state had to organize the help; the question is how this 

was done and what help the wounded soldiers received.   

 

 

The Veteran’s Home and the Veteran’s Fund  

 

In the 1630s several reports complained about large groups of people who were roaming 

around in the countryside without any occupation. The problem was not new, but the 

magnitude was. The large amount of wounded soldiers was also new. They had been 

relatively few until the 1620s, but with the new enlistment system it meant that many of the 

enlisted soldiers were injured and returned unable to work again. After the death of King 

Gustavus Adolphus a regency for his young daughter Christina took over, and in 1638 

instructions were written for the governors in the provinces about the situation. They were 

admonished to be aware of ‘the disorder which should be abolished that is much grumbled 

throughout the country:  begging soldiers and mariners along with other drones are roaming 

from one province to the other and should be watched over’.
26

  

The injured soldiers were not exclusively a social problem anymore. They had also 

become a threat to order and stability in society since they were too numerous to be ignored. 

In this situation, the king’s letters were not enough to solve the problem with this category. 

Several representatives for the Church expressed fear that the limited space in the hospitals 

would be inundated by people with letters from the king, and the Church tried to exert 

pressure on the state to take care of the problem.  

The first step towards more systematic help for wounded soldiers had already been taken 

by Gustavus Adolphus in 1622. He had established a ‘donation book’, where he exhorted 

people to donate money to the care for this especially vulnerable group. The king wrote that 

everyone, both from the nobility and lower strata, should donate as much as they could as 
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good Christians. The money would help out those who “for the well-being of the nation, have 

become crippled, and they should have their bread in the Vadstena monastery.”
27

 This was 

due to the 1620 decision to base the Swedish army more or less totally on enrolled soldiers. 

Many of the enrolled soldiers fled from their duties, and the “donation book” seems to have 

been one thing that the king thought could help alleviate this problem.  

The action taken by Gustavus Adolphus meant that a fund was established that eventually 

could provide help for wounded soldiers. The foundation was provided by a donation of land 

from the Crown, and this was followed by more gifts from the Crown and noblemen in the 

years that followed. It was called the Veteran’s Home Fund (krigsmanshuskassan), and it 

mostly gathered its resources in grain from the land. This formed the basic relief for the 

soldiers. But neither the fund nor the home were realized at that time, probably because the 

resources were still too limited to be able to cope with the growing demand for help.  

Not only were the injured soldiers discussed during the 1620s; the main issue was the 

social problem with growing poverty. In 1620 the king proposed a major reorganization of the 

hospitals, which implied that only a few grand hospitals would remain. The clergymen were 

asked to give their opinion about this plan, but they were not convinced that this change 

would solve the real problem. In their opinion the problem had its origins in the disorder that 

the people who traveled from town to town brought with them to the parishes:  

 

So now severe disorder has come due to the never-ending begging that severely 

disturbs the peasantry, both in towns and in the countryside, of children, sick, 

lame, poor, and  mariners and soldiers, who roam around the countryside and 

who are not  pleased with what good people give to them.
28

  

 

It is possible that the king listened to the clergymen; what remains a fact is that the proposal 

was never realized. A few years later, in 1624, a statute regarding begging was instead 

launched in order to address the problem with poverty. The Veteran’s Home was mentioned 

as one of two special projects for certain categories of poor, namely wounded soldiers and 

orphans.
29

 This reveals that the Veteran’s Home was now part of the plan for the organization 

of poor relief, but it would be years before the institution could start to operate.  

 

In 1630 Sweden became involved in the Thirty Years’ War, and just two years later King 

Gustavus Adolphus died at the Battle of Lützen. The war meant that the resources that 

Sweden had, both natural assets and people, were stretched to the utmost. This, in turn, was 
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followed by a rapidly growing number of wounded soldiers who returned home to Sweden in 

the mid-1630s. The problem reached the chamber of the Privy Council and the custodians of 

the realm who shared power during the regency after the king’s death. After some debates it 

was decided that a part of the tithe that usually was used to support the translation and 

distribution of Bibles would be granted instead to the Veteran’s Home Fund.
30

 This meant that 

the fund had a stable and regular income, and it seems that it was this decision that placed the 

economy of the institution on firm ground. Not long afterward the Veteran’s Home in 

Vadstena could finally open, approximately 15 years after Gustavus Adolphus had established 

the ‘donation book’.  

In March 1638 Måns Andersson was contracted to become bookkeeper of the Veteran’s 

Home in Vadstena. The town of Vadstena is in south-central Sweden near the lake Vättern 

and was thus strategically located from a geographical point of view. A Veteran’s Home was 

also supposed to be established in the western part of Sweden and one in the eastern part of 

the Swedish Realm (Finland), but the promise of this second home was never to be fulfilled. 

Måns Andersson’s task was to manage the records of the Veteran’s Home and also to be in 

charge of the complex rebuilding of the old monastery.  

The renovation of the northern structure in the monastery started in 1638, but no records 

were saved from that year’s work. The next year, the royal architect, Simon De la Vallée, was 

sent to Vadstena, and he made a proposal for how the buildings should be reconstructed.
31

 

When the summer of 1640 arrived, De la Vallée’s drawings seem to have been finished, and it 

is likely that the work on the buildings followed his plans. As he had been appointed royal 

architect, the role had been strengthened, and it was stipulated that no major rebuilding 

projects financed by the state should begin before a drawing by his hand was finished.
32

 

Today De la Vallée’s drawings are probably lost.
33

 Other records of the work have been 

retained and can provide information about the rebuilding project.  

The first records preserved are from 1639, and they contain an incoming balance from the 

year before.
34

 This indicates that the rebuilding started in 1638. Salaries were paid to 

carpenters, glaziers, blacksmiths, stonecutters, masons and coppersmiths for the work they 

had done. The carpenters were paid most, 55 daler and 6 öre, while the masons and 

coppersmiths were paid 36 daler altogether. The types of work they had done were not 

specified, but another note in the records states that 79 windows had been produced, as well 

as a number of small tables and a staircase for one of the buildings.  

The rebuilding of the monastery structures continued in the summer of 1640. At this point 

a brickyard had been started, and this meant that the bricklaying could be speeded up. Some 
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old walls were also torn down, and the bricks from these were used for the rebuilding, 

especially in the western part of the Veteran’s Home. In the early 1640s the northern building 

was ready for the first wounded soldiers to move in.  

In the years after 1640 the central organization that was responsible for the newly opened 

Veteran’s Home, the War College (krigskollegium), received numerous applications from 

officers who supported the requests of injured soldiers from their regiments. One of these 

applications mentions a soldier, Sven Håkansson, who was awarded help in a letter dated 

January 1643. This letter indicated that Sven Håkansson had been on duty for a long time, 

nearly thirty years, and he had eventually been injured. The letter states that he should either 

have a place in the Veteran’s Home or be given help from the Veteran’s Home Fund. He was 

not given a place in the institution, but was to receive five barrels of grain annually.  

The following years the Veteran’s Home in Vadstena was filled with injured soldiers. 

Beginning in February 1640 the commander at Vadstena Castle, Claude de Laval, was asked 

to give an annual account of the numbers housed in the home. In 1644, only four years after 

the first soldiers had moved in, the number was already 26, and all of them had their families 

with them. Fifteen of these were common soldiers, and eleven were higher officers. All of 

them were married, and they had a total of 27 children.
35

 

The number of places in the Veteran’s Home was limited by its fixed number of rooms in 

the old monastery. Approximately 25 to 30 families could live there, and it seems that the 

injured soldiers usually lived there for a few years, some wounded soldiers even for decades. 

Per Jönsson, for example, was assigned a place in the home in 1642, and he still lived there in 

1666.
36

 When they died, the widows and their children could stay on in the home for another 

year, after which time they were expected to remarry and form a new household. It is obvious 

that the limited number of places in the Veteran’s Home never should meet the demand for 

help, since we know that thousands of soldiers returned home during the 1600s. What, then, 

was the purpose of having the Veteran’s Home if it could support only a few of all wounded 

soldiers that needed help? One possible answer is that the Home could serve a purpose mainly 

as a rhetorical figure for the King. If the Estates complained on the burdens of the enlistment 

he could always argue that the State supported those who were wounded since there was a 

Veteran’s Home for them. If this was the case, it did not matter that much that the institution 

in no way had the means to support more than a few percent of the wounded soldiers. Another 

possible explanation is that the Veteran’s Home was intended only for the soldiers that had 

been badly wounded, and that could not return to their home parishes. Either way, the limited 
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number of places in the Veteran’s Home suggests that the State was not that interested in 

helping the wounded soldiers out.
37

  

In the beginning of the 1640s, when the Veteran’s Home in Vadstena had started to 

operate, the situation in the eastern part of the Swedish Realm was much discussed. It was 

stated in Gustavus Adolphus’ plan that a Veteran’s Home should also be started in this part of 

Sweden, but nothing was done to bring this idea to fruition. This meant that the wounded 

soldiers in the east still had to rely on the king’s letters in order to get poor relief.
38

  

In 1643 the bishop in Viborg wrote about the situation in his episcopate. In his opinion, 

most care takers in the hospital were disabled soldiers, ‘some of them lame, some of them old 

castle servants’.
39

 This meant that the hospital’s scarce resources could no longer support all 

of those in need of poor relief in the episcopate. The bishop obviously did not think that the 

wounded soldiers and other crown servants belonged in the hospital. He also said that if all 

crown servants who wanted help were accepted at the hospital, ‘no other poor could receive 

any help’.
40

 It is obvious that the Church tried to categorize the wounded soldiers as a group 

that should not dwell in the crown hospitals, and this was especially true after the opening of 

the Veteran’s Home and the establishment of the fund. In 1644 the regency promised the 

Church that wounded warriors would no longer receive the king’s letters admitting them to 

the hospitals. Instead, the soldiers were granted a place in the Veteran’s Home or grain from 

the Veteran’s Home Fund.
41

 The implications of the document were that the state would help 

wounded soldiers and that it was ready to take action to help those in this category to procure 

their livelihood. However, as was the case with the 1622 establishment of the ‘donation 

book’, the document shows the intention concerning the organization of help for wounded 

soldiers. In reality, however, this was not always the case. Wounded soldiers still remained a 

problem for the state, but at least it had recognized them as a group worthy of help and tried 

to provide a few of them with a roof over their heads and something to eat.  

  

 

Conclusion 

 

The wounded soldiers were first designated as a category worthy of special poor relief in the 

1560s. During the decades that followed, they could receive letters from the king that 

promised either a place at a hospital or on an estate owned by the Crown. An alternative was 

receiving annual help in the form of some barrels of grain. This system worked up until the 

1610s, when it was gradually transformed into a more organized form of assistance. The 
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organization of poor relief for soldiers was started by Gustavus Adolphus in 1622, when he 

opened a ‘donation book’ to gather resources for this purpose. In 1640 the Veteran’s Home in 

Vadstena was opened, and it was the most extensive project that the state initiated to deal with 

old and wounded soldiers. Between 25 and 30 soldiers and their families in need of relief 

were allowed to live there. This group was obviously considered worth a major investment 

according to the state, despite the fact that these men were never likely to serve in war again. 

This fact makes the commitment from the state in the Veteran’s Home and the fund project 

even more interesting, since these projects seem to have involved only relief. The state 

obviously had motives other than pure profit and the maximum extraction of resources; it thus 

gave something back to those who made sacrifices. The condition for granting help was that 

one had to have been wounded by the enemy. In the eyes of the contemporary world these 

men had sacrificed something for the state and should therefore be helped.  

The Veteran’s Home is one of two examples in Sweden where the state was an active 

care giver; the other example was the orphanage in Stockholm founded in 1633. The state 

invested resources in something that today could be called a social project, where the relief 

and well-being of the old and wounded were more important than making them fit for service 

again. It is an example of what Annika Sandén has pointed out: in the early modern period the 

Swedish state also dealt with what we today call welfare.
42

 The Veteran’s Home and the fund 

were to help the wounded soldiers, and at the same time help the surrounding society. It 

reduced the numbers of wounded soldiers roaming around as beggars. The Swedish example 

of the Veteran’s Home is striking both as an early and far-reaching project even in an 

international perspective. In France Henric IV started the Maison Royale de la Charité 

chrétienne in 1611, but it was closed after only a few years.
43

 The great L’Hotel des Invalides 

in Paris was not opened until the 1670s in Ludwig XIV’s era.  

The connection between the enrollment system and the Veteran’s Home and Fund should 

be emphasized. In the long run the organization of the military defined the Swedish state as it 

took form in the 1600s. This meant that the military and its needs formed the foundation for 

the other parts of the bureaucratization process. The Veteran’s Home and Fund was one of the 

consequences of the special Swedish system of enrolling soldiers. When they were torn from 

their environment, most often from their farms in their parishes, the king was responsible for 

them if they returned from war old or wounded, and it was the state that started to organize 

help for them starting in the 1620s.  
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