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Introduction


Kentucky is a land of contrasts. From the Appalachian plateau to the Bluegrass to the “Barrens” and the Mississippi River bluffs, Kentucky’s geography is notable for its remarkable variations. With mountains as well as sprawling flatlands, the Bluegrass State is drained by the largest number of navigable streams of any state in the Union. Occupying these varied lands in 1861 were different peoples sustained by widely varying regional economies. Although the Ohio River forms its northern boundary and its economy was in many respects tied to Ohio, Indiana and Illinois, Kentucky, nevertheless, considered itself a Southern state. Despite its close economic ties to Northern states, Kentucky remained a land of slaves, slaveowners and, for many years, a vigorous slave trade. Tobacco, hemp, grain and livestock were its staple crops.


This varied land produced both Abraham Lincoln and Jefferson Davis. Both men, as presidents of the contending sections during the Civil War, vied for Kentucky’s loyalty. Many families in the state were bitterly divided. Brother fought against brother. The Bluegrass State’s tragedy even reached the White House. Lincoln’s wife, a Kentuckian, hailed from a slaveowning family whose sons fought and died for the Confederacy. One fell in battle at Shiloh, another fell near Baton Rouge, Louisiana. Confederate Gen. Benjamin Hardin Helm, commander of the Orphan Brigade who fell at Chickamauga, was married to Mary Todd Lincoln’s half-sister, Emily. Lincoln, it was recorded, wept upon hearing of Helm’s death.


Notable Confederate generals such as Albert Sidney Johnston, John Cabell Breckinridge, Simon Bolivar Buckner, William Preston, John Bell Hood, George Bibb Crittenden, Charles W. Field, John Hunt Morgan and Basil W. Duke were Kentuckians. Noted Union generals such as Thomas Leonidas Crittenden (George Bibb Crittenden’s brother), Lovell H. Rousseau, Thomas John Wood, William “Bull” Nelson, John Buford and Speed S. Fry, to name a few, as well as Maj. Robert Anderson, whose occupation of Fort Sumter touched off the war, were Kentuckians.


The Orphan Brigade and John Hunt Morgan’s cavalry were noted Kentucky Confederate commands. The Union raised vast numbers of infantry, artillery and cavalry regiments in the Bluegrass State, most of which saw action at Shiloh, Stone’s River, Vicksburg, Chickamauga, Chattanooga, Atlanta, Franklin, Nashville and elsewhere. Nearly 80,000 Kentuckians fought in the Union armies—more than three times the number of Kentuckians who took up arms for the Confederacy.


To successfully prosecute the war, Lincoln had to secure Kentucky for the Union. His designs on Kentucky became evident at the very outbreak of hostilities. When Confederate Gen. Leonidas Polk seized Columbus, Kentucky on the Mississippi River, Union forces under Gen. Ulysses S. Grant took the mouths of the Tennessee and Cumberland Rivers at Paducah and Smithland, respectively, in the fall of 1861. Lincoln’s armies were then in a position to penetrate Kentucky and Tennessee by ascending the northward-flowing Tennessee and Cumberland Rivers.


General Albert Sidney Johnston, from his Department No. 2 headquarters at Bowling Green, struggled to hold the Bluegrass State for the Confederacy. Kentucky’s geography, coupled with the size and power of Johnston’s enemy—including its freshwater navy with troop transports and ironclad and timberclad gunboats—combined to cripple his efforts. After the disastrous battle at Mill Springs in southeastern Kentucky on January 19, 1862, the forces of Gen. George Bibb Crittenden, which held the right wing of Johnston’s Confederate defensive line, withdrew through rain and sleet into Tennessee. Grant seized the opportunity to move upstream, putting his Army of the Tennessee in motion. General Johnston’s thin Confederate line was shattered in bitter cold and wet weather with the fall of Fort Henry on the Tennessee River on February 6, and the fall of nearby Fort Donelson on the Cumberland River on February 16 just below Kentucky’s southern border. Johnston withdrew the remainder of his army from Bowling Green to Nashville, Tennessee. General Polk’s forces withdrew from Columbus down the Mobile & Ohio Railroad into Tennessee. The Bluegrass State was abandoned by Confederate forces.
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General Albert Sidney Johnston


Library of Congress





Ultimately, Johnston collected his widely-scattered forces below the great southern bend of the Tennessee River at Corinth, Mississippi, the site of the crossing of the Mobile & Ohio and Memphis & Charleston railroads. Union General Don Carlos Buell’s Army of the Ohio marched into Nashville while Grant’s army ascended the Tennessee River. Moving out from Corinth, Johnston struck Grant’s forces on April 6, 1862 near a site along the Tennessee River called Shiloh Church. Significant Confederate battlefield advances on the first day stalled with Johnston’s fatal wounding. Grant, reinforced by Buell’s Army of the Ohio, counterattacked the following morning, retaking lost ground and sealing a Union victory. More than 20,000 men fell at Shiloh, the bloodiest two days of the war to date.


After the Battle of Shiloh the Confederate army withdrew back to Corinth and then to Tupelo, Mississippi. General Braxton Bragg (who took over command of the newly named Army of the Mississippi at Tupelo) and Gen. Edmund Kirby Smith (who commanded a Confederate army at Knoxville, Tennessee) launched in the summer and fall of 1862 the war’s longest and most strategically complex operation to retake the Bluegrass State for the Confederacy. In the midst of a devastating three-month drought, Bragg’s and Kirby Smith’s armies entered Kentucky without any significant opposition, Bragg following the Louisville & Nashville Railroad into central Kentucky and Kirby Smith following the old Wilderness Road into eastern and central Kentucky. But Union General Don Carlos Buell and his Army of the Ohio raced from Nashville to Louisville, Kentucky to meet the threat, and new levies poured into the Bluegrass State from Illinois, Indiana, Ohio and other Union states.


Confederate prospects looked promising. Kirby Smith’s stunning and decisive victory at Richmond, Kentucky on August 29 and 30 was followed by Bragg’s acceptance of the surrender of Union forces at Munfordville, Kentucky on September 17. Southern hopes, however, were ultimately dashed by a bloody stalemate fought on October 8,1862 alongside a few stagnant pools of precious water between Buell’s Union forces and Bragg’s army near Perryville, Kentucky. Nearly 8,000 men fell at Perryville in less than five hours of fighting. Bragg’s withdrawal out of drought-stricken Kentucky followed, and the Bluegrass State was abandoned by the Confederate armies. Never again would Confederates attempt to “retake” Kentucky. In the place of vast troop movements into the state came electrifying cavalry raids by Gen. John Hunt Morgan’s command, among others, and grim guerrilla warfare.
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Squire Henry P. Bottom at the mass Confederate graves on the Perryville Battlefield in 1885. Bottom was responsible for burying nearly five hundred Confederate dead after the battle. U.S. Army Military History Institute





The sons of the Bluegrass State who survived the war, having fought heroically on both sides, returned home at war’s end. Kentucky then took its place in the “Lost Cause” tradition while, at the same time, celebrating the Union “victory.” Bloody family feuds and bitter political battles extended the war’s impact on the Bluegrass State across the generations to our own times.


The full scope and breadth of Kentucky’s Civil War experience cannot be addressed in a single volume. The wonderful chapters found in this collection are written by some of the nation’s leading scholars on the most notable personalities, events and military operations in the Bluegrass State during those tumultuous years. These readings are rich in drama and irony. It is hoped that they may be the genesis of a greater and broader interest in scholarship on Kentucky’s notable and unique role in the nation’s most climactic and tragic era.


Any journey to Kentucky’s Civil War battlefields is an eye-opening experience. Through vigorous local efforts, virtually all of the battlefields of Mill Springs, Munfordville and Perryville remain today as they did in 1862. Significant portions of the Richmond battlefield are also intact, although they are seriously threatened with development. Fort Craig and the Green River bridge at Munfordville and the Confederate earthworks at Beech Grove near Mill Springs are still extant. Historic structures, some fully restored, still stand along those once-bloody fields.


Haunting sights abound as well. The Confederate mass graves at Perryville, Col. Robert A. Smith’s memorial erected by his brother at Munfordville, the Union and Confederate cemeteries at Mill Springs, and Mount Zion Church and the city cemetery at Richmond stand as mute testaments to the suffering endured by men of both sides. Even the sites where the contentious Camp Dick Robinson and the vast Camp Nelson were located remain much as they did during the war. Happily, Camp Nelson is even undergoing significant restoration. One can visit all the Civil War sites in Kentucky and, with these readings, gain a better understanding of those stirring times and tragic but strategically important engagements.
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The White House, Jessamine County, Kentucky. Gen. Speed S. Fry used the White House as his headquarters at Camp Nelson, the great Union training facility established in 1863.Malick Studio
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Lincoln, Grant, and Kentucky in 1861






At the close of 1861, President Jefferson Davis of the Confederate States of America had reason for satisfaction. He had established a new nation with apparently secure frontiers. In the East, Confederate arms had triumphed in the first major encounter at Bull Run. Concerned about his capital’s safety, President Abraham Lincoln had brought Gen. George B. McClellan to command the Union forces. McClellan insisted upon training and disciplining his raw troops and demanded reinforcements to ensure any move southward. An impetuous attempt at quick victory by Gen. Edward D. Baker in October led to a disastrous Union repulse at Ball’s Bluff in Virginia. Baker, killed in battle, was a special favorite of Lincoln, who had named a son in his honor. McClellan placed blame elsewhere and became even more cautious about advancing.


In Missouri, at the other end of the theater of war, secessionists were frustrated by Gen. Nathaniel Lyon in schemes to capture the United States Arsenal in St. Louis. But secessionist Gov. Claiborne Fox Jackson had rallied an army in Missouri that proved successful enough at Wilson’s Creek, where Lyon was killed, and even more successful at Lexington, where a Union army was captured.


In Kentucky, Gen. Albert Sidney Johnston, appraised by many as the ablest Confederate officer, commanded a western army defending a strategic line from Columbus on the Mississippi River, through Forts Henry and Donelson on the Tennessee and Cumberland rivers, to an anchor at Bowling Green, Kentucky. Union forces held Paducah, at the mouth of the Tennessee River, and Smithland, at the mouth of the Cumberland River, but little of Kentucky’s interior.
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Abraham Lincoln. Born in Hardin (present-day LaRue) County, Kentucky, Lincoln, as President of the United States, oversaw a relentless political and military effort to seize and hold Kentucky for the Union. Library of Congress





From his capital at Richmond, President Davis surveyed a nation virtually unoccupied by Union forces. His government had “checked the wicked invasion which greed of gain and the unhallowed lust of power brought upon our soil, and has proved that numbers cease to avail when directed against a people fighting for the sacred right of self-government and the privileges of freemen.”1 Neither Missouri nor Kentucky, still contested by the Lincoln government, had formally joined the Confederacy. At the close of 1861, the Union warship San Jacinto had stopped the British vessel Trent and Capt. Charles Wilkes removed two Confederate emissaries to Europe, James Murray Mason and John Slidell. British protests provoked an international crisis that Davis hoped would end with British support of Southern independence, an outcome that he had tried to encourage with an embargo on shipments of Southern cotton to English mills. Diplomatic triumph for the Confederacy would appropriately follow a year of military success.


Dark clouds were less easily discerned. Confederate hopes rested upon Southern unity, defined as solidarity among people who lived in states in which law upheld the institution of slavery. Believing that Lincoln’s election as president had posed an immediate danger to that institution, South Carolina rushed into secession, followed by six more states that had then organized a new federal government even before Lincoln had been inaugurated. Despite enthusiasm for this new nation in the black belt, eight more slaveholding states, including crucial Virginia, remained unaffiliated. Throughout the border slaveholding states, attention turned to Washington to determine if Lincoln’s government would launch an assault on slavery that would unite the entire South.


Fully aware of the situation, Lincoln gave earnest assurances in his Inaugural Address that he would not attack slavery in any state. Instead, he pledged to maintain the property of the United States, a point which brought him into collision with Southern determination to seize Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor, an inadequate fortification where the United States flag flew over a handful of men unprepared for battle or even the consequences of a blockade. When Lincoln resolved the tangled diplomacy of the incident by sending a fleet with food and supplies, assuring the South that no additional troops would land unless the fort were attacked, Davis and his cabinet rashly ordered a bombardment with tragic consequences for the attackers. Davis had begun a war by firing the first shot. He had initiated hostilities at the wrong place, at the wrong time, and for the wrong reasons. He had acted the part of bully, had fired on the flag, and had begun a war not tied directly to the institution of slavery. Throughout the border states, decisions quickly followed Lincoln’s call for volunteers to suppress the rebellion; four states joined the Confederacy, four did not.


Of slaveholding states that did not secede, Kentucky was the most vital; Lincoln and Davis saw that from the outset. Both Lincoln and Davis had been born in Kentucky, not many miles apart. One had gone North, the other South. Lincoln had made Kentuckian Henry Clay his political idol. Like other Kentuckians, Lincoln had not forgotten Clay since his death in 1852 and retained Kentucky ties through his marriage into the Todd family of Lexington. Kentucky Senator John Jordan Crittenden had inherited a portion of Clay’s political power, which he used to further the principle of compromise. Both Democratic Vice President John Cabell Breckinridge (president of the Senate) and Democratic Governor Beriah Magoffin of Kentucky supported the Crittenden Compromise. Both Lincoln and Jefferson Davis, who rejected that compromise, accelerated the coming of war.


Clay’s continuing power in Kentucky maintained his Whig party long after its extinction elsewhere. Not until 1851 did Kentucky elect a Democratic governor. Elected in 1859, Magoffin proved to be one of the most enthusiastic secessionists in the state. In 1856, Breckinridge had been elected James Buchanan’s vice president in the only antebellum presidential election carried by Democrats. In 1860, he represented the southern wing of the Democratic party in the presidential election. Despite having a native son on the ballot, Kentuckians gave their electoral votes to John Bell of Tennessee, representing the last gasp of the Whigs, now disguised as the Constitutional Union party. Although only a handful of Kentuckians (1,362) cast votes for Lincoln, this fact was far less significant than the failure of Southern Democrats to carry the state.


For all his nationalism, Clay had represented a southern state, as did Crittenden. Neither recognized a contradiction between support of the Union and support of slavery. Clay had championed the American Colonization Society, with its fantasy of returning emancipated American blacks to Africa. Clay’s opposition to secession in 1850 was no less fervent than Lincoln’s in 1861. Slaveholding, however, made Kentucky so Southern that Northerners feared that when war came, Kentucky would join the Confederacy.


Following Crittenden’s lead, however, Kentuckians chose neutrality. After the firing on Fort Sumter, Lincoln called upon states for troops to put down the insurrection. Governor Magoffin, a rebel sympathizer, angrily refused to furnish “troops for the wicked purpose of subduing her sister Southern States.”2 Kentucky Unionists, however, sympathized with Magoffin, hoping that some path to restoration might yet be discerned and bloodshed averted. At a large and enthusiastic public meeting in Louisville, former Senator Archibald Dixon urged Kentuckians to “stand firm with her sister Border States in the centre of the Republic, to calm the distracted sections.” By doing this, “she saves the Union and frowns down Secession.”3 The meeting resolved that the “duty of Kentucky is to maintain her present independent position, taking sides not with the Administration, nor with the seceding States, but with the Union against them both.”4


Ardent support for a policy of neutrality did not mean that Kentuckians were truly neutral. Instead, issues of the war divided families like those of the Breckinridges, Crittendens, and Todds. Neutrality represented an ideal or, in retrospect, a way-station between peace and war.


In the years closest to the Civil War, Kentucky had changed from a Southern to a border state. Twelve railroads connected Kentucky to the North, two to the South, altering older patterns of river trade. Patterns of immigration had changed Kentucky from a largely homogeneous Southern state to one of mixed population. As Kentucky grew, the proportion of slaves steadily diminished. Nor were such slaves evenly distributed across a domain that shared some seven hundred miles of border with Northern states. Circumstances of war forced Americans to regard states as more homogeneous than reality dictated. Stretching from Appalachia to the Mississippi River, Kentucky’s wide economic and cultural diversity mirrored divisions between North and South.


Neutrality favored a lucrative trade policy involving both Union and Confederacy. Advocates of “free city” status in both New York City and Cairo, Illinois, foresaw promising economic windfalls. Businessmen recognized the advantages of an American Switzerland. When secession interrupted trade on the Mississippi River, the Louisville and Nashville Railroad became a major artery of commerce between North and South. Confederate policy forbidding trade in the great staples of the South eventually closed this avenue of prosperity. Characterizing the Confederacy as “too impatient to be tolerant and too impetuous to be tactful,” one historian blamed trade policy for the loss of Kentucky to the Union.5


The role of Kentucky in the inevitable conflict depended on statesmanship North and South. Both Lincoln and Davis knew that whatever the futility of neutrality, disrespect for that preposterous policy would cost them potential Kentucky allies. Lincoln had an added burden of continuing to dramatize the war as a struggle for the Union and not against slavery. In a meeting with Kentucky Unionist Garrett Davis, Lincoln again emphasized his intention to “make no attack, direct or indirect, upon the institutions or property of any State,” but rather to defend them. Further, that although he possessed the right to send troops wherever needed, “if Kentucky made no demonstration of force against the United States, he would not molest her.”6


Both sides began to recruit in Kentucky, the South with the support of Governor Magoffin, the North with less official sanction. Simon Bolivar Buckner, who headed the state guard, was generally understood to favor the South, but the legislature, Unionist in sentiment, authorized a rival home guard friendlier to the North. Working through naval officer Gen. William Nelson and old friends James and Joshua Speed, Lincoln secretly sent guns to Kentucky. Lincoln also sent to Kentucky a native Kentuckian, Robert Anderson, the honored hero of Fort Sumter. Originally sent to accept Union troops, Anderson remained across the Ohio to avoid provocation.


Elections for Congress held on June 20 sent a covey of Unionists to Washington. Unionists carried nine often districts with a total of 92,460 votes against 37,700 for State Rights candidates. Supporters of neutrality joined supporters of the North in opposition to Confederate sympathizers. Legislative elections in August gave Unionists a majority of 76 to 24 in the Kentucky House and 27 to 11 in the Senate.
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Robert Anderson, the “Hero of Ft. Sumter.” Born at “Soldier’s Retreat” near Louisville, Kentucky, Anderson returned to Kentucky after his surrender at Ft. Sumter as a newly-appointed brigadier general and briefly took over command of the Department of Kentucky. Library of Congress





In his July 4 message to Congress, Lincoln reviewed the Fort Sumter crisis and steps taken since. Although denouncing secession, he avoided discussing slavery. Without mentioning Kentucky, Lincoln attacked armed neutrality as “disunion completed.” This would benefit rebels by enabling them to trade freely with the North through intermediaries to avoid the blockade’s consequences. As such, armed neutrality “recognizes no fidelity to the Constitution, no obligation to maintain the Union; and while very many who have favored it are, doubtless, loyal citizens, it is, nevertheless, treason in effect.”7


Magoffin had sent Buckner to negotiate with General McClellan in Ohio for a guarantee of Kentucky neutrality and later sent Buckner on a similar mission to Gov. Isham Harris of Tennessee. Dissatisfied with the McClellan arrangement, Magoffin sent Buckner to Washington to confer with Lincoln. Buckner returned with a statement that Lincoln, determined to “suppress an insurrection,” had “not sent an armed force into Kentucky; nor have I any present purpose to do so.” Nonetheless “I mean to say nothing which shall hereafter embarrass me in the performance of what may seem to be my duty.”8 Buckner also returned with an offer of a commission as brigadier general, something he would eventually accept only when it came from the Confederate government.


In August, Lincoln authorized the establishment of recruiting camps in Kentucky. General Nelson claimed that he was organizing Kentuckians to preserve neutrality, a thin excuse further weakened by his simultaneous recruiting and arming of East Tennessee loyalists. Within weeks, Union forces at Cairo, Illinois, had captured a rebel steamboat at Paducah, an action that produced a retaliatory local seizure of a steamboat from Evansville. After negotiating with Kentuckians, Lincoln concluded that “professed Unionists gave him more trouble than rebels.” He believed that Magoffin hoped to maneuver the North into firing the first shot in Kentucky.9 By the end of August, the Confederate government had also initiated recruiting within the borders of Kentucky and had passed a secret resolution appropriating funds for arms. Kentucky neutrality was doomed.


On August 24, Lincoln answered Magoffin’s protest against camps established in Kentucky without his consent:




I believe it is true that there is a military force in camp within Kentucky, acting by authority of the United States, which force is not very large, and is not now being augmented. I also believe that some arms have been furnished to this force by the United States. I also believe this force consists exclusively of Kentuckians, having their camp in the immediate vicinity of their own homes, and not assailing, or menacing, any of the good people of Kentucky. In all I have done in the premises, I have acted upon the urgent solicitation of many Kentuckians, and in accordance with what I believed, and still believe, to be the wish of a majority of all the Union-loving people of Kentucky. While I have conversed on this subject with many eminent men of Kentucky, including a large majority of her Members of Congress, I do not remember that any one of them, or any other person, except your Excellency and the bearers of your Excellency’s letter, has urged me to remove the military force from Kentucky, or to disband it. One other very worthy citizen of Kentucky did solicit me to have the augmenting of the force suspended for a time. Taking all the means within my reach to form a judgment, I do not believe it is the popular wish of Kentucky that this force shall be removed beyond her limits; and, with this impression, I must respectfully decline to so remove it. I most cordially sympathize with your Excellency, in the wish to preserve the peace of my own native State, Kentucky; but it is with regret I search, and can not find, in your not very short letter, any declaration, or intimation, that you entertain any desire for the preservation of the Federal Union.10





A few days later, Jefferson Davis replied to a similar request for reassurance from Magoffin with flat assurance that the Confederacy “neither intends nor desires to disturb the neutrality of Kentucky.” He pledged to respect neutrality “so long as her people will maintain it themselves.”11


How Kentucky was dragged into the war, by whom and under what circumstances, mattered much to fervent neutralists. Confederate General Gideon J. Pillow had insisted in May that the occupation of Columbus was essential to the defense of his native Tennessee.12 Wiser heads prevailed—almost any head was wiser than Pillow’s—but Pillow persisted in his determination to invade.


In what became Kentucky’s decisive month of September, the chief commanders in the western theater were Confederate General Leonidas Polk and Union General John C. Frémont. Neither, in retrospect, appeared suited for such weighty responsibilities. Polk proved arrogant, headstrong, and injudicious, behavior especially surprising in a former bishop. Trained at West Point, he had resigned a few months after graduation to pursue the ministry and had abandoned interest in military affairs before the Civil War. His ambitious subordinate, Gideon J. Pillow, untrained but unafraid, resented his secondary status in the western armies and considered himself better qualified to lead. On August 28 he informed Polk that the Confederate position at New Madrid, Missouri, was inferior, that Columbus was the place to defend Tennessee. Kentucky neutrality, wrote Pillow, existed no longer. Once the federals took Columbus they could not be dislodged. Arguing that the time had come for decision, Pillow pushed the weaker Polk into action.13


Frémont was imperious, impetuous, and impatient. Frémont had dallied before going to headquarters in St. Louis to await fittings on his new uniform as major general, then rarely emerged from a St. Louis mansion rented from one of his wife’s relatives. Inside, he played the role of “grand Monarque,”14 surrounded by courtiers exiled from the armies of Europe. As military affairs in Missouri deteriorated, Frémont hoped to recoup with boldness elsewhere.


On August 28, Frémont ordered Gen. Ulysses S. Grant to take command at Cape Girardeau, to cooperate with forces moving eastward from Ironton, and to be aware that Frémont had ordered forces at Cairo to prepare for a move southward. Col. Gustav Waagner had been sent to Belmont, Missouri, opposite Columbus, Kentucky, to destroy Confederate works and to build his own. Frémont intended to occupy Columbus “as soon as possible.”15 Waagner’s occupation of Belmont on September 2 triggered the end of Kentucky’s neutrality.


Polk had already written to Magoffin that he considered it of “the greatest consequence” to the Confederacy that “I should be ahead of the enemy in occupying Columbus and Paducah.”16 Two days later a spy reported Union forces at Belmont. Under Polk’s orders, Pillow embarked for Kentucky, occupying both Hickman and Columbus. Governor Harris of Tennessee immediately declared the incursion “unfortunate, as the President and myself are pledged to respect the neutrality of Kentucky.”17 Polk replied that Pillow had moved “under the plenary powers delegated to me by the President” and had occupied Hickman to avoid the cannon at Belmont.18 Davis outlined a response on Harris’s telegram: “ Secty of War—Telegraph promptly to Genl. Polk to withdraw troops from Ky—& explain movement Ans—Gov. Harris inform him of action & that movement was unauthorized.”19 Secretary of War Leroy Walker immediately sent Polk orders for a “prompt withdrawal.”20 Polk then explained to Davis that the threat to Columbus justified the movement, vital also to the safety of western Tennessee. Davis replied fatuously but succinctly: “The necessity must justify the action.”21 Polk responded that his invasion was justified by information that a Union expedition to Paducah was already underway before he issued orders to seize Columbus.22 Walker nonetheless again asked Polk the “reason for General Pillow’s movement.”23 In response to yet another message from Harris, Walker responded that Polk had been “ordered to direct the prompt withdrawal of the forces under General Pillow from Kentucky. The movement was wholly unauthorized, and you will so inform Governor Magoffm.”24
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Ulysses S. Grant as a newly-commissioned brigadier general in 1861. Grant’s seizing of the mouths of the Tennessee and Cumberland Rivers in response to Gen. Leonidas Polk occupying Columbus and Hickman, Kentucky, on the Mississippi River set the stage for the collapse of the Confederate defense of the state in early 1862. Library of Congress





Confusion in Richmond originated through lack of communication between Walker and Davis, the former believing that he was secretary of war, an understandable mistake soon rectified by Walker’s dismissal. Walker’s instincts were correct, although he did not immediately recognize that the invasion of Kentucky could not be undone, repealed, or erased. Polk’s argument that federal occupation of Belmont, across the river from Columbus, represented a threat to Kentucky was militarily correct, politically disastrous. Of course Frémont intended this move as a prelude to an occupation of Columbus but had not yet informed Washington, where Lincoln might well have intervened. Columbus occupied bluffs overlooking the river, Belmont sat on a floodplain. Once Polk and Pillow occupied Columbus, Waagner immediately evacuated Belmont. The issue remained one of respect for Kentucky’s neutrality, not that of Missouri. Both Polk and Frémont represented an accident ready to happen; Polk proved the first to blunder. Justifying his action to a committee of the Kentucky legislature, Polk explained that he had infringed Kentucky’s neutrality only by seizing Columbus “and so much of the territory between it and the Tennessee line as was necessary for me to pass over to reach it.”25


On September 2, Col. Richard J. Oglesby, commander at Cairo, was surprised when an unprepossessing stranger, dressed as a civilian because his uniform had not yet arrived, handed him an order assuming command.26 At Cape Girardeau, Missouri, Brig. Gen. Benjamin M. Prentiss had been similarly surprised a few days earlier when Grant arrived to assume command of the District of Southeast Missouri. Prentiss insisted that he was the senior officer, having held command while Grant vainly sought an opportunity to get into the war. Both had been nominated on the same day, but Grant held higher rank in the old army, and Grant preceded Prentiss on the army list. Prentiss, who eventually placed himself in arrest, may have accelerated Grant’s move to Cairo, where he arrived the day before the Confederate advance into Kentucky. Without yet knowing that Polk had taken Columbus, Grant wrote that he wanted to occupy it the next day. “New Madrid will fall within five days after,” he added.27


The next day word arrived of the Confederate incursion that Grant immediately telegraphed to the speaker of the Kentucky House of Representatives. “I regret to inform you,” Grant began, but perhaps was more relieved than regretful. In reality Polk had spared Frémont and Grant the opprobrium of violating Kentucky neutrality.28 By that afternoon, Grant was ready to start for Paducah, awaiting a telegram from Frémont either sanctioning or forbidding the expedition. Grant based his decision on information received from Charles de Arnaud, one of the more bizarre characters churned up by the war. Despite the name, de Arnaud was a Russian who had arrived in the United States in late 1860 and whom Frémont had commissioned as a spy. On September 5 de Arnaud arrived at Cairo to report that Confederate forces were advancing on Paducah.29 Grant immediately began to prepare his expedition, which arrived in Paducah on the following morning. He found rebel flags flying and citizens abuzz with news that a Confederate force of 3,800 was sixteen miles away. He thought then and for the rest of his life that only his timely arrival had prevented the enemy from seizing the mouth of the Tennessee River.30


On Grant’s approach, Lloyd Tilghman of Paducah, organizer of a local pro-Confederate force, fled the city and was later reported with his men at Columbus. As for Pillow’s force, believed to be so close, there is no evidence that any troops had ever left Columbus. Initial confusion about nearby rebels and which direction they were heading, to which local sympathizers may have contributed, exaggerated the timeliness and boldness of Grant’s expedition.31 The Confederate occupation of Columbus benefited Grant by providing justification for occupying an even more vital site in Kentucky. Belief that Pillow was headed for Paducah rested upon a logical assumption that Confederates would make the most of their Kentucky invasion. Polk and Pillow did not, however, behave logically.


Grant landed at Paducah at 8:30 a.m. and left at noon. During the morning he ran up the United States flag, deployed his troops, occupied the post and telegraph offices, seized the railroad, disposed of rations and leather, and issued a proclamation remarkable for its measured tone of reassurance:




I have come among you, not as an enemy, but as your friend and fellow-citizen, not to injure or annoy you, but to respect the rights, and to defend and enforce the rights of all loyal citizens. An enemy, in rebellion against our common Government, has taken possession of, and planted its guns upon the soil of Kentucky and fired upon our flag. Hickman and Columbus are in his hands. He is moving upon your city. I am here to defend you against this enemy and to assert and maintain the authority and sovereignty of your Government and mine. I have nothing to do with opinions. I shall deal only with armed rebellion and its aiders and abetors. You can pursue your usual avocations without fear or hindrance. The strong arm of the Government is here to protect its friends, and to punish only its enemies. Whenever it is manifest that you are able to defend yourselves, to maintain the authority of your Government and protect the rights of all its loyal citizens, I shall withdraw the forces under my command from your city.32





Grant discovered Frémont’s permission for the expedition to Paducah waiting back at Cairo. Actually, permission had arrived before Grant left Cairo—but in Hungarian!33 Frémont had surrounded himself in St. Louis with officers from many countries, including refugees of the Hungarian revolt of 1848. Their unusually impenetrable language was considered especially suitable for confidential messages. Apparently, nobody in Cairo could cope with Hungarian. Grant left for Paducah anyway. Rebuked for communicating with the Kentucky legislature, Grant received no censure for the Paducah expedition, since it had received advance official authorization from headquarters.
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Grant continued to believe, however, that he had left for Paducah before receiving approval from his superior and he had gotten away with it. His belief that he could operate aggressively with impunity influenced his impetuous attack at Belmont in November. There he furnished a scare to the garrison at Columbus. Throughout the rest of 1861, Grant wanted to move South.


Frémont’s plan to occupy Columbus imperiled the Union cause in Kentucky, as did his proclamation of August 30 declaring martial law in Missouri and threatening to enforce the Confiscation Act passed by Congress against slave property of Missouri rebels. Frémont’s popularity in the Republican party led Lincoln to caution in opposing the proclamation. He immediately pointed out, however, that the threat to liberate the slaves of traitors might “perhaps ruin our rather fair prospect for Kentucky.”34


In privately explaining his policy, Lincoln expanded on his concern for Kentucky:




The Kentucky Legislature would not budge till that proclamation was modified; and Gen. Anderson telegraphed me that on the news of Gen. Frémont having actually issued deeds of manumission, a whole company of our Volunteers threw down their arms and disbanded. I was so assured, as to think it probable, that the very arms we had furnished Kentucky would be turned against us. I think to lose Kentucky is nearly the same as to lose the whole game. Kentucky gone, we can not hold Missouri, nor, as I think, Maryland. . . . You must not understand I took my course on the proclamation because of Kentucky. I took this same ground in a private letter to General Fremont before I heard from Kentucky.”35





Indeed, the day after Lincoln wrote to Frémont he heard from James Speed of Louisville that Frémont’s “foolish proclamation” would “crush out” Kentucky Unionism.36


Lincoln’s final response to Frémont was to remove him from command and ultimately replace him with Maj. Gen. Henry W. Halleck, the epitome of military correctness and respect for procedure. During the interval between Frémont’s removal and Halleck’s arrival, Grant seized the opportunity for an adventitious expedition to Belmont, possibly a prelude to an assault on Columbus. Grant’s inconclusive tangle with Pillow left both prepared to claim a victory that neither won.
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Maj. Gen. Henry W. Halleck


Known as “Old Brains,” Halleck replaced Gen. John C. Frémont as Commander of Union forces in the West. His headquarters were in St. Louis, Missouri.


Library of Congress





In November, Davis explained his Kentucky policy:




Finding that the Confederate States were about to be invaded through Kentucky, and that her people after being deceived into a mistaken security, were unarmed, and in danger of being subjugated by the Federal forces, our armies were marched into that State to repel the enemy and prevent their occupation of certain strategic points which would have given them great advantages in the contest—a step which was justified, not only by the necessities of self-defense on the part of the Confederate States, but, also, by a desire to aid the people of Kentucky. It was never intended by the Confederate Government to conquer or co-erce the people of that State; but, on the contrary, it was declared by our Generals that they would withdraw their troops if the Federal Government would do likewise. Proclamation was also made of the desire to respect the neutrality of Kentucky, and the intention to abide by the wishes of her people as soon as they were free to express their opinions. These declarations were approved by me, and I should regard it as one of the best effects of the march of our troops into Kentucky if it should end in giving to her people liberty of choice and a free opportunity to decide their own destiny according to their own will.37
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Company H, 44th Indiana Infantry. These hardened veterans served along the Green River in Kentucky as part of Grant’s army before participating in the attack on Ft. Donelson and the Battle of Shiloh. As part of Gen. Don Carlos Buell’s Army of the Ohio, they returned to Kentucky and fought at Perryville. Note the broad-brimmed hats which were preferred by Union soldiers in the western theatre of war. National Archives





In his annual message of December 3, 1861, Lincoln declared that Kentucky, “for some time in doubt, is now decidedly, and, I think, unchangeably, ranged on the side of the Union.” Maryland, Kentucky, and Missouri, “neither of which would promise a single soldier at first, have now an aggregate of not less than forty thousand in the field for the Union; while, of their citizens, certainly not more than a third of that number, and they of doubtful whereabouts, and doubtful existence, are in arms against it.”38


Lincoln spoke accurately in December, and his remarks about Kentucky Unionism and about enlistment ratios North and South forecast the future. During the war, Kentucky furnished troops to North and South in a ratio of three to one. At the close of the year, despite a record that brought satisfaction in Richmond, the battle for Kentucky had turned into Confederate disaster. In January, rebel defeat at Mill Springs was followed by Halleck’s reluctant permission to Grant to advance on Fort Henry. After the fall of Henry led Grant to attack and capture Fort Donelson, the entire Confederate line in Kentucky cracked. Confederate Generals Albert Sidney Johnston and P. G. T. Beauregard united their forces at Corinth, Mississippi.


Lincoln had immediately recognized that the key to maintaining loyalty in Kentucky rested upon emphasis upon the Union, tolerance for slavery, and observation of neutrality. Kentucky’s evasion of Civil War reality could not long endure. Confederates blundered by impetuously accepting the burden of invading Kentucky and then failing to make their occupation effective. Operating on false information and without proper authorization, Grant nevertheless made precisely the right move in occupying Paducah. Grant secured bases from which a superior United States Navy could operate on rivers that dominated western Kentucky. Fortification of Columbus confirmed an existing Confederate stranglehold on the Mississippi River without broader military advantages. At the end of 1861, the North harvested the fruits of Lincoln’s patient policy of moderation.


Late in August 1861, commanders North and South had recognized that Kentucky neutrality was shattering. Both Frémont and Polk decided to risk the consequences of invading the state in exchange for the occupation of strategic positions. Polk won the race for Columbus with dire consequences. On the day that Polk crossed the border, Frémont wrote to Lincoln that the enemy was “creeping covertly forward into Kentucky lately, and I have been very anxious to anticipate him, but not quite able yet.”39 Had the North seized Columbus, as both Frémont and Grant intended, the outcome of the Civil War might have been different.
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The Confederate Defense of Kentucky




Kentucky played an unusual if not unique role in the Civil War. As a slave state which was originally a part of Virginia it held strong ties of kinship and sympathy with the South. As a border state on the Ohio River it held strong economic ties with the states of the Midwest. Also, it harbored powerful sentiments of American nationalism. Its foremost statesman, the late Senator Henry Clay, had represented all of these emotions and interests. A native of Virginia, he was a southerner and a slaveowner, but he was also a dedicated nationalist. He had devoted a great portion of his time and energies to the formulation of compromises designed to avert southern secession and at the same time protect the institutions of the South. He saw with crystal clarity that any effort to sever the Union would result in civil war.


When in 1860 and 1861 secession occurred by eleven of the southern states, Kentucky made a futile attempt to remain neutral. But strong secessionist elements quickly organized a Confederate government in the state, ultimately establishing its capital at Bowling Green. Stretching as the state did from the Appalachians on the east to the Mississippi River on the west, it formed a geographic belt of immense strategic importance between the states of the Union and those of the Confederacy. President Abraham Lincoln has been quoted as having said he hoped God was on the side of the Union, but that it must have Kentucky.


In the fall of 1861, President Jefferson Davis of the Confederacy was urgently in need of a general to command the hastily assembled Confederate military forces in the west. According to family tradition, he was ill in the Confederate White House in early September when he heard footsteps on the floor below his room. He is alleged to have said, “That is [Albert] Sidney Johnston’s step. Bring him up.” Whether this little episode actually took place is indeterminable. What is known is that Johnston journeyed at that time from California to Richmond, Virginia, and tendered his services to the Confederacy.
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Jefferson Davis. Born in present-day Todd County, Kentucky, Davis, as President of the Confederate States, tried desperately to hold Kentucky for the Confederacy. Library of Congress





There can be no doubt that Davis was delighted over this turn of events. He had been a friend and admirer of Johnston since their days together as cadets at West Point; his admiration had grown immensely in their service together in the battle of Monterrey of the Mexican War. Davis said later that Johnston came to the Confederacy without herald or pretension of claim to any position, that “he simply offered himself to the cause.”1
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