
ANDERSO VILLE AND THE TRIAL OF 
HENRY WIRZ1 

[In 1884 Ex-Lieutenant Governor Benj. F. Gue of Io,va. visited the 1ite 
of Andersonville Prison and compiled from the cemetery register the number 
of burials of Iowa soldiers in the cemetery. He found the names of two 
hundred Iowa men, r epresenting twenty-eight regiments. The names of these 
men, with company and regiment, were published in the Iowa State Register 
of April 16, 1 4. The list was republished, together with a. description of the 
prison stockade, in tlle .Annals of Iowa, Third Series, Vol. I, pp. 65-87.
EDITOR.] 

I have been introduced to you as the sole survivor2 of 
the Court that tried Captain Henry Wirz, the keeper of 
the Andersonville Prison, and I have been asked to tell you 
something of the prison and its management. Were it not 
for reasons herein given my preference would be to say 
nothing on the subject, not because I would shirk the re
sponsibility of having participated in the trial of Wirz,. 
but because for more than fifty days during his trial I sat 
and listened to the terrible story of the suffe1'ings and death 
of our brave boys at Andersonville, and when the end was 

1 This paper was r ead by General John Howard Stibb1 at Iowa. City, Iowa, 
on May 30, 1910. The miJitary r ecord of General Stibbs as shown in Vol. r 
of the Historical R egister and Dictionary of the United States .Army is as
followa: Mustered into the United States Service as Captain of Twelfth Iowa, 
In'fantry Volunteers, November 25, 1861; as Major, May 2, 1863; as Lieutenant 
Colonel, September 25, 1863; as Colonel, September 18, 1865; as Brevet Coloner 
United States Volunteers, March 13, 1865, for distinguished gal1antry in the
battles before NasbV'lle, Tennessee; Brevet Brigadier General, United States 
Volunteers, March 13, 1865, for meritorious services during the war; and was 
honorably discharged, April 30, 1866. For a more detailed sketch of General 
Stibbs, see below under ''Contributors''. 

2 Since the preparation' of this paper it has been learned that the Judge Ad
vocate, General N. P. Chjpman, who prosecuted the case against Captain Wirz, 
is still living as a resident of Sacramento, California. 
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reached I felt that I would like to banish the subject from 
my mind and for get, if I could, the details of the terrible 
crime coromi tted there. 

On inn11merable occasions since the Civil War I have 
been urged, and at times tempted, to say or write some
thing in relation to the trial of Wirz, but it has always 
seemed to me a matter of questionable propriety. The 
record of the trial had been published to the world; and 
on occasions when the action of the Court has been criti
cised, or condemned, I have felt that it was the duty of 
our friends to def end those who had served as members 
of the ourt rather than that we should speak for ourselves. 
Then, too, I have been in doubt as to the extent of my 
obligation, taken when I was sworn as a member of the 
Court, and as a result I have remained silent on the subject 
for nearly forty-five years; but as time passed and one 
after another of those who served with me passed off the 
stage, leaving me the sole survivor of the Court, and after 
a monument was erected to perpetuate the memory of Wirz 
and he was proclaimed a martyr who had been unfairly 
tried and condemned, I concluded to lay aside all question 
of propriety and obligation and accede to the request of 
some of my Iowa friends who were urging me to prepare 
a paper. I will add that one of my chief reasons for yield
ing in this matter was that I wanted to describe the per
sonnel of the Court; to tell who and what the men were who 
composed it; and to tell, as I alone could tell, of the unani
mous action of the Court in its findings. 

I will not attempt to describe fully the horrors of Ander
sonville, but will simply give you an outline description 
of the place and the conditions existing there. With that 
picture before you, your own imagination will supply the 
details. 
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In the fall of 1863 the rebel prisons in the vicinity of 
Richmond had become overcrowded, and a new prison was 
located with a view, as was clajmed at the time, of making 
more room for our men and of placing them as far as pos
sible from our lines, where they could be cared for by a 
comparatively small guard and where provisions were most 
accessible. But the evidence presented before the Wirz 
Commission satisfied the Court beyond a doubt that while 
this prison was being made ready, if not before, a conspir
acy was entered into by certain persons, high in authority 
in the Confederate service, to destroy the lives of our men, 
or at least subject them to such hardships as would render 
them unfit for further military se1~ce. 

Andersonville is situated on the Southweste1·n Railroad 
about sixty miles south from Macon, Georgia. In 1864 the 
place contained not more than a dozen houses. The country 
round about was covered with a heavy growth of pine tim
ber, and in the midst of this timber, a short distance from 
the station, the prison was laid out. Planters in the neigh
borhood were called upon to send in their negro men; and 
with this force trenches were dug inclosing an area of 
eighteen acres, which subsequently was enlarged to about 
twenty-seven acres. The timber was cut down and the 
trees trimmed and set into the trenches, for,njng a stockade 
about eighteen feet high. Inside the stockade, about twenty 
feet from the wall, was established a dead-line, formed by 
driving small stakes in the ground and nailing on top of 
them a strip of board; and the orders were to shoot down 
without warning any prisoner who crossed this line. Every 
tree and shrub within the inclosure was cut down, and it 
contained no shelter of any kind. Colonel W. H. Persons, 
who was the first commandant, ordered a lot of I11rober with 
which to build barracks for the men; but before any work 



36 IOWA JOURNAL OF HISTORY .AND POLITICS 

was done he was succeeded by Brigadier General John H. 
Winder, and the ]umber was used for other purposes. Al
though there was a steam saw-mill within a quarter of a 
mile and four mills within a radius of twenty miles, no 
buildings or shelters of any kind were erected within the 
inc1osure while our men remained there, save two barren 
sheds at the extreme north end of the stockade which were 
used for hospital purposes. On the outside of the stock
ade, and near its top, there were built a series of platforms 
and sentry boxes at intervals of about one hundred feet 
in which guards were continually posted. They were so 
close together that the guards could readily comm11nicate 
with each other; and from where they were posted they had 
an unobstructed view of the interior of the prison. At a 
distance of sixty paces outside the main stockade, a second 
stockade, about twelve feet high, was built, and the inter
vening space was left unoccupied. This was designed as 
an additional safeguard against any attempt of the pris
oners to escape. Surrounding the whole was a cordon 
of earthworks in which seventeen guns we1~e placed and kept 
continually manned. The guard consisted of a force of 
from three to five thousand men, chiefly home guards, and 
they were encamped west of and near to the stockade. A 
creek having its source in a swamp or morass, less than 
half a mile from the stockade, ran from west to east 
through the place at about the center. The water in this 
creek was not wholesome at its source, and before it reached 
the stockade there was poured into it all the filth from the 
camp of the Confederate guard, the hospitals, and cook 
houses; and to this was added all the filth and excrement 
originating within the prison pen. For a time this creek 
was the only source from which our men obtained water; 
but in time the creek bed and fully an acre or more of land 
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bordering it became a putrid mass of corruption, into which 
the men waded knee-deep to secure water from the r11nning 
stream. In this extremity many of the men set to work 
and with their knives and pieces of broken canteens they 
dug wells, some of them seventy feet deep

1 
and thereafter 

such as were fortunate enough to have an interest in a well 
were supplied with wholesome water. 

When the place was first occupied the ground was cov
ered with the st11mps of the trees that had been cut do,vn; 
but there was such a scarcity of wood with which to cook 
their food and warm their n11mb fingers that our men went 
to work with their knives and the rude implements at hand 
and cut out the stumps, digging far into the ground to secure 
the roots, until not a vestige of a st11mp remained. 

On February 15, 1864, the fi1·st lot of prisoners, 860 of 
them, were turned in to the stockade. In April following, 
the number had increased to 9577; which n11m her was 
doubled a month later; and in August, 1864, there were 
more than 33,000 men within the inclosure. 

Think of it! Picture it if you can! A great barren 
field so filled with men that there was sca1--cely room enough 
for all of them to lie do\vn at the same time - without a 
shelter of any kind to shield them from a southern sun or 
frequent rain; without a seat on which to rest their weary 
bodies when too tired to stand; without blankets, and in 
many instances without sufficient clothing to cover their 
nakedness; with scant rations of the coarsest food, many 
times uncooked; and with nothing to do but to stand around 
waiting for death, or a possible exchange. Is it a wonder 
that men became sick under such conditions? The wonder 
to me is that any one of them lived through it. Here the 
question is suggested, What means were provided for the 
care and treatment of our men when they became sick! 
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.As a prelude to my answer I will state that during the 
trial of Wirz one hundred and forty-six witnesses were 
sworn, and of this n11m ber nearly one hundred had been 
confined as prisoners in the stockade. One after another 
they told their experiences as prisoners and of the condi
tions existing in and about the stockade, until we had the 
picture complete from their standpoint; and had there been 
no other evidence in the case, the story told by their com
bined testimony might with some show of fairness have 
been discredited because of the fact that all had been suf
ferers and supposedly were prejudiced and biased. But 
we had othe1· witnesses, two score or more of them, who 
had been in the Confederate service and were at the prison 
as guards, officers, surgeons, etc., and some of them had 
made official repor·ts, telling of the horrible condition of the 
prison and its inmates. A n11mber of these reports were 
found and introduced as evidence before the Court, and 
the parties who made them were called in to testify con
cerning what they had w1·itten. This evidence served to 
corroborate in the fullest particular all that had been tes
tified to by those who had been prisoners concerning the 
general conditions in the prison. I feel that it will answer 
my purpose if I quote from their testimony alone in my ef
forts to place before you a comprehensive picture of Ander
sonville as it existed in the s11rnmer of 1864. 

In August, 1864, Dr. Joseph Jones, an ex-surgeon of the 
Confederate army whom Jefferson Davis, in an article pub
lished in B elford's Magazine in January, 1890, referred to 
as being '' eminent in his profession, and of great learning 
and probity'', was sent to Andersonville to investigate and 
report bis observations; and his official report made to Sur
geon General Moore was very full and complete. In it he 
gave a minute description of the stockade, and the hospital 

• 
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adjacent; of the n11m ber of prisoners and their crowded 
condition; of the lack of food, fuel, shelter, medical attend
ance, etc. ; of the condition of the men in the stockade and 
in the hospital; of the deaths and death rate; and in fact, 
as I remember, he went over the entire ground. His report 
was introduced in evidence, and identified by him when 
called as a witness. He frankly a.droitted that he did not 
go to Andersonville with a view of ameliorating the suffer
ings of the prisoners, but purely in the interest of science 
for the ''benefit of the medical depar·tment of the Confeder
ate ar,oies'', and that his report was intended for the sole 
use of the Surgeon General. I will quote briefly from his 
report. On pages 4340 and 4341 of the Record, he says: 

I visited two thousand sick within the stockade, lying under some 
long sheds which had been built at the northern portion for them
selves. At this time only one medical officer was in attendance, 
whereas at least 20 medical officers should have been employed.3 

Further on, after ref erring to the sheds in the stockade 
which were open on all sides, he says on page 4348 of the 
Record: 

The sick lay upon the bare boards, or upon such ragged blankets as 
they possessed, without, as far as I observed, any bedding or even 
straw. Pits for the reception of feces were dug \vithin a few feet of 
the lower floor, and they were almost never unoccupied by those srtf
fering from cliarrhoea. The haggard, distressed countenances of these 
miserable, complaining, dejected, living slceletons, crying for mecli
cal aid and food, . . . . and the ghastly corpses, with their glazed 
eye balls staring up into vacant space, with the flies swarming down 
their open and grinning mouths, and over their ragged clothes, in
fested with numerous lice, as they lay amongst the sick and dying, 
formed a picture of helpless, hopeless misery which it wo1tld be im
possib] e to portray by words or by the brush. 4 

s Copied from the Trial of Henry Wirz, Executive Documents, 2nd Session, 
40th Congress, No. 23, pp. 623, 624. 

4 Copied from the T rial of Henry Wirz, Executive Docwments, 2nd Session, 
40th Congress, No. 23, p. 626. 
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Again, ref erring to the hospital in closure of less than five 
acres he says on pages 4350, 4351, and 4354 of the R ecord : 

The patients and attendants, near two thousand in number are 
crowded into this confined space and are but poorly supplied with 
old and ragged tents. Large n11mbers of them were ,vithout any 
b11nks in the tents, and lay upon the ground, ofttimes without even 
a blanket. No beds or straw appeared to have been furnished. The 
t ents extend to within a few yards of the small stream, the eastern 
portion of which .... is used as a privy and is loaded with excre
ments; and I observed a large pile of corn bread. bones, and filth 
of all kinds, thirty feet in diameter and several feet in height, 
swarming with myriads of flies, in a vacant space near the pots 
used for cooking. Iillions of flies swarmed over everything and 
covered the faces of the sleeping patients, and crawled down their 
open mouths, and deposited their maggots in the gangrenous wounds 
of the living, and the mouths of the dead. l\1osquitoes in great 
numbers also infested the tents, and many of the patients were so 
stung by these pestiferous insects, that they resembled those suffer
ing with a slight attack of the measles. 

The police and hygiene of the hospital wa defective in the ex
treme. . . . . l\fany of the sick were literally encrusted with dirt 
and filth and covered with vermin. When a gangrenous wound 
needed washing, the limb was thrust out a little from the blanket, 
or board, or rags upon which the patient was lying, and water 
poured over it, and all the putrescent matter allowed to soak into 
the ground floor of the tent. . . . I saw the most filthy rags which 
had been applied several times and imperfectly washed, used in 
dressing recent wounds. Where hospital gangrene was prevailing, 
it was impossible for any wound to escape contagion under these 
circumstances. 6 

These statements of Dr. Jones were fully corroborated 
by Doctors B. G. Head, W. A. Barnes, G. G. Roy, John C . 
Bates, Amos Thornburg, and other surgeons who were on 
duty at Andersonville. Dr. G. G. Roy when called on to 
describe the appearance and condition of the men sent from 

is Copied from the Trial of H enry Wirz, Exec1.1,tive Documents, 2nd Session, 
40th Congress, No. 23, pp. 626, 627. 
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the stockade to the hospital said on pages 485 and 486 of 
the Record: 

They presented the most horrible spectacle of J1umanity that I 
ever saw in my life. A good many were suffering from scurvy and 
-0ther diseases; a good many were naked .... their condition gen
erally was almost indescribable. I attributed that condition to long 
confinement and the want of the necessaries and comforts of life, 
and all those causes that are calculated to produce that condition 
of the system where there is just vitality enough to permit one to 
live. . . . The prisoners were too densely cro,vded. . . . There 
was no shelter, except such as they constructed themselves, which 
was very insufficient. A good many were in holes in the earth 
with their blankets thrown over them; a good many had a blanket 
or oil-cloth thrown over poles; some were in tents constructed by 
their own ingenuity, and with just such accommodations as their 
own ingenuity permitted them to contrive. There were, you may 
say, no accommodations made for them in the stockade.6 

The death registe1' kept at the prison cluring its occu
pancy, and still in existence at the Andersonville cemetery, 
gives, supposedly, the cause of death in the case of each man 
who died at the prison. I have found upon examination 
of six hundred names, taken haphazard, the cause of death 
was given as follows : Diarrhoea and Dysentery, 310, cro
butus, 205; Anasarca, 20; and all other causes 65-total, 600. 

I think it proper to say, however, that the Court, in de
liberating on the evidence heard during the trial, were 
unanimous in the conclusion that the death I'egister would 
better have represented the facts if in a very large per
centage of cases the death cause had been shown by the one 
word STARVATION - the causes named being simply compli
cations. 

The evidence presented to the Court showed conclusively 
that the food furnished our men in the stockade, in quality 

a Copied from the Trial of Henry Wirz, EzeCtttive Documents, 2nd Session, 
40th Congress, No. 23, p. 82. 
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and quantity, was not sufficient to sustain life for an in
definite time. I will not attempt to show specifically the 
rations furnished the men in the stockade; but will give a 

couple of extracts from the testimony of Confederate su1~
geons, showing the kind and amount of food provided for 
the men in the hospital, and will leave you to draw your 

o ,vn conclusions. 
Doctor John C. Bates, on page 125 of the R ecord, said: 

The meat ration was cooked at a different part of the hospital ; 
and when I would go up there, especially when I was medical 
officer of the day, the men would gather around me and ask me 
for a bone. . . . I would give them whatever I could £nd at my 
disposition without robbing others. I well knew that an appropria
tion of one ration took it from the general issue; that when I 
appropriated an extra ration to one man, some one else would fall 
min11S. . . . I then fell back upon the distribution of bones. They 
did not presume to ask me for meat at all .... they could not be 
furnished with any clothing, except that the clothing of the dead 
was generally appropriated to the living .... there was a partial 
supply of fuel, but not sufficient to keep the men warm and pro
long their existence. Shortly after I arrived there I was appointed 
officer of the day . . . it was my duty as such to go into the various 
wards and divisions of the hospital and rectify anything that needed 
to be cared for. . . . As a general thing, the patients were desti
tute; they were filthy and partly naked. . . . The clamor all the 
while was for something to eat. 7 

Doctor J. C. Pelot in an official repo1~t directed to the 
Chief of his Division, dated September 5, 1 64, and filed 
as Exhibit No. 9 of the R ecord, said: 

The tents are entirely destitute of either bunks, bedding or straw., 
the patients being compelled to lie on the bare ground. I would 
earnestly call attention to the article of diet. The corn bread re
ceived from the bakery being made up without sifting, is wholly 

1 Copied from the Trial of H e'flry Wirz, Execu,tive Documents, 2nd Session, 
40th Congress, No. 23, p. 28. 
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unfit for the use of the sick; and often (in the last twenty-four 
hours) upon e~arnination, the inner portion is found to be per
fectly raw. The meat (beef) received for the patients does not 
amount to over two ounces a day, and for the past three or four 
days no flour has been issued. The corn bread cannot be eaten 
by many, for to do so would be to increase the diseases of the 
bowels, from which a large majority are suffering, and it is there
fore thrown away. All their rations received by way of sustenance 
is two ounces of boiled beef and half pint of rice soup per day. 
Under these circ11mstances, all the skill that can be brought to bear 
upon their cases by the medical officer will avail nothing.8 

The foregoing I think is quite enough to convince you 
that our men were left to suffer all the horrors of the 
stockade, with practically no medical t1~eatment or atten
tion, until their condition became such that their removal 
to the hospital was only a stepping stone from the stockade 
to the cemetery. 

Tmmediately after the place was occupied our men be
gan to die. In April, 1864, as shown by the Confederate 
records, there were 592 deaths; and in August following 
2992 of our brave boys passed to their final resting place. 
In one day, August 23rd, 127 of them answered the final call. 
Some of them in desperation deliberately crossed the dead
line, and were shot down; while others who had become 
crazed and demented by their sufferings, blindly blundered 
across the fatal line, and they too were killed without a 
challenge. The records show that 149 died from gunshot 
wounds. We can only guess at the n1Jmber of these who 
were killed on the deadline, but the evidence showed that 
deaths from that cause were of frequent occurrence. Only 
a part of these men were taken to the hospital for t1'eat
ment; fully one-half died in the stockade without having 

s Copied from the T rial of Hen ry W irz, Execut ive Documents, 2nd Session, 
40th Congress, No. 23, pp. 37, 38. 
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received medical aid, and their comrades carried them to 
the gate where they were thrown, one on top of another, on 
a wood rack, hauled out to the burying ground, and placed 
in trenches where, during the occupancy of the prison, more 
than 13,000 of our men were buried - more than twenty
eight per cent of the entire n11mber of those confined in the 
stockade. This statement, appalling as it may appear, 
does not represent by any means the aggregate loss of life 
sustained by our men as a result of the cruel treatment im
posed on them at Andersonville. Evidence presented be
£ ore the Court showed conclusively that fully 2,000 of our 
men died after leaving the prison, and while on their way 
home; and we lmow as a natural result that hundreds, 
possessed of barely enough life and strength to enable them 
to endure the journey home, must have died within a few 
days, weeks, or months after reaching home. 

This is only part of the horrible story, but it is enough. 
And now some one asks, could these horrors have been pre
vented or averted t I reply, yes - scarcely having patience 
to answer the question. This prison was located in one of 
the richest sections of the tate of Georgia. Supplies were 
abundant, the prison was surrounded with a forest, and 
yet some of our men froze to death for lack of fuel, which 
they would gladly have gathered had they been permitted 
to do so. Among those confined in that stockade were men 
possessed of all the training and ability necessary to con
struct anything from a log cabin to a war-ship; and they 
would have considered it a privilege to have done all the 
work necessary to enlarge the stockade, build barracks, and 
provide a supply of pure water had they been provided 
with tools and materials and given the opportunity. I am 
convinced beyond a doubt, that the lives of more than three
fourths of those who died at Andersonville might have been 

• 
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saved with proper care and treatment; and to this opinion 
I will add that of Acting A sistant Surgeon J. . Bates, an 
educated gentleman who had been a medical practitioner 
since 1850 and who was on duty at Andersonville for a 
n11mber of months. He was asked by the Judge Advocate 
to state from his observation of the condition and sur1~ound
ings of our prisoners - their food, their drink, their ex
posure by day and by night, and all the circ11mstances which 
he had described - his professional opinion as to what pro
portion of deaths occurring there were the result of the cir
cnm stances and surroundings which he had narrated. And 
his reply was as follows: 

I feel myself safe in saying, that 75 per cent of those who died, 
might have been saved, had those unfortunate men been properly 
cared for as to food, clothing, bedding, etc. 9 

In order to make the situation at .Andersonville plain to 
you I will say that John H. Winder was a General who never 
was given command of troops in the field. He was the spe
cial and particular friend and protege of Jefferson Davis, 
who early in the war made him a Brigadier General and 
assigned him to duty in Richmond, Virginia, as Provost 
Marshal and Superintendent of Military Prisons, in which 
capacity he made himself notorious by his harsh and b1,ital 
treatment of prisoners committed to his care. No words 
of mine would more :fittingly describe this man's character 
than his own language used in his celebrated order, No. 13, 
about which much has been said and written. When Gen
eral Kilpatrick 's command moved in the direction of Ander
sonville, in July, 1864, and it was expected that in his raid 
he would reach the prison, the following order was issued : 

D Copied from the Trial of Henry Wirz, Executive Do~uments, 2nd Session, 
40th Congress, No. 23, p. 38. 
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ORDER NO. 13 
HEADQUARTERS, CONFEDERATE STATES, 11rLITARY PRISON 

A.NDERSONV11JiE, J ULY 27, 1 64 
The Officer on duty and in charge of the Battery of Florida 

Artillery, at the time, will upon r eceiving notice that the enemy 
has approached within seven miles of this Post, open fire upon 
the stockade with grape shot, without r eference to the situation 
beyond these lines of defense. It is better that the last F ederal be 
exterminated than be permitted to burn and pillage the property 
of loyal citizens, as they will do if allowed to make their escape 
from the prison. 

BY ORDER OF 

w. s. WINDER, 

ASSISTANT ADJUTANT GENERAL. 

J ORN H . WINDER, 

BRIGADIER GE~'"ERAL. 

General Winder had much to do with the location of the 
prison at Andersonville. First, his son, Captain W. S. 
Winder, was sent out to locate and construct the prison; 
and while so employed, as was shown by competent evi
dence, when it was suggested to him that he leave standing 
some of the trees in the stockade, he replied: '' That is 
just what I am not going to do; I will make a pen here for 
the damned Yankees, where they will rot £aster than they 
can be sent.'' He served as Assistant Adjutant General on 
his father's staff. 

On March 27, 1864, Captain Henry Wirz, who was a mem-
ber of General Winder's staff, was sent from Richmond 
with orders to ass11me command of the prison proper; and 
one of his :first acts was to establish and construct the dead
line, which prior to that time had not existed. On April 10, 
1864, General Winder made his first appearance at Ander
sonville and ass11roed command of the post and the county 
in which it was situated; and among his :first formal pub
lished orders was one assigning Captain Henry Wirz to 
the superintendence, management, and custody of the pris-
oners at Andersonville. 

• 
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\Vhen General Winder left Richmond to ass11me com
mand at Andersonville the Richmo1id Exa1niner had this to 
say of him: ''Thank God that Richmond is at last rid of old 
Winder; God have mercy upon those to whom he has been 
sent.'' This, I think, is enough to convince you that from 
the outset our men at Andersonville were at the mercy of 
one who by his cruelty and barbarism had already made 
himself obnoxious to the better element. 

Now, in answer to the question whether it was clearly 
sho\vn that the horrible conditions existing at Ande1 .. son
ville were made known to those high in authority in the 
Confederate government, I will ay that the Court listened 
to a mass of evidence upon this point. The report of Doc
tor Jones was sent to the urgeon General; and other re
ports, from time to time, had been made to those in author
ity, in which the horrors and needs of the prison were set 
forth. I will ref er to only one other witness. After the 
capture of Richmond there was discovered a report made 
by Colonel D. T. l1andler, Assistant Adjutant General and 
Inspector General of the Confederate a1·my, dated at .Ander
sonville, August 5, 1864, in wl1ich he gave a very graphic 
description of the conditions exi ting at Andersonville and 
of the sufferings of our men; and he recommended immedi
ate action to relieve the suffering of the prisoners, offer
ing many practical suggestions. In closing his report he 
said: 

My duty requires me respectfully to recommend a change in the 
officer in command of the Post, Brig. General John H. Winder, 
and the substitution in his place of some one who 11nites both energy 
and good judgment with some feeling of humanity and considera
tion for the welfare and comfort (so far as is consistent with their 
safe keeping) of the vast number of unfortunates p]aced under his 
control; some one who at least will not advocate deliberately and 
in cold blood the propriety of leaving them in their present con-
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dition until their number has been sufficiently reduced by death 
to make the present arrangements suffice for their accommodation; 
who will not consider it a matter of self-laudation and boasting 
that he has never been inside of the stockade, a place the horrors 
of which it is difficult to describe and ,vhich is a disgrace to civi
lization; the condition of which he might, by the exercise of a little 
energy and judgement, even witl1 the limited means at his com
mand, have considerably improved.10 

On the back of this report was endorsed the following: 
Adjutant and Inspector General's Office, August 18, 1 64. Re

spectfully submitted to the Secretary of War. The condition of 
the prison at Andersonville is a reproach to us as a nation. The 
Engineer and Ordinance Departments were applied to, and author
ized their issue, and I so telegraphed General Winder. Col. Chand
ler's recommendations are coincided in. By Order of General 
Cooper. 

(Signed) R. H. CmLT0N A. A. & I. G. 

Following this was another endorsement: 

These reports show a condition of things at Andersonville, which 
call very loudly for the interposition of the Department, in order 
that a change be made. 

(Signed) J . A. CAMPBEI,L, 

Assistant Secretary of War. 

And :finally there was endorsed: ''Noted- File. J. A. 
S.'' The initials are those of James A. Seddon, Secretary 
of War. 

This original report was introduced bef 01~e our Court, 
and Colonel Chandler was brought there to testify concern
ing it. He was an officer who had been educated at West 
Point, a polished gentleman in manner and speech; and his 
testimony, given in a frank, straightforward way, made a 
deep impression on the Court. He swore that he wrote 
the Teport and that the statements embodied in it were true. 

10 Copied from the Trial of H&nry Wirz, E:z;ecutive Docwments, 2nd Session, 
40th Congress, No. 23, p. 227. 
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He told of his very rnjnute inspection of the stockade, of 
his measurements and computations, showing the amount 
of space allowed each inrn.::ite, and of the horrors he en
countered on every hand. The picture he drew of the 
place served to confirm the stories of the men who had been 
held there as prisoners. He told of calling on Winder and 
remonstrating with him regarding the care of the prison, 
and of Winde1' 's infamous language in connection there
with. He said that when he mailed his report to the Secre
tary of War he corrfidently expected that General Winder 
would be removed from the command of the prisoners, and 
that he felt disgusted and outraged when he learned that 
instead of being removed Winder had been promoted to be 
Commissary General and Commande1 .. of all Military Pris
ons and prisoners throughout the Confederate States. 

When olonel Chandler was at Andersonville he was 
under orders to inspect all the prisons in the South and 
West, and considerable time elapsed before he got back to 
Richmond. He then made an investigation and found that 
his report, relating to Winder, had been received and con
sidered by Seddon, the Secretary of War. He threatened 
to resign unless his report was taken up and acted upon; 
but at about that time Seddon was succeeded by Mr. Breck
enridge as Secretary of War, and soon thereafter General 
Winder died. Then followed the closing days of the War 
and collapse of the Rebellion. 

Now a word as to the personnel of the Court. I have 
examined a n11m ber of books purporting to give the truth 
concerning Andersonville and the trial of Captain Henry 
Wirz; and in all of them, as I remember, occurs the same 
error that General E. S. Bragg of Wisconsin is named as a 
member of the Court that tried and condemned Wirz. The 
truth is that while General Bragg was named in the orig-

VOL. IX 4 
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inal detail for the Court, he was relieved from further ser
vice at an early stage of the trial and took no part in the 
deliberations and :findings of the Court.11 

The Court met first on August 21, 1865, pursuant to in
structions in Special Order No. 449, and Wirz was arraigned 
and entered a plea of not guilty. Without further action 
the Court adjourned until the following day. On reassem
bling an order was received from the Secretary of War 
dissolving the Court, and a day later it was called to meet 
again under Special Order No. 453, dated August 23, 1865 .. 
In the meantime the charges and specifications had been 
materially changed and amended by striking from the list 
the names of several persons who had been charged with 
having conspired with Wirz to destroy the lives of our 
soldiers. Wirz was again arraigned and his plea of not 
guilty was entered; but at this juncture his counsel made 
a deter1njned effort to secure his discharge on the ground 
that he had been placed in jeopardy during his first arraign
ment, and that under the Constitution he could not legally 
be placed on trial a second time. After a full hearing the 
Court decided that the action taken by the War Department 
was in conformity to the law and precedents, and so the 
trial proceeded. 

In this connection I think it proper to state that the 
charges under which Wirz was first arraigned embraced 
the names, as co-conspirators, of Jefferson Davis, James A. 
Seddon, Howell Cobb, and Robert E. Lee. These names 
were stricken from the charges as amended; but when the 
Court made up its findings, being satisfied beyond question 
that a conspiracy had existed as charged, and believing it 
to be our duty to include in our verdict the names of any 

11 Copied from the Trial of Henry Wirz, Executive Documents, 2nd Ses1ion,. 
40th Congi-ess, No. 23, p. 511. 
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of those prominent in the Confederate government who 
were shown to have been directly or indirectly connected 
with this conspiracy, we amended the specification to 
Charge No. 1, by adding the names of Davis, Seddon, and 
Cobb. We took it for granted that if our verdict was ap
proved by the President the governro~nt would accept our 
:finding as an indictment of the persons named, and that 
they would be brought to trial. I am pleased to say, how
ever, that the onrt found no evidence showing that Gen-
eral Lee was cognizant of, or was in any measure a party 
to, this conspiracy, and his name was not included in the 
verdict. 

The Military Commission that met and tried Wirz held 
their sessions in the rooms of the Court of Claims in the 
Capitol Building at Washington, D. C. It was made up as 
follows ( omitting the name of General Bragg for the rea
son stated) : - At the head of the table sat Major General 
Lew Wallace, the President of the Court. He was at that 
time a man of mature years, a lawyer by profession, and 
of recognized ability. On his right at the table sat Major 
General G. Mott, who subsequently became Governor of 
New Jersey. He was a man then of forty-five or fifty years,. 
a lawyer, and a man of excellent judgment and discretion .. 
Opposite him sat Major General Lorenzo Thomas, the Ad
jutant General of the United States Army. He was then 
fully sixty-five years of age, had been for many years 
connected with the regular service, and was an acknowl
edged authority on military law and the rules and usages 
of war. On General Mott's right sat Major General J. W. 
Geary, who after his discharge from the military se1·vice 
was made Governor of the great State of Pennsylvania
a man aged fifty or more, and possessed of more than 
ordinary ability. Opposite hjm sat Brigadier General 
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Francis Fessenden 9f Maine, son of old Sena tor Fessenden, 
a man aged about thirty-five, a lawyer, and one who in 
every sense might have been called an educated gentleman. 
On General Geary's right sat Brevet Brigadier General 
John F. Ballier of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, an educated 
German, aged fifty or more, who had commanded the 
Ninety-eighth Pennsylvania Infantry. On his right sat 
Brevet olonel T . .Allcock of New York, a man of forty or 
more, and a distinguished artillery officer, and :finally on 
the opposite side of the table, was placed the boy member 
- your humble servant. Possibly it might have been 
truthfully said of me that I was too young and inexperi
enced to fill so important a position, since I was then only 
in my twenty-sixth year; but I had seen four years of 
actual warfare, had successfully commanded a regiment of 
Iowa men, and I thought then, as I think now, that I was 
a competent juror. The Judge Advocate of the Commis
sion was Colonel N. P. Chipman, who early in the war 
served as Major of the Second Iowa Infantry. He was 
severely wounded at Fort Donnelson in February, 1862. 
When sufficiently recovered to return to duty he was pro
moted and became Chief of Staff for General S. R. Curtis, 
and later was placed on duty in Washington. He was a law
yer by profession, a man of superior education and refine
ment, and withal one of the most genial, kind-hearted, com
panionable men I have ever~ had the good fortune to meet. 

The average level-headed citizen while considering the 
verdicts rendered in an ordinary criminal case is generally • 
ready to say : '' The jury are the best judges of the evi
dence, they heard it all as it was given, had an opportunity 
to judge of its value and estimate the credibility of the wit
nesses, and their judgment should be accepted as correct 
and final.'' It seems to me that the American people, and 
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especially the future historian, should be equally fair in 
dealing with the Wirz Commission. Indeed, I do not see 
how it would be possible for an intelligent, unprejudiced, 
fair-minded reviewer to conclude that such a Court could 
or would have rendered a verdict that was not in full 
accord with the evidence presented. I assure you that 
no attempt was made to dictate or influence our verdict; 
and furthermore, there was no power on earth that could 
have swerved us from the discharge of our sworn duty 
as we saw it. Our verdict was unanimous. There were no 
dissenting opinions. And for myself I can say that there 
has been no time during the forty-five years that have in
tervened since this trial was held when I have felt that I 
owed an apology to anyone, not even to the Almighty, for 
having voted to hang Henry Wirz by the neck until he was 
dead. 

Wirz was tried on two charges. The first charge was 
that he had conspired with John H. Winde1" and others to 
injure the health and destroy the lives of our soldiers who 
were held as prisoners of war. And the second charge was 
''Murde1~ in violation of the laws and customs of war''. 
The Court found him guilty of both of the charges and of 
ten of the thirteen specifications. Throughout the trial the 
prisoner was treated with the utmost fairness, kindness, 
and consideration by the Court and the Judge Advocate. 
When our verdict was rendered and the record made com
plete it was submitted for review to General Joseph Holt, 
Judge Advocate General, a man noted f 01' his high char
acter, patriotism, and ability as a lawyer and a judge. I 
quote but a paragraph or two from his r eview. He said: 

Language fails in an attempt to denounce, even in faint t erms, 
the diabolical combination for the destruction and death, by cruel 
and :fiendishly ingenious processes, of helpless prisoners of war who 
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might fall into their hands, which this record shows was plotted 
and deliberately entered upon, and, as far as time permitted, 
accomplished by the rebel authorities and their brutal underlings 
at Andersonville Prison.12 

And in closing his review, after reference to the high 
character of the men composing the Court and of the fair
ness of the trial, he said: 

The conclusion reached is one from which the overwhelming 
vol rune of testimony left no escape. 

This paper does not demand nor will it admit of further 
reference to the vast mass of testimony listened to by the 
Court. In conclusion I will ref er to a single incident of 
the trial. For weeks after the trial began the Judge Ad
vocate presented only such testimony as went to show the 
general conditions existing at the prison and which tended 
to establish the charge of conspiracy, and he held back 
until near the close of the trial the evidence on which he 
depended to establish the fact that Wirz had by his own 
acts been guilty of willful murder. As a result Wirz evi
dently concluded that no such evidence had been found, 
and on repeated occasions he addressed the Court through 
his counsel, saying that he was ready to admit the truth of 
all evidence that had been presented, but that he was not 
personally responsible for the conditions shown to have ex
isted in the prison; that he had simply acted in conformity 
to the orders of bis superior officers, and should not be held 
responsible for them; and he therefore asked for an acquit
tal and discharge. These requests, one after another, were 
denied by the Court. 

Early in the trial Wirz became sick, and a lounge was 
brought into the room on which he was permitted to re-

12 Copied from the Trial '(Jf Henry Wirz, Executive Documents, 2nd Session, 
40th Congress, No. 23, pp. 809,814. 
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cline; and during many days of the trial ke lay on the 
lounge with his handkerchief over his face, apparently ob
livious to all that was taking place. Finally a witness was 
placed on the stand who told of his escape from the stock
ade in company with a comrade whose name he did not 
know, of their pursuit by the blood hounds, and of their 
recapture and return to the Confederate camp. He said 
that when brought to Wirz 's tent and their escape and re
capture was reported, Wirz became furious, and rushing 
from his tent he began cursing and damning them for hav
ing attempted to escape. The comrade, who was nearly 
dead from exposure and suffering, had ,staked his last 
effort on this attempt to regain his freedom, and the recap
ture had discouraged him completely and caused him to 
feel that death itself, was preferable to a return to the 
stockade. Like a caged animal he turned on Wirz and 
gave him curse for curse, challenged him to do his worst, 
and told him he would rather die than return to the hell 
hole from which he had escaped. This so enraged Wirz 
that he sprang at the man, knocked him do,vn with his 
revolver, and then kicked and trampled him with his boot 
heels until he was dead. When the witness began this 
story Wirz became interested. First he removed the hand
kerchief from his face; then propped himself on one elbow; 
and as the story progressed he gradually rose up until he 
stood erect. His fists were clenched, his eyes were fairly 
bursting from their sockets, and his face presented a horri
ble appearance. As the witness :finished his story Wirz 
fairly screamed at him: ''You say I killed that man.'' 
''Yes sir'', replied the witness. ''You tramped him to 
death in my presence''. At this Wirz threw up his hands 
and exclaimed, '' Oh my Gott'', and fell back in a faint on 
the lounge. 
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This was one of a number of stories that told of Wirz's 
personal acts of cruelty. In addition he was directly 
chargeable with the unwarranted p11nishments which he 
caused to be inflicted on men who attempted to escape or in 
other ways violated the rules of discipline which he had 
established. These punishments consisted of stopping of 
rations, establishment of a dead-line, use of the stocks, the 
chain-gang, use of hounds, bucking and gagging, tying up 
by the thumbs, flogging on the bare back, and chaining to 
posts, from all of which causes deaths were shown to have 
resulted. 

''Mister Johnny Reb'', as we called him in war time, the 
man who bared his bosom to our bullets and challenged us 
to come on, was a big-hearted, generous fell ow whom I have 
always believed fought for the right as he saw it. I know 
by my experience that he was as brave a soldier as ever 
carried a gun; and prisoners who fell into his hands on the 
battle field were invariably treated with kindness and con
sideration. It was only men of the Wirz-Winder type, 
bushwhackers, and home guards, that presumed to off er 
insult and abuse to our men in captivity. I make this clos
ing remark because of the fact that with the passing of 
years the bitter feeling that had existed between the North 
and the South has been practically wiped out and the rem
nants of the old fighting forces on both sides have been com
ing together and shaking hands as friends, and I would be 
sorry to know that in this address I have uttered a word 
that will serve to mar in the least the spirit of harmony 
existing between these old veterans. 

JOHN How ABD STIBBS 

CmcAGO, ILLINOIS 


