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FOCUS ON MEMORIAL DAY 

“I hope I hear before long of the downfall of Charleston, that rank 
Secession hole. What glorious news it would be to hear that the old Flag 
waving in triumph over Fort Sumter & that Charleston was 
reduced to ashes. Then for Savannah & Mobile.”
— Sgt. Alexander McNeil of  14th Connecticut Volunteers, writing to David Porter of Waterbury, about 

a conversation he had after the Battle of Gettysburg with a wounded officer of a North Carolina regiment

‘Died in Salisbury Prison’
In an unmarked, mass grave lies Sgt. Alexander McNeil of Waterbury

MARTIN BEGNAL REPUBLICAN-AMERICAN

Markers for some of the unknown dead Union soldiers at the Historic Salisbury National Cemetery
in Salisbury, N.C. As many as 5,000 men were buried in mass graves in the last months of the Civil War.

gt. Alexander Mc-
Neil and the 14th
Connecticut Vol-
unteers were the
first to cross the
icy waters of the
Rapidan River at
Morton’s Ford.

Feb. 6, 1864, in
Culpeper County, Va., broke with
cold rain, sleet and heavy fog; the
weather would not improve
throughout the day. The Union sol-
diers surprised the Confederates
stationed just across the river and
by 9:30 captured about 30 troops.

That would be the last bit of
good news for the Federals that
day. The offensive would end in
failure as about 6,000 U.S. soldiers
were sent on an impossible task: to
attack the winter camp of more
than 25,000 Confederates about a
mile back from the river as a dis-
traction from a U.S. raid on Rich-
mond which never took place. 

The day would prove worse for
McNeil, of Waterbury.

Not long after the first Union
soldiers crossed the Rapidan, the
heavy cannon and artillery of the
Confederate Army of Northern
Virginia were awakened and posi-
tioned on a small rise above the
ford. From this vantage, the Con-
federates ripped apart the charge.

Still, the 14th Connecticut, the
point of the spear, pressed on and
came within about 100 yards of the Confederate
entrenchments.

The fighting continued well into the darkness
but the advance would stall. 

About 2 a.m., the Federals were forced to pull
back, leaving many of its dead and wounded
where they lay. Sgt. McNeil was among them.

The Confederates took light casualties at Mor-
ton’s Ford while about 260 U.S. soldiers were
killed or wounded and another 40 were missing or
captured. The 14th Connecticut suffered the
brunt: nearly half of all the dead, wounded and
missing came from its ranks.

“It accomplished nothing. It was military fool-
ishness,” said Clark B. Hall, a Vietnam veteran

and a founding member of the American Battle-
field Trust. “It was a harebrained scheme and all
these guys died for nothing.”

McNeil’s paper trail of military service ends at
Morton’s Ford: he was listed as mustered out on
Feb. 6, 1864. 

The military initially listed him as dead and
then later as missing in action. 

Yet word of McNeil’s fate somehow made it
back to Waterbury. His widow erected a small
granite monument — complete with the 14th CV
badge — at Riverside Cemetery with the inscrip-
tion: “Died in Salisbury Prison.”
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See MCNEIL, Page 4B

COURTESY OF CHANCELLORSVILLE NATIONAL BATTLE FIELD PARK  

Sgt. Alexander McNeil of Waterbury fought for the 14th 
Connecticut Volunteers during the Civil War and was
left for dead at the Battle of Morton’s Ford. His family 
believed he died as a prisoner of war in Salisbury, N.C.

S
OVERCROWDING AT SALISBURY CONFEDERATE
PRISON brought disease, starvation and hypothermia. 

Toward the end of the Civil War, dozens of Union soldiers 

at Salisbury died every day. It did not start out that way. 

STORY ON PAGE 2B.

NOTHING BUT MISERY

THE PATH OF WAR 
SGT. ALEXANDER MCNEIL and The 14th Connecticut 

Volunteers left the state on Aug. 25, 1862, and arrived in

Rockville, Md., on Sept. 7. From there they would fight at the

Battle of Antietam, in the Battle of Fredericksburg and were

called to Gettysburg in July 1863, where they were left with

fewer than 200 men on the second day of fighting. 

FOLLOW THE PATH OF THE 14TH 
CONNECTICUT VOLUNTEERS ON PAGE 3B.

A SOLDIER’S SACRIFICE 
ABOUT TWO DOZEN ACTIVE MEMBERS of the 14th 
Connecticut re-enactors from across the state research and
share the regiment’s history. Member Dan Hayden has 
ancestors who fought on both sides of the war. “I’m really 
interested in the humanity,” Hayden said. “That these are real
people. How did they stand there and do these things? What
motivated them?” STORY ON PAGE 4B.

AT REP-AM.COM
A SPECIAL REPORT ON SGT. MCNEIL and the 14th: 

Watch videos and listen to audio interviews on the 
volunteers and those who keep their memory alive. 
Also see more photos from Historic Salisbury National 
Cemetery. Find it at REP-AM.COM/LEFT-BEHIND
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A soldier’s Bible at the New England Civil War Museum.
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MORE ON THE 14TH: FIND ALL THIS AT REP-AM.COM/LEFT-BEHIND

MEMORIAL DAY 

BY MARTIN  BEGNAL
REPUBLICAN-AMERICAN

SALISBURY, N.C. 

T he dead-wagon made its
rounds every afternoon at 2,
carting bodies to mass graves
in a cornfield just beyond the

stockade.
Toward the end of the Civil War in late

1864 and early 1865, dozens of Union sol-
diers at Salisbury Confederate Prison
died every day. The Confederacy was be-
ing routed on the battlefield and its econ-
omy and ability to govern had collapsed.

Severe overcrowding at the prison
camp brought disease, starvation and hy-
pothermia. Diarrhea was the most com-
mon cause of death listed on the rolls of
the dead. The death rate for prisoners at
Salisbury, once about 2%, jumped to 30%
as conditions deteriorated.

“After November of 1864, there were
too many men, not enough shelter, not
enough food, not enough wood to burn to
stay warm, not enough medicine, not
enough clothing,” said Sue Curtis, who
with her husband Ed Curtis, runs the Sal-
isbury Prison Association. “There wasn’t
enough of anything except for misery.”

It did not start out that way.
North Carolina offered the Confederacy

an abandoned cotton mill and a few out-
buildings near a rail line in the rural town
of Salisbury soon after the state seceded
from the Union. The prison was designed
to hold about 2,000 men and a stockade
was built, the buildings refitted and a
deadline established.

The deadline was a ditch just inside the
stockade where prisoners would be shot if
they entered.

The first Union prisoners were soldiers
captured at the Battle of First Manassas
and arrived at Salisbury in December
1861. Also held there early during the war
were Confederate deserters and consci-
entious objectors.

The soldiers held at Salisbury Prison
during the first few years of war might
have found their stay to be a break from
the long marches and horrors of the battle-
field. Most taken prisoner and brought to
Salisbury before 1864 had a good chance of
being released in a prisoner exchange.

Letters written from Salisbury during
the early part of the war describe prison-
ers playing cards and checkers and enjoy-
ing a smoke when one was available. They
whittled, wrote letters and put on plays.

Some prisoners, officers mostly, could
go into town on a pass and would return to
the prison as promised.

“At the very beginning, if a prisoner
wanted to go to town get supplies, he gave
his word, he signed a paper, he walked on
and came back,” Curtis said. “But it was a
different world. People did things on their
word. You gave your oath.”

One of the earliest images of baseball
being played is a watercolor of a game be-
tween Union soldiers at Salisbury Prison.
Major Otto Boetticher of the 68th New
York Volunteer Infantry, a prisoner,
made the original drawing showing the
prison with the town in the background
and guards watching the game, played in
the summer of 1862.

As the war progressed in favor of the
Union, conditions deteriorated. Con-
tributing was the decision in April 1864
by the Union and Gen. Ulysses S. Grant to
end the prisoner exchange.

Grant began prosecuting the war with
the intent to completely crush Lee and his
Army as opposed to Gen. George McClel-
lon’s earlier “win-the-day” philosophy,
said Matthew Warshauer, a professor of
history at Central Connecticut State Uni-

versity and author of “Connecticut in the
American Civil War.”

M eanwhile, Union naval block-
ades along the Southern coast
had cut off all trade.

“In the fall of ’64 the Confederacy is ab-
solutely under siege,” Warshauer said.
“The Union Army is bombarding Freder-
icksburg, trying to get to Richmond. The
Confederacy is in dire straits.”

As the number of prisoners swelled and
supplies became scarce, Salisbury Prison
came to resemble the other Confederate
prisons at Andersonville, Georgia, and
Libby Prison in Richmond, Virginia.

Ed Curtis said battles in the Shenan-
doah Valley brought an influx of prison-
ers to Salisbury. 

“We’re talking August, September, to
October that period of time, and the Battle
of Cedar Creek in particular, and this
prison that was created to hold no more
than 2,500 people, all of a sudden by Octo-
ber, November, there were more than
10,000 men crammed into the compound.”

Many of the men, often stripped of their

good clothes and shoes, were sleeping togeth-
er two or three in holes dug into the ground.

“And if one of those guys died, they did-
n’t immediately bring him out, because
when those men in that little group went
to get food, they got his share too,” Sue
Curtis said. “Now, that’s desperate.”

Occasionally a prisoner would purpose-
ly walk into the deadline to be shot, a sui-
cide-by-guard, Sue Curtis said.

Disease and starvation consumed the
prisoners, and those who did not die suf-

fered. “If you’ve ever seen pictures of
these guys coming out of the prison
camps, they look like concentration camp
victims,” Warshauer said.

The dead were buried in mass graves in
a cornfield behind the prison, where 18
trenches 250 feet long were dug.

By then, records of the dead were no
longer kept. Soldiers did not carry identi-
fying markers — it wasn’t until World
War II that “dog tags” became an official
part of the military uniform.

When Union Gen. George Stoneman
occupied Salisbury in April 1865, the
prisoners already had been moved to
other prisons ahead of his advance.
Stoneman burned every building and
had a fence built around the mass
graves. Later, a stone wall was built to
mark the place.

After the war, an investigation into the
events at Salisbury was made and the
commander of the prison, Major John
Gee, was charged but acquitted of crimes.

Initial estimates of the number of
dead in the mass graves was put at
about 11,700 but later the number was
reduced to about 5,000. One of them is
believed to be Sgt. Alexander McNeil
of the 14th Connecticut Volunteers,
who fought in some of the most critical
battles of the war including Antietam
and Gettysburg.

McNeil, of Waterbury, went missing af-
ter the battle of Morton’s Ford in Virginia
in 1864. His family later erected a monu-
ment to him in Riverside Cemetery in
Waterbury, his fate carved in stone:
“Died in Salisbury Prison.”

His true burial site was named a Na-
tional Cemetery in 1870. Today, the His-
toric Salisbury National Cemetery is
managed by the National Park Service.

White marble stones mark each end of
the mass graves. 

The Curtis’ said they have had the priv-
ilege of walking the cemetery with de-
scendants of the men who are likely
buried there.

“These men, each one has a history and
each one deserves to have their story

‘Heaped up like cordwood’

“There is no need to repeat the awful story, so well-known to you and to others
who were there — how at first the dead were carried out in coffins, and then we
noticed the same coffins come back, and then, as the number grew, no coffins
were used, and the corpses were heaped up like cordwood in the dead-wagons.”
— Henry Mann of Brooklyn, N.Y., a survivor of the Salisbury Prison camp, writing to another survivor several

years after the war, describing the daily ritual of guards collecting the dead
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An acre is preserved at the Historic Salisbury National Cemetery where 18 trenches dug 250 feet long were used as mass graves for
Union soldiers in Salisbury, N.C. 

PRESERVE AND SHARE THE HISTORY Sue and Ed Curtis run the Salisbury Confederate Prison Association, a nonprofit organization to preserve 

and further the understanding of the history of the prisoner camp. The Curtis’ publish a newsletter about their findings and invite others to share the

history of their ancestors who were at Salisbury Prison. Email them at southpawsagain@gmail.com or visit salisburyprison.org.

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS

Major Otto Boetticher of the 68th New York Volunteers was a prisoner at Salisbury
when he made this lithograph of a baseball game being played at the camp in 1862. 
It’s one of the first images of the game being played. 

NATIONAL ARCHIVES 

A view of the Salisbury Prison camp. 

LISTEN
>> HISTORY LESSON Matthew 
Warshauer, professor of history at Central 
Connecticut State University and author of 
“Connecticut in the American Civil War,” talks
about the 14th Connecticut Volunteers. 

>> FROM THE EXPERT Also, a talk with 
author, preservationist and historian Clark B. 
Hall of American Battlefield Trust.

WATCH
>> “HELL ON EARTH” An overview of life in Salisbury Prison 
from the trenches. 

>> WHY DO IT? The 14th Connecticut re-enactors from Rockville discuss
the march of the 14th and their mission to keep the soldiers’ sacrifice alive.

>> FROM THE FRONT LINE Sgt. Alexander McNeil writes home. Watch a reading 
of McNeil’s correspondence to Waterbury.

>> THE VOLUNTEERS  Professor Warshauer talks about the glory of the 14th.
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MEMORIAL DAY 

“If anyone pursuing this record, as imperfect as it is, gains a larger impulse of 
patriotism and a broader and more hopeful view of our country's destiny, that patriotism
and hopefulness will be a portion of the inheritance bequeathed to him by fortitude and
valor, suffering and bravery of the noble 14th Regiment, Connecticut Volunteers.”
— Charles Page, in his 1906 history of the 14th Connecticut Volunteer Infantry

HONORING THE 14TH 
In 1894, the state of Connecticut erected a 
monument for the 14th Connecticut 
Volunteers at Antietam that describes the
regiment’s actions that day: “Advanced to
this point in a charge about 9:30 a.m., 
September 17th, 1862, then fell back 
eighty-eight yards to a cornfield fence and
held position heavily engaged nearly two
hours; then was sent to the support of the
first brigade of its division at the Roulette
Lane two hours; then was sent to the 
extreme left of the first division of this
Corps to the support of Brooke’s Brigade
and at 5 p.m. was placed in support 
between the Brigades of Caldwell and
Meagher of that Division, overlooking
“The Bloody Lane,” holding position there
until 10 a.m. of the 18th when relieved.”

REPUBLICAN-AMERICAN ARCHIVES

Union soldiers of 14th Regiment during a reunion on Sept. 17, 1892. 

BATTLE OF ANTIETAM
The 14th Connecticut Volunteers left the state on Aug. 25, 1862, and arrived in Rockville, Md., on Sept. 7 where
they were attached to the 2nd Corps of the Army of the Potomac. They would be at the Battle of
Antietam just 10 days later.

“Their trial by fire, their entry into combat, was at Antietam,” said Matthew Warshauer, a professor of history at
Central Connecticut State University and author of “Connecticut in the 
American Civil War.” “They had been in service for just a few weeks, just
learned to fire their rifles, and they’re thrown into literally what remains the
bloodiest day in American history.”

On Sept. 17, 1862, on rolling farmland outside of Sharpsburg, Md., two massive
armies collided, leaving about 3,600 dead and another 17,000 wounded. Al-
most another 2,000 were captured or missing.

Other Civil War battles lasting over days had more casualties, but Antietam
remains the single most deadly day in American military history including
Pearl Harbor, D-Day and 9-11.

“The bloodletting at Antietam is just horrifying,” Warshauer said.

In his official report of the battle, the regiment’s commander, Col. Dwight
Morris, wrote the “men in my brigade were all new troops, hastily raised, and
without drill or experience, and, although under fire for the first time, 
behaved with great gallantry.”

Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia made its first attempt to invade Northern soil
at Antietam, but U.S. Gen. George McClellan won the day, pushing Lee off the

battlefield, in retreat back into Virginia.

Warshauer said Antietam is arguably the turning point of the Civil War.

“Although the battle itself is strategically, militarily a draw, nobody really comes out the winner. The fact that
Gen. George McClellan holds the field and Lee retreats, McClellan is able to claim 

victory,” he said.

Had Lee been successful in invading the North, there would have been a huge
increase in Northern opposition to the war.

“There already was a fairly robust anti-war movement in the North,
including in Connecticut,” Warshauer said. “That would have gotten a lot

of increased pressure if Lee had been successful.”

Also, if the South had won at Antietam, European countries 
including Britain, France, Belgium and others may have recog-
nized the independence of the Confederacy, “and that would
have been the end of the whole game.”

Most importantly, Warshauer said, McClellan’s victory allowed
President Lincoln to issue his preliminary Emancipation
Proclamation on Sept. 22, announcing that as of Jan. 1, 1863, any
person held as a slave “shall be then, thenceforward, and forever

free.”

BATTLE OF FREDERICKSBURG
In December, the 14th Connecticut is at Fredericksburg “and they got
hammered,” Matthew Warshauer said. The regiment, an advance unit
always at the front of the action, assaulted the stone wall at the foot
of Marye's Hill early in the battle. In all, 11 were killed, 87 wounded and
22 missing. The following spring, the 14th was at the Battle of 
Chancellorsville, another major battle spread over a week of fighting.
And though a strategic win for Lee and his Confederate Army, the
Rebels took heavy casualties.

BATTLE OF GETTYSBURG
It was in July 1863 at Gettysburg where the Nutmeg Regiment, as the 14th 

Connecticut Volunteers was called, may have made its most impressive showing, 
Warshauer said.

The 14th Connecticut arrived at Gettysburg after the fighting on the second day had ended
with fewer than 200 men —

they had left Hartford 10
months earlier with 1,015.

The next morning, July 3,
the regiment was ordered
to take the Bliss Farm, a
farmhouse and barn that
provided the combatants
the only shelter in the no
man’s land of the open
battlefield. The farm had
changed hands two or
three times over the
course of the first two
days of the battle.

Bliss Farm was almost a half
mile down the battlefield from

the Union position along Ceme-
tery Ridge. The Confederates had

snipers in the farmhouse and barn
and were picking off Union soldiers.

The 14th Connecticut charged and
sprinted across the field under fire, making it to the farm and through close-quarter fighting, rousted the Rebels
and captured the house and barn. On command, they burned both buildings and returned to their position.

After making it back to Cemetery Ridge, they were positioned at “The Angle,” the single most important spot
on the Gettysburg line, Warshauer said.

It is from the center of the Union line that the 14th Connecticut helped to repel Pickett’s Charge, the high-water
mark for the Confederate Army throughout the war.

“And these guys from the Connecticut 14th repulsed the charge and got into close-quarters, hand-to-hand
combat, and they were leaping over the wall and yelling ‘Remember Antietam, remember Fredericksburg.’” 

Sgt. Major William B. Hincks of Bridgeport earned the Medal of Honor that day after he leapt over the stone
wall where the 14th was defending the line, ran about 50 yards down the battlefield while being shot at, and
captured a battle flag of a Tennessee regiment.

The Medal of Honor citation for Hincks, issued by President Lincoln on Sept. 22, 1863, read in part: the devotion to duty
shown by Sergeant Major Hincks gave encouragement to many of his comrades at a crucial moment of the battle.”

— Martin Begnal

MARTIN BEGNAL  REPUBLICAN-AMERICAN

A row of cannons at the  Gettysburg Military National Park in
Pennsylvania.
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This photo shows ‘The
Bloody Lane,’ where
thousands of men were killed
or wounded at the Battle of
Antietam.

Organized at Hartford Aug. 23, 1862. Left Connecticut
for Washington on Aug. 25. Attached to 2nd Brigade, 
3rd Division, 2nd Army Corps, Army of the Potomac.

‘Off to war’

Antietam  �

Salisbury 
National Cemetery  �

Morton’s Ford  �

Fredericksburg  �

Appomattox, Va.  �

Gettysburg  �

Hartford �

The march of the 14th

1862
Sept. 16-17: Battle 
of Antietam, Md. 
Dec. 12-15: Battle 
of Fredericksburg

1863
May 1-5: Battle of 
Chancellorsville

July 1-4: Battle of 
Gettysburg

Oct. 14: Action at 
Bristoe Station

Nov. 26-Dec. 2: Mine 
Run Campaign

1864
Feb. 6-7: Battle at 
Morton’s Ford

May 5-7: Battles of the 
Wilderness

May 8-12: Spottsylvania

May 8: Laurel Hill 

May 12-21: Spottsylvania
Court House

May 12: Assault on the Salient
Spottsylvania C. H.

May 28-31: Totopotomoy 

June 1-12: Cold Harbor 

June 16 to April 2, 1865:
Siege of Petersburg 

June 22-23 Jerusalem 
Plank Road 

July 27-29: Demonstration on
north side of the James River 

July 27-28: Deep Bottom 

1865
March 28-April 9:
Appomattox Campaign 

April 2: Assault on and 
fall of Petersburg 

April 9: Appomattox 
Courthouse; surrender of
Robert E. Lee and his army

May 2-15: Moved to 
Washington

May 23: Grand review 

May 21: Old members 
mustered out

May 30, 1865: Veterans
and recruits transferred 
to 2nd Conn. Heavy Artillery

Regiment lost during service 17
Officers and 188 Enlisted men
killed and mortally wounded
and 1 Officer and 191 Enlisted
men by disease. Total 397.

Source: National Park Service 

� Map not to scale
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‘Hell on earth’

S alisbury prison was a Confeder-
ate prisoner of war camp in Salis-
bury, N.C., which became a place
of misery and death for Union

soldiers by the end of the Civil War.
The prison was built to hold 2,000 men

but had more than 10,000 by the fall of
1864. Union soldiers were malnourished,
drinking water contaminated with human
waste and sleeping in holes scratched into
the earth. They died of disease, starvation
and hypothermia faster than the Confed-
erate guards could account for them or
bury them.

About 5,000 Union soldiers — initial es-
timates were put at more than 11,000 —
were buried in 18 trenches dug 250 feet
long in a cornfield behind the prison. The
mass graves were marked in 1870 with
white marble markers for the thousands
of unknown soldiers buried there.

“When we have folks from up North
come who want to see where their ances-
tor is buried, we have to tell them, unfor-
tunately, out here, somewhere,” said Ed
Curtis, who with his wife Sue Curtis run
the Salisbury Confederate Prison Associ-
ation. He motioned toward an acre of per-
fectly maintained Bermuda grass at His-
toric Salisbury National Cemetery.

It is almost certain that Sgt. Alexander
McNeil is buried in one of those mass graves.

‘Fighting for the North’

M cNeil was born in Scot-
land 1821 and first shows
up in Waterbury on the
1840 census. In 1845 he

married Sarah Northrup and in 1850 Mc-
Neil was made a naturalized U.S. citizen.

He was listed as a mechanic on his enlist-
ment papers.

The Civil War, fought by the South to
preserve state’s rights regarding slavery
and by the North to preserve the Union,
was more than a year into hostilities when
McNeil signed up to fight. He was already
42 when he mustered in as a corporal at
Hartford on Aug. 20, 1862, twice as old as
many of the other enlistees.

McNeil was part of a new unit, the 14th
Regiment, Connecticut Volunteer Infantry,
which would before the war was over fight
in every major battle from Antietam to Ap-
pomattox, where Confederate Gen. Robert
E. Lee surrendered to U.S. Gen. Ulysses S.
Grant, ending the war.

“The 14th is the most battle tested regi-
ment from Connecticut, and they have the
greatest story,” said Matthew Warshauer,
a professor of history at Central Connecti-
cut State University and author of “Con-
necticut in the American Civil War.”

“Having their first battle be Antietam
and then Fredericksburg and then having
a very tough winter encampment and
they come out of it making it all the way to
Appomattox, that in itself is pretty re-
markable,” Warshauer said. “They go
through so much.”

The 14th Connecticut, newly mustered,
fought at Antietam, which remains the blood-
iest single day in American history. McNeil
survived, as he did at Frederickburg — “and
they got hammered,” Warshauer said — and
Chancellorsville, and Gettysburg.

The victory at Gettysburg, in which
McNeil and his fellow soldiers played a
critical role, was decisive, and the Con-
federates were generally in retreat for the
remaining 21 months of the war.

In the fall of 1863, the 14th Connecticut
saw action at Bristoe Station and then in
winter camp at Stony Mountain, just north
of the Rapidan River, from where they
would launch the attack at Morton’s Ford. 

After more than 16 hours of fighting at

Morton’s Ford, much of it hand to hand, in
dark and terrible weather, the Federals
pulled back.

‘Laid to rest’

S gt. Alexander McNeil was one
of the missing 19 soldiers of the
14th Connecticut that day.
Some of the Union fallen were

buried there, and after the war, many of
the bodies were moved by the govern-
ment to National Cemeteries or returned
to their hometowns. 

Warshauser said except for the Civil
War itself, the largest federal program up
to that point in U.S. history is the reinter-
ment of soldiers. 

“They go out to battlefields and to
makeshift cemeteries all over the South to
try to find the remains of Union soldiers,
and to try to properly identify them.”

McNeil’s body was never found. The mon-
ument at Riverside Cemetery is just that —
he was not buried there. But the monument
is clear: “Died In Salisbury Prison.”

Warehouser said it’s most likely that
McNeil’s family heard he had died at Sal-
isbury from another member of the 14th
who was at the prison camp with him.

“They wouldn’t come up with that out
of the blue,” he said. 

The captured and wounded Union sol-
diers collected from the battlefield were
taken to prisoner of war camps, including
Salisbury Prison. 

Hall, of the American Battlefield Trust,
said it’s likely McNeil was wounded at
Morton’s Ford and the Confederates took
him prisoner, ultimately at Salisbury
Prison. “When you go to a prison, that
wound that you had is not going to get any
better, as a practical matter,” Hall said.

There are thousands of unknown soldiers
buried at Historic Salisbury National Ceme-
tery, some in individual graves with mark-
ers and thousands more in 18 mass graves.

In 1906, McNeil’s niece, Mary S. Olssen
of Plainfield, N.J., wrote several letters to
the War Department trying to find out
what happened to her uncle. 

Though there were calls from the
Grand Army of the Republic seeking vet-
erans who knew Sgt. Alexander McNeil at
Salisbury, it does not appear that anyone
answered those calls for information 40
years after war. 

Martin Begnal, assistant managing 
editor for news, is president of the Friends
of Riverside Cemetery.

MCNEIL: Waterbury man’s life a lesson in patriotism
Continued from 1B

“There are no voices from the Civil War. We speak for them.”
— Peter Hershonik, member of the 14th Connecticut Volunteers re-enactors

BY MARTIN  BEGNAL
REPUBLICAN-AMERICAN

ROCKVILLE 

Oliver Dart, his face mangled and
scarred, sat for the photo as evi-
dence for his pension claim. 

Dart had part of his face ripped off by
shrapnel as he and the 14th Connecticut
Volunteers attempted the assault at

Marye’s
Heights during
the Battle of
Fredericks-
burg. The gov-
ernment ap-
proved the
claim: Dart was
initially paid $8
a month. He
died 14 years
later at age 40. 

A reproduc-
tion of the pho-
to is on display
at the New Eng-
land Civil War
Museum in
Rockville. The

original, part of Dart’s pension file, is in
the National Archives.

“Oliver Dart is my great-great uncle,”

said Frank Niederwerfer, part of a group
dedicated to preserving the history of the
14th Connecticut Volunteers. 

“We do this to keep the memory of
these guys alive,” Niederwerfer said.
“That it wasn’t in vain.”

About two dozen active members of the
14th Connecticut re-enactors from across
the state research and share the regi-
ment’s history, camp at battlefields in the
regiment’s footsteps and re-enact battles
at events. They march in parades and vol-

unteer at the battlefield parks, painting
buildings and repairing fences.

Dan Hayden has ancestors who fought
on both sides of the Civil War. 

“I’m really interested in the humanity,”
Hayden said. “That these are real people.
How did they stand there and do these
things? What motivated them?” 

Hayden is commander of the Alden-Skin-
ner Camp No. 45 Sons of Union Veterans of
the Civil War. The camp owns and operates
the New England Civil War Museum,

which occupies space at the Memorial
Building in Rockville, a building itself
erected in memory of veterans of the war.

The museum fills the original meeting
room where Civil War veterans met after
the war and where they left their rifles,
uniforms and personal effects from their

service, the
seeds of today’s
collection.

The museum
includes a collec-
tion of Civil War
books, records,
artifacts, photo-
graphs and let-
ters. On display
are tents and
wool uniforms,
muskets and ri-
fles, including
the Sharps Rifle

used by members of the 14th Connecticut,
as well as personal items including pipes,
Bibles and watches carried by soldiers. 

Member Tad Stattler said when he was
boy his parents bought him a book about the
Civil War. Once he learned that Confederate
Gen. Robert E. Lee surrendered to U.S. Gen.
Ulysses S. Grant on April 9, 1865 — exactly
100 years to the day from when he was born
on April 9, 1965 — he was hooked for life. 

‘Keeping their memory alive’ 

HISTORY LESSON The
New England Civil War
Museum, 14 Park Place,
Vernon, is open from
noon to 3 p.m. Sundays.
Private tours can be
arranged four to six
weeks in advance. For
information, call 
860-870-3563, or visit
newenglandcivilwarmu-
seum.com.

MEMORIAL DAY 
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Frank Niederwerfer, left, and Tad Stattler, center, listen as Dan Hayden makes a point
at the New England Civil War Museum in Rockville. They are part of a group 
dedicated to preserving the history of the 14th Connecticut Volunteers. 

Sgt. Alexander McNeil of Waterbury, in
a letter to his friend Hobart Victory Welton
written just after the Battle of Antietam,
described the battle and its aftermath,
including “The Bloody Lane,” where in
three hours of close, intense fighting,
5,500 men died or were wounded.

“Thank God, for all the blessings he
has conferred upon me. He has spared
my life while others who stood around
me were cut down like grass.

“I walked over a part of the battlefield
the second day after the fight, and, Oh,
what a sight. In one place I visited an
old road, quite narrow, worn down 
below the surface of the ground some
three feet deep, it was actually filled
with dead Rebels. 

“There they lay, piled up 3 & 4 deep,
some torn with cannon balls, others
torn to pieces with grape & canister,
and thousands shot with rifle and 
musket balls. 

“The Rebels, they say, has never had
such a dressing down as they got this
time since the war commenced, but you
will read about it in the papers.”

In a letter to David Porter of Waterbury,
Sgt. McNeil writes about a conversation he
had after the Battle of Gettysburg with a
wounded officer of a North Carolina regiment.

“I gave him coffee to drink twice while
waiting for a stretcher to carry him to
the hospital. He was a sensible, 
intelligent man,” McNeil wrote. 

The soldier told McNeil the South
had been harsh with him because North
Carolina did not secede soon enough to
suit the other slave states and that South
Carolina ought to be sunk. “That, he
said, is where the trouble started,” 
McNeil wrote.

“I hope I hear before long of the
downfall of Charleston, that rank 
Secession hole. What glorious news it
would be to hear that the old Flag
waving in triumph over Fort Sumter
& that Charleston was reduced to ashes.
Then for Savannah & Mobile.”

MARTIN BEGNAL REPUBLICAN-AMERICAN

A plaque marking ‘The Bloody Lane’ at the Antietam National Battlefield outside Sharpsburg, Md. More than 3,600 U.S. 
and Confederate soldiers were killed at Antietam, making it the deadliest single day in American military history. 

NATIONAL ARCHIVES

Oliver Dart of
the 14th Connecticut 
Volunteer Infantry 
sat for the photo as
evidence of his 
pension claim after
the Civil War. 


