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To Sophie, who lights up our days





AUTHOR’S NOTE

“With me, a story usually begins,” William Faulkner once said, “with a single idea or memory or mental picture.”1 In Absalom, Absalom!, his epic tale of slavery and plantation culture, Faulkner created a picture in my mind that shaped this book. I had already decided to write a history of the Vicksburg campaign before reading Absalom, Absalom!, but the novel took my book in an entirely new direction.

In 1833, Thomas Sutpen, a big-framed, young stranger rides into the barely developed town of Jefferson, Mississippi, in Faulkner’s fictional Yoknapatawpha County, his only possessions his horse, a small saddlebag containing some personal items, and two holstered pistols. He acquires land from an Indian tribe, clears it with twenty slaves he brings over from Haiti, builds a sprawling house, and puts in a cotton crop. He does this with unflagging resolve and ruthless disregard for his work force, driving them, Faulkner writes, “like a pack of hounds.” Sutpen works beside them, all of them naked, “plastered over with mud against the mosquitoes” as they haul clay and timber out of a malarial swamp.

The house is impressively large but crude, “unpainted and unfurnished, without a pane of glass or a doorknob or hinge in it.”2 Three years later, Sutpen, now a prosperous frontier farmer, heads into town in search of a wife. To prepare the house for the bride he has yet to meet he installs windows and doors and sends his slaves to meet a steamboat on the distant Mississippi. They return in wagons piled high with mahogany furniture, woven rugs, and crystal chandeliers. Sutpen then marries a local woman of some prominence and sets himself up as a plantation grandee, a member of the local cotton aristocracy.

Faulkner’s Jefferson, closely modeled on Oxford, Mississippi, is more than a hundred miles north and east of Vicksburg but its development mirrored that of the Yazoo Delta, located directly north of Vicksburg and connected to it by a lively steamboat trade. Beginning in the 1830s, this wilderness was cleared for cultivation by restless frontier capitalists like Sutpen, most of them from newly settled Vicksburg. With battalions of slaves they carved out cotton plantations in the muddy bottomlands formed by the annual overflows of the Mississippi River, working under the same appalling conditions Faulkner described in Absalom, Absalom!

Sutpen and his son, Henry, along with the real-life planters of Vicksburg and Yazoo country, marched off to war in 1861 to save what they had only recently built, an empire founded upon cotton and slaves.

Ulysses Grant does not appear in Faulkner’s novel, but when his Army of the Tennessee invaded Mississippi in late 1862 it pushed all the way to Oxford before Confederate cavalry severed its supply line, forcing it to fall back to Tennessee. Yet while in Mississippi, Grant’s soldiers had begun tearing at slavery, disastrously weakening it along their line of advance. For Mississippians, the end came when Grant returned in January of 1863 and began sending raiding parties into the Yazoo Delta and other concentrations of cotton and slaves in the Vicksburg region. They burned and plundered and by the time Vicksburg surrendered in July 1863, they had destroyed slavery and its economic underpinnings in Mississippi and great parts of eastern Louisiana. Sutpen returns from the war to find his plantation in ruins, his fields fallow, and his slaves gone.

This is the story that began forming in my mind as I read Absalom, Absalom!—a tale of the meteoric rise of a slave-based civilization that was dismantled by military might only three decades after its birth.

Absalom, Absalom! was published in 1936, the same year as Margaret Mitchell’s Gone With the Wind. No two books about the antebellum South are less alike—one a translucent defense of a culture built upon slavery, the other an indictment of the blighting effects of bondage on Southern society. Faulkner’s novel convinced me that a history of Grant’s Mississippi Valley campaign would be incomplete without an account of the war waged on slavery by his army and the slaves that audaciously escaped to its lines.




PROLOGUE


“The war history of Vicksburg has more about it to interest the general reader than that of any other of the river towns.… Vicksburg… saw warfare in all its phases, both land and water—the siege, the mine, the assault, the repulse, the bombardment, sickness, captivity, famine.”1

—Mark Twain, Life on the Mississippi




“Will it not be the unquestioned sentiment of history that the liberty which Mr. Lincoln declared with his pen General Grant made effective with his sword.”2

—Frederick Douglass, “U.S. Grant and the Colored People”



In January 1863, Vicksburg, Mississippi, was the most important strategic point in the Confederacy. A fortified town on commanding bluffs above the Mississippi River, it was the last obstacle facing Union forces struggling to regain control of the great river of America and split the Confederacy in two, separating Arkansas, Texas, and much of Louisiana from secessionist states east of the Mississippi. A smaller Confederate river bastion, Port Hudson, in Louisiana, was one hundred and thirty miles downriver from Vicksburg. It was an integral part of Vicksburg’s river defense system and could not survive on its own if Vicksburg fell.

Employing steam-driven riverine warfare, Federal amphibious forces had retaken the Mississippi from Cairo, a Union naval base at the confluence of the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers in southern Illinois, to the Yazoo River, which emptied into the Mississippi a few miles north of Vicksburg. The saltwater fleet of Flag Officer David Glasgow Farragut controlled the river south of Port Hudson to the Gulf of Mexico. In April 1862, Farragut had steamed upriver from the Gulf, seized New Orleans, the South’s largest city and leading cotton port, and captured Baton Rouge, Louisiana, and Natchez, Mississippi, without a fight. Farragut stalled in front of lightly defended Vicksburg, however, when hardened secessionists defiantly refused to surrender. The fleet’s three-masted sloops-of-war, steam-driven wooden ships built for battles at sea, were unable to elevate their guns to bombard the city effectively. Fearing his big vessels would go aground when water levels dropped rapidly in late spring, Farragut headed back to New Orleans.
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Under intense pressure from the Lincoln administration, he returned in mid-June towing a flotilla of wooden schooners commanded by his foster brother Captain David Dixon Porter. The scows, as they were called, carried mammoth seacoast mortars capable of firing two-hundred-pound shells over four thousand yards. After the Union’s new ironclad fleet, based at Cairo, subdued Memphis on June 5, it joined Farragut and Porter in front of Vicksburg, and the combined force—the most powerful concentration of brown-water naval power in history—bombarded Vicksburg remorselessly but ineffectively into late July. The weather was abysmally hot, and malaria and dysentery reached plague proportions on the ships and in the camps of the small infantry force that had accompanied Farragut from New Orleans. In late July, after Farragut returned to New Orleans, the ironclad fleet, with hundreds of deathly sick sailors aboard, pulled back toward Memphis. Vicksburg became a symbol of rebel resolve. “Everyone is elated and astonished at the daring achievement,” wrote a Mississippi soldier.3

The following month rebel troops from Vicksburg marched downriver, recaptured Baton Rouge, and emplaced cannon at Port Hudson, just upriver from the Louisiana capital. It was an inspired move. The hamlet of Port Hudson was strategically located a few miles south of where the Red River, Vicksburg’s economic lifeline to the trans-Mississippi west, flowed into the Mississippi. Shielded by the heavy guns of Port Hudson, Confederate steamboats continued to carry essential military provisions to Vicksburg: salt, molasses, cattle, and British rifles smuggled into Galveston, Texas. From Vicksburg, they were trans-shipped by rail to other points in the Confederacy.

When the Union navy left Vicksburg, the rebels retained control of the river from Vicksburg to Port Hudson, but they had only a few lightly armed wooden gunboats to defend it. Vastly superior Federal naval forces had annihilated the Confederate River Defense Fleet at New Orleans and Memphis. Expecting Vicksburg to be attacked again, and soon, the government in Richmond sent reinforcements and a new commander, Lieutenant General John C. Pemberton, a Philadelphian who had resigned from the United States Army to take up the cause of his Newport, Virginia, bride. By late 1862, Vicksburg was one of the most heavily fortified cities on the continent. Batteries lined its riverfront for a distance of seventeen miles, the guns positioned at the base and near the heights of the city’s sharply terraced bluffs. The river defenses were thought to be impassable, and thickly armored ironclads had yet to challenge them. Behind the hill city, on its landward side, engineering officer Samuel Lockett began constructing with slave labor a semicircular defensive line: thick, high-sitting earthen forts connected by miles of rifle pits and cannon emplacements.

But Vicksburg relied more on geography than firepower for survival. It was a natural citadel surrounded by terrain of appalling difficulty, a menacing combination of deeply eroded hills, flooded bottomlands, stagnant bayous, and a dense Delta forest that spread northward from the Yazoo River all the way to Memphis, two hundred and fifty land miles north of Vicksburg.

In November 1862, the Federals tested Vicksburg again, this time with Ulysses S. Grant’s Army of the Tennessee, undefeated in battle. Eager to avenge his failure in front of Vicksburg that summer, David Dixon Porter agreed to assist Grant with his fleet of newly built ironclads. That October Porter had been appointed commander of the Union’s Mississippi Squadron, with the rank of (acting) rear admiral. He and Grant were a formidable combination, hyperaggressive and strategically astute. After taking command of a small army at Cairo in September 1861, Grant captured Forts Henry and Donelson—the Union’s first clear victories of the war—and defeated the strongest rebel army in the Deep South at the Battle of Shiloh. He had made monumental mistakes at Donelson and Shiloh but recovered smartly and established himself as the finest general in the west, a ground commander with an inborn understanding of topography and a river warrior masterful at using enemy waters to his advantage. And he had as his second in command his fellow Ohioan and West Point friend William Tecumseh Sherman, one of the outstanding military minds of that time.

In November 1862, Grant was assembling a strike force in southwestern Tennessee, near Mississippi’s northern border. The objective was Vicksburg. His army would follow the line of the Mississippi Central Railroad, which ran southward for nearly two hundred miles to Jackson, the state capital. From there it would swing westward and storm Vicksburg from its landward side. The campaign fell apart, however, when Grant failed to properly cover his supply line. Rebel cavalry severed it and destroyed Grant’s forward supply base at Holly Springs, Mississippi. With his army stalled near Oxford, Mississippi, Grant came up with a new plan. He would hold in place Pemberton’s army, which was guarding the approaches to Vicksburg, and send Sherman with a division to Memphis, where Grant had arranged for him to rendezvous with Porter and his gunboat fleet. Sherman hijacked troops already in Memphis waiting to be assigned to another commander and headed downstream to the Yazoo River, where he attempted to break into the city by surmounting a rugged line of bluffs that rose precipitously from a swamp on the banks of Yazoo. Rebel scouts had tipped off Vicksburg’s defenders, and they slaughtered Sherman’s army during Christmas week at a godforsaken place called Chickasaw Bayou.

In late January 1863, Grant came down from Memphis to assume personal command of his dispirited army, camped in the miasmic swamps and bayous of Louisiana, roughly twenty miles upriver and across from Vicksburg. The winter weather was wretched: torrential rains, blowing snow and hail, ripping winds, and lightning storms that split the sky. The swollen river overflowed its banks. The only dry ground in the camps was the high earthen levees along the shoreline. Soldiers camped on them, beside the shallow graves of their comrades, felled in alarming numbers by dysentery, smallpox, and measles. When a levee was split open by the pressure of the fast-rising Mississippi, crude wooden coffins would spill into the river and be swept downstream on the swift current.

The troops were discouraged and there were thousands of desertions, encouraged by Copperheads—anti-war Democrats who had infiltrated the camps. Lacerating criticism of Grant’s incompetence and rumors of his drinking filled Northern newspapers. Prominent politicians called for his head. Only victories could save him, but there were none. Grant sent expedition after expedition against Vicksburg through the wild Yazoo Delta and also ordered two gigantic water-moving projects in Louisiana. These were designed to bypass the city’s river batteries and carry an army inland on small boats to a spot below Vicksburg, where it would cross the Mississippi and attack the city from below. Lincoln disapproved, and the public failed to comprehend what Grant was up to. “The people of the East, knowing about as much of the geography of the region of Grant’s meandering as they did of Japan, were utterly bewildered by reports of his actions in places like Lake Providence, Steele’s Bayou, the Yazoo and the Yalobusha,” wrote Albert D. Richardson of the New-York Daily Tribune, who was with Grant at Vicksburg. “They only knew that months dragged wearily by… and that the soldiers were reported dying from disease.”4

On the last of these desperately launched expeditions, a long-shot effort to get to dry land on Vicksburg’s eastern flank by way of a network of shallow, tortuously narrow forest waterways, Grant nearly lost Sherman, Porter, and a good part of the indispensable ironclad fleet to rebel ambushers. By the time the failed expedition backed out of the Yazoo morass into the Mississippi, it was late March of 1863 and Grant looked to be out of options. Infuriated by the general’s lack of progress, Secretary of War Edwin Stanton sent a government spy, the noted newspaper editor Charles A. Dana, to infiltrate Grant’s inner circle and report back if he was either drinking, incompetent, or both. Dana arrived on April 6. Three months later, on July 4, Grant captured Vicksburg, bagged an entire enemy army, opened the Mississippi from its source to the Gulf, and severed the Confederacy. This is the story of how he did it.



This book takes in the full compass of Grant’s Mississippi Valley campaign, from Cairo to Vicksburg, along with Farragut’s capture of New Orleans and his frustrating summer in front of Vicksburg in 1862, which is an essential part of the Union’s Vicksburg campaign and not a mere prelude to it. Based on letters, diaries, memoirs, and official reports collected over the course of twenty-two years in over forty major archives, it is emphatically a military history, but one that moves out from the fighting and the inner world of the common soldier to take in the experiences of noncombatants: war correspondents and newspaper editors; doctors, nurses, and Northern relief workers; plantation masters, mistresses, and their diary-writing daughters; and tens of thousands of African American slaves who were freed by Grant’s army of liberation, which first entered Mississippi one month before Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation became the law of the land.

And, whether slaveholders or not, the soldiers and civilians who defended Vicksburg form an integral part of the story. Hemmed in for forty-seven days by a circle of fire—guns trained on them from the Mississippi River and batteries positioned on the city’s landward side—Vicksburg families took refuge in earthen caves that their slaves dug into the city’s steep hillsides. There they withstood, with amazingly few casualties, a relentless, nerve-rattling bombardment in which churches, hospitals, and private homes were deliberately targeted by Union gunners. Toward the end of the siege, the most unfortunate of them subsisted on a starvation diet of peas, fried cornmeal, and mule meat.

I have stitched their stories into those of Confederate soldiers on the line. Boys from the bayous and backwater towns of the South withstood an ever-tightening siege in which they were compelled to sleep on their guns, in the open, exposed to wasting heat and summer storms. They had no backup, no reinforcements, and were required to stay in their trenches and earthen forts without an hour’s relief. Yet they fought persistently and “valiantly,” in Grant’s words, for a “cause” that was “one of the worst for which a people ever fought.”5

At Vicksburg, Southern nationalism reached new heights, and the diaries and letters of its uniformed defenders and the fervently committed civilians who backed them bring into sharp focus the reasons the garrison held on for so long against surpassing odds. This rich record also helps explain why the Confederate people fought with such resolve and at horrific cost into 1865. There were dissenters and doubters, and large pockets of Union sentiment in the Confederate states, but what stands out are these astonishing numbers: Over three quarters of a million men served in the Confederate army. That is over 75 percent of the Confederacy’s available draft-age white population. One in three of these men died.6

When Vicksburg surrendered, the war did not end for most of the citizens and soldiers who had fought to turn back the Yankee tide. They remained determined secessionists, seeing themselves as a conquered, not a subdued, people. Plantation slavery was dead in those parts of Mississippi, Tennessee, and Louisiana in which Grant’s army had encamped, marched through, or occupied, but areas outside fortified garrison towns and outposts, to which recently freed black people fled for protection and sustenance, were the province of intransigent guerrilla bands and marauding cavalry units. They regularly raided black agricultural settlements established by the national government and sacked and torched the homesteads of white families who made cause with the occupiers.



For thousands of Grant’s soldiers who had signed on to crush the secessionist revolution, the Vicksburg campaign ended where it had begun, in Cairo, Illinois, where vast hospitals had been built for the sick and wounded. Cairo was the epicenter for all Union military activity in the Mississippi Valley. The navy’s Mississippi River Squadron was formed there in the summer of 1861, one month before Ulysses Grant took command of the troops pouring into that desolate river town by rail from every northwestern state, from Ohio to Minnesota. Before arriving at Cairo that September as a newly minted brigadier general, he marked on a map with red crayon amphibious thrusts into the Mississippi Valley, using as his avenues of invasion the Cumberland and Tennessee Rivers, which flowed northward into the Ohio just east of Cairo. Shortly after taking command at Cairo, Grant helped turn the unpromising town into the supply center and originating point for expeditions he would lead down these western river systems. From Cairo came the ironclads and mortars, the soldiers and sailors who would reopen the Mississippi. The Vicksburg story begins at Cairo.




— PART ONE —






CHAPTER 1Cairo



“The Mississippi River will be a grand theater of war.”1

—William Tecumseh Sherman, May 13, 1861



“At length… we arrived at a spot so much more desolate than any we had yet beheld.… At the junction of the two rivers, on ground so flat and low and marshy, that at certain seasons of the year it is inundated to the house-tops, lies a breeding-place of fever, ague, and death.” This was Cairo, Illinois, in 1842, captured with undiminished disgust by Charles Dickens in his travelogue, American Notes.2

“I do not think that I shall ever forget Cairo,” wrote British novelist Anthony Trollope twenty years later in his travel book, North America.3 Chartered in 1818 by speculators hoping to exploit its unrivaled location at the confluence of the great rivers of the west—the Ohio and the Mississippi—Cairo had never lived up to the extravagant expectations of those who invested in it. It languished for decades as a torpid, mosquito-ridden mudflat. But by the time Trollope’s ship dropped anchor near its high earthen levees—built to hold back the surging river waters that regularly submerged it—the languid little town of some two thousand souls had been transformed into a surging military metropolis.4 War made Cairo one of the most prized possessions on the North American continent.

When South Carolina secessionists fired on Fort Sumter on the morning of April 12, 1861, Cairo took on “a fearful new significance.”5 It had become “the nucleus or pivot,” Trollope wrote, “of all really strategic movements in this terrible national struggle.”6 Situated on a narrow neck of land projecting deep into slave territory, it was the southernmost town in the Union, located farther south than Richmond. This “frontier town on the very borders of ‘Secessia’ ” was flanked by two slave states—Missouri to the west and Kentucky to the east—“border” states that had declared their neutrality but would eventually have both pro-Union and pro-Confederate governments.7

Since early in the century, river towns south of Cairo had engaged in a thriving steamboat trade with St. Louis, Cincinnati, and Louisville, passing dismal Cairo along the way. When the war came, the national government feared that these riverine trade routes would be exploited by Confederate raiding parties intent on doing harm in southern Illinois, Indiana, and Ohio. Tiny Cairo was “the key to the lower Mississippi Valley,” wrote journalist Albert D. Richardson, “…the most important strategic point in the West.”8 Confederate newspapers concurred. “It is the key to the upper, as New Orleans… [is] to the lower Mississippi,” said the Jackson Mississippian.9

In the very first weeks of the war, secessionist sentiment ran strong in the town. Located in that part of Illinois called Egypt for its fertile, flood-enriched soil, it was a community “Southern in interests and feeling,” said a Northern reporter. “The great bulk of the Egyptians are of Southern origin, from Virginia, and Tennessee and Kentucky, and a large number of them are actually pro-slavery in sentiment.”10 When war broke out, Cairo was unguarded, vulnerable, and infested with Southern spies. Prominent politicians in the west feared it was about to be stormed by rebel forces from Tennessee, moving through neutral Kentucky, and aided, on arrival at Cairo, by armed and aggressively disloyal townspeople, determined to keep all of southern Illinois free of black labor. Linked to Chicago by the Illinois Central Railroad, Cairo would eventually become the forward supply base and naval station for Union campaigns into cotton country, but in April 1861, the Lincoln administration’s first concern was to secure and defend it.

One week after Fort Sumter, Secretary of War Simon Cameron ordered Illinois governor Richard Yates to rush troops to Cairo.11 A hastily assembled expedition of six hundred volunteers left Chicago by train on the evening of April 21 and rolled into Cairo, 363 miles to the south, twenty-four hours later, just in time to prevent rebel sympathizers from tearing up rail tracks and cutting the levees to flood the town.12 It was a coup de main. Cairo was placed under martial law and became then and for the remainder of the war an armed camp.

“Our reception by the citizens was not the most cordial and it was plainly evident that they would have been pleased if the occupying forces had come from the opposite direction,” recalled a volunteer artilleryman from Chicago.13 The upstate troops set up camp on mudflats along the Ohio River levee. Reinforcements soon arrived. By mid-June twelve thousand western troops were garrisoned in or around the town, with eight thousand more on the way; and cannon lined the levees, sweeping the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers. “Cairo… is now impregnable,” declared the New York Times.14

While there were still “plenty of Secessionists at Cairo,” the sight of armed soldiers drilling on the town commons and mounting their brass cannon on the levee caused a noticeable change in sentiment, said one reporter.15 Dozens of Jeff Davis partisans “are now Union men.”16 The town remained militantly pro-slavery, but most citizens were unwilling to take up arms against their state and country.17



Cairo was miserable military duty. Some regiments brought lager beer from home, drinking up to a barrel a day, and the whiskey saloons that lined the top of the Ohio River levee, the “one great street of the town,” did a spectacular business.18 Alcohol, however, was an inadequate antidote to the stink and squalor of the town. From the levee, one descended a long flight of wooden stairs to the downtown, a treeless, saucer-shaped basin, rimmed by earthen embankments that encircled it.19 The only building of note was the five-story St. Charles Hotel, located on the levee, near the loading platforms of the Illinois Central Railroad. Rats swarmed out of holes underneath the planking. “Cairo is of all towns in America the most desolate, so is its hotel the most forlorn and wretched,” wrote Anthony Trollope.20

With the saloons on the levee packed to the doors with river men, gamblers, and whores, Brigadier General Benjamin M. Prentiss, the post commander, forbade his troops from frequenting them, fearing a wholesale breakdown of discipline.21 Armed sentries were stationed at the door of every liquor dispensary, depressing soldier morale even more dangerously.22 The men were bored out of their minds, eager to take the fight to the enemy.



Morale shot up on August 12, 1861, when a flotilla of three gunboats—Tyler, Conestoga, and Lexington—tied up at Cairo.23 These “timberclads,” as they were called, were wooden commercial steamboats—side-wheelers—that had been purchased in Cincinnati by naval commander John Rodgers, who had converted them into “bullet proof” warships by wrapping their decks with thick, eight-foot-high wooden bulwarks. These ungainly looking shields would provide protection from small arms fire from shore but not from the cannon fire of forts the Confederates had begun building along the river.24

The Lincoln administration had decided to make Cairo its principal base for military operations on the Mississippi, and these were the first three ships of what would soon become the most formidable brown-water navy in the world. Their arrival at Cairo that August afternoon was a signal to the troops that offensive operations were imminent.

Rodgers, a deep-water sailor unacquainted with riverine warfare, had been sent west by Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles to create a freshwater gunboat fleet. The boats, however, were under army control in order to ensure that the resolutely independent navy cooperated closely with its military operations.25 Rodgers had recruited commanders and crews, secured armaments, and hired experienced civilian river pilots to navigate the tortuously difficult midcontinental waterways. But General George B. McClellan, commander of the army’s Department of the Ohio, would decide when and how the gunboats were to be used.26 To the disappointment of the troops at Cairo, McClellan deployed the flotilla initially as a defensive force, protecting that strategic river junction.

Months before the timberclads arrived at Cairo, the War Department had begun planning operations to reopen the Mississippi River from Cairo to New Orleans, and to use ironclad gunboats, the first in the western hemisphere, to spearhead the reconquest. It was the beginning of a new era in naval warfare.

In May 1861, U.S. General-in-Chief Winfield Scott put forward a plan to win the war by blockading the Confederacy’s seaports along the Atlantic and the Gulf of Mexico and sending a tremendous amphibious force down the Mississippi—an army of eighty thousand carried by river steamers and led by “shot-proof” gunboats—to capture and hold the Confederacy’s principal river ports and suppress enemy steamboat commerce on the Mississippi. This coordinated economic blockade—the Anaconda Plan, the press called it—would close off the Confederacy to the rest of the world, slowly strangling it, like a giant snake suffocating its prey in its coils. The war would be won without a single major battle, Scott theorized.27

Scott’s plan was never formally adopted, but the Union would employ a strategy roughly similar to it: a blue-water blockade by the saltwater fleet and a brown-water blockade by ironclad gunboats.28



From the first days of the war, building a gunboat fleet was an urgent priority for political leaders in the western states. The Mississippi was of “transcendent importance” to both the North and the South, wrote Adam Badeau, later in the war Grant’s secretary and eventually his military biographer. “Its possession was by far the most magnificent prize for which the nation and the rebels were contending.” Without it the Confederacy was “cut in twain”; without it “the North was crippled almost to its ruin.”29 Along with a rapidly expanding railroad network connecting Chicago, Cincinnati, and St. Louis with New York, Boston, and Philadelphia, the river was an outlet for the crops and livestock of northwestern farmers. After Fort Sumter, this “great highway pass,” through the port of New Orleans, to overseas markets was in the hands of a “foreign power.”30

That had become alarmingly clear three months before Sumter, when Mississippi governor John J. Pettus ordered a battery at Vicksburg to fire a warning shot at the steamer A. O. Tyler as it approached the town. “The people of the valley of the Mississippi will [never] consent that the great river shall flow for hundreds of miles through a foreign jurisdiction,” proclaimed Governor Yates.31 To Ohio-born William Tecumseh Sherman, the river was the “trunk of the American tree,” the “spinal column of America.” The side that commanded the Mississippi would win the war.32

“That river,” proclaimed Missourian Edward Bates, Lincoln’s attorney general, “is one and indivisible and one power will control it.” In the very first weeks of the war, Bates had brought his friend James Eads, a St. Louis boat builder and self-taught engineer, to Washington to convince the government to build a fleet of ironclad gunboats to shield Cairo and mount aggressive operations from it.33 Eads ran into entrenched opposition from army officials. Iron gunboats, they argued, would be “useless” in the west, where the rebels were constructing river forts capable of “knock[ing] the vessels to pieces.”34 But with Bates’s persistent support, Eads won over the president and his cabinet to the idea that the Union would need an entirely new kind of navy to reconquer the Lower Mississippi Valley.35

In July, the War Department solicited bids for the construction of seven ironclad gunboats. The following month, Eads was awarded the contract. He would be the sole builder, but would work from the plans and specifications of Samuel Pook, Naval Constructor at the Washington Navy Yard. Pook sent Eads rough sketches of a flat-bottomed side-wheeler that drew only six feet of water, carried thirteen large-caliber guns, and was partially plated with two and a half inches of iron.36 The “propelling power” was a large steam-driven paddlewheel, placed in a protected opening amidships, in the stern.37 The hull was covered by casemate of heavy timber, faced with cast-iron plates on the sides and front half of the boat to protect the boilers and forward batteries. The casemate sloped outward and down at an angle of forty-five degrees, an engineering innovation designed to deflect cannon fire.38 Atop the casemate was an iron-sheathed pilothouse. The long, low-sitting boats would be “creatures of the river itself.” Pook’s Turtles, they were dubbed, because the enclosing casemate looked like the shell of that aquatic creature.39

Eads also entered into a separate agreement with General John C. Frémont, McClellan’s replacement as commander of federal forces in the west, to convert a Mississippi “snag boat,” Benton, into the most powerful gunboat on western waters.40 Snag boats were large steam-driven vessels designed to recover sunken steamboats and cargo from the bottoms of rivers. This was the business that had made James Buchanan Eads one of the richest men in the west before he was forty years old.

When Eads landed his government contract, he pledged to deliver all seven iron-plated boats at Cairo, ready for service, in sixty-five days. Iron vessels were nothing new. England and France had them, and both the U.S. and the Confederate navy were developing steam-driven ironclad warships in the summer of 1861: the turreted Monitor, designed by Swedish-born boat builder John Ericsson; and Merrimack, a federal frigate the rebels had raised from the bottom of Norfolk harbor and were turning into the ironclad ram Virginia. But no ironclad had yet been built for river warfare, and Eads had never worked with plate iron. Nor had he ever built a boat from scratch.

Within two weeks of securing his government contract, he had four thousand men working around the clock, seven days a week.41 Eads purchased oak timber for his hulls from eight states, had mills in Ohio, Kentucky, and Missouri roll iron plates, and foundries in Pittsburgh and St. Louis hammer out steam engines and boilers. He then built a shipyard at Carondelet, a river port seven miles south of St. Louis. Carpenters there laid the keels for four of his gunboats. The other three were built at Mound City, Illinois, on the Ohio River just east of Cairo. When government payments for the work were repeatedly delayed, Eads poured in his own money. When that was exhausted, he borrowed from friends.42

Commander Rodgers oversaw the project for the government. When the work fell behind schedule, Frémont replaced him in the first week of September with a tougher taskmaster, Captain Andrew Hull Foote.43 A midshipman and an officer for almost forty years, with service along the African coast suppressing the slave trade he despised, Foote was one of the most aggressive commanders in the United States Navy. “Foote had more of the bulldog than any man I ever knew,” recalled a fellow officer. “[W]hen the fighting came… he was in his element—he liked it.”44 Foote “feared no one but his God,” said a sailor who served under him.45

A militant Christian and a temperance crusader—“a naval Savonarola”—he delivered fire-and-brimstone sermons to his crews at obligatory Sabbath services and forbade “profane swearing” on board ship.46 Foote was “ordinarily, one of the most amiable… of men,” James Eads described him, “…but when angered… his face impressed me as being most savage and demoniacal.”47 He was in a permanently foul mood in his first months at Cairo and Mound City, infuriated by bureaucratic delays in Washington that prevented Eads from completing the ironclads on schedule.48 That November, he persuaded Secretary Welles to promote him to the newly created rank of flag officer, the equivalent of an army major general. This gave him additional authority to move construction along and recruit crews made up of an odd and never sufficient allotment of navy jack-tars from the East, civilian freshwater sailors from the Great Lakes, steamboat hands from western rivers, New Bedford whalers, and foot soldiers reassigned to river service.49 “We want men,” Foote wrote the War Department in December.50

The first Mississippi ironclad, St. Louis, was completed at Carondelet in early October, but not until the following January were all seven of Eads’s gunboats fully armed and commissioned for combat.51 All were named, like St. Louis, after river towns: Cairo, Carondelet, Mound City, Louisville, Pittsburgh, and Cincinnati.52 The formidable Benton, Foote’s command vessel, joined the seven “city-class” boats at Cairo.53 These eight ironclads became the workhorses of a western river squadron that would number over one hundred vessels by the end of the war. Forced to fight “a slow, dirty, sand bar kind of a war,” the menacing looking iron monsters, all painted a dull black, were more dreaded by the rebels than their achievements warranted but were, nonetheless, among the most effective warships afloat in the Civil War.54



Tied up near Eads’s gunboats at Cairo in January 1862 were thirty-eight partially constructed mortar boats, flat-bottomed rafts with protective wooden bulwarks, each craft designed to carry a 13-inch mortar with a range of 4,300 yards. They were siege guns, designed for use against enemy river fortifications and towns. General Frémont had authorized their construction, and President Lincoln had taken a personal interest in them, pushing hard for their development. They would remain moored at Cairo for a few more months while their mortars were tested and mounted, their magazine chests waterproofed, and river steamers rigged to tow them.55

That January, as Foote prepared to take Eads’s ironclads into battle, he knew that they were far from invincible. Iron protected only the front two-thirds of the boats, the expectation being that they would fight head-on, showing only their iron faces to the enemy. Pook’s Turtles were also dangerously slow, with a top speed of only six knots, making it difficult, sometimes impossible, for them to successfully battle strong currents. They were effective only when attacking downriver.

There were other vulnerabilities. The sloped casemates could only deflect fire traveling in a low arc, as from other gunboats. Fire from high bluffs had a fair chance of penetrating their protective shells. Plunging fire could also cut through the thin wooden decks of the casemates, killing and injuring crew and fatally damaging machinery. One well-aimed shot could knock out a ship’s boiler, scalding crewmen with fiercely hot steam.

The thinly plated pilothouse was the most dangerous yet important station on the vessel. “To kill the pilot would be equivalent to disabling the vessel,” wrote Henry Walke, a commander in Foote’s fleet.56 Disease would also become a problem, unforeseen by either Pook or Eads. In southern climes, summer temperatures would rise to over one hundred degrees inside the enclosed casemate, and crews would be packed together in foul air while fighting, eating, and sleeping. Under these conditions, one sailor’s contagious disease could bring down dozens of his mates. Over the course of the river war, it was not uncommon for up to half of a gunboat’s crew to be on sick leave.57

The first naval officers sent west hated river service—“resented stepping down from gallant men-of-war with their pitching decks and salt spray to ‘tubs’ operating in the muddy waters of the Mississippi.”58 They were, moreover, reduced to apprentices in the perilous, ever-changing western rivers, dependent upon seasoned civilian pilots for guidance in waters bristling with hidden snags and sandbars and channels too shallow to navigate. In early 1862, no saltwater officer was fully prepared to command a Mississippi gunboat. But Andrew Foote was a man built to surmount obstacles.

Unlike Rodgers, he was convinced that the navy’s war on the western waters could be won only by close cooperation with the army. The rival services had to be “like blades of shears—united, invincible; separated, almost useless.”59

In November 1861, when Andrew Foote sent St. Louis to Cairo to be fitted out with guns, waiting on the levee to greet her was Ulysses S. Grant, the new commander of the army gathered there. Though he and Foote had yet to meet, Grant was an equally ardent advocate of joint operations.60 James Eads’s black boats—long, low, and built for quick-striking warfare—would soon make him the western army’s preeminent river warrior.






CHAPTER 2River Warrior



“The River must be opened.”1

—Ulysses S. Grant



When Ulysses Grant arrived at Cairo on September 2, 1861, not a soul was at the rail station to greet him and no one at headquarters knew anything about him, other than rumors that he had a weakness for whiskey.

Grant had recently been promoted from colonel to brigadier general and had not had time to purchase a uniform befitting his new rank. He presented himself at the headquarters of Colonel Richard J. Oglesby, temporary commander at Cairo, dressed in an ill-fitting business suit, his long chestnut-brown beard uncombed and greatly in need of a trim. He was an unimpressive man, short, slight, and slouch-shouldered—five foot eight inches tall and weighing just over 130 pounds—and was painfully shy in social company.

Oglesby’s headquarters was in a bank building on the town’s Ohio River levee. The room was crowded and alive with activity when Grant entered unannounced and unnoticed. He quietly introduced himself, but Oglesby apparently did not catch the name and paid no attention to him. Grant waited a few minutes and then picked up a piece of paper from the table where Oglesby was seated and wrote out an order assuming command of the military district of Southeast Missouri, which also included southern Illinois. Oglesby stared at it incredulously, gave the stranger a long look, and “surrendered the office.”2 Thirty-nine-year-old Ulysses Simpson Grant was exactly where he wanted to be: commanding men and war boats on the Mississippi.

Grant arrived with a fierce resolve to carry the war deep into the Confederacy. While stationed at Ironton, Missouri, his first major posting since leaving his home in Galena, Illinois, he would sit for hours at a pine table outside his rustic headquarters, his hat pulled down over his face, studying a map of the midcontinent and marking with a thick red crayon the principal southern rivers—the Tennessee, the Cumberland, and the Mississippi—that he hoped to turn into invasion routes for Union amphibious expeditions. “The rebels must be driven out,” he would tell John Wesley Emerson, an Ironton lawyer who owned the land on which Grant made his headquarters and would visit him frequently. “The rivers must be opened.”

Peering over Grant’s shoulder, Emerson noticed that strategically important places that the rebels controlled were marked with large red crosses: chief among them, Columbus, Kentucky; Forts Donelson and Henry on the border between Tennessee and Kentucky; Nashville; Memphis; and Vicksburg. “I was amazed at such a sudden plunge into the heart of the Confederacy,” Emerson recalled, “when we were every hour fearing the Confederates would be upon us… in Missouri!”3



In his first week at Cairo, Grant advanced on one of the places he had marked on his map. On September 5, he learned from a Union spy that General Leonidas Polk, stationed in Tennessee, was casting a covetous eye on Columbus, Kentucky, a rail center that sat on high bluffs overlooking the Mississippi, twenty miles south of Cairo. Tall, ramrod-straight Polk, the “Fighting Bishop,” had graduated near the top of his West Point class but left the army to enter the ministry, rising to become bishop of the Episcopal diocese of Louisiana. When war broke out, Jefferson Davis, beguiled by his early promise, convinced him to join the Confederate army as a major general.

On September 5, his troops captured Columbus, threw a chain across the river to impede navigation, and installed 140 guns on the river bluffs. The invasion was a brazen violation of Kentucky’s neutrality and was one of the great blunders of the war, helping to swing the state legislature “from lukewarm to warlike unionism.”4 But Polk saw it at the time as a masterful strategic move and followed it up by sending a raiding party under Brigadier General Gideon Pillow to seize Paducah, a small Ohio River port in the northwest corner of the state. Paducah was even more important than Columbus, and Grant—raised in the Ohio basin and a master of military maps—understood this.
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Situated forty-five miles northeast of Cairo, at a point where the northward-flowing Tennessee River emptied into the Ohio and just ten miles below where the Cumberland River reached the Ohio, Paducah, in rebel hands, could block his future access to these rivers. Grant saw the Cumberland as a riverine highway to Nashville, a Confederate rail and industrial center; while the Tennessee, which ran nearly parallel to and only a few miles apart from it, stretched all the way into northern Alabama. If he could take Paducah, both rivers would be open to Union amphibious forces stationed at Cairo under his and Foote’s command.5 “There [is] no time for delay,” Grant alerted his staff, no time to wait for orders from Major General John C. Frémont, commander of federal forces in the west.6 Telegraphing Frémont that he would proceed unless ordered otherwise, Grant loaded two regiments and a battery of artillery onto navy transports and headed for Paducah that evening. In the lead were the timberclads Tyler and Conestoga, commanded by Andrew Foote.7

The Federals reached Paducah early the next morning. The town was crawling with Southern sympathizers and rebel flags were hoisted to welcome Pillow’s men, expected that afternoon. Grant had his troops disembark. Battle flags aloft, they marched to the drums of their regimental bands and took possession of the town without firing a shot. “I never saw such consternation depicted on the faces of… people,” Grant wrote afterward. “Men, women and children came out of their doors looking pale and frightened at the presence of the invader.” Grant tried to allay their worst fears. He had come, he assured the rebel-leaning population in a short proclamation, to “protect them from the enemies of our country,” and he offered them “the protection” of the federal government. “This was evidently a relief to them,” he said in retrospect, “but the majority would have much preferred the presence of the other army.”8

His mission accomplished in a matter of hours, Grant left troops to block the roads leading into town, positioned one of the gunboats to guard the riverfront, and headed back to Cairo. He arrived at four that afternoon, less than twenty-four hours after he had left.9 On his desk was a telegram from Frémont authorizing him to seize Paducah “if you feel strong enough.”10

Grant’s occupation of Paducah “didn’t look like much” at the time, noted historian E. B. Long, but “it is possible, even probable, that the whole future of the war in the West was altered by this, Grant’s first major action.” If the Confederates had been permitted to hold the Ohio and Mississippi River line from Columbus to Paducah, the Federals would not have been able to advance to the head of the Cumberland and Tennessee Rivers in 1862, and Northern shipping on the Ohio “would have been severed.” The northern boundary of the Confederacy would have been on the Ohio River, not farther south at Columbus.11

Pillow’s raiders returned to Columbus when word reached them as they neared the town that Paducah was in Union hands. Later that month, the Kentucky state legislature voted to expel the rebel invaders from the state, a move that caused the pro-secessionist governor to resign and help form a provisional government, which the Confederate congress admitted into the Confederacy as its thirteenth state.12 Kentucky would be divided for the remainder of the war, but Paducah remained a Union-controlled town.

To more tightly secure it, Grant sent reinforcements and assigned Brigadier General Charles Ferguson Smith, the commandant at West Point when he was a cadet, to command the post. Smith then sent a force to occupy the village of Smithland, at the mouth of the Cumberland.13 If Union forces were to go down that river they could be supplied from this conveniently located post.

C. F. Smith would serve Grant superbly all the way to Shiloh. A veteran of nearly forty years of military service, he found himself in the uncomfortable position of reporting to his former pupil. Considered one of the finest officers in the regular army, Smith was Grant’s mentor and model, his beau ideal of a soldier: grim and courageous, poised and professional. The two looked incongruously unlike. At six foot three, Smith towered over Grant, and his regal equipage and crisply pressed uniform made Grant look like “a dumpy and slouchy little subaltern,” as Captain Charles Francis Adams Jr. later described him.14 Smith “had the bearing of a marshal of France,” said Brigadier General Lew Wallace, an Indiana officer who would serve under him. “He could ride along a line of volunteers in the regulation uniform of a brigadier-general—plume, chapeau, epaulets and all, without exciting laughter—something nobody else could do in the beginning of the war.”15

Erect and perfectly proportioned, with a ruddy complexion and a snow-white mustache that hung below his chin, he exuded health, energy, and strength. Grant, by contrast, was tormented by recurring headaches and colds, and he rarely looked completely well. “It does not seem quite right for me to give General Smith orders,” Grant confided to his staff.16 When it was necessary, he did so deferentially, signing the orders: “Very Respectfully, Your Obedient Servant.” But Smith’s conviviality made it easy for Grant to work with him. “I am now a subordinate,” Smith told Grant, “I know a soldier’s duty. I hope you will feel no awkwardness about our new relations.”17

Smith swore often and with virtuosic skill; Grant never swore. Smith drank heavily and with delight and could hold his liquor. Grant struggled not to drink, and when he did, he drank alone or with close friends and became inebriated easily. Surmounting these differences was Smith’s instinct for battle, a trait teacher and pupil shared. “Battle is the ultimate to which the whole life’s labor of an officer should be directed,” Smith once said.18



In the summer of 1861 “every eye was looking for the Coming Man,” wrote the New York Tribune’s Albert Richardson, “every ear listening for his approaching footsteps, which would make the earth tremble. The impression was almost universal throughout the North that the war was to be very brief” and that some great commander would decide its course.19 Grant’s “quiet earnestness, which seemed to ‘mean business,’ won greatly upon me,” Richardson recalled upon their first meeting, “but kindled no suspicion that he was the Coming Man.”20

No one could have suspected that this untried commander who had yet to overmaster a succession of soul-crushing personal setbacks would become, in a matter of months, the first Union hero of the war—and in less than two years the conqueror of Vicksburg. “Grant’s life is, in some ways, the most remarkable one in American history,” wrote historian T. Harry Williams. “There is no other quite like it.”21



He was born in a small one-story cabin in the village of Point Pleasant, Ohio, near Cincinnati on April 27, 1822, the eldest son of Jesse Root Grant and Hannah Simpson, parents with clashing temperaments—Jesse forceful and outspoken, Hanna serene and self-contained. Baptized as Hiram Ulysses Grant, he was called Ulysses, never Hiram, by family and friends. Raised in Georgetown, Ohio, where his Methodist family moved a year after his birth, he attended local schools and worked for a time in his father’s tannery, a place he detested because he could not stand the sight or smell of blood.22 He insisted always that his meat be cooked to a crisp; as a general, visiting field hospitals filled with mangled men would be difficult duty for him.

Never a first-rate student, he did, however, possess a retentive memory, absorbing information “like a sponge,” said classmates.23 He loved horses and rode them expertly, but “was the most unmilitary of boys in a military age,” wrote novelist Hamlin Garland, author of an outstanding early biography of Grant. “He had small love for guns, could not bear to see things killed, and was neither a hunter nor a fighter.”24

He was proud of, but not emotionally close to, his father, an enterprising frontiersman who prospered in business, built a comfortable brick house, and became mayor of Georgetown. A disciple of Henry Clay, the “Great Compromiser,” Jesse opposed the expansion of slavery into the western territories; so did his son.

Jesse was tall, strong, and “alive to his finger-tips.” Bombastic and hard driving, he was both “disliked and respected” by locals. His slender wife was one of the “best beloved women of the town,” admired for her “steadiness of purpose” and “equable temper,” characteristics she passed on to her son.25 When Ulysses turned seventeen, Jesse arranged his appointment to West Point with a local congressman, without his son’s knowledge or approval. “I won’t go,” Grant remembered telling his father. “He said he thought I would, and I thought so too, if he did.”26

The congressman who nominated him had bungled his name on the appointment document, and the adjutant at the academy refused to correct the error. He would go out into the world as Ulysses Simpson Grant. His fellow cadets turned his initials, U.S., to Uncle Sam, and began calling him Sam. It stuck and became his army name.

An indifferent student with an independent streak, he spent hours in the library devouring books outside the curriculum: the adventure novels of Washington Irving, Walter Scott, and James Fennimore Cooper. He gave his full attention only to the subjects he loved—math and drawing—and graduated a lackluster 21st in a class of 39. His friends described him as “markedly unmilitary,” but he possessed two attributes that would serve him superbly in the army: an instinctive feel for topography and peerless horsemanship.27 The “great student of maps” would become an outstanding military strategist, and his equestrian skill would save his life on the battlefield on at least two occasions.28 Grant could tame and manage the most fractious animal, and he set a jumping record at West Point that stood for decades. “There was something mysterious in his powers to communicate to a horse his wishes,” wrote Garland, who interviewed Grant’s friends and family for his biography.29 In its inimitable wisdom, the army assigned him to the infantry, not the cavalry.

After serving his obligatory term in the military, his great goal was to become an assistant professor of mathematics at “some respectable college.”30 Two circumstances, however, changed the direction of his life: He found a woman, and a war found him. Posted at Jefferson Barracks, just outside St. Louis, Grant would ride out frequently to White Haven, the impressive country home of his West Point classmate Frederick Dent Jr., whose father, Frederick Sr., was a slaveowning planter—a self-proclaimed “Colonel”—and an ardent Confederate sympathizer. On these visits Grant met and soon fell in love with the Colonel’s oldest daughter, Julia. She shared his passion for horses and breakneck rides in the open countyside. Before Grant could convince the Colonel to allow a miserably paid lieutenant to marry his favorite daughter, he was ordered to join an army being assembled by General Zachary Taylor in western Louisiana in May 1844. Taylor was there to compel Mexico to accept American annexation of Texas, an independent republic in the process of becoming a U.S. state.

Grant served as a quartermaster in a war he would come to consider “one of the most unjust ever waged by a stronger against a weaker nation.” President James K. Polk, a Tennessean, had pulled the country into it to acquire territories from Mexico that could eventually come into the union as slave states.31 Not content to stay in the rear keeping his regiment supplied, Grant would regularly ride to the front without orders; he distinguished himself under fire, receiving two brevet promotions for gallantry. In house-to-house fighting at Monterrey, his regiment ran low on ammunition and he volunteered to deliver an urgent call for supplies through sniper-infested streets. He got through “without a scratch,” riding full out, Comanche-style, hanging on the side of his mount with one foot hooked on the cantle of the saddle and an arm around the horse’s neck.32 “You want to know what my feelings were on the field of battle!” he wrote an Ohio friend. “I do not know that I felt any peculiar sensation. War seems much less horrible to persons engaged in it than to those who read of the battles.”33 He never changed.

After the war, he returned to St. Louis and married Julia, having secured her father’s approval while serving in Mexico. Unable to land a professorship, Grant remained in the army and was stationed at Sackets Harbor, New York, on the inhospitable eastern shore of Lake Ontario, where he drank enough to convince himself to take the pledge in 1851 and join a local chapter of the Sons of Temperance. “I have become convinced that there is no safety from ruin by liquor except by abstaining from it altogether.”34 The next year he was posted to the West Coast, winding up eventually, in 1854, at Fort Humboldt, located in a picturesque but isolated corner of northern California. Julia stayed behind with her parents to await the birth of their second child, Ulysses Jr. (The first of their four children, Frederick, was born in 1850.) “You do not know how forsaken I feel here!” he wrote Julia. Desperately lonely, repeatedly sick with the chills and fever, and assaulted by migraine headaches, he began to drink heavily and was caught inebriated while on duty. There is strong but not incontrovertible evidence that his stiff-necked commanding officer, Major Robert C. Buchanan, gave him an ultimatum: face a court-martial or resign.35 On April 11, 1854, the very day he received notice of his promotion to captain, Grant resigned and later rejoined Julia and the children in St. Louis, “moneyless and disheartened.”36

Grant failed to mention the alleged drinking incident either in his correspondence or his memoirs, but during the Vicksburg campaign he confessed to army chaplain John Eaton: “The vice of intemperance had not a little to do with my decision to resign.”37 At age thirty-two, Grant set about farming on sixty acres of unimproved land Colonel Dent had given Julia as a wedding present. He facetiously called the modest log house he built on that unpromising land “Hardscrabble”—and that it was. With the help of William Jones, a mulatto slave he purchased from his father-in-law, and a handful of free black men—whom he paid excessively and worked without sufficient “severity,” according to disapproving neighbors—he planted potatoes, oats, and corn, and sold firewood from the farm on St. Louis street corners.38 Neighbors told Hamlin Garland that “Grant was helpless when it came to making slaves work.… He couldn’t force them to do anything. He wouldn’t whip them.… He was too gentle and good tempered—and besides, he was not a slavery man.”39

Peddling wood in St. Louis, dressed in a seedy army overcoat, Grant occasionally ran into old military friends. “Great God, Grant, what are you doing?” asked an officer who had served with him in Mexico. “I am solving the problem of poverty,” Grant replied sadly.40

He cut back on his drinking and worked furiously, but was forced to quit farming during the Panic of 1857, which disastrously depressed commodity prices. Grant was “a dead cock in a pit”—William Tecumseh Sherman’s description of himself in that year.41 Sherman had left the army to become a banker and lost everything in the economic calamity that took down Grant. After accidentally running into Grant in St. Louis in 1857, the former classmates concurred: “West Point and the Regular Army were not good schools for farmers [and] bankers.”42

That winter, Grant had to pawn his gold watch to buy Christmas presents for his family.43 Selling William Jones at auction for the going price of over one thousand dollars would have greatly enhanced his economic circumstances, but Grant freed him before moving his family to St. Louis.44 Julia may have objected. She saw nothing wrong with slavery. Grant had no settled views on the morality of slavery, but one of Frederick Dent’s slaves, Mary Robinson, recalled that he made it clear to the Colonel, within earshot of the house servants, that “he wanted to give his wife’s slaves their freedom as soon as possible.”45

In St. Louis, Grant went into the real estate business with Julia’s nephew Harry Boggs. The partnership broke up after nine months. Grant was temperamentally unsuited for either salesmanship or collecting rents. He was too honest to be successful in a “business of that sort,” said a local lawyer. “I don’t believe that he knows what dishonesty is.”46 Grant next found work as a clerk in the local United States customs house, but the collector died a month later and the new political appointee fired the entire staff. Grant was back on the street without money or prospects. Colonel Dent, who had slaves and land but almost no liquidity, was in no position to help.

“He was a sad man. I never heard him laugh out loud,” Boggs’s wife described Grant at this time. “I don’t think he had any ambition further than to feed and clothe his little family.”47 This became doubly difficult because he continued to be afflicted by high fevers and shivering fits—ague, it was called at the time. In every way, he was a broken man. “The eager, erect, hopeful and ambitious youth of the Mexican War had become a prematurely bent, care-worn, and somber man of thirty-five,” Garland wrote.48

At Julia’s urging, he turned to his father, now a moderately wealthy tanner and merchant in Covington, Kentucky.49 Jesse owned a leather store in Galena, a thriving lead-mining town in western Illinois, across the Mississippi River from Iowa. Grant’s younger brothers, Orvil and Simpson, ran the store, and, at Jesse’s instigation, they took Ulysses on as a sales clerk and purchasing agent, one of over fifty employees in a burgeoning business with retail outlets all over the northwest. Simpson was critically ill with tuberculosis, and Jesse, no doubt, hoped Ulysses would replace him as comanager after his death.

On an April morning in 1860, Ulysses, Julia, and their four children boarded a Mississippi steamboat for Galena, not suspecting that the worst times were behind them. Years later, when the family was residing in the White House, Grant would tell an old acquaintance why he had agreed to become a store clerk at age thirty-eight, the only one of his West Point classmates to fall so far. “I was doing the best I could to support my family.”50

The Grant family took up residence in a two-story brick house they rented not far from the leather store and the large Methodist church they attended, with its imposing conical tower. Slavery had been outlawed in Illinois, so before leaving Missouri, Julia hired out the four young household slaves her father had presented her and did the cooking and housework with the help of a paid servant. Though her husband drew only a meager salary, “it was enough, and we were happy,” she wrote later. By all accounts he remained sober in these Galena years.51 For the first time in years, Grant found contentment—not on the job, which he loathed, but at home with his family. In the evenings he would playfully wrestle on the floor with his young boys. After Julia led the children off to bed, he’d sit with her and read aloud from the newspapers about the approaching secession crisis, puffing on his long-stemmed meerschaum pipe while Julia did her sewing.

Grant had no close friends and had a distant relationship with his brothers. Like his mother, Hannah, “he had a quiet way of keeping people at arm’s length,” and an aversion to disclosing his emotions to everyone but Julia. He loved his mother but she never opened herself to him, nor did he to her. “We are not a demonstrative family,” she told a reporter late in her life. Grant said he never saw his mother shed a tear.52



Ulysses Grant was made by war. Galena did not save him; the war did. Had he died in 1860, “he would have been remembered only as a pure, shy, kindly gentleman of moderate abilities,” wrote journalist Albert Richardson, one of his first biographers.53

Politically, Grant was on the fence when the war broke out, a lukewarm Democrat who had voted in only one presidential election—in 1856, for James Buchanan. He had feared that the election of John C. Frémont, the Republican Party’s first presidential candidate, would provoke the South to secede. As a new resident of Illinois, he was not yet eligible to vote in the 1860 elections. Had he cast a ballot, it would have been for the Democrat, Stephen A. Douglas of Illinois, the champion of popular sovereignty—the right of western territories appealing for statehood to determine by free elections whether they would permit or prohibit slavery. But when Fort Sumter was attacked on April 12, 1861, Grant threw his support enthusiastically to Lincoln and the Union. “Now is the time, particularly in the Border slave states, for men to prove their love of country,” he wrote his father-in-law, who was leaning strongly toward the Confederacy, “No impartial man can conceal from himself the fact that in all these troubles the South have been the aggressors.”54

Grant was drawn into the war after attending a Union meeting in Galena. There he met attorney John A. Rawlins, the vehement son of a failed charcoal burner who had died an alcoholic. Rawlins impressed him tremendously. Slender and erect, with jet-black hair, a full dark beard, and flashing eyes, he stood up unannounced at the meeting and gave a stirring forty-five minute peroration to the Union. “The time for compromise ha[s] passed… we must appeal to the God of Battles to vindicate our flag.”55

“I never went into our leather store after that meeting, to put up a package or to do other business,” Grant said later.56

The war energized Grant. “He dropped a stoop-shouldered way of walking, and set his hat forward on his forehead in a careless fashion,” Rawlins recalled.57 The only man in Galena with professional military experience, Grant organized a local militia company but declined to put himself forward as a candidate for captain, hoping to serve in a larger way. After escorting his unruly recruits to Springfield, the state capital, he stayed on, at the request of Governor Richard Yates, to raise and muster in additional volunteers. All the while, he sought a permanent commission, writing to the adjutant general of the army to offer his services “in such capacity as may be offered.” He made it emphatically clear, however, that he was “competent to command a Regiment.”58 Receiving no reply, he traveled to Cincinnati to try to land a position on the staff of Major General George B. McClellan, commander of Ohio volunteers. He had known him “slightly” from West Point and Mexico, but McClellan had him wait for two days, then refused to see him. Grant returned to Springfield, where Yates appointed him colonel of the Twenty-first regiment of Illinois infantry.59

After taking out a loan from a Galena bank to purchase a horse and a dress uniform appropriate to his new rank, Grant marched his boys into northeast Missouri to hunt down a band of rebel partisans.60 In Missouri, he bounced around from command to command, without fighting a single battle, but while in St. Louis visiting his former real estate partner, Grant read in a newspaper that he had been nominated to be a brigadier general by President Lincoln, a surprisingly sudden promotion for a recently appointed colonel with a sullied prewar service record. Frémont, who had met Grant only twice, had recommended the promotion, but Grant’s congressman and Galena neighbor, Elihu B. Washburne, whom Grant knew only casually, may have given Lincoln, a close friend of many years, a “gentle nudge.”61 Orders followed to take command of the District of Southeast Missouri, with headquarters in Cairo, southern Illinois being part of his jurisdiction.

Grant asked thirty-year-old John Rawlins to join him as his assistant adjutant general—i.e., chief of staff—with the rank of captain. Grant hardly knew him—he spelled his name “Rollins” in a letter to Julia—but since that Galena rally he had felt a strong emotional affinity with him.62 Rawlins would be the first to see his fellow townsman as “a man of destiny.”63



“From the occupation of Paducah up to the early part of November, nothing important occurred with the troops under my command,” Grant would later write in his memoirs.64 That is not right. During this very time Grant turned Cairo into a forward base for offensive operations on western waters. By early November, he had twenty thousand men in his command, all untested volunteers, sons of the west eager for action, thoroughly sick of the mud and misery at Cairo. This was the nucleus of the mighty Army of the Tennessee Grant would send against Fort Donelson and Vicksburg.65 “Grant came into his own in Cairo,” writes biographer William S. McFeely.66 There he developed his style of command. “Grant at Cairo was not an assertive man; didn’t interfere with small affairs,” recalled an associate, but he did look for “big results” and wasted little time on “formalities.”67 He did most things on his own, rarely consulting staff members and division commanders, or even his new post commander, General John A. McClernand, a former Democratic congressman from Illinois whom Grant knew only slightly at the time, but would play a prominent part in his Mississippi Valley campaign.68

Grant loathed office work, preferring to be in the camps with his men, supervising their training. Unavoidably, however, much of his work was done at headquarters: ordering rifles, tents, maps, rations, and proper uniforms, the things that made up “the spirit of an army.” Having served in Mexico under immensely efficient General Zachary Taylor, he knew “that a commander had to be an administrator as well as a fighter.”69 Grant did this obligatory office work silently and deliberately, sometimes alone, well into the night, smoking his clay pipe, the only noise in the room the scratching his pen made on paper.

Grant would become one of the outstanding prose writers of his century, and it was at Cairo that he first developed the taut, vigorous style of his Personal Memoirs, which Mark Twain considered the finest military work since the Commentaries of Julius Caesar.70 “I only knew what was in my mind, and I wished to express it clearly”: That was Grant’s entire intention when he picked up pen or pencil.71 From the beginning of the war he wrote fluidly and with ease, putting to paper exactly what he intended to say without wasting a word. “Grant was a ready writer,” recalled Major John H. Brinton, the army surgeon who shared an office with him at Cairo. “He wrote tersely, rapidly, and very rarely struck out or altered.” We see Grant’s mature style emerging in his earliest dispatches and reports—diamond-hard sentences without a trace of ambiguity.

Unlike most Civil War generals, Grant did not delegate the drafting of orders and dispatches to staff officers. (Rawlins was an abysmal writer.) If someone whom he trusted happened to be in his office, he would read a sentence or two aloud and ask for an opinion. Brinton once suggested that Grant’s concluding paragraph of an official report seemed too abrupt. Grant reread it deliberately, putting every sentence on trial for its life. “So it is,” he said; and when he added a line or two he looked visibly pleased.72 But mostly he worked in a cocoon of concentration, so intently focused that he remained hunched in a seating position when he rose from his chair to retrieve a document from across the room.

Grant spoke as he wrote: only when necessary, and then incisively. When Colonel John “Black Jack” Logan, a former congressman from southern Illinois, introduced Grant to Franc B. Wilkie, Grant shook the reporter’s hand “heartily, pulled on the stump of a cigar, and said nothing.”73

But Grant opened up around friends he could trust. “If you could get him talking, he was one of the most entertaining talkers I ever listened to,” said a Galena man who served with him.74 Relaxing with his staff in the evening hours, whittling with his pocketknife, he enjoyed listening to humorous stories, even ones spiced with racy language, though he was never known to tell an off-color joke or utter a profanity himself. “Gen. Grant never swears,” said a New York Times reporter. “No man in his camp has ever heard him give utterance to profanity.”75 Rawlins’s vocabulary was “picturesque and unrighteous,” said Samuel H. Beckwith, Grant’s telegraph operator. He and Sherman “could outswear any two officers in the army.”76 If Grant disapproved, he never showed it.

Later in the war, Grant explained to General Horace Porter why he never swore, even when things went horribly wrong on the battlefield. “I have always noticed… that swearing helps to rouse a man’s anger; and when a man flies into passion his adversary who keeps cool always gets the better of him.”77

He was hard to arouse to either laughter or anger, but he had “a dry way of saying things that oftentimes brought smiles” to those around him, recalled Beckwith.78 “When he was about to say anything amusing, there was always a perceptible twinkle in his eyes before he began to speak and he often laughed heartily at a witty remark or a humorous incident.”79 He picked up these traits—his reticence, his iron self-control, and his aversion to using foul language—from his mother, Hannah. His vaulting ambition and occasional recklessness came from his father, Jesse, a gambler in frontier enterprises he’d built from scratch.80



Ulysses Grant saw his first Civil War combat at Belmont, Missouri, a steamboat landing and rebel encampment directly across the Mississippi from Columbus, Kentucky, at that time a more formidable river garrison than Vicksburg. Frémont had grown cautious after Leonidas Polk fortified Columbus’s bluffs with heavy artillery pieces and had ordered Grant not to bring on a battle at or near what was considered “the strongest bastion on the continent.”81 But Grant was spoiling for a fight, eager for a chance to demonstrate his worth and test his untried men. Belmont, located just downriver from Cairo, was a convenient target. Rebel troops from Columbus were gathering there, Grant believed, preparing to move deeper into Missouri. But in striking Belmont, he would be openly disobeying the general to whom he owed his Cairo command. Grant thought it worth the risk.

On November 1, he was freed to go downriver with his troops in the vicinity of Columbus to conduct a series of “demonstrations… without, however, attacking the enemy.”82 Frémont was pursuing Confederate forces in southeast Missouri and hoped Grant’s threatening movements would prevent Polk from “sending a force to fall in the rear” of his armies. Grant had other ideas; he wanted to “menace” Belmont, he confided to General C. F. Smith, and “drive… out of Missouri” enemy reinforcements assembling there.83

Grant was operating with undue haste and without reliable intelligence. The rebel column assembling at Belmont comprised only one undersized regiment of infantry. And unknown to Grant, Polk had no intention of sending reinforcements into Missouri.84

On November 6, Grant left Cairo with five regiments, two companies of cavalry, and a six-cannon battery. The 3,100 troops were packed into six steamers supported by the timberclads Tyler and Lexington, under the direction of Commander Henry Walke. The troops had no idea where they were going; neither did Walke.85 Only C. F. Smith knew that they were about to strike Belmont.86

After tying up for the night on the Kentucky shore, out of range of the big guns at Columbus, Grant landed his troops at first light at Hunter’s Point, three miles above Belmont. The gunboats engaged Polk’s batteries, providing covering fire for the regiments as they marched southward, their 64-pounders roaring like blasts of thunder.

In his memoirs, Grant claimed he left Cairo with no intention of attacking Belmont but had reconsidered while on the river, not wanting to disappoint his men, “who were elated at the opportunity of doing what they had volunteered to do—fight the enemies of their country.”87 The record fails to support him. He had gone downstream looking for a fight.

The autumn morning broke clear and crisp, and when rebel scouts spotted the Yankee flotilla at Hunter’s Point around seven o’clock, Polk ferried heavy reinforcements, under Gideon Pillow, to Belmont. They were there in battle lines when Grant arrived with his raw volunteers, most of them Illinois and Iowa farm boys.

The opposing forces were equally matched, five regiments and one battery on each side, but the morning belonged entirely to the Federals, who smashed the rebel center and swept into the Confederate camp, cheering and shouting oaths, “driving the enemy before them, storming their guns, and taking them.”88 When a bullet struck and killed Grant’s horse, one of his aides speedily provided a replacement. The rebels escaped to the river in disarray, taking shelter behind its low earthen banks.

At that very moment of triumph, Grant lost control of his troops. His regiments became a rabble and began to loot and pillage the enemy tents in search of “trophies.” Other soldiers gathered around their regimental bands and began singing “Yankee Doodle” and “The Star-Spangled Banner” as the Stars and Stripes was “unfurled in the face of the foe, and defiantly supplant[ed] the mongrel colors.”89 General John McClernand, a politician known for his bombastic flights of oratory, stopped to congratulate his men on a stirring victory.90 “The higher officers were little better than the privates,” Grant described the antics of McClernand and other commanders. “They galloped about from one cluster of men to another and at every halt delivered a short eulogy upon the Union cause.”91

Grant was unable to restore order. “The men had done their day’s work and did not care much about further fighting,” recalled Major Brinton, the ranking surgeon of the command.92 Alerted by Brinton, Grant looked toward the river and spotted two steamers “black… with soldiers from boiler-deck to roof” approaching from Columbus. Grant sprang into action, ordering his officers to set fire to the rebel tents so as to stop the looting and celebrating.

When the cross-river reinforcements landed, they merged with the instantly emboldened rebels on the riverbank and, supported by crushing fire from guns at Columbus, cut off Grant’s forces from their transports at Hunter’s Point. Grant’s panicked officers were ready to raise the white flag. Grant stopped them. “We… cut our way in and [will] cut our way out.”93

Grant and Black Jack Logan led the fight back to the boats. Brinton followed with the wounded. The gray-clad enemy was in front of them, but the retreating Unionists managed to push through, the rebels being as new to war and as frightened as they were. “It was only through terror that [we] were able to move at all,” recalled a Union artillerist.94

Grant was the last man to reach the steamers. As he would learn later, General Polk had spotted him with his spyglass from across the river, a solitary horseman in an open field. “ ‘There is a Yankee; you may try your marksmanship on him if you wish,’ ” he said to his staff. No one did.95

As Grant’s sweat-soaked horse drew near the headquarters boat, Memphis Belle, Grant shouted to the captain: “Chop your lines and back out.”96 The crew hastily laid a plank from the deck to the shore. Grant’s horse instinctively put his forefeet over the steep, slippery riverbank, and, with his hind legs under him, slid down it and trotted up across the gangplank. Grant dismounted, raced to the captain’s stateroom on the upper deck, and threw himself on a sofa. Moments later, he left the room to check on his men. When he returned, he noticed that a rebel musketball had ripped through the ship’s bulkhead and pierced the sofa exactly where his head had been.97

On the voyage upriver the men celebrated a great victory. It was hardly that. The rebels retook and fortified Belmont the morning after the fight. Grant had stormed an enemy position that would have been impossible to hold even if his troops had routed the rebels. The artillerists of Columbus would have made sure of that. “I see that he & his friends call it a victory,” one of Grant’s commanders wrote his wife, “but if such be victory, God save us from defeat.”98

Casualties were heavy and roughly equal—some six hundred killed, wounded, and captured on both sides. But it was worse for the outnumbered Union forces; approximately 20 percent of those engaged were casualties.99 Writing long after the war, Grant thought Belmont worth the cost. “The National troops acquired a confidence in themselves at Belmont that did not desert them through the war.”100 But Grant was apparently not seeing things that way as the Memphis Belle steamed toward Cairo. Officers in the main cabin drank wine liberally and talked in excited tones about the Union triumph. Grant sat alone at the head of the table and spoke to no one.101 “We thought he was hard-hearted, cold and indifferent,” recalled a veteran who had been in the thick of the fight, “but it was only the difference between a real soldier and amateur soldiers.”102

The Chicago Tribune called Belmont a Union defeat, and Senator James Harlan of Iowa demanded that Grant be relieved of command for making an “egregious and unpardonable military blunder.”103 Two days after the battle, Frémont’s adjutant general, Chauncey McKeever, wrote to Frémont: “General Grant did not follow his instructions. No orders were given to attack Belmont or Columbus.”104

At the time, the war was going badly for the North. In the nation’s capital, General George McClellan had raised and trained a mighty host, the seemingly invincible Army of the Potomac, but had failed as yet to move on Richmond. Desperate for some sign of Union progress, the New York Herald proclaimed Belmont “as clear a victory as ever warriors gained.”105

Eager to be promoted over Grant and given an independent command, John McClernand was determined to have the last word on the battle. In both his official report and his dispatch to the general-in-chief, McClellan had his brigade winning the Battle of Belmont almost singlehandedly.106 The volcanic Rawlins flew into a rage when he learned of McClernand’s deceitful self-aggrandizement. “God damn it, it’s insubordination!… The bastard! The damned slinking, Judas bastard!”107 It was the beginning of one of the bitterest military rivalries of the war.

Grant’s performance at Belmont was mixed. He had fought splendidly in the morning but failed to pursue Pillow’s beaten rebels, lost control of his volunteers, was surprised by the enemy’s counterthrust, and nearly lost his entire force in an inglorious retreat. It would soon build into a pattern: heroic audacity intermingled with inexcusable underestimation of the enemy. “Grant always thought more about what he was going to do to the enemy than what the enemy might do to him,” writes biographer Jean Edward Smith, “and he rarely credited his Confederate opponents with either the capability or the inclination to attack.” This would cost his army dearly at Fort Donelson and nearly lead to his replacement at Shiloh. Still later, at Vicksburg and Cold Harbor, Virginia, his impetuosity would lead him to order unnecessary assaults on impregnable enemy positions. But at Belmont, Grant had shown his salient characteristics as a commander: “serenity and self-poise.”108 There and in later engagements, he was best when things went bad. Formed but not controlled by his past, he had confronted failure in his personal life and never forgot how he surmounted it—by unyielding persistence. And for all his mistakes of judgment at Belmont, he would prove to be “something rare” in this or any other war, concluded historian Shelby Foote: “a man who could actually learn from experience.”109 The Grant war story is one of “steady progression.”110 The brigadier who stormed Belmont would have failed at Vicksburg. The commander he became in the year after Belmont was superbly equipped to take Vicksburg.



After Belmont, Grant pressed headquarters for a slashing advance on rebel strongholds south of it, all the way to Vicksburg. That might mean attacking slavery, something he had not expected to do when assuming command at Cairo. “My inclination is to whip the rebellion into submission, preserving all constitutional rights,” he wrote his father shortly after returning from Belmont. “If it cannot be whipped in any other way than through a war against slavery, let it come to that legitimately. If it is necessary that slavery should fall that the Republic may continue its existence, let slavery go.”111 A war for the preservation of the Union could easily evolve into a crusade against slavery. But at the time that Grant took Belmont, his views on slavery and rebellion were close to those of Lincoln: Restoration of the Union was the paramount objective.

Grant was in an emotional slump when he wrote this letter to Jesse, fearing he might “lose” his command. Major General Henry Wager Halleck had recently replaced Frémont as commander of the renamed Department of the Missouri, which included western Kentucky and Arkansas, and Grant believed Halleck was likely to replace him with a more senior commander now that operations far larger than Belmont were apparently in the works.112

Three weeks later, Congressman Washburne informed Rawlins that he had heard credible reports that Grant was “drinking very hard.”113 Washburne had known Rawlins in Galena, where this son of an alcoholic was a militant temperance crusader who was heard to say he “would rather see a friend of his take a glass of poison than a glass of whiskey.”114 The congressman knew Rawlins had appointed himself Grant’s moral watchdog and had forsworn that the general should never again allow alcohol to interfere with his military duties. But Washburne also knew Cairo’s reputation. “It was the era of whiskey,” and Cairo was its capital. “This fluid was as plentiful as the yellow flood of the river.… It was on tap at the headquarters of every commissioned officer, in the departments of the quartermaster and the commissaries, in the room of every civilian, at a thousand bars in the town, on every steamer, and in the tent or pocket of every private,” wrote Franc Wilkie, who rose from a twelve-dollar-a-week city editor of the Dubuque Herald (Iowa) to become one of the finest war correspondents in the western theater of war, working for editor Henry J. Raymond’s New York Times. Wilkie knew Grant and the town well as a transient resident, with fellow reporters, at the St. Charles Hotel, where he divided his off-hours “between the bar and the billiard tables.”115

Washburne, a burly, thick-chested man known for his rectitude and personal courage, had been keeping a close eye on Grant at Cairo. He knew Grant had forbidden his officers and men from frequenting local saloons and had posted troops at the doors of the most notorious dives—“The Whiskey Blockage,” Cairo reporters called it.116 But Grant, he suspected, had succumbed to old habits.

“Utterly untrue,” Rawlins fired back. The allegations “could have originated only in malice,” he wrote Washburne. Known to press his opinions vehemently and in tortured syntax, Rawlins went further, and in his clumsy effort to exculpate Grant unintentionally implicated him. “When I came to Cairo, Genl Grant was as he is today, a strictly total abstinence man.” Then, in an unintended volte-face, Rawlins offered evidence that undercut that very assertion. Shortly after arriving at Cairo, he admitted, Grant had been given a box of champagne as a “gift,” and “on one or two occasions he drank a glass of this with his friends.” About the same time, Grant’s physician had suggested he drink two glasses of beer a day to cure his dyspepsia. Then, after the Battle of Belmont, some home-state politicians visited his headquarters and “he was induced out of compliment to them to drink with them on several occasions.” Days later, he drank champagne in Rawlins’s presence as a dinner guest of the president of the Illinois Central Railroad. Rawlins mentioned Grant’s lapses from “his usual total abstinence,” he told Washburne, to point out that he was drinking only occasionally and in moderation. “In no instance did he drink enough to any manner affect him… and at the end of that period he voluntarily stated he should not during the continuance of the war again taste liquor of any kind.”117

On the day Rawlins penned his thinly convincing defense of his chief, William Bross, a partner of the Chicago Tribune Company, wrote to Secretary of War Simon Cameron. “Evidence entirely satisfactory to myself and Associate Editors of the Tribune had become so convincing that Gen. U.S. Grant commanding at Cairo is an inebriate, that I deem it my duty to call your attention to the matter.… We think it best to call your attention to this painful matter, rather than to attack Gen. Grant in the Tribune,” a staunchly Republican paper.118 Cameron forwarded the letter to Lincoln, who endorsed it: “Bross would not knowingly misrepresent Grant.” The president did not take action, but he did urge Cameron to send Bross’s letter to Washburne, whom Lincoln counted upon to keep a close eye on Grant.119

Rawlins’s letter undermines the argument advanced by some of Grant’s most sympathetic biographers that he never drank while in the presence of the enemy. Grant was not actively engaged in a major campaign in late 1861, but rebels were all around him at Cairo and Paducah, bases that were on perpetual high alert. It was exactly the wrong time for a commander with a drinking problem to be indulging, albeit moderately, if Rawlins is to be believed.

While Grant kept his drinking under control during most of the remainder of the war, there were notable lapses. Early in the Vicksburg campaign, Rawlins confided to a fellow member of Grant’s staff that while the general’s occasional binges were “not so bad” as some hostile reporters “made them out,” they were—to his true friends—“cause for concern.”120

Grant was a binge drinker. He could go months between drinks, but when he partook he found it nearly impossible to stop. And he could not hold his alcohol. “A single glass of liquor visibly affected him,” his army friends confided to Hamlin Garland.121 What stands out, however, is not Grant’s drinking but his unending battle to control it. He was never forthcoming either about his drinking or his strenuous efforts to stop, but from early in his military career “he had known his danger, and had fought against his enemy,” wrote Garland.122

Beginning at Belmont, he would be accused repeatedly and with malice of drunkenness on the battlefield, but he never drank when commanding troops under fire and never needed alcohol for reinforcement. Historian Lyle Dorsett went so far as to claim that Grant’s drinking problems early in his army career made him a better commander. With “no sterling military reputation to protect,” Grant was willing to take the kind of bold risks that McClellan—a commander with an impressive prewar résumé—avoided, Dorsett agued. “Because he had absolutely nothing to lose, Grant could brush aside caution.”123 This is unconvincing.



Action was Grant’s antidote for alcohol. When he was driving against the enemy he was tightly focused and Spartan in his habits—eating sparely, sleeping little, living cleanly. In January 1862, he began finalizing the plan he had begun fashioning six months earlier at Ironton, Missouri, to attack two recently constructed enemy garrisons in northernmost Tennessee: Fort Henry, on the east bank of the Tennessee River and Fort Donelson, on the west bank of the Cumberland. The two forts, a dozen miles apart, were highly vulnerable—poorly constructed and unfinished as of January 1862. Fort Henry was sited on low ground subject to winter flooding, and Donelson was more a stockade than a solidly built fortress.

The forts anchored the center of a long Confederate defensive line extending from Kentucky’s Appalachian Mountains to Columbus, Tennessee, on the Mississippi River. Major General Albert Sidney Johnston, the rebel commander in the west, had created the line as a bulwark against federal incursions into Tennessee and Mississippi. Johnston, a burly, charismatic Kentuckian who had relocated to Texas, was the highest-ranking officer in the Confederate army to hold a field command and enjoyed the complete confidence of President Jefferson Davis, who considered him the South’s “foremost soldier.”124

The rebel line looked imposing on paper but Johnston knew it was thin at best. He had fewer than twenty-five thousand “badly-armed and equipped” men to hold it against twice as many Federal troops north of the line.125 In seeking to hold on to the states of the Deep South, the Confederate strategists had made a colossal strategic blunder. Anticipating a direct descent down the Mississippi, they had thrown up powerful batteries at Columbus, Island Number Ten on the Mississippi, and Vicksburg, but had largely neglected the possibilities of an invasion by way of the Cumberland and Tennessee Rivers. These highly navigable streams “threatened catastrophe” for Johnston, wrote Shelby Foote: “Running parallel and piercing as they did the critical center of his line, the two were like a double-barreled shotgun leveled at his heart.”126

In the winter of 1861–62, Johnston finally began strengthening his earthen forts on the Tennessee and the Cumberland, but the engineer assigned to shore them up, Major Jeremy Gilmer, doubted the enemy would launch an offensive before the late spring.127 His miscalculation gave Grant an unexpected opportunity. If he attacked vigorously that winter, the entire rebel line would likely collapse, forcing Johnston to pull back as far as northern Mississippi. It would have to be a quick-striking amphibious assault—a shock attack—taking out one river garrison before the other could be sufficiently reinforced. Grant now had what he needed to carry it out: Eads’s iron monsters would be completed and armed for action by the end of January. And Grant had just been named head of the new District of Cairo, which encompassed the mouths of the Tennessee and Cumberland Rivers in northwest Kentucky, his passageways to the forts.128

On January 23, 1862, Grant left Cairo for St. Louis to get Halleck’s permission to move south. He arrived armed with maps and compelling intelligence provided by Flag Officer Foote, but Halleck was frigidly dismissive. “I had not uttered many sentences before I was cut short as if my plan was preposterous,” Grant described the meeting. “I returned to Cairo very much crestfallen.”129

Grant was wrong: Halleck did not think his plan was “preposterous”; he thought Grant was preposterous. The portly, short-tempered western commander, who had reenlisted in the wartime army in 1861 after a highly successful career as a lawyer, engineer, land dealer, and railroad president in California, was planning a similar move on the forts but was procrastinating, unwilling to move until he had larger numbers of men than the War Department was able to provide. But he planned in anticipation of getting this additional manpower; and he was—at least by his own lights—a masterful military strategist. He had authored a definitive treatise on tactics—Elements of Military Art and Science—and was at work on a translation of a four-volume biography of Napoleon by the great Swiss military theorist Antoine-Henri Jomini. Meeting Grant in the midst of one of his St. Louis planning conferences, “Old Brains,” as he was known, had been in no mood to be lectured on strategy by an “unkempt” former quartermaster who had been cashiered for drinking. He thought Grant had been reckless at Belmont and was convinced he had been drinking at Cairo.130

Irritable and aloof, the forty-seven-year-old Henry Halleck was Grant’s polar opposite, a balding, bug-eyed desk general who rarely moved his flabby body—or his armies—with energy. He preferred to command from his Planter’s House headquarters in St. Louis, where he had near at hand the things he greatly prized: excellent French wines and a library stocked with books.131 Grant, by contrast, was a brawler who distrusted military theory. At West Point, where Jomini had commanded the curriculum, he had not bothered to read him.132 Grant subscribed to but one military axiom: Find the enemy and hit him fast and hard. And while he was straightforward and naively trustworthy, Halleck was a plotter and schemer, known to have made—as well as destroyed—military careers.

Seven years older than Grant, Halleck impressed his subordinates with his “immense knowledge of military science,” but it wouldn’t take long for Grant to locate his fatal flaw: his “timidity in taking responsibilities.… He would never take a chance in a battle. A general who will never take a chance in a battle will never fight one,” Grant would write later of Halleck.133 Sherman, who admired both generals, acutely described their differences: “Halleck was a theoretical soldier. Grant was a practical soldier.”134

Persistence was Grant’s core characteristic. “He habitually wears an expression as if he had determined to drive his head through a brick wall, and was about to do it,” said a fellow Union officer.135

On January 28, Grant telegraphed Halleck: “With permission, I will take and hold Fort Henry on the Tennessee.”136 His request arrived with the endorsement of Andrew Hull Foote, not a man easily brushed aside.137 It was Lincoln, however, who got the project moving. Impatient with the inaction of all his theater commanders, he issued General Order No. 1, mandating “a general movement of the land and naval [forces] of the United States against the insurgent forces” by the end of February 1862. “The army and flotilla at Cairo,” Lincoln made emphatic, must be part of this offensive.138 Grant’s telegram crossed Halleck’s desk a day after he received the president’s directive. On January 30, Old Brains wired Grant: “Make preparations to take & hold Henry.139

When Halleck’s message was read aloud at Grant’s Cairo headquarters, the staff officers “stopped work at their desks as suddenly as if a one hundred-pound ‘bomb’ had landed in their midst,” recalled Grant’s Ironton friend John W. Emerson, who served in the war and afterward wrote a perceptive history of Grant’s campaign in the Mississippi Valley. “They all sprang to their feet and cheered.” Rawlins kicked over chairs and hammered the wall with his fists. Others threw their hats in the air and then kicked them around the room. Grant sat calmly at his desk. When the excitement died down, he ordered his staff to begin final preparations for the first great Union campaign in the Mississippi Valley.140

The river warrior would move south with roughly seventeen thousand men, nearly six times as many as he had brought to Belmont. John McClernand, narrow-faced, dark, and heavily bearded, led one division, C. F. Smith the other. The fleet left Cairo on February 3 and stopped at Paducah to pick up Smith’s regiments. As the boats pulled away from the pier, there “arose a hurricane of cheers long continued, and the rivalry of bands playing, flags streaming.”141

Traveling in the rear boat, Grant paced the deck anxiously, peering behind him with his field glasses, half expecting the irresolute Halleck to send out a wharf boat with orders to call off the operation. As Grant’s steamer passed the last telegraph station, he clapped Rawlins on the shoulder, an uncharacteristic gesture. “Now we seem to be safe, beyond recall by either electricity or steam.… We will succeed, Rawlins. We must succeed.”142



Foote had gone ahead the day before with seven gunboats, four of them ironclads—“black, creeping, menacing.” The reporters went with the infantry, a correspondent “attached to the button of every officer.”143 The scribes were as anxious to get out of Cairo as the volunteers. Weeks of idleness had spawned “much mischief.” There were dozens of drunken brawls and “some shooting matches.” To move to the battlefront by water instead of horseback was a welcome experience for thirty-two-year-old Franc Wilkie and his fellow correspondents, the self-styled Bohemian Brigade. “It was for me the beginning of an aquatic career which was immensely desirable in that it involved no saddle contusions, nor any of the annoyances connected with equestrian expeditions,” wrote Wilkie, a lean, intense Union College graduate who had been covering the war on a borrowed horse and looked every bit the road warrior with his wildly unkempt beard and dust-stained pants.144

Grant and Foote were flushed with confidence. The rebels holding Fort Henry would have to fight two battles: one against the enemy, the other against the river, which was cresting dangerously. By the time Foote arrived at the low-sitting fort, the swirling waters of the Tennessee were up to the mouths of the cannon and threatening to inundate the ammunition magazine. The high water also put the fort’s cannons at a disadvantage—level with the guns of Foote’s ironclads, not above them.

“It was a short and hot contest,” wrote Wilkie, won entirely by the navy.145 After debarking downstream from the fort, Grant’s troops were delayed by dense forests and swollen streams. Unable to locate Grant, Foote decided to take the fort without the army. The ironclads advanced assertively, perilously close to the water batteries, and took a terrible pounding, while brittle-skinned wooden boats provided long-range support. The rebels’ “heavy shot broke and scattered our iron-plating as if it had been putty and often passed completely through the casemates,” wrote Captain Walke, commander of Carondelet.146 A solid shot pierced the port bow of the ironclad Essex and penetrated the center boiler, releasing a cloud of hot steam and water that horribly scalded twenty-nine crew members, many of them fatally.147 The carnage belowdecks was almost “almost indescribable,” a crewman recalled.148

Essex was lost; otherwise it was a rout, an uneven fight from the start. In seventy-five minutes, Foote’s immensely more powerful guns silenced eight of the nine rebel cannon. Brigadier General Lloyd Tilghman, the fort commander, struck his colors, raised a white flag, and asked to be rowed out to Foote’s command boat, Cincinnati, to surrender.149

There was pandemonium on the Union ships. The crew of Cincinnati cheered and yelled so obstreperously that Foote “had to run among the men,” he reported, “and knock them on the head to restore order.” Approaching Foote, Tilghman said graciously, “I am glad to surrender to so gallant an officer.” Foote was discourteous. “You do perfectly right, sir, in surrendering, but you should have blown my boat out of the water before I would have surrendered to you.”150

When Grant arrived at the fort at three that afternoon, the rebel guns had been disabled, their muzzles pointing despairingly skyward. Their carriages were broken and stained with blood, and “masses of human flesh” could be seen “adhering to the broken timbers.”151 The fort was heavily flooded and the river was still rising. Had Foote attacked two days later there would have been no battle; by then, Fort Henry was underwater.

Though expecting determined resistance by the 3,400 infantry under Tilghman’s command, Grant’s troops had not had to fire a shot. Before the opening of hostilities, Tilghman had put almost all of his ill-disciplined troops in trenches outside the fort, leaving fewer than sixty gunners to battle Foote’s black behemoths. The earthshaking force of the naval cannonade had produced panic in the trenches, and the men deserted their positions and headed for Fort Donelson, twelve miles to the east.152

“Fort Henry is ours,” Grant telegraphed Halleck on the night of the surrender. “…I shall take and destroy Fort Donelson on the eighth.”153 This alarmed Halleck. He had not given Grant permission to move on Donelson.154 His orders, he emphatically reiterated, were to entrench and hold Fort Henry “at all hazards.”155 He had failed to say for how long, however.

Halleck regarded Grant as both underqualified and recklessly ambitious, and had been plotting to place another commander in charge of the Donelson expedition. He first offered the position to Sherman, who had been serving at his St. Louis headquarters before the assault on Fort Henry.156 When Sherman refused, citing loyalty to Grant, Halleck approached Major General Don Carlos Buell, department commander in Ohio. “Why not come down and take the immediate command of the Cumberland column yourself?” he telegraphed Buell on February 13.157 Buell did not respond.

While Halleck maneuvered to replace Grant, Grant made plans to take Donelson. Halleck had not answered his petition to resume the offensive, and Grant took his silence as license to move. “I intend to keep the ball rolling as lively as possible,” he wrote his sister Mary. “…Before receiving this you will hear, by telegraph, of Fort Donelson being attacked.”158

But Grant had to wait for the heavy rains to stop, and for Foote’s ironclads to be repaired at Cairo and Mound City, before he could set out through dense Tennessee wilderness for Donelson. The three ironclads sent north—the entire flotilla except the lightly damaged Carondelet—arrived to a tumultuous reception. Whistles blowing, they steamed into port, one of them flying the enormous Fort Henry flag upside down on a nautical rope. The Chicago Tribune had reporters in Cairo, and in their excitement they pronounced Fort Henry “one of the most complete and signal victories in the annals of the world’s warfare.” It was hardly that, but it was the first big Union breakthrough of the war.159

Buoyed by the quick conquest of Fort Henry, Grant underestimated the difficulty of taking Donelson. When Albert Richardson stopped at Grant’s headquarters before heading back to Cairo to file his story, Grant urged him to “wait a day or two,” as he was about to begin the overland drive on Donelson. When Richardson asked if he knew how strong the fort was, Grant replied unhesitatingly: “Not exactly, but I think we can take it; at all events, we can try.”160

It was the black boats that gave him confidence. Even Albert Sidney Johnston believed Fort Donelson, a half-built bastion of earth and timber, would easily fall to Foote’s ironclads. “The slight resistance at Fort Henry,” he wrote the Confederate War Department, “indicates that the best open earth works are not reliable to meet successfully a vigorous attack of iron clad boats… I think the gunboats of the enemy will probably take Fort Donelson without the necessity of employing their land force in cooperation.”161 No dispatch of the war was ever more mistaken.




CHAPTER 3Winter Fortress



This stronghold crowns a river-bluff,

A good broad mile of leveled top;

Inland the ground rolls off

Deep-gorged, rocky, and broken up—

A wilderness of trees and brush1

—Herman Melville, “Donelson,” February 1862



Grant set out for Donelson on the morning of February 12, 1862. It was like “a day of summer,” wrote General Lew Wallace. “River, land, and sky fairly shimmered with warmth. Overcoats were encumbrance.” Most of the men took them off and threw them beside the rutted forest road—the first great blunder of a campaign replete with them.2

Grant wanted his men marching in battle order, ready for action, and had not brought along tents or personal baggage. These were to arrive by boat from Cairo. He himself had no change of clothing, not even a clean shirt. The only toilet article in his possession was a toothbrush he carried in his waistcoat pocket.3

Grant rode at the head of one wing of the army, sitting high in the saddle, brimming with confidence and happy, in this wilderness, to be out of touch with Halleck and the temporizing bureaucrats at St. Louis, who could not reach him by boat or telegraph until he arrived at the Cumberland River. Army surgeon Brinton rode beside him on a majestic black stallion. The unruly mount insisted on edging ahead of Grant, who was riding his favorite horse, Jack. Finally, Grant turned to Brinton with a glint in his eye: “Doctor, I believe I command this army, and I think I’ll go first.”4

By late afternoon, Grant’s two divisions, under McClernand and Smith, reached the outer perimeter of Fort Donelson, an earthen stockade on the crown of a rugged bluff commanding a bend in the Cumberland River. Here, Foote’s ironclads would face guns that were sure to give them trouble.5 Two water batteries were sunk into the sides of the hundred-foot-high cliff, fifteen guns in all. The fort was more weakly defended on its landward side, but the place looked more imposing to Grant’s scouts than it would prove to be.6 Batteries were placed in commanding spots on a range of steep hills that faced the oncoming Federals, and the fort was rimmed by an entrenched camp: a long, continuous arc of rifle pits protected by mounds of fresh yellow clay.7 These entrenchments were fronted by a thickly woven abatis—a dense mass of felled trees placed crosswise, one over another, with the sharpened ends pointed menacingly at the enemy.8 The land around the fort was “the roughest imaginable,” said one Union officer. Sharply inclined hills rose to one hundred feet, with narrow ravines separating them, and the ground was blanketed with “an almost impenetrable thicket of oak and vine.”9

Grant closely surveyed the ground with his new chief engineer, thirty-three-year-old Lieutenant Colonel James Birdseye McPherson, a fellow Ohioan who had graduated first in his West Point class. McPherson had been secretly sent by Halleck to report back to him on Grant’s drinking, but he turned the tables and became one of Grant’s strongest supporters.10 One year later, he would become part of the Ohio triumvirate—Grant, Sherman, and McPherson—that conquered Vicksburg.

As Grant and McPherson explored the enemy position, Foote, with six of his gunboats and steamers packed with reinforcements, was moving “as fast as steam would drive him” toward a rendezvous with the army.11 Carondelet had preceded Foote and was in position below the fort on the evening of February 12. That night, Grant and his staff set up headquarters in a log house in the rear of Smith’s division. The troops slept on the ground. It remained balmy, and some of them shed their blankets.12

The next morning, Grant had his fifteen thousand bluecoats formed into a vast semicircle, investing the fort. McClernand’s First Division was on the right, Smith’s Second Division on the left. Grant thought his men were on good ground, along a string of ridges, but the terrain disfavored them in many ways. Their lines “stretched away over hills, down hollows, and through thickets, making it impossible for even colonels to see their regiments from flank to flank.” Maintaining battlefield coordination would be exceedingly difficult, but balanced against this was Grant’s attention to detail. “He appeared to see everything that went on,” said Lew Wallace.”13

Although initially outnumbered by from three to five thousand men, the troops were not ordered to entrench.14 Grant wanted them ready to attack, not cowering behind earthen breastworks. Having ringed the rebels with firepower, he expected them to remain on the defensive.15 This was a near-fatal calculation.

Before dawn on the following day, the Union sharpshooters were “astir.” They operated alone, never in groups. “All right; hunt your holes, boys,” the order went out, and they scattered, hiding wherever they could, some of them in trees within range of the rebel breastworks. The skirmishers went out next, in groups, not alone. They were to the main body of the army what antennae are to insects. Their task: “to unmask the foe.”16 When the sun came up and the enemy positions were located, the batteries opened fire and the rebels answered immediately, filling the gloomy forest with clouds of sulfurous gray smoke. Finally, the regiments advanced, marching route-step behind their colonels, colors flying, drums rolling. But that first morning, most of the units stopped short of the enemy entrenchments. Grant wanted to avoid a general engagement until the fleet had arrived with its murderous firepower and enough infantry to even the odds.

Nor did the rebels engage. Their command structure was unwieldy, creating paralyzing indecisiveness. There were three commanders inside the fort, and they did not see eye-to-eye. Two of them were manifestly incompetent: Brigadier General John B. Floyd, secretary of war under President James Buchanan; and Gideon Pillow, the boastful Tennessee lawyer who had mismanaged the Battle of Belmont. The other commander, Grant’s old West Point friend Simon Bolivar Buckner, was battle-tested and able but outranked by both Floyd and Pillow.

Also on hand was forty-year-old cavalry chief Nathan Bedford Forrest with one thousand of his crack troopers. An unschooled Tennessee cotton planter who had risen from “log-cabin privation” to make millions as a slave trader, Colonel Forrest was already known for his ferocity, his skill in the saddle, and his tactical sagacity; but, being outranked, he would have to endure the inept battlefield management of Floyd and Pillow.17

Floyd’s inactivity on February 13 was “incomprehensible” to some Union commanders, and it infuriated Forrest, who had come to Donelson to kill Yankees.18 Grant had marched into what could have been a trap, but the irresolute rebels never sprang it. Grant had advanced on Donelson without any idea of the enemy’s strength and was operating on unfamiliar terrain. He was not only outnumbered, but his lines were stretched precariously thin.

Grant moved quickly to correct this, calling up General Lew Wallace from Fort Henry, where he had been placed in reserve. Once Foote showed up with reinforcements, Wallace would be put in charge of a fresh division that would bolster the soft center of the Union line. Had Floyd attacked before Foote’s reinforcements arrived, the rebels might have thrown Grant’s army back toward Fort Henry, putting an end to the expedition. Up to this point in the battle, Grant was surviving on luck and rebel ineptitude.



On the afternoon of February 13, the weather changed violently. A storm blew in, carrying freezing rain, sleet, and snow. The wind picked up tremendously and the temperature plummeted to twenty degrees below freezing, intolerable conditions for the thousands of men who had discarded their blankets and overcoats. Adding to their discomfort, Grant ordered all campfires banked. His troops were within musket-range of the enemy’s trenches, and rebel pickets were out in force. Even troops with winter wear suffered intensely. “Our blankets froze stiff around us, and when moved would stand in any position we would put them,” wrote an Iowa boy.19 Men rose in the middle of the night and discovered comrades huddled next to them on the frozen earth, dead from exposure. “Even the horses betrayed the suffering they were enduring.”20

“Never was morning light more welcome,” recalled one soldier.21 By then, most of the men were “nearly torpid from the intense cold.”22 The mood in the Federal camp brightened when word spread that six gunboats—three ironclads and an equal number of timberclads—had arrived during the night at a dock out of range of Confederate guns. The gunboats had escorted twelve steam-driven transports carrying ten thousand men. Grant assigned most of them to General Wallace.

Thirty-four-year-old Lew Wallace was a native of Indiana, a veteran of the Mexican War, a successful attorney in peacetime, and a former editor of a Free Soil newspaper in Indianapolis. His wife, Zerelda Gray Sanders Wallace, was a prominent suffragist, and in 1880 Wallace would write Ben-Hur: A Tale of the Christ, a novel which sold over a million copies by 1912. A masterly military writer, he would pen the finest account of the battle about to begin.

Enemy reinforcements arrived that same evening, but neither side expected this to be an infantryman’s fight. It would be won or lost by the river forces. Everything depended on Foote and the ironclads, and nearly every Union commander expected a rousing repeat of Fort Henry—but not, surprisingly, Andrew Hull Foote himself. Meeting with Grant the morning he arrived, Foote complained that the topsides of his gunboats were insufficiently armored, unable to withstand plunging fire from the elevated rebel batteries on the banks of the Cumberland. He preferred to wait a day or so for the arrival of his mortar boats from Cairo. Their high-angle, long-range fire was capable of disabling the river batteries without risking the ironclads in close-quarter combat.23

But Grant wanted Foote to strike that day—and with vigor. The flag officer sulked but eventually acquiesced. Leaving his meeting with Foote, Grant told bystanders that the heavy guns of the ironclads, with shells as big as corn-fed hogs, would annihilate the wood and earthen fort, allowing his army to quickly overrun it.24

Foote positioned the ironclads St. Louis, Louisville, Pittsburgh, and Carondelet just below the fort. The wooden gunboats would provide long-range support from a thousand yards away. Just before three o’clock, Foote advanced on the rebel water batteries. Grant observed the action from a hidden highpoint. Watching the opening cannonade from a spot a mile or so away was Nathan Bedford Forrest. Shaken by the deafening naval barrage, Forrest shouted to one of his captains, a Methodist minister, “Parson! For God’s sake, pray. Nothing but God Almighty can save that fort!”25

But the fort stood strong. It was the gunboats that took a beating. At Fort Henry, the rebel batteries were at water level and hence ineffective; from Donelson’s heights they poured plunging fire into the wooden topsides of Eads’s ironclads, smashing smokestacks and “tearing off the side armor as lightning tears the bark from a tree,” Commander Henry Walke reported.26 Foote’s flagship, St. Louis, took fifty-nine hits; the three other boats suffered nearly half that number. Inside the casemate of St. Louis, the decks were awash with blood and splattered brains.27

It was worse up top. A 32-pound rebel shot struck the pilothouse, and shell fragments mortally wounded one pilot and struck Foote in the ankle. The old sea salt seized the wheel from the dying pilot and tried to take control of the vessel, but the steering mechanism was irreparably damaged and St. Louis drifted helplessly downstream along with the three other ironclads. The swift current spun them around like logs as their crews fired wildly, “attempting to hide in the smoke of their own guns.”28 The Union flotilla sustained fifty-four casualties. Not one rebel was killed, not one rebel gun was disabled.29 Foote had attacked the water batteries at point-blank range, turning his ungainly “turtles” into fat targets for enemy gunners.30

While the fight was ongoing, the officers at Lew Wallace’s headquarters could hear the distinctive sound of the larger-caliber Union guns echoing across the water and through the forest. When the firing stopped, they looked at one another “like sick men.”

“Whipped!” said one of them.31

That night Grant wrote Julia: “The taking of Fort Donelson bids fair to be a long job.”32 At this point, both sides were losing. The rebels were buttoned up inside their lines, with all escape roads closed, and Grant now had an army of some forty thousand men, with further reinforcements on the way. “Appearances now indicate that we will have a protracted siege here,” Grant wrote despairingly to department headquarters at Cairo. With the rebel abatis “extending far out from the breast works I fear the result of attempting to carry the place by storm with raw troops.”33

Around four o’clock the next morning, a messenger awakened Grant and handed him a note from Foote: “Will you do me the favor to come on board [St Louis] at your earliest convenience, as I am disabled from walking by a contusion and cannot possibly get to see you about the disposition of these vessels, all of which are more or less disabled.”34 Before leaving, Grant instructed his division commanders “to do nothing to bring on an engagement” in his absence. He then set out on horseback, along frozen roads and into a cutting wind.35

Eight miles downstream, he found Foote’s flagship anchored offshore. A handful of sailors, wrapped in heavy blankets, were waiting to row him out to the ironclad in a skiff. Foote got right to the point: He was taking his battered ironclads to the repair yard at Mound City and would not return with fresh vessels and reinforcements for at least ten days. The army would have to prepare for a longer siege than anticipated. But as Grant noted later: “the enemy relieved me from this necessity.”36

When Grant returned to shore, one of his staff was there to meet him, his face “white with fear.”37 At five thirty that morning, rebels under the command of Gideon Pillow had slammed into McClernand’s division in a desperate effort to break out of the fort. The thick woods and twisting river bends had prevented Grant and Foote from hearing the roar of the battle, which sounded, said Lew Wallace, “as if a million men were beating empty barrels with iron hammers.”38

The night before, the Confederate commanders had become convinced that the recent infusion of Federal troops made it imperative that they escape before the siege lines were further strengthened.39 Pillow proposed to cut his way through Union forces holding the Clarkesville Road, which ran southward toward Nashville. If successful, the entire garrison could follow and hook up with Albert Sidney Johnston, believed to be heading to that city with his army.

Pillow’s slashing attack took the Federals by surprise and ignited a close-quarters fight as vicious as any small engagement of the war. “Men fell by the score, reddening the snow with their blood.”40 McClernand’s troops fought with obstinate courage but ran out of ammunition and were pushed back in a withdrawal that devolved into a stampede. Dismounted cavalry from Forrest’s regiment hit the Union flank and rear, and the aroused rebels, many of them carrying shotguns brought from home, had begun “committing great slaughter.”41 The Nashville road was soon open, but having gained it, Pillow abruptly surrendered it in the early afternoon. Over the violent objections of General Buckner, he persuaded General Floyd, the ranking officer, to call off the breakout and have the exhausted men—who had been fighting for seven hours—return to their entrenchments on the ridge in front of the fort. Having opened the road, Pillow believed it would stay open, allowing the rebel army to retreat the following day, perhaps.42

Lew Wallace saw things differently. Floyd’s decision to withdraw was a battle-turning mistake. “The road was his,” yet he called off the breakout.43

“There was then a lull in the battle,” wrote Wallace, “and… everybody was asking, What next?”44 Just then, Grant rode up to where Wallace and McClernand were nervously conferring. Visibly irritated but trying to keep his “feelings down,” he saluted and said in a level voice, “Gentlemen, the position on the right”—the Nashville road—“must be retaken.”45

Before galloping off, Grant approached a group of bewildered Union soldiers who were standing around talking excitedly. The men had been searching the bodies of the rebel dead for powder and bullets and noticed their knapsacks and haversacks contained more than one day’s rations. This signaled to them the rebels’ resolve “to stay out and fight for several days.”46 That had to be wrong, Grant intuited instantly. “They mean to cut their way out; they have no idea of staying here to fight us,” Grant told the men.47 Turning to his chief of staff, Colonel Joseph D. Webster, he said: “Some of our men are pretty badly demoralized, but the enemy must be more so, for he has attempted to force his way out, but has fallen back; the one who attacks first now will be victorious.” The rebels had put nearly everything they had into the assault from their left on the Union right. He would hit them on their vulnerable right, where General C. F. Smith was positioned with troops that had not been engaged that morning. And he would hit them instantly. “The enemy will have to be in a hurry if he gets ahead of me,” he shouted to Webster.48

As Grant sped off to meet with Smith, a cigar clenched in his teeth, he directed Webster to ride with him and call out to McClernand’s troops to fill their cartridge boxes quickly and get into line to prevent the enemy from escaping the Donelson stockade. “This acted like a charm,” Grant said later. “The men only wanted some one [sic] to give them a command.”49

It was one of Grant’s finest moments of the war. Coolly composed while surrounded by chaos and calamity, he took control of the battle, strengthening the sinking resolve of his men, ordering them to hold, and organizing a counterattack when a less resolute commander would have settled upon a siege.

When Grant reached Smith’s quarters, he found the old warrior eager to move. Smith directed five regiments, untested recruits from western farms and shops, to attack through an abatis “too thick for a rabbit to get through.”50 It was to be a bayonet charge; the men were to hold their fire until well inside rebel defenses. Smith led them, sitting high on his horse, his saber held aloft, his six-foot-three frame and intensely white mustache making him a conspicuous target for enemy sharpshooters. He stormed into the field of sharpened timber shouting curses and entreaties to inspire his men. “Come on you… damned volunteers!… This is your chance. You volunteered to be killed for love of country, and now you can be.”51

“I was nearly scared to death,” said one soldier, “but I saw the old man’s white mustache over his shoulder, and went on.”52 Placing his cap on the point of his sword and holding it aloft for his men to see him as he picked his way through the jagged limbs of fallen trees, Smith turned what could have been a rabble into a disciplined assault column.53

Smith’s two thousand men ascended the steep heights in front of the fort and overran the enemy’s outer defenses without firing a shot or letting loose a cheer. Closer to the fort, they ran into a storm of artillery fire and advanced the final yards crawling on their stomachs. They would have taken Donelson had Buckner not called in heavy reinforcements. “It was the most extraordinary feat of arms I ever beheld,” said Lew Wallace.54

“News [that] our flag… waved triumphantly from the rebel entrenchments… was borne along our lines, cheering and stimulating the men,” reported chief engineer McPherson.55 An hour later, Lew Wallace regained control of the road to Nashville, sealing the Union victory.

Riding with his staff across a battlefield so thickly covered with the dead and wounded that their horses had to repeatedly shy to avoid them, Grant spotted two mortally wounded soldiers lying side by side in a bed of bloodstained snow. The Union lieutenant was struggling to give the Confederate private a drink from his canteen. One of Grant’s officers pulled a flask from his pocket and handed it to Grant, who gave each suffering soldier a swig of brandy. Then he had Rawlins call for stretcher-bearers. As he turned to leave, he noticed that the bearers started first for the Union officer. “Take them both together,” Grant said. “The war is now over between them.”56



That night, February 15, 1862, Grant slept in his cabin headquarters on a mattress that had been thrown on the kitchen floor. Around three in the morning, General Smith came in looking “half frozen.” As he headed to the fireplace to warm his feet, Grant slipped out of his covers. “Here’s something for you to read,” Smith said, handing Grant a letter. It was from General Buckner.

Earlier that evening, Buckner, Pillow, and Floyd had called a council of war. After a stormy debate, the generals unanimously decided their situation was so “desperate” they had to surrender. A full-scale breakout attempt, into the teeth of the “greatly enforced enemy,” would cost them three-quarters of their men, Buckner warned.57 Floyd, however, said he “could not and would not surrender himself.”58 As President Buchanan’s secretary of war he had been accused of plotting to move arms from Northern to Southern arsenals on the eve of hostilities. If captured, he could be tried for treason and face the hangman. Floyd then handed over command to Pillow, who cravenly passed it on to Buckner, saying he would rather die than be the first rebel general of the war to surrender. Buckner, the only honorable man among them, pledged to stay with his men and share their fate.59

Floyd and Pillow escaped that night on riverboats. Both were later relieved from command for deserting the army in time of peril. Nathan Bedford Forrest fled with his cavalry over a river road his scouts had found open.60

Shortly after four in the morning, General Buckner sent a staff officer, under a white flag, through the Union lines. This was the message that reached Grant at his headquarters.61 Buckner asked Grant to appoint “commissioners to agree upon terms of capitulation of the forces and fort under my command.62 Grant looked at Smith, who was wiping his lips after taking a long pull from a flask that Dr. Brinton had just offered him to cut the cold. “What answer should I send to this, General Smith?”

“No terms to the damned rebels,” Smith barked.63

Grant smiled, took out pen and paper, and drafted his reply: “No terms except an unconditional and immediate surrender can be accepted. I propose to move immediately upon your works.”64

Buckner was aghast, but he had no choice but to accept what he called “ungenerous and unchivalrous terms.65 He had expected better from Grant: When Grant was drummed out of the service in 1854, Buckner had loaned him money when he passed through New York on his return from the West Coast.

The day Buckner surrendered, Dr. Brinton asked Grant when the defeated enemy would be paraded before the victors and the formalities of surrender executed. There would be no ceremonies, said Grant. “We have the fort, the men, the guns. Why should we go through vain forms, and mortify and injure the spirit of brave men, who after all are our own countrymen and brothers?”66

At a cordial post-surrender breakfast with Buckner at a local hotel, Grant agreed to provide Buckner’s men rations and allow officers to take their body servants with them to prisons in the North. But the two hundred African American laborers who had been impressed into war service and were working at the stockade would not be returned to their owners. “We want laborers, let the negroes work for us,” Grant told Buckner. A local planter who arrived at the fort to reclaim his slaves left “silent and sullen,” said a reporter who was present at the meeting between Grant and Buckner.67

Before Buckner boarded one of the last transports to Cairo, Grant pulled him aside and asked him discreetly if he needed anything. “My purse is at your disposal.” Bucker politely declined.68 General Smith was less cordial. Buckner had been his pupil at West Point, but Smith refused to shake his hand. “General Smith, I believe I am right,” Buckner stiffly defended his cause. “That is for God to decide, not me,” said Smith, “for I know I am right.”69



It was the largest surrender to that point on American soil, surpassing Yorktown. Grant captured an entire army, between twelve and fifteen thousand men. Grant’s Army of the Tennessee sustained approximately 2,700 casualties and killed or wounded at least 1,400 rebels.70 The strategic consequences were far-reaching. The Cumberland, along with the Tennessee, became a Yankee river, secured for the entire war by Union gunboats. This made it impossible for rebel forces to hold Nashville, “the great storehouse and arsenal of the western Confederacy”; it would become the first state capital in the South to fall.71 Within weeks, much of western and central Tennessee fell to Union forces, and the rebels lost another river bastion. In taking Forts Henry and Donelson, Grant had outflanked and isolated Columbus, Kentucky. It was evacuated and became an important rail and river supply center for the invading army. Albert Sidney Johnston, who had hoped to hold on to Nashville and its fire-breathing mills, retreated to Corinth, Mississippi, a strategically important rail center just south of the Tennessee border. “We lost all,” Johnston telegraphed General P. G. T. Beauregard, who had preceded him there.72

That February, Jefferson Davis was inaugurated for his six-year presidential term. (Up to then, he had been the “provisional” president.) Davis and his African American footmen wore black suits more appropriate for a funeral. “After a series of successes and victories, we have recently met with serious disasters,” he conceded.73



Fort Donelson rocketed Grant “into national fame in a day.”74 In towns from Maine to Minnesota, church bells rang, cannon fired salutes, fireworks lit up the night sky, and business was suspended. A state senator from Iowa rose from his seat in the legislature and moved that the body adjourn and “that every member shall get drunk!”75 “The shame of Bull Run was erased,” and overagitated newspaper editors declared the end of the war in sight. “The monster is already clutched in his death struggle,” said the New York Tribune.76

“Grant’s victory was most extraordinary and brilliant—he was a plain unostentatious man, and a few years ago was of bad habits, but he certainly has done a brilliant act,” William Sherman wrote his brother John, an influential Republican senator from Ohio.77 Sherman was in Smithland, at the mouth of the Cumberland, during Grant’s assault on Donelson, in charge of shuttling troops, medicine, and ammunition to his old West Point classmate. “Every boat that came up with supplies or reinforcements brought a note of encouragement from Sherman, asking me to call upon him for any assistance he could render,” Grant wrote later.78 It was the beginning of an historic partnership.

U. S. Grant now became “Unconditional Surrender” Grant. Having read in the newspapers that the general was clutching a cigar at the culminating moment of the battle, grateful Americans sent him thousands of stogies. A frugal man, Grant switched almost completely from pipes to cigars, and would soon be smoking up to twenty a day.79

No congratulations came from Henry Halleck, however. The victory, he told Lincoln, belonged to C. F. Smith. “Promote him and the whole country will applaud,” he said.80 The day Halleck recommended Smith for promotion, the president nominated Grant for elevation to major general of volunteers. The Senate confirmed him enthusiastically, and he was given command of the new District of Western Tennessee, making him second in authority in the western theater.81 What Washington “could hardly understand,” wrote Charles A. Dana of the New York Sun, was that “this unknown man and undisciplined army had gained such an advantage over the public enemy, while the Army of the Potomac, with its perfect equipment and organization, its large number of trained officers and its enormous preponderance of force, had not yet begun its forward movement” on the Confederate capital at Richmond.82

Reporters who had been covering Grant began to change their minds about him. The navy had conquered Fort Henry, but Donelson was an army victory almost exclusively, and Grant had shown himself to be “our gun of heaviest metal and largest caliber.” War correspondent Albert Richardson proclaimed him the “Coming Man” the nation had been awaiting.83

Few reporters took close notice of Grant’s missteps at Donelson: He had underestimated the enemy he was about to fight and allowed his troops to discard their winter gear on the march to the fort. Once there, he had failed to entrench and left the battlefield without detailed instructions to his division commanders in the event of an attack. He had also improperly distributed his forces; not anticipating a rebel counterassault, he had failed to position sufficient reserves to reinforce the sector that came under heaviest attack. It was a battle he could easily have lost had he faced a competent commander. What the public saw, rather, was “the sweep and slam-bang power of a leader who marched on Wednesday, skirmished on Thursday, imperturbably watched his fleet’s repulse on Friday, fought desperately on Saturday, and received the fort’s unconditional surrender on Sunday.”84

Also ignored or underestimated in the conquest of Forts Henry and Donelson was Grant’s deployment of a new form of warfare: iron boats against riverfront fortifications, and the use of steamboats to move troops and supplies briskly and in big numbers. “Of all the major commanders in the Civil War,” writes historian Allen C. Guelzo, “only Grant and McClellan seem to have had a real grasp of how to use the rivers and inland waterways in conjunction with the army.”I 85 McClellan would employ riverine warfare in only one engagement, the Peninsula Campaign, later that year, an effort to capture Richmond by an amphibious landing south of the city at Fort Monroe, in Hampton, Virginia. Grant employed it at Belmont, Forts Henry and Donelson, and later at Shiloh and Vicksburg, the greatest amphibious campaign of the nineteenth century. Western waters, running north and south for hundreds of miles, were uniquely suited for Union offensives, unlike rivers in the eastern Confederacy, which were shorter, ran from west to east, and were not navigable for gunboats except along the Chesapeake Bay and the Atlantic coastline. The principal rivers Grant navigated—the Cumberland, Tennessee, and Mississippi—gave his armies virtually unbreakable supply lines back to Cairo, and from Cairo by rail to Chicago, St. Louis, Cincinnati, and other military-industrial centers.

The majesty and novelty of this mobile warfare impressed the troops. “Up and down as far as the eye could see were steamers crowded with blue coats, and still farther, hidden by the bends of the river, we could hear the puffing and snoring and see the smoke curling upward from still other steamers,” recalled a Yankee soldier traveling on the fastest thing in the world on inland waters—a steam-driven Mississippi riverboat. To an Illinois soldier, a continuous line of these big wheels “was a sublime spectacle, far exceeding anything we ever saw.”86



Ten days after the fall of Donelson, Grant wrote Halleck’s headquarters, “I am growing anxious to know, what the next move is going to be.” He wanted to strike farther south into cotton country, all the way to Corinth, Memphis, and Vicksburg.87 Unless he received orders to the contrary, he informed Halleck, he would send General Smith and the gunboats to occupy Clarkesville and take Nashville on the Cumberland River. Halleck thought this a dangerous overreach and ordered Grant to stop at Clarkesville, sixty miles north of Nashville.88

Old Brains was more concerned with advancing his career than advancing his armies.89 Before he released Grant to move south in pursuit of Johnston and Beauregard, Halleck wanted to be appointed head of all Union troops west of the Appalachians—his just reward, he thought, for Forts Henry and Donelson, victories he considered his, not Grant’s. “May I assume command?” he wrote imperiously to George McClellan, the new head of all Federal armies. “Answer quickly.”90 The greatly delayed reply was a resounding “no.” Halleck was to “cooperate fully” with the Union’s other western commander, Major General Don Carlos Buell, a decorated Mexican War veteran whose Army of the Ohio was cautiously approaching Nashville.91

When Grant learned that advanced elements of the Army of the Ohio had captured the Tennessee capital on February 25 he hurried there with his staff, without permission from Halleck, to confer with Buell to learn what he could “of the movements of the enemy.”92 This infuriated Halleck and gave him the opportunity he had been seeking to rein in Grant. On March 3, he telegraphed McClellan saying Grant had “left his command” without his authority and had not been in touch with headquarters for over a week. He “richly deserves” to be “censured,” he told McClellan, and suggested General C. F. Smith as “the only officer equal to the emergency.”93 McClellan was aware of Grant’s battles with the bottle and may have read a maliciously inaccurate story in the New York Herald claiming Grant was so drunk before the Battle of Fort Donelson he had to be helped on to his horse.94 “Do not hesitate to arrest him at once if the good of the service requires it, and place C. F. Smith in command,” McClellan instructed Halleck.95

The following day Halleck, who had a more serious drinking problem than Grant, pushed the knife in deeper. “A rumor has just reached me that since the taking of Fort Donelson General Grant has resumed his former bad habits,” he wired McClellan. “I do not deem it advisable to arrest him at present, but I have placed General Smith in command of the expedition up the Tennessee.” The Tennessee raid was designed to disrupt rail communications to and from Johnston’s army at Corinth.96

Grant was stunned. Halleck had been slow to respond to his advice and had been rudely dismissive at times, but, amazingly, Grant had never considered him a threat or an enemy. Reading Halleck’s telegram ordering him to surrender command of the Tennessee expedition to Smith, Grant had “tears in his eyes” and his voice broke, recalled one of his aides. “I don’t know what they mean to do with me. What command have I now?”97

Grant was not removed from command of his army, as he intimated in his memoirs. He was instead “suspended” from active command and ordered to remain at Fort Henry on garrison duty. To Grant, this amounted to being “under arrest,” and it was widely believed in his army that he had been permanently “removed.”98

Grant was being punished for failing “to report strength & positions” of his command while he was in Nashville against orders.99 As it turned out, he had been in communication with St. Louis, but, unknown to Halleck or Grant, a telegraph operator in Cairo—a Confederate sympathizer—had failed to transmit messages to and from headquarters and Grant.100 Grant would not learn of Halleck’s earlier efforts to remove him until long after the war. Strangely, he still respected Halleck after being demoted, telling Julia he regarded him “as one of the greatest men of the age.”101 Nonetheless, he put his career on the line rather than supinely submit to Halleck’s rebukes. When Halleck continued to harass him with astringently worded complaints about his failure to run his command with proper discipline, he demanded on three occasions to be “relieved from further duty in the Dept.”102 He wanted to “be placed in a separate Department so as to be more independent,” he told Julia. But with no suitable commander available to replace Grant, Halleck ignored his requests.103

Grant then maneuvered to turn what Halleck had envisioned as a hit-and-run raid against Corinth’s rail communications into a major offensive. He had lately been informed, he told Halleck, that Smith’s expedition could expect to be met by a force of twenty thousand rebels. “This will take all my available troops,” Grant reported, not the smaller number originally allocated.104 It was a masterful subterfuge and a subtle rebuke for being treated unjustly by a superior jealous of his battlefield accomplishments.

Grant bore no animosity against Smith for accepting command of the upriver campaign. Battle had brought them closer together and had altered the character of their relationship. Watching Grant and Smith walk up and down the deck of Smith’s boat on the evening before his expedition sailed, Dr. Brinton detected “an unconscious deference on the part of Smith to Grant as a soldier. It was apart from rank; it seemed indescribable; but it was there, it was the recognition of the master.”105 Grant, however, remained deferential to his former teacher. “Grant is a very modest person,” Smith wrote to a friend. “From old awe of me—he was one of my pupils… —he dislikes to give me an order and says I ought to be in his place.”106

The outrage in the army over Grant’s supposed dismissal “quieted down,” said Lew Wallace, when it was learned that Charles F. Smith would lead the Tennessee “enterprise.” The Army of the Tennessee that Grant had fathered at Cairo was on the move again, this time into the heart of Dixie, and morale was sky-high. “I can give a faint idea of the spectacle of the embarkation,” wrote Wallace. “One must think of thirty thousand uniformed men in array on the river-bank, drums going, arms glistening, and nearly seventy steamboats with smoking funnels at anchor ready to haul in and take their assignments aboard. He must think, too, of the excitement that prevailed, of the cheering, and braying of bands, and the waving of flags, for this… was a victorious army that knew its strength and rejoiced in it.”107

Gaunt, red-bearded William T. Sherman, the newest and most senior of Grant’s commanders, led the movement onto the boats.108 He had recently arrived from Paducah, where, on Halleck’s orders, he had been forming his own division out of fresh recruits from western states. Grant had wanted Sherman by his side, in his army, and he slipped deeper into depression on the day Smith’s expedition departed. Days before the embarkation, a group of officers who had loyally served under Grant since Belmont came on board his headquarters boat at Fort Henry and presented him with a sword of honor for his recent triumphs. Grant was speechless and had to retire to the outer deck to get hold of his emotions. There he ran into Dr. Brinton, who had not witnessed the ceremony. With tears in his eyes, Grant took Brinton by the arm, “without a word,” and led him back to the table on which the sword lay in its open case. He pushed it toward Brinton. “Doctor, send it to my wife. I will never wear a sword again.”109



Then as suddenly as Grant had been degraded, he was restored to full command. Not wanting to lose his most aggressive general, Lincoln instructed Secretary of War Stanton to have the army’s adjutant general, Lorenzo Thomas, draft a sternly worded communication to Halleck demanding full documentation of Grant’s allegedly insubordinate behavior:


It has been reported that soon after the battle of Fort Donelson Brigadier-General Grant left his command without leave. By direction of the President the Secretary of War desires you to ascertain and report whether General Grant left his command at any time without proper authority, and, if so, for how long; whether he has made to you proper reports and returns of his force; whether he had committed any acts which were unauthorized or not in accordance with military subordination or propriety, and, if so, what.110



It was the first step toward an official inquiry, and Halleck, lacking evidence for his own duplicity and not wanting to alienate the president who had recently given him what McClellan had denied him—full control of Union armies in the west—backed down.II 111 Grant had gone to Nashville with “good intentions,” Halleck told Stanton soothingly, and the communication problems between himself and Grant were the unfortunate result of an “interruption of telegraphic communication.”112 Halleck then wrote directly to Grant: “Instead of relieving you I wish you as soon as your new army is in the field to assume the immediate command & lead it on to new victories.”113

Flush from his success at Donelson, Grant believed the Confederacy was “on its last legs in Tennessee.” One more decisive Union victory might end the war in the west. “I want to push on as rapidly as possible to save hard fighting,” he wrote Julia. “These terrible battles are very good things to read about for persons who loose [sic] no friends but I am decidedly in favor of having as little of it as possible. The way to avoid it is to push forward as vigorously as possible.”114

Finally, and surprisingly, Halleck was in full agreement. Informed that Johnston was being massively reinforced at Corinth, Halleck replied with resolve, ordering Don Carlos Buell, who now came under his authority, to join Grant in a unified effort to smash the rebel army in northern Mississippi.115 Smith’s Tennessee “expedition” was to be turned into a full-scale campaign, with Grant in command. But before Grant could strike he would have to wait for Buell and his thirty-five thousand men, who were moving slowly from Nashville, hindered by washed-out roads and bridges; and for Henry Halleck, who intended to personally lead the overland march of seventy-five thousand bluecoats on Corinth.

On March 16, Grant steamed upriver (southward) to rejoin his army near Savannah, a hamlet on the east bank of the Tennessee River, a hard day’s march from the rebel encampment at Corinth. Advanced elements of the army were encamped farther south at Pittsburg Landing, on fields near a tiny log church called Shiloh. Smith had set himself up in a handsome Savannah mansion on a bluff overlooking a bend in the river. It was there, in the living room of the home’s owner, William H. Cherry, a rich planter and prominent Union man, that Grant found him.

Smith welcomed Grant fulsomely, but the old soldier was limping noticeably on a leg he had cut badly climbing into a rowboat. But he was in a bright mood, his old martial self. “By God, I ask nothing better than to have the rebels come and attack us! We can whip them to hell.”116

Smith misspoke. He wanted to hit the rebels before they hit him. So did Grant, but Halleck objected. “We must strike no blow,” Halleck warned Grant, “till we are strong enough to admit no doubt of the result.”117 This did not sit easily with Grant. “There is no doubt a large force is being concentrate[d] at Corinth,” he wrote Halleck, but “Corinth will fall much more easily than Donelson did, when we do move. All accounts agree in saying that the great mass of the Rank and file are heartily tired.”118

It was the same miscalculation of enemy strength and resolve Grant had made before moving on Donelson. At Shiloh, the cost would be immeasurably greater.

I Shortly after the fall of Donelson, Brigadier General John Pope cooperated with Foote’s gunboats and mortar boats to seize Island No. 10, the rebel stronghold located on the tenth island in the Mississippi, below its junction with the Ohio. Pope was then transferred to the Virginia theater.

II On March 11, 1862, McClellan was removed as general-in-chief. He remained the commander of the Army of the Potomac.






CHAPTER 4A Tremendous Murder Mill



“Lick ’em tomorrow.”1

—U. S. Grant



Before leaving for Savannah, Tennessee, on March 17, Ulysses Grant wrote Julia, saying he expected a “big fight.”2 The battle that erupted three weeks later on a gorgeous Sunday morning was one of the most savagely contested of this or any other war. Its butchery shocked and horrified Americans, North and South. In two days, more men died on the ground near the Shiloh chapel than in all previous American wars combined. It was a battle that would raise Sherman in the estimation of his countrymen and nearly break Grant.



When Grant’s steamer Tigress docked at Savannah on the morning of March 17, part of his army of thirty-seven thousand was encamped in a maze of fields and forests on high ground above Pittsburg Landing, a steamboat stop nine miles to the south, on the west bank of the Tennessee River. The Union commanders were poised to go on the offensive as soon as Don Carlos Buell arrived. The plan was to deliver a killing blow to the rebel army assembling at Corinth, a bleak, malarial backwater that was the most important rail juncture in the Mississippi Valley. At Corinth, the Memphis and Charleston Railroad, the Confederacy’s only complete east-west link, crossed the Mobile and Ohio Railroad, which led south into the heart of the cotton kingdom.3 If Grant took Corinth, the rebels in the lower Mississippi Valley would have only one major railroad to move troops and supplies, a line running eastward from Vicksburg through central Mississippi. Corinth was “the great strategic position [in] the West between the Tennessee and the Mississippi rivers and between Nashville and Vicksburg,” Grant wrote later.4 If it fell, the way would be open to Vicksburg. This is why Grant had approved Smith’s decision to position the divisions of Sherman and Benjamin M. Prentiss on ground near a tiny Methodist meetinghouse called Shiloh, meaning “place of peace.” It sat close to the main road to Corinth, which was only twenty miles to the south.

It was the inexperience of these divisions that concerned Grant. Sherman had fought with distinction at Bull Run, and Prentiss, a scrappy Illinois lawyer, had seen action in the Mexican War, but their troops—plowboys, grocery clerks, and pork packers—were both untested and undisciplined. Great numbers of them had arrived at Pittsburg Landing without knowing how to load their muskets or form a proper firing line. To back them up, Grant moved three experienced units from Savannah to Pittsburg Landing: the divisions of McClernand; Stephen A. Hurlbut, an Illinois politician with close ties to the president; and W. H. L. Wallace, a Donelson veteran who had recently been assigned to take command of the ailing C. F. Smith’s troops. The three divisions filed into position directly behind the camps of Sherman and Prentiss. Lew Wallace’s division was stationed at Crump’s Landing, on the western bank of the river, not far from Savannah. Wallace was to protect the Union flank.

In order to make early contact with Buell, who was marching south from Nashville, Grant remained at the Cherry mansion, directly on the riverfront. Upstairs, in a sunlit bedroom, was C. F. Smith, confined to his bed by a disabling fever. Every morning, Grant would steam south to Pittsburg Landing to meet with his commanders and return that evening.

Smith had put Sherman in charge of organizing the sprawling Union encampment, situated on a broad plateau of woodlands cut by ravines and fast-running streams, with occasional cleared fields—“almost a perfect wilderness,” an Illinois soldier described it.5 The tiny steamboat landing lay at the base of a steep red-clay bluff that separated the narrow dockage area from the plateau above. Confident that the enemy would remain at Corinth and fight behind its stout defenses, Grant chose not to entrench. Most of his troops “needed discipline and drill more than they did experience with the pick, shovel and axe,” he reasoned.6 Expecting to hit rather than be hit, Grant wanted his men in an aggressive posture. Sherman was of the same mind. “We were an invading army… our purpose was to move forward in force.”7 I It was the same mistake Grant had made at Donelson: expecting the enemy to behave as he hoped it would.

Sherman believed the army was encamped in an enviably strong position. Two flooded, impassable streams—Lick Creek and Owl Creek—protected its flanks, “narrowing the space over which we could be attacked to about a mile and a half or two miles.”8 But this was a reason to entrench. A dug-in army, fighting behind high earthen parapets, would have made this already formidable position virtually impregnable.9



As Grant prepared to strike the rebels, the rebels prepared to strike him. Jefferson Davis was determined to win back—in one lightning counterstroke—all that the Confederacy had lost in the black days of February. Reacting with unusual urgency, he called on nearly every Confederate garrison in the Mississippi Valley to concentrate at Corinth for the first great rebel counteroffensive of the war. By April 1, Albert Sidney Johnston and forty-three-year-old Pierre Gustave Toutant-Beauregard, his second in command, had assembled a resupplied and reanimated army of approximately forty thousand troops. They were led by the “Big Men” of the western confederacy: Leonidas Polk, former defender of Columbus, Kentucky; Braxton Bragg, the Confederacy’s sixth-ranking general officer; John C. Breckinridge, a forty-one-year-old Kentuckian who had served as vice president under James Buchanan; and William J. Hardee, a former commandant of cadets at West Point and author of Rifle and Light Infantry Tactics, required reading at the academy.10 Beauregard, the diminutive Louisiana Creole who directed the Confederate victory at Bull Run, was considered by some an astute tactician; and while Albert Sidney Johnston had been chastised in the Southern press for losing Forts Henry and Donelson, President Davis, his West Point classmate, had complete confidence in him. Courageous and charismatic, with square-cut, striking features and powerful shoulders, he looked to be everything Davis thought he was. “If he is not a general, we had better give up the war, for we have no general.”11

The army Johnston aimed to annihilate was enjoying its encampment. “All the camps were beautiful,” recalled a Union soldier, “convenient and healthy, with wood, water and parade ground close at hand. The scenery abounded in deep ravines, sparkling waters, rugged bluffs, and beautiful foliage.”12 After a period of rain and light snow in late March, the weather turned pleasantly warm, and peach trees, dogwoods, and wildflowers began to bloom. Soldiers bathed in cold country streams, played cards, pitched horseshoes, and wrote letters. Down by the Tennessee River, a steam calliope, carried on a wagon, played popular songs of the day. The camp had the appearance of “a gigantic picnic,” said an Iowa boy.13

In early April, Union patrols exchanged fire with enemy skirmishers and cavalry units near the Corinth Road. Grant and Sherman seemed unconcerned. These were probes to assess Union strength, they were convinced, not preparations for a full-out assault. “We are constantly in the presence of the enemy’s pickets, but am satisfied that they will await our coming at Corinth,” Sherman wrote his wife, Ellen, on April 3.14 Sherman was determined not to be accused of overestimating the enemy’s strength. In Louisville, Kentucky, his first major wartime command, he was ridiculed by the press and forced from office for massively exaggerating the rebel threat in the state. So inflated were his estimates of enemy strength that reporters accused him of being mentally deranged. If he raised the alarm over enemy skirmishers and scouts at Shiloh, “they’d call me crazy again,” he feared.15



Tall, lanky William T. Sherman had always been anxious and high-strung—and deeply insecure, despite his bravura demeanor. In Kentucky he had fallen into an incapacitating depression, tormented by fears that he was unfit for command, unable to lead in times of trouble. It was a crisis of confidence that had been building for some time.

Sherman’s emotional troubles dated back to 1853, the year he resigned from the peacetime army to become manager of a small San Francisco bank. In succeeding years, he failed in every business venture he tried: banking, real estate, law, streetcars, and briefly—like Ulysses Grant—farming. After the collapse of a financial enterprise in which he had invested, he described himself as “the Jonah of banking… wherever I go, there is a breakdown.”16

In 1829, Sherman’s father, a successful lawyer and state supreme court justice in Lancaster, Ohio, had died without leaving an inheritance when “Cump”—short for “Tecumseh,” the great Shawnee chief in whose memory his father had named him—was nine years old. Various family and friends took in his mother and her eleven children. Cump was taken in by the solidly situated family of Thomas Ewing Sr., a prominent lawyer and future U.S. senator. The Ewings resided in a stately home just up the block from the Shermans. A corpulent, sternly aloof patriarch, Thomas Ewing treated Cump “as his own son” and used his political clout to secure him an appointment to West Point, without the boy’s knowledge or consent.17 He thrived academically, excelling in drawing, chemistry, and natural philosophy, and graduated sixth in his class. The mischievous, high-spirited cadet would have graduated fourth had he not piled up an astonishing number of demerits.

Lieutenant Sherman was stationed in Florida, and saw action in the Second Seminole War. He was later transferred to South Carolina, where he intermingled with Charleston’s planter elite. In 1850 he married Ellen Boyle Ewing, Thomas Ewing’s bright, headstrong daughter. Nine years later, unemployed and depressed, he feared becoming a permanent ward of his foster father, who was already supporting Ellen and the children. Army friends intervened and helped him secure an appointment as superintendent of the Louisiana State Seminary of Learning and Military Academy in Pineville, which began classes a year before Lincoln’s election. (It later became Louisiana State University.) He threw himself into the work of creating a college from scratch: hiring faculty, buying books, and shaping a curriculum modeled on that of West Point. But his modest salary left him financially fragile, and he hated being separated from his growing family. Ellen was immovable. She wanted her children in Lancaster and refused to visit him. “People begin to wonder why you dont [sic] come down,” he wrote her.18 Throughout their long and passionless marriage, Ellen Ewing Sherman never broke from her Ohio home, feeling more secure in the bosom of the Ewing family than she did with her footloose husband.II

Religion further divided them. She was a devout Catholic; he was a secular humanist who ridiculed her efforts to convert him. Back when the Ewing family took in nine-year-old Tecumseh, they had him baptized as a Catholic, a religion he came to regard as a citadel of priestly intolerance. “In sheer pigheaded willfulness, Ellen and William Tecumseh were just about a perfect match,” writes biographer Michael Fellman.19

When Louisiana split from the Union, Sherman resigned from the academy he had built almost singlehandedly. “On no earthly account will I do any act or think any thought hostile to or in defiance of the old Government of the United States,” he wrote the governor of Louisiana.20 He rejoined the United States Army and was appointed a brigade commander under General Irvin McDowell. Sherman served to save the Union, not to end slavery. “I would not if I could abolish or modify slavery,” he told Ellen’s brother Thomas Ewing Jr., later a Union general and two-term U.S. congressman. “[Southern] Negroes… must of necessity be slaves.… All the congresses on earth can’t make the negro anything else than he is. He must be subject to the white man, or he must amalgamate or be destroyed.”21

Sherman had equally strong but opposite opinions about Southern secession, seeing it as high treason.22 “On the question of secession… I am ultra—I believe in coercion and cannot comprehend how any Government can exist unless it defend[s] its integrity,” he told a Southern friend.23 His exemplary performance in defeat at Bull Run led to his appointment in the new Department of the Cumberland, where he served under Major General Robert Anderson, the Union hero of the siege of Fort Sumter. When Anderson’s health declined under “the mental torture of his command,” Sherman replaced him.24

Headquartered at Louisville, Kentucky, he worked himself into a state of exhaustion and despair over rising rebel strength in his department. When Secretary of War Simon Cameron visited him at the Galt House, his Louisville hotel, Sherman flew into a rage, claiming the rebels in the state were strong enough to storm Louisville and menace St. Louis. To stamp out the rebellion in Kentucky he would need, he claimed fantastically, two hundred thousand troops. “Great God!” Cameron threw up his hands and exclaimed. “Where are they to come from?”25

A correspondent for New York Tribune was in the room and published a full account of the meeting in his paper.26 Sherman’s mental condition became national news, but the public embarrassment failed to curb his erratic behavior, which grew worse, his mind veering between fury and despair. Pacing the corridors of the Galt House all night long, chain-smoking over a dozen cigars a day, eating hardly at all and drinking to excess, he imagined “overwhelming” enemy forces entering the state and saw little hope of keeping Kentucky in the Union fold.27 Hotel guests began whispering about the sunken-faced, unkempt general who never slept and talked incessantly, “a half wild expression” on his face. “The gossip was that he was insane,” reported the journalist Henry Villard.28 “I do think I Should have committed suicide were it not for my children,” Sherman later confessed to Ellen.29

Sensing he was near the breaking point, Sherman asked to be relieved from command. In mid-November, Don Carlos Buell replaced him, and Sherman was sent to St. Louis to serve under Henry Halleck, a close friend from their time together in California in the 1840s.30 Halleck defended him publicly against charges of insanity, claiming he was merely exhausted and overworked, although he did confide to his wife that Sherman had “acted insane” in Louisville.31

Sherman was a shattered man when he arrived in St. Louis. He had lost confidence in both himself and the Union war effort. The war would bring “ruin to us all… I see no hope at all.”32 When he began ordering reprisals against rebel insurrections in Missouri that did not exist, Halleck had the department’s medical director evaluate his mental state. He was declared “unfit for command” and Halleck sent him home to recover.33 On returning to Lancaster, he picked up a copy of the popular Cincinnati Commercial. The headline read: “GENERAL Wm. T. SHERMAN INSANE.” The accompanying story contained wildly inaccurate charges against a “stark mad” general who needed to be forced out of the service.34 The next day, Sherman’s son Tommy came home from school upset that a friend had said his father was “crazy.”35

Sherman’s condition deteriorated ominously. He would stare out of windows for hours, thoughts of suicide darting through his mind. But with the support of Ellen and the rest of the Ewing clan he slowly recovered. In January 1862, Halleck called him back to service and gave him a safe command, supervising Benton Barracks, an instructional camp for recruits near St. Louis. The reduction of his responsibilities bothered him not at all. “I do not think that I can again be entrusted with a command,” he wrote Ellen in one of his recurring bouts of self-contempt. “This is mortifying but true.”36

The black moods would return periodically, but by early February, Halleck pronounced him fit for command and, after Donelson, as we have seen, assigned him a division. Grant’s “most extraordinary and brilliant” victory at Donelson (Sherman’s words) also bolstered his faith in the Union cause.37 “May ecstacy [sic] & glory ever attend you!” Ellen wrote gratefully to Halleck.38

So it was Henry Halleck, Grant’s nemesis, who inadvertently brought Grant and Sherman together as partners in war; and it was Grant who gave Sherman a glimmer of hope for his country, where there had been only tormented despair. And when Halleck, with Grant’s encouragement, gave Sherman command of Grant’s newest division and sent Grant’s army to Pittsburg Landing, he gave Sherman the opportunity he craved “to redeem” his “good name.”39



Drilling and training his recruits on the fields near the Shiloh chapel, Sherman was reborn. This is where he most wanted to be, in the Mississippi Valley, the “grand theater” of the war.40 “All I hope for is a chance to recover from the Past.”41

With Grant residing at Savannah, Sherman was principally responsible for reporting on enemy activity in the vicinity of the Corinth Road. On April 4, rebel cavalry drove back Union pickets near his lines, capturing eight men. Grant rode out to assess the threat. It had merely been a “strong demonstration,” Sherman assured him, “not the prelude to a general advance.”42

Returning to the steamboat landing that night in a driving rainstorm, Grant’s horse lost its footing and toppled over, pinning Grant’s leg under its body and injuring his ankle so badly his boot had to be cut off. He was in pain and unable to walk without crutches for an entire week.43

The following day he wrote Halleck: “I have scarsely [sic] the faintest idea of an attack… being made upon us, but will be prepared should such a thing take place.”44 That evening, Colonel Jessie Appler, commander of the 53rd Ohio Infantry Regiment, sent word to Sherman that he was about to attack rebel skirmishers who had been spotted near their camp. For several days Appler had been sending Sherman alarming reports of rebel activity in the vicinity. Sherman was coldly dismissive. “Take your damned regiment back to Ohio,” he rebuked Appler. “There is no enemy nearer than Corinth.”45 Hours later, Union pickets spotted “hundreds of [camp]fires” extending in the distance “as far as the eye could reach.”46



Sherman and Grant were both guilty of appalling battlefield preparation: Sherman for not taking seriously credible intelligence gathered by his pickets, and Grant for taking Sherman’s word that these reports were alarmist. Had Grant ordered a cavalry reconnaissance on the Corinth Road, it would have stumbled upon Johnston’s army encamped in the open, less than two miles from the Union camp. “The total absence of cavalry pickets from General Grant’s army was a matter of perfect amazement,” a rebel officer noted after the battle.47

As at Donelson, Grant had also failed to take the precaution of appointing a commander to take charge of the army while he was away from the encampment. The second-ranking officer was John McClernand, who had been reckless at Belmont and surprised and routed at Donelson. This was no reason, however, to leave no one in charge when he was at Savannah.

Years after the battle, Don Carlos Buell, who had always considered Grant overrated as a field commander, penned a devastating, but not unfair, indictment of his battlefield preparation. A vast army lay for weeks, he said:


in isolated camps, with a river in its rear, and a hostile army claimed to be superior in numbers 20 miles distant in its front, while the commander made his headquarters and passed his nights 9 miles on the opposite side of the river. It had no line or order of battle, no defensive works of any sorts, no outposts, properly speaking, to give warning, or check the advance of an enemy, and no recognized head during the absence of the regular commander.48



On April 3, Albert Sidney Johnston put his forty thousand men, the largest Confederate army yet assembled in the war, on the road to Pittsburg Landing.49 Eighty-five percent of the men had never seen combat. It was an army with “more enthusiasm than discipline, more valor than instruction,” wrote dour Braxton Bragg, its chief of staff and strictest disciplinarian.50

Johnston divided his Army of Mississippi into four corps, and had them march on converging roads. The objective was to crush not one but two Federal armies: Grant’s before it united with Buell’s, and then Buell’s alone. After routing them, Johnston meant to cross the Tennessee, strike north, and regain the territory in Tennessee and Kentucky he had previously lost to Grant.51

Johnston wanted to attack on the morning of April 4, but nothing went right on the march. The army left Corinth late and got jammed up on the narrow country roads, forcing him to push back the date. There was an additional postponement after violent storms turned dusty roads into nearly impassable quagmires. The lost time would be crucial. Had Johnston struck when he’d intended, he would have engaged Grant while Buell’s army was too far away to help.

Beauregard implored Johnston to call off the assault and fall back to Corinth. Everything depended upon surprise, he said, and that was no longer possible: The night before, ten rebel cavalrymen on a reconnaissance mission had pushed forward without authority and been captured by Union pickets. Surely the Yankees had to know the enemy was near.52 “Now they will be entrenched to the eyes,” Beauregard warned Johnson.53 Johnston overruled him. “We shall attack at daylight tomorrow,” he ordered.54

Beauregard had already drawn up the battle plan. It was both audacious and unorthodox, and it would be initially successful. Beauregard stacked three corps of approximately ten thousand men each, one behind the other, and directed them to advance in parallel lines of battle, with a fourth corps held in reserve. The objective was to create shock and panic by hitting every sector of the enemy line “with equal strength.”55 Attacking in successive waves, the thirty thousand troops would create an effect, said Beauregard, like “an Alpine avalanche.”56 As Johnston mounted his Thoroughbred, Fire-eater, to lead the advance, he was exultant. Lately the most disparaged general in the Confederacy, this day he vowed to regain his honor. “Tonight we will water our horses in the Tennessee River,” he told his staff.57
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Although the rebels sprang what Beauregard called “one of the most surprising surprises ever achieved,” the Union army was saved from a greater slaughter by the vigilance of several junior officers who had disregarded Sherman’s advice and redoubled their reconnaissance patrols on the morning of the rebel surge.58 Around three o’clock on April 6, Colonel Everett Peabody, a brigade commander in Prentiss’s division, sent out a patrol to locate rebel pickets reported to be in front of his camp.59 Two hours later, Peabody’s men spotted and engaged a battalion of General Hardee’s corps in a cottonfield a mile from the Union camp. The Battle of Shiloh was on.60

The blasts from dozens of muskets were heard back in Prentiss’s camp. “At that moment there began the long roll of the Union snare drums, resounding through the oak groves, rousing the men from their sleep and to their guns.” Confusion reigned. What was the problem? men asked. And they were promptly answered by their own pickets, who came racing out of the woods shouting “get ready-quick—the Johnnies are here.”61 Moments later, Hardee’s infantry was smashing into a battle line Prentiss had hastily assembled. Hardee’s mile-long column—nine thousand men marching shoulder-to-shoulder—moved deliberately at first; then, feeling the enemy’s vulnerability, it came on with sustained fury. The effect of the shock on Prentiss’s Sixth Division was exactly as Beauregard had intended. By nine o’clock Prentiss had lost a fifth of his division, including Peabody, who perished from five bullet wounds sustained in the opening minutes of the attack. By sheer accident Hardee had struck the most vulnerable unit in the Union army, a division that had been in existence less than two weeks. Its more disciplined troops held their ground for nearly an hour but were doomed when some two thousand men panicked, tossed down their weapons, and fled northward toward Pittsburg Landing, “the only safe haven they knew existed in this deadly wilderness.”62
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