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  To Frederic Augustus James, United States Navy, who was there but chose not to watch the execution “Having no relish for such scenes,” and to Jefferson Hammer and Rita Arthur for keeping James’s story alive and entrusting me with his memory. Requiescant in pace.
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  The Raiders in History




  It was the most witnessed execution in US history.




  On a sweltering July evening in 1864, in a remote corner of southwest Georgia, in a foul and overcrowded prison stockade, six men, all Union prisoners of war, surrounded by guards and accompanied by a Roman Catholic priest, followed behind the prison commandant as he rode into camp mounted on a pale horse. They stopped at the foot of a hastily constructed gallows, and the commandant made a short speech disavowing himself from the proceedings before he ordered the guards to leave the stockade and rode out in their wake. The six prisoners seemed stunned, and several witnesses would later write that they had the impression that the six had not actually believed that they were about to die until that moment. They seemed to have been under the impression that their arrest, trial, and sentence had been part of some elaborate charade intended to frighten them into changing their ways. Once they’d been handed over to the other prisoners by the prison commandant, however, the awful reality that they were about to be killed began to take hold of them. One of the men tried to flee just as he was about to mount the gallows’ steps, wading through the swampy, filth-filled stream that served as both the prison’s water supply and its latrine. By the time he was recaptured and brought back to the place of execution, the other five men had already mounted the gallows. Meal sacks were slipped over their heads in the place of hoods, and the nooses were affixed around their necks. At a signal, the prop holding up the platform on which they stood was knocked away and the men fell into the void. Within minutes, one of the men, a large six footer, crashed back to earth, the rope he’d been hung with, broken. He was hastily revived, and although he pleaded piteously for mercy, he was hanged again, this time fatally. The bodies hung for about fifteen or twenty minutes, long enough to make sure that the last sparks of the six lives had been snuffed, and then they were cut down and removed from the prison stockade for burial. The 26,000 plus Union prisoners who had witnessed the execution went back to the business of struggling to survive the deprivation and depravations of life in Camp Sumter, more commonly known as Andersonville Prison.




  No one disputes this scenario. Nearly everything else about what happened that day is up for debate. Like a nineteenth-century game of “telephone” where a whispered sentence becomes more and more unrecognizable with each repetition, the details surrounding those six men and their deaths were obscured by perspective, memory, and exaggeration. Witnesses who wrote about the incident disagreed on the crimes that led to the executions, the role the prison officials played, specific details about the trial and subsequent hanging, and even the names of the men who were killed. So just who were these six prisoners who were killed by men on their own side? What crimes were they guilty of? Where did they come from? Why, out of thousands of prisoners, were these six singled out for punishment? Did they deserve to die?




  The six men killed were part of a larger group of thieves and ruffians who preyed on their fellow prisoners at Andersonville. These “raiders” got their name from the short, effective attacks that they would make on their fellow prisoners. They would single out prisoners who were new to the prison, or who were sick or weak, or injured, and thus unlikely to fight back effectively. They frequently targeted men who had been brought into the stockades without comrades, because their friendless state made them more vulnerable. The raiders would attack, and then withdraw to their small neighborhood in the southwest corner of the stockade before help could be summoned. They may have worked individually, or in loosely organized bands, occasionally headed by an individual. They stole whatever they could of value—food, cash, watches, clothing, and other forms of personal property. They were not above using violence when they met with resistance. Many of the raiders had begun their criminal careers before they ever set foot in Andersonville, robbing fellow prisoners in places like Belle Isle, Virginia, where many of them had been held as prisoners before their transfer to the Georgia stockade. The first mention of “raiders” in Andersonville prisoners’ diaries began not long after the prison camp opened. Although the men they preyed on were vulnerable, raiding was nonetheless a dangerous occupation, and men who were caught raiding were subjected to prison justice, where they might be beaten or flogged or have half of their heads and beards shaved as a visual warning to the rest of the prison population.




  Following the hanging, the six bodies were removed to the “dead house,” which is where the dead were kept until their burial in the nearby prison cemetery. The names of the dead, if known, were recorded in the prison’s Register of Deaths, along with their rank, regiment, and cause of death. Anger over the fact that these six men had preyed on their fellow prisoners led the burial detail to bury them separately from the rows of graves where the other prisoners lay. The six men were buried dozens of yards away from the loyal dead who died of starvation, wounds, and disease. When the graves were marked by an expeditionary force after the war ended, the six raiders’ graves were marked but not numbered. They are not counted among the honored dead, a sentiment that continues to this very day; when the thousands of graves at Andersonville National Cemetery are decorated with individual American flags on Memorial Day, the six graves that are set off to the side are left unmarked.




  According to the grave markers, the executed raiders included four soldiers and two sailors. Going from left to right, the dead men are identified as “Pat’k Delaney PA.,” “Chas. Curtis R.I.,” “Wm Collins PA,” “Jno. Sarsfield NY,” “W. Rickson U.S.N.,” and “A. Munn Sea US Navy.” But from the very start, there was controversy about the identifications. Not a single diarist who witnessed the event mentions either “W. Rickson” or “A. Munn.” Nearly every prisoner who recorded the names of the executed men in their diaries mentioned that one was named “Sullivan,” a name that doesn’t appear on the grave markers. John McElroy, who would write a best-selling memoir of his prison experiences a decade and a half later, claimed that their names didn’t matter because they were probably aliases anyway. “These names and regiments are of little consequence, however, as I believe all the rascals were professional bounty-jumpers, and did not belong to any regiment longer than they could find an opportunity to desert and join another,” wrote McElroy in his prison memoir, 15 years after the fact. The generally unreliable “diarist” John L. Ransom took the question of identity a step farther in his book, claiming that as he stood on the gallows, raider Patrick Delaney announced that he was using an alias: “He said his name was not Delaney and that no one knew who he really was, therefore his friends would never know his fate, his Andersonville history dying with him.”




  This refutation of the names of the doomed men dehumanizes them and makes them seem more like shadows and cardboard figures than living, breathing human beings. The angry mob of witnesses was definitely not interested in the details about the individual raiders, and later writers, in particular, relished relegating the raiders to the role of “bad guys” whereas they cast themselves firmly in the role of “good guys” and heroes to the starving, suffering victims of the raiders’ crimes. By refuting their names and taking away their identities, all that is left of these men is the knowledge that they were the worst kind of predators. Unfortunately, the accusation that the raiders were all bounty jumpers who used assumed names does not always stand up. William Collins served with his regiment for over two years before he was captured and had earned a field promotion to corporal at the battle of Gettysburg. J. Sarsfield fought with his regiment for eight months before he was captured and was a good enough soldier that he was carried in the muster rolls as having been captured rather than as a deserter. Andrew Muir, the sailor misidentified as “A. Munn,” had completed his year’s enlistment as a sailor on the USS Water Witch and was awaiting transport back home to New York when his ship was captured. Looking at their compiled service records, it quickly becomes apparent that the story of the six raiders is much more complicated than the one history tells about them.




  To untangle the real story of the Andersonville raiders, one needs to be conscious of how the story of the raiders has evolved over time. Over 26,000 prisoners witnessed the execution, as did an unknown number of guards and other Rebels. Dozens of eyewitnesses wrote about the event the day it happened in their prison diaries, but the diaries are only as good as the information available at the time. While most diarists present mention the hanging, the majority dismissed it in a single sentence or two. For example, Adelbert Knight of the 11th US Infantry wrote, “Their was 6 of our men hung inside of the stockade at 5 P.M. for murder and robery [sic] by our men.” The difficulty in studying the Andersonville raiders is that the different witnesses frequently disagree in the details. For example, many diaries mention the last-minute escape attempt and the broken rope, while others do not. Most put the date of execution as July 11, but some state that it happened on July 12, likely because the execution happened late in the day and so they saved writing about it until the next day’s journal entry. One of the sailors who was killed is variously identified as Munn, Muir, Meever, Murray, or Buer. Few letters home were sent from Andersonville, and it seems as if few, if any, of the letters that survive mention the execution, possibly because the idea of the prisoners turning on their own and the details of the hanging were just too ghastly to be shared with the tender folk at home. Despite these inconsistencies, the surviving diaries are the best primary source of details available to scholars, even if they are flawed accounts.




  Wartime newspapers did not, for the most part, make mention of the raiders’ reign of terror or the executions, although there were exceptions. One major exception was when 16th Illinois Cavalry Sergeant Leroy L. Key gave an interview to the Christian Commission after his exchange detailing how he organized and orchestrated the raiders’ downfall. That interview was published in several newspapers, including the Boston Journal and New York Times, in late 1864 while the war was still going on and the prisoner-of-war camp at Andersonville was still in operation. While the prison was covered only sporadically in the press while it was in operation, the raiders’ story featured widely in the press during the 1865 war crimes trial of Henry Wirz, when the bloodthirsty press took great delight in writing about the depravities of “Demon Wirz” and sought to exploit the worst stories about him, true or not, in order to help sell newspapers.




  Within the first two years after the war, there were several prisoner memoirs published, and most, but not all of them, referenced the raiders. The best of these publications was Life and Death in Rebel Prisons by 16th Connecticut Sergeant Major Robert H. Kellogg. Not surprisingly, Kellogg drew on his prison diary, a remarkably detailed document now in the possession of the Connecticut Historical Society. But none of these books sold particularly well, and by five years after the war, both the nation and the former prisoners began to look forward rather than backward at a particularly difficult period in their history, and there were no more prisoner memoirs published.




  By 1870, the nation was moving on from the Civil War and very little was written in the press about the prison or the raiders for nearly a decade. Then, in 1879, a reporter and former Andersonville prisoner of war (POW) named John McElroy, reportedly drawing from a popular series of prison sketches that he’d written for the Toledo Blade, published a four-volume memoir of his wartime experiences titled Andersonville: A Story of Rebel Military Prisons. McElroy was nothing if not a good storyteller, and he wrote about how, as a young man, he served as one of the regulators, the ad hoc police force responsible for attesting, court-martialing, and punishing the raiders. The book became an instant best seller and has remained in print ever since.




  McElroy devoted two entire chapters to the crimes, arrest, and punishment of the raiders, providing rich detail, even dialogue, from the remembered incidents 15 years before. The story of the Andersonville raiders and the epic struggle within the prison walls between the forces of good and evil became part of the American consciousness. McElroy became the definitive source of information for what life was like at the Andersonville stockade, although he wrote it as a man in his 30s, looking back on events that had occurred over a decade before. His success spawned a glut of prison memoirs, although none of them matched his book for style or sales. In fact, many of the books that came later clearly drew on McElroy for information, and repeated his remembered details, dialogue, and drama. Some incidents, such as a battle royal between the raiders and the regulators, and Captain Wirz screaming at his men to open fire on the prisoners during Charles Curtis’s failed escape attempt, were never mentioned either in diaries or earlier memoirs, but appear in several memoirs published after McElroy’s.




  These later books not only suffered from the vagaries of memory, but in some cases from authors who refused to let the facts get in the way of a good story. Particularly notable among these is John Ransom, who claimed to be publishing his “diary,” but when questioned about the whereabouts of the original diary, he claimed that it had been burned in a fire, but only after he had copied it first. A typical example of the faults in Ransom’s account is the “diary entry” that allegedly gives details of the hanging. Ransom claims that the hanging took place on July 12 (prison records show that the date was July 11); that Sarsfield fought with the 144th New York (it was the 140th); and that the two sailors were named A. Munn and W. R. Rickson (these names do not appear until after the war when the grave markers were erected in the National Cemetery). Ransom claims that “Munn” was captured four months before, when in fact Andrew Muir was captured on June 3, 1864, just under six weeks before the hanging. Ransom claimed that Sarsfield had studied law before the war, had been with his regiment for three years, and had been wounded in battle before being captured, when his compiled service records indicate that Sarsfield worked as a shoemaker, was never injured, and had been with his regiment for just eight months before being captured. Ransom claimed that the hangings took place at 11 o’clock in the morning when most other accounts say they occurred in the early evening, and Ransom never mentions the aborted escape attempt, instead claiming that Curtis, the man who most accounts say tried to bolt at the last minute, tells them to hurry the execution along and not spend all day talking about it. Ransom claims that Delaney announced that he would rather hang than live on small rations, which seems unlikely at best. Ransom reports blood spurting from Collins’s ears, mouth, and nose after his hanging is botched and he falls to earth, details found in no other account. In short, it looks like Ransom was more interested in telling a thrilling story than the truth when he published his book under the title Andersonville Diary in 1881.




  Accurate or not, McElroy’s book with its rich details became the definitive account of Andersonville in general and the arrest and hanging of the raiders. Since its publication, the story of Andersonville prison has stayed in the public eye and become part of the American mythos, serving as an inspiration for novelists, playwrights, and filmmakers. Almost a century after the events, a writer named McKinlay Kantor would draw heavily on McElroy’s and Ransom’s accounts to craft his own novel, Andersonville, which would win a Pulitzer prize for fiction in 1956. In 1959, The Andersonville Trial, a play by Saul Levitt depicting the trial of Andersonville prison Commandant Henry Wirz, would have a successful run on Broadway before being filmed in 1970 in an Emmy-winning PBS presentation starring Richard Basehart and William Shatner. Finally, in 1996, a made-for-TV movie from Turner Pictures titled Andersonville won several Emmy awards, including Outstanding Miniseries or Special. But each retelling and artistic representation takes us one more level of removal from the truth.




  The first scholarly book on Andersonville was written over a century after the last prisoner left the stockade. In 1968, History of Andersonville Prison, written by a college professor from Morehouse College in Atlanta named Ovid L. Futch, was published. Although Futch did a credible job sifting through the documents and accounts of Andersonville Prison, he was nonetheless looking back across a century and had to contend with accounts that were, occasionally, at odds with each other.




  Time and memory are strange things. Both are cherished, fleeting, and difficult to capture. Looking back, mountains are higher, challenges become greater, and death and losses turn bittersweet. There is a tendency to categorize and to simplify. Both good men and bad become caricatures, details get hazy, and mistakes are made. In the hands of later writers, the prison and its men become literary devices; stand-ins for hell and the epic struggle between angels and demons. Truths are manipulated, facts are tweaked, and literary license is taken for the sake of telling and selling the story. A century and a half later, it’s difficult to wade through the layers of time and treatment and discover the substrate that lies beneath the detritus.




  Despite their limitations, contemporary and near-contemporary accounts must be considered more reliable than later memoirs written decades after the fact. The best we can do is to look for details that are consistent between accounts and examine them critically. Using contemporary and close-to-contemporary accounts, as well as records from the prison camp and the compiled service records of the individual men involved, we now attempt to go beyond the caricatures that history has given us and answer the question: Who were the Andersonville raiders?




  NOTES ON CHAPTER 1




  A Roman Catholic priest—The priest was Father Peter Whelan, who is noteworthy for having regularly entered the prison stockade in order to attend to the spiritual needs of the Roman Catholic prisoners. He later recounted his experiences on the day the raiders were hung at the war crimes trial of Captain Henry Wirz. Although he was assisted at times by other priests, Father Whelan ministered to the prisoners longer than his clerical brethren, some of whom became ill from their exposure to the prison. Father Whelan was the priest who attended the condemned men at their execution. He would later go on to testify at the Wirz trial.




  The six prisoners seemed stunned, and several witnesses would later write that they had the impression that the six had not actually believed that they were about to die until that moment—Robert Kellogg wrote, “They themselves seemed strangely unconcerned, apparently thinking it was simply an affair got up thoroughly to frighten them, and they appeared to cling to the idea, even until they had ascended the platform erected for their execution.” John McElroy wrote, “For a moment the condemned looked stunned. They seemed to comprehend for the first time that it was really the determination of the regulators to hang them. Before that they had evidently thought that the talk of hanging was merely bluff.” McElroy also reported that, upon seeing the gallows, one of the condemned men gasped, “My God, men, you don’t really mean to hang us up there!” Prisoner Warren Lee Goss recalled that “up to this time the murderers did not seem to view the proceedings in a serious light, but rather as a joke.” And the Sunday Mercury reported that, “It was evident that the culprits themselves did not believe they were to die; although a worthy priest named Father [Peter] Whelan, from Florida, who had been attending the prisoners for several months before was unceasing in his labors in trying to impress upon them the real nature of their position.”




  The 26,000 plus Union prisoners—Prisoners varied in their estimates of the size of the crowd, but according to the Morning Report entry for July 11, 1864, there were 26,464 prisoners within the prison stockade that day, with another 1,517 in the prison hospital, making an official total of 28,685 prisoners. Of this number, those in the prison hospital outside the stockade walls would probably not have been able to see inside the stockade fence, and some within the stockade would have been too sick or disabled to get to a vantage point where they could witness the proceedings. A few, such as sailor Frederic Augustus James, opted not to watch, “having no relish for such scenes.”




  No one disputes this scenario—Although most of the prisoners agreed on the essentials of the story, there is occasional discrepancy over the details, such as some diaries recording the execution as being on July 11, rather than July 12, likely because the hangings happened in the evening after that day’s diary entries had already been completed, and a few much later memoirists, looking back, combined the story of the broken rope with the memory of a man trying to bolt, and recorded that it was the same man involved in both incidents. However, most accounts are essentially as given here.




  Robbing fellow prisoners in places like Belle Isle, Virginia, where they were held as prisoners before their transfer to the Georgia stockade—The first prisoners at Andersonville were transfers from other Confederate prisons, such as Belle Isle. A Belle Isle prisoner named J. Osborn Coburn wrote in his diary about having four loaves of bread stolen by men he identified as “Raiders.” Memoirist Gilbert Sabre wrote in his 1866 memoir that “The system of ‘raiding,’ which was carried on with so much annoyance at Belle Isle, was practiced, with even greater industry, at Camp Sumter.”




  The first mention of “raiders” in Andersonville prisoners’ diaries began not long after the prison camp opened—Robert Kellogg specifically mentions one of the men who would later be hanged in his diary on May 5, 1864, just three days after his arrival at Andersonville, when he wrote that “The Moseby gang [sic] tried to raid it on us last night, but we were out in a twinkling, ready to give them a pounding. Unfortunately, they escaped.” At this point, the prison had been open just over two months.




  Anger over the fact that these six men had preyed on their fellow prisoners led the burial detail to bury them separately from the rows of graves where the other prisoners lay—At the time of their deaths, burial workers were still placing bodies in what would later become known as Section K of Andersonville National Cemetery. As more and more prisoners died, the area between Section K and the raiders’ graves was used to accommodate more burials, creating Section J. This makes it appear today as if the raiders were placed much closer to the other prisoners than they originally were, although their graves are still set off to one side of the rows containing the honored dead.




  The generally unreliable “diarist” John L. Ransom—Ransom, reportedly a first sergeant with the 9th Michigan Cavalry, Company A, was the author of a book called Andersonville Diary, which was published in 1881. He died in Pasadena, California, on September 23, 1919.




  Adelbert Knight—Knight’s unpublished diary is currently owned by his descendant, Larry Knight.




  One of the sailors who was killed is variously identified as Munn, Muir, Meever, Murray, or Buer—This man is identified as A. Munn on his grave marker; as Muir in the prison death register (which was likely misread when the grave markers were being made) and in the diary of prisoner Robert Knox Sneden; as Meever in the 1866 prison memoir of Gilbert E. Sabre; as “Murray” by Eugene Forbes’s diary; and as Buer in the diary of Albert Shatzel.




  Leroy L. Key gave an interview to the Christian Commission after his exchange detailing how he organized and orchestrated the raiders’ downfall. That interview, was published in several newspapers, including the Boston Journal and New York Times, in late 1864 while the war was still going on and the prisoner-of-war camp at Andersonville was still in operation. An account of Key’s interview appeared at the bottom of a long article on war happenings that first appeared in the Boston Journal, and later ran on the front page of the December 11, 1864, New York Times.




  As a young man—John McElroy’s age is difficult to determine. His death certificate gives his date of birth as August 25, 1844, which would have made him a little more than a month shy of his twentieth birthday at the time the raiders were hanged. But his gravestone at Arlington National Cemetery clearly states that John McElroy, a private in the 16th Illinois Cavalry, was born in 1846, which would have made him approximately 18 years old during his summer as a POW. The 1900 US census lists him as a 50-year-old journalist and gives his month and year of birth as August 1849, which would have made him a month shy of his 15th birthday when the raiders were hanged. On the other extreme, the 1880 US census, taken on the second day of June, was the first census taken after his book on his wartime experiences was published, and lists him as a 38-year-old journalist, meaning he’d have been 22 years old in July 1864.




  Ransom reports blood spurting from Collins’s ears, mouth, and nose after his hanging is botched and he falls to earth, details found in no other account—Diarist John L. Hoster reported Curtis bleeding from the ear as a result of being beaten during his aborted escape attempt, but Ransom is the only one to describe William Collins this way.




  In 1968, a college professor from Morehouse College in Atlanta, named Ovid L. Futch published his book, History of Andersonville Prison—Sadly, Ovid Futch died in March 1967, and his book was published posthumously.
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  The Trial Transcript?




  On June 30, 1864, prison commander General John Winder issued General Order Number 57, authorizing the proceedings against the raiders and dictating that, “The whole proceedings will be properly kept in writing, all of the testimony will be fairly written out as nearly in the words of the witnesses as possible.” Although many prisoners reported that a transcript of the trial was kept and sent to Washington, DC, no such transcript was ever reported as having been received, and for a century and half it was assumed that such a record of the raiders’ trial had been lost, if it had ever existed at all.




  But languishing in archives such as the National Archives in Washington, DC, and the New York Public Library was a newspaper article from page 3 of the August 20, 1865, Sunday Mercury. Published just over a year after the executions and just four months after Andersonville Prison ceased operations, the article gave a long account of the trial of the Andersonville raiders. It was published along with a brief editorial introduction urging the readers to have an open mind regarding Henry Wirz, then on trial for war crimes. The article gave a day-by-day account of the trial, naming the men accused, the jury members, prosecuting and defense lawyers, court reporter, and witnesses. It seems to be, if not the long-lost court transcript, then something quite similar.




  Does the Sunday Mercury show the actual, assumed-to-be-lost account of the raiders’ trial? At first glance it seems promising. Details that can be checked, such as the names and regiments of the men taking part in the trial do, for the most part, match with men who are known to have been held prisoner at Andersonville. Where there are errors, they appear to be minor, such as a wrong company or an apparently misheard name, such as juror J. Western Dana of the 56th Massachusetts, who is more likely J. Weston Dana of the 56th Massachusetts. Likewise, the mentioned name of a Confederate officer, “Bush” matches the name of Second Lieutenant Warren S. Bush, who served at Andersonville. The Sunday Mercury’s account of the trial mentions that Sarsfield was found guilty on the first day of the trial, an event confirmed by prisoner Eugene Forbes’s diary entry for June 30, the day after the arrests of the raiders, which states that “towards night news came in that Sarsfield, one of the principals, who said he would ‘Cut out Dowd’s heart and throw it in his face,’ had been convicted and sentenced to be hung.” Prisoner James Vance of the 5th US Cavalry wrote on July 1 that three raiders had been sentenced to hang, which coincides with the Sunday Mercury’s assertion that Delaney, Sullivan, and Muir were sentenced on the second day of the trial. Similarly, a man named Richard Allen of the 83rd Pennsylvania, Company E, is reported to have been found guilty of robbery and assault, raising the possibility that this is the same “Dick Allen” who, according to John McElroy, swore vengeance over Patrick Delaney’s body (Delaney was also a member of the 83rd Pennsylvania, Company E). And finally, the Mercury reveals that the man named “Dowd,” whose assault led to the arrest and downfall of the raiders, was a member of the 97th New York, a detail never mentioned in any diary or book, and indeed, a man named “Doud” served with the 97th New York, was captured, and sent to Andersonville.




  It would have been all but impossible for someone with no connection to Andersonville to come up with the names, regiments, and details listed in this article. So how could the transcript of the raiders’ trial have ended up published in a New York City newspaper rather than being forwarded to Washington, DC?




  There is a clue in the article itself: “Edward Wellington Boate, Forty-second New York, was unanimously appointed official reporter of the Court.” Boate, an Irish native, had already had a long newspaper career before enlisting in the 42nd New York under the alias “Edward W. Bates.” He’d worked as a journalist for the Waterford Chronicle and Wexford Guardian before moving to London and working as a foreign correspondent. He then worked as a Parliamentary correspondent before moving to the United States with his family sometime around the beginning of the War of Rebellion.




  In 1863, Boate joined the 42nd New York and was captured at the Battle of Bristoe Station at roughly the same place and time as condemned raiders Patrick Delaney, William Collins, and John Sullivan. Like them, he was sent to Belle Isle, and then to Andersonville. Interestingly, Boate left the prison within a month of the execution of the raiders. Perhaps because he held the belief that the US government was responsible for the horrific condition at Andersonville due to its refusal to resume the exchange of prisoners, Boate was one of six prisoners selected to carry a petition calling for the resumption of prisoner exchanges and for the Union government to allow supplies to be sent through enemy lines for the relief of the men held at Andersonville. It seems logical that as the court reporter, Boate would have been an ideal choice to bring the trial transcript to Washington, perhaps with the intention of giving it to Abraham Lincoln personally. But it was not to be. Much to Boate’s consternation, “the representatives of thirty-eight thousand Union prisoners were treated with silent contempt, the President declining to see them or have any communication with them!” Unable to present the transcript to Lincoln, Boate apparently kept it. Given the difficulties Dorence Atwater later had with the federal government over the list of names of the dead who had died at Andersonville, Boate’s keeping the transcript may have been a good choice.




  Boate went on to testify on behalf of Henry Wirz at his trial—a very unpopular position, but one that is in line with the exhortation not to rush to judgment of Wirz at the beginning of the Mercury article. So how did the transcript go from Boate’s possession to the pages of the Mercury? Simple. According to his 1871 obituary, Edward Wellington Boate had been a reporter for the Sunday Mercury. It appears, then, that Boate was the court reporter at the raiders’ trials and took the transcript with him to Washington, DC, when he was paroled as part of a delegation of prisoners on August 7, 1864. Because Lincoln declined to meet with the delegation, Boate was unable to present the transcript to Lincoln, and so he kept it, then saw it published in the newspaper that he worked at during the war crimes trial of Henry Wirz. Boate probably hoped that by revealing Wirz’s role in stopping the raiders, he might improve the public’s perception of Henry Wirz and help the man get a fair trial.




  Given this information, it’s very likely that the Mercury’s account of the raiders’ trial is the long-lost account mentioned by several different prisoners. It seems to have been accepted as a legitimate account by some sources in Washington as well; all four of the executed soldiers’ compiled service records contain the notation: “See Bookmark AMO-433-1865.” That “bookmark” refers to a document at the National Archives that is inside a file on Dorence Atwater—a newspaper clipping that’s misidentified as being from the New York Mercury, but which is from the August 20, 1865, Sunday Mercury.




  The Sunday Mercury article is both a fascinating and frustrating document. The section on the trial is framed by two episodes of questionable veracity. In one, hearing about the situation created by the raiders, Henry Wirz enthusiastically takes immediate action, calling for his gun so that he can presumably settle the issue personally. In the other, condemned prisoner Curtis claims to have taken the Oath of Allegiance to the Confederacy and appeals to General John Winder for clemency (Winder reportedly re sponds by offering Curtis the choice of being shot as a Rebel or hanged as a Yankee). In both cases, it’s questionable whether either event happened; it’s never explained how the reporter, a prisoner, would have been present in Wirz’s office before the arrests and there’s no record of a prisoner named “Charles Curtis” ever taking the Oath of Allegiance.




  The central portion of the article is a day-by-day account of the trial, although it only records a portion of the proceedings. Phrases such as “Other witnesses testified to other charges” and “There were several others tried, and found guilty, and sentenced to wear ball and chain for terms varying from ten days to the remainder of their imprisonment” tantalize, but unless Boate’s original trial notes become available, the Sunday Mercury article is likely as close as we can come to knowing the specific details of the Andersonville raiders’ crimes and the testimonies lodged against them.




  NOTES ON CHAPTER 2




  But languishing in archives such as the National Archives in Washington, DC—The file in the National Archives can be located at AMO-443-1865, interfiled with file APZ-479-1865; Letters Received, 1862–Dec. 1889; Enlisted Branch, 1848–1889; Records of the Adjutant General’s Office, Record Group 94; National Archives Building, Washington, DC.




  Although many prisoners reported that a transcript of the trial was kept and sent to Washington, DC—Henry Davidson wrote in his 1865 book, Fourteen Months in Southern Prisons, “A full account of the proceedings from the beginning of the trial to the burial was written by the Clerk of the Court, and transmitted by flag of truce to the Government at Washington.” Charles H. Knox claimed that the transcript had been sent to General Sherman in Atlanta with a request to ratify the sentence.




  Languishing in archives such as—The article exists as a clipping in the National Archive and was initially discovered by Mike Musick and reprinted as an appendix in Robert Scott Davis’s book, Ghosts and Shadows of Andersonville, but the National Archives incorrectly identified the article as coming from the New York Mercury. However, the New York Mercury published on Saturdays, and the article was published on August 20, 1865, which was a Sunday. Once this error was discovered, other copies of the article could be found. At the New York Public Library, the issue of the Sunday Mercury containing the article in question is preserved on microfilm.




  The article gave a day-by-day account of the trial, naming the men accused, jury members, prosecuting and defense lawyers, court reporter, and witnesses—See Appendix A for a complete transcript of the Sunday Mercury article.




  J. Weston Dana of the 56th Massachusetts—James Weston Dana, formerly a corporal with the 1st Massachusetts.




  Likewise, the mentioned name of a Confederate officer, “Bush”—The highest ranking Confederate named Bush at Andersonville Prison, and thus the one most likely referred to in the article was Second Lieutenant Warren S. Bush, of the Third Georgia Reserves, Company D. Other Bushes who served at Andersonville include E. B. Bush, 55th Georgia Infantry, Company C; Calvin Bush, 2nd Georgia Reserves, Company A; and Nathan Bush, 3rd Georgia Reserves, Company E.




  A man named “Doud”—The name in question is always spelled “Dowd” in prisoner accounts, but the name appears to be “Doud” in pension documents provided by the man’s mother following his death. Boate and the men who wrote in their diaries used the more common spelling of the name Dowd/Doud, and were likely not aware how the severely beaten man spelled his surname. See chapter 11, “Dowd.”




  In 1863, Boate joined the 42nd New York—For unknown reasons, perhaps to protect his identity as a reporter and get an “undercover” look at the life of a Union soldier, Boate enlisted under the pseudonym “Edward W. Bates.”




  Boate was one of six prisoners selected—The other prisoners selected were Henry C. Higginson of the 19th Illinois, Company K, the man who, according to the Mercury article, acted as defense attorney for the accused raiders; Prescott Tracy of the 82nd New York, Company G; and Sylvester Noirot or Norrit, of the 5th New Jersey, Company B. Two other men, William N. Johnson and either F. Garland or a man named Dennison, also reportedly left the prison stockade with the others, but did not arrive in Washington, DC, with them. Although the original intent may have been for these men to return to the prison after delivering their message, none of them returned to Andersonville.




  “The representatives of thirty-eight thousand Union prisoners were treated with silent contempt”—Boate recounting of his experiences as part of the failed delegation appeared in the 1882 edition of the Southern Historical Society Papers, volume 10, nine years after his death. The piece was originally the sixth in a series of articles by Boate published in the New York News in July 1865, a month before his account of the raiders’ trial appeared in the Sunday Mercury.




  Given the difficulties Dorence Atwater later had—Nineteen-year-old Dorence Atwater, a private with the 2nd New York, Company D, served as a clerk at the prison hospitals at both Belle Isle and Andersonville. One of his jobs was to keep the prison’s Register of Deaths, a duty he shared with several other clerks. Fearing that when the war ended, the Confederates would destroy the list rather than hand it over to the Union, Atwater began to secretly make his own copy of the list, which he took with him when he was exchanged in February 1865. The War Department initially offered Atwater $300 for the list upon learning of its existence, but Atwater wanted the list to be published so that the families of the dead would know what had happened to their loved ones. Atwater negotiated with the War Department saying that he would give them the list, but that they, in turn, must either provide him with a copy or allow him to make another copy. They agreed and Atwater turned the list over to the War Department, but as weeks passed, it became clear that they did not intend to honor their side of the bargain. At this point, Clara Barton, a popular figure because of her assistance to the sick and wounded of the war and who later founded the American Red Cross, learned of the existence of the list and persuaded the War Department to give it to her so that the dead of Andersonville might be identified and their graves marked. Atwater returned to Andersonville and assisted in this effort, and it’s thanks to him that only 460 of the nearly 13,000 prisoners’ graves had to be labeled “unknown.” At the end of the expedition establishing the National Cemetery, Atwater simply took his list back when he left. Because of this “theft,” he was court-martialed, convicted, and sentenced to eighteen months hard labor and a $300 fine! This was just a year after his release from Andersonville and, like most of the prisoners, Atwater’s health was still quite fragile. Fearing that he would not survive this latest prison experience, Clara Barton again intervened, and Atwater was released. His list of Andersonville dead was finally published in the New York Tribune in 1866.




  Boate probably hoped that by revealing Wirz’s role in stopping the raiders, he might improve the public’s perception of Henry Wirz and help the man get a fair trial—Wirz’s guilt seems to have been a foregone conclusion even before his trial. Some witnesses perjured themselves and had never actually been at Andersonville, and the trial judges did not allow some witnesses for the defense to testify.




  There’s no record of a prisoner named “Charles Curtis” ever taking the Oath of Allegiance—Nor is there any record of an Oath of Allegiance taken by a man named Rickson, Wrixon, or Ritson.
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