
Warden for the Union: General William Hoffman (1807-1884)

Item Type text; Dissertation-Reproduction (electronic)

Authors Hunter, Leslie Gene, 1941-

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 16/05/2023 13:56:53

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/565236

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/565236


WARDEN FOR THE UNION: GENERAL WILLIAM HOFFMAN
(1807-1884)

by
Leslie Gene Hunter

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the
DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

In the Graduate College
THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA

1 9  7 1



(G) COPYRIGHTED ' 

LESLIE GENE HUNTER

1971



THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

GRADUATE COLLEGE

I hereby recommend that this dissertation prepared under my

direction by  Leslie Gene Hunter__________________________

entitled WARDEN FOR THE UNION: GENERAL WILLIAM___________

HOFFMAN (1807-1884)__________________________________

be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement of the 

degree of _______ Doctor of Philosophy_____________________

& C  r - / f 7/
Dissertation Directoi^^ ^ Date /

After inspection of the final copy of the dissertation, the 

following members of the Final Examination Committee concur in 

its approval and recommend its acceptance:*

E---------------------------- — / T 7J.--

This approval and acceptance is contingent on the candidate's 
adequate performance and defense of this dissertation at the 
final oral examination. The inclusion of this sheet bound into 
the library copy of the dissertation is evidence of satisfactory 
performance at the final examination.



P-LEASE NOTE:
Some Pages have i n d i s t i n c t  
p r i n t .  Filmed as rece ived.

UNIVERSITY MICROFILMS



STATEMENT BY AUTHOR

This dissertation has been submitted in partial 
•’••ful=-#ill-ment̂ .o'f- -requiBeme-nts'»'for- -an --advanced degree at The 
University of Arizona and is deposited in the University 
Library to be made available to borrowers under rules of 
the Library„

Brief quotations from this dissertation are 
allowable without special permission, provided that 
accurate acknowledgment of source is made. Requests for 
permission for extended quotation from or reproduction of 
this manuscript in whole or in part may be granted by the 
copyright holder.



PREFACE

William Hoffman spent most of his life in army 
garrisons. After growing up on the various frontier posts 
to which the United States Army sent his father, and 
graduating in 1829 from the United States Military Academy, 
he served for three decades in forlorn frontier garrisons 
and participated in numerous military expeditions. He took 
part in the Black Hawk War, the Santa Fe escort, and the 
Seminole War, and served with distinction in the War against 
Mexico. To protect the emigrants rushing across the conti
nent for the gold fields of California, he built Fort 
Atkinson, on the Great Plains. While commanding Fort 
Laramie on the Oregon Trail, he participated in General 
William S. Harney's Sioux Expedition, Colonel E. V. Sumner's 
Cheyenne Expedition, and General Albert Sidney Johnston's 
Utah Expedition. He led the expedition against the Mojave 
Indians. Released on parole after surrendering to the 
Confederate authorities in Texas at the beginning of the 

Civil War, he served during the conflict as the Commissary 
General of Prisoners for the Union Army. In 1870, after 
forty years service, he retired.

A complete biography of General William Hoffman is 

neither possible nor desirable. If his personal papers are 
extant, they have not been located, and descendants of his 

' ". ■ iv
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only child do not know of the disposition of the General's 
private correspondence. Furthermore, although the voluminous 
records in the National Archives reveal a great deal about 
his lengthy military service, this is not a career study of 
William Hoffman in the fullest sense. His military experi- 
..ence was exte.nsiv.e, but his role was usually that of a

isubordinate.
Indeed, in the total sweep of American history 

William Hoffman played no central role. He was not a great 
intellectual, reformer, jurist, politician, artist, 
scientist, inventor, explorer, or businessman. He was a 
soldier. Although he rose to the rank of Brevet Major 
General for services rendered during the American Civil War, 
his name is probably unfamiliar even to students of military 
history. He led no armies in decisive battles or major 
campaigns. . He won no wars.

Hoffman's real importance lies in his service during 

the Civil War as the Warden for the Union as administrator 
of Union Civil War prisons. A study, of that phase of his 
career affords a unique vantage point from which to investi
gate the complex problems of the treatment of captured 
Confederate soldiers.

Civil War prisons hold a certain unshakeable 
fascination, and there is an extensive literature on the 
topic. Old veterans for years after the war wrote accounts 
justifying their actions and accusing their foes of extreme



vi
mistreatment of the prisoners they captured. Union veterans 
denounced the Confederacy, charging that the atrocious 
conditions at Andersonville and elsewhere resulted from 
wanton cruelty and a deliberate attempt to destroy the lives 
of Union soldiers.

,.By the beginning of the twentieth century a more 
dispassionate approach was possible. Professor James Ford 
Rhodes calculated that there had been 12 per cent mortality 
in Union prisons and 15.5 per cent mortality in the Con
federate prison camps. After taking into account the 
"better hospitals, more skillful physicians, the ample 
supply of medicines and the abundance of food," Rhodes con
cluded, "all things considered the statistics show no reason 
why the North should reproach the South."

It was not until 1930, when Professor William B. 
Hesseltine published his Civil War Prisons: A Study in War . 
Psychology, that a scholar attempted a full treatment of the 
subject. Hesseltine's southern background undoubtedly 

influenced his analysis, an analysis he repeated unchanged 
in The South in American History. in the 1960 edition as 
well as the original one published in 1938. Perhaps the 
clearest statement of the Hesseltine thesis appeared in an 
article published in the Journal of Southern History 
entitled "The Propaganda Literature of Confederate Prisons." 

The conclusion was:
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More than any other factor, the prisoners' 

accounts of their suffering served to keep alive 
the bitter psychosis of the Civil War.

During and after the war the prisons from 
Johnson's Island to Andersonville played much the 
same part that the Belgian atrocities played in 
the World War. In each case the stories fed the 
fires of hate and inspired war-crazed peoples 
with savage impulses. The major difference 
between them.was that the one set of atrocities 
grew up by accretion while the other was 

• organized and promulgated by official publicity 
bureaus. Official and expert propagandists in 
the World War did the work which was usually 
left to inexpert dabblers in the "great rebel
lion. "

Professor Hesseltine felt, however, that the suffer-
: • ' ings of the prisoners at Andersonville and other southern
prisons resulted not from malice but from the poverty of
material resources and the collapse of the transportation
system of the South. The Confederacy was not culpable, but

unable to provide better for the prisoners because of the
failure of the distribution system.

Although the South seemed guiltless to Professor 

Hesseltine, the conduct of affairs in northern prisons, by 
implication, seemed to him more the product of malice on the 
part of the authorities. Hesseltine concluded that the 
people in the North came to believe during the war that the 

South mistreated deliberately the northern soldiers they 
captured. This belief was credible only because of the 
hatred engendered during the war, Hesseltine explained, and 
the North urged retaliation against the Confederates in 

Union prisons.
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Yet, Hesseltine devoted only two chapters to 

northern prisons, In the first he dealt with prison condi
tions in 1861 and 18620 In the second, entitled "War 
Psychosis and the Northern Prisons," he dealt with the 
growing vindictive spirit of the northern citizens as they 
-learned of the .conditions, in the southern prisons, which 
they came to believe were the results of a malicious plan 
on the part of the Confederate officials, "The result of 
this psychosis," Hesseltine stated, "was that prisoners in 
the Northern prisons were forced to suffer in retaliation 
for the alleged Southern cruelty," Hesseltine asserted:

Certainly, Secretary of War E„ M, Stanton 
ordered Northern prison authorities to reduce 
food, fuel, shelter, and clothing of prisoners 
to levels which he and the propagandists of the 
North contended were parallel to conditions in 
the South, Much of the suffering in Northern 
prisons was a direct result of these orders.

This study is an investigation of William Hoffman's 
tenure as the Commissary General of Prisoners. It is an 
attempt to determine at what point the "war psychosis" 
manifested its influence in governmental policies, and to 
ascertain to what extent that psychosis actually was the 
causal factor responsible for the reprehensible conditions 

within the prison camps.
In the course of the research for this study numerous 

individuals have assisted me. To acknowledge these debts by 

a ponderous catalogue of names would be a most ineffectual 

manner of repaying my creditors.
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My obligations to professors who have advised and 
encouraged me during the course of this study are unre
pay able. I would like to thank Professors Herman E. Bateman, 
Roger L. Nichols, John Robert Vignery, and especially 
Professor John V. Mering. I can not adequately thank the

   ..librarians,.,and,.archivists, .of thehis tori ca 1 societies and
university libraries, who have patiently answered queries, 
and have provided reproductions of the various manuscript 
holdings in their collections. The staff at the Federal 
Records Center, Suitland, Maryland, the Library of Congress, 
Washington, D. C., and the National Archives, Washington,

D. C. have been particularly helpful.
There is no way to acknowledge the unrepayable 

obligation I owe my parents. I would especially like to 
acknowledge my gratitude to my wife and children, who are 
delighted that General William Hoffman at last rests in 
peace.
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ABSTRACT

This study is an examination of General William 
Hoffman's tenure as the Warden'for the Union, as Commissary 
General of Prisoners during the American Civil War. It is 
an attempt to evaluate Professor William B. Hesseltine's 
interpretation of the impact of the "war psychosis" upon the 
treatment of captured Confederate soldiers. It ascertains 
the duration of the influence of the "war psychosis" upon 
Union policies, and determines the. extent of the impact of 
that psychosis upon conditions within the Union prison 
camps.

After a thirty year career as an army officer, 
Hoffman arrived in Texas as the state seceded. A Con
federate force captured William Hoffman, but released him 
on parole. The United States Army sought a position in 
which Hoffman could continue to serve without violating his 
parole oath and appointed him the Union Commissary General 

of Prisoners.
General Hoffman designed a prison depot in which he 

hoped to confine the captured rebel soldiers, but the
victories of General Grant rendered his small prison inade
quate. He attempted to bring order and regularity to the
chaotic collection of prisons which had developed. With the
establishment of an agreement to exchange prisoners the

xiii
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number of rebels, confined decreased, and Hoffman again 
attempted to organize the prison system.

The exchange of prisoners presented the Commissary 
General with the problem of accommodating the paroled Union 
troops. Hoffman tried to deal with the parolees in the same 

' •rmanner •that-'he had treated the captured Confederates , which 
revealed that the "war psychosis" had not yet manifested 
itself in his policies.

After the Collapse of the agreement for exchanging, 
prisoners, the number of captives confined increased, and 
the problems proliferated. Conditions in the prisons : 
declined, and General Hoffman sought to alleviate the 
defects in the subsistence, clothing, security, medical 
attention, and housing of the prisoners.

By mid-1864 the "war psychosis" began to. manifest 
itself in Hoffman8 s policies. • The Warden for the Union 
reduced the rations inmates received and imposed restric
tions upon the prisoners dealing with the prison sutler and 
receiving packages. Nevertheless, Hoffman still tried to 
correct the inadequacies in Union prisoner of war camps.
The impact of the "war psychosis." was limited both in time 
and in responsibility for reprehensible conditions in the 
Union.prisons.



CHAPTER I

APPOINTMENT AS COMMISSARY GENERAL OF PRISONERS

Even before the First Battle of Bull Run, Montgomery 
C„ Meigs, the Quartermaster General, saw that it would be 

necessary to make arrangements for the large number of 
prisoners of war which the Union armies expected to capture. 
He explained to the Secretary of War, Simon Cameron, that 
prisoners were entitled "to proper accommodations, to 
courteous and respectful treatment, to one ration a day and 
to consideration according to rank." During the War of 
1812, the government had appointed a commissary of prisoners 
to maintain a muster list of the prisoners, negotiate an 
exchange of prisoners, and send funds to the enemy for the 
use of U. S. soldiers held prisoners.

The Commissary General of Prisoners "should be an 

accomplished gentleman," General Meigs believed, "as his 
office is of high power and importance." The officer needed 
a "knowledge of military law and custom".so that he could 

deal intelligently with the delicate question of the 
exchange of prisoners. Meigs recommended the appointment of 
a Commissary General of Prisoners "charged with the care of 
the prisoners now in pur hands and preparations for those 
likely to fall into our possession." The Quartermaster

■ : 1



General further suggested renting one of the islands off
Sandusky in Lake Erie as a depot for prisoners of war, and
urged that preparations be made immediately to avoid "great
embarrassment" when the Union armies captured Confederates«

In October, 1861, General Meigs received War Depart
, . .,vment--i-nstruGtio.ns- to •-establish'.a” depot in -Lake Erie. He

recommended that Colonel William Hoffman, "an officer of
rank and experience whose misfortune in having been placed
on parole renders it impossible for him to take the field,.
be appointed commissary of prisoners and charged with the
details necessary for establishing the depot." The General
notified Hoffman on October 7th that he had been appointed

2Commissary General of Prisoners.•
/ Colonel William Hoffman, a veteran of thirty years

experience, had graduated from the United States Military
3Academy in 1829. At West Point, William had shown the

1 . R. N. Scott et al., eds.. The.War of the 
Rebellion: A Compilation of the Official Records of the 
Union and Confederate Armies (130 vols.° Washington: Govern 
ment Printing Office, 1880-1901), series 2, Volume III, 8 . 
Hereafter cited as O.R.

2. O.R., 2, III, 32, 48-49, 121.
3. Hoffman to Secretary of War, April 28, 1825,

U. S. Military Academy Cadet Application Papers (CAP), File 
No. 92, 1824 (92/1824), Record Group-94 (RG-94), National 
Archives (NA).

The first semester revealed that Hoffman was a good 
student who committed no serious breach of regulations but 
earned the occasional inadvertent demerit. He ranked 16th 
in a class of 87, and was a consistent student. While some 
of his classmates would rise or fall markedly in the class 
rankings, he would finish at the end of four years at



traits which were to characterize his career as an Army 
officer. Although never brilliant., he was an able and 
efficient officer, earning the commendations of his 
superiors^ He was a stern disciplinarian, who seemed to 
have memorized the Army Regulations. Concerned with the 
most minute.formalities of.military conduct and proper 
pro to co1 , he expected precision and perfection in the

4reports, returns, records, and rolls of his subalterns.
Thus, the Colonel possessed the "knowledge of 

military law and custom" which General Meigs believed were 
necessary qualifications for the office. Further, William 
Hoffman was unassigned and available for the post of 
Commissary General of Prisoners. The army could not utilize 
in the field the experience of this veteran, because he was 
a paroled prisoner of war, having surrendered to the Con
federate authorities in Texas at the beginning of the Civil 

5War.

at virtually the same standing he held at the end of his 
first semester. Sept., 1825-Jan., 1826, Monthly Reports of 
the Conduct of Cadets, RG-94, NA° June, 1826, Merit Rolls of 
the Cadets of the Military Academy, RG-94, NA; Rolls of the 
Cadets According to Merit in Conduct for the Year Ending 
June 12, 1829, RG-94, NA.

4. He was post adjutant at Cantonment Leavenworth 
in 1830 and learned the numerous details of records and . . 
orders of an army garrison. Dec., 1829-May, 1832, Fort 
Leavenworth, Returns from U. S. Military Posts (Post 
Returns), RG-94, NA.

5. The practices of paroling and exchanging 
prisoners will be discussed in Chapter V.
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Appointed Lieutenant Colonel of the 8 th Infantry in 

October, 1860, he had been reluctant to join his new regi
ment, stationed in Texas at the time. On December 29, 1860, 
five days after South Carolina seceded, Colonel Hoffman had 
requested permission to delay his departure from New York 
City until February 15 because of "the very unsettled state 
of political affairs." Apprehensive about taking his family 
with him, he had wanted to avoid the "inconvenience and . 
expense" of returning later to take them to Texas. When 
General in Chief Winfield Scott refused to authorize a
delay.y however, Hoffman joined his regiment and assumed

6command of San Antonio barracks on February 11, 1861.
On his arrival in Texas he had found the political 

situation tense. Governor Sam Houston had refused to summon 
a convention to consider secession, and the secessionists 
had issued their own call for special elections on January 
8 , 1861. The delegates had convened in Austin and had 
passed an ordinance of secession on February 1, 1861, but 
even before a plebiscite ratified secession on February 23, 
the secessionists raised an army to defend Texas until the 
Confederate Army became effective, and appointed

6 . Hoffman to Thomas, Dec. 29, 1860, Headquarters 
of the Army, Letters Received (HQALR), RG-108, NA; Hoffman 
to Scott, Jan. 9, 1861, HQALR; Scott to Hoffman, Jan. 4,
1861, Headquarters of the Army, Letters Sent (HQALS), RG-108,
• NA.
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commissioners to obtain the surrender of federal property in 

7the state.
After Colonel Hoffman had assumed command of San 

Antonio barracks on February 1 1th, he learned that the Texas 
troops intended to capture the government buildings„ . 
.General * David Emanuel - Twiggs the secession-minded commander 
of the Department of Texas # wanted to avoid bloodshed and 
wished his soldiers to carry unloaded weapons. Hoffman had 
preferred ordering his troops to load their weapons but 
instructing them not to fire unless the rebels tried to 
disarm them. The Union sentinels at the Alamo, however, had 
stood guard with unloaded muskets.®

On February 15, the War Department had relieved 
Twiggs of command. Pointing out that his health would not 
permit him to take an active part in hostilities anyway, 
Twiggs had announced his desire to follow his native Georgia 
into the Confederacy and requested a replacement. His 
successor. Colonel Carlos A. Waite had not assumed command 

for four days. Because Waite was a devout Unionist from New 
York, and because he would more likely resist the,

7. O.R.. 1, I, 503-516“ O.R., 1, VIII, 618, 622- 
634r O.R., 2, I, 25-26.

8 . O.R.. 1, I, 517-520.



secessionists than Twiggs, his appointment had precipitated
9action by the Texans *

In the chilly pre-dawn hours' of February 16, 1861,
an army of 1,000 of Ben McCulloch's Texas "minute men" had
filed into San Antonio. The motley assemblage of volun-

•■̂ teers ; '■hard-'ly ••■'looh'ing • like-'-an -army , had enter ed . town on
horseback, on muleback, and on foot. Some had been dressed
in coats, others in shirt-sleeves, and some had wrapped
themselves in old shawls and saddle-blankets to keep warm.. :
The officers had tied strips of red flannel to their coats,

10and Colonel McCulloch had worn his black velvet "uniform."
With the arrival of these undisciplined but deter

mined Texans, armed with weapons of various age, the meet
ings between the Committee of Public Safety and the 
commissioners of General Twiggs about the disposal of the 
federal property had terminated. Sometime after four 
o'clock in the morning of February 16th, Colonel Hoffman had 
learned that the "minute men" had entered the town. The 
Texans had occupied the roofs of buildings near the Army

9. O.R. . 2, I, 28-29« O.R. . 1, I, 579-584. Docu
ments of the operations in Texas were printed in O.R. , 1, I, 
502-636, and O.R.. 2, I, 1-104.

10. O.R., 1, I, 503-504” O.R., 2. I, 2-3, 10-12;
The Tri-Weekly Alamo Express (San Antonio, Texas), Feb."T9, 
1861; Caroline Baldwin Darrow, "Recollections of the Twiggs 
Surrender," Battles and Leaders of the Civil War, ed.,
Robert Underwood Johnson and Clarence Clough Buel. (4 vols. ; 
New York: The Century Co., 1884-1887), I, 33-36.
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quarters, had surrounded the public buildings, and had taken

11possession of the arsenal.
Colonel Hoffman had reported to General Twiggs that

there were over 1,000 armed Texans,in San Antonio. At dawn
Hoffman had received a note from the Texas Commissioners
-addressed to the commander of the Department of Texas. The
Colonel had sent the message to General Twiggs and had
ordered his troops to remain in their quarters and to resist
any attempt to disarm them.. The sentinels , with unloaded

2 2weapons, had been withdrawn from the Alamo.
Between 9 and 10 o'clock the Colonel had decided to

remove his troops to avoid a possible collision, and had
proposed moving his command into a camp a few miles from the
town. The Commissioners had objected to this unless Hoffman
promised not to leave the camp except to evacuate from
Texas. Colonel Hoffman had discussed with General Twiggs
the possibilities of taking his troops to Indianola to board

13ships which would take his command up the Mississippi.
General Twiggs had promised to comply with the 

demands of the Texas Commissioners if Texas ratified seces
sion at the plebiscite in the next week. He had begun to 

remove his troops' from San Antonio. Colonel Hoffman had

1 1 . O.R. , 1 , I, 517-520.
\ -

1 2 . . 0. R„ , 1 , I, 517-520.

13. O.R. , 1 , I, 517-520.



given the necessary orders and that afternoon his soldiers 
marched out of the city with their bands playing and their 
colors flying. Hoffman himself, however, had remained with 
the headquarters of his regiment in San Antonio. General 
Twiggs had agreed to surrender the public property, but to 
"■retain‘h-i'S troops E ~ weapons , -equipment, and transportation. 
The General had ordered his soldiers to evacuate the posts 
in Texas and to assemble at Indianola, whence they would

14sail for.New fork City.
On February 19, Colonel Carlos A. Waite had assumed 

command from General Twiggs. The United States soldiers 
could not successfully resist Texas forces because they had 
been in army posts scattered across the state. An attempt 
to concentrate the soldiers, Waite had believed, would only 
result in the rebels6 destroying them piece-meal before they

i ■ ■

could escape the state. He had concluded that the most 
prudent course was to comply with the agreement which 
General Twiggs had made by removing the troops from Texas 
as quickly as possible. Although the Texans had promised to 

provide transportation to the coast so that the troops could 
embark, they constantly thwarted Colonel Waite's operations, 

and the Unionist Colonel feared that the rebels would try to

14. 0.R., 1 , I, 2-12; The Tri-Weekly Alamo Express
(San Antonio,. Texas), Feb. 19, 1861; Darrow, "Recollections 
of the Twiggs Surrender," pp. 35-39; Stephen B. Oates,
"Texas Under the Secessionists," Southwestern Historical 
Quarterly, LXVII (October, 1963), 173.



9
prevent the embarkation of his soldiers and make them

15prisoners of war.
Despite the efforts of Sam Houston, Texas had 

ratified secession on February 23. After secession, Houston 
had refused military assistance from the United States, and 

. .. .had,, requested the Union to withdraw its troops as quickly as 
possible. Colonel Waite had transmitted Houston's request 
to the War Department and had reported that one transport 
with almost 600 soldiers had already sailed for New York and 
another would soon leave. He had begun to concentrate his 
command at Green Lake, some twenty miles from Indianola.^^ 

Although the Texas Committee of Public Safety had 
wanted to try to enlist the Union soldiers in the Con
federate Army by offering them ranks equal to those they 
they held in the Union Army, it is doubtful that Colonel
Hoffman had considered joining the rebels. He had grown up
on army posts, graduated from West Point, and had served
thirty years as an officer. He had known no loyalties but

17to the United States and to the U. S. Army.
Actually, few United States soldiers stationed in 

. Texas had accepted the invitation to enter Confederate

15. O.R., 1, I, 521-23, 531, 549-550; O.R.. 2,1, 
7-10, 13-16; Darrow, "Recollections of the Twiggs 
Surrender," p. 39.

16. O.R., 1, I, 550-52, 598-99.
17. O.R., 1, I, 609, 615-17: O.R., 2, I, 26-28, _

37-38.
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ranks„ Increasingly concerned about, the large number .of
Union troops assembling, the rebel authorities had reversed
their policy and had ordered Colonel Earl Van Dorn, on April
11, 1861, to prevent the Union troops from leaving the
state. Those not enlisting in the Confederate service had
been regarded., as ..prisoners of war. The next day , General

18Pierre G. T. Beauregard had bombarded Fort Sumter.
At San Antonio, A$confederate force had made Colonel

Waite, Colonel Hoffman, and. other officers prisoners on
April 23. After considering the matter for twenty-four
hours. Colonel Waite and his officers had accepted the
paroles offered them. The men had sworn not to "bear arms
against the Confederate States of America, nor in any way
give aid and comfort to the United States . . unless . . .
duly exchanged for other prisoners of war, or until released
by the President of the Confederate States." The rebels had
agreed that the officers and men could proceed through the
Confederate States of America by way of Galveston and then
up the Mississippi to any point they chose in the United

19States.
In late April, when Hoffman saw that he could be of 

no further use to his soldiers and that the avenues to the

18. O.R., 2, I, 40-56; O.R.. 1, I, 561-571.
19. O.R., 2, I, 40-56; O.R., 1, I, 561-571; W. W.

Heartsill, Fourteen Hundred and 91 Days in the Confederate 
Army. ed. by Bell Irvin Wiley (Jackson, Tennessee: McCowat- 
Mercer Press, 1953), pp. 12-13.
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North were about to be permanently, closed, he had left San
Antonio with his family. He had reached New York City some

20 •time before June, 1861.
.One sergeant of the 8 th Infantry reported: "Colonel

Hoffman remained in the city of San Antonio until the latter
part of ""Apr il. '''Although not "being permitted" to exercise any
authority over his old command, he nevertheless gave us many
words of encouragement to remain steadfast to the flag.
. . ." The Texans had separated the officers from the
enlisted men, whom they moved to a camp on the Salado River,
eight miles from San Antonio, and later the rebels confined

21them in Camp Verde.
Colonel Hoffman thus had pledged, as an officer and 

gentleman, that he would not take tip arms or serve in the 
field against the Confederacy until duly exchanged. He had 
promised not to give information detrimental to the cause of 
the Confederacy to the United States authorities. His oath 
had been so restrictive that he could not report even the 
facts of his capture to the War Department or discharge a

20. O.R., 1, I, 517-18• O.R., 2, I, 43-44, 58, 81- 
82; E. D„ T[ownsend], "William Hoffman." Sixteenth Annual 
Reunion of the Association of the Graduates of the United 
States Military Academy at West Point. New York. June 12th, 
1885 (’East Saginaw, Michigan: Evening News, Printers and 
Binders, 1885), pp. 37-38.

21. In'early 1863 they were delivered to the Union 
lines and exchanged. T[ownsend], Sixteenth Annual Reunion
. . . at West Point, pp. 37-38» Stephen Schwartz, Twenty-Two
Months a Prisoner of War (St. Louis: Published for the Author 
by A. F. Nelson Publishing Co., 1892), pp. 200-206.
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musician from his regiment's band until he obtained a

22modification of his parole from the rebels„
It had been difficult to determine the duties which

William Hoffman could perform without violating his parole„
For a time he had served on court martial duty at the United
■dStabes <• *Mil-itary-^AGad emy- y. but, be 1 i e v ing - his oath, preclud ed
the duty he had refused to muster volunteers into the
service* In August, Colonel Hoffman had suggested to the
War Department some duties which he believed he could
perform. He had felt at liberty, declared the Colonel, to
take a regiment to relieve the command in Oregon. He also
had believed he could command any fort on the Atlantic
coast, perform commissary duties at a northern post, sit on
a commission to fix the pay of officers, recruit soldiers,

23or serve on a board to examine volunteer officers.
For a time the War Department had placed him at the 

disposal of the navy, and undoubtedly the veteran infantry 
officer felt relief when he learned that the navy did not 
desire his services. In mid-September, the Colonel had

22. O.R.. 1,1, 517-18; 0.R„. 2, I, 43-44, 58,
81-82.

23. Hoffman to Thomas, July 1, Aug. 2, Sept. 11,
Nov. 14, 1861, Adjutant General1s Office, Letters Received 
(AGOLR), RG-94, NA.



' ■■ ' , - ; ■ . ' ■■■ 13
received instructions to assume the duties of mustering and

24disbursing officer in Pittsburgh.
On September 22, 1861, "Old Huffy," a sobriquet 

tagged on Hoffman by his soldiers who felt he was a bluster
ing officer with an overscrapulous concern for Army Regula- 

■svtdoBiS- z >-had- ̂ reported ..to-:.'the ~War.«<D.epartmenf that : he desired 
"to enter on a more active sphere of duty than is open for 
me here." - He had suggested that the command of the Pacific 

..Department would not interfere with his parole. The Colonel 
had explained that there was "a very remote possibility that 
some representative of the seceded states may appear on the
coast, but such possibility could readily be anticipated and

25provided for, &c as to lead to no embarrassment."
Finally, at the end of September, the parolee had'

■ received orders to report immediately to the Adjutant 
General in Washington, D. C. The War Department had decided

24. Welles to Thomas, Sept. 18, 1861, AGOLR; • . 
Assistant Adjutant General to Hoffman, Sept. 13, 1861, 
Adjutant General1s Office, Letters Sent (AGOLS), RG-94, NA.

25. Hoffman to Thomas, Sept. 22, 1861 , AGOLR;
' J. P. Hamelin, Jr. , "The Overland Diaries of J. P. Hamelin, 
Jr.," entry for Nov. 6 , 1856, Manuscript No. 239, William 
Robertson Coe Collection, Yale University Library. General 
McClellan endorsed Hoffman's suggestion, and urged a similar 
disposition of the other officers were embarrassed by being 
on parole not to serve in the field until the Confederate 
authorities exchanged them.
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to place Hoffman on duty in charge of the captured Con
federates, to make him Warden for the Union.^

"Old Huffy" preferred more active service, and even
.attempted to use his influence to become eligible for a 

field command„ In December, 1861 and January, 1862, General 
- George.B„ ■ McClellan and General John E. - Wool tried to obtain 
an exchange for Colonel Hoffman by arranging that he and a 
Confederate officer would be "mutually released from their 
paroles." Colonel Hoffman informed,the Adjutant General, . 

Lorenzo Thomas, that he could not "refrain from expressing" 
his "grateful obligations for the consideration and the 
satisfaction" he felt "at the prospect of soon being per
mitted to take part in the active and arduous services which 
now engage the army." The Colonel's expression of gratitude 
was premature, however, for the Confederate officer was 
exchanged for another officer because Hoffman was of higher 

rank.^
Hoffman regarded the entire incident as a personal 

affront. "From the time of my return from Texas . . . in 
the unfortunate position of an officer on parole," he wrote 

: the Secretary of War, "I did not cease to importune the 
Department for such service as my parole would permit me to

26. Assistant Adjutant General to Hoffman, Sept.
30, 1861, AGOLS" Hoffman to Thomas, Sept. 29, 1861, AGOLR.

27. Thomas to Wool, Jan. 10, 1861, AGOLR; Thomas to 
: Dimick, Dec. 26, 1861, AGOLS; O.R.. 2, I, 69-71, 75-78,
97-99.
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perform c . . all the time entertaining the hope that some
fortunate chance might bring, about my exchange. 11 William
Hoffman took offense that the Confederate officer had been
exchanged for a man who was his junior and was about to
retire. "The slight put upon me as an officer by this

* -proceeding is so ■-palpable that I- would -show myself unworthy
the position I hold in the army, 11 he blustered, "if I could
hesitate a moment to express my profound humiliation at the

28wrong which has been done me."

28. 0.R.. 2, I, 81-82. During his lengthy service,
Hoffman had developed a great sensitivity about his military 
record and reputation, and, indeed he often protested to 
various superiors about slights, real and imagined. His 
bluster when he felt his honor or record besmirched, or when 
he felt a particular army regulation was not being fulfilled, 
earned him the sobriquet "Old Huffy." Although Hoffman was 
less a martinet than some of his fellow officers, he fre
quently engaged in strident disputes about minor matters.
He waged a decade-long dispute about rent for officers' 
quarters at Fort Smith. See William Hoffman1s file, 
Quartermaster General8 s Office, Consolidated Correspondence 
File, RG-9.2, NA. Hoffman quarreled with the War Department 
about his interpretation of the massacre of Lieutenant John 
L. Grattan's command at Fort.Laramie which he had investi
gated. Hoffman to Cooper, July 8 , Oct. 11, 1855, AGOLR;
U. S., Congress, Senate, Report of the Secretary of War 
. . „ Respecting the Massacre of Lieutenant Grattan and His
Command by Indians, Senate Executive Document 91, 34th 
Cong., 1st Sess., 1856. At Fort Laramie, "Old Huffy" 
quarreled with a subordinate officer, the Indian Agent, and 
the post chaplain. Hoffman to Pleasonton, July 18, 1856, 
Western Department, Letters Received (WDLR), RG-39 3, HA° 
Hoffman to Thomas, July 10, 1857, HQALR; Hoffman to Deas, 
Sept. 16, Dec. 30, 1856, WDLR; Twiss to Hoffman, July 31,
Aug. 4, 1856, Office of Indian Affairs, Letters Received 
(OIALR), RG-75, NA; Hoffman to Deas, Sept. 26, 27, 1856,
Port Laramie, Letters Sent (FLLS), RG-98, NA.
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Hoffman did not obtain a release from his parole

oath until August 27, 1862, and by that time he was deeply
involved in the duties of the office of the Commissary
General of Prisoners. Preoccupied with consolidating and
regulating the chaotic conditions prevailing in the Union

29"prisons,'he-no longer tried to obtain a field command.
Figure 1 shows the vicinity of Johnson1s Island 

Prison depot.

29. p..JR. . 2 . I, 8 6 , 102-103:; T[ownsendQ , Sixteenth
Annual Reunion .. . . at West Point, pp. 364-39. With the 
exception of three months, November, 1864 to February 1 , 
1865, when he served only as Commissary General of Prisoners 
for the area West of the Mississippi, William Hoffman was 
the Warden for the Union throughout the. Civil War. O.R., 2, 
VII, 571-72; 117, 1250, 1260-66, 1282; O.R., 2, VIII, 162; 
Hoffman to Baker, Jan. 17, 1856, Commissary General of 
Prisoners, Letters Sent (CGPLS), RG-249, NA; Appointment, 
Oct. 7, 1864, Appointment, Commissions, and Promotions File 
No. 4647/1872 (ACP), RG-94, NA; Hoffman to Townsend, Oct.
29, 1864, Feb. 8 , 1865, ACP. .
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DETROIT

Figure 1. Vicinity of Johnson's Island Prison Depot



CHAPTER II

ESTABLISHING JOHNSON'S ISLAND PRISON

William Hoffman's first duty as Warden for the Union 
was to consolidate the prisoners, whom the government 
temporarily retained in various structures remodeled for 
the purpose, by constructing a central depot for captured 
Confederates on an island in Lake Erie. The Colonel 
approached the problem systematically, utilizing his experi
ence of thirty years on the frontier. Nevertheless, his 
efforts to construct a single camp for prisoners proved 
inadequate because of the magnitude of the Civil War.

During 1861, the Union already had captured many
Confederate soldiers and arrested a number of suspects as
political prisoners. Because there were no military prison

facilities, the federal army had confined these prisoners in
a series of old forts along the Atlantic coast and in other

1structures temporarily adapted as prisons. . As early as

1. Documents dealing with the early captures and 
pacification of Missouri were printed, in R. N. Scott et al. , 
eds., The War of the Rebellion: A Compilation of the 
Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies (130 
voIs.• Washington: Government Printing Office, 1880-1901), 
series 2, Volume I, 105-562. Hereafter cited as O.R. 
Documents concerning Union repression in Maryland were - 
printed in 0.R., 2, I, 563-748, and the treatment of 
suspected and disloyal persons in O.R., 2, II, 1-1557.

18
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July, 1861, for example, the commander of the Department of
Annapolis had complained that Fort McHenry was too small to
confine many prisoners and had received instructions to send
the prisoners to Fort Lafayette in New York harbor. When
the commander of Fort Lafayette adapted the "gun galleries" .
to.accommodate some of the prisoners, he rendered the fort
almost completely defenseless„ Moreover, in August, several
hundred rebels, captured at Hatteras Inlet by Major General
Benjamin F„ Butler, arrived, at Fort Columbus and Castle

2William on Governor's Island in New York harbor.
By the time Colonel Hoffman became Warden for the 

Union in 1861, facilities at Fort Lafayette were greatly 
crowded, and some of the political prisoners complained 
about the sanitary conditions and about the prevalence of 
sickness. Similar conditions existed at Castle William and 
Fort McHenry. In October, 1861, the government made 
arrangements "to provide suitable places of confinement" at 
a new prison near Boston. But even before preparations 
could be made, a shipment of prisoners arrived at Fort 
Warren, in Boston harbor, and had to sleep on the floor 
because the fort had no furniture.

2. O.R., 2, I, 586-87, 640-47; O.R., 2, II, 30-31,
42, 49-51, 67-68; O.R., 1, IV, 581-86; O.R., 2, III, 33-35.

3. O.R. , 2, I, 587-593, 632-650; O.R. . 2, II,.91-
120, 221, 384-411, 469-471, 799-822; O.R., 2, III, 45-50; 
John M. Brewer, Prison Life (n.p.: S. S. Mills, Printer, 
n. d. ) , pp. 3-16"; [William Gilchrist], Two Months in Fort.
La Fayette (New York: Printed for the Author, 1862),
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Numerous other old structures had been adapted as 
prisons. For example, the building which had once, been the 
temporary home of the United States Congress in Washington, 
D. C.^was used as a prison as early as March, 1861, In the 
West, a variety of inadequate structures served as temporary 
homes for ..captured.. rebels. v A t , St. . Louis the army took oyer 
an old "slave pen" and a former medical college. Even these 
were soon crowded; and by Christmas, 1861, General Henry W. 
Halleck, the commander in St. Louis, inquired if he could . 
use the state prison at Alton, Illinois, to confine the 
surplus prisoners. By New Year's Day, 1862, the inmates of 
Gratiot Street Prison (McDowell's Medical College) were 
suffering a measles epidemic and several prisoners had 
already died. After the state prison at Alton became 
crowded, Hoffman soon assimilated state fair grounds and 
volunteer training camps into the anarchic aggregate of 
prisons. By February, 1862, the Union anchored ships in the 
Mississippi River to serve as temporary prisons.^

When Quartermaster General Montgomery C. Meigs had 

notified William Hoffman on October 7, 1861 of his

pp. 12-53; Frank Key Howard, Fourteen Months in American 
Bastiles (Baltimore: Kelly, Hedian & Piet, 1863), pp. 5-57; 
Lawrencg Sangston, The Bastiles of the North (Baltimore: 
Kelly, Hedian & Piet, 1863), pp. 7-123; W. H. Winder,
Secrets of the American Bastile (Philadelphia: Published by 
John Campbell, 1863), pp. 17-23.

4. O.R., 2, I, 139-141, 156-57; O.R. , 2, II, 236- 
38; O.R., 2, III, 51, 122, 169, 291-92, 327-28.
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appointment as Commissary General of Prisoners, he
instructed the Colonel to examine the islands near Sandusky
in Lake Erie and make recommendations for establishing a
prison depot. The General urged Hoffman to complete this
duty as soon as possible and report in writing upon the best

5sle-ea'tio-n-«and • the-, preparations- needed for a secure prison.
Hoffman wasted no time, and that same month he 

traveled to the Put-in-Bay Islands on Lake Erie to select 
one for a prison site. Unfortunately, Hoffman reported, 
.North Bass Island, which was about one mile across, was 
occupied by farmers and fishermen, who were unwilling to 
lease land for a prison. Furthermore, it was close to 
Canada, which, he concluded, "would afford a too inviting 
opportunity for their friends to attempt their rescue." On 
the other hand it was too far from Sandusky, whence would 
come the supplies, and would be cut off from the mainland 
for weeks or months in winter.

Middle Bass Island had all the disadvantages of 
North Bass Island, the Colonel decided, "besides having no 
suitable land upon it." He believed that it would be a 
"cold, bleak place in winter exposed to all the prevailing 
winds." Some twenty or thirty families resided on the 
island, cultivating vineyards.; Having associated with- 
soldiers for most of his life, "Old Huffy" feared that the

5. O.R. , 2, III, 32, 48-49, 121.
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vineyards would be detrimental to discipline. That is, he
was certain that the troops would "ruin all the vineyards on
the island," and that the grape growers were too few to

6resist the depredations of lawless guards.
Kelley's Island, the largest in the group, offered

two- places .which..he - go ,uld .utilize for a prison, but the
sites were undesirable. One was' exposed to the strong
northeast winds which drove the water against the shore with
great violence and flooded the area during storms. The
other was too close to large vineyards and a "wine and
brandy establishment," which Hoffman believed "would be too
great a temptation to the guard to be overcome by any sense
of right or fear of punishment." Although the inhabitants
of the island were willing to lease land to the government,
the Colonel was reluctant to send even well disciplined
troops there. As a result of his investigation he concluded
that the Put-in-Bay Islands were unsuitable for a prison.
Not only would they be difficult to supply in the winter,
but Kelley's Island, which was the most suitable, lay only

7four or five miles from the nearest British island<
After rejecting this first group of islands, Hoffman 

examined Johnson's Island, which was almost three miles

6 . Hoffman to Meigs, Oct. 22, 1861, Adjutant 
General's Office, Letters Received (AGOLR), Record Group-94
(RG-94), National Archives (NA)° O.R., 2, III, 54-57, 122-23.

7. Hoffman to Meigs, Oct.\ 22, 1861, AGOLR.
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opposite Sandusky, Ohioe He learned that the island was
about 300 acres in size, and that the Army could lease it
for $500 a year, obtaining in the process the privileges of
using the fallen timber as"fuel and forbidding any
unauthorized person to be on the island„ Furthermore, the
cost of construeting a prison there would be less than any
other island in the area because of its nearness to
Sandusky, This proximity, moreover, made it easy to supply
and reinforce the guard, His only objection was that it
was "too little isolated," but he could remedy this by
enclosing the prison grounds. If there was any escape, the
inhabitants of Sandusky could be alerted, and they could

8help recapture the prisoners. Therefore, he recommended
that Johnson's Island be used,

, To draft plans for a prison depot on Johnson's
Island., Hoffman drew upon his past. His family had lived in
frontier garrisons, and an army, officer had noted that one
of William's brothers had always lived "within the sound of
the Bugle, fife,' and drum & within hearing of the centinels

9cry of ‘alls well,'" At the age of eight, he had traveled 
with his family to Sackett's Harbor, New York, where his 
father, Lieutenant William Hoffman, 2nd U, S, Infantry, had

8 , 0 ,ft,, 2, III, 19 6 ; Hoffman to Meigs, Oct, 2 2 , 
1861, AGOLR,

9, Brady to Cass, Jan,x 8 , 1836, U, S„ Military 
Academy Cadet Application Papers (CAP), File No, 100, 1836 
(100/1836), RG-94, NA„
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assisted in constructing Madison Barracks, designed to
guard Lake Ontario against the British, In 1822, the
Lieutenant's family had accompanied his regiment to Sault.
Ste, Marie to construct Fort Brady, guarding the straits to 

11Lake Superior, The single anecdote which is extant about
Catherine Hoffman, who bore eleven children and maintained
a genteel, disciplined, and efficient home in remote
frontier garrisons, concerns the family's mobility and Fort
Brady, After making a hasty inspection of the post. General
•Winfield Scott had apologized to the officers for having to
leave while it was still too early for him to call on their
families. But he had added: "I will call on Mrs, Hoffman;
her quarters are always ready for inspection, and her
husband's and her childrens' knapsacks packed ready for

12marching orders,"

10. Hoffman to Brady, May 28, 1815, AGOLR; Madison 
Barracks, Records of the Medical History of the Post, RG-94, 
NA; Nov, 5, 1824, Madison Barracks, Inspection Reports of 
the Office of the Inspector General, RG-153, NA.

11. General Orders 25, 1822, Orders and Special 
Orders Issued from the Adjutant General's Office and Eastern 
Department Headquarters, From June 1, 1821 to May 21, 1822, 
RG-94, NA; Henry Putney Beers, The Western Military Frontier, 
1815-1846 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, ;
1935), pp. 40-47; William Addleman Game, Thp. History of the 
United States Army (New York: D,. Appleton-Century Company,
1936), p. 162. 1 .

12. Progressive Men of the State of Montana 
(Chicago: A. W. Brown & Co., 190?), p. 249. Scott's hasty 
inspection was of Fort Brady in 1827. See Leslie Thom,
"Dr. J. L. Whiting," Michigan Pioneer Collections, IV 
(1883) ,. 118.



In addition to his association with the construction
of army posts on the Great Lakes and life in remote military
garrisons as a child, during the thirty years as a commis- .
sioned officer before the. Civil War, William Hoffman had
frequently constructed buildings at frontier forts. For
.instance, . late .in the Seminole. War, he had established Fort
Annutteliga near the village of one of the last principal
leaders of the Seminoles to resist removal to the Indian
Territory, Chief Tiger Tail., whom Hoffman had tried to

13convince to surrender. Subsequently, in 1850 he had 
constructed Fort Atkinson on the Santa Fe Trail. Hoffman 
had decided that the best site for the post was on the 
Pawnee Fork of the Arkansas River, where timber was avail
able and he could construct the traditional palisaded 
frontier fort. Because of conflicting orders, he had built 
the garrison at a site chosen by Colonel E „ V. Sumner, and 
had adjusted to the Great Plains by using sod i n .construct
ing what the troops labeled Fort Sod.^^

13. Order 64, Nov. 23, 1840, Department of Florida, 
Letter and Order Book (DFLOB), RG-393, NA; Bliss to Hoffman, ■ 
Dec. 7, 24, 1840, Jan. 17, 1841, DFLOB; Hoffman to Bliss,
Dec. 13, 1840, Jan. 6 , 15, 1841, Department of Florida, 
Letters Received (DFLR), RG-393, NA° Hoffman to Jones, Dec.
3, 1840, AGOLR; Hoffman to Armistead, Dec. 28, 1840, Jan. 1, 
1841, DFLR.

14. Fort Atkinson was located in the western part . 
of what is now the state of Kansas« Clarke to Jones, Feb.
22, 1851, Sixth Military Department, Letters Sent, RG-393,
NA° Hoffman to Jones, March 21, 29, 1851, AGOLR; Hoffman to 
McDowell, Dec. 10, 19, 1850, July 10, 1851, AGOLR; Percival 
G. Lowe, "Kansas as Seen in the Indian Country,"
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Moreover, the Colonel had reinforced Fort Laramie in

1854 after the Sioux had massacred the command of Lieutenant
John Lc Grattan, Because of the dilapidated condition of
some storehouses and barracks, the Colonel had designed
permanent buildings of adobe. He had protested the waste of
hunj..d>in,g«.temporary' •»s.t'ruc-tur,es : "L cannot too strongly
urge, —  it being my duty 1 to enforce a rigid economy in the
public expenses,1--that permanent works be erected in place
of these frail structures so unsuitable to the purposes for

15which they are intended," Again, after leading an expedi
tion of supply wagons to General Albert Sidney Johnston's 
Army of Utah during the Mormon War, Colonel Hoffman had 

 ̂ built a permanent Army garrison, Fort Bridger, on the site 
of a former trading post,

Transactions of the Kansas Historical Society, IV (1886— 
1888), 363-366; Percival G, Lowe, Five Years a Dragoon ('49 
to '54) and Other Adventures on the Great Plains (Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1965), pp, 107-108,.

15, Hoffman to Winship, Feb, 12, 1855, AGOLR; Vaux 
to Hoffman,' Jan, 26, 1855, AGOLR; Hoffman to Woods, Nov, 14,
1855, Fort Laramie, Letters Sent (FLLS), RG-98, NA; Hoffman 
to Wharton, March 21, 1856, FLLS; Hoffman to Corley, Aug,
10, 19, 1856, FLLS; Hoffman to Pleasonton, April 18, May 21,
1856, FLLS; Hoffman to Page, May 27, Aug, 19, 1856, FLLS,

16, Hoffman to Porter, May 3, 8 , June 10, 1858, 
AGOLR;. Hoffman to McDowell, May 5, 12, 1858, AGOLR; Hoffman 
to Porter, May 8 , 12, June 7,9, 29, Aug, 15, 1858, Fort 
Bridger, Letter and Order Book (FBLOB), RG-39 3, NA; Johnston 
to McDowell, June 11, 16, 1858, AGOLR; Porter to Hoffman,' 
Aug, 4, 1858, Army of Utah, Letters Sent, RG-393, NA; Order 
No, 15, June 9, 1858, FBLOB; General Order No,, 5, June 27, 
1858, FBLOB; General Order No, 6 , June 27, 1858, FBLOB; 
Eugene Bandel. Frontier Life in the Army. 1854-1861, trans, 
by Olga Bandel and Richard Jente, Vol. II of The Southwest



It was not surprising, therefore, that as a Warden 
for the Union, Hoffman desinged the depot at Johnson's 
Island like an inverted frontier fort. Plans had to be made 
for the. familiar problems confronting the commander of any 
army post, such as feeding, housing, and clothing the 
"command, and - -providing security, sanitation, and medical 
attention. In this case, however, the security was inward, 
to prevent the prisoners from leaving, rather than outward 
against hostile Indians. The walkways for sentinels were to 
be on the outside of the fence surrounding the prison. The 
quarters Hoffman designed for prisoners were not elegant, 
and resembled the enlisted men's barracks at a frontier 
post. There were to be few frills, and the plans for sani

tation were simple.
The Colonel submitted an estimate of the cost of 

constructing the prison. He.could build single stpry wooden 
quarters, 105 feet long and 24 feet wide, capable of housing 
180 men in three rooms, for $800 each. Officers' quarters, 
112 feet long and 29 feet wide, divided into twelve rooms, 
and capable of housing 48 officers, would cost $1100 each. 
The cost would decrease if the buildings were built two 
stories high. A hospital, kitchens, and mess halls were

Historical Series, ed. by Ralph P. Bieber (Glendale, 
California: Arthur H. Clark Company, 1932), pp. 216-18.
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necessary, but the proximity of Sandusky obviated the need

17for large store houses.
Because lumber was cheap in Sandusky, the entire

prison, which could house 1,280 prisoners, would cost only
$26,266. "Old Huffy" planned a block house large enough for

ok house. at the -angle near the
water. Hoffman pointed out that the floors of the lower
story of the block houses would have to be strong enough to
support the recoil of twelve pound howitzers. Sentinels
would parade on elevated platforms at intervals around the
prison, overlooking the grounds. Also, Hoffman decided that
100-150 guards were necessary, with thirty men on duty at
one time, and he wanted a boat to guard the prison when the
bay was free of ice.. The Colonel concluded that the prison

18would be completed by January 1, 1862.
The Secretary of War approved Hoffman's report. 

General Meigs ordered the Colonel to establish the depot 
according to the plans he submitted, assuring him that he 
trusted in his "discretion and knowledge" and believed that 
his appointment would "alleviate the hardship of confinement
to these erring men." Hoffman learned that the Governor of
Ohio would provide a select company of volunteers as prison

17. Hoffman to Meigs, Oct. 22, 1861, AGOLR.
18. Hoffman to Meigs, Oct. 22, 1861, AGOLR; Hoffman 

to [Follett], Nov. 25, 1861, Commissary General of Prisoners, 
Letters Sent (CGPLS), RG-249, NA; Hoffman to Read, Nov. 29, 
1861, CGPLS.
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guards, and would confer with him about the appointment of
officers. The Quartermaster General cautioned: "In all
that is done the strictest economy consistent with security

19and proper welfare of the prisoners must be preserved, 11 
Compounding his superior's order for economy was 

William Hoffman's personal ■ inelination for thrift. In his 
youth his father had tried to. support a large family on his 
meager salary as a lieutenant. Lacking the resources to 
educate his sons, the Lieutenant had tried to obtain appoint
ments and commissions for them. General Winfield Scott had 
explained in a letter recommending William's older brother 
for an appointment to West Point, that the Lieutenant 
supported a large family "in a very genteel manner" on the 
"pay & allowances of his rank." In recommending William for 
an appointment to the Military Academy, General Jacob Brown
had noted that his father was "burdened with a numerous &

20dependent family."
•. Being held to the strict accountability of army 

channels for thirty years had increased the frugality of

19. O.R., 2, III, 57-58, 122-23.
20. Scott to Calhoun, May [?], 1818, CAP-42/1818; 

Brown to Calhoun, March 25, 1823, CAP-92/1824; Hoffman to 
Eaton, Feb. 23, 1830, CAP-84/1830; Hoffman to Cass, Jan. 20, 
1836, CAP-100/1836; Poinsett to- Hoffman, Nov., 17, 1840, 
Secretary of.War, Letters Sent (SWLS), RG-107,NA; Hoffman 
to Totten, Dec. 26, 1843, CAP-100/1844.

His four daughters married officers who had gradu
ated from West Point, James Madison Hill, J. B. S. Todd,
James W. Penrose, and Edmund Brooks Alexander.
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family life in his youth. Niggardly appropriations for the
military in the ante-bellum years had forced the strict
scrutiny of expenditures, and officers, for example,
constantly had been forced to request a supply of blank
rolls and return forms, of which only a few were provided at 

21.. a time „
In the years after the Mexican War, the War Depart

ment had decided to reduce the expense of provisioning the 
troops on the Great Plains and had urged that post com
manders have their soldiers cultivate crops for their own 
subsistence. The Secretary of War had also asked that the

"Quartermaster Department build only barracks which were
22absolutely necessary and only of the "cheapest kind."

21. As an example of the small funds available and 
the elaborate quibbling over the expenditure of small sums, 
see Hoffman to Cass, Nov. 14,, 1833, Nov. 16, 1834, Jan. 29, 
1835, AGOLR; Report of James Eakin, Nov. 16, 1834, AGOLR.

/

22. General Order No. 1, Jan., 8 , 1851, Sixth 
Infantry, Order Book (SIOB), RG-391, NA; Order No. 4, Jan. 
25, 1851, SIOB; Clarke to Jones, Feb. ,14, 1851, AGOLR;
Sumner to Buell, Jan. 30, 1851, AGOLR; General Order No. 13, 
Feb. 28, 1851, SlOB; Clarke to Cooper, Jan. 3, 1853, Sixth 
Infantry, Letters Sent, RG-391, NA.,

As early as 1818, the United States Army had 
employed soldiers as farmers, enabling them to make their 
garrisons more economical, self-sufficient, and healthy.
The Army had abandoned the field-cultivation system in 1833.
"By 1851, when new frontier forts pushed onto the Great 
Plains, the army began to resurrect the program. Roger L. 
Nichols, "Soldiers As Farmers: Army Agriculture in the y 
Missouri Valley, 1818-1827," Agricultural History, XLIV 
(April, 1970) , 213-222; Francis Paul Prucha, Broadax and 
Bayonet (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1967), 
pp. 120-130.
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For comforts above the spartan level the Republic

was willing to provide, commanders had established a fund at
army posts by withholding a portion of the soldiers'
rations, which were restild to the commissary. That is, by
issuing the soldiers' daily ration of flour in an equal

ii,..X'ze4ght,.o,fbakedbread:,, the ̂ surplus f lour thus s aved was sold
to the commissary. Funds gathered in this manner could be
used to make life at the camp more pleasant. For example,
while commanding Newport Barracks, Kentucky from 1852 to
1854, "Old Huffy" had expended the post fund by constructing
an ice house, maintaining a post band, building a "ten pin
alley," and purchasing lumber for school desks, calico for
curtains for the chapel windows, and vegetables and table

23utensils for the recruits. •'
On the frontier Hoffman had stressed making the 

units which he commanded as efficient and self-sufficient as 
possible. He had approved having his troops work as farmers 
and herdsmen to help feed themselves. Hoffman had written 
to the Secretary of War- in early 1852, after having

23.. Hoffman to Plympton, Sept. 7, 1852, Newport 
Barracks, Letters Sent (NBLS), RG-98, NA; Hoffman to Jesup, 
Sept. 11, 1852, NBLS; Hoffman to Cooper, Sept. 24, 1852, 
AGOLR; Hoffman to Plympton, Sept. 15, 1852, AGOLR; Hoffman 
to Cooper, March 9, 1853; Hoffman to Thomas, April 7, 1854,
■ AGOLR.

For examples of soldiers complaining about the 
inadequate subsistence because of the fund in the ante
bellum years see Lowe, Five Years a Dragoon, pp. 18-19; 
Augustus Meyers, Ten Years in the Ranks U. S.* Army (New 
York: The Stirling Press, 1914), pp. 19-20.
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struggled to build Fort Atkinson in 1850 and 1851, that the 
frontier forts should engage in farming to grow food for the 
troops and forage for the livestock, . A superintendent and 

two or three farmers could supervise the farming, he had 
written. Agricultural pursuits, he had felt, would be 
,,,.Qompatib 1 e: ,wi.th„..militaiy efficiency and discipline, ̂  These 
factors had conditioned Colonel Hoffman to a habitual pre
occupation, bordering on an obsession, for thrift.

Unlike the frontier, soldiers', the captured Con
federates would be idle, and hence not self-sufficient.
They would not construct their own barracks, nor engage in 
agriculture nor animal husbandry ,to provide part of their 
subsistence, Hoffman would probably have liked to put the ■ 
prisoners to work tilling fields and tending livestock. In 
the final months of the Civil War he did approve a plan for 
having the inmates at one prison cultivate eight acres of 
land in vegetables for their own use. The plan was adopted 
very late in the war and the Warden for the Union did not 
have an opportunity to learn how well this experiment worked 
or to have it instituted at other Union Civil War prisons,^  

During the winter of 1861-1862, however, Colonel 

William Hoffman still devoted his energies almost exclusively 
to establishing the prison at Johnson's Island., He

■ ' 24, Hoffman to Conrad, March 20, 1852, AGOLR.. •
25. Hoffman to Barnes, March 25, 1865, CGPLS;

Hoffman to Augur, Aug. 14, 1865, CGPLS.
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appointed officers for the depot, instructed them in their 
duties, provided for the training of the guards, oversaw the 
construction of prisoners’ quarters, and prepared for the

2 G isecurity of the prison. j • ■ -
; ■: :For instance, Colonel Hoffman recommended a man for

• "Sutler of the depot to establish a store for the prisoners, 
who had the reputation of being an "active energetic merchant 
of the strictest integrity." At the same time, Hoffman 
concluded that several people had recommended a man for ■ 
commandant more.to obtain a good position for him, than to 
fill the place with the best person. "In this case we must 
lose sight of the interests of friends," Hoffman pontifi
cated, "to promote the interests of the country." He also 
believed that "no person should be appointed who indulges in

26. During these months the Colonel only occasion
ally addressed himself to matters in other prisons. For 
example, he explained to the War Department that there were 
several prisoners at Camp Chase in Columbus, Ohio, who 
wanted to be released upon taking an oath of allegiance. 
"Generally they are some civilians who have been taken upon . 
some suspicious conduct of little consequence," he explained, 
but two of them are charged with having been a short time in 
some rebel organization though not so when captured."
Before he could select a dozen of the most favorable cases 
to forward to the War Department for consideration. Governor 
David Tod of Ohio discharged the prisoners., Hoffman 
explained that his office was unknown to the army, and he 
requested that the authorities in charge of prisoners, civil 
and military, be informed of his appointment to prevent 
embarrassment. He asked that they be instructed to comply 
with any orders he gave concerning the prisoners. Other • 
than this, his correspondence showed that he was devoting 
his full energies to the establishment of the depot at 
Johnson’s Island. Hoffman to Thomas, Nov. 16, Dec. 7, 1861, 
AGOLR; Hoffman to Thomas, Jan. 13, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to 
Day, Feb. 3, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Seward, Feb. 11, 1862, 
CGPLS. '
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a spree occasionally, whatever his qualifications may be." 
The Colonel recommended William Seward Pierson, a former 
mayor of Sandusky, and a gentleman of the "strictest 
integrity" and an "experienced man of business" for the

27command of the depot.
.,.,J)espite.....the. expression of confidence , "Old Huffy " 

felt it necessary to instruct William Pierson with care 
regarding his. duties as commander of Johnson's Island„ In a 
confidential letter, Hoffman counseled Pierson to consult 
one captain "who had experience in the usage of military 
posts," but not his adjutant who was inexperienced. Hoffman 
warned:

Never of course refer any matter to the Sergeant'
Major or the clerk in.the office however trivial 
because they are prone to assume consequence to 
themselves and talk of their influence. The more 
silent the Commanding Officer is about his 
measures the better the effect. What he requires 
to be done should be announced in orders without 
any preliminary discussion.

The discipline of a command, the Colonel explained, depended
mostly upon a close attention to small matters. "The
neglect of trifles leads to other neglects, 11 Hoffman
believed., "and step by step discipline is undermined. " When
a commander censured an officer or soldier he should do so

27. Hoffman to Thomas, Nov. 11, 1861, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Buckingham, Nov. 20,. 1861, CGPLS; Hoffman to 
Dennison, Dec..17, 1861, CGPLS; Charles E. Frohman, Rebels 
on Lake Erie (Columbus; The Ohio Historical Society, 1965), 
P« 6 .
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"decidedly and not permit his views to be questioned," he

. , 28 said
In addition to counseling Major Pierson, he 

instructed the captain of the guard„ By late November, 1861, 
Hoffman believed that the quarters for the guards would be
...completed ..by the time the command arrived„ He ordered the
commander of the guard to put his company in "a perfect 
state of discipline and drill" when his company took posses
sion of the depot* Until the prisoners arrived, Hoffman

29wanted him to mount a small guard each day.
Learning that the work was progressing rapidly, 

Hoffman wanted to send some of the guards to the prison.

28. Hoffman to Pierson, March 29, 1862, CGPLS. The 
efforts of Hoffman to make a decisive officer out of William 
Pierson failed, and the episode exemplifies a problem that 
plagued Hoffman throughout the war, as will be seen, the 
staffing of military prison with men without military 
experience. Less than a month after writing the confiden
tial instructions, he informed the Governor of Ohio that he 
wished a replacement to assume command.of the depot, one 
with military experience if possible. Although Pierson was 
industrious and anxious to fulfill his duties, he lacked 
confidence, Hoffman believed. The Colonel feared that in 
case an occasion arose in which prompt and decisive action 
was required "he would be quite at a loss to know what to. 
do." Hoffman subsequently cautioned Pierson not to "find 
excuses for the neglect of important duties," The Colonel 
demanded that the Major observe his orders rigidly. When 
Pierson did not furnish some information which Hoffman 
requested, the Colonel explained: "I cannot understand why
so much time is necessary to furnish what is called for." 
Pierson, however, commanded Johnson's Island until. January, 
1864. Hoffman to Tod, April 25, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to. . 
Pierson, May 24, June 14, 19, 1862, CGPLS.

29. Hoffman to [Follett], Nov. 25, 1861, CGPLS;
Hoffman to Read, Nov. 29, 1861, CGPLS.
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after they were mustered in and equipped at Columbus«, On . 
December 19th, he asked the Adjutant General of Ohio to send 
fifteen or twenty men from the guard company to the depot to 
help prepare the barracks and the grounds for the reception 
of occupants. He preferred that arms and accoutrements not 

-■ ;*bei'̂i?S‘Sued-»U'ntilf̂the-i- guards -"arrived • at the depo t. Three days 
later, the Colonel urged that Major Pierson be mustered in 
immediately because his services would be useful in super
intending the training of the troops and the occupation of

' ■ 30the prison.
Major Pierson and twenty-five men of the First

Company of the Hoffman Battalion (128th Ohio Volunteer
Infan'try) were present on Johnson!s Island by December 28th.
Hoffman instructed the Major to organize and train the
troops as they arrived. Reporting to the War Department
that the prison would be ready for the reception of
prisoners in late January, the Colonel requested that a
medical officer be ordered to the depot to. make requisitions

31for hospital supplies.
The prison would be ready to receive prisoners in 

January, Hoffman believed, but he felt it necessary to give 
the volunteer guards time to learn "the duties of soldiers

30. Hoffman to Read, Dec. 5, 1861, CGPLS• Hoffman 
to Buckingham, Dec. 19, 22, 1861, CGPLS.

31. Hoffman to Pierson, Dec. 28, 1861, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Thomas, Dec. 28, 1861, CGPLS.



before they can be trusted with the custody of prisoners„" 
The Colonel explained that the guard would have had but ten 
days drill with arms by February 25th, when the necessary 

orders could be given for transferring prisoners toi '32Johnson1s Island, :
.. .In January, ,1862, .Colonel Hoffman informed General 

Meigs that a small steamboat was necessary to supply the 
island and complete the security of the depot. He explained 
that during December they had communicated with the island. 
by sail boat, and when the weather was bad the trip over and 
back had taken most of the day. There were many days from 
the fall to the spring when the bay was choked with ice, 
Hoffman observed, when only a steamboat could cross. More
over , a steamboat could prevent other boats from attacking 
the island by being ready, day and night, and being capable 
of pursuing any ship in any weather. A steamboat would also 
deprive the prisoners of any but a temporary hope of success 
by rusing the guard, because they would be unable to leave 
the island. Although Hoffman could have a vessel of 
seventy-five tons constructed by mid-April at the cost of 
$5 ,0 0 0 , he believed that there would be a great need for 
such a vessel before that time. The Colonel learned that 
there was a small boat at Detroit which might answer his"' 
needs, and he asked for authorization to go to Detroit to

32. Hoffman to Meigs, Jan. 3, 5, 8, 1862, CGPLS;
Hoffman to Pierson, Feb. 19, 1862, CGPLS.
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purchase the vessel. In spite of this urgent request, it
was not until late 1863, that Hoffman finally managed to ■

33obtain a steamboat to secure the island.
While the Commissary General of Prisoners oversaw

the construction, he learned that the quarters would cost
-more than anticipated-, -because they - -had to be suitable for
the winter climate. The entire prison cost $30,000,
Nevertheless, there was the compensation that the four
barracks for officers could house 256 men, more than his

34previous estimate, . .
After completing the prison buildings by late 

January, the contractors hastened to finish furniture for 
the quarters. The barracks for officers resembled the 
officers' quarters in army garrisons, and contained four 
small kitchens and two mess-halls. "Old Huffy" authorized 
the construction of such conveniences as closets in the back 
room and a."side-board" in the front-room, Hoffman had 
hoped to have carpenters from the guard companies build the 

bunks and benches, but, because these units were not organ
ized in time he had the contractors build them. In

33, Hoffman to Meigs, Jan. 3, Feb. 5, 8 , 1862,
CGPLS.

34. Hoffman, to Meigs, Nov. 15, 1861, CGPLS,
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addition, the contractors erected a fence eleven feet high

3 5with a sentinel's walk around the top.
William Hoffman gave instructions about the finish

ing details of the prison. For example, he wanted the 
stables built near the water on the far side of the island 
out of reach of fires. Moreover, if .the commander could 
find no baker in the guard company, Hoffman explained, he 
should hire one, paying him from the prison fund. He also 
informed Major Pierson that the depot could not be ready to 
receive prisoners until both companies of guards were full 
and "somewhat instructed.V Finally, Hoffman feared that he 
would be unable to hire a competent physician to live at 
the depot for $80 a month, as fixed by regulations. Colonel 
Hoffman requested that the Medical Purveyor in New York 
furnish medicines and hospital stores for a command of 1 , 0 0 0  

men for six months' time, two companies of 1 0 0 guards, and
600 to 800 prisoners. Because the site was healthful, how-

36ever, he did not anticipate much sickness.
By mid-February, Colonel Hoffman seemed to have 

completed his first major assignment, and on February 20th 
the Warden for the Union reported to the War Department that

35. Hoffman to Read, Jan. 10, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman 
to Meigs, Jan. 27, Feb. 6 , 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Dimick, 
Jan. 29, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Day, Feb. 3, 1862, CGPLS.

36.. Hoffman to Read, Jan. 10, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman
to P erson, Jan. 17, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Finely, Jan.
17, 1862, CGPLS.
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the depot was completed and ready to accommodate 500 or 600 
prisoners» Nevertheless, there were still matters outside 
Hoffman's control yet to be completed. The guard was not 
well enough instructed to be trusted with a larger number of

i
inmates. The revolvers to arm the guards had not yet
, arrived, norhad the .lanterns... which, had been requested to
light the prison. Also, the ice in the bay was breaking up
and the Colonel did not want prisoners coming to Sandusky
until- he was certain that he could transport them to the
island without a delay. On February 26, the crossing to the
island was still unsafe, but he hoped that the bay would be
free of ice in two or three days. By this time, Hoffman
expected larger numbers of prisoners at, the depot than
originally anticipated, and he proposed constructing addi-

37tional buildings.
Colonel Hoffman's announcement that the prison was 

ready for 500 or 600 prisoners showed the limited scope of 
his planning. Nothing in his frontier experience had pre- ■ 
pared him or other career officers for the magnitude of the 
Civil War. The Johnson's Island prison was designed to 

house 1,280 prisoners and must have seemed immense in 
contrast to Fort Laramie or other Army posts. As a frontier, 
garrison the depot would have been impressive, but as a ' 
prison during the Civil War it was inadequate in the extreme.

37. Hoffman to CoHum, Feb. 20, 1862, CGPLS;
Hoffman to Meigs, Feb. 24, 26, 1862, CGPLS.
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Although William Hoffman had been an army officer

for thirty years, his experience had not prepared him for
the role of Warden for the Union. His experiences with
military justice and prisons had consisted of serving on
court martial boards and confining men in garrison guard

.....houses„ As . the. commander of Fort...Laramie , . for example, he

. had placed a subaltern who drank too heavily under arrest,
at the same time that another officer had traveled twenty
miles in below zero weather to fight a duel at eighty yards

38with rifles with the post sutler. 1 On another occasion,
during General William S. Harney's Sioux Expedition, one of
the Sioux prisoners had escaped from the small guard house
at Fort Laramie, and Colonel Hoffman had required the Sioux
to surrender the man, which they did. Later, Hoffman kept
an innocent Cheyenne warrior in the guard house of Fort
Laramie until he died from disease contracted during his

39long confinement. Restricting an officer to quarters or

38. Hoffman to Buell, Dec. 9, 1850, AGOLR; Nov., 
1850, Fort Atkinson, Returns from U. S. Military Posts (Post 
Returns), RG-94, NA; Hoffman to Porter, Oct. 30, 1857, FLLS; 
Hoffman to [Deas], Dec. 7, 1857, Western Department, Letters 
Received (WDLR), RG-393, NA; Henry K. Nichols, "Private 
Journal. Construction of Fort Kearny, South Pass and Honey 
Lake Wagon Road," Manuscript No. 361, William Robertson. Coe 
Collection, Yale University Library.

39. Hoffman to Pleasonton, Dec. 12, 1855, Jan. 6 , 
Feb. 9, 1856, FLLS; Latimer to Lovell, March 27, 185 6 , FLLS; 
J. P. Hamelin, Jr., "The Overland Diaries of J. P. Hamelin, 
Jr.," entries for Nov. 6 , 9, Dec. 2, 1856, Manuscript No.
239, William Robertson Coe Collection, Yale University 
Library; Latimer to Heth, Nov. 23, 1855, FLLS; Pleasonton to 
Hoffman, March 6 , April 22, 1856, Sioux Expedition, Letters
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confining an Indian in a small guard house on a frontier
post did not approximate the problems Hoffman confronted in
accommodating captured Confederates,.

Even General Meigs, who had anticipated the need for 

a prison depot, had not thought in large enough terms.
"-Ho'f fman''S-statement -that he ^expected to receive large 
numbers of prisoners and intended to construct additional 
quarters reflected the changes which had taken place in the 
field« By late February, 1862, the entire improvised, 
inadequate collection of old forts and various buildings 
adapted as prisons, and which General Meigs and Colonel 
Hoffman hoped to rectify by establishing a regular, organized 
depot at Johnson's Island, threatened to crumble into total 
chao s.

Developments on the battlefield rendered the depot 
at Johnson's Island obsolete, even before prisoners occupied 
the quarters. On February 16, 1862, Brigadier General 
Ulysses S. Grant notified the Confederate commander of Fort 
Donelson: "no terms except unconditional and immediate
surrender can be accepted. I propose to move immediately 
upon your works." When the rebels surrendered, General

Sent, RG-39 3, NA; Hoffman to Twiss, Jan. 3, 4, Aug. 11,
1856, FLLS ;■ Twiss to Gumming, Jan. 4, 12, Feb. 11, 1856, 
Office of Indian Affairs, Letters Received (OIALR), RG-75,
NA; Twiss to Hoffman, Jan. 4, Aug. x, 9, 10, 1856, OIALR;
Hoffman to Twiss, Aug. 9, 1856, OIALR; Hoffman to Deas,
Aug. 13, Sept. 26, 1856, WDLR; Hoffman to Deas, April- 17,
21, 1857, FLLS.
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Grant, the War Department, and the Commissary General of
Prisoners had to prepare for confining the 15,000 captured
Confederates, more than ten times the number being planned
for at that time. In the weeks following the surrender of
Fort Donelson, the Union officials frantically tried to

’■ "''firhd 'AspacS''’fEoT v the r'ho'S t'''of newly - captured prisoners , and in
desperation adapted a number of structures as temporary

40 ' .prisons.
By March 1st, Colonel Hoffman was making arrange

ments to enlarge the Johnson’s Island prison to house "the . 
large number of prisoners that must foe provided for 
immediately." Perhaps General Grant’s victories caused 
Hoffman to conclude that the war would end quickly, because 
he explained that additional barracks had to be suitable 
only for summer use. Hoffman recommended the construction 
of ten additional barracks, which, by crowding, could 
shelter 4,000 rebels.v He doubted that it was desirable to 
have the captured officers "mingle with enlisted men." Four 
of the original barracks had been designed for officers, 
with small rooms for four or five prisoners each. They

would "not be convenient for soldiers," Hoffman explained,
41meaning that they were'too elegant for enlisted men.

40. O.R., 1, VII, 161, 336-37; O.R., 2, III, 267-
271.

41. Hoffman to Wright, March 2, 1862, CGPLS;
Hoffman to Meigs, March 2, 3, 11, 12, 13, 17, 1862, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Assistant Adjutant General, Department of 
Mississippi, March 16, 1862, CGPLS..
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The victories of General Grant at Fort Henry and 

Fort Donelson frustrated the efforts of the Warden for the 
Union to construct a central depot to confine rebel 
prisoners„ :Hoffman's plan for Johnson's Island would have
been adequate if the Civil War had lasted only a few months« 
His. .plans . fp.r .a ..depot to ... ho Id .1, 280 .inmates were sadly 
inadequate when General Grant captured 15,000 rebel soldiers„ 

Of necessity, various temporary camps had to be used 
to confine the captured Confederates, and much confusion 
and numerous conflicts of authority occurred * The already 
inadequate collection of jails thus vastly increased, into 
an anarchic aggregate of prisons which the Warden for the 
Union had to consolidate into something deserving the name 

of prison system.



CHAPTER III

CHAOS AND CONFUSION '

General Ulysses S.^Grant's victories at Fort Henry 
and Fort Donelson in February, 1862 greatly complicated the 
task of Colonel William Hoffman. At this time, Hoffman's 
problems stemmed not from any "war psychosis" but simply 
from the inadequacy of his preparations. As the Union 
armies continued to capture Confederate soldiers, the 
difficulties grew. Hoffman had to confine captives in 
various temporary camps, where there was confusion and 
numerous conflicts of authority. Further complicating the 
situation were the lack of precedents for the treatment of 
prisoners of war; the temporary nature of the diverse 
structures utilized for prisons; inept and inexperienced 
subordinates; the different types of prisoners, civil and 
military; and, the absence of a system for releasing the 

inmates.
After the fall of Fort Henry and Fort Donelson, 

General Grant had to care for the 15,000 Confederates whom 
he had captured. The host of prisoners brought chaos to 
General Grant's camp. Confederate General Simon B. Buckner 
complained to Grant that: "Thousands of these men have been
standing nearly all day in the mud without food and without
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fire," He believed there was no "concert of action between 
the different departments" of the victorious army toward the 
captured rebels. Grant agreed and gave Buckner permission 
to "facilitate in collecting [the prisoners] » , . and
supplying their wants," but the situation was so confused 
..that. members ,, of .Grants . staff could . no t , lo cate General,

1Buckner, although they knew he was somewhere in the camp.
General Grant issued two day's rations to the 

rebels, permitted them to keep their clothing and blankets, 
and allowed the officers to retain their sidearms. Next, he 
ordered them to gather near Dover, Tennessee, and to embark. 
for Cairo, Illinois. An atmosphere of complete confusion, 
however, settled over the whole situation. Governors and 
various state officials volunteered help, and military 
authorities ordered prisoners to various places, only to 
have the governors change their minds, subalterns misunder
stand and bungle their instructions, or the Lincoln adminis

tration change its orders.
Much of the confusion resulted from conflicting 

orders from different officers. Brigadier General William 
Tecu'mseh Sherman, commanding at Paducah, Kentucky, apparently 
promised some captured officers en route to Cairo that they

1. R. N„ Scott et al., eds., The War of the Rebel
lion; A Compilation of the Official Records of the Union and 
Confederate Armies (130 vo1s.; Washington: Government Print
ing Office, 1880-1901) , series 1, Volume VII, 151, 33,6-37. 
Hereafter cited 1 as O. R. 0.R., 2, III, 267-271.



47
would receive paroles in St. Louis or Cincinnati, and when 
they learned the army planned to send, them instead to the 
state prison at Alton, Illinois, they were understandably, 
unhappy. In Washington, Major General George B. McClellan, 
Commander of the U. S. Army, issued orders forbidding 
paroles, under any circumstances, for ,the rebel generals 
Johnson, Buckner, Pillow, and Tilghman. Actually, General 
B. R. Johnson had already escaped, and General Gideon Pillow 
had never been a captive. Rather than paroling the other 
officers to St. Louis, as Sherman had promised, or sending 
them to Alton, the army decided instead to send them, under 
parole, to Columbus, Ohio. If they violated their oath,
Major General Henry W. Halleck, commanding the Department of 
the West in St. Louis, threatened: "I will hang them. 11
When General McClellan subsequently issued orders to send 
some of the higher ranking officers to Fort Warren, in Boston 

harbor, General Halleck ordered the officers sent to St. 
Louis. Two days later, McClellan inquired: "Where is
General Buckner?" The much harassed Halleck replied that he 
could not find General. Buckner. Halleck asked his sub
ordinates on that same day if any rebel officers were at
Springfield or Chicago, where they did not belong. Two days .

2later he still had not located Buckner.

2. 0.R., 1, VII, 161, 336-37; O.R. , 2, III, 267-
271, 275-288", 298-99, 312, 325.
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While Halleek and his officers searched frantically

for places to confine all the Confederates and strove to
determine the destination of officers, Colonel Hoffman1.
occupied himself with making final preparations for the
prison depot at Johnson's Island apparently unaware of the
uproar and - confusion. At■the - same time, General Grant
nonchalantly wrote General G„ W. Cullum, Chief of Staff of
the Department of the Missouri: "I am now forwarding
prisoners of war to your care and I shall be truly glad to
get clear of them. It is a much less job to take than to
keep them." He subsequently lamented to General Cullum: "I
fear they will prove an elephant. « . . Seeing the trouble I
have had myself I began to pity you the moment the first

3 .cargo started."
On February 17, 1862, when Indiana Governor Oliver 

P. Morton wired General Halleck that he could accommodate 
3,000 men if. necessary, Halleck sprang at the offer and 
ordered 3,000 rebels to Indianapolis the next day. Despite 

this order, a subaltern asked Halleck if perhaps he should 
send 3,000 prisoners to Indianapolis. The next day Halleck 
patiently repeated his orders, only to have a subaltern ask: 

"shall I send 3,000 of them to Indianapolis as proposed

"3. 0. R. , 2,. Ill, 271-72. ■ .
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yesterday?" From this ludicrous beginning, Camp Morton
prison came into existence.^

On February 17, 1862, Halleek also learned from the
Illinois Adjutant General that the state could accommodatei
3,000-4,000 captives at Springfield and 8 ,000-9,000 at 

, .Chicago» . Therefore he ordered . 3,000 to Springfield and the 
remainder to Chicago, accompanied by the Union regiments 
which had "suffered most" as guards. Governor Richard Yates 
of Illinois, however, disagreed with his Adjutant General,. 
for he warned, that same day, that the Union could not 
safely guard prisoners at Springfield because there.were 
"many secessionists at that place." Thus, on February 19, 
Halleek decided against sending Confederate soldiers to 
Springfield. The following day, February 20, 1862, however, 
Halleck announced: "I shall probably be obliged to send a
part of the prisoners to Springfield. Be prepared for about 
3,000." At the same time that Halleck was trying to decide 
whether or not to send captured soldiers to Springfield
(Camp Butler), he ordered 7,000 to Chicago, thus beginning.
Camp Doublas. To accommodate the surplus, he inquired about

5facilities at Columbus, Ohio (Camp Chase).
In addition to confusion about accommodations for 

the rebels, there was chaos as "hordes of brothers, fathers,

4. O.R., 2, III, 269, 277-282.
5. O.R., 2, III, 274-281, 291, 297.
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mothers, sisters, cousins, &c„" flocked to Cairo, as one 
officer reported, "to find the dead and see the wounded„" 
Because the telegraph line was down, General George W„
Cullum received Halleck's telegrams; only after a delay, and 
sent 10,000 Confederates to St. Louis instead of 3,000 to 
Ihdianapo’lis' and "7,000 to Chicago as ordered. : To further 
complicate the situation,'the officer in charge of the 
captives was not traveling with them. He notified Halleck: 
"Ten thousand prisoners in my charge are going to you on 
boats. Are they in danger on .river? I came by rail, but 
have lost connection.

Not only did no one know where the captives were to 
be sent, but when they arrived at the prisons no one was 
prepared for them. For example, at Camp Douglas in Chicago 
there was only one surgeon for 7,000 inmates. The surgeons 
had been separated "by the stupidity of subordinates and 
contrary to my orders," Halleck grumbled. Moreover, the 
same camp lacked even a fence around the barracks. "I have 
seen two men guarding 300 feet [of prison boundary] with no 

other arms than a stick," the mayor of Chicago complained. 
Fearing that the prisoners would "break through and burn the 
city," he demanded more guards. General Halleck refused. 
"Raise a special police force if necessary," he wrote the 
mayor. "I have taken these Confederates in arms behind

6 . O.R. 2, III, 279-283.
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their intrenchments; it is a great pity if Chicago cannot
guard them unarmed for a few days = No troops can be spared

7 'from here for that purpose at present."
Apparently unaware of the confusion which resulted 

from General Grant's victories, the Commissary General of 
Prisoners had devoted.his.attention in the days after the 
fall of Fort Henry and Fort Donelson to completing arrange
ments at Johnson's Island. On the same day that General 
Halleek wrote the mayor of Chicago, Colonel Hoffman 
innocently announced to General•Meigs: "I have the honor to
report that the depot is now ready to receive a limited 
number of prisoners, say 500 to 6 0 0 . When he realized 
that accommodating the thousands of rebels with whom Halleek 
had been dealing was his immediate problem, Hoffman tried to 
regulate the prison camps and to assert his own authority 
over the captured Confederates. To meet the crisis, the 
Colonel toured the prison facilities established by Halleck, 
reported on the conditions, and ordered improvements.

The conditions he found at the camps reflected the 
numerous problems he encountered in trying to bring order to 
the anarchic collection of prisons. After visiting Camp 
Chase, at Columbus, Ohio, on February 28, 1862, Hoffman

7. O.R., 2, III, 312-17.

8 . Hoffman to Meigs, Feb. 24, 1862, Commissary 
General of Prisoners, Letters Sent (CGPLS), Record Group-249 
(RG-249), National Archives (NA).



ordered a fence built around the barracks« In the early 
months of the war Gamp Chase had been a training camp for 
volunteer soldiers, and before the war the site of a race 
track and fairgroundsc While there, the Colonel made 
arrangements for clothing, bedding/ and cooking utensils for 
• the . captured.. soldiers,. - Under the regulations he established 
the rebels could receive visits from their relatives; 
purchase some books and newspapers; and, send letters, open 
for inspection, through the prison authorities. When he 
learned that the rations were inadequate and inferior, 
Hoffman authorized a reliable grocer to take orders from the 
inmates. Believing that "much embarrassment results from 
the frequent changes of the officers in charge of the 
prisoners," he urged that some suitable officer remain as 

permanent commander.
Inspecting Camp Morton in Indianapolis on March 5, 

Hoffman found that although the rebels were "as well cared 
for as could be expected under the circumstances," numerous 
problems existed. The site had been a fairground and then a 
camp for Union volunteers. The prisoners' quarters were 
built from "lumber used for temporary stables," and so the 
Commissary General of Prisoners arranged for the

9. Hoffman to Tod, Feb. 28, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman 
to Meigs, March 2, 1862, CGPLS; O.R. v. 2, I, 544-46; O.R. , 2,
III, 219; The Medical and Surgical History of the War of 
Rebellion (6 vols.; Washington: Government Printing Office, . 
1870-1888), Medical, Part III, 54.
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construction of seven additional barracks„ Exposure to 

inclement weather before and after their capture caused much 
sickness among the confined men, ard several died each day» 
Wounded Union and Confederate soldiers crowded the regular 
city hospital and two buildings temporarily adapted for
^hospitals as well,.so that the sick received little care..
To overcome this difficulty Hoffman urged building an addi
tion to the city hospital, costing $2,500. Because "many 
expect there will be a great many sick and wounded of our 
troops to be provided for, even long after the close of the 
war," Hoffman reported, "this expenditure would perhaps be,
good economy in the end." General Meigs approved Hoffman's 

10 • -suggestion.
If the authorities at Camp Morton constructed a 

bakery, Colonel Hoffman suggested, the savings on. flour 
could create a prison fund to purchase many necessities for 
the captives, including "brooms, buckets and table furni
ture." Because he found the quarters too dark and close, 
he feared that with warm weather approaching there would be 
"much sickness among the prisoners unless some improvements 
are made." Hoffman ordered the commander to house the 
inmates in tents while each barrack was remodeled,, with more 
windows- and fewer bunks for a better circulation of light

10. O.R., 2, III, 33 3-36; Hoffman to Meigs, March
5, 7, 1862, CGPLS.
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and air« To pay for these improvements and additions to the 
camp "Old Huffy" wanted to utilize the prison fund.

Conditions at the temporary prison at Lafayette, 
Indiana, which Hoffman inspected on March 6 , were dis- 
tressing» The Confederates occupied a "porkhouse11 which was 
"a very uncomfortable place and they must be removed from it 
as soon as the weather gets a little warmer, but in the 
meanwhile they will be knee deep in mud." Furthermore, the 
medical officer seemed incompetent and allowed large numbers 
of visitors in the hospital "to the great annoyance of 
patients." Having no faith in the physician, the sick Con
federates refused to take his prescriptions, and Colonel 
Hoffman desired a replacement. He planned to transfer the
captured rebels to Johnson's Island, but the sick would have

12 •to remain until they could travel.
Camp Douglas, near Chicago, pleased Hoffman because 

he found the prisoners well cared for and as contended as 
their position permitted. There had been confusion when the 
captives first arrived, with the officers feasting at the 
finest hotels, and the camp lacking a fence around the 
barracks. Hoffman authorized an issue of such clothing, 

eating utensils, and tools for "police purposes" "as may be

11. CUR.. , 2, III, 386-87, 400-401; Hoffman to 
Meigs, March 5, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Ekins, March 12, 
1862, CGPLS.

12. Hoffman to Morton, March 6 , 10, 1862, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Meigs, March 7, 1862, CGPLS.



absolutely necessary, consulting economy as far as 
13practicable."

At Camp Butler, which had' been a training camp for 
volunteers, the hospitals were too small to accommodate the 
sick prisoners, and many rebels remained in their barracks 

’ -̂ without‘'wed^owl'^'abbenhion» -'To General ̂ Meigs , Hoffman 
explained that "there are more or less sick in all the 
company quarters, but in two of them nearly all the men are 
sick, some of them in a dying condition." Although the 
medical officer in charge was industrious, so many men 
needed treatment that Hoffman requested another, medical 
officer to help organize the hospitals. Moreover, because 
the camp lacked a fence and raw recruits provided an inept 
guard force, Hoffman believed that the detention of captives 
depended "more on their willingness to remain than on any

14restraint upon them by the guard."
During his tour of the prison camps, Hoffman found 

examples of the problems he had to correct. The temporary 
structures adapted as prisons lacked adequate barracks, 

security, medical facilities, and sanitation. In addition,

13. Hoffman to Mulligan, March 7, 1862, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Potter, March 7, 18.62, CGPLS; Hoffman to Meigs, 
March 7, 1862, CGPLS; O.R., 2, III, 297, 315.

14. Helen E. Sheppley, "Camp Butler in the Civil 
War Days," Journal of the Illinois State Historical Society, 
XXV (January, 1933), 287-29 3; Hoffman to Morrison, March 8 , 
1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Halleek, March 9, 1862, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Meigs, March 10, 1862, CGPLS.
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strikingly varied categories of prisoners, civilian' and 
military, and the need for a system of releasing these men, 
once confined, contributed.to the confusion with which 
Hoffman had to contend»

Indeed, without a tradition of confining large 
.. ..numbers , o f .pr iso ners cf ,war,. .the Un ion officials • had no 

agreed upon standards for handling captives. Many rebels 
were free on .their parole, wandering through the United 
States, The Adjutant General of Indiana protested that 
Confederate officers were at large in Columbus, Ohio, wear
ing their sidearms, and "talking secesh on the streets and 
in the bar-rooms , , Offended by the leniency shown the
prisoners, a Baptist minister sent to President Lincoln 
local newspaper clippings which reported one group of rebel 
officers prowling "about the bar rooms" drinking "the mean 
whiskey for which Columbus [Ohio] is famous," Other 
citizens reported that the paroled officers ordered new 
Confederate uniforms, tailored in St, Louis, and were 
registering in hotels as Confederate officers. In St,

Louis, wealthy secessionists "dined and feted" rebel . 
officers, who were free on their parole. In June, 1862 
Confederate General J, Johnston Pettigrew settled com
fortably into a Baltimore hotel after being captured and 

paroled, and other paroled officers wandered around .
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Washington, D« C« and Memphis« General Halleek ordered a

15stop to these practices«
The army's seeming ignorance of Colonel Hoffman's 

office further compounded confusion in prison administra
tion, Ten days after the fall of Fort Donelson, he 
'-regues ted • that the -'War • Department publish orders announcing 
his position, to prevent embarrassing conflicts of authority; 
but my mid-March no change had taken place, Hoffman com
plained to General Meigs that "up to this time generals 
whose troops have captured prisoners have exercised control 
over them whenever they thought proper to do so," For 
example, "General Halleek has given orders in relation to 
the prisoners taken at Fort Donelson," he charged, "even 
when they were beyond the limits of his department,"
Because his office was "not known to the generals," Hoffman 
explained,' "any information I have about the movements of 
prisoners I pick up from the newspapers or other chance 
sources," He believed that this would lead to "delays, 
confusion and expense," Therefore, the Quartermaster

15." In the War of 1812 and the War Against Mexico 
the U. S, Army had released prisoners upon a parole oath or 
exchanged them. Chapter V, below, will deal with the 
problems of the parole and exchange of prisoners.

O.R. , 2, I, 265-66; O.-R. , 2, III, 245-253, 379-380, 
411, 417, 498-500; O.R. . 2, IV, 18, 32, 59, -



General recommended.that Colonel Hoffman's appointment be
16announced to the United States Army,

• In April, 1862, the army issued a general statement 
of the duties of the office of the Commissary General of
Prisoners, Later, in June, General Order Number 67 stated:\
,,IS,uperv:iaion„Q,f—prisoners ,o,f,-.war :sent .by generals commanding 
in the field to posts or camps for their reception is placed, 
entirely under Colonel William Hoffman , , , commissary- 
general of’prisoners, who is subject only to the orders of 
the War Department," His orders required him to issue 
clothing to the rebels, manage the prison fund, select sites 
for new prisons, draft plans for prison camps, visit the 
camps once a month, and to recommend the release of civilian

17inmates "confined on false accusations or through mistake," 
Still, this declaration did not solve Colonel 

Hoffman's problems. Military commanders and civilian 
authorities went ovgr his head, by-passed him, or in many 
cases simply ignored his office. Inexperienced officers 
apparently remained ignorant of Hoffman's office, and some 
of the highest officers corresponded directly to the War 
Department rather than the office of Colonel Hoffman,

16, In December, 1861, he had also complained that 
his office was unknown, _0,_R„ , '2, III, 156, 327; Hoffman to 
Meigs, March 19, 1862, CGPLS-,

17, Hoffman to Meigs, April 2, 1862, CGPLS; Thomas
to Hoffman, June 13, 1862, Adjutant General1s Office,
Letters Received (AGOLR), RG-94, NA; 0,R,, 2, III, 417-18, 
462; 0,R,, 2, IV, 30,
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General Halleck, for example, ordered the commanders of
prisons in the Department of Ohio to report directly to him
and. advised field commanders where to send prisoners*
General Grant released Confederates from the Alton prison.
The commander of Camp Chase issued orders to the commander
d f JPhhso n '' s T si and. . In August, Colonel Hoffman sent a copy
of General Order Number. 67 to the commander of Fort
Lafayette, New York, and explained that political as well as

18military prisoners were under his charge.
Politicians as well as army officers contributed to 

"Old Huffy1sdifficulties. . Because the prison guards were 
often state volunteers, the governors frequently exerted a 
disorganizing influence upon the management of camps. The 
politicians used the prisons as a source of patronage, and 
some of their appointed cronies proved incompetent. For 
instance, a commissary at one of the prisons was so lax in 
performing his duties that he received a dismissal from the 
service. Congressman Schuyler Colfax of Indiana exerted his 
influence with President Lincoln, on behalf of the commis
sary, and managed to obtain a new hearing, white-washing 
the officer. Abraham Lincoln endorsed the new findings of 
the Judge Advocate General: "Captain Benjamin P. Walker be .

restored if practicable without detriment by the dismissal,"

18. O.R., 2, III, 387-88; O.R., 2, IV, 115, 118, 
210, 761; Hoffman to Moody, June 25, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman 
to Potter, Aug. 1 , 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Burke, Aug. 6 , 
1862, CGPLS.
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and Secretary Stanton promptly ordered this recommendation
carried out. . As an additional example. Attorney General '
Edward Bates obtained an order from Lincoln for the release
of two rebels captured at Fort Donelson, who were the sons
of Virginia boyhood friends. Bates sent this order directly
to the ...commander of Camp .Douglas . and not ■ through the office
of the Commissary General of Prisoners. Moreover, Governor
Andrew Johnson of Tennessee and Governor F„ H. Pierpont of
Virginia wielded personal vetoes over releasing.captives

19from their states.
Another group of officials, provost marshals, the 

officers in charge of the military police and the soldiers 
convicted by court martial, caused many difficulties. • For 
instance, one general sputtered that "the provost-marshal1s

19. O.R., 2, III, 636-643; O.K., 2, IV, 289, 305, 
333-36, 362, 422, 427, 542, 677-686, 766-67; O.R., 2, V,
3-5; Edward. Bates, The Diary of Edward Bates. 1859-1866,
Vol. IV of Annual Report of the American Historical Associa
tion. 19 3.0, ed. by Howard K. Beale (Washington: Government 
Printing Office, 1933), 245-250.

In May, 1862, Governor Andrew Johnson of Tennessee 
sent three "prominent disunionists" to Fort Mackinac on Lake 
Huron. Hoffman believed the fort could hold fifteen special 
political prisoners from Tennessee. The commander forced 
one prisoner to carry 24 pound cannon balls for three hours 
in a rainstorm, and the officers quarreled at this small 
garrison. After three months service as a prison, housing 
only three prisoners, Fort Mackinac ended its career as a 
Union prison when Hoffman sent the three inmates to Johnson's 
Island. O.R., 2, III, 435-38, 451, 463-64, 537; O.R., 2,
IV, 15, 126-28; Hoffman to Wormer, May 24, 26, June 24,
Aug. 4, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Buckingham, Aug. 5, 1862, 
CGPLS; Thomas to Hoffman, Aug. 27, 1862, Adjutant General's 
Office, Letters. Sent. (AGOLS) , RG-94, NA.



department as it now exists is entirely independent of all
commanders except the commander of the department, and hence
of necessity pretty much independent of him." Furthermore,
a provost marshal informed the commander of Camp Chase that
"all prisoners should be held subject only to the order of
.the .Secretary of. War. and the commander of the department
from which the prisoners are forwarded." Hoffman's office
apparently did not fit into his scheme. The commander of
Alton prison complained to Hoffman that the provost marshal
at St. Louis claimed complete control over the garrison and
he issued orders to admit visitors. "To undertake to live
and act under the rulings of two masters is more than I
contracted for," he complained, "and more than I am willing
to' submit to." Moreover, Hoffman explained to the commander
of Camp Douglas that the provost marshal at St. Louis had no
control over Alton prison. To rectify this situation, the
Colonel eventually sent one of his assistants to instruct
the provost marshal about his duties. Hoffman also reported
to Secretary Stanton that the jurisdiction of the provost

20marshal of Wheeling was "not well defined."
Colonel Hoffman's problems often resulted from the 

inexperience of the commanding officers of the camps. 
Complaining of one officer, Hoffman wrote: "It is very

20. O.R. , 2, IV, 34-35, 85, 618; Hoffman to 
Mulligan, June 4, 1862, CGPLS;.Hoffman to Stanton, Aug. 10, 
1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Darr, June 25, Aug. 1, 1862, CGPLS; 
Lazelle to Freedley, July 22, 1862, CGPLS.
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unsatisfactory to deal with an officer who is so fearful of 
responsibility » <, „ „" The Colonel patiently explained to
another commander the specific conditions under which . 
certain officers were entitled to extra pay.^ As has- . " I ' "
already been seen, Colonel Hoffman had taken special pains
to make a-proper1 officer of Major William S„ Pierson,
commander of Johnson's Island, but Pierson did not become a

• 22decisive commander. The subtle awareness of what was 
proper and what the Army Regulations permitted was not as . 
obvious to a volunteer officer, who had been a civilian a 
few months before, as it was to Colonel Hoffman. After 
thirty years of following Army Regulations, it was easy for 
him to perform the military metaphysics of translating a few 
terse sentences in Regulations into manifestos for specific 

actions covering every situation.
Some of the prison officials not only lacked 

experience, but were inept or dishonest as well. At one 
camp the commandant was so maladroit that when some 
$1,450.75 in the prison funds disappeared no records existed 
to explain the disposition of the money. At another prison 

the six months supply of medicine, "all the liquors, 168 
pint bottles," were used in five days. One of Colonel 
Hoffman's assistants discharged a drunk clerk from Camp

21. Hoffman to Ekin, June 24, Aug. 14, 1862, CGPLS.
22.i See above, Chapter II, footnotes 27 and 28.
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Chase. Moreover, Hoffman reported that the commissary and
contractor at Camp Chase had fraudulently issued inferior
provisions to the prisoners, and reported an unreasonable

23 ;amount of wastage.
At Camp Chase the prison commander was incompetent 

but had political influence. He was "entirely without 
experience and utterly ignorant of his duties," an officer 
reported, and he was "surrounded by the same class of 
people." The commander allowed numerous "hacks, carriages, 
and omnibuses" to tour the part of the camp the Union troops 
and paroled U. S. soldiers occupied, for a twenty cent fee. 
An inspector, complained: "The object seems to be to make
Camp Chase popular." When Secretary of War Stanton informed 
the governor of the state that many rebel officers were free 
on parole, with side-arms, in Columbus, Ohio, the governor 
protested that the prison commander was "a strong anti
slavery Republican" and performed his duties "faithfully and 

: discreetly." He could also have pointed out -that the
commanding officer was the son-in-law of the lieutenant- 

24governor.

23. O.R. , 2, III, 54: O.R. , 2, IV, 195-208, 763- 
65; Hoffman to Thomas, July 12, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to 
Lazelle, Aug. 10, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Stanton, Aug. 10, 
1862, CGPLS.

24. O.R., 2, III, 410-12, 420; O.R.. 2. IV, 19 5- 
208, 313, 319-320, 341-42, 367-371.
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Because of the inept commander, Camp Chase became 

filthy. The air was "polluted and the stench is horrible" 
Hoffman learned. Stoves heated the buildings so hot that 
the rebels preferred to go outside :into the rain rather thani
remain in the inferno. Living quarters "begrimed with smoke

• -and ••grease, "'-faced prison -.grounds .filthy with garbage which
had laid there for months "breeding sickness and pestilence.
The latrines were foul. An inspector suggested a number of
reformsand hoped they could be made quickly; but the
situation remained "delicate" because the governor ran the

25. camp and ordered the troops and guards hither and yon.
The frequent changes of commanding officers comple

mented their dearth of experience and aptitude. For example 
when one commander left Camp Douglas with few records, the 
command devolved upon an officer ignorant of the affairs of 
prisoners, who in turn surrendered the post within a few 
days to a third officer without giving him any information 
about his duties. In addition, within two and one-half 
years, seven different regiments and two batteries served at 
Johnson's Island, each having to adapt to the temporary duty 
of guarding captured Confederates. Confusion also resulted

25. • O.R., 2, IV, 195-208.
After repeatedly trying to have the commander 

confine the paroled prisoners, Hoffman despaired of the 
effort in August, 1862, believing that he could abandon the 
prison when the exchange of prisoners commenced. See 0 .R., 
2, IV, 242-43, 250, 304-306, 313, 319-320, 341-42, 352-53, 
370-71.
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from the commanders of the guards and the commanders of the 
camps having separate commands. At Alton prison, the 
commander wrote: "I wish it to be understood « . « that
there are two separate commands here; one of the prison, the 
other of the troops or post. I am responsible for the 
"p'f fsd A but "'no t f o r 'the ' t r o o p s ^  ̂

The prison guards, often raw recruits without 
discipline, posed a number of problems. Hoffman believed 
that the presence of temporary troops was prejudicial to the 
good order of the camps. He issued orders to have the 
garrison soldiers well disciplined, but state governors 
frequently dispatched the troops elsewhere. For example, 
Colonel Hoffman had to call on the governors of Ohio, 
Illinois, Indiana, and Wisconsin for volunteers to replace 

the soldiers they had ordered into the field. On one occa
sion, the Governor of Ohio maintained troops at Camp Chase 
during the interval of the departure of one regiment and the 
organization of the new guard. In May, 1862, Hoffman 
explained to the Secretary of War:• "By accepting volunteers 
for three years to be employed .only as guards for prisoners 
time will be saved and a better class of men can be 
obtained." But the guards, as well as the camp commanders,

26. O.R. . 2, V, 535; O.R.. 2, VII, 680-81; Hoffman 
to Thomas, July 1, 1862, CGPLS.
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governors, and other officials, military and civilian,

2 7continued to vex Hoffman.
In addition to the authorities outside the prison

walls, the different types of captives within the compounds
complicated the task of the Commissary General of Prisoners.
-By October, 1861, President Lincoln's suspension of the writ
of habeas corpus covered the area from Bangor, Maine to

28Washington, D. C„ Officers arrested many civilians on the 
authority of the Secretary of War, the Secretary of State, 
■commanders in the field. United States Marshals, and local 
provost marshals.. The government confined them in the same.

27. 0.R., 2, III, 647-48; O.R., 2, IV, 112-14, 130- 
31, 216-17, 504; Hoffman to Stanton, May 28, 1862, Telegrams 
Collected by the Secretary of .War (TCSW) , RG-107, NA;
Hoffman to Stanton, May 27, 1862, TCSW; Hoffman to Tod,
Aug. 2, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Pierson, May 24, 1862, ... 
CGPLS; Hoffman to Freedley, July 1, 1862, CGPLS.

The guards varied in quality. Prisoners praised 
veteran soldiers as guards and denounced the raw troops. A 
prisoner at Johnson’s Island wrote: "It may have been dif
ferent at other pens, but I never knew an old-soldier to 
maltreat a prisoner." Joe B rbiere, Scraps from the Prison 
Table at Camp Chase and Johnson’s Island (Doylestown, Pa.:
W. W. H.. Davis, Printer, 1868), pp. 121-24, 199= See also: 
Miles 0. Sherrill, A Soldier's Story. Prison Life and Other 
Incidents of the War .of 1861-'65 (Raleigh, North Carolina: 
Edward & Broughton printing Co., 1911), pp. 18-19; John 
Dooley, John Dooley Confederate Soldier: His War Journal, ed 
by Joseph T. . Durkin (Washington: Georgetown University. Press 
1945), p. 145; Robert' C. Reinders, ed. , "Two Letters of 
English Soldiers in Louisiana Confederate Regiments," 
Louisiana History. VIII (Summer., 1967), 262.

28. At some of the prisons, Alton and Old Capitol 
for example, the military and political prisoners were 
segregated. O.R., 2, II, 19-30, 109, 137-146, 153, 182, 
231-34, 285; O.R., 2, III, 161, 421-23..
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facilities with prisoners of war, and often with criminals„
Denied the writ of habeas corpus. the inmates were without
recourse for obtaining their release.

A provost marshal described Old Capitol Prison as a
"rat-trap— there was only a hole in but no hole out. . .

"There- was "no"* procedure 'for dispos ing- o f the cas es . onee the
prisoners were incarcerated. Many officers carelessly
arrested innocent people on trivial charges. Colonel
Hoffman's assistant reported that the provost marshal at
Camp Chase was too zealous because he arrested seven men for
"doing nothing," one for being a lunatic; and he took one
man from an almshouse, where he had been for nine years.
The inspector did not believe that it was Hoffman's "desire
that this camp should be filled to overflowing with political
prisoners (made by half depopulating a section of country
. . .) arrested on frivolous charges, to be supported by the

29General Government and endure a long confinement."

29. . William E. Doster, Lincoln and Episodes of the 
Civil War (New York: G„ P. Putnam's Sons, 1915), p. 106;
O.R., 2, IV, 195-208.

General Halleck cautioned one general to use "the 
power of arrest with great caution" and to be certain of the 
guilt of parties he arrested. General John A. Dix found many 
prisoners were guilty of no act of hostility, against the 
United States. Officers had arbitrarily arrested men on 
suspicion. He found many at Fort Warren who had been 
imprisoned for months "without any just cause." O.R., 2, IV, 
195-208; Halleck to Wright, Jan. 8 , 1863, Headquarters of 
the Army, Letters Sent (HQALS), RG-108, NA; John A. Dix, 
Memoirs of John Adams Dix, ed. by Morgan Dix (2 vols.; New 
York: Harper & Brothers, 1883), II, 44-45.
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Union officers arrested civilians for a wide range 

of reasons, varying from writing disloyal letters to resign
ing a commission in the United States Army or Navy. The 
government.incarcerated ladies, ministers, and a Union 
general1s brother for failing to take an oath of allegiance. 
His refusal .to .. pray „ fo r. the divine.. guidance o f the Pres id ent 
of the United States and Congress, was the reason given for 
the arrest of one pastor. Prisons contained the composer of 
disloyal music (the "Stonewall Quickstep"), publishers of 
unpatriotic pamphlets, men who discouraged enlistment, 
Baltimore officials, Maryland legislators, federal deserters 
and convicts. There were inmates with no charges against ' 
them, spies, persons who had communicated with rebels, and 
insane arid "idiotic" prisoners. In the prison camps there 
were also northern editors, mail carriers, smugglers, and, 
on one occasion, a group of ordinary drunks. At one time 
Baltimore police commissioners, Maryland legislators, two 
women, a fisherman who had been.arrested as a spy, 
blockade runners, and members of various units of the 17th
Regiment, North Carol'ina Volunteers, shared the crowded

30conditions of Fort Warren.

30. OJ3. , 2, II, 105-110, 213, 688-89; O. R„ . 2, IV, 
105, 111, 245, 271, 303-306, 395, 466-67, 567-571, 585; O.R. 
2, V, 19, 74, 298-99, 363-68, 476, 652-53, 752-54; Doster, 
Lincoln and Episodes. pp. 84-88; Augustus Meyers, Ten Years 
in the Ranks U. S. Army (New York: The Stirling Press, 1914) 
p. 342; Edward R. Rich, Comrades I (Easton, Md. : S. E. 
Whitman, 1898), pp. 22-23; Minor H„ McLain, "The Military 
Prison at Fort Warren," Civil War History, VIII (June,
1962), 140.
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Hoffman lacked the means to investigate the

prisoners' cases to establish the guilt or innocence of
each, or the authority to act on his own discretion. "There
are doubtless many men among the prisoners, who might well
be released," he complained, "but the matter is not placed
in ...my. h%nds . " He did . have authority .however, to discharge
those who were not soldiers and had no charges against them
other than their infirmities; and he wanted these cases

31referred to him.
Many imprisoned men protested their innocence to the 

Commissary General of Prisoners, but Colonel Hoffman replied 
that such declarations were insufficient. He explained: 
"where arrests are made under mistakes, or on false accusa

tions, the person arrested or his friends for him must 
establish his innocence to secure his release." Hoffman's 
assistant explained to one woman that she should forward 

petitions "signed by as many good names as you can pro- 
cure[,] if possible some members of Congress, or State

officers names attached to it would assist in giving it due
32weight at the War Department."

31. Hoffman to Thomas, July 2, 3,5, 15, 1862,
CGPLS; Hoffman to Lazelle, Aug. 2, 8 , 18, 1862, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Stanton, May 17, 1862, CGPLS; Lazelle to McKee, 
July 5, 1862, CGPLS; Lazelle to Pierson, July 19, 1862, 
CGPLS.

32. Hoffman to Burbank, June 9, 1862, CGPLS;
Lazelle to Gibson, June 30, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Church, 
Aug. 5, 1862, CGPLS; Stirling to Skilbeck, Aug. 8 , 1862, 
CGPLS; Lazelle to Temple, June 7, 1862, CGPLS. A copy of
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"Old Huffy" was concerned that the numerous peti

tions of prisoners, which he forwarded were "buried under the 
mass of papers on the Assistant Secretary's table whose more 
important engagements do not allow,him time to attend to 
these matters«" He asked for authority, under whatever 
,,;r.es.t,ri,,cfio,ns,, Stanton , tholight proper, to act on these cases „ 
Promising to carry out whatever policy was desirable, he 
said: "Certainly I will endeavour not [to] err on the side
of too much clemency." . Hoffman feared that many men were . 
imprisoned who should not have been apprehended, and he 
gloomily conceded that "all share the fate of the guilty 
without hope of release." Becoming exasperated enough to go 
outside of channels, the Colonel sent a number of petitions 
to" General C. P. Buckingham, a former West Point friend and
an Assistant Adjutant General in the War Department, to

33obtain his intercession.
Finally realizing the problem, the War Department 

established several commissions to investigate charges 
against civilian prisoners, with authority to release those 
who were innocent or harmless. One of these commissions 
concluded that many inmates at McDowell's Medical College 

in St. Louis had been confined for months "through the

the oath and the bond which prisoners gave was enclosed in 
Lazelle to Pierson, July 5, 1862, CGPLS.

33.. Hoffman to Buckingham, Aug. 5, 8, 9, 14, 1862,
CGPLS.
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malice of their personal enemies," mixed in with criminals, 
and charged only with "disloyaltyor "for offences not at 
all military." A member of one panel asserted that many of 
the captives had been sympathetic to the Confederacy but had 
committed no hostile act. "If we undertake to arrest all 
"such persons , " ' he believed , "our forts and" prisons could not 
contain a tithe of them." Responding to such findings, in 
November, 1862, the War Department ordered the release of 
most of the political prisoners on an oath of allegiance. 
This action, however, did not completely solve the problem 
of careless arrests of civilians. Although urged to use 
caution in making arrests, a large number of officers
continued to take civilian prisoners, often on insufficient

, 34-grounds.
Female inmates added to the chaos and confusion 

which faced "Old Huffy." A captured Confederate soldier

34. One harassed provost marshal wrote to the Judge 
Advocate General that apparently "you think we do a land- 
office business, out here in the way of arrests. The fact is 
we ought to have a variety in the shape of a little hanging. 
We have a nest of traitors all around us to deal with."

O.R., 2. I, 137; O.R., 2, II, 44, 136, 221-23; O.R., 
2, • IV, 337, 380., 517, 618, 640-41, 666-67, 738, 746; O.R. ,
2, V, 110-12; Doster, Lincoln and Episodes, pp. 107-108;
Dix, Memoirs of John Adams Dix, II, 44-45.

One authority concluded that 13,535 civilians were 
arrested from February, 1862 to the end of the war. This 
is, however, an incomplete view. Many of the arrests were 
local and not reported, and large numbers of prisoners were 
arrested before February, 1862. Holland Thompson, "Prisoners 
of War," in Francis T. Miller, ed., The Photographic History 
of the Civil War (10 vols.; New York: Review of Reviews Co., 
1968), pp. 191-202.
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named Harry turned out to be a woman who had enlisted for
"the love of excitement and from no motive in connection
with the war, one way or another." Because she was "a
coarse-looking creature" an officer decided that she scarcely
answered the description of "la fille du regiment." One
abashed prison commander learned that one of his women
prisoners was pregnant. There were other women incarcerated,
including Belle Boyd, a spy for "Stonewall" Jackson in the
Shenandoah Valley, and Rose O'Neal Greenhow, who warned the
Confederates of the Union Army's movements before the First
Battle of Bull Run, who were prisoners at Old Capitol 

35prison.
A few Negro slaves were inmates in camps under 

Hoffman's jurisdiction. Confederate officers at Camp Chase, 
for instance, had one hundred Negro servants confined with 
them. Colonel Hoffman corrected this anomalous situation on 
April 21, 1862, when he gave orders to release the slaves 
three or four at a time so they could locate employment. In 
October, 1863, there were four Negro servants incarcerated 
with Confederate officers at Johnson's Island. These 
servants had accompanied their officers from prison in New 
Orleans to prison at Governor's Island, New York, and then 

to Johnson's Island depot. No Union official protested,

35. O.R., 2, II, 236-38, 271-72, 27 7-79; O.R., 2,
IV, 105, 303, 428; O.R., 2, V, 78, 121-22, 340, 547-48, 628; 
Belle Boyd , Belle■Boyd in Camp and Prison (New York: Thomas 
Yoseloff, 1968), pp. 191-202.



.. and, indeed, General Nathaniel Banks had issued special 
orders, permitting the servants to accompany the officers, 
with the Quartermaster's Department providing transporta- 
tion0 36 j

Another difficulty for Hoffman resulted from the 
uncertain status of numerous ."irregular" units, guerrillas, 
bushwackers, bridgeburners, and marauders. In October,
1862, the Adjutant General decided that state guards, 
partisan rangers, and independent companies whose officers. 
were duly commissioned., would receive the same treatment as 
other Confederate troops„ Hoffman retained deserters from 
the Confederacy if there was any suspicion that they might 
be spies, but after taking an oath and posting bond most 
Confederate deserters received a parole to the North. A 
number of prisoners claimed the Confederacy had impressed 
them into the rebel ranks, and Hoffman requested investiga
tions in their cases and asked that they prove they were 
loyal citizens. Some 6,000 rebels were unwilling to be 
exchanged and joined the Union Army. These "Galvanized

36.x Hoffman to Tod, April 21, 1862, CGPLS;. O.R. ,
2, V, 35-36; O.R.. 2, VI, 397-98.

The Ohio legislature denounced the "mistaken 
clemency" shown to the rebel prisoners at Camp Chase, and 
the paroling of prisoners. Allowing them to retain their 
slaves nullified the Ohio constitution, the legislature - 
believed. See: U. S., Congress, Senate, Resolutions of the
Legislature of Ohio Relative to Rebel Officers in Columbus 
and. Camp Chase Prisons, Senate Miscellaneous Document 94, 
37th Cong., 2nd Sess., 1862.
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Yankees" served on the western frontier during and after the 

37war, \
• One Confederate remembered that it was only the 

bushwackers, guerrillas, partisan rangers, and other irregu
lar troops, who received bad treatment as prisoners. By 
1863 , General Hal leek -explained that the • activities of., the 
guerrillas so exasperated the Union men that it was not 
surprising that they "shoot them down when they can,"
Halleck himself ordered a military commission to try any men 
suspected of burning steamers on the Mississippi and hang 
them immediately,, if found guilty, because "in such a case, 
we cannot wait for the slow operations of a civil court,"
In Kansas the orders read that the guerrillas were to be 
"summarily tried .by drum-head court-martial, and if proved 
guilty . , „ executed (by hanging or shooting) on the spot," 
By the spring of 1864, General W, T, Sherman believed that 
the Confederate irregulars "should be hung quick, of course 
after a t r i a l H e  wanted the Judge Advocate General to 
find legal means to speed up the legal procedures because "a

37, 0..R, , 2, I, 174; 0,R, , 2, III, 428; 0,R, , 2,
IV, 86-87,. 154-55, 162-63, 271, 314, 600-603, 621-22, 902;
0,R„, 2, V, 19-23, 74, 411; Hoffman to [Tucker], June 21,
1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Taber, July 7, 1862, CGPLS; Lazelle
to Covill, July 5, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Hubbard, July 12, 
1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Malmnosy July 15, 1862, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to. Thomas, July 15, 1862, CGPLS; D„ Alexander Brown, 
The Galvanized Yankees (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 1963), p. 1,



' ' ■■ ■ '  ■ ' 7 5

habit is growing up of 1 losing prisoners in the swamp. 1 The
38meaning of which you know."

The influx of thousands of captured Confederates in 
1862 created ghaos and confusion in the Union prisons„ The 
Commissary General of Prisoners confined captives in 
.temporary . camps y ,where • the..housing, hospitals , and security 
were inadequate. Confronted by a chaotic collection of 
prisons, where the commanders lacked a precedent for dealing 
with prisoners of war, where there were conflicts of 
authority. Hoffman also had to deal with inexperienced 
commandants, incompetent political appointees, raw recruits 
serving as guards, and a frequent turn-over, in the garrisons 
guarding the inmates. . Inside the compounds were women, 
lunatics, criminals, drunks, political prisoners, innocent 
citizens, rebel soldiers, deserters from the Confederate 
Army, spies, detectives, smugglers, slaves, guerrillas, 
bridge-burners, marauders, partisan rangers, bushwackers, 

blockade-runners., and federal soldiers convicted of crimes. 
To bring order and regularity to the anarchic aggregate of 
prisons under his command was truly a formidable challenge 
for the Warden, for the Union.

. Major Union Civil War prisons are shown in Figure 2.

38., John H. King, Three Hundred Days in a Yankee 
Prison (Atlanta, Georgia: Jas. P. Daves, 1904), pp. 4-5”
Halleek to Allen, Oct. 8 , 1863, HQALS; Halleek to Tucker, . 
Oct. 28, 1863, HQALS; O.R., 2, IV, 86-87; O.R., 2, VII, 
18-19.
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CHAPTER IV

EFFORTS TO CONSOLIDATE AND REGULATE, 1862.

Colonel William Hoffman spent the second year of • 
the Civil War trying to cope with the host of rebels the 
Union forces had captured. The great number of prisoners 
taken by General Grant's armies in early 1862 proved 
Hoffman's efforts to construct a central depot for captives 
at Johnson's Island too limited in extent and confronted 
him with chaos within the various structures adapted as 
prisons for captured Confederates, Although Hoffman did not 
yet have to deal with the impact of a "war psychosis" upon 
the treatment of Confederate soldiers, he did confront in 
1862 the plethora, of problems already detailed.

When the Warden for the Union attempted to con
solidate and regulate the prison camps under his command, 

he utilized, his past military experience, even though the 
scope of the new difficulties confronting him was unprece
dented, His reactions were those of a veteran of thirty 
years service. For example, "Old Huffy" tried to regulate. 
the confining of prisoners by sending various types of 
inmates to different prisons, and he attempted to syste
matize the records of the prisoners. To improve conditions 
he applied the military practice of a post fund, and he also 

• . 77
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introduced regulations for rations and the preparation of 
food, He economized in issuing fuel and clothing to the 
inmates„ After making numerous recommendations to meet 
specific problems at the individual' camps, the Colonel . 
established a system of visitation and inspection and 
drafted a set of regulations to govern prison camp opera- 

tions.
As long as the number of Confederates confined 

continue to increase, Hoffman was not totally successful.
Not until the Union reached an agreement with the Con
federacy for exchanging prisoners was an effective prison 
system created. In July, 1862, the number of captives under 

Hoffman's control exceeded 19,000. Then the exchange 
agreement became operative, and the prison population 
rapidly declined, so that by the end of 1862 there were only 

1200 inmates left. Only when the crisis had passed was 
Hoffman able to consolidate the prisons and to implement a 
set of uniform regulations for them.^

One of the Colonel's first efforts was to deal with 

the melange of captives by sending various types of prisoners 
to different places. No prison confined one type of prisoner 
exclusively, and each continued to hold small numbers of 
various other types of inmates. In general, however,

1 . The gartel between the Union and Confederate 
governments and the problems of paroling and exchanging 
prisoners will be detailed in Chapter V.
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• Hoffman consolidated civilian prisoners. Confederate

2officers, and Confederate enlisted men at specific posts.
In April, 1862, Hoffman directed that Johnson's

Island receive only rebel officers. Then he instructed
Major William S. Pierson, commanding that post, to send
...those . officers .who ...were Id is posed to create.disturbances to
Fort Warren, in Boston harbor, thus making that facility a
maximum security prison for Confederate officers. In
general, he utilized the forts along the Atlantic coast for
confining civilian prisoners. Hoffman used Camp Chase,
Gratiot Street prison, Alton prison, and the Old Capitol to
hold political prisoners, bushwackers, and various irregular
soldiers of the rebel army. Camp Butler, Camp Chase, Camp

Douglas, and Camp Morton held Confederate enlisted men, as
did prisons Hoffman constructed later in the war, Fort
Delaware, Point Lookout, Rock Island, and Elmira prison.
For paroled Union soldiers Hoffman utilized Fort Columbus,

3Camp Parole, and Benton Barracks.

2. Both Professor Thompson and Professor Hesseltine 
noted the consolidation of types of prisoners at specific 
facilities. See: Holland Thompson, "Prisoners of War," in 
Francis T. Miller, ed., The Photographic History of the 
Civil War (10 vols.; New York: Review of Reviews Co., 1911), 
VII, 56-65; William B. Hesseltine, "Military Prisons of St. 
Louis, 1861-1865," Missouri Historical Review, XXXII (April, 
1929), 363.

3. R„, N. Scott et al. , eds. , The War of the Rebel
lion: A Compilation of the Official Records of the Union 
and Confederate Armies (130 vols..; Washington: Government 
Printing Office, 1880-1901), series 2, Volume VIII, 986- 
1004. Hereafter cited as O.R. Joe Barbiere, Scraps from
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To systematize the reports and records of the 

prisons, Colonel Hoffman instructed garrison commanders to 
forward monthly lists of prisoners, showing their rank, 
regiment, company, place of residence, and when and where 
they were captured. He wanted the rolls to show the dis- 
v.position of •»each ■ person -who had died , been exchanged , or 
transferred during the month. On a separate form camp 
commanders were to list civilian prisoners in alphabetical 
order, with a notation concerning their crimes. Adapting 
the post return form which he had used for thirty years, the 
Commissary General of Prisoners forwarded copies on which 
rolls were to be recorded. Repeatedly he urged recalcitrant 
commanders to forward overdue returns, just as the Adjutant 
General's Office had sought complete records during

the Prison Table at Camp Chase and Johnson's Island 
(Doylestown, Pa.: W. W. H. Davis, Printer, 1868), pp. 131- 
32; Hoffman to Pierson, June 21, 1862, Commissary General 
of Prisoners, Letters Sent (CGPLS), Record Group-249 (RG- 
249), National Archives (NA); Stanton to Hoffman, April 31, 
1862, Secretary of War, Letters Sent (SWLS), RG-10 7, NA.

Camp Chase was located in Columbus, Ohio; Gratiot 
Street prison in St. Louis, Missouri; Alton prison in Alton, 
Illinois; the Old Capitol in Washington, D. C.; Camp Butler 
in Springfield, Illinois; Camp Douglas in Chicago, Illinois; 
Camp Morton in Indianapolis, Indiana; Fort Delaware on Pea 
Patch Island, Delaware; Point Lookout in Maryland; Rock 
Island prison on Rock Island, Illinois; Elmira prison in 
Elmira, New York; Fort Columbus in New York harbor; Camp 
Parole near Annapolis, Maryland; and Benton Barracks in 
Missouri.
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/[Hoffman's military experience. As of June 30, 1862, the 

Union confined 19,413 prisoners, and from that date
5Hoffman's office kept an accurate record of the inmates.

As experience bureaucrat, the Warden for the Union 
labored to establish an elaborate system of records. By 

...-December, 1863, his office required some ten different 
rolls fr m one to three< times a month. In January, 1864, 
the Colonel explained to prison commanders that he wanted 
notification whenever men were transferred, by what 
authority inmates gained their release, and the numbers of 
non-commissioned officers confined at the camps. In spite

4. Buckingham to Hoffman, June 3, 1862, SWLS; 
Hoffman to Tod, April 20, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to. Tucker, 
April 28, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Dimick, May 17, 1862, 
CGPLS; Hoffman to [Dafr], June 25, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to 
Farrar, June 25, July 1, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Pierson, 
July 2, 19, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Dix, July 12, 1862, 
CGPLS; Hoffman to Thomas, July 15, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to 
Buckingham, Aug. 12, 1862, CGPLS. '

5. Because of the frequent discrepancies in returns 
and an occasional absence of some report, Colonel Hoffman's 
office devoted a great deal of time to obtaining complete 
returns. As a result, the records of the Office of the 
Commissary General of Prisoners were relatively complete, 
giving a good accounting of the prisoners confined.

As an example of the problem which Colonel Hoffman 
continued to have with commanders in the field completing 
the reports which he requested, in April, 1863, Hoffman 
wrote General Grant, enclosing incomplete rolls which had 
been forwarded to his office. Hoffman protested that the 
rolls did not list the time or place of capture or other 
essential details if the records were to be useful for his 
office in exchanging prisoners.. General Grant did not take 
the matter to heart, but was undoubtedly too preoccupied 
with his campaign against Vicksburg to pay attention to the 
quibblings of an officer in Washington about the niceties of 
paper work. Hoffman to Grant, April 21, 1863, CGPLS;
Hoffman to Wilcox, June 11, 1863, CGPLS.

Y
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of these efforts to establish systematic record keeping 
procedures, there continued to be confusion about the 
returns and rolls which Hoffman required for his office*
For instance, "Old Huffy" chastised one officer for sub
mitting unsatisfactory records, and he criticized other 
officers- for "negligently •sending prisoners without rolls,
although he claimed that they could have easily provided

6the information*
With a complete set of records, Colonel Hoffman 

could inform himself enough to make specific recommendations 
for the individual prisons* He tried to deal with condi
tions in the camps by adapting the old military device of a 
post fund* In March, 1862, the Colonel announced that "the 
regular ration is larger than is necessary for men living 
quietly in camp, and by judiciously withholding some part of 
it to be sold to the commissary a fund may be created with 
which many articles needful to the prisoners may be pur
chased and thus save.expense to the Government*" He ordered 
his camp commanders to have their commissaries, withhold part 
of the ration and repurchase this surplus, putting the money 
into a fund for the health and comfort of the prisoners* 
Hoffman also levied a tax upon post sutlers, the men who

6, Hartz to Wallace, Dec* 26, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman
to Schoepf, Jan. 16, 1864, CGPLS; Hoffman to Jones, Jan. 18,
1864, CGPLS; Hoffman to Dix, Jan. 19, 1864, CGPLS*



established stores to sell goods to the inmates, adding this
7sum to the fund„

During the early years of the war, the prisoners 
seldom suffered from a shortage of ,food. In July, 1862, 100 
rations, with each prisoner receiving one ration a day 
consisted of -75 - pounds :-of bacon or 125 pounds of beef, 
137-1/2 pounds of fresh baker's bread, or 125 pounds of corn 
meal, or 100 pounds of pilot bread, or 137-1/2 pounds of 
flour. Ten pounds of green coffee or eight pounds of fine, 
ground coffee, ten pounds of hominy or an. equal amount of 
rice, fifteen pounds of sugar, 42-84/100 pounds of potatoes, 
two quarts of salt, one gallon of vinegar, eight quarts of 
beans, small amounts of molasses, candles, and soap com
pleted the list. Each inmate received daily "three-fourths 
of a pound of pork or bacon, or one and one-fourth pounds of 
fresh or salt beef; twenty-two ounces of bread or flour, or 
one pound of hard bread, or one and one-fourth pounds of 
corn meal." The prisoners at Camp Chase, for example, 
received fresh beef twice a week, a one pound issue of 
potatoes three times a week, and the same amount of small 
items as above. This prison ration was the same as issued 

Union soldiers, and the contract at Camp Chase noted that

7. OUR. , 2, III, 361, 432; Hoffman to Ekin, March 
18, 23, 29, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Tucker, June 29, 1862, 
CGPLS; Hoffman to Pierson, June 23, July 13, 1862, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Foster, May $1, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Mulligan, 
May 17, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Christopher, June 5, 1862, 
CGPLS.
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"the above rations were for "the U„ S„ troops, prisoners of
war or others entitled to draw rations from the United

8States o . o . " '
. i

The traditional method for .creating a fund was to 
establish a bakery and add the cost of the savings in flour, 

r- '"'Whlch'̂ a'ccrued' 'from issuing f he soldier's ration in bread, to 
the'fund» That is, rather than giving each prisoner twenty- 
two ounces of flour per day, the prison bakery instead 
issued each prisoner twenty-two ounces of bread„ Because ■ 
less than twenty-two ounces of flour were, used in baking 
twenty-two ounces of bread, there was a surplus of flour,

8 . O.R., 2, IV, 157, 682; O.R.. 2, VI, 464.
The ration was the same as the U. S. soldiers 

received before the war except the army issue per 100 
rations had included twenty-eight more ounces of salt, four 
ounces of pepper, but twelve pounds less of potatoes.
United States Army Regulations of 1857, quoted in Bell Irvin 
Wiley and Hirst D. Milhollen, They, Who Fought Here (New
York: The Macmillan Company, 1959), p. 50.

Moreover, after the war, the Army Regulations of.
1871 described the same rations of pork and beef, corn meal, 
hard bread, rice, salt, and vinegar. There was a reduction 
in the army ration by that time, however, to only eighteen 
ounces of flour, eight pounds of green coffee or six pounds
eight ounces of roasted coffee, twelve pounds of sugar, no
potatoes, and only fifteen pounds of beans. U„ S., Congress, 
House, Committee on Military Affairs, Revised Army Regula
tions 1871., House Report 85, 42nd Cong. , 3rd Sess. , 1873. .

Although Professor Wiley reported that the bread 
ration was increased by four ounces in August, 1861, this is 
clearly a misreading of General Order No. 54. The ration 
was twenty-two ounces Of bread or flour. Wiley and 
Milhollen, They Who Fought Here, pp. 50-51; 0. R. , 3-,, I, 
399-400; John D. Billings, Hardtack and.Coffee (Boston: 
Willard Small, 1901) , pp. 110-12.
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which was repurchased, and the money added to the prison 
fund, 9

Explaining to the officers at Camp Douglas that the . 
fuel used by rebels baking their own bread was an additional 
extravagance, the Commissary General informed them that the 
•ba.kery constructed at another prison, Camp Morton, had 
quickly accumulated $2400. from the savings in flour alone. 
Therefore, he ordered.the commander at Camp Douglas to 
contract with a local baker.for baking bread, and to create 
a fund by having the commissary retain two ounces of flour 
for each ration,. Hoffman also ordered a fund created for 
the patients in the prison hospitals, separate from the 
prison fund, accrued from the savings of rations at the

iohospital,
To his subordinates "Old Huffy" explained that these 

funds should be "expended as fast as accumulated," The 
Colonel emphasized that "the principle object of the fund 
is to make the prisoners as comfortable as circumstances will 
admit and at the same time relieve the Government as far as 
possible of the expense of their keeping," The fund paid

9q For examples of the economy of the ante-bellum 
army and the use of the post fund, s§e above, Chapter II, 
footnotes 22-23,

10, O,R,, 2, HI, 361, 432; Hoffman to Ekin, March 
18, 23, 29, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Tucker, June 29, 1862,' 
CGPLS; Hoffman to Pierson, June 23, July 13, 1862, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Foster, May 31, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Mulligan, 
May 17, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Christopher, June 5, 1862, 
CGPLS,
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for a bakery, part of a chapel, a wash-house, and enlarge
ments of barracks» Prison commanders purchased brooms, 
buckets, pumps, cooking and eating utensils, and bed ticks 
with the fund, At some prisons, however, the prison fund 
purchased items of dubious propriety. Officials at one 
camp used the fund to 'buy shovels, blankets, handcuffs, 
leg-irons, padlocks, and other things which the Quarter
master ' Department should have provided. The purchase of 

postage stamps, newspapers, and large amounts of tobacco at
Camp Morton seemed unreasonable expenditures to Hoffman, as

11did payments for pursuing escaped Confederates.
Inexperienced officers and irregularities in

administering the funds occasionally thwarted Hoffman's
- - ' \ ■ - -

policies. For example, he requested the commander of Camp 
Douglas to use the fund to purchase vegetables for the 
rebels', "consulting of course both economy and their 
health." Nevertheless, vegetables were not always- abundant 
in the prisoners' diet, and Hoffman subsequently informed 
the commandant at Camp Douglas: "The presence of scurvy ,
among men where there is an abundance of vegetables and

11. O.R., 2, IV, 291; O.R., 2, V, 367, 388-89,
435, 720; Hoffman to Christopher, June 5, 1862, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Ekin, March 23, 1862, CGPLS;-, Hoffman to Read,
June 9, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Tucker, June 29, 1862,
CGPLS; Hoffman to Rose, July 19, Aug. 1, 1862, CGPLS..



antiscorbutics is a novel state of things to me, and I fear
12grows out of a want of attention somewhere

Despite the occasional inadequacy of rations, most
captured Confederates received an adequate quantity of food
in 1862, Indeed, some prison commanders reported to Colonel
-Hoffman that the prisoners received more rations than they
required. The commissary of subsistence at Alton, for
example, reported that the ration was too large, and he
suggested the ration be limited to only eighteen ounces of
flour, beans and rice on alternate days, and eight pounds
of coffee and ten pounds of sugar per 100 rations. Because
the food was so abundant at Camp Butler, ‘ Hoffman learned,

the captives sold part of their ration back to the commis- 
13sary, •.

Although Colonel Hoffman regulated the quantity of 
rations the prisoners received, conditions varied from 
prison to prison, and inmates reported diverse impressions 
about the quality of.their fare, A prisoner at Old Capitol 
reported that those who lacked funds to buy food from the 

sutler ate at the mess hall. The room was foul, he said, 
and the men grabbed their bread and meat ration and ran into

12. Hoffman to Tucker, June 29, July 22, Aug, 1,
19, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Ekin, March 23, 1862, CGPLS 
Hoffman to Foster, May 31, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Rose,
July 19, 1862, CGPLS; Lazelle to Tucker, July 22, 1862,

' CGPLS.
13. O.R., 2, IV, 155-58, 645-46, 681-82; Hoffman 

to Christopher, June 5, 1862, CGPLS.



the open air to eat their meal. At the same prison, how
ever, Belle Boyd, a woman who served as a spy for "Stone
wall" Jackson, reported that her dinner consisted daily of 
soup, beef-steak, chicken, boiled corn, tomatoes, Irish 
stew, potatoes, bread and butter, cantalopes ri peaches, 
pears, and-grapes. At Fort Lafayette the ration was ade
quate, one captive reported, but "made unbearable in the 
cooking." The eating utensils, he said, "were never by an 
accident clean enough to handle without soiling and greasing 
the fingers." Breakfast consisted of boiled pork, coffee, 
and "very good baker's bread." On the Other hand, dinner 
was a greasy concoction of rice soup and bread, and supper 
was coffee or tea and slices of bread. Three times a week 
prisoners received bean soup with pork, in place of the rice 

soup, and once or twice a week boiled potatoes. An inmate 

of one prison in St. Louis believed that the rations were 
"far superior to any . . .  ever received both in quantity 
and quality from Price's Army.

There are numerous other examples of the variety of 
the quality of the food which the prisoners received. A 
rebel at Johnson's Island explained that the three meals

14. The reference is to General Sterling Price,
G.S.A.

O.R.. 2, IV, 454-55, 678; Belle Boyd, Belle Boyd in 
Camp and Prison, new edition by Curtis Carroll Davis (New 
York: Thomas Yoseloff, 1968), pp. 193-98; [William 
Gilchrist], Two Months in Fort La Fayette (New York: Printed 
for the Author, 1862), pp. 20-22; Edward R.i Rich, Comrades! 
(Easton, Md.: S. E. Whitman, 1898), pp. 22-23.



89
consisted of bread, coffee, and 7-1/2. pounds of fat bacon or 
1 2-1 / 2 pounds of boney beef each day for ten men, but they 
could supplement their diet with purchases from the milk 
man, vegetable vender, and sutler, who visited the prison 
daily. Frank Key Howard, an editor of a Baltimore newspaper 
and the grandson of Francis Scott Key, explained that as a 
prisoner at Fort Lafayette he could receive two meals a day 
for $1 from the wife of a sergeant. Those who could not 
afford to board out, had to eat the coarse rations which 
were, he said, "of the commonest and coarsest soldiers' 
rations, almost invariably ill-prepared and ill-cooked." 
Another affluent gentleman prisoner at Fort Lafayette and 
then Fort Warren described some of the gourmet food and 
beverages he was able to purchase and receive from his 
friends. One day lunch consisted of "cold ducks, pickles, 
brandy peaches, cheese, biscuits &c." as well as some excel
lent whiskey and champagne. The other foods he recorded in 
his diary revealed that a prisoner with money could fare 
elegantly. He mentioned cod fish, beef-steak, sausages, 
roast turkey, mutton chops, roast and boiled mutton, roast 
beef, hams, venison, tongues, lobsters, salmon, geese, 
canvas-backs, terrapins, oysters, potatoes, sweet corn, 
baked beans, pumpkin, "sass," nuts, fruit cake, peaches, 
honey, coffee, mint juleps, whiskey (Scotch and Irish),
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various wines, brandies, eggnogs, toddy, and a bottle of

15forty year old rum.
Besides attempting to regulate the rations. Colonel

Hoffman issued orders for economies in preparing the food.
For instance, since the prisoners had been cooking in their
quarters with ..camp kettles , . thereby' wasting much fuel, "Old

Huffy" tried to correct this uneconomical and unsanitary
condition by constructing mess-halls^ He wished one of
every seven or eight buildings at each camp to be a kitchen,
furnished with a stove, and a "farmer's boiler" with a

16capacity of forty gallons,
Hoffman regulated the issuing of clothing and 

economized in this area also. In February, 1862 he learned 
from General Meigs that because of fraud by inspectors and 
dealers the Union had acquired large quantities of "clothing 
not good enough for troops," which he could use for 
prisoners. Meggs ordered that the United States "will 
supply such blankets, cooking utensils and clothing as are 
necessary to prevent real suffering," In July, 1862, when

15. Barbiere, Scraps from the Prison Table, pp.
10 5-107, 126; Frank Key Howard, Fourteen Months in American 
Bastiles (Baltimore: Kelly, Median & Piet, 1863), pp. 4-9, 
27-30; Lawrence Sangston, The Bastiles of the North 
(Baltimore: Kelly, Median & Piet, 1863), pp. 39, 71, 75,
78, 81, 96-97, 116-123.

16.i O.R., 2, VI, 158; Hoffman to Mulligan, May 17, 
1862, CGPLS-; Hoffman to Wright, June 3, 1862, CGPLS; Lazelle 
to Freedley, July 20, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Simonton,
June 3, 1862, CGPLS.
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Hoffman issued his regulations for prisoners, he echoed this 
desire for economy in issuing clothing.v He announced that 
the prison commanders would requisition "such clothing as 
may be absolutely necessary for prisoners . « . From
April 30 to October 1, the Commissary General decided, 
"neither drawers nor socks will be allowed except to the 
sick." The Colonel decided not to issue clothing to rebels 
about, to be exchanged, because the Assistant Quartermaster 
explained, that "it would be almost a direct issue to the 
Southern Army, as the prisoners will take their places in 
the ranks immediately on their arrival South." Wanting the 
captives to have the "clothing necessary to prevent suffer
ing," Hoffman explained that "if it is not furnished by 
their relatives it is to be furnished by the Quartermaster’s 
Department." At Camp Douglas, for example, Hoffman reported 
there was "little clothing furnished by [the] Government,
only in extreme cases, but there have been large contribu-

IVtions by their friends." ,
Hoffman granted the prisoners a number of privileges 

He decided they could write letters of "one page of common 
letter paper, the matter to be strictly of a private nature, 
or the letter must be destroyed." Friends and relatives 
could send the Confederates packages of food and clothing,.

17. O.R., 2, III, 32, 50, 316-17; O.R., 2, IV, 152,
406, 457-58; Hoffman to Potter, July 12, 1862, CGPLS;
Hoffman to Treadway, July 4, 1862, CGPLS.
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which the federal authorities examined before delivering.
The captives could also receive money in the form of credit 
with the prison sutler, purchase "loyal" newspapers, and 
have visits from close relatives if they were seriously . 

ill.1 8
■ The-only .duties "Old Huffy" required the rebels to

perform were those connected with the "police of the camp
and good condition of the barracks." These duties included
repairing tents, roofs, sewers, and carrying off offal. The
Colonel believed that the inmates had never refused to work,
"even in cases of doubtful propriety, such as putting up
fences that we may hold them with greater security." He
explained to General Meigs that his "great desire has been
to be_governed by the strictest economy in all cases, and no
work will be hired that can properly be done by the prisoners 

19themselves." Undoubtedly, the Commissary General wished
to make the prisoners as self sufficient as possible, but he
required, them only to maintain thgir quarters and the prison

grounds.
     ---

18. 0oR», 2, II. 107: O.R., 2, IV, 153, 203, 223- 
24, 305, 402-405; O.R., 2, VII, 75; Hoffman to Pierson,
July 14, 15, 31, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Mulligan, May 2, 
1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Tucker, July 15, Aug. 4, 1862,
CGPLS; Hoffman to Wormer, June 24, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to 
Battle, June 23, 1862, CGPLS.

19. Hoffman to Meigs, Aug. 1, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman 
to Tucker, Aug. 6 , 1862, CGPLS. -
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The Warden for the Union received reports from his. 

agents about conditions in the camps, and he constantly 
ordered improvements and reforms. In July, 1862, he con
solidated the various recommendations he had made to 
commanders into a set of regulations for the administration
of•prisons, which he sent to the - various commanders and

20officials who had dealings with captured Confederates.
Hoffman issued two subsequent regulations for govern

ing the prisons, each more detailed than its forerunner.
His instructions became composites of the various letters 
which he had written elaborating his orders on a particular 
matter. By February, 1864, the instructions from Hoffman's 
headquarters included a description of orders for running 
the camp, explanations of the various types of rolls, 
instructions concerning the prison fund, details for report
ing the deceased prisoners and disposing of their effects, 
a list of items which could be.provided by the friends of 
the Confederates, orders about the disposition of deserters 
from the rebel army, recommendations for dealing with the 

captives who wanted to take the oath of allegiance, and a 
scale of rations to be issued to the inmates. He instructed 
the commanders to appoint an inspector for the camp who

20.x O.R., 2, IV, 152-53; Hoffman to Tod, July 7, 
1862, CGPLS• Hoffman to [Darr], July 7, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman 
to Meigs, July 8 , 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Thomas, July 8 , 
1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Ekin, Aug. 4. [14-], 1862, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Foster, Aug. 14, 1862, CGPLS.
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would make daily reports and make certain that the condi
tions of the prisoners' personal cleanliness, clothing,
quarters, kitchens, latrines, hospitals, and prison yard 

21were adequate. .
William Hoffman continued to issue specific instruc-

• -tions about•the conditions in each prison. Because of the
inexperienced commanding officers, who had recently been
civilians, he decided to supplement his own visits to the
prisons with inspections by.his two assistants,.who, besides
inspecting, could personally convey his orders. Hoffman had
learned that simply promulgating orders to the commanders of
prisons was insufficient. One of Hoffman's, assistants
received instructions to remain at Camp Douglas,

until all instructions which you may have received 
are completely put in force and carried out - 
minutely in daily practice under your immediate, 
supervision by the commanding officer at that 
place, and that they be so fully understood by

21. Hoffman to Meigs, June 23, 1864, CGPLS; Hartz 
to Rowley, Feb. 8 , 1864, CGPLS; Hoffman to Marsh, Feb. 27,
1864, CGPLS.

The Colonel's assistant sent instructions which 
contained the general and special instructions which Hoffman 
had issued from time to time. One such instruction contained 
information about reporting rolls of the prisoners, issuing 
clothing, instructions of the guards, prisoner escapes, the 
wounding of prisoners, discipline, purchases prisoners were 
permitted, the privilege of clergy, and the disposition of 
prisoners who wanted to take the oath of allegiance. By
1865, the instructions for the commanders of prisoners and 
the surgeons in charge of hospitals were extremely lengthy 
and contained copies of several circulars and numerous 
special orders which Hoffman had issued. Hartz to Williams, 
Aug. 19, 1864, CGPLS; Hartz to Surgeon at Franklin,
Tennessee, Jan. 3, 1865, CGPLS.
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him, that further instructions to him from .this 
office regarding the regulations of matters 
appertaining to the prisoners as detailed to 
you will be unnecessary; as it is not sufficient 
in these cases simply to give orders but to see 
them carefully executed. 22 .

In spite of these efforts to provide a uniform guide 
for prison administration, inadequacies and problems at the 
different garrisons continued. For example, at Camp Randall, 
in Madison, Wisconsin, where a detachment of undisciplined 
and ill-armed Wisconsin volunteers guarded 1,200 inmates, 
Hoffman found "the sick in a very bad condition many dying 
and few signs of convalescence anywhere„" Greedy or incom
petent officers had taken the lumber, straw, and fuel for 
their own purposes leaving the captives nearly destitute. 
There was great laxity in the camp, Hoffman reported, and 
the barracks were mere sheds and the low fence was "no 
obstacle to the pscape of prisoners." The Colonel believed, 
moreover, that the shooting of a prisoner by a sentinel
resulted from the "want of discipline" in the garrison

, 23guards.
Inmates at other camps also faced wretched condi

tions. At Camp Butler, in Springfield, Illinois, the floors 
of the hospitals were filthy, "slops and filth were thrown

22.y Sterling to Tuckser, July 16, 1862, CGPLS; 
Lazelle to Freedley, July 20, 22, 1862, CGPLS.

23. Hoffman to Whipple, May 7, 1862, CGPLS ° Hoffman 
to Smith, May 7, June 25, Aug. 15, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to 
Mulligan, May 7, 16, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Stanton, May 
26, 1862, CGPLS.
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indiscriminantly around," "the stanch of the ward was horrid
and sickening," and the sick slept oh the floor without
blankets. Although Hoffman reported that Camp Morton, in
Indianapolis,.had "the advantage of a stream of water
running through it," it was difficult to drain the prison

eausve^.o-ffhe --.flahne'Ss of the .land -and the • clay composition

of the soil. Rats infested Camp Chase, in Columbus, Ohio,
and the barracks were filthy with the alleys between the
buildings "heaped with the vilest accumulations of filth,"
The streets resembled "cesspools of standing filth," which,
when it rained, flowed into a large main gutter that passed

24through the camp.
Camp Douglas, at Chicago, was in desperate circum

stances only a few months after it was occupied. The dis
gusting lack of sanitation frustrated all efforts to improve 
conditions. The Sanitary Commission warned in June, 1862: 
"Nothing but a special providence or some peculiar efficacy 

of the lake winds.can prevent it from becoming a source of 
pestilence," "The amount of standing water, of unpoliced 
ground, of foul sinks', of unventilated and crowded barracks,

' of general disorder, of soil reeking with miasmatic accre
tions, of rotten bones and the emptyings of camp-kettles is 
enough to drive a sanitarian to despair," the Commission

24, 0, R„, 2, III, 364-68, 478, 562-63, 635-36,
647-48; 0.yR. , 2, IV, 106, 130-31, 155-57, 195-208, 216-17, 
248. 254-56. 262-63; O.R.. 2, V, 134, 512,
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declared„ Believing no amount of drainage "would purge that 
soil loaded with accumulated filth, or those barracks fetid 
with two stories of vermin and animal exhalations," inspec
tors recommended the abandonment of the camp. "Nothing but
fire can cleanse them," they reported of the barracks. The

j ■ ■ ' ' '- pos t ''Surgeon explained that the ground was becoming
"saturated with the filth and slop from the privies,
kitchens and quarters" and would be harmful to the health
of the prisoners when the warm summer months arrived. The
.open sewers contained "the garbage and other refuse of the
kitchens of months standing, to add their miasms to the
already noxious air pervading the camp. Every rain converts

25the camp into a mud-hole.",
Since there had been "the greatest carelessness and 

willful neglect in the management of the affairs of the 
camp," Colonel Hoffman reported that he could make the 
prison habitable only by great labor and expense. He 
recommended construction of a system, to carry the sewage to 
the lake, but General Meigs disapproved of this ̂ expenditure., 

"Ten thousand men should certainly be able to keep this camp 
clean," Meigs believed, "and the United States had other 
uses for its money than to build water-works to save them 
the labor necessary to their health." Hoffman ordered the

- 25. O.R., 2, III, 403; O.R., 2, IV, 106; 0.R., 2,
. VIII, 986-1001; Hoffman to Meigs, July 1, 10, Aug. 1, 1862, 
CGPLS; Hoffman to Thomas, July 1, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to 
Tucker, July 9, 12, Aug. 1, 1862, CGPLS.
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prison thoroughly policed and new latrines dug* Although
the Colonel informed Meigs that he too thought this large
expenditure unjustified, he continued to urge improvements
at the post and subsequently again,requested permission to

26construct a sewage system. '•
In"the'face of General-Meigs’ veto of funds to 

construct a sewage system which would improve the sanitary 
conditions, Hoffman could do nothing more in June and July, 
1862 than continue to press for improvements and explain 
that the sewage system was necessary. Because the other 
prisons were already overcrowded, he could not move the 
prisoners to other camps.

As the numbers of prisoners swelled in the summer of 
1862, Hoffman turned his attention from regulation to the . 
pressing matter of additional sites for prison camps. In 
June, he visited Fort Delaware, which housed 600 inmates, 
where he learned there were accommodations for 1,400, and

26. At the time of Meigs' comment there were about 
7,800 prisoners at Camp Douglas. In September, 1862, all 
but 200 prisoners were transferred for exchange. No post 
returns exist until February, 1863, when 3,884 prisoners 
joined the camp. For several months thereafter it held a 
few hundred prisoners until August, 1863 when there were 
some 3,200 prisoners confined there. Thereafter, as the 
impact of the collapse of the cartel was felt, as will be 
seen in Chapter VI, the prison, population steadily increased. 
By the end of 1863, 5,600 prisoners inhabited the camp, and 
by the end of 1864 almost 12,000 prisoners lived there.

O.R., 2, IV, 107-108, 172-73, 238, 253, 279-81, 341- 
42; O.R., 2, VIII, 986-1002; Hoffman to Meigs, July 1, 10, 
Aug. 1, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Tucker, July 9, 12, Aug. 1, 
1862, CGPLS.
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ordered "sheds11 constructed for 3,000 more. At the same
time, he sent Captain H„ M„ Lazelle, his assistant, to the
training grounds at Albany, Utica, Rochester, Elmira, and
Buffalo., New York, to examine the facilities for prisoners.
The establishment of a cartel for exchanging captives in
June, .1862 _ .. made it unnecessary to utilize these camps for 

27prisoners.
The exchange of prisoners had a significant impact

upon Hoffman's efforts. Most importantly, the number of
prisoners dwindled drastically. On July 31, 1862, 18,347
prisoners inhabited various prison camps, but by the end of
August their numbers had declined to 13,241. At the end of
September this dropped to 5,012, and on New Years' Day,

281863, only 1,286 prisoners remained in Union hands,
The exchange agreement provided a breathing spell 

for the Union prison system during which Colonel Hoffman 
could consolidate his facilities and close down the most 
inefficient camps. In early September, he announced that 
only Camp Chase, Alton prison, and the depot at Johnson's 
Island would remain in use. Johnson's Island would be the
major depot, serving a s .the central compound for 1200

—  *

27., O. R. , 2, IV, 67-84; Hoffman to Stanton, June
15, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Lazelle, June 12, 1862, CGPLS,

28. O.R., 2, VIII, 986-88.



1 0 0
prisoners, the number which Hoffman had originally antici-

, 29 patedo
Despite the constriction of the prison system, some 

minor problems remained. Though the difficulties now were 
of less magnitude, Hoffman had to deal with such irregu
larities -as:the "gross carelessness" on the part of the 

guards who allowed prisoners to escape from Camp Chase and 
the release of inmates from Old Capitol prison without the 
authority of the Secretary of War, Also he had to explain 
that Camp Chase was only for prisoners of state, and offi
cials should not send Union.soldiers who had been convicted

30by court martial to that prison.
At Alton the unsanitary conditions caused a surgeon 

to report that "the prisoners are permitted to lounge about 
in their filth, with no other duty to perform seemingly than 
to amuse themselves by slaughtering the vermin crawling 
about their filthy persons," He complained: "This seems to

bg their general avocation and amusement," Colonel Hoffman 
requested a new commander for the prison because the current 
commander, although a "very kind man," lacked experience and

29, OJR,, 2, IV, 358, 419-420; Hoffman to Pierson, 
Aug, 11, Sept, 12, 1862,. CGPLS; .Hoffman to Fonda, Sept, 4, 
1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Thomas, Sept. 10, 12, 1862, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Allison, Sept. 22, 1862, CGPLS.

30. Hoffman to Allison, Sept. 20, 1862, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Doster, Nov. 20, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Wright, 
Dec. 10, 1862, CGPLS.
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was "wanting in many things essential to such a command."
No matter how specific Hoffman made his orders, this officer

31seldom complied with them.
Although such minute details of the administration 

of prisons continued to vex Colonel Hoffman, he had managed 
by the end of 1862 to consolidate the prison system and, foi 
the most part, bring it under his personal control. It was 
the cartel for exchanging prisoners with the Confederacy and 
the consequent decline in the number of inmates that made 
this possible. For a time, Johnson's Island depot and the 

existing prison system was adequate to the needs. ■ On 
December 31, 1862, the 1,286 Union prisoners were confined 
mostly at Alton, Camp Chase, and Johnson's Island. With the 
exception of eighty-eight captives at Fort Delaware, Fort 
Lafayette, and Fort Pickens, Hoffman had closed down all the 
other prisons. At these few prisons, confining small 
numbers of prisoners, Hoffman was able to exert his authority 

and to enforce his regulations.
• With the exchange of prisoners, as will be seen in 

the next chapter, problems arose of accommodating paroled 
Union soldiers. For a time., paroled federal troops caused 

Hoffman more trouble than the captured Confederates. This 
welcome respite, however, proved temporary, for near the end

31. Hoffman to Gantt, Oct., 13, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman, 
to Hildebrand, Oct. 30, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Curtis,
Nov. 14, 28., Dec. 11, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Stanton, Nov. 
27, 1862, CGPLS.



of 1862 the cartel collapsed„ After the termination of 
prisoner exchanges, the Warden for the Union again con
fronted the immense problems of incarcerating thousands' 
Confederate soldiers»



CHAPTER V

THE EXCHANGE AND PAROLE OF PRISONERS

When the Lincoln administration reached an agree
ment for exchanging captives with the Confederate authori
ties , the number of inmates Colonel William Hoffman had to 
accommodate dwindled, from 19,423 to 1,286. Then, as has 
been seen, the Colonel was able to consolidate the prisoners 
under his control. The exchanges of prisoners, however,, 
presented the Colonel with the new tasks of transferring 
rebels for exchanges and of determining which men were . 
entitled to that privilege. Also, Hoffman faced the same 
problems in relation to paroled Union troops which he had 
confronted with rebel prisoners. As will be seen, estab
lishing camps for the parolees occupied much of his time. 
Although the ambiguous status of the Union soldiers on 

parole posed different problems, the difficulties of pro
viding housing, sanitation, security, subsistence, and 
regulations for these men were strikingly similar to those 

for the captured rebels. That the Warden for the Union 
manifested no taint of vindictiveness toward the Confederate 
prisoners, and that his. policies were not motivated by the 
"war psychosis," is clear from his similar treatment of 
paroled Union troops and captured Confederate soldiers.

103 . ' ■
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From the beginning of the conflict, paroling and 

exchanging prisoners was a complex problem. In the early 

part of the war, prisoners obtained their release from 
captivity by giving their parole oath not to fight again 
until duly exchanged, as Colonel Hoffman had done in Texas.
If a paroled soldier violated his oath of honor, performed 
military duties, and was recaptured before being exchanged, 
he faced immediate execution.

An. exchange was necessary to release both those 
prisoners on parole and those in confinement. For example, 
the Union Army obtained the release of those U„ S. soldiers 
who were free on parole by agreeing with the Confederacy 
that an equal number of her paroled troops were released 
from their parole oaths. On the other hand, the government 
exchanged prisoners who were incarcerated and not released 
on parole by transporting them to a previously agreed upon 
site, where agents transferred these captives to the enemy 
and received their own army’s soldiers in return.

Commanders in the field exchanged small numbers of 
prisoners on an informal basis, waiving any questions of 

precedent and constitutional technicalities; but the problem 

of the status of the Confederate States of America precluded, 
for a time, a formal agreement for exchanges. The Union 
government feared that acknowledging that the status of a 
captured Confederate soldier was that of a prisoner of war 
would be tantamount to the recognition of the Confederacy as
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a nation. Even though the Lincoln administration considered
the rebel soldiers traitors, and Confederate privateers
.pirates, scon the Union had to treat them as prisoners of

1war because of events in the fieldJ
Jefferson Davis, President of the Confederacy,

: threatened to-•■retaliate upon - the -United States soldiers his
. armies had captured for punishments the Union meted out to 
men of the army and navy of the Confederacy. His threat was 
powerful because the rebels held a number of prisoners from 
the First Battle of Bull Run, including a. United States 
Congressman. Northern newspapers now urged the Lincoln 
government not to treat their captives as traitors and 
pirates because of the consequences to their own men in 
Confederate prisons. In both the North and South, public 
opinion called for an exchange of prisoners,. which would 
bring home soldiers languishing in the prisons of their 
- enemies. Faced with growing pressure, the Lincoln adminis
tration decided to treat the captured privateers as

1. William B. Hesseltine, Civil War Prisons: A 
Study in War Psychology (New York: Frederick Ungar Publish
ing Co., 1964), pp. 7-11.

The most complete definitions about paroling and 
exchanging prisoners were published in the "Instructions for 
the Government of the Armies of the United States in the 
Field," which Professor Francis Lieber of Columbia Law 
School drafted in 1863. There were, however, some dis
crepancies between his definitions and the earlier practices 
in the Civil War. R. N. Scott et al., eds., The War of the 
Rebellion: A Compilation of the Official Records of the 
Union and Confederate Armies (130 vols.; Washington: Govern
ment Printing Office, 1880-1901), series 2, Volume V, 671- 
682. Hereafter cited as O.R.
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prisoners of war instead of as priates, and offered to 
exchange, them. As long as the rebels held more prisoners 
than the Union, however, negotiations for a formal exchange

2 iagreement were unsuccessful. '
After the victories at Fort Henry and Fort Donelson,

the Union held more captives and the public continued to
press for the government to develop a prisoner exchange.
Eventually the United States Congress passed a resolution
urging President Lincoln to begin systematic exchanges.
Major General Henry Wager Hall.eck concluded finally that

exchange is a mere military convention. A 
prisoner exchanged under the laws of war is 
not thereby exempted from trial and punishment 
as a. traitor. • Treason is a state or civil 
offense punishable by the civil courts—-the 

- exchange of prisoners of war is only a part of 
the ordinary commercia belli.

Halleck’s adroit explanation.solved the problem blocking a 
formal agreement. Commissioners for the Union and Con
federacy met in July, 1862, and negotiated the cartel for

3exchanging prisoners.
The Commissioners agreed to exchange "man for man 

and officer for officer^" According to the cartel, both 
sides would discharge their prisoners on parole ten days 
after capturing them, and these soldiers could serve in no 
military capacity until exchanged. Upon discharging their

2. Hess^ltine, Civil War Prisons, pp. 10-30.
3. Hesseltine, Civil War Prisons, pp. 14-25; O.R.,

2, IV, 169', 174, 210, 239, 266-68, 798-99, 815-16.
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opponent's soldiers from their parole, the army could 
declare an equal number of their own men exchanged, furnish
ing their opponent with a list of names of the soldiers they 
released from their oath. The Union and Confederacy promised 
to deliver the prisoners to Aiken's Landing on the James 
River, to Vicksburg, or to a point mutually agreed upon by 
commanders in the field. The Commissioners agreed that the 
cartel would remain in force for the duration of the war, 

regardless of which side held the surplus of prisoners. Any 
disagreement about the cartel would "not interrupt the
release of prisoners on parole . . .  but shall be made the

4subject of friendly explanations . . . ."
Colonel Hoffman followed the negotiations for the 

cartel with great interest. On the last day of July, he 
informed several prison commanders that he expected a general 
exchange "to take place immediately and for.this purpose you 
will prepare a roll of all prisoners of war in your charge, 
which will include all those absent on parole." Until he 
could obtain instructions concerning the cartel, the Colonel 
deferred many matters for improving the security and care of 
prisoners. Because many rebel prisoners wanted to be exempt 
from exchange, Hoffman asked the War Department if he could 

permit prisoners to remain in the North by taking the oath 
of allegiance. Hoffman hoped that after the exchange

4. O . R . . 2, IV, 2 6 6 - 6 8 .
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he:could accommodate all the prisoners in the West at

5Johnson's Island prison depot*
On August 7, 1862, Adjutant General Lorenzo Thomas

reported to the War Department that he had exchanged 120
officers (Hoffman's name being second on the list) and all
•the soldiers whom he took to Aiken's Landing* Two days
later, Thomas instructed Hoffman to discharge all prisoners
who took the oath of allegiance. The Adjutant General
consulted subsequently with.Colonel Hoffman in Indianapolis,
where Hoffman was making arrangements for. transferring
captured Confederates from Camp Morton, and advised the
Colonel.of his appointment of his assistant, Captain H. M.
Lazelle, as the agent for delivering prisoners to the

6Confederate agent at Vicksburg.
While special agents conducted the exchanges, and. 

Colonel Hoffman had no specific duties under the cartel, he 
was responsible for delivering the rebel soldiers. He 
planned to transfer all the prisoners at Camp Chase, 
Johnson's Island, Camp Douglas, Camp Butler, and Alton

5. Hoffman to Tucker, July 31, 1862, Commissary 
General of Prisoners, Letters Sent (CGPLS), Record Group-249 
(RG-249), National Archives (NA); Hoffman to Allison, July 
31, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Lazelle, July 31, 1862, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Ketchum, Aug. 2, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Pierson, 
Aug. 4, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Buckingham, Aug. 5, 1862, 
CGPLS.

6. 0.R., 2, IV, 349-350; Thomas to Hoffman, Aug. 9, 
21, Sept. 6, 1862, Adjutant General's Office, Letters Sent 
(AGOLS), RG-94, NA.
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prison,. some 12,000 men in all, to Vicksburg for exchange.
Instructing the prison commanders to send the captives in
parties of 1,000 to Cairo, Illinois, the Colonel ordered
officials there to place the prisoners on steamboats for the
journey to Vicksburg. Commanders of guard detachments

''permit''no -escapes and - to obtain receipts
for all Confederates delivered. After the rebel agent
signed duplicate rolls of each party of soldiers received,

. - ' - 
Hoffman explained, Captain Lazelle would give one roll to
the Confederate agent and send the other to the Adjutant

7General in Washington.
Traveling to the Union prison camps, "Old Huffy" 

gave orders personally to the commanders about the transfer 
of prisoners. • He wanted the railroad route which the 
Confederates traveled to Cairo to include the fewest changes 
of railroad cars. Hoffman expected the parties of prisoners 
to carry enough rations to last until they reached Cairo, 
where they could renew their supplies. Desiring the guards 
to prevent disorders on the transport ships, Hoffman 
instructed them to prevent the rebel soldiers from purchas
ing liquor. The Colonel also ordered the prison commanders

7. Hoffman to Ekin, Aug. 22, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman 
to Rose, Aug. 22, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Freedley, Aug. 22, 
1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Lazelle, Aug. 22, 1862, CGPLS.
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to detail attendants to remain with the sick inmates who 
were unable to travel„®

Despite Hoffman's specific instructions, ineffi
ciencies occurred in the transfer of prisoners« For 
instance, the surgeon who accompanied the inmates from Camp 
Chase was "of no service" to Captain Lazelle, and was 
"listless and apathetic, and very indifferent to the wants 
of the Sick[,] leaving them mainly to the care of an 
assistant surgeon who was himself a prisoner." When one 
party of Confederates left Johnson's Island on September 1, 
1862, they traveled in cattle cars, seated on narrow plank 
benches, part of the way to Cairo, where they remained 
several days until the army filled the convoy. The trip
should have taken five days, but it was not until September

917th that these rebels reached Vicksburg.
Because prison commanders sent incomplete rolls so 

often with the prisoners, the Warden for the Union com
plained that "much embarrassment and delay in effecting 
exchanges is occasioned by the careless manner in which

8„ Hoffman to Allison, Aug. 24, 1862, CGPLS;
Hoffman to Pierson, Aug. 26, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Tucker, 
Aug. 28, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Fonda, Aug. 30, Sept. 1, 
1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Parson, Sept. '2, 1862, CGPLS;
Hoffman to Farrar, Sept. 2, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to 
Hildebrands, Sept. 3, 1862, CGPLS.

9. Hoffman to Hill, March 19, 1863, CGPLS; Joe 
Barbiere, Scraps from the Prison Table, at Camp Chase and 
Johnson's Island (Doyles town, Pennsylvania: W. W-. H. Davis, 
Printer, 1868), pp. 268-276.
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rolls have heretofore been prepared„" Some rolls lacked
dates, the time and place of capture, ranks of the captives,
and the units to which the rebels belonged so that they were
of little use in obtaining an exchange, Hoffman hoped the
Union would exchange the captives from Missouri in a mass,
.for example , < because ..the records were , so incomplete that he

10could not furnish rolls of these men.
To correct inadequate records, prison commanders' 

received orders to fill out delinquent reports to correct 
those which they had submitted, There were 3 75 names on one 
roll and 363 names on another roll of the. same men, for 
example, and there were 178 errors on these rolls„ "Old 
Huffy" reported that "this is not a singular case, and it 
shows the difficulty and labor required to keep the records 
of this office in an intelligible shape. The attention of 
Commanders has been called to these discrepancies but it 
seems to be impossible to avoid them." Field commanders 
furnished inaccurate rolls with their captives, which caused 
additional problems. For instance, Hoffman protested to 
General Ulysses S. Grant about the records of his sub
ordinates , and he asked the General to order his officers to

11make prompt and complete reports when delivering prisoners.

' 10. Hoffman to Ludlow, Nov. 28, 1862, CGPLS;
Hoffman to Wright, Dec. 14, 18.62, CGPLS; Hoffman to Foster, \ 
Jan. 15, 1863, CGPLS.

11. Hoffman to Grant, Jan. 20, 1864, CGPLS;
Hoffman to Canby, March 2, 1864, CGPLS.
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In addition to the task of transferring prisoners
for exchange, the Commissary General of Prisoners faced the
difficulty of ascertaining to which soldiers the privilege
of exchange applied. . The cartel excluded soldiers belonging
to irregular organizations, and determining the exact status

...Otf „some of, the. prisoners proved .problematical. Hoffman
explained that commanders could send no. regular.Confederate
soldiers to Johnson's Island, for example, "but in many
cases it.is difficult to tell how to classify them. And in
such cases where there is reason to suppose they are regular
troops, the matter will be referred to the War Dept." At
the same time, he also informed his superiors that a number

. of prisoners at Johnson's Island belonged to the Confederate
12Army and hence were entitled to be exchanged.

Eventually the Lincoln government determined a policy 
for dealing with the irregular troops. The Union promised 
to exchange the 1,384 irregular prisoners it held, if the 
Confederate authorities recognized them as members of their 
army. In mid-November, 1862, Major William S. Pierson, 
commander of Johnson's Island, received instructions to 
forward for exchange all prisoners "borne on the rolls as 
military men including Bushwackers." Because the War

12. 0.R., 2, IV, 266-68; Hoffman to Pierson, Sept.
12, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Thomas, Sept. 12, 1862, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Freedley, Sept. 29, 1862, CGPLS; Freedley to 
Rogers, Nov. 5, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Stanton, Nov. 15,
Dec. 9, 1862, CGPLS.
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Department did not consider deserters from the rebel.army 
as prisoners, Hoffman released them after they took an oath 
of allegiance. The men captured in northern and central 
Missouri while en route to join the rebels were confined as 
political prisoners, but U. S. authorities granted the 
■status of prisoner of war to all units engaged in military 
activities even though captured before being officially 
mustered into the Confederate service. In addition to this, 
those men who protested that they had been impressed into 
.the rebel service could take the oath and join the Union

13Army, whenever the prison commander believed their story.
Compounding the problems of delivering captives for 

exchange and of determining the treatment for specific 
classes of prisoners was the difficulty of providing for the 
paroled Union troops. They proved to be a constant vexa
tion , consuming time and energy, and frequently interfering 
with the smooth operation of the prison camps. For example, 
Hoffman learned in January, 1863 that Union soldiers wandered 
off to parole camps with forged parole certificates, which 
had become a common form of desertion. The army feared

13. Hoffman to Pierson, Nov. 19, 1862, CGPLS;
Thomas to Hoffman, Oct. 14, 1862, AGOLS; Hoffman to Stanton, 
Nov. 15, Dec. 9, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Jones, Dec. 3,
1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Dick, Dec. 12, 1862, CGPLS;
Hoffman to Wright, Dec. 13, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Ludlow, 
Feb. 13, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Schoepf, June 20, 1863, 
Telegrams Collected by the Office of the Secretary of War 
(TCSW),- RG-107, NA.
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Union soldiers abused the privilege of parole, by straggling
so they could, receive a discharge. The Union could not
simply muster out these soldiers, because that would have
provided an incentive to straggle, be captured, paroled,
discharged, and returned home. • For instance, Colonel George
Gangster, cgmmander of a .parole camp, complained in January,
1863, that not 500 men ,at his post knew to which Army Corps
they belonged. Gangster concluded: "If the men of my camp
were a sample of our Army we would have nothing.but a mob
of stragglers and cowards„ .1 am convinced more and more
every day that three-fourths of paroled men are stragglers 

14and cowards." Determining the disposition of these 
soldiers until they obtained their exchange and returned to 
their regiments was difficult. The War Department decided 
to place them in camps to await exchange.

As early as Geptember, 1862, Gecretary of War 
Gtanton had acknowledged: "There is reason to fear that
many [Union soldiers] voluntarily surrender for the sake of. 
getting home." Confining these men in parole camps, how
ever, created problems. He sent parolees to Camp Chase 
where they we e to be kept in "close quarters and drilled
diligently every day, with no leave of absence." When
Gtanton learned that the 4,000. men there were demoralized 
and undisciplined, he ordered Major General Lew Wallace to

14. O.R.. 2, V, 169, 194.
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assume command and organize these troops. At the end of 
September, nevertheless,: he received a letter from a resi
dent of Columbus, Ohio, who was distressed by what he had 
observed and heard from the paroled soldiers* "It [the 
parole system] is an inducement not only for cowards," he 
reported , . fbut - for men .discontented with their officers, or 
even homesick to surrender*" He told Stanton that these 
parolees became "outlaws and refuse to serve again in any
capacity," which aptly foresaw difficulties the Union had .

15in confining these men*
Former prison compounds became camps for paroled

Union soldiers. Accommodating parolees at Camp Morton,
Colonel Hoffman explained that "the Quarters at Camp Morton
ar'e the same that have been occupied by our own, troops, and
by rebel prisoners for more than a year past, and are much
more comfortable than anything within the reach of the

16troops in the field*."
Camp Parole, near Annapolis, Maryland, which was a 

major post for paroled prisoners, caused considerable 
problems. In early November the camp confined 7,000 to 
8,000 men in tents, "as comfortable as soldiers can expect 
to be under canvas at this season of the year."

15. O.R., 2, IV, 499, 519, 522, 576; Hesseltine, 
Civil War Prisons, pp. 76-83,

16. Hoffman to White," Dec. 20, 1862, CGPLS; Hartz 
to Edward, June 15, 1862, CGPLS.



Recommending the installation of stoves in the tents, 
especially those housing the sick. Colonel Hoffman noted 
that the troops did not receive the medical attention they 
needed„ Because the surgeon in charge was unfit, Hoffman 
requested a replacement for him. "The police of the camp 
is .generally .good inside, " he observed , "but there is room 
for improvement; much of the ground outside is used by the 
men for the demands of nature, which can only be prevented 
by the erection of suitable.sinks [latrines], which I will, 
order immediately." The absenteeism and inefficiency of 
the officers contributed to the poor conditions at the camp. 
Therefore, the Warden for the Union asked the War Department 
whether the absent soldiers should be "treated as deserters, 
or' whgther the absence is to be tolerated at the pleasure of 
the absentees." Because the guard was too small, undis
ciplined, and only temporarily stationed at the camp, a 
permanent guard of 500 men was needed. "Old Huffy" promised
to give instructions which would improve the conditions at

' 17the camp immediately.
His recommendations for the camp for paroled Union 

soldiers resembled the orders for administrating the prisons. 
Because the volunteer officers did not implement instruc- .
tions unless spelled out in detail, the Commissary General

■ —    ,

17. Hoffman to, Burbank, Nov. 1, 1862, CGPLS;•
Hoffman to Stanton, Nov. 7, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Simpson, 
Nov. 8, 1862, CGPLS.



of Prisoners issued elaborate regulations to the commander 
of Camp Parole* Colonel George Sangster received instruc
tions to make the camp more compact, housing from twelve to 
fifteen soldiers in each tent. Believing thht the ration 
was larger than the men could consume. Colonel Hoffman 
dictated a scale of rations which he thought was sufficient, 
the same scale as issued to the prisoners of war, except 
for a slight increase to nine pounds of green coffee or 
seven pounds of ground coffee per 100 rations. As at the 
prison camps, the commissary purchased the surplus provi
sions to establish a fund, which the commander expended for 
the benefit of the post. Lumber to build a kitchen and a 
mess room for the hospital, for example, were paid for from 
the fund. The detailed instructions for constructing 
barracks indicated that the buildings were to be temporary 
structures with a rough floor and ceiling. The camp 
commander received detailed descriptions of how many 
latrines should be dug, how deep they should be, and the 
specifications for the houses to cov^r them, Hoffman 
ordered the construction of a kitchen shed for each 100, men, 
furnishing the kitchens with the economical "farmer's 
boilers," which the prison camps used. He also required.a 
rigid policing of the grounds of the parole camp, a regular •
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mounting of the guards, a systematic roll call, and the 
filing of various reports

The unsatisfactory, conditions within the parole 
camps resembled those existing in the prison camps, and 
Hoffman treated the paroled Union soldiers the same as the 
captured Confederates„ In respect to their housing, how
ever, the Union parolees had less adequate facilities = They 
usually lived in tents, while the captured Confederates, at 
this time, had barracks. Although the Colonel confronted 
similar problems in providing food, shelter, security, 
sanitation, and medical attention for the men in the parole 
camps and prisons, he faced some distinct difficulties 
with the Union soldiers because of their unique status.

Receiving numerous complaints about the drunkenness, 
gambling, fighting, and even murder at Camp Parole, the 
Warden for the Union demanded a report of the state of 
discipline at the camp. He ordered the practice of allowing 
officers to travel to Washington, D. C_, discontinued 

immediately and announced that all paroled officers at large 
in Washington in the future would be arrested. In fact, no

18. The fund quickly accumulated $4,235.62 at Camp 
Parole. Hoffman to Sangster, Nov. 10, 1862, CGPLS; Hartz to 
Edward, June 15, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Taylor, Nov. 10, . 
14, 1862, CGPLS;| Hoffman to Moorehead, Jan. 29, 1863, CGPLS.

Hoffman informed the commander of Camp Chase: "The
amount of fresh beef to be issued to" the prisoners just be 
determined by the regulations of the subsistence dept, which 
apply to our own troops' and to prisoners. " Hoffman to Zinn, 
Nov. 21, 1862, CGPLS.
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officer was to leave the parole post, except by orders from

19higher authority.

Many of the difficulties at Camp Parole resulted
from the insufficient staff and the peculiar nature of the
command. Hoffman explained to Secretary of War Stanton:
"The great obstacle in the way of a favorable state of
things there, is the anxiety of the men to go to their
homes, and the unwillingness to do anything to better their
condition, which would deprive them of any reasonable ground
of complaint, and the claims which they base upon it for 

2ofurlough. "
Since the parolees had no duties to. perform and only 

had to wait for their exchange, complaints of the parolees 
about the conditions in the camps usually stimulated 
governors to press for the release of soldiers from their 
state. The governors of various states repeatedly brought 
pressure on Colonel Hoffman, General Halleck, Secretary of 
War Stanton, and President Lincoln. Each governor wanted 
his own paroled constituents exchanged first, his troops 
furloughed until the government exchanged them, or the 
parole camps constructed in their home states. In addition

19. Hoffman to Sangster, Nov. 21, 26, 27, 29, 1862, 
CGPLS; Hoffman to Meigs, Nov.. 19, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to 
Stanton, Nov. 22, 1862, CGPLS.

.20. Hoffman to Kelton, March 7, April 6, 1863,
CGPLS; Hoffman to Sangster, March 12; 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman :
to Stanton, March 12, 1863, CGPLS.
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to the governors, friends and relatives of the paroled Union
soldiers added their voices to the chorus0 On at least one
occasion President Lincoln seems to have succumbed to the
pressure and to have intervened on behalf of the soldiers.
In December, 1862 f when two Ohio regiments and one regiment
of Illinois troops were-sent to Camp Chase, the.President
decided that because the Ohio soldiers were in their home
state, the Illinois regiment should be sent to Illinois

21until they were exchanged„ -
Because of their inactivity parolees became restless 

and mutinous. Major General Lew Wallace, commanding Camp 
Chase, pleaded in September, 1862 that the War Department 
send no more paroled troops to his post- He informed 
Stanton: "They generally refuse to be organized or do any
duty whatever. Every detachment that arrives only swells a 
mob already dangerous«" Indeed, Colonel Hoffman agreed.
He noted "there are no troops more difficult to control, 
officers, and men, than those on parole, and the greater the 
number assembled at any one.camp, the greater the diffi
culty „ . o . " A t  Camp Tyler, for example, mutinous
parolees destroyed some $7,9 37,84 worth of government

, . 21, The letters from these seven governors (Iowa,
Indiana', Maine, Kentucky, Ohio, Wisconsin, and Illinois) 
are only a. sampling; there are scores of these letters.
O.R., 2, IV, 257,.522, 562, 586-89, 672, 688-690; O.R., 2,
V, 124-25, 321. .
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property. At Camp Douglas, the Union troops destroyed
22$7 , 652.^70 worth of buildings , tools, lumber, and fencing.

Many paroled troops deserted from their camps and 
returned to their homes. In December, 1862, 410 of 911 
soldiers, almost half, were absent without leave from Benton 

. Barracks. At Gamp•Chase, in Ohio, an officer making his 
morning rounds "found three muskets against a tree— the 
sentinels having gone to parts unknown."  ̂ Frequently, 
Colonel Hoffman informed soldiers that by leaving the 
parole camps they became deserters and ordered them to 
report to rendezvous stations immediately. He suggested to 
his superiors that some should be charged with desertion as 
an example to others. Also the Colonel hoped that officers 
of the recruiting service could collect those who had 
absented themselves without leave and send them to the 
designated camps. Yet, the Colonel seemed to realize that 

returning the absentees to parole camps would not solve the 
problem of the restlessness of these inactive men. As

22. The identification of Camp Tyler remains elu
sive because no document has been found to indicate its 
location. One document (O.R., 2, IV, 214-15) does seem to 
indicate that it was associated with Camp Douglas, and was 
probably near that post in Chicago.

Hoffman to Meigs, Jan. 26, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to 
Cameron, Dec. 22, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Kelton, March 20, 
1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Burnside, April 24, 1863, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Smith, April 25, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Mason, 
April 28, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Cox, May 2, 1863, CGPLS;
O.R., 2, IV, 563; O.R., 2, V, 214-15.

23. O.R., 2, IV, 569-571; O.R., 2, V, 128, 214-15.
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Hoffman explained: "Whether we will be able to keep them
24there or not remains to be seen."

. - . Union soldiers absented themselves without leave
from the parole camps,, as indeed they did from their units

25in the fi_eld, for a variety of reasons. The troops
.  undoubtedly .l^ft because of boredom from their forced ■

inactivity, homesickness, and an unwillingness to remain in
unpleasant camp conditions waiting indefinitely for an
exchange. If the soldiers had been more active or the
conditions of the camps more desirable, fewer parolees might

• have deserted. Neither problem could be solved easily,
however. Hoffman could not increase the activities of the
men because their parole oath prohibited military duties

26until exchanged. On the other hand, inadequate guards and

24. O.R., 2, IV, 569-571; O.R., 2, V, 128, 214, 
326— 338; Hoffman to Sanderson, Dec. 8, 1862, CGPLS; Norwell 
to Yates, Dec. 22, 1862, CGPLS; Hoffman to Anderson, Jan. 7, 
1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Churchill, Feb. 7, 1863, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Smith, March 4, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Potter, 
Sept. 17, 1863, CGPLS.

25. Well over 200,000 Union soldiers deserted 
during the war for a variety of reasons. In 1863 an average 
of 4600 U. S. soldiers deserted a month and by 1864 the 
number rose to over 7300. Professor Lonn, who wrote a 
comprehensive monograph on the topic of desertion, noted 
that one of every seven men who enlisted in the Union Army 
deserted and one of nine deserted the Confederate ranks.
J. G. Randall and David Donald, The Civil War and Reconstruc
tion (2d ed. rev.; Lexington, Massachusetts: D. C. Heath and 
Company, 1969)', pp. 329-331; Ella Lonn, Desertion During the 
Civil War (New York: The Century Co., 1928), p. 226.

26. In October, 1862,. Hoffman explained to his 
superiors that "nearly all the duties that may be required 
of a soldier" were forbidden by the cartel, and he correctly:
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officers frustrated efforts to improve conditions at the 
camps = in fact the opposite was often the case. At the 
parole posts there were insufficient guards to prevent the 
inmates from deserting. Moreover,,frequently the commanders

i
were lax or incompetent, and some even encouraged dissatis
faction among the parolees.

At Camp Parole, for example, one month's hospital 
expenditure included the purchase of twelve barrels of ale 
and one of whiskey. The guard was totally inept and con- . 
sisted on one occasion of 250 cavalrymen... These troopers 
had just been mustered into service, were ignorant of their 
duties, poorly armed, and were only half-mounted. After the 
paroled soldiers received two month's pay, there was great 
drunkenness at the camp and some 800 men of the 7,000 
deserted in two days. One commander encouraged the troops 

to desert, and when Hoffman removed him from command, the

pointed out that the cartel twice mentioned restrictions 
on duties by paroled soldiers. The government could explain 
that this did not prevent soldiers from performing ordinary 
camp duties, Hoffman acknowledged. If soldiers continued 
to refuse to perform duties and were brought to trial, 
Hoffman explained, the court probably would decide that the 
cartel had to be understood as it read. Indeed, the cartel 
emphatically prohibited parolees from performing "field, 
garrison, police, or guard, or constabulary duty," and said 
these men could not "discharge any duty usually performed/ 
by soldiers, until exchanged under the provisions of this 
cartel." Because many soldiers at Camp Parole in November, 
1862 had obtained an exchange and were waiting to be 
transferred to their units, Hoffman could require these 
troops at least to perform police duties and drill. O .R.,
2, IV, 266-68, 652-54, 771; Heseltine, Civil War Prisons. 
pp. 75-76, 79-81.



commander's friends encouraged discontent and disorderly
conduct among the parolees. Thereupon, Hoffman removed the
sutler, who was the brother-in-law of the commander, for
unsatisfactory conduct. Hoffman's,inability to. solve the
problems of the parole camps was clear from a single
statistic. In August, 1863, there were 11,999 paroled

2 7troops present and 11,951 absent for. various reasons.
Soon, the attention of the Commissary General of 

Prisoners shifted from the problems of parolees back to 
those of confining large numbers of captured Confederate 
soldiers. On the last day of December, 1862, Colonel 
Hoffman wrote to Brigadier General John H„ Martindale, 
commanding the District of Washington, D. C., "Lt. Col. 
Ludlow, agent for exchange of prisoners, informs me that 
there is some doubt whether there will be any further . 
exchanges of officers, and he desires that no more rebel 
officers be sent to Fort Monroe for exchange until this 
question is decided." This message heralded the collapse.o

27.k Hoffman to Blodgett, April 11, 23, 29, 1863, 
CGPLS; Hoffman to Simpson, May 6, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to 
Sangster, May 6, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Kelton, Aug. 1, 21 
1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Root, Aug. 10, 19, 21, Sept. 5,
Oct. 17, Dec. 21, 23, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Morris, Aug. 
19, 18.63, CGPLS; Hoffman to Murphy, Aug. 26, 1863, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Mason, Aug. 21, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Thomas, 
Aug. 26, 27, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman, to Stanton, Sept. 17, 
1863, CGPLS.
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the cartel, and a renewed increase in the number of prison-

28ers Hoffman confined„
Various controversies about the implementation of 

the cartel arose, but the unnegotiable question of the
t '

status of the Union Negro troops caused the cartel to 
collapse. In December, 1862, President Jefferson Davis of 
the Confederate States of America sent a message to his 
Congrpss listing the grievances of his government. He 
denounced the Union for exciting the "African slaves" to 
insurrection and for arming them "for a servile war— a war 
■in its nature far exceeding in horrors the most merciless 
atrocities of the savage." Davis particularly denounced 
President Abraham Lincoln's pending Emancipation Proclama
tion (encouraging this "servile war"), and ordered that all 
"Negro slaves captured in arms, be at once delivered over 
to the executive authorities of the representative states to 
which they belong,. to be dealt with according to the laws 
of said states." He ordered the same treatment for Union 
officers serving with these Negro troops, and he ordered the

28. Hoffman to Martindale, Dec. 31, 1862, CGPLS.
With the breakdown of the exchange agreement, of 

course, fewer captured Union soldiers were released on 
parole. Nevertheless, parole camps continued to be bother
some for the Commissary General of Prisoners'. By 1865 
Hoffman informed the commandant that the barracks and 
grounds at Camp Parole were said to be "a disgrace to the 
service," and he demanded to know why no additions had been 
made to the camp fund from May, 1864 to 1865. Hoffman to 
Root, Jan. 9, Feb. 6, 26, March 1, 1864, CGPLS; Hoffman to 
Townsend, Jan. 15, 1864, CGPLS; Hoffman to Canby, March 17, 
1864, CGPLS; Hoffman to Richardson, March 17, July 12, 1865, 
TCSW.
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execution of any officers of General Benjamin F„ Butler's
command who were captured. Within a few days. Secretary of
War Stanton announced that the Union would exchange no more
Confederate officers because of Davis' proclamation.
Exchange of enlisted soldiers, however, did continue until
.July, 1863. , Throughout 1863 there were lengthy negotiations
about various controversies of the exchange procedures and

i 29about the status of the Union Negro soldiers.
Colonel Hoffman carried on a lively correspondence 

with Colonel W. H. Ludlow, the Union Agent for Exchange, 
giving him statistics and arguments to use against the 
Confederate agent. Repeatedly asking that the Confederate 
give rolls of the Union soldiers who died in their prisons 
and hospitals, he promised to provide lists of the rebels 
who died in Union prisons. With these lists, Hoffman could 
answer numerous inquiries from friends and relatives about 
U. S. soldiers captured by the rebels. He referred special 
cases to the agent and asked for their exchange. The. 
Commissary General also answered questions which the

29. O.R., 2, V, 795-97; Hesseltine, Civil War 
Prisons, pp. 71-113.

Professor Hesseltine's conclusions about the 
importance of the question of Negro soldiers are ambiguous. 
Clearly, this was the issue which first caused the cartel to 
be disregarded, and subsequently proved the only unnego- ; 
tiable issue. The Union could neither recognize the status 
of her Negro soldiers as slaves, nor the status of the 
Confederate States as a nation. By July, 1863, the con
troversies about exchanging capture^ rebels was compounded 
by the question of the condition of prisoners General Grant 
captured and paroled at Vicksburg.



Confederate agent posed, and he was quick to notice dis
crepancies in declarations of exchange and to protest any

30proclamation which favored the Confederacy.
Providing rolls, statistics, and counter-arguments

to the Confederate contentions, the Commissary General of .
Prisoners counseled the successors 'to Colonel Ludlow
throughout 1863. Refuting charges of maltreatment of
prisoners, he wrote Brigadier General S. A. Meredith, Agent
for Exchange, "all these prisoners are treated with as much
attention and kindness as is consistent with their position

31and no harsh treatment is permitted." In October, 1863, 
he charged the Confederate agent with being "utterly reck
less of integrity and fairness" because of his sweeping 
declarations of exchange. Believing that it was "folly or 
worse, to attempt to negotiate with a man whose principles 
are so flexible that his rule of action is in no way 
influenced by a sense of honor," Hoffman urged that no 
further dealings be had with the rebel agent. He offered 
minute computations of the numbers of prisoners paroled,

30. Hoffman to Ludlow, Jan.. 27, Feb. 16, 28, March 
13, 14, April 2, May 18, June 8, 9, 12, 22, July 19, 24, 
1863, CGPLS.

31. Hoffman to. Meredith, Aug. 1, 18.63, CGPLS.
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and he noted the finest discrepancies in the Confederate 
rolls,^

Hoffman's considerable correspondence and exaspera
tion reflected the inability of the two governments to 
reconcile their disagreements concerning the implementation 
of the cartel. The collapse of the agreement to exchange 
prisoners had a significant impact upon the Union prison 
system. With the termination of the practice of exchanging 
prisoners, the population in the Union prisons increased 
from 3,700 in June, 1863, to 17,000 at the end of July, and 
to 24,000 at the end of September, Again, as the number of
prisoners grew, Colonel Hoffman's difficulties increased 

33apace.
As has been seen above, when the cartel was estab

lished in mid-1862, the Colonel was able to consolidate the 
prison system. Because so few prisoners remained they ' 
caused "fewer problems than the paroled Union troops, whose- 
ambiguous position created special difficulties. Still, the 

housing, sanitation, security, fund, rations, and regula
tions for paroled Union soldiers were strikingly similar to 
those for incarcerated rebels. Moreover, William Hoffman's 
similar treatment of parolees ..and prisoners in 1862 shows

32, Hoffman to Meredith, Aug, 28, Sept. 1 7 , Oct.
13, 21, Nov. 4, Dec. 18, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Stanton, 
Sept. 21, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Butler, Dec. 29, 1863, 
CGPLS.

33. O.R,, 2, VIII, 990-92. '
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that he did not have any vindictiveness toward Confederate 
prisoners.



CHAPTER VI

THE DECLINE OF PRISON CONDITIONS: FROM THE COLLAPSE 
OF THE CARTEL TO THE RISE OF THE "WAR PSYCHOSIS"

•Af ter the collapse- of the cartel, the number ■ of 
prisoners being exchanged dwindled slowly, and there was a 
corresponding increase in the number of Confederate soldiers 
incarcerated by the Union. ■ At the beginning of 1863 the 
Union held only 1,286 prisoners but by the end of the year . 
there wer 35,000 captured Confederates in Union prisons.
By mid-1864 there were 50,000 prisoners under Colonel 
Hoffman's control. Predictably, the prison conditions 
worsened as the problems proliferated with the increasing 
number of prisoners Colonel Hoffman had to accommodate. 
Although conditions varied from prison to prison, each camp 
suffered inadequacies. Once again, the Commissary General 
of Prisoners confronted the numerous problems of incarcerat
ing thousands of Confederate soldiers. To deal with the 
soaring number of captives, the Warden for the Union 

reoccupied abandoned prison camps, expanded existing 
facilities at other prisons, and constructed new compounds.

Hoffman's policies did not yet reflect a "war 
psychosis." Rather, the deficiencies at the camps resulted 
from the host of prisoners which he had to accommodate, a 
conclusion which contrasts with that of William B.

■ 130
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Hesseltine's 19 30 study, Civil War Prisons: A Study in War
Psychology. Professor Hesseltine, however, devoted only one
chapter, entitled "War Psychosis and the Northern Prisons,"

1to the Union prisons after 1862„ Therefore, everything 
which transpired in those camps from 1863 to 1865 seemed, by 
implication, to result from this "war psychosis."

The next chapter of this study will delimit the. 
period of time in which the psychosis did influence the 
treatment of prisoners. To determine the)extent to which 
this factor affected the prison camps, however, it is neces
sary now to detail the conditions in Union prisons after the 
collapse of the cartel and before the "war psychosis" began 
to manifest itself in Hoffman's policies. That is, prison 
conditions worsened with the increase of prisoners in 1863, 
and the deterioration was not related to the psychosis. 
Barrack facilities degenerated, sanitary conditions declined, 
sickness and disease increased, and security worsened well 
before the advent of the "war psychosis." When the numbers 
of Confederate prisoners increased sharply in 1863 and early 
1864 Hoffman confronted the same problems that had occurred 
in early 1 8 6 2 ; and again he labored to alleviate the defects; 
in the prison, camps. He reacted to inadequate prison condi
tions by issuing instructions to correct the specific faults

1. William B. Hesseltine, Civil War Prisons: A 
Study in War Psychology (New York: Frederick Ungar Publish
ing Co. , 19 64) , pp. .172-209. This is a reprinting of the 
volume originally published in 1930.
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of each camp and by expanding the prison system. During 
this time his orders were prosaic, and his instructions only 
what any common sense individual in his position would have 
said. No sentiments of vengeance or retaliation were 
present in Hoffman's correspondence. In contrast to 
Professor Hesseltine's interpretation, this study concluded 
that the "war psychosis" made no significant impact until 
May, 1864.2 •

The prison camps experienced a variety of problems. 
At Alton, Illinois, for example, contagious disease plagued 
the prison. A smallpox epidemic, which broke out in 
December, 1862, continued despite the immediate vaccination 

of uninfected inmates. By mid-February, 1863, the commander 
retained many prisoners entitled to release because over one 
half of them had smallpox and the related disease of vario
loid, and he felt "it would be unsafe to send even those not 
diseased without complete change of clothing." As a result 
the prison became overcrowded, which only heightened the 

possibilities of disease. In late June, the commander 
requested that no more "fresh subjects" for the most loath
some disease of smallpox be sent to Alton for the contagion 
to "operate upon." Smallpox became "an almost established 
disease" at Alton by the second week of July. In response

2. There is a brief period of time at the end of 
1863, as will be seen in the next chapter, when the "war 
psychosis" did seem to have a minor impact.'
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to this situation, Hoffman ordered a smallpox hospital
constructed on an island in the Mississippi River and a

3larger hospital in the prison.

Overcrowding, filth, disease, and dilapidation pre
vailed at Gratiot Street prison in St. Louis. Inmates were 
•responsible for policing their own quarters, but the large 
number of prisoners militated against sanitary living 
conditions. Indeed, by April, 1863, dirt so encrusted the 
floor that it seemed more "like an earthen than a plank

3. Varioloid is a smallpox related disease which 
infects those who previously have been afflicted with small
pox or have been vaccinated against that disease.

R. N. Scott et al.s, eds. ,, The War of the Rebellion:
A Compilation of the Official Records of the Union and 
Confederate Armies (130 vols.; Washington: Government Print
ing Office, 1880-1901), series 2, Volume V, 150, 282-85,.
357, 859-860. Hereafter cited as O.R. O.R., 2, VI, 61, 70, 
96, 104-105, 112-13, 160, 191-92; Hoffman to Curtis, March 
16, 1863, Commissary General of Prisoners, Letters Sent 
(CGPLS), Record Group-249 (RG-249), National Archives (NA); 
Hoffman to Donaldson, April 7, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to 
Stanton, April 20, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Hendrickson,
July 11, 1863, CGPLS.

From July, 1862, when the records are available, to 
July, 1865, when the prison closed, with one month's returns 
missing, it appears that over 1,300 prisoners died at Alton. 
O.R. , 2, VIII, 986-1003. The Medical and. Surgical History 
concluded that there were 29,095. cases of disease and 
injuries at Alton, of which only 329 were wounds, the rest 
(28,766) being diseases. Of these, 7,206 were cases of 
malarial fevers, and 5,580 were diarrhea and dysentery.
The total number of deaths from September, 1862 to June,
1865, a shorter period of fime than that for the above 
figures, was 1,475, of which only 20 were attributed to 
"wounds, injuries and unspecified diseases." "Eruptive 
fever" (smallpox) killed 537, pneumonia and pleurisy killed 
276, diarrhea and dysentery killed 229, malarial fever killed 
177, with the remainder scattered among a variety of 
diseases. The Medical and Surgical History of the War of - \ 
Rebellion (6 vols,; Washington: Government Printing Office, 
1870-1888), Medical, Part III, 46, 61.
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floor." Furthermore, the air in the prison was almost 
unbearable, and the prison yard became a "foul and stinking 
privy." Some prisoners possessed only "bits of carpet to 
take the place of blankets." While there were not enough 
vegetables in the diet, the prison commander allowed the

son-^SwBch»«teo--*3say.-^-accumu 1 ating nearly $4 ,000. Thus 
the prison became a "hot bed for generating diseases" with 
many prisoners ill with "pneumonia, dysentery and other 
grave diseases." By July, 1863, some of the buildings 
. seemed ready to collapse, and Colonel Hoffman recommended
a number of repairs, expending the prison fund for the

4purpose.
To accommodate the influx of prisoners and to 

obviate, inadequacies at existing prisons, the Commissary 
General of Prisoners reactivated prison camps'which he had 

closed in 1862, after the commencement of exchanges.. For 
instance, he ordered Camp Douglas, in Chicago, reoccupied 
in late January, 1863. This proved to be a disaster because 
the rebel prisoners who arrived at the camp had endured 
considerable exposure before their capture, and suffered 
further from the winter cold for they were poorly clad and 
lacked blankets. Unsanitary conditions at Camp Douglas 
compounded the deprivations the rebels had suffered. By 

February, 623 inmates were sick and ten per cent of the

4. O.R., 2, V, 564-65, 587-89; O.R., 2, VI, 150-51;
Hoffman to Broadhead, Aug. 13, 1863, CGPLS.



rebels confined there died that month (387 of 3,884)« When 
smallpox broke out in March, over 120 prisoners received 
treatment for that disease. Describing the condition of 
the captives, two physicians reported: "Without change of

. v
clothing, covered with vermin they lie in cots without 

.̂?««ma;ttrssrS-e:S-o.2?™»wi-t-h--ma.ttr.es:ses furnished by private charity, 
without sheets or bedding of any kind except blankets often 
in rags, in wards reeking of filth and foul air." If the 
mortality rate continued, they predicted, the "total 
extermination" of the rebel prisoners would result in about 
320 days. Colonel Hoffman explained that the lack of 
adequate drainage and the frequent changes of commanders 
were partly responsible for the sad conditions at Camp 

■ Douglas.^

5. In April some smallpox victims were among 
prisoners transferred to Baltimore for Exchange. Colonel 
Hoffman explained to the War Department that he had given 
careful instructions but the prisoners were transferred by - 
the decision of the General in Chief when it was seen they 
could not be exchanged at Vicksburg because of General 
Grant's operations.

O.R., 2, V, 367, 400, 449-51, 476-77, 492-98, 587-
89, 686-87; O.R.. 2, VI, 4, 206, 235, 314-15, 343-46; O.R. .
2, VIII, 989-992; Hoffman to Watson, April 8 , 1863, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Stanton, April 20, May 21, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman 
to Meigs, April 18, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Potter, June 11 
1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Thomas, Sept. 23, 1863, CGPLS.

That the prisoners at Camp Douglas were poorly clad 
and lacked blankets when captured was not surprising. As
the war progressed, the Confederate government became less
and less able to supply their troops. The rebel soldiers 
had difficulties obtaining blankets after the first ygar of 
the war, and deficiencies in clothing became increasingly 
widespread. Bell Irvin Wiley, The Life of Johnny Reb 
(Indianapolis and New York: The Bobbs-Merrill Company,
1962) , pp. 108-122.
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1 Because these events occurred in 1863, Professor

Hesseltine discussed them in his chapter on the "war 
6psychosis." Obviously, a "war psychosis" did not cause 

the outbreak of smallpox, the exposure which these rebels 
had endured before capture, nor their inadequate clothing 
and blankets ..when captured. Hoffman did not neglect the 
prisoners, and did not reveal a vindictiveness toward his 

wards.
Undoubtedly., some of Colonel Hoffman's subordinates 

succumbed to the "war psychosis." One of the few cases of 
this occurred at the compound at Rock Island, Illinois. A 
former inmate of the prison, J. W. Minnich, wrote his 
account of prison life, long after the war, to show that 
conditions in northern camps were horrible to counter 
criticisms of Confederate prison camps. He related that 
one U. S. officer struck him with a fish and threatened to 
shoot him when thip prisoners accidentally hit the officer 
with a ball during a game. Minnich believed the prison 
commander, A. J. Johnson, was as guilty as Henry Wirz, the 
commander of Andersonville, had been because Colonel 
Johnson had not punished a single guard for shooting 
prisoners, and Minnich related that he had witnessed four 

such incidentsElsewhere, nevertheless, Minnich concluded 
that the guards were decent in their treatment of prisoners.

6 . Hesseltine, Civil War Prisons, p. 181.
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Colonel Johnson did suffer from the "war psychosis" and said
he would give prisoners the same provisions the Union
soldiers received in southern prisons, would issue no
clothing, and would provide "no shelter but the heavens, as
our poor men were at Andersonville," if he had the dis™
eretionary power„ Feeling restrained by orders from the

War Department, however, Colonel Johnson followed his 
7instructions „•

In fact, even the most bitter prisoners concluded 
that the Union officers had treated them well. For instance
rebel captives praised Colonel Justin E, Dimick, the -
commander of Fort Warren, for being a kind and humane 
officer,® Moreover, one resentful inmate of another prison 
concluded: "I make no charge against the commandant, I do
not know to what extent his inclinations were hampered by 
instructions, I must say that his personal bearing toward 
us was always courteous, and that he seemed at least to feel

7, J, W, Minnich, Inside Rock Island Prison From 
December, 1863, to June, 1865 (Nashville, Tenn,; Dallas, 
Texas: Publishing House of the M, E. Church, South, Smith & 
Lamar, Agents, 1908), pp. 4— 6, 15-19, 23; T «, R. Walker,
"Rock Island Barracks," Civil War History, VIII (June, 1962) 
160-63,

8 , Lawrence Sangston, The Bastiles of the North 
(Baltimore: Kelly, Hedian & Piet, 1863), pp„ 72, 89; Frank 
Key Howard, Fourteen Months in American Bastiles (Baltimore: 
Kelly, Hedian & Piet, 1863), pp, 55-57, 77-81; [William 
Gilchrist], Two Months in Fort La Fayette (New York: Printed 
for the Author, 1862), p, 53; John M, Brewer, Prison Life 
[Baltimore: S, S, Mills, Printer, 1862?], p, 27; Minor H. 
McLain, "The Military Prison at Fort Warren," Civil War 
History, VIII (June, 1862), 149-151.
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9kindly." Another rebel explained that the officers and

soldiers of one camp disliked being jailors, and they were
considerate because they had been under fire and were able

10to appreciate the circumstances of the captives.
Furthermore, one man who wrote his account of prison life 
to., show that. the ,atrocities ,in northern prisons were as bad 
as those suffered by men at Andersonville, actually recorded 
comments in his day by day journal which belied this conclu
sion. He wrote: "While our officers are gentlemanly and
courteous, they are at the same time rigidly' strict in 
enforcement of prison discipline." Even though he disliked 
one prison commander because he was not a "gentleman," he 
accused no officer of malice. He indicated that one 
commander said the Confederate cause was wrong but treated 
the prisoners well, and that another prison commandant gave 
his permission to hold weekly receptions for some female 
prisoners, to have Christmas dinner with the ladies, to 
attend church in Alton, Illinois, and to travel on parole to

9. Buehring H„ Jones, The Sunny Land: Or, Prison 
Prose and Poetry, Containing the Productions of the Ablest 
Writers in the South, and Prison Lays of Distinguished 
Confederate Officers. edited with Preface, biographies, 
sketches, and stories by J. A. Houston (Baltimore: Innes & 
Co.,Printer, 1868), p. 489.

10. J. Ogden Murray, The Immortal Six Hundred 
(Winchester, Virginia: The Eddy Press Corporation, 1905), 
pp. 146-47, 184. _ .. . ,
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11the city to shop and visit* Long after the Civil War, old

rebels praised even the commanders and officers of Elmira 
12prison, .
Instead of accusing the prison commanders of malice, 

a Confederate officer wrote after the war: "Personally, I
-believe that the general suffering and ill treatment of 
prisoners on both sides have been grossly exaggerated, and 
I do not believe, with exceptions here and there, that there 
was intentional and willful cruelty to either side as a 
rule; there were hardships and suffering among prisoners on

11, Griffin Frost, Camp and Prison Journal, 
Embracing Scenes in Camp, on the March, and in Prisons 
(Quincy, Illinois: Quincy Herald Book and Job Office, 1867), 
pp, 31-32, 80, 170, 188, 200-208, 221-22, 232, 240-44,

12, In the thirty some reminiscences of former 
inmates included in a history of Elmira many years after the 
war, most of the prisoners praised the officers, with an 
occasional criticism of a petty subordinate, • Clay W.
Holmes, The Elmira Prison Camp (New York: G, P, Putnam's 
Sons, 1912), pp, 309-340, See also: A, M, Keiley, In
Vinculis; Or. The, Prisoner of War (New York: Blelock & Co,, 
1866), pp, 131-32,

In late 1864, when Hoffman ordered the commander to 
send those sick prisoners who would not be fit to fight for 
sixty days South for exchange, the commander included some 
forty captives unfit for the journey, five of whom died. 
Colonel Hoffman recommended that Colonel B. F„ Tracy be . 
relieved of command. The War Department apparently con
cluded that Colonel Tracy had not been negligent, because 
he remained in command. After the war,. Hoffman criticized 
Colonel Tracy and another officer because a prisoner, who 
had been a clerk, had defrauded the fund of $393.36. 0.R.,
2, VII / 891-94; Hoffman to Townsend, Aug. 31, 1865,. CGPLS; 
James I. Robertson, Jr., "The Scourge of Elmira," Civil War 
History. VIII (June, 1962), 189.
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13both sides from neglect, incompetency, and indifference."

Commanders of prisons varied in ability, and the defects of
their tenure as commandant resulted from a number of causes.
A visitor to Point Lookout, for example, concluded that the
commander there was "an effete & dilapidated New Hampshire 

14politician. " . . Prisoners described General A. Schoepf, the
commander of Fort Delaware, as being a kind German emigrant
who was disposed to allow the prisoners all the privileges
possible. Because his wife, was a southern sympathizer from
Virginia, which made his actions suspect, and his adjutant .
was a staunch New England abolitionist, however, the general

15was stern and strict toward the prisoners. Finally, the 
first commander of Johnson's Island, Major William S.
Pierson, was a conscientious officer, but lacked previous

13. Henry Kyd Douglas, I Rode With Stonewall 
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1940), 
pp. 262-63.

14. Edward Spencer, "Point Lookout," Overland 
Monthly, IV (May, 1870), 412-13. For another example of a 
political appointee as prison commander, see above,
Chapter III, footnote 24.

15. Edward R. Rich, Comrades 1 (Easton, Md. : S. E. 
Whitman, 1898), p. 107; Murray, The Immortal Six Hundred 
pp. i 57-59.

One prisoner believed that General Schoepf lacked 
tact, judgment, and administrative ability, but was well 
disposed toward the prisoners. The rebel concluded, however, 
that conditions at the prison had existed because of the lack 
of organization and because of the influence of the general1s 
adjutant, whom the prisoner decided had no friendship for the 
rebels. Henry C. Dickinson, Diary of Ca.pt. Henry C. . 
Dickinson, C.S.A. (Denver: The,Williamson-Haffner Co s, -
191-), pp. 46-47. ; .



military experience. Pierson's successor, General H. D.
Terry, an inspector reported, was "as fond of a social
glass of whiskey as of attending to the duties of his 

16command." Prisoners concluded that Colonel Charles W.
Hill, who commanded- Johnson's. Island from early 1864 through

- -= -thes*"war'yy- was "-a 'gentleman. He- was an elderly and
a sick officer, who devoted a great deal of his energy to .

/ ■ l7 - ■ ■ :
the most minute details of prison affairs.

Rather than neglecting the captured rebels because 
of the "war psychosis,." the Warden for the Union took posi
tive steps to alleviate the deficient conditions at Camp 
Douglas. In June, 1863, for example, Hoffman instructed the 
commander to construct a sewage system upon the plans which 
the city engineers of Chicago had drawn up the year before. 
At the same time. Secretary of War, Edwin M. Stanton, 
decided against reconstructing the buildings at Camp Douglas

16. Joe Darbiere, Scraps from the Prison Table, at 
Camp Chase and Johnson's Island■(Doylestown, Pennsylvania:
W. W. H. Davis, Printer, 1868), p. 77; Decimus et Ultimus 
Barziza, The Adventures of a Prisoner of War, 1863-1864., 
edited by R. Henderson Shuffler (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1964), pp. 101-10 3; Edward T» Downer, "Johnson's 
I s l a n d C i v i l  War History, VIII (June, 1962), 214.

17. W. A. Wash, Camp, Field and Prison Life (St, 
Louis: Southwestern Book and Publishing Co., 1870), p. 288; 
D.- R. Hundley, Prison Echoes of the Great Rebellion (New 
York: S. W. Green, Printer, 1874), pp. .112, 180; Edmund .
DeWitt Patterson, Yankee Rebel: The Civil War Journal of 
Edmund DeWitt Patterson,:edited, with an introduction by John 
G. Barrett (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina 
Press, 1966), p. 170; Julia A. Hill, Pension File No. -
309.673, 421.789, RG-15, NA. .
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which paroled Union soldiers had burned„ The prison
commander continued to urge the construction of new
barracks and additional hospital buildings because the
accommodations were so "meager, temporary, and inconvenient"

18that he lodged some prisoners in "outhouses and kitchens„"
- •- >-Profes-sar-̂ Hes-sel-tine•/quo-ted- Stanton' s decision not

to reconstruct the barracks with ellipses, and concluded
that Stanton was unwilling to remedy conditions at Camp
Douglas because of the "war psychosis»" Although Stanton
was unwilling to expend further funds to reconstruct these
quarters, he did conclude: "Whatever is indispensable,
however, to prevent suffering, whether from the effects of
the weather or other causes, will be provided by commanding
officers of prison establishments if ordinary means fail,
by the use of the prison fund if necessary to that end, as

19far as it will go. Nothing more will be authorized."
By October, 1863, an inspector could find nothing 

satisfactory at Camp Douglas. The water supply was inade
quate, and even though the prison commander was constructing 
the sewer system, there were stagnant pools of water on the

18. O.R.. 2, V, 367, 400, 449-451, 476-77, 492-98, 
587-89, 686-87; O.R., 2, VI, 4, 206, 235, 314-15, 343-46; 
O.R., 2, VIII, 989-992; Hoffman to Watson, April 8 , 1863, 
CGPLS; Hoffman to Stanton, April 20, May 21, 1863, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Meigs, April 18, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Potter, 
June 11, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Thomas, Sept. 23, 1863, 
CGPLS.

19. Hesseltine, Civil War Prisons, p. 184; O.R., 2, 
VI, 314-15.
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ground„ The dilapidated barracks lacked heating and
ventilation, and the prisoners needed clothing and blankets.
Despite the conversion of the chapel into a hospital, some

150.of the prisoners requiring hospital attention remained
in their barracks. When he learned of these conditions
:Hoffman announced that n o .more prisoners would go to this
camp, and he transferred some of the rebels to a new prison

20at Rock Island, Illinois.
To accommodate the ever-growing number of prisoners

Colonel Hoffman reactivated Camp Butler, at Springfield,
Illinois, in February, 1863, and authorized requisitions for
blankets and clothing to prevent prisoners from suffering
from inclement weather. The rebels arrived before the camp
was ready for them, however, and a prisoner recorded in his
diary that there was little fuel for the stoves, that men
dug under the snow to find scraps, to burn, that 115 men
huddled around one small cooking stove, and that some men

21froze to death.
Hoffman's assistant reported that the prisoners at 

Camp Butler occupied twenty-one barracks which had originally
housed 100 U. S. Volunteers each. "They appear to have

20. Hoffman to DeLand, Oct. 24, Nov. 9, 1863,
CGPLS; Hoffman to Stanton, Dec. 3, 1863, CGPLS; O.R., 2, VI,
363, 371-74, 390, 434-35, 461-64, 504, 632-36, 660-64, 778- 
800, 811-12, 927-934.

21. O.R.. 2, V. 250-51, 272; W. W. Heartsill, 
Fourteen Hundred and 91 Days in the Confederate Army .
(Jackson, Tenn.: McCowat-Mercer Press, 1953), pp. 105-123.
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become so indolent and so contented with their treatment,"
he noted, "that they do not desire to escape." The
prisoners lost all energy and pride, he concluded, and they
lived in filth and idleness. Arund their quarters "filth
and offal" accumulated until the buildings were "almost too
filthy to visit." Clearly, not only did the barracks need
repairs and renovations, but also the camp was too small
to be an adequate prison.- By the end of 1863, the men had

22been moved and Hoffman was able to close this camp.
Nevertheless, Professor Hesseltine cited the Camp 

Butler situation in support of his thesis. Noting that 
although the commander of Camp Butler requisitioned blankets 
and supplies for the rebels whom he saw were suffering, 
Hesseltine reported that Colonel Hoffman explained that the. 
prison fund should supply only the absolute necessities of 
the prisoners. Also, Hesseltine repeated the observations 
of Captain H. W. Freedley, Hoffman's assistant, that the 
rebels were contented and cheerful, and had become so 
indolent that they did not want to escape. The implication 
from Professor Hesseltine's discussion was that Hoffman, 
suffering under the "war psychosis," decreased the amount of 

clothing issued to suffering prisoners, and that his
23assistant was uncritical of the situation at Camp Butler.

22. O.R., 2, V, 379-382; O.R., 2, VIII, 989-992; 
Hoffman to Wright, Feb.. 14, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Stanton, 
April 23, 1863, CGPLS.

23. Hesseltine, Civil War Prisons, p. 179.
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The documents belie this interpretation, Hoffman 

replied to the commander, who had provided blankets and 
clothing to the prisoners: "I am much indebted to you for
your considerate attention," The Commissary General of 
Prisoners noted that a well managed prison fund could cover 
"a Targe"part'of "the expense" in providing for the "indis
pensable wants" of the inmates, "We must furnish them 
blankets for the time we have them and more or less clothing, 
but of course this should be limited to what is absolutely 
requisite," Hoffman enclosed a copy of the regulations for 
administering prisons which he had issued in July, .1862,
The regulations ordered the prison commanders to provide 
"such clothing as may be absolutely, necessary for the 
prisoners , „ . ," Moreover, Captain Freedley was critical
when he inspected the camp. Even though he concluded that 
the prison ration was adequate and the prisoners appreciated 
it, he went on to criticize the lack of discipline in the 
camp, both on the part of the troops and the prisoners„ The 
police of the camp was poor, the camp was filthy, the 
barracks needed repairs, and the hospitals were filthy and 

unventilated. The quartermaster's department had been
administered with "proper economy" but had done nothing to 
i ' ' ' .promote the comfort of the prisoners, and "no expense has .
been incurred in their behalf," Freedley concluded that
the prison commander had provided only for the security of
the inmates but had paid no attention to "their wants or
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comforts." In fact, Freedley found some rebels still lacked
proper clothing, and issued clothing to them.^

Colonel Hoffman also tried to rectify conditions at
!Camp Chase, but there, too, inadequacies persisted. While 

the government needed accommodations for prisoners and had 
confined over 1,000 captured Confederates at Camp Chase, 
near Columbus, Ohio, Hoffman prepared, on April 1, to
abandon the prison because of drainage problems at the muddy

camp site. The sewer system consisted of an open ditch, in 
which the sewage flowed through the camp.. The Colonel 
transferred the prisoners to Johnson's Island, planning to 
retain only a few prisoners en route to Johnson's Island at
Camp Chase in the future. The increasing number of prison
ers, however, proved too great, and the.camp could not be 
closed. It confined only 380 rebels at the beginning of
July, 1863, but an additional 2,960 Confederates arrived

2 5before the month was out. As a result, conditions
degenerated at the prison. For example, Hoffman was 
embarrassed "by not knowing what the guard is, or who is 
the commander." In November a report indicated that 
inadequate ventilation of the barracks, an overburdened 
drainage system, and limited medical facilities remained

24. O.R., 2, IV, 152; O.R., 2, V, 250, 272, 379-382.

25. O.R.. 2, V, 362-63, 421, 517-18, 524-25;
Hoffman to Mason, April 20, May 11, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman
to Stanton, April 23, 1863, CGPLS.
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major problems„ Furthermore, the guards became overzealous,

- 26 shooting one prisoner in November and December.'
Professor Hesseltine noted that the commander of 

Camp Chase suggested that the prisoners should have only 
one suit and a change of underclothing, and Hesseltine 
"impl'i ed " tha t - this officer a c ted under the "war psychosis " by 
trying to deprive prisoners of something, rather than 
echoing Hoffman's established regulations for prisons. 
Hoffman's orders' that rebels receive only such clothing as 
they required for immediate use, and of such quality that 
would not last long after exchange, were standing policies. 
Expressing the Quartermaster Department's interest in 
economy, these instructions reflected neither a change in 
attitude nor the "war psychosis." In August, 1862, with the 
beginning of exchanges, the War Department had decided to 
provide clothing which would not last long after the rebels 
reached their own lines, because it feared that this would 
be a direct issue to the Confederate Armies. At the time 
Hesseltine refers to, February, 1863, some exchanges of 
enlisted men still occurred, and in fact in March some 639

26. O.R. , 2, VI, 479-480 , '854-56, 1058-10 71;
Hoffman to Mason, Oct. .17, Nov. 12, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman 
to Johnson, Nov. 4, 1863, CGPLS;, Hoffman to Mars ton, Nov. - 
9, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Stanton, Dec. 14, 1863, CGPLS.
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of 1,183 confined at Camp Chase were delivered . for

, 2 7 .exchange.
The continuing influx of prisoners created similar 

problems at every prison camp. Despite earlier recommenda
tions to. close Camp Morton, almost 3,000 prisoners arrived 
in Indianapolis in July and August, 1863, and by the end of 
September over 180 prisoners had died there. When an 
inspector visited the camp in October, he reported that it 
was a "disgrace to the name of military prison," The 
drainage and police were bad, he observed, the ditch through 
the center of the camp was choked with rubble and refuse, 
the latrines were filthy and foul, and the barracks were 
"only ventilated from dilapidation," One of the prison 
hospital buildings was "utterly unfit for use," and the sick 
prisoners were in "miserable" circumstances. By the end of 
1863 the commandant had to house the prisoners in barracks
without floors and adequate heating, but he promised to try

28to rectify .these inadequacies,
i ■ ■

At Johnson's Island, which Hoffman himself designed, 
the constant pressure of large prison population caused

27, Hesseltine, Civil War Prisons, pp, 178-79; .
O,R,, 2, III, 316-17; CUR., 2, IV, 152-53, 406; 0,R,. 2, V,
217-18, 265-66, 305-306, 317, 342-43; 0,R, , 2, VIII, 989,

28, Hoffman to Wilcox, June 11, Sept, 2, 12, 1863, 
CGPLS; Hoffman to Stevens, Oct, 30, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman
to Thomas, Nov. 27, 1863, CGPLS; O.R.. 2, V, 512; O.R.. 2, 
VI, 19-20, 195, 424-26, 492-93, 649-650, 661, 713.
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similar diffaculties,..' By October, 18,63, the Colonel learned 
that the police of the barracks and hospital there were 
deficient, "This is a state of things for which there can 
be no sufficient excuse," he informed the commander, "If 
the police cannot be very good there is surely no excuse for 
..its, being very,, b a d " ■.Hoffman,, believed there must be enough 
men with "proper feelings, of humanity, cleanliness and" 
industry" to keep the hospital well policed. Also, he 
thought that the depot needed only, "proper energy and 
judgment" on the part of the commander, and he expected 
"immediate measures will be taken to remedy the present

29unsatisfactory condition" of the prison.
Security was a problem at Johnson's Island because 

the guard was too small. A rebel brigadier general confined 
on the island informed the Confederate Secretary of War:
"We can take the island, guarded by only one battalion, with 
small loss, but have no way to get off. A naval officer 
might procure in some way a steamer on the lake and with a . 
few men attack the island and take us to Canada." At the 
same time, however, Colonel Hoffman assured Major William S. 
Pierson, the commander of Johnson's. Island- prison, that he 
could expect the prisoners to discuss the possibilities of 
escape and to make an effort whenever an opportunity 

occurred. If the guard was vigilant and prepared, Hoffman

29. Hoffman to Pierson, Oct. 3, 19, 28, 1863, CGPLS.
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was confident, the prisoners would not sacrifice their lives

30in a desperate and futile escape attempt.
Because Major Pierson persisted in believing that

the prisoners would try to overwhelm the guards, Hoffman
finally informed him that he had "no more confidence in the
reports, of revolt you hear this,year, than I had of. similar
reports made to you last year," But in November the army
sent reinforcements to the prison and alerted the authorities.
to a possible effort from Canada to release the prisoners,
When the scare subsided, the Commissary General of Prisoners
explained that the prisoners would have to be much more
desperate than they seemed to be before they would attack a

31vigilant guard with their bare hands,
The overcrowding of prisoners revealed the inade

quacies of each prison, and Colonel Hoffman confronted the 
problems of housing the captives. By early 1864, for 
instance, the barracks at Camp Morton were unsatisfactory. 
Some of the prisoners at Camp Morton lived in tents, and, 
lacking blankets and sufficient clothing, faced potential 

hardships in the forthcoming winter. In August, 1864,

30. O.R. , 2, VI, 13, 93, 184, 256-57, 311, 330, 
401-402, 415, 490-9 5, 500-501; Hoffman to Pierson, Oct. 12, 
19, 24, 27, 1863, CGPLS.

31. O.R., 2, VI, 422-24, 435, 448-450, 490-95, 
500-501; Hoffman to Pierson, Oct. 19, 24, 27, 1863, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Blair, Nov. 11, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Todd,
Nov. 16, 27, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Hill, Dec. 15, 1863, . 
CGPLS.
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Hoffman ordered seventeen new barracks built at Camp Chase;
and as quickly as the barracks were completed, he removed
the prisoners from the tents they occupied. Finally, the
commander of Fort Delaware reported that the old frame
buildings used for barracks were “untenable on account of
the great•quantity of vermin within them" which he had been

32unable to eradicate.
Conditions at Alton prison, Gratiot Street prison, 

Camp Butlef, Camp Douglas, Camp Chase, Camp Morton,
Johnson's Island, and Fort Delaware were typical of the 
problems Hoffman confronted. The above survey of these 
prisons reveals the variety of difficulties with which Union 
prison authorities coped. In-1863, as the number of prison
ers increased, Hoffman attempted to rectify the unsatis
factory conditions at the prisons. The Colonel expected 
efficiency and initiative of his prison commanders, to whom 
he gave a certain amount of discretion. When he received a 
critical report about the prison, he was surprised and 
reacted in the only way he could, by giving more elaborate 
instructions to the commandants.

In evaluating prison conditions, Hoffman was often 
at the mercy of reports from, the prison commanders. In 
■December, 1863, for example, he explained to his superiors 
that for several months he had no officer at his disposal

32. O.R., 2, VI, 878-880, 983, 992-93; O.R., 2,
VII, 187, 394, 528-532, 580-81, 812, 843.
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who could make an inspection, and his own duties prevented 
him from making a personal tour of the camps. He had just 
ordered Captain H. M. Lazelle to inspect the prisons when 
Lazelle was relieved from duties in Hoffman's office. 
Similarly, when Captain Lazelle had been detailed as Agent
=for"Bxchange -o f Prisoners - at Vicksburg a year earlier,

33 •• -Hoffman had lost the services of this assistant.
Because he lacked rank and military prestige,

Colonel Hoffman suffered difficulties in relations with his 
prison commanders. In July, 1863, he explained to the 
Secretary of War the embarrassment which his rank caused 
him. As Commissary General of Prisoners- he had charge of 
four camps for paroled Union soldiers, which usually held 
1 0 , 0 0 0 men, plus seven permanent prisons in addition to 
numerous temporary prison camps, Hoffman explained that 
some of the commanders of these prisons outranked him. The 
Colonel protested that "it does not seem consistent with the 
usage of service that one whose duties are so extensive and 
which indirectly place him over officers of a higher grade 
should have comparatively so little rank to support his 
position," As has been seen, some officers ignored Colonel 
Hoffman's office. The Colonel believed that if he had 
entered the army "but yesterday" and could perform the 
duties of Commissary General of Prisoners he would probably

33. Hoffman to Stanton, Dec. 14, 1863, CGPLS, See
above, Chapter V, footnote 6.
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have the rank of brigadier general. Considering that he 
actually brought to the office "the experiences of many 
years of arduous,'faithful and valuable services, performed 
with an ability which had again, and again caused me to be 
selected for duties requiring more than ordinary capacity," 
he..„..tho,LLght...that„he was . justified .in...seeking a promotion. 
While no promotion came at that time, Hoffman's lack of 
rank continued to make his work difficult, .

The position of Commissary General of Prisoners was 
so unprestigous that in November, 1863, a general commanding 
the Department of Missouri offered to appoint him commander 
of Alton prison, not realizing that this was a demotion, 
Hoffman deftly replied: "I would be glad to make the neces
sary application, but I fear at this late day the office if 
proffered would not be considered very complimentary, and if 
accepted perhaps would not be very judiciously filled. It
requires a great deal more personal attention and labor than

35one so advanced in years can well give it,"

34, General Halleek explained to Stanton that 
Colonel Hoffman's claims did not fall within the require
ments of an order issued in 1862 about the promotion to the 
rank of general, which required distinguished field service, 
Hoffman to Stanton, July 28, 1863, Appointment, Commissions, 
and Promotions File No, 4647/1872, RG-94, NA,

See above, Chapter III, footnotes 16-18 for 
Hoffman's difficulties with officers who ignored or by
passed his office,

35, Hoffman to Schofield, Nov, 9, 1863, CGPLS,
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■ His lack of rank did not prevent Hoffman from 

attempting to ameliorate deficiencies in the Union prison 
camps by issuing detailed orders to correct these inade
quacies = ' For example, prison hospitals caused Colonel 
Hoffman concern* Explaining that he wanted to separate 

'■'-■‘e'nlfsted"men -and'^officers , -the Commissary General of 
Prisoners said that no class, of officers could more encourage 
the spirits of the rebels than their chaplains« Hoffman 
explained: -

If they would confine themselves to their proper 
calling there would be not the least objection to 
their presence among the sick and wounded, but as 
this is not possibleit would be very injurious 
policy to admit them to the Hospitals, where they 
would scarcely preach that our cause is righteous, , 
or that they have engaged in the rebellion without 
a cause.

Because of incomplete records he repeatedly asked various
medical officers for full returns of the prisoners in
hospitals. He complained that one hospital had been under
four different commanders without his knowledge. It was
difficult to maintain satisfactory records of the prisoners
because of the constant turnover of the commanders and
because the commanders of military districts frequently

36moved the prisoners from place to place.

36. Hoffman to Hammond, July 27, 1863, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Weir, Aug. 10, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Morris, 
Aug. 17, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to BarnesSept. 10, 1863, 
CGPLS; Hoffman to Krebs, Sept. 2, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to 
Stanton, Sept. 18, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Clark, Oct. 1, 
Dec. 28, 1863, CGPLS.
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In June, 1864, the Commissary General appointed 

Surgeon Charles T„ Alexander Acting Medical Inspector of 
Prisons. Hoffman instructed him to inspect the hospitals 
and hospital funds of the various prisons, and see that all 
the regulations of his office were being followed. 
Autho,.ri,z;ing Alexander to order any reforms in the manage
ment of the hospitals which would promote the welfare of 
the sick, Hoffman explained that he still had to approve any 
improvements which cost over $100. He cautioned against 
extravagance in expenditures for prison hospitals. The 
structures which Surgeon Alexander built for prisons had to 
be of a "temporary and- cheap character," but, nevertheless, 
suitable to protect them from inclement weather and to last 
to the end of the war. "Hospitals will not be fitted up 
with all the conveniences which are provided in Hospitals 
for Federal soldiers," Hoffman instructed, "but enough will
be allowed to insure good police, and to meet the necessary

i 3 7wants of the sick."
Despite efforts to improve medical facilities, 

sickness and death were common at United States Army camps 

and at prisons for captured Confederates. The unsanitary 
conditions of the camps, the diet, the scarcity of substan
tial clothing, the flimsy and overcrowded prison quarters, 
the inadequate medical attention, the inclement weather, •

. 37. Hoffman to Alexander, June 9, 19, July 9, 16,
1864, CGPLS.
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and the emaciated condition of many of the prisoners when
captured, were responsible for the prevalence of sickness

38among the prisoners. Moreover, there was a general pre
valence of some diseases among soldiers during the Civil

39War, whether in the field or in prison. The sickness and 
mortality rate resulted from a variety of factors, but the 
"war psychosis" had not yet manifested itself in Union 
prison administration.

Subsistence for the prisoners posed numerous 
problems for Colonel Hoffman, and undoubtedly contributed 
to the poor health of some captured Confederates. The

38. For example, Hoffman learned that the extensive
ness of disease at Camp Morton resulted from the overcrowded 
barracks, a lack of sufficient vegetables, the water which 
was saturated with minerals, and the filthy habits of the 
prisoners. In addition to this, in February, 1864, there 
were 365 cases of scurvy, 226 cases of smallpox, 136 cases
of varioloid, 374 cases of typho-malarial fever and malarial 
fever, and 169 cases' of acute and chronic diarrhea at Fort 
Delaware.

O.R., 2, VI, 1039-1041; O.R.. 2, VII, 187, 394, 421- 
22, 439, 446, 512-14, 554-56, 599, 663-64, 693-94, 771.

39. Sickness and disease plagued both armies. In 
fact, according to one set of statistics, the Union Army 
lost twice as many troops from disease as from battlefield 
fatalities. Of the 359,528 men the Union lost during the 
war, only 67,088 were killed in action, and 43,002 died of 
wounds received in battle, while 224,586 died of disease. 
Several thousand soldiers died from accident and unstated 
causes. That is, of the 359,528 deaths during the war, the 
Union lost 110,090 who were killed in battle or died of 
wounds subsequently, while 224,586 died of disease in.camp, 
field, and prison. Discounting those who died in Confederate 
prisons, leaves a figure of 199,720 Union soldiers who died 
of disease in the camps of the Union Army. Frederick H.
Dyer, A Compendium of the War of the Rebellion (3 vols.;
New York: Thomas Yoseloff, 1959), I, 12-18.
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Colonel ordered investigations at Camp Douglas where the 
rations were deficient in quantity and were of inferior 
quality; at Fort Delaware where there was a fraud in issuing 
the beef ration; and, at Rock Island where an excessive 
amount of inferior cornbread was issued to the prisoners„
He .explained to one commissary of subsistence that previ
ously he had allowed prison commanders to modify the scale 
of rations, but he found "that this latitude is understood 
very differently from what .1 have contemplated," Hoffman .
ordered that there be no deviation from the scale of rations

40his office authorized without his approval.
The Warden for the Union tried to provide adequate

provisions for the prisoners, but the inmates often suffered
anyway. Repeatedly he urged the commanders to use the
the prison and hospital funds to purchase tea, sugar, and
antiscorbutics for the prisoners, especially the sick. He
even sent supplies of dehydrated vegetables to the prisons
to be used as antiscorbutics. Nevertheless, Hoffman
criticized the commanders of Camp Morton and Elmira prison
for not furnishing enough of these articles, as regulations 

41required.

40. Hoffman to Orme, Jan, 4, 1864, CGPLS; Hoffman 
to Schoepf, March 12, July 25, Aug. 2, 1864, CGPLS; Hoffman 
to Johnson, April 16, 1864, CGPLS; Hoffman to Small, Jan.
21, 1864, CGPLS.

41. Hoffman to Draper, July 3, 1864, CGPLS;
Hoffman to Stevens, Aug. 12, 1864, CGPLS; Hoffman to Tracy, 
Oct. 5, 1864, CGPLS,



At the end of the war, Hoffman reported that the 
commissary of subsistence at Point Lookout had on hand, 
cash and credit, $544,556,38 which belonged to the prison 
fund and $25,845,49 belonging to the hospital fund.
Although these funds were intended for the benefit of the 
^inmates > r.pr.i-s©'B '; eo-mmanders ,ha,d -'no t.-utili zed them and ■ had
allowed the prison funds to accumulate a half million
, ,, 42dollars.

After the termination of the Civil War, the 
$26,464.63 credit in the prison fund at Newport News was 
transferred to the government. At Camp Douglas there was 
$180,739.96 in the fund. The prison fund at Camp Morton 
accumulated $173,370.21 and the hospital fund accumulated 
$7,919.00. At Hart's Island there was $20,237.80 in the 
fund. There was $58,151.54 credit at Elmira prison. Over 
$121^000 accumulated at Camp Chase, almost $20,000 accumu
lated at Ship Island, one of the least important camps, and

43over $100,000 accumulated at Johnson's Island.
Being thrifty, the Colonel even deleted the word 

"Respectfully" from his signature in drafts of telegrams to

42. Townsend to Hoffman, Aug. 10, 1865, Adjutant 
General's Office, Letters Sent (AGOLS), RG-94, NA; O.R.,
2, VIII, 1003.

43. Hoffman to Eaton, July 25, Aug.- 8 , 15, 23, 
Sept. 1, 4, 13, Oct. 2, 4, 1864, CGPLS.
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General Grant, . apparently to save the cost of a worch^ His
concern with economy became a virtual obsession when dealing
with the prison fund. While the fund accumulated large sums
at some prisons, much of this money was not expended. There
is the palliating fact that General Hoffman left the expend-
•iture of "this'-money-"to the- discretion of the Commanding
Officer who alone is responsible that it is appropriated to •

45proper purposes." Not only did the Warden for the Union 
repeatedly urge commanders to spend the fund, but he also 
ordered them to purchase vegetables whenever he learned that 
the health of the Confederate captives was unsatisfactory.

In October, 1865, after most prison camps had closed, 
Hoffman reported that over one and one-half million dollars 
remained in the various prison funds. He ended his report 
with the explanation: "The Prison Fund has been used to
meet large expenditures which have been made in the purchase 
of articles necessary for the Prisoners in barracks and 
hospitals, and in paying expenses of the prisons, and the 
amount above stated is what remains after meeting these 
expenditures." Hoffman appended this inadequate explanation 
to the end of a lengthy report as if he realized that he

44. See for example, Hoffman to Grant, Feb. 3, 7, 
1865, Telegrams Collected by the Office of the Secretary of . 
War (TCSW), RG-107, NA.

45. Hoffman to Orme, Jan. 5, 1864, CGPLS.
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could not have met his obligations to his wards and still 
have accumulated such a large sum of money. A packet of 
personal papers of the General, reveals that the prison fund 
accumulated more than $40,000 in 1862, of which prison 
commanders expended more than $23,000. In 1863, the prison 
„fund.aggrued ..oyer $293.,:00.0 , of which Union officials spent 
$136,000. In 1864, over $1,566,000 accumulated and prisoners 
received the benefit of $522,000 expenditure. A consoli
dated report showed that for the years 1862-1865 over 
$3,000,000 accumulated in the numerous prison funds, and 
over $1,245,000 of this sum was spent. That is, over
$1,800,000, or more than half, reverted to the United States

4 (5 ■ .government. '
Three decades of frontier career prior to the Civil 

War conditioned William Hoffman to be an efficient, depend
able officer, with the myopia of a bureaucrat. During the 
Civil War, he attempted to centralize and consolidate the 
prison system, and make the camps as efficient, functional, 
economical, and self-sufficient as frontier posts„ To 
economize at a remotd frontier garrison by the post fund, 
however, differed from using the fund to cut back the rations 
of men whose physical condition could not stand the hard
ship. The Confederates whom the United States Army captured 
late in the war were exhausted, and often unable to resist

46. Hoffman to Easton, Oct. 19, 1865 y CGPLS; 
Abstracts, Papers of General William Hoffman, RG-249, HA.
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the diseases prevalent in. prison camps. In some cases, the 
Spartan rations undoubtedly were insufficient to enable them 
to survive their captivity„

Most damning was the fact that most of the fund
I

remained unused«, Large sums were not expended for the
- '.purpose -they - were intended , .providing for the needs of the
prisoners„ To some extent this was because the commanders
of prisons did not spend the money, despite Hoffman’s
continually urging them to do so, especially for vegetables,
antiscorbutics, and provisions for the hospitals» On the
other hand, to some extent accumulation stemmed from
Hoffman’s own preoccupation with economy. His economizing
with the fund was not a result of the "war psychosis,"
because he saved money even in the early years of the war
before the "war psychosis" manifested itself in Hoffman’s
policies. Furthermore, as has been seen, the fund also

47accumulated at camps for paroled Union soldiers.

47. See above, Chapter V, footnote 18.
The Commissary General of Prisoners not only was 

concerned about rations, but he also continued to order the 
construction of bakeries, kitchens, and mess--halls at 
prisons, and to urge the use of "farmer’s boilers." These 
instructions provided for a more efficient and economical 
distribution of subsistence. As has been seen, Hoffman's 
predilection for economy was strong. For example, late in 
the war he authorized the commander of Point Lookout to have 
the prisoners cultivate eight acres of land in vegetables 
for their own use. Hoffman to Sweet, Aug. 6 , 1864, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Hill, July 28, 1864, CGPLS; Hoffman to Halleek, 
Sept. 7, 1864, CGPLS; Hoffman to Richardson, Sept. 15, 1864 g 
CGPLS; Hoffman to Barnes, March 25, 1865, CGPLS; Hoffman to 
Augur, Aug. 14, 1865, CGPLS.
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Nevertheless, the larger sums saved in 1864 and 1865 clearly 
reflected the smaller ration being issuede

In addition to problems with subsistence, disease 
also resulted from the deplorable sanitary conditions at 
many prisons„ Even though regulations required the prison- 
ers to police the grounds, some of the prison camps were 
littered with refuse. At Johnson's Island, for instance, 
all the prisoners were- officers, and it was even more 
difficult to force these gentlemen to keep their prison \'. 
clean. Because the latrines at Johnson's. Island were 
shallow, Hoffman told the commander to use blasting powder 
to dig through the bedrock, and he wrote elaborate instruc
tions , detailing the specifications, dimensions, and 
procedures for building new latrines. Inside a.new prison 
at Elmira, New York, a pond of water became fetid because 
t&e kitchen garbage was dumped into it and the latrines 
emptied into it,, At Alton prison one of the latrines became
so. foul that the authorities had to abandon a nearby hospital

,48 'ward „
In addition to the difficulties of sickness, 

subsistence, and sanitation, Colonel Hoffman confronted the

48,. 0,R,, 2, VI, 967-69, 1123; OUR,, 2, VII, 21,
43-44, 81-86, 146, 171-72, 535-37, 813-14; 0., R, , 2, VIII,
661, 694-95; Hoffman to Terry, Jan. 19, Feb. 6 , 1864, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Wallace, Jan. 23, 1864, CGPLS; Hoffman to Kelton, 
March 12, 1864, CGPLS; Hoffman to Orme, April 23, 1864,
CGPLS; Hoffman to Hill, July 28, Aug. 6 , 1864, CGPLS;
Hoffman to Tracy, Oct. 23, 1864, CGPLS.



. 163
problem of prison security. "Old Huffy" explained to 
General Grant that the prisoners needed reliable guards 
while in the camps and en route to the prisons„ He 
suggested that the Veteran Reserve.Corps, an organization of 
wounded and invalid officers and soldiers, were satisfactory 
^because - "they -are too feeble to ■ perform the labor required 
of the troops at the post at this time," but were able to 
perform the duties of guards. The services of the Veteran 
Reserve Corps supported Hoffman's claims. Prisoners noted, 
that the veteran guards treated them well, and it was only 
the home guards and the militia which had never been at the
front who were insulting in their treatment of their

' 49 wards«
A number of incidents of sentinels firing at prison

ers concerned Colonel Hoffman. He was outraged, for 
instance, that guards at one prison had wounded prisoners 
during the night and had neither provided medical attention 
nor conveyed the wounded rebels to the hospital until 
morning. Believing that another shooting had been done 
"with unnecessary cruelty, if a harsher word is not more 
applicable, " Hoffman relieve,d the commander from the 
immediate charge of prisoners. He expected guards to take 
all proper measures to preserve order before resorting to

49. Hoffman to Grant, May 14', 1864, CGPLS; Hundley, 
Prison Echoes of the Great Rebellion, p. 31; Keiley, In 
Vinculis. p. 113; Minnich, Inside Rock Island Prison, p. 15; 
Rich, Comrades 1, pp. 85-86.
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firing on inmates„ The Colonel wanted an immediate
investigation made of each shooting incident, and he hoped
that the Union soldiers would not bring reproach upon them-

50selves by killing their captives„ , Had he been suffering
from a "war psychosis" he would more likely have justified 
- the incidents ,• • and he certainly would not have relieved the 
commander of the prison from his duties„

To cope with degenerating conditions in the camps, 
the Colonel not only issued instructions but also expanded, 
the prison system to eradicate problems brought about by the 
overcrowding of prisoners. By April, 1863, Hoffman con
cluded that because the number of prisoners continued to 
increase, new prison facilities, capable of housing 1 0 , 0 0 0  
inmates, were necessary. He explained to Stanton that it 
was possible that these facilities would "never have occa
sion to provide for so many, but the chances are in favor of 
our having quite that number to take care of occasionally, 
though it may be only for a short time, and it will probably 

be the best economy, and certainly the most convenient 
course to be prepared permanently for any number that might 
be thrown into our hands at any one time. The War Department

' 50, Hoffman to Wallace, Jan, 23, 1864, CGPLS;
Hoffman to Stevens,’ Feb, 3, March 17, 1864, CGPLS; Hoffman 
to Heintzelman, March 1, 1864, CGPLS; Hoffman to Stanton, 
March 9, 17, 1864, CGPLS; Hartz to Williams, Aug, 19, 1864, 
CGPLS,

For instructions for the guards at Camp Chase, for 
example, see 0.R., 2, VII, 1,
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agreed with Hoffman's analysis and ordered him to investi-

51gate several locations as potential prison sitese
The Colonel found there were barracks for 5,000

prisoners at Fort Delaware, located on Pea Patch Island, in
the Delaware River, and room to construct quarters for
TO y 000 - more.. - He ■"explained to Stanton that frame buildings
were not very expensive and'noted that if the war lasted
past the summer of 1864, it would be more economical to
construct barracks at Fort Delaware instead of ordering more
tents. Therefore, he recommended the renovation of the old
barracks and the construction of additional quarters = The
Commissary General1s economizing was not motivated by the
"war psychosis" nor limited to prisoners„ The quarters
Hoffman ordered built for the guards at Fort Delaware were
the same as the prisoners' barracks, without ceilings or

plaster, and with the "strictest economy" being observed in
their construction. To avoid the faults of the existing
structures, he issued a series of specific instructions for

52constructing the new quarters».

51. Hoffman to Stanton, April 9,.1863, CGPLS;
Townsend to Hoffman, April 11, 1863, AGOLS.

52. Hoffman to Crossman, April 15, 18, 21, 1853,
CGPLS; Hoffman to Schoepf, April 29, May 10, 1863, July 1, 
1864, CGPLS; Hoffman to Schoepf, May 4, 1863, TCSWv Hoffman 
to Dana, June 9, 1864, CGPLS° Hoffman to Draper, June 11, 
1864, CGPLS; Hoffman to Stanton,. June 14, 1864, CGPLS.
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Professor Hesseltine distorted Hoffman's instruc

tions concerning Fort Delaware. Hesseltine said that 
Hoffman received a report from the Surgeon General concern
ing removing one tier of bunks from the barracks and making 
windows reach to the floor to relieve overcrowded condi
tions. "Despite the fact that the surgeon believed that 
this would decrease the mortality," Hesseltine wrote,
"Hoffman refused to permit the removal of the bunks, although 
he did send the excess prisoners to Point Lookout."
Hesseltine began his next paragraph, "The unwillingness of

53Hoffman to remedy these conditions at Fort Delaware . . „ ."

Again, the documents belie Hesseltine1s inference 
that Hoffman responded to the "war psychosis" at this time. 
The Surgeon General actually approved of more sweeping 
recommendations than Hesseltine indicated. He wanted to 
provide more ventilation by constructing openings flush with 
the floor at fifteen foot intervals (not extending the . 
windows as Hesseltine explained), building additional 
windows, and reducing the number of bunks by one tier. He 
also urged constructing wooden troughs near the buildings 
for the prisoners to wash their hands and faces, providing 
latrines closer to the barracks, keeping the ditches and 
drains free, and whitewashing the barracks every six weeks.
In fact, Hoffman referred these recommendations to the

53. Hesseltine, Civil War Prisons. p. 184.
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prison commander and urged him to carry out these.recom
mendations as far as necessary, paying for the improvements 
from the prison fund. The only item of the recommendations 
which Hoffman vetoed was the removal of the tier of bunks, 
and this was not from a "war psychosis." "It will not be 
advisable "to "redu ce" the numb er of bunks , " - Hoffman declared , 
"because there may be times when the number of prisoners in
our hands will make it necessary to. fill up the barracks,

54even at the risk of being overcrowded." .
Despite Hoffman's preparations, Fort Delaware soon 

proved inadequate. The. number of prisoners rose from 51 to 
3,737 in June, 1863, and to 8,900 by July.^ The new barracks 
sank one foot into the spongy soil within a month after the 
prisoners occupied them. The commander feared that the 
quarters would settle so much that they would topple over 
"and the loss of life in all probability will be great. "
As the number.of prisoners increased, their health

- ' 5 5deteriorated.
The drinking water was unwholesome, which caused a 

great deal of sickness among the prisoners. Over 320 
prisoners died in September and 377 died in October, which 
caused a medical officer to point out that the death of 
over 300 men in one month out of 7,000 prisoners, was a

54. O.R., 2, VI, 235, 244-45.
55.: O.R., 2, VI, 8 8 ; O.R., 2, VIII, 990-93.
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"horrid mortality," In late October, conditions worsened
with an outbreak of .smallpox, Hoffman’s reaction was a
common sense one, and revealed that he was not suffering
from a "war psychosis," Rather than fatalistically noting
that smallpox was beyond his control, and rationalizing

-that Union soldiers - in southern prisons suffered far worse
epidemics, the Colonel took steps to deal with the contagion.
The prison authorities vaccinated the prisoners, whitewashed
the barracks, and used lime and "Ridgewood disinfecting
powder" to improve sanitary conditions. Hoffman authorized
the rental of a plot of ground on the New Jersey shore on
which to construct a smallpox hospital. Moreover, Colonel
Hoffman transferred rebels from the camp, even though the
total prison population was rising and he was increasingly
hard pressed for accommodations for the rebels. In the
following months the epidemic was brought under control,

56, and the sickness and mortality rate declined,
A further example of inadequate conditions in 1863 

and early 1864 was at a new prison which Hoffman designed

56, Hoffman to Schoepf, Sept, 1, 21, Oct, 14, Dec, 
14, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Mason, Sept, 7, 1863, CGPLS;
0,R,, 2, VI, 244-45, 291-92, 359, 422, 440, 476-77, 703-704, 
716, 735-36, 1 0 00-10010,R,, 2. VIII, 991-95,

In September, 1863, there were 8,822 prisoners at 
Fort Delaware and 327 deaths. In October, there were only 
6,490 prisoners but 377 deaths, and in November only 2,987 
prisoners and 156 deaths. By February, 1864, only 42 of the 
2,655 prisoners died. During this period, from September, 
1863 to February, 1864, the number of prisoners in the Union 
camps increased from 21,000 to 35,000. O.R., 2, VIII, 992- 
94.
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for Rock Island, Illinois. The Quartermaster General,
Montgomery C„ Meigs, approved Hoffman's plans and ordered
that the barracks should be of the most inexpensive and
simplest type. In mid-October, Hoffman informed his
superiors that the prison would be completed soon, and he
requested six companies of guards and•two field officers

57for the garrison. As he had so many times before, Colonel
Hoffman wrote a letter of instructions for the commander and
sent a copy of the regulations -for administering prisons.
He inspected the camp and ordered blankets and clothing in
anticipation of the arrival of 5,000 prisoners in early

58December, 1863.
Hoffman's preparations did not prevent problems at 

Rock Island, but the difficulties did not result from the 
"war psychosis." On the day the first prisoners arrived at 
the camp, the temperature fell to thirty-two degrees below 
zero. Because the prison lacked, adequate drainage and there 
was an undrained marsh immediately adjacent to the camp, 
part of the ground became constantly wet and muddy. The 
Quartermaster General approved the construction of a sewage

57. Hoffman to Stanton, April 23, 1863, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Meigs, July 3, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Thomas, 
Oct. 14, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Rush, Oct. 17, 1863, CGPLS; 
O.R.', 2, VI, 196.

58. Hoffman to Thomas, Nov. 23, Dec* 1, 1863,
CGPLS; Hoffman to Rush, Nov. 23, 28:, Dec. 1, 1863, CGPLS.; 
Hoffman to Stanton, Oct. 23, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Rush, 
Dec. 2, 1863, TCSW; O.R., 2, VI, 626, 634.
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system to drain the camp and improve the sanitary conditions 
and the construction of a system to provide adequate water 
for drinking purposes« Yet the greatest problem was the 
discovery that ninety-four of the first prisoners had small
pox. Although the authorities vaccinated the rebels, this
 effort was not totally successful because some of the

59vaccine was inferior in quality.
The problems of Point Lookout, Maryland, offer a 

final illustration of prison difficulties before the advent 
•of the "war psychosis." This was the largest prison camp 
which Hoffman built, and he confined.at one time almost 
20,000 rebels there. In July, 1863, Major General Robert C. 
Schenck, commanding the Middle Department, wrote: "I don't,
know who is in command at Gettysburg, but there is something 
loose or wrong there." General Schenck picked up rebel 
prisoners who were wandering around Baltimore, some wounded, 
without "guards, papers or orders." Quartermaster General 
Meigs explained that the army intended to construct a depot

59. At one point, 485 smallpox victims were crowded 
into facilities adequate for only 240 men. In February,
1864, some 1,555 prisoners were sick, of which 637 were 
cases of smallpox, and 170 of the 331 deaths resulted from 
that disease in that month. In March, 1864, 132 died of 
smallpox, but by April the Medical Inspector of Prisoners 
reported that the epidemic was abating slowly. When the 
prison closed down, 1,9 60 prisoners and 171 guards had died 
of various diseases.

Hoffman to Hobson, Feb. 29, 1864, CGPLS; Hoffman to 
Reid, Feb. 29, 1864, CGPLS; Hoffman to Stanton, March 4, 
1864, CGPLS; O.R., 2, VI, 848, 1001-1004; O.R., 2, VII, 23- 
29; Walker, "Rock Island Prison Barracks," pp. 152-57.
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at Point Lookout which could accommodate 10,000 rebels, but
in the meanwhile would send only 5,000 there. In October,
1863, Hoffman ordered tents to house the 7,500 prisoners at
the camp, which was located on a sandy spit of land in
Chesapeake Bay, with three sides enclosed by a fence and the

60side 'Open_ to the - water guarded by two gunboats.
In December a surgeon reported that the sanitary 

conditions were satisfactory, and the housing consisted of 
tents arranged on nine graveled streets which were sixty 
feet wide. The food was good, he explained, with $4,000 
being spent in one week in December for vegetables. The 
rebels ate in six mess halls, which could hold '500 men at 
one time. But another report revealed that the fund had 
built up $65,000 five months after the camp was opened, 
which meant that it was accumulating and not being spent for 
the comfort and health of the prisoners. Nevertheless, the 
mortality rate was small, and it declined from 158 in 
December, 1863, when there were 9,153 inmates, to 24 deaths 
in May, 1864, when there were over 12,000 prisoners there,

In early 1864, William Hoffman inspected the prison 
at Point Lookout, Maryland, and reported to Stanton that

60. O.R., 2, VI, 2-6, 102-103, 132, 243; Hoffman 
to Marston, Aug. 18, Sept. 7, Oct. 5, 12, 17, 1863, CGPLS; . 
Spencer, "Point Lookout," pp. 412-13.

61. O.R., 2, VI, 740-45, 763-68, 1020; O.R., 2, 
VIII, 993-96; Hoffman to Marston, Dec. 24, 1863, CGPLS.



172
there were over 11,000 inmates. He recommended that no more 
than an additional 5,000 be sent there. He suggested that 
the guard be increased to allow them to jcontrol the prison
ers and to resist any raid which the Confederates tried to 
make into the region. By July, 1864, the problem of 

- security of the prison became * a. matter o f concern .when the 
Confederate General Jubal Early began his raid North.
Hoffman instructed the commanding officer about defending 
the prison from attacks from inside or outside the camp, and 

. the Colonel transferred over 3,000 prisoners to Elmira, New 
York, intending to remove 5,000 more. In mid-August, how
ever, General Grant informed Hoffman that he would not have 
to remove any more rebels from Point Lookout as long as he 
considered it safe. Thereupon Hoffman explained to Stanton 
that all prisons in the East were full, except for Point
Lookout, which could accommodate 8,000 to 10,000 more 

62inmates.

62. Hoffman to Draper, May 29, 1864, CGPLS; Hoffman 
to Barnes, July 13, 1864, CGPLS; Hoffman to Hardie, July 27, 
1864, CGPLS; Grant to Hoffman, Aug. 14, 1864, Headquarters 
of the Army, Letters'Sent (HQALS), RG-108, NA* Hoffman to 
Stanton, May 20, 31, Aug. 15, 1864, CGPLS.

The Confederacy had planned an expedition to rescue .. 
the prisoners from Point Lookout, but Hoffman's decision to 
move the prisoners to New York prevented their rescue.
Robert Gerlick Hill Kean, Inside the Confederate Government: 
The Diary of Robert Garlick Hill Kean, ed., Edward Younger 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1957), p. 164.

There were conspiracies to release the prisoners at 
Johnson's Island, Rock Island, and Camp Douglas which were 
thwartedi Jno. B. Castleman, Active Service (Louisville, 
Kentucky: Courier-Journal Job Printing Co., Publishers,
1917), pp. 130-195; Charles E. Frohman, Rebels on Lake Erie
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By the end of June, 1864, there were almost 50,000 

captured Confederates confined in the Union camps„ As their 
numbers increased from 1,286 at the beginning of 1863, the 
conditions had degenerated within the prisons0 The problems 
Hoffman confronted were the same as those he had faced when 
.he, first, had ...tried . to, organize the prison system, but 
greater in magnitude because of the larger number of inmates„ 
Colonel Hoffman had tried to keep the expanding system under 
his control and to maintain suitable conditions within the 
camps„ To improve prison conditions the Colonel expanded 

the available facilities and reopened some of the old prison 
camps which he had closed down. He also issued specific 
orders to correct the deficiencies of each camp. Eventually, 
he alSo expanded the facilities at Fort Delaware, Delaware, 
and constructed new prisons at Rock.Island, Illinois, and 
Point Lookout, Maryland. Nevertheless, by mid-1864, the 
Colonel still faced the same problems and various unsatis
factory conditions existed at the new prisons. For example, 
in July, 1864, there were 6 8 6 prisoners sick at Fort 
Delaware,. 1,194 at Point Lookout,.and 421 at Rock Island.

There were 385 deaths of prisoners in July, 1864, at these 
63three prisons. .

(Columbus: The Ohio Historical Society, 1965), pp. 72-81; 
Reminiscences of Chicago During the Civil War (Chicago: R.
R. Donnelly & Sons Company, 1914), pp. 174-189.

63. 0.R., 2. VIII, 997. .
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■ Professor Hesseltine‘s discussion of Union prisons

from 1863 in his chapter on the "war psychosis" has given 
the mistaken impression that conditions at these camps 
resulted from the "war psychosis," Conditions had, to be 
sure, deteriorated at the prison camps, but these defi
ciencies -existed prior to the manifestation of the "war 
psychosis" in Hoffman's policies. For the last several 
months.of the Civil War, however, the "war psychosis" did 
have an impact upon the treatment of prisoners. It then 
compounded the various problems and contributed to a further, 

decline in prison conditions.



CHAPTER VII.

GENERAL WILLIAM HOFFMAN AND THE 
"WAR PSYCHOSIS"

- In Civil War Prisons: A Study in War Psychology, 
published in 1930, Professor William B„ Hesselfine explained 
that as the war progressed a bitter hatred developed toward 
the enemy„ There .had been concern about the treatment of 
captured Union troops in the early months of the Civil War, 
Then with the establishment of the cartel the number of 
prisoners confined by both governments declined. After the 
breakdown of the exchange agreement a renewed concern 
developed about the treatment of United States soldiers in 
southern prisons. Increasingly, these captives suffered as 
the resources of the Confederacy became exhausted„ News
paper accounts of the emaciated condition of paroled 
prisoners and stories of prison life by soldiers who escaped
from "rebeldom" fostered the idea that Confederate officials

: ' . ' intentionally maltreated their captives„ A concomitant
concern developed that the rebels in Union camps received
too many luxuries in comparison. Pressure increased to

treat the captured Confederates in the same manner that the
rebels treated incarcerated federal troops, As a result of.

175
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this "war psychosis," Hesseltine concluded, the Union

2.imposed restrictions upon its prisoners in retaliation.
In developing his thesis, Professor Hesseltine 

created problems for understanding the chronology and the 
impact of this retaliation. Before discussing the "war 
psychosis" he devoted three chapters; "Libby and Belle 
Isle," "Andersonville," and "Other Southern Prisons 1864- 
1865"; to" conditions within the Confederate prison camps, 
Andersonville was not occupied until February, 1864, and the 
posts he discussed in "Other Southern Prisons" were estab
lished even later. By dealing at length with the inade
quacies of the southern prisons through the end of the war 
before turning to the Union prison camps after 1862, 
Hesseltine created the impression that these conditions 
provoked the response of retaliation. In addition to this 
distortion, in his .chapter on the "War Psychosis and the
Northern Prisons" he included documents from 1861 through

21865, which further confused the chronology. Finally, 
from Hesseltine's presentation it was unclear precisely 
which conditions he attributed to the "war psychosis," and 

the impression emerged that every deficiency in Union

1, William B„ Hesseltine, Civil War Prisons: A
.Study in War Psychology (New York: Frederick Ungar Publish- 
.ing Co,, 1964), pp, 172-209,

2, For example, he included newspaper accounts of 
the First Battle of Bull Run, See Hesseltine, Civil War 
Prisons.. pp, 172-74,
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prisons from the end of 1862 resulted from the "war 
psychosis."

That prison conditions were reprehensible by the end
of the war is beyond question. The point at which a vindic-
' . . . i
tive urge to retaliate upon the captured Confederates first 
manifested its elf'in - General William Hoffman's treatment of 
the rebel captives is problematic.^

Occasionally, the Warden for the Union criticized 
conditions in southern prisons in 1863, and Professor 
Hesseltine attributed this to the "war psychosis." In 
April, 1863, General Hoffman responded to a complaint from 
Brigadier General T„ J. Churchill, C.S.A., that Union 
officers had rifled his baggage and had confiscated some

3. General H. W. Wessells was appointed the 
Inspector and Commissary General of Prisoners for the area 
east of the Mississippi in November, 1864, and Hoffman was 
detailed to those duties west of the Mississippi. On 
February 1, 1865, William Hoffman replaced General Wessells 
and once again was Commissary General of Prisoners for all 
the captured Confederates. Hoffman had been promoted to 
brevet Brigadier General in October, 1864, and he asked to 
be placed on duty at his brevet rank, and Stanton granted 
the request. Hereafter, Hoffman will be referred to as 
General to save confusion, although the chronology of a 
single paragraph might cover a time when his rank was that 
of colonel and general in late 1864. R. N„ Scott et al„, 
eds., The War of the Rebellion: A Compilation of the 
Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies (130 
vols.; Washington: Government Printing Office, 1880-1901), 
series 2, Volume VII, 571-72, 1117, 1250, 1260-66. Here
after cited as O.R. O.R., 2, VIII, 162; Hoffman to Baker, 
Jan. 17, 1865, 'Commissary General of Prisoners, Letters Sent 
(CGPLS), Record Group 249 (RG-249), National Archives (NA); 
Hoffman to Roberts, Jan. 23, 1865, CGPLS; Appointment, Oct. 
7, 1864 Appointment, Commissions, and Promotions File No. 
4647/1872 (ACP), RG-94, NA; Hoffman to Townsend, Oct. 29, 
1864, Feb. 8 , 1865, ACP.
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personal possessions when they transferred him from Camp 
Chase» After explaining that such conduct was unauthorized 
and that it was the government's desire to treat their 
prisoners with kindness and humanity, General Hoffman noted 
: that the U. S. soldiers in the hands of the rebels were not 
^'accorded -"the' same- treatment 'and were' crowded into filthy 
prisons« Hoffman wanted General Churchill to understand 
that:

o . o  though the indignities and outrages of which 
he and his officers complain are not only wholly 
unauthorized but are in violation of the instruc
tions which have been given to govern such cases, 
yet the course pursued as it appears by his Govern
ment in similar cases take from him all shadow of 
grounds for complaint. He has been made to suffer 
by an unauthorized retaliation,for innumerable 
outrages which have been committed on our people 
if not by authority of his Government, at least in 
the immediate presence, and which has given rise 
to the bitter feeling he so much deprecates»

There was no indication that Hoffman condoned the conduct,
nor that a "war psychosis" was motivating the activities of
his office at that time. He mentioned the treatment of
Union captives by rebel authorities not so much as a
justification but as a palliating circumstance.^

4. The tone of this letter was more personal and 
casual than most of Hoffman's correspondence. He had 
granted Churchill a personal interview and perhaps had known 
the general during the campaigns of the Mexican War or from 
Arkansas, where they both lived after the war. Hoffman's 
mention of deficiencies in Confederate prisons seemed more 
an effort to cite palliating circumstances to an acquaintance 
who had become his captive, than an example of the "war 
psychosis." It was not until seven months later that 
Hoffman's correspondence,reflected the "war psychosis."
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As has been seen, Hesseltine also attributed

Hoffman's instructions concerning the distribution of
clothing to the "war psychosis." In March, 1863, Hoffman
explained that the captured Confederates could have only
clothing of a quality "such as to insure its not lasting
fo r any length o f time on their return to the South."
Hoffman issued inferior Union uniforms to the prisoners to
save the government expense, and to make certain "these
prisoners might not be returned to the rebel army in better
condition than when they were captured." When Hoffman had
issued his instructions about providing clothing to the

5■prisoners, he did not act from malice or vengeance.
By late 1863, however, Union authorities reflected 

ah increasing concern about the treatment of their soldiers 
in southern prisons and a growing bitterness toward the 
Confederates. For instance, in October, Major.General Henry 
Wager Halleek, General-in-Chief, wrote: ". „ . it is almost
useless to expect any justice or honesty from a .Rebel, who 
is described by Shakespeare 1 upon whom do swarm the multiply
ing villanies of Nature.1" Furthermore, Montgomery C.

Compare Professor Hesseltine's description with the docu
ments. ' Hesseltine, Civil War Prisons, pp. 180-81; O.R., 2,
V, 477-487. ■

5. Hoffman to Ludlow, Jan. 27, 1863, CGPLS; Hartz 
to Webber, March 4, 1863, GGPLS; Hoffman to Pierson, Aug.
10, 1863, CGPLS * Hoffman to Meigs, Aug. 10, 1863, CGPLS;. 
Hoffman to Simons, Aug. 19, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Mars ton, 
Aug. 27, Nov. 27, 1863, CGPLS. See above, Chapter VI, 
footnotes 12, 13, and 16.
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Meigs, the Quartermaster General, wrote that the considerate 
Union policy toward prisoners was "killing them by treating 
them as Southern gentlemen until they die.of gout*" On
November 9, 1863, Secretary of War,Edwin M« Stanton asked• . ■ ’ ■ i -
Major General Ethan Allen Hitchcock, Commissioner for 
Exchange of Prisoners, to ascertain the condition of Union 
soldiers in Richmond and to make certain that the captured 
rebels received "precisely similar treatment , , * in 
respect to food, clothing, medical treatment, and other 
necessities*" Hitchcock had already inquired about the 
treatment of captives in the South, explaining that the 
information would be considered "when the question of 
retaliation shall be forced upon the notice of the Federal 
authorities* » » ." Hitchcock deferred the instructions

6until a future date, and did not implement these orders. 
General Hoffman's correspondence occasionally 

reflected the "war psychosis" by November, 1863. On November 
5, he ordered 15,000 suits of clothing and 1,500 blankets 
for prisoners confined in camps in the West. Yet, on 
November 12th, when he sent his standard instructions to the 

commander of Camp Morton to issue clothing to inmates only 
when necessary, he wrote: "So long as a prisoner has
clothing upon him, however much torn, you must issue nothing

7 6 . Halleck to Banks, Oct. 26, 1863, Headquarters of
the Army, Letters Sent (HQALS), RG-108, NA; Hesseltine,
Civil War Prisons, p. 193; 0.R.,2, VI, 485-500.
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to him, nor must you allow him to receive clothing from any
but members of his immediate family, and only when they are
in absolute want," Despite this strident rhetoric,
Hoffman soon criticized the lack of adequate, clothing for

inmates of another prison. Again, on November 27, he
..explained to the .commander .of .Point Lookout: "Though it is
the desire of the War Department to provide as little
clothing for them [prisoners] as possible, it does not wish
them to be left in a very destitute condition which this
report represents," He noted that the army had "an
abundance of inferior clothing on hand," and the commander
should submit requisitions for what was necessary. Because
this inferior clothing was Union uniforms, when the prisoners
received an exchange and returned to the Confederate ranks
they would be clothed in federal uniforms. To prevent these
men from being mistaken for Union troops, Hoffman ordered
that before the commanders issued this clothing they take
off the buttons, cut the tails of the coats short, and

7 .remove all trimmings.

In November, 1863, Union authorities received addi
tional information about the plight of their soldiers in 
rebel prisons. For example, one paroled prisoner explained 

that at a prison in Richmond the men received only twelve • 
ounces of bread and two or three ounces of beef or mutton as

74,
7, 0,R., 2, VI, 468, 503-504, 585; 0,R,, 2, VII,
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rations; and they suffered additional deprivations from a
lack of clothing, blankets, and stoves.- Brigadier General

\
Heal Dow, a prisoner of the Confederates, reported that the
men at Belle Isle prison died at the rate of eight or ten
a day. An army officer reported that one boatload of
captives sent from Richmond contained "men so reduced by
starvation that they had not strength to raise upon their
feet, and were obliged to be carried off on stretchers to
the hospital." An army surgeon reported that 189 paroled
troops transferred to Union lines, eight died en route, and
twenty-seven died at the hospital. Some soldiers in rebel
prisons recommended that the United States retaliate upon

8the Confederate officers they held captive.
As a result of these reports, Union officials 

adapted various expedients in November, 1863 to improve the 
conditions of their soldiers in southern prisons, negotiated 
for a renewal of exchanges, and considered retributions for 
the Confederates they held. Because the rebels lacked the 
means to provide adequately for their prisoners, Brigadier 
General S. A. Meredith, U. S. Commissioner for Exchange, 

suggested that each government "subsist and clothe the 
prisoners of war held by the other" and furnish transporta
tion to deliver these supplies to the lines of their 
opponents. Subsequently, Meredith sent 72,000 rations to

8. 0. R. , 2, VI. 457-460, 465.-66, 474, 482-86, 536.



183
Richmond for distribution to federal troops, but questions 
arose about whether the rebels actually distributed these _ 
supplies to their captives. Also, General Ethan'Allen 
Hitchcock informed the Confederates that if they released 
these men on parole the Union would supply them with food 
-and clothing, while honoring -their parole .oath, and continue 
to supply the captives they held. But rebel officials noted 
that this would return U. S. soldiers to the North but no 
Confederate troops to the South. Despite lengthy negotia
tions concerning the cartel, various problems about 
exchanging prisoners, especially the U, S. Negro soldiers, 
prevented a renewal of exchanges. Denouncing the Con
federate treatment of prisoners,. the Judge Advocate . General 
of the United States Army observed that retaliation, though 
an inadequate method to obtain redress, was the only one 
available to the Lincoln administration. Adopting a policy 
of reprisals upon inmates of Union prison camps, he believed,
would."go far to repress such brutal and barbaric practices

9in the future" by the Confederates.
The War Department began to consider retributions 

against the men confined in Union prison camps. "In view 
of the closer restrictions which may have to be placed on 

prisoners of war in a short time," General Hoffman wrote to 
his superiors on November 11, 1863, "I have the honor to

9. O^R., 2, VI, 457-466, 485-88, 502-50 5, 515, 
528-539, 550-51, 582-83, 592-93.
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recommend that three companies be added to the guard at the
depot on Johnson's Island." In November, 1863, Hoffman
placed restrictions upon packages the prisoners could
receive. He informed the commanding officer at Point
Lookout: "As the prisoners are bountifully supplied with
provisions, I-do not think itwell to permit them to receive

boxes of eatables from their families, and I suggest you
have them informed that such articles will not hereafter be
delivered." Moreover, Hoffman told the commander of Camp
Douglas that the inmates could receive clothing only from
their immediate families, none from friends or southern

10sympathizers, and could receive no more than one. suit.
In addition to placing restrictions on packages, the 

Warden for the Union urged his subordinates to permit no 
unseemly privileges to captured Confederates. General 
Hoffman explained to the commander of Johnson's Island that 
in restricting articles "it is impossible for me to name 
what they may receive and what they may not, and much of 
this I must leave to your discretion with the injunction 
that nothing shall be allowed which can be looked upon as a 
luxury or improper indulgence." To the commander of Point 
Lookout the General wrote that the type of clothing and 

other articles which he provided the prisoners "must be .

10. Hoffman to Meredith, Nov. 8, 1863, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Thomas, Nov. 11, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to DeLand, 
Nov. 16, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Marston, Nov. 9, 23, 1863, 
CGPLS.
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confined.to such as can be allowed without detriment to the

11service and which cannot be considered as luxurious,"
On December 1, 1863, Hoffman notified prison 

commanders that the Secretary of War now prohibited all 
trade with sutlers. Two weeks later the General altered
.the..order to ,.permit the purchase of tobacco, pipes, writing

.

paper, and postage stamps. At the end of the month, when 
Stanton concluded that the treatment of prisoners in 
Richmond had improved, he authorized Hoffman to permit the 
purchase of "a few other things" necessary for their 
comfort,

Thus, by the end of 1863, the "war psychosis" had 
only a limited impact upon the treatment of prisoners of 
war. Even the limitations upon trading with the sutler and 
upon prisoners receiving any articles from their families, 
except for clothing, were imposed for little more than 
three months,

In the early months of 1864, the Union authorities 
hoped to renew exchanges with the Confederates, By 
February, 1864, Stanton decided against restricting provi
sions the rebel prisoners could receive from their families 
so that the Richmond government would have no excuse for

11, Hoffman to Pierson, Nov. 27, 1863, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Marston, Dec, 26, 1863, CGPLS.

12, 0,R. , 2., VI, 701-702, '706, 77.4;. Hoffman to 
DeLand, Dec, 1, 1863, CGPLS; Hoffman to Stanton, Dec, 14, 
1863, CGPLS.
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withholding supplies sent to Union soldiers in southern
prisons„ Further, he lifted the embargo on trading with the 

13sutler* '
When negotiations for a resumption of the cartel

failed, the Union began a more repressive policy toward -
prisoners* In late February, 1864, Major General Benjamin
F„ Butler transferred some prisoners to the Confederate
lines and negotiated for further exchanges« The Confederate
Agent for Exchange, Robert Quid, explained to a Union
officer that the only difficulty was the refusal of fhe
United States to release on parole the excess number of
captives they held, To the Confederate Secretary of War,
however, Ould reported that the major problem was that
General Butler "might require some pledge as to slaves,"
but Ould believed he could avoid that issue* Anticipating

a successful resumption of the cartel, Butler instructed
Hoffman on March 11th to send the prisoners from Fort
Delaware to Point Lookout, so that they could be close at
hand, enabling him to transfer.2,000 men a week after the

14 ■resumption of exchanges*
General Butler met with Robert Ould on March 31,

1864, and discussed a number of difficulties about exchanges *

13* O* R* , 2, VI, 983-85; Hoffman to Townsend, Jan*
2, Feb* 19, 1864, CGPLS; Hoffman to Stanton, Feb* 23, 1864, 
CGPLS.

14* O.R*, 2, VI, 958-961, 978-981, 995-97, 1006- 
1007, 1033-1039*
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Of all the differences between the Union and Confederacy, 
the one Butler believed could not be reconciled was the 
question of U« Si Negro troopSo Because of President 
Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation, . the Union must demand 
that captured Negro soldiers be treated as prisoners of 
war, Butler concluded„ Acquiescence in their return to 
slavery, as President Davis had proclaimed in December,
1862, was unthinkable„ Furthermore, in reporting his 
conference with General Butler, Robert Ould also concluded 
that the chief difficulty was the "inadmissable claim" of
the Union that "recaptured slaves shall be treated as

' '■ 15 ‘ ' -■prisoners of war„ "
The apprehension of the Union about the treatment of 

captured Negro soldiers was justified» For example, on 
August 12, 1863, James A. Seddon, the Confederate Secretary 
of War, wrote that if Negro troops and their white officers 
were captured, "a most marked distinction should be made in 
the treatment, when taken, of these Negro troops and the 
white men leading them." Seddon explained that the white 
officers "had better be dealt with red-handed on the field _ 
or immediately thereafter. The Negroes would be treated as 
"deluded victims" and "encouraged to submit and return to 
their masters." On June 6, 1864, Major General Howell Cobb 
wrote to Seddon that "we cannot consent to regard our slaves

15. 0.R. , 2, VI , 1082, 1121-22: O . R . . 2, VII, 29-
35, 46-50, 103-106.
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as prisoners of war when captured in the enemy's army."
This and the necessity for having their own soldiers 
returned were the only two points he felt the Confederates 
could not yield, but in all else the people of the Con
federate States would uphold President Jefferson Davis„ 
Secretary Seddon replied: "I doubt, however, whether the
exchange of negroes at all for our soldiers will be 
tolerated. .As to the white officers serving with negro
troops, we ought never to be inconvenienced with such 

16prisoners."
On April 14, 1864, Lieutenant General Ulysses S. 

Grant, General in Chief of the Armies of the United States, 
ordered General Butler to terminate negotiations about 
exchanging prisoners. Further discussions would be unpro
ductive, Grant explained, unless the Confederacy affirmed 
the validity of the paroles of captives at Vicksburg and 
Port Hudson, and guaranteed the status of Negro prisoners. 

"No distinctions whatever will be made in the exchange 
between white and colored prisoners," Grant declared, "the 
only question being, were they at the time of their capture 
in the military service of the United States." Butler 
acknowledged to Stanton that under Grant's orders exchanges 
could not be made, because the Confederates would insist 
upon their interpretation of the status of Negro soldiers.

16. O.R. , 1, XXII, part 2, 965; 0.R-. „ 2, VI, 202;
O.R. , 2, VII, 203-204.
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In August, 1864, General Grant elaborated upon the strategic
.necessities for not exchanging rebels. -

It is hard on our men held in Southern prisons not 
to exchange them, but it is humanity to those left 
in the ranks to fight pur battles. Every man we 
hold, when released on parole or otherwise, becomes 
an active soldier against us at once either directly 
or indirectly. If we commence a system of exchange 

" •which ■liberates all prisoners -taken, we will have to 
fight on until the whole South is exterminated. If 
we hold those caught they amount to no more than 
dead men. At this particular time to release all 
rebel prisoners North would insure Sherman’s defeat 
and would compromise our safety here.

To Secretary of State,' W, H, Seward, General Grant wrote:
"We have got to fight until the military power of the South
is exhausted, and if we release or exchange prisoners cap-

17tured it simply becomes a war of extermination," Never
theless, in September and October, 1864, the Union delivered 

a few thousand sick and wounded soldiers to the South, but 
it was not until February, 1865, when General Grant decided
to begin delivering prisoners.to the Confederates, that a

18sizeable number of rebels returned to the South,

Shortly after General Grant ordered General Butler 
to discontinue further negotiations, the Union began to 
implement a retaliatory policy toward captives. On April 
20th, the Commissary General of Prisoners issued new regula
tions for administering the prison camps. He reduced the

17, O,R,,2, VII, 50-51, 62-63, 108, 202-204, 606- 
607, 614-15,

18. Hesseltine, Civil War Prisoners, pp. 225-232; 
Grant to Hoffman, Feb. 14, 1865, HQALS.
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• rations which inmates received to fourteen ounces of hard-
bread or eighteen ounces of soft bread or corn-meal, and
fourteen ounces of beef or ten ounces of bacon or pork. For
each 1 0 0 rations, the rebels received six quarts of beans,
eight pounds of hominy or rice, fourteen pounds of sugar,

- - five pounds- ground- or ■'Seven.-of^green . coffee , or eighteen
. ounces of tea, thirty pounds, of potatoes, and one quart of
molasses, and two quarts of salt. The difference between
this issue and the full ration went into the fund, which was
still to be used for the "health and proper condition of the 

19prisoners,"
On May 3, 1864, Hoffman reported on a personal 

examination of a boatload of paroled U„ S, soldiers from 
Richmond, He explained to the Secretary of War that "some 
of these poor fellows were wasted to mere skeletons and had 
scarcely life enough remaining to appreciate that they were 
now in the hands of their friends, and among them all there 
were few who had not become too much broken down and dis
pirited by their many privations to be able to realize the

19, O,R, , 2, VII, 72-75° Hoffman to Schoepf, May 6 , 
11', 1864, CGPLS, The full ration was twelve ounces of pork 
or bacon, or twenty ounces of beef, twenty-two ounces of 
bread or flour, or sixteen.ounces of hard bread, or twenty 

-.ounces of corn-meal. For each 100 rations, the prisoners 
- received ten pounds of green coffee or eight pounds of 
ground coffee, ten pounds of hominy or rice, fifteen pounds 
of sugar, 42-84/100 pounds of potatoes, two quarts of salt, - 
one gallon of vinegar, eight quarts of beans, and small 
amounts of molasses, soap, and candles. See above, Chapter 
IV, footnote 8 ,
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happy prospect of relief from their sufferings which was 
before theme" Hoffman concluded that these men had suffered • 
privations of weather, because of insufficient shelter at 

Belle Isle, and of food, since they had received insufficient 
rations. He concluded: :

'That "'bur soldiers' when in the hands of the 
rebels are starved to death cannot be denied„
Every return of the flag-of-truce boat from City 
Point brings too many living and dying witnesses 
to admit of a doubt of this terrible fact. I am 
informed that the authorities at Richmond admit the 

• fact, but excuse it on the plea that they give the 
prisoners the same ration they give their own men.
But can this, be so? Can an army keep the field and 
be active and efficient on the same fare that kills 
prisoners of war at a frightful percentage? I
think not; no man can believe it, and while a
practice so shocking to humanity is persisted in 
by the rebel authorities I would very respectfully 
urge that retaliatory measures be. at once insti
tuted by subjecting the officers we now hold as 
prisoners of war to a similar t r e a t m e n t . ^0

On May 19, 1864, Hoffman.suggested that the prison 
ration could be "considerably reduced without depriving them 
of the food necessary to keep them in health . . " He
recommended that prisoners receive fourteen ounces of hard-
bread or sixteen ounces of softhread or corn-meal. The beef 
and pork ration as well as the ration of beans, rice, and 
coffee were to be the same as above, while the potato ration 
was to be only fifteen pounds per 100 rations. General 
Halleck suggested that the tea, coffee, and sugar be omitted 
entirely. Hoffman agreed, but the Acting Surgeon General

20. O.R., 2, VII, 110-11.
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protested that this should not include the sick and wounded 
who needed the coffee, tea, and sugar. With Stanton's 
approval on June 1, 1864, the Warden for the Union issued 
a new order which restricted the ration to.this level, with 
the difference between the ration allowed them and the 
• ration ■••• issued -to go into the prison fund „ ■ Two - weeks later
this regulation was modified to allow captives who volun
teered to work at a prison two more ounces of beef or pork

21and two more ounces of bread.
The cut back in rations undoubtedly contributed to 

an increase of scurvy at some prisons. On June 23, 1864, 
the surgeon at Point Lookout requested that no more prisoners 
be sent to the camp. He wanted condensers to furnish pure 
water, and desired an increased issue of fresh vegetables to 
counter a tendency toward scorbutic diseases. In early 
July, Hoffman's Medical Inspector, Lieutenant Colonel C, T, 
Alexander, observed that diarrhea, dysentery, typhoid,fever, 
scurvy, and "the itch" were prevalent diseases there, and he 
recommended that water-boats furnish fresh water and an 

extra issue of anti-scorbutics to prevent the spread of 
scurvy. In late July, Alexander noted that the number of 
cases of acute dysentery had increased at Johnson's Island, 
because of the bad police of the camp and the bad bread, 
which was the same as issued to the prison guards. Some

21, Hoffman to Stanton, May 19, 1864, CGPLS; 0,R,,
2, VII, 150-51, 183-84,
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scurvy existed at the depot, and Alexander ordered sixty
pounds of onions per 1 0 0 prisoners issued twice.a week for

22the next two months«
By mid-1864, then, the "war psychosis" clearly 

manifested itself in the policy of the Commissary General of 
Prisoners * In April and June, 1864 , he restricted the 
rations which were issued to the prisoners0 In August 
General Hoffman issued an order which permitted the sutlers 
at the prisons to sell only writing materials, tobacco, and 
toilet articles. Further, he again prohibited receipt of
supplies from prisoners' friends and relatives, except in

, - - 2 3cases of illness when relatives could send food items.
As a consequence of these orders prison conditions

declined further. Although the General took precautions,
the clothing of prisoners deteriorated. Anticipating
restrictions upon prisoners receiving packages, General
Hoffman requested in July, 1864, enough coats, pants, shirts,
shoes, and blankets for 35,000 men. But by October Hoffman
instructed one commander to furnish socks and drawers only
to those captured.Confederates whose feeble health made it
absolutely necessary. Those who were in good health would.

not require- socks and drawers until December 5th, he

22. O.R.. 2, VII, 399-400, 439, 448-450, 485-87.
23. O.R., 2, VII, 573-74; O.R., 2, VIII, 215;

Hoffman to Dana, Feb. 10, 1865, CGPLS; Hoffman to Meigs,
June 23, 1864, CGPLS; Hoffman to Grant, Aug. 8 , 1864, CGPLS.
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proclaimed. In 1864, because the prisoners were suffering
from a lack of clothing, the Union and Confederacy agreed
that each government would supply its own soldiers in the
prisons of opponents. To carry out this agreement, the
Confederacy shipped 1,000 bales of cotton from Mobile to
Hew York- to be sold. General W. N. R« Beall, an inmate of
Port Warfen, received instructions to purchase Clothing with
the proceeds. General Hoffman sent estimates of the amounts
of clothing required at the various camps and detailed rebel
officers to distribute the clothing. In February, 1865,
when the distribution began, Hoffman explained that it was
doubtful that any of the clothing would be given to captives
who would obtain an exchange and return to the field against

24the Union armies.
Hoffman had imposed restrictions upon the prisoners, 

but the "war psychosis" affected only a few areas of his 
treatment of rebels. Indeed, the Warden for the Union took 

7 positive measures to deal with the problem of scurvy and 
■ other diseases. In July, 1864, for instance, Hoffman 
.obtained the permission of the Quartermaster General to 
have water-boats provide 2 0 , 0 0 0 gallons of fresh water a day 
to Point Lookout, where the bad water contributed to a high

24.. Hoffman to Meigs, July 28, 1864, CGPLS; Hoffman 
to Tracy, Oct. 5, 1864, CGPLS"; Hartz to Barnes, Jan. 6 , 1865, 
CGPLS; Hoffman to Paine, Feb. 4,.1865, CGPLS; Blagden to 
Holmestead, Feb. 9, 1865, CGPLS; Hoffman to Halleck, Feb. 22, 
1865, CGPLS; Hoffman to Stevens, Feb. 22, 1865, CGPLS.
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rate of disease. Moreover, on August 1, 1864, Hoffman sent 
instructions to the commanders of the prison camps that if 
the tea and sugar rations were insufficient for the sick 
men, the hospital fund could purchase more, and the prison 
fund could purchase such anti-scorbutigs as were necessary 
for the. prisoners-van...gene.ral«• After Ho ffman ' s order of 
August 1st, Colonel Alexander increased the supply of 
vegetables at Camp Morton, where there were many cases of 
diarrhea, dysentery, and scurvy. As a further example, in 
October General Hoffman learned that there was a high rate 
of sickness at Camp Douglas, which the commander attributed 
to most of his wards having been confined for over a year, 
his lack of an able physician, and an insufficient issue of 
vegetables. Therefore, he requested a competent medical 
officer and authorization for the sutler to sell vegetables. 
Hoffman requested the Surgeon General to assign an experi
enced doctor to the camp. At the same time, Hoffman 
informed the commander of Camp Douglas that he could not 
permit the sutler to sell vegetables, but the officer could
purchase anti-scorbutics with the prison fund, which the

25General had authorized on August 1st.

25. . 0.R. , 2 VII , 521, 554-56, 835, 954-55, 1006,
1059.

At the end of 1864, sickness was widespread among 
the prisoners at Camp Douglas. By mid-January, however, the 
commander reported that the health of his prisoners was 
improving, despite the "prostrate condition" of the captives 
from General John B. Hood's army, and he noted that only a 
dozen prisoners had died of smallpox in the first two weeks 
of January, 1865. O.R., 2, VIII, 76.
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Sickness especially plagued the prison at Elmira,

New York, but restrictions upon prisoners were not the major 
cause. After the camp received its first prisoners in July, 
1864, a backwater lagoon of the Chemung River inside the 
prison became foul from the kitchen garbage and the latrines 
which were emptied into. it, .; "In. addition to other illnesses, 
by late August there were, some 793 cases of scurvy among the 
9,300 inmates«, Noting that although the prisoners received 
an additional two rations a week of mixed vegetables scurvy 
increased, the camp commander asked permission to use the 
prison fund to purchase additional vegetables for the sick 
captives and to have the sutler sell vegetables„ Even 
though he had already issued instructions about purchasing 
anti-scorbutics, Hoffman approved, and he authorized the 
commander to permit the sutler to sell fruits and vegetables 
during thg prevalence of scurvy,^

The conditions at Elmira resulted from a variety of
factors, but Professor Hesseltine included his discussion of

27the camp in his chapter on the "war psychogis," Actually, 
Hoffman tried to rectify the inadequacies of the prison, 
even though this was during the period when the "war . 
psychosis" manifested itself in his policy. In mid-October, 
he sent 1200 sick prisoners to the Confederacy for exchange,

26, 0,R., 2, VII, 603-605, 6 6 6 , 676, 682-83, 785-86,
27, See for example, Hesseltine, Civil War Prisons, 

pp, 200-203,
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but the number of sick prisoners continued to increase*
. When the commander recommended the construction of a sewage
system over one mile in length to the Chemung River, which
would drain the large stagnant pond of water within the
prison, Hoffman approved*, By late October Hoffman received
repes/t#-which.: no ted only that-, there was a lack of co nvenient ;
. facilities’ for doing the washing of. the hospital and that
the hospital wards would be cold in the winter* Therefore,
he approved of the construction of a wash-house, and urged

; that the cracks in the hospital walls be chinked with clay
to make them warmer. By mid-November an army surgeon
reported that there were a number of problems at the camp,
with scurvy and pneumonia prevailing. General H. W. Wessells

ordered a report of the prison commander concerning the
prevalence of scurvy in light of Hoffman's instructions of
August 1st. The commander reported that from August
dehydrated mixed vegetable^ had been issued to the prisoners
two of every five, days, and that from October, fifteen pounds
of potatoes and eight of onions, had been issued to each 1 0 0
men on three days out of five. Elmira was clearly the worst
Union prison, and the rebels labeled it "Helmira." Of

2812,123 prisoners confined there, 2,963 died.

28. O.R., 2, VII, 996-97, 1003-1005, 1025-27, 1050, 
1092-94, 1134-36, 1167, 1173-74; Clay W. Holmes, The Elmira 
Prison Camp (New York and London: G. P. Putnam's Sons,

. 1912) ,. pp. 100-127.
One scholar described the variety of problems at the 

prison, including inadequate mess facilities and housing,
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There was one final reduction of rations, albeit a 

minor one. In January, 1865, General H. . W. Wessells issued 

an order which reduced the prisoners' ration slightly by 
four ounces of hardbread (but the flour, soft bread, and 
corn-meal ration remained the, same) , one and three-quarter 
pounds -"o-f'- so-agsf’l o a n d ,  one ,and: three- . 
quarter pounds of salt. The impact of this was minimal 
because General Wessells added that if the rations of soap, 
salt, or vinegar were insufficient the prison commanders 
could increase, it to the maximum amount allowed U. S. 
•soldiers. The order reaffirmed the August, 1864, instruc
tions of General Hoffman to have prison authorities purchase 
anti-scorbutics for the inmates from the prison fund and 
additional tea and sugar for the sick from the hospital 
fund. Finally, in February, 1865, Hoffman once again

overcrowding, the stagnant pond, insufficient clothing, 
incompetent commander and medical officers, whom Hoffman 
denounced, inadequate.rations, and the bitter winter weather 
of New York. After an outbreak of scurvy, a larger 
epidemic of diarrhea occurred, which was followed by a 
plague of pneumonia in November, 1864, and then an outbreak 
of smallpox in December, 1864. Then, in March, 1865, the 
Chemung River overflowed, and the entire camp, with the 
exception of about one acre, was flooded. The 200-300 
smallpox victims in the hospital, which was in the lowest 
part of the camp, were evacuated by rafts.-

- O.R., 2, VII, 996-97, 1003, 1005, 1025-27, 1050,
1092-94, 1104, 1173-74, 1213, 1240, 1273; O.R.. 2, VIII, 
23-24, 39, 209, 419-420, 714; Hoffman to Townsend, Nov. 13, 
1865, CGPLS; Hames I. Robertson, Jr., "The Scourge of 
Elmira. 11 Civil War History, VIII (June, 1962), 184-201.
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permitted sutlers to sell vegetables to prisoners in

29quantities necessary to their health.
The Confederates confined in Union prisons noted in

their diaries and in their reminiscences after the war that
the policy of retaliating upon them by cutting their rations
.a#d#re#trrotmngvthe&rprAyileges^ resulted . in starvation,
disease, and death. The captives resorted to desperate
extremes to satiate their hunger. Still, a number of the
prisoners' accounts were published long after the war. The
old rebels often wrote their reminiscences in reaction to
the atrocity stories of life in southern prisons by Union
soldiers in an attempt to defend the South by describing

30deprivations in northern prisons„
For instance, a former prisoner of Johnson’s Island 

remembered in 1891 that food was abundant in 1863 because 
the prisoners could purchase from the sutler and the 
peddlers who came to the prison daily. But in 1864, after 

the sutlers and the peddlers no longer served their needs, 
the rebels became "gaunt, cadaverous men. i" A former inmate 
of Camp Morton remembered that many of his comrades died 
from starvation, and many others fed "like hogs upon the 
refuse material thrown into the swill-tubs from the hospital

29. O.R., 2, VIII, 62-63; Hoffman to Dana, Feb. 10, 
1865, CGPLS.

30. See Hesseltine , Civil War P r i s o n s pp. 247- 
257. '
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3]kitchen," ' After rations were limited and trade with the

sutler .restricted, a captive on Johnson1s Island recorded
that his comrades began to eat rats, killing twenty-five to
one hundred of the rodents each night. Another prisoner

: accused the government of cutting the rations so much that
32the men were cruelly kept in a state of acute hunger,

: Cats were such a favorite food with the inmates:of one
prison that within a short time, the feline population had
disappeared. One captured Confederate said that at Camp
Chase the men suffered greatly because they received only

33one-third rations, . Another rebel recorded that prisoners 
received half-rations, and many began to eat rats, cats, 
dogs, and the garbage from the tubs from the kitchen. The 
rats were in such demand, claimed one inmate, that some men
went into the business of capturing and selling the animals,

31, H, Carpenter, "Plain Living at Johnson's Island, 
Described by a Confederate Officer," The Century Magazine,
XIX (March, 1891), 714-15; John A, Wyeth, "Cold Cheer at 
Camp Morton," The Century Magazine, XIX (April, 1891), 848- 
49.

32, Edmund DeWitt Patterson, Yankee Rebel: The 
Civil War Journal of Edmund DeWitt Patterson, edited with an 
introduction by John G. Barrett (Chapel Hill: The University 
of North Carolina Press,. 1965), pp. 185-195; James F.
Crocker, Gettysburg— Pickett's Charge and Other War 
Addresses (Portsmouth, Virginia: W. A. Fiske, Printer and 
Bookbinder, 1915) , pp. 75-77. . ..

33, Henry C. Dickinson. Diary of Capt. Henry C. 
Dickinson, C.S.A. (Denver, Colorado: The Williamson-Haffner 
Co., 191-.), pp. 85, 155-58; W. . H. Duff. Terrors and Horrors 
of Prison Life, or Six Months a Prisoner at Camp Chase, Ohio 
(Lake Charles, Louisiana: Orphan Helper Print., 1907), pp. 
15-17.
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while other' men went to the "slop. barrels and garbage piles

' 34
to gather from the refuse a handful of revolting food.''
A rebel at Johnson's Island complained that being forbidden 
to receive packages was a great hardship on the prisoners f 
and that the ration was less than the daily nutritional
r̂ gtrrrblftenbB't -, At" Ro-ck Island--men -fought over bones , and

... . 35 ' ' ' . '-v’ate dogs.
Of course, conditions in the Confederate prisons 

neither justified retaliation nor relieved the Union from 
■ the responsibility for providing inmates in their prisons

34o t Fritz Fuzzlebug [John J„, Dunkle], Prison Life 
During the Rebellion (Sibger's Glen, Va„: Joseph Funk's 
Sons, Printer, 1869), pp. 41-45; John Dooley, John Dooley 
Confederate Soldier; His War Journal, ed. by Joseph T.
Durkin (Washington: Georgetown University Press, 1945), 
pp. 163-65.

35i Buehring H. Jones, The. Sunny Land: Or, Prison 
Prose and Poetry, Containing the Productions of the Ablest 
Writers in the South, and Prison Lays of Distinguished 
Confederate Officers, edited with Preface, biographies, 
sketches, & stories by J» A. Houston (Baltimore: Innes &
Co., printer, 1868), pp. 332, 484-88; J. W. Minnich, Inside 
Rock Island Prison from December, 1863, to June, 1865 
(Nashville, Tenn.; Dallas Texas: Publishing House of the 
M. E. Church, South, Smith & Lamar, Agents, 1908), pp. 6-11.

See also: Gporge C. Osborn, ed., "A Confederate
Prisoner at Camp Chase: Letters and Diary of Private James 
W. Anderson," Ohio State Archaeological and Historical 
Quarterly, LIX (January, 19 50), 49-50; John M. King Three 
Hundred Days in a Yankee Prison (Atlanta, Georgia: Jas. P. 
Daves, 1904), pp. 76-79; Griffin Frost, Camp and Prison 
JournalEmbracing Scenes in Camp, on the March, , and in 
Prisons (Quincy, Illinois: Quincy Herald Book and Job 
Office", 1867) , pp. 199, 253, 267-69; D. R. Hundley, Prison 
Echoes of the Great. Rebellion (New York: S. W„ Green, 
Printer, 1874), pp. 115-16, 121, 127, 173, 180; A. M.(
Keiley, In Vinculis; Or, the Prisoner of War (New York: 
Blelock & Co., 1866), pp. 115, 145-47, 167-173.
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with adequate provisions. A comparison with conditions in
the Confederate Army does reveal, nevertheless, that the
rations given rebels in Union prisons exceeded those Union
prisoners received in the Confederacy. Furthermore, as
Bell Irvin Wiley has concluded, much of the bad health in
.the«i,Canfederat.e;,.i:an]c,s,,:resul«t,eci«.;:fro.m .:the«vinadequat.e> food they
received, and vegetables were especially scarce in their 

3 6diet. These deficiencies contributed to the emaciated 
condition of many of the southern soldiers when captured 
and doubtless increased the incidence of such diseases as 
scurvy among the inmates of Northern■prisons.

In contrast to the rations which captured rebels 
received, the rations issued Union soldiers captured by the 
Confederates were extremely deficient. In early 1864, at 
Andersonville, the official ration was one-quarter pound of 
meal, and one-third pound of bacon or one pound of beef.
The inmates occasionally obtained peas, rice, vinegar, and 
molasses. Prisoners with money purchased goods from the 
sutler at exhorbitant rates, for example $2 for a bunch of 
four or five onions, and $1 for a pint of flour. By July,

36. For a description of sickness and disease in 
the Confederate Army see Bell Irvin Wiley, The Life of 
Johnny Reb (Indianapolis and New York: The Bobbs-Merrill 
Company, 1962), pp. 244-269.



1864, one Union soldier recorded that he had received only
37one ration in three days.

The rations allotted to captive Union soldiers 
reflected the increasing difficulty the Confederacy 
encountered in supplying food to'its army and prisoners, 
Cohdditiot^^vSrted'y■ but the rebel soldiers experienced greater 
deprivation during periods of active campaigns. In 1862, 
during the Fort Donelson campaign rebels went several days 
without rations, during the Peninsula campaign received very 
scant rations, and during the Antietam campaign relied upon 
green corn and apples from the fields and orchards along the 
route to supplement their slight rations. During the fight
ing at Vicksburg in 1863, soldiers boiled roots, grass, and 
weeds for food, and ate one-half pound of mule for their 

meat ration on the day before the surrender,^® By late 
1864, the Confederacy estimated three ounces of bacon or 
four ounces of beef as a daily meat ration for a soldier, 
while the Union issued its prisoners ten ounces of pork or 
fourteen ounces of beef. As a rebel soldier each man got

37. Ovid L, Futch, History of Andersonville Prison 
([Gainesville]: University of Florida Press, 1968), pp. 21, 
32-35.

38. Wiley, The Life of Johnny Reb, pp. 90-107.
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twelve ounces of meal or eight of flour, but as a prisoner

39was given sixteen ounces of corn-meal or soft bread„
Still, former Confederates stressed that there was 

great suffering and death from the insufficient food pro
vided them in Union prison camps„ After the war, rebels 
said - many prise ners- had -'s tarved or had .returned - to their 
homes with impaired health* - In the years after the Civil 
War there were conflicting accounts by the Union and Con
federate authorities vilifying the prison management of 
their enemy * Each side gsed different statistics to show 
that their opponent's prisons had destroyed more human 

lives* . ■
Secretary Stanton reported that 26,436 rebels had 

died in Union prisonsand 22,576 Union prisoners had died 
in southern prisons. The Union had held 220,000 prisoners
in all, Stanton reported, and the Confederacy had held 

4.0126,940* Jefferson Davis concluded that 220,000

39* 0*R*, 4, III, 777,v Compare this Confederate
ration to the reduced ration the Union issued after the 
impact of the "war psychosis." See above, this chapter, 
footnote 19*

40. In January, 1865, the office of the Commissary 
General of Prisoners replied to an inquiry about the 
mortality rate with statistics from. Johnson's Island, Fort 
Delaware, and Point Lookout, Since early 1862 there had 
been 7,377 inmates, mostly officers, confined at Johnson's 
Island, of which 198 had died. At Port Delaware from April, 
1863, there had been 22,398 prisoners with 1,926 deaths.
At Point Lookout, since July, 1863, there had been 32,140 
rebels with 1,582 deaths. These three camps were said to 
be a "fair criterion of the others." After the war, 
Hoffman's office reported to Stanton that 26,436 rebel
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Confederates had been prisoners and 270,000 Union troops had 
been held in the South and that nine per cent of the prison
ers had died in the southern prisons while over.twelve per

’ 41cent of the prisoners had died in northern prisons»
Alfred Alexander Woodhull, who later became Assistant Surgeon
Generalat tasked.-- Da visi statistics and asserted that 35,401
had died in southern prisons and 30,815 died in Union 

42prisons. In 1904, James Ford Rhodes learned from the 
Chief of the Records and Pension Office that 211,411 Union 
men had been captured and 16,658 were paroled on the site of 
capture, and 30,218 died. On the other hand, 462,634 Con
federates had been captured, 247,769 were paroled, and 
25,976 died in Union prison camps. Hence there was over 
twelve per cent mortality in the Union camps and fifteen and

captives had died in Union hands, as Stanton reported to 
Congress» Blagden to Cross, Jan. 9, 1865, CGPLS; U„ S., 
Congress, House, Union and Rebel Soldiers Died While 
Prisoners, House Executive Document 152, 39th Cong,, 1st 
Sess., 1866. ' .

41. Jefferson Davis, The Rise and Fall of the Con
federate Government (2 vols.; New York: Thomas Yoseloff, 
1958), II, 607.

As Professor Hesseltine observed, Jefferson Davis 
documented his statistics by referring the reader to an 
editorial in the Hational-Intelligencer, without giving a 
date. This editorial remains elusive, and the authority of 
the statistics allegedly quoted, Surgeon General Joseph 
Barnes, apparently made no such report. See Hesseltine, 
Civil War Prisons, pp. 255-56.

42. A. A. Woodhull, "The Prisons of the Civil 
War," Nation, L (January 30, 1890), 87-88.
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one-half per cent in the South. Tabulating the deaths in 
the prison returns from July, 1862 through November, 1865, 
yields only 20,338 deaths. The difference between this 
number and the 26,000 figure must include the prisoners who 
died before July, 1862, which was undoubtedly a small number.. 
The^ majority of. the' discrepancy of over 5,700 was no doubt 
those who were wounded or sick when captured and died in
Union hospitals. Less than ten per cent, therefore, of the

■ 44.rebels confined in Union prison camps died.
If it is a truism that no man loves his jailer, it 

is surprising that Hoffman's name does not figure prominently 
in the vitriolic accounts written by former inmates of Union 
prisons. There was no barrage of vituperation against 
William Hoffman after the war, no lingering- hatred for him, 
and no attempt to arraign him or the office of the Commissary 
General of Prisoners. Indeed, at least one former inmate of 
Johnson's Island, questioned whether the commander of that 
camp really acted, as he claimed, under orders of William 
Hoffman. Although he was bitter, Joe Barbiere concluded:
"This may be so, but if so, we are deceived in the man, as 
Hoffman looks like a soldier, and would not countenance the

43. James Ford Rhodes, History of the United States 
from.the Compromise of 1850 (8 VoIs.; New York: Macmillan 
Co.v 1904-1919), V, 507-508.

44. O.R., 2, VIII, 986-1004.
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doings of a subordinate, so inconsistent with the character■ 
of a soldier and gentleman.

The period of time within which the "war psychosis" 
had a determinable effect was relatively brief. In an 
initial period, from December, 1863 through February, 1864, 
restrictions, were, placed on.inmates;trading with sutlers 
and receiving packages. The major period during which the 
"war psychosis" affected Hoffman's treatment of captured 
rebels was after April 20, 1864, when he made the first 
reduction in rations. In August, 1864, he placed additional 
limitations on the captives, restricting again their trading 
with the sutler and receiving packages. The major period 
for the "war psychosis" as a factor in the treatment of 
prisoners was from May, 1864 through January, 1865. By 
February, 1865, the sutlers were again selling food; clothing 
was being distributed; and many southern soldiers were being 
returned to the Confederacy. Whilp the passion of retalia
tion was a spectacular factor, it was not the major one 
influencing conditions within the Union prison camps„

■ In truth the "war psychosis" seems to have been only 

a secondary influence upon General Hoffman’s treatment of

45., Joe Barbiere, Seraph from thp Prison Table, at 
Camp Chase and Johnson’s Island- (Doylestown, Pennsylvania:
W. W. H. Davis, Printer, 1868), p. 77.

In contrast. Union prisoners vilified Captain Henry 
Wirz, the commander of Andersonville, and the Union tried 
and executed him after the war. See Futch, History of 
Andersonville Prison, pp. 113-122„
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his wards„ It had affected a reduction of rations, and 
caused restrictions on clothing, trading with the sutler, 
and receiving packages„ Nevertheless, Hoffman had continued 
to take steps to prevent scurvy and disease, provide for the 
construction of a sewage system and wash-house at Elmira, 
denounce incompetent officers, and provide for the appoint
ment of a competent medical officer at Elmira» If the "war 
psychosis" had been an all pervading influence, the General 
would not have taken these positive actions to alleviate 
these deficiencieso

Actually the familiar problems which the Warden for 
the Union had confronted from the beginning of the war had 
a greater influence upon the conditions of the treatment of 
captured.Confederates„ Many problems had existed in .the 
prison system during the early years which created unaccept
able conditions and a high rate of disease long before the 
advent of the "war psychosis." Even when the retaliatory 
mentality began to manifest itself in the policy of fhe 
office of the Commissary General of Prisoners, its impact 
was not particularly decisive.

It is difficult to measure any quantitative impact 

of the "war psychosis." As Table I shows, from.July, 1862 
through June, 1863, the mortality rate increased as the 
number of prisoners declined because of exchanges, and the 
Union retained those captives too ill to transfer. The 
large number of deaths in January and February, 1863
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Table I, Prison Mortality. Rates

Date
Number of 
Prisoners Deaths

Mortality.
Rate

1862 July 19,423 . 280 1.44%
August 18,347 208 1.13%
September 13,241 56 .42%
October 5,012 51 1 .0 2 %
November 2,898 59 2.03%
December 1,394 47 . 3.37%

1863 January 1,286 95 7.39%
February 4,049 644 15.90%
March : 3,665 85 : 2.77%

■ April .1,441 57 3.95%
May 2,570 126 4.90%

; June 6 , 0 6 2 170 2.80% ,
August 17,457 283 1.62%
September 21,485 503 2.34%
October .24,180 629 2.60%
November 26,519 541 2.04%
December 29,279 801 2.25%

1864 January 35,549 801 2.25%
February 34,983 779 2.23%
March . 33,802 675 1.99%
April 33,598 413 1.23%
May 33,601 341 1.28%
June 44,100 436 .99%
July 49 , 544 625 1.26%
August 50,838 793 1.56%
September 56,920 879 1.54%
October 57,098 771 • 1.35%
November 54,943 818 1.49%
December 50,834 1094 2.15%

1865 January 63,00 3 1600 2. 53%
February 65,322 1819 2. 78%
March - 52,189 1451 2. 78%
April 41,659 916 . 2.19%
May 64,40 5 909 1.41%
June 48,189 611 1.27%
July 2,425 34 1.40%
August . 165 2 1 .2 1%
September \ 133 > 0 .0 0 %
October 36 1 2.78%
November 4 0 .0 0 %



210
reflected the smallpox epidemic at Alton prison and Camp 
Douglas» By July, 1863, after which the Union sent only 
occasional prisoners for exchange until September, 1864, 
there were 6 , 0 0 0 rebels confined and the mortality rate of 
2.80 per cent. In August, with a large increase in prison 
population, the mortality rate declined, but stabilized at 
something over two per cent in the following months. In - 
the months of September through November, the number of 
inmates increased from seventeen thousand to twenty-nine 
thousand, and the mortality rate was 2.34, 2.60, and 2.04 
per cent. Then, from December, 1863 to February, 1864, 
which was the duration of the first period of the "war 
psychosis," the mortality rate was 2.13, 2.25, and 2.23 per 
cent. No detectable impact upon the mortality rate was 
evident in the first period of the "war psychosis."

As has been seen, in March, 1864, Hoffman removed 
the restrictions on, dealing with the sutler, but in late
April he began to make a cut-back in the rations, and by

(June had further restricted the rations. From March to 
June, 1864, the mortality rate actually declined from 1.99 

per cent to .98 and 1.26 per cent. At the same time the 
number of captives, rose from 33,000 to -49,000. That is, 
with the beginning of the period in which the "war 
psychosis" manifested itself in the policy of General 

Hoffman's treatment of prisoners, the mortality rate did not 
reflect this retaliation, but actually declined. From July
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through November, the mortality bate.remained relatively 
constant, near 1.5 per cent. From April, 1864 to February, 
1865 the number of prisoners had increased from 33,598 to 
65,322.f6

. If: the "war psychosis" had been an overwhelmingly 
decisive factor, the rate of mortality would have reflected 
the impact of the Union retaliation and "starvation" of 
prisoners, as former Confederates charged. At the beginning 
of May, 1864, when the "war psychosis" manifested itself in 
his restrictions on rations, Hoffman confined 33,601 
prisoners. By the beginning of February, 1865, he held 
65,322 captives, almost double the number of inmates. This 
is the period of time when the "war psychosis" clearly had 
an impact on Hoffman's policies. Prison conditions un
doubtedly deteriorated during this period, but thid decline 
certainly resulted from the crowding of prisoners as the 
number of inmates doubled; the increasingly emaciated 
condition of rebel soldiers when captured in the final months 
of the Civil War; and all those factors which had previously 
caused a worsening of conditions in the prison camps. A s . 
was seen in preceding chapters, in early 1862, and 1863 
through early 1864, conditions deteriorated to unacceptable 
levels at times before the advent of the "war psychosis."

46. These statistics have been computed from the 
figures given in the abstract from monthly returns of Union 
prisons in O.R., 2, VIII, 986-1004.
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Moreover-, during the time when the "war psychosis" did have 
an impact upon General Hoffman's policies, the mortality 
rates did not deviate and showed no appreciable impact of 
the "war psychosis."

In addition to the mortality rates, the incidence 
of sickness among the inmates also reflected no change 
during the period of the "war psychosis." As Table II 
shows, from July, 1862 through June, 1863 the sickness rate 
had fluctuated wildly from a low of 1.61 per cent in 
September, 1862 to a high of 38.18 per cent in January,
1863. During this time the number of prisoners varied 
greatly. In the ten months preceding the period of the 
"war psychosis" the sickness rate remained mostly between 
seven and eight per cent. From May, 1864 through January, 
1865, when the "war psychosis" manifested itself, the sick
ness rate remained at the same level. From February through
May, 1865 the sickness rate fluctuated from 7.85 per cent to

476 .8 8 , 10.5, and 6.5 per cent.
Quantitatively, then, the "war psychosis" had no , 

appreciable impact upon prison conditions. Neither the 
sickness rate nor the mortality rate reflected any. dis
cernible consequences of the "war psychosis. " On. the other 
hand, the qualitative conditions of prison existence

47. These statistics have been computed from the 
figures given in the abstract from monthly returns of Union 
prisons in O.R., 2, VIII, 986-1004.
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Table II, Prison Sickness Rates

Date
Number of 
Prisoners

Number-
Sick

Sickness
Rate

1862 July 19,423 i 1 0 2 2 : 5.26%
August 18,347 8 8 8 4.84%
September 13,241 224 1.61%
October 5,012 29.8 5.94%
November 2,898 . 128 4.41%
December 1,394 207 14.85%

1863 January 1,286 . 491 38.18%
February 4,049 1194 29.49%
March 3,665 71 1.94%
April 1,441 161 11.17%
May 2/570 164 6.38%
June 3,708 375 ■ 1 0 .1 1 %
July 6,062 ■501 8.26%
August 17,457 1 0 1 0 5.84%
September 21,485 993 4. 62%
October 24,180 1874 7.71%
November 26,519 2479 9.35%
December 29,279 2456 ■ \ 8.39%

1864 January . 35,549 2818 7i 93%
February . 34,983 2766 7.91%
March 33,802 3016 8.92%
April 33,598 2668 7.94%
May - 33,601 3099 9 .2 2 %
June 44,100 3514 7.97%
July 49,544 3507 7.22%
August 50.838 3773 7.42%
September 56,920 3300 5.79%
October 57,098 3625 - 6.33%

• November 54,943 4101 7.46%
December ; 50,834 4689 9.22%

1865 January 63,003 5163 8.19%
February 65,322 5137 7.85%
March 52,189 3593 6 .8 8 %
April 41,659 ' 4230 10.15%
May 64,405 4188 6.50%
June 48,189 374 .78%
July 2,425 7 .29%
August 165 6 3.64%
September 133 1 .75%
October . 36 . - 0 .0 0 %
November 4 0 .0 0 %



■- : 2i4
undoubtedly suffered„ Some inmates were certainly hungry 
and ill clad« Diarrhea, dysentery, and scurvy plagued 
several camps„ Therefore, Professor Hesseltine was correct 
in detecting a "war psychosis" impact upon prison conditions, 
but he distorted the chronology and influence of that 
factor by including conditions in Union prisons after 1862 
in a single chapter. The impact of the "war psychosis" was 

limited in time and limited in responsibility for repre
hensible conditions in the Union prisons.



CHAPTER VIII

MUSTERED OUT .

By early 1865, the limited impact of the "war 
psychosis" was further diluted by General Hoffman permitting 
again sutlers to sell food, directing the distribution of 
clothing, and delivering captured rebels to the Confederate 
linese In the final months of the Civil War the Lincoln 
administration again returned captives, to the South to 
conciliate growing public demands for exchange. Although 
the Union began to deliver captives to the Confederates in 
September, 1864, this did not violate the spirit of General

p 'Ulysses S„ Grant's decision in April, 1864, The army sent 
prisoners who were sick and invalids, and who were incapable 
of fighting for at least sixty days,. By late January, 1865, 
General.Grant began to transport large numbers of men to the 
southern lines. He returned the soldiers from Kentucky, 
Arkansas, Missouri,Tennessee, and Louisiana first, however, 

because the rebels would have difficulties forcing soldiers

1, For General Grant's attitude about exchange, 
see above, Chapter VII, footnote 16,

2 1 5
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from these states, now under firm Union control, into the
2army in the East.

The Union sent 1770 prisoners south for exchange in 
September, 1864, and 4270 men the next month. Only 607 
captives returned to the rebel lipes in November and two 
prisoners in December. In January, 1865, the United States 
government transported 1467 soldiers to Confederate lines.
Hoffman sent over 10,000 rebels to their own lines in

' 3February, 1865, and over 13,000 in March.
On March 7, 1865, General Grant informed Hoffman:‘

"The■enemy are putting all their returned prisoners into the 
ranks of the Eastern Army without regard to the organization 
to which they belong. As the men returned to us are unfit 
for duty I want all the same class in our hands returned 
before any well men are sent back." Desiring the release of 
all inmates who were in close confinement or in irons, Grant 
became exasperated when he received reports that Hoffman 

still retained a number of rebels in irons.. Explaining that 
he had repeatedly ordered that all soldiers in close

2. William B. Hesseltine,. Civil War Prisons: A 
Study in War Psychology (New York: Frederick Ungar Publish-? 
ing Co., 1964), pp. 225-230.

3. Hesseltine, Civil War Prisons, pp. 210-232; R.
N. Scott et al., eds., The War of the Rebellion: A compila
tion of the Official Records of the Union and Confederate 
Armies (130 vols.; Washington: Government Printing Office, 
1880-1901), series 2,.VIII, 219, 235, 998-1001. Hereafter 
cited as O.R. '
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confinement or in irons be sent forward for exchange,
Hoffman said that if any prisoners were still so confined

4it was without his knowledge.
Although the Civil War had almost run its course, 

General Hoffman continued to be extremely concerned about 
procedural matters. For instance, on March 27th, he informed 
General Grant that the Union had sent 7,500 more captives to 
the rebel authorities than it had received in return, and he 
wanted to know if he should continue to forward' prisoners.. 
After receiving additional prisoners, Hoffman explained to 
General Grant on March 29 that he still had delivered 4,'000 
more prisoners than the United States had received from the 
rebels, and he wanted to send no more men south until the

5Confederates made up the balance. He’ complained of irregu
larities which had taken place in exchanging prisoners, such 
as the Confederate Agent delivering captives without rolls 
and receipting for men only by number, not by rank. Further 

difficulties arose when Hoffman referred many inquiries to 
the office of the Assistant Agent for Exchange and usually 
received no reply. As a result,.the Commissary General 
doubted that many books or files were kept in the exchange

4. Grant to Hoffman, March 7, 9, 14, 1865, Head
quarters of the Army, Letters Sent (HQALS), Record Group-108 
(RG-108), National Archives (NA); Hoffman to Grant, Commis
sary General of Prisoners, Letters Sent (CGPLS), RG-249, NA.

5. Hoffman to Grant, March 27, 29, 1865, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Canby, March 28, 1865, CGPLS.



office, and urged the appointment of an officer to inquire
"into the manner in which the duties are performed, and the
records kept in connection with exchanges, and where it is
found necessary, such reform be ordered as the good of the
service demands." Two days after Hoffman's lengthy letter
to General Grant, General Robert E. Lee evacuated Richmond,
Virginia. One week later, on the day of Lee's surrender at
Appomattox, on April 9th, Hoffman was at City Point and
telegraphed his superiors that he would have to use Newport

6News as a depot for prisoners.
To accommodate the men captured in the last months 

of the war, General Hoffman established two new prison 
camps. As early as August, 1864, he had suggested to 
Secretary of War Stanton that arrangements be made for 
10 ,000 inmates at the recruiting service rendezvous on 
Hart's Island, in Long Island Sound. By mid-September 
Hoffman submitted plans to the Quartermaster General for the 
new prison, and in early October he informed General Henry 
Wager Halleek, Chief of Staff, that the depot would be ready 
within a few days. Because he transferred prisoners in 
September and October, 1864, and released other inmates in 
the months of January through March, 1865, Hoffman did not 
have to utilize the camp. In April, 1865/ the month when

6 . Hoffman to Grant, March 31, 1865, CGPLS;
Hoffman to James, April 9, 1865, Telegrams Collected by the 
Office of the Secretary of War (TCSW), RG-107, NA.
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General Lee evacuated the Confederate Capital and sur
rendered, Hoffman sent only 477 rebels south. Therefore, 
in April, 1865, Hoffman sent some 2,400 captives to Hart's

7Island, where he retained them through June,
During that same month, the Commissary General of

Prisoners made plans to establish a temporary depot at
/  - • . Newport News. On April 9, the day of General Lee's sur
render, General Grant informed Hoffman that he approved.
Some 3,, 300 captured Confederates, arrived at the prison camp

8during the month, and remained there through June, 1865.
With the end of hostilities, General Grant indicated 

again the policy he had applied to General Lee's army at 
Appomattox of allowing the prisoners to return home as 
quickly as possible. By releasing the rebels immediately. 

Grant believed, "They may still raise something for their 
subsistence for the coming year and prevent suffering next 
winter." On May 8 th, Hoffman instructed his commanders to 
release all inmates, except officers above the rank of

7. Hoffman to Meigs, Sept. 16, 1864, CGPLS;
Hoffman to Stanton, Aug. 15, 1864, CGPLS; Hoffman to 
Halleck, Oct. 4, Nov..1, 1864, CGPLS; O.R.. 2, VIII, 1001- 
1003.

8 . Hoffman to Thomas, April 5, 1865,.CGPLS; Hoffman 
to James, April 7, 8 , 1865, CGPLS; Hoffman to Grant, April 
8 , 1865, CGPLS; Grant to Hoffman, April 9, 1865, HQALS;
O.R., 2 VIII, 1001-1003. •
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colonel, who had asked to take the oath of allegiance before 
the fall of Richmond*^

On May 30th, Hoffman instructed the commander of 
Point Lookout to release the patients in the hospital who 
took the oath of allegiance. To speed releasing the other 
inmates, the Warden for the Union made some suggestions to 
General Grant. He believed that he could release fifty men 
from each prison per day, taking the prisoners below the 
rank of general and those who had no charges against them 
first. Because there were over seventeen prison camps with 
some 50,000 inmates in all, Hoffman reported that by this 
method it would take sixty days to vacate the. camps. On 
June 9, "Old Huffy" explained that he was releasing all 

prisoners of war below the rank of major, who had not been 
members of the United States Army.when the rebellion began, 
according to new Gengral Orders he had received. Hoffman 
recommended the release of civilians against whom there were 
no serious charges, upon their taking the oath of allegiance. 
By June 20th, General Hoffman learned from his superiors 
that President Andrew Johnson had decided to discharge all 
captives, with the exception of those captured with

9. O. R... 2, VIII, 538, 556, 7.00-710, 784; Hoffman 
to Schoepf, May 8 , 1865, CGPLS. From February, 1865 to the 
enf of the war large numbers of prisoners were unwilling to 
be sent South for exchange. One-third of the prisoners; at 
Camp Douglas offered, to take the oath of allegiance,.one- 
half at Elmira were willing to become loyal if they could 
obtain an early release, and 1300 rebels at Rock Island re-. 
fused to be sent for exchange. Hesseltine, Civil War 
Prisons, pp. 230-31.
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Jefferson Davis, and those who were special cases. After
taking the oath of allegiance and giving their parole for
good behavior, the rebels received transportation to their 
, 10homes, . -'

■ As the prison population dwindled, the Commissary 
General made plans to close some of the prisons. For 
example, in mid-June, Hoffman submitted reports on the 
garrisons on Johnson‘s Island and Rock Island, Because 
Rock Island was too large, he suggested the transfer of 
those inmates to Camp Chase, where he could retain them more 
conveniently. In addition to this recommendation, he 
explained that because extensive works had been erected on 
Johnson's Island "it would be advisable before returning it 
to its owner to decide the question as to the propriety of 
securing it for the location of a naval station for the 
defense of the northern frontier," Exactly against what the 
"northern frontier" at Sandusky, Ohio, had to be defended in 
1865 General Hoffman did not mention. He also reported to 
Stanton that there was public property at many of the 
prisons, including furniture, lumber, and pumps, which he

10, Hoffman to Jones, Jupe 5, 1865, CGPLS; Hoffman 
to Barnes, May 30, 1865, CGPLS; Hoffman to Grant, May 30, 
June 16, 1865, CGPLS; Hoffman to Parson, June 9, 1865, CGPLS 
Hartz to Ingraham, June 18, 1865, CGPLS; Townsend to Hoffman 
July 20, 1865, Adjutant. General1s Office, Letters Sent 
(AGOLS), RG-94, NA„

Of. the 48,189 prisoners in June, 1865, 852 were 
citizens. At the beginning of July 268 civilians remained 
incarcerated among the 2,425 inmates, O.R., 2, VIII, 1002- 
1003.
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could sell at public auctions» After placing the proceeds
in the prison funds, he explained, he would turn over these
monies to the United States Treasury*

In early July, 1865, Hoffman ordered the transfer of
the patients in the prison hospitals at Elmira, Camp Chase,
Camp Morton, Camp Douglas, and Rock Island to the post
hospitals at these garrisons* Thus, he removed the need
for a prison guard because no inmates other than those in
hospitals remained at these camps* By July 5, the General
informed General Grant that with the exception of a few men
in the post hospitals, he had released all the prisoners
from Point Lookout, Newport News, Hart's Island, Elmira,
Camp Chase, Camp Morton, Rock Island, and Alton prison*
Because only 150 inmates remained at Johnson's Island, and
Hoffman could transfer them to Fort Warren or Fort Delaware
if necessary, he explained that he could return the island
to its owners* Hoffman instructed commanders to remain at
their posts until they closed the books and records of the

12pr. son and forwarded them to his office*
Only 165 captives remained in Union prison camps at 

the beginning of August, 1865* ' Early that month, Hoffman

11* Hartz to Richardson, May 16, 1865, CGPLS; 
Hoffman to Grant, June 16, 1865, CGPLS; Hoffman to Stanton, 
June 24, 1865, CGPLS*

12* -Hoffman to Barnes, July 3, 1865, CGPLS; Hoffman
to Grant, July 5, 1865, CGPLS; Hoffman to Bamberger, July 9,
1865, TCSW*
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received instructions from the Secretary of War to turn over 
the buildings at the vacant camps to the Quartermaster 
General's Department for disposal. Hoffman requested his 
subordinates to turn over the prison funds when they closed 
the camps« As has been seen, Hoffman's predilections for

13. economy were evident in his concern for the.prison funds.
By.the end of October, 1865, Union prisoner of war

camps confined only four men. Therefore, on November 3,
1865, the War Department relieved General William Hoffman of
his duties as Commissary General of Prisoners and ordered

■ 14him to return to active duty with his regiment. His 
success as.Warden for the Union had been a mixed one.

Partisan emotions complicated judgments about the 
treatment of prisoners. The argument became largely an 
imaginary battle of extrapolation, waged with loaded condi
tional clauses. If the Union had not stopped exchanges by

13. Townsend to Hoffman, Aug. 10, 1865,. AGOLS;
0o R., 2, VIII, 1003; See above, Chapter VI, footnotes 41-44, 
for Hoffman's preoccupation with economy, especially by the 
prison fund.

Hoffman took care of some minor matters, such as 
investigating small sums of money which were missing from 
the accounts at Elmira and requesting the records, of the 
various hospitals for his office files. He inspected Fort 
Delaware and found all prisoners released from there by 
August except for two men captured with Jefferson Davis.
The buildings were falling in and of little value, and the 
island"was.overrun with rats, which were destroying the 
corn growing in the gardens the prisoners had planted. 
Hoffman to Townsend, Aug. 24, 31, 1865, CGPLS; Hoffman to 
Barnes, Sept. 27, 1865, CGPLS.

14. O.R.. 2, VIII, 784, 1004.
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July, 1863, conditions would not have deteriorated in 
northern and southern prisons as the number, of inmates 
soared* If Jefferson Davis had not proclaimed that.United 
States Negro soldiers would be treated as slaves and their 
white officers as leaders of armed slave insurrection, the 
North would not have terminated exchanges* If the Lincoln 
government had not stopped exchanges, the Confederacy, would 
have been able to accommodate and supply her captives, and. 
would never have had to incarcerate men at Andersonville, 
and elsewhere, under inadequate conditions. If the Richmond 
government had not provided so poorly for the captured 
federal troops, the Union would have imposed no restrictions 
upon captured Confederate soldiers. Such disputes are 

bootless.
After the Civil War, the southerners tried to explain 

Andersonville by blaming the North for terminating exchanges. 
As a recent historian of Andersonville, Professor Ovid 
Futch, has.noted: "it is illogical to argue that since
exchange would have saved lives, refusal to exchange caused 
deaths." The exchange of prisoners would undoubtedly have 
prevented many deaths at Andersonville, but probably many 
of the exchanged troops would have perished in battle and 
the war would have dragged on. Furthermore, Professor 
Futch explained that the collapse of the cartel did not 
relieve the Confederates from providing for the men they 
captured. When the rebels could not satisfactorily provide
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for their captives, they were obliged to release their

. 15prisoners on parole.
Or. the other hand, conditions in southern prisons 

did not relieve the Union from responsibility for providing 
for their captives. NeverthelessGeneral Hoffman was not 
responsible for many of the difficulties within the camps. 
Neither William Hoffman nor the "war psychosis" caused 
smallpox, malarial fever, and the wide range of diseases 
prevalent in Union prisoner of war camps. Prison housing, 
was inadequate, but so too was that in Union Army camps. 
Obviously, the Warden for the Union was not culpable for 
the virulence of smallpox, the state of medical knowledge 
at the time, the hardship of the northern climate for the 
southern soldiers, nor the difficult physical conditions of 

many of the camps.
The General took positive steps to deal with those 

problems over which he had some control. The documents do 
not arraign Hoffman for negligence by failing to rectify the 
hardships which the captured rebels endured. As has been

15. Ovid L„ Futch, History of Andersonville Prison 
.([Gainesville]: University of Florida Press, 1968), p. 119.

16. Hoffman had housed paroled federal soldiers in 
barracks at Camp Morton and had explained they were more 
comfortable than anything the troops could find in the 
field.' He also had housed parolees at Camp Parole in tents 
and had observed that they were as comfortable as soldiers 
could expect to be "under canvas." See above, Chapter V, 
footnotes 16 and 17.



seen, he moved inmates from camps to deal with the outbreak
of smallpox; he tried to isolate the contagion; and, he
constructed smallpox hospitals. To deal with scurvy and
other diseases, Hoffman made recommendations about the food
and sanitary conditions. He tried:to provide drainage
..systems , for,,,example,,at Camp . Douglas and Elmira. He also
attempted to improve the water supply at Point Lookout and
to appoint competent medical officers. That is, the General
repeatedly gave positive instructions for improving the

17individual prison camps.
To be sure, William Hoffman occasionally counseled 

retaliation upon the captured men of the rebel army, but 
retaliatory restrictions influenced his policy toward 
captives for a relatively brief period of time. Also, this 
policy served only to exacerbate the unacceptable conditions 
which had confronted Hoffman from the beginning of the 
conflict. Although the "war•psychosis" only secondarily 

influenced the deterioration of prison conditions, several 
primary factors caused the reprehensible conditions which 
often prevailed in Union prison camps.

Hoffman's major difficulty was in accommodating the 
large number of soldiers which the United States Army 
captured. Numerous other problems plagued the Commissary 
General, including Conflicts of authority, incompetent

17. See above, Chapter VI for Hoffman's efforts to 
correct the specific faults of each camp.
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subordinates, and unsatisfactory guards. His preoccupation 
with thrift and the temporary nature of the camps contrib
uted to inadequate prison conditions„ Finally, the lack of 
adequate clothing, the state of medical science, and inade
quate sanitary conditions compounded the hardships of 
prisoners, many of whom had experienced long periods of 
exposure before reaching prison.

The prison system.was not a major concern of the War 
Department, In the total sweep of the war, mobilizing, 
feeding, clothing, training, equipping, transporting, 
engaging the troops in battle, and providing for the wounded, 
the retention of captives was an insignificant fragment of 
the war effort. The food, housing, and medical care of the 
prisoners was inadequate, but so too was that of the 
soldiers in U, S„ Army camps, where twice as many died of 
disease and sickness as perished on the battlefield„

As Bruce Catton has written:
Under any circumstances, indeed, prison camps 

in that generation were certain to be bad» Even 
. in his own army, when he was far removed from the 
battlefield and situated where he could get the 
best of care his government could give him, the 
. Civil War soldier existed under conditions that 
were just barely endurable. His food was bad, his 

. housing was unusually atrocious, his medical care 
was cruelly imperfect; disease and malnutrition 
killed far more soldiers (leaving those who died 
in prison entirely out of consideration) than 
ever died in combat. Just to be in the army at 
all was a serious danger to life and limb in the 

■ 18601s. To be a prisoner of war inevitably
intensified that danger, not because anyone 
planned it that way but simply because it was 
bound to happen so.
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For instance, many soldiers of the Army of the Potomac,
camped near Fredericksburg, Virginia, died from scurvy,
pneumonia, and intestinal maladies resulting from poor food
and sanitation during the winter of 1863. These soldiers
were only fifty miles from Washington, Dc C. Although the
government■tried to supply them with every.necessity, by
means of steamers which easily brought provisions to the
army on an open waterway, these soldiers suffered. "This
being the case,". Catton concluded, "it is not hard to see

18why men in prison camps had it really tough."
Sickness and mortality rates in Union prisons, while

shocking from some optimum standard, were comparatively low.
In comparison to the most infamous Confederate prison,
Andersonville, the statistics were remarkably good» As the
historian of Andersonville has noted, from February 24,
1864, when the rebels established the prison, until
September 21, not quite seven months later, 9,479 prisoners
died. In seven months time, over 23 per cent of the inmates
perished„ The mortality rate had increased from 3.77 to 

199.09. Sickness and mortality statistics were high during

18. Bruce Catton, "Prison Camps of the Civil War," 
American Heritage, X (August, 1959), 6-7.

19. In early.May, 1864, for example, the chief 
surgeon at Andersonville reported that there had already 
been 4,588 cases of. sickness and 1,026 deaths in the approx
imately two. and one-half months the prison had been in 
existence. In April, 1864, the sickness rate had been 31.61 
per cent and the mortality rate 5.76 per cent. O. R. , 2,
VII, 124-25.
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the Civil War, whether in the field or prison. Twice as •
many United States soldiers died of camp diseases as were
killed in battle or died subsequently of wound they re-

20ceived in battle. Life in U, S, Army camps in war time
continued hazardous. As a comparison, some thirty years
-later, during the Spanish-American War, the U„ S, lost
5,462 soldiers, only 3 79 of which died from battle, the
remainder perishing from disease and sickness. In the First
World War, over one-half of the deaths of U, S„. soldiers

21resulted from sickness and disease.
•In many respects William Hoffman conducted the

affairs of the Office of Commissary General of Prisoners
efficiently. He systematized the record keeping of the
camps and regulated numerous aspects of the life of his
wards. Northern prisons undoubtedly were better organized
and conditions less horrendous than in Confederate camps. It
is interesting to speculate what the conditions would have
been like if the Union had waited until November 21, 1864,
as the Confederates did, to appoint a Commissary General of 

22Prisoners. Conditions would have undoubtedly been even 

more chaotic.

20. See above, Chapter VI, footnote 27.
■ 21. Richard B„, Morris, ed. , Encyclopedia of American 

History (Revised edition; New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 
1961), pp. 290, 315.

22. O.R., 2, VII, 1150.
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It is a truism that the Civil War was a traumatic 

experience for the nation. Nothing in William Hoffman's 
training prepared him for the scope of the holocaust or the 
number of prisoners over which he would have charge. Prior 
to the Civil War the largest military enterprise in which he 
- had.,been involved . was. the War against Mexico. In the prison 
camps of the Union during the War of the Rebellion, William 
Hoffman was called upon to provide for the security, feeding, 
clothing, housing, and medical attention of several times 
the number of men who had been involved in General Winfield 
Scott's invasion of Mexico. During the thirty years of his ' 

active military career, Hoffman never commanded at one time 
more than a few hundred men. While he tried to apply his 
military experience to the problems of prisoners, there was 
nothing in his background to prepare him for the scope of 
his task as Warden for the Union.

When he died in 1884, the General1s obituary was
23printed under the headline "MUSTERED OUT. !l The only

epilogue which General Hoffman wrote to his own life was his
last will and testament, which began, "I, William Hoffman,

24of the United States Army Rather than saying,
"I, William Hoffman, of Rock Island, Illinois," he identified

23. Daily Davenport Democrat (Davenport, Iowa),
Aug. 12, 1884.

24. Wills and Petitions of William Hoffman, Rock 
Island, Illinois, Probate Court Records.
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himself as an army officer.. It seemed like very little, but 
it aptly revealed the attitudes of a soldier for the Union, 
1825-1884.

From his youth William Hoffman had been associated 
with the United States Army. He grew up in army garrisons, 
graduated from the U. S, Military Academy, and served on the 
frontiers, as the Republic expanded beyond the Mississippi 
River and across the trans-Mississippi West, He partici
pated in the Black Hawk War, the Santa Fe escort, the 
Seminole War, the War against Mexico, the Sioux Expedition, 
the Cheyenne Expedition, the Mormon War, the March to 
California, and the Mojave Expedition. During his three 
decades of frontier experience, William Hoffman developed 

his attitudes about economy and efficiency. Small appro
priations for the ante-bellum army, with the attendant 
strict scrutiny of expenditures, caused army officers to be 
preoccupied with the smallest details of their accounts.
Post commanders established a fund, by converting part of . 
the soldiers' rations into a surplus, to provide comforts 
beyond the spartan level the army provided.

Having surrendered to the Confederates, in Texas, 
Hoffman began the American Civil War as a paroled prisoner, 
whose oath of honor prevented him from taking up arms or 
serving in the field until the rebel authorities released 
him. For a time, it was difficult to find duties which he 
could perform without violating his parole. Eventually, the
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War Department made him the Warden for the Union, placing 
him in charge of confining the rebel soldiers whom the Union 
armies captured„ General Hoffman began his service as 
Commissary General of Prisoners by trying to consolidate the 
sprawling collection of places in which the Union incar- 
"cerated 'prisoners. - He'selected a site in Lake Erie for a 
major prison depot, which could confine 1 , 2 0 0 prisoners. 
Although Hoffman‘s design for Johnson's Island prison was 
for a post huge in comparison to frontier garrisons, by the . 
time he completed the depot the magnitude of the Civil War 
dwarfed its scope.

When General Grant captured 15,000 men, the army 
adapted a variety of temporary structures as prisons in 
early 1862. The Warden for the. Union spent the second year 
of the war again trying to consolidate the sprawling chaotic 
prison system. Systematically, he instructed the prison 
commanders in their duties and drafted a set of regulations 
for administering the prison camps. Moreover, he estab
lished a regular system for keeping the records of the 
prisons and instituted a policy of inspecting the prison 
camps. He also applied the military practice of a post fund 
to cope with prison conditions.

■ In mid-1862, when the contending governments agreed 

to exchange prisoners, the strain upon prison facilities 
decreased temporarily, and the Commissary General consoli

dated the prison system. By the end of the year, he
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confined only 1,286 inmates in Union prisons. Therefore, 
Hoffman devoted his energies to dealing with the problems 
of'the.camps for paroled Union, troops, which were similar to 
the prisons. By the end of 1862, when the cartel for 
exchanging prisoners began to break down, the Commissary 
.General of.Prisoners faced once,again the.immense problems 
of accommodating soaring numbers of captured Confederates, 

William Hoffman tried to control the expanding 
system and to maintain adequate conditions within the camps„ 
Confronting, the Warden for,the Union were the same problems 

which had vexed him from the.beginning of the war, but they 
were on a vastly larger scale because of the extent of the 
prison system. By mid-1864, one additional factor, the "war 
psychosis," began to manifest itself in the policy of his 
office. This phenomenon compounded the inadequacies and 
problems of the prisons„ Although it undoubtedly had an 
impact, the "war psychosis" was only a secondary factor in 
the degeneration of conditions within the prison camps.

. The crushing host of prisoners, the incomplete use. 
of the prison fund, and William Hoffman's preoccupation with 
economy, had more important impacts. Indeed, the prison 
camps were a backwater in the total sweep of the Union war 
effort. Even though Hoffman had the narrow vision of a 
military bureaucrat and career officer, his attitude was 
seldom a malevolent one. In common with all American 
officers, nothing in Hoffman's background prepared him for



the vast extent of the War of the Rebellion* For his entire 
life he had been accustomed to the small frontier establish
ment of the ante-bellum army» William Hoffman had to adjust 
to the proportions of the maelstrom of the American Civil 
War* He was a frontier army officer at Armaggedon*
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