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FOREWORD

MANY have seen the posed photographs of Union prisoners who had come back from the 1860s Georgia hellhole known as Andersonville: the hollow eyes, the wan visage, the slack posture and protruding bones, the image of standing corpses who paused to have a studio portrait taken somewhere on their way to an early grave. They are among the most shocking images of the American Civil War, presaging as they do the grisly documentary footage filmed when the Nazi camps were liberated in Europe eighty years later.

We do not see any such photos of the men who fought for the Confederacy and returned home from northern prisons. Nor do we ever hear their stories. This omission is hardly due to a lack of published narratives, scores of which are scattered in archives and libraries across the country. The silence can hardly be passed off as a mere footnote to history, since Confederate prisoners (over 200,000) were generally agreed to have outnumbered their Yankee brethren during the war. Of these, some 26,000 Rebels died in captivity, more than all U.S. battle deaths recorded in the Revolutionary War, the War of 1812, the Mexican War, and the Spanish-American War combined.

We suffer from a collective amnesia. Our condition may be best explained by the venerable dictum that the winner writes history. Indeed, captive Johnny Reb has been three times cursed in our memory: he was captured in battle, he fought on the losing side of the war, and he defended a slave regime regarded as morally repugnant. Having already been tainted by slavery, the southern soldier encamped in a northern barrack, shivering under a blanket in subzero temperatures and subsisting on a twice-daily ration of watery gruel, is not exactly the stuff of which legends are made.

Their confinement was plagued with deprivation, brutality, physical collapse, and even death. But these same circumstances made some of them stand out as remarkable, even heroic. It might have been the sharing of rations or a blanket. It might have been tending to the sick. It might have been the nervous, raw-boned energy of digging a secret tunnel to freedom. In the end, survival was achieved only through an uncanny mixture of self-interest and solidarity.

Nowhere was the battle for survival more desperate than in Elmira, the infamous Yankee prison in upstate New York. What follows is the story of Elmira—a kind of “Andersonville on ice”—as told by a few of the men who left it while they still drew breath.
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1. Elmira

2. Point Lookout

3. Old Capitol Prison

4. Johnson’s Island

5. Camp Morton

6. Camp Douglas

7. Rock Island

8. Fort Warren

9. Fort McHenry

10. Fort Delaware

11. Camp Chase



PROLOGUE: CAPTURE

THE morning of June 9 dawned fair and warm. It was a Thursday like any other in early summer. The Thompson widow picked her way across the ruts in Market Street, on an urgent errand for molasses and yarn. A knot of merchants near the Exchange Building bickered over how soon the winter wheat would be in. On the river, the Peebles warehouse, stocked with prime bales of cotton (not to mention a rare consignment of apple brandy), opened for business—prices strictly negotiable. The magnolias were in full blossom. An infant giggled from an upstairs window on Bank Street. The honey locusts wrapped the streets in their heavy perfume. It was a day for a stroll, a visit to Aunt Rebecca’s, a drowsy nap on the trellised front porch after dinner.

Except that it was 1864. Three years of civil war had aged the city of Petersburg, Virginia. The streets, picked clean of refuse, were now barren; even pigeons and cats had started to disappear. A visitor could have patrolled the downtown streets for a week without finding signs of a man under 50. (In the early years, young fellows who didn’t enlist were likely as not to get a package by post containing a petticoat.) The stifling heat would soon be upon them—the women, children, and old men who remained in a city now as silent as the brooding cemetery of Bland-ford that bordered it on the east. She had been living a charmed life for years. The war had been, until now, a creaky train ride away, a folded message in a saddlebag crossing the next county.

Anthony Keiley was comfortably lodged in his downtown office, perusing newspaper reports of the latest Yankee invasion of Virginia. Then, at about 8 o’clock in the morning, the clamor began. The tolling started solemnly at the courthouse on Sycamore Street, then was taken up by the fire engines and whipped like a wild tale through the heart of town. Within minutes, every bell and carillon in the city took up the call until “all the available bell-metal in the corporation broke into chorus,” the loyal citizen later wrote. It was as if the sky were about to fall on Petersburg, this thriving center of the tobacco and cotton trade founded in 1748 on a bend of the lazy Appomattox River.

Keiley knew it was no fire the bells were sounding—and feared it was no act of nature, either. He ran out into the street and collared a passerby. The news was grim: “Twenty thousand Yankee cavalry,” the pedestrian cried, covering his ears from the din in the street and rushing toward the river, “two miles and closing!”

People were sprinting in a frenzy down Market Street. A riderless horse galloped by. Far away was the sound of thunder. It looked to Keiley like a scene out of the grimmest page of Revelations. Twenty thousand Yankees? The papers had borne no such warning. Why should he believe another rumor? Still, the incredible news gave him pause, since “the ‘usual discount’ of seventy-five per cent still left the tale uncomfortable to a degree.” He ran inside to lock up his office and returned home as fast as his limp would carry him to “replenish my commissariat.” Neither precaution, it turned out, was wasted: it would be many months before the ambitious lawyer would see his beloved Petersburg again.

You might say that Anthony Michael Keiley was spoiling for a fight. The sound of bells this June morning had dutifully aroused him, a veteran who enlisted as a private in Company E of the Virginia 12th Infantry in 1861, a week after Fort Sumter. He had been severely wounded in the right foot at Malvern Hill (Seven Days’) in June 1862. Commissioned first lieutenant in early 1862, he returned to his unit after a period of convalescence with a command at the battle of Chancellorsville, Virginia. Soon after, he had been to Gettysburg and back, hobbling all of the way because of his wound. But he was no longer fit for marches. After seeking employment in the Confederate government (and personally imploring Jefferson Davis for a position), Keiley resigned his commission in late 1863 to attend to civilian duties. But he was restless. More than anyone, he knew that tending the home fires was not the proper work of a southern gallant.

In full civilian garb, without so much as a pistol stuck in his belt, Keiley set off from his house in the direction of the storm. At the south edge of town he found an unlikely assembly: a ragtag militia of some 125 old men and boys led by Fletcher Archer, a Mexican War veteran. The “parlor soldiers,” or city troops, didn’t look at first sight like they could hold back much more than a holiday parade. But they were the only obstacle, Colonel Archer reminded them, between the women of Petersburg and the advancing Union horde. The rumored 20,000 cavalry had melted into a mere 1,300 on the horizon by 11 o’clock, but no matter. The men of the Petersburg militia were going to be outmanned no matter how many Yankees poured in the breach.

Archer’s Battalion had dug in behind earthworks along the Jerusalem Plank Road, the main thoroughfare south of the city, making a 600-yard front. When Keiley offered his services, all five feet eight-and-a-half inches of him, they issued him an antique smoothbore musket left by a comrade, a nervous fellow gone to town “on leave” that very morning. The men closed lines on the road and put up some fence rails in a slapdash chevaux-de-frise. Suddenly they heard music floating down from a cloud behind them. On Bragg’s Hill, within eyesight, a Negro band struck up “Dixie” and “The Girl I Left behind Me” to provide the defenders some welcome moral support. A little before noon, the Yankee horsemen, unimpressed by the spectacle, were a half-mile away and approaching.

The first thing Archer’s boys saw was a cloud of dust. A Yankee line of blue crossed the field at a canter. The battalion fired and “scattered the cavaliers like chaff,” Keiley bragged, “three riderless horses being all of the expedition that entered our lines.” Two other charges were quickly repulsed. The Rebs reloaded to give yet another volley, but their exhilaration was short-lived. They could see that the cavalry had dismounted and deployed along the road in a flanking maneuver.

The militia waited nervously. On came the enemy a fourth time. Armed with Spencer repeating carbines, a far cry from the muzzle-loading “arquebuses” issued to the militia, the Federals started to make short work of Archer’s boys. After taking heavy fire, the colonel gave the order to retreat. Robert Martin, injured in the battle and quite deaf, misunderstood the order and ran forward instead, firing as he went. Captured by the Yankees, he was denied a trip across the field to say goodbye to his family.

The Yankee “foemen” came so fast that “the two nearest men to me were shot in the back while facing the line of original approach,” Keiley remembered. Archer’s men—Blanks and Jones and Bannister and Staubley and Hardee and Bellingham—fell in the gathering smoke. To the Rebel rear, Confederate batteries charged down Sycamore Street to take a defensive position, and General P. G. T. Beauregard’s regulars were digging in around the perimeter of action. The Federal assault, sweeping past the hindmost of Archer’s men, soon met stiff resistance, and the cavalry pulled back to regroup. So it was that the grueling 10-month siege of Petersburg began. Keiley was convinced that his scruffy outfit, buying the regular army time to take up position, had saved the city from Lucifer’s legions. The engagement lasted barely ninety minutes.

Keiley was nursing a wounded comrade when the enemy overran his trench. A “hatchet-faced member of the First District cavalry” ran up and thrust a carbine under his nose, spewing a train of curses. Probably for the first time in his life, Keiley surrendered without an argument. He looked at his comrades kneeling in the dust. The ragged pack of Rebs ranged from their teens to well over 50: clerks, farm boys, magistrates, tradesmen, doctors, schoolteachers, and even hospital patients and jailbirds. The Yankees stripped them of firearms. One Federal forgot to unload a captured weapon and blew a hole in his thigh, an ugly accident that gave the embittered Keiley a measure of “satisfaction.” He had awoken that morning a reputable citizen and now, in the early afternoon, kneeled on the plank road, a helpless prisoner. The war had jumped from the newspapers to the city outskirts in less time than it would have taken a belle in Sunday dress to cross Market Street on a muddy day.

Keiley would have been loath to admit that he started life as a “Yankee.” Born in New Jersey of Irish immigrants in 1832, he came to Petersburg with his family when he was still a boy. His mother was a fervent Catholic, his father a schoolteacher who lapsed into Methodism, creating an enduring family scandal. Anthony himself was an altar boy and Sunday school devotee, a background that contributed to a well-honed sense of moral indignation that he would soon have plenty of time to vent. He was stylish, opinionated, and almost brazenly literate: in 1852–1853, he enrolled at the University of Virginia and in 1859 was admitted to the state bar.

Three years of war had helped Keiley make sense of his life. Before Fort Sumter, he had sampled careers like a man tasting canapés at a buffet. By the age of 30, he had taught school, practiced law, and edited several newspapers, not to mention that he cultivated a chronic case of political ambition. In May 1863, he was elected to the Virginia House of Delegates and began to serve that fall, a position that didn’t count for much when the war finally came to Petersburg. Keiley was hardly the first—or the last—member of a state delegation to be captured in the war. And the fact that he was carrying a blunderbuss on the Jerusalem Plank Road when he fell into Yankee hands was, for a politician, not a good omen as to where he might find himself come the next general election.

In 1860 he had been a Union man, one of a small minority in the South to support Stephen Douglas for president. But the election of Abraham Lincoln was an unacceptable affront. Keiley’s politics were a mix of democratic bonhomie and aristocratic aloofness. He supported extending the franchise—at least to unpropertied white males. He railed against the laziness of slaves, yet had a lifelong commitment to relief of the “poor.” A second-generation Irishman—and president of the local Hibernian Society—he had found success in a Protestant community otherwise closed to the immigrant rank and file. He exhibited all the enthusiasm—and scorn—of the grateful convert.

As such, he was the most unreconstructed of Southerners. “The North,” Keiley asserted later, “in liberating four millions of blacks, enslaved eight millions of whites.” He fancied himself something of a freeborn cavalier, a man reared on the commentaries of Caesar who had read about war and been to battle to test his worst suspicions. Some contemporaries described him as “poor,” dismissing a very modest pedigree that was in every way obscured by his disposition. By the code of his day, he was an educated “gentleman” as capable of unraveling an extended metaphor as of handling an obsolete musket at the barricades. And even people who despised his politics couldn’t resist him. The higher ranking a Yankee officer was, the more likely he would fall victim to Keiley’s Irish charm in the months to come. That alone would be of immense service to Keiley at his ultimate destination in the North, a military camp known by its ill-fated inhabitants as “Helmira.”

Not all Rebel soldiers came so confident and well bred. John Rufus King of the 25th Virginia Infantry couldn’t quote any Latin, but he had a good head for numbers all the same. Like his father, he was a carpenter by trade: “I can use a saw and square much better than I can a pen,” he admitted with typical modesty. Born in 1842 in Marion County, Virginia, King and his family moved to Upshur County, Virginia, in 1861 and were rare Confederate sympathizers in a pro-Union region in the mountains near Clarksburg, Virginia (later West Virginia). His brother Cyrus was injured by stoning early in the war for supporting the Cause. In July 1862, both brothers and their father were dragged before General William Rosecrans, a future congressman and minister to Mexico with a legendary temper, who forced them all to take an oath of loyalty to the Union. Such was proof, as King later put it, that even in Virginia “we were never safe at home.”

King broke his oath on May 14, 1863, and enlisted in Company B of the 25th Virginia, a unit known as the “Upshur Grays.” He was a fair-complexioned youth with auburn hair and blue eyes, measuring a lofty five feet ten inches. His unit soon joined the Army of Northern Virginia, and the young carpenter, though impressed with Commander Robert E. Lee’s prowess, was not one to brag about his own. “I wish you could have seen me dodge the first shell,” he said of his maiden battle near Winchester, Virginia, early in the Gettysburg campaign. “If a hole had been near I would have disappeared. I would like to impress on your minds that I had a fine brave heart, and a pair of legs that had a wonderful inclination towards carrying my body out of danger, but I succeeded in coaxing them to stay with the crowd.” John King was as humble as Anthony Keiley was highfalutin.

The 25th Virginia, deploying as skirmishers and sharpshooters, arrived at Gettysburg on July 1 at the end of the battle’s first day. Merely to survey the day’s slaughter was a somber initiation: “Men’s heads were torn from the bodies, legs and arms torn asunder and horses lying around mutilated,” King wrote of the fighting near the railroad cut. He added, with typical reflection, “It took courage to face these things.” And face them he did. The next day, he stormed Culp’s Hill with the 25th under Richard Ewell’s Second Corps and survived the ensuing carnage. The Yankee right gave way against the onslaught but recovered the ground by dusk. Though no one was counting then, almost 35,000 men had already fallen in two days of bitter fighting.

On July 3, George Pickett led his doomed charge into the sights of massed Yankee muskets and cannon. That same day, King had been pinned down in the Valley of Death, taking withering fire from the 20th Maine at Little Round Top. After his brother Cyrus and another comrade fell in the action, both badly wounded, he dragged them out of the crossfire to safety. General Lee fell back with his troops the next day, the wounded men on the field abandoned. “It is due to the hand of a Divine Providence that we were not both killed,” wrote King, “for the cannon balls bored into the ground so close we thought sometimes we would be covered.” But he had lost his brother as a prisoner to the enemy.

King’s trip to the North was a passing good adventure. Traipsing through Chambersburg, Pennsylvania, on the way to battle, he had conversed with people who couldn’t believe they were seeing Rebs in their own front yard. For once, he thought, the North was getting a taste of the war. Despite Lee’s orders outlawing theft, General James Longstreet’s men broke into various shops in town. (“I remember I did a fine job guarding a bed of onions, just long enough to pull all I wanted for my own use,” wrote King.) The townsfolk and southern boys made small talk in the long midsummer light. Locals marveled at how the Johnnies looked just like their own boys—apparently they had been expecting ogres and trolls. “It seemed strange that anyone could know so little about the South,” decided King, a testament both to rural isolation and the war hysteria that had gripped both sides.

A farm boy from a Virginia holler, King would fight in as many epic battles as Achilles did. He was back in northern Virginia near the Rapidan River on May 5–7, 1864, for the battle cum inferno called the “Wilderness.” King watched helplessly as a classmate was killed at his side. Many others met what the Rebs called the “unseen death” at the Wilderness—the bullets hurtling from points unknown through the dense scrub and underbrush. Exploding ordnance set the woods ablaze, and scores of wounded men, unable to move, were left to die in the flames. The Yankees, with 2-to-1 superiority in numbers, stiffened under Lee’s sustained attack, the first time they had stood fast on the bloody ground of Virginia.

With the fires of the Wilderness still burning, General Ulysses Grant wheeled southward toward Richmond with 100,000 men, Lee nipping at his heels. At Spotsylvania Court House, a key junction on the Richmond road, Lee took his stand. Nearby the town, the Upshur Grays were among those to build dense breastworks at Bloody Angle, a fortification that “was in the shape of a horseshoe and our Brigade occupied the toe.” On May 10, the Yankees breached Bloody Angle at the high point of fighting and took 1,000 prisoners. At dusk, their attack stalled under an artillery barrage, and the Rebs repulsed them with heavy losses.

Picketing with the enemy continued. On the morning of May 12, the Yanks began massing before the tree line across an open field. In the mist slightly after dawn, the Union made another all-out charge. Fifteen thousand men advanced to split the Confederate left in the fog, running up and down the swells of the rolling fields as they approached the angle. Like phantoms emerging from the haze, the Federals suddenly overran the breastworks, crying, “Boys, surrender!” The furious fighting in King’s sector was over in minutes. “They never fired again,” he wrote with some surprise, “but stood looking at us good naturedly.”

The look was deceptive. When Rebel John Keener of Company A refused to give up his rifle, a Yankee shot him, “and we saw him throw his arms across his breast and fall on his face.” The other men of the regiment put down their arms and lined up by the breastworks. Some 4,000 Rebs had been captured. King couldn’t get out of his mind the sickening sight of Keener being killed after the battle. But his own experience seems to have been a blessed one—in other sectors of the “Mule Shoe,” the forward point of Confederate defenses, hand-to-hand fighting continued for hours.

The mob of graybacks was led through Union lines. They had to step over corpses piled two and three high, over 12,000 casualties, most of them Yankees, littering a square mile of ground. On the Rebel side, Lee had lost a third of his infantry commanders in some of the heaviest fighting in the war. Arriving in the Union rear, King was suddenly overcome by a fit of anger. He picked up a knife and began swinging it wildly, enraged to find himself a captive. He was halfway berserk when “a very young Yankee boy appeared who looked up into my face so kindly and lovingly and spoke so gentle to me that my foolish anger vanished.” The Federals had lost a man for every prisoner they took, the boy reassured him—it had been a good fight. Calmed by the soothing words, King, for the first time, accepted his fate: he was on his way to purgatory, at least the military version of it. It was only later that he realized that he probably owed the boy his life.

Not far from King in the Spotsylvania trenches was Marcus Breckenridge Toney of Edgefield, Tennessee. Born in 1840, Toney was 20 years old when the war broke out. He was the son of a millwright who immigrated to Tennessee from Buckingham County, Virginia. Before the war, young Marcus was already something of a survivor. His three siblings died in childhood, and his parents had both passed away before he was 13. He went to school in Lynchburg, Virginia, near the old family home, shuttling back and forth between the two residences. His father owned slaves, and Marcus was raised by a black nanny in the absence of his mother; young Toney swore that the nanny had more affection for him than she did her own children.

Marcus was a strapping six feet tall, auburn-haired, and blue-eyed. A pious and well-to-do Methodist, Toney, like others in the spring of 1861, wasn’t expecting a long war. By that time he held his own slaves in Virginia, the state of his birth, and more in Tennessee, proudly holding that slave and enslaver “were living as one great family in peace and harmony” throughout the South. His ire was raised by Harriet Beecher Stowe’s spiteful depiction of his homeland in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, a book he called “a libel upon the Southern people.” He subscribed to states’ rights and was willing to fight any damned Yankee to prove the soundness of the principle. As Toney wryly put it, “Our New England cousins first engaged in the African slave trade; but, finding their labor not profitable in that section, sold their slaves to the Southern people.”

In April 1861, Toney signed a 12-month enlistment at Edgefield, located opposite Nashville, in Company B of the Rock City Guards (First Tennessee Infantry), no doubt sorry to have to say goodbye to “my negroes.” Three days after Fort Sumter was fired on, he was drilling with his unit on the Edgefield town square, the regiment, 1,000 men strong, filling it from end to end. They were mustered in on May 10 and moved to Camp Cheatham, where the unit faced its first test: an epidemic of measles. “The doleful dirge of the dead march often touched our hearts,” wrote Private Toney, who lamented this unromantic demise far from the field of battle. The Rock City Guards were afraid the war would be over before they ever made it to Virginia to prove their mettle. Worse than the danger of going to battle was the more depressing prospect of being left behind—or so they felt during the first year.

With the regimental band striking up “The Girl I Left behind Me,” Toney and the First Tennessee marched to the Nashville and Chattanooga train depot in the summer of 1861. Climbing into ten boxcars, Toney wrote, the men were wedged “as thick as pins in a pincushion.” They felt invincible as Spartans. The martial tradition of the South—General Washington at Trenton, Andy Jackson at New Orleans, and old William Henry Harrison at Tippecanoe—was all of theirs to defend. Toney believed, “We would have a battle in which one Southern man would whip five Yankees with cornstalks, England would intervene, peace would be declared, and we should return home finding all our servants smiling at our home-coming.” He bragged, much as Keiley would, that “we left Nashville with as good a lot of boys as ever went to the front.” Each of the men was given a New Testament by the regiment chaplain.

The First Tennessee rushed by rail to Virginia. In mid-July, they arrived for the battle of First Manassas—days late. Each soldier was loaded up like a mule: a rifle, Colt revolver, sword, and scabbard, with a knapsack and haversack slung over the shoulders and a hefty supply of cartridges for ballast. On a march to Warm Springs (southwest of Waynesboro, Virginia) in mid-August, Toney was overcome with heat exhaustion and ditched his sword, blanket, and revolver in the bushes. “I thought, probably, the war would end before the winter,” he explained. The more superstitious among them threw away their cards and dice, ready for the judgment soon to befall them.

For the Rock City Guards, the Virginia campaign was little more than an extended parade maneuver. If Company B marched to the sound of the guns, they never found them smoking when they got there. Even so, the privations of the simple soldier—like finding potable water—were a part of the daily regimen. “How many wiggletails and tadpoles I have drunk will never be known,” Toney mused of the streams and pools from which he had partaken. He remembered, on one occasion, how his company robbed a Kentucky man of a barrel of water, even as the poor farmer pleaded that his own family had nothing to drink. Company B stopped and emptied the barrel in a few minutes. “We felt sorry for him, but such is war.”

In due time, the intense heat turned frigid. The winter of 1861–1862 brought heavy snow to northern Virginia. In below-zero temperatures, Toney recalled, “I ran picket for four hours around and around a big tree; I had to do it to keep from freezing,” and he chewed on sassafras bushes for nourishment. Only an insulating snowfall managed to keep the sleeping men warm where they bivouacked. When the regiment returned to Tennessee after weeks of maneuvering, Toney wrote, “The fatalities of the campaign were three soldiers frozen to death,” not the kind of circumstances they had planned to write home about to sweethearts, friends, and family.

But the First Tennessee remained alert, drilling daily on dress parade in Chattanooga. On April 1 they were loaded in boxcars again, and this time they shipped west toward the massing of armies near Corinth, Mississippi. As fate would have it, they missed another great battle. Arriving on the field on April 9, they met “a large number of wagons and all kinds of conveyances carrying our wounded to Corinth,” this being the ghastly toll of Shiloh. A long row of Federal prisoners shuffled by. The Tennesseans slept in vacant Yankee tents that night and the next morning lined up for battle, which once again eluded them. By this time, they were more worried about being ignored by the gods of war than they were afraid of advancing into a blistering line of Union muskets.

So far, the men of the First Tennessee hadn’t “seen the monkey show,” as some southern boys called the shock of battle, but they got a glimpse of the performance soon enough. In the fall of 1862, the Rock City Guards entered onto what Toney called “the dark and bloody ground of Kentucky.” On October 8, vastly inferior Confederate forces under Braxton Bragg attacked Union troops under Don Carlos Buell at Perryville. Company B, Rock City Guards, overran an eight-gun Union battery and charged another. “We had ten men killed in attempting to carry the colors,” Toney wrote of the murderous enfilade from Bush’s Indiana Battery, probably no exaggeration given the arch disgrace of losing a flag. “We lost some two hundred and fifty men in a short time.” In hindsight, Toney wasn’t enamored of the fact that the guards had bivouacked twice before the battle in cemeteries, using grave markers for pillows, what seemed a macabre reflection of things to come.

The battle raged thick and confused: “Our boys got so close to the battery that the smoke covered them,” Toney recalled. Rare atmospheric conditions prevented the sound of cannon from being heard at nearby Yankee headquarters a couple of miles distant and delayed the dispatch of Union reinforcements. But nearly 8,000 total casualties wouldn’t be enough to make for a decisive battle. Bragg withdrew to Chattanooga, and Buell went to Nashville, refusing repeated orders from Washington to pursue his opponent. Fourteen men from Company B were killed on the Perryville field, including one of Toney’s friends, Robert Hamilton. A devout Christian, Toney made it his business to bury Hamilton along with 26 other men, using a breastplate from a Yankee corpse for a shovel.

Detailed as a nurse while the army retreated, Toney spent several sleepless nights listening to the cries of fallen men for water. But he was doomed to become a prisoner. Soon after the battle, he was taken by the Yankees and “paroled,” meaning he gave his word not to take up arms until formally exchanged for a Union prisoner. The next four months he spent in a private residence with Confederate sympathizers near Danville, Kentucky, waiting for an exchange. It wasn’t the kind of captivity the twentieth century would even recognize—a man bound by his word of honor rather than a line of menacing sentries and a coil of concertina wire.

Next, Toney was boarded at the National Hotel in Louisville for six weeks pending exchange. On April 4, 1863, he signed another parole and was finally swapped with a group of Rebs for a like number of Federals at City Point, Virginia, on the James River. Even then he was far from safe. Within a few days, Toney had survived a train wreck near Bristol in which a broken coupling pin caused his car to somersault several times near the Watauga River; the private from Edgefield escaped with barely a bruise. He had been absent from his unit for six months and experienced what amounted to a very liberal version of Yankee confinement.

Reporting to the First Tennessee in Shelbyville, Toney was back in the thick of the war before long, and his good luck continued. In June, a Federal cavalry raid at Tullahoma took the Rebs by surprise, and Toney hid out in a pigpen, “bivouack[ing] in the dust with hogs and fleas” beneath a train depot. The Yankees rode off without finding him. That night, he found his way back to his unit, navigating by the stars.

After fighting at Chickamauga, Georgia, in the early fall, the regiment took an elevated position on nearby Missionary Ridge in November. “From the top of Lookout Mountain,” Toney wrote, “it was a grand sight at night to see the campfires of [Joseph Hooker’s] army.” The high aesthetics of the experience didn’t last long. On November 25, one day after a total lunar eclipse, the Rebs beat a Yankee charge back to Sherman Heights early in the day, only to flee the field when Grant, attacking from below, broke the Confederate center. The scrambling Rebels ran up the mountain, unable to fire down for fear of hitting their own men behind them. They retreated down the far slope and didn’t stop for 30 miles, one of the most humiliating southern defeats of the war. They had, in the unforgiving lexicon of the boys in uniform, “showed the white feather.”

The First Tennessee went into hibernation for the winter. Toney applied for a furlough—which was refused—in January 1864 to attend a relative’s wedding in Virginia. (No matter—he erased the “dis” from “disapprove” and used it anyway.) The presence of family must have warmed him to his native state, for on February 4 he transferred to Company C of the 44th Virginia, an outfit in which a first cousin was soldiering, and walked ten miles through a foot of snow to join them. Like units all over the South, the 44th Virginia was in difficult straits: “By the first of May,” Toney noted, “the meat was gone, and many of the soldiers were without shoes. . . . Three days’ rations were three pones of corn bread without any sifting and minus salt.”

On May 5 began the bloody struggle for the Wilderness. The 44th beat back several Union charges the first day on Palmer’s Field. The 146th New York Zouaves, “as fine-looking a body of men as I ever saw,” Toney remembered, advanced from a thicket and “were mowed down like grass before the sickle.” Time and again the Virginia 44th “stood the gaff,” the men aiming low to compensate for past cases of shooting in the trees. But the Yanks kept coming, so thick a mass of them that Toney counted over 1,000 Federals fallen on the field by day’s end. On May 6, Toney’s lieutenant took a ball above the heart and instantly died. Toney’s cousin died soon after with a bullet to the head, and Toney buried him nearby “with a black-jack tree for his headstone.” The Tennessee private saw how the pockets of the Federal corpses were turned inside out, picked clean by scavengers. The Rebs threw down their corn pone and took the Yankee rations of hardtack and bacon. But no one had time to dawdle.

The 44th Virginia sped to close off the Federal move on the capital. By May 12 at Spotsylvania Court House, Toney’s regiment had dug in at the Bloody Angle, stabbing the earth with their bayonets and throwing it out in tin plates, not far from the Upshur Grays of John King. The collapse happened early that morning. A brigade of Yankees charged and overwhelmed the position, running across the swells of land like a dense blue wave. A burly Irishman walked up and waved a gun in front of Marcus Toney; “Why he did not shoot,” the Reb wrote later, “I will never know.” Ushered back through Yankee lines, thousands of prisoners found themselves in shock: “We were in a sorry plight to meet such an array of tinseled regalia,” Toney wrote of the well-shod Yankees. “Many of our men were hatless, shoeless, and coatless and were covered with mud from the trenches.” After surrendering on the field, he reported icily, several Rebs were shot or beaten to death.

The Federals hustled the prisoners off to the Belle Plain encampment, near Fredericksburg, Virginia, where they awaited transport to prison. While there, Toney made the acquaintance of the U.S. Christian Commission, a voluntary group founded by the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) that provided box lunches, hot coffee, and Bibles to soldiers in the field. The group didn’t impress Toney with its generosity. “They did not minister to any of the Confederate prisoners,” he griped. “I guess they thought we were an incorrigible set.” Still, the Rebels drew healthy rations of bacon, sugar, and coffee, a feast compared with their usual fare. “I do not believe that, in January of 1864,” remembered Toney, “there were more than five bags of coffee in Virginia.”

For Private Toney, Private King, and discharged Lieutenant Keiley, confinement would prove to be a burden. Not so for Sergeant Berry Greenwood Benson of the First South Carolina Volunteers (whose own war credentials verged on the epic), for whom the very idea of captivity was unthinkable. Benson was the triggerman for a battery that fired on Fort Sumter during the war’s first day. He was bruised by a bullet at Gaines’ Mill at the start of the Seven Days’; fought at Second Manassas, Antietam, and Fredericksburg; and was wounded in the left leg at Chancellorsville, the only thing that kept him from following Lee to Gettysburg. (Eighteen of the 30 men in his company died at Second Manassas alone.) It had been no mistake that Benson enlisted in 1861 for the war’s duration.

Young Benson was irrepressible. When he arrived in northern Virginia in June 1861 as a bright-eyed Carolina volunteer, he got it in his mind that he wanted to see the Potomac River. He wandered off from his unit to get an eyeful one day, only to be arrested as a straggler and thrown in the Rebel guardhouse. (While the guard was changing, he walked away unmolested.) The next year, he fell sick and struggled to keep up with his unit as they marched north to Antietam. Again, he was mistaken for a shirker and put in a Rebel pen near Harper’s Ferry, Virginia. But it wasn’t Benson’s way to play “old soldier.” He jumped the fence and caught up with his boys in time to trade murderous volleys with the Yanks at Antietam, a bullet leaving a black mark on his felt hat during retreat. Berry Benson was always getting nicked and buzzed and winged, but death couldn’t seem to get any closer than a bare nudge.

He made corporal by early 1862 and sergeant by late the next year. A sharpshooter by the time of the Wilderness in 1864, Sergeant Benson soon became known for his nighttime scouts. During the Wilderness campaign, he went behind Union lines to gather intelligence for General Lee, a mission that nearly cost the scout his life. One night at Spotsylvania, Benson overheard a Yankee colonel give marching orders for the front. The South Carolinian stole a horse and returned to Confederate lines with the news, only to find that the enemy had already taken the Bloody Angle. The two armies struggled ferociously the next day. “There we fought with them,” remembered Benson, “through blood and rain, for twenty hours, without food, or rest, or sleep, and only the muddy rain to drink.” John King and Marcus Toney were among those taken in the melee.

It was a seesaw affair. The Rebels retook the angle and, for a time, hung on to the dubious prize. Late on the night of May 16, Benson volunteered to cross enemy lines again. Finding Federal pickets too numerous to avoid, he tried, in the darkness, to pass as a Union scout. He turned out to be a better soldier than actor. A brigade commander, Jacob Sweitzer, saw through his feeble attempt at a New York accent and had Benson arrested and placed under guard. It was a desperate situation. Benson knew full well he might be tried for espionage. The South Carolinian stayed on the alert, boasting of his own exploits until his guards revealed more about northern troop movements than prudence would have dictated. Benson, in his own words, was determined to “exchange myself” before dawn.

It didn’t take long for an opportunity. In the darkness, he found a chance and wrested away a guard’s rifle with a struggle. Benson ran down a hill and made a desperate beeline for a copse of pines. Before he could make the trees, the Yankees were thicker around him than flies on a cow’s rump. They ran him to earth in a few seconds. Escorting him back to camp, a corporal scalded him under a torrent of verbal abuse, later reporting that Benson had struck him—a lie. Then the corporal had him bound to a tree, where Benson spent the rest of the night, figuring he would be tried as a spy the next day. The corporal added the indignity of confiscating Benson’s pocketknife, which had belonged to his cousin Zack, who had died shortly before at the Wilderness. That evening, the Union guards made it their pleasure to prod him with their bayonets.
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