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Most of the postwar terror tales confine themselves to demonizing the Confederate cause and the society that 
supported it, but many also take the extra time to remind (northern) readers that the precarious and often 
terrifying ordeal Union prisoners endured for their sacred cause stood in stark contrast to Confederate prisoners’ 
treatment in northern military prisons. A number of accounts portray Confederate prisoners as enjoying great 
kindness and care in Yankee prisons. That Union prisoners did not receive the same magnanimity that northerners 
supposedly showered upon lucky Confederate prisoners made southern policies, and through them the southern 
cause and society, seem more repugnant in northern minds. Exposing the “horrors” of southern prisons and 
juxtaposing them with pleasant prisons run by the Federals was a much-used method to control popular memory 
of the Civil War and assure that present and future generations of Americans knew exactly which cause had been 
wholly righteous. 

  
I send forth to the public this volume; which, without pretensions to literary merit, breathes the dying moans and 
starving wails of twenty thousand Union soldiers, whose shroudless and uncoffined bodies moulder beneath the 
sod, adjacent to the rebel prisons in which they were tortured to death…. 
 
Through the winter of 1863–'64, some thousands of our men were quartered, or rather turned loose without 
quarters, inside of a guard line, on this Island, a barren, sandy tract of land several acres in extent, situated in the 
James river opposite Richmond.  
 
The prisoners on Belle Isle had neither barracks, tents, or shelter of any kind furnished them, until about mid-winter, 
when a few old worthless tents, too ragged and torn to keep out either wind, rain or snow, perhaps enough to 
accommodate one-fifth of the men, was given them. In the meantime, however, they had made excavations in the 
sand, with pieces of bone, sticks of wood, and in many instances with their fingers alone, as no tools or material to 
construct a shelter were allowed them, nor any means of living as civilized men, nor way of helping themselves as 
savages. Their rations were at all times insufficient, and frequently so foul that starvation itself could not swallow 
them. 
 
Into these pits made in the sand, our prisoners would huddle like swine in a bed of saw-dust. Lost to all sense of 
cleanliness, their energies wasted, hope fled, their minds demented, they would, during the most inclement 
weather, lay here for days together, until the calcined sand worked into their skin, producing most frightful 
consequences, scores and hundreds dying from this cause alone.  
 
The barbarity with which these men were treated would disgrace the wild Arab of the Sahara. No sooner were our 
men made prisoners, than they were robbed of their blankets, overcoats and money. Many of them were robbed of 
their hats, shoes, coats and pantaloons, and arrived at Richmond with but their shirts and drawers to cover their 
nakedness. Terrible as were their sufferings, on account of being thus robbed of their clothing, even in the most 
inclement season of the year, they are as nothing when compared with the misery occasioned for want of food.  
 
About the middle of October, a quantity of clothing was sent by the Government to the prisoners on Belle Isle. 
General Dow, then a prisoner in Libby, got permission from the rebel authorities to go over to the Island and 
distribute it among the most needy. But in a state of nudity as they were, with idiotic and childish impatience, they 
begged of him to bring them something to eat, saying much as they needed clothing they were suffering more for 
want of food. 
 
While our men in Southern prisons were dying from starvation and exposure, the rebels in Northern prisons fared 
sumptuously every day; had good quarters, plenty of fuel, and received the respect and civilities due them as 
prisoners of war…. If our Union soldiers, prisoners at the South, had received such kind treatment as this, the 
sixteen thousand brave men, now sleeping beneath the cold damp earth in the vicinity of Andersonville, Georgia, 
would now have been alive, and at home, to gladden and make happy their wives, mothers, children and friends, 
and ready with strong arms and brave hearts to defend their country. 
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