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“The richest ore is oftenest found deep down, and it is in the low stratum of human life that we will find the jewels that will glisten for ages.”

—IMMIGRANT INDUSTRIALIST
 ANDREW CARNEGIE
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GLOSSARY OF PARTICIPANTS


Beauregard, Pierre Gustave Toutant—One of the Confederacy’s five top-ranking full generals; West Point–trained member of the Louisiana Creole elite; brilliant planner of too-complicated battles; dramatic, fiery, and dashing; unloved by President Jefferson Davis for a tendency to preen in the press and argue with his commander in chief.


Bragg, Braxton—West Pointer and nationally known Mexican War hero who resigned from the army as a lieutenant colonel in 1856 to become proprietor of a Louisiana sugar plantation after marrying into great wealth. He was a highly opinionated and caustic observer of people and events, a favorite of Jefferson Davis, and a great driller and disciplinarian. He commanded at Mobile during the war’s early stages.


Breckinridge, John C.—Confederate brigadier general; Kentucky-born and Kentucky-based lawyer and politician. US vice president in the administration of James Buchanan, Breckinridge was a sitting US senator and unsuccessful Democratic presidential candidate in 1860 before resigning to join the Confederacy.


Buckner, Simon Bolivar—Confederate major general; West Pointer; prewar friend and benefactor of Grant; model of rectitude or, put another way, a balky and mulish stickler for the rules. Captured at Fort Donelson, Buckner was eventually paroled to command the Department of East Tennessee. An excellent writer of caustic prose, he briefly founded and edited a Chicago newspaper in the 1850s.


Buell, Don Carlos—Union major general; West Pointer; Ohio native; commander of the Department of the Ohio and its Army of the  Cumberland; distinguished prewar career soldier; Grant’s contemptuous self-styled rescuer at Shiloh; strict disciplinarian but very slow to commit to a fight.


Chalmers, James R.—Confederate colonel; Virginia native; educated in South Carolina. His wealthy family owned property in northern Mississippi, which his father represented as a senator. The elder Chalmers had approved Forrest’s appointment as constable of DeSoto County; thus, Chalmers and Forrest knew each other—sort of. Early on, Chalmers was colonel of a Mississippi regiment at Mobile under Bragg, whom Chalmers admired.


Dana, Charles A.—Federal assistant secretary of war; former New York newspaper editor charged with observing and reporting on efficiency and the like to Secretary of War Edwin Stanton. Dana was sharply opinionated with pronounced likes and dislikes; the former included, most notably and profoundly, Ulysses S. Grant; the latter, John McClernand. He was seen at different times and by different officers as an indispensable observer and a waspish busybody.


Forrest, Nathan Bedford—Confederate colonel promoted to brigadier general after Shiloh. Forrest had risen from tending leased fields to wealth as a slave-trader across the western South; he also had a brief but notable political career on the Memphis city council. Although he was a fearless and dangerous military wizard, superiors looked down on him for his lack of education and polish.


Gould, A. Wills—Confederate artillery lieutenant in Forrest’s cavalry; quieter friend and schoolmate of Forrest artillery notable John W. Morton; brave and knowledgeable but sensitive and ready to resent a slight.


Grant, Ulysses S.—Federal major general; captor of Forts Henry and Donelson. An Ohio tanner’s son who had reluctantly gone to and graduated from West Point, Grant had resigned from the army with a reputation for drunkenness to fall into poverty as a farmer; he barely got back into the army in 1861 as second choice for colonel of the Twenty-first Illinois Infantry. A reputation for thirst still dogged him.


Hooker, Joseph “Fighting Joe”—Federal major general; West Point class of 1837; born in Massachusetts of New England elite; glittering Mexican War record; intensely ambitious. Hooker spent most of 1861 to  1863 on the eastern front, where he took a lackluster turn commanding the Army of the Potomac.


Johnson, Bushrod Rust—West Point–educated Confederate brigadier general from Ohio. Johnson’s self-obscured past included helping his Quaker brothers deliver fugitive slaves up the Underground Railroad and getting cashiered from the army for a smuggling scheme in Mexico. A college professor who kept his own counsel after returning to military life, he escaped surrender at Fort Donelson after two days of hiding out among other prisoners.


Johnston, Albert Sidney—Confederate western commander; Jefferson Davis’s favorite soldier. A Kentucky native, Johnston had headed the army of the Texas Republic; when Texas joined the Union, he became colonel of the celebrated Second US Cavalry on the frontier. While commanding the Confederacy’s huge Department No. 2, he became reviled after retreating from Kentucky to Alabama following the Union victories at Forts Henry and Donelson.


Johnston, Joseph E.—Confederate full general; non-Tidewater Virginian. Johnston enjoyed wide popularity that obscured his intense ambition for high rank. He protested to Jefferson Davis that he deserved supremacy among the generals of the Confederacy, instead of the fifth slot Davis had given him. A brilliant executor of West Point dogma, he was excellent at defense but hesitant to attack.


Kountz, William J.—Union river transportation official; whisky-hating Pittsburgh steamboat magnate with connections to Secretary of War Edwin Stanton and Union general in chief George B. McClellan. Kountz became Grant’s director of river transport in late 1861. He filed charges of drunkenness against Grant on the eve of the Henry-Donelson campaign. Grant, before leaving on the campaign, ordered him fired and arrested.


Lee, Stephen D.—Young, rising Confederate artillery officer; born in secession’s cradle, Charleston, South Carolina; 1854 graduate of West Point. An artillerist in the prewar army, Lee began his Confederate career on the eastern front on the staff of General Beauregard.


Logan, John A. “Black Jack”—One of Grant’s favorite brigadiers; prewar southern Illinois congressman instrumental in persuading his Southern-leaning district to back the Union. Logan became a hard-fighting  colonel and, after Shiloh, a brigadier general. He acquired his nickname from the color of his hair and eyes.


Longstreet, James—Confederate major general; born in South Carolina; West Pointer. An in-law of Grant who served in Grant’s wedding, Longstreet spent most of his service on the eastern front, where Robert E. Lee called him his “Old War Horse.”


McArthur, John—Union brigadier general; native Scot. The son of a blacksmith, McArthur founded Excelsior Iron Works in Chicago. His brigade fought with more gallantry than success at Fort Donelson, where it was the rightmost unit on a Federal right wing that was crushed and rolled up by the Confederate assault on the battle’s final day.


McClellan, George B.—Federal general in chief; Philadelphia native; scion of an elite family; West Pointer. McClellan had been outraged to see Grant drunk on duty in the antebellum army. He left the prewar army to become a railroad entrepreneur. After Fort Sumter, he reentered the service and succeeded aging Winfield Scott as general in chief. He was a wonderful organizer, outfitter, and driller of armies but a timid fighter of them.


McClernand, John A.—Union brigadier general; prewar southern Illinois congressman; sometime courtroom associate of prairie lawyer Abraham Lincoln. Very friendly and encouraging to Kountz, the filer of drunkenness charges against Grant, McClernand seemed incessantly to seek Grant’s job, often by duplicitous means.


McPherson, James B.—Union colonel; brilliant young engineer; graduated first in the West Point class of 1853. Henry Halleck sent McPherson to Grant (who already had an engineer) during the Henry-Donelson campaign to clandestinely monitor Grant’s drinking. The two Ohioans immediately took a liking to each other. Grant asked for McPherson’s permanent transfer to his army, where he became, with Sherman, one of Grant’s two foremost favorites.


Morgan, John Hunt—Confederate cavalry colonel; independent raider par excellence. Alabama-born and Kentucky-educated, Morgan was a Lexington, Kentucky, businessman when the war opened. Utterly fearless, he preferred independent command to working in subordinate positions with higher-ranking commanders.


Morton, John W., Jr.—Boyish twenty-one-year-old Confederate artillerist; cultivated son of a Nashville physician. Morton performed with heroism at Fort Donelson, where he was captured; after his exchange, he sought service with Forrest, who had refused to participate in the Donelson surrender.


Pemberton, John C.—Confederate major general. Philadelphia-born but Southern-leaning even during his cadetship at West Point, Pemberton graduated twenty-seventh of fifty in 1837. He was a warm friend of Jefferson Davis, who first gave him command of the Department of South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida. His friendship with Davis, more than talent, influenced his rise.


Polk, Leonidas—Confederate major general. Although a West Pointer, Polk had no army experience prior to 1861. On graduation he had become an Episcopal cleric, and he was bishop of the Southwest when the war opened. He owed his high Confederate commands to closeness with Jefferson Davis since their West Point days together. Whatever his ministerial qualities, his soldierly performance was at best plodding.


Rawlins, John A.—Union captain; Grant chief of staff; prewar attorney and fellow townsman of Grant in Galena, Illinois; impassioned partisan in behalf of Grant and equally impassioned foe of the bottle; generally considered the only person besides Grant’s wife, Julia, from whom the general would tolerate discussion of his drinking.


Rosecrans, William S.—Union major general; West Pointer, graduating fifth in the class of 1838. Commissioned a brigadier general in May 1861, Rosecrans fought well in West Virginia under George McClellan before coming west. He was an excellent planner of strategy but high-strung, nervous, and erratic in battle.


Sherman, William Tecumseh “Cump”—Union major general; son of an Ohio Supreme Court justice; foster son of Ohio US senator Thomas Ewing; member of the elite. Sherman fought with valor at the First Battle of Bull Run or Manassas. He suffered a condition resembling a nervous breakdown while commanding in Kentucky in 1861 and, described as “crazy” by newspapers, was reassigned at his own request. After being gently returned to duty in early 1862 by Henry Halleck, he started to become Grant’s best friend by waiving his higher  rank and subordinating himself to push supplies forward to Grant at Fort Donelson.


Smith, Charles Ferguson—Federal brigadier general; one of the US Army’s most eminent antebellum officers; Philadelphia-born career soldier; one of Grant’s instructors at West Point and his most valued—and valuable—confidant in 1861 and early 1862. At Fort Donelson, Smith’s assault breached the Confederate lines and brought on the surrender. His advice to offer no terms except unconditional surrender made Grant a popular sensation.


Smith, William F. “Baldy”—Union colonel; member of the staff of General Irvin McDowell at the First Battle of Bull Run; Vermont-born West Pointer, graduating fourth in the class of 1845; exceptional engineer officer who spent the war’s first half on the eastern front and was a close friend of General in Chief McClellan.


Streight, Abel—Federal colonel; Indiana transplant from a rural New York farm via a ten-year sojourn in Cincinnati; daring. With little education, Streight became a miller, then a lumberman and a carpenter. On the eve of war, he wrote a pamphlet strongly espousing unionism and was appointed colonel of the Fifty-first Indiana Infantry.


Thomas, George H.—Federal major general; born to Virginia slaveholders; stolid and intensely honorable, but somewhat stiff-necked and quietly aloof. Sherman’s roommate at West Point, Thomas graduated twelfth in their class, six places behind Sherman. He was first-ranked below Sherman in Kentucky in 1861. He won the obscure but highly important Battle of Mill Springs or Logan’s Crossroads in Kentucky in January 1862.


Van Dorn, Earl—Mississippi plantation scion; West Pointer, graduating fifty-second in a class of fifty-six; antebellum career soldier; brave and dashing, but more attentive to other men’s wives than to his own or to such vital military duties as reconnaissance; another Jefferson Davis friend and favorite.


Wallace, Lewis “Lew”—Union major general; antebellum attorney; son of an Indiana governor. Along with John McClernand, Wallace was one of the two Grant subordinates who appeared most thirsty for glory and whose political connections seemed to make Grant most wary. As commander he took it upon himself to go to the aid of McClernand’s  collapsing division, thereby saving what was left of Grant’s right wing on the climactic day at Fort Donelson.


Wharton, John A.—Nashville-born Confederate colonel leading the hard-fighting Eighth Texas Cavalry; hot-headed but polished; educated at South Carolina College; member of the Texas Secession Convention.


Wheeler, Joseph—Twenty-six-year-old Confederate infantry colonel in early 1862; Georgia-born son of a Connecticut-rooted Augusta banker. Wheeler spent portions of his early life in Connecticut and New York City and graduated near the bottom of his West Point class. Dashing and fearless but officious and humorless, he would become an erratic cavalry leader.






INTRODUCTION

SCOUTING THE GROUND


Bloody autumn, 1863. After a disastrous summer, the Confederate States of America’s prospects were fading fast.

Defeat had dogged its armies. Starved-out Vicksburg, the Confederacy’s last hold on the Mississippi River, fell to Ulysses S. Grant in July, a day after George Pickett’s annihilated charge crowned Robert E. Lee’s crushing defeat at Gettysburg. Down a vital railroad connecting Lee’s Virginia base to its Deep Dixie breadbasket, the valiant but ill-led Army of Tennessee won a September victory at Chickamauga in Georgia, sending its Union foe fleeing to Chattanooga. But the Confederate commander, General Braxton Bragg, had pursued laxly, and the Federals had entrenched. And Nathan Bedford Forrest neared the end of his patience.

Forrest was a violent, unschooled, but brilliant brigadier general of cavalry. He had a lengthening record of battlefield wizardry and an obsessive will to win, and he had urged Bragg to stay on the Federals’ heels after Chickamauga. When Bragg did not, Forrest rode to headquarters to find out why—and returned still puzzled. “What does he fight his battles for?” aides overheard him mutter.1


Having risen from a leased Mississippi hill farm to self-proclaimed millionaire status before the war, Forrest had seen his fierce intelligence and much Confederate blood squandered by Bragg and other high-toned Southern aristocrats and West Pointers. For most of the seventeen months that Bragg had commanded the Confederacy’s primary western army, he had demeaned and slighted Forrest. Influenced by the wife whose immense family wealth he had married into, Bragg disliked Tennesseans, regarding those in his ranks as unreliable, and Forrest had been born and raised in the Tennessee backwoods before becoming a Memphis businessman. He also was a volunteer, a soldier class that Bragg the professional held in sour contempt.2


 





BRIGADIER GENERAL NATHAN BEDFORD FORREST
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Soon after Forrest’s unproductive canter to headquarters, Bragg issued him another slap. He took Forrest’s command and gave it—temporarily, he said—to Major General Joe Wheeler, a West Pointer of flawed judgment under whom Forrest had vowed never to serve again. Forrest took a rare and much-needed leave, which he had hardly begun when Bragg sent him orders to report to Wheeler. It was the last straw. Forrest rode to headquarters again, this time taking along an in-law. The relative said Forrest barged into Bragg’s tent, ignored a proffered handshake, and poked the index finger of his left hand into Bragg’s face. He began reciting a litany of the abuses that Bragg had subjected him to. Then his rising temper topped out with a threat he was manifestly able to fulfill.

“If you ever again try to interfere with me—or cross my path,” he promised, “it will be at the peril of your life.”3
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As the steaming Confederate stalked from Bragg’s tent, Union major general Ulysses S. Grant lay in agony in Vicksburg, Mississippi.

His horse, spooked by a train whistle after a troop review near New Orleans, had reared and fallen on him. He was almost certainly drunk. The accident knocked him unconscious, badly wrenched his right leg, and injured that whole side of his body. The leg was “swollen from the knee to the thigh,” he later wrote, adding that “swelling, almost to the point of bursting,” ballooned his torso to his armpit. The pain was agonizing. “I lay in the hotel something over a week without being able to turn myself in bed.”4


It was bad timing. In July, in one of military history’s hardest-won campaigns, Grant had taken Vicksburg and split the Confederacy in two. But that was July. Union major general William Starke Rosecrans’s September defeat at Chickamauga, which threatened the entire Federal Army of the Cumberland with capture or annihilation, appeared to revive the South’s foundering fortunes. Outnumbered Federals at Chattanooga were besieged, starving, and about to abandon their recent conquest of East Tennessee and their invaluable capture of the Confederacy’s Virginia-to-Georgia railroad. Grant’s Washington superiors ordered him to rush 20,000 more men to Chattanooga to forestall calamity.

He did so—and more. Putting the 20,000 on the march from Memphis, he wired the Chattanooga commander, Major General George H. Thomas, to hold on, no matter what. He himself would be there as soon as possible, he said, and he did not exaggerate. On crutches, he took a steamboat to Louisville, then a train to northern Alabama. There aides lifted him onto a horse for the trek’s final leg, a sixty-mile ordeal on rain-drowned roads. At Chattanooga, they took him from the saddle and helped him into headquarters. Without even changing his muddy pants, he demanded a detailed briefing and asked myriad questions. That the army was outnumbered and ringed by foes on higher ground did not faze him. He wanted to attack.

For two days he plotted nonstop, then okayed an already-planned night strike. The plan sent men and pontoons floating down the Tennessee River to surprise Confederate guards. His Federals bridged the river, opened the supply line into Chattanooga, and allowed Union reinforcements from northern Alabama to flood in. Three weeks later, the troops he had ordered from Memphis began arriving. And he launched his attack.5


  





MAJOR GENERAL ULYSSES S. GRANT
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The Federals took the tops of the mountains in two assaults on separate days. Grant and his officers tried to direct them from below. When the outcomes were known, only riflemen could take bows. On November 24 three divisions under Major General Joe Hooker captured Lookout Mountain in the murk of a heavy fog. The following day, in full view, the 19,000 troops of General George Thomas, the stolid “Rock of Chickamauga,” had hit the Confederate center and overwhelmed its first line of rifle pits. Their assignment had been to take and hold that position while other forces hit and turned the Confederate flanks. But once there, under murderous fire, they disobeyed Grant’s orders and swarmed on up Missionary Ridge. The mass insubordination could have been fatal; if their charge had failed, a Confederate counterattack pursuing their fallback down the mountain might have knocked out the Union center. It could have crushed the whole Federal army. But Thomas’s men made sure that  could not happen. They went over the two upper trench lines on the heels of the fleeing defenders. It was a rout.6


Abraham Lincoln was grateful. He sent a message thanking and praising Grant and his army for “the courage and perseverance with which you, and they,” had plunged the Federal sword into Dixie’s bowels. Soon afterward, Lincoln would promote Grant to lieutenant general, the nation’s first permanent holder of that rank since George Washington. And he would order him east to face Robert E. Lee.7
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The twin events—Grant’s defeat of the Confederates at Chattanooga and Forrest’s post-Chickamauga tongue-lashing of his commander—were pivotal. Grant’s triumph, following his isolation of trans-Mississippi Dixie with the victory at Vicksburg, set the stage for General William T. Sherman’s fiery slicing of the eastern South into two more halves. And Forrest’s berating of Bragg marked the final alienation of the South’s most feared western warrior from its aristocratic councils—and any chance of Forrest’s contributing his mental powers to its strategic plans. Such a chance, in truth, had never existed.

Contrasting Grant and Forrest, two opposing giants of the western theater, brings a rich new perspective to the study of the Civil War. The two events at Chattanooga in late 1863—one public, the other private—portended the fates of secession and slavery, and the two men’s separate progressions toward this dual climax shed new light on how and why the war was won and lost. Yet the tandem significance of the two events has gone unnoted—possibly because it is best understood by those who find it the least comfortable: admirers of the Old South. Forrest’s treatment by his superiors suggests that a chief cause of the Confederacy’s death was insistence on blue-blood leadership. Other nonaristocratic notables who might have played more major roles include John Brown Gordon, who finally rose to command a wing of Lee’s Appomattox remnant, and Patrick R. Cleburne, a native Irishman who was likely the best unit commander of infantry west of the Appalachians. We can never know the number of others buried in obscurity, but Forrest’s potential for higher command appears the most gravely wasted.

Grant and Forrest, opposites on the surface, were alike underneath. They also were night-and-day different from their commanders and peers. Each hailed from closer to his society’s bottom than its top. Their lives had been steeped in the kind of daily desperation that is war’s essence. Both had fought weather and fate in the fickle fields of agriculture. Each had struggled with his hands against long odds to feed and protect his family. Hard lives had forced them to capitalize to the fullest on scant resources and watch out for the main chance. Their resultant common credential for military generalship was humble, widely disdained, yet pivotal in the end. Call it calluses.

Besides Forrest, just twenty-four other Confederates would become full general or lieutenant general in this conflict. Only two would be, like Forrest, non–West Pointers, and these two were as unlike Forrest as possible. One, Richard Taylor, was the son of a president, Zachary Taylor. The other, Wade Hampton (to be precise, Wade Hampton III), was similarly a son of privilege, reputedly the largest landowner in the South. The third was Forrest, the onetime tiller of a leased hill farm.

At the top of the Federal army, Grant was in the company of men of the same pride, power, and wealth. His superior, Henry Halleck, was a lion of the West Point intelligentsia as well as a rich corporate attorney, and his peers included a grandson of a signer of the Declaration of Independence and a relative of Mary Todd Lincoln. His immediate subordinates included a longtime associate of President Lincoln, former congressmen, and the son of a governor. Grant’s father had been a tanner.

Grant had a West Point education, but this only differentiated him from Forrest superficially. Both came from the same social level and were looked down on for it. Grant’s drinking, for which he was widely scorned by other Union officers, was the subject of derision largely because of his background and resultant lack of polish. By contrast, “Fighting Joe” Hooker was known widely to drink—and apparently on battlefields, which Grant never did—yet alcohol was rarely, if ever, mentioned as one of his flaws. Like Grant, Hooker left the army in the mid-1850s and was late being invited back into it, but when he did return, it was as a brigadier general. Grant barely made it back in as a replacement colonel. And both men reentered an army in which whisky—especially among officers, who could best afford it—was a staple.

Vitally, though, Grant had the benefit of joining an army less class-conscious than Forrest’s. The Union high command was led by a president born in a log cabin. Grant’s was an army filling with new Americans who had emigrated north instead of south because Dixie’s slavery-monopolized job market offered far less chance of earning a livelihood. The North’s officer corps allowed—though hardly encouraged—working-class input; the South’s did not. Dixie barred such elements from her councils of decision.8


The difference was crucial. Northern inclusiveness permitted the rise of Grant, the man universally regarded as most responsible for winning the war, while Southern insularity predestined the Confederacy to squander the brilliance of Forrest, whose fertile brain and vicious valor might have helped fashion an opposite outcome. But he got no chance. He served under a Southern ruling oligarchy comprised of civilian and military representatives of the 10,000 planter families that owned at least fifty slaves each. A tiny fraction of the region’s 8 million white residents, this crème de la crème held title to one-quarter of the Confederacy’s 4 million slaves. Its high-toned members rarely invited an uncultivated ex-farm-renter into their drawing rooms, let alone their war rooms.9


Members of this Southern aristocracy proclaimed brotherhood with their poorer white neighbors based on mutual superiority to enslaved blacks, but their contempt for anybody below their social level was blatant. As a US congressman, future Confederate president Jefferson Davis had made a bitter foe of a common-born colleague, former tailor Andrew Johnson, with a thoughtless remark that Johnson took as slighting people who worked with their hands. An 1858 speech by South Carolina senator James Hammond, intending to target the Northern working class, breathed disdain for every nonslaveholding laborer. “In all social systems,” he intoned, “there must be a class to do the menial duties, to perform the drudgery of life. . . . It constitutes the very mudsill of society.” Three-quarters of the South’s white population performed that sort of drudgery.10


Hammond and his peers also made sure the mudsill stayed in its place. Formal education—and social mobility in general—was far less available in the South than the North. Another South Carolinian, William Harper, wrote that God “did not intend” that every human be “highly cultivated”; rather, “it is better that a part should be fully and highly educated and the rest utterly ignorant.” The latter were suitable only for the  work of making the upper class comfortable. In the North, where education was more available, Grant could get enough of it to qualify for a West Point appointment. Even had Forrest been able to get the education, he would hardly have gotten the appointment. In the South, such plums rarely went to former lessee farmers.11


Grant and Forrest, unlike most of their peers, knew life at the bottom. Grant had peddled firewood on St. Louis street corners to keep his family’s bodies and souls together; he sold his pocket watch for $20 one year to give them a Christmas. Forrest, like Abraham Lincoln, wielded an axe with the skill of experience; he once split rails for fifty cents per hundred to earn boat passage back to Mississippi from Texas. But where the bookish Lincoln ended in the White House, the less literate Forrest rose only to the Memphis city council. He was elected for his fearless forthrightness in an incident rife with overtones of the Old South’s least savory elements. Himself a trader in human chattel, he gave crucial testimony in the trial of one slave merchant who had murdered another. The killer claimed the dead man, a friend of Forrest who died in Forrest’s house, had willfully sold him a free African American, who afterward recovered his liberty in court. Forrest testified unhesitatingly against his city’s richest slave trader—and supplanted him soon afterward.12


Such hands-on familiarity with life at the bottom, seamy or otherwise, proved invaluable to both men as Civil War generals. Forrest and Grant exemplified the yeomanry that did most of the war’s bleeding and dying and, unlike their superiors, identified more with their men than their peers. Because this identification was so obvious, each had intra-army struggles with famed West Pointers who viewed them with scorn. But their working-class roots proved an incalculable asset. Each knew firsthand what was possible, and impossible, for his men to accomplish. Both also used networks of spies to gather information, because each understood the need to know all he could beforehand about a planned task; their previous lives had depended on such things. Having lived where opportunity seldom knocked, each knew the necessity of capitalizing on it when it did. Unlike their superiors, who had rarely had to devote life-and-death attention to anything, they obsessed about initiative, aggressiveness, persistence, and speed. And their stressful lives had long since accustomed them to war’s continual anxiety.

Both Grant and Forrest showed unique mental agility in campaigning. In his daring gambles to reach and besiege Vicksburg, Grant rejected West Point wisdom in favor of his own ingenuity. Like Forrest, he used military theory against West Point–trained opponents, doing the opposite of what they expected him to. Vanquishing the treachery and contempt of peers and higher-ups, he triumphed in the epic campaigns of Fort Donelson, Shiloh, Vicksburg, and Chattanooga. No one knew it yet, but he had already beaten Lee when he came east to fight the vaunted Virginian in 1864. His western leadership had slashed the arteries of Lee’s star-crossed nation.

Mainstream scholars rightly question the abilities of the Confederate high command. Yet, perhaps influenced by its cultivation and learning, they have largely accepted the Richmond coterie’s contemporary minimizations of Forrest. Jefferson Davis and his minions saw the Tennessean as merely coarse and offensive to their genteel sensibility, as a cartoonish half-literate who would not follow orders and could never have become more than the peerless raider he unquestionably was.

But the Confederate high command was manifestly fallible. Scholars accepting its judgments of Forrest seem not to have noticed that he did not start out the way he ended—defiant, sullen, and imperious. At Fort Donelson, Shiloh, and many other battles, he followed every order, only to see aristocratic commanders squander all chance for victory. At least as much as his abrasiveness, their sneers and ineptitude drove him to rebellion and self-exile—and their Confederacy to its grave.
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LATE WINTER-EARLY SPRING 1862—GRANT
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In mid-March 1862, Major General Ulysses S. Grant reaccepted command of his army. The month preceding his reappointment had been bewildering.

Thirty-some days earlier at Fort Donelson in northern Tennessee, fighting myriad enemies in gray and blue, he had captured the largest force taken in any American war up to that time. His feat smashed the center of a Confederate line that had stretched westward from the Appalachian foothills to the Mississippi River. Grant’s twin victories at Fort Henry and Fort Donelson threw the Confederates out of southern Kentucky all the way across Tennessee into Alabama and Mississippi. These triumphs transformed the war, exploding the stalemate that had followed the Federal defeat at Bull Run in Virginia in July 1861. His initiative had given the Union a juggernaut western momentum. Dubbed “Unconditional Surrender Grant” by victory-hungry Northern newspapers, he rose immediately from brigadier to major general.

Until Donelson, however, Grant had been a dead man walking. Charges of scandalous drunkenness had been filed against him just days before the battle. He had arrested his chief of river transportation, a meddlesome and politically connected civilian named William J. Kountz, for obstructing troop movements, and Kountz had retaliated by launching the charges in the chain of command. They alleged that a “beastly,”  drunken Grant had been incapable of conducting business on a flag-of-truce boat, had drunk with “rebels,” had been repeatedly drunk since, and had indulged in “Conduct unbecoming an Officer and a Gentleman.” Recipients of the document could not have known that its filer was a temperance fanatic who may not have even been in the vicinity when the reported excesses occurred.1


So Grant, on the eve of his Henry-Donelson coup, had been in a most vulnerable position. His superior (and the initial recipient of the Kountz document), Major General Henry W. Halleck, was working to promote—and replace him with—a prominent West Pointer, sixty-three-year-old Brigadier General Ethan Allen Hitchcock. Federal command of the trans-Appalachian front was split between Halleck in St. Louis and Brigadier General Don Carlos Buell in Kentucky, and Halleck worried that Grant’s seedy, rumpled aggressiveness would embarrass him and hamper his chance to best Buell in army politics.

Grant had needed to achieve something big before Kountz’s charges destroyed his career. He had pestered Halleck into letting him and naval flag officer Andrew Foote go after Forts Henry and Donelson on the Tennessee and Cumberland rivers. Reluctantly, Halleck had finally assented, hoping to achieve a victory before Buell did. It worked. The Henry-Donelson captures made Halleck preeminent in the West.

Yet, no sooner had he distinguished himself at Henry and Donelson than Grant staggered, stabbed in the back. Mysterious foes in his own ranks, armed with his reputation as a drunkard, toppled him. On March 5, Halleck relieved him of his duties, and Grant appeared headed back to the oblivion from which he had sprung. Then suddenly, on March 13, Halleck changed his mind.

Turning unaccountably kind, Halleck stepped forward to seem to save Donelson’s disgraced victor. It was a sham. Halleck had manufactured the crisis himself. He let Grant believe that General in Chief George McClellan (who had been outraged at encountering an intoxicated Grant in the antebellum army) and President Abraham Lincoln had demanded his dismissal, but the actual foe had been Halleck himself. He wanted Grant gone and would use any pretense to accomplish that end. He had only wilted when Lincoln, grateful for the Donelson victory, began asking questions about what was happening to Grant. Had he left his command without  proper authority? Had his reports not been timely? Had he been insubordinate? Halleck, knowing he had manufactured this controversy himself, quickly minimized it and kicked it under the rug.2


Grant knew none of this. Relieved at having dodged a political bullet, he resumed his duties. His new task was large: to organize the huge force gathering to harvest the fruits of the Henry-Donelson victories.

To Grant’s way of thinking, those triumphs should have been followed up by quick strikes southward. “My opinion was . . . that immediately after the fall of Fort Donelson the way was opened to the National forces all over the South-west without much resistance,” he later wrote. He thought Federal troops already in uniform could have fanned out to the rail centers of Chattanooga, Tennessee, and Corinth, Mississippi, as well as the Mississippi River cities of Memphis and Vicksburg. A quick Union advance into these areas, in his opinion, would have denied the Confederate armies “tens of thousands” of potential Southern recruits.3


Instead, many of these Southerners were being recruited now, while the Union army took its time readying its next blow. Thousands were reportedly gathering at Corinth to try to stop the southward Federal drive along the Tennessee River. Corinth was a major hub on the Memphis & Charleston Railroad, whose tracks were bringing in more troops. A Confederate victory in front of the Mississippi town would begin recouping the South’s staggering Henry-Donelson losses.

Grant’s return to command made him a target of Confederate desperation, but that did not worry him. Grateful for Halleck’s inexplicable reversal, Grant could look back on his Henry-Donelson campaign with relief and pride.The Donelson triumph had whipped both his anonymous Union enemies and 20,000 Confederates. Three-fourths of the latter he had captured and sent to Northern prisons.

But the victory also obscured major errors. Flag Officer Foote’s gunboats had battered Fort Henry into submission before Grant’s army could arrive. Grant had then attacked Donelson without knowing how many Confederates were inside its fortifications—only to find that they contained more troops than he had outside. He had assumed the ironclad gunboats that had decimated Fort Henry would make similar rubble of Fort Donelson—but Donelson’s apprentice cannoneers all but blew the ironclads out of the Cumberland River. On the battle’s third  and climactic day, Grant rode out four icy miles north of the left end of his lines to persuade Foote not to take the crippled but still-feared river monsters north for refitting. While he was gone, the Confederates burst from the far end of their entrenchments and rolled the south end of the Union line northward more than a mile. Grant had neglected to leave anyone in charge at headquarters; he returned from his conference with Foote to find a wrecked right wing and mounting dismay among his troops.

Yet Grant kept his head. The Confederate attack finally faltered, and he rightly guessed that to bring such force against the lower end of the line, the enemy had to have stripped most of his strength from the upper end. Grant’s innate aggressiveness only increased under stress. He ordered the commander on his left—stalwart Brigadier General Charles Ferguson Smith, his tactics instructor at West Point—to ready a charge. Then he ordered an all-out counterattack, promising that the trenches on the left would be lightly defended. Sure enough, Smith’s charge overran that end of the defenses.

Smith later gave Grant the words with which newspapers would transform the erstwhile pupil into an overnight hero. When a Confederate party arrived with a message requesting surrender terms, Grant looked to Smith. “No terms to the damned rebels,” growled the oldster. Even though the appeal to negotiate came from Confederate brigadier Simon Bolivar Buckner, a Grant friend and antebellum benefactor, Grant took Smith’s advice. “No terms except immediate and unconditional surrender can be accepted,” Grant replied to Buckner’s note. “I propose to move immediately upon your works.”

With Smith occupying one end of his trenches and his Confederates in disarray, Buckner surrendered. Grant, with Smith’s indispensable assistance, had saved himself. Despite the errors they concealed, the Henry-Donelson victories stymied Halleck’s intention to fire this man whom history would come to regard as most responsible for winning the war.

 



 




Few men looked less likely to save the Union. Born and reared in the comparative wilds of southern Ohio, Grant had rarely impressed even his own family. He had gone to West Point reluctantly, at his thrifty father’s insistence (a West Point education being free). Before that, he had spent most of his youth plying fields and roads with workhorses, thus avoiding the blood and stink of his father’s tanning business. At West Point, he studied war indifferently, preferring to read adventure novels from the academy library and draw sketches that showed some talent. He stood out from classmates in just two respects: for serving as president of the Point’s literary society and setting an academy horse-jumping record that would stand for a quarter century.

After graduation, he spent eleven years in the army. He participated, he later recalled, in about as many battles of the Mexican War as one person could. His behavior under fire was rock steady; his feats included intrepidly riding through house-to-house fighting in the streets of Monterrey, amid hails of bullets, to request more ammunition for a unit that was running out. He did this despite being an officer and an adjutant, then gave the credit to his horse, Nelly. Such exploits won him brevet promotions to first lieutenant and captain, but he reached the latter rank permanently only years later, just prior to his abrupt departure from the army.

Grant resigned in April 1854, apparently to escape allegations of drunkenness. He had endured a long, monotonous posting in the remote Pacific Northwest, half a continent away from his beloved wife, Julia, and their family. Soon after making captain, he reportedly showed up at a company pay table stupefied by drink, and his commander, an eastern-born martinet and nephew of President John Quincy Adams, reportedly threatened to file formal charges if Grant did not resign. A friend speculated that he chose the latter to avoid scandalizing his family. He went to farming in Missouri near the plantation of his father-in-law, working in the fields beside slaves. But bad weather and national financial panics ruined him. He had to peddle firewood in shabby clothes on the streets of St. Louis to survive. Only a job in a Galena, Illinois, leather-goods store owned by his father rescued him from want.

War pulled him out of obscurity at age thirty-nine. Politically he was middle-of-the-road, believing the Union should remain whole. He neither supported slavery nor espoused its abolition, but he seemed to empathize with slaves as fellow humans; he freed the only one he ever owned. Because of his West Point education, city fathers in Galena asked him to organize and train a company of volunteers, and he did. He turned down an  offer to be its captain, however, because men with less—or no—army experience were becoming colonels. He held out for higher rank, though his reputation as a drunkard and lack of political influence hamstrung him for a time. The Illinois governor finally named him colonel of the Twenty-first Illinois Infantry only because the initial appointee could not handle its rowdy troops.

Then Grant’s luck, so bad for so long, turned. Congressman Elihu Washburne of Illinois, seeking as many generals for his state as possible, got Grant commissioned as a brigadier. Before long, he was commanding the burgeoning Union base at Cairo, Illinois—from whence he and Foote attacked Fort Henry. Following his triumphs there and at Fort Donelson, Grant’s grit earned him his promotion to major general; it also won him a personal triumph as consequential as those victories. The charges of drunkenness he had endured throughout the Henry-Donelson campaign and during his brief, puzzling suspension from command, were worse than those that had driven him from the army seven years earlier. These latest ones, amplified in another version sent directly to the War Department, had alleged that his inebriation was chronic and involved such sensational sins as drunkenly losing his sword and ascending a hotel’s stairs on all fours. But this time he refused to allow the charges and the possibility of their publication, now that he had attained the stature of a general—to cow him. His determination had hardened. The smashing victory he had won at Fort Donelson sustained him. With Halleck’s abrupt decision to reinstate him, the accusations seemed to have been buried on a desk somewhere up the chain of command.4


 



 




Grant’s first task was to rejoin his men. During his post-Donelson removal, his erstwhile army had swelled from three to five divisions: 39,000 men. Halleck had put General Smith in command and ordered them seventy-five miles farther south on the Tennessee River.

Smith’s orders were to do nothing to bring on a full-scale battle. He debarked most of his force just north of the Mississippi state line at two steamboat landings, Pittsburg and Crump’s, and allowed his ground commander, Brigadier William Tecumseh Sherman, to arrange them willy-nilly. There was no order to entrench. West Point wisdom held  that telling a soldier to dig for safety was tantamount to telling him he should fear.

The fifty-six-year-old Smith, like many of his soldiers, was still ill from Donelson. He had slept on the snow there after giving up his tent to the wounded. Now a trifling injury challenged his weakened constitution. Jumping into a rowboat on the swirling Tennessee, he barked a shin, and the oncoming springtime temperatures helped to infect it. Soon erysipelas had Smith bedridden in Savannah, Tennessee. Halleck, under scrutiny by Washington for his removal of Grant, returned the army to the Donelson victor.

Grant hurried south from Fort Henry and took up the reins. He had to provide for his troops’ many wants while they—and he—awaited orders for the next shove southward. The coming pounce, he predicted in a letter to Julia, would result in “the greatest battle . . . of the War.” Their target would be the railroad hub at Corinth, Mississippi. But he could not expect to command in the battle. Halleck had claimed that honor for himself. So Grant and his men sat on hold, awaiting the arrival of their chief from St. Louis and, from Nashville, more help. A second large Federal army under Major General Buell was marching overland from the Tennessee capital to join them. But Buell, who had dawdled in sending help to Grant at Fort Donelson and then in “taking” unoccupied Nashville, was again delaying. At Columbia, he insisted on rebuilding a bridge torched by the Confederates during their southward retreat rather than cross the Duck River by pontoon.

Between Grant and Buell lay a gulf of bad blood. Buell had resented Grant’s promotion to major general following the victories Grant scored at Fort Henry and Fort Donelson while Buell was resisting Lincoln’s calls to advance. Buell soon became a major general too—but after Grant. So the prewar captain who had resigned in an 1854 whisky stink was now senior to the distinguished antebellum career officer.

That was not all. Buell only “took” Nashville after Grant, trying to help, ordered one of Buell’s divisions to return to their commander by boat from Fort Donelson and land in the Tennessee capital. They arrived there before he did himself. This embarrassed and angered Buell, who had feared to move his own 7,000 men into the city because Lieutenant Colonel Nathan Bedford Forrest and forty of his cavalrymen still lurked there.  A few days later, newly minted major general Grant came down to Nashville to meet still brigadier general Buell. There he disagreed with Buell’s insistence that Confederates might attack him in Nashville at any moment. Grant correctly maintained that the Confederates were retreating as fast as they could march.5


Not everyone in Buell’s command was as methodical or hesitant as the commander himself. Kentucky-born Brigadier William “Bull” Nelson, an ambitious twenty-year navy veteran who had become one of Buell’s division commanders, was electrified by the danger to Grant’s army and the opportunity it offered Nelson himself. Grant’s force was on the west bank of the Tennessee, where the broad river would separate it from Buell’s aid even after the Nashville column arrived. So on March 27 Nelson persuaded Buell to let his division ford the Duck, which it did, shivering, on March 29. The rest of Buell’s army was left behind as Nelson marched hard toward Grant’s headquarters at Savannah, Tennessee, nine miles north of Pittsburg Landing, but on the river’s east bank.

Grant fidgeted and worked. Previous to 1861 he had commanded only a company of troops, and now he had to supervise tens of thousands. “I am very glad you are having a pleasant visit,” he wrote Julia at the home of friends in Louisville, Kentucky. “I wish I could make a visit anywhere for a week or two. It would be a great relief not to have to think for a short time.”6


His men’s needs were not the only things on Grant’s mind. He knew Confederates were gathering around Corinth, twenty-five miles south-west of Pittsburg Landing. Their numbers were reported to be anywhere from 20,000 to five times that, and Grant wanted to attack before they consolidated. He was certain they would not leave the Corinth fortifications in force. He knew, though, that a significant Confederate unit was “hovering,” as he put it, to the west of his troops at Crump’s Landing. He had a division’s supplies stockpiled at Crump’s, five miles north of Pittsburg on the same side of the Tennessee, and he worried that Confederates might raid there before he could send reinforcements.

Signs of mischief multiplied. On the afternoon of Friday, April 4, a handful of men from the Seventieth Ohio, posted five miles out the road toward Corinth from Pittsburg, ventured past their pickets in a nasty rainstorm and disappeared.The Seventy-second Ohio heard firing, and two of  its companies went to investigate. Their probe turned into a firefight. When the two companies did not return, 150 cavalrymen of the Fifth Ohio went after them, and the troopers found the infantrymen skirmishing with a large force of Confederate cavalry.The Union horsemen charged and drove the Confederates, only to run into infantry and artillery.7


Grant was concerned, and not just that the enemy appeared to be “in considerable force.” Halleck had ordered that no battle be opened until Buell arrived, and Buell was somewhere on the road from Columbia. Grant took a steamer to Pittsburg Landing from Savannah that evening and rode out for a look at the skirmish site. “The night,” he afterward recalled, “was one of impenetrable darkness, with rain pouring down in torrents; nothing was visible . . . except as revealed by the frequent flashes of lightning.” Two Federal officers and a few enlisted men had been captured; four others had been wounded. As far as Grant could tell, though, all was quiet.

His expedition was nevertheless eventful. His horse fell on the watery road and pinned its rider. He returned to Savannah with an ankle so swollen that the boot had to be cut off. Still, he had learned that out in front, much closer than Corinth, were Confederate cavalrymen accompanied by at least three pieces of artillery and some infantry. “How much,” Grant wrote Halleck on Saturday, April 5, “cannot of course be estimated. I have scarcely the faintest idea of an attack (general one) being made upon us, but will be prepared should such a thing take place.”8


He turned out to be anything but, as he learned all too well the next morning. The Confederates had beaten Halleck to his great battle. On April 6, 44,000 Southerners came yipping out of the Sabbath dawn and into Sherman’s camps around a country church called Shiloh. Their mission was unholy: to destroy Grant’s army before Buell’s could arrive.
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LATE WINTER–EARLY SPRING 1862—FORREST

Hurry

 



 



 



 




For Confederate lieutenant colonel Nathan Bedford Forrest, the time between mid-February and mid-March 1862 had been even more appalling than it had been for Grant.

Four hundred square miles of Forrest’s new homeland—the ambitious, year-old Confederate States of America—had dropped from Richmond’s control in less than a fortnight. Near the northeast end of this lost vastness was Nashville, the first Confederate state capital to fall. With it went many of its crammed supply depots and all its vital industrial facilities. For Forrest, as for other Confederates, the losses were personal as well as military. On the new Confederacy, he had gambled 3,400 acres of prime Mississippi cotton land, other holdings, and a lot of cash amassed in two and a half decades of antebellum labor. At Forts Henry and Donelson, he had seen this wealth’s future imperiled. At Donelson, four generals whose combined talents did not equal his own had ignored his recommendations and wasted his valor.

Forrest had ridden away from Donelson in disgust, leading hundreds of cavalry, infantry, and artillerymen. Refusing to participate in the generals’ sorry surrender, he had vowed to cut his way out of the siege—one that they, over his repeated protests, maintained the Federals had reestablished around the fort. But Forrest and his men had had to cut nothing. He had been right: the Federal siege was incomplete. The escapees rode out without drawing a saber.

Forrest had fought like a demon at Donelson. Fifteen bullet marks tattered his overcoat. But he had sustained every nick for naught. He could only ride to Nashville and try to save as much of the Tennessee capital’s stockpiled matériel as possible.

 



 




Only a fool would not have tallied a personal cost. A single watchword had characterized Forrest’s postboyhood life: hurry. The family he was born into in south-central Tennessee had owned a modest acreage, but only temporarily. Before his blacksmith father’s early death, they were reduced to leasing northern Mississippi hill land. As a teenager Forrest had breakfasted by candle to enter the fields by dawn, wasting not a ray of daylight. He had spent evenings on the hearth, sewing clothes and shoes for younger siblings.

Manhood came early and became a frantic fight to escape the clutches of poverty. He chased and caught runaway slaves for the rich of his region, earning enough money to start buying and selling human chattel himself. Then, like the aggressive poker player he became, he threw the wealth earned from this early slave trading into buying and selling not only more slaves but also lots and buildings in Memphis, Tennessee, and ever-larger expanses of frontier cotton land. He strove for two decades, gathering a net worth he would come to claim, with a salesman’s bent toward accentuation of the positive, equaled an improbable “million and a half of dollars.” He then wagered it all on this new Confederacy, even spending sizable sums of his own wealth to arm and equip men he recruited. At Fort Donelson he had watched with dismayed outrage as his timid, blue-blooded Confederate commanders seemingly threw away their new nation and, with it, the fruit of his labors.1


Forrest had spent the prime of his adulthood advancing toward the ranks of the South’s landed gentry. Amassing the wealth was the easier part of this upward climb. Aristocrats tended to look down on the humbler station he hailed from and its attendant lack of refinement. When they did so to his face, he responded in fury. As a young farmer, he had shot a neighbor’s bull dead after the landowner had repeatedly let the animal break down fences and consume Forrest’s crops. He then put a bullet in the man’s clothes when he came, armed, to protest. On the town square of Hernando, Mississippi,  a twenty-five-year-old Forrest had single-handedly fought and bested another area landowner—as well as the man’s overseer and two kinsmen—with a two-shot pistol and a knife. And as a young husband scrambling to earn a living, Forrest had started a brickyard and constructed a building for an academy in Hernando, only to clash hotly with city fathers who took their sweet time paying.

Soon after, Forrest had left Hernando for a larger arena. He moved the few miles north to Memphis, a brawling river town second only to New Orleans in the western slave trade. In less than a decade, making incessant forays as far away as Texas, he became a titan in that seamy but lucrative business. He won election to the Memphis city council three times in the late 1850s, rising to chair its finance committee. He formed friendships with those among the powerful who accorded him respect—and collided with any who, consciously or otherwise, did not. In one council meeting, when a fellow alderman declaimed that the body had taken a “coward-like” action, Forrest rose in abrupt challenge. As described in the flat prose of the Memphis Daily Appeal, “Alderman Forrest said that Alderman Finnie meant him in his attack, for [Finnie] knew he was a fighting man.”

In early 1859, Forrest left the slave business and returned to Mississippi. He identified his vocation to the 1860 census taker as “planter,” a far more socially acceptable vocation than slave trading. He was entitled; he not only owned but also now occupied 3,345 Coahoma County acres of the best cotton land in Mississippi. The place boasted a six-room house that a neighbor later described as “not beautiful but comfortable . . . in a grove of magnificent oak trees and facing the public road.” The house fronted two rows of cabins that the census said housed thirty-six slaves.

Owning three dozen human chattel put Forrest comfortably in the Southern planter class—entry level was considered ownership of twenty, a long stride above “farmer.” He probably owned more slaves on other properties or in the slave jails of his late firm’s offices from Memphis to Vicksburg, but at least here on this Coahoma County property, he remained well short of the aristocratic status to which he likely aspired. Aristocrats were understood to own at least fifty slaves. These barons of bondage comprised Dixie’s elite, numbering just 10,000 families in a Southern white population of 1.5 million families. Yet, even these  privileged 10,000 did not constitute the top rung of the Southern social ladder. Its wealthiest and most powerful planters, the South’s de facto rulers, owned more than a hundred slaves each and numbered just 3,000 families.

Forrest doubtless had visions of reaching this lofty level, arithmetically if not socially. In 1861, his plantation harvested 1,000 bales of cotton, or $30,000 worth. That could have bought him thirty more slaves. By then, though, he had changed professions again, this time choosing the one that suited him best: soldier.

 



 




When history notices Nathan Bedford Forrest at all, it tends to view him as a military miracle. His feats are presented as special blessings of the gods of war, unheralded by previous experience. This is likely because historians tend to glorify the profession of arms and the graduates of its schools. Forrest would have laughed. While he appreciated attention, he plainly never saw himself as unprepared for the great conflict. He knew different. His wartime exploits were part and parcel of who he had always been.

His range of preparatory experience was panoramic. He knew how to plan ahead, as his antebellum rise to riches attests. He had personally driven enough slave gangs along the roads of the South to know logistics and develop the instinct of absolute command. His labor on subsistence farms had taught him to value every piece of equipment to the utmost and to jerry-rig substitutes for any he did not have. His slave jails had taught him the mechanics of keeping captives and accounting for every one, along with every meal they must be fed and every tool they might be required to use. Card playing and armed civilian encounters—in, but in no way restricted to, his capacity as a Hernando constable—had taught him aggressiveness, the value of the bluff, and the imperative of pressing every advantage to the kill. Finally, he was a past master of guns and horses. Near its end, he would sum up his life as a battle from the start. The Civil War was just another phase.

In June 1861, six days after Tennesseans voted to secede, he had enlisted in a Memphis cavalry company as a private. Influential friends thought this was a waste, and Forrest probably soon did too. The friends had  prevailed on Tennessee governor Isham G. Harris and General Gideon Pillow, commander of Tennessee’s provisional army, to vault him upward. Both Memphis lawyers, Harris and Pillow surely knew that Forrest’s reputation as a man of action would draw recruits, whom Forrest was rich enough to outfit. He spent less than a month as a private before being commissioned a lieutenant colonel and instructed to raise a cavalry battalion. It was the week of his fortieth birthday.

Forrest likely entered the high officer corps of the Confederate army with eager respect, presuming he would join like-minded individuals of valor and action. At Fort Donelson, he learned otherwise. The elite cadre was peopled with too many men too similar to the blowhards of the Memphis city council.

Forrest’s senior commander at Donelson, ex–US secretary of war Brigadier General John B. Floyd, had proved yellow as fool’s gold; Floyd’s three subordinate generals were little better. The second in command, rich Tennessee politico Gideon Pillow, was only semicompetent, if that. The third, courtly West Pointer Simon Buckner of Kentucky, was pompous and argumentative. The fourth, West Point graduate turned college professor Bushrod Johnson, was unassertive as a phantom. This quartet merely tried not to lose the battle—and thus lost.

On February 12, 1862, the first day of the fighting at Fort Donelson, Major General Ulysses S. Grant’s 15,000 infantrymen advanced twelve miles overland from Fort Henry to encircle the part of Donelson not bounded by the Cumberland River. Forrest and his 1,000 or so troopers mounted the sole opposition outside the fort. In five hours of hard skirmishing, they brought half of Grant’s army to a temporary standstill. But when Forrest warned that Grant was attempting to surround the fort and only more infantry could prevent it, Buckner ordered Forrest back inside the trenches.

On the struggle’s icy fourth day, the Confederates charged out of the left end of their entrenchments. Forrest was in the vanguard as they began pushing the Union right back onto its center. After some three hours, he saw white flags here and there within the fierce clots of Federal resistance. Having learned the psychology of violence and fear in many prewar face-offs, he begged to lead a charge to try to turn the piecemeal Union withdrawals into a stampede. But Bushrod Johnson  shrank from making pivotal decisions. No, he said, the Federals might be laying a trap.

So the Confederate push, slower and bloodier than Forrest thought necessary, lasted seven hours. Forrest’s troopers, awash in gore, took or helped take clusters of Federal artillery and droves of prisoners. Around the last cannons anchoring the Union right, blood from men and horses pooled in the snow, splashing onto those still fighting.

The Confederates pushed Grant’s stout and stubborn Federal volunteers back a mile or more. Then came a supreme act of military ineptitude in a day with more than its share. Pillow, the Confederates’ operational commander, halted the attack and declared victory. He ordered the troops back to their trenches, abandoning the frozen ground they had bought with blood. Pillow intended for the men to collect their gear and escape to Nashville. But Grant refused to let them get away. He countercharged.

For all his overcoat’s bullet marks—not to mention a second horse that perished beneath him when a cannonball passed through its flanks—Forrest’s finest hour at Fort Donelson may actually have occurred off the battlefield. Later that night, when the generals gathered and decided to surrender, the lieutenant colonel harangued his superiors with an impertinent speech. He had not come to Fort Donelson to surrender, he said. He had promised the parents of his men he would take care of them, and he would not see them starve or freeze to death in a Northern prison. He would rather see their bones bleaching on the hills around Fort Donelson. He wanted to lead them in a breakout bid.

Buckner had succeeded to the fort’s command to allow Floyd and Pillow to skedaddle shamefully. Before leaving, Pillow prevailed on Buckner to let Forrest try to take his men out. Forrest gathered most of his men and others who had horses or scrambled up to ride double with the cavalry. Then, because several scouts insisted that the Federals had reblocked the dry route, he led them out a flooded riverside road. The icy backwater was one hundred yards wide and, unbeknownst to them, four feet deep, a fact they wouldn’t learn until somebody tried to cross it. Forrest was the first man in.

He took his fugitives to Nashville, which was still under Confederate control. A few days’ hard labor there salvaged 600 boxes of military clothing, 250,000 pounds of bacon, and 40 wagonloads of ammunition for the  Confederate cause—an effort opposed by the poor, hungry, and desperate residents of the Tennessee capital. Their wealthier townsmen had fled in headlong panic. Railroad cars were jammed. Long lines of public and private vehicles trailed southward-streaming remnants of the western Confederate army.

Federal troops reached the Nashville suburbs on February 23, a week after Donelson’s fall. Forrest and forty of his men, the last Confederates to leave the city, rode to Murfreesboro ahead of the Federal advance. There, western commander Albert Sidney Johnston ordered the cavalrymen farther south to Huntsville, Alabama.

By then, Forrest may have gotten wind of a mixed reaction to his escape. The Southern public saw it as heroic, but some aristocrats and West Pointers equated it with the cowardice shown by Floyd and Pillow. The generals had fled for their lives, Floyd with some of his Virginia troops on commandeered steamboats and Pillow with a couple of staff members in a skiff. Forrest, by contrast, had intended to fight his way out.

On February 25, after arriving at Huntsville, Forrest gave his men a two-week furlough. They returned on March 10 with newly enlisted friends.Two officers had recruited whole new companies. The proliferated units now totaled a full regiment whose troopers did not share the high command’s low view of their commander. By acclamation, they elected him full colonel.2
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APRIL 6, FORENOON—FORREST

“Main Force and Ignorance”

 



 



 



 




Western Confederate defenses were collapsing in domino fashion. The fall of Forts Henry and Donelson had given federal gunboats control of the Tennessee River all the way to northern Alabama, outflanking installations on the Mississippi as far south as Memphis. A climax was coming fast.

Almost overnight, General Albert Sidney Johnston, the western Confederacy’s chief commander, had become hotly unpopular. A raging Southern press denounced him for the fall of Henry and Donelson and the hundred-mile retreat that followed. By now, another top Confederate was on the scene, and Johnston turned to him for assistance. P. G. T. Beauregard, hero of Fort Sumter and Manassas (and like Johnston, ranked at full general), had been sent west in mid-February because his considerable vanity clashed with that of Jefferson Davis. Johnston asked Beauregard to supervise the withdrawal of the western wing of the Kentucky defense line, now halved by the Henry-Donelson disaster. Beauregard complied, bringing that half of Johnston’s army to Corinth, Mississippi, from Columbus, Kentucky. Johnston meanwhile personally led the eastern half’s retreat from Bowling Green through Nashville to Huntsville, Alabama. From there Johnston headed it west to link up with Beauregard.

Forrest led his newly expanded regiment out of Alabama in mid-March, bound for the northern Mississippi hamlet of Burnsville. There, a dozen miles east of Corinth on the Memphis & Charleston Railroad, he  reported as ordered to Major General John C. Breckinridge of Kentucky, recent vice president of the United States and now commander of a Bluegrass brigade. Most of Forrest’s troopers spent the next days drilling. Twenty, though, rode a few miles north to the banks of the Tennessee River, assigned to watch the progress and direction of the Federal army of Major General Don Carlos Buell. They soon confirmed that Buell was heading southwestward from Nashville, apparently to join the Federals pushing south along the Tennessee River. This information agreed with other intelligence from Confederate spies and sympathizers in Middle Tennessee, and Forrest duly reported it to General Johnston.1


Confederates knew the bridges they had destroyed in their retreat from Nashville could delay Buell for only so long. Soon after Johnston arrived at Corinth in late February, Beauregard told him that elements of the Henry-Donelson army were coming upriver. By mid-March they were debarking in large force at Pittsburg Landing, twenty-five miles from Corinth. Forrest’s and other reports indicated that Buell’s column would arrive in early April. Additional intelligence likewise called for quick Confederate action. On April 2, General Frank Cheatham’s division, twenty-four miles north of Corinth at the Bethel, Tennessee, railroad station, reported pressure from Federals. Cheatham believed—correctly—that the opposing troops were Major General Lew Wallace’s division from Crump’s Landing. This led Beauregard to think Grant was dividing his army, sending a large part westward fifteen miles to raid the Mobile & Ohio Railroad and perhaps farther, toward Memphis. That and Buell’s imminent approach led Beauregard on April 2 to pen Johnston an abrupt memo in the margins of Cheatham’s message.

“Now,” it said, “is the moment to advance and strike the enemy at Pittsburg Landing.”2


Johnston was reluctant. He knew many of the troops gathering at Corinth were raw. Beauregard and Major General Braxton Bragg at length persuaded him. Because of his late infamy, however, Johnston gave Beauregard operational control of the army for the coming battle, while retaining titular leadership. Beauregard quickly—perhaps too quickly—drafted a plan. It designated Breckinridge’s corps as the reserve, and Forrest remained assigned to Breckinridge. This likely was no accident. Breckinridge, with no military training, had gotten his own assignment less than a week  earlier. He replaced Major General George Crittenden, a West Pointer removed for flagrant drunkenness after investigation found discipline “wretched” in his command.

Most superiors doubtless thought Forrest’s assignment to Breckinridge appropriate. One of Forrest’s own aides later recalled that after the Donelson escape, the Tennessean was “much criticized” among other officers “for what he had already done”: this, the aide wrote, made Forrest negatively “conspicuous in the cause.” Some of this had to do with his avoidance of the Donelson surrender, but more seems to have stemmed from his lack of training and his headlong ferocity in combat. Federals attributed his early triumphs to nothing more than overpowering numbers—or “main force and ignorance”—the aide wrote, adding that most Southern officers thought he would not last long. His immediate subordinate at the time, Major David C. Kelley, later wrote that some of Forrest’s own officers feared the potential consequences of their chief’s “disregard . . . of the ordinary rules of tactics” and his recklessness “in personal exposure.”3


The theater commander may have viewed him differently. Forrest’s authorized biography claims that his Fort Donelson performance made him “a favorite” of General Johnston. Postwar, a prominent Kentucky Confederate recalled that Forrest’s name “had become widely known” even before Donelson, after he routed Union cavalry at Sacramento, Kentucky. In that clash, he commanded 300 Confederates against 168 Federals and killed three Federal officers with his own hands. At Donelson, Brigadier General Simon Buckner had reported that Forrest acted “with his usual gallantry.” Had deeds measured worth in the Confederacy, Forrest’s feats at Sacramento and Donelson might already have made him its most accomplished—if not respected—cavalry leader thus far in the western war.4


But apart, perhaps, from Johnston, no one else in high command seemed to notice Forrest’s effectiveness—thus his assignment to the reserve. He rode from Burnsville to Johnston’s headquarters in Corinth to get his orders to join Breckinridge. Johnston surely had little to do with that. Operational commander Beauregard likely relied for such assignments on the new chief of staff, Braxton Bragg, who had scant appreciation for citizen soldiers.

 



 




Beauregard patterned his battle plan on Napoleon’s at Waterloo. The Beauregard version, however, was convoluted, requiring 44,000 mostly ill-trained Confederates to travel two rough and tricky routes. Not only were the Ridge and Bark Roads to Pittsburg Landing miry from recent, continuing rain, but they also joined each other eight miles from the target. The two columns would have to take turns passing through the junction.

Furthermore, Beauregard arranged his attackers in a formation that jeopardized commanders’ control of their units. Each of the four corps—under Major Generals William J. Hardee, Leonidas Polk, Bragg, and Breckinridge—was directed to spread out across the entire three-mile front. Bragg’s would be 1,000 yards behind Hardee’s, and Polk’s 800 yards behind Bragg’s, trailed by Breckinridge’s reserves. Hardee’s 13,228-man Army of Central Kentucky was divided roughly in half, with 6,439 of its personnel transferred to Breckinridge. Bragg’s numbers were 13,589; Polk had 9,136.5


The Federals had arranged their Pittsburg Landing camps more for offense and comfort than defense. Some extended north to south, facing west, to facilitate formation into columns for the anticipated march toward Corinth. Some camped near the best water source. So they spread out willy-nilly, bounded on three sides by flooded streams—the wide Tennessee River to the east and northeast, Owl Creek to the northwest, and Lick Creek to the southeast. The Confederates, approaching from the only open side, hoped the Federals had essentially trapped themselves in a three-walled box.

The Confederates intended to drive Grant back onto Owl Creek. That would push him away from the protection of his Tennessee River gunboats, his sources of resupply, and all possibility of aid from an arriving Buell. Somehow, Beauregard’s plan diverged from that intention. To shove the Federals back onto Owl Creek, the attack formation should have been overbalanced to the Confederate right, to separate Grant from the river and his base. Instead, arranging troops equally across the front, as Beauregard did, seemed designed to drive Grant backward into the river.6


The Confederate trek to Pittsburg Landing was a nightmare. The rain-soaked roads were bad enough, but Beauregard’s precise, impractical orders  as to logistics and which troops should proceed first through the intersection of the Ridge and Bark Roads made things worse. The army and its artillery and wagon trains ended up taking three days to traverse the nineteen miles to the battlefield. And the first line of attackers, Hardee’s corps, got into position more than a half day before the rest of the army. Thousands of young, half-disciplined Confederates had to idle away hours within earshot of the Union picket lines.

Keeping thousands of volunteers quiet as time dragged on proved impossible. They engaged in rowdy outbursts and pulled triggers to see if their weapons would fire in the dampness. Through the night of April 5, Union bands serenaded their fitful slumbers. Federal discovery of their presence seemed certain. In fact, it appeared to happen time and again. Most notable, of course, was the prolonged skirmish that brought Grant out on the hellish night of April 4. As Hardee reported from near the infamous crossroads to Chief of Staff Bragg,
GENERAL: The cavalry and infantry of the enemy attacked Colonel [James] Clanton’s regiment, which was posted, as I before informed you, about 500 or 600 yards in advance of my lines. Colonel Clanton retired, and the enemy’s cavalry followed until they came near our infantry and artillery, when they were gallantly repulsed with slight loss.7






Confederates captured some members of the Seventy-second Ohio detachment, and their disappearance brought more Union infantry and cavalry hurrying to the scene. Ohio major Leroy Crockett’s eyes widened as Confederates conducted him to the crossroads where Hardee’s camp was located.

“Why, you seem to have an army here,” Crockett said wonderingly.8
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Thanks to the unforeseen difficulties of the march to Pittsburg Landing, the Confederate attack, originally scheduled for Friday, April 4, was postponed to Saturday, then Sunday.

The excitable Beauregard became frantic. Surprise was essential to his plan; yet, the two armies were practically on top of each other. Hearing  bands playing and bugles blowing, he sent orders to have the racket shushed. His courier returned with news that this could not be done; Federals were making the racket. Assuming that the delays had cost his Confederates the advantage, Beauregard demanded the attack be scrubbed. The likelihood that the Union army would be ready for them was not the only difficulty. Their three days’rations had been consumed on the march. Hunger loomed so darkly that, when General Hardee wrote his report, he remembered lack of rations as the sole problem.9


About 4 p.m. on April 5, Johnston finally reasserted his authority over Beauregard. The attack would not be cancelled, he said. He hardly needed to voice his reason. The Confederates could not back away again after seven weeks of retreating and consolidating for the announced purpose of striking an all-out blow. The psychological effect on their new nation would be devastating.10


 





GENERAL ALBERT SIDNEY JOHNSTON
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 A withdrawal now would be even more damaging to Johnston himself.He had breasted public rage for seven weeks. The abuse that would follow another retreat without a fight would humiliate him beyond endurance. On April 3, he had issued a proclamation to the recently dubbed Army of the Mississippi that began, “I have put you in motion to offer battle to the invaders of your country. With the resolution and disciplined valor becoming men fighting, as you are, for all worth living or dying for, you can but march to a decisive victory over the agrarian mercenaries sent to subjugate you and despoil you of your liberties, property, and honor.” He went on to note that soldiers of his army were “expected to show yourselves worthy of your race and lineage,” as well as of “the women of the South.” It closed with the promise that “your general will lead you confidently to the combat.” Johnston had invested everything in the assault on Pittsburg Landing. There could be no going back.11


But the Confederate generals were still second-guessing the attack plan when predawn firing broke out in a field two miles west-southwest of Pittsburg. Johnston seemed relieved. “The battle has opened, gentlemen,” he told the others. “It is too late to change our dispositions.”12


One thing worried him, though. The Confederate delay might have allowed Buell to arrive in time to support Grant. And if Buell crossed the Tennessee River farther south at Hamburg Landing, he could come up the Hamburg-Savannah Road, ford shallow Lick Creek, and strike the Confederate attackers in their vulnerable right flank. To guard against that, Johnston sent five more infantry companies, led by Colonel George Maney of the First Tennessee, hurrying to Lick Creek to join the defenders already assigned there: a Tennessee rifle regiment and Forrest’s cavalry.13


With the Confederate lookouts on the right reinforced, Johnston turned back toward the front. At the left-center of the intended battlefield, in Sherman’s camps, stood Shiloh Church, an unimposing Methodist meetinghouse that an Ohio colonel wrongly judged to “belong to Baptists of the hard shell persuasion.” Toward and to the right of this rough-hewn chapel, the wide waves of Johnston’s Confederate tide—44,699 men, counting cavalry and artillery—finally began spilling forward en masse onto Grant’s 41,330 Federals around Pittsburg Landing. It was 6:30 a.m.14







4

APRIL 6, FORENOON—GRANT

“I Think It’s at Pittsburg”

 



 



 



 




Ever after, Grant and Sherman would insist it was no surprise. For the rest of their lives, they would point to the continual skirmishes with Confederate units for days beforehand as proof that they had seen the attack coming. They would add, with similar truth, that they made defensive adjustments almost up to the moment it began.1


But their Federals had not entrenched. To have done so would have bucked the judgment of General Charles Ferguson Smith, Grant’s mentor-friend and one of the top officers of the prewar army. Gruff old Smith had scoffed at fortifying. Attack, indeed; he growled that he only wished the Confederates would. He may even have meant to invite them to. Before Grant arrived, Smith had planned to order Sherman’s and Lew Wallace’s divisions to that vulnerable west bank of the Tennessee, where the Corinth-congregating Confederates could get at them without having to cross the river. So Grant had gone ahead and ordered them there. “We can whip them to hell,” Smith said.2


Sherman chose the Pittsburg Landing campsite for another credible reason that Smith doubtless considered. In this spring flood season, much of the ground along the Tennessee was inundated, but the road up from Pittsburg Landing rose onto a low, broad plateau that was comparatively dry and well drained.

Brigadier Bull Nelson’s hard-marching division of Don Carlos Buell’s army arrived at Grant’s headquarters in Savannah, on the river’s east side, on April 5. His mind on the offensive, Grant rebuffed Nelson’s anxiety  and directed him to bivouac on the east bank for a couple of days. Boats to ferry Nelson’s men down to Hamburg Landing were scarce, he explained. No need to hurry.3


Despite Smith’s cockiness, Grant had shown some intent to follow Major General Henry Halleck’s cautionary directives. He ordered his chief engineer, Lieutenant Colonel James B. McPherson, to mark out a trench line at Pittsburg Landing. But when it turned out to run behind some bivouacs already established near water, Grant did not order the sites changed.

Other adjustments may have been in abeyance pending the arrival of Buell and Halleck. Halleck had ordered Grant to bring on no battle, so Grant and his division commanders ignored the increasing Confederate provocations. And more permanent fortifications were not thrown up, most likely, because doing so ran contrary to Grant’s aggressive nature. He expected to move toward Corinth as soon as Halleck arrived.4


Thus, most of Grant’s and Sherman’s reasons for their professed lack of surprise were intellectually dishonest. They correctly maintained that the sight of Confederates at Pittsburg Landing on April 6 was not unexpected. The sight of so many, however, was.

 



 




Many Federal officers and men did not share the Smith-Grant confidence. Several subordinate Union colonels were as convinced that they were about to be attacked as Sherman claimed to doubt it.

Sherman scoffed at their concerns. The Confederates would never come out of their fortified base and attack the Federals in theirs, he asserted, echoing Grant and Smith. Getting angry, he went out of his way to humiliate the nervous colonels, telling one to “take your damn regiment back to Ohio” and court-martialing another. He insisted that the parties of Confederates were just reconnoitering.5


Union pickets sensed otherwise. Since April 3, they had seen growing numbers of enemy cavalry watching them from behind trees and bushes. Colonel Everett Peabody, brigade commander in the division to the left front of Sherman’s, disobeyed an order from Brigadier General Benjamin M. Prentiss. Prentiss had told some Peabody pickets to pull back and not to be alarmed by the sound of widespread movements in the woods around them after dark on the night of April 5. Before dawn on April 6, Peabody sent out five companies to try to capture and interrogate some of the “prowling” Confederates.6


  





BATTLE OF SHILOH
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The party soon encountered the enemy. They traded volleys for an hour, but the Confederates were so numerous that the Federals pulled back, dragging dead and wounded, as day dawned. Prentiss meanwhile heard heavy firing growing louder and ordered his division into line, then hurried it a quarter mile forward. There, at about 6:30 a.m., just after meeting his retiring pickets, he ran head-on into the center of Albert Sidney Johnston’s army.

Confederates and Federals began firing as fast as they could reload, but Prentiss was overmatched. Colonel Francis T. Quinn of the Twelfth Michigan Infantry saw an enemy line in his front stretching right and left, “and every hill-top” behind that line “was covered with them.” The sight was more than daunting.7


Prentiss’s men, new to combat, retreated to their camp, then through it. Dodging between tents, they lost formation, as well as many of their number, some falling to Confederate fire and more sprinting for the rear.

At about 7 a.m., Sherman, still skeptical, rode toward the increasing clamor. He was looking through his binoculars and deciding that this was indeed a sharp skirmish when Confederates burst from the undergrowth to his right and shot an aide dead beside him. Belatedly, he realized—and shouted—the truth: “We are attacked!” He threw up his right hand to shield himself and took a shot in it. Ordering Colonel Jesse Appler of the Fifty-third Ohio to stand his ground, Sherman galloped off for reinforcements.

Appler was the officer Sherman had told the day before to take his regiment back to Ohio. He now appeared eager to comply. Under assault by the Sixth Mississippi, Appler went to pieces. His troops were so decimating the Mississippians with cannon and musket fire that only a minority of the Sixth’s 425 men remained unhurt, but Appler suddenly shouted, “Retreat and save yourselves.” The Fifty-third Ohio broke and fled in disorder through the Fifty-seventh, which Sherman had just sent to Appler’s aid. Some of the Fifty-third rallied and stayed on the field, along with—briefly—Appler. But soon, dismayed by his officers’ refusal to obey his fearful commands, he fled.8


Despite Appler’s personal skedaddle, the Ohioans drew a lot of blood. The Fifty-third and Fifty-seventh had managed to mangle two regiments commanded by Colonel Patrick R. Cleburne, the Irish immigrant and foster Arkansan destined to become perhaps the hardest-fighting infantry commander in the western Confederate armies. The bloodshed seems to have been overwhelmingly in the Ohioans’ favor. Sherman later claimed Appler’s line broke after losing but two enlisted men and no officers.9
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William T. Sherman had some excellent traits—high intelligence in particular—but a placid, steady nature was not one of them. This perhaps owed to his boyhood experience of his father’s death, which shattered his world and thrust him into a foster family. That wrenching experience was reinforced in adulthood by a number of life’s capricious twists of fate. He often seemed to lack self-confidence and, as if trying to shore it up, overcompensated with boisterous, often outrageous talk. His contemptuous dismissal of the threat of Confederate attack at Shiloh was typical.

In private, Sherman may not have been so sure there was no danger. His professed skepticism was perhaps a desperate attempt to quell his own growing apprehensions. Although he had spent thirteen years in the army, he had seen no antebellum combat. The Seminole War in Florida had been a simmering thing that afforded him no opportunity to bleed, shed blood, or experience battle, and during the Mexican War, he had served in California, even farther from the fighting.10


Once this new and much larger war began, though, Sherman showed that fear of losing his own life was not his problem. He had led men in combat at Bull Run, was grazed twice by bullets there, and had a horse killed under him. He trembled only for his country. He had long doubted the national will to reunite the states, as well as his—or anybody else’s—capacity to do anything about the looming cataclysm. His problem was more one of ambivalence than fear. Although Southerners would come to hate his name, he felt affection for them. He despised abolitionists for tearing the nation apart, shared Dixie society’s extreme racial animus, and thought Southerners and the South all but impossible to defeat.

Yet, he remained unionist to the bone. At the advent of secession, he had been in the second year of his prewar life’s most fulfilling job as inaugural superintendent of the future Louisiana State University. But when Louisiana troops took over the Federal arsenal in Baton Rouge, he resigned. He felt beholden to the Union for his West Point education.11


Sherman had brought a division of “perfectly new” volunteers, as he called them, to these camps around Shiloh Church, and he had seen little in this war to assure him of their competence. He had watched mobs of volunteers flee the Confederate guns at Bull Run. Given command in the state of Kentucky, he had insisted he needed 200,000 such volunteers to prevent Confederates from overrunning the whole Midwest. The figure seemed huge so early in the war. When, as a result, newspaper headlines pronounced him insane, he requested to be relieved of the Kentucky assignment and was granted transfer. That bitter memory influenced him in the run-up to Shiloh. If he agreed with his fearful colonels, he told someone on April 5, “they’d say I was crazy again.”

Nobody could call him that, though, when he agreed with the colonels the next morning.12


 



 




Around 7 a.m. the Confederates overran the Union camps “yipping and yelping,” as one Federal remembered. Many of the erstwhile campers bolted. The hundreds of fugitives began a gradual exodus that would swell into the thousands as many fled as far as they could without drowning: to and under the overhanging banks of the Tennessee River.13


Grant’s unreadiness for a wholesale assault did not stem from lassitude. For three weeks he had pushed to visit on the Confederates what they had come here to visit on him: destruction. While gathering intelligence about the Southerners massing at Corinth, he had dispatched an aide, Captain W. S. Hillyer, to St. Louis to beseech Halleck to let him assail Johnston’s army before it was ready. Just that morning, April 6, Hillyer had returned. Grant’s plea had been rejected out of hand. Bring on no battle, Halleck reiterated.14


Now, over an early breakfast at Savannah, Grant heard the fighting nine miles away. He had been awaiting Buell’s arrival for a talk; otherwise, he would have left already for Pittsburg Landing, where he had planned to move his headquarters that day. On April 4, he had received word that the Senate had confirmed two of his subordinates, John McClernand and Lew Wallace, as major generals. That would make the grasping McClernand the ranking officer at Pittsburg Landing, surpassing Sherman, unless Grant went there himself. So Grant decided to do that. Buell, sulky as when he and Grant had met in Nashville in late February, had arrived in Savannah the previous evening, April 5. But he did not inform Grant, indicating continuing reluctance to coopperate.15


Buell had still not reported in when, a few minutes past 7:00, everybody at Grant’s breakfast table lapsed into silence at the alarming sound coming from the southwest. Chief of Staff Joseph D. Webster stated the obvious. “That’s firing.” An orderly rushed in and said the sound was coming from upriver. Everybody went to the door. “ Where is it?” Webster asked. “At Crump’s or Pittsburg?”

“I think it’s at Pittsburg,” Grant said. He was on crutches; the ankle sprained in the horse fall in the thunderstorm thirty-six hours earlier was swollen and throbbing. He leaned against Webster to strap on his sword, and everybody headed for the steamboat Tigress. The craft’s  engines were already running in preparation for the staff’s expected departure that morning.16


Before leaving, Grant wrote three messages, two to division chiefs of Buell’s army. Bull Nelson, whom Grant had so casually told to stay on the Tennessee’s east side, was now ordered to march down that bank to a point opposite Pittsburg Landing and ferry across from there. Brigadier General Thomas J. Wood should hurry his men to Savannah and march them onto Pittsburg-bound steamboats. The third dispatch informed Buell that Grant could not wait longer in Savannah for their meeting.17


Grant headed upriver probably between 7:15 and 7:30. Before 8:00, six miles north of Pittsburg, he ordered the Tigress to run in close to Crump’s Landing. There Lew Wallace paced the deck of another boat. The two briefly conferred. Grant told Wallace to get his division ready; instructions would be coming.18


Likely between 8:00 and 8:30, Tigress nosed into Pittsburg Landing under a thundering din from the plain above. A handful of stragglers clustered nearby. The lame major general strapped his crutch rifle-like to his saddle and rode upward toward the roar of the battle. Finding two newly arrived regiments of Iowans, he ordered them into line above the bluff. They were to stop further stragglers from retreating and organize them into makeshift units to return to the fight.19


Grant next ordered wagons of ammunition collected to go to the front, then headed there himself. Arriving, he found his engineer, Lieutenant Colonel McPherson, holding the command together as well as possible. The situation was grim. The most advanced Union line—a brand-new, totally green division under Brigadier General Prentiss—had initially been located two miles southwest of Pittsburg Landing. Most of Prentiss’s 5,400 men had fallen back nearly half that distance during the early morning, more than 1,000 of them becoming casualties. To the left, Brigadier General Stephen A. Hurlbut’s division began pulling back and trying to slow the Confederate steamroller that thinned, then at around 9:00 stampeded, much of Prentiss’s unit. To the right, Sherman and McClernand retreated too, but more deliberately.20


Then fate aided Prentiss’s remaining 2,000 troops and the Hurlbut units they were falling back on. As they overran the Federal camps, the  famished Confederates stopped to bolt food they found there. This gave the mingling Prentiss and Hurlbut units time to reform a remnant along a farm lane. Years of travel by animals and wagons had slightly depressed its bed, and it lay amid a thicket fronted and flanked by open fields. Later exaggeratingly dubbed the Sunken Road, this path linked McClernand on Prentiss’s right and Sherman, even farther to the right, with Ohio, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, and Missouri units to the left between Prentiss and the Tennessee River. The depression and its fierce defense would on this day earn another name honoring its flying bullets: the Hornet’s Nest.21


People who saw Grant that morning detected no great concern. Having assured himself that the Pittsburg Landing attack was no feint preceding a knockout blow aimed at Crump’s, he sent a message to Lew Wallace to bring his division from there. He also wrote another message to Bull Nelson: “You will hurry up your command as fast as possible. The boats will be in readiness to transport all troops of your command across the river. All looks well, but it is necessary for you to push forward as fast as possible.” When aide William Rowley asked if things were not looking “squally,” Grant demurred. “Well, not so very bad,” he said. Wallace would surely be along soon.22


The Federal line was still receding at 10 a.m. as Grant rode to the right. There he found Sherman embattled, his right hand wrapped in bloody cloth. But Sherman was not his normal nervously excited self. Battle seemed to calm and focus him. With those of his men who had not run, he was trying to fight his way back to the church. He told Grant he needed more ammunition. Grant said wagonloads of it were coming and complimented the performance of Sherman’s green troops.
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