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If you were to find yourself in the city of Trenton, New
Jersey, on the city block enclosed by Cass, Federal, 2nd
and 3rd Streets, you would encounter what is

unmistakably, in the classic sense of the word, a prison. It is a
massive stone fortress, a penitentiary, a place of foreboding
for those who might be thinking of committing a crime and a
place of punishment for those who have already earned the
wrath of the people as a result of their transgressions. There
has been a prison in continuous operation on the site since
1798, and there is still one building that you can view from the
city street that was part of that first prison.

The historic walls average twenty feet tall, even after nearly
two centuries of settling. Today they are topped with razor
ribbon and barricades, with modern sentry boxes retrofitted
atop original stone towers spaced every few hundred feet or
so along the walls. As it was initially constructed, the top of
the original cut stone sections of the walls were level and
crowned with flat slabs of slate, intended to be used as a
pathway for the sentries to patrol the perimeter of the prison,
twenty feet above the ground. The stone walls have been
manned faithfully by the officers of the State Prison ever since
they were completed in 1836. They were later extended
southward as the institution expanded, first in 1884 and again
in 1929, until they ringed an entire city block, enclosing it all in
the prison compound.

Those walls and towers have known the tread of many feet
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and borne witness to nearly two centuries of New Jersey
history. Most of the people who have served at the State
Prison over the last two-hundred-and-twenty years, either as
inmates serving a sentence for crimes or as staff who worked
day in and day out to keep the worst of the worst within the
walls, have moved on, released when their terms (or their
lives) expired, on parole or pardon, or in the case of the staff
through retirements or death, leaving little or nothing in the
way of records or physical indications that they ever existed.

If you were to look closely, however, there are a few small
signs left by those people from long ago. Up above the wall on
Tower No. 5 can be seen a series of initials followed by a year,
inscribed on the tower wall at eye level on the lower of the two
observation catwalks. The upper Sentry Box, one of almost a
dozen other similar prefabricated steel and glass structures is
relatively new to the physical plant of the prison, having been
placed by crane atop the circa 1836 stone tower in the 1980s.
Before the new, higher sentry boxes were installed, the lower
of the two catwalks on all the towers were the highest place
that the sentries patrolled. It is here that you can see the
inscribed name and initials, faithfully added to year after year,
the last carved in 1913. The same man carved his initials into
the red Ewing sandstone from the late 19th on into the second
decade of the 20th century. The initials carved into the stone
read “J.G.” except for the first year, when the man carved a
partial name, “J. Grover” and a date: 1877. Those initials, J.G.
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are those of Deputy
Keeper John B. Grover,
who was first appointed at
New Jersey State Prison
in 1875 and worked up
until the time of the First
World War.

Not only did the State
Prison bear silent witness
to the years of human and
economic catastrophe
that we call the American
Civil War, but as it
happens, the prison even
played a part in the lives of
the men who passed by on
their way to the
battlefields far to the
South. When the war

began, the now sole remaining building from the 1798 prison
(together with a number of old cell houses and workshops
which were demolished in 1929) was nearly three decades
along in a second career as the New Jersey State Arsenal. The
old prison had been turned over to the State Quartermaster
General in 1838 after the new fortress penitentiary opened for
occupancy just next door. The stands of arms and equipment
previously held by the State of New Jersey in various nooks,
crannies, and cellars around the capitol city, the attic of the
State House, and even an old bank building downtown, were
brought to the old and now-empty prison, stored in neat rows
and racks. Once therein, the weapons were serviced and
maintained by gunsmiths and craftsmen in the workshops
that once were used by prisoners to manufacture iron
products such as square, hand-cut nails.

In 1861, when Abraham Lincoln’s call went out to the
States for volunteers to march South in defense of the Union,
the Quartermaster General ordered a complete inventory of
the Arsenal to be conducted so that he would have a good
idea of what New Jersey had on hand to equip the volunteers
that were starting to muster in towns and villages around the
State. The Arsenal held in its stores, in addition to some more
recent rifled arms, about seven thousand old .69 caliber
smoothbore muskets, only some of which had been converted
from flintlock to percussion locks, some of which had seen
service in the war with Mexico and even during the War of
1812. They also counted six field pieces, all from the
Revolution, one bearing the manufacturers markings of the
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Tower of London, another of Dublin Castle and one, a bronze
gun bearing German markings; five of the six were captured
by Washington and his troops from the Hessians at the Battle
of Trenton on the day after Christmas in 1776. It quickly
became apparent that New Jersey’s military stockpile needed
modernizing.

The Arsenal held fewer than ten-thousand longarms of all
types at the start of the war. It was later estimated by the
Adjutant General of New Jersey that 98,886 men in the State
were available for military duty during the war, and of that
number, 88,305 volunteered for Federal service or reported as
militia when called for duty. New Jersey was justly proud of
the fact that none of her citizens needed to be conscripted
into service during the conflict because the number of
volunteers who stepped forward exceeded the quota of
manpower mandated by the Union that New Jersey was
required to provide, a requirement that some other states,
including her neighbor New York, could not entirely fill with
volunteers. The disorders experienced elsewhere, most
notably the New York Draft Riots of July 1863 left New Jersey
for the most part unscathed, as her citizens had no reason to
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protest. The Quartermaster Department busily set about
converting the remainder of the flintlock muskets in the
Arsenal to percussion ignition, and it was written by later
historians that they actually cut rifled grooves into the barrels
of many of the old converted muskets. The supply of old long
arms was eventually exhausted, and the first shipments of
Model 1861 rifled muskets from the Trenton Arms Company
across town arrived in time to continue equipping volunteer
troops without any serious supply shortfall.

Established on the opposite bank of the Delaware and
Raritan Canal, directly across from the Egyptian Revival
portico of the State Prison, was Camp Perrine, one of several
encampments in the State capitol and surrounding
countryside where the volunteer regiments were directed to
bivouac until they could be taken into Federal service and
transported South. While in camp, the militia units drew
refurbished muskets from the Arsenal, later superseded by the
previously mentioned 1861 Springfields newly manufactured
by the T.A. Company. Leather goods, clothing, and equipment
were issued, and the troops drilled as best they could in the
time and space that they had. Meals in camp were hot, much
of the food cooked almost around the clock by prisoners and
staff in the kitchens, and the bakery of the State Prison just
across the canal. Wagon-loads of fresh bread, hot from the
ovens, pots of mush (very similar to Farina or Grits), and
buckets full of hot coffee made their way from the prison to
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the sprawling encampment almost continuously. A New
Jersey volunteer soldier who did not have at least one contact
with N.J. State Prison—even if it was just a cup of coffee and
a slab of bread with butter or honey as he passed through
Trenton—would have been in the minority.

Of the many citizen soldiers of New Jersey who passed
through the camps at Trenton and stood in line to receive
rations and equipment in the long shadow of the State Prison

were a number of men who were destined to return
after the war and walk the halls of the grim fortress,
some as prisoners, some as officers, and
administrators. There were those who came to serve at
the prison in later years that had never set foot in New
Jersey before the war, but they were few in number.
One such Civil War veteran did not serve the Union, but
in fact wore the gray. Dr. Charles Brewer, who served as
Resident Physician from 1892 to 1906 lived in Vineland,
N.J. from whence he was appointed to the prison staff,
but he was a native Virginian who relocated along with
his family to the southern New Jersey town in the years
following the war. He served in the Medical Corps of the
Confederate Army, and he was the attending physician
to the legendary Confederate cavalry general J.E.B.
Stuart when he died after being wounded by a Union
cavalryman during a charge and subsequent melee
with Custer’s troops at Yellow Tavern in 1864. Stuart
died on the couch in Brewer’s home in Richmond,
Virginia, where he was taken so that he could be with
his family at the end—Dr. Charles Brewer was J.E.B.
Stuart’s brother-in-law. The two men had married

women who were sisters to one another, daughters of General
Philip St. John Cooke, U.S. Army. Dr. Brewer served with
distinction at the State Prison at Trenton, at one point living
through a gunfight in which he was involved in 1894 that left
one prison officer dead and resulted in the execution of an
inmate for his murder.

The most famous and highest ranking man to serve at the
State Prison in the years after the cessation of hostilities was
Gershom Mott, who ended the war as a Major General and
served as the commander of all N.J. National Guard units in
the years before his death in 1884. A street and an elementary
school in Trenton were named after him. He was appointed as
Principal Keeper of the New Jersey State Prison in 1877 and
served as the head of the institution until 1881. Until 1947, the
Keeper of the State Prison was the cabinet level official in
charge of all prisoners in New Jersey, the equivalent of today’s
Commissioner of the N. J. Department of Corrections. As
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Principal Keeper, General Mott was expected to appoint
Deputy Keepers to serve at the prison, and it was not
surprising that almost all of the men he hired or carried over
from the previous administration were Union Civil War
veterans. (Before 1947, the uniform staff at the State Prison
were titled Deputy Keepers. The title of Deputy Keeper, as well
as the supervisory ranks of Marshal and Centre Keeper were
changed to the new title of Correction Officer in that year, and
then to Correctional Police Officer on May 1st, 2018)

One young man who passed through Trenton as a New
Jersey volunteer recruit destined for service with the Garden
State’s contingent in the Union Army, and who was a carry-
over a decade later when Gershom Mott took over, was John
B. Grover of Cassville, N.J., who joined the 14th New Jersey
Volunteer Infantry at Freehold in August of 1862. Grover, as
did a great many others, lied about his true age to get in; he
was sixteen years of age at the time he enlisted. Before long
he found himself promoted to Sergeant in Company F, 14th
Infantry Regiment, N.J. Volunteers. He showed good
leadership ability and tactical skills, impressing his superiors
in action at Monocacy Bridge in Maryland and later at Cold
Harbor, displaying skill and gallantry sufficient to cause his
name to be submitted for consideration for the Medal of
Honor. (The MOH request was never acted upon and the
reasons have not been discovered. The author hopes to find
the original letter recommending John Grover for the medal in
official records. So far it has not come to light.) John Grover
was just one of many men who left the peaceful New Jersey
countryside and found themselves immersed in the manmade
hell of mass warfare. In Grover’s case, he showed a natural
aptitude for leading men effectively in combat, a skill much in
demand and sorely needed by both sides in the first years of
the conflict.

The war brought great fame to many, from Ulysses S.
Grant on down, but that fortunate number was dwarfed by the
multitude who found themselves brought to grief and ruin.
Even among the lucky few who gained fame there were those
who were scarred for life by wounds sustained during the
conflict. Men such as General Winfield Scott Hancock, and
Colonel (later General) Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain, men
who saw their names become household words as a result of
their gallantry at Gettysburg and who ascended to great
heights in the postwar political arena (Hancock made an
unsuccessful bid for the U.S. Presidency in 1880, and
Chamberlain was elected four times in succession as
Governor of Maine) also struggled for the remainder of their
lives with war wounds that never fully healed and eventually
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brought about their untimely deaths. For every Winfield
Hancock and Joshua Chamberlain who lived lives of

honorable notoriety and financial
security, there were untold thousands of
veterans who returned home broken in
body, penniless, with little hope of
supporting themselves and their
families. So many were there who were
helpless, starving in the gutter and
begging for scraps after the war that in
just a few short years a number of
homes for disabled soldiers and sailors
had to be established by the Federal
government and several of the states in
order to adequately care for these
disfigured, damaged, and destitute
men—facilities that in later years formed
the nucleus of today’s Veterans
Administration hospital system.

One of those disabled soldiers
facing an uncertain future was
discharged from Federal service, not
after the Grand Review of the triumphant
armies of the Union in Washington D.C.
along with the rest of his regiment on the
8th of June, 1865, but from the De Camp
General Hospital on David’s Island, N.Y.
later in September, after he had
sufficiently recovered from his wound to
safely travel home. Sgt. John B. Grover,
late of the 14th N.J. Volunteer Infantry,
Company F, gallant leader of men in
action at Monocacy and Cold Harbor and
nominee for the Medal of Honor had
been confined to a series of U.S. Army
hospitals since April 2nd, 1865, when he
lost his left arm to a Confederate mini-

ball, fired at point blank range. Grover and some of his men
had been captured in the last hours of fighting at Petersburg,
Virginia before the general retreat of the Confederate army
from their positions, as Lee led them on the final march that
ended in surrender at Appomattox just one week later on April
9th. Rather than be burdened with transporting and guarding
prisoners, Grover and his men were intentionally shot in one
arm so as to render them useless as soldiers in any further
fighting, and were then abandoned by the Confederates on the
field as they withdrew. Grover’s arm was beyond saving, and
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the remains were
amputated. He was
evacuated, and was lying in
a hospital bed in
Washington, D.C. when
word of the surrender
came, followed by the
tragic news of Lincoln’s
assassination on the
morning of the 15th. It was
no doubt a poignant
moment for the wounded
men languishing in
hospital, many like Grover
with wounds that would
alter their lives forever,
incurred so near the
cessation of hostilities that
some were probably
wearing the very bandages
that were first applied to
their wounds. For the

President to have been struck down at the very moment of
victory must have brought the wounded soldiers closer to
their slain Commander-in-Chief, who was now a brother in
arms, no doubt in their hearts and minds the last casualty of
the war. Lincoln was gone, but the men in the ward had to go
on living as best they could. For men like John Grover and the
other men in hospital beds and wards around the nation who
had lost limbs and had survived, the fighting was over but the
personal cost of the war and their fight to overcome the
difficulties of everyday existence would be with them for the
rest of their lives.

John Grover journeyed home from David’s Island, first by
boat to New Jersey and then by road to Cassville, where at
first he stayed with his parents and siblings and continued his
physical recovery. He eventually healed, found work, and
began to get on with his life. He took a position as a school
teacher in Cassville for a few years, married a widow older
than himself with a daughter from her previous marriage and
settled into family life. He could have stayed there in Cassville
and lived peacefully for all of his remaining years. Grover
certainly had nothing that he needed to prove to anyone, and
if there was any man who had earned a quiet existence it was
him. Maybe it was too quiet for him, or maybe the pay wasn’t
what he wanted—it may have been a combination of both. In
any event, in 1875, Grover moved with his family to the State
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Capitol and accepted an appointment as a Deputy Keeper at
New Jersey State Prison.

John Grover could not lay claim to being the first Civil War
veteran with only one arm who served as a State Prison
Deputy. That distinction belongs to Deputy Keeper Frederick
Lowe, who lost one arm at Fredericksburg and who worked at
the prison between 1865 and the mid 1870s. Deputy Lowe
was the Shop Hall supervisor, responsible for leading a
handful of Deputies every work day as they kept several
hundred unruly convicts in line and working productively in the
various industries that operated at the institution, the largest
of which was a shoe factory. It was not an easy job even for a
man with all of his limbs. Lowe ran the operation with nothing
but a revolver that he had no hope of reloading, four Deputies,
and a good deal of fortitude.

On one occasion, Lowe came upon an inmate with a
previous history of violent assaults against prison staff and
other prisoners as he was attempting to kill Deputy Joseph
Eastlack with a shoe hammer. Eastlack was down and
unconscious, and the inmate was about to administer what
would probably have been a killing blow. The inmate turned
as Lowe shouted and then rushed at him and raised the
hammer to strike Lowe down just as he had Eastlack. Deputy
Lowe smoothly drew his 1862 Colt Pocket Police revolver and
shot the inmate between the eyes. A coroner’s inquest that
was convened that afternoon declared the shooting to be a
justifiable homicide. Prison work has always had its hazards,
no less so in the days of Frederick Lowe than today, and in
many ways in that time it was even more dangerous. It would
be decades before prison reformers would recognize the
need for mental health screening and treatment in America’s
penal institutions. It would be more years still before the
standard practices of the 19th and early 20th centuries of
compulsory labor in for-profit manufacturing within prisons—
which necessitated allowing inmates access to dangerous
tools and materials such as hammers, saws, awls and files
just to name a few—as well as the official practice of arming
staff who worked within the walls in direct contact with
inmates were phased out in the name of safety and security.
Until that later time, guns and tools inside the walls resulted
in many such confrontations all over the U.S. similar to the
Eastlack assault, which in that case as well as in many
others, ended with a shooting.

It was into this world that John Grover walked, again
volunteering to serve the public good just as he had as a
youngster in August 1862. This hitch, however, was
interrupted in the 1880s for a brief period during the
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administration of governor Leon Abbott when he and those
others he worked with were dismissed and replaced, not for
cause but by reason of political patronage. (Unlike his fellow
Deputies, it appears that Governor Abbott hastily re-appointed
Grover when he was informed that he had dismissed a one
armed veteran from State service, a move certain to garner him
bad press.) It wasn’t strange to see men work 40 or more years
in the prisons and institutions in New Jersey and other states
in those days because there were no old age pensions until
later in the 20th Century. So Deputy Grover’s 41 year service
duration—which ended with his death by natural causes in
1916—isn’t remarkable when you compare him with his
contemporaries. However, when you take into account that
Grover had only one arm and still rendered honorable and
useful service as a Prison Officer in one of the toughest prisons
in America, we begin to see John Grover as someone special.

John Grover and Frederick Lowe, proved without a doubt
that there is life after a devastating personal injury, and the
possibility of a good career as well, if one has the desire and
the inner strength to make a go of it. The New Jersey
Legislature agrees with this view of John Grover’s life and
accomplishments. In early 2016 they passed a Joint
Legislative Resolution honoring him for his Civil War service,
the sacrifice of his arm, and his subsequent 41 years of
honorable service to the people of the State of New Jersey as
a Deputy Keeper at N.J. State Prison in Trenton.

There aren’t many markings or inscriptions at New Jersey
State Prison that can be traced back to any one person who
served there over the years. It is quite fitting that, of all of the
people that might have left any detectable trace in the past
two centuries that it would be a pioneer and example such as
John B. Grover. The man who idly inscribed the initials J.G.
year after year into the stone of Tower No. 5 probably didn’t
realize that his markings would last so long, or that we of the
present time would take any notice of them. Deputy Grover
spent decades working just over a hundred feet or so away
from the old Arsenal building where he, as did many others like
him, set off on an odyssey, a journey toward a war that
changed so many lives, not least of all his own. John Grover
was a man who showed those of his own time as well as the
people of today that a disabled veteran can accomplish the
task at hand, no matter how daunting or dangerous if only you
will give him or her a fair and impartial opportunity. He gave
one arm for his country, and spent the remainder of his life
using the one arm he had left to serve the people of his home
state, New Jersey.

The State Arsenal can still be seen by the public, at least in
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part. All but the administration building were razed in 1929 to
make way for another extension of the State Prison complex.
The remaining structure, built in 1796 as the Front House of
the original State Penitentiary still stands and can be seen, at
the corner of Cass and 2nd Streets, unused and
unremembered. The structure is threatened and in need of
stabilization in the near future to stave off eventual collapse. It
would be a terrible shame for the Arsenal to pass away from
neglect. It was the original headquarters of what has become
the New Jersey Department of Corrections from 1798 to 1836
and the HQ of the N.J. State Militia and later the National
Guard from 1838 to 1928; it played an integral role in New
Jersey’s contribution to all of America’s wars from the War
with Mexico in 1844 up through the First World War.
Thousands of motorists and pedestrians pass the decaying
building every weekday and none of them realize that the old
Federal style structure is New Jersey’s most significant
surviving Civil War historic site.

John B. Grover rests along with his wife and family at
Riverview Cemetery in Trenton, overlooking the Delaware
River, just a couple of blocks from the prison. The plain black
granite stone bears his name and the dates of his birth and
death without any mention of his exceptional service. You
would never know by looking at the last remaining physical
trace of John B. Grover that you were standing at the final
resting place of one of New Jersey’s forgotten heroes, a
distinguished soldier, disabled veteran, and respected long
serving law enforcement officer—and a worthy predecessor of
the New Jersey State Correctional Police Officer of today. He
has provided us with not just a reminder of the past that he
left high atop a tower, etched into the stone of the great
fortress that still broods over the south side of the city of
Trenton, but he also left us a legacy of honorable service,
dedication, and an example of human strength and resilience
in the face of disability, all of them things to be taught,
celebrated, and remembered, today and always.
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