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INTRODUCTION





  When I started my hunt for the lesser-known Civil War, I wasn’t exactly sure where to look. It turned out that I didn’t have to dig far . . . it seemed to be everywhere I looked, the battles or important places. Most of the venues have been edged out of our collective memory by the ten or twelve battles etched in the nation’s psyche that incorporate our modern history of the War.




  Before I  get started on this magnificent sojourn back in time, the reader needs to know that I am neither an academic nor a historian, but rather a novice Civil War fan. I stumbled and bumbled my way along. When discovering more than thirty Civil War sites, I certainly did not have time for detailed research and checking primary sources. I  tend to round numbers off and generalize. Many of the facts, from events a century and a half ago, are still in dispute, but I tried to paint the most accurate picture possible. If I’ve made a mistake here or there, I apologize.




  I am a writer though, with opinions, and hence, guilty of conveying the most colorful! I hope you enjoy this odyssey as much as I did. I would like to take some space to thank all the dedicated Civil War Preservationists who have kept the War alive and guided me along. I’m going to thank them all.




  Pat Mountain, Friends of Ball’s Bluff Battlefield


  James Morgan, Friends of Ball’s Bluff Battlefield


  Sharon and Larry Laboda, Bentonville Battlefield State


  Historic Park


  Mike Bunn, Historic Blakeley State Park


  Edwina Carpenter, Mississippi Final Stands Interpretive Center


  Bill Backus, Bristoe Station Battlefield


  Woody Harrell, Shiloh National Military Park Superintendent, retired


  Ray Flowers, Fort Fisher State Historic Site


  Robby Tidwell, Fort Pillow State Park


  Thomas Cartwright, The Lotz House, Carter House, retired


  Dennis Frye, Harpers Ferry National Historical Park


  Jack Myers, Delta Cultural Center, retired


  Stephen Vaughn, Kernstown Battlefield Association


  Robert Krick, Richmond National Battlefield


  Michael Mumaugh, Mansfield State Historic Site


  Steve Mayeux, Friends of Fort DeRussy


  James Madere, Plaquemine Parish, and Plaquemine Parish Historic


  Society


  Edward Alexander, Pamplin Historical Park


  Chuck Lott, Friends of Perryville Battlefield State Historic Site


  Mike Fraering, Port Hudson State Historic Site


  Phillip Seyfrit, Battle of Richmond Visitor Center


  Chris Calkins, Sailor’s Creek Battlefield State Park, Petersburg


  National Battlefield, retired


  Daniel Smith, Monnett Battle of Westport Fund


  Arnold Schofield, Fort Scott National Historic Site, retired


  Eric Petitta, Old Courthouse Civil War Museum


  Terence Heder, Shenandoah Valley Battlefields National Historic


  District


  Brian Daly, Stonewall Jackson’s Headquarters Museum


  Ed Wenzel, Chantilly Battlefield Association


  Kevin Pawlak, Shepherdstown Battlefield Preservation Association


  Steven Stotelmyer, Central Maryland Heritage League


  Sarah Mink, Virginia Museum of the Civil War


  Thomas Frezza, Navy Yard


  Thomas Schultz, DC Military Tours




  



   CHAPTER 1




Discovery! My Journey Begins




  Port Hudson, Louisiana




  This journey started one beautiful spring morning when I  turned off Louisiana Highway 61, rolling over the narrow asphalt that sliced up and down through the hills and dense stand of pine, oak, and magnolia. A mile ahead sat the Port Hudson State Historic Site, run by the Louisiana Department of State Parks. In the thirty-five years that I’ve been driving, I’ve probably driven by the prominent sign, and big cannon, at the park’s entrance five or six hundred times, paying little attention to what lay hidden just off the modern, four-lane highway.




  Recently passing the ripe old age of fifty, my Saturdays not as busy as they once were—catching up at the office, awful yard work, or just lying around on the sofa—I decided to check out the park. I knew a Civil War battle had been fought there. But what else? I recently learned, with only a few clicks of my mouse, that the Siege of Port Hudson is one of only forty-five Civil War battles that the National Park Service considers “decisive.” On these grounds, Americans fought an epic, urgent, life-and-death struggle that played a major role in the America we live in today.




  In recent years, the public’s interest in the Civil War has soared. In the twenty-first century, visitations to Civil War sites have tripled compared to the last few decades of the twentieth century. Why? Civil War Historian Shelby Foote put it bluntly: “Any understanding of this nation has to be based, and I mean really based, on an understanding of the Civil War. I believe that firmly. It defined us . . . It was the crossroads of our being, and it was a hell of a crossroads.”




  It’s been said that the Civil War was fought in ten thousand places. It’s all around us, everywhere, especially if you live in the south or east. I can remember being entranced by the movie Gettysburg . I’ve also consumed dozens of other movies and documentaries over the years. I’ve been to the Gettysburg, Manassas, and Vicksburg battlefields and even written a novel about the Civil War.




  What fascinates us is that the War is us, what we are, and it’s here, around us, everywhere. Tiny, out-of-the-way places that shouldn’t be known outside the county they reside in have become sacred names in the American psyche. Chancellorsville, Gettysburg, Chickamauga, Manassas, Antietam, Spotsylvania, and Shiloh were all just corrected by my spell-checker! I live in the heart of the Deep South. I’m a Confederate, like it or not, at least four generations pure.




  Shouldn’t I know more about Port Hudson? Maybe it’s a Louisiana thing. We’re one of the few Southern states that doesn’t revel in our Civil War history despite the fact that we’re really the only Southern state that the Yanks made a concerted effort to conquer, and failed, except for New Orleans, and we’ll get around to that later. But things got tougher for Billy Yank as he moved inland.




  The moral of this story is this: There is a whole lot of the Civil War out there, among us, that few people know about. Much of it is right under our noses. We frequently drive by these sacred places, paying little mind to their significance to the nation. These are places where thousands of Americans perished in just a few days, if not hours . . . 9/11s or Normandy landings in scale, measured in either carnage or importance. When it comes to the cost in blood, most are significantly bigger events proportionally when you consider the United States only had just over thirty million people in 1860, compared to over three hundred million today.




  Only about half of the War’s major battlefields are preserved by the National Park Service. Many of the other battles, no less important, weren’t so lucky in the allotment of Federal dollars. Maybe they had bad politicians or, more likely, didn’t want to celebrate their defeats. Many of these other battlefields have been lost to time or urbanization, but many remain, preserved by states or local governments.




  The bluffs of Port Hudson were first fortified in August 1862, by the Confederate general John C. Breckinridge, the Vice-President of the United States until 1861. In November of the same year, Lincoln appointed Gen. Nathaniel Banks as commander of the Federal Army of the Gulf. Army general-in-chief Henry Halleck told Banks, “President Lincoln regards the opening of the Mississippi River as the first and most important of all our military and naval operations.”
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  Banks, Speaker of the US House of Representatives and a former governor of Massachusetts, was a political instead of military general—and a bumbling one at that. It’s no wonder it took four years to win the War. The country boys in Louisiana eventually sent Banks back where he belonged, behind a desk. More on that later.




  Banks arrived in New Orleans in December with a contingent of more than thirty thousand men and moved to Baton Rouge, thirty miles south of Port Hudson. After several months of planning, Banks set out for the main Confederate stronghold on the Mississippi in Louisiana, Port Hudson, which had been harassing Yankee gunboats. He hoped to quickly subdue the river bastion, move onto Vicksburg, 130 miles to the north, and support the military general Ulysses Grant in his simultaneous siege of the other remaining obstacle to opening the Mississippi River.




  Initially, Banks sent Adm. David Farragut and seven gunboats upriver in an attempt to get past the Rebel stronghold, now defended by about seven thousand rebels and under the command of Gen. Franklin Gardner, a West Pointer, skilled professional soldier, and another Yankee who decided to fight for the South. The New Yorker married the daughter of a leading Louisiana family.




  Banks planned to attack the port with a fifteen-thousand-man diversionary force that would distract the Rebs. The overland assault sputtered, and the Confederate cannons sank one of the gunboats and damaged four more, forcing the Yanks to abandon the affair. This foray was a testament to the fortress perched on the precipitous banks of the river. Mr. Farragut was not a man easily dissuaded. Two years later, in Mobile Bay, he uttered the famous words: “Damn the torpedoes, full speed ahead!”




  What transpired over the next few months were two massive Federal frontal attacks on Port Hudson, guarded by four and a half miles of earthworks, redoubts, and fortified artillery that failed miserably, forcing Banks to lay siege to Port Hudson.




  Banks’s first attempt to take Port Hudson occurred in May 1863. Supported by artillery and gunboats, his five divisions were left to attack “at the earliest moment.” This led to a Federal disaster as Gardner shifted his men to meet each attack individually. When the smoke cleared, almost two thousand blue uniforms were left strewn over the battlefield to a Confederate loss of just over two hundred.




  It was here, during this initial attack, that colored soldiers fought under the command of black commanders for the first time in the War. The most notable of these units was the First Louisiana Native Guards, colored troops, formed by the state of Louisiana from “free men of color,” but now in the service of the Union.




  A thousand of the colored soldiers charged into a well-defended gauntlet on the Federal right. The Native Guards fared no differently from the rest of the Federal forces. That is to say, they were repulsed with heavy losses, but the valiant attack garnered headlines in the North and became a rallying cry for the recruitment and utilization of colored soldiers in the Federal ranks.




  Banks made a second attack two weeks later that turned out to be as big a boondoggle as the first, leading him to abandon attempts to take the stronghold by open assault. He surrounded and blockaded the fort, hoping to starve the Rebs out. With many of the Federal troops reaching the point of mutiny, the remaining 6,500 Confederates, having eaten all their mules and dogs and sustained on a diet of boiled rats, finally surrendered on July 9, 1863, and then only after General Gardner received word that Vicksburg had fallen on July 4. Hence, there was little strategic value in fighting on. The siege lasted forty-eight days. The Federal victory had been costly: ten thousand soldiers dead, wounded, or captured against only about a thousand for the Confederates.




  For me, a veteran myself, analyzing the battle from afar and a century and a half later, the affair and its cost can be summed up as the consequences of pitting a novice general against a professional general.




  The Port Hudson Historic Site is twelve miles north of I-110 and Baton Rouge and ten miles south of the historic town of St. Francisville, the latter the home to the highest concentration of antebellum plantation homes in Louisiana, if you’re into that sort of thing.




  I arrived at the historic site’s museum to meet Mike Fraering, a native of New Orleans, curator of the museum, and a thirty-year veteran of the battlefield.




  Mike gave me a brief history of the park that incorporates the northern half of the battlefield, obtained by the state of Louisiana in the 1960s and turned into a State Historic Site in the early 1980s.




  The museum and park have a wonderful collection of artillery pieces and shells excavated onsite. Due to the nature of the siege, much of the battlefield served as the setting for a colossal artillery duel between the Federal Army’s more than a hundred guns and the Confederate’s fifty or so well-entrenched artillery pieces, some of the latter’s forty-two-pound Navy cannons mounted on steel pivots along the river that could strafe most of the battlefield. One of these sits right outside the museum.




  During the siege, some of the mighty guns and parapets gained such notoriety that the soldiers gave them names like the “The Baby,” “Old Demoralizer,” and “Lady Davis”! Before the launching of General Bank’s second doomed offensive, the New York Times reported, “The most terrific cannonade commenced along the whole line that ever stunned mortal ears.”




   The museum also hosts one of the best collections of Civil War photographs anywhere. According to Mike, it was one of the most photographed battles of the War. General Banks, having higher political aspirations after the War, brought in a photographer to document his victory. The collection contains the only known photograph of a Confederate Army surrendering in the field.




  I asked Mike, “How come Vicksburg is so well known and not Port Hudson? Why is Vicksburg a National Battlefield and not Port Hudson?”




  Mike took in a deep breath. “Well, we were the last stronghold on the Mississippi, not Vicksburg. But they had General Grant. He saved the nation. We had Banks . . . and it would have probably helped if Hudson had a ‘burg’ or ‘berg’ behind it. Seems like all the famous battles were something-or-other ‘burgs!’ ”




  Mike lamented that Port Hudson had not been included in Ken Burn’s wonderful and award-winning documentary, the Civil War . To add salt to the wound, some of the pictures shown in the documentary for the Battle of Vicksburg were actually pictures from the Siege of Port Hudson.




  Mike provided me with some other facts about the park. Port Hudson is very preserved. After the War, the rugged terrain prevented the battle-field from being cleared or leveled for farming.




  He also told me the little-known story that Port Hudson was once the holy grail for Civil War treasure hunters. In the twenty years between the property’s acquisition by the state of Louisiana and the formation of the park, the land was public, but with no one at the site to discourage artifact collectors.




  The museum has a small theater that shows a short film about the battle and siege and several neat interactive models, the best of which portrays the 1st and 3rd Louisiana Native Guards’ assault on May 27.




  I watched the film, inspected several of the artillery pieces around the museum, and then grabbed my backpack to set off for the park’s main attraction, its six miles of trails. I soon discovered that the Port Hudson Battlefield is not a park with big vistas. There are almost no vistas. Thick stands of trees covered steep hills bisected by slithering creeks and ravines. By the end of the battle, many of the trees had been felled, either by artillery barrages or for defenses to hamper any Federal advance.
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  Mike explained that because of the area’s heavy rainfall, almost sixty inches a year, clearing the battlefield would subject the treasured earthworks to erosion, and keeping it cleared would be a never-ending battle against Mother Nature.




  It didn’t take long walking the park’s trails to comprehend the futility of the Yanks’ overland assaults. The trail went up and down, weaved here and there, through thick vegetation and over steep gullies. The battlefield looked more like an ideal setting for a Vietnam War movie than a Civil War battle. Much of it resembles a jungle. In fact, the largest group I saw at the park the day I visited consisted of a college ecology class viewing the park’s flora and fauna.




  It also didn’t take me long to realize the trails are a rough hike, off limits to bikes, and not for free spirits in sandals or debutantes in high heels. Fortunately, I packed a bottle of water and, more importantly, insect repellent. Advice to future hikers:  spray your feet. The hills are full of redbugs and ticks—and look out for snakes.




  My first stop on the trail was the best-preserved earthworks in the park, Fort Desperate. The Confederate redoubt manned by Arkansas and Alabama veterans was a focal point of the battle that the Federal forces twice assaulted. It was smaller than I thought, maybe a hundred yards square. Looking over the earthworks and deep ravines, I could only imagine the carnage and mayhem that once transpired here. None of the saps, or deep trenches, dug by the Federals during the siege to approach the fort remain today.
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  A Confederate soldier commented after the battle that the ground around the fort was “literally covered with bluecoats.” The birds chirping overhead gave no hint to the past:  the ground shaking, the deafening blasts of cannon and crack of muskets, the young men of the North hurled back in a desperate fight disintegrating into a deadly back-alley brawl.




  Before the battle commenced, General Gardner said, “The enemy are coming, but mark you, many a one will go to hell before he does Port Hudson.” Federal general Thomas Sherman, no relation to William T., said his orders were “worse than folly.” He was one of the first to fall, losing his leg to a rebel shell.




  I ambled on. The steep, rugged landscape struck me the most. At one point, I spooked two deer that startled me probably more than I scared them, and all kinds of critters slithered, fluttered, and popped just off the trail. I can only imagine the fright the soldiers must have suffered almost continually, surrounded by tens of thousands of men toting loaded muskets, itchy trigger fingers at the ready.




  During the June 14 assault, Col. Simon Jerrard of the 22nd Maine said, “If General Banks wants to go in there, let him go in and be damned. I won’t slaughter my men that way.” Later in the day when General Banks ordered a second incursion, the regimental commanders balked, deeming this a “fool” idea. Another Yankee officer said, “Our instructions were simple madness.”




  If you’re a real traditionalist, and want to get a good sense of the battle, come on down and walk the trails on an afternoon in July. The heat may have been the biggest variable in the battle. Even today, the Louisiana heat is dangerous. Outdoor work crews often shut down in early afternoon during the temperate months. The climate was particularly tough on the Bluecoats, most from New England. Sunstroke, malaria, diarrhea, and other ailments took the lives of five thousand Federal soldiers here. I know of nowhere in the War where noncombat casualties equate to this.




  It’s hard to explain the Louisiana heat, and especially the humidity, to Yanks. If I had a nickel for every time I’ve heard somebody say how torridly hot and humid it is in Washington, DC, well, I’d have a lot of nickels. I’m a self-confessed pansy to the elements, but I’ve spent most of my fifty years basting in Louisiana. My day job requires that I go to DC frequently. If I go for two or three days, my lips get chapped from the relative dryness.




  The soldiers’ diaries constantly derided the heat. A Northern major wrote, “The heat, especially in the trenches, became almost unsupportable.”




  As I  terminated my three-hour, seven-mile hike through the battlefield, my sweat-soaked shirt reminded me of this, even on an early spring day.




  If you don’t feel like you’re up to the physical rigors of the trail, the Fort Desperate earthworks can be easily viewed by a short walk from a special access point in the park. As I departed the trail, my only disappointment was that there was no place to view the river and its steep bluffs from the park. Old Man River has today wandered off a couple miles to the west of the battlefield.


  

  I wanted to see another site before I left, the Port Hudson National Cemetery, a few miles away on the southern portion of the battlefield. As I got in my vehicle, I ran into what looked like two college girls getting into an SUV with Virginia plates.




  “Find anything neat?” I asked.




  “Yeah,” one of them said, “and a big snake!”




  I smiled as I climbed into my car, figuring they had bumped into a harmless king or grass snake. The big, bad moccasins hang out by the water, and I didn’t notice any mud on the girl’s shoes.




  The cemetery was founded after the battle, and almost four thousand Union soldiers are interred here, most as unknown graves, along with over eight thousand veterans of other wars. The Confederate soldiers were largely buried in their own pits or trenches. The lines of white stones, towering trees, and handsome stretch of well-manicured green grass bore testament to the cost of this often forgotten battle that opened up the Mississippi River. After the fall of Port Hudson, President Lincoln stated, “The Father of Waters again goes unvexed to the sea.”




  In Tony Horwitz’s bestselling book, Confederates in the Attic, Tony refers to Louisiana as a “backwater” of the Civil War. Tony’s a great journalist and one of my favorite writers, but as I looked over the long lines of white headstones, I didn’t get the feeling these heroes thought of this place as a backwater. These dead announced the mercilessness of a great battle for the destiny of the soon-to-be world superpower.




  I didn’t spend a lot of time researching Port Hudson’s order of battle, but I did do some terse checking. Both the 24th and 26th Connecticut had fought here, some of their fallen likely lying before me. A tall obelisk in Norwich, Connecticut, honors the 26th’s fight here, and in Middletown, Connecticut, a 16-foot-tall granite exedra honors the 24th, Port Hudson carved into its face. How many more hidden-away monuments to this battle lay scattered across the now-united country? The Port Hudson Historic Site was really a cool place, one that had essentially been in my backyard all my life, but somehow avoided me for fifty years.




  The little hidden hilltop adjacent to the great river, the site of the longest siege in American military history, piqued my interest. I thought I might set off on a modern-day adventure, 150-something years in the making, to look for, find, and explore these once signifi-cant, critical places. So let’s step further back in time, to the start of the greatest drama to ever unfold on the fruited plain. If you want to see Port Hudson, here are the details:




  Port Hudson State Historic Site


  236 Hwy. 61


  Jackson, LA 70748


  (225) 654-3775


http://www.crt.state.la.us/louisiana-state-parks/historic-sites/port-hudson-state-historic-site/index






  CHAPTER 2




When Lincoln Wept




  Ball’s Bluff, Virginia




  On April 12, 1861, the newly formed Confederate States of America bombed Fort Sumter. The War had arrived. That summer, the new armies finally collided in the first major battle of the War at Manassas. Then, blue and gray pulled back, everybody wondering what was next, if anything.




  Washington and Richmond still felt each other out. Where was this going? Gen. George B. McClellan had been made the commander of the Federal forces in the East, and likewise, Joe Johnstone for the South. Both armies stood poised, green, and probably everybody just hoped the winter would arrive and cooler heads would prevail before the following spring.




  In this setting, the only major battle occurred in the East that fall, really by accident. The battle wasn’t really big, especially compared to the huge armies that lunged at each other later, but it had significant consequences for the rest of the War, and beyond, and garnered as many headlines as any battle of the War.




  Until only recently, the only thing marking this battle was a small cemetery with only forty-four Union graves, the third smallest Federal cemetery in the country, hidden off in the woods on the banks of the Potomac River just outside of Leesburg, Virginia.




  In Leesburg in the fall of ’61, like many places, Confederate and Federal forces were encamped on their sides of the river, then an international boundary between two countries. The novice soldiers, mostly only accountants, farmers, or something only months earlier, had a convenient agreement—don’t shoot at me, and I won’t shoot at you. There’s even some record of truces, trading, and correspondence between the citizen soldiers.




  The Confederate and Federal commanders, Nathan “Shanks” Evans and Charles Pomeroy Stone, respectively, had been at West Point together. On October 20, McClellan ordered Stone to conduct a “slight demonstration” across the river. Evans had been moving his army around, and the Northern officers wanted to find out what was up. Finding nothing, Stone ordered Col. Charles Devens across the unseasonably high and swift river, during the night, to further reconnoiter the area. This later turned into a raid when the rookie soldiers mistook some fruit trees for a Rebel camp!




  Through the night, Devens moved his men up a steep but passable breach in the more than one hundred foot, almost vertical bluff that protected the Confederate side of the River. With daylight, Devens discovered there was no Rebel camp. Stone then sent him more troops and Col. Edward Baker, one of the most well-known politicians in the country, a US senator who commanded four California regiments. The California regiments were actually Pennsylvania boys. Every state needed to be in the fight, and nineteenth-century politicians, like every century, weren’t afraid to misnomer a few small details for political expediency. US Senator Edward Baker was Abraham Lincoln’s best friend. The two had been lawyers in Springfield, and Lincoln actually named one of his sons Edward Baker Lincoln.




  What happened in the next eighteen hours was a massive Federal debacle that resulted in one thousand casualties, more than six times the Confederates, and a dead senator in a fight where the Federal troops outnumbered the Confederates four to one in the area. The Yanks also had a slight advantage in artillery during the battle.




  As I  drove through Loudoun County, one of the fastest growing counties in America, and to the north side of Leesburg to the Ball’s Bluff Battlefield Regional Park, one of the lead stories on a local radio station was a current debate about renaming Jeb Stuart High School somewhere nearby. Just that morning as I sipped coffee in my hotel lobby, CNN ran a lead story about the removal of Jefferson Davis’s statue in New Orleans a day prior. More than 150 years later, the Civil War still dominated the news. The fate of the Confederate heroes would be decided in the future. I was heading to the past.




  I drove through an impressive upper-class neighborhood on the north side of an ever-expanding Leesburg, a pretty, suburban town, thirty-two miles northwest of the White House. The park’s entrance is actually accessed by the cul-de-sac of one of the neighborhood streets. There, I  met Pat Mountain and James Morgan, two members of the Friends of Ball’s Bluff Battlefield, a nonprofit organization whose goal is the battlefield’s preservation.




  James had written a book about the battle, A Little Short of Boats. It’s a great book. I had actually read the book a few months earlier but didn’t correlate James with the book until we talked a while . . . I’m getting a little slow with age, in both mind and body! I simply contacted the Park and asked to talk to somebody who knew something about the battle. James was actually born in Louisiana, his family from the tiny river-delta town of Morganza.




  Anyway, Pat and James, both retired Federal employees, gave me a free walking tour of the park that the Northern Virginia Regional Park Authority (NOVA), a public entity, had begun restoring in 2004 after NOVA made a deal with the developer of the adjacent neighborhood. The restoration is an ongoing project.




  I got the show-and-tell of what happened after Senator Baker and the Massachusetts and Pennsylvanian boys arrived on Southern soil. Pat and James immediately showed me the battlefield’s topography. The Ball’s Bluff area has deep ravines on each side of the battlefield, meaning when the Northern troops arrived, they only had two options—retreat back across the river or go forward. There were no other escape routes.




  Early in the day, Devens men exchanged fire with a Mississippi regiment. Word got back to Baker, now in charge but still on the Northern side of the river. Baker ordered all available troops across the river, but due to a shortage of Federal boats, this took some time to ferry the troops across the rushing waters and up the bluff. By this time, old Shanks got organized, and three regiments, two from Mississippi and one from Virginia, converged on the now seven hundred or so federal troops. By mid-afternoon, the Rebs started to gain the upper hand, mostly because they could feed men and material to the battle much faster than the Federals. Like many early battles, adding to the confusion, some of the Yanks wore grey and some of the Rebs donned blue.




  Worse for the Federal cause, Col. Baker, dressed in a flamboyant uniform, was shot late in the afternoon. Captain Caspar Crowninshield of the 20th Massachusetts recounted the senator’s death. After Baker was initially shot, he “got up again and then fell, struck by eight balls.” Baker remains today the only US senator ever killed in battle. Hand-to-hand fighting occurred before the Yankee troops could retrieve Baker’s body.
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  As the day wore on, Evans continued to feed more men into the battle. Devens, desperate for a solution to his straits, formed his men, and tried unsuccessfully to break out of the trap the Federal Army set for itself.




  The rout was soon on. Like fleeing cattle, it started slow, but then swept to a tide. A Confederate soldier described it, “a kind of shiver ran through the huddled mass upon the brow of the cliff; it gave way; rushed a few steps; then, in one wide, panic-stricken herd, rolled.”




  The northern boys fell back the way they came. The only problem . . . the few Federal boats available for the retreat, overcrowded and under fire, quickly sank. More than a hundred Northern soldiers drowned or were shot by the Rebs as they tried to swim the river. Most of the remaining men bunched up on the riverbank under the bluff where they were killed or eventually captured.




  By midnight, it was all over. Northern soldier G. W. Davison braved the river, swimming for his life. “I never felt so near death, in the water, weak, and out of breath, and balls whizzing.” Ironically, Federal Col. Milton Cogswell, captured here, had the eye of one of Gen. Robert E. Lee’s daughters while Cogswell was at West Point and Lee, the commandant.




  I walked the park’s verdant, pristine trail along the riverbank with Pat and James, listening to the battle’s details. Ahh, the panic and fear, the tragic drama that unfolded and must have gripped these men—trapped in a pin beside the rushing river, awaiting their unknown fate. In all, 450 Northern troops were killed or wounded, and more than 500 surrendered. For days, bodies washed up in Washington, DC, one even as far downstream as George Washington’s Mount Vernon. The press had a field day.




  It is said that when Abraham Lincoln got word of Baker’s death, he wept and his knees buckled. Funerals were held for Baker in Washington, Philadelphia, and New York, before his body was sent back to California for final interment at the Presidio.




  The ramifications of the battle were far-reaching. Following several major Union defeats earlier in the year, Ball’s Bluff and the death of a US senator led to the formation of the Congressional Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War. The committee injected nasty politics into the War, forever second-guessing the president and generals and creating a conflict between the army and the elected bosses never seen in America before or since, all to the good of no one.




  The committee was especially hostile to the democratic generals, of which most of the rank and file belonged. They especially loathed the professional West Pointers who didn’t push political positions. Committee member Zachariah Chandler summed up the committee’s general feelings: “I do not believe there can be found an institution on the face of the earth . . . that has turned out so many false, ungrateful men as have emanated from this institution. Half are downright traitors and the other half sympathize with the South.”




  McClellan investigated the battle, his report placing most of the blame on Baker. But Congress would hear nothing of it, the degrading of their colleague and now-dead war hero. General Stone would be the scapegoat. In one of Mr. Lincoln’s less finer moments, he allowed Stone to be arrested and locked away in a military prison at Fort Lafayette for six months without formal charges or a trial.




  The army eventually released Stone without charges, but his career in the army was essentially over. He did reclaim his name and reputation. On the recommendation of General Sherman, he took the position of commanding general of the Egyptian Army, and later in life served as one of the chief engineers on the Statue of Liberty; he was the grand marshal of the ribbon-cutting parade. Ironically, his cavalry inspector in Egypt was Walter Jenifer, the Confederate cavalry commander at Ball’s Bluff. Shanks Evans would go on to serve out the war, though he survived two court-martial attempts for disobedience and drunkenness.




  Pat and James took me back up on the bluff to the Park’s lookout where we looked out over the green waters of the Potomac to the Maryland countryside across the river, a carpet of rural, rolling farms dotted with a few barns. We then walked over to the National Cemetery that sits within the park. For more than a hundred years, the small federal cemetery, probably fifty feet square, stood as the only significant monument at the battlefield. A road was not even built to the cemetery until forty-two years after the War.




  Pat and James showed me another interesting site, a monument to the color bearer of the 8th Virginia. The exact history of the monument is still being researched, but it was apparently donated by Massachusetts veterans after a visit to the battlefield in 1900. The old Yanks got to retelling the fight’s events and remembered the tall, brave, redheaded Confederate sergeant shot down in front of his regiment, and sent the monument to Leesburg. Like the cemetery, it was all that marked the momentous, but lost battle until modern times.




  Despite the battle’s relative small size, only 3,400 troops engaged, the fight had an amazing number of participants who later gained prominence. Among these was Winfield Featherston, the commander of the 17th Mississippi, who served in Congress with both Baker and President Lincoln. Col. Charles Devens, who led the initial Federal crossing and was wounded in the battle, went on to be the attorney general of the United States under President Rutherford Hayes. Captain William Bartlett led the 20th Massachusetts. He lost a leg at Yorktown, then almost had his hand shot off at Port Hudson where he was the Federal officer forced to command from horseback, and ended the War a general. And last but not the least, future justice of the Supreme Court Oliver Wendell Holmes was wounded in the battle. Ball’s Bluff taught the Bluecoats the consequences of bad leadership, and they learned fast. Eleven Yankee officers present went on to become generals before the end of the War.
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  I could have stayed for days, walking the picturesque park and picking the brains of Pat and James, but I had to move on, fresh in an appreciation for their help and work. They’re dedicated to the battlefield, to say the least. I actually got an email from Pat a week or so after my visit inviting me back to the Park for the Fourth of July . . . James was leading a crew of the Friends in the firing of a six-pound cannon! Before I left, I stopped by the historic Jackson House, in the adjacent neighborhood, where the fighting commenced. It was purchased in 2013 by the Civil War Trust.




  If you’re in the area, stop by the Park. Admission is free. Here are the details:




  Ball’s Bluff Battlefield Regional Park


  Ball’s Bluff Rd.


  Leesburg, VA 21076


  (703) 737-7800


https://www.novaparks.com/parks/balls-bluff-battlefield-regional-park






  

  CHAPTER 3




Stymied by a Goat




  Pensacola, Florida




  As you drive south on Highway 98 through Pensacola, Florida, and across Pensacola Bay, you land on Santa Rosa and Okaloosa Island (they’re the same island, just called different things depending on which end you’re on). For generations, Confederate families and college kids have flocked here for the white sand and fresh gulf air around the beach resorts that stretch east from Pensacola. It’s called the Emerald Coast and the perfect quartz sand has been classified as some of the whitest in the world. It actually squeaks when you walk on it.




  The Denmons were no exception. For as long as I  can remember, I’ve traipsed here, first on family vacations and then for numerous spring breaks. I  still come occasionally, but rarely now to parade around the beach with my shirt off, unless induced by too many spirits! I was amazed to find out an old fort inhabited the island, much less one that played a major role in the Civil War.




  Fort Pickens, on the western tip of Santa Rosa Island and hidden in the Gulf Islands National Seashore, is not on the way to anywhere. Who wanted to go down there where there’s nothing but sand, seagrass, and seagulls when the other way led to the party? But now on the hunt for the lost War, I turned my nose away from the lovely smell of sunbathing oil and the awful sound of boom-boxes thumping on the beach.




  Florida has two state parks that memorialize Civil War battles at Olustee and Natural Bridge, both in the panhandle. But Fort Pickens, and the defenses around Pensacola, are the most significant. The forts on Pensacola Bay protected the US Navy yard before the War, the Federal’s major naval presence in the Deep South. Actually, Fort Pickens could have easily been the country’s Fort Sumter. One of the few forts in the South the North didn’t abandon, many thought this might be the fuse that lit the ticking time-bomb.




  The Confederates made their first futile attempts to take Pensacola’s defenses months before they first fired on Fort Sumter. When Mr. Lincoln got in office, one of his first military actions was to send two naval forces to relieve the isolated garrisons at Forts Sumter and Pickens. General Beauregard ordered the firing on Fort Sumter that started the War on April 11 when the Navy arrived to supply the fort. Yankee reinforcements landed at Fort Pickens one day later but only because a naval officer demanded the clarification of his orders before landing troops. Pickens could have easily been where it all started.




  So, one early June day, I took off down Fort Pickens Road. Abruptly, the condos and high-rises of the beach town of Gulf Breeze stop, and the lonely road weaves another seven and a half miles through the serene shoal and turtle grass and sugar-white dunes of the Gulf Island National Seashore. The Seashore, America’s largest and established in 1971, is twenty miles of pristine barrier islands, one of the most splendid plots of land owned by the federal government, and probably one of the most expensive.




  On these pristine islands, dramatic events unfolded at the start of the War. Upon Florida’s succession, the governor ordered the occupation of the Navy yard and the three federal forts that guarded Pensacola Bay: Pickens, Barrancas, and McRee. Cdre. James Armstrong surrendered the Navy yard without a fight, an action the Navy court martialed him for.




  The army commander of the forts wasn’t so easily persuaded. In January of 1861, thirty-one-year-old First Lt. Adam Slemmer abandoned all of Pensacola’s defenses and moved his seventy-six men to Fort Pickens, the most defendable of the area’s forts.




  The Confederates and Col. William Chase, who built the forts, soon arrived to demand its surrender. “I have full powers from the governor of Florida to take possession of the Fort.”




  Slemmer would have nothing of it. “I am here by authority of the President of the United States, and I do not recognize the authority of any governor to demand the surrender of United States property.” Hence, a tense standoff ensued, nobody wanting to start the War. The army eventually relieved Slemmer in the spring of 1861, but not with the nation’s finest. The new troops included the 6th New York Volunteer Infantry, Wilson’s Zouaves, commanded by William Wilson, a Tammany Hall enforcer and prize fighter. Yankee Col. William C. Holbrook called these rowdies, “thieves, plug-uglies, and other dangerous characters.” The 6th New York’s mascot was a goat, dressed in uniform.




  Finally, after months of Fort Pickens’s harassment of Southern shipping, the Confederate Commander in Pensacola, Gen. Braxton Bragg, sent over a thousand-man force to attack Pickens. Bragg turned out to be one of the Confederate’s worst generals, and why he only sent a thousand of his seven thousand men over is still a mystery. There’s some evidence that he only wanted to punish Wilson and his raucous New Yorkers. Gen. Richard Anderson led the Rebs’ foray, boating across the bay under the cover of darkness, and then running into the encampment of the 6th New York where a fight ensued.




  The New Yorkers quickly fled to the fort’s defenses, including the goat. With daylight, Anderson had second thoughts about storming the fort’s steep walls and dry mote. With almost ninety casualties, Anderson, shot in the elbow, abandoned the attack. The New York papers lauded the 6th as Pickens, “brave defenders!”




  Realizing a general assault would be too costly, the Rebs undertook a second approach. A massive artillery duel ensued in November between Fort Pickens and the two Confederate forts, Barrancas, on the mainland, and McRee, on an adjacent barrier island. Two Federal gunboats also got involved. Over six thousand rounds flew over the bay, and Fort McRee was almost leveled. A little more than a month later, a second duel erupted. This time, the Northern gunners hit McRee’s powder magazine, blowing it to pebbles.
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one of the site’s forty-two-pound cannons
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Ball's Bluff National Cemetery
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