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The voice of Lieutenant Bassieux was distinctive. A young Confederate officer, his language was a mixture of French and a slow 

Southern drawl and it was hard for us to understand. It possessed a dawdling and old vintage much like that of his commanding 
officer, Major Turner. They were both on Belle Island organizing a prisoner exchange during an afternoon in mid-August. 

 We understood Bassieux perfectly when he called for prisoners to line up for the long awaited prisoner exchange. “Oh thank the 
Lord, our deliverance is here!” exclaimed Isaiah as we picked up our most valuable possessions and walked to the northeast gate.  

First, the walking sick were called. Every prisoner pressed forward, some limping, moaning loudly. Bassieux erupted. “Now 
damn your hides, get back! We’ll decide who’s going or stayin’. If you’re play actin’, you’ll wish you never stepped up to this gate!” 
A long process of choosing and rejecting began with some prisoners being kicked and clubbed by the guards and Bassieux and Turner.  

Bassieux then called for the oldest prisoners to step forward, the ones who had been here the longest, and form a line by the north 
gate. This of course excited our comrades in the 123rd Ohio who had been at Belle Island since June. They moved forward pressing 
through the swarming mass and joined a group of others captured early on in the summer or spring.  

Elmer Bates and the other members of the 123rd looked back at us with a mixture of excitement and concern. Seth, Isaiah, and I 
were happy for them but utterly unhinged about our own future. If we had to stay here, how could we carry on without the leadership 
and guidance of our friends? How could we protect ourselves from the raiders? Who would join us as messmates? Could we maintain 
the discipline and organization that it would take to survive in this hideous, vile place?  

 Our anxiety was palpable; it flowed from our stomachs up to our faces, contorting our appearance as we tried to smile at the 
fortunate turn of events for our friends. Bassieux’s next words sent all these emotions fleeing. 

“All right prisoners, next we want those captured at Gettysburg. As your name is called out, come up here to the gate.” 
Immediately a roar emerged from a large throng of prisoners captured with us. We were caught in a mass of men that surged forward 
like a huge flock of chickens. Bassieux fired his pistol into the air and the mass congealed. 

“Now I warn you—no flanking out here. Don’t try to get through this gate unless your name is called. If you try to pull a fast one 
on us, you will regret it.” The rumble of noise quieted to a hum, each man straining to hear the voice of Bassieux’s sergeants as they 
called out the names. 

Members of the 2nd Wisconsin, captured at Gettysburg on July 1, were called. These men, like birds kept in a dark hole, flew 
forward to freedom. Tears ran down our eyes as we saw these men go through the gate. Isaiah pranced up and down. 

“Oh Lord, please call the 82nd Ohio. We have been here since mid-July—it’s got to be our turn!” Seth and I moved forward next 
to Isaiah, bumping some other men. One of the men looked familiar but he was very thin and ragged, difficult to recognize. Still, he 
kept close to us.  

Seth, his controls gone, erupted like a volcano, waved his fist in the air, and yelled “Call the 82nd Ohio! Why not the 82nd Ohio!” 
There was a commotion and Bassieux looked meanly in our direction. Meanwhile, his sergeants continued the roll call of the redeemed 
calling off thirty more names. Then silence.  

We stood with eyes stretched open, necks bent forward, straining to hear more names but no more came. The gate closed. We 
prisoners left behind began to pulsate and boil, we lifted our fists high and yelled. The mass of blue seethed and churned in agony.  

A Pennsylvania soldier in front of us wandered forward, very close to the deadline. “Is that all? Why aren’t more being 
exchanged? What about us?” Bassieux fired his pistol into the air and the bubbling mass receded, like a pot of stew removed from the 
fire. 

“This is all we can take on the transports today. The rest of you will have to wait!” 
“No, no, we want to go now!” Crying prisoners pressed forward. Another pistol shot. Bassieux and Turner yelled with red faces. 

“Get back to your tents. Any prisoner near the ditch and gate after five minutes will be shot. Now get the hell back to the center of the 
pen!” A line of guards then came up and leveled their muskets at us.  

The Pennsylvania soldier, almost in a trance, sat down near the ditch, the dreaded deadline. 
A guard came up and pointed his musket at the melancholy man, then shouted. “Get up you Yank and go back to the pen!” Isaiah, 

Seth, and I stopped and looked at the unfolding drama.  



“Where shall I go?” replied the soldier. “I have no tent, no place to go.” The guard fired, the ball removed about half the man’s 
skull, his brain oozed out on the wet sand of the ditch. His body twitched back and forth for about ten seconds and then stiffened out. 
A howl of protest roared from the receding mass of prisoners. More guards came up, pointed their rifles at us. Pointing to the dead 
soldier, Bassieux said, “Take this piece of garbage out of here!” 

A man close to us fell to the ground and cried. “Oh God, why have you forsaken us?” Two thin forms tugged at him, finally 
getting him up from the vile sandy ground and back into the prison yard.  

On cue, a drizzly rain began and added to the gloomy picture of men, on the brink of freedom, cruelly called back to the chains of 
bondage. Seth, Isaiah, and I returned to Buckeye Manor, a mess now down to three members—us.  

We sat in our tent and surveyed the tools and materials left by our friends of the 123rd Ohio. The clay stove at the end of the tent 
still had some coals burning from cooking our breakfast rations. The poles for picket duty laid along the walls. A few books like Victor 
Hugo’s Les Miserables showed through some cloth wrappings. Six blankets lay folded in the corner. This was a treasure trove.  

How could we hang onto these items with only three of us? Distress fell upon the faces of Isaiah and Seth. I covered my face with 
my hand to hide the tears welling up. Finally, I took a deep breath, exhaled, and exclaimed. 

“The first thing we need to do now is to find some dependable men to fill out our mess. I don’t want to wait for the Rebs to squad 
us out and put us with just anybody. We have a good tent and a good setup. We’re now in the same situation as the 123rd when we first 
met them. We have learned from them—we can survive if we get some good men to join us.” Isaiah bowed his head and started 
praying.  

Seth came over to me, looked at the prayerful Isaiah, scratched his head, and said, “Where do we start? Who can we look for? 
Have you met anybody out there that you can trust?” I felt the tremendous weight of leadership descend on me as Seth looked at me 
for an answer. Isaiah, who had finished his prayer, also gazed at me looking like a student trying to understand an esteemed teacher.  

“Well, we will have to start searching right away before the raiders figure out we’re ripe for the picking.” Seth and Isaiah drew 
closer.  

At this moment, a very thin man in ragged clothing approached the tent opening. Thinking him a potential thief, Seth rushed to 
meet him, grabbing one of the poles. 

“Now wait a minute there Seth Hall—don’t you recognize me? I’m James Barker of your very own company—Company F, 82nd 
Ohio. I marched behind you many a mile. Don’t you recognize me?” 

All three of us leaned forward, closely examining the thin man before us. “James Barker! Why you old dog!” Seth yelled with 
delight. Sure enough, it was our comrade in the 82nd. Waiting outside the tent, we discovered six more men, very ragged and thin. 
Barker limped over to them. 

“These men are also with the 82nd, all captured at Gettysburg.” 
“James, where did you boys get captured?” Seth inspected James as if he was a long lost brother.  
“We got swamped by the Johnnies out in the field at Gettysburg when our flank collapsed.” He put his hand on a tall thin man 

with a slanted smile showing through a scraggly beard. I stepped closer to the man, that grin looked familiar. 
“Bushey Thomas, is that you?” I could not believe my eyes.  
“The one and only,” said Bushey who then named off the other five men from the 82nd Ohio. I did not know them as they came 

from other companies. 
I continued to stare at Bushey. I remembered him as stocky but this man was gaunt and thin. However, Bushey’s dancing blue 

eyes and the wry twist to his mouth identified him as one of the best storytellers in company F. “Bushey, you look a mite thin!”   
Bushey eyed us carefully, paused, and then spoke with a smirk. “While you boys lived high on the hog in this here tent, we’ve 

been a bit closer to nature. The Rebs took our blankets and clothes and gave us these rags. They’ve been downright hostile, I tell you. I 
get the impression that they don’t care much for us.”  

I cracked a smile. “Well, Bushey, you have found a home now! I can’t believe we did not come across you boys sooner in this 
prison yard?”  

“I don’t believe my own mother would recognize me now,” said Bushey. He raised a skinny arm and pointed to some missing 
teeth. “And I don’t figure we ran in the same social circles,” he said looking at our tent and the blankets inside.  

After we embraced and entered the tent, I asked our new messmates, “How did you find us?” After he looked at the stove, James 
Barker replied.  

“Well, I was standing beside Seth there when he began hollering about the 82nd Ohio at old Bassieux. I tried to say something but 
you all moved around so much I couldn’t keep up. We finally followed you to your tent here.” 

“Well praise the Lord!” exclaimed Isaiah. “We just lost our new friends from the 123rd Ohio and now we get old friends from the 
82nd! Praise be!” 

Seth smiled and shook his head. “I don’t understand it but ….” Bushey interrupted.  
“Hey, you got anything to eat?” Seth reached under one of the blankets and brought out a piece of bacon wrapped in a cloth and 

then cut it into seven pieces. Our new messmates were mesmerized. 
“Oh Lordy, Lordy!” exclaimed Bushey as he chewed on the bacon. “We have not had any cooked meat since we got to this 

cursed place—only that damned corn meal and pea soup.” Bushey savored every chew. “Those damned raiders took any meat soon as 
we got it. We were too weak to fight off those sons of bitches.” The others chimed in with other horror stories. Looking at them, 
Isaiah, Seth, and I realized how fortunate we had been to find Bates and the 123rd Ohio men. 

Isaiah, obviously offended by Bushey’s language, still interjected. “I believe this calls for a prayer of thanksgiving and an 
entreaty for Divine help.” Nobody objected and we all bowed our heads while Isaiah asked God to help our new band of brothers 
survive Belle Island. After the prayer, Isaiah led us in a hymn “Blest be the tie that binds.” Not a man was silent.  



Thus began the second edition of The Buckeye Manor. Composed now only of the 82nd Ohio, our first priority was to bring our 
messmates back to health. Seth, Isaiah, and I cut down on our own food and gave it to our new friends. Gradually they regained their 
strength.  

Next, we taught them how to defend our tent and the valuable tools and items it contained. Two men always stayed at the tent 
when others went away. We combined our rations at mealtime just like we had done with the 123rd.  

Although it was sometimes difficult, we held our own as the numbers of prisoners increased on the cramped island prison. We 
estimated that more than eight thousand prisoners inhabited the camp at the end of the summer. It was hard even finding a place to sit 
down. More perplexing, what were we going to do with the cold of winter approaching? 

The fall months brought increased rumors of exchange. At first, we got excited, remembering how good it was for our friends of 
the 123rd Ohio to get their freedom. However, with each disappointment, our resolve to merely survive took precedence over our 
cravings for freedom.  

Many prisoners talked incessantly of escaping but such efforts invariably failed and resulted in the men being horribly punished. 
We decided that if an opportunity presented itself for escape, we would oblige but we did not actively plan or dig tunnels. Still the 
shrinking rations and our shriveling supply of cash was a problem. In October, a solution presented itself. 

The autumn sun turned the river into a golden glittering ribbon between ranks of red, yellow, and orange trees. Leaves fell into 
the river swirling down like little tops. Into this beauty, came the raw drum beat announcing another camp search by the Rebel guards. 
We picked up what we could carry and hurried out through the gate while the guards searched our tents. After the search, Bassieux 
stopped the prisoners at the gate as Seth, Isaiah, and I tried to hurry up and get back to our tent. 

“I want to see a Private Hiram Terman of the 82nd Ohio.” I looked at Seth and Isaiah and saw blank faces covered with concern. 
“Terman, are you here?” I stepped forward ready to take whatever fate awaited me. Seth and Isaiah walked through the gate, 

glancing back. 
“I’m Terman.” 
“Private, I have an order here from Richmond for me to place you on the crew bringing in rations.” I slowly relaxed as he looked 

at me quizzically. “Why you Private?” Be careful Terman. Before I could answer, a guard came up and asked Bassieux where to put 
some new prisoners.  

“Hold on there, Jones.” He turned to me and then glanced at the new prisoners who were making a fuss. “Private, this means you 
are to go outside and help bring in rations. Here is a pass. Remember, you are honor bound not to escape. Do you agree to this?” 

“Yes sir.” 
“Come to the north gate here after rations and the guard will show you what to do.” 
 I knew the chance to get extra rations and supplies with this job was a godsend. Bassieux handed me my pass and I hurried back 

to join my messmates. I found Seth and Isaiah busy evicting two men trying to grab our tent.  
“Sorry boys, this tent is already occupied,” said Seth to the belligerent duo. 
 “Twarnt nobody in here when we came by, its ours now,” said a dark haired man with a bandanna around his neck. The rest of 

the Buckeye Manor came up with clubs in hand. 
“My friends here will vouch that this tent is already taken! Now move along!” The two men left immediately. I showed Seth and 

Isaiah the pass from Bassieux. Their eyes widened as I told them what I would be doing. 
“Well, old Carlotta came through after all, didn’t she?” said Seth as he rather sheepishly slapped me on the shoulder.  
Isaiah chimed in. “Old Jim Thompson of the Michigan mess over there has a job like that and his whole tent gets on real well. 

Hiram, this really is a blessing! Thank you Lord!” 
Right after rations were handed out, I went to the north gate, and showed the guard my pass from Bassieux. He took me to where 

the rations crew was getting a wagon ready to go over the bridge from the island to get supplies from Manchester. A young slave drove 
the wagon and cast a wary glance at me as I sat beside him on the front seat. Four other prisoners who were old hands at the job 
lounged on the wagon bed, chuckling, and telling jokes. 

“You a new one? Ain’t seen you befo’,” said the young Negro.  
“Yeah, just got my pass today. You’ll have to show me what to do, partner,” I said slapping the slave on the shoulder. The young 

black man flashed me a broad smile. I noticed a scowl from the men in the wagon. 
“Getting’ a little friendly with that coon ain’t ya Jack?” I ignored the comment and looked at the man beside me. “What’s your 

name?”  
“They calls me Jim. Who are you?” 
“Hiram.” 
“Well Hiram, just do what I does and you will get on just fine. Much better here than in that terrible prison yard.”  
When we arrived at the warehouse, one of the other prisoners, a tall man with a dark face and rough beard, came up to me. He 

pushed me with his elbow and leaned close. 
“Don’t let the Rebs see you talking to a slave all chummy-like. They’ll kick your ass right back into that prison pen. Just do your 

job, got my drift?” He gave a wry smile to his friend who smiled and nodded. 
Bags of flour, peas, sweet potatoes, and buckets of meat were lined up on the floor of the warehouse. We lifted these onto the 

wagon and then made our way back to the island. One of the prisoners grabbed the seat beside Jim and I sat in the wagon. After we 
were out of site of the warehouse, the other prisoners reached into the buckets, pulled out pieces of meat and sweet potatoes and put 
them in their pockets.  

“Hurry up Hiram, get yours before we get to the camp,” urged the tall man. The others pointed to the supplies in agreement. I 
thought about this, then grabbed two big pieces of meat and put them in my coat pockets. “That’s it,” said the tall man. “The guards 



know we do this—its our payment for doing the work.” Jim looked at me, started to hum, and shook his head ever so slightly. I 
secretly returned the meat to the buckets. 

When we got to the gates of the prison pen, the guards told us to unload the items next to the cookhouse. After unloading, the 
guards approached us. “You boys only took two pieces apiece, right?” The other prisoners nodded, looked at me with a grin, and 
walked through the gates. When I approached, the guard looked me over carefully. “You’re new on the crew, ain’t you Yank?” He 
circled around me. “Got any meat on ya? Cause if you do, you’re in for it.”  

He then searched me and found nothing. “Hey, you’re a good fella. Most of the new ones get caught right off.” He slapped me on 
the shoulder. “Well, next time you can take two pieces. Now you know how we keep the Yankee trash off the rations crew.” I walked 
toward the gate not impressed about their selection process. 

I turned to see Jim smiling at me as he whipped the horse and pulled the wagon away. Jim and I became good friends. I told him 
often about Ohio and the Underground Railroad stop in Richland County.  

True to their word, the guards allowed me to bring two extra pieces of meat into our mess each day. I also brought in pieces of 
wood, metal, wire, nails, spikes and other useful objects that I found on our trips out of the camp. I even carried in clothes and blankets 
brought into Richmond from the Christian Sanitary Commission. As autumn turned into the winter, these kept us alive.  

Sometimes I saw guards take these clothes and blankets for their own use thus depriving some poor prisoners of these precious 
items. I also watched guards open boxes sent from families desperately trying to sustain a captured husband, brother, or son. I saw 
hams, fruits, canned goods, and other items confiscated. If money was sent, there was little chance of it getting through. The lack of 
news from home was almost unbearable for those worried about wives, children, or relatives, themselves struggling to get by. 

The Confederates charged two dollars Federal to send mail and we doubted if it ever left camp. For this reason, I did not even try 
to contact my family. I hoped that the woman in Gettysburg was able to notify them.  

During the fall and winter months more prisoners crowded into the camp reducing rations to a fraction of what they were when 
we arrived. The extra rations and items I secured from my outside work proved to be lifesavers. We also made traps and caught some 
of the rats that came around our tent at night. The little morsels of meat added a lot to a stew.  

All of us became astute at trading for needed items at the market and with the guards. Trading with the guards was a tricky 
process and we did this only when we had no other alternatives. 

Prisoners in need constantly begged us for food. The number of destitute men was so great and the misery so intense in the 
increasingly cold days of winter that we soon were overrun with cold, freezing, miserable suffering men. The Buckeye Manor Mess 
was conflicted with how to deal with this human tragedy.  

One night as we huddled in our tent around our small earthen stove, Seth told a starving and cold prisoner to leave, we were 
“plumb out of everything”. Isaiah could not take this. 

“How can we call ourselves civilized and Christian men? We have to help those who come to us. We are no better than the 
raiders if we let these wretches starve and freeze.” Isaiah left in search of the man as the rest of us settled in for the night. Isaiah’s 
comments seared my soul and I could not sleep. 

When Isaiah returned from giving the man his food, Seth and two other men of our mess raised their weary heads from the 
“spooned” sleeping formation that we had adopted with the falling temperatures. Seth, coughing intermittently, finally spoke with 
hesitant but forceful words.  

“What choice do we have? If we give away our clothes and food, we freeze and starve. We hardly survive as it is. We’re in a hell 
of a fix here.” 

“Well, I couldn’t let that poor soul die!” The rest of us moved over and let Isaiah lie down near the stove. We took turns being 
near this warm giver of life and the order was strictly followed—except for tonight. “Hell of a fix!” muttered Seth as he gave up his 
coveted position near the stove and let a shivering Isaiah lie down.  

The next morning a Union officer named Dow, a prisoner at Libby, came over to the island and began distributing clothing from 
the Sanitary Commission. I was on the crew that helped hand out the precious items. I made sure that Isaiah got one of the best coats.  

More and more Union prisoners were added to the island every month. They told us how General U. S. Grant was pushing Lee’s 
army farther into Virginia. “Old Grant just keeps attackin’, he’s like an old dog that won’t let go of Lee’s leg,” said a gray-bearded 
sergeant from Indiana. 

“Yeah, and look at the number of us he’s killing off in the process,” said a man to his side, recently captured from Grant’s army. 
 In November, I estimated over nine thousand hapless men were on Belle Island. As tents, space, and rations decreased, 

quarreling and fighting erupted almost every day and night. Among the new prisoners were many conscripts, bounty jumpers, and 
malcontents so the raiders increased in number.  

Under the evil leadership of men like Willie Collins, these brutes became more brazen, attacking men at any place and any time 
of day. Collins was a big, stocky Pennsylvania bounty jumper used to fighting in the streets. Only those prisoners organized in a group 
were passed over by these predatory animals. The Buckeye Manor was not on their list of acceptable prey.  

Even our captors became sickened by the depredations of the raiders. On one occasion, a guard shot a raider as he tried to make 
off with a pair of shoes from a sick and dying prisoner. The camp broke out into loud cheering as the thief fell dead on the lice ridden 
sand and the shoes were returned to the suffering prisoner.  

The man did not hold on to his shoes for long. As he slowly died from typhoid fever, a prisoner sat beside him like a vulture. 
Right after his last breath, the scavenger took his shoes. Many diseases such as typhoid and small pox threatened us, flowing like 
invisible deadly mists of pestilence from man to unsuspecting man.  

In early December, we looked across the river and saw fires break out in Richmond close to the Tredegar Iron Works. We also 
heard the rumble of shouting from crowds gathering on the streets up the hill in the city.  

“What’s going on over there across the river?” asked a man standing by a guard.  



“None of your damned business, Yank. Get back away from the deadline or I’ll plug your miserable hide!” 
“Ooh, the Rebs are getting touchy. Something’s going on over there and the Confederates don’t like it,” said Seth as he watched 

the red glow of buildings on fire emanate from Richmond.  
I learned from the warehouse workers the next day that food was getting scarce for even the citizens of Richmond and riots were 

breaking out, mainly among women unable to afford bread for their families. The warehouse worker then added. “No way in hell that 
we can continue to feed all you Yankees like this.” He grudgingly pushed a sack of sweet potatoes across to me. “Somethin’s gotta 
change soon.”  

On a winter, afternoon rumors of exchange fell like snowflakes and filtered into the tent of the Buckeye Manor, 82nd Ohio 
edition. We were skirmishing with graybacks, searching every seam of our clothing and blankets for the despised parasites. Isaiah, now 
very thin and gaunt from giving away his rations, smashed a louse between his thumbnails. His voice had changed with his worsening 
condition, becoming low and scratchy.  

“Things have got to get better for us. Exchange is coming. The Rebs can’t even feed their own people in Richmond!” Seth, 
reeling from a bout of diarrhea and dysentery, painfully adjusted his aching body. 

 “Isaiah, what makes you think things will get any different for us? The Rebs will just take away what little we get now!” 
Pointing to some frozen stiff dead bodies laying by the ditch, he groaned and continued. “Lord, if Hiram did not bring in extra food, 
we would be like those poor slobs out there by the ditch!” Seth cramped over with pain. “Hiram, see if you can get something for these 
screamers next time you go out.”  

“There’s no medicine any place,” I said as I watched Seth writhe in pain as he tried to break gas. “I’ll see if I can find some of 
that red rooted plant. I don’t know what else I can get you, Seth.” Isaiah, coughing, feebly raised his voice.  

“One of the boys in the Michigan mess said that eating clay with a little powdered charcoal helped.” I walked over by Seth and 
felt his forehead that was hot and sweaty. He moaned as he spoke. 

“Clay? Where did he find any dirt not saturated with shit in this place?” A thought came to me. 
“There’s a band of pure clay on the hill where the battery sits across the river. I’ll see if I can grab a hand full today when we go 

across the bridge to Manchester.” Amazingly, this concoction of clay with charcoal ashes from the stove helped Seth with his 
cramping on the first dose. I sold the mixture in the market calling it “gut plug”.  

In late February, prisoners arrived from a failed Union raid whose mission was to rescue us. Ironically, the rescuers now became 
those needing liberation. This failed raid and a successful breakout by about one hundred Union officers from Libby Prison sparked the 
flames of fear and anger across Richmond.  

On one of my trips to Manchester, I heard a man by the warehouse door talking to two friends. “We can’t have those filthy Yanks 
around Richmond, there’s just too many of ‘em. Got to either exchange or send them somewhar’s else.”  

The animosity grew almost hourly between our captors and us. We threatened to break out in mass if not fed and they pointed 
more cannons at us in the yard. To add to the frenzy, an informer foiled a planned breakout and the severe punishment of the 
recaptured infuriated the prisoners further. Later, Bassieux’s pet dog was killed and eaten by some of the prisoners, which set the 
tensions even higher. 

The real threat of a mass breakout by the prisoners in Richmond and Belle Island prompted a visit to our miserable prison by 
Rebel President Jefferson Davis and his staff in early February. We could see his mansion across the river and for many nights had 
taunted his family with patriotic Union songs. A favorite song was “Rally Round The Flag” and we prisoners were adept at 
emphasizing the verse “down with the traitor, up with the stars”. Singing took our mind off our suffering, calmed us down, and was 
common at everything from card games to prayer meetings.  

Confederate President Davis’s demeanor was anything but calm upon seeing the discontented throngs of prisoners. As he passed, 
his presence was like a torch in front of dry hay. Foul remarks crackled out of the conflagration of skeletons like sparks from a 
grassfire.  

The stress on the Rebel president’s face was conspicuous as he often turned to his staff with a puzzled look and said, “What can 
we do with all these men? What can we do with these damned Yankee prisoners?” 

“Sumpter’s almost ready sir, just a few more days,” said one of his staff. 
Nodding his head, Davis left and returned across the James to Richmond. Soon trains began to assemble in Richmond and 

Manchester and it became obvious that we were going to be moved. Moved, but where? Rumors of an exchange again spread through 
camp.  

On a cold day in late February a man came to our tent screaming, “We’re going to Georgia! We’re going to Georgia! The Rebs 
are taking us to Savannah to meet our fleet anchored there! We’re going to Georgia to be exchanged!” 

The ten men of the Buckeye Manor huddled in our tent. Seth, draped in his blanket and looking like a bony Indian squaw, spoke 
up first. “Why are we going all the way to Georgia to be exchanged when City Point is just up the river? I don’t understand it. It’s got 
to be another Rebel trick. We better talk this over, boys.”  

 We then tried to form a strategy for the upcoming journey, wherever it would take us. How can we stay together? What items 
would we need to take? How could we hide them from Rebels (due to my position on the food crew we still had over one hundred 
dollars of greenbacks plus many useful items)? Would we try to escape? 

Sometimes our voices lifted high with talk of being exchanged and boarding a steamer out of Savannah. At other times, our tone 
sunk to despair as we envisioned another prison camp. 

Bushey Thomas, always looking for the bright side, said, “Hey boys, if we are going south its got to be warmer than this frozen 
wet slice of sand in this blasted river!” The rest of the Buckeye Manor managed a low laugh. The chuckle I emitted hurt the back of 
my frozen throat and the smile hurt my cold cheeks.  



We spent our last night on Belle Island spooned up in our tent. I was unable to keep warm in my position farthest from the stove. 
Like I had done on many previous nights, I got up, walked around, waved my arms, slapped my chest, and exercised to build up body 
heat. After achieving a small modicum of comfort, I looked up into the moonlight bathing a dirty and cold Belle Island. The moans of 
other suffering prisoners echoed around me, a choir of the dying.  

Suddenly my spirit elevated to the clearer air above the filth of the prison pen. Without words, my entreaties were made. Why 
Lord, was I here? How did I come to a place of such suffering? Am I going to die? How can I live? Will you be with me in the days 
ahead? My skinny hand felt my bony face. I was thin and gaunt but wiry, tough, and strong. I was in despair but something in me was 
determined, confident.  

My eyes lowered from the warm, golden glow of the moon to the cold, dark rushing waters of the James River. I returned to our 
tent and joined the “warm pile” of my comrades strangely content in all this pain. 

Such was the dilemma that haunted our minds the next morning as we trudged in four ranks through an early morning fog across 
the bridge to Manchester along with four hundred of the oldest prisoners. Seth had again maneuvered our band of ten so that we were 
front and center as the names of the 82nd Ohio were called to board the boxcars of a train, our fate unknown. We were among the first 
groups to leave. 
 
 

 
Belle Island from Richmond shore near Libby prison (Library of Congress). 
 

 
The now grassy Belle Island prison yard (photo by Max Terman). 
 



 
Detail of an 1867 Corps of Engineers Map by Nathaniel Micheler showing Belle Island (National Archives). 
 

 
Belle Island where Hiram was prisoner July 1863 to February 1864 (Library of Congress). 
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