PERSONALITY

Henry Wirz's quest for a career ended with his becoming
one of the most infamous figures in American history

By James B. Daniels

IF EVER THERE WAS A MAN who was
always at the wrong place at the wrong
time, it was Henry Wirz. Wirz has become
infamous as the commander of Camp
Sumter, better known as Andersonville,
the most notorious of all Civil War prison
camps,

Heinrich Hartmann Wirz, as he was
originally christened, was born in Zurich,
Switzerland. His father was a tailor who
pushed his son to go into a merchant
career that would take advantage of
Zurich’s business-friendly environment,
Young Heinrich, however, had set his
sights on medicine. Unable to gain his
family’s suppart for medical school, he had
to settle for working as an attendant in a
bathhouse—at the time, doctors believed
strongly in the medicinal value of baths.
Despite his elfforts, young Wirz was forced
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t read on the scaffold before being hanged for

to work with his father from 1823-1826.
In addition to the ongoing debate re-
garding his profession, Wirz quarreled
over religion. Although Catholics and
Protestants were no longer killing each
other in the 1840s, religious prejudice was
strong. As he had with his choice of pro-
fessions, Heinrich flew directly in the face
of family traditions when he abandoned
Calvinism and converted to Catholicism.
The consequence was a deep and lasting
bitterness between him and his family.
Heinrich's personal life went no befter
than his professional life. In 1824 he mar-
ried a much older woman. Although the
marriage produced two children, he and
his wife fought constantly, usually about
money. As he strugeled in a job he disliked
and fought with a woman he no longer
loved, he sank deeper and deeper into

-
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debt. Finally, in 1848 his wife left him and
took their two children back to her par-
ents, but she died soon afterward. Mean-
while, probably as a result of excessive
debt or fimancial malfeasance, Wirz was
sentenced to a short prison term and was
exiled from Switzerland upon his release.

Wirz then set sail for the United States,
where he started a new life working in a
cloth mill in Massachusetts. He later went
to Hopkinsville, Ky, to apprentice with a
doctor. After a short stint there, he moved
on to Cadiz, Ky, and tried to set up his
own practice as a homeopathic physi-
cian. Homeopathy, based on the belief
that diseases can be cured by giving the
patient minute amounts of the same sub-
stance that initially causgd the problem,
was no better received by the medical es-
tablishment in the 1850s than it is today.

Many Southemers regarded Wirz as the
martyred victim of judicial murder.
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