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Introduction

“You may talk about your Beauregard and sing of General Lee, but the gallant Hood of Texas played hell in Tennessee.”

From its headwaters where the French Broad and Holston Rivers blend at Knoxville, the Tennessee River twists like a water moccasin for more than 600 miles. Geologic time and erosion carved its bed, endless water grinding through mountains and orange clay in a relentless rush to the Ohio River. Even before it was named, the Tennessee was a byway for Choctaw, Cherokee, Creek, and the prehistoric nomadic peoples who preceded them, fishing and gathering berries along its banks. It also was a likely passage for the Spanish explorer Hernando de Soto and his conquistadores as they plunged into the wilds of sixteenth-century North America on a quest for gold and empire.

In the fall and winter of 1864—one of the harshest on record in the region—the Tennessee was a river of war. Generals and navy officers pored over maps of its bends, shoals, and crossings, much as their counterparts in the east studied the Potomac, Rapidan, Rappahannock, and James, all glamorized in headlines heralding the exploits of Grant, Sheridan, and Meade.

The Tennessee had been a critical waterway throughout the war in the west, from Fort Henry and the bloodbath at Shiloh to the battles around Chattanooga. Now it would witness whether one of the Confederacy’s two main armies could muster a final offensive to regain momentum for the South’s reeling fortunes.

The hourglass was draining for the Confederacy. Gen. Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia was mired in the miles of trenches around Richmond and Petersburg, starving and dying in a hopeless numbers game with besieging Federal armies. Atlanta had fallen, and 60,000 Union veterans under Maj. Gen. William T. Sherman were poised to lash out from there to any coastal point from Alabama to South Carolina. In Missouri, an October offensive by Confederates under Gen. Sterling Price had been stymied. The Union naval blockade continued its anaconda-like constriction of the few seaports still open. And all Confederates in uniform were tormented by the fact that loved ones at home were suffering since the Union had started to inflict major devastation in every state of the Confederacy.

Yet there was a dim sparkle of hope that the vast wave of bad tidings could be reversed, this seemingly inevitable free fall averted. But Sherman had to be cast out of Atlanta before he could do even more harm.

With Lee and his army pinned in Virginia, the Confederacy’s fate rested with its other main military force, the Army of Tennessee, commanded by the thirty-three-year-old John Bell Hood. This army had been roundly battered in the fighting withdrawal across northern Georgia the previous summer and in the siege and battles for Atlanta, which were lost. The Army of Tennessee was a hard-luck bunch that fought tough but was usually in disarray because of a dysfunctional command system—and always operated in the shadows of its brothers in arms in Lee’s army. There had been disharmony in the ranks since the one-legged Hood replaced the popular Joseph E. Johnston in July, and various feuds among its other generals seethed.

Still, Hood and his troops moved north in late September, intent on destroying Sherman’s vital railroad supply line between Chattanooga and Atlanta and possibly drawing Sherman after them. Indeed, Sherman did follow for a few weeks, but unable to catch Hood, he returned to Atlanta to finalize plans for his fiery march to the sea. Hood wrecked some railroads and, with ever-changing plans, continued into northern Alabama, where by late October he was poised for a strike into Tennessee to reclaim the state for the Confederacy. There was wild optimism that such an offensive could pave the way for a thrust farther north into Kentucky or perhaps—even wilder—for Hood to turn his army east and unite with Lee in Virginia.
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Delayed by rainy weather for about three weeks, the Confederates did not begin moving into Tennessee until late November, giving their prime antagonist critical time to prepare a lethal welcome. In the fall, Sherman had sent Maj. Gen. George H. Thomas to Nashville to assemble an army in case Hood aimed for Tennessee. The hero of Chickamauga, Thomas gathered troops and further fortified the already strong defenses of the capital. Amid controversy that still swirls, Hood missed an opportunity to capture or destroy a portion of the Federal army at Spring Hill, Tennessee, on November 29. The next day, he fought the battle of Franklin—essentially the Gettysburg of the west. This five-hour holocaust resulted in about 7,000 Confederate casualties, including a large number of generals and other officers. It was a crippling wound to the Army of Tennessee, but Hood resumed the offensive, following the retreating Union forces to Nashville, where Thomas awaited him.

Facing the formidable Federal fortifications, the Confederates dug in as the winter worsened; ice and snow proved to be worse enemies than any soldier in blue. Through the first two weeks of December, Thomas faced heightening pressure from his superiors, primarily Lt. Gen. Ulysses S. Grant, commander of all Union armies, and Abraham Lincoln, to attack Hood immediately. Thomas held firm in his decision to wait for a break in the frigid, stormy weather as he gathered troops to make the assault. During this lull, Union brigadier general James Wilson assembled a cavalry corps of 15,000, which would play a key role in the campaign.

Finally, the weather eased, and Thomas launched his offensive on December 15, driving the Confederates from their positions. After a brief withdrawal, Hood managed to dig in again during the night, awaiting the next blow. It came the following day when Thomas attacked again. The southerners held firm until the afternoon, when their left flank was suddenly broken. With shocking speed, the rest of the line folded like a house of cards, and much of the army disintegrated in rout as Hood watched in horror.

What followed over the next twelve days would be one of the most spellbinding and tragic episodes in American military history as hunters and hunted left bloody footprints on the bayonet-sharp ice for more than 100 miles. Grizzled Confederates who survived claimed it was worse than the patriots’ sufferings at Valley Forge. One general wrote that it was “a most painful march, characterized by more suffering than it had ever before been my misfortune to witness.”

Thomas sent Wilson’s cavalry after the disorganized Confederates while the Federal infantry slogged south in knee-deep mud. In desperation, Hood organized a temporary rear guard led by Nathan Bedford Forrest to stave off the enemy while his tattered columns tried to reach the Tennessee River. Meanwhile, Union gunboats were chugging upriver, trying to seal off Hood’s crossing point and bag or destroy the Confederates at the Tennessee. As his miserable troops tramped south amid rain, sleet, snow, and stinging cold, Hood and his engineers worried if they had enough pontoon boats to span the river.1 Slowed by Forrest’s ambushes and other delaying actions, Thomas also was held up by flooded creeks and streams. But an order he gave after just being awakened resulted in a logistical error that may have cost him his best chance to bring Hood to bay, trapped with his back to the Tennessee.

Missed opportunities haunted both sides in November and December 1864. This is the story of that terrible retreat from Nashville when men in blue and gray alike suffered privations and tribulations few American soldiers have ever endured—and hopefully never will again.


CHAPTER 1

Preamble to Catastrophe

Confederate president Jefferson Davis knew he was climbing into a den of rattlesnakes when he stepped from his train at Palmetto, Georgia, on a rainy Sunday, September 25, 1864, making his way through the orange mud to the nearby encampment of the Army of Tennessee. Realizing the fragility not only of military affairs in Georgia, but of the army—and his nation—as well, Davis had traveled more than 600 miles from Richmond to confer with John Bell Hood; his three corps commanders, lieutenant generals William J. Hardee, Alexander P. Stewart, and Stephen Dill Lee; and other officers.

Less than a month had passed since the Confederates had evacuated Atlanta, and nerves were worn raw among all ranks. The army’s upper-level infighting—never far from boiling over—was especially bitter now between Hood and Hardee. Hood placed much of the blame for the loss of Atlanta on his senior corps commander and wanted Hardee relieved. These quarrels aside, Hood realized the army could not remain stationery for long and told Davis about a plan to retake the offensive and deal decisively with Union general William Tecumseh Sherman. Hood wanted to march north of Atlanta, aiming to sever Sherman’s supply lines from Chattanooga to Atlanta, the most vital of which was the Western & Atlantic Railroad. If Sherman pursued, perhaps there would be a chance to defeat him in the north Georgia wilds. If Sherman ignored Hood and moved south out of Atlanta, Hood could pounce on the enemy—or at least remain within striking distance—and await his next move.

With scant options, Davis agreed to let Hood attack Sherman’s iron umbilical cord, a strategy that had been on his mind as well. En route to Palmetto on September 24, Davis had made a speech in Macon, Georgia, urging renewed determination to stop the Federal invaders and win the war. He told the crowd that Sherman’s long communications and supply chain could not be maintained and that Union forces would have to retreat sooner or later. “And when that day comes, the fate that befell the army of the French Empire in its retreat from Moscow will be re-enacted,” he said. “Our cavalry and our people will harass and destroy his army as did the Cossacks of Napoleon, and the Yankee general, like him, will escape with only a bodyguard.”1

Thus, as autumn began to kiss the Deep South with its colorful majesty, Hood’s legions started north on September 29, but this was not an army that had full faith in its general or vice versa. During a review of the troops at Palmetto, some soldiers had shouted to the president, “Give us Joe Johnston”—which had embarrassed Hood, who later wrote, “I regretted I should have been the cause of this uncourteous reception to his Excellency. At the same time, I could recall no offence [sic] save that of having insisted that they fight for and hold Atlanta forty-six days, whereas they had previously retreated one hundred miles within sixty-six days.” The latter remark was not only a swipe at his troops, but also at Johnston, who had repeatedly withdrawn from mountain strongholds in the face of Sherman’s relentless onslaught toward Atlanta. Davis also promptly acted on Hood’s request to relieve Hardee, sending the Georgian to command the Department of South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida. Thus, as Hood headed north, he had a new corps commander, Maj. Gen. Benjamin F. Cheatham of Tennessee.2

By the first week of October, Hood’s army of about 43,000—excluding Maj. Gen. Joseph Wheeler’s cavalry corps, off on an extended raid—was well north of Atlanta, had destroyed miles of railroad, and had captured several hundred Union prisoners. On October 5, one of his divisions attacked the strong Union outpost and major supply depot at Allatoona Pass, but it was repelled after a sharp fight. Hood then continued farther into northern Georgia, gobbling up Federal garrisons at Tilton, Dalton, and Mill Creek Gap. Even at this early point in the campaign, the Confederates were in poor shape in terms of rations, uniforms, and other equipment. Spirits, however, were high for the most part. Three Union officers captured at Dalton observed the army as it passed, one of them writing a description that appeared in newspapers on both sides:
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Everything in their language and bearing indicated that they were determined to fight a while longer. . . . They were ragged and thinly clad, having as a general thing, only pantaloons, shirt and hat in their inventory . . . the first too greasy and tattered, the last shocking affairs in multitudinous variety. As a general thing they were tolerably shod; though in one of Stewart’s divisions one of our officers counted over three hundred barefooted privates. Not more than one in ten have blankets, and much suffering must have ensued through the keen, frosty nights now prevailing. . . . Regimental discipline seemed a little loose, and privates appeared to comment upon the commands of their immediate officers with an unction and broadness of diction. . . . The guns were nearly all Napoleons, of the average calibre [sic]. The public animals were in pretty good condition—quite equal to pulling along light field batteries, empty wagons, and careering under the wiry, not over fat, grizzled, and besmeared cavaliers.3

With Hood on the march, Sherman was far from idle. As the Confederates hoped, he had indeed marched north from Atlanta with about 60,000 troops, basically backtracking over old battlegrounds where he had dueled with Johnston the previous summer as he tried to overtake Hood. Yet a decision Sherman made in late September, about the time the Confederates left Palmetto, would prove to have the most far-reaching consequences on the upcoming campaign. Southern cavalry led by Maj. Gen. Nathan Bedford Forrest had boiled up from Mississippi on a raid into northern Alabama and eventually into middle Tennessee. Sherman received a September 26 order from Lt. Gen. Ulysses S. Grant, commander of all Union armies, that Forrest had to be driven out of Tennessee. Three days later, Sherman’s choice for this assignment, Maj. Gen. George H. Thomas, the hero of Chickamauga, was headed north, with two infantry divisions to follow. Thomas epitomized the Union bulldog in appearance and action, even though he was a Virginian by birth. He had led the Army of the Cumberland in the Atlanta campaign, where his troops constituted more than half of Sherman’s entire force. Thomas and Sherman were old friends, having been roommates at West Point. Now, far from the parade grounds above the Hudson, they were poised to be twin knights in one of the war’s last and most decisive stages.4

By early October, Thomas had reached Nashville, the state capital, where he would direct operations against Forrest and reorganize Union forces in Tennessee. He settled into rooms at the St. Cloud Hotel and conducted his military affairs from the Cunningham House on High Street. If he believed he had been placed on the back burner of Sherman’s camp stove, Thomas did not voice it, concentrating instead on his assignment and the myriad duties it involved.

The Federals had little luck corralling Forrest, who ripped up some railroad, captured about 1,200 prisoners, and, by October 6, had escaped south after a two-week foray. For Thomas, however, there was a more menacing threat as Hood’s army recoiled from Allatoona Pass and churned northward, its course as unpredictable as a killer hurricane. Piecing together a patchwork of units in the event he had to face Hood, Thomas was confident at this stage that he and Sherman would confront the enemy together. “Am making such disposition of my force as will, I hope, prevent him [Hood] crossing the Tennessee,” he wrote to U.S. Secretary of War Edwin Stanton on October 10. “And while I hold him in the front, Sherman will attack him in the rear.”5 Sherman was unconvinced that the Confederates would venture into the state. “Hood won’t dare go into Tennessee,” he wrote Thomas at Nashville on October 17. “I hope he will. . . . If Hood wants to go into Tennessee . . . let him go, and then we can all turn on him and he cannot escape. The gun-boats can break any bridge he may attempt.” Sherman also believed that Hood could not maintain his army north of the river because of his tenuous railroad supply link.6

Amazingly, without consulting or informing his superiors, Hood altered his plan in mid-October, veering away from the objectives he had discussed with Davis at Palmetto. He entered northeastern Alabama, targeting the Nashville & Chattanooga Railroad, Sherman’s supply line west of Chattanooga and along the Tennessee-Alabama border at Bridgeport and Stevenson, Alabama. To strike this line, he would have to cross the Tennessee River, which hooked down from Chattanooga and cut across upper Alabama. If all went well, he would continue north into Tennessee, hopefully drawing Sherman after him. Still, instead of harassing and destroying Sherman’s lifeline to Atlanta, Hood was now essentially abandoning Georgia; his movements already took him well out of the path of any effective action against Sherman, unless the Union commander continued the pursuit.

But there were many advantages to be gained if the Confederates pulled this off. If Hood moved quickly, the presence of a major army on the offensive in Tennessee might influence the upcoming presidential election in the North, perhaps swinging more voters to Democratic candidate George B. McClellan, the former general, whose party favored negotiating a peace with the Confederacy. Moreover, the army was in dire need of a morale boost, and since a large portion of the troops were Tennesseans, a return to their home state would raise their spirits, especially if Hood was successful in reclaiming at least part of it. The Confederates also needed to attract recruits for their depleted ranks, and if this was done, they might drive farther north into Kentucky and to the Ohio River before spearing east to join Lee in Virginia. It was the stuff of unfathomable hope in an already lost cause, but there was little left to scrape from the barrel’s bottom.

Hood reached Gadsden, Alabama, on October 20 and was joined there the next day by his superior, Gen. P. G. T. Beauregard, who had days earlier been appointed to head the newly established Military Division of the West, a superficial command with scant control over Hood’s decision-making process. With little choice, Beauregard agreed to Hood’s new plan, though with some reservations, and stressed that the thrust be made with all possible speed to prevent the Federals from gathering in force and to keep them off balance. The new chain of command caused almost immediate friction between these generals, as Hood realized how little clout Beauregard held over him. Eventually, there would be dust-ups between them about matters as trivial as troop reviews, but Hood did relent to Beauregard’s order that the army’s cavalry corps, about 6,600 troopers under Joe Wheeler, remain south of the Tennessee to help deal with Sherman. Wheeler had reunited with the army on October 8 after a raid of almost two months in northern Georgia and Tennessee. To leave Wheeler behind meant that Hood had only Brig. Gen. William H. “Red” Jackson’s 3,900-man cavalry division when he moved north. Beauregard instructed Forrest and his horsemen to link with Hood at the Tennessee and coordinate with him in the offensive.7

Hood initially intended to cross the Tennessee at Gunter’s Landing (present-day Guntersville), Alabama, but as the army marched on October 22, he again changed plans, marching northwest, basically parallel to the river, to find another crossing.8

By October 19, it appeared to Sherman that he would be unable to catch the enemy army, and he turned his attention to a march from Atlanta to the sea, although he was undecided on his direction and objective. “Hood will escape me. I want to prepare for my big raid,” he wrote in a dispatch that day. “I propose to abandon Atlanta and the railroad back to Chattanooga, and sally forth to ruin Georgia and bring up on the seashore.” That same day, he wired Thomas, stating that while Hood had evaded him, he was ready to “make a hole in Georgia and Alabama that will be hard to mend,” no matter whether he struck toward Mobile, Savannah, or Charleston. “I want you to remain in Tennessee and take command of all my division not actually present with me,” he wrote Thomas, adding that Hood’s army numbered about 40,000. “He [Hood] may follow me or turn against you,” Sherman said. “If you can defend the line of the Tennessee [River] in my absence of three months, it is all I ask.” By October 20, Sherman had decided to return to Atlanta and slice toward the Georgia coast or possibly Charleston, keeping his other target options open. “To pursue Hood is folly, for he can twist and turn like a fox and wear out any army in pursuit,” he wrote Thomas that day.9
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Grant was not initially enamored of Sherman’s proposal and did not consent until Sherman reassured him that he would leave sufficient troops to deal with Hood. Thomas himself did not support Sherman’s plan, writing that he hoped the Union cavalry could be loosed on Georgia rather than having Sherman’s entire army set off for the coast. The fact that he did not want to be left alone to defend Tennessee with insufficient forces and that he did not want his own Army of the Cumberland further divided also shaded his view. As early as October 18, he had told Sherman that he did not want to oversee Tennessee’s defense “unless you and the authorities at Washington deem it necessary.” Sherman told him, “I do believe you are the man best qualified to manage the affairs of Tennessee and North Mississippi”—which, along with reinforcements sent to Thomas from Atlanta, had settled matters. There also was the possibility that Thomas would not be defending anything, but would be on the offensive. If Hood went after Sherman when Sherman headed south, Thomas would pursue the Confederates from behind.10

Meanwhile, Thomas had requested that his old XIV Corps be sent from Atlanta to assist him in Tennessee. He had organized its first brigade and led the corps on a number of fields, but Sherman turned him down: the XIV was too reliable and too valuable, and Sherman would need it for his mischief in Georgia. Instead, Sherman assigned Maj. Gen. David S. Stanley’s IV Corps to reinforce Thomas. Stanley’s 13,000 men moved by rail and foot to Pulaski, Tennessee, about seventy miles south of Nashville. From there, they could keep an eye on Hood in northern Alabama. Days later, the Union XXIII Corps, commanded by Maj. Gen. John M. Schofield—all that was left of the Army of the Ohio after attrition and term expirations—left the Atlanta area for Pulaski. Thomas also was expecting Maj. Gen. Andrew J. Smith and three veteran divisions of the Army of the Tennessee’s XVI Corps, which was assigned to his department after duty in Missouri. Thomas would also draw upon a conglomeration of garrison troops from various points as well as units posted to guard the railroads.

By the twenty-sixth, the Confederate army had reached Decatur, Alabama, and spent the better part of two days there while Hood pondered whether he could overpower the Union garrison and cross the Tennessee there. A frustrated Beauregard returned to the army and confronted Hood near Decatur the next day, upset that Hood was not only moving away from the Nashville & Chattanooga Railroad, but also giving the enemy precious time to marshal forces wherever he decided to go. The generals decided Decatur’s defenses were too strong, and the army once again headed westward, still looking for a crossing point. Hood’s newest objective was Tuscumbia, Alabama, about forty-four miles west of Decatur. The river was narrower there, and he would have a nearby link to supply depots in Mississippi via the Mobile & Ohio and the Memphis & Charleston Railroads. The latter line ran from Corinth to Tuscumbia, but much of it had been destroyed or had deteriorated because of neglect in this vicinity. Still, the rails had been repaired to Cherokee Station, some ten miles west of Tuscumbia, giving Hood access to a few trains bringing much-needed supplies that could then be hauled in by wagons until the railroad was reconnected to Tuscumbia. Hood had not realized the railroad was in such bad shape, but the die had been cast. A bridgehead at Tuscumbia also brought the army closer to a rendezvous with Forrest and his cavalry, who were raiding in western Tennessee. Hood also knew the Tuscumbia crossing put him closer to Nashville, now a formidable Union stronghold brimming with supplies of every kind—his if he could take the capital city.11
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Ruins of Hood’s twenty-eight-car ammunition train and the Schofield Rolling Mill, near Atlanta, September 1864.
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By now, however, the Alabama autumn was becoming harsher: the temperature was dropping and a mix of rain and snow bedeviled the Confederates. The columns plodded into Tuscumbia on October 30 after covering about 400 miles—much of it rugged hill country—since leaving Palmetto almost a month earlier, and the pace had exacted a toll. “We are now in a rather bad condition—everything being near exhausted,” J. A. Tillman of the 24th South Carolina wrote home on November 1. “We are now 12 miles from where our cars run and hope soon to be able to obtain necessary articles. The army is in fine spirits and shortly will be in fine health, I hope, if permitted to remain stationary a few days.”12

Hood planned to lay a 1,000-yard pontoon bridge over the Tennessee at Tuscumbia and continue marching north through Florence on the north bank and to the Tennessee border. Stephen Lee got three brigades over in small boats on October 30, pushing Union cavalry out of Florence and digging in. The span was completed on November 1, and the rest of Lee’s troops went over, constructing defensive works at Florence while the remainder of the army encamped in and around Tuscumbia. Nature quickly bogged down the offensive. Heavy rains began buffeting the region that same day and continued for several days. The deluge hindered any kind of movement, transforming the rural dirt roads into pig wallows. The river rose, partially submerging the bridge. The already negligible repair work on the railroad was slowed even more, meaning that supplies were delayed. The road to Cherokee Station became a long mud pit crowned by wrecked wagons and dead mules. The terrible weather meant that the Army of Tennessee would soak in the downpours and muck for about three cold weeks.

Meanwhile, Forrest was in the midst of one of the most brilliant cavalry raids of the war, hitting the immense Federal supply depot at Johnsonville, Tennessee, some seventy miles west of Nashville. He was wreaking havoc there on October 30 when he received Beauregard’s order to report to Hood at Florence. By the time his troopers left Johnsonville on November 4, the destruction was colossal. They destroyed four Union gunboats, eleven steamboats, fifteen barges, and tons of supplies. After a difficult march over muddy roads, Forrest had reached Corinth by November 12, when he wrote to his former commander and friend, Lt. Gen. Richard Taylor, who headed the Department of Alabama and Mississippi: “I know not how long we are to labor for that independence for which we have thus far struggled in vain, but this I do know, that I will never weary in defending our cause, which must ultimately succeed. Faith is the duty of the hour. We will succeed.” The coming weeks would severely test Forrest’s mettle.13

By early November, Thomas had about 31,000 troops on hand—still fewer than Hood—although his ranks were growing daily. One of many problems for him was that he had to spread these men to garrison a dozen or so cities and towns in addition to posting soldiers in blockhouses and outposts strung along the railroads because of the enemy threat. By then, he also was actively engaged in trying to prevent Forrest from taking Johnsonville. Schofield had the main task of trying to slow Hood’s advance until Thomas was ready for a confrontation. By November 13, the XXIII Corps had reached Pulaski, with Schofield assuming overall command of his and Stanley’s corps—about 22,000 men in all. The Federals also posted a small force at Lawrenceburg, nineteen miles west of Pulaski.14

Like Hood, Thomas suffered initially from insufficient cavalry since Sherman kept most of his horsemen to accompany him on his offensive. Furthermore, the Union cavalry was being reorganized around this time. Brig. Gen. James H. Wilson took command of the newly created cavalry corps of the Military Division of the Mississippi on October 24. His force was composed of about 50,000 men in seventy-two regiments, which sounded impressive, but these troopers were widely scattered over several states. Arriving in Tennessee and immediately given the task of trying to block Hood, Wilson found himself with only a division led by Brig. Gen. Edward Hatch and a brigade commanded by Brig. Gen. John T. Croxton—about 4,300 horsemen spread thinly and used primarily to patrol the Tennessee River crossings. Sherman had sent unmounted troopers back to Nashville and Louisville to obtain horses. If remounted, these men would be added to Thomas’s force.


CHAPTER 2

“Shot Down like Animals”

With regimental bands playing, the remainder of Hood’s army finally crossed the Tennessee amid heavy downpours between November 13 and 20. Forrest’s troopers rode into Florence on November 16–17, and Hood assigned Forrest cavalry command of the army. This force consisted of Forrest’s own two divisions, led by Brig. Gen. Abraham Buford and Brig. Gen. James R. Chalmers, plus Red Jackson’s horsemen—approximately 5,000 troopers in all, according to Forrest. Jackson’s command had started from Palmetto with 3,900 troopers but had lost heavily and been spread thin; it had only about 2,000 troopers still with the army. The campaign’s rigors had taken a severe toll on the rest of the army’s manpower as well. Hood’s three corps totaled about 39,400 effective troops, including infantry and artillery, on September 20, days before he began his offensive. As he crossed the Tennessee, the corps had dwindled to some 30,600 troops fit for duty.1

Despite Forrest’s arrival, the weather and a dearth of supplies prevented the Confederates from moving north. The presidential election in the North was over by then, Lincoln having defeated McClellan in a major blow to any remaining hopes for southern independence. The Confederates had no solid information about Sherman’s whereabouts and, at this point, believed that their strategy to draw him north after Hood was working, although their intelligence was as threadbare as the soldiers’ uniforms. Beauregard had reports that Sherman was either moving into Tennessee near Chattanooga or was operating in northern Alabama in the vicinity of Decatur or Huntsville. There also was intelligence that Sherman’s army was at Pulaski, almost directly in Hood’s path if he marched into the central part of the state. A week into November, the Confederates had received information of a “reported division” of Sherman’s army as it chased Hood, a move that Jefferson Davis believed would allow Hood to attack and defeat a weakened Sherman. If this could be accomplished, Davis wrote Hood on November 7, Hood could then, “without serious obstruction or danger to the country in your rear, advance to the Ohio River.”2

Not until November 15 did Beauregard learn that Sherman not only was in Atlanta, but appeared to be ready to leave the city, possibly moving on Savannah or Mobile. In fact, Sherman had torched Atlanta that day, marching out of the flaming ruins with about 62,000 men for the sea—possibly Savannah; the Union base at Port Royal, South Carolina; or Pensacola, Florida. Beauregard and Hood learned this shocking news on the seventeenth, making it all the more imperative for them to strike a blow. Yet with Hood’s army now some 300 miles away from Atlanta and with winter descending on the Georgia and Alabama mountains, there was little chance the Army of Tennessee could intercept Sherman. Instead, Beauregard ordered Hood that same day to strike into middle Tennessee, defeat enemy forces that Thomas was believed to have gathered there, and try to lure Sherman back from Georgia through “rapid and vigorous blows.” If successful, the move also would “relieve Lee” in Virginia, Beauregard noted.

Hood had all but ignored Beauregard or refused any orders that did not suit him ever since the latter’s arrival. Indeed, Beauregard left Tuscumbia for Corinth on the seventeenth, “unable to await any longer the tardy preparations of General Hood for the offensive,” one of Beauregard’s staff officers wrote. The news about Sherman left Hood with no choice but to spear north as quickly as possible, and the fact that he and Beauregard agreed on the course of action was basically coincidental. Despite the urgency of the moment, the weather again mocked the Confederates, whipping the region with intermittent freezing rain and snow, raising the river level, and delaying Hood a few days more.3

Other than hitting enemy communications and supply lines, recruiting, and the expected morale boost for Tennessee troops returning to their native soil, Hood had no stated objectives when he first entered the state, although he seems to have been aiming for Nashville and beyond. As early as November 20, he told Forrest to send parties of cavalry to break the railroad and telegraph lines north of the city so “that the enemy may be prevented from sending away from Nashville any stores they may have accumulated there.” On November 18, Hood dispatched a small cavalry force under Brig. Gen. Hylan B. Lyon into Tennessee to try to take Clarksville, northwest of Nashville. Lyon also was to destroy the railroad and telegraph lines to the capital and put in working order all available mills to help sustain the army if and when it reached this region.

In later years, Hood claimed that his goal was to move through Tennessee and into Kentucky, then proceed across the West Virginia mountains into Virginia, where he would join Robert E. Lee and his Army of Northern Virginia and attack the Union besiegers at Petersburg—which would have constituted an amazing feat based on the distance and hardships involved. Jefferson Davis had written to Hood in early November about beating Sherman and then advancing to the Ohio River, where the Confederates could threaten Louisville and possibly Cincinnati. If Nashville was his primary target in the initial phase of his campaign, Hood never stated it in correspondence, writing after the war that he wanted to cut off Union forces opposing him south of the capital and rout them before continuing north. Hood knew there were Federals marshaled to stop him at Pulaski, some forty miles northeast of Florence, but he had scant information about any other enemy troop concentrations in the state, including Thomas’s Nashville buildup.4

In the continuing rain, the Confederate army began moving north from Florence on November 21, although Stewart’s and Lee’s corps had marched a few miles the previous day. The troops had less than a week’s rations and were poorly shod and uniformed. Nevertheless, Hood had crossed his Rubicon, and as the gray columns swung toward the Tennessee border, he might have reflected on the glory to be won on the road ahead and all he had endured in his relatively young life to reach this career pinnacle.

The son of a prominent physician, John Bell Hood was born in Owingsville, Kentucky, on June 1, 1831. Through the efforts of an uncle, he obtained an appointment to the U.S. Military Academy in 1849, but his time there was dotted by academic and disciplinary issues. Nicknamed “Sam” by fellow cadets, he graduated four years later, ranking forty-fourth out of a class of fifty-two. After service in northern California, Hood was promoted to second lieutenant in 1855 and assigned to the new 2nd Cavalry Regiment, which would become an elite outfit because of its roster of officers who would later significantly shape the course of the Civil War: Albert Sidney Johnston, Robert E. Lee, Earl Van Dorn, William J. Hardee, and a major from Virginia named George H. Thomas. The 2nd spent the next five years battling Indians on the Texas frontier. In a fight at Devil’s River in July 1857, Hood’s left hand was pierced by an arrow, pinning it to his horse’s bridle. He snapped off the point and pulled out the rest of the shaft before riding back into action.

In April 1861, days after the Confederates fired on Fort Sumter to ignite the war, Hood resigned his U.S. Army commission to join the South. Briefly assigned as a cavalry lieutenant in Kentucky before being sent to Virginia and promoted to major, Hood’s aggressiveness and leadership began to draw attention. By fall 1861, he was appointed colonel of the 4th Texas Infantry and, by the following March, had risen to brigadier general in the Army of Northern Virginia. A fellow officer described him around this time as “a tall, rawboned country-looking man, with little of the soldierly appearance that West Point often gives its graduates. He looked like a . . . backwoodsman, dressed up in an ill-fitting uniform.” Others who wrote of him during this period were more complimentary, mentioning his tall, slender frame, blue eyes, sandy hair, courteous manner, and soft but powerful voice. Hood fought well enough in the Peninsula campaign, Second Bull Run, and Antietam to be promoted to major general in October 1862 and, soon thereafter, added to his laurels as a division commander at Fredericksburg.5
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At Gettysburg on July 2, 1863, he was severely wounded in the left arm and hand by artillery shrapnel. Surgeons saved his arm, but it would be useless for the rest of his life; Hood often carried it in a sling. By September, he had recovered enough to accompany his division to Georgia as part of Lt. Gen. James Longstreet’s corps sent from Virginia to reinforce the Army of Tennessee, then commanded by Gen. Braxton Bragg. At Chickamauga on September 20, Hood was leading his men against the Federal right flank when he was shot in the right thigh. The bullet fractured his femur, and Hood lost the leg to amputation. During his recovery, soldiers from his old brigade raised more than $3,000 in a single day to buy him an artificial limb. Hood had healed sufficiently by February 1864 to be promoted to lieutenant general and sent to northern Georgia to head a corps in the Army of Tennessee, now led by Joseph Johnston. He wore a boot and spur on his artificial leg and could ride his horse about fifteen miles a day without discomfort, but he needed crutches to walk, leading his soldiers to mutter to each other about “Old Pegleg.”6

As Sherman advanced toward Atlanta from Chattanooga that summer, Johnston employed a defensive strategy to repel him, but Union forces still edged ever closer to the city. Frustrated with Johnston, Jefferson Davis replaced him on July 17, giving Hood command of the army with a temporary promotion to full general. He was barely thirty-three, but looked older because of the war’s ravages, his mustache graying and his body growing gaunt as he struggled to get about. As seemingly always with this army, there was controversy. Hardee had been next in line by seniority, age, and experience to replace Johnston, but Hardee had already had his chance after Bragg’s ouster in the winter of 1863. He led the army on an interim basis but refused permanent command, paving the way for Johnston’s selection. Despite all this, Hardee was angered when Hood, his junior in rank, leapfrogged him to relieve Johnston. He claimed that Hood not only was less seasoned but lacked natural ability for such an important post. Hardee headed a corps under Hood as the struggle for Atlanta heightened, but the bad blood between them only worsened.

While he had not sought army command, Hood’s pugnaciousness quickly took over. He wrote Sally “Buck” Preston, a beautiful but flirtatious socialite to whom he had been engaged since February, that the Confederates had “left all the good fighting ground behind them, and that an army by constant retreating loses confidence in itself.” Hood wasted little time in taking the offensive, launching a massive attack on July 20 at Peachtree Creek and, two days later, against the Federal left east of Atlanta. Neither strike accomplished much except to add to the casualty lists on both sides. On July 23, the New York Times told of Johnston’s replacement by Hood and carried initial reports of the battles for Atlanta, where the new Confederate commander had apparently been repulsed, despite southern claims of victory. “Ill-starred are the fortunes of all the rebel Generals in the West,” the Times said, in what would prove to be a prophetic statement about the upcoming Tennessee campaign.7

There was still more hard fighting and dying at Ezra Church and Jonesboro, but Sherman could not be stopped, and Hood evacuated Atlanta on the night of September 1. By mid-September, he had shifted his army of about 40,000 to Palmetto on the West Point Railroad about twenty miles southwest of Atlanta, where the army would lick its wounds and decide on a course of action. The tough campaign had left the army with insufficient supplies and equipment, a shortage of officers, ranks thinned by attrition, infighting among its generals, and poor administration. Hood not only had to keep an eye on Sherman, but also had to attend to major rebuilding and reorganization. There had been promotions and transfers to fill officers’ ranks, but the troops remained significantly under-equipped and ill-rationed as they left Palmetto in late September. Such was the basic plight of all Confederate soldiers in late 1864, but the upcoming campaign would only magnify these shortcomings and sufferings for Hood’s men.
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If the army itself needed an extensive overhaul, its corps commanders all had impressive resumes, despite being in their present positions only a few months. At age thirty-one, Stephen Dill Lee, a distant relative of Robert E. Lee and the other Lees of Virginia, was the youngest lieutenant general in the Confederate army. Lee was a blue blood from South Carolina, born in Charleston, and graduated from West Point in 1854. At the academy, one of his most influential professors had been George Thomas, who instructed him and other cadets in artillery and cavalry. After service in the Seminole Wars and in Texas, Lee resigned his commission to join the Confederacy in early 1861. On Beauregard’s staff at Charleston, he had been involved in negotiations for the surrender of Fort Sumter, and his own artillery had opened the bombardment to kindle the war. Lee saw action as a staff officer and artilleryman in the eastern theater, and after his appointment to brigadier general in November 1862, he was sent to command the artillery at Vicksburg. After the city surrendered in July 1863, Lee, having been taken prisoner, was exchanged and promoted to major general in August. He spent less than a year leading the cavalry of the obscure Department of Mississippi, Alabama, West Tennessee, and East Louisiana before he was appointed lieutenant general and assumed command of Hood’s old corps in the Army of Tennessee. He and Hood were well acquainted since they had been at West Point together for three years and had served in the Army of Northern Virginia before both came west.8

Alexander P. Stewart, forty-three years old, was a Tennessean and 1842 West Point graduate who had resigned from the U.S. Army in 1845 because of poor health. Beginning a new career as an educator, he had served as chair of mathematics and philosophy at Cumberland University and the University of Nashville before the war. Despite being an antisecessionist Whig, he joined the South and was named a brigadier general in November 1861. Nicknamed “Old Straight” by his men, Stewart rose to major general in June 1863. A year later, he was appointed lieutenant general and given corps command to replace Lt. Gen. Leonidas Polk, who was killed at Pine Mountain, Georgia.9
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Benjamin F. Cheatham was newest in corps command, having taken over when Hardee was reassigned in late September. Born in Nashville, Cheatham had turned forty-four while the army was on the march through northeastern Alabama. He had seen action in the Mexican War as a colonel of Tennessee volunteers and later was a major general of state militia as well as a gentleman farmer. Appointed a Confederate brigadier in July 1861 and a major general the following March, he had fought from Shiloh to Atlanta and beyond in all of the Army of Tennessee’s campaigns. Recognized as a hard fighter, Cheatham was respected by his men and was especially popular among the Tennesseans, but he was also notorious for his engagements with the bottle, both in combat and in camp.10

As his troops prepared to leave Florence, Hood’s general orders on November 20 were a mix of bad news and optimism:

The commanding general announces to the army that on the march we are about commencing there may be a scarcity of the bread ration. He confidently appeals to the officers and men to meet this privation, should it come, in a cheerful, manly spirit with which they have heretofore encountered similar and greater hardships. The privation, at most, will be of short duration, and while it lasts the meat ration can be proportionately increased. The fruitful fields of Tennessee are before us, and as we march to repossess them let us remember that the country we traverse, perhaps with hunger, was a rich and bountiful land till wasted by the enemy, that similar desolation awaits every portion of our country relinquished to the invader, and let the privation be to us not a cause of murmuring, but an incentive and an occasion for the exhibition of a most determined patriotism.11

There was a brief respite of agreeable temperatures as the butternut columns entered Tennessee, but this would be a winter to be remembered around warm hearths for years as the cold soon returned with rain and snow. The corps marched north in three columns on roads generally parallel to each other. Forrest’s horsemen led the advance, skirmishing with Edward Hatch’s and John T. Croxton’s Union cavalry, who grudgingly gave ground. Hatch’s men were especially troublesome since they were armed with seven-shot Spencer carbines, giving them tremendous firepower. Nevertheless, Hood’s men plunged ahead despite short rations, thin uniforms, and bare feet. But spirits soared; the soldiers were eager to be on the offensive and to put behind them the setbacks of the past months that had left the army snake-bitten. At the state line, the passing columns cheered a canvas banner, hung between two trees, which read, “Tennessee—A Grave or a Free Home.” “It was as gallant an army as ever any Captain commanded,” recalled Capt. W. O. Dodd, one of Forrest’s cavalrymen. “The long march from Atlanta had caused the timid and sick to be left behind, and every man remaining was a veteran. Then the long and sad experience of retreating was now reversed, and we were going to redeem Tennessee and Kentucky, and the morale of the army was excellent.”12

Unknown to Hood, his delay at the Tennessee was giving Thomas valuable time to cobble together his army to meet the threat. There had been no major Union stand at the river because Thomas did not have enough men at the time to fight the Confederates and also guard railroads and other strategic points in the region. The fact that two-thirds of his beloved Army of the Cumberland was with Sherman and by then marching farther south had to be unsettling to Thomas at this critical juncture. Still, the Federals believed Hood would turn and follow Sherman when he learned of the Union foray from Atlanta, but this did not happen. With his cavalry closely watching the Confederates’ movements, Thomas was convinced by November 22 that Hood was moving into Tennessee with his entire army. He was still outnumbered, however, and compelled to remain on the defensive. There was cavalry fighting near Lawrenceburg that day in which Hatch held his own before withdrawing toward Pulaski, which Schofield evacuated within hours, fearing that he would be outflanked and cut off.13

The cavalry continued to spar as Schofield back-pedaled in the face of Hood’s advance, retreating north of the Duck River at Columbia on the night of November 27. Movements of both sides during this period were complicated by the cold weather, sleet, rain, and snow; the roads were clogged with mud and frozen ruts. Schofield sent Stanley’s 2nd Division, commanded by Brig. Gen. George D. Wagner, to the village of Spring Hill on the Columbia Turnpike about twelve miles north of Columbia. Unsure of what Hood was planning, Schofield wanted to secure his escape route to that point and then withdraw to Franklin, twenty miles south of Nashville. While Stanley moved toward Spring Hill, Schofield’s corps occupied its new position north of the Duck, near Columbia. Hood was indeed up to something. He wanted to outflank the enemy, reach the turnpike behind him, and trap or destroy Schofield’s little army—or at least keep Schofield from reaching Nashville before the Confederates. By this time, Hood had decided to strike the capital, telling chaplain Charles T. Quintard of the 1st Tennessee Infantry about his plans to take Nashville. Even so, Hood seemed to be unaware of Thomas’s ever-increasing troop strength there and perhaps believed Schofield’s force was all that stood in the way of the city’s capture.14

Forrest and most of his riders crossed the Duck late on November 28, making for Spring Hill. Leaving a portion of Lee’s Corps in front of the Union positions at the river, the rest of Hood’s infantry followed the cavalry on the morning of the twenty-ninth. Forrest brushed aside bluecoat cavalry and collided with Stanley’s infantry near Spring Hill, but he could not penetrate the Union lines since they had artillery and more men. By late afternoon, however, elements of Cheatham’s Corps, primarily Cleburne’s Division, had reached the scene, sparking hard fighting before sundown. The gathering darkness would come to symbolize the most critical lost opportunity of Hood’s campaign and ignite a controversy still debated.

Apparently believing that Cheatham had secured the road behind Schofield, Hood bivouacked for the night. But the turnpike remained in Union hands, and overnight on November 29–30, all of Schofield’s troops withdrew north through this still-open door, easily within earshot and sight of the Confederates huddled around their campfires. A communications breakdown, not negligence, seems to have caused the problem, but to the end of his life, Hood blamed Cheatham for not closing the trap. “From Palmetto to Spring Hill, the campaign was all that I could have desired,” Hood wrote in February 1865. “The fruits ought to have been gathered at that point.” After the war, Hood described his maneuver to get behind Schofield at Spring Hill as “the best move in my career as a soldier” but one that he was “destined to behold come to naught.” It also deepened his doubts about his troops’ willingness to fight unless shielded by defenses, a flaw he blamed on Joe Johnston’s lack of aggression. The army seemed to be “unwilling to accept battle unless under the protection of breastworks,” which worried him greatly. “In my inmost heart, I questioned whether or not I would ever succeed in eradicating this evil. It seemed to me I had exhausted every means in the power of one man to remove this stumbling block to the Army of Tennessee.” The war of words and accusations would last for years after the conflict. By then, the thousands of Confederate soldiers who fell in Hood’s Tennessee offensive and during the hellish retreat that followed would not have a say in the outcome.15

If the mistakes at Spring Hill troubled Hood to the grave, the nightmare of Franklin, less than a day later, would be torment for the ages. Hood was enraged on the morning of November 30 when he realized that Schofield had escaped. He ordered the advance of Cheatham’s and Stewart’s corps, unwilling to wait for Lee’s troops, who were coming up from Columbia but were still well to the rear. Schofield reached Franklin that morning and expected to continue his withdrawal through the town and across the Big Harpeth River, but both the turnpike bridge and the railroad span needed work before the army could pass. Because of this delay, Schofield hustled his men into previously prepared earthworks south of town.

Nearing Franklin that afternoon, Hood surveyed the Federals entrenched in the distance and, despite objections from Forrest and others, ordered an immediate attack. The army that had forgotten how to fight in the open was about to relearn smash-mouth combat with the enemy—at least in Hood’s view, his bloody and fruitless offensives at Atlanta the previous July now an apparently distant memory. By about 4 P.M., Stewart’s and Cheatham’s soldiers were formed in battle lines, 20,000 men ready to make an assault that would eclipse Pickett’s Charge at Gettysburg in numbers. This would be one of the grandest and most terrible spectacles of the war. Marching over mostly level, open fields, the massed Confederates soon came under fire. Union artillery shredded gaps in the gray lines; infantry unleashed a tornado of lead.

The Confederates were repelled, but regrouped and came on again and again, despite ghastly casualties. There was brutal hand-to-hand fighting until the battle flickered out around 9 P.M., but Schofield’s defenses were never seriously breached. Echoes of gunfire faded in the cold darkness, only to be replaced by the shrieks, prayers, and moans of thousands of wounded. The Confederate dead lay in contorted heaps, five of Hood’s generals among them, including the irreplaceable Patrick Cleburne and one of his brigadiers, Hiram Granbury. Maj. Gen. John C. Brown’s division of Cheatham’s Corps was particularly hard hit: Brig. Gen. John Adams, Brig. Gen. States Rights Gist, and Brig. Gen. Otho F. Strahl were killed, while John C. Carter was mortally wounded. Brown himself was injured, one of six of Hood’s generals wounded or captured at Franklin. Hood reported casualties of 4,500, but they were actually about 7,700, including approximately 1,750 dead. Union losses were considerably less, about 2,300. In addition to his generals, Hood also lost severely among other officers at every level, including fifty-four regimental commanders killed, wounded, or captured. What was left of the Army of Tennessee held its ground.
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Leaving his dead and wounded to the care of the enemy, Schofield evacuated Franklin that night, and by the morning of December 1, he had his troops safely within Nashville’s defenses. These fortifications were growing stronger by the hour thanks to “constant and severe labor,” according to a Federal officer, and Thomas’s forces were further bolstered by the arrival from Missouri of Maj. Gen. Andrew J. Smith’s three divisions from the XVI Corps. Also reaching Nashville was a mishmash of some 5,000 men who came in from Chattanooga, described by Capt. Henry Stone of Thomas’s staff as “chiefly sluggards of General Sherman’s army, too late for their proper commands.” These soldiers were organized into a division called the Provisional Detachment (District of the Etowah) under Maj. Gen. James B. Steedman; the detachment also included several regiments of U.S. Colored Troops that had been on railroad guard duty. Adding in Wilson’s cavalry, Thomas by now had about 72,000 troops, including garrison and reserve units, to face Hood, but it was far from a cohesive fighting force. “It was an ill-assorted and heterogeneous mass,” Stone stated, “not yet welded into an army, and lacking a great proportion of the outfit with which to undertake an aggressive campaign. Horses, wagons, mules, pontoons, everything needed to mobilize an army, had to be obtained. At that time, they did not exist at Nashville.” The shortage of pontoons would figure prominently in the near future.16
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