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Introduction


To the Confederates, it was the Battle of Pittsburg Landing; to the Union, it was the Battle of Shiloh. The South named their battles after neighboring towns while the North named them after landmarks, in this case, a church. For both sides, regardless of what the battle was named, the fighting that took place in southwestern Tennessee on April 6-7, 1862, served notice that for either side to emerge victorious, a war of attrition was underway. Out of the almost 100,000 troops engaged in battle, close to 24,000 would end up as casualties from the two days of fighting.


In all, more than 200,000 soldiers had been brought to the Western Theater of the American Civil War. The Western Theater saw Confederate forces striving to protect their railroads and to prevent Northern troops from opening up invasion points along the Tennessee and Cumberland Rivers. On the other hand, the Union’s aim was to take control of the rivers and destroy the railroads. When Confederate General Leonidas Polk violated the neutrality of the state of Kentucky and captured the city of Columbus, the state opted to join the Union, delivering the federal troops the opportunity to utilize Kentucky’s location to advance closer to those railroads and rivers that the South needed to maintain.


After the Union victories at Fort Henry and Fort Donelson in February 1862, Confederate General Albert Sidney Johnston withdrew from Kentucky, leaving much of the western and middle of Tennessee to the Union troops as he focused on Corinth, Mississippi, a rail and transportation center of vital strategic importance to the Confederates.


By this time in the war, the Union Army had advanced up the Tennessee and Cumberland Rivers and had taken much of Tennessee, including Nashville, the capital. General Ulysses S. Grant, preparing what would soon be named the Army of the Tennessee for the offensive battle, set up camp at Pittsburg Landing, drilling the recruits and waiting for Major General Don Carlos Buell’s Army of the Ohio to bring reinforcements. Once the two armies joined, the plan was to march south to Corinth, an intersection point of the Mobile and Ohio Railroad and the Memphis and Charleston Railroad, which made the city a crucial conduit for Southern supply and troop transports. If the Union could take Corinth, the North would have complete control of the area. But until Buell’s reinforcements arrived, Grant was ordered not to engage the Rebel forces.


Expecting the move, Johnston planned to take his Army of Mississippi and its 44,000 men to surprise Grant at Pittsburg Landing before Buell could arrive with reinforcements. He set forth on April 3, but heavy rains delayed his advance. As the rainy weather made the roads muddy, the Confederates eventually arrived and set up camp the night of April 5, four miles (six kilometers) southwest of Pittsburg Landing.


Despite his delay, Johnston managed to catch Grant by surprise in the early morning of April 6, and after intense fighting, the Confederates were having success in places such as the Hornet’s Nest. However, the ability of the Union forces to continue fighting, even as they were forced back, for over six hours bought Grant the time he needed. Although winning, Southern forces were plagued by confusion in their formations; they were also hungry, and some of the troops, coming upon the Union encampment, paused in the fighting to eat the meals that the Yankees had been cooking before taking flight from the Confederate advance.


By mid-afternoon, General Johnston, who had ridden forward to direct his forces in their attack, was shot in the leg. The wound severed an artery, and he bled to death, becoming the highest-ranking general killed in the war. General P. G. T. Beauregard took control of the Confederate forces and decided to halt the advance at 6 pm.


With the arrival of Major General Buell’s forces that night, the early advantage the Confederates had enjoyed when they launched their attack faded. Buell’s appearance made it possible to reinforce the Union line. The Confederate forces were driven back to Shiloh Church on April 7, leaving the Union Army under Grant victors as the Confederates retreated to Corinth.


It was a costly battle for both the victors and the losers, with over 23,000 casualties. The carnage would continue throughout the war, and General Grant would become known as “Butcher Grant” because he accepted the high casualty count as the price of victory. The Battle of Shiloh racked up the highest number of casualties of the war, still only in its first year, up to that time, but those numbers would soon become all too commonplace.




Chapter One


Lincoln’s Call for Troops


“Let it lead to what it might, even if it leads to blood and ruin. . . . We have defeated their twenty millions, we have met them and conquered them. We have humbled the flag of the United States before the Palmetto and the Confederate.”

