
S T O R I E S  of New Jersey

F o r t  D elaw are, to d a y  th e  c e n t r a l  l i n k  i n  th e  c h a in  o f  f o r t s  n e a r  the  
mouth o f  D elaw are R iv e r ,  was d e sig n e d  to  p r o t e c t  th e  c i t y  o f  P h i la d e lp h ia .  I t  
was com pleted i n  1859 —  j u s t  i n  tim e  f o r  th e  C i v i l  W ar. Pea P a tch  I s la n d ,  on 
w h ich  the f o r t  i s  lo c a t e d ,  l i e s  about midway i n  th e  D elaw are R iv e r  betw een the  
D elaw are and New J e r s e y  s h o re s .

There i s  a le g e n d  d a t in g  b a c k  to  C o lo n ia l  tim e s t h a t  a s h ip  la d e n  w ith  
peas was grounded on a san d b ar a t  t h i s  p o in t .  The ro o t s  grew , a ccu m u la tin g  
d r i f t  and sedim ent u n t i l  an is la n d  o f  about 178 a c r e s  appeared on th e  s u r fa c e  
o f  th e  w a t e r. P a rt s  o f  th e  is la n d  a re  a c t u a l l y  about t h re e  f e e t  below  w a ter  
l e v e l  and a sea w a ll  has been b u i l t  to  keep o u t th e  t i d e .

By 1861 about a thousand p r is o n e r s  w ere in t e r n e d  on th e swampy l i t t l e  
i s l a n d  w it h  i t s  g rim  g r a n it e  f o r t .  Some pro m in en t c i t i z e n s  o f  Salem  County  
and D elaw are who had g iv e n  e v id e n c e  o f  t h e i r  sympathy w it h  th e S o u th e rn  cause  
w ere among th e  f i r s t  to  he c o n fin e d  t h e r e .  i n  1862 th e  p la c e  begem to  f i l l  
w it h  w ar p r is o n e r s ,  emd by th e  end o f  1863 tw e lv e  th o u san d , most o f  whom were  
ta k e n  a t G e tty sb u rg , w ere crowded t o g e t h e r  i n  a p la c e  t h a t  c o u ld  accommodate 
o n ly  4 ,0 0 0  w it h  s a f e t y .  Rude wooden b a r r a c k s  w ere c o n s t ru c te d  to  house the  
mass o f  w retch e d  men. B arbed w ir e  and a l e r t  s e n t r ie s  d is c o u ra g e d  them from  
ra s h  attem pts to  e sc a p e ; th o se  who managed to  e lu d e  th e  g u ards and g et to the  
m a in la n d  w ere h e lp e d  to  re a c h  t h e i r  own l i n e s  by means o f  an underground r a i l 
way t h a t  had b een  s e t  up i n  Salem  and i n  s o u th e rn  D elaw are.

F o r t  D elaw are was to  the South what A n d e r s o n v ille  and L ib b e y  w ere to  the  
N o rth . I t  was a c e s s p o o l o f  m is e ry  and l o s t  hope, d i r t ,  l i c e ,  r a t s  and 
d is e a s e .  D r. S . W e ir  M i t c h e l l ,  who l a t e r  became famous as a s p e c i a l i s t  in  
n erv o u s d is e a s e s  and a w r it e r  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  rom ances, was a t  t h i s  tim e F e d e ra l  
In s p e c t o r  o f  P r is o n s .  I n  a l e t t e r  w r it t e n  to  h i s  s i s t e r  he d e s c r ib e s  the
c o n d it io n s  o f  th e  i s l a n d .  P a r t  o f  h i s  l e t t e r  i s  a s f o l lo w s :

Tomorrow I  go to  F o r t  D elaw are to  in s p e c t  t h a t  in f e r n o  o f  d e ta in e d  
r e b e ls .  A th o u san d  i l l ,  tw e lv e  th ousand  on an i s l a n d  t h a t  sh o u ld  
h o ld  f o u r  th o u san d , th e g e n e ra l l e v e l  t h re e  f e e t  b elo w  th e  w a te r

, m ark; tw enty d eath s a day o f  d y s e n te ry , and th e  l i v i n g  h a v in g  more 
l i f e  on them th a n  i n  them. O c c a s io n a l la c k  o f  w a te r, -  and th u s  
a C h r is t ia n  n a t io n  t r e a t s  th e  c a p t iv e s  o f  i t s  sword . . .
The therm om eter i s  n in e t y .  Not t h a t  I  c a r e .  I t  may go U n t i l  i t  
r e q u ir e s  a b a llo o n  to  g e t any h ig h e r ,  and n o t re a c h  my b o i l i n g  
p o in t .  Two weeks ago th e  r e b e l o f f i c e r s  p lo t t e d  to  ta k e  th e f o r t ,  
b u t w ere b e tra y e d  and c a r r ie d  o f f  to  Sandusky.

U n ru ly  p r is o n e r s  w ere throw n in t o  th e dungeons t h a t  w ere b u i l t  in t o  the  
s o l i d  m asonry o f  the f o r t .  These dungeons w ere t o t a l l y  d a rk  and v e n t ila t e d  
o n ly  by an a i r s h a f t  too n arro w  to  adm it a s m a ll man.

The o n ly  w a te r s u p p ly  was th e r a i n  t h a t  washed o f f  the f l a t  r o o fs  o f  th e
f o r t ,  d ra in e d  a lo n g  g u t t e r s  and th en  f i l t e r e d  th ro u g h  sa n d . When t h i s  s u p p ly  
f a i l e d ,  w a te r was b ro u g h t from  Brandyw ine Creek i n  D elaw are and dumped in t o  
c is t e r n s  w ith o u t any attem pt a t  f i l t e r i n g .  As a r e s u l t  many o f  th e s o ld ie r s  
f e l l  s i c k  and d ie d , as the c h o le r a  e p id e m ic ra g e d .


