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Foreword

AN AMERICAN ICON



THE UTTERANCES OF THE MAN ARE MORE OF A GROWL THAN A VOICE, WITH an occasional bark thrown in for good measure. As he growls, he paces. He sometimes snaps his words as he measures his steps, and after a short, rhythmic stride, he suddenly halts, about-faces, and thrusts his hand upward, often with his coupstick. Then, after a pause, his gravelly tones reach a crescendo, and the stick is lowered and aimed like a handgun at an oncoming foe. Thus, the older warrior regales the spellbound council members with stories about battle exploits with eyewitness accuracy, describing the heroism, humanity, and horror of battle.

This scene, repeated countless times around the post-battle campfires of warriors throughout time, is actually a description of an Ed Bearss battlefield tour. The recounting of the events by Ed on a battlefield is an intense experience—an intensity that is enhanced by the vivid descriptions of the combatants and their deeds, seemingly accentuated with the smoke of black powder and the singing of bullets.

Edwin Cole Bearss is the epitome of an American. He was born in the midst of rugged countryside in Billings, Montana, on June 26, 1923. He grew up on his family’s cattle ranch near Sarpy, Montana, during the Great Depression. His father, Omar Effinger Bearss, a World War I Marine, often regaled Ed and his brother with accounts of military history. Then, when Ed read Marine Capt. John W. Thomason’s 1930 biography, JEB Stuart, a lifelong passion was ignited in the impressionable youth. The oft-repeated tale of Ed’s subsequent boyhood christening of the ranch’s farm animals after Civil War generals and battles is true. His favorite milk cow was, indeed, named Antietam.

Ed graduated from high school in 1941 and began his peripatetic lifestyle by embarking upon a hitchhiking adventure around the United States, visiting Civil War battlefields at every opportunity. Then, following in his father’s footsteps, he enlisted in the Marine Corps on April 28, 1942. He was swiftly trained, and in just over two months he found himself on a troop transport in the Pacific. He served with the Third Marine Raider Battalion at Guadalcanal and the Russell Islands, and with the Seventh Regiment, First Marine Division, on New Britain (now part of Papua New Guinea). On January 2, 1944, Ed was severely wounded by Japanese machine-gun fire at Suicide Creek on Cape Gloucester, New Britain, and was evacuated to California, where he spent 26 months in recuperation. On March 15, 1946, Corporal Bearss was honorably discharged from the Marines and returned home to Montana.

After the war, Ed took advantage of the GI Bill and attended Georgetown University, graduating in 1949 with a B.S. degree in Foreign Service studies. He secured a position with the U.S. Navy Hydrographic Office in Maryland, working there for three years and taking advantage of his strategic location to tour eastern Civil War battlefields. He then attended Indiana University to earn his M.A. in history, selecting as the subject of his thesis Confederate Major General Patrick Ronayne Cleburne. Ed visited western theater battlefields as he conducted his research, and in 1954 he met park historian Charles E. “Pete” Shedd at Shiloh battlefield. Pete soon inspired Ed to become a battlefield historian after he earned his M.A. in 1955.

Ed found employment with the U.S. Army’s Office of the Chief of Military History, but soon left the confines of an office to follow his passion by joining the National Park Service as a historian at Vicksburg National Military Park, in Mississippi. On November 12, 1956, with 13 months of service at Vicksburg and with pocket compass in hand, Ed ventured forth in a wooden fishing boat with Warren Grabau and Don Jacks to locate the Union ironclad, U.S.S. Cairo, sunk by a mine on December 12, 1862, in Yazoo River. The result is the magnificent and unique gunboat display in today’s Vicksburg National Military Park. Aside from successfully locating the last of the Eads-built ironclads in the muddy waters of Yazoo River, Ed toiled and sweated through the kudzu vines and poison ivy of Claiborne County, Mississippi, to locate two forgotten forts at the abandoned town of Grand Gulf.

During his Vicksburg stay, Ed rumbled over the washboard gravel rills of the central Mississippi roads in a dilapidated delivery truck with a candy salesman, who Ed said would “rather talk than sell candy.” Ed took advantage of the salesman’s loquacious nature: At every delivery stop, he managed to find a seat around the cracker barrels of the weathered general stores, chatting with the locals to capture oral histories from the grandchildren of Civil War veterans—treasure troves of memories that were evaporating as generations passed.

In Vicksburg, Ed met fellow historian Margie Riddle. They were married on July 30, 1958. That same year, Ed was promoted to the position of Southeast Regional Research Historian, still working out of Vicksburg. Rather than entomb himself in a library, Ed continued his field research, walking the grounds of virtually every Civil War battlefield in the country. Because of his extensive knowledge of the grounds on which American soldiers fought, during the Civil War Centennial (1961–1965), Ed was much sought after to develop new battlefield parks, to include Pea Ridge, Arkansas, and Wilson’s Creek, Missouri.

In 1966 Ed’s work took him to Washington, D.C. On November 1, 1981, he became Chief Historian of the National Park Service, and he held that position until 1994, when he served as special assistant to the director of the National Park Service. When Ed retired in 1995, he was awarded the title of Chief Historian Emeritus.

Ed’s legacy, in part, is his preservation of historic sites all over North America. He led efforts to preserve Fort Smith, Arkansas; Stones River, Tennessee; Fort Donelson, Tennessee; battlefields near Richmond, Virginia; Bighorn Canyon, Wyoming and Montana; the Eisenhower farm at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania; the gold miner’s route over Chilkoot Pass, British Columbia; the LBJ Ranch, near Johnson City, Texas; Fort Moultrie, part of Fort Sumter National Monument; Fort Point in San Francisco, California; the William Howard Taft house in Cincinnati, Ohio; Fort Hancock at Sandy Hook, New Jersey; and the Herbert Hoover National Historic Site in West Branch, Iowa.

Despite his unparalleled record of historic preservation, perhaps the most remembered part of Ed’s contribution is his field interpretation of battlefields and campaigns. Ed began his tours while stationed at Vicksburg in the 1950s, and he has never stopped, traveling as many as 200 days a year around the world to astound military and civilian personnel with his incredible knowledge, not only of the events, but also of the people involved.

Edwin C. Bearss has spent a lifetime preserving and interpreting. Perhaps he has the soul of an ancient Greek. He is part the historian Herodotus, who traveled widely and reported what he heard. He is part the Athenian Thucydides, in his remarkably disciplined approach to recording history based upon strict standards of evidence-gathering and analysis. Most important, he is part the Spartan Leonidas, with the experience and mentality of a warrior in his determined preservation of hallowed grounds and of the exploits of warriors past. But after all is said, Ed Bearss is an American who has dedicated his life to preserving his country’s history.

As a part of the ongoing work to preserve the immense body of historical facts and unique insights accumulated by Ed Bearss, National Geographic’s Fields of Honor was published in 2006, featuring transcripts of Ed’s tours of pivotal Civil War battles.

This book is a follow-on to that one, using more-detailed Bearss tour transcripts to focus on a specific period in the Civil War—the end of the year 1862 and the first of the year 1863. At the commencement of this critical period in 1862, the Union war effort had descended to its nadir, while the Confederate hope for recognition as an independent nation had ascended to its zenith. By the conclusion of this period, the North, along with key world powers, realized that the Union could, and most probably would, win the war. By those first few days of July 1863, Southern hope for independence, like the smoke of the battlefields, had vanished.

While this book discusses the campaigns and battles in the color and detail that is signature Ed Bearss, it also places these events in the larger, strategic, context. How did the actions of one army affect not only the actions of the opposing army, but also the actions of other armies, both friendly and enemy? As the poet John Donne observed, “No man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main.”

This work then is Ed’s words in the field, admittedly without the growl, the bark, and the stick. My editorial introductions and comments are presented in italics and serve as transitional and explanatory material. The reader should be prepared—for to travel with Ed is to be bombarded beyond one’s imagination with facts, color, humor, and pathos. These are Civil War “factual fables,” as told by the master historian-warrior of our time.

Parker Hills
 Clinton, Mississippi
 December 28, 2009








Introduction

TRINITY AND TIDE


War is not only a veritable chameleon, because in each concrete case it changes somewhat its character, but it is also, when regarded as a whole, in relation to the tendencies predominating in it, a strange trinity…. The first of these three sides is more particularly the concern of the people, the second that of the commander and his army, the third that of the government.

—Carl von Clausewitz




ON A SWELTERING SUMMER DAY IN WASHINGTON, D.C., PRESIDENT ABRAHAM Lincoln drew a piece of “executive mansion” letterhead from his desk drawer, dipped his pen, and scrawled a note to the general commanding the Union Army of the Tennessee: “July 13, 1863. I write this now as a grateful acknowledgment for the almost inestimable service you have done the country.” He wrote as the Commander in Chief to a field general, and he revealed for the first time his differing thoughts as to how the military objective should have been achieved. Lincoln then paused, breathed a sigh of relief, and concluded with perhaps the most remarkable statement ever written by an American president to one of his generals: “I now wish to make the personal acknowledgment that you were right and I was wrong.”

The letter was sent to Gen. Ulysses S. Grant in Vicksburg, Mississippi. The “almost inestimable service” referred to was Grant’s remarkable campaign that opened the Mississippi River for the Union. In the process, the Confederate Army of Vicksburg had been captured.

One day later, as an ironic testament to the volatile nature of the times, the President sighed again, but this time in despair rather than relief, and penned another letter to another general, this one to Gen. George Gordon Meade, commanding the Army of the Potomac near Williamsport, Maryland. Measuring every word, Lincoln wrote: “I do not believe you appreciate the magnitude of the misfortune involved in Lee’s escape. He was within your easy grasp, and to have closed upon him would, in connection with our other late successes, have ended the war. As it is, the war will be prolonged indefinitely.”

The President then wisely slid the never-to-be-sent missive back into his desk drawer. After all, Gen. Robert E. Lee had retreated from Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, and the cities of Washington and Baltimore were no longer threatened. At long last, not only the North, but the world, could see that Lee was not invincible.

The following day, Lincoln’s mood improved. Now feeling profoundly grateful, he composed a “Proclamation for a Day of Thanksgiving, Praise, and Prayer,” to be observed on August 6. He wrote, “It has pleased Almighty God to hearken to the supplications and prayers of an afflicted people and to vouchsafe to the Army and the Navy of the United States victories on land and on the sea so signal and so effective as to furnish reasonable grounds for augmented confidence that the Union of these States will be maintained, their Constitution preserved, and their peace and prosperity permanently restored.”

The Confederate tide had receded. Its recession began at 11 p.m. on January 3, 1863, in a drenching rain in Murfreesboro, Tennessee, when Confederate Gen. Braxton Bragg took counsel of his fears after fighting a stalemated battle and began his retreat in the face of the army of Gen. William S. Rosecrans. Shrewdly, Lincoln proclaimed that battle a victory, and later wrote to Rosecrans that this victory had checked “the dangerous sentiment which was spreading in the North.”

This “dangerous sentiment” was the specter of northern defeat that had been bolstered by a movement to recognize the Confederacy. It began to materialize in 1861 when the Federal armies failed to win what the northern populace had expected to be a short war. It became more viable as the war dragged on for more than a year, and northern anticipation of victory slowly turned to fear of defeat. It loomed over the North during the last months of 1862, as political and military disasters threatened to put an end to Lincoln’s efforts to save the Union.

Lincoln’s increasingly unpopular war, characterized by unthinkable casualties, had been financed by a Republican Congress, resulting in that political party experiencing nearly catastrophic midterm state elections in October and early November 1862. Five key Republican states that had supported Lincoln in the election of 1860—New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois—sent Democratic majorities to Congress, with the Democrats gaining 28 seats and the Republicans losing 22. After the elections, the Republicans clung to an 18-vote edge in the House of Representatives, but many antiwar Republicans sided with the Democrats on war issues. The Democrats had also won key gubernatorial races in New York and New Jersey, prompting the New York Times to call the election a “vote of want of confidence” in Abraham Lincoln. The President was losing the support of the people.

What the Lincoln Administration desperately needed were military victories, and Union Army commanders were prodded to go on the offensive. In response to this, Ambrose E. Burnside, William S. Rosecrans, and Ulysses S. Grant embarked upon three December offensives over an 18-day period. Two were defeats, and one was a stalemate. The Federal armies suffered casualties on a scale that today seem incomprehensible. From December 11 to January 2, 1863, Union combat casualties totaled 27,678, with 3,222 killed in action. The South suffered too, but Confederate casualties for the same period were 60 percent of those of the North: 15,830 southern casualties with 1,959 of these killed in action. Thus, the normally festive periods of Christmas of 1862 and New Year of 1863 would forever be remembered in thousands of homes as a season of grief. The extent of these casualties further alienated already jaundiced northern-elected officials toward funding the war. The President was losing the support of the government.

With defeat and death on the Federal fronts in Virginia and Mississippi, as well as more than 13,000 casualties in Middle Tennessee, officers and soldiers were losing confidence in their generals. In Virginia, General Burnside was wantonly criticized by his officers and men, and on the Mississippi River, rumors of General Grant’s insobriety and of Gen. William T. Sherman’s insanity were revived. Soldiers began to curse those that appointed their generals, and the military situation for the North seemed grim. The President was losing the support of the armies.

Signaling this loss of confidence in “Mr. Lincoln’s War,” speculation in Washington persisted that the President would renege on his promise to sign the Emancipation Proclamation. But on January 1, 1863, the President signed the document, stating, “I never, in my life, felt more certain that I was doing right, than I do in signing this paper. If my name goes into history it will be for this act, and my whole soul is in it.” Even friendly Republican papers soon espoused that the proclamation could cause “discord in the North” while strengthening the “spirit of the rebellion.” Democratic, or “Copperhead,” opposition to the war grew even stronger, as opposition to the proclamation gave weight to the demand for Lincoln to make peace with the South.

As late as January 3, Governor of Indiana Oliver P. Morton, a staunch Republican and supporter of President Abraham Lincoln, telegraphed Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton with a warning: “I am advised that it is contemplated when the Legislature meets in this state to pass a joint resolution acknowledging the Southern Confederacy, and urging the states of the Northwest to dissolve all constitutional relations with the New England states.” Morton also predicted that “the same thing is on foot in Illinois.”

Lincoln’s endeavor to save the Union appeared to be in grave danger when suddenly, almost miraculously, news arrived from Murfreesboro on January 5: General Bragg had retreated two nights earlier. Lincoln exuberantly wired General Rosecrans commanding in Tennessee, “Your dispatch announcing retreat of enemy has just reached here. God bless you, and all with you!” The rising Confederate tide had culminated and was now beginning to recede.

The tidal ebbing continued through the spring and into the summer of 1863, despite a pyrrhic Confederate victory at the hamlet of Chancellorsville, Virginia, in early May. The tide gave one last undertow tug at Gettysburg in the first days of July 1863, and then disappeared forever on Independence Day at Vicksburg.

Robert E. Lee had been beaten at Gettysburg, the Mississippi River had been opened, and a Confederate army had surrendered in Vicksburg. The sociological, political, and military gains were enormous. The northern people, the government, and the Army could now dare to believe that the Union would be preserved.








Chapter 1

RICHMOND AND THE RIVER


November 6, 1860–January 1, 1863
 Abraham Lincoln, in his Inaugural Address on March 4, 1861, emphatically stated that armed conflict would not be due to his actions. He declared: “In your hands, my dissatisfied fellow countrymen, and not in mine, is the momentous issue of civil war. The Government will not assail you. You can have no conflict without being yourselves the aggressors. You have no oath registered in Heaven to destroy the Government, while I shall have the most solemn one to ‘preserve, protect, and defend’ it.”




WHEN CIVIL WAR BECAME A REALITY, A COLOSSAL BURDEN WAS EXERTED upon Lincoln. His Republican Party had campaigned on a platform opposed to the expansion of slavery; thus, it was Lincoln’s November 6, 1860, election to the Presidency that ignited the conflict. The election results had proved unacceptable to the slave states, which were now in the minority in the House of Representatives and were facing a minority in the Senate and in the Electoral College. As a result, even before Lincoln was inaugurated, seven of the eleven Confederate states seceded from the Union, with South Carolina leading the way on December 20, 1860, seconded by Mississippi on January 9, 1861. Florida declared secession a day later, and the following day Alabama left the Union. Georgia seceded on January 19, Louisiana on January 26, and Texas on February 1.

Particularly troubling was the secession of the states of Mississippi and Louisiana along the Mississippi River—at least it was troubling to the states of the Northwest Territory, also known as the Old Northwest. The Mississippi River, for nearly 60 years, had served as an economic artery for the residents of the states of Illinois, Ohio, Iowa, Indiana, Wisconsin, and other parts of the Northwest Territory. Along the muddy waters, dubbed by William T. Sherman as “the spinal column of America,” the produce of these states moved downstream to the second busiest port in America in 1860—New Orleans. True, the railroads had signaled the decline of river commerce, but the recognition of the transformation of commercial travel, so evident to an observer today, was not so apparent then.

When the southern river states seceded, the people of the Northwest were adamant that they would not accept the prospect of a closed river. With so many eyes focused on that river, amid the political firestorm of election and secession, rumors soon spread that northern forces were racing down the Father of Waters to occupy the river forts in Louisiana. On January 11, 1861, the militia in Vicksburg impetuously responded to the threat of an armed force from the North and fired on the unarmed steamer A. O. Tyler as it approached the city from upriver. The first shots had been fired, but because they were unsanctioned, there was no war.


Still, this unprovoked attack had its consequences. Governor Richard Yates of Illinois, in his inaugural address to the Illinois legislature on January 14, responded to the firing on the A. O. Tyler with his own verbal cannonade. “Can it be for a moment supposed,” he said, “that the people of the valley of the Mississippi will ever consent that the great river shall flow for hundreds of miles through a foreign jurisdiction, and they be compelled, if not to fight their way in the face of the forts frowning from its banks, to submit to the imposition and annoyance of arbitrary taxes and exorbitant duties to be levied upon their commerce?”

He then declared, “I know I speak for Illinois, and I believe for the Northwest, when I declare them a unit, in the unalterable determination of her millions, occupying the great basin drained by the Mississippi, to permit no portion of that stream to be controlled by a foreign jurisdiction.” So, despite assurances from Louisiana and Mississippi that the river would remain open, northern threats to float down and free the river were on record.


The situation continued to ratchet up. After South Carolina seceded, Union troops occupied and refused to abandon Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor despite the protests of the South Carolina government. On March 29, to prevent the fort from running out of supplies, President Lincoln ordered a fleet of ships to steam to the relief of the garrison. The lead ship arrived off the Charleston bar just before midnight on April 11, 1861.

The Confederate troops at Charleston were commanded by Gen. P. G. T. Beauregard, who was agitated by the refusal of Maj. Robert Anderson at Fort Sumter to surrender. Knowing that aid to Fort Sumter’s garrison was on the way, Beauregard fired on the fort at 4:30 a.m. on April 12. This was one government firing upon another, and the Civil War officially began with the predawn muzzle flashes of those Confederate cannon. Abraham Lincoln had honored his Inaugural promise—he had cleverly maneuvered the South into firing those first shots.

After Sumter was fired upon, the Commonwealth of Virginia seceded on April 17, and two days later Lincoln issued a Proclamation of Blockade against Southern Ports. His plan was to prevent the export of southern cotton and other goods, as well as to stop the import of war materiel into the South.

On April 24, Governor Yates of Illinois sent Chicago militia to garrison Cairo, Illinois.


Cairo had been disparaged by famed English author Charles Dickens in 1843 as “a place without one single quality, in earth or air or water, to commend it.” But Dickens was wrong, because Cairo had at least one quality—its strategic location at the confluence of the Mississippi and Ohio Rivers.


Two days after Cairo was garrisoned, the steamboat C. E. Hillman, which was passing downriver from St. Louis with a hundred tons of lead consigned to the Commonwealth of Tennessee, was detained and the lead was removed.


The Tennessee legislature immediately protested by saying, “The Mississippi River is declared to be free by the Constitution of Tennessee, and yet this vile usurper stations troops at Cairo to obstruct the navigation of this great highway and its tributaries.”


In a twist of irony, while the Northwest placed the blame on the South for closing the Mississippi River, the closing was actually initiated by Union troops at Cairo.

On May 2 and 3, the governors of Illinois, Michigan, Indiana, New York, Ohio, and Pennsylvania met in Cleveland to discuss cooperation with the federal government. The result was a memorandum to President Lincoln that included a statement urging that the Mississippi and Ohio Rivers be the principal lines of operations against the South.


The governors also demanded that these rivers “must be kept at all times open to the legitimate commerce and business of the Northwest.” But on May 8, Federal authorities in Louisville, Kentucky, blocked the shipping of weapons and materiel down the Ohio River to the South. The classification of war materiel could include virtually any commodity, since who could define “legitimate commerce and business”? The rivers were anything but open.


The Confederate government quickly responded to northern actions on the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers. On May 10, President Jefferson Davis and the Confederate Congress passed legislation to end all trade with the United States. The false hope of the South was that cotton would be the economic weapon that would bring the North to the bargaining table, but the bountiful 1860 cotton harvest had created huge surpluses, and when this surplus was gone, other ways to obtain the fiber would be found.

While the politicians passed their resolutions, in Washington 75-year-old General in Chief Winfield Scott, a veteran of both the War of 1812 and the Mexican War, politely turned down a strategic proposal from the commander of the Ohio militia, Gen. George McClellan in Columbus. Scott liked McClellan’s idea of a strategic plan, but disliked his approach. The old general then proposed his own plan, which involved “a powerful move down the Mississippi to the ocean,” coupled with “a complete blockade of the Atlantic and Gulf ports.” When the Washington press heard of Scott’s proposal, it was derisively dubbed the Anaconda Plan, in reference to the South American snake that squeezes its prey to death. This “constriction of the South” would have to be a gradual, time-consuming process, and the press believed the Rebels needed to be taught an immediate lesson.

Scott’s Anaconda Plan did call for a shallow-draft navy to control the inland waters, and to his credit, General McClellan had recognized the need for such a navy. McClellan, however, differed with Scott over how to use this navy, as he recommended not a “powerful move” down the Mississippi River as Scott proposed, but an “active defense” of Cairo, Illinois. If McClellan had his way, the offensive action would be taken by a huge Federal Army.

While strategy was being debated in the North, the Confederacy was soon bolstered by the secession of the states of Arkansas on May 6, Tennessee on May 7, and finally North Carolina on May 20. This brought the total number of Confederate States to 11, and northern pressure to end the matter mounted. Something had to be done.

Though General Scott and General McClellan differed on how to use a riverine naval force, there was agreement on the need to build gunboats, and in June conversion of three riverboats into shallow-draft gunboats began in Cincinnati. These boats, the Lexington, Conestoga, and ironically, the A. O. Tyler, which had been fired on at Vicksburg and renamed Tyler during its conversion, would carry heavy 32-pounder and eight-inch guns protected by five-inch-thick oak bulwarks. Thus, they became known as timberclads. After being converted, they completed the trip from Cincinnati down the Ohio River to the Cairo base on August 12.

On August 7, while the timberclads were being completed, a St. Louis civil engineer, James Buchanan Eads, was awarded a government contract to construct seven ironclad gunboats. Eads elected to construct four of these boats on the Mississippi River at Carondelet, Missouri, now in modern St. Louis, and three at Mound City, Illinois, five and one-half miles north of Cairo on the Ohio River. These heavily armed and iron-plated boats would form the nucleus of the Western Flotilla, an aquatic force which would later be dubbed the Brownwater Navy for operations on the rivers that led into the South. In addition, two additional riverboats belonging to Eads were being converted into ironclads. With 12 gunboats, either on the rivers or soon to be launched, President Lincoln was cementing his plans to wrest control of the lower Mississippi from the South.

In the South, President Jefferson Davis could not be sure if the North would invade. What he was certain of was that his oath required him to “protect and defend” the territory of the Confederacy. He made plans to do that.


In Washington there was an abundance of overconfidence about dealing the Rebels a whipping, and a quick strike by the Federal Army to Richmond to end the war was deemed the answer. Scott knew better, and he tried to avert a premature military venture. At a dinner party in late May, he warned administration officials, including cabinet members Salmon P. Chase, William Seward, and Simon Cameron, that the matter had become “a military question.” “Such being the case,” he said, “since, unfortunately, soldiers must settle it, you must allow the soldiers to do what they know they ought to do; and you must be careful not to force them to do what they know they ought not to do.” Scott’s plea fell on deaf ears. At a June 29 White House meeting of Cabinet officials and top military officials, the aging warrior again warned against waging “a little war by piecemeal.” Scott was told, in no uncertain terms, that the public wanted and demanded immediate military action.


“On to Richmond” was now the cry in Washington. Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune warned its readers that the Confederate Congress was scheduled to convene in Richmond on July 20, and that it must be stopped before it could meet. To that end, a Federal Army would march south from Washington into Virginia and whip the Confederate Army known to be in the vicinity of Manassas Junction. Since Scott was physically incapable of leading in the field, Union Gen. Irvin McDowell, an Ohio-born West Pointer, drew the short straw.

On July 16, an uneasy McDowell, concerned about the raw troops he commanded, was nevertheless ordered southwestward into Virginia to strike the blow that would somehow end the war. It was a northern disaster. On July 21, near Manassas Junction, Virginia, barely 25 miles from Washington, D.C., 35,000 raw Federal forces were routed by 32,500 equally green Confederates commanded on the field by General Beauregard and reinforced by Gen. Joseph E. Johnston. Adding to the bewilderment of the retreating Yanks were civilian onlookers, festooned in their finest garb and heavily laden with picnic lunches. These rubber-necks had followed the army from Washington to witness their Yankee soldiers spank the Rebel upstarts. But, when anticipated victory turned to unexpected defeat, civilian buggies and military wagons fled ingloriously back to the capital city in the precursor of a modern Washington traffic jam.


The Confederate victors failed to pursue their vanquished foe to Washington, despite the urgings of Jefferson Davis, who had arrived on the battlefield in time to see the Federal soldiers take flight. Pursuit after victory was a rare thing among Civil War generals, who, like the Byzantine general Belisarius, feared that a pursued foe might suddenly turn and, like a wounded and cornered beast, rip apart its antagonist. Still, the Federal attempt to take Richmond had failed.


On July 27, General McClellan was appointed commander of the Military Division of the Potomac. His responsibilities included the protection of Washington, D.C., and within a month McClellan had organized the Army of the Potomac, naming himself as its commanding general. McClellan soon convinced himself that the Confederates were planning to attack Washington, citing the paranoid figure of more than 100,000 Southerners across the Potomac, when there were actually around 35,000. On August 8, fearing this phantom enemy, McClellan called for a state of emergency in Washington. Meanwhile, he continued to build his Army of the Potomac and to work against his superior officer, General in Chief Scott, who was much more realistic about Confederate strength. The two generals strongly disagreed over the issue, and President Lincoln unsuccessfully attempted to mediate.



On August 12, the situation in the North seemed bleak. With his two senior generals fighting among themselves, a troubled Lincoln called for a day of national fasting. His proclamation read: “When our own beloved Country, once, by the blessing of God, united, prosperous and happy, is now afflicted with faction and civil war, it is peculiarly fit for us to recognize the hand of God in this terrible visitation, and in sorrowful remembrance of our own faults and crimes as a nation and as individuals, to humble ourselves before Him, and to pray for His mercy.”

Even as the prayers emanated from Washington, politicians in the Northwest continued to demand action to open the Mississippi River. In September, former Illinois Congressman John Logan, who had resigned his congressional seat to become colonel of the 31st Illinois, warned, “Should the free navigation of the Mississippi River be obstructed by force, the men of the West will hew their way to the Gulf with their swords.”


The rhetoric from the North and the rapid buildup of boats and men at Cairo, as well as the goading of Gen. Gideon J. Pillow, convinced Confederate Gen. Leonidas Polk, commanding in that department, that the northern troops would violate the Commonwealth of Kentucky’s declared neutrality by crossing the Ohio River from Cairo and occupying Paducah. From Paducah, Polk believed, the enemy would move southward to occupy Columbus, Kentucky, a scant 17 miles south of Cairo on the Mississippi River. With this in mind and without seeking authority from President Davis, Polk sent troops to occupy Columbus on September 4, thus violating the declared neutrality of Kentucky. It was a huge political and military blunder.

An immediate Union response resulted from Polk’s violation of Kentucky’s neutrality, and it came from an obscure brigadier general, so newly appointed that he did not yet have a uniform. Ulysses S. Grant, who had arrived to assume command in Cairo the same day that Polk’s men occupied Columbus, took the initiative.

On September 5, in one of the brilliant but largely unsung moves of the war, Grant learned that Polk was dispatching a force 35 miles northeast from Columbus to occupy Paducah, Kentucky.


Sensing the urgency of the situation, Grant sent a telegraph to his commanding officer, asking permission to seize the town before the Rebels could arrive. Receiving no reply, Grant acted without orders, saying to his staff, “Come on; I can wait no longer. I will go if it costs me my commission.”



At 10:30 p.m. Grant took two regiments and a battery of artillery on steamboats 45 miles up the Ohio River from Cairo, Illinois, to Paducah, a town strategically located at the confluence of the Tennessee and Ohio Rivers. The steamboats of Grant’s expedition were escorted by two of the timberclad gunboats, Tyler and Conestoga. The boats departed Cairo so quickly that Capt. Andrew Hull Foote, who had arrived to assume command of the Western Flotilla soon after Grant’s departure, was forced to commandeer a steamer to join the expedition. Grant’s men landed at 8:30 a.m. on September 6 and occupied Paducah without opposition.

At this time Ulysses S. Grant was a virtually unknown Union general. Grant was born on April 27, 1822, in Point Pleasant, Ohio, a hamlet located 19 miles southeast of Cincinnati on the Ohio River. Grant entered West Point at the age of 17, and was commissioned in the Fourth U.S. Infantry upon his graduation in 1843. A scant three years later, Lieutenant Grant served admirably in combat during the Mexican War under Gen. Zachary Taylor and Gen. Winfield Scott.


Grant’s observations of his two commanding generals defined his own generalship. He recalled, “The contrast between the two was very marked. General Taylor never wore uniform, but dressed himself entirely for comfort…. Scott was the reverse…. He always wore all the uniform prescribed or allowed by law when he inspected his lines.” Grant was later known for the simplicity of his uniform.

Grant noted that, Taylor “moved about the field in which he was operating to see through his own eyes the situation,” whereas “Scott saw more through the eyes of his staff officers than through his own.” Years after the war, in 1879, Grant confided to a reporter, “The only eyes a general can trust are his own.”

Grant remembered, that General Scott “was precise in language, cultivated in a style peculiarly his own; was proud of his rhetoric” and, he said, “not averse to speaking of himself, often in the third person.” Taylor, however, “was not a conversationalist, but on paper he could put his meaning so plainly that there could be no mistaking it.” Grant became renowned for his precise and clearly written orders.

Grant also made other critical observations that would serve him well with President Lincoln during the Civil War. “General Taylor was not an officer to trouble the administration much with his demands, but was inclined to do the best he could with the means given him…. No soldier could face either danger or responsibility more calmly than he.” Lincoln would say of Grant, “He doesn’t worry and bother me.”


In 1853, Captain Grant was stationed at Fort Vancouver, in the Oregon Territory, while his wife and two children remained in the East. Grant, lonely and despondent on the Columbia River, began drinking, and it was observed that Grant “had very poor brains for drinking.” In the spring of 1853 several military parties came to Fort Vancouver to survey a northern route for a Pacific railway, and among them was the party of Capt. George B. McClellan, West Point class of 1846. Unfortunately, Grant was drinking at the time.


McClellan quartered with Grant at Fort Vancouver for three months and, according to a lieutenant who was present, Grant “got on one of his little [drinking] sprees, which annoyed and offended McClellan exceedingly, and in my opinion he never quite forgave Grant for it.”


Grant resigned from the army in 1854 to avoid harsh disciplinary action, amid rumors about his gambling and drinking. These rumors would haunt him the rest of his life.

In 1861, Grant was clerking in his father’s general store in Galena, Illinois, when word arrived on April 15 that the Fort Sumter garrison had surrendered the previous day to the Confederates. The residents of Galena met in the courthouse at dusk on April 16, and Grant listened as the partisan politicians characteristically blamed the opposition party for the state of affairs.


Then John A. Rawlins, a man whom Grant knew and respected, addressed the audience. Rawlins’s fiery words changed the atmosphere of the room completely: “I have been a Democrat all my life; but this is no longer a question of politics. It is simply a matter of country or no country…. We will stand by the flag of our country, and appeal to the god of battles!”


Walking home from the meeting, Grant turned to his brother Orvil and said, “I think I ought to go into the service.” Two days later Grant presided over a rally to recruit volunteers, and on April 25 he accompanied the Jo Daviess Guards to Springfield, Illinois. By April 29, he was serving as an aide to Governor Richard Yates.



On May 24, Grant wrote to Col. Lorenzo Thomas, Adjutant General of the Army, saying, “I have the honor, very respectfully, to tender my services, until the close of the war, in such capacity as may be offered.”


By June 17, Ulysses Grant was colonel of the 21st Illinois Infantry, a regiment of insubordinate troops whose colonel had been relieved of duty.


Swiss-born John E. Smith, who would soon be the colonel of the 45th Illinois, recalled Grant’s arrival at the regiment on June 18: “Grant was dressed in citizen’s clothes, an old coat worn out at the elbows, and a badly damaged hat. His men, though ragged and barefooted themselves, had formed a high estimate of what a colonel should be, and when Grant walked in among them, they began making fun of him.”


When told his men were an unruly lot, Grant simply said, “I think I can manage them.” In a month he had them in trim.

Congressman Elihu Washburne, from the northwest corner of Illinois, ensured that Lincoln’s Cabinet nominated one brigadier general from his district—Ulysses S. Grant. Grant was nominated by President Lincoln on July 31, and confirmed by the U.S. Senate on August 5. By September 2, he was on his way to assume command at Cairo, Illinois.

A few days after occupying Paducah, Grant sent troops to Smithland, Kentucky, a town strategically located at the confluence of the Cumberland and Ohio Rivers. Because of Grant’s initiative, the North had jumping-off points for river movements southward along the Mississippi River to Memphis, along the Tennessee River to a point near the vital railroad crossing at Corinth, Mississippi, and via the Cumberland River to Nashville. These three rivers were like daggers of water that pointed directly to the vital organs of the Confederacy, and these daggers were now available for Federal thrusts southward as soon as the ironclad fleet was ready.

In Washington, Winfield Scott and George McClellan continued to feud until the elderly and bone-tired Scott retired on November 1. McClellan was appointed general in chief and continued to organize and train the Army of the Potomac, but he refused to share with either the President or Cabinet his thoughts on strategy.

Frustration over the lack of offensive movement, or even a timetable for a movement, prompted President Lincoln to sign General War Order Number 1 on January 27, 1862, requiring offensive operations on the part of all the Union armies and navies by February 22. If McClellan wouldn’t move from Washington, Lincoln would boot him southward, but in the process the President decided to give a kick to all of his army generals and naval flag officers in both the eastern and western theaters.

McClellan largely ignored the President’s order, but in the West, General Grant and newly promoted Flag Officer Foote decided to seize the initiative. By the end of January, the last of the new ironclads had been completed, and though there were not enough crews to man all 12 gunboats, both officers sensed that the time was right for a river-borne invasion. After twice asking his superior officer, Gen. Henry W. Halleck, Grant received permission to organize an army of 17,000 soldiers at Cairo and Paducah. The soldiers would move southward on the Tennessee River on river steamboats. They would be escorted by seven of Foote’s shallow-draft gunboats.

On February 6, Foote’s gunboats captured Confederate Fort Henry on the Tennessee River, and Grant’s and Foote’s combined forces captured Fort Donelson on the Cumberland River on February 16. These victories soon led to the capture of the first Confederate state capital, Nashville, 65 miles southeast of Fort Donelson on the Cumberland River, on February 24. Nashville was occupied by Gen. Don Carlos Buell’s Army of the Ohio.

Grant correctly described Nashville as “a place of great military and political importance.” Strategically located on the Cumberland River, Nashville was also a rail hub that was soon converted into a bustling supply depot for a Union invasion into the heart of the Confederacy. And it was just as important politically. Optimism for the defeat of the Confederacy reappeared in the northern papers, with the New York Times predicting, “The End at Hand.”

That prophecy proved grossly premature. From Fort Henry, Grant’s victorious army moved southward on the Tennessee River with the vital railroad crossing of Corinth, Mississippi, as its goal. At Pittsburg Landing, Tennessee, Grant’s Army of the Tennessee came dangerously close to being annihilated on Sunday, April 6, 1862, by Gen. Albert S. Johnston’s Confederate forces at the Battle of Shiloh. The bad fortune of Grant’s army was reversed when Johnston was killed during the fighting early that afternoon, and when General Buell’s Army of the Ohio, marching from Nashville, arrived that night and the next day to provide reinforcements. But the North suffered 13,000 casualties compared to the Confederate’s 10,700, and Grant and his subordinate, Sherman, came under severe criticism from the press for being surprised by Johnston’s attack.



Seventeen years later Grant would still deny being caught unawares, saying, “There was no surprise about it, except perhaps to the newspaper correspondents.” Still, the aggressive Grant learned a hard-bought lesson about underestimating his foe.


A powerful Federal Army group commanded by General Halleck moved south from Shiloh, and on May 30 captured the key Confederate railroad crossover at Corinth, thus flanking Memphis on the Mississippi River.


On June 10, Confederate Gen. P. G. T. Beauregard made the dire prediction that the evacuation of Fort Pillow, located 35 miles north of Memphis on the Mississippi River, “was the natural consequence of the retreat from Corinth, as will be the loss of all the Mississippi Valley…. I regard [Vicksburg’s] fate as sealed.”

President Davis did not share in Beauregard’s negativity and was not about to concede Vicksburg. He wrote to the commander in Vicksburg on June 14 that “Disasters above and below increase the value of your position.”


Back in Washington, all eyes remained focused on the capture of Richmond. To that end, General McClellan had resorted to in-fighting with the President and his Cabinet over the strategy for invading Virginia. Ever the pessimist, and quick to believe fantastically exaggerated Confederate strength figures, “Little Mac” wanted more men—so many more that he was eventually relieved of the duties as general in chief on March 11.

Still, while McClellan lost the top job in Washington, he was retained as commander of the Army of the Potomac. Relegated now to field army command, on March 17 McClellan finally understood the message that he was expected to move on Richmond. He began the transport of a huge army of 121,500 men from Alexandria to Fort Monroe, Virginia, thus initiating his ill-fated Peninsula Campaign. After arriving at Fort Monroe, McClellan began his march northward on April 4 toward Richmond, 70 miles northwest, along the peninsula between the James and York Rivers.

During the Peninsula Campaign, which was doomed by McClellan’s overly cautious movements, arguably the most significant event was the wounding of Confederate commander Gen. Joseph E. Johnston at the Battle of Seven Pines only seven miles east of Richmond on the last day of May. Johnston had repeatedly fallen back in the face of McClellan’s forces, until he was finally compelled to fight at the gates of the capital city. When Johnston was wounded, Gen. Robert E. Lee, senior military adviser to President Davis, assumed command of the army defending Richmond. He would designate it the Army of Northern Virginia, and he would remain at its head until the end of the war.

Lee was 55 years old when he assumed command of Johnston’s army, then called the Confederate Army of the Potomac. Lee, born on January 19, 1807, into a Virginia gentry class family at Stratford Hall in Westmoreland County, Virginia, was the son of Henry “Light Horse Harry” Lee III, the Revolutionary War cavalry officer and favorite of Gen. George Washington. Light Horse Harry Lee had managed to lose the family wealth and lands through bad investments, landing him in debtor’s prison, and he eventually abandoned his wife and children. Lee’s half brother, Henry (known as “Black Horse”) Lee IV, the son of Light Horse Harry by a previous marriage, went so deeply in debt that he sold Stratford Hall, the ancestral home. Robert was raised by his mother, a deeply religious woman, in Alexandria, Virginia, and the influence of Lee’s mother and his religious upbringing greatly affected his life.

Lee attended West Point in 1825 and graduated second in his class in 1829, having never received a demerit. He was commissioned as an engineer officer and served as an engineer for the next 17 years.

During the Mexican War, Lee served with distinction on the staff of Gen. Winfield Scott. In 1847 Lee personally reconnoitered a route through the treacherous Pedregal—a Mexican lava field near Mexico City that was considered impassable—a feat that Winfield Scott said was “the greatest feat of physical and moral courage performed by an individual” in the campaign. Lee was slightly wounded while storming the heights of Chapultepec, again winning Scott’s praise for being “as distinguished for felicitous execution as for science and daring.” He was brevetted—a temporary promotion without an increase in pay—three times during the war, the last brevet being to the rank of colonel.

Lee returned home in 1848 to work for four years on the defenses complementing Fort McHenry in Baltimore Harbor. In 1852 he was appointed the ninth superintendent of the United States Military Academy. During his three years at West Point, Lee made many improvements while spending time with his cadets. In 1854, Lee’s eldest son, George Washington Custis Lee, graduated first in his class from West Point.

In 1855 Lee was promoted to the lieutenant colonelcy of the newly formed Second U.S. Cavalry Regiment, and was ordered to the newly admitted state of Texas to protect settlers from attacks by Kiowa and Comanche Indians. When his wife became an invalid from chronic arthritis and his father-in-law died, Lee had no choice but to request an extended leave from his regiment to tend to family affairs at Arlington, Virginia.

While at Arlington, Lee received a note on October 17, 1859, delivered by Lt. James Ewell Brown “Jeb” Stuart, to report to the War Department across the river in Washington. Lee soon learned that the Federal armory and arsenal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, had been seized by John Brown and a band of insurrectionists. He received orders to proceed to Harpers Ferry and put an end to the matter. On October 18, when Brown refused to surrender upon Lee’s demand, a storming party composed of a lieutenant and a dozen U.S. Marines was ordered in. After three minutes, Brown and the rest of his party were captured or killed, and the hostages were freed unharmed.

On April 17, 1861, Virginia seceded from the Union, but that information had not yet reached Lee at Arlington when, the next day, in answer to two summoning notes, he rode across the Potomac River to Washington. He made two visits that fateful April 18. Lee answered the first note and visited Francis P. Blair, Sr., founder of the Republican Party and an unofficial adviser to President Lincoln. Blair offered, in the name of the President, command of the Union Army assembling in and around Washington and with the rank of major general. His mission would be to take this army into Virginia to enforce Federal law. The offer must have been difficult to resist.


That previous January, Lee had said, “If the Union is dissolved and the government disrupted, I shall return to my native state and share the miseries of my people and save in the defense will draw my sword on none.” So on April 18, he declined Blair’s offer, saying he “could take no part in the invasion of the Southern States.” Then Lee answered the second note and visited Gen. Winfield Scott, advising him of his decision. Scott warned, “Lee, you have made the greatest mistake of your life; but I feared it would be so.”


Lee did not learn of Virginia’s secession until April 19, and on April 20 he submitted his resignation from the United States Army after 32 years of service. He sent a note to General Scott, thanking him for his friendship and mentoring.

On May 14, Lee was confirmed by the Confederate Congress as a brigadier general in the Confederate Army, and on June 8 he formally turned over command of Virginia’s military and naval forces to the Confederate government—a government that had moved from Montgomery, Alabama, to Richmond, Virginia, on May 21.


Lee was well acquainted with Jefferson Davis, and during the first months of the war he was often called upon by the President for advice on military matters. On March 13, 1862, Lee was “assigned to duty at the seat of government…under the direction of the president.” He was to be President Davis’s military adviser. Lee wrote to his wife the following day: “It will give me great pleasure to do everything I can to relieve him and serve the country, but I do not see either advantage or pleasure in my duties.”


On May 31, at the Battle of Seven Pines, everything changed. Lee and Davis were on the battlefield near Richmond when, at dusk, a litter carrying the wounded Joseph Johnston approached.


Davis recalled that “it was probably a shell loaded with musket balls, as there appeared to be a wound of a ball in his shoulder ranging down toward the lungs.” He continued, “When riding from the field of battle with General Robert E. Lee,…I informed him that he would be assigned to the command of the army.”


On June 1, 1862, when Lee took command of the Confederate Army on the outskirts of Richmond, he went on the offensive, and the cautious McClellan quickly struggled against the aggressive new Confederate commander. From June 26 to July 1, Lee drove McClellan hard in the Seven Days Battles, resulting in the withdrawal of Union forces 23 miles to the southeast and to the safe haven and friendly naval gunboats at Berkeley Plantation and Harrison’s Landing on the James River. A second attempt to capture Richmond had failed.

On the Mississippi River, Memphis, Tennessee, cut off by the capture of Corinth and attacked by a Federal fleet, was captured on June 6. Like Nashville, Memphis soon became a secure northern logistics base. It would remain a base for northern operations for the rest of the war, supplying Grant’s army during the Vicksburg Campaign. Progress was being made in the West, yet the Mississippi River remained closed.

In the East, President Lincoln and Secretary of War Stanton sought new leaders to put an end to the embarrassing situation in Virginia. McClellan’s stalemated Army of the Potomac was still closeted at Harrison’s Landing, and new leadership was needed. So two successful Western generals were brought to the East—Gen. John Pope and Gen. Henry W. Halleck. On June 26, Pope was given command of the newly constituted Army of Virginia, a force hurriedly patched together from independent commands. On July 11, Halleck was appointed general in chief with authority over all Federal Armies.

Only three days after assuming his new duties, General in Chief Halleck ordered General Pope, with his freshly organized Army of Virginia, southeastward toward Richmond from Front Royal, Virginia. Pope’s orders were daunting. He was to protect Washington, to draw the Confederates away from McClellan, and then to advance on Richmond to cover Mac’s withdrawal from the peninsula. On August 3, Halleck ordered McClellan to get into position to support Pope by moving north to Aquia Creek on the Potomac River.


The next day, General McClellan, still in his haven at Berkeley Plantation on the James River, protested Halleck’s movement order. He gave his reasons as “the certain demoralization of this Army which would ensue, the terribly depressing effect upon the people of the North, and the strong probability that it would influence foreign Powers to recognize our adversaries.” He then wrote that he felt it was his “imperative duty to urge in the strongest terms afforded by our language that this order may be rescinded.” When Halleck refused to budge, McClellan petulantly delayed the beginning of his movement until August 14, leaving Pope out on a limb.


When McClellan failed to move promptly to Pope’s support, Pope was resoundingly defeated by Gen. Robert E. Lee’s forces, commanded by Gen. James Longstreet and Gen. Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson, at the Battle of Second Manassas on August 28–30, 1862. Another thrashing had been dealt to Lincoln’s army in the East. After three northern attempts, Richmond had not been taken.

After the dramatic southern victory at Second Manassas, Lincoln relieved John Pope and combined his Army of Virginia with the Army of the Potomac. Despite the protests of his Cabinet, Lincoln left George McClellan in command of this consolidated army.


Lincoln’s response to the protest was, “We must use what tools we have.” The pragmatic President knew that McClellan, despite being a poor fighter, was a good organizer, and he knew that the two armies were in bad need of integration and reorganization.



With the Union armies in disarray, Robert E. Lee felt the time was ripe for a southern offensive. He advanced his Army of Northern Virginia across the Potomac River into Maryland beginning September 4, with the hope of recruiting Confederate support and affecting the upcoming Union state midterm elections. McClellan was sent in pursuit.

Lee’s foray into Maryland was not successful. On September 17, the two armies clashed at the Battle of Antietam, producing a grisly harvest of 23,000 blue and gray casualties in a single day in the cornfields and woods near the town of Sharpsburg. While the battle was a tactical draw, Lee withdrew back across the Potomac River into Virginia to lick his wounds, and McClellan, much to Lincoln’s chagrin, did not pursue. The Army of the Potomac remained immobile from September 17 to October 26, and McClellan’s unwillingness to move resulted in his relief of command by President Lincoln on November 7. Gen. Ambrose E. Burnside assumed command of the Army of the Potomac.

In the West, President Davis had personnel problems of his own, starting with Gen. Earl Van Dorn commanding at Vicksburg. Van Dorn’s military failures aside, Mississippians, and particularly the citizens of Vicksburg, viewed the general as a “seducer, drunkard, and libertine.” His removal was demanded. Meanwhile, Beauregard had gone on sick leave without securing permission from the War Department and had been relieved as the commander of the Army of the Mississippi. Popular in South Carolina as the captor of Fort Sumter, he was designated to replace Maj. Gen. John Clifford Pemberton as commander of the Department of South Carolina and Georgia. This now gave Davis a spare general.

On October 14, Davis relieved Van Dorn and promoted the 48-year-old Pemberton to lieutenant general in command of the Department of Mississippi and East Louisiana.

Pemberton was born in Philadelphia on August 10, 1814, to an established Pennsylvania Quaker family. John’s father dealt in real estate after the War of 1812, and during a trip to Tennessee had become a close personal friend of future President Andrew Jackson. As a result, in 1833 Pemberton received a presidential appointment to West Point from “Old Hickory.” In 1837 Pemberton graduated and was commissioned in the artillery.

In the fall of 1837 Lieutenant Pemberton was sent to Florida with the Fourth U.S. Artillery, and in January 1838, he fought his first battle against the Seminole Indians at Loxahatchee. Thereafter he served in a variety of posts until, in 1842, he was assigned to Fort Monroe, Virginia. He served for the next three years alternately at Fort Monroe and at Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania.

While at Fort Monroe, Pemberton met his future wife, Martha “Pattie” Thompson from Norfolk, whose family owned and operated a number of ships that sailed from Charleston and Norfolk to British and French ports. Pattie was a diminutive but strong-willed southern woman from a good family. Pemberton’s marriage to her, coupled with their mutual affinity for Virginia, would greatly influence Pemberton’s subsequent decision to fight for the Confederacy.

Pemberton served with the Fourth U.S. Artillery during Gen. Zachary Taylor’s Mexican War campaign, and on May 8, 1846, he fought as an artilleryman at Palo Alto. The following day he led an infantry detachment with gallantry at Resaca de la Palma. In August, he became aide-de-camp to brevet Gen. William J. Worth, and was brevetted captain for his actions at Monterrey on September 23.

While serving as Worth’s aide, Pemberton met Capt. Ulysses “Sam” Grant, who described the Philadelphian as a “conscious, honorable man.” Pemberton also became familiar with Robert E. Lee when Lee reported that an alternate route to Mexico City had to be found because of Mexican fortifications guarding the roads.

On September 8, Pemberton fought at Molino del Rey, where he was brevetted major for “gallant and meritorious conduct.” In this same action, Ulysses Grant was brevetted first lieutenant for his gallantry in action when he cleared armed Mexican soldiers from the rooftop of the mill.

On September 13, when the Americans stormed Chapultepec citadel in Mexico City, Joseph E. Johnston led two battalions of volunteers. Grant, in the attack on the San Cosme gate of the citadel, supplied artillery support by placing a gun in a church belfry. General Worth, admiring the effect of Grant’s gun from the steeple, had Pemberton bring Grant to him so that he could express his appreciation for the effectiveness of Grant’s well-placed fire.

On November 29, 1861, Pemberton was a Confederate general working for Gen. Robert E. Lee, who commanded the South Carolina coastal defenses and had placed Pemberton in command of District No. 4 in and around Charleston. Pemberton was promoted to major general on January 14, 1862, but he soon ran afoul of Governor Francis Pickens of South Carolina over the defense of Charleston, a city that Pemberton felt should be abandoned, if necessary, to save his outnumbered troops. Despite Lee’s warnings to Pemberton that the civilian leadership must be mollified, matters deteriorated, and Pemberton had to go.

The lesson Pemberton took with him from Charleston to Vicksburg was that, regardless of military considerations and the danger to his troops, politics had to be factored into the equation.

Shortly after Pemberton assumed command of the Department of Mississippi and East Louisiana, the October and November state midterm elections in the North proved to be a disaster for Lincoln. These elections were viewed by many as a referendum on the Republican Party, and it took the loyalty of the diehard Republicans in the New England and the Border States for the Republicans in Congress to hold onto an 18-vote advantage.


The results prompted the lamentations of one of Lincoln’s friends, Col. William W. Orme, who would soon serve at Vicksburg. He wrote, “The democracy has carried everything, and I think the country is ruined. The result of these elections will palsy the arm of the President.”


While Lincoln’s political problems multiplied, Jefferson Davis’s military ones were exacerbated by a lack of confidence in Gen. Braxton Bragg. The general, envisioning his own Confederate offensive, in August marched northward from Chattanooga, Tennessee, to initiate his disastrous Kentucky Campaign. The prize was to be the support and secession of Kentucky. The campaign, in which Bragg and his subordinates frittered away their tactical opportunities against General Buell’s Army of the Ohio, culminated in the Battle of Perryville, Kentucky, on October 8. After achieving a tactical victory Bragg, in typical fashion, then lost confidence and began to withdraw from Kentucky on October 13. He finally established his headquarters in Murfreesboro, Tennessee, where he and his generals began to blame each other for the failure of the campaign. Complaints that Bragg was “either stark mad or utterly incompetent” soon reached Richmond. Still, Davis decided to leave Bragg in command.

Meanwhile, the states of the Northwest continued their clamor to open the Mississippi River. Even with the Federal capture of Memphis, a 240-mile-long expanse of the Mississippi River remained closed to commerce from the frowning fortifications of Vicksburg southward to the guns of Port Hudson.

On November 10, Gen. John A. McClernand, like John Logan an Illinois congressman turned general, wrote to Secretary Stanton, describing the economic and political problems resulting from a closed river.


McClernand wrote, “The blockade of the Mississippi River has left to the people of the Northwest but one outlet for their immense surplus of grains and livestock, and that by the lakes and railroads alone, to the East. These channels are closed for the greater portion of the most favorable season for moving these articles to market, leaving the producers and traders at the discretion of exclusive monopolists.”

McClernand reinforced the message conveyed by the recent elections. “Already are there those who are beginning to look beyond the pale of Federal authority for new guarantees for the freedom of the Mississippi River. The late election, in some instances, affords unmistakable indications of this fact. Not a few of the candidates preferred to office are represented to be opposed to the war and the policy that would continue it.”

McClernand then proffered a warning: “I am conscious that if something is not soon done to reopen that great highway that a new party will spring into existence, which will favor the recognition of the independence of the so-called Confederate States, with the view to eventual arrangements, either by treaty or union, for the purpose of effecting that object.”


McClernand had narrowly missed being elected Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives in the 36th Congress, and he, of all people, understood the public’s wishes.

Jefferson Davis wanted to make John McClernand’s dire prediction a reality. To do this in the West, he needed Bragg in Tennessee; Pemberton in Mississippi and East Louisiana; and Theophilus H. Holmes, in command of the Trans-Mississippi, the area west of the Mississippi River, to cooperate with one another on shifting troops to protect the Mississippi River. To Davis, the answer to the problem of cooperation was a commander who could supervise the Confederates in Tennessee, Mississippi, and East Louisiana, strangely leaving the Trans-Mississippi out of the equation.

Davis only had three field commanders who had the necessary rank for this proposed command. They were Robert E. Lee, who was needed in Virginia; Joe Johnston, who was still recuperating from his wounds; and P. G. T. Beauregard, who had already failed in the West at Shiloh and at Corinth but was now in command at Charleston.

The solution to Davis’s problem seemed to fortuitously appear during the second week of November, when Gen. Joe Johnston recovered from his Seven Pines wounds and reported to Richmond for duty. Davis jumped at the opportunity, and on November 24, Johnston was given command of the new Department of the West.

The concept, according to Davis, was “to secure the fullest cooperation of the troops in those departments.” However, he went on to say that the appointment was “to avoid delay by putting the commander of each department in direct correspondence with the War office.” By allowing the commanders to communicate directly with Richmond, Johnston was cut out of the loop, thus, Davis deprived Johnston of unity of command. And Johnston, even though he requested it, was not given command over General Holmes’s troops in the Trans-Mississippi. Johnston felt, properly so, that one commander should control troops on both sides of the river. That would never happen.

Johnston was born February 3, 1807, in Cherry Grove, Virginia. His mother was a niece of Patrick Henry, and his father had fought under Light Horse Harry Lee. Johnston entered West Point in 1825. While there, he became the good friend of a classmate, Robert E. Lee. Johnston graduated in 1829, and was commissioned in the Fourth U.S. Artillery.

In January 1836, Lieutenant Johnston was assigned duties as an aide-decamp to Gen. Winfield Scott during the Second Seminole War. In 1847 Major Johnston served as a topographical engineer on the staff of Winfield Scott, along with Capt. Robert E. Lee, Lt. P. G. T. Beauregard, Lt. George B. McClellan, and Lt. George G. Meade. On April 12, while scouting the advance near Cerro Gordo, Johnston was severely wounded by cannon fire. For his service during the reconnaissance, Johnston was brevetted lieutenant colonel. When he recovered from his wounds in June, he was assigned as second in command of a regiment of newly arrived volunteers.

In mid-August, Scott’s army, thanks to Robert E. Lee’s reconnaissance, emerged from the Pedregal lava field, six miles south of Mexico City. Then, on September 8, Johnston fought at Molino del Rey, where both Pemberton and Grant were brevetted.

Mexico City was Scott’s next objective, and on September 13, Johnston led two battalions of his regiment to the gate of the southern wall of the citadel of Chapultepec. P. G. T. Beauregard joined Johnston’s men as a volunteer, recalling, “I never saw new troops behave so well.” Johnston was brevetted colonel for his actions. He recalled, “There is no comfort like that of going into battle with the certainty of winning.” Indeed, Johnston was said to have a morbid fear of failure, and a friend said that he hated “to be beaten, even in a game of billiards.” He was described by another friend as an excellent marksman, but that on hunting expeditions he would not take a shot unless he was sure of a hit. After all, a miss could ruin Joe Johnston’s reputation as an excellent marksman.

After the Mexican War, Johnston remained in the Army, and on June 28, 1860, became quartermaster general of the Army with a general’s star. News of Virginia’s secession reached Washington on Friday, April 19, 1861, and Johnston presented his resignation to Lincoln’s Secretary of War, Simon Cameron, on Monday, April 22.


Johnston told Cameron: “I must go with the South. I owe all that I am to the government of the United States. It has educated me and clothed me with honor. To leave the service is a hard necessity, but I must go.”


As Jefferson Davis’s new commander of the Department of the West, on November 24, 1862, Joe Johnston departed Richmond for Chattanooga, where he established his headquarters. After arriving in Chattanooga on December 4, Johnston did not find the military situation to his liking.


That day he wrote to a friend, “Nobody ever assumed a command under more unfavorable circumstances.”


Johnston had learned that General Grant had initiated a move in late November against General Pemberton in north Mississippi, and was pushing south with 40,000 men down the Mississippi Central Railroad toward Jackson. Pemberton, after abandoning his defensive line along the Tallahatchie River, 30 miles south of the Tennessee-Mississippi state line, was now falling back another 50 miles with his force of 22,000 soldiers. Pemberton’s plan was to establish a defensive line behind the Yalobusha River at Grenada, Mississippi, 110 miles north of Jackson. A bewildered Johnston knew that if Grant continued to be successful in his push he would soon be in Jackson. If Jackson were captured, Vicksburg would be flanked, as was Memphis when Corinth fell.

Johnston also learned that there was a new opponent in front of the 47,000 soldiers of General Bragg’s Army of Tennessee at Murfreesboro. Gen. William S. Rosecrans had taken command of General Buell’s Army of the Ohio, and much of this 60,000-man army was now in Nashville, a scant 30 miles in front of Bragg.

Buell had been relieved of command after Bragg retreated from Kentucky. Buell, whose bellicose language belied his tentative actions, simply ensconced his army at Bowling Green, Kentucky, with no plan for a pursuit of Bragg. And, through a series of unwise actions, he managed to alienate the civilian leadership of the Northwest.


On October 21, Governor Oliver Perry Morton, a friend of President Lincoln, complained to Lincoln; “Nothing but success, speedy and decided, will save our cause from utter destruction. In the Northwest distrust and despair are seizing upon the hearts of the people.” The next day, Horace White, chairman of the Illinois Republican Party state central committee, wrote to Lincoln; “If we are beaten [in the mid-term elections] in this state two weeks hence, it will be because McClellan and Buell won’t fight.”


After their defeat in those midterm elections, the Republicans howled that “Buell’s slows cost us the votes.” The camel’s back was broken when, on October 30, Governor David Tod of Ohio wrote to Secretary Stanton, “The army from Ohio demands the removal of General Buell.” Buell, a Democrat and protégé of McClellan, was relieved of command of the Army of the Ohio by President Lincoln that same day. Command of Buell’s army went to Rosecrans, who had fought with some success at Iuka, Mississippi, in September and at Corinth in October. Rosecrans, however, had developed a contentious relationship with his superior officer, Ulysses Grant.

On November 4, Rosecrans accompanied his new command, the former Army of the Ohio, which he would soon redesignate the Army of the Cumberland, from Bowling Green southwest to Nashville. Rosecrans was 30 miles northwest of Bragg, but then “Old Rosy” developed his own case of “the slows.” This did not bode well in Washington, because after the disaster at the polls, a military victory was needed.


A month later the need for a northern victory was less than subtly expressed to Rosecrans on December 4, the same day that Johnston arrived in Chattanooga. General Halleck telegraphed Rosecrans: “The President is very impatient at your long stay in Nashville. The favorable season for your campaign will soon be over…. If you remain one more week at Nashville, I cannot prevent your removal. As I wrote you when you took the command, the Government demands action, and if you cannot respond to that demand some one else will be tried.”


Rosecrans had to know that he had received his new task largely because of the election results. In fact, his date of rank had been backdated by Lincoln to give him the seniority for command. Rosecrans would have to go on the offensive soon.


But Rosecrans remained oblivious to political concerns. When he received the telegram from Halleck, in his long-tongued and short-tempered way, he defiantly sent his reply: “To threats of removal or the like I must be permitted to say that I am insensible.”


While Rosecrans delayed, President Lincoln understood well the importance of the Mississippi River to the Northwest. On December 1, in his second annual message to Congress, he reiterated the prewar concerns of Illinois Governor Yates and the recent apprehensions of Illinois General McClernand.


First, the President acknowledged the importance of the Northwest, “the great interior region, bounded East by the Alleghenies, North by the British dominions, West by the Rocky Mountains, and South by the line along which the culture of corn and cotton meets.” He acknowledged that “in the production of provisions, grains, grasses, and all which proceed from them, this great interior region is naturally one of the most important in the world.”

Second, he noted the importance of free access to the Gulf. “And yet this region has no sea-coast, touches no ocean anywhere. As part of one nation, its people now find, and may forever find, their way to Europe by New York, to South America and Africa by New Orleans, and to Asia by San Francisco. But separate our common country into two nations, as designed by the present rebellion, and every man of this great interior region is thereby cut off from some one or more of these outlets, not, perhaps, by a physical barrier, but by embarrassing and onerous trade regulations.”

Of course, Lincoln’s words were read avidly in the South, and if Lincoln wanted control of the river, it stood to reason that Davis should deny him that control.


But things were also brewing in Virginia as the Army of the Potomac began to ramp up for an offensive, prompting Jefferson Davis to comment that “an idle winter is not anticipated for the Army of Northern Virginia.” In view of this, Davis wanted to visit Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia, which had now gone into defensive positions at Fredericksburg to oppose any offensive move by General Burnside and his Army of the Potomac.

Davis’s desire to visit Lee’s army would go unsatisfied, however. Despite his appointment of General Johnston to command the Department of the West, the situation in Mississippi and Tennessee still demanded the president’s attention. Grant was on the offensive in Mississippi, and problems remained in Bragg’s army in Tennessee. Davis would have to let Lee handle the situation in Virginia. On December 10, the president boarded a train for Chattanooga, arriving there the next day. He and Johnston then left for Murfreesboro on December 12 and reviewed Bragg’s army the next day.


Davis was impressed with the “fine spirits” of Bragg’s army, and his discussions with Bragg reassured him. There is an old military axiom that “you can look too good,” and such was the case with the Army of Tennessee. Bragg assured Davis that he had dispatched a cavalry force under Gen. Nathan B. Forrest that would “create a diversion in favor of Pemberton,” and that it may well “force the enemy to retire from Mississippi.” Because of the great disparity of numbers between Pemberton and Grant, Davis remained unconvinced, and since all was so well in Tennessee, he ordered troops to be sent by rail from Bragg’s army to Pemberton’s.


Johnston protested taking any troops from Bragg, because Bragg was already outnumbered by Rosecrans. He warned that what was left of Tennessee could well be lost if Rosecrans went on the offensive. Despite the protest, Davis usurped Johnston’s command prerogative and ordered Bragg to send 9,000 men to Mississippi immediately. Davis told Bragg, “Fight if you can, and fall back beyond the Tennessee.” To Davis, denying the Mississippi River to the North and preserving the connection with the Trans-Mississippi for the South was the overriding concern, even it if meant the loss of the rest of Tennessee.

Davis and Johnston departed Murfreesboro on December 14. Upon their arrival in Chattanooga, Davis received a telegram from Richmond advising him that Burnside’s Army of the Potomac had attacked Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia at Fredericksburg the previous day. The results of the battle were not in the message. Davis would have an excruciating wait of a day for that news.

Burnside, responding to Lincoln’s and Halleck’s prompting to go on the offensive, had marched south from Warrenton, Virginia, on November 15, 1862. His vanguard arrived just two days later at Falmouth, upstream from Fredericksburg. Burnside’s progress was then hampered by slow-moving pontoon trains, which his army needed to cross the Rappahannock River. He hesitated, providing time for Lee to concentrate his scattered army and fortify on the high ground west of Fredericksburg. It was not until December 11 that Burnside’s pontoons were positioned on the Rappahannock in front and below the city. The Union troops then crossed the river and deployed in town and downstream.

Over the next two days the Federals furiously looted the abandoned city, much to the anger of Lee’s men who watched from Maryes Heights to the west of town. Finally, at 8:30 a.m. on December 13, Burnside’s men formed their lines and marched forward to attack the Confederate positions. The hapless soldiers in blue were slaughtered as wave after wave charged into a hail of lead and iron fired from the Confederate small arms and cannon on the hills above and the high ground downstream. It was another Union defeat, and it could not have come at a worse time for Lincoln.

When Davis learned on December 14 of the successful outcome of Lee’s defense at Fredericksburg, he and Johnston happily boarded a train to Mississippi to visit Pemberton’s troops in that threatened department. When they reached Mississippi they were pleased to learn that Grant’s offensive down the Mississippi Central Railroad had been turned back. Things seemed to be as they should be.

On December 8, Grant had decided to launch a two-pronged attack on Pemberton, with Grant holding Pemberton in place at Grenada by knocking on the front door, while Sherman stole his way into Vicksburg by the back door via an amphibious operation down the Mississippi River from Memphis. Grant’s movement south, however, was turned on its head by the Forrest-led cavalry raid in west Tennessee that Bragg had promised Davis, and by another cavalry raid authorized by Pemberton and led by Van Dorn, who was first and last a cavalryman.

After losing his command at Vicksburg, Van Dorn was wisely given command of a provisional cavalry division by Pemberton on December 12, and this 3,500-man unit of Mississippians, Texans, Missourians, and Tennesseans managed to successfully circle around and behind Grant’s lines and surprise the Federal garrison at the supply base at Holly Springs in the predawn hours of December 20.

Forrest had destroyed Grant’s railroad supply line in west Tennessee, and now Van Dorn had incinerated Grant’s forward supply depot in north Mississippi. There was nothing left for Grant to do but to bite hard on his cigar and turn back toward the supply base at Memphis.


On December 26, in Jackson, a very happy and relieved Davis addressed the Mississippi legislature. “There are now two prominent objects in the programme of the enemy,” he warned. “One is to get possession of the Mississippi river and to open it to navigation in order to appease the clamors of the West and to utilize the capture of New Orleans, which has thus far rendered them no service.”


Davis continued: “The other is to seize upon the capital of the Confederacy, and hold this out as a proof that the Confederacy has no existence. We have recently repulsed them at Fredericksburg, and I believe that under God and by the valor of our troops the capital of the Confederacy will stand safe behind its wall of living breasts.”

Emphasizing the defense of the river, Davis said: “Vicksburg and Port Hudson have been strengthened, and now we can concentrate at either of them a force sufficient for their protection. I have confidence that Vicksburg will stand as before, and I hope that Johnston will find generals to support him if the enemy dare to land. Port Hudson is now strong, and Port Hudson will stand; but let every man that can be spared from the other vocations, hasten to defend them, and thus hold the Mississippi river, that great artery of the Confederacy, preserve our communications with the trans-Mississippi department, and thwart the enemy’s scheme of forcing navigation through to New Orleans.”

Davis had obviously read Lincoln’s December 1 address to the U.S. Congress, for he then addressed Lincoln’s economic concerns: “By holding that section of the river between Port Hudson and Vicksburg, we shall secure these results, and the people of the West, cut off from New Orleans, will be driven to the East to seek a market for their products, and will be compelled to pay so much in the way of freights that those products will be rendered almost valueless. Thus, I should not be surprised if the first daybreak of peace were to dawn upon us from that quarter.”


More than pleased with the end-of-the-year military results, Jefferson Davis then left Johnston in Mississippi and departed for Richmond, arriving in the Confederate capital early in the New Year. But two belated Christmas presents awaited the president, and he would not learn about them until he reached Virginia.

The first was the Battle of Chickasaw Bayou. Davis knew something was afoot, because he had written a letter to General Holmes in the Trans-Mississippi on December 21, warning that “a large [Union] force is now ready to descend the Mississippi and cooperate with the army advancing from Memphis to make an attack upon Vicksburg.” And while Davis spoke to the Mississippi legislature on the day after Christmas, the “large force” to which he referred was disembarking on the south bank of the Yazoo River near Chickasaw Bayou north of Vicksburg, led by General Sherman.

Sherman’s soldiers, after spending several days of the Yule Season slogging through the frigid swamps, attacked the Confederates entrenched on the opposite bank of Chickasaw Bayou. But without the anticipated support from Grant, Sherman was soundly thrashed by the Confederates on December 29. The noise of the arriving trains in Vicksburg with reinforcements from Tennessee could be heard in the Union lines, and it was obvious to Sherman that the Confederate defenses had been bolstered. Deciding against another frontal assault, Sherman ordered his thoroughly wet and miserably cold men to reembark on the steamboats. Thomas Knox, a stowaway reporter for the New York Herald, was on the scene. He sent his disparaging dispatch northward with the first courier he could find, announcing, “Our failure has dashed the hopes of the nation.”

The second present for Davis was from Tennessee. On December 26, Rosecrans was finally prodded out of Nashville by Washington. He advanced toward Murfreesboro on the same day that Sherman’s men slogged ashore near Chickasaw Bayou. Rosecrans had hoped to surprise Bragg, but he was beaten to the punch in a predawn attack on December 31 by his adversary. However, Bragg, after repeated attacks, failed to break the last compacted Union line. The battered and bloody Union Army managed to survive the onslaught. Still, Rosecrans’s soldiers paid a heavy price for being surprised while boiling their coffee on the last day of the year.


Things could not look better for the Confederacy. On the final day of 1862, on the heights above Fredericksburg, General Lee congratulated his Confederate troops upon their lopsided victory against the luckless Burnside two weeks earlier, telling them, “The eventful and glorious campaign of the year just closing gives assurance of hope that…the coming year will be no less fruitful of events that will insure the safety, peace, and happiness of our beloved country.”

On the opening day of 1863, General Bragg in Murfreesboro telegraphed Richmond, saying, “God has granted us a Happy New Year.” Rosecrans’s advance had been halted and his army had been given a bloody nose.

While Bragg telegraphed Richmond, Johnston telegraphed Murfreesboro from Jackson. Elated over the blunting of Grant’s and Sherman’s thrusts, and very happy with the results of Bragg’s fight with Rosecrans, Johnston wrote, “I congratulate you on your glorious termination of last year.”


The Union thrusts on all three fronts had been stopped. Richmond was still secure, and the Mississippi River was still closed. The Confederate tide was at its peak.
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