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MCCAUSLAND, JOHN—Confederate colonel, commander of Thirty-sixth Virginia Infantry; son of an Irish immigrant; graduated first in his class at Virginia Military Institute, where he became assistant professor of mathematics; took a cadet detachment to hanging of John Brown; served under John Floyd in West Virginia.

 




MCCLELLAN, GEORGE BRINTON—Union major general, general-in-chief of all Union forces; West Pointer and later instructor there; served in Mexican War and later surveyed potential railroad routes across the West; antebellum chief engineer for Illinois Central Railroad and, on brink of war, president of Ohio & Mississippi Railroad; after Fort Sumter, major general of Ohio volunteers; led campaign in western Virginia; commander of Army of Potomac in August 1861; general-in-chief from November 1.

 




MCCLERNAND, JOHN A.—Federal brigadier general, commanding Grant’s First Division; private in Black Hawk War; antebellum newspaperman and long-term southern Illinois congressman; unionist Democrat; given his high rank by Lincoln to keep southern Illinois loyal; had horses shot under him at Belmont; endlessly and duplicitously ambitious.
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RAWLINS, JOHN AARON—Union captain; Galena, Illinois, lawyer and city attorney; antebellum Democrat politician who supported Stephen A. Douglas in election of 1860; his support of Union was so strong that Grant offered him a place on his staff when Grant became brigadier general; Rawlins became Grant’s closest intimate among his aides.

 




SMITH, CHARLES F.—West Pointer; Grant’s commandant and instructor while Grant was there; career soldier; commanded at Washington for two weeks; abruptly transferred to recruiting duty before being sent west to command at Paducah, Kentucky; then put under Grant, who admired him and felt awkward giving him orders.

 




TILGHMAN, LLOYD—Confederate brigadier general; West Pointer, son of a Maryland congressman; resigned from army after graduation; became railroad engineer; lived in Paducah, Kentucky, for several years antebellum;  after secession, commissioned brigadier general; commanded both Fort Henry and Fort Donelson; was more interested in building winter housing than rendering the forts invulnerable.
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Requiem

IT WAS A BATTLE of the Bulge without overcoats. Its bloody snow constituted the tip of an iceberg of misery rarely paralleled in the annals of American military history.

The struggle began with river-borne sailors getting boiled alive in the tin cans of the nation’s first metal-clad navy, while their roaring cannons maimed and mangled volunteer artillerists in the gore-streaked mud of riverside earthworks. These opening salvos were followed by days of marching and floundering through ice and mud, charging and repelling with musket and bayonet, and trying to keep from dying in a fiery yet frozen hell.

For nearly a month, sleet and snow and near-zero temperatures punctuated continual rain, freezing thousands of soaked and ill-clad men who couldn’t build fires at night on windswept ridges or in watery trenches because of hundreds of pitiless sharpshooters. It was war at its most surreal, the blameless dying for the mistakes of the inept, in a tragedy climaxed by perhaps the most comically shameful surrender in U.S. history. And it culminated in mass municipal exodus as thousands of residents of Nashville, the first Confederate state capital to be recaptured, panicked, rioted, and ran after their retreating army in fear of a pillaging Union horde.

The battles of Fort Henry and Fort Donelson, fought at the outset of 1862, split Dixie breast to bowel. They also yanked from obscurity two of America’s most different and remarkable commanders of men: Ohio’s impassive Ulysses S. Grant, the man who would ultimately win the Civil War, and Tennessee’s mercurial Nathan Bedford Forrest, who would become the most uncompromising symbol of its unvanquished. Yet this platform for the two giants’ first widely publicized feats held the public consciousness for only seven weeks as the war’s costliest in lives, manpower, and territory. But even far bloodier Shiloh, fought amid showers of peach blossoms instead of gale-whipped sleet, could hardly match Fort Donelson in enormity of percapita agony.

For more than three years, combatants in the war’s endlessly studied eastern conflict battled to a tie. The thing was won on the backside of the  Appalachians, and the Tennessee campaign of February 1862 was the western theatre’s first and profoundest blow. Although many more-venerated killing grounds were later to be consecrated, each would mark just one more valiant attempt by the Confederacy to recoup its staggering losses of Forts Henry and Donelson, the supply depots of Nashville, and the vastness bounded by southern Kentucky, northern Alabama, the Cumberland Mountains, and the Mississippi River.

The Confederates never could do it. Even more important, even with a Forrest they could not defeat the Union general whose tottering career was saved and transformed forever by this campaign.






PART I

RECONNAISSANCE





1

Fall-Early Winter, 1861-1862  The City of Mud


AS FAR SOUTH AS ILLINOIS goes before becoming Missouri or Kentucky, Cairo squats like a furtive lookout. Behind tall dikes, the little town occupies a sliver of needle-shaped lowland separating the Ohio and Mississippi rivers. Just upstream, two substantial tributaries—the Tennessee and the Cumberland—join the Ohio.

Despite its mosquitoes and malaria and packs of night-swarming levee rats, Cairo had always been well-placed for trade, legitimate and otherwise. In January of 1862, thousands of marching feet gave the sullen, secession-sympathizing town the derisive moniker “City of Mud” as it mushroomed into a mini-metropolis, an increasingly popular confluence of buyers and sellers. Other things were coming together there, too.

Cairo’s needle pointed southeasterly across Kentucky toward Nashville, the new Confederate States of America’s chief supply depot west of the Appalachians. With five railroads and a wharf teeming with steamboat traffic, the Tennessee capital also boasted machine shops, foundries, an armory producing 250 rifles a week, a percussion-cap factory turning out 250,000 caps a day, a plow plant retooled to manufacture Southern sabers, and burgeoning caches of meat, ammunition, and other necessities for the recently recruited Confederate armies. Nashville provided distribution for the Confederacy’s foremost iron-manufacturing region as well as for the north end of its agricultural breadbasket. Yet between Cairo and this Confederate capital lay just two unfinished and undermanned military outposts: the earthen forts Henry and Donelson just south of the Tennessee border. With Confederates in Virginia having shattered an attacking Union army at Bull Run the previous July and the war east of the Appalachians lulling toward stalemate, the focus of meaningful action was shifting westward. Now the conflict’s central theatre smoldered toward explosion, and it was small wonder that the Cairo area’s top two military men were focused on the direction of the needle.1


The older of the two men was fifty-five-year-old Andrew H. Foote, whose job it was to construct and command the gunboats of a revolutionary Federal river-borne navy. The son of a Connecticut senator, Foote had already fashioned a glittering career for himself outside the sphere of his father’s influence. The senator could control the rest of his half-dozen sons “pretty well,” Foote’s eldest brother would remember, but the old man could no more than “guide” Andrew. Commanding a brig off the west coast of Africa earlier in his career, the headstrong son had risked the ire of Southern members of Congress by helping British Royal Navy crews pursue and search the many slave ships bound for the Americas. One hundred thousand slaves a year were being transported to the New World in the late 1840s, even though overseas importation of purchased human beings had been illegal in America since 1808. Foote proved so adept at interfering with this traffic that his ship was credited with a marked decrease in it, and in 1854 he wrote a book about his experience titled Africa and the American Flag.

Like his father, Senator Samuel Augustus Foote, the son was no thoroughgoing abolitionist before the war, but Andrew did nurse an antipathy toward human bondage that seems to have sprung from fervent Puritan Congregationalism. His faith was so pronounced that he required his sailors to attend religious services each Sabbath and often held the rites himself. As if interference with the international slave trade were not enough, he also had incurred the disapproval of Dixie’s worldly-wise aristocratic politicians by leading a temperance movement on the seas, reducing and ultimately removing the navy’s per-sailor grog ration.2


Foote was a man of contrasts. An associate remembered him as black-eyed, stocky yet agile, exhibiting a “sailor-like” manner “that made his company highly desirable.” Along with his fervent religion he displayed great sympathy for human failings, having supported congressional banning of the punitive naval practice of flogging. But he was merciless in the face of the enemy. He believed the only way to defeat a foe was to seek out and destroy him, and even his religion hardly curbed his bloodlust once he determined that his cause was right. Five years earlier, in 1856, as a neutral observing and protecting American interests during the Second Opium War against the Chinese, Foote responded to fire on his flag by personally leading two hundred eighty-seven sailors and marines in attacks that routed thousands of entrenched Chinese.3


Foote’s combativeness probably helped him form a bond with his otherwise unlikely co-conspirator, the Cairo army commander: a younger, less overtly political, and reputedly bibulous Ulysses S. Grant. Thirty-nine years old, Grant had been sent to southern Illinois to command some twenty thousand infantry and cavalrymen who were massing there—shortly before Foote  arrived to supervise completion of a fleet of metal-covered and “timber-clad” gunboats to help protect them. At a slouching five-feet-seven and 135 pounds, Grant was a quiet, rumpled little man often pictured with his mouth in a grim, tight line. A new brigadier general, he recently had had his photograph taken in uniform looking foolish in a feathered hat, his facial expression suggesting dawning recognition of the image the picture could convey. His more natural sartorial style—borrowed from the Mexican War general Zachary Taylor—ran toward informal borderline slovenliness, unbuttoned tunics with tarnished buttons, and no rank on the collar. The world soon would learn, however, that the attention Grant withheld from his clothes tended to be applied to weightier concerns.

That Grant and Foote entered into collusion would not have seemed unlikely at the time. Each man needed something from the other. Grant, realizing he had to have water-borne transportation and firepower during the road-drowning winter season, obviously saw sense in collaborating with the man in charge of the novel gunboats. He may also have come to respect Foote not just out of deference to the sailor’s rank and distinguished service record, but also for his approachable manner, which resembled Grant’s own. Foote needed Grant, as well. A naval officer now assigned to the army’s governmental parent, the Department of War, rather than to the Department of the Navy, Foote was a military orphan, dependent on army officers not only for his power, but also for many of the men assigned to his vessels.4


 



 



It was very cold in late January 1862. Ice blocked the Mississippi River at St. Louis, impeding transport of troops to Cairo, but Grant and Foote kept busy. Grant worked from breakfast to midnight seven days a week, he reported in a letter to his sister Mary. For a man of unusually direct and succinct correspondence, he did manage to write her a lengthy letter. And he and Foote also took time for extended conversations, perhaps in part because they shared the frustration of serving the recently installed Missouri commander, Henry W. Halleck. Like his Kentucky counterpart and rival, Don Carlos Buell, and their mutual Washington superior, George B. McClellan, Halleck was intellectually brilliant and all too aware of it. He was also loath to risk his vaunted reputation without the promise of guaranteed success. For this reason Foote would come to regard Halleck as a “military imbecile.”

So Foote conspired with Grant. In January, the naval veteran would come to recall, he “proposed” to the younger officer a joint operation: “that with [image: 004]
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four of the boats and 6,000 troops we should ascend the Tenn. [River] and attack Fort Henry.

“The general preferred the Cumberland and Fort Donelson as the more appropriate points of attack,” Foote’s recollection continued, “but [Grant] yielded to my views if Genl. Halleck’s assent could be obtained.”5


Grant later implied that the idea was more his than Foote’s. He claimed the plan had been on his mind for some time, but that is debatable. For months his attention, along with that of his commanders in St. Louis, had been riveted on the Confederates’ Mississippi River bastion at Columbus, Kentucky, eleven miles downriver from Cairo. Foote’s gaze, by contrast, had been repeatedly drawn to the lightly defended Tennessee and Cumberland rivers, about which he was kept continually informed by captains of the armed steamboats that he kept busy reconnoitering the region.

The most important thing, though, is that Foote and Grant concurred. Either route would smash the railroad link between Columbus and Confederate headquarters at Bowling Green, isolating the two wings of the South’s western army, but the reasons the pair differed in their initial ideas on where  to do it seem obvious. Foote naturally gravitated toward a prize that would yield the most to the navy. Attacking Fort Henry, rather than Fort Donelson, would not only flank Columbus and Bowling Green, but also would throw open the Tennessee River to gunboat incursion as far upstream as northern Alabama, delivering Richmond a staggering psychological blow. Grant, by contrast, surely envisioned a coup that would be even more consequential to the army—and buttress his recent reversal of a downward-spiraling career. He had just written sister Mary that he hoped to hold his command long enough to participate in “at least one battle,” and that battle needed to be important. So in shifting his gaze from Columbus he likely did first consider attacking Fort Donelson on the Cumberland, a move that promised to give him a more visceral military victory. Such a course, like Foote’s, would outflank both Columbus and Bowling Green, but it would also threaten a Confederate state capital and the mountains of war materiel being manufactured and stored there.6


Grant’s confidence was hardly brimming, though. He plainly was not impressing his commander. Henry Halleck was officious, prickly, and difficult to ingratiate. He also was quick to infer incompetence in others and so arrogant and precise that he may already have cost himself immediate command of all the Federal armies. At his home in California a few months earlier, Halleck had refused to accept an order to report to Washington because of a wording error in the communiqué (the writer had addressed him as “major” rather than “major general,” the army’s highest rank at that juncture). A corrected document was unable to arrive in time to summon him east before the job went to McClellan.7


Instead of command of all the Federal troops, Halleck ended up with part of the western theatre, taking over the Missouri-Illinois-western Kentucky department from flamboyant, hip-shooting John C. Fremont in mid-November. On August 30, Fremont had made the pivotal mistake of freeing the so-called “human property” of slaveholders in his fiefdom, thereby jeopardizing the tenuous loyalty that Abraham Lincoln was trying to preserve in the indispensable border states of Kentucky, Maryland, and Missouri. In contrast to the abolitionist Fremont, Halleck possessed less sympathy for slaves than for the many other people he saw as his inferiors. The fugitive bondspeople flocking to his troops for freedom and protection from their masters he regarded as drags on his forces and impediments to his plans; he ordered them banned from his lines and left to their very limited devices—unless they were needed for manual labor.

On November 19, 1861, the day Halleck assumed command in St. Louis, Grant had asked permission to go there and familiarize his chief with Cairo’s necessities and possibilities. The request met with an icy reception. Less than  two weeks earlier, Grant had launched an unauthorized and bloody attack on a Confederate camp at Belmont, Missouri. Instantly controversial, the raid had exceeded orders, achieved no immediately discernible gains, and cost casualties approaching twenty percent. Halleck, to whom rashness was a cardinal sin, refused Grant’s interview request and brusquely ordered the subordinate to forward his information “in writing.”

Rebuffed, Grant soon wrote his father that he was “somewhat troubled lest I lose my command.” Then things got worse. He acted on a St. Louis telegram from “W. H. Buel, Co.” ordering him to stop a steamboat headed south and send back its Confederate prisoners. The prisoners, according to the telegram, were fraudulently claiming to be designated for exchange for captured Federals. But after Grant had complied with the order, Halleck archly wired him to ask by what authority the prisoners had been returned to St. Louis. Grant replied by sending a copy of the message he had received, only to have Halleck respond that no “W. H. Buel” was known at his headquarters and that it was “most extraordinary that you should have obeyed a telegram sent by an unknown person and not even purporting to have been given by authority.” Halleck ordered the prisoners “immediately” remanded to Cairo. Grant lamely tried to absolve himself, contending that such a wire would reasonably have come from the provost marshal or from headquarters “and I do not know the employees of the former nor the staff of the latter.” He added that he “never dreamed of so serious a telegraphic hoax” being perpetrated at such a “large and responsible” office as Halleck’s. Later the same day, Halleck notified him that the telegraphic culprit, who had “no authority whatever,” had been arrested. He added a scolding: “You will hereafter be more careful about obeying telegrams from private persons countermanding orders from these Head Quarters.”8


 



 



Grant had problems enough at his own headquarters. His principal subordinates were all men of markedly higher previous status than himself: an Illinois congressman; a son of a governor of Indiana; and a distinguished professional soldier who had been West Point’s commandant, as well as its infantry tactics instructor, when Grant was a cadet.

The ex-commandant, oddly, was the least problematic of the lot. Philadelphia-born Brigadier General Charles Ferguson Smith was a stalwart fifty-four-year-old whom Grant admired and was deferential in giving orders to—for good reason. Smith, by far the most qualified field officer in the Cairo command, was a forbidding presence who tolerated no familiarity from subordinate officers.

Smith’s ability, professional stature, and willingness to accept orders from a former pupil may have been reason enough to explain Grant’s warmth toward him, but Smith was also said to have been laboring to overcome a problem with which Grant was all too familiar. A prominent New York Tribune reporter who first became connected with Grant’s staff around this time (closely enough to claim to have sat “beside” Grant “around nightly campfires”) later wrote that Smith had been assigned to the western front “in disgrace” because he “sometimes drank to excess.” He had been seen drunk on the streets of Washington while briefly in charge there, the newsman claimed. He added that the incident may well have cost the old soldier higher command, and Grant “was only the more zealous in his attachment now [that] the veteran was in trouble.”

Whether or not the Tribune report was completely accurate, it is certainly true that the preceding April Smith had been transferred out of the defense of the Washington district after fewer than three weeks. He was sent, first, to recruiting duty in New York, then on to the western theatre, all of which delayed his commissioning as a brigadier general until after Grant had received his. So Smith may have had as much reason to be grateful for Grant’s respect as Grant did for Smith’s acceptance of his authority.9


Less trustworthy was Brigadier General Lew Wallace, the Indiana governor’s son and highly ambitious future author of Ben Hur. Having been reared in proximity to power, Wallace sometimes behaved like a spoiled child. During artillery target practice in the Mexican War, a young Wallace ignored two cracker barrels that had been set up as targets and instead wheeled and fired his gun toward a flock of sheep three hundred yards off. The next day, mutton graced “nearly every mess-kettle, and compliments poured in on me in a shower,” he reported in his memoirs. But a day later his commander ordered him to pay a bill presented by the slaughtered flock’s Mexican owner. “I protested, but without avail,” he remembered. “The shot cost me more than half a month’s pay.” If Wallace gave the least thought to the cost to the farmer, let alone the sheep, he neglected to mention it.

In the fall of 1861, suspicions of intrigue on the part of Wallace roused the displeasure of Grant’s staff, and admirers of Smith as well. The old officer’s loyalty to the Union had been questioned publicly because of his reluctance, common to professional soldiers, to make political declarations. The questions got more numerous after Smith upbraided some Wallace troops at Paducah for agitating locals by hauling down a citizen’s Confederate flag. This prompted some of Wallace’s men to send home reports that Smith was pro-secession.10


More problematic for Grant was his second in command, Brigadier General John A. McClernand. A windy, fifty-year-old Democratic congressman,  McClernand had the habit of sidestepping regular channels and communicating with Grant’s superiors all the way up the chain of command to the White House. A fellow resident of Springfield, Illinois, McClernand had known Lincoln for decades and had sometimes partnered with him in court cases. Skills as an ex-newspaperman and lawyer helped the Democrat wield much national influence for the Union in Congress during the secession crisis, and Republican Lincoln made him a brigadier general to strengthen loyalty in the southern Illinois region settled largely by immigrants (such as McClernand and Lincoln himself) from below the Ohio River. Political from hat to toenails, McClernand appeared to get along with Grant early on, and Grant did the same with McClernand. This almost certainly was because McClernand thought Grant was a minor, harmless, temporary rival—and because Grant knew McClernand was a major, dangerous one.11


 



 



Grant’s greatest source of anxiety during the winter of 1861-62, however, seems to have been William J. Kountz, forty-five-year-old owner of a Pennsylvania steamboat fleet. The war had blocked river commerce from the Midwest to New Orleans and idled the bulk of the steamboat industry, and McClellan had recruited Kountz and some of his boats to assist in the eastern Ohio-western Virginia theatre. A river pilot for a quarter-century and a builder and owner of steamboats for more than two decades, Kountz became McClellan’s superintendent of water transportation and doubtless expected to profit from authorizing the placing of some of his own inactive boats in government service. A postwar thumbnail biography asserts that during the summer and fall of 1861 Kountz “purchased all the steamboats that were converted into gunboats, and also many other boats for transports.” Due to the incompetence of Lincoln’s legendarily corrupt first secretary of war, Pennsylvanian Simon Cameron, all sorts of suppliers were fleecing the government during this period. A friend would later assert that Kountz was rigidly honest, though, and McClellan clearly valued him, eventually sending him to St. Louis to organize river transportation there. 12


Known for his abrasiveness, Kountz began stepping on toes in Cairo, asking questions without checking in at Grant’s headquarters, soon after his arrival sometime in the latter half of December. Grant penned him a stiff note saying he had heard the visitor had been “making inquiries into matters pertaining to this command” and ordering him to stop “until you have reported to me and shown your authority.” It turned out, however, that Kountz had  reported—to Grant’s subordinate, McClernand—and he soon began implying that Grant was participating in corruption in steamboat and other contracts.

Any such assumption was without merit. Financially honest nearly to the point of naiveté, Grant just the preceding week had followed up a Chicago Tribune report that there was corruption in lumber contracting in the office of his Cairo quartermaster. He soon reported that his investigation showed the newspaper’s charges to be true and asked that the quartermaster be replaced. Periodically in deep need of money in the years before the war, Grant never tried to acquire it by cheating anybody. But, needing to make a favorable impression on Halleck, he was understandably leery of Kountz’s clumsy probing. 13


Even friends acknowledged that Kountz was overbearingly insistent, devoid of tact, and oblivious to military chains of command. In mid-January, Grant ordered him arrested, saying that the Pennsylvanian’s “great unpopularity with river men and his wholesale denunciation of everybody connected with the Government here as thieves and cheats” had made it difficult to get crews and boats to move troops. Grant had been forced to also arrest some of the boatmen to get them to serve at all. He suggested that Kountz be assigned elsewhere, writing that the troublemaker seemed to want his position only to punish riverboat operators he disliked and to acquire government business for a craft in which he had invested. But Grant lodged no charges, saying that they would be “embarrassing to the service.”14


Things got embarrassing anyway. In late January 1862, Grant found himself struggling to weather his most dangerous drinking controversy of the war with none of the credentials of victory that would sustain him through more clamorous episodes later.

A reputation for thirst had dogged him from the old prewar army, but it had received renewed and wider notice the previous autumn. An October evening he spent reminiscing about the Mexican War with Smith in the Paducah, Kentucky, quarters of Wallace spawned “lurid” newspaper “accounts of the meeting at my house,” Wallace would later remember. “It was an orgie [sic], a beastly drunken revel by both Grant and Smith—so the story ran,” Wallace went on. Wallace then offered a correction, although somewhat faintly: “There were liquors and cigars on the night in question, and some singing [italics added], but no intoxication or anything like a revel. Nevertheless, a charge against General Grant of habitual drunkenness arose about that time, and spread through the country.”15


And into ominous circles. On December 17, a Galena citizen recently returned from St. Louis wrote to Grant’s most influential sponsor, Illinois congressman and Lincoln intimate Elihu B. Washburne, that he had learned on “good authority that Genl Grant is drinking very hard” and suggested that Washburne write to John Rawlins, a self-described liquor-loathing Galena lawyer and Grant aide who claimed to monitor and discourage Grant’s  thirst. Washburne did write Rawlins, who replied with a long, impassioned letter defending Grant. Rawlins said the statement that “Genl Grant is drinking very hard” was “utterly untrue” but acknowledged there had been occasions when visits by prominent Chicagoans and others did prompt the general to down single glassfuls of champagne or, during problems with a dyspeptic stomach, two glasses a day of beer. In “no instance,” Rawlins insisted, did Grant ever drink “to excess” or “enough to in the slightest” hamper his job performance.

But the rumors did not die. On December 30, abstinence fanatic William Bross of the Chicago Tribune wrote Secretary of War Cameron that he and associate editors at the Tribune had accumulated “convincing” evidence that “Gen U. S. Grant commanding at Cairo is an inebriate . . . We think it best to call your attention to this matter, rather than to attack Gen. Grant in the Tribune .” Noting that he did not know Secretary Cameron personally, Bross gave references that included “his Excellency President Lincoln.”

On January 17, the arrested Kountz—himself reputed to be fanatically abstemious—fired off a letter to brand-new Secretary of War Edwin Stanton. Like Kountz, Stanton was a prominent figure in Pittsburgh and had helped recommend the steamboatman to McClellan. Kountz told Stanton about his plight and added that “Stealing from Govt. is still going on here.” The next week he went on to draft formal and inflammatory charges against Grant, alleging among other things not only that the Cairo commander had tippled with enemy officers on flag-of-truce steamboat trips to Columbus, Kentucky, but that Grant repeatedly had become so drunk around headquarters that he was “unfitted for any business.” The document purported to cite specific dates and places.16


His friends rejected these charges as motivated by vengefulness, but Grant needed to get moving down the Tennessee River—or somewhere—while he still had an army.
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Fall-Early Winter, 1861-1862  Bowling Green


AT BOWLING GREEN, one hundred fifty miles east of Cairo and fifty miles north of Nashville, the Confederacy’s western military commander presented a far more imposing image than the unkempt and beclouded U. S. brigadier chafing in southern Illinois.

Kentucky-born Albert Sidney Johnston was the picture of a soldier. Broad-shouldered and trim, he stood an erect six-feet-one. He had served the United States in campaigns against Mexicans, Indians, and Mormons, and at one time had been secretary of war of the independent Republic of Texas. In 1861, he dramatically rode cross-country from California, where he had commanded the U.S. Army’s Department of the Pacific, to New Orleans to board a Richmond-bound train and tender his services to the Confederacy. Jefferson Davis, the gratified new chief executive, proclaimed Johnston to be worth more than ten thousand other men, but for his trouble offered him a reward of dubious value: command of Department No. 2, a position even more problematic than Grant’s.

The Confederacy’s—and, in September, suddenly Johnston’s—sprawling Department No. 2 stretched from the Appalachian Mountains not only to the Mississippi River, but also across already-bloody Missouri, encompassing practically everything between that line and the Gulf coast. The crown jewel of this vast area was the state capital at its northern edge: blasé Nashville, whose city fathers remained preoccupied with commerce. Despite fervent appeals by fiery secessionist Governor Isham G. Harris, the city had accepted the new war with distraction. A boosterish borough, the Tennessee metropolis already had sought to become the Confederacy’s capital when that designation was moved to Virginia from Montgomery, Alabama. Despite its grand ambitions, Nashville—like many river towns—stood on feet of clay: its seventeen thousand souls included, in one four-block area, the residents of no less than sixty-nine houses of prostitution.1


Focused on commerce, Tennessee’s capital had no defenses of its own and little inclination to construct any. This was because Kentucky initially declared itself neutral in the sectional struggle, putting a buffer between Tennessee and the avowedly Union states north of the Ohio River. Then in early September 1861, just prior to Johnston’s arrival west of the Alleghenies, Tennessee’s need for more tangible protection became urgent. Confederate General Leonidas Polk, consulting no higher authority, sent troops pouring across Tennessee’s northwest border in violation of Kentucky’s neutrality. He quickly occupied the Mississippi River bluffs at Columbus, cliffs so high they were called a “Gibraltar.” The Bluegrass State’s Unionist legislature, outraged, requested a retaliatory Federal invasion.

So Albert Sidney Johnston arrived to find Nashville naked, its buffer gone. With little realistic alternative, he ordered a Confederate advance into the rest of Kentucky, hoping to rally residents to Confederate ranks and put Union commanders on the defensive. He thus established the so-called Cumberland Line, a long but thin demarcation spreading not many more than forty thousand raw and poorly armed volunteers across three hundred miles from the Mississippi River to the Alleghenies. Polk, with sixteen thousand Confederates, settled in at Columbus, effectively blocking the Mississippi. Twenty-two thousand men under generals Simon B. Buckner and William Hardee fortified Bowling Green, an important junction of railroads running from Louisville, Kentucky, to Nashville and Memphis. North of Cumberland Gap in the less accessible eastern mountains, General Felix Zollicoffer commanded another four thousand charged with defending eastern Tennessee, especially the vital tracks over which trains to Richmond chugged up the Tennessee Valley from the Deep South.

But large Federal armies were massing across his front, and Johnston’s long defense line was in jeopardy at several points. Behind his right, in Zollicoffer’s rear, most East Tennesseans were stoutly unionist and threatening to try to secede from the Confederacy. The Cumberland Line’s left center, around the little forts Henry and Donelson, appeared particularly sieve-like, the Tennessee and Cumberland rivers offering inviting avenues for a major Federal breach. And these waterways were most navigable at flood stage, which the rains of winter would bring.

Johnston’s problems were not all geographic, either; he also had difficulties with personnel. For one thing, although Polk, Zollicoffer, and the other generals were men of considerable eminence, much of it civilian-based.

Zollicoffer was a nearsighted journalist-turned-politician from central Tennessee who had served in Congress but had no military training. Leonidas Polk had roomed with Johnston at West Point, had graduated in the class just ahead of Jefferson Davis, and had become one of Davis’s closest  friends. But he had quickly left the army for the Episcopal ministry and won his prominence quoting scripture sanctioning slavery. In 1861, Polk had allowed Davis to prevail on him to become a Confederate major general and accept command of Department No. 2—until the arrival of Johnston, whom Polk recommended for the job. A third high-ranking Johnston subordinate, John B. Floyd, had been governor of Virginia and then U. S. secretary of war for four years before resigning in December 1860. He then became highly controversial—a traitor, many cried—for having ordered the transfer of guns to southern arsenals where secessionists could seize them.

Other Johnston generals did possess significant military experience, although it varied widely in quality and promise. The most seasoned of the lot, Georgia native William J. Hardee, had commanded at West Point following distinguished service in the Mexican War. He had written a highly influential military textbook, Rifle and Light Infantry Tactics, which many new commanders on both sides were now frantically skimming. In early 1861, Hardee had quit the U.S. army, accepted a Confederate commission, and raised an Arkansas brigade that he was leading when Johnston came west from Richmond. In the old U.S. army, he and Johnston had worked closely together in the Second Cavalry, with Johnston commanding and Hardee serving as his second subordinate behind Robert E. Lee. So Johnston knew Hardee well.

Simon Bolivar Buckner, a Kentucky-born West Pointer, had gone on to teach at his alma mater, but his nit-picking nature ultimately got him all but exiled to duty in New York Harbor. There, in 1854, seemingly providentially, he was on hand to give his friend Grant financial assistance when the Ohioan, newly resigned from the army amid rumors of excessive drinking, landed in Gotham with no means of getting home. Buckner himself quit the army in 1855, but, unlike Grant, he did so because of brighter civilian prospects: managing the lakeshore Chicago real estate of his wife’s father. After the Deep South seceded, Buckner became inspector general of the secessionist Kentucky State Guard and swelled its ranks to ten to twelve thousand men. His work was so imposing that an alarmed Abraham Lincoln sent five thousand muskets for distribution to unionist Kentuckians.2


The most aggravating of Johnston’s cadre of generals was Gideon Johnson Pillow, an energetic complainer and seeker of unilateral glory. Nearly two decades earlier, on the floor of the 1844 Democratic national convention, he had masterminded the presidential nomination of Tennessee dark-horse James K. Polk over a former president, New Yorker Martin Van Buren, in one of the most important events in antebellum politics; Polk’s nomination and subsequent election constituted a smashing triumph by southern slaveholders clamoring to annex Texas and other territories in which to expand their “peculiar institution.” Pillow had no military training  and negligible martial ability, but his friend Polk, worrying about the popularity of generals Zachary Taylor and Winfield Scott, appointed Pillow a general in the Mexican War. There, Pillow intrigued against his superiors and made significant battlefield blunders. By 1861, lawyer Pillow had become one of Tennessee’s richest men and a notable Democratic kingmaker, and he was named head of Tennessee’s provisional army by the politically astute Governor Harris. Soon Richmond accepted transfer of Pillow’s Tennessee legions into the Confederate army, but President Davis, son-in-law of Zachary Taylor, refused to accept their commander’s state rank of major general, offering him only commission as a brigadier. Davis’s mistake was in making Pillow a general at all. While commanding Tennessee’s provisional army Pillow had unwittingly given northern spy Allan Pinkerton a tour of the fortifications of Memphis, and in September, after becoming a subordinate Confederate, he had pushed Polk to violate Kentucky’s neutrality.3


The most enigmatic of Johnston’s generals, despite a West Point education and service in the Seminole and Mexican wars, was Ohio-born Bushrod Rust Johnson. He was an ex-college educator in Kentucky and Tennessee whose distant past was unknown to virtually everybody in his adopted South. In youth, he had helped his older brothers move fugitive slaves up the Underground Railroad. He also had been cashiered from the U. S. Army during the Mexican War for trying to bribe a superior officer to allow government transport of smuggled civilian goods. This crime occurred in a weak moment—Johnson had received no recognition for participating in four battles, had been relegated to rigorous supply duties in the rear, and then had been beset by an attack of yellow fever that nearly killed him—but the army and President Polk refused him a second chance. Discharged quietly in 1847 after an eleven-year army career, he took up teaching and prospered. Personally, though, he was pathetic. His wife of six years died in the late 1850s, leaving her husband with their only child, a mentally retarded son. The widowed professor was close-mouthed and duplicitous, knowing that his shame remained on file in Washington and shimmered in the Mexican War memories of a handful of officers still living.4


 



 



But it was Albert Sidney Johnston himself who lay claim to the most glittering Confederate resume in the West. Regarded as one of America’s handful of premier officers, he saw his southernness so feared in early 1861 that he was replaced as commander of the U.S. Army’s Pacific District soon after being assigned. Then, in a turnabout prompted by the Lincoln administration’s desperate wish to keep Kentucky in the Union, the secretary of war in  Washington wrote him that he would be given “the most important command and trust” as soon as he could arrive there—presuming, of course, that he decided to come there at all.

Johnston apparently agonized over which flag to choose—he had served the Federal one for eighteen years, after all, and his native Kentucky refused to secede—but his allegiance to Texas made up his mind. By the time the Lincoln offer arrived in California, Johnston had vanished into the southwestern desert on the first leg of his long trek to Richmond.

Taking up the vast new trans-Alleghenies burden, he soon understood the tenuousness of his position. His new superiors and their resource-strapped government hamstrung him. The white population of the remaining Union, around 19 million, was almost four times that of the Confederacy, and although all of America was overwhelmingly agrarian, more than 90 percent of its industry was clustered in the North, which turned out more than nine-tenths of its annual product in 1860. Too, the new Confederacy was anchored on the principle of states’ rights, and Dixie’s governors tended to think first of defending their own borders before supplying aid beyond them. With Richmond focused on the fighting on its doorstep, Johnston found himself restricted in the number of states on which he could call for direly needed reinforcements. He was also ordered not to use most of the food and other supplies in the region he was assigned to protect; these were to be forwarded to Virginia.

Fortunately for the South during this early period, Johnston’s early experience leading frontier campaigns against Indians and Mexicans had made him adept at transforming meager assets into major ones in the eyes of his opponents. While privately imploring Davis and three Confederate governors for more men and more and better arms, he published in friendly newspapers greatly inflated accounts of his troop numbers and otherwise gave such appearance of impending aggressiveness that several Federal commanders (but rarely Grant) worried for the safety of St. Louis, Cincinnati, Louisville, and Cairo.5


One officer Johnston was not fooling, though, was himself. He worried about the total lack of reserves not only for his center in Bowling Green, but also for his left and right. He wrote the Confederate secretary of war in Richmond on Christmas Day 1861: 






The position of General Zollicoffer . . . holds in check the meditated invasion and [Federally] hoped-for revolt in East Tennessee; but I can neither order Zollicoffer to join me here nor withdraw any more force from Columbus without imperiling our communications toward Richmond or endangering Tennessee and the Mississippi Valley. This  I have resolved not to do, but have chosen, on the contrary, to post my inadequate force in such a manner so as to hold the enemy in check [and] guard the frontier . . . till the winter terminates the campaign; or, if any fault in his movements is committed, or his lines become exposed . . . to attack him as opportunity offers.6



 



Militarily and personally, Johnston’s psychological make-up mixed contrary tendencies: toward all-out attack and perplexing paralysis.

In California, as the secession crisis developed, he was so conflicted by his different senses of duty that he considered sitting the war out in the Golden State. His personality combined the soaring dreams, the chivalric code, and the fitful temperament of southern aristocracy. As an angry child, he threw himself beneath the feet of horses ridden by his older brothers in a suicidal snit. As an adult he consigned his family to land-poor near-poverty by buying a six-thousand-acre Texas plantation that had no clear title, thereby indebting himself for years, getting sued, and placing his eldest son—who finally had to buy the place—at considerable hardship.

Johnston had taken command of the Texas army in 1836 at a critical time. The brand-new Lone Star Republic was seeking to preserve its just-won independence from Mexico and protect its burgeoning settler population from Native American raids, and his military talents were badly needed. Yet he immediately allowed himself to be drawn into a duel by his disgruntled second in command, the officer whose place he had taken—and then, with the right of choosing weapons for the event, lengthened his odds of survival by picking pistols, which his opponent was known to be most adept in handling and which he himself had not used in more than a decade. Not surprisingly, he lost the duel, suffering a shot to the front of the right hip that injured a sciatic nerve as it passed through the pelvis; although the altercation was not fatal at the time, it may have led to his death later, possibly causing him to suffer unnoticed the wound that would ultimately kill him at Shiloh. With knightly flair, Johnston explained at the time that he fought the duel out of conviction that the soldiers he had been assigned to lead would not follow a coward. His bravery won the loyalty of not only the troops, but of the opponent who shed his blood.7


The armies of the Civil War were much larger than any previously mustered on American soil, so the military experience of prewar officers was of varying importance, but Johnston’s appears crucial. Accustomed to patrolling the plains where outposts were far-flung, he had developed a loose-reined management style, giving his officers maximum discretion in how they handled their posts and fought their battles. His command atmosphere was one of genteel clubbiness, reflecting his upbringing on the upper rung  of Southern society. Half-brother to a Louisiana United States senator, he had been invited in his youth to the White House, and his attainments included not only a prep-school and West Point education but long-term friendships with such people as the president of the new Confederacy.

Johnston exhibited the subtle, not-always-conscious arrogance of a plantation-rooted aristocracy. Like the rest of his class, he believed that the right of white men to rule red, brown, and black people was not just absolute, but divine. For his time and station, however, he appears to have been unusually sensitive to the feelings of other people. On his plantation, he would not whip trouble-making slaves—but he did occasionally sell them, which for them could be immeasurably worse. He was extraordinarily composed under pressure, preferring in uncomfortable situations to bear shame himself rather than inflict it on others.

Finally, there was combat. Johnston had fought his duel, participated in the Mexican War, and sent units out on self-righteous “chastisements” of Indians, but he had never commanded an army under fire. Granted, in the America of his lifetime there had been few opportunities to do that. And Johnston made such a stunning picture of a general that Jefferson Davis asserted that if he was not one the South had none. The Confederate president’s judgment, though, was all too humanly fallible. Whether Albert Sidney Johnston was more than his picture remained to be seen.8
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Soldier Reborn  Grant


BECAUSE THE PREWAR officer corps was so small, Ulysses Grant knew most of his Confederate opponents—not just by their considerable reputations but, to widely varying degrees, personally. Simon Bolivar Buckner had been one year behind him at West Point, Bushrod Johnson three years ahead. Albert Sidney Johnston, Hardee, and Pillow all had participated in some of the same Mexican War battles that he had. The sole present foes of whom he likely had no prior personal knowledge were Polk, who had left the army when Grant was five years old, and John Floyd, who possessed no antebellum military experience or training at all.

Most of these opponents surely also knew Grant.

He had been recognized for gallantry under fire in Mexico and had competently discharged his duties as quartermaster of the Fourth Infantry. But so far the negatives of his reputation seemed to overbalance the positives. His application to West Point had been reluctant. As a youth, he had no military ambitions and only attended the military academy because his father, although a prospering tanner, did not want to pay for his son’s education. The youth did come to revere the aesthetics of the Point’s Hudson River grandeur, but while there, instead of studying, he preferred drawing pictures and reading novels from the campus library by James Fenimore Cooper, Washington Irving, a naval adventure author named Frederick Marryat, and, especially, Irish writer Charles Lever, who wrote several volumes about young men traveling around Europe. Probably because of this penchant, Grant was elected president of the literary society. But his dress and bearing were not as sharp as his mind. Trivial demerits, for such flaws as looking “slouchy and unmilitary” in infantry exercises, relegated him to a final standing of twenty-first in a class of thirty-nine, his best marks coming in mathematics and horsemanship.

In the latter, he surpassed even the aristocratic southerners, who took their equine mastery for granted. He loved horses. In childhood, he had  swung from their tails and played beneath their stomachs outside his father’s shop. To the remonstrance of worried neighbors, his mother responded with a blithe coolness that her son inherited, saying that horses “seem to understand Ulysses.”

And vice versa. Ulysses was an equestrian marvel. At two, with adult assistance, he ecstatically rode his first pony. At five, he stood on the back of a trotting horse, balancing himself with the reins. At nine, neighbors brought him horses to break and train; and at eleven he stayed on a difficult animal at a circus performance even when a monkey was thrown onto his back. Hometown folks would not have been surprised that at West Point it was “Ulys,” not the Southerners, who set an academy jump record that stood for a quarter-century.1


Despite these triumphs, he harbored deeply buried hurts. In boyhood, his name was predictably corrupted to “useless,” and he was seen by some as stupid after being sent by his father to buy a horse and forthrightly telling the seller the highest price his father had authorized him to pay. Most children quickly forget such slights, but Grant was so wounded that he remembered to record them with quiet humor fifty years later.

Such memories extended beyond boyhood. Going home for the first time after two years at West Point, he made sure to arrive in resplendent uniform and was mortified when two different local civilians lampooned his appearance; he quickly retreated to the less prideful attitude of his mother and never gloried in military finery again. Then came the first of his career’s vocational disappointments. Despite his brilliance on horseback, he botched his entrée to the cavalry by a rare fit of overt anger, striking a mount at West Point.

Similarly, becoming a doting husband and father did not free him from persistent reasons for domestic concern. His wife, Julia, had been markedly less eager to marry him than he was to marry her, and when he was away from her in the army she responded only fitfully to his habitual daily letters. And Julia’s family and his own, coming from opposite sides of the incendiary slavery issue, cared little for each other.2


Remarkably, though, this litany of discouragements, more than enough to defeat most highly sensitive men, served only to stiffen the resolve of this one. Over the years, Grant seemed to become ever more dogged and implacably committed to his struggles. Beneath the self-effacing quietude of his surface galloped the indomitable handler of horses—and, by inference, other forces larger than himself.

Despite serving as an army officer for eleven years before his antebellum resignation, Grant at the beginning of 1862 had only recently commanded troops, and he later remembered having to lose a fear of that heavy responsibility. He later wrote about passing a defining milestone on his path to  military self-confidence. He claimed it occurred in Missouri during the autumn of 1861, on the brink of what might have been his initial battle as a commander.

His Twenty-First Illinois Volunteers were ordered out against a Confederate colonel named Thomas Harris near the town of Florida, Missouri. The march crossed twenty-five miles so deserted that the newly appointed colonel and his troops caught a glimpse of just two people, horsemen who galloped off as soon as they were spotted. “As we approached the brow of the hill from which it was expected we could see Harris’ camp, and possibly find his men ready-formed to meet us,” Grant wrote in his memoirs: 





. . . my heart kept getting higher and higher until it felt to me as though it was in my throat. I would have given anything then to be back in Illinois, but I had not the moral courage to halt and consider what to do; I kept right on. When we reached a point from which the valley below was in full view I halted. The place where Harris had encamped a few days before was still there and the marks of a recent encampment were plainly visible, but the troops were gone. My heart resumed its place. It occurred to me at once that Harris had been as much afraid of me as I had been of him. This was a view of the question I had never taken before; but it was one I never forgot afterwards.3



 



In fact, Grant had received information the day before that Harris and his men were unlikely to be encountered at Florida, but this exaggerated account perfectly captures Grant’s personality. His mild modesty, self-deprecation, and discomfort with praise were described by one longtime friend, fellow West Pointer and in-law James Longstreet, as almost “girlish.” The description was appropriate. These traits were legacies from his Presbyterian mother, who was once described by a friend as thinking “nothing you could do would entitle you to praise . . . you ought to praise the Lord for giving you an opportunity to do it.” By 1861, her son’s profound sense of disappointment in his own accomplishments and restless impulse to redeem a fruitless life had likely reinforced this mindset.

His depiction of the non-incident in Florida, Missouri, includes an important feature of Grant’s essence. Describing his emotions in his memoirs, he wrote that in anticipating the possibility of a battle with Harris and his men he had not feared for his personal safety. In the Mexican War he had, he wrote, “been in all the engagements . . . that it was possible for one person to be in.” But he had never been “in command.” Had another officer been the colonel and himself a lieutenant colonel at Florida, he added, “I do not think I would have felt any trepidation.”4


Almost certainly. He had always been bold in combat. Long before Florida, in the Mexican War, he had learned that anticipating battle was for him far more harrowing than actually fighting it. According to another veteran of the Mexican fray, it was impossible to keep Grant out of action even though he was often assigned to support, rather than front-line, positions. Under fire he was, as one of his commanders wrote, a man “of fire.” Fellow Mexican veteran Longstreet later described him as so “cool, swift, and hurried” in the fray that he seemed to belong in battle. His Mexico feats included volunteering during house-to-house urban fighting at the Battle of Monterrey, even though he was an officer and an adjutant, to carry to division headquarters a message that the forwardmost brigade was running out of ammunition. To deliver it he had to gallop down the city’s embattled streets through enemy fire at every intersection, and he did so like a rodeo performer or attacking Indian, one foot across his horse’s back and an arm around its neck, shielding himself with the animal’s body. Afterward, he gave all credit to the heroism of the horse, Nelly, just as, following his epic West Point jump, he had directed the praise toward that animal, York.5


Still, the Mexican War taught him several lessons crucial to a commander’s role. As quartermaster, he became deeply aware of the truth of the adage that an army travels on its stomach, and he learned a great deal about the intricacies of keeping that stomach supplied. By watching the way General Zachary Taylor led the Mexican campaign, he also learned that a commander’s aggressiveness was of crucial psychological importance, both to his own troops and to their enemies.

Taylor influenced Grant in more subtle ways, as well. The tobacco-chewing Mexican War commander refused to wear a uniform, moved among his men as if one of them, and expressed himself in words that were few, down-to-earth, and well-chosen. He also was unflappable under both fire and heavy responsibility, habitually making do with the resources at hand and not demanding more. Once Taylor personally complimented Grant for refusing to stand on military ceremony, jumping into the Gulf to help some of his men perform a task he had ordered done. Grant quickly began to emulate his idol.6


Grant’s self-control and mildness of manner owed much to the twin influences of his mother and Taylor; toward the end of his life he wrote that he never recalled having used a “profane expletive.” But when he wanted to, he was more than capable of expressing his opinions in unmistakable terms. When Union recruits pulled down a Confederate flag at a self-styled Confederate headquarters in St. Louis in 1861, Grant was present in a semi-military capacity. A few minutes afterward, he found himself sitting almost alone in a  streetcar when a Southern sympathizer boarded and loudly groused that “where I came from if a man dares to say a word in favor of the Union we hang him to a limb of the first tree we come to.” Indulging his gift for understated and pointed expression, Grant replied that residents of St. Louis were apparently “not so intolerant,” judging from the fact that “I had not seen a single rebel hung yet; nor heard of one.” Then he added with iron undertone: “There are plenty of them who ought to be, however.”7


Grant was utterly opposed to the Confederate cause, but his political views were moderate. That possibly explains the edge in his tone that day in St. Louis. Secession was extremism, the antithesis of moderation. He disdained what he saw as the South’s overbearing minority insistence on making the rest of the nation—the majority—repeatedly do her bidding on the subject of slavery, a system for which he had absolutely no empathy but was resigned to as an alternative to war.

He was steeped from boyhood in consciousness of the slavery question’s destructive potential. He had grown up in a town on one of the most active lines of the Underground Railroad. He had gone to school in two nearby municipalities—Ripley, Ohio, and Maysville, Kentucky—where runaway slaves were both aided and pursued with fanatic zeal. His father, a very vocal opponent of the “peculiar institution,” had worked in his own youth for the slave-aiding father of abolitionist martyr John Brown. In adulthood, Jesse Grant excoriated slavery as fostering indolence and destroying work skills in the owning class. By contrast, Jesse’s wife, Hannah, was staunchly loyal to the Democrats, the party espousing slavery, and her influence possibly moderated the views of their son to some extent. But although he was much less demonstrative, Ulysses exhibited some of his father’s political leanings.

But he was no radical. He rejected—in fact abhorred—the idea that abolitionism should be valued above the Union itself. He had not lived in Illinois long enough to vote in 1860, but if he had, he later wrote, “pledges”(to friends, presumably) would have required him to diverge from the path of his Republican father and brothers and his own Whig background and cast his ballot for Stephen A. Douglas, the passionately unionist Illinois Democrat who tried to straddle the slavery question. But in the four-man presidential race between Douglas, John Bell of Tennessee, John C. Breckinridge of Kentucky, and Illinois Republican Abraham Lincoln, the real contest was between Breckinridge, the candidate of voters who planned to secede if they did not win, and Lincoln. Of those two, Grant preferred Lincoln.

And yet, in 1848 Grant married a daughter of slaveholders. The Dents were Missouri planters, and eventually Julia owned servants given her by her father. Grant himself briefly held title to a human being. Thirty-five-year-old  William Jones apparently ended up in his possession from the Dents while Grant was farming following his 1854 resignation from the prewar army.

When he moved to St. Louis in 1859, though, Grant filed papers freeing Jones—who was worth approximately one thousand dollars—despite the fact that Grant needed money. He never explained his motives in Jones’s case, and it is possible that he required the slave to pay something for his freedom; Jones’s writ of manumission says, in part, “. . . I Ulysses S Grant of the City & County of St. Louis in the State of Missouri, for divers good and valuable considerations me hereunto moving, do hereby emancipate and set free from Slavery my negro man William . . .” Whatever the “divers good and valuable considerations” might have been, Grant certainly could have gotten more from a fellow slaveholder than Jones himself would have been able to pay. But in moving to the city Grant was clearly unwilling to abandon a man whom he had worked beside in the fields to the whims of the marketplace and the uncertain mercies of a new owner.

The reaction of Julia’s family to the freeing of Jones can only be conjectured. The burning issue that increasingly divided the nation had long since distanced Grant from the Dents, and he and his father-in-law frequently argued over it. Grant was no slavedriver, refusing to force slaves to work via threats of whipping and other punishment; he also paid rented slaves more than other renters did, angering the others. One family servant eventually would remember that in the hearing of some of the bondspeople, Grant declared a wish to free the Dent slaves as soon as possible. But in the antebellum South, slaves were worth more than the land they worked. Neither Grant nor the Dent servants could afford to buy that much freedom.8


 



 



Utterly unprepossessing to those who did not know him, Grant was less so to those who did. Medical officer John Brinton, who was assigned to Grant’s staff at Cairo, recalled that in their first meeting the general “was a very short, small, rather spare man” whose “beard was a little long, very much longer than he afterwards wore it, unkempt and irregular, and of a sandy, tawny shade.” His hair was the same color, “and at first glance he seemed to be a very ordinary sort of a man, indeed one below the average in most respects.” But Brinton soon found that Grant’s face “grew upon me. His eyes were gentle with a kind expression, and thoughtful.” Although, as Brinton wrote, he “did not as a rule speak a great deal,” he had a subtle sense of humor with intimates. When his family came to Cairo for an extended visit and his beloved four-year-old son greeted him at the door in the evenings by pummeling his knees in a challenge to wrestle, the general would often  intone with mock solemnity—just before getting down to roll on the floor with the boy—“I do not feel like fighting, Jess, but I can’t stand being hectored in this manner by a man of your size.”9


The doting father was a repository of hidden riches: an officer who had not loved West Point but had learned its essentials; a soldier who had found combat irresistible and peacetime military life disastrously boring; an almost tongue-tied public speaker, an occasionally entertaining conversationalist, but an astonishingly gifted writer; and a man of such direct forthrightness that he was a bad card player—and of such high personal honor that he insisted on repaying a five-dollar debt to Longstreet at a time when Grant and his family were in dire financial straits.10


Grant adored his wife and family and was desperate to prove himself worthy of them. He had a great deal to prove to them, too. Despite his early promise in the Mexican War, his fortunes had declined significantly in its wake. The reason was alcohol.

His hard drinking began out of loneliness in the dull vacuum of the peacetime army, was stationed between 1852 and 1854 on the Pacific coast two-thirds of a continent away from his family. According to several seemingly reliable accounts, Grant did not drink a great deal nor particularly often, but his constitution was such that he often appeared inebriated after even one drink. During the Civil War, he would explain to a fellow general at a dinner in St. Louis that he “dare[d] not touch” the goblet by his plate because “Sometimes I can drink freely without any unpleasant effect; at others I could not take even a single glass of wine.” Small amounts of alcohol sometimes visibly affected him, and two or three glasses, in the words of another officer, “would make him stupid.” Probably because of that, he tended to drink only in short, infrequent “sprees,” but his physical makeup, which tended toward the delicate, insured that these could not go unnoticed.

Grant showed sufficient competence during his time stationed in the Oregon Territory and northern California that he was promoted from lieutenant to captain of infantry. But on one catastrophic payday in 1854, he apparently showed up at his company’s pay-table too intoxicated to conduct business. When word leaked out, his commander, a martinet who had disliked him from their first meeting years earlier, reportedly gave him a choice of resigning from the army or facing military charges of drunkenness. Although associates urged Grant to stand trial because they felt the offense was trivial enough to result in acquittal, one of his lifelong friends later explained that “he would not for all the world have his wife know that he had been tried on such a charge.” Instead, Grant abruptly resigned the commission that had supported his family in reasonable, if unostentatious, style.11


The Grants then slipped slowly into want. He tried truck farming and repeatedly failed, not for lack of effort but because of the capriciousness of weather and the agricultural economy. A national financial panic in 1857 made worthless his bumper crops of oats, corn, potatoes, cabbages, and melons; two days before Christmas of that year he pawned his last valuable, a gold watch, so the family would have twenty dollars with which to celebrate the holiday. In 1858, he was “attacked by ague and fever,” which hung on for a year and hobbled his ability to work.

Whenever bad weather or other obstacles prevented him from other work during his farming years, he sold firewood on the street in St. Louis. There he was spotted by a thunderstruck fellow Mexican War officer who asked what in the world he was doing peddling wood. He jokingly replied with the directness and lack of artifice that was his essence: “I am solving the problem of poverty.”12


By the time the Civil War began, Grant had been not only a farmer, but also a real estate salesman, customhouse clerk, and unsuccessful candidate for county engineer in St. Louis, as well as a hopeful member of the teetotaling Sons of Temperance. In 1860, he hit the bottom of his career: a clerkship in the home office of his own father’s leather-goods concern in the Mississippi River trading town of Galena, Illinois. The job his father provided him—drawing up bills and collecting debts as well as selling goods and buying hides—saved him from destitution, and he seems to have worked determinedly, if not joyfully, to keep it.

During these trying years, when a true alcoholic would have almost certainly reached his nadir, Grant appears not to have indulged his thirst much at all. His tendency to dabble, however, may have varied according to how far he had to travel from the warmth of his own hearth. In Galena in 1860, he is reported to have “smoked to excess” but not to have imbibed. Upriver in Wisconsin where he traveled on leather business, however, a bartender observed that his practice was to have one drink. 13


On April 12, 1861, when the war’s first shots were fired on Fort Sumter, Ulysses Grant was thirty-nine years old, working for his father, and laboring to recover from civilian financial failure and a military reputation as a drunkard. The outbreak of war suddenly offered the prospect of both. A conflict that he first assumed could not last three months gave him an unanticipated and seemingly fleeting second chance at the profession he might never have left but for the bottle.

As a trained former soldier, he was asked after Sumter to help the town of Galena form a volunteer company. Then, however, he rejected the offer to lead it, feeling that his experience entitled him to higher rank. The  governor of Illinois finally appointed him colonel of the Twenty-first Illinois Infantry, but only after disappointments that included a two-day wait outside the office of Major General George Brinton McClellan, commander of all volunteer forces in Ohio. Grant and McClellan had encountered each other during the Mexican War and again later at Fort Vancouver, where quartermaster Grant had outfitted a McClellan-led expedition seeking a proposed railroad crossing of the Cascade Mountains. Grant now hoped McClellan would remember their acquaintance in the old army, and McClellan doubtless did—but his dominant memory may have been of how irate he had become when Grant, after arranging everything for McClellan’s project, started one of his “sprees” and got drunk before the outfitting could be completed. The new major general found no time to see the ex-captain. 14


Within weeks after his fruitless wait to see McClellan, Grant found himself commissioned a colonel and then the lofty grade above that. The new general was a man of contrasts: a quiet soul who liked to ride his horses fast; a fundamentally honest one who, perhaps because of his lengthy familiarity with the bottle, had become increasingly secretive and adept at the art of creative self-justification. His defensiveness about drinking had hardened over the years. Whereas in the old army he had allowed others to remonstrate with him about it, by 1862 he rarely allowed the subject raised around him. He thus seemed to have reached some sort of uneasy accommodation with his inner demons. His persona now combined a near-desperate desire for quick success with the steel nerve to hold out for his best chance of achieving it. The calm exterior and fidgety, explosive inner energy suggest a person perpetually itching to get away from himself and some things he had done and might do. Aching to erase seven years lost in a civilian wilderness of manifest inadequacy, he quickly became the first Union general in his theatre to focus not on covering his rear but, instead, on attacking. His restless determination to strike affected the war in the West almost immediately.15
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Soldier Born  Forrest


GRANT WAS NOT the only obscure but rising figure on the western front in the late autumn of 1861, nor was he the only one destined to be remembered with awe. The other was a teetotaling Confederate cavalry officer operating around Hopkinsville, Kentucky: Lieutenant Colonel Nathan Bedford Forrest.

Grant and Forrest were, in many ways, similar. They were nearly the same age—Forrest was forty at the outset of the war, less than a year older than Grant. Both were consummate horsemen. Both were outwardly fearless, habitually restless, focused on results instead of ceremony, accustomed to making do with the resources at hand, and in need of fresh fields of endeavor. Both were also lucky, never having stopped a lethal bullet despite much exposure to gunfire. And both, like most of their fellow officers, were not above massaging the truth in recounting their deeds and motives.

But here the similarities ended. Forrest was a talented poker player, a fearlessly brilliant bluffer whose instincts at the table were the opposite of Grant’s. And in contrast to Grant’s external calm, the Confederate possessed a temper as quick and harsh as delta lightning.

Forrest had risen from frontier poverty to self-proclaimed millionaire status with no military education and scarcely any schooling at all—so little that he was, as a cultured subordinate would delicately put it, “indisposed to the use of the pen.” So newspaper friends doubtless wrote for him early advertisements of the Memphis business he established in the early 1850s with a fast-changing succession of partners.



Forrest & Maples  SLAVE DEALERS...

Have constantly on hand the best selected assortment of FIELD HANDS, HOUSE SERVANTS & MECHANICS, at their Negro Mart, to be found in the city. They are daily receiving, from Virginia, Kentucky and Missouri, fresh  supplies of likely young Negroes. Negroes Sold On Commission and the highest market price is always paid for good stock. Their Jail is capable of containing Three Hundred and for comfort, neatness and safety, is the best arrayed of any in the Union. Persons wishing to purchase, are invited to examine their stock . . . 1




 



Unlike Grant, who went on to become one of the most accomplished memoirists in the history of American letters, Forrest’s rare and labored personal correspondence reflected that the sum of his entire formal classroom instruction totaled just six months. Yet his prose, while colorfully erratic, was rarely mistakable in meaning. A note he wrote to a Memphis acquaintance during the war is characteristic in both its picturesque spelling and its directness of style: “I had a small brush with the Enamy on yesterday they wair not looking for me I taken them by Suprise they run like Suns of Biches.”2


Other personal and cultural dissimilarities widened the gulf separating the Ohio-born brigadier and the Memphis lieutenant colonel. Grant’s laconic internalizing was probably in part a reaction to his successful, overbearing father; Forrest’s less noted sire, a blacksmith, died when the son was sixteen, leaving the youth to assume the role of family patriarch. Grant and Forrest were each their parents’ firstborn son, but Forrest had a twin sister who died in childbirth. While Grant was of slightly less than middling height and breadth, Forrest was tall and athletic, and early on he was forced to use his size and anything else at hand to protect his family from the dangers of the frontier. Where Grant had inhabited a household separated from legalized slavery by family philosophy and the Ohio River, Forrest spent most of his adulthood in or near one of the epicenters of the Southern slave trade. In the home of his garrulously political father, Grant doubtless heard many heated complaints against the constitutional provision that accorded the South unfair electoral advantage by granting each slave two-thirds of a vote. Whatever youthful awareness Forrest had of politics, by contrast, was inevitably dominated by Tennessee’s own fiery pro-slave President Andrew Jackson, whose home sat just seventy-five miles from Forrest’s birthplace and whose White House terms spanned Forrest’s late boyhood and early teens.

At six-feet-one-and-a-half and one hundred eighty pounds, Nathan Bedford Forrest was more than forty pounds heavier than Ulysses Grant and a head taller. He was a connoisseur of weapons, horses, and dogs. Like Grant, Forrest loved children and sometimes shed tears, but, very unlike Grant, he also endured titanic mood swings. Carrying himself with the Jacksonian mien of a man thrusting himself into the master class, he could be emphatically profane and flatly, lethally dangerous.

Had the Confederacy’s western high command not been occupied with other matters that fall and early winter, it might well have sought more information on this combustible lieutenant colonel. He cut a singular figure, totally unlike the hordes of well-born twenty- or thirty-something gallants with whom the officer ranks of both sides were filling as fast as politicians could pull strings. He was, like Grant and many another officer in this new war, a political appointee, but nobody who knew him would have called him an average one.

Like Grant, Forrest must have seemed rather old to be racing horses at breakneck speeds. And he had much more to lose than most of his juniors: 3,345 acres of rich Mississippi cotton land as well as properties in Memphis, all earned by nearly three decades of furious struggle that began with his birth in a southern Tennessee log cabin. Reverses consigned his father’s family to a leased hill farm in northwest Mississippi and the father to an early grave. As the eldest of eleven children—six boys who lived to adulthood and five girls who didn’t—young Bedford became accustomed to eating breakfast by candle glow to be in the fields by dawn, and he followed many sunsets sitting before the hearth sewing homemade clothes and shoes for his siblings. His inventiveness and ferocious determination to succeed revealed themselves early. When an ox team he was driving balked in terror in a creek amid a developing flash flood, a teenaged Forrest grabbed the ear of one of the animals and bit off part of it, causing them to bolt forward out of danger.3


With his hard-won wealth at stake, it is hardly surprising that a full two months elapsed after the firing on Fort Sumter before he volunteered as a private. On June 14, six days after Tennesseans voted to leave the Union, he and his fifteen-year-old son and his youngest brother all joined a cavalry force, the Tennessee Mounted Rifles, that was forming near Memphis. A few weeks later Gideon Pillow, then still commander of Tennessee’s Provisional Army, and Governor Harris, both of whom had known Forrest as a locally prominent Democrat, pulled the ex-vice president of the Memphis Jockey Club out of the ranks and made him a lieutenant colonel of cavalry. His long, catlike frame and incendiary temper made him seem created for combat.

War was, indeed, the perfect arena for his powers. His hardscrabble history had prepared him to command, for he was emphatically a man less of contemplation than of action, of split-second decisiveness, and he had risen to local note by helping, initially as a Mississippi constable, to expand the rule of law over his corner of the brawling southwestern frontier.  Law-abiding communities had become used to turning to him in times of crisis, when diplomacy no longer worked and naked force was the crying need. He was quintessentially self-reliant. As a slave-trader, he had driven bands of chained black people into Memphis from Kentucky, Mississippi, Arkansas, and perhaps as far away as Texas, acquiring much experience telling people what to do while depending on no one but himself to see that they did it.

Forrest had pulled himself out of the frontier fields onto the periphery of prominence with burning zeal, exceptional courage, excellent powers of deduction, and an intense capacity to focus. In his early twenties, he graduated from the plow to become junior partner in an aged uncle’s farm supply business at Hernando, Mississippi. He then succeeded to the firm’s proprietorship after the uncle died in a town-square fight—in the course of which his nephew took on three men, including the killer, and bested them with a two-shot pistol and a knife thrown him by a bystander. Soon, probably because of his fearlessness in the melee, he became town constable. He also married upward, winning the hand of Nashville Female Academy-educated Mary Ann Montgomery of Horn Lake, Mississippi. He accomplished this considerable feat by creatively overcoming the objections of her Presbyterian minister uncle. When the preacher protested, “Why, Bedford . . . you cuss and gamble, and Mary Ann is a Christian girl,” the young suitor replied: “I know it, and that’s just why I want her.”

Early on, the young husband had to scramble for a living. He opened a stageline and a brickyard and apparently expanded the slave-trading part of his farm supply business. But when the community was late paying for his construction of a local “male academy” and he used direct and unflattering language to demand his money, the son of one of the richest slaveholders in DeSoto County challenged him to a duel. Perhaps to avoid antagonizing the local aristocracy by killing one of its own, he moved a few miles north to Memphis and plunged into slave-trading fulltime.4


Soon he was traveling throughout most of what was then the Southwest. Back home in Memphis, though, he played a significant role in saving a man from a lynch mob and, around the same time, supplying key testimony to convict the city’s most prominent slave-trader of a sensational murder. The witness himself then became the city’s best-known slave-yard operator, and not much later he appeared on the ballot for city council. In 1858, he received the most votes in his ward and went on to represent it over the next two years, becoming chairman of the Finance Committee. He also served as the council’s spokesman for the highly important new Memphis & Charleston Railroad and for the mayor, who appears to have been a cousin.

As a large-scale slave-keeper, he was an authority on such municipal matters as jails and escapee apprehension, but mingling with lawyers and other city fathers in a droning deliberative body was not easy for a man so accustomed to taking quick, decisive, individual action. After he had worked for months with other members of a special committee to find the city a location for a new Market House, the council heeded the objections of a wealthy widow and rejected a site near her home that Forrest had recommended and on which a down payment had been made. Forrest threatened to resign if the council took the action it did and then hotly followed through, saying he planned never to serve on a special committee again. Within two months, though, he characteristically cooled and allowed himself to be appointed to other bodies.

In debate, he was forceful and unrestrained, once describing an opponent as “the worst-scared man” he “ever saw.” When another member declaimed that the council had taken a cowardly action, he quickly regretted his choice of language. Forrest interjected that he was sure the member had not used the word “coward” in reference to him, since the speaker knew he was “a fighting man.”

The citizens of his ward re-elected him in 1859 by more votes than he had received the first time, but his fellow councilmen were not so approving. The first time he resigned from the council on a sudden whim they reinstated him five weeks later, but the second time, when he quit again after they decided to go ahead with an investigation that he branded a waste of time, he was voted out even after offering to return.5


Around the time of his second resignation in 1860, he remained prominent enough to be one of fifteen local Democrats arranging for a mass meeting to hear secessionist firebrand William L. Yancey of South Carolina, an advocate of legally reopening the African slave trade. By the following year, though, Forrest’s political fortunes had ebbed to the point that he was living not in Memphis but on his rustic, though highly productive, Mississippi plantation. There, local authorities soon indicted him for violating the law by gambling at cards. He was at a time and station of life when most people faded quietly into retirement, but he was not the kind of man who faded anywhere. He needed a new field of endeavor, one in which he could tell people what to do rather than politick them into doing it. The guns of Sumter obliged.6


 



 



Despite his lack of military training, Forrest brought to the Confederate army a wealth of individual fighting experience. In more than two decades  of defending himself and others everywhere from public squares to dueling fields, he had learned to sense an enemy’s vulnerabilities, physically and psychologically. He had become a master at instilling opponents and even friends with fear.

The key to victory in individual or collective combat, Forrest believed, lay in getting the psychological upper hand, intimidating foes with an appearance of crushing power. He claimed to have discovered this principle in boyhood, riding a half-broken colt past a home guarded by vicious dogs. The dogs spooked the colt, which lunged sideways to escape and hurled young Forrest into their midst. He scrambled up to run away, then found there was no need. The dogs had been so frightened by this large object suddenly thrown at them that they already had turned tail. No matter one’s strength, Forrest inferred, there is always great value in attacking boldly. It was a rule he lived by in personal as well as military encounters for the rest of his life.

Forrest had given the psychology of combat so much thought that he could even detail how it worked. To a curious fellow Confederate he explained that, since most men tended to look at a battlefield with fear and revulsion, he sought to make the enemy’s initial impression of it as “shocking” as he could. Rather than hold a significant force in reserve, he tried to deliver all he had in the “fiercest” way possible, so as to immediately “overawe and demoralize.” Then, he said, “with unabated fury, by a constant repetition of blows” he could kill, capture, and drive the foe “with but little difficulty.” He even refined it all into one homely sentence: “Get ’em skeered, then keep the skeer on ’em.” 7


His friend Sam Tate, president of the Memphis & Charleston Railroad, could not know how prescient he was when he wrote Albert Sidney Johnston in late 1861 that Forrest’s regiment of cavalry was “as fine a body of men” as ever joined an army. “Give Forrest a chance,” Tate urged, “and he will distinguish himself.”8


A more profound understatement is difficult to cite.
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September 4-November 7, 1861  Grant at Paducah and Belmont


THIS WAR THAT virtually nobody, North or South, had expected to last for more than a skirmish or two pushed on through summer. On July 21, 1861, in the first all-out battle, raw Confederates commanded by Joseph E. Johnston and P. G. T. Beauregard routed equally green Federals under Irvin McDowell at Bull Run creek in northern Virginia. The panicked Union rabble fled back to Washington, where full mobilization of the North began in earnest.

After Bull Run, a lull ensued in the east. Abraham Lincoln removed McDowell and, on July 27, replaced him with Major General George McClellan, who had advanced from Ohio into western Virginia and had just finished clearing relatively small Confederate forces from that important, railroad-crossed region. Little Mac, as he was called, took command of the army defending Washington. Wildly egotistical and arrogant but an excellent organizer and drillmaster, he quickly began melding McDowell’s whipped mob and continually arriving new volunteers into a large, powerful strike force. The Union navy threw a blockade around Southern ports from there to Texas and started tightening a stranglehold on Dixie’s access to overseas supplies.

On July 31, Lincoln appointed thirty-four brigadier generals across the northern and border states. One of the thirty-four, the ex-captain and now colonel of the Twenty-first Illinois Volunteers, was sitting in front of his tent in the village of Mexico, Missouri, when he read in a newspaper about his out-of-the-blue promotion. Grant rightly attributed this stroke of luck to a recently acquired patron, Illinois Republican congressman and Lincoln intimate Elihu B. Washburne. Washburne had met Grant while the two were helping organize Galena’s company of volunteers, and the congressman, an avowed abolitionist, became determined to claim for Illinois this Ohio-born West Pointer.

It is fitting that Grant learned of his appointment through the newspapers. Since well before the outbreak of hostilities, he had pored over them, giving much thought to reports of the deepening sectional crisis. He expected the hostilities to be short-lived. On April 19, he wrote his Southern-leaning father-in-law that “The North is responding to the President’s call in such a manner that the Confederates may truly quake. 






I tell you there is no mistaking the feelings of the people. The Government can call into the field 75,000 troops, and ten or twenty times 75,000 if it should be necessary . . . In all this I can see but the doom of slavery [despite the fact that] Northerners do not want, nor will they want, to interfere with the institution . . . [But they] will refuse for all time to give it protection unless the Southerners shall return soon to their allegiance; and then, too, this disturbance will give such an impetus to the production of their staple—cotton—in other parts of the world that they can never recover the control of the market again for that commodity. This will reduce the value of the negroes so much that they will never be worth fighting over again.1
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