
Recollections of Life on the Prison Ship
Jersey: A Harrowing Account of Captivity
during the American Revolution
During the tumultuous years of the American Revolution, the British
deployed a ruthless tactic to quell the rebellion: the use of prison ships.
Among the most notorious of these floating dungeons was the Jersey, a
hulking vessel that held thousands of American prisoners in deplorable
conditions.

One man who survived the horrors of the Jersey was James Moody, a
young sailor from Maine. In 1777, he was captured by the British and
confined to the Jersey, where he endured unspeakable hardships for over
two years. His memoir, published in 1812, provides a chilling glimpse into
the abyss of life on this notorious prison ship.
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As Moody and his fellow prisoners stepped aboard the Jersey, they were
met with a stench that defied description. The ship's holds were fetid from
the stench of human excrement, rotting food, and disease. The prisoners
were herded below deck, where they were packed into overcrowded bunks,
barely able to move.

The air was thick with filth and disease. Hundreds of men were suffering
from scurvy, dysentery, and typhus. The sick and dying lay on the floor,
their cries and groans echoing through the darkness.

Daily Torment

Each day on the Jersey was an ordeal. The prisoners were fed a meager
ration of rancid beef and moldy bread, which they had to eat standing up,
as there was barely room to sit.

They were forced to work on the ship's crew, often in dangerous or
humiliating tasks. They were beaten with whips and subjected to other
cruel punishments for the slightest infractions.

The prisoners were stripped of their identity and treated as mere numbers.
They were often referred to as "rebels" or "Americans" and were
dehumanized by their captors.

Resilience Amidst Suffering

Despite the horrific conditions, the prisoners on the Jersey exhibited
incredible resilience. They supported each other, sharing what little food
they had and providing comfort to the sick and dying.



They sang songs and told stories to keep their spirits up. They even
organized religious services, finding solace in their faith.

One of the most remarkable stories of resilience is that of Philip Freneau, a
young American poet who was imprisoned on the Jersey for over a year.
Despite the hardships he endured, Freneau continued to write poetry,
capturing the horrors of prison ship life in vivid and moving verse.

Liberation and Aftermath

In December 1780, the Jersey was finally broken up and the prisoners
were released. Moody and the other survivors were emaciated and broken,
but they had somehow managed to survive the ordeal.

The horrors of the Jersey left an indelible mark on Moody and his fellow
prisoners. Many died in the years after their release from the lingering
effects of disease and malnutrition. Others struggled to readjust to normal
life after enduring years of captivity.

Moody's memoir of his experience on the Jersey became a powerful
indictment of British cruelty and a testament to the resilience of the
American spirit. It remains an essential historical document, shedding light
on one of the darkest chapters of the American Revolution.

Legacy of the Prison Ship Jersey

The prison ship Jersey has long been recognized as a symbol of the
brutality of the American Revolution. The ship itself was eventually
destroyed, but its memory lives on as a reminder of the horrors that can be
inflicted by war.



The site where the Jersey was anchored, Wallabout Bay in Brooklyn, New
York, has been designated as a National Historic Landmark. Today, visitors
can visit the Martyrs' Monument, a memorial to the thousands of American
prisoners who died on the Jersey and other British prison ships.

The legacy of the Jersey serves as a reminder of the importance of
preserving human rights and the horrors that can result when governments
are allowed to abuse their power.
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