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INTRODUCTION

Many casual readers of Civil War history come to the conclusion that Robert E. Lee wrought miracles with an outnumbered army and that, by contrast, Ulysses S. Grant was a butcher who slaughtered his own men and won solely by brute force and sheer numbers. Over decades of reading about the Civil War, I have come to contrary conclusions about both men.

Discussions about Robert E. Lee with my late father-in-law, Alfred W. Weidemoyer, led to our concluding that Lee had escaped blame for his many failures during the war and to my writing How Robert E. Lee Lost the Civil War. A brilliant and well-read friend’s insistence that Grant was a butcher has encouraged me to write this book. As I wrote this book, my continuing research only deepened my conviction that Grant was a great general whose reputation was besmirched by early Civil War historians who had motives of their  own and that his generalship has never received the credit it deserves for winning the Civil War.

In these pages, I attempt to summarize Grant’s Civil War battles and campaigns with a particular focus on whether his casualties reflected butcher-like conduct. I conclude that he conquered the western third of the Confederacy with a minimum of casualties, drove a stake into the middle of the Confederacy with minimal losses again, and then came east to win the war with tolerable casualties in less than a year. Far from being a butcher, Grant relied on maneuver, speed, imagination, and persistence—in addition to force—to win the Civil War.

In addition to my narrative and arguments, I have included three appendices that support my position. Appendix I contains a summary of historians’ treatment of Grant—from the “Lost Cause” historians of the early post-war period to those who have reconsidered and revived his record. Appendix II contains a comprehensive summary of various parties’ estimates of the casualties that both sides suffered in the battles and campaigns in which Grant was involved; it provides casualty estimates drawn from a variety of Civil War books, articles, and documents. Finally, Appendix III discusses the surprising closeness of the presidential election of 1864, an election that affected Grant’s approach to battle in 1864 and the outcome of which was affected by Grant’s aggressive nationwide campaign of that year.





Preface

THE GREATEST CIVIL WAR GENERAL


Why has Grant so often been labeled a butcher and Robert E. Lee a hero? Accusations that Grant was butchering his own soldiers first began during the war—particularly during his aggressive 1864 campaign against Lee to secure final victory for the Union. During that campaign (the Richmond or Overland Campaign), Mary Todd Lincoln said, “[Grant] is a butcher and is not fit to be at the head of an army.” On June 4, 1864, Union Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles wrote in his diary, “Still there is heavy loss, but we are becoming accustomed to the sacrifice. Grant has not great regard for human life.” One Southerner said at the time, “We have met a man this time, who either does not know when he is whipped, or who cares not if he loses his whole army.”1


The “butcher” accusations continued in the early post-war period. As early as 1866, a southern writer, Edward Pollard, referred to the “match of brute force” to explain Grant’s victory over Lee. Even northern historians criticized Grant. In 1866, New York Times war correspondent William Swinton wrote in his Campaigns of the Army of the Potomac that Grant relied “exclusively on the application of brute masses, in rapid and remorseless blows.” John C. Ropes told the Military Historical Society of Massachusetts that Grant suffered from a “burning, persistent desire to fight, to attack, in season and out of season, against entrenchments, natural obstacles, what not.”2


Beginning in the 1870s, former Confederate officers played a prominent role in criticizing Grant—especially in comparison to Lee. Lieutenant General Jubal A. Early, in an 1872 speech on Lee’s birthday, said, “Shall I compare General Lee to his successful antagonist? As well compare the great pyramid which rears its majestic proportions in the Valley of the Nile, to a pygmy perched on Mount Atlas.” In the 1880s, Lieutenant General Evander M. Law wrote, “What a part at least of his own men thought about General Grant’s methods was shown by the fact that many of the prisoners taken during the [Overland] campaign complained bitterly of the ‘useless butchery’ to which they were subjected. ...”3


Likewise, Lee’s former adjutant, Walter H. Taylor, elevated Lee at Grant’s expense in General Lee: His Campaigns in Virginia 1861-1865 with Personal Reminiscences, which was published in 1906. Of the Overland Campaign, Taylor said: “It is well to bear in mind the great inequality between the two contending armies, in order that one may have a proper appreciation of the difficulties which beset General Lee in the task of thwarting the designs of so formidable an adversary, and realize the extent to which his brilliant genius made amends for the paucity of numbers, and  proved more than a match for brute force, as illustrated in the hammering policy of General Grant.” Taylor also claimed that “[Grant] ... put a lower estimate upon the value of human life than any of his predecessors. ...”4


Sometimes the accusation has been more subtle, as in Robert D. Meade’s 1943 book on Judah Benjamin: “In the spring of 1864 Grant took personal command of the Union Army in Virginia and, with a heavily superior force, began his bludgeoning assaults on Lee’s weakened but grimly determined troops.” A 1953 dust jacket on a Bruce Catton book said (contrary to Catton’s own views): “[The Army of the Potomac’s] leader was General Ulysses S. Grant, a seedy little man who instilled no enthusiasm in his followers and little respect in his enemies.” In 1965, pro-Lee historian Clifford Dowdey said of Grant: “Absorbing appalling casualties, he threw his men in wastefully as if their weight was certain to overrun any Confederates in their path. In terms of generalship, the new man gave Lee nothing to fear,” and described Grant as “an opponent who took no count of his losses.” A 1993 article in Blue & Gray Magazine referred to the “butcher’s bill” of the first two weeks of the Overland Campaign.5


Historian Gregory Mertz said it well:
Grant enjoyed little of the “glory” for his contributions to the [Army of the Potomac’s] ultimate success, and was the recipient of much of the blame for the “disasters.” Despite moving continually forward from the Wilderness to Petersburg and Richmond, ultimately to Appomattox, and executing the campaign that ended the war in the East, Grant has received little credit, and is most remembered for the heavy losses of Cold Harbor, which tagged him with the reputation of a “butcher.”6







Even today, examples abound. In 2001, a reporter wrote: “Despite occasional flashes of brilliant strategy and admirable persistence, Grant still comes off looking like a butcher in those final months.” Another reporter, writing in 2002 and regarding him as an intellectual lightweight, referred to “last-in-class types, such as Ulysses S. Grant.”7


The “butcher” label has indeed been tenacious. Civil War historian Don Lowry explained, “Grant has often been depicted as a butcher whose only strategy was to overcome the smaller enemy force by attrition, knowing that he could replace his losses more easily than Lee.” As military historian Gordon C. Rhea put it, “The ghost of ‘Grant the Butcher’ still haunts Civil War lore.” An earlier historian, E. B. Long, reluctantly concluded, “Grant the butcher is a hard myth to extinguish.” Proving his thesis, an early 2003 Associated Press release stated, “Ask most schoolchildren and they will tell you that Robert E. Lee was a military genius while Ulysses S. Grant was a butcher who simply used the North’s advantage in men and material to bludgeon the Confederates into submission.”8


Grant’s armies incurred the bulk of their casualties in the war-ending 1864 Overland Campaign from the Washington area to Richmond/Petersburg against Lee’s army. This campaign reflected Grant’s war-long philosophy that “The art of war is simple enough. Find out where your enemy is. Get at him as soon as you can. Strike him as hard as you can and as often as you can, and keep moving on.”9 That campaign also represented a deliberate effort by Grant and President Abraham Lincoln to take advantage of the fact that, during the prior two years, Robert E. Lee had chewed up his Army of Northern Virginia and rendered his army, and the Confederacy, vulnerable to a nationwide offensive campaign that would bring the hostilities to a final halt. The Overland Campaign was part of  Grant’s national effort to demonstrate Union strength and ensure the reelection of Lincoln. However, it resulted in Grant’s being accused of “butchery.”

In fact, an average of “only” 15 percent of Grant’s Federal troops were killed or wounded in his battles over the course of the war—a total of slightly more than 94,000 men. In contrast, Grant’s major Confederate counterpart, Robert E. Lee, who is often treated far more kindly by historians, had greater casualties both in percentages and real numbers: an average of 20 percent of his troops were killed or wounded in his battles—a total of more than 121,000 (far more than any other Civil War general). Lee had 80,000 of his men killed or wounded in his first fourteen months in command (about the same number he started with). All of these casualties have to be considered in the context of America’s deadliest war; 620,000 military men died in that war, 214,938 in battle, and the rest from disease and other causes.10


Both Grant and Lee were aggressive generals, but only Grant’s aggressiveness was consistent with the strategic aims of his government. The Confederacy needed only to avoid conquest, but Lee acted as though the Confederacy had to conquer the North. On the contrary, the Union had the burden of conquering the South, and Grant appropriately went on the offensive throughout the war. He won in the West, won in the Middle, won in the East, and won the war. In summary, Lee needed a tie but went for the win, while Grant needed a win, went for it, and achieved it.

Grant’s successes also have been seriously slighted. He accepted the surrender of three entire Confederate armies—at Fort Donelson in 1862, Vicksburg in 1863, and Appomattox Court House in 1865. No other general on either side accepted the surrender of even one army until Sherman, with Grant’s blessing, accepted the  North Carolina capitulation of the remnants of the Confederate Army of Tennessee in mid-April 1865.

Also overlooked by many are the numerous 1862 and 1863 successes of Grant in the West (Kentucky, Tennessee, and Mississippi). Acting on his own, he occupied Paducah, Kentucky, in early 1862. He then moved on to quickly capture Forts Henry and Donelson, gain control of the Tennessee and Cumberland Rivers, and thereby put a dagger in the left flank of the Confederacy. Shortly thereafter, he recovered from a surprise Confederate attack, saved his army in a vicious two-day battle, and thus won a major victory at Shiloh, Tennessee.

The next year, Grant, again without approval from above, moved his army from the west bank across the Mississippi River to get below Vicksburg, took a daring gamble to feed his army off the countryside, won a series of five battles in eighteen days against Confederate forces that cumulatively outnumbered his, and accepted the surrender of Vicksburg and a nearly 30,000-man army on July 4, 1863. This brilliant campaign resulted in splitting the Confederacy, opening the Mississippi to Union commerce, and impeding the flow of supplies and foodstuffs from Mexico and the Trans-Mississippi to Confederate armies east of that river. Just as significantly, the capture of Vicksburg and the simultaneous Union victory at Gettysburg had a combined devastating impact on morale throughout the South.

In late 1863, Grant moved successfully into the “Middle Theater” of the war (the area from Nashville, Tennessee, to Atlanta, Georgia). That autumn Lincoln called upon Grant to save a Union army that was virtually besieged at Chattanooga in southeastern Tennessee. When Grant arrived there, Union troops and their surviving animals were on the verge of starvation. Under his leadership,  the Federal forces quickly opened a new supply line, captured Lookout Mountain, carried Missionary Ridge, and drove the Rebel Army of Tennessee into the hills of northern Georgia. This November 1863 victory at Chattanooga set the stage for Sherman’s 1864 campaign toward Atlanta.

Having ended Confederate control in the Mississippi Valley and eastern Tennessee and having won Lincoln’s confidence in his willingness to fight and ability to win, Grant was summoned to the East in early 1864 to close out the war. There the Union Army of the Potomac had squandered opportunities to pursue Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia after the battles of Antietam (1862) and Gettysburg (1863), and it had recoiled after the first major battle of each offensive campaign against Lee (Seven Days’, Fredericksburg, and Chancellorsville). That army had demonstrated that “... superior numbers and equipment alone did not win the war. Success was contingent upon the outcome of battles and campaigns, and the Army of the Potomac only became successful when it found someone who could use its resources to the utmost.”11 Grant was that someone.

Appendix II of this book contains various estimates of the casualties incurred by Grant’s armies and their opponents. My best estimate is that Grant’s western casualties (1861-1863) were 36,688 while he imposed 84,187 casualties on his opponents; that his eastern casualties (1864-1865) were 116,954 while he imposed 106,573 casualties on Lee’s troops; and that Grant’s total Civil War casualties were 153,642 while he imposed 190,760 on the enemy. In light of the fact that strategy and tactics compelled him to be on the offensive throughout the war, these totals are convincing evidence of his intelligent execution of his mission.

Far from being the butcher of the battlefield, Grant determined what the North needed to do to win the war and did it. Grant’s  record of unparalleled success—including Belmont, Forts Henry and Donelson, Shiloh, Iuka, Corinth, Raymond, Jackson, Champion’s Hill, Vicksburg, Chattanooga, the Wilderness, Spotsylvania Court House, Petersburg, and Appomattox—establishes him as the greatest general of the Civil War.





One

LIVING A TROUBLED LIFE


Ulysses Grant lives an industrious boyhood, reluctantly attends West Point, fights courageously in the Mexican War, leaves the Army, and struggles in civilian life.




Hiram Ulysses Grant was born in the Ohio River town of Point Pleasant, Ohio, on April 27, 1822. The family of Ulysses’ father, Jesse Root Grant, had moved from Connecticut to Pennsylvania and then to Ohio; the family of his mother, Hannah Simpson Grant, made a similar move from Pennsylvania to Ohio. The year after Ulysses’ birth, his father established a tannery east of Point Pleasant in Georgetown, Ohio, and the family moved there.1


Young “Ulysses,” as he was called, loved working with horses but detested the tannery. By the age of nine or ten, he was earning respectable sums of money breaking horses and driving passengers all over Ohio. Beginning in 1827 or 1828, he attended a series of subscription schools and supplemented them with a year of study at the Maysville Seminary in Maysville, Kentucky (1836-1837), and another at the Presbyterian Academy in Ripley, Ohio (1838-1839).2 


In his memoirs, Grant described his childhood as a pleasant one, saying, “I did not like to work; but I did as much of it, while young, as grown men can be hired to do in these days, and attended school at the same time. I had as many privileges as any boy in the village, and probably more than most of them. I have no recollection of ever having been punished at home, either by scolding or by the rod.”3


Unbeknownst to Ulysses, his father arranged with an old friend and local congressman, Thomas L. Hamer, for an appointment to the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, New York. Rather than looking forward to this opportunity, Ulysses was apprehensive about the appointment. Although four local appointees had succeeded there, Ulysses had heard the story of a fifth who, after being twice dismissed from the academy, had been forbidden to return home by his father. Hamer succeeded in securing Ulysses an appointment, and submitted Grant’s name to the Academy as Ulysses Simpson (his mother’s maiden name) Grant. Although Grant signed some Academy documents as “U. H. Grant,” he signed his eight-year enlistment oath as “U. S. Grant” and was on his way to being known to history as Ulysses S. (or U. S.) Grant. William Sherman, a cadet three years ahead of Grant at West Point, remembered “U. S. Grant” appearing on a list of new cadets, and several cadets making up names to fit the initials—“United States” and “Uncle Sam”—finally settling on the moniker “Sam,” which became Grant’s nickname for life.4


A few months after arriving at the Academy, Grant wrote that he was adjusting well. “On the whole, I like the place very much. so much that I would not go away on any account. The fact is that if a man graduates here he safe fer life. let him go where he will. There is much to dislike but more to like. I mean to study hard and stay if it be possible. if I cannot—very well—the world is wide [sic].”5


At West Point between 1839 and 1843, Grant made many lifelong friends, including James Longstreet, who would later command the First Corps in Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia, and Rufus Ingalls, who would serve as Quartermaster of the Army of the Potomac. He knew all the cadets in the classes that graduated between 1840 and 1846; those classes included over fifty men who would be generals in the Civil War.6 Grant’s great horse riding, middling grades, and below-average conduct marks resulted in his graduating twenty-first in his 1843 class of thirty-nine.7 Perhaps the highlight of his West Point years was his graduation ceremony, during which he rode a large, unmanageable horse and jumped a bar higher than a man’s head. Grant was the only cadet who could ride that horse well, and the jump astounded the crowd at the ceremony.  8


Grant took his post-graduation leave of absence in Ohio, where he was twice mocked for his new military uniform. These incidents, in Grant’s own words, “gave me a distaste for military uniform that I never recovered from.” Thereafter, he never wore a sword unless ordered to do so. During the Civil War, Grant was notorious for his rumpled, informal, and plain uniforms.9 He generally wore a private’s blouse with the indicia of his rank stitched on the shoulder.

As a junior officer, Grant was assigned to Jefferson Barracks outside St. Louis with the Fourth U.S. Infantry. While there, he visited the nearby home of an Academy roommate, Frederick T. Dent. Dent’s younger sister, Julia Boggs Dent, quickly caught the eye of the recently graduated Ulysses, and he began courting her. Grant’s attentions toward Julia took up much of his time, and sometimes caused him to be late for dinner at the officers’ mess. Each time he was late, Robert C. Buchanan, the strict presiding officer of the mess, made Grant pay for a bottle of wine. This dispute started a  long feud between the two officers that was only temporarily halted by the Mexican War.10


In May 1844, just as the Mexican War was beginning to erupt, Ulysses and Julia became engaged, though her father gave only his conditional approval to the match.11 After proposing to Julia, Ulysses left almost immediately for Louisiana and four years of separation to assist in the growing dispute and ultimate war with Mexico.12  Grant was soon awash in the politics that were leading his country down the path to war. Later, he would write in his memoirs that he had no romantic illusions about the nature of his country’s conduct that led to the annexation of Texas and war with Mexico:
For myself, I was bitterly opposed to [the annexation of Texas], and to this day regard the war, which resulted, as one of the most unjust ever waged by a stronger against a weaker nation.... Even if the annexation itself could be justified, the manner in which the subsequent war was forced upon Mexico cannot. The fact is, annexationists wanted more territory than they could possibly lay any claim to.... The Southern rebellion was largely the outgrowth of the Mexican war. Nations, like individuals, are punished for their transgressions. We got our punishment in the most sanguinary and expensive war of modern times.13






During the Mexican War, Grant served under both Winfield Scott and Zachary (“Old Rough-and-Ready”) Taylor. He clearly preferred Taylor. Historians McWhiney and Jamieson concluded that Grant and Taylor shared several characteristics: opposition to plundering, willingness to work with available resources, informality of uniform, attention to detail on the battlefield, reticence in conversation, ability to quickly compose clear and concise written  orders, and calmness in the face of danger and responsibility.14  Grant put that feeling in his own words when he retrospectively praised the quality of Taylor’s army: “A more efficient army for its number and armament, I do not believe ever fought a battle than the one commanded by General Taylor in his first two engagements on Mexican—or Texan soil.”15


Perhaps in part because of a famous incident in which Grant rode a wild horse for three hours and thereby tamed it, Taylor selected Grant as the Fourth Infantry Regiment’s quartermaster and commissary officer. Grant protested the appointment because he feared it would remove him from combat. However, the military logistics experience he gained as a result of the position proved invaluable. Historian Jean Edward Smith concurred: “During the Civil War Grant’s armies might occasionally have straggled, discipline might sometimes have been lax, but food and ammunition trains were always expertly handled. [Grant’s victories] depended in no small measure on his skill as a quartermaster.”16


Serving with Taylor’s high-quality army in 1846 gave Grant an opportunity to demonstrate his skills, as in the case of the battles at Palo Alto and Resaca de Palma, and even to act heroically, as when, with his support, the Americans captured the Mexican city of Monterrey. In the battle at Monterrey, Grant volunteered to ride through the city streets, under fire, to carry a vital message requesting a resupply of ammunition.17 All told, Grant was elated about his successes. It was clear that his time at West Point had prepared him not only for the logistics of waging war, but had instilled in him a capacity for exhilaration as a participant as well. After the first two battles, he wrote to Julia, “There is no great sport in having bullets flying about one in every direction but I find they have less horror when among them than when in anticipation.”18


In his memoirs, Grant described his admiration for Zachary Taylor in words that may just as well have applied to Grant himself:19 
General Taylor was not an officer to trouble the administration much with his demands, but was inclined to do the best he could with the means given him. He felt his responsibility as going no further. If he had thought that he was sent to perform an impossibility with the means given him, he would probably have informed the authorities of his opinion and left them to determine what should be done. If the judgment was against him he would have gone on and done the best he could with the means at hand without parading his grievance before the public. No soldier could face either danger or responsibility more calmly than he. These are qualities more rarely found than genius or physical courage. General Taylor never made any great show or parade, either of uniform or retinue. In dress he was possibly too plain ... ; but he was known to every soldier in his army, and was respected by all.20






General Taylor’s no-frills leadership garnered him much respect, and his successes were bringing some at the highest levels of government to worry about this ever-growing public sentiment. For his part, President James K. Polk feared that General Taylor would capitalize on battlefield victories to win the presidency as a Whig candidate in the upcoming 1848 presidential election. For this reason, Polk spread out the laurels by shifting most of Taylor’s force, including Grant’s regiment, to another Whig general, Major General Winfield Scott.21


Early in 1847, therefore, Grant’s regiment joined Scott’s famous campaign from Vera Cruz, on the coast, to Mexico City. After Vera Cruz surrendered, Grant fought in the major campaign battles of  Cerro Gordo, Churubusco, Molino del Rey, Chapultepec, and Mexico City. Just outside Mexico City, Grant outflanked Mexican artillery with a small detachment, hauled a mountain howitzer to the top of a church belfry, and enfiladed the Mexican position.22 His heroism, about which he wrote nothing in his correspondence to Julia, earned him two brevet (temporary) promotions. Grant learned several military lessons from his experiences in the Mexican War, a war in which the United States (like the Union in the Civil War) was obliged to go on the offensive, and these lessons would shape his entire philosophy on war strategy.

From both Taylor and Scott, he learned that aggressiveness on the offensive led to victory. According to Jean Edward Smith, Grant “saw how time and again Zachary Taylor and Winfield Scott moved against a numerically superior foe occupying a fortified position, and how important it was to maintain the momentum of the attack.”23 From Taylor in particular, Grant learned that speed and the ability to maneuver were real assets. From both, he learned the value of being cunning and deceptive about planned offensives. From Scott’s abandoning his supply line midway through his march on Mexico City, Grant learned that an army could live off the countryside—a lesson that he aptly applied during his 1863 Vicksburg Campaign.24


Grant also came to terms with the fact that death was a normal occurrence among soldiers at war; in fact, death was all around him. 13,283 (16.8 percent) of the 78,718 American soldiers engaged in the Mexican War perished—the highest percentage of any war the United States Army has fought (including the Civil War and both World Wars). However, he may have noted that most deaths came from causes other than battle—only 1,721 of the Americans who died in the Mexican War were killed in action. His personal experience  with death was quite real—only four of the twenty-one officers originally assigned to his regiment survived the war.25


The Mexican War experience was also teaching Grant how to manage life without many of the comforts of home. During the war and his duty in Texas, Grant was compelled to live outdoors for a couple years, a way of life that he credits with saving his life and restoring his health.

But Grant never forgot Julia, at home in Missouri. His extensive correspondence with Julia between 1845 and 1847 is filled with almost desperate pleas for her father to approve their marriage. Finally, in the midst of the Mexico City campaign, Grant learned that Julia’s father had at last given his consent. The happiness that this news must have given Grant on his journey back home was somewhat tempered by an event that created a black mark on Grant’s military record. During the Fourth Infantry’s return to the United States, someone stole $1,000 in quartermaster’s funds from the trunk of a friend of Grant’s. As quartermaster, Grant was held accountable. Although a board of inquiry convened at his request cleared Grant, he was still legally required to reimburse the government for the loss—a requirement that would prove difficult to meet. Grant would spend the next several years trying to get that debt invalidated.26


When the war was at last over, Ulysses Grant married Julia Dent on August 22, 1848, with James Longstreet as his best man. Soon after, Grant and his new wife visited his family in Ohio and then moved on to his stations in Sackets Harbor, New York (on Lake Ontario), and Detroit, Michigan. It was in these early years of marriage that Grant first realized he had a drinking problem. Stationed at Sackets Harbor, Grant decided to battle his problem by joining the Sons of Temperance, which apparently provided him with support  until he was transferred. The drinking problems may have returned after he moved to Detroit. That at least was the impression generated when he fell on an icy sidewalk in January 1851 and sued the merchant who owned the sidewalk. The merchant said of Grant, “If you soldiers would keep sober, perhaps you would not fall on people’s pavement and hurt your legs.” Grant won the case but came under suspicion in the military community.27


The togetherness that Ulysses and Julia shared ended when Grant received orders to go to the Pacific Northwest; Grant decided against taking his pregnant wife and infant son on the dangerous journey to frontier country.28


Before sailing west from New York in July 1852, Grant attempted to clear up the quartermaster funds issue. He visited Washington in an unsuccessful effort to resolve the problem; he was stymied by Senator Henry Clay’s funeral, which closed the entire city for one of the two days that he was there.29 Grant would have to deal with the matter later.

Grant scarcely had time to reflect on the issue as his journey to the Pacific got underway with a harrowing crossing of Panama. Grant helped fight a cholera epidemic and was moved by the death of a hundred persons, including his friends and their children.30  After staying at the Presidio in San Francisco, he traveled north and assumed his duties as commissary officer at Columbia Barracks (renamed Fort Vancouver), where he invested in a store, cattle, hogs, and a farm. These investments, a common practice in those days, brought only losses to Grant. He sold firewood to steamers and rented horses, but the farm was flooded by the Columbia River. Separated from his family, Grant joined many of his fellow officers in heavy drinking. His small size and apparent sensitivity to alcohol made him more prone to intoxication, and his behavior was  observed by visiting officers such as the future general George B. McClellan.31


His September and October 1853 requests to go to Washington to settle the old $1,000 debt were denied. Instead he received orders to Fort Humboldt in northern California, where he reported on January 5, 1854. As a company commander at Fort Humboldt in 1854, Grant served under Lieutenant Colonel Robert Buchanan, the same officer with whom he had feuded in Missouri. Buchanan made life miserable for Grant. Receiving little mail and anxious to return east, Grant was lonely and depressed, and again he reportedly often drank heavily.32


Separated from his wife and family, Grant reflected on his depression in his letters to Julia. On February 2, he wrote to her, “You do not know how forsaken I feel here.... I got one letter from you since I have been here but it was some three months old.”33  Four days later he voiced greater concern and frustration:
A mail come in this evening but brought me no news from you nor nothing in reply to my application for orders to go home. I cannot conceive what is the cause of the delay. The state of suspense that I am in is scarsely bearable. I think I have been from my family quite long enough and sometimes I feel as though I could almost go home “nolens volens.” I presume, under ordinary circumstances, Humboldt would be a good enough place but the suspense I am in would make paradice form a bad picture. [sic]34






In a March 6 letter, he said he was “almost tempted to resign.” On March 25, he said that he had received only one letter from Julia at Fort Humboldt (written the prior October) and added, “How very anxious I am to get home once again. I do not feel as if it was possible to endure this separation much longer.”35


By April 11 Grant had reached his breaking point. Upon receiving notice of his promotion to captain and possibly a threat from Buchanan of a court-martial for being intoxicated while on duty, Grant acknowledged receipt of his new commission, resigned his Army commission (effective July 31, 1854), and requested a leave of absence.36 He then returned to New York via Nicaragua. Grant’s public drinking throughout much of his fifteen-year army career and the circumstances surrounding his resignation had tarred him with a reputation as a heavy drinker.37 His financial situation deteriorated, as he was unable to collect a $1,750 debt owed to him in San Francisco and $800 owed to him by an Army sutler. He ended up borrowing money from a friend, Captain Simon Bolivar Buckner.38


After reentering civilian life, Grant endured the most trying and frustrating years of his life. For several years his primary sources of income were sales of firewood cut on the land that had been given to Julia by her father, Frederick Dent. Grant was an unsuccessful farmer and rent collector. He built a ramshackle house—that he appropriately named Hardscrabble—which Julia despised. He tried to borrow money from his father. A particularly low point occurred in the midst of the 1857 depression when he pawned his gold watch for $22. Throughout this period, Grant was quite dependent upon Julia’s father, with whom he had an acrimonious relationship. After giving up farming in 1858, Grant dabbled in real estate until 1860. Finally, he twice applied unsuccessfully for the position of St. Louis County engineer. All in all, these were depressing times.39 Although it was difficult for him to do, Grant went to his father for help and finally escaped the clutches of Frederick Dent. In May 1860 Ulysses began working under his younger brothers, Simpson and Orvil, in the Grant family’s successful leather-goods store in Galena, Illinois. He moved his family into a rented house, led a sober life, and  apparently began rebuilding his self-respect.40 Although he became friends with attorney John A. Rawlins, a Federal elector pledged to the Democrat Stephen A. Douglas, Grant did not meet the Illinois residency requirement for voting in the November 6, 1860, presidential election.

On the eve of the Civil War, Ulysses Grant had a less-than-successful record as a peacetime Army officer, a distant history of Mexican War heroism, and a well-known drinking problem when separated from his wife and children. Although he had proven his dogged determination and persistence, there was not yet any indication of the military greatness he would demonstrate during the nation’s most important war.





Two

1861: SEEKING A CHANCE TO FIGHT


As the Civil War breaks out, Grant desperately seeks a meaningful command, settles for a training position, excels at it, obtains a regimental command, and leads his troops into the Battle of Belmont.




Abraham Lincoln’s November 1860 election as the first Republican president of the United States led South Carolina and six other southern states to secede from the Union before he was sworn in as president on March 4, 1861. Grant perceived the Republican Party’s opposition to extension of slavery to the territories as the primary cause of secession.1


After the Confederates initiated hostilities by firing on Fort Sumter on April 12, 1861, Grant, like many Midwesterners, was anxious to enter the fray in response to Lincoln’s call for 75,000 volunteers. Grant attended and was called upon to preside over a public meeting in Galena on April 16 and chaired a recruiting rally two days later. Grant refused to become a mere ordinary captain in the company2 of volunteers; instead, he drilled them in Galena and at Camp Yates near Springfield. Although he initially declined to  seek political intervention in order to obtain a senior military position, he did not refuse an offer of assistance from the powerful local Congressman Elihu B. Washburne, the senior Republican in the House of Representatives. With Washburne’s help, Grant became a military aide to Illinois Governor Richard Yates on April 29. That position had high promotion potential. Grant took charge of mustering ten regiments into Illinois service.3


When that assignment was completed, Grant still had no military command or position. Grant hoped that his fifteen years of Army service would quickly earn him a position of leadership and responsibility in the United States Army, but those hopes were soon dashed. First, he wrote a letter dated May 24 to the adjutant general in Washington, offering his services for the duration of the war and stating his competence to command a regiment. Next, he personally applied in Cincinnati for a position with Major General George McClellan, who commanded Ohio’s militia but may have remembered Grant as a heavy drinker. Hearing nothing from McClellan, Grant next applied to Brigadier General Nathaniel Lyon in St. Louis. Again, he received no reply.4


While Grant desperately sought a position, Confederate Brigadier General Richard S. Ewell in Richmond warned a friend, “There is one West Pointer, I think in Missouri, little known, and whom I hope the Northern people will not find out. I mean Sam Grant. I knew him well at the Academy and in Mexico. I should fear him more than any of their officers I have yet heard of. He is not a man of genius, but he is clear-headed, quick and daring.”5


Grant resigned himself to returning home and somehow creating his own opportunity. However, his work had caught the attention of Congressman Washburne, who would prove to be Grant’s dependable sponsor and protector throughout the war. Washburne  had seen Grant’s performance, realized his military potential, and helped convince Governor Yates to name Grant a colonel and regimental militia commander. Perhaps even more significant was the request to Yates from the officers of the 21st Illinois Volunteers that Grant replace their commander. Their colonel had lost control of the volunteers; the men had become notorious for their drunken rowdiness, petty thefts, and lack of any military discipline. Yates consulted his aides, who had been impressed by Grant’s professional direction of that and other regiments, and then offered the command to Grant. After his June 15 appointment, Grant quickly brought discipline to the previously unruly regiment, which was then mustered into national service on June 28. To convince his troops to extend their ninety-day enlistments to three years as a condition of undertaking national service, Grant arranged for speeches by Congressmen (and later generals) John A. McClernand and John A. (“Black Jack”) Logan.6


Grant immediately recognized that lack of leadership was the fundamental problem in the regiment he was to command. He addressed that issue in his first order of the war: “In accepting this command, your Commander will require the co-operation of all the commissioned and non-commissioned Officers in instructing the command, and in maintaining discipline, and hopes to receive also the hearty support of every enlisted man.”7 Jean Edward Smith perceptively analyzed the significance of this order and what it represented in Grant’s approach to commanding units primarily consisting of volunteers:
The phraseology is vintage Grant. The cooperation of officers and noncommissioned officers was required; the support of the enlisted men was something to be hoped for. That  distinction became a hallmark of Grant’s leadership. No West Point-trained officer understood the nature of the Union’s volunteer army better than Grant. Having survived a number of years on the bottom rung in civil life, he had developed an instinctive feel for how civilians behaved. He recognized that volunteer soldiers were not regulars and never tried to impose the spartan discipline of the old army.8






Grant used experience and common sense to establish his credibility in numerous ways. When ordered to move his men one hundred sixteen miles to the Mississippi River, Grant declined rail transportation and had his men march the distance. He told Yates, “The men are going to do a lot of marching before the war is over and I prefer to train them in friendly country, not in the enemy’s.” Based on his Mexican War experience, his supply requisitions were complete and required no changes. When his men were unprepared for an early morning march, he started without many of them and the laggards hurriedly dressed and ran to catch up; the next morning they were ready on schedule.9


In early July, Grant’s regiment was ordered to Quincy, Illinois, then to Ironton, Missouri, and finally to Florida, Missouri. Grant was to move on the latter two locations to dislodge Confederate forces that were reported to be there. It was during those two movements that Grant first experienced the pre-battle anxiety of a Civil War commander. In his memoirs, he described those emotional experiences:
My sensations as we approached what I supposed might be “a field of battle” were anything but agreeable. I had been in all the engagements in Mexico that it was possible for one person to be in; but not in command. If some one else had been  colonel and I had been lieutenant-colonel I do not think I would have felt any trepidation.... As we approached the brow of the hill from which it was expected we could see Harris’ camp, and possibly find his men ready formed to meet us, my heart kept getting higher and higher until it felt to me it was in my throat. [After finding the enemy camp abandoned,] [m]y heart resumed its place. It occurred to me at once that Harris had been as much afraid of me as I had been of him. This was a view of the question I had never taken before; but it was one I never forgot afterwards. From that event to the close of the war, I never experienced trepidation upon confronting an enemy, though I always felt more or less anxiety.10






During the summer and early autumn, Grant commanded several regiments in Missouri, was appointed brigadier general of volunteers on August 5 (based on Washburne’s recommendation), and named his Galena friend, John Rawlins, his adjutant.11 While in Missouri, Grant told his headquarters he was, contrary to orders, not building fortifications for his troops. He wrote, “I am not fortifying here at all. . . . Drill and discipline is more necessary for the men than fortifications . . . . I have ... very little disposition to gain a ‘Pillow notoriety’ for a branch of service that I have forgotten all about.”12 As Jean Edward Smith noted, “Fortifications reflected a defensive mentality alien to his nature.”13


Major General John C. Fremont, Union commander in the West, passed over more senior generals and appointed Grant to be the commander of the District of Southeast Missouri. This appointment put Grant in charge of the critical Mississippi River region with Missouri on the west and Kentucky and Illinois on the east. He established his headquarters in Cairo, Illinois, where the Mississippi and Ohio rivers intersect.14


Grant immediately faced a crisis and converted it into a strategic success. He learned that Confederate soldiers had breached Kentucky’s neutrality and had occupied and were fortifying Columbus, a strong position on the Mississippi a mere twenty miles south of Cairo. More critically, Grant heard from a supposedly reliable spy that Confederates were marching on Paducah, a key Kentucky town at the junction of the Ohio and Tennessee rivers. As soon as he learned of the Confederate occupation of Columbus and the apparent threat to Paducah, Grant wired Fremont of the developments and his intent to move on Paducah unless instructed otherwise.

Within a day, Grant organized an expedition and on September 6, 1861, took possession of Paducah with troops and gunboats. Grant seized Paducah, “a masterful countermeasure to the Confederate occupation of Columbus,” in the words of Donald J. Roberts II,15  without any orders to do so. Grant did not wait for an answer to his wire to Fremont; Fremont’s orders to take Paducah were awaiting Grant at Cairo when he returned from Paducah.16 Although Confederate troops had not actually been marching on Paducah, Grant’s initiative in quickly seizing the town reflected its vulnerability, Grant’s concern about the damage its loss could impose, and his belief in its utility to the Union.17


Fremont transferred Grant and replaced him at Paducah with Brigadier General Charles F. Smith (Grant’s commandant at West Point and his early Civil War mentor). Shortly thereafter, Smith’s troops occupied Smithland, where the Cumberland meets the Ohio. Thus, the scene was set for Grant’s early 1862 thrust into Kentucky and Tennessee via the two riverine highways, the Tennessee and the Cumberland.

For now, however, Fremont was more concerned about, and directed Grant to focus on, the Mississippi River—in particular the    Confederates at Columbus. Beginning on September 8, 1861, Grant used army and naval forces to probe Confederate positions on both banks of the Mississippi. Hoping to take the offensive, Grant sought permission from Fremont to undertake a campaign against Columbus. Fremont, however, had other problems. Reacting to the surrender of 3,500 Union soldiers to a vastly superior Confederate force at Lexington, Missouri, Fremont assembled a 38,000-man Union force, marched into the heart of Missouri, and drove the Confederates into the southwestern part of the state. Fremont, however, had alienated Missouri’s Unionists and lost the confidence of President Lincoln, who relieved him of command on November 2.18
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The day before, Grant finally had received orders to proceed to the vicinity of Columbus. His assignment was to “demonstrate” against the enemy in order to discourage a westward movement of Confederate troops from Columbus into Missouri. Grant’s idea of a demonstration was an attack—even though his orders specifically said he was not to do this. Therefore, he planned to assault the Confederate position across the river from Columbus at Belmont, Missouri. His decision to attack in violation of orders was based on two months of intelligence-gathering, his interpretation of enemy intentions, and his increasing willingness to take the initiative, reinforced by his earlier success in seizing Paducah without orders to do so.19


Grant would be attacking with only 3,100 troops, whereas the Columbus citadel had 17,000 defenders and 140 artillery pieces. But Grant kept Major General Leonidas (“Bishop”) Polk, the Confederate commander, guessing about his intentions. He did this by ordering three columns to move south in Kentucky and two more to do so in Missouri. With his multiple diversionary columns on the  move, on November 6, Grant dispatched his 3,100 attackers on steamboats and moved south from Cairo, Illinois. That night he tied up his vessels on the Kentucky (eastern) shore, an action that threatened Columbus. The next morning, however, Grant’s men landed at Belmont on the Missouri (western) shore. They came under fire from Columbus artillery and Belmont small arms. Under Grant’s personal direction, his men successfully drove the Confederate defenders back to and ultimately through their camp. However, Grant lost control of his neophyte force as they looted the abandoned camp.20


Grant’s officers and men were restored to order and frightened by Confederate shells that began falling among them. They were cut off from their transports by the Rebels who had fled, moved upstream, and then been reinforced by troops from the Kentucky shore. Suddenly the Union troops realized they had to get back to their transports quickly. Grant reorganized them and they fought through the Confederates again—just in time to get back to their steamboats before being overwhelmed by a superior Confederate force sent across in two more steamers from Columbus.

Grant was the last man aboard the departing Union transports as his horse leaped over the riverbank edge, slid down the bank and trotted aboard the boat on a single gangplank.21 As Major General Lewis (“Lew”) Wallace later wrote, Grant’s actions at Belmont were noteworthy, and “the addendum that he had lingered in face of the enemy until he was hauled aboard with the last gang-plank, did him great good.”22


Grant’s foray had created quite a stir among Polk and the Confederates at Columbus. Polk telegraphed President Davis that he had driven away 8,000 attackers and that Grant was reported to have been killed. Three days later, Polk wrote in his official report  that “the battle was fought against great odds” and that the Union attackers had lost at least 1,500 men. However, Confederate dead and wounded poured into Memphis, and Grant miraculously reappeared. As soon as it became known that Grant had attacked with only 3,100 troops, an embarrassed Polk ceased claiming victory. He called in his outlying troops and hunkered down in Columbus. The momentum was with Grant—as it would be throughout the war.23


Grant’s deceptive hit-and-run attack kept Polk from effectively using his superior numbers and amazingly resulted in slightly more casualties for the defenders than the attackers—an unusual occurrence in the Civil War. Of the 3,100 men engaged by Grant, only about 500 were killed, wounded, or missing in the battle. The Confederate force of 7,000, including reinforcements from Columbus, reported about 640 men killed, wounded, or missing.24


On the down side, Grant had underestimated the Rebels’ ability to counterattack his men; this tendency to overlook the potential for enemy attacks would haunt him again at Fort Donelson and Shiloh. Grant was pleased with the results: his soldiers gained self-confidence, the Rebel forces at Columbus were at least disconcerted, and the Confederates canceled any plans to move troops across the Mississippi to assist their comrades in Missouri. Even more importantly for the North, Belmont brought Ulysses Grant’s name to the attention of President Lincoln, who was desperate for any kind of action by a Union general.25 By the end of 1861, Ulysses Grant had established a good foundation for the great achievements that lay ahead. He had reentered the army, been promoted to brigadier general, and carried out his duties with great initiative and a modicum of casualties. Using tactics that presaged his later Vicksburg Campaign, Grant had used multiple diversions to keep General Polk at Columbus guessing at his intentions while he attacked  Belmont. Most noteworthy during this period was his prompt action, solely on his own initiative, to seize control of the mouths of the Tennessee and Cumberland Rivers—a bloodless movement that laid the groundwork for significant progress in early 1862.





Three

WINTER 1862: CAPTURING FORTS HENRY AND DONELSON


Grant overcomes General Halleck’s reluctance, captures Fort Henry, besieges Fort Donelson, counterattacks after a Confederate assault, demands the Fort’s unconditional surrender, and wins national fame—all with minimal losses.




From his headquarters at Cairo, Illinois, Grant conceived a brilliant strategy to bypass the Confederate Mississippi stronghold at Columbus, Kentucky, and use more easterly rivers to take the war all the way into Tennessee. His plan was to coordinate waterborne and overland troop movements with naval gunboats to capture Fort Henry on the Tennessee River and Fort Donelson on the Cumberland River. If successful, this campaign would not only force General Polk to abandon Columbus on the Mississippi, but also open the way for Union capture of Nashville, the Tennessee capital, and sever the major east-west railroad from Memphis to Charleston, South Carolina. In addition, a successful move would open western Tennessee to occupation and enable Union gunboats to reach as far south as northern Mississippi and Alabama.1


Grant’s major problem was the reluctant Major General Henry W. Halleck, the new commander of the Department of the Missouri. After his November 19 appointment, Halleck spent two months probing the enemy and discouraging any offensive action. When Grant went to St. Louis on January 23, 1862, to propose his offensive, Halleck abruptly cut off Grant’s discussion of an up-river campaign and told him that such a matter was not Grant’s business. After returning to Cairo, Grant persisted and won support from his Navy counterpart, Navy Flag Officer Andrew H. Foote. Therefore, he was prepared to act when a frustrated President Lincoln issued a January 27 order calling for a general advance by all U.S. forces, including “the Army and Flotilla at Cairo.”

The next day Grant sent Halleck a telegram—endorsed by Foote—requesting permission to initiate the assault jointly with Foote’s riverboat flotilla. The following day Grant sent a follow-up message telling Halleck, “The advantages of this move are as perceptible to the General Commanding the Department as to myself therefore further statements are unnecessary. [sic]”2 Seeing that he had no other course of action, Halleck sent a January 30 telegram and letter to Grant directing him to “move with the least possible delay” to take and hold Fort Henry. “In three days Grant organized his command for battle, issued rations and ammunition, provided for resupply, procured river transportation, and coordinated the movement of seven Union gunboats. ...”3


Early on the morning of February 3, Grant was already in a position to sail up the Tennessee River from Paducah. Foote’s fleet consisted of four ironclad and three timber-clad gunboats, as well as nine transports carrying Grant’s 15,000 troops, animals, supplies, and artillery. As the fleet left Paducah, Grant told his aide Rawlins how relieved he was that they were now beyond recall by Halleck.4


As General C. F. Smith had advised Grant, Fort Henry was so poorly situated on the Tennessee that much of it was under high water when its defenders learned of the impending attack. Its guns, however, posed a substantial threat and almost killed Grant when he ordered the gunboat Essex to move within two miles of the fort to test the range of those guns. Faced with these obstacles, Grant ordered McClernand’s troops to disembark three miles north of the fort. McClernand gathered intelligence that the fort had been reinforced with as many as 20,000 troops, but, contrary to this information, there had been no such reinforcements.5


Shortly after noon on February 6, Foote’s fleet began its bombardment of the fort. His fifty-four guns out-dueled the seventeen heavy guns inside the flooded fort. The bombardment was so horrific that the 3,400-man garrison panicked and fled east toward Fort Donelson, about eleven miles away on the Cumberland River. Within two hours, Brigadier General Lloyd Tilghman hoisted the white flag of surrender. Foote’s sailors actually rowed into the fort to accept its surrender. Embarrassed by the flight of his soldiers, Tilghman formally reported that he had transferred them to Fort Donelson the previous day. Not proud of McClernand’s mud-marching soldiers’ failure to cut off the Rebels’ escape, Grant never contested Tilghman’s lie, which has become the commonly accepted version of what occurred at Fort Henry.6


Grant had to be thrilled at the quickness of the victory but disappointed that his soldiers, who had been disembarked miles downstream and encountered swampy marching conditions, did not intercept the fleeing Confederates. Nevertheless, Grant sent out patrols and then decided on his next step. He called a meeting of his commanders, C. F. Smith, Lew Wallace, and McClernand, who he hoped would quickly agree to a cross-country march on Fort  Donelson. McClernand, who was lobbying Washington for Grant’s job, delayed the proceedings by reading a verbose declaration he pulled from his pocket. But Grant had no trouble ignoring him and deciding to move his army on to Fort Donelson.7


Although he had no orders from Halleck authorizing his action, Grant quickly ordered his troops to follow the retreating Confederates to Fort Donelson. “In doing so,” in Jean Edward Smith’s words, “he disregarded explicit instructions to entrench at Fort Henry, ignored Halleck’s order to prepare to receive a Confederate attack, and took virtually all of his command with him.”8 Bad roads and heavy rains, however, hindered the movement of Grant’s troops to Fort Donelson.

Grant and Foote took advantage of their control of the Tennessee by sending three wooden gunboats twenty-five miles upriver to destroy the Memphis and Ohio Railroad bridge (linking Memphis with Bowling Green, Kentucky) and a total of one hundred and fifty miles south into northern Alabama and Mississippi—all the way to the head of navigation at Muscle Shoals, Alabama. The mini-fleet captured a fast steamboat, destroyed or captured five other vessels, destroyed a wealth of shipbuilding supplies, revived Union sentiment, and spread discontent among Confederate supporters.9


Meanwhile Foote’s fleet had to steam northward down the Tennessee to the Ohio, eastward up the Ohio to the Cumberland, and southward up the Cumberland to threaten Fort Donelson from the north. On the way, they diverted down the Ohio for repairs at Cairo.10


General Albert Sydney Johnston, the Confederate Departmental Commander, played into Grant’s hands by neither withdrawing from Fort Donelson to enable his troops to fight another day, nor forcefully reinforcing that position with all his available troops.  Instead, he temporized and sent three brigades to boost the Confederate force there to 17,000. Perhaps shocked by the unexpectedly sudden loss of Fort Henry, Johnston, in Jean Edward Smith’s words, had committed “an error of catastrophic proportions.”11


Grant’s troops laid siege to Fort Donelson on February 12. They were reinforced and resupplied by General Sherman from Smithland and from other commands throughout the Midwest. Although as soon as Fort Henry had fallen, Grant had advised Halleck of his intention to take Fort Donelson and Halleck had ordered reinforcements to his command, Halleck sent no communication to Grant either approving or disapproving his plans. Grant was on his own.12


February 13 brought fighting on land and water. Despite Grant’s orders not to bring on a battle until they had received reinforcements, both Smith and McClernand sent some troops on senseless and unsuccessful assaults of the Confederate line. Meanwhile, Foote initiated an exchange of long-range fire between his ships and the fort’s batteries. The unimpressive Union efforts that day were followed that night by the arrival of bitterly cold weather, including snow, sleet, and freezing rain, that brought suffering to the men of both armies.13


In recognition of the new situation created by the fall of Fort Henry, on February 14 Grant was appointed Commander of the District of West Tennessee, and his troops became the Army of the Tennessee. Valentine’s Day also brought Grant more reinforcements, which he formed into a third division and placed under the command of Lew Wallace between Smith on the left and McClernand on the right. That same busy day, Foote unsuccessfully launched his major gunboat assault on Fort Donelson. He learned to his dismay that, unlike Fort Henry, Donelson, which had been  built on high ground, had an artillery advantage over attacking gunboats. The 32-pounder guns of the fort raked the Union vessels, which had ventured too close. Fifty-four men on the ships were killed. The Confederate defenders were heartened by the sight of Union vessels falling back down the river—badly damaged and clearly out of control.14


The next morning Grant was miles downriver from Fort Donelson with the wounded Foote on his flagship planning their next actions when the Confederates successfully attacked from Donelson and pushed back McClernand’s troops on Grant’s right flank. Wallace eventually sent help from the center of Grant’s line, and the Confederate attack was halted by fifty-five rounds of shot and shell from Wallace’s guns. The Confederates had an opportunity to flee south toward Nashville away from the Fort Donelson trap, but they failed to do so. Their hesitation provided Grant with the opportunity to regroup, counterattack, and seal off their escape route.15


When Grant arrived on the deadlocked scene after a seven-mile ride from Foote’s location, he immediately saw that the battle hung in the balance and took the initiative to win it. Initially he was inclined to entrench, but, when informed that the enemy had an open escape route, he ordered the position on the Union right to be retaken.16 He reassured his subordinates that the enemy would no doubt be equally demoralized and that victory belonged to the aggressor. Grant’s own description of the events demonstrates his quick grasp of the situation and his hands-on battlefield tactics:
I turned to Colonel J[oseph].D. Webster, of my staff, who was with me, and said: “Some of our men are pretty badly demoralized, but the enemy must be more so, for he has attempted to force his way out, but has fallen back: the one who attacks first now will be victorious and the enemy will have to be in  a hurry if he gets ahead of me.”... I directed Colonel Webster to ride with me and call out to the men as we passed: “Fill your cartridge-boxes, quick, and get into line; the enemy is trying to escape and he must not be permitted to do so.” This acted like a charm. The men only wanted some one to give them a command.17






Grant reasoned that the Fort Donelson troops had been seeking to break out to the south and probably had left a thin line of defenders on the northern portion of their defensive line. Therefore, he ordered Smith to attack that weakened quarter while Wallace and McClernand recovered the lost ground on the Union right (south). Smith forced his way into the north end of the Confederate lines and bivouacked there in a threatening position that night, while the other two division commanders drove the Rebels back into their entrenchments. The Confederate escape route to Nashville appeared to be blocked.18


Late that afternoon Grant demonstrated his sympathy for the wounded of both sides. He discovered an injured Union officer trying to give a drink to a wounded Confederate soldier. Grant dismounted, gave each of them a swig of brandy, ordered corpsmen to remove them on stretchers, and told the reluctant stretcher-bearers to “take the Confederate too. The war is over between them.” Continuing his ride among the wounded, Grant told his aide, Colonel Webster, “Let’s get away from this dreadful place. I suppose this work is part of the devil that is left in us all.” He then quietly recited words of poet Robert Burns: “Man’s inhumanity to man/Makes countless thousands mourn.”19


In the meantime, Confederate Brigadier Generals John B. Floyd, Gideon J. Pillow, and Simon Buckner (Grant’s old friend) argued about whether to attempt another breakout, maintain and defend  their position, or surrender. Deciding that surrender was probably the wisest course, the incompetent and fearful Floyd (a former disloyal U.S. Secretary of War) and Pillow fled in transports with 1,500 to 3,000 troops and left Buckner to negotiate terms of surrender. Fort Donelson’s cavalry commander, Lieutenant Colonel Nathan Bedford Forrest, escaped along the river with 700 to 1,000 Confederate riders.20


When, on February 16, Buckner requested negotiation of terms for Fort Donelson, Grant (following Smith’s advice) succinctly replied, “No terms except an unconditional and immediate surrender can be accepted. I propose to move immediately upon your works.” As a result of this response and the Confederate capitulation on Grant’s “ungenerous and unchivalrous terms” (in the words of Buckner in his response to Grant), Grant’s West Point-imposed initials suddenly stood for “Unconditional Surrender” Grant.21


From Fort Donelson, Grant took away an important lesson. He realized that in every battle there comes a critical time when the issue hangs in the balance, when both sides are exhausted, and that is the time when the outcome is decided. He realized, said T. Harry Williams, that “the general who had the moral courage to continue fighting would win.”22 Historian Benjamin Franklin Cooling concurred with that analysis: “A crisis had been reached in the battle—in Grant’s very career, in fact. Calling upon every resource at his command, the general did not waver or vacillate. Here was an opportunity to counter-attack, and Grant seized it.”23


In the time between the battles of Fort Sumter and Appomattox Court House, three Civil War armies surrendered to their foes. All three were Confederate armies that surrendered to Grant. Buckner’s remaining army of 14,000 at Fort Donelson was the first. Those soldiers were soon on their way to Union prison camps in the  North.24 The news of the fall of Forts Henry and Donelson hit Confederate President Jefferson Davis “like an earthquake,” and the impact grew worse as he realized that his armies were thereby being compelled to abandon all of Kentucky and much of Tennessee. The abandonment of Tennessee may have cost the South many additional conscripts.25


Grant wired the good news to Halleck’s Chief of Staff in St. Louis: “I am pleased to announce to you the unconditional surrender this morning of Fort Donelson, with twelve to fifteen thousand prisoners, at least forty pieces of Artillery and a large amount of stores, horses, mules and other public property.”26 Ominously, Halleck never acknowledged Grant’s telegram or congratulated him on his victories.The northern press hailed “Unconditional Surrender” Grant and his twin victories. President Lincoln immediately awarded Grant’s success by promoting him to major general of volunteers (a temporary wartime position). In his brilliant, flowing prose, Shelby Foote described how the Northern public, so desperate for victory, ignored all the mistakes Grant had made:
They saw rather, the sweep and slam-bang power of a leader who marched on Wednesday, skirmished on Thursday, imperturbably watched the fleet’s repulse on Friday, fought desperately on Saturday, and received the fort’s unconditional surrender on Sunday. Undeterred by wretched weather, the advice of the tactics manuals, or the reported strength of the enemy position, he had inflicted about 2000 casualties and suffered about 3000 himself—which was as it should have been, considering his role as the attacker—and now there were something more than 12,000 rebel soldiers, the cream of Confederate volunteers, on their way to northern prison camps  to await exchange for as many Union boys, who otherwise would have languished in southern prisons under the coming summer sun. People saw Grant as the author of this deliverance, the embodiment of the offensive spirit, the man who would strike and keep on striking until this war was won.27






In the Confederate capital, however, the news was a blow. Word of Donelson’s fall came at the same time as Jefferson Davis’ inauguration, and Confederate War Department clerk J. B. Jones tried to put a brave face on the Confederate calamity: “At last we have the astounding tidings that Donelson has fallen, and Buckner, and 9000 men, arms, stores, everything are in possession of the enemy! Did the President know it yesterday [the inauguration]? Or did the Secretary keep it back until the new government (permanent) was launched into existence? Wherefore? The Southern people cannot be daunted by calamity!”28


A harbinger of troubles to come between Grant and Halleck was Halleck’s wide dispersal of praise for the victories on the rivers—even to generals subordinate to Grant or barely involved in the fighting—coupled with Halleck’s simultaneous failure to send Grant a message of congratulations. Even while Grant was campaigning against the twin forts, Halleck had tried to replace Grant with three other generals: Brigadier General William Sherman, who declined; Major General Ethan Allen Hitchcock, an elderly Mexican War veteran who also declined; and Brigadier General Don Carlos Buell, who did not respond to Halleck. After Donelson, Halleck had the gall to wire General-in-Chief McClellan: “Make Buell, Grant, and [John] Pope major generals of volunteers and give me command of the West. I ask this in return for Forts Henry and Donelson.” Stanton and Lincoln, aware of who deserved credit, agreed to promote only Grant, who then ranked tenth among Union generals. However,  Halleck had clearly demonstrated that he was jealous and mistrustful of Grant.29


Making sure not to rest on his laurels or be dismayed by Halleck’s snub, Grant moved his soldiers southward up both rivers until they occupied Clarksville, Tennessee, on February 19 and finally the capital, Nashville, on February 25. Halleck delayed Grant’s occupation of Nashville and thereby enabled Forrest to remove commissary and quartermaster stores there.30 However, Grant’s delayed but swift movements angered the slow-footed Buell, whose Army of the Ohio had targeted Nashville as its own goal. On March 1, Halleck belatedly ordered Grant to proceed south on the Tennessee to disrupt Confederate railroads.

Grant’s quick thrust against and capture of Forts Henry and Donelson achieved his goals of forcing Polk from Columbus and the Confederates from most of Kentucky, capturing Nashville, seriously disrupting Confederate rail communications, opening western Tennessee to Union occupation, and threatening northern Mississippi and Alabama. He had thrust a dagger into the Confederate left flank.

Civil War historians Herman Hattaway and Archer Jones went so far as to say, “We suggest that Grant’s capture of the forts, early in 1862, might justly be regarded as the major turning point [of the war]. ...”31 Most impressively, Grant had done all of this while incurring minimal casualties. Of his 27,000 troops, only 2,600 were killed or wounded, while another 224 were missing or captured. In addition, his troops killed or wounded 2,000 Confederates and captured another 14,000.32 Grant’s first major victory was a harbinger of many victories to come—victories that he would achieve with a minimal or reasonable loss of manpower.





Four

SPRING 1862: SALVAGING A VICTORY AT SHILOH


Grant pursues the Confederates, is surprised by a massive Confederate attack at Shiloh, saves his army in a day-long battle, and retrieves victory from defeat by launching a successful counterattack that drives the enemy from the field the next day.




Grant hoped to capitalize on his successes at Forts Henry and Donelson with an immediate move up the Cumberland to seize the Tennessee capital of Nashville. Instead, Halleck ordered Grant and Foote to remain at Fort Donelson and the neighboring Clarksville and not to move on Nashville. Halleck told them he was awaiting instructions from Washington, but actually Halleck was pressuring General-in-Chief McClellan and Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton to put him in charge of all the western Union armies. Grant and Foote’s forward movement was being held hostage by the ambitions of one man. A frustrated Grant nevertheless resolved the Nashville situation by sending a division of Buell’s troops, which had arrived to reinforce him at Fort Donelson, upriver to occupy the city of Nashville, recently abandoned by the Confederates.1


Fuming after Washington’s brusque rejections of his self-promotion efforts, Halleck took out his frustrations on Grant. As William S. McFeely observed, “Halleck wanted Grant pushed aside; once a victor, Grant became a rival.” Halleck was given his opportunity to besmirch Grant’s reputation after a Confederate-sympathizing telegraph operator apparently sabotaged Grant’s communications to Halleck. On March 3, Halleck wired McClellan that Grant was non-communicative, negligent, and inefficient, and that his army was demoralized. As Grant was moving forces deeper into western Tennessee, Halleck tried to push Grant aside, substituted General Smith as commander of an expedition up the Tennessee, and again accused Grant of failing to report his strength and positions. On March 4, he sent Grant a blunt and accusatory telegram that read: “You will place Major Gen. C.F. Smith in command of expedition [up the Tennessee], & remain yourself at Fort Henry. Why do you not obey my orders to report strength & positions of your command?” For about a week, Grant was onboard a steamer in virtual, but unguarded, arrest.2


This was the first indication to Grant that Halleck had not been receiving his reports. Grant stayed at Fort Henry to direct operations while vehemently denying Halleck’s charges. In a March 6 telegram, Halleck repeated his allegations and expanded them to include a claim that Grant had exceeded his authority by advancing to Nashville. Not only was the latter claim false, it was a ludicrous complaint given that the occupation of Nashville was both a huge military and political success. Over the next two days Grant sent further denials and requested that he be relieved from serving under Halleck’s command.3


Meanwhile, “Old Brains” Halleck complained to McClellan that Grant’s army lacked discipline and order. Of Grant himself, Halleck  wrote, “I never saw a man more deficient in . . . organization. Brave & able on the field, he has no idea of how to regulate & organize his forces before a battle or to conduct the operation of a campaign.” Later Halleck wrote to McClellan of a rumor that Grant “has resumed his former bad habits.” McClellan, with Secretary Stanton’s approval, authorized Halleck to remove Grant from command. However, in light of Grant’s victories and Lincoln’s apparent opposition (aided by Congressman Washburne’s intervention) to Halleck’s anti-Grant actions, Halleck backed down. Halleck explained to Grant that he (Halleck) had been getting pressure from McClellan, who had received reports of Grant’s misbehavior and wanted a full investigation. Halleck advised Grant that, instead of conducting an investigation, he was restoring Grant to his command. Only after the war did Grant learn that Halleck himself had initiated the reports to Washington of Grant’s alleged misbehavior and had backed down when told to either submit formal charges or reinstate Grant to command.4


On March 17, Grant headed south up the Tennessee to Savannah, Tennessee. Before Grant’s arrival there, Sherman had traveled thirty miles south on the river in an attempt to destroy the Eastport railroad bridge east of Corinth, Mississippi. His efforts, however, were foiled by high waters. From Savannah, Grant sent reinforcements farther south on the river to Crump’s Landing and Pittsburg Landing, where Sherman was organizing them for an offensive against Corinth, a crossroads of north-south and east-west railroads critical to transportation in the southwestern Confederacy. Grant delayed the offensive until he could be joined by Buell’s Army of the Ohio, which was advancing from Nashville. Most of Grant’s troops camped between Pittsburg Landing and a small church at a place called Shiloh.5


Meanwhile, the Confederates were planning an offensive of their own. General Albert Sidney Johnston, a man senior to Robert E. Lee and all other Confederate generals except one, was assembling an impressive force at Corinth. He was gathering troops from across the South, including the Gulf Coast, the southeastern Atlantic Coast (including Beauregard and many troops from Charleston, South Carolina), and the Mississippi Valley (including Polk’s forces that had abandoned Columbus, Kentucky). On April 2, Johnston began moving his 44,000 troops the twenty miles toward Pittsburg Landing. In those first few days of April, Johnston’s cavalry sporadically encountered Grant’s pickets, but this was not enough to lead Grant to expect a Confederate offensive. One day before this surprise attack was to occur, still unaware of Johnston’s plan, Grant told a fellow officer, “There will be no fight at Pittsburg Landing; we will have to go to Corinth, where the rebels are fortified.” In his memoirs, he later explained: “The fact is, I regarded the campaign we were engaged in as an offensive one and had no idea that the enemy would leave strong entrenchments to take the initiative when he knew he would be attacked where he was if he remained.”6


The frequency of skirmishes continued to increase, and on April 4 Grant was injured as he rode back to his headquarters in the dark. He had been meeting with officers from the front lines when his horse fell on his leg; he was unable to walk without crutches for two or three days. At that time, Grant was spending his nights downriver from Crump’s and Pittsburg Landings at Savannah, where Buell’s Army was expected to arrive. On April 5, Brigadier General William (“Bull”) Nelson and the lead division of Buell’s Army arrived at Savannah. Grant ordered Nelson to proceed down the east bank of the Tennessee so that he could be ferried across to Crump’s or Pittsburg Landing.7
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Grant was still at Savannah early on Sunday, April 6, 1862, when Johnston launched a massive surprise attack on the troops of Brigadier Generals Sherman and Benjamin M. Prentiss at Shiloh, just west of Pittsburg Landing.8 Sherman and other Union generals had tragically ignored reports from skirmishers and cavalry patrols that Confederates were present in large numbers. On April 5, Sherman had even advised Grant, “I do not apprehend anything like an attack on our position.” Grant, for his part, had sent late April 5 messages to Halleck stating that, “The Main force of the enemy is at Corinth. ...” and “I have scarsely [sic] the faintest idea of an attack, (general one), being made upon us but will be prepared should such a thing take place.”9
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