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Preface

The study of human violence is a difficult subject. It is disheartening to confront horrific acts that human beings are capable of subjecting one another to. Yet the fact remains that, since the beginning of time, conflicts have evoked acts of inhumanity that shocked even hardened souls. One may agree with the famed French writer Gustav Le Bon’s assessment that “By the very fact that he forms part of an organized group, a man descends several rungs down the ladder of civilization. Isolated, he may be a cultivated individual, but in a crowd, he is a barbarian.”

The past 200 years seem to confirm the validity of Le Bon’s statement. Never before has humanity engaged in bloodshed on such a vast scale and with such ferocity. The two world wars of the twentieth century alone claimed tens of millions of lives and left scars that have not yet healed. The industrial era introduced many changes in the nature and conduct of war, not the least of which was practice of setting up special facilities—concentration camps, as they became known—to intern political, ethnic, or other groups to enhance state security, and to punish or exploit the regime’s opponents or groups whose loyalties had become suspect. The ideas of population control and forced labor had existed for centuries—American and Spanish treatments of Native Americans are good examples of these—but it was not until the industrial age that technology of sophisticated weapons and barbed wire allowed for a small guard force to impose detention on larger population. The first modern use of concentration camps can be traced back to the 1868–78 Cuban insurrection. To isolate rebels from the civilian population that sometimes fed or sheltered them, Arsenio Martínez Campos, the governor-general of the island, suggested relocation of hundreds of thousands of rural inhabitants into Spanish-held cities behind barbed wire, a strategy he called reconcentración. Campos was hesitant to implement such a draconian measure and was soon replaced by Spanish general Velariano Weyler. Living up to his moniker “The Butcher,” Weyler mobilized hundreds of thousands of civilians who, on penalty of death, were compelled to move into specially set up encampments. Conditions at these camps rapidly worsened, and tens of thousands of Cubans perished within a year. The U.S. newspapers widely reported on Spain’s atrocities in Cuba and President William McKinley denounced the policy of reconcentración as “not civilized warfare. It was extermination. The only peace it could beget was that of the wilderness and the grave.”

Yet the practice of reconcentración quickly spread. After defeating Spain in Cuba, the United States seized former Spanish colonies, including the Philippines, where American authorities had resorted to reconcentración to suppress ongoing insurgencies. In southern Africa, Britain used the concept of concentration camps to defeat the recalcitrant Boers. In 1900, during the Boer War, the British military began forcibly relocating more than 200,000 civilians behind barbed wire. Conditions at these camps were terrible, and lack of supplies, exposure to elements, polluted water supplies, and infectious diseases ended up killing thousands of detainees. Indeed, far more people perished in these camps than in combat. Just as the Boer War ended in 1902, concentration camps appeared in the neighboring German colony of South West Africa (modern-day Namibia) where Germany carried out the first genocidal killings of the twentieth century as it tried to exterminate the rebellious Herero people. The surviving Herero people were herded into concentration camps where mistreatment, diseases, and lack of food killed most of them before the camps were fully disbanded in 1907.

During World War I (1914–1918), the camps made their appearance in Europe where they marked escalation in the nature of warfare as civilians became proxies in the war; European powers resorted to internment camps in an effort to detain enemy nationals, isolate political opponents or simply to exterminate undesirables. In Britain, Prime Minister Herbert Henry Asquith sanctioned detention of thousands of German and Austro-Hungarian “enemy aliens” and the policy was soon extended across much of the vast British Empire. Germany responded with mass arrests of aliens from enemy nations as well. By 1918, concentration camps bourgeoned in many parts of the world, including France, Russia, the Ottoman Empire, Austria-Hungary, Brazil, and India. In the United States, German Americans found their loyalties openly questioned.

World War II marked an important change in the nature of concentration camps. The earlier camps targeted foreigners for internment and fatalities tended to result from neglect or incompetence. But during World War II, these camps evolved into far more sinister institutions, as they were applied toward establishment of various forms of totalitarian regimes by targeting their own citizens and exterminating the undesirables. In the United States and Canada, shortly after the outbreak of hostilities with Japan, tens of thousands of citizens of Japanese descent were taken into custody and placed in camps in the interior, underscoring the power of a modern state that was willing to ignore civil liberties of its own citizens. In the Soviet Union, the Gulag system was designed to destroy domestic opposition and jumpstart economic modernization through the use of forced labor. Sweden, Finland, France, the Netherlands, Italy, Croatia, and other states have all resorted to internment camps during the war. But the concept reached its apotheosis in Nazi Germany where Vernichtungslager, or extermination camps, specialized in the mass annihilation of individuals the state had designated as unwanted. The names of Auschwitz-Birkenau, Treblinka, Bergen-Belsen, Buchenwald, Dachau, Mauthausen-Gusen and many others will forever serve as symbols of human degradation, inhumanity, and death, and conjure up heart wrenching images of piles of bones and skulls, of emaciated men, women and children.

The post–World War II period witnessed many other examples of use of internment camps, be it in Cambodia under the Khmer Rouge or in Yugoslavia during the Bosnian War. Britain used internment camps or “new villages” during the Malayan Emergency of 1948–1960 and routinely interned Irish nationals during the “Troubles” period (1968–1998) in Northern Ireland. North Korean camps first appeared during the post–World War II period and remain linchpins of the Communist government’s repression. Similarly, the Chinese government has sent millions to “reeducation camps” during the Cultural Revolution of 1966–1969 and continues to rely on a vast network of forced labor camps to the present day.

Behind Barbed Wire: An Encyclopedia of Concentration and Prisoner-of-War Camps seeks to serve as an accessible source for information on the history of concentration and prisoner-of-war camps. It has been written with high school and college students in mind, but we hope it will also be of benefit to a general audience interested in the subject, as well as to university and secondary school teachers seeking a better understanding of a concrete event or personality. With this goal in mind, we decided to avoid specialized academic vocabulary and use clear and accessible narrative. Because readers can easily get confused by technical terms and diacritical marks on foreign words, we decided to minimize the use of diacritical marks. This encyclopedia is not a comprehensive resource since it is impossible to cover all concentration, internment, prisoner-of-war and death camps. So this work is, by its very nature, selective, but it does seek to provide coverage of major events, personalities, and locations.

Every book is a result of collective effort and I am grateful to many people for their support. This work would not have been possible without the abiding enthusiasm of my editor at ABC-CLIO, Padraic (Pat) Carlin, and development editor Uma Maheswari who patiently and steadfastly shepherded it through the development. On a personal level, this book could not have been written without the help and support of my family and friends. I extend my love and thanks to all of them.
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Abu Ghraib

Prison facility located about 20 miles west of the Iraqi capital, Baghdad. Known during the regime of Saddam Hussein as a place of torture and execution, it later drew international attention when photographs of inmate abuse and torture at the hands of coalition troops were made public in 2004.

Abu Ghraib, officially called the Baghdad Central Confinement Facility (BCCF) under the Hussein regime, was built by British contractors hired by the Iraqi government in the 1960s. Covering an area of about one square mile, the prison housed five different types of prisoners during the time of Hussein: those with long sentences, those with short sentences, those imprisoned for capital crimes, those imprisoned for so-called special offenses, and foreign detainees. Cells, which are about 16 square meters, held as many as 40 people each.

Starting especially during the 1980–1988 Iran-Iraq War, the Iraqi Baathist regime used the facility to imprison political dissidents and ethnic/religious groups seen as threats to the central government. In particular, hundreds of Arab and Kurdish Shiites and Iraqis of Iranian heritage were arrested and housed in the BCCF; torture and executions became routine. Among the tactics used by prison guards was the feeding of shredded plastic to inmates, and it has been speculated that prisoners may have been used as guinea pigs for Hussein’s biological and chemical weapons. Although the Iraqi government kept its actions within the complex secret from Iraqi citizens and the international community alike, Amnesty International reported several specific incidents, including the 1996 execution of hundreds of political dissidents and the 1998 execution of many people who had been involved in the 1991 Shiite revolt. The prison, which contained thousands of inmates who were completely cut off from outside communication and held without conviction, was also used to house coalition prisoners of war during the 1991 Persian Gulf War.

With the 2003 U.S.-led Iraq War and subsequent fall of the Hussein government in Iraq, coalition troops took control of Abu Ghraib Prison. The U.S. military used the complex for holding Iraqi insurgents and terrorists accused of anti-U.S. attacks, although by 2004 it had released several hundred prisoners and shared use of the facility with the Iraqi government. Because of the disarray of the Iraqi criminal system, many common criminals uninvolved in the war were held at the facility as well. Abu Ghraib became a household name in April 2004, when the television program 60 Minutes II aired photographs of prisoner abuse at the hands of coalition troops. The photos, which showed prisoners wearing black hoods, attached to wires and threatened with electrocution, and placed in humiliating sexual positions, sparked worldwide outrage and calls for the investigation and conviction of the military personnel involved.

[image: ]

In this undated still photo, an Iraqi detainee at Abu Ghraib Prison is intimidated by a U.S. soldier using a trained dog. (Washington Post via Getty Images)

The abuse was immediately decried by U.S. president George W. Bush and Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, who on May 7, 2004 took responsibility for the acts that had occurred “under his watch.” The Pentagon, which had been investigating reports of abuse since 2003, launched a further investigation into the acts documented by the photographs. Previously, detainee abuse had been investigated by U.S. Army major general Antonio Taguba (who had been given digital images by Sergeant Joseph Darby in January 2004), who concluded in his 53-page report that U.S. military personnel had violated international law. More than a dozen U.S. soldiers and officers were removed from the prison as a result of the internal investigation.

More details emerged following the 60 Minutes II broadcast. Photographs that the U.S. government would not allow to be released earlier were circulated in 2006. Most importantly, it appeared that the senior U.S. military officer, Lieutenant General Ricardo Sanchez, had authorized treatment “close to” torture, such as the use of military dogs, temperature extremes, and sensory and sleep deprivation, thus making it more difficult to locate responsibility for the general environment leading to abuse. However, in addition to charging certain troops and contractors with torture, the United States made an effort to reduce the number of detainees—estimated at 7,000 prior to the scandal’s outbreak—by several thousand. However, many argued that the measures taken were not harsh enough to fit the crime, and some demanded Rumsfeld’s resignation.

In August 2004, a military panel confirmed 44 cases of prisoner abuse at the facility and identified 23 soldiers as being responsible. The so-called ringleader of the operation, Army Specialist Charles Graner, was convicted and sentenced to 10 years in prison in January 2005. Meanwhile, Abu Ghraib was twice attacked by insurgents, who attempted to undermine U.S. security at the facility and set prisoners free. In September 2006, the United States handed over control of Abu Ghraib to the Iraqi government.

Jessica Britt

See also: Bagram Air Base; Camp Bucca.
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Afghanistan

During the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan (1979–1989), both the Soviets and the Afghan mujahideen fighters had been involved in routine abuse, torture, and execution of prisoners of war, who were held at prisons and detention centers in Afghanistan and the neighboring Pakistan. Prisoners were usually kept in zindans, or underground pits and jails that have been traditionally used in Central Asia, but there were also more formal internment complexes, such as Pul-e-Charkhi and Badaber; in 1985, a group of Soviet and Afghan POWs organized a major uprising at the Badaber prison complex. Prisoner exchanges did occur on rare occasions, but most were released only after the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan in 1989. In 1996–2001, the Taliban regime presided over the state of terror that targeted every aspect of life in Afghanistan, as the secret police and special patrols spied on the population. Political opponents, as well as civilians accused of transgressions against the strict Islamic laws instituted by the Taliban, were harshly persecuted, with thousands interned in prisons. Kabul’s soccer stadium became infamous for public executions that the Taliban had staged, as prisoners were led onto a huge open ground in the back of open-topped vans and summarily shot at close range.

In 2001, in the wake of the 9/11 terror attacks on the United States, American forces invaded Afghanistan and overthrew the Taliban regime. The ensuing War on Terror revealed many challenges of upholding existing laws on the treatment of captives in a new kind of conflict. The United States has refused to grant a prisoner-of-war status to prisoners captured during the invasion of Afghanistan, arguing that they were terrorists who did not meet the requirements laid down by the Third Geneva Convention of 1949 because they failed to conduct military operations in accordance with the laws and customs of war; the U.S. government did declare, though, that captives would be treated humanely in the spirit of international law. The United States established two major detention facilities in Afghanistan, at Bagram military air base and in Kandahar, where captives were (and still are) held while the suspected terrorists were also transferred to the facility at Guantánamo Bay, Cuba.

Since 2001, all warring sides in Afghanistan have been accused of mistreating prisoners. Both the Taliban and the US-allied Northern Alliance earned notoriety for holding prisoners in primitive conditions and intentionally killing them. Thus, in 2001, over 500 captured Taliban fighters were executed by the Northern Alliance in the city of Mazar-e-Sharif, while hundreds of prisoners died while being transferred from Kunduz to a prison in northern Afghanistan; that same year, the Taliban prisoners launched a major uprising at Qala-i-Jangi, a nineteenth-century fortress that had been converted into a makeshift prison. In 2008, the Taliban successfully carried out an attack on the Sarposa prison and released some 1,200 prisoners; three years later the prison was the site of a major prisoner escape.

The American Civil Liberties Union and other human rights organizations accuse the U.S. military of abusing prisoners at its detention facilities, including the Bagram Air Force base, where prisoner mistreatment was particularly pervasive in 2003–2004 and resulted in the deaths of at least three prisoners; the CIA, meanwhile, had maintained secret prisons across Afghanistan, including a notorious facility known as the Salt Pit, in a factory on the plains north of Kabul. These internment facilities were revealed in a 2014 report published by a U.S. Senate committee, which described prisoners being subjected to waterboarding, sleep deprivation, cold, forced nudity, and other mistreatment. In December 2014, the United States transferred all detention facilities in Afghanistan to the Afghan government. A year later, the UN found that prisoner abuse was widespread at detention facilities run by the Afghan security services (the National Directorate of Security [the Afghan intelligence agency], Afghan National Police, Afghan National Army and local police); the report claimed that more than a third of detainees interviewed by the UN have been subjected to mistreatment, including beatings with pipes, electrical shocks, and near asphyxiation; extrajudicial killings have also taken place, especially in Kandahar, where the provincial police chief has been accused of torturing and killing of detainees suspected of being Taliban militants.

Alexander Mikaberidze

See also: Bagram Air Base; Qala-i-Jangi Revolt.
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American Civil War (1861–1865)

During the U.S. Civil War, more than 674,000 prisoners of war were captured by both sides. Over 400,000 individuals spent time in a prison enclosure, and 56,000 did not survive captivity to return home. The mortality rate, nearly 15 percent for all POWs held captive, was higher than the battlefield mortality rate of the war, demonstrating that, in some fashion, surrender was a more dangerous option than fighting. The high death rates were due chiefly to overcrowding, disease, poor food, substandard sanitation, and a lack of supplies.

When the war commenced in 1861, neither side expected to face a protracted conflict involving millions of soldiers. As such, neither side entered the war with plans to hold, feed, clothe, and sustain tens of thousands of war prisoners. Previous American experience with prisoner affairs was relatively scant, and little institutional memory of detainment operations remained in the U.S. Army. Although Brevet Lieutenant General Winfield Scott, the Union army general-in-chief, had spent time as a prisoner during the War of 1812, he devoted little attention to the subject before relinquishing his post in November 1861.

As the war quickly expanded, so did the number and needs of prisoners, particularly in the Eastern Theater. Union detainees taken by the Confederates were sent to Richmond, quickly filling the local jail there. The provost marshal of Richmond, Brigadier General John H. Winder, quickly ordered the conversion of tobacco warehouses and factories into rudimentary holding facilities. More permanent camps soon appeared on Belle Isle in the James River, where it was assumed that the prisoners could be more easily isolated from the populace. Confederates captured by the Union reported to existing federal fortifications along the East Coast, most commonly Fort Delaware, Fort McHenry, and Point Lookout, Maryland. Colonel William C. Hoffman, himself a prisoner on parole and awaiting exchange, assumed the role of commissary general of prisoners.

Even as the number of prisoners grew, both sides expected to resolve the problem through prisoner exchanges. The Confederacy held a surplus of prisoners in 1861, and believed that an exchange agreement would convey legitimacy to their cause by recognizing their right to negotiate as an equal power. President Abraham Lincoln was loath to provide such recognition, but he understood the need to redeem Union captives. In February 1862, negotiators agreed to a general exchange, using a rank equivalency table from 1813 allowing detainees of different ranks to be exchanged.

In June 1862, exchanges formally commenced, allowing each side to reduce the overcrowded facilities. The system allowed prisoners to be exchanged from all branches of service, including privateers. All captives were to be paroled and forwarded to their own lines within ten days of capture. Surplus prisoners were then held out of service by their own forces to await exchange. Although the system was imperfect, it functioned fairly well, and by the end of the year, the prison compounds had virtually emptied.

At the end of 1862, the Union commenced enlistment of African American soldiers. Confederate president Jefferson Davis, fearing the possibility of a slave revolt, announced that white officers commanding black troops could be tried for inciting a servile insurrection. Lincoln threatened retaliation against Confederate prisoners for the mistreatment of any Union soldiers. The exchange cartel soon collapsed, and the number of detainees rapidly rose.

The Confederate advantage in prisoners captured ended in 1863. When Vicksburg surrendered in July 1863, Major General Ulysses S. Grant paroled its 30,000 defenders and sent them home to await exchange. The South did not possess sufficient captives for exchange, but claimed that the Union had already received a surplus of parolees. After substantial debate, Confederate exchange commissioner Robert Ould unilaterally declared the Vicksburg captives exchanged. His Union counterpart, Major General Benjamin Butler, declared the cartel annulled, ensuring that the remaining and subsequent captives would languish in captivity for the rest of the war.

The horrors of captivity associated with Civil War prison camps did not become manifest until 1864, when prison compounds became dangerously overcrowded and exchanges ceased. New facilities could not be completed before detainees began arriving, and supplies of food, clothing, and medicine were inadequate. On both sides, the detainment camps became disease ridden and filthy, with some of the locations, such as Camp Sumter (Andersonville), Georgia, and Elmira, New York, suffering mortality rates of more than 30 percent. The largest contributor to prisoners’ misery was not a deliberate policy of mistreatment, but rather a military and political system overwhelmed by the demands of the conflict. Detainees remained a low priority for each government, with both struggling to keep field armies supplied and functional. The needs of prisoners simply faded in the face of more pressing concerns. By the time the plight of captives had become well-known, the war had nearly ended.

Paul J. Springer

See also: Andersonville Prison; American Revolutionary War; Confederate States of America; Elmira Prison (New York).
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American Revolutionary War (1775–1783)

Soldiers and seamen captured during the Revolutionary War faced very difficult conditions. This was not so much a matter of design, but rather because neither side had given any particular attention to the matter at the onset of fighting, nor anticipated the length and intensity of the struggle and the large number of men who would be captured and must then be housed and fed. Generally speaking, however, British and German troops taken by the Patriot side fared better than Americans in the hands of the British or the Loyalists taken by the Patriots.

The first American soldiers captured by the British may have been the 39 Patriots taken in the Battle of Bunker Hill on June 17, 1775. Normal jail cells were soon crowded past capacity and the numbers swelled dramatically with the commencement of the British New York Campaign in 1776. In the capture of Fort Washington in Manhattan on November 16, alone, the British took 230 officers and 2,607 soldiers, and General Sir William Howe, commander of British forces, reported to London on December 13, 1776, that his army then held at least 4,430 American officers and enlisted men.

The Americans returned the favor at the culmination of the Saratoga Campaign (June 14–October 17, 1777) when 5,895 British and Germans surrendered. The biggest British haul of the war in terms of numbers of prisoners came with the surrender of Charles Town (Charleston), South Carolina, following the siege there of March 29–May 12, 1780, when the British captured 5,466 officers and men. Although British commander Lieutenant General Sir Henry Clinton paroled the militiamen, the Continental Army troops passed into captivity. Following their successful siege of Yorktown (September 28–October 19, 1781), the Americans and French netted the largest prisoner haul of the war: 8,077 British—840 seamen, 80 camp followers, and 7,157 soldiers.

Both sides also captured ships of the other at sea. These included warships, troop transports, supply ships, privateers, and merchantmen and fishing vessels. Their crewmen passed into captivity. On September 30, 1780, American diplomat Henry Laurens was among those taken at sea, along with most of his papers. Among the latter was a draft of a Dutch American treaty of alliance, which helped produce a British declaration of war against the Dutch in December 1780. Laurens spent nearly 15 months in the Tower of London until he was released at the end of December 1781.

Accurate statistics are entirely lacking on the total number of prisoners taken by each side in the war, although what evidence there is suggests that the numbers were about even. With the Patriot side in particular lacking secure facilities to house the numbers taken, many prisoners simply escaped after a short period. Germans in particular were encouraged to do so. When the “Convention Army”—those British and German troops and camp followers who had surrendered at Saratoga in 1777—were transferred from Boston to Charlottesville, Virginia, in the winter of 1778–1779, the route of march selected wound through farming territory settled largely by German immigrants, and many of the German prisoners escaped then. The Americans knew that they were likely to end up as farm hands, replacing many Patriot men who gone off to fight, and that the escaped prisoners were unlikely to return to the British army, or for that matter, to Germany.

Ultimately, some 4,000 British and German prisoners reached Charlottesville and there began erecting Albemarle Barracks, which, at twice the population of the capital of Williamsburg, immediately became the largest city in Virginia. Conditions for the prisoners at Charlottesville were at first very difficult, as the men had to erect their own shelters in winter and those built at first proved largely inadequate. With the Continental Congress unable to provide funds for food, the prisoners soon set about growing their own. Certainly, there were a boon to the local economy, and by spring—thanks largely to their own efforts—the prisoners had improved quarters and Albemarle Barracks boasted gardens, livestock, a store, coffeehouse, church, a tavern with a billiard table, and a theater with a sign reading “Who would have expected all this here?” Here also a number of the German prisoners were paroled to work on local farms. A number simply departed, many of them marrying local women.

The officers of the Convention Army, of course, had better conditions. The top ranking among them, including British army major general William Phillips and commander of Brunswick troops fighting with the British, Major General Friedrich von Riedesel, rented some of the finest homes in Charlottesville. With the state open to British invasion, Virginia governor Thomas Jefferson closed Albemarle Barracks in the fall of 1780, and the remaining prisoners were marching north to Fort Frederick, Maryland, where they were held until the end of the war. In April 1783, when the last were released, fewer than 2,400 remained.

Conditions were much more difficult for most American prisoners of war, who were packed into jails or held aboard prison ships. The British had a difficult time finding sufficient housing for the prisoners taken in the 1776 New York Campaign, especially with the subsequent great fire that destroyed much of the city. The solution was found in utilizing former sugar warehouses, that trade being largely cut off. Prisons in New York City itself included Van Cortland’s Sugar House (the northwestern corner of the Trinity churchyard), Rhinelander’s (corner of William and Duane streets), the Liberty Street Sugar House (numbers 34 and 36 Liberty Street), and the Provost Jail. The last two were the most feared. In addition to other sugar warehouses, places of imprisonment in the city included dissenters’ churches, King’s College (Columbia University), and city hall. Subsequent British prisons were established as a consequence of other campaigns, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; Savannah, Georgia; and Charles Town (Charleston), South Carolina.

Housing their American prisoners aboard hulks—older ships that were essentially hulls stripped of armament, but also rigging and masts, and thus incapable of going to sea—seemed to the British at the time an ideal solution to the lack of housing. The sailors originally incarcerated below decks were soon joined there by soldiers. The first of these was apparently the Whitby, which was in 1776 anchored near Remsen’s Mill on the western end of Long Island and converted into a floating prison, but the most notorious was the Jersey, a third-rate 64-gun ship that had been dismasted as unfit for service and that held 1,000 or more men in Wallabout Bay on the western end of Long Island just across the East River from New York City. Before the end of the war, there were 26 British prison ships in Wallabout Bay, the East River, and the Hudson. Other prison ships in Wallabout Bay included the Hunter and Stromboli. Another prison ship, the Scorpion, was moored off Paulus Hook.

Conditions were appalling. Overcrowding, inadequate and spoiled food, poor sanitation, and lack of fresh air and light turned them into death traps. The British standard for prisoners was two-thirds the daily ration for a British soldier or sailor, but this was hardly generous, and in point of fact the prisoner standard was seldom met and, when it was, the food was often spoiled and hardly edible. Clothing, bedding, and other necessities were always in very short supply. The floating prisons became vectors of disease, including typhoid, yellow fever, and smallpox. As many as 11,000 prisoners may have died while being held on these ships between 1776 and 1783.

A prison ship was also anchored at St. Lucia in the West Indies to serve as a drop-off point for Americans captured at sea in the vicinity. After the British took Charles Town in May 1780, they also employed prison ships there. Many of the large number of Continental Army prisoners were also held at nearby Haddrell’s Point, where the difficult conditions prompted a number to volunteer for service in the British army under a guarantee that it would be in the West Indies and not against their former comrades. Other Americans captured in British, Loyalist, and Indian frontier raids were imprisoned in Canada. Prisoners held by the British there generally received the best treatment, thanks to the humane policies of governor of Quebec, Major General Sir Guy Carleton.

Patriot prisoners were also held at Halifax, Nova Scotia, and in prisons in England itself. Among Americans transported to England and held there was early Revolutionary War Patriot hero, Colonel Ethan Allen, who was captured in a futile effort to seize Montreal in Canada. Many of the Americans taken at sea ended up in Britain. Among the English prisons where Americans were kept during the war were Dartmoor, Old Mill Prison at Plymouth, Forton Prison at Portsmouth, and the Tower of London. The number of American seamen held rose steadily as privateering increased. By 1780, the number of seamen prisoners probably numbered about 5,300.

Conditions in the prisons in England were harsh, but were mitigated by the relief efforts of English Whigs who supported the revolutionaries. American emissary to France, Benjamin Franklin, also raised money to help mitigate the conditions of their confinement. A number of prisoners also escaped and managed to make their way across the English Channel to safety in France.

There is little evidence of Patriot mistreatment of British and German prisoners. The exception to this is that accorded some Loyalist prisoners, a number of whom had a difficult time of it in captivity. Their numbers were relatively few in proportion to those of the soldiers, however. New-Gate Prison in East Granby, Connecticut, was perhaps the most notorious. It was located in a financially failed copper mine purchased by the Connecticut General Assembly in 1773 as a facility for prisoners where escape would be impossible. It initially consisted of a 12 × 15-foot underground room at the bottom of a mine shaft with an iron gate on the top. The prisoners held at what became known as New-Gate Prison, were those condemned to hard labor and they continued the mining of ore.

During the Revolutionary War, a number of Loyalists and court-martialed Continental Army soldiers were held at New-Gate, and many suffered and died there in its conditions of dampness, constant 50°C temperature, vermin, insects, and darkness. As more prisoners were incarcerated at New-Gate during the war, it was expanded to include the manufacture of hand-wrought nails. Workhouses and guardhouses were added above ground, with the prisoners brought to the surface at 4:00 a.m. to begin their daily toil in the workhouse.

Early in the war, Elias Boudinot was appointed American commissary general of prisoners and commissioned a lieutenant colonel in the Continental Army. Joshua Loring was his counterpart for the British army, while David Sproat held the same position for the Royal Navy. Loring became notorious among Americans and symbolic to them of their enemy’s mistreatment of prisoners, although this was more by neglect than design. Sproat enjoyed the same reputation, with Americans believing him to be particularly vindictive.

Boudinot was able to persuade the British to let him keep an agent in New York City on a permanent basis to treat with the British on prisoner issues. Lewis Pintard, who had been a merchant in New York City before the war, accepted this post and was able to arrange some shipments of food and clothing to the prisoners held by the British. John Beatty eventually succeeded Boudinot, while John Franklin replaced Pintard.

Continental Army commander general George Washington attempted early in the war to set up a formal arrangement regarding the exchange of prisoners but, given the disparity in numbers held, the British were not much interested. This changed in the fall of 1777 with the large number of British and German prisoners taken at Saratoga. Although throughout the war the British were not interested in entering into a formal arrangement for the exchange of captives, they were prepared to continue a program of partial exchanges, a number of which occurred. In all the two sides held eight different conferences between 1777 and 1783 regarding the exchange of prisoners but the Americans were only able to secure partial exchanges until 1783.

Exchanges were usually rank for rank. Higher ranking officers might be paroled, that is give their word that they would not fight again until properly exchanged. Thus, General Riedesel was paroled from Albemarle Barracks to New York City, where he spent a year before being formally exchanged in October 1780, and allowed to return to military duty, exchanged for Continental army major general Benjamin Lincoln, who had been taken prisoner in the British capture of Charles Town in May 1780. The need to secure an officer of equivalent rank for the exchange of Continental army major general Charles Lee led Patriot forces to carry out a rather spectacular night raid in July 1777 that netted British brigadier general and commander of British troops at Rhode Island Richard Prescott.

Finally, on May 6, 1783, Washington and British commander lieutenant general Sir Guy Carleton met at Tappan, New York, and there resolved all remaining issues regarding the release of prisoners. Washington informed Secretary of War Benjamin Lincoln in early July 1783 that virtually all prisoners held by the American side had been released.

Although not intended to be deliberately cruel and while it improved somewhat in the course of the war, the British treatment of their prisoners did not serve them well. In fact, it turned many Americans against all things English and hardened Patriot resolve to fight through to final independence.

Spencer C. Tucker

See also: American Civil War.
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Andersonville Prison

Infamous Confederate facility that housed Union prisoners of war in 1864 and 1865, Andersonville Prison was situated just outside the tiny hamlet of Andersonville, Georgia, in Sumter County, in the southwestern part of the state. Many Confederates referred to it as Camp Sumter. The site was chosen primarily because it was isolated from population centers, was situated along the Southwestern Railroad line, and was surrounded by fertile lands that allegedly could help produce food for the prisoners. In reality, however, the rail line was of no use after Union major general William T. Sherman’s march through Georgia, which severed it. And the abundant agricultural lands nearby were planted mainly with cotton, rather than food crops. As a result, the Confederate army was hard-pressed to provide adequate supplies and nutrition to Andersonville’s inmates. Conditions at the camp deteriorated badly, and by war’s end thousands of prisoners there had died from disease, malnutrition, or abuse.

By late 1863, Confederate officials were growing increasingly concerned with the burgeoning prison population at Libby Prison in Richmond, Virginia, which was straining the city’s supplies. By early 1864, the decision had been made to erect a facility near Andersonville to accept Union prisoners being held in Richmond and elsewhere. By then, construction had already begun on a wooden stockade that was to enclose some 16.5 acres of land. Eventually, the stockade would enclose 26 acres as the prison’s population swelled. In February 1864, about 500 prisoners arrived at Andersonville, and a Swiss-born immigrant, Major Heinrich (Henry) Wirz, became the camp’s first—and only—commandant. Between February and July 1864, Andersonville’s population exploded, reaching some 32,000 prisoners. The
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