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They want war too methodical, too measured; I would make it
 brisk, bold, impetuous, perhaps sometimes even audacious.

—ANTOINE HENRI JOMINI






PROLOGUE

OCTOBER 19, 1864–WINCHESTER, VIRGINIA—Major General Philip Sheridan and his three-hundred-man escort rumbled through the streets of the oft-captured strategic crossroads city in the early morning. All around them, the Shenandoah Valley was ablaze with vivid autumnal yellows and reds under a serene, blue sky. It might have been a glorious day for picnicking—except for the disturbing sound of distant cannon fire.1

After an absence of three days, Sheridan was returning to his Army of the Shenandoah. His 32,000 veterans were camped to the south among an accordionlike series of ridges along the north bank of Cedar Creek. On the creek’s other bank, Massanutten Mountain—and, significantly, Three Top Mountain, with its Confederate signal station—loomed over the Union encampment.

Sheridan had been in Washington to confer with War Secretary Edwin Stanton and Army Chief of Staff Henry Halleck about his army’s next move. They liked his plan to send most of his men to General Ulysses S. Grant at Petersburg, leaving just a small force at the Valley’s north end to check any Rebel advances.

Major fighting in the Valley seemed at an end. In September, Sheridan’s army had defeated Lieutenant General Jubal Early’s Army of the Valley at the Third Battle of Winchester and then, three days later, had driven the Rebels from Fisher’s Hill. The Confederates had withdrawn seventy miles to the south, to Waynesboro.

But then, on October 12, Early’s army had suddenly reappeared at Strasburg, just a few miles south of the Yankee positions. Sheridan had already sent VI Corps marching east to join Grant. He ordered it to return.

On October 16, Union signalmen intercepted a Rebel communication indicating that Lieutenant General James Longstreet’s I Corps was marching to Early’s aid. A courier had overtaken Sheridan on his way to Washington. After reading the message and obtaining intelligence on recent enemy movements, Sheridan concluded that it was a red herring (it was). But he was unable to rid himself of nagging second thoughts, and he had returned as quickly as possible.

When Sheridan left his army, the Rebels occupied Fisher’s Hill, about ten miles south of Cedar Creek.

But today the Rebels were no longer at Fisher’s Hill.

 

LIKE MANY CIVIL WAR generals, Sheridan had risen fast, after being stuck in rank at lieutenant for eight years in the peacetime army. He was still just a captain in 1862 when he was given his first field command, the 2nd Michigan Cavalry in Mississippi. His career had taken off with a series of battlefield promotions. He was now responsible for parts of three infantry corps and the Cavalry Corps.

In December 1862 at Stones River, Sheridan’s division had slowed the Confederate onslaught long enough to save Major General William Rosecrans’s Army of the Cumberland from destruction. In 1863, his division had reached the crest of Missionary Ridge first and pursued Braxton Bragg’s retreating army the longest. In May 1864, Sheridan’s Cavalry Corps had defeated the Rebel cavalry at Yellow Tavern and mortally wounded the celebrated Jeb Stuart.

When Jubal Early threatened Washington in July 1864, President Abraham Lincoln, General Ulysses Grant, and War Secretary Edwin Stanton decided that the Shenandoah Valley had to be cleared of Rebel armies. They combined four military departments and made Sheridan commander of some of the best fighting men in the Union army.

Sheridan had impressed Grant at Missionary Ridge and later, too, when he transformed the Cavalry Corps into a mobile strike force. He was increasingly seen as a man who got things done fast, a man who could think on his feet.

He was small, five foot five at most, and thin but wiry and broad shouldered; his men called him “Little Phil.” On horseback, Sheridan appeared larger because his torso and arms were disproportionately long, and his legs were short. He possessed incredible stamina that enabled him to function at a high level without sleep or food.

For a man of slight stature, Sheridan’s appearance was striking. With his heavy, arched brows, piercing, Tartar-like hazel eyes, chin beard, and curling moustache, he bore a strong resemblance to a Mongolian horse soldier. He kept his hair cropped short because he hated his curls; someone once observed that his hair looked painted on. A Southern civilian declared Sheridan the most savage-looking man he had ever seen—but then related a kindness that Sheridan had shown him.

In the Shenandoah Valley, Sheridan became a favorite of Lincoln and Grant—not only because he struck hard and won battles but also because he believed, as they did, in ruthlessly waging a “total war” on all of the Confederacy’s resources. They, along with Major General William Tecumseh Sherman, believed that destroying the enemy’s army, burning his farms, killing his livestock, hanging his guerrillas, and freeing his slaves would win the war quicker and save lives.

 

AS HE RODE THROUGH Winchester’s streets on Rienzi, his big warhorse—seventeen hands high, or nearly six feet at the withers—Sheridan noticed that townswomen were standing in their windows and doors, “shaking their skirts at us and . . . . otherwise markedly insolent in their demeanor.” Initially, he thought nothing of their behavior.

But when the sound of artillery fire grew louder at the edge of town, he began to wonder whether the women had been “in raptures over some good news, while I as yet was utterly ignorant of the actual situation.” He knew that a XIX Corps detachment was conducting a reconnaissance that morning, but the gunfire seemed to suggest a large-scale engagement, not a skirmish.

Sheridan was correct in surmising that the Rebel women knew something that he did not. Mrs. Hugh H. Lee wrote in her diary that earlier that morning, the “glorious news” that Early had routed two-thirds of Sheridan’s army had reached Winchester.

After riding a short distance farther, Sheridan “leaned forward and listened intently,” wrote Major George A. “Sandy” Forsyth, an aide. He was trying to locate and interpret the gunfire. Then, he dismounted and placed his ear near the ground, “seeming somewhat disconcerted as he rose again and remounted.”2

Alarming signs began to appear as they traveled south on the Valley Turnpike. A supply train bound for the front lines was stopped in the road, “seemingly in great confusion.” Sheridan sent Forsyth ahead to find out what was wrong. The quartermaster told Forsyth that an officer from the front had warned him to turn back—the army had been attacked and was being driven down the Valley.

From the crest of the next ridge, everything became shockingly evident. Spread before them was “the appalling spectacle of a panic-stricken army.”

Sheridan ordered most of his escort to remain on the ridge. He sent instructions to Colonel Oliver Edwards, who commanded a VI Corps brigade in Winchester, to deploy a “straggler line” across the Valley Turnpike to stop fleeing soldiers, yet to allow wagons to pass through so they could park north of town.3

Then, with Major Forsyth, Captain Joseph O’Keefe, and a dozen troopers, Sheridan rode on at a fast trot, gray dust rising in a plume in their wake.

They met a flood of men and wagons headed toward the rear and soldiers who had stopped beside the road to brew coffee. Sheridan shouted to them, “Turn back, men! Turn back! Face the other way!”

When the soldiers saw the towering charger bearing the familiar, fierce-featured man in the flat-brimmed hat, an “echoing cheer” arose.

“God damn you, don’t cheer me!” Sheridan shouted at them. “If you love your country, come up to the front! God damn you, don’t cheer me! There’s lots of fight in you men yet! Come up, God damn you! Come up!”4

Wild enthusiasm traveled from regiment to regiment along the Valley Pike. “Flags were waving, men were throwing their hats high in the air, shouting for joy, for now we had a leader,” wrote Frank Flinn of the 38th Massachusetts Infantry. “We . . . . knew now that there was to be no more retreat.”5

The men began chanting, “Sheridan! Sheridan!” They “swung their hats in glee,” and by the hundreds and then the thousands, they began to follow him back to the front.

Forsyth was astonished by the effect that Sheridan had on the men. “It is no exaggeration to say that as he dashed on to the field of battle, for miles back the turnpike was lined with men pressing forward after him to the front.”6

Sheridan was going to attempt what no commander had ever done during the war: to lead an army beaten in battle to victory on the same day.

 

IN SHERIDAN CIRCLE IN Washington, DC, stands the iconic equestrian statue of Phil Sheridan, green with age. Reaching backward with his hat in hand, Sheridan rallies his men at Cedar Creek. He and Rienzi are action incarnate, captured in medias res. The sculpture accurately depicts a man who led from the front and believed it was almost always best to take the offensive.

Phil Sheridan’s legacy, of course, is richer and more complex than a statue representing him at a climactic moment can convey. Cedar Creek was only one point along an ascending line that ended with Sheridan becoming the Union commander most responsible for bringing Robert E. Lee to bay—as well as Grant’s most trusted troubleshooter.

At the war’s conclusion, Grant, Sherman, and Sheridan were recognized as the Union’s victorious triumvirate, forever linked by their invaluable collaboration in defeating the Confederacy.

Supremely confident that Sheridan could rise to any challenge, Grant gave him a broad spectrum of postwar assignments that tested and stretched his abilities. They ranged from governing defiant Louisiana and Texas, to waging the nation’s first “cold war,” to subduing the Plains Indians. In suppressing the Indians, Sheridan conceived the idea of striking their winter camps—a ruthless strategy that succeeded brilliantly.

When Grant became president in 1869, he pulled Sherman and Sheridan up with him, with Sherman becoming general of the army and Sheridan taking Sherman’s old position as commander of the Division of the Missouri. The three remained close friends and allies until the end of their days. Sheridan succeeded Sherman upon his retirement.

Scores of biographies have been written about Grant and dozens about Sherman. But Sheridan has remained somewhat of an enigma, the reason being that all of his  diaries, journals, personal papers, and documents were destroyed in the Great Chicago Fire of 1871.

With his source material gone, Sheridan had difficulty writing his Personal Memoirs , and it is no wonder that biographers have struggled too. The inner man remains indistinct, although his letters and reports, as well as the accounts of contemporaries, provide glimpses of him.

One thread running through Sheridan’s life was his readiness to defend what he believed needed protecting, utilizing every available resource. After fighting to save the Union, he defended black freedmen against ex-Rebels in Texas and Louisiana; settlers against pillaging Indians; reservation Indians against corrupt agents and contractors; and Yellowstone National Park against vandals, poachers, and corporate exploiters.

He believed ends justified practically any means, no matter how harsh. In Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley, Sheridan’s name will always be associated with “the Burning”—his systematic destruction of Virginia’s breadbasket. In some parts of the West, his name evokes images of bloody daybreak attacks on Indian villages in wintertime.

However, his friends and comrades, Grant and Sherman, believed there was no better military leader than Sheridan. In 1876, then president Grant spoke to Representative George F. Hoar of Massachusetts with unusual feeling on the subject: “I believe General Sheridan has no superior as a general, either living or dead, and perhaps not an equal. People think he is only capable of leading an army in battle, or to do a particular thing when he is told to.” According to the president, however, those people were wrong. Sheridan was capable of directing “as large a territory as any two nations can cover in a war.”7






CHAPTER 1

Rise from Obscurity

1831–1862

He is worth his weight in gold. He would not make a stampeding general.

—THREE GENERALS RECOMMENDING PHIL SHERIDAN’S
 PROMOTION TO BRIGADIER GENERAL IN JULY 18621



PHILIP HENRY SHERIDAN’S birthplace is a rare opacity in an otherwise transparent life spent largely in uniform. Four versions exist. In his Personal Memoirs, Sheridan states that he was born in Albany, New York, on March 6, 1831—fittingly, the month of Mars, the Roman god of war. Somerset, Ohio, the village where he grew up, claims Sheridan as a native son. Strangely, no written record of Sheridan’s birth exists in either place.

Sheridan’s mother once said that Philip was born at sea during the family’s migration from Ireland to America, but in 1888 she insisted that his birthplace was Somerset and named the priest who had baptized him. Others have asserted that he was born in County Cavan, Ireland; a stone marker in front of a stone house in Killinkere reportedly commemorates the event.

Not in dispute is that Sheridan’s father, John Sheridan, was a County Cavan tenant farmer who claimed lineage from Irish kings and married his second cousin,  Mary Meenagh. Together they worked John Sheridan’s lease holding on the Cherrymount estate near Killinkere in north-central Ireland.

In 1831, the family immigrated to America at the urging of John Sheridan’s uncle, Thomas Gainor, an émigré who lived in Albany. The Sheridans loaded a horse cart with their worldly possessions, and a neighbor drove them to Dublin. Historian Eric Wittenberg writes that the neighbor reported that Mary Sheridan held young Philip in her arms. In Dublin, the Sheridans booked passage on a ferry to Liverpool, where they boarded a packet ship to America with their two older children, Patrick and Rosa, and possibly Phil too. Rosa died during the ocean voyage and was buried at sea.2

Some historians have suggested that Sheridan pointedly claimed Albany as his birthplace because he entertained presidential ambitions, and being foreign-born would have made him ineligible. But this seems far-fetched, because Sheridan never evinced the slightest interest in seeking any elective office.

More plausibly, if Sheridan did lie about his origins, he probably was trying to distance himself from the Irish immigrants swamping Boston and New York in the wake of the potato famine just as Sheridan was matriculating at West Point in 1848. Between 1847 and 1854, the arrival of nearly 1.2 million Irish—at least one-sixth of Ireland’s population—aroused widespread xenophobia and helped inspire the rise of the nativist Know-Nothing Party. Albany may have been Sheridan’s self-inoculation against the intense hostility toward Irish immigrants.3

 

JOHN SHERIDAN DID NOT linger in Albany. Lured by the prospect of steady work, he moved on to Somerset, a village of 1,400, southeast of Columbus, Ohio. He got a job building the National Road, a federal project to link the Potomac and Mississippi Rivers. Later, he became an independent contractor for the National Road, the Hocking Valley Canal, and the Zanesville and Maysville Turnpike in Ohio.4

Because John Sheridan’s work often kept him away from home, Mary Sheridan raised Phil, his three brothers, and his surviving sister. Mrs. Sheridan was a devout Catholic in a village that was overwhelmingly Catholic because of its large Irish immigrant population.5

A small boy with long arms and a bullet-shaped head, Sheridan belonged to the west-side Pig Foots, one of Somerset’s two warring factions of boys (the other being the east-side Turkey Foots), and was a respected street fighter, although not a boy who started fights. He and his friend Henry Greiner liked to play hooky and go fishing and swimming.

In 1840, Colonel Richard M. Johnson of Kentucky campaigned in Somerset while challenging President Martin Van Buren for the Democratic nomination.  Most of Somerset’s Democrats turned out to meet Johnson, the man reputed to have killed Shawnee Indian chief Tecumseh at the Battle of the Thames in 1813.

Sheridan and some other boys who claimed Whig affiliation hung back, but when Johnson approached to shake their hands, the boys shoved Sheridan to the front of the crowd. When Johnson offered his hand, Sheridan refused to shake it. Johnson asked him why. “Because I am a Whig!” Sheridan replied. Johnson said that it didn’t matter, but Sheridan would not relent. Finally, Johnson, laughing along with the crowd, said, “Boys, give way and let the little Whig out. We can’t force or coax him to shake hands with a Democrat.”6

When he was fourteen, Sheridan left school and took a job at John Talbot’s grocery and hardware store for $24 a year. After one year, Sheridan quit Talbot, known as a humorless skinflint, to work in David Whitehead’s store for $60. A few months later, Sheridan again changed jobs—going to Finck & Dittoe dry goods for $124 a year. As head clerk and then bookkeeper, Sheridan displayed an aptitude for creating order and keeping track of things.7

Sheridan first considered a military career during the Mexican War, after reading newspaper reports about the exploits of a local volunteer company, the Keokuk Rifles. The boys who were too young to enlist formed their own unit, the Kosciuszko Braves; they wore green uniforms gaudily trimmed in plaid and turbans with black plumes.

The uniforms and the battle accounts ignited Sheridan’s new ambition to attend the US Military Academy at West Point. A cadet was often seen in Somerset courting a girl attending St. Mary’s Female Academy, and Sheridan and Greiner enjoyed spying on them. The cadet was William Tecumseh Sherman, and the girl was his future wife, Ellen Ewing.8

At Finck & Dittoe’s, Sheridan became acquainted with Congressman Thomas Ritchey, who sometimes handed out apples from his orchard to the store employees. Sheridan asked Ritchey to secure an appointment for him at West Point. Ritchey had already selected another boy, but when that boy failed his entrance examination, Ritchey recommended Sheridan in his place.

After a few months of intensive studying and tutoring by the local schoolmaster, Sheridan boarded a train to West Point. He easily passed the entrance exam and was admitted to the Corps of Cadets on July 1, 1848.

 

WEST POINT’S INFLUENCE WAS becoming strongly felt throughout the US Army. Established under a law signed by President Thomas Jefferson nearly fifty years earlier, it was modeled upon France’s L’École Polytechnique. West Point was not only the army’s institution of higher learning but also its proving ground for tactics and  new weapons and war materials, such as cast-iron gun carriages, pontoon bridges, and breech-loading pistols. During the Civil War, nearly 450 West Point graduates served as Union or Confederate generals.

Sheridan found the course work challenging, but he was fortunate in his assigned roommate—Henry W. Slocum. A former schoolteacher, Slocum would later serve as a Union corps commander at Gettysburg and during Sherman’s march through Georgia. After “Taps” at 10 p.m., Slocum draped a blanket over their window and, by candlelight or whale oil lamp, tutored Sheridan in algebra and other subjects with which he struggled.9

In an attempt to compensate for his uneven academic background, Sheridan read widely during the weekends, when cadets were permitted to use the academy library for recreational reading. The records show that among other items, he withdrew four books on Napoleon and his campaigns; biographies of Samuel Johnson, Lord Byron, and Mohammed; works on the geography of Ireland, Greenland, California, and Oregon; and Sir Walter Scott’s Waverly novels.10

 

ANTEBELLUM WEST POINT HAD an unofficial caste system. At its pinnacle were the Southern Episcopalians, with Virginians occupying the very top echelon. Sheridan and the other Irish American Catholics from the North ranked far down in the pecking order, an arrangement that was amenable to those on top and resented by those who were not.11

On the West Point parade ground one day in September 1851, at the beginning of Sheridan’s fourth year, a sergeant cadet from Virginia, William Terrill, peremptorily ordered him to “dress,” or step closer to the man beside him. Sheridan, who believed that he was already properly closed up, snapped.

Crying, “God damn you, sir, I’ll run you through!” he charged Terrill with his bayonet lowered. Before Sheridan could make good this threat, however, a dawning awareness of what he was about to do caused him to stop and return to the ranks, where he continued to berate and menace Terrill.

Terrill rightly put Sheridan on report, which only stoked Sheridan’s anger further—precipitating an explosion the next day when Sheridan encountered Terrill on the barracks steps. With a curse, Sheridan clouted Terrill in the head. Terrill fought back. The larger Virginian had the upper hand over the former Pig Foot scrapper when an officer separated them.

After the cadets submitted their respective explanations for the altercation, Sheridan, who admitted to starting the fight, was suspended from West Point for one year. In choosing to suspend rather than expel Sheridan, which he would have been  justified in doing, Superintendent Henry Brewerton taught Sheridan a lesson in self-control that he took to heart during the long months that he spent in Somerset, working at his old job of keeping the books at Finck & Dittoe’s.12

 

SHERIDAN RETURNED TO WEST Point during the summer of 1852 to complete his senior year. His former classmates—who included Slocum; another ex-roommate, George Crook; and Alexander McCook, Sheridan’s future corps commander—had graduated and left for their first postings as commissioned officers. Sheridan joined the 1853 class of James McPherson, John Bell Hood, John Schofield, and Terrill, his nemesis. His new roommate was Joshua Sill, and Robert E. Lee was the new superintendent.

Sheridan was not an exemplary cadet; he graduated in the bottom third of his class with plenty of demerits. But one important lesson stuck with him down the years—an abiding belief in offensive warfare. It was the central lesson of Dennis Hart Mahan’s six-lesson “Science of War” seminar, a springtime pregraduation rite for West Point first classmen.

Mahan, toting the iconic umbrella that he carried in all weathers, spent his entire teaching career at West Point. The cadets nicknamed him “Old Cobbon Sense,” because he emphasized common sense and suffered from a chronic nasal infection.

Mahan’s senior-year class in civil engineering, draftsmanship, military engineering, and the building of permanent and field fortifications was the capstone of a cadet’s academic career. West Point was essentially an engineering school whose top graduates went into the Corps of Engineers, while those in the bottom tier became infantry officers.

In his warfare seminar, Mahan, a devotee of Napoleon and French military theorist Antoine Jomini, literally shaped the antebellum graduates’ tactical and strategic military philosophy. A leader, he said, should make it his object to destroy the enemy’s army and not simply to capture territory. Furthermore, he wrote, war must be carried into the enemy’s homeland to make the civilian population suffer—the very definition of “total war.” Always concentrate one’s forces and attack the enemy’s flanks, Mahan counseled, and then relentlessly pursue him when he is beaten.

“Successful warfare is almost always offensive warfare,” Mahan wrote in his slender booklet with a long title, “Elementary Treatise on Advanced-Guard, Out-Post, and Detachment Service of Troops, and the Manner of Posting and Handling Them in the Presence of the Enemy.” During the coming conflagration, Mahan’s six lessons would become integral to the battle plans of both sides, and his booklet would occupy a place in the saddlebags of both Union and Confederate officers.13

 

HAVING GRADUATED IN THE bottom third of his class, Brevet Second Lieutenant Sheridan did not bother to apply for assignment to a particular branch of the army; he knew he was unlikely to get it. He was sent to the 1st US Infantry at Fort Duncan, Texas, on the Rio Grande. It was a relief to put West Point behind him and to be “looking forward with pleasant anticipation to the life before me.”14

Sheridan reached western Texas in March 1854. On his two-hundred-mile overland journey from Corpus Christi to Fort Duncan, he marveled at the big, open country and its abundant wildlife. In Laredo, he rode out a “blue norther’”—heavy rains followed by three days of strong, northerly winds and piercing cold.

Because of recent Comanche and Lipan raids, Sheridan was sent to Camp La Pena sixty miles east of Fort Duncan for scouting duty with Company D of the 1st Infantry. Throughout the spring and summer, he was on the move almost continually, tracking and chasing small bands of Indians without ever engaging in direct combat.

He made maps, learned some Spanish from the Mexican guide, and trapped and studied the bright-colored birds whose migrations brought them through the Rio Grande Valley. He learned to stalk, kill, butcher, and dress game. He and his hunting companion kept Sheridan’s company supplied with meat.

One of Sheridan’s duties as company subaltern was to ensure that each morning the soldiers drank their ration of pulque. Pressed from the maguey plant and left to ferment in bottles, it was repulsive, vile tasting, and sulfurous smelling. But it inoculated the troops against scurvy in a place where fresh vegetables and fruit were rare. Sheridan learned to gulp it down as quickly as possible.

The soldiers went into winter quarters at Fort Duncan. Sheridan and the other young officers passed many pleasant evenings attending dances across the Rio Grande in Piedras Negras at the home of the Mexican commandant. The commandant’s family invited the town’s upper-class young women to dance with the American officers. Light refreshments were served, and the occasions, wrote Sheridan, were marked by “the greatest decorum.”

In November 1854, Sheridan was promoted to second lieutenant, without the “brevet,” or provisional, designation, and was transferred to the 4th US Infantry in California. The following spring, he left for Fort Reading.15
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MARCH 26, 1856–WASHINGTON TERRITORY—At the bustling Fort Vancouver dock, Second Lieutenant Phil Sheridan and his forty dragoons, with a small iron  naval cannon in tow, were poised to board the steamer Belle and sail up the Columbia River to rescue white settlers barricaded in the Middle Cascades blockhouse. Hundreds of US Army regulars were urgently collecting food, weapons, and clothing, as steamers stood ready to take them upriver. It was reminiscent of Fort Vancouver’s heyday, back when it was an important Hudson’s Bay Company trading center for the upper Oregon Territory.

Indians had massacred seventeen white settlers at the Cascades of the Columbia, midway between the fort and the Dalles’s churning rapids. The survivors had taken refuge in the old military blockhouse at the Middle Cascades.

Nearly all of the Washington Indian tribes, angry over white encroachments on their lands, were on the warpath. Men, women, and children had been murdered in their cabins and settlements.

The previous fall, tribal leaders had ceded the lands and agreed to move to reservations. Under the agreement, whites could not move into the areas until Congress had ratified the treaty. However, the settlers and gold prospectors had not waited. Washington Territory’s governor, Isaac Stevens, had encouraged the flouting of the treaty, declaring the lands open for immediate settlement. When gold was discovered in the Colville mines during the summer of 1855, the rush was on.

As so often happened in the collision of the white and Indian cultures, the tribal leaders had signed the 1855 treaty without their people’s consent, during secret negotiations with Washington Territory leaders. When the tribal members learned about the treaty, they rejected it and warned that there would be a war if whites encroached on their lands.

The Indians killed six miners bound for the Colville goldfields and murdered the Indian agent sent to investigate the deaths. Under a flag of truce, militiamen seized Walla Walla chief Pio Pio Mox Mox, shot him when he tried to escape, scalped him, and cut off his ears. The Walla Wallas, Yakimas, Cayuses, and Umatillas—as well as members of other Washington tribes—donned blue paint and went on the warpath.16

The commander of the US Army’s Northwest Department, Major General John Wool, whose service dated to the War of 1812 and who had led an expedition during the recent Mexican War, blamed the Washington and Oregon territorial governors for starting a war “to promote their own ambitious schemes.” Now, he disgustedly observed, they wanted the army to win the war for them.17

 

THE WIRY, COMPACT SHERIDAN had been on duty in the Pacific Northwest for just seven months. Upon being reassigned to the 4th US Infantry in California,  Sheridan had traveled to New York, where he temporarily commanded a detachment of three hundred recruits at the army fort on Bedloe’s Island before sailing to San Francisco, crossing the Isthmus of Panama in suffocating July heat.

At Fort Reading, California, he was ordered to catch up with an army expedition that had left four days earlier to survey a railroad route between the Sacramento Valley and the Columbia River in the Oregon Territory. He relieved Lieutenant John Bell Hood, a Class of 1853 classmate and future adversary, and assumed command of the expedition leader’s mounted escort. The expedition’s quartermaster was Lieutenant George Crook, a friend and former West Point roommate.18

When the expedition reached the Columbia River, Sheridan was assigned to Major Gabriel Rains’s expedition against the Yakima Indians; they had killed their Indian agent and repulsed a punitive expedition under Major Granville Haller.

Rains’s column, consisting of a small detachment of regulars and Oregon mounted volunteers, did no better. After trailing six hundred Yakima to a ridge, where the Indians taunted the soldiers and made lewd gestures, Sheridan proposed that he lead his dragoons into a canyon behind them while Rains charged the hill with his infantry, trapping the Indians between them—a strategy Sheridan would employ over the years with success.

But the hypercautious Rains rejected the plan, and the Indians continued to mock the soldiers before disappearing into the mountains. After the troopers foundered in the deep snow in futile pursuit, the expedition ended without achieving any of its objectives. Sheridan fumed over Rains’s “incompetency.”19

Sheridan was optimistic as 1856 began, although the Nez Perces, Spokanes, Cascades, Walla Wallas, and Umatillas had now joined the Yakimas on the warpath. Rains was gone, replaced by Colonel George Wright of the 9th Infantry, an able thirty-year veteran. Better still, the twenty-five-year-old Sheridan was leading his first independent command, small though it was, on a rescue mission.20

 

CLOAKED BY THE COLD, early-morning fog on March 27, the Belle deposited Sheridan and his damp dragoons on a narrow neck of land about five miles downriver from the Middle Cascades blockhouse. The runoff-swollen Columbia River had made a peninsula of the shelf of vegetation-clotted dry land, hemmed on one side by a flooded slough and on the other by the river.

Yakima and Cascade Indians were also on the neck of land, Sheridan and his men quickly discovered. The Indians commenced taunting and shooting at the soldiers. With six men, Sheridan advanced under cover of the thick underbrush to determine the Indians’ position and strength.

There was another gust of gunfire, and a bullet nicked Sheridan’s nose and struck a soldier crouched beside him in the neck, severing his carotid artery and spinal cord and spraying blood everywhere. It was Sheridan’s first close brush with death under fire. Buoyed by the kill, the Indians rushed the scouting party, but other soldiers brought up the naval gun and opened fire with solid shot. The Indians withdrew.

All day long, the dragoons and Indians traded gunfire, with neither side able to advance. At nightfall, Sheridan sent the Belle back to Vancouver with his written report on the situation.

After a day’s desultory combat—Sheridan’s first—the blockhouse still lay five miles distant. But rather than wait for a relief force, Sheridan devised a new plan of attack.

Early the next morning, after firing the cannon into the solid wall of green in which the Indians lay hidden, Sheridan and half of his forty dragoons boarded a large Hudson’s Bay bateau brought up on the Belle and crossed to the Columbia’s south shore.

In the middle of the river, just below the blockhouse, lay Bradford’s Island, two miles long and a mile wide. Sheridan planned to row the bateau upriver along the island’s south side, concealed from the Indians on the north shore, and then to cross the river to the blockhouse.

But the south channel was choked with rapids, and Sheridan saw that the bateau would have to be dragged by rope through the rocks and rapids to the smooth water opposite the blockhouse. Sheridan and ten men landed on the island and began hauling the boat upriver by a rope attached to its bow.

It was slow, laborious work—until the soldiers happened upon a camp of Indian squaws. Commanding their silence, so as not to alert the warriors on the river’s north shore, Sheridan and his men forced the squaws to help them pull the boat. “They worked well under compulsion, and manifested no disposition to strike for higher wages,” Sheridan sardonically observed.21

Sheridan and his dragoons landed just below the blockhouse and, anticlimactically, rescued the settlers without further resistance from the Indians. A couple hours later, an army detachment under Lieutenant Colonel Edward Steptoe arrived from Vancouver.

The Cascades on the north shore had fled to the island, while the Yakimas had bolted for the mountains. Sheridan, Steptoe, and their men crossed to the island, formed a skirmish line, and rounded up the Cascades—men, women, and children.

The headmen denied playing any role in the settlers’ massacre or in the battle on the north shore. But when Sheridan lined up all the Indians with their muskets  in hand and checked them for powder residue, he found that all had been fired recently.

Sheridan arrested thirteen of the “principal miscreants.” Colonel Wright convened a drumhead court, which convicted Chief Chimoneth and eight braves of participating in the massacre. They were hanged.22

 

WHILE SHERIDAN AND HIS dragoons were camped near the blockhouse, a frontier guide, Joseph Meek, asked Sheridan whether an Indian named Spencer or his family had passed through the area. They were traveling to Fort Vancouver, where Spencer, an influential, peaceable Chinook chief, was an interpreter and mediator for Colonel Wright.

Meek said that Spencer, believing it safe for his family to travel alone, had gone ahead, but the family had not yet reached Fort Vancouver. Meek glumly remarked that they were probably all dead.

Sheridan and his dragoons began a search and soon found the bodies of the mother and six children. All had been strangled. The bodies were arranged in a semicircle, with short lengths of rope knotted around their necks—except for the baby, around whose neck was looped a red silk handkerchief, probably taken from the mother.

The killers, Sheridan surmised, were probably whites avenging the deaths of their relatives during the recent settler massacres. He never forgot what he saw that day.23

 

IN HIS GENERAL ORDERS No. 14, General in Chief Winfield Scott recounted the successful Cascades campaign and “the gallant conduct of the troops, under, in most cases, circumstances of great hardship and privation.” He added, “Second Lieutenant Philip H. Sheridan, Fourth Infantry, is specially mentioned for his gallantry.” In his first combat, Sheridan had displayed initiative, bravery, and a knack for improvisation.24

In 1857, the army and the militia got the upper hand in the Yakima War, and the tribes were compelled to cede enormous tracts of land west of the Cascade Mountains. The massacres and revenge killings had blighted the countryside. A traveler to the Washington coast in 1857 observed deserted, ruined homes and desolate fields.25

 

GENERAL WOOL SENT SHERIDAN and his dragoons to Fort Yamhill to prod the 1,500 Indians on the Grande Ronde reservation in Oregon’s Coastal Range to adopt an agrarian life. For the next four years, the reservation was Sheridan’s home base.

The Oregon Indian tribes had submitted tamely to the whites, except for the Rogue River bands, which refused to abandon their hunting-and-gathering ways. Sheridan and his men tried to persuade them at least to give up their self-destructive traditions, such as honoring the dead by destroying the deceased’s possessions and killing their horses on their graves. Another tradition permitted a family to kill a medicine doctor if a relative died under his care.

One day, a band of Rogue River Indians murdered a medicine woman on Fort Yamhill’s parade ground after her patient died. Sheridan met with the Indians—by now, he was fluent in Chinook, the coastal tribes’ lingua franca—and demanded that they give up the sixteen men who had each fired a bullet into the woman’s body. The tribe refused. During the unsuccessful parley, someone stole Sheridan’s pistol.

That night, Sheridan and fifty troopers raided the Indians’ camp and captured the chief. Sheridan threatened to kill him unless his tribesmen handed over the sixteen men. They surrendered the killers, and Sheridan placed all of them in chains. There were no further clashes between the Rogue River Indians and Sheridan’s men.26

Sheridan now had time to enjoy coastal Oregon’s beauty. He described watching squaws and their children gathering crabs at night on the beach at Yaquina Bay. With a torch in one hand and a sharp stick in the other, they impaled the crabs and deposited them in baskets that they carried on their backs. “The reflection by the water of the light from the many torches,” wrote Sheridan, “with the movement of the Indians while at work, formed a weird and diverting picture of which we were never tired.”27

And then there was Sidnayoh—her white friends called her Frances—the daughter of a Willamette Valley Indian chief and Sheridan’s lover in Oregon. Sidnayoh never forgot Sheridan and even traveled to Washington, DC, after the Civil War to see him. However, Sheridan evidently made it clear that their romance was over; when she returned to Oregon, Sidnayoh married a Canadian trapper. In early 1869, Sheridan declined President-elect Ulysses Grant’s appointment to the army’s Pacific Northwest District command, citing “many reasons, some of which are personal.”28

 

WHEN THE CIVIL WAR began in April 1861, Sheridan and his fellow officers watched the developments 3,000 miles away with sharp interest. Several Southern officers left the 4th Infantry to join the Confederate army, part of an exodus of Southerners throughout the US Army.

A wave of promotions swept the ranks, much to the relief of the remaining Union officers. Sheridan, who had spent eight years as a second lieutenant, became a first lieutenant and then, three months later, a captain. While his regiment was  ordered east, Sheridan remained at Fort Yamhill, awaiting the arrival of his replacement, Captain James Archer of the 9th US Infantry.

But when Archer arrived, Sheridan refused to relinquish command to him, believing that his sympathies lay with the Confederacy and that he might commit “some rebellious act.” Indeed, Archer resigned his commission and left Fort Yamhill in July to join the Rebels. Sheridan remained in charge until September, when another captain—who convinced Sheridan of his fealty to the Union—relieved him.

Eager to get in on the fighting, Sheridan headed east.29

 

HIS PATRIOTISM, SHERIDAN WROTE, “was untainted by politics, nor had it been disturbed by any discussion of the questions out of which the war grew.” To friends and neighbors whom he visited in Somerset on the way to his new duty station in St. Louis, he said, “This country is too great and good to be destroyed.”30

In November 1861, he reported to the 13th US Infantry, commanded by Brigadier General William Tecumseh Sherman, whose courtship more than a decade earlier Sheridan had covertly watched.

But no sooner had Sheridan reached Jefferson Barracks, Missouri, than the Department of the Missouri’s new commanding general, Major General Henry Halleck, assigned him to audit the department’s disordered ledgers. Millions of dollars were unaccounted for at the end of the chaotic hundred-day command of Halleck’s predecessor, Major General John C. Fremont.

Fremont had built up his command and raised an ironclad fleet on the Mississippi River, but he had also run up shocking costs and quarreled with—and even jailed—his patron, Frank Blair, the brother of Postmaster General Montgomery Blair. Fremont’s “emancipation proclamation” for the states that he administered—Missouri, Iowa, Minnesota, Illinois, Arkansas, and western Kentucky—was too much for President Abraham Lincoln, who demanded that Fremont withdraw it. When Fremont refused and the Blairs then leveled serious charges against him, Lincoln fired Fremont on October 7, 1861.31

Fremont’s chief quartermaster, Brigadier General Justus McKinstry, was in jail when Sheridan reached Jefferson Barracks. McKinstry and his agents had overcharged the government for building materials, horses, clothing, and other goods, pocketing huge sums of money without Fremont’s knowledge.

Sheridan joined an army committee trying to find out where the money had gone. It was just one of three committees sifting through the Fremont department books, the others being a congressional subcommittee and President Lincoln’s three-man Commission on the Debts of the Western Division.

“The duty was not distasteful,” Sheridan wrote, “and I felt that I was qualified to undertake it.” Indeed, Sheridan’s familiarity with quartermaster and commissary  paperwork, together with his Finck & Dittoe’s bookkeeping experience, undoubtedly had recommended him to Halleck for the job.

When Sheridan and the other investigators finished their work, McKinstry was court-martialed, convicted of fraud, and dismissed from the army.32

 

HALLECK GAVE SHERIDAN A new assignment: chief commissary and chief quartermaster of the Army of the Southwest. Its commander, Brigadier General Samuel Curtis, was assembling troops and supplies for a campaign to drive Confederate major general Earl Van Dorn’s army from southwestern Missouri.

Sheridan was an extremely efficient, if ruthless, commissary quartermaster. A staff officer described him as “a modest quiet little man” with a forceful personality and “vitalizing energy.” As the army marched toward a major clash with Van Dorn’s Rebels at Pea Ridge, along the way Sheridan built mills where his men threshed corn and wheat. And all over southern Missouri, Sheridan’s commissary agents purchased grain, produce, and livestock from the region’s often hostile, pro-Confederate farmers.

Sheridan paid fair prices, but he also dealt harshly with uncooperative growers who claimed they had nothing to give the Yankees—by coercing them to reveal hiding places. Decades later, Colonel Grenville Dodge of the 4th Iowa Infantry would write that the brutal methods employed to obtain this information from these holdouts “would astonish those of our people who have been so horrified at the mild persuasions used for similar purposes in the Philippines.”33

When Sheridan discovered that some troopers were stealing horses from civilians and selling them to the commissary department, he seized the horses as captured property, branded them with “US” markings, and refused to pay for them. An assistant quartermaster in on the scam circulated a false report that Sheridan was withholding money that the foragers had earned honestly. Without first looking into the matter, Curtis, preoccupied with the Battle of Pea Ridge—an important victory that gave the Union control of Missouri—ordered Sheridan to pay the men.

Sheridan refused. “No authority can compel me to jayhawk or steal. If those under my supervision are allowed to do so, I respectfully ask the general to relieve me from duty in this District.” Curtis’s staff drew up charges against Sheridan, alleging disobedience of orders and neglect of duty. Sheridan promptly turned to Halleck, and the general sent orders for Sheridan to report to St. Louis. The charges were never preferred—they were pronounced “nil-void” in August 1862.34

“Forlorn and disheartened at the turn affairs had been taken,” Sheridan wrote, he returned to St. Louis. Halleck gave him no time to brood, sending him north to buy horses for the army. In Wisconsin and Illinois, he bought four hundred mounts and shipped them downriver.

 

SHERIDAN WAS IN CHICAGO when he learned that a bloody battle had been fought at Shiloh (Hebrew for “place of peace”) in southwestern Tennessee on April 6 and 7. He left immediately for St. Louis, hoping to get into the fighting that was continuing in Mississippi.35

Caught by surprise and apparently beaten on the battle’s first day, Major General Ulysses Grant’s Army of the Tennessee, reinforced during the night by 30,000 troops from Major General Don Carlos Buell’s Army of the Ohio, had won a narrow victory on the second day. Calls for Grant’s removal were met by President Lincoln’s declaration, “I can’t spare this man; he fights.”36

When Sheridan reached St. Louis, Halleck was not there. He was on his way to Shiloh to take personal command of the Armies of the Mississippi, Tennessee, and Ohio that were massing for an offensive in Mississippi.

Sheridan persuaded the commander’s assistant adjutant general, Colonel John Kelton, to give him an assignment in Mississippi. Kelton drafted orders for Sheridan to report to Halleck, and Sheridan hitched a ride down the Mississippi on a hospital boat bound for Pittsburg Landing.

“This I consider the turning-point in my military career, and shall always feel grateful to Colonel Kelton for his kindly act which so greatly influenced my future,” Sheridan later wrote in his Personal Memoirs.37

 

A YEAR AFTER GENERAL P. T. G. Beauregard’s batteries fired on Fort Sumter, Captain Phil Sheridan at last reached the war zone. But he was again disappointed in his hope of joining a combat unit. Halleck sent him to Colonel George Thom, his chief topographical engineer, who gave Sheridan the unglamorous job of building corduroy roads across the swampy bottomlands between the supply depot at Pittsburg Landing and the front near Corinth, Mississippi. By Sheridan’s own admission, “it was rough, hard work, without much chance of reward, but it was near the field of active operations, and I determined to do the best I could at it till opportunity for something better might arise.”

Such an opportunity soon presented itself. While Halleck labored mightily to supply his army of 100,000, his headquarters camp was in bad straits—poorly sited and provisioned. At the suggestion of one of Halleck’s staff officers, Sheridan was assigned to fix the camp’s problems. Conditions rapidly improved, thanks to Sheridan’s knack for creating order. Everyone, including Sheridan, was happy with the changes. “My stay at General Halleck’s headquarters was exceedingly agreeable,” he wrote.

The great benefit of Sheridan’s assignment to the army’s headquarters was the regular access he now had to all of the Mississippi army’s important figures. It moved  Sheridan out of the army’s shadows, where he had toiled for eight long years, into the bright light where decisions and careers were made.38

In his unoccupied hours, Sheridan went to the front to watch Brigadier General Sherman’s men skirmish with the Rebels. Sheridan and Sherman discovered that, besides their common Ohio backgrounds and Sheridan’s acquaintance with Sherman’s in-laws, the Ewings, they had other qualities in common: their eloquent profanity, their loquaciousness when among friends, and their passion for order.

Sherman understood what Sheridan had been through in Missouri. In Kentucky, Sherman was relieved of command by Buell due to newspaper reports alleging that he was unstable and possibly deranged. Sent to Halleck, Sherman was given a division—one of those driven back during Shiloh’s first day. Nonetheless, Halleck retained confidence in Sherman.39

Sherman was eleven years older than Sheridan, and he took a big-brotherly liking to the younger man. Would Sheridan be interested in a field command with an Ohio regiment if Sherman could arrange it? Of course, this was the very thing that Sheridan wanted. But Ohio governor David Tod appointed someone else.

Sheridan’s name remained in circulation, however. Brigadier General Gordon Granger, the Army of the Mississippi’s cavalry corps commander, recommended Sheridan to Michigan governor Austin Blair while visiting his state’s volunteer regiments. Blair was seeking a regular army officer to lead the 2nd Michigan Cavalry.

On May 27, 1862, Captain Russell Alger, a former Michigan governor, delivered a telegram to Sheridan informing him that he had been appointed commander of the 2nd Michigan Cavalry. Thrilled with his first field command, Sheridan persuaded Halleck to waive the usual War Department clearance so that he could join his new regiment immediately.

Sheridan set out with Alger and the regiment’s quartermaster for the 2nd Michigan, which was poised to mount a raid near Rebel-held Corinth. As he rode away from Halleck’s headquarters camp, Sheridan wore the coat and trousers of an infantry captain, but on his shoulders rested a pair of well-used colonel’s epaulets given to him by General Granger.

That very night, Sheridan embarked on his first raid of the war with his new command.40

 

CORINTH WAS HALLECK’S OBJECTIVE as he inched his massive army southward for seven weeks—digging, digging at every stopping point. “Old Brains,” as Halleck’s men nicknamed him because he was a lawyer, author, and military theorist and had helped write California’s constitution, was a brilliant administrator but an obsessively cautious field commander. At last, his grumbling, sweating men scooped  out trenches on the northern edge of the railroad hub in anticipation of a siege—and a climactic, possibly war-ending battle.

But when the Union army finally entered Corinth on May 30, the Yankees found only deserted works, dummy guns, and even wooden cannoneers with mocking grins painted on their faces; the Rebels had slipped away to Tupelo, fifty miles to the south. Halleck pronounced it a great victory and sent Major General John Pope and his Army of the Mississippi after the Rebels.41

 

SHERIDAN’S 2ND MICHIGAN RODE east, almost into Alabama. With the 2nd Iowa Cavalry, the other regiment in Colonel Washington Elliott’s cavalry brigade, it captured Iuka. The brigade then seized Booneville, twenty-two miles south of Corinth, and destroyed the tracks of the Mobile and Ohio Railroad, preventing the retreating Confederates from using it.

As the Rebels approached Booneville on their way to Tupelo, the Union cavalrymen repelled an attack by enemy mounted troops, capturing five hundred prisoners. They burned twenty-six railroad cars and their contents, about 10,000 small arms, and three cannons. Sheridan’s regiment and the Iowans then joined in Pope’s pursuit, clashing often with the withdrawing Confederates.42

On June 11, when Colonel Elliott was promoted to brigadier general and became Pope’s chief of staff, Sheridan became the brigade’s commander—just two weeks after joining the 2nd Michigan. “Whenever my authority would permit I saved my command from needless sacrifices and unnecessary toil,” he wrote. “Therefore, when hard or daring work was to be done, I expected the heartiest response, and always got it.”43

 

ON JULY I, COLONEL Phil Sheridan and his cavalry brigade awaited the Confederates in the wilting heat outside Booneville. Scouts had reported that 5,000 Rebel cavalrymen led by Brigadier General James Chalmers were swarming up two roads that converged southwest of Booneville.

Just north of the junction, Sheridan and his 820 men guarded the southern approaches to Corinth. He recognized that his men, outnumbered five to one, must make a supreme effort if they hoped to withstand the Rebel attacks, much less prevail.

In a matter of minutes, his pickets were falling back and firing at two Rebel regiments advancing on either side of the road. After dismounting, the Confederates occupied strong positions north of the junction. Sheridan sent Captain Archibald Campbell and the rest of the 2nd Michigan to reinforce his pickets and positioned the 2nd Iowa behind Campbell.

He informed the cavalry reserve commander, Brigadier General Alexander Asboth, who was in Rienzi, ten miles from Sheridan, that Chalmers had eight regiments, and Sheridan’s two regiments needed support, particularly artillery. “Let me have them at once, if it is possible,” he wrote.44

The Rebels attacked Campbell across an open field, their eerie, keening cry sending shivers down the spines of the Union cavalrymen. The Yankees waited until the attackers were thirty yards away before driving them off with heavy fire from their Colt revolving rifles, which could fire six shots without reloading but were prone to powder fires.

Chalmers’s cavalrymen attacked Campbell’s flanks, forcing him to withdraw to a stronger position. Then, they mounted another frontal assault. There were too many of them, and this time the Rebels overran Campbell’s position. During the brutish hand-to-hand combat, the Yankees fended off the Rebels with rifle butts. The 2nd Iowa rushed to the 2nd Michigan’s assistance, and together they repelled the attack.

The roar of small arms fire subsided, and there was a lull in the fighting as Chalmers prepared to launch a strong attack on the brigade’s left flank. Sheridan knew that he must act quickly; his brigade faced annihilation. He asked the cavalry division headquarters for two battalions, along with artillery and infantry. “I have been holding a large force of the enemy—prisoners say ten regiments—all day, and am considerably cut up.”

At the same time, Sheridan was also making an offensive plan to defeat the Rebels with just his small force. In his Personal Memoirs, Sheridan wrote, “My standing in drawing at the Military Academy had never been so high as to warrant the belief that I could ever prove myself an expert.” But at West Point he had learned how to make rough maps; he had notebooks full of them.

He had in fact drawn a map of Booneville and the surrounding countryside. It was about to come in handy as he prepared to put into practice the overriding principle taught in Dennis Mahan’s “Science of War” class: “Successful warfare is almost always offensive warfare.” Attack the flanks, Mahan had said, and pursue the enemy until he was beaten.45

On his map, Sheridan noted that a meandering woodmen’s road looped around the Rebels’ left flank. A small mounted force might slip down that road, get around Chalmers, and strike his rear—while Sheridan simultaneously launched a frontal attack. Only by making such “a bold and radical change in our tactics,” thought Sheridan, could his brigade beat the heavy odds against it.

He selected four saber companies—cavalrymen who fought principally on horseback. Two were from the 2nd Michigan, and two were from the 2nd Iowa, for a  total of ninety-two men. Captain Russell Alger, the former Michigan governor, was ill and resting in his tent when Sheridan asked him to lead the flank attack. Alger eagerly consented. Sheridan directed him to follow the woodmen’s road until it joined a road about three miles from Booneville, turn up it immediately, and charge in column formation, employing it as a battering ram to pierce the Rebels’ rear.

It would take about an hour for Alger’s men to get into position. They should cheer loudly when they attacked, said Sheridan, so that the rest of the brigade could launch its assault on the enemy’s main force. The element of surprise, he believed, would swing the prospects for victory in his favor.

He assigned to Alger a “thin, sallow, tawny-haired Mississippian” named Breene, whom Sheridan had used as a guide and who knew all of the backcountry roads. Sheridan did not attempt to downplay the great risk involved. It would be the sort of “quick and desperate work that is usually imposed on a forlorn hope,” he told Alger.46

Sheridan moved all 730 of his remaining men into his front line, where the fighting was steady and sharp as the Confederates pressed his brigade’s left flank. An hour passed, and no cheering from Alger’s men reached Sheridan’s ears.

Unwilling to wait any longer, he ordered his men to attack.47

At nearly that very instant, as the 6,000 men in the opposing armies braced for a bloody collision, they heard a whistle announcing the arrival of a train in Booneville. It was a locomotive and two railcars filled with grain for the Yankees’ horses. But Sheridan’s men, knowing that he had earlier sent a courier requesting reinforcements, believed that reinforcements had arrived from Rienzi. They let loose a wild cheer and charged the Rebel line with abandon.

Seeing that the misperception might indeed also serve the purpose of demoralizing the Rebels, the quick-thinking Sheridan sped instructions to the train engineer to blow the whistle loudly and repeatedly. “This stratagem,” Sheridan wrote afterward, worked beautifully; the Confederate line began to disintegrate in confusion before Sheridan’s small force.

This was not the doing of the train whistle alone, though. Alger’s men had struck the rear of the Confederate lines just as the brigade launched its frontal attack. Either because of distance or the train whistle’s shrieks, their cheering had not carried to the brigade’s lines. Yet the two attacks occurred almost simultaneously, just as Sheridan had planned, and the Rebels stampeded. The Yankees pursued them for four miles.

Sheridan finally got a reply to the stream of dispatches he had been sending to headquarters without receiving any acknowledgment. The reply was an order for him to fall back.

Sheridan quickly wrote out an answer: “I have driven the enemy back and hurt them badly. I do not see any necessity of falling back.” He sent another dispatch a  short time later: “I will not want any infantry supports; I have whipped the enemy to-day.”

With just one man lost, Sheridan had defeated a much larger enemy force and killed sixty-five Rebel cavalrymen in his first battle leading an independent command.48

 

MAJOR GENERAL WILLIAM ROSECRANS, who had succeeded Pope as Army of the Mississippi commander, issued an order complimenting Sheridan. In a telegram to Halleck, now in Washington, DC, where he was the army’s commanding general, Rosecrans wrote, “More cavalry massed under such an officer would be of great use to us. Sheridan ought to be made a brigadier.”49

On July 3, Generals Gordon Granger, Horatio Wright, and Alexander Asboth added their endorsements in another dispatch to Halleck: “Brigadiers scarce; good ones scarcer. The undersigned urge the promotion of Sheridan. He is worth his weight in gold. He would not make a stampeding general.”50

Sheridan was busy patrolling the scorching-hot Mississippi woods in order to divine the intentions of Major General Braxton Bragg, the new Rebel commander in Tupelo. On July 28, a detachment from Sheridan’s brigade raided Ripley and seized a cache of Confederate letters left behind by the fleeing 26th Alabama.

As he sifted through the letters, Sheridan spotted a piece of valuable intelligence: the Rebels were planning to send a large army to discourage Buell from marching on Chattanooga. He forwarded the information up the command chain. It was intelligence of “immense value,” wrote Rosecrans, who added his name to those lobbying for Sheridan’s promotion.51

 

ON SEPTEMBER 13, HALLECK confirmed Sheridan’s promotion to brigadier, effective July 1, the day of his Booneville victory. Sheridan had risen to the rank of general just weeks after being promoted from captain to colonel.

Orders arrived for Sheridan, his brigade, and the rest of Granger’s division to join Buell’s Army of the Ohio in Louisville. Bragg had successfully diverted Buell from his supposed designs on Chattanooga and marched into Kentucky, where his army threatened to shatter the state’s shaky allegiance to the Union and lay open the entire Ohio River valley.

Before leaving Mississippi, Sheridan was presented with a new horse by Captain Campbell of the 2nd Michigan. The jet-black, three-year-old gelding stood seventeen hands high and was said to possess extraordinary stamina.

Sheridan named the horse Rienzi, for the Mississippi town near Booneville where he had recently skirmished with the Rebels. For the rest of the war, Sheridan would ride Rienzi in every campaign and battle. Henry Greiner, Sheridan’s lifelong friend, wrote that its “favorite gait was a swinging pace from which she [sic] would go if  urged by word, or the bridge rein into a rack, or canter, always with the ease of a cradle and the grace of an antelope.”52

 

SHERIDAN WAS IN CORINTH to entrain with his brigade for Kentucky when he encountered Major General Ulysses Grant, who was disconsolately watching some of his best troops ship out. Grant was unhappy to see Sheridan’s brigade leaving too. “He was much hurt at the inconsiderate way in which his command was being depleted,” Sheridan wrote.

Sheridan was eager to go to Kentucky, because he knew he would see action there. He made it clear to Grant—”somewhat emphatically, I fear”—that he did not want him to attempt to keep Sheridan’s unit in Mississippi.

Grant later wrote that while he was sorry to see Sheridan leave, “his departure was probably fortunate, for he rendered distinguished service in his new field.”53






CHAPTER 2

Stones River

SEPTEMBER 1862–SEPTEMBER 1863

My division, alone and unbroken, made a gallant stand to protect the right flank of our army. . . . . My troops gave time for a rearrangement of our lines.

—SHERIDAN, IN HIS BATTLE REPORT1



DECEMBER 3I, 1862, 2 A.M.–STONES RIVER, TENNESSEE—Cold rain had soaked the central Tennessee woods all day long, but it had finally stopped when Phil Sheridan was awakened from a brief slumber in his tent. Sheridan sat on the edge of his cot, fully awake, studying the worried face of his 1st Brigade commander, Brigadier General Joshua Sill, his former West Point roommate and friend.

Hours earlier, just after nightfall, the regimental bands had serenaded the 43,000 men of the Army of the Cumberland with “Yankee Doodle” and “Hail Columbia.” The Southern bands in the 37,000-man Army of the Tennessee barely a quarter mile away, in a cedar grove on the other side of an open cotton field, had riposted with “Dixie” and “Bonnie Blue Flag.”

Then a band had struck up “Home Sweet Home.” All the musicians, Yankee and Rebel alike, had joined in, with soldiers on both sides singing along, many of them choking up over the words “There’s no place like home.”2

Methodical and precise as always, Sheridan had met with his three brigade commanders to review the offensive planned for just after dawn on the far left of the Union line. Sheridan’s 3rd Division and the two other divisions of Major General Alexander McCook’s right wing were to play only a peripheral role, while the left wing, led by Major General Thomas L. Crittenden, folded back Braxton Bragg’s right and got behind the Rebel center. At the same time, Major General George Thomas, commanding the Union center, would attack the Confederate center, sandwiching the Rebels between him and Crittenden.3

It had all sounded reasonable enough in the orders issued by Major General William Rosecrans, the Army of the Cumberland’s commander. Sheridan planned to have his men up and ready for action by daybreak.

What no one in Rosecrans’s army knew was that Bragg had made an identical battle plan—to strike the Union right with his left wing. Bragg’s assault was planned for about the same time as Rosecrans’s attack. If Bragg and Rosecrans attacked simultaneously, in theory they might twirl around like two dancers. In practice, something entirely different would occur.4

In Sheridan’s tent, Sill told Sheridan that Confederate infantry and artillery had been moving along his front all night long. He believed that Bragg was massing troops for an attack on the Union right—the sector where no offensive action was planned that morning. Sheridan rode with Sill to the lines and listened. After a few minutes, he told Sill that General McCook needed to be informed.5

At McCook’s headquarters, Sheridan and Sill awakened their commander and described the incessant rumble of artillery and the tramp of infantry that they had heard along their front. Clearly, they expected to receive orders to ready their men for a possible Rebel assault.

But McCook was unconcerned. In just five hours, he told them, the Rebels would be too busy trying to fend off Crittenden’s attack on their own right to attempt an attack on the Union right. McCook was confident that Sheridan’s division and his corps’s two other divisions, commanded by Brigadier Generals R. W. Johnson and Jefferson C. Davis, could handle anything the Confederates threw at him. There was no need for further measures, said McCook. He sent Sheridan and Sill away.6

 

MCCOOK HAD NOT ALLAYED their concerns. Sheridan decided to ready his 5,000-man division, at least, in case the Confederates confounded McCook’s expectations by attacking the Union right.

Sheridan awakened his regimental commanders and gave each the same message: feed your men and have them in battle formation before daylight. He sent two reserve regiments to reinforce Sill’s brigade.7

The 3rd Division was under arms and standing in ranks when the camps of Generals Davis and Johnson were just stirring to life. Across the valley, in the enemy camp in the black cedar grove opposite Sheridan’s division, where there had been cheerful fires and band music hours before, followed by the sound of marching men, an unnatural hush reigned.

 

IN THE CREPUSCULAR PREDAWN light, a fog arose from the soaked ground that lay between the armies. It thickened with dawn’s approach.

And then, at 7:15, before the Union left wing’s scheduled attack on Bragg’s right flank, there emerged from the fog two long, dense battle lines of butternut troops, incongruously heralded by a wave of flushed jackrabbits that scampered over the cotton fields. Eerily silent, the Rebels advanced steadily, with a firm tread, colors flying, the dark host conducting itself “as if on the parade ground.”

Advancing upon Sheridan’s men was Major General J. M. Withers’s division of Lieutenant General Leonidas Polk’s corps; to Sheridan’s right, Lieutenant General William Hardee’s 10,000-man corps was tidally surging toward Davis’s and Johnson’s camps, where the troops were unconcernedly making coffee and breakfast. The Rebels had risen early and gotten ready for action without any sustenance except whiskey, to fortify them for the daredevil feat of charging an armed enemy across open ground.8

As Sheridan’s men watched from good defensive positions amid jumbled rock slabs and thick-growing cedars riddled with holes and fissures, the Rebels lowered their bayonets. When they were about one hundred yards away, they began jogging toward the Union lines with their keening cry.

Three of Sheridan’s batteries shredded the Confederate column, but it did not stop. Fifty yards from Sheridan’s lines, Colonel Francis Sherman, who commanded the 88th Illinois in Sill’s brigade, ordered his infantrymen to fire, aiming low. They rose to one knee and loosed a volley from their charged muskets. The Rebels wavered, as though they had met a strong wind, and then resumed their double-quick-time approach.

Reloading, Sherman’s men riddled the Rebel column with a second volley. Some of the Confederates flung themselves to the ground and tried to fire back. Sherman ordered a counterattack, and the bluecoats repulsed the Rebels—but not for long, and not without heavy loss. Among those killed was General Sill, shot in the head while leading his men.

Withers attacked twice more, failing to break Sheridan’s lines both times. Sheridan “was everywhere present in the thickest of the battle,” wrote Sherman. His men recognized him at a glance, with his uniform coat buttoned to his throat and his trademark flat-brimmed hat clamped on his distinctive bullet-shaped head.

As nearly 20,000 Rebel troops crashed into the right wing’s three divisions, Sheridan prowled his lines, shouting encouragement. On this day, as would always be the case during combat, Sheridan was energy incarnate; a newspaper correspondent wrote that he was “more than magnetic, he was electric.”9

 

WHILE SHERIDAN’S DIVISION WAS repelling the first Confederate attacks by Withers’s troops, Hardee’s onslaught caught Johnson’s division of McCook’s right wing completely unprepared. When the Rebels struck, the Yankees were shaving, boiling coffee, and cooking bacon. Their arms were stacked and unloaded.

Hardee’s corps slammed into them before they could react; a Rebel private compared the Confederates’ swooping attack to “a whirl-a-gust of woodpeckers in a hail storm.” For some of McCook’s veterans, the overwhelming assault bore a nightmarish resemblance to Hardee’s triumphant attack at Shiloh nine months earlier—as on this day, it had come in the early morning and from the south. Some of them even shouted, “Shiloh!”10

Johnson’s division crumbled, abandoning its frontline batteries because there was no time to bring them into action. Hardee’s tough veterans wheeled to their right and plowed into Davis’s division, driving it, too, back in wild disarray. In the now chaotic camps of McCook’s men, the storming Rebels snatched up food cooking in frying pans and killed Yankees still in their nightclothes inside their tents. One Union soldier was shot dead while clutching his coffeepot.11

Sheridan’s division had stood its ground during the attack, but the rout of Johnson’s and Davis’s divisions exposed its right flank and rear. Sheridan hastily swung his division to the right, like a door on a hinge, placing it on a new line perpendicular to his initial position.

Hardee’s corps surged toward the Nashville Pike, hoping to cut off Nashville, the Union operations base, from Rosecrans’s army. It would be an enormous strategic accomplishment, for if Nashville then fell into Confederate hands, the way into Kentucky might be reopened for Bragg’s Army of the Tennessee, possibly all the way to the Ohio River. It would expiate Bragg’s indecently swift withdrawal from Kentucky after the confused Battle of Perryville three months earlier.12

McCook’s two shattered divisions retreated pell-mell for three miles. The panicked troops poured through the Union regiments in the center. It was “a yelling mob, officers weeping or swearing, soldiers demoralized and shivering,” wrote Captain Henry Castle. Another observer, Henry Freeman, saw “men retiring with guns, and men without their guns; men limping, others holding up their blood-stained arms and hands. . . . . Riderless horses dashed out of the woods . . . . ran for a distance, and stopped and stared back at the tumult.”13

 

TWO FRESH DIVISIONS FROM Polk’s corps now attacked Sheridan—Irish-born Major General Patrick Cleburne’s division targeting his flank and Major General Benjamin Cheatham’s division attacking frontally—to make a clean sweep of McCook’s right wing. Low on ammunition, Sheridan’s division slowly fell back. During a two-hour fighting retreat, Sheridan’s men joined Brigadier General James Negley’s division from George Thomas’s center corps in new positions.

Sheridan placed Colonel George Roberts’s brigade at right angles to Negley’s men. The brigades of Colonel Nicholas Greusel—Sill’s replacement—and Colonel Frederick Schaefer were then put at right angles to Roberts’s brigade, forming an inverted “U,” with Sheridan’s artillery in the center. Along the Wilkinson Pike, on a limestone ridge, amid sinkholes and rock outcrops, screened by a dense cedar brake, Sheridan faced Hardee’s and Polk’s advancing corps, determined to prevent them from reaching the Nashville Pike.14

 

WHEN ROSECRANS LEARNED THAT his right wing had been crushed by Bragg’s surprise attack, he suspended the offensive against the Rebel right wing and sent two divisions from his left running to try to staunch the breakthrough. But he knew they wouldn’t reach the front in time to stop the Rebels.

Informed that Sheridan’s bloodied division had survived the attack and in fact occupied a strong position between the Confederates and the chaotic Union lines, Rosecrans told Sheridan that he must, at all costs, hold his position to give the rest of the Army of the Cumberland time to establish new defensive positions. Sheridan understood the import of Rosecrans’s words: “It would probably require a sacrifice of my command.”15

 

OUTNUMBERED TWO TO ONE, Sheridan and his men hunkered down among rocks and cedar logs and made one of the great stands of the war. Hardee’s corps assaulted Sheridan’s right, and the Rebels “seemed . . . . present on every side.”

But Sheridan occupied a strong position, although his and Hardee’s batteries lay just two hundred yards apart. The Rebels attacked, yelling, across an open field, and the Yankee gunners cut them to pieces. “Men fell around on every side like autumn leaves,” wrote Lieutenant Colonel J. J. Scales of the 30th Mississippi, “and every foot of soil over which we passed seemed [dyed] with the life blood” of his men.16

“For the first time since daylight, General Hardee was seriously checked in the turning movement he had begun,” wrote Sheridan.

The Rebels attacked a second and third time—also without success. Sheridan’s division was hemorrhaging; about one-third of his men were wounded or dead,  among them another brigade commander, Colonel Roberts, followed by Roberts’s replacement, Colonel Fazilo Harrington.

During ninety minutes of intensive combat, in which Rebel troops with glittering bayonets battled to within a few feet of Sheridan’s lines, his 3rd Division stood off three Confederate divisions.17

There was a lull, as the two sides assessed the shocking bloodletting. Sheridan discovered that two of his three brigades had no ammunition and that the Confederates had captured the right wing’s ammunition train. He would have to withdraw.

Sheridan ordered his men to fix bayonets and to counterattack if the Rebels launched an assault during the division’s withdrawal. Roberts’s brigade fired the last of its ammunition as Sheridan’s troops slowly retreated toward the Nashville Pike, where Rosecrans’s divisions from the center and left had dug in.

Under heavy fire, Sheridan’s depleted division, blackened by powder, blood streaked, and bandaged, withdrew through the cedar brake. Eight guns had to be abandoned because no horses were alive to pull them—eighty lay sprawled dead on the ridge—and the gunners were unable to manhandle the guns over the rocky ground.18

At the pike, Rosecrans encountered Sheridan, his face flushed and powder smudged, swearing wonderfully as he directed the orderly withdrawal. A devout Catholic, the commanding general admonished Sheridan to watch his language. “Remember,” warned Rosecrans, “the first bullet may send you to eternity,” where Sheridan would have to answer for his profanity.

Sheridan protested that he couldn’t help it. Pointing to the bloodied, powder-smudged men filing past them, he said they were all that remained of his division. Sheridan had lost 1,600 of his 4,100 men.19

 

THE EPIC STAND BY Sheridan’s 3rd Division saved Rosecrans’s army from destruction. Sheridan’s and Sill’s alertness and preparations during the predawn hours enabled them to repel the initial Rebel onslaught and retain unit cohesion. The sole intact division in McCook’s right wing, the 3rd Division had then delayed the Rebels two hours so that the Army of the Cumberland could establish a strong defensive line along the Nashville Pike. “My division, alone and unbroken, made a gallant stand to protect the right flank of our army. . . . . My troops gave time for a rearrangement of our lines,” Sheridan proudly wrote in his battle report.

Given no time to rest, the 3rd Division obtained fresh ammunition just as four Confederate formations marched toward the pike. Rosecrans sent Sheridan’s men to support General Thomas Wood’s division—one of the two that Rosecrans had moved from his left wing to stop the Confederate juggernaut. It was now under attack. “Shot and shell that came in torrents” met Sheridan’s division as it took its place in the line and then helped drive off the Rebel attack. Here, Sheridan lost the last of his original brigade commanders, Colonel Schaefer.

Expecting yet another attack, Sheridan massed his troops in close formation and ordered them to hug the ground. The assault never came, but his division was heavily shelled. “The torments of this trying situation were almost unbearable,” Sheridan wrote. Twenty more men died during the bombardment.20

Sheridan joined Rosecrans as he supervised the reorganization of his line. The Rebel gunners took aim on the mounted group of officers. A round of solid shot suddenly took off the head of one of Rosecrans’s staff officers, Colonel Julius Garesché, spattering blood on Rosecrans, Sheridan, and some other officers. The headless body rode on twenty paces, until the horse pulled up and the corpse slid to the ground. Even after witnessing carnage all day long, Sheridan and the other officers were horrified by the death of the dedicated twenty-one-year army veteran, described as “half mystic, half saint.”

There was no time to mourn though. “We cannot help it,” Rosecrans told his officers. “Let us push on; the battle must be won.” Rosecrans later clipped the buttons from his bloody coat and put them in an envelope labeled “Buttons I wore the day Garesché was killed.”21

The Confederate divisions now attacked the Union left, in the hope that it might be turned and the Yankees yet driven from the Nashville Pike. Bragg concentrated on a salient where a four-acre patch of dense woods rested on a slight elevation in front of cotton fields. Locals called it the Round Forest; it became known that day to Union soldiers as “Hell’s Half-Acre” and to the Confederates as “The Slaughter Pen.”

All afternoon, Bragg sent waves of Rebels against the Union brigades packed shoulder to shoulder under cover in the cedars, from which they raked the attackers with sheeting musket fire. Fifty Yankee guns, arrayed hub to hub, stood on higher ground near the forest and poured down shot, shell, and canister at nearly point-blank range. The din was so terrific—”equal to the falls of Niagara,” wrote John Magee, a Mississippi artillery captain—that the charging Rebels stopped to pick cotton and stuff it into their ears. The concentrated Yankee firepower broke every attack. “Men were swept down by hundreds—trees, shrubs, and everything was torn up, cut off, or shivered,” said Magee. J. Morgan Smith’s 32nd Alabama went into action with 280 men and left the field with 58.

One massive attack might have swept aside the Union defenders, but the Rebel brigades were sent in piecemeal—just as Bragg and Polk had ruinously done at Shiloh. At 4:30 p.m., after ten hours of carnage, the Rebels could attack no more; lack of rest and food had caught up with them.

But Bragg’s army had driven back the Yankees along a two-mile arc and could rightfully claim a hard-won victory for the day. Sheridan, while justifiably pleased with his division, was “sorely disappointed at the general result.”22

 

THAT NIGHT, NEW YEAR’S Eve, in a cabin where rain drummed on the roof, Rosecrans polled his three corps commanders and some other generals about whether to stay or to withdraw to Nashville and leave the field to Bragg. There was no consensus; while the corps commanders appeared to favor remaining on the field, they pledged to support Rosecrans’s decision. With some staff officers, the commanding general left the meeting to inspect the lines and ponder the options. He returned to the cabin with his decision: the Army of the Cumberland would not retreat. “Prepare to fight or die,” he told his generals.

That night, the two armies camped a half mile apart. No fires were permitted. “As I walked along . . . . watching the men sitting on the rocks and cold ground shivering from frost, I could not help but think how little the people at home know of the suffering of the soldier,” observed Colonel Hans Heg.

About 14,000 dead and wounded men from both armies were scattered over a six-square-mile area on this bitterly cold New Year’s Eve; many died, frozen to the ground in their own blood, as the year 1863 was born.

Under an unofficial armistice, Union and Confederate squads ventured out to bury the dead and bring in the wounded, who were laid in rows, irrespective of their allegiance, between warming fires. At the field hospitals of both armies and in makeshift hospitals in churches in nearby Murfreesboro, the overworked surgeons amputated limbs, tossing “the quivering flesh into a pile.”

At daybreak on New Year’s Day 1863, Sheridan’s division was busy building breastworks of stone and logs. Within the hour, the Rebels attacked, but the Union troops easily repulsed them, and did so again several hours later. The skirmishing ebbed. Neither army left the field.23

 

BRAGG CLAIMED VICTORY, BUT when Rosecrans did not withdraw as expected, the Confederate general grew uneasy. On January 2, he ordered an attack across Stones River against a hill on the Union left flank, which had not been tested on December 31. Major General John Breckenridge, whose division would lead the attack, objected. Union troops dug in on a hill behind his objective would cut the Confederates to pieces, the former US vice president predicted. Bragg instructed Breckenridge to attack anyway. The assault was scheduled for 4 p.m., late enough in the day, Bragg calculated, to forestall the possibility of a Union counterattack.

It went just as Breckenridge had feared. Rosecrans’s troops closely watched the Rebel preparations, and they were ready when Breckenridge attacked. His five brigades stormed the hill in rain and sleet and easily—too easily, it turned out— drove away Brigadier General Horatio Van Cleve’s division. Then, fifty-eight Union guns on the crest and at the base of the second hill opened fire, decimating the Rebel troops. Yankee infantrymen counterattacked and reclaimed the hill. Just 2,800 of Breckenridge’s 4,500 troops recrossed the river alive and unwounded.

When the shooting stopped, hungry Union soldiers cut steaks from horses that Confederate cannonballs had mowed down like ten pins on the Murfreesboro Pike and cooked them over fires.

During the night of January 3, Bragg’s Army of the Tennessee withdrew from its position straddling the river and marched south through Murfreesboro. By ceding the battlefield, Bragg had conceded victory to Rosecrans, such as it was. Union losses at Stones River totaled nearly 13,000 of the 44,000 troops in the field; about 12,000 of Bragg’s 37,000 effectives were killed, wounded, or captured.24

For his conduct at Stones River, Sheridan was promoted to major general of volunteers. General Ulysses Grant later told newspaperman and author John Russell Young that Sheridan’s fighting withdrawal and gallant stand in the cedar brakes on Wilkinson Pike was “a wonderful bit of fighting. It showed what a great general can do even in a subordinate command; for I believe Sheridan in that battle saved Rosecrans’s army.”25

[image: 010]

THREE MONTHS EARLIER, SHERIDAN had fought in his first major battle as a division commander at Perryville, Kentucky. His frustrating experience reflected the leadership problems that pervaded the then named Army of the Ohio.

Upon reaching Louisville from Mississippi on September 14, 1862, Sheridan reported to Major General William “Bull” Nelson. Nelson gave him command of 1,500 infantrymen—the Pea Ridge Brigade, veterans of their namesake Union victory in southwestern Missouri, where Sheridan had played a supporting role. It was composed of the 2nd and 15th Missouri, and the 36th and 44th Illinois. Nelson told Sheridan that Major General Don Carlos Buell, who was shadowing Braxton Bragg’s army through Kentucky, might assign more regiments to Sheridan’s brigade.

But the command structure changed when Brigadier General Jefferson C. Davis shot Nelson dead in a hallway of the Galt House. The shooting climaxed a dispute that had swiftly metamorphosed from hot words to action, with Davis flinging a balled-up calling card in Nelson’s face and Nelson backhanding Davis. Davis had then borrowed a pistol from a bystander and shot Davis in the chest, killing him. Placed under house arrest, Davis was never prosecuted. He commanded the right wing division beside Sheridan’s at Stones River.26

Buell was appointed the Army of the Ohio’s commander and overhauled the command structure. One change rankled with Sheridan—Buell’s promotion of  Captain Charles Gilbert to major general with command of III Corps. Sheridan argued that he deserved at least a division if an officer whom he ranked in tenure got a corps. Buell agreed and assigned Sheridan the 6,500-man 11th Division.27

Officers and enlisted men were united in their dislike of Gilbert and Buell. War correspondent William F. G. Shanks of the New York Herald described Gilbert as a “martinet of the worst sort.” Gilbert rummaged through his men’s baggage for contraband, and he had arrested a colonel for allowing his men to climb some persimmon trees. At one point, Gilbert ordered everyone in III Corps to stand at attention every morning from 3 a.m. until daylight.

Buell, openly contemptuous of the volunteer units, tried to impose army regulations on the independent-minded Westerners. Consequently, he made powerful enemies, including Andrew Johnson and Oliver Morton, the war governors, respectively, of Tennessee and Indiana. One night, two dozen officers met secretly to sign a petition to President Abraham Lincoln seeking Buell’s removal for incompetence and disloyalty.28

 

BUELL AND BRAGG REACHED the battleground north of Perryville on October 7, both operating under huge misconceptions. Bragg believed he faced only a fragment of Buell’s army, when in fact he faced Buell’s entire 58,000-man force, while Buell was under the impression that he faced Bragg’s 45,000-man Army of the Mississippi, when Bragg had only 20,000 men with him. Bragg confidently planned to attack; Buell cautiously resolved to stay on the defensive until his entire army had assembled and then to attack on October 9.

October 8 began with one of Sheridan’s brigades, commanded by Colonel Daniel McCook—one of Ohio’s “Fighting McCooks”—seizing Peters Hill in front of Doctor’s Creek, thereby providing fresh water for the thirsty army. The Rebels counterattacked two hours later but were flung back. Sheridan’s men drove them south across Chaplin Creek and captured the next hill.

But Gilbert feared that Sheridan’s aggressiveness might bring on a general engagement before Buell was ready for one. He ordered Sheridan to pull back to Peters Hill. Sheridan’s men dug rifle pits there. Throughout the late morning and into the afternoon, Gilbert sent Sheridan a stream of nagging signals from the rear reminding him not to advance.29

While Gilbert handcuffed Sheridan’s division and the rest of III Corps, I Corps, commanded by another “fighting McCook,” Major General Alexander McCook, was in Bragg’s bull’s-eye on III Corps’s left flank.

Bragg attacked I Corps as it was forming a battle line and getting drinking water, driving it back a mile. There, a desperate battle raged all afternoon. III Corps and II Corps, positioned to III Corps’s right, did not assist McCook, except for Sheridan’s artillery batteries, which raked the Rebel columns.30

 

THE EXTRAORDINARY SITUATION ON the Union side was due to the fact that Gilbert and Buell were absent and uninformed of developments. Buell had fallen from his horse the previous day and could not ride. He and Gilbert were at the army headquarters camp three miles in the rear. Because of an acoustical anomaly due to the wind and the rolling Chap in Hills, they were unaware that the army was fighting a major battle.

Both were in their tents—Buell on his cot, reading—when the sound of heavy cannonading brought them outside at 2 p.m. Buell told Gilbert to put a stop to “that useless waste of powder.” He then invited Gilbert to stay for dinner. It was leisurely. The two men discussed the next day’s battle, unaware that it was being fought there and then.

At about 4 p.m., they heard more loud gunfire, and Gilbert finally rode off to find out what was happening. Along the way, he met couriers who told him that McCook’s corps faced annihilation. Gilbert promptly ordered one of his idle III Corps divisions—not Sheridan’s—to reinforce McCook. Then, a message from Sheridan arrived: Rebel infantry was poised to attack Peters Hill.31

 

AFTER BEING REPEATEDLY THROWN back by I Corps, the Confederates had finally broken McCook’s lines and forced I Corps’s withdrawal to secondary positions, where the Yankees were now under severe attack.

Among the I Corps dead was Brigadier General William Terrill, the West Point cadet whom Sheridan had memorably fought—and with whom, a few days earlier, he had reconciled. The night before the battle, Terrill, Brigadier General James Jackson, and a Colonel Webster had been overheard speculating about their chances of being killed or wounded. None survived the battle.32

At about 4 p.m., as Sheridan watched from atop Rienzi, Confederate infantry charged up Peters Hill, the Rebel commander unaware that he faced not only Sheridan’s division but also two others behind it. Unsurprisingly, the assault and two subsequent attempts to take the hill failed. “We found ourselves confronted with more than ten times over our numbers,” wrote Colonel William Dowd of the 24th Mississippi, one of the four regiments that stormed the hill.

The unsuccessful late-afternoon Rebel attacks marked the end of the day’s fighting, and the Confederates withdrew toward Perryville. To Sheridan’s disappointment, no orders came for a general counterattack.

 

GILBERT INVITED SHERIDAN TO Buell’s headquarters, and he stayed for supper. Listening to Buell and his staff officers discuss the day’s events, it dawned on the amazed Sheridan that they “were unconscious of the magnitude of the battle that had just been fought.” Indeed, Buell’s army had lost 4,200 men, and Bragg’s, 3,400.33

Later that night, Buell issued orders to II and III Corps to attack Perryville at first light. I Corps, severely depleted by losses, was excused. In the meadows where I Corps had stood off the Rebel attacks all afternoon, so many dead men lay on the ground “that one could walk on them for rods and not touch the ground,” wrote Emerson Calkins of the 8th Wisconsin Battery. Under a full moon, the living slept among the dead, amid the piercing cries of the wounded.34

 

BY DAYBREAK, THE REBELS were gone. They had left during the night and were marching south, back to Tennessee. Buell did not pursue them.

The Union army at Perryville turned back the Confederate invasion of Kentucky, but if an energetic leader had been in command, the Army of the Ohio might have destroyed Bragg’s army. In his Personal Memoirs, Sheridan wrote, “The battle of Perryville remains in history an example of lost opportunities.”35

In the first report of the battle sent to Northern newspapers, Sheridan was listed among the dead. Concerned that his family in Ohio might see the false report, he eagerly read the newspapers that reached the army a few days later—and was relieved to find “that the error had been corrected before my obituary could be written.” 36

In the battle’s aftermath, Buell and Gilbert were sacked. Neither held field command again during the war.

Buell’s successor, General William Rosecrans of the Army of the Mississippi, pursued Bragg into Tennessee. He rechristened his force the Army of the Cumberland, reflecting its new theater of operations.37
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AFTER STONES RIVER, DURING the 169 days between January 9 and June 23, 1863, the Army of the Cumberland did little active campaigning. It remained in its camps near Murfreesboro. Bragg’s army occupied positions thirty miles to the south along the Duck River, straddling the roads and railroads connecting Nashville and Chattanooga. Bragg’s chief operating base was Tullahoma, fifty-five miles northwest of Chattanooga and a primary Rebel supply depot.

Confederate officers clamored for Bragg’s removal. At Perryville, he had attacked when he should not have, and at Stones River, he had retreated when he should have stood fast. Despite the dissident officers’ best efforts to get Bragg fired, he remained in command.38

Because Stones River was heralded as a great Union victory, Rosecrans and his command escaped criticism for having allowed Bragg to catch the army napping—Sheridan’s 3rd Division excepted—and narrowly avoiding a crushing defeat.

After fighting two major battles in three months, the Army of the Cumberland had time to recuperate. During the long hiatus, Rosecrans made some organizational changes; for one thing, he renamed the center and the right and left wings. Alexander McCook’s right wing became XX Corps; George Thomas’s center was now XIV Corps; and Thomas Crittenden’s left wing was renamed XXI Corps.39

The divisions also underwent changes, some superficial, some substantial. Sheridan’s 3rd Division remained under McCook’s XX Corps, but with new brigade commanders to replace the men killed at Stones River: Brigadier General William Lytle and Colonels Bernard Laiboldt and Luther P. Bradley.

 

WHEN HE BECAME A division commander weeks before Perryville, Sheridan had to learn quickly how to manage his 6,500 men. After Stones River, Sheridan was able to school himself properly in divisional command, and he applied himself with his habitual intensity. “I had to study hard to be able to master all the needs of such a force, to feed and clothe it and guard all its interests,” Sheridan wrote. “When undertaking these responsibilities I felt that if I met them faithfully, recompense would surely come through the hearty response that soldiers always make to conscientious exertion on the part of their superiors.”

Toward that end, Sheridan dedicated himself to their comfort, inasmuch as it was possible for an army in the field to be comfortable. He selected good campsites and made sure that his men had enough food, forage for the livestock, good clothing, and proper equipment to do their jobs. His background as a quartermaster and commissary general—and even his Texas experiences as a hunter—proved valuable. His men approved of his efforts.40

In return, Sheridan expected obedience and discipline. Mistakes he might tolerate but never cowardice—especially in his officers. In such cases, he did not hesitate to make a “mortifying spectacle” of their disgrace.

After Stones River, four 3rd Division officers who had abandoned their colors and regiments were marched to the center of a hollow square formed by the division. Sheridan ordered them to surrender their swords—to his black servant, for Sheridan said he would not “humiliate” any soldier by requiring him to touch the sullied weapons. The servant then cut all rank insignia from the men’s coats, and an order was read announcing their dismissal from the service. They were drummed out of the camp. No division officer abandoned his colors after this ritual humiliation, Sheridan wrote.41

 

DURING THE LONG ENCAMPMENT at Murfreesboro, Sheridan’s command style came into sharper focus. He was like many successful Union generals in his high levels of energy and stamina, and he was able to think clearly even when he had  not slept for days. Leading from the front and exhorting his men from his big gelding, Rienzi, Sheridan was an inspiring figure.

He was also surprisingly modest. Henry Castle, acting quartermaster sergeant for the 73rd Illinois, one day went to division headquarters seeking information. He nearly rode over a young man in shirtsleeves sitting on a stump, smoking a cigar. The startled man asked, “Who the—are you, anyhow?” Castle replied that he was seeking the division quartermaster’s advice on obtaining cattle.

The man proceeded to advise Castle on selecting and butchering cattle and distributing the meat. As the man was concluding his soliloquy on these subjects, a staff officer rode up, saluted, and addressed him as General Sheridan. Horrified by his mistake, Castle stammered out an apology for his “unceremonious approach.” It was entirely understandable, replied Sheridan, because he was not wearing rank insignia. He added that Castle should not hesitate to consult him if he had further questions about his military duties.42

During the interregnum Sheridan improved his intelligence operations, convinced by the Rebel surprise attack at Stones River of the great importance of gathering accurate information about the enemy. One day, a stranger appeared at his headquarters, offering to supply him with information about the Army of the Tennessee. An intelligent, bustling little man, James Card was from eastern Tennessee, a region of hills and hollows where subsistence farmers eked out a marginal living. Most of them also supported the Union. From selling religious tracts throughout Middle and East Tennessee and Georgia, Card had gained a thorough knowledge of the roads and people. Sheridan hired him to serve as a scout, guide, and intelligence agent.43

 

THERE WAS A STRATEGIC reason for keeping the Army of the Cumberland idle at Murfreesboro until summertime. With General Ulysses Grant marching on Vicksburg, Bragg’s army must be kept pinned down in Middle Tennessee so that it would not reinforce the Mississippi Rebels. And so, Rosecrans’s army scarcely stirred until June 23, when James Card and his brothers reported that Bragg was on the move. The Union army broke camp and headed south .44

The Army of the Cumberland’s march through Middle Tennessee and Bragg’s deft withdrawal were at once a master’s seminar in maneuver and a maddening game of cat and mouse. Every Rosecrans movement designed to place Bragg’s army in jeopardy was foiled by Bragg slipping away. By marching on Liberty Gap, Rosecrans hoped to turn Bragg’s army at Shelbyville. But when the Yankees reached Shelbyville, Bragg was gone. Sheridan approached Tullahoma, halting six miles away so that the army could mass for an all-out attack on the Rebel storage depot. When the Yankees finally pounced, the Confederates were not there.45

Sheridan learned that a Rebel cavalry brigade and some infantry had stopped on Monteagle Mountain, where the University of the South had been founded three years earlier by several Episcopal bishops—one of them Confederate general Leonidas Polk. But when Sheridan reached the mountaintop on July 5 with 1,200 cavalrymen and an infantry brigade, the Rebels were gone. Sheridan sent the units back to his division.

Weary after ten days of campaigning, Sheridan requested that a handcar be sent to the mountaintop to carry him and Colonel Frank Sherman to the bottom. He and Sherman began walking down the track to meet the handcar. But no handcar came, and it grew dark.

The anticipated easy trip down the mountain became a dangerous adventure: in the nearby cabins lived hostile Southerners; the tracks on which they walked tie to tie dropped off into black chasms. Falling often on the uneven roadbed in the dark, they slogged eleven miles without meeting the handcar. They reached their camp around midnight. Sheridan later learned that the handcar crew was captured after taking a wrong turn. Sore and bruised for months, Sheridan had many occasions to repent his lark.46

 

BRAGG’S LONG WITHDRAWAL ENDED at Chattanooga, a ragged town of wooden sidewalks and rutted dirt roads ringed by picturesque mountains and ridges. Located on the banks of the foaming Tennessee River, it was the crossroads of the Confederacy’s two most important railroads: the East Tennessee & Virginia, which ran north and south, and the Memphis & Charleston, running east and west. It was the perfect springboard for any new Rebel offensive.47

To prepare the ground for operations against Chattanooga, Sheridan’s division was sent to Bridgeport, Alabama, southwest of Chattanooga. There, he established a supply depot and chose a place to build a bridge over the Tennessee River to provide Rosecrans’s army a pathway into Chattanooga.

On August 29, Sheridan began building the bridge. In one day, 1,500 men felled trees to make 1,500 logs while foragers stripped planking from nearby barns and homes. On September 1, the bridge was completed—an astounding feat to accomplish in so short a time. Sheridan’s division and other units crossed the bridge the next day.48

Newspaper correspondent William F. G. Shanks happened to witness a vivid display of Sheridan’s temper when he was accompanying Major General George Thomas by train to show off the new bridge and the repaired railroad line. When the train inexplicably stopped and the delay dragged on, Sheridan asked the conductor, a burly six-footer, to get the train moving again. The conductor boorishly replied that he only obeyed orders from his military railroad superintendent.

At that, Sheridan sprang to his feet, slugged the conductor two or three times, and kicked him off the train, Shanks wrote. Sheridan ordered the train forward, and he and Thomas resumed their conversation as though nothing had happened. When informed of the incident, Rosecrans admonished Sheridan not to interfere with railroad employees. Sheridan replied that the man was “saucy and impertinent.” 49

The Army of the Cumberland finally marched on Chattanooga, only to discover that Bragg’s army had withdrawn from the city on September 8.

Rosecrans sent two of his three army corps through the mountain gaps southeast of Chattanooga in the hope of locating Bragg’s army, presumed to have withdrawn deep into Georgia. The third he kept in Chattanooga. The two corps probing southeastward—one of them Alexander McCook’s XX Corps, to which Sheridan’s division belonged—lost contact with one another.

 

SHERIDAN, TOGETHER WITH MOST of the division and brigade commanders, began to suspect that Bragg was not marching to Atlanta. This was a disturbing thought because if Bragg’s army was nearby, it might attack Rosecrans’s now dispersed army corps and cut them off from their supply base in Chattanooga on the other side of the mountains.50

On September 9, Sheridan summoned James Card and asked him to find an East Tennessean willing to slip through the Rebel lines in Georgia to learn what Bragg was up to. He would have preferred to send Card, but the Rebels knew him; Card and one of his brothers had been captured that spring while on one of Sheridan’s missions. They had escaped from the Chattanooga jail before they could be sentenced for spying.51

Card found a Unionist who had been persecuted by Rebel guerrillas and wanted to move to the West. He agreed to locate Bragg’s army if Sheridan would buy his livestock to pay for his relocation costs. Sheridan readily consented.

Sheridan’s spy found Bragg’s army in the Pigeon Mountain area of north Georgia. After infiltrating the Rebel camp, the spy was arrested. He managed to escape somehow, then to slip through the enemy picket line in the dark by crawling on his hands and knees and grunting like a wild hog.

He reached the Union lines on September 12 with the sobering information that Bragg was just twenty miles away and that he intended to fight. Moreover, Lieutenant General James Longstreet’s vaunted I Corps was on its way from Virginia to reinforce Bragg.

 

AFTER GENERAL THOMAS “STONEWALL” Jackson’s death at Chancellorsville in May, imperturbable Longstreet had become Robert E. Lee’s right hand. Grand strategy was Longstreet’s new passion. He rightly believed that the Rebel army could utilize its interior lines of transportation to overwhelm the Yankees at any given point by shifting troops from one theater to another.

Longstreet had persuaded Lee and Confederate president Jefferson Davis to permit him to bring troops from Virginia to Bragg’s army. Together, they would drive Rosecrans’s army from Chattanooga, and Bragg would then return to the offensive in Tennessee.

On September 8, the day Bragg evacuated Chattanooga, two divisions from Longstreet’s I Corps began streaming into Richmond to board worn-out trains for the long trip over rickety tracks to northern Georgia. With Knoxville now in Union hands, the 12,000 troops had to make a much longer journey through southern Virginia and both Carolinas to reach their staging area at Catoosa Station, Georgia.52

 

ALARMED BY MOUNTING EVIDENCE that the Confederates were planning to attack him, Rosecrans issued a flurry of orders to hasten the reconcentration of his three corps. They were spread over fifty-seven miles of heavily wooded hills southeast of Chattanooga, on the lee side of Missionary Ridge.

On September 17, the units had reached supporting distance of one another, and Rosecrans was on the scene. Scouts reported that Confederate troops were just three or four miles distant.

On September 18, a wall of dust arose from the Pigeon Mountain area, moving northward. It was Longstreet’s two divisions. Suspecting that the Rebels outnumbered his men—they, in fact, did, 66,000 to 58,000—Rosecrans prepared for a defensive battle.

Flowing through the area where the two armies were forming for battle was the sluggish, tannin-stained Chickamauga Creek, whose Cherokee name has been variously said to mean “bad water,” “good country,” and “river of death”—the latter becoming the popular translation after what would happen there.53
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