
 

 

 

 
 
 
 

(This story was inspired by Dave Clarke’s 
“From the Files” feature appearing in the 
March 3, 2021, Star Courier. Dave noted 
that J. S. Miner had spoken 100 years 
ago to McKinley School students on his 
Civil War experience. I decided to learn 
about Mr. Miner’s experience.) 

Andersonville prison over which the 
Confederate flag flew opened in February 
1864. It closed in May 1865. Its prisoner 
stockade was 1,600 feet by 780 feet and 
was built to hold 10,000 men. Before bar-
racks could be erected, prisoners began arriv-
ing. At its peak, the prison housed 32,000 
men at a time. Of the 45,000 prison-
ers who spent time imprisoned 
there, 13,000 died. 

Joseph Smith Miner was 
one of the prisoners held at 
Andersonville. Before he 
died, he told the story of his 
seven months in the prison 
many times before many 
groups in Kewanee. Here’s 
the story he told. 

Joseph Miner served in the 

15th Illinois Infantry Regiment. While stationed 
at Acworth, Georgia, he was captured and 

taken to Andersonville. He called it a 
“terrible experience . . . stories that can 
hardly be imagined as true . . . .” There 
were about 32,000 prisoners when he 
was there, overcrowded and with space 

scarce. “There was very little shelter 
. . . and when the weather turned 

cold, the suffering was great . . . and 
many died from exposure.” But when the 

weather became extremely warm, “without 
shelter from the heat, many of the prisoners 

died from sunstroke.” Every morning, the 
prisoners “would find it necessary to carry 

out and bury many of their comrades, 
placing them side by side in long 

trenches . . . . Sometimes the 
numbers amounted to hun-
dreds.” 

Initially, theft was a 
common occurrence. Jo-
seph told of someone steal-
ing his shoes. But then 
many men were without 
shoes and had little cloth-
ing – “[a]s soon as a man 
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died his clothing would be torn from his 
dead body and many battles were witnessed 
over the possession of his garments.” The 
stealing ended when six men were hanged 
after they were caught. 

There were escape attempts, but few 
were successful. Each morning, the Confed-
erate guards would walk a pack of blood-
hounds around the perimeter. If the dogs got 
a scent, they’d “be off like a pack of wolves. 
When they caught the victim he would 
nearly be torn to pieces [and] afterward be-
ing brought back to the prison and placed in 
stocks that would hold his head and hands 
as high as he could, forcing him to stand on 
his tip toes for a period of twelve hours.” 

There also was a “dead line” which, if a 
man crossed it or even reached into it, he 
was shot dead by guards standing on plat-
forms above the stockade. 

The rations consisted of a small square of 
bread and a cupful of dirty bean soup every 
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24 hours. Every few days a small piece of 
meat was added. Joseph said that initially, 
the prisoners would divide their rations into 
three parts and eat three meals. But then they 
were soon hungry all the time. Eventually, 
they decided the best strategy was to eat the 
rations all at once, so at least for a short time 
they weren’t hungry. But the wait for food 
was unbearable. “When the wagon would 
leave the kitchen and start toward the center 
of the yard, it would be followed by the thou-
sands of men . . . and a mad scramble would 
result. After the rations had been dealt out, 
the men would swallow their share and the 
wait for the next wagon would commence.” 

On the north side of the prison yard there 
was a small shed filled with sick prisoners. 
“It was necessary for a man to be ready to die before 
he was allowed to enter. Every well man kept as far 
as possible away from this building.” 

As the inevitability of defeat became apparent, the 
Confederates began transferring prisoners, and Jo-
seph was among them. But the mental state of the 
prisoners varied greatly. While some of the prisons 
were less crowded and some of them would engage 
in any kind of game or activity (baseball was one 
such activity), others would do nothing. “These men 
had the opinion that they had to die sometime, and it 

might as well be then. Invariably these were found 
dead in a few days.”  

On another transfer, the men were taken on train 
to Albany, walked 55 miles to Thomasville, and then 
put on a train to Baldwin, Florida. Along the way, the 
Confederate guards learned that the war was over and 
took off. The prisoners began running toward nearby 
Jacksonville over an abandoned railroad bed. While 
their feet were lacerated from being shoeless and 
their clothes ragged and faces grimy, they entered 
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Jacksonville to find coffee bread, and even bars of 
soap to wash off the stench of their imprisonment. 

Soon they were met by Union officers and ar-
rangements were made for the prisoners to be re-
turned to their respective homes. 

Often attending Mr. Miner’s talks on Anderson-
ville was fellow Kewaneean R. L. Cherry, who sim-
ilarly was imprisoned at and experienced the horror 
of Andersonville. 

I wonder what our Kewanee ancestors, who actually  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

experienced the horrors of imprisonment under the 
regime that the Confederate flag represented, would 
have thought of the continued use of that flag today?  

 

(A source informed me that Joseph S. Miner kept 
a diary of his experience and the source had the op-
portunity to read portions of it many years ago. If 
anyone is aware of the existence and location of the 
diary, it could shed more light on how men coped in 
the horror that was Andersonville.) 


