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ABSTRACT 

When Tennessee left the Union t o jo i n the Co nfe de racy in June 

1861, she quickly fo und t hat she had t o secure her own nor t her n bo rde r 

ag a inst invasion f rom the Union armies. One area which Tennes see bad t o 

fo r tify was t he reg ion which lay a long the Tennessee and Cumberland 

Rive r s in Stewart Count y . These two rivers ran from their mouths at 

the Oh io River south into the heart of the Confederacy. Yet, to Con

federate of f ic ials, these two waterways were considered of secondary 

importance and their defense was sadly neglected. I chose to write 

about t he defense of the inland rivers and the battle of Fort Henry 

which resulted from that neglect because the reasons from the Southern 

attitude about the Tennessee and Cumberland Rivers have never been fully 

expiored and the significance. of the battle of Fort Henry has not been 

adequatel y examined. 

I began research for this project by reviewing several compre

hensive Civi 1 War histories which covered the entire war period in 

o rder to put the Fort Henry campaign into perspective. then concen-

trated my research into the area of the Western campaign. Background 

and technical information was gathered from a variety of sources includ

ing journal s , magazines, unpublished dissertations and biographies. The 

maj orit y of material for this s tudy came, however, from primary sources 

such as t he Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies and 

Nav ies, as well as from the National Archives, Washington, D. C. and 

the Stat e Ar ch ives located in Nashville, Tennessee . 

Thi s s tud y determined that Con f ederate civi 1 and military 

officials were quilty of gro ss neglect in their attitude toward the 



defense of the inland rivers . This neg lect enabled the combined army 

and naval fo rces of General Ul ysses Grant to se ize Fort Henry on the 

Tennessee River wit h ease . 

Even though the battle of Fort Henry was a minor engagement , 

the res ults of the Federal victory were of the utmost significance. The 

fall of Fort Henry gave the Federals possession of the Tennessee River 

all the way to Florence, Alabama. This opened the route for a Federal 

invasion of the deep South and forced the Confederates to evacuate their 

strongl y fortified base at Bowling Green, Kentucky, leaving mi ]lions of 

dollars worth of supplies behind. 

The Federal victory at Fort Henry gave Union soldiers renewed 

faith in their own ability to fight and more importantly, to win. It 

raised morale all over the North and greatly shored up the tottering 

Lincoln Administration. In the South, the defeat caused morale to ebb 

and brought about the first discernable cracks in the wall of support 

for President Davis. This campaign also showed the weakness of the 

command structure within the Confederate army in the West . 

The capture of Fort Henry also had two major sifnificances on the 

outcome of the Civi 1 War . First, it kept the nations of Europe from 

seriously considering giving official recognition to the Confederate 

government. Without this recognition the Confederacy could not exist 

for an extended period of ti me. Secondly, the Fort Henry campaign 

laid the foundation for General Grant 1 s fame as a national hero. This 

s hort battle in which the army took no active part caused the President 

of the United States to look favorably at Grant and set the stage for 

him to become commander of all the Federal armies. 

The total lo sses in killed and 1.-1ounded on both sides during 



the batt le of Fort Henry ba re l y exceeded one hundred men. The battle 

l asted less than two ho ur s but the outcome of the engagement changed 

the enti re mi 1 i tary sit uation within the Western theater. Grant moved 

in t o the pub! ic eye and the Federal Armies seized the initiative which 

car ried them through an uninterrupted series of victories in Tennessee 

during the remainder of 1862. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Practically hidden among the tree s and undergrowth of the east 

bank of Kent ucky Lake, about three miles south of the Kentucky State Line, 

stands a deserted row of rifle pits. Along a nearby pathway , gleaming 

met al signs tel 1 hikers and tourists small bits of information about the 

hi story of the area. That's all that remains today of the once formidable 

Tennessee River bastion, Fort Henry. The fort itself was flooded some 

years ago by the Tennessee Valley Authority when the Tennessee River was 

blocked to form Kentucky Lake. Directly across the lake from the rifle 

pits, standing atop Stewarts' Hill, are the remains of Fort Heiman--the 

companion work to Fort Henry. Fort Heiman, litt.le more than mounds of 

earth in the woods now, belongs to Mr. Albert Wynn Jackson. Mr. Jackson, 

for reasons of privacy, does not publicize the existance of the fort , and 

its exact location is not even known to most of the local residents. 

About twelve miles east, on Highway 79, at the Visitor's Center 

of the Fort Donelson National Military Par k, Park Rangers sell a small 

booklet which gives a brief glimpse of the history of fort Henry . Little 

else remains to attest that Fort Henry ever existed or that anything of 

importance ever happened in the area around Kentucky Lake. 

Yet during the cold rainy day of early February, 1862, General 

Ulysses Grant, along with the fleet of Flag Officer Andrew Foote, stormed 

up the swollen Tennessee River in a lightning move, and literally shat

tered Tennessee 's main line of defense with the capture of Forts Henry 

and Heiman. The bold offensive move forced the Confederates to evacuate 
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the i r grea t ba se at Bow ling Green, lea ving mi l li ons of do ll a rs in suppl ies 

behind . Further, it opened the way for the in vas ion of t he heartland- 

one of the Sout h's main sour ces of food , forage , li vestock and manpowe r-

and severed ra i l communicat ions between the two halve s of John s ton' s Army . 

The cap ture a lso provided a staging area for the campaign against Fort 

Donelson and vaulted General Grant into the public eye. 

In terms of significance, Fort Henry should be considered one of 

the more important campaigns during the Civil War, but that is not the 

case. Most Civil War history books dismiss the campaign in a few para

graphs, or simply fail to mention it at all. The fact is that not one 

significant work has ever been written about Forts Henry and Heiman. This 

area of Civil War history is interesting, has value to scholars, and does 

not deserve such neglect. 

Fort Henry was not always neglected, however. For several weeks 

during February, 1862, the stories which came out of the Fort Henry Cam

paign were on the front pages of prominent newspapers throughout the coun

try. As the war dragged on, however , the name of Fort Henry became buried 

amid the names of other more famous battles such as Fredricksburg , Chan

cellorsville, Gettysburg and Cold Harbor. Today, when the name of Fort 

Henry is mentioned, the most often comments are "Where is that?", or, 11 0h, 

that's in Maryland~", or sti 11 worse, "That's where the 'Star Spangled Ban-

ner' was written. 11 

In fact, Fort Henry has only suffered to an extreme degree the 

anonymity which fell over the entire Army of Tennessee after the Civil War 

ended. With the exception of a few good books by Stanley Horn and Thomas 

Co nnel l y , and some regimental histories and printed reminiscences, the 

h istory of the Army of Tennessee for the most part has gone unwrit t en. 
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There are at least th ree ma in reasons fo r the lack of good hi stor-

ical wr i ting concerning the Army of Tenn essee. Fi rst, the Virginia battl e

fields are located near maj or populati on ce nte rs in the Ea s t. The se 

bat tlefiel ds are well mar ked and eas il y access i bl e to vi s i t ors , and have 

been for many years. This i s not the case with many of the western bat t le 

f iel ds. Secondl y , the Army of Northern Virginia had many soldiers within 

i t s ran ks who came from the cream of Southern society. It has been called 

"an army of planters' sons . " These men were of gentle nature and had 

knightl y manners. They represented the best of what most Southerners 

1 i ke to see in themselves. The western army, on the other hand, was con

sidered to be made up of rougher, coarser, tobacco-chewing farmers. Such 

men seldom attract much extreme attention. The third reason for the lack 

of interest in the Army of Tennessee lies in the fact that primary source 

material on the subject is widely dispersed and often inaccessible. Many 

of the records and diaries pertaining to the Army were either destroyed 

or captured and carried off to the North as trophies of war. Part of the 

problem lies also with the states of the old Second Department . Unlike 

Virginia, they failed to provide adequate financing in the post-war 

period for the collection and preservation of papers and records . 

Given the limited availability of primary source material, this 

thesis is an attempt to document and analyze the history of the Confederate 

de f ense of the inland rivers of Tennessee with particular emphasis on Forts 

He nry and Heiman. The purpose is to determine why such a s trategic loca

tion as Fo rt Henry was so poorl y located and so sadl y neglected. Since 

politics in s tead of practical mil i tary considerations s haped the building 

of the Tennessee Li ne in 1861 , those political events wil 1 f i rst be 

examined. 
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Next, a detailed acco unt of the h i s to ry of the fo r ts themselves 

wil l be given . This account wil l include t he con s truction and garr ison

i ng of both fo rt s , as well as the combat operations along the Tenne ssee 

River during 1861 and ea rl y 1862 . The effectiveness of Confede rat e com

manders and Confederate s trateg y will be evaluated and information 

inc l uded on the vita l details such as weaponry, logistics, training and 

morale , which make up the very fabric of military operations. In this 

section, I hope to finall y resolve the previously unanswered question 

about the origins of the heavy ordnance at Fort Henry. In conclusion, 

the significance of the battle and its aftermath will be examined. Here 

the mili t ary and political consequences of the Fort Henry Campaign will 

be evaluated in the light of their bearing on future Civil War operations . 



Chapter 1 

GOVERNOR ISHAM G. HARRIS AND THE POLITICS BEHIND 

THE BUILDING OF THE TENNESSEE LINE 

The secess ion in the States of the deep South immediately after 

Abraham Lincoln's election caused political turmoil within Tennessee. 

The majorit y of the people of the state were opposed to any political 

extreme and were, for the most part, displeased when the secession move

ment was launched by South Carolina. Yet, Tennessee was bound to the 

other Southern states by strong cultural and economic ties, as well as 

by the question of states' rights. In January, 1861, Governor Isham G. 

Harris recommended that a convention be called to consider whether Ten-

nessee should join the States of the deep South. The legislature, in 

special session, decided instead to hold a referendum to determine if 

the convention should be called. Accordingly, on February 9, 1861, the 

referendum was held, and the proposal was rejected by over 11,000 votes. 
1 

The results of the special election are even more interesting if viewed 

by section. In East Tennessee, the bid to call a secession convention 

was defeated by a majority of 25,532 out of a total vote of 41,066. In 

Middle Tennessee the Unionists also scored a victory, but by a much 
' 

narrower margin. Out of 55,066 votes cast, the margin was only 1,382. 

West Tennessee, on the other hand, favored a convention by a majority of 

14,759 out of a total vote of 30,487. Clearly then, only West Tennessee 

favored the move to leave the Union in February . Yet, even this support 

was not unanimous. The counties of Carroll, Henderson, Decatur and 

5 
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McNairy, al 1 si tuated on or nea r the Tenne ssee Rive r in Southwest Ten

nessee , voted against call i ng the secession convention. In Middle Ten

nessee , Davidson County, which included Nashville, also voted against 

the secession convention. 2 

For a time, the secession movement was quieted, but then, on 

April 15, 1861, following the attack on Fort Sumter, Lincoln issued a 

proclamation calling for 75,000 volunteers to put down the rebellion. 

Federal Secretary of War, Simon Cameron, followed Lincoln 1s appeal with 

a message asking Governor Harris to furnish two regiments of state mi

litia for federal service. Harris was outraged, and i.n his reply to 

Li ncoln, said, 11 ln such an unholy crusade no gallant son of Tennessee 

wi 11 ever draw his sword. 11 He fol lowed with an even stronger message to 

Cameron, stating, 11Tennessee will not furnish a single man for purposes 

of coercion, but 50,000, if necessary, for the defense of our rights and 

those of our Southern brothers. ii3 

Lincoln 1s call for troops caused practically all of the Unionists 

of Middle and West Tennessee to switch allegiance and favor secession. 

B. W. Binkley, a Unionist leader from Middle Tennessee summed up the 

situation by his comment: 

I was for Union so long as there was any hope of our rema1n1ng in 
it with peace and honor. When Lincoln issued his proclamation 
calling for 75,000 troops to whip in the Seceded States, I was 
satisfied that day had passed, and now--though not w~a~ you 1d 
te.rm a regular Se~essionist--1 am the most uncomprom1s1ng rebel 
you ever knew .... 

John Bel 1, former presidential candidate and acknowledged leader 

of the Unionists of the entire state, in a speech in Nashvi Ile on April 

2 86 h 11t·,me for action in the South had arrived and he 3, 1 1, said that te 

h 15 was for standing by the Sout ... • 

On April 30, 1861, sensing Tennessee1s change of attitude, 
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Governor Harris sent W. C. Whi tthorne, Spea ke r of the Tennessee House of 

Representatives, to confer with President Jefferson Davis in Montgomery. 

The purpose of Whitthorne 1s visit was to discuss common military objec

ti ves and set the machinery in motion for a Military League between Ten

ne ssee and the Confederate states. 6 

Since the people of Tennessee had shown in February that they 

were not ready to join the Confederacy, Governor Harris and the secession 

bloc, headed by such men as Felix Zollicoffer~ editor of the Nashville 

Republican Banner, and Gustavus A. Henry, a prominent citizen of Clarks

ville, devised a clever plan designed to create an independent Tennessee. 

The jecessionists reasoned that many people who opposed joining the Con

federacy might not feel so strongly against an independent state. After 

an 11 lndependent Tennessee11 had been achieved, the next step in the plan 

called for convincing the population that the state faced the imminent 

danger of a Federal invasion, and their best hope for successful defense 

was to join the Confederate States. 

In order to put the plan into effect, Harris called the legisla

ture into special session on April 25, 1861. Since the Lincoln call for 

troops had disillusioned many of the Unionists, the timing seemed right. 

In a speech before the leoislature. Harris called for a Declaration of 

Independence from the Union. In order to appease Constitutionalists in 

the group, Harris maintained that Lincoln had 11 so perverted the Consti

tution'1 that the Union, as originally conceived, no longer existed. 

Confederate Commissioner Henry W. Hilliard, who accompanied Speaker 

Whitthorne back from Montgomery, then spoke to the gathering and pledged 

the complete support of the Confederate Government. Harris and his 

associates strongly stressed the threat of a Federal move down the 
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Mi ssissippi Rive r and , in orde r to ga i n t he support of Na shvil le , in vented 

the my t h that the Capital Ci t y was invincible. The tactics wor ked and, 

during a secre t ses sion of the General Assembly on May 6, 1861 , the group 

pas sed the 
11

Declaration of Independence and Ordinance" from the Union. 

Thi s declaration was subject to ratification by the voters on June 8, 1861. 

The Secessionists were careful to separate, at least on the surface, the 

ideas of Tennessee independence and entrance into the Confederate States. 

Accordingl y , they persuaded the legislature to authorize a second vote to 

be taken on the same date to determine whether, if independence were rati

fied, Tennessee should become a full member of the Confederate States. 

This provided voters three choices. They could choose to remain in the 

Union, become independent, or become independent and then join the Con

f ederate States. 7 

Unfortunately, Harris' strategy in taking Tennessee out of the 

Union was to have a strongly adverse affect on future mi 1 itary affairs. 

First, the Secessionists played on the fear of an invasion down the Mis

sissippi River in order to emphasize the isolated condition of Tennessee 

as a border state. The Tennessee House of Representatives reacted to the 

threat on April 29, 1861, by authorizing the Governor to send such aid as 

he deemed advisable to protect the city of Columbus, Kentucky, from a 

Federal invasion down the Mississippi. On May 3, 1861, the Senate suc

cumbed to the fear of i nvasion by asking that a large force of troops be 

sent to Union Ci t y, because of the large number of Black Republican 

troops now in occupation of the city of Cairo, 111 i no is . On May 8, 186 l , 

Harris capitalized on the seizure at Cairo of a boat owned by a Tennessee 

fi rm, and arou sed the old f ear of inter f erence with free navigation of the 

M. · · p h · attempting t o s tress the weakness of the ISS ISStp pi. e r ap s , 1n 
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Mississ ippi River line as a reas on fo · · · h c f d r J01n1ng t e one eracy, the leg-

i s lature itself ha d become int rigued with the defense of that area. 

These fears of a Mississippi River invasion, which were planted by pol i

ticians in 1861, became a major source of propaganda for the Mississippi 

Rive r Bloc. This group, made up of politicians, influential citizens and 

even senior military officers, was so completely dedicated to the total 

defense of the Mississippi River that they seriously damaged efforts to 

adequately fortify the rest of the Tennessee line. As a result of their 

political power, defenses along the Mississippi River were needlessly 

duplicated, while those on the Tennessee and Cumberland Rivers were 

practically nonexistent. 

The next step, in the move for an Independent Tennessee, was the 

signing of a Military League between the State and the Confederacy. On 

May 7, 1861, Harris appointed Gustavus Henry, Archibald 0. W. Trotten 

and Washington Barrow as 11 Commissioners on the part of Tennessee 11 and 

sent them to meet in Nashville with Commissioner Henry W. Hilliard. The 

purpose of the meeting was to sign the League Agreement. The agreement 

was ratified the same day by the state legislature and by the Confederate 

Congress on May 15, 1861. 9 Harris 1 strategy in forming a league with the 

Confederacy seemed to have been to make it more difficult for the voters 

to say no to independence in the June referendum. By concluding the 

Mi 1 itary League, Harris was also paving the way for Tennessee 1 s formal 

entrance into the Confederacy later. 

Harris 1 strategy, in this case, may have been politically expedi

ent, but mi 1 itari ly, it was very weak. Under the terms of the League 

Ag reement, the military forces of Tennessee were to be control led by the 

Confederate Government, and both the Confederate and State Governments 
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were to provide fo r Tennessee 1 s common defense. The problem wi th the 

agreement a rose from the fact that the Confederates were busil y engaged 

elsewhe re, and the Confederate command was not really establi shed in 

Tennes see unti 1 July, when General Leonidas Polk arrived to assume tem

po rary command of the Second Department. This situation was only symp

tomatic of the condition that was to exist between Tennessee and the 

Confederate authorities throughout the war. The responsibility then, 

for defending Tennessee, fell upon state authorities and, in May, the 

State was without an armed force. The Tennessee state Militia had been 

abolished in 1857. Fortunately, the legislature, on May 6, 1861, had 

enacted a bi 11 which allowed the Governor 11 to raise, organize, and equip 

a provisional force of 55,000 volunteers for the defense of state. 111 0 

In the summer of 1861, Tennessee had little problem in recruiting 

volunteers. The real problem, however, was the lack of arms within the 

State. 

Harris had been aware of the lack of arms within his State well 

before the League Agreement with the Confederate states was concluded. 

Tennessee, unlike several of the other Southern states, had no Federal 

arsenal from which to seize arms, and the few weapons available in the 

state arsenal were antiques. They consisted of approximately 8 , 000 

flintlock muskets, of which more than half were damaged, 350 badly dam

aged Halls 1 carbines, 185 percussion muskets, and various other small 

arms. Field artillery was also almost nonexistent. In a telegram to 

Jefferson Davis on Apri 1 30, 1861, he stated that, 11Unfortunately, we 

have delayed the important work of arming our State until it is diffi

cult, if not impossible, to procure arms. If you have a surplus, we 

h 1il 1 shall be happy to procure t em. 
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Commiss ione r Hi 11 iard had promi sed that , as soon as t he Co nfed

erate Government rati f ied the League, Tennes see would be supplied wit h 

enough arms 11 to put the State on a war footing." 

Volunteers began to flow into the training camps, but the Con

federate Government failed to provide the promised arms. The state felt 

betrayed, and in late May, Harris complained to Secretary of War, Leroy 

P. Walker, that raising troops was no problem, but that the state could 

not arm even the token regiments which had volunteered. 12 In June, the 

Confederate Government sent 4,000 muskets to Tennessee, but stipulated 

that the arms were to be used only by regiments which were to be mustered 

into Confederate service. Harris complained bitterly to General Gideon 

Pillow that he felt, 11much embarrassed with the unreasonable restrictions 

imposed. 11 Harris asked Secretary Walker to relax the restrictions on the 

use of Confederate weapons, but Walker refused. Another problem which 

state authorities found themselves facing was the reluctance of regiments 

which volunteered for state service to enter the Confederate army. In 

fact, on May 28, 1861, Harris confessed to Walker that he could not induce 

a single regiment to go into Confederate service. Thus, troops had to be 

raised especially for Confederate service, the Confederate weapons lay 

idle, and state troops went unarmed. l3 

The situation regarding arms continued to worsen as Confederate 

authorities again intervened and created problems. Not only were the arms 

sent to Tennessee designated for Confederate troops only, but the regi

ments first armed were sent to the Virginia front. Some Tennessee com

panies not only refused to leave the state, but declined to serve unless 

provided with the same equipment as those going to Virginia. Tennessee 

regiments fretted at the delay in receiving arms, and as a result, the 
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general morale of the troops su f fe red grea t ly. 

The only helpful s ugges ti on rece ived f rom Secretary Wa lke r was 

that Harris shou ld att empt t o arm his troop s with the count ry r i fl e , 

since "many of your citizens are habituated to the use of the rifle. 11 

Wa lker point ed out that it was the rifle which won victory for Tennessee 

at King' s Mountain. Unfortunatel y , most of the country rifles in Ten

nes see were old enough to have been at the battle of King's Mountain. 

Al so , the country rifles were made in many calibers, and were in need of 

repair. The state Arsenal in May, 1861 lacked the facilities needed to 

alter and repair these old 11fireplace decorations." 

The combination of failure of the Confederate Government to pro

vide sufficient arms to equip Confederate regiments and to provide any 

arms at all for state regiments were key factors in explaining the weak

ness of the Tennessee defensive line in the Summer of 1861. The arms 

problem only foreshadowed a similar situation General Albert Sidney 

Johnston would face later. Harris 1 Provisional Army looked impressive on 

paper , but was almost totally unarmed. 14 

The special election of June 8, 1861, showed that the Lincoln 

proclamation had destroyed much of the Unionism in Tennessee, and that 

Harris had done his work well. The results were an overwhelming success 

for Ha r ris 1 forces, who received 104,913 votes for 11 separation 11 from the 

Union, wh ile foes of secession accumulated onl y 47,238. On the question 

of whether to join the Confederate states, 104,102 voted for the measure, 

while 47,364 voted against it. The majority of Davidson County residents 

· the res·1dents of Lower Tennessee River voted for both measures, but again 

and Voted against both secession and j oined most of East Tenne s see , 

joining the Confederacy. 15 
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While Ha r ri s ' main inte rest throughout t he spring and ea rl y summer 

of 1861 had been in persuading Tennessee's population to allow the state 

to join the Confederacy, he now turned to the task of being re-elected to 

a second t erm as Governor of the State. The Unionists, after fumbling 

about for a time, selected Wi 11 iam H. Polk, brother of the former Presi

dent, to be Harris' opponent. 

Harris saw in the gubernatorial campaign the opportunity to use, 

once again, the disposition of troops and defenses as a political weapon. 

Drawing much of his support from the Mississippi Valley, Harris promised 

the population of West Tennessee a strong defense, and allowed officials 

in Memphis complete freedom in the expenditure of State funds to build 

fortifications. 

Another area which Harris considered vital to his re-election was 

Nashville. Nashvi Ile and Davidson County had voted against calling a 

secession convention in February, and in May, when the legislature 

approved a bil 1 to submit the independence measures to a popular refer

endum, both the Senator and the Representatives from Davidson County voted 

against the measure. Harris had originally secured the support of the 

areq by creating the idea that Nashvi Ile was invulnerable to attack. He 

used the same tactics again in his re-election campaign to maintain the 

support of the city. l6 Again, his tactics were successful and Governor 

Harris defeated Polk by a vote of 73,083 to 42,416. The re-election of 

Harris insured a vigorous war pol icy within the State, but his election 

tactics had a detrimental effect on the defenses of the State. Harris 

had committed the State to massive defenses on the Mississippi River, and 

17 
convinced the people of Nashville that strong defenses were not needed. 

Harris was one of the most energetic war governors in the South. 
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He not only led his Sta t e out of t he Union , but proceeded to build the 

Provisiona l Army of Tenne ssee, which was one of the best organized st a te 

fo rces in the South. This Army was to become the nucleus of Albert Sydney 

John s ton ' s Army of Tennessee. 

Despite his energy and selfless devotion to the cause of seces

si on, Harris exhibited several weaknesses which did harm to the defense 

of the Tennessee Line, and in particular, to the defenses of Middle Ten

nessee. Harris had no military experience, yet he devised a grand 

strategy for the state's defense without correlating his activities with 

the Confederate Government. He also possessed a naive trust in his own 

plans, as well as in the officers who did not merit his trust. One such 

officer was Gideon Pillow, who Harris commissioned a Major General and 

gave command of the Provisional Army . 18 Pillow was a Democratic poli

tician from Memphis, and had been influential in securing the Presidential 

nomination for James K. Polk in 1844. During the Mexican War, Polk had 

rewarded Pillow by making him a Major General of volunteers. Pillow was 

noted for insatiable egotism and insubordination. Possessing only 

mediocre military abi 1 ity, he had nevertheless attempted in 1847 to cast 

himself as the hero of the campaign against Mexico Ci ty. Pillow's conduct 

t ncurred the disdain of most of the officers of the Regular Army. They 

considered Pl l low to be incompetent , and a spy for President Polk. 

Pillow ' s conduct was erratic. He could be valorous, as in leading his 

1 . . 19 
div l sion in a charge at Chapultepec, but he also was over y sens1t1ve. 

Harris maintained for himself the position of Commander-in-Chief 

of t he Provisional Army,. and in this position, wielded strong influence 

concern ing t he disposition of defenses for the State. Both Harris and 

Pi l low were personall y committed to the defenses of the Mississippi River , 
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so the political promises made to the people of the Missis s ippi Vall ey 

earlier in the year were easy to keep. Harris' faith in Pillow caused him 

to give Pillow complete freedom to take such steps as he thought necessary 

in order to protect the territory of Tennessee from invasion. 

The result of Harris and Pillow's commitment to the Mississippi 

Valley, along with political pressure from that area was an unbalanced 
. , 

Tennessee Line with most of the forces concentrated along the western bor

der. In May and June 1861, Harris placed 15,000 troops along the Missis

sippi River and began construction of Forts Harris, Wright, Pillow, and 

also defenses at Memphis itself. To hold the entire line in East Tennes

see, General Zollicoffer was sent with only some poorly armed regiments, 

containing less than 4,000 men. 20 

Nashville quickly became the main supply depot for the Provisional 

Army, and the factories of the city turned out clothing, harnesses, gun

powder, cannons, and most of the other necessities of the war, except for 

small arms. The city also contained a warehouse for the Confederate Army 

in Virginia. Food, blankets and clothing for the Virginia forces was 

gathered and stored in Nashville, because this city was centrally located 

and also was one of the largest in the South. Yet Nashvi lie and all of 

Middle Tennessee was guarded by less than four thousand men. This area, 

which included the Cumberland and Tennessee Rivers, suffered most from 

Harris' political tactics earlier during the year, and now that war had 

come, they were to suffer his neglect. Harris recognized the fact that 

these two rivers offered possible invasion routes, and in May, he had 

initiated surveys for defensive positions on both rivers, yet he did 

nothing to see that the works were completed. Failure to comprehend the 

extent of the threat to Middle Tennessee, and to oversee the completion 
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of the inla nd r ive r fo r ts, was probabl y Harri s' mos t se ri ous blunder as 

Commander of the Sta te Army. 21 

The Gove rnor' s lack of interest in defens es for the inland r ive rs 

wa s due, in part , to his belief that the neutrality of Kentucky made such 

defenses unnecessary . Kentucky was a slave state , and closely akin i n 

soi l , cl imate and social system to the rest of the South. Her governor , 

Be ria h Magof fin, was an avowed Secessionist , ye t the State's geograph ical 

posi t ion placed her between the North and South. Both the Union and the 

Confederate states were anxious to gain a hold in Kentucky, because the 

Tennessee and Cumberland Rivers both crossed the state. Magoffin , realiz

i ng that Union sentiment within Kentucky prevented her entrance into the 

Confederacy, steered a course of neutrality. On May 20, 1861, the two 

houses of the Kentucky state legislature agreed, and the State adopted an 

official position of neutrality. Magoffin then issued a warning to the 

warring governments that neither Federal nor Confederate troops were per

mi t ted to enter the State. 22 Harris wrote to Pillow that he was satisfied 

t hat "the Federal Government wi 11 not attempt to quarter troops in 

Ken t ucky." He also warned Pillow to be extemel y careful not to violate 

Kentucky's neutrality by sending troops into that State. 23 

In relying on the neutrality of Kentucky as a buffer zone for the 

defense of the inland rivers and Middle Tennessee , Harris t ook a dangerous 

gamble. With no adequate defensive works, and with few men and still fewer 

weapons, there was nothing to prevent the complete Federal subjugation 

of a ll Middle Tennessee, if Kentucky neutrality evaporated. 

k Shor t lived and began to come to an end Neutrality in Kentuc y was 

· f J e 20 1861 The election was a with the Congres s ional e lection o un , · 

s truggle between Fede ral and Confederate factions, and resulted in a 
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resounding vi ctory fo r pro-Union candidates. Unionists carried nine of 

the ten districts, and public opinion began to shift more and more in the 

Federal fa vor. Major General Simon B. Buckner, a Souther sympathizer, 

resigned as Inspector General of the pro-Southern Kentucky State Guard 

and moved to Tennessee. Shortly thereafter, the Guard was disbanded and 

man y of its members followed Buckner. Lincoln, sensing that the State 

was leaning heavily toward the Union in August, sent U.S. Navy Lieutenant 

Wi 1 liam Nelson into Kentucky to begin recruiting regiments for an opera-

. . E T 24 t1on into ast ennessee . Harris, aware of Union activity within Ken-

tucky, should have realized by this time that his plan to use Kentucky as 

a buffer was a failure, but still he took no action to increase the 

defenses of Middle Tennessee. During the entire period between May and 

September, no attempts were made to construct any defenses at Nashville, 

and no effort was put forth to complete other defenses in Middle Tennessee. 25 

In defense of Harris, it should be stated that as of July 1861, 

the troops in Middle Tennessee fell under the tacit control of the Con

federate Government, and Harris did not feel that he was authorized to 

give them orders. It was at this time, General Polk assumed command in 

Memphis. Harris contacted Confederate officials and unsuccessfully attempt

ed to turn over mi 1 itary control of Middle Tennessee to General Polk.
26 

Sti 1 l, Harris was in charge of troops Middle and East Tennessee. His 

failure to act in an aggressive manner to provide adequate forces for 

these two areas cannot be explained. 

Events throughout the summer and fall combined to draw attention 

away from the defense of the inland rivers. First, Harris' preoccupation 

with the defenses of the Mississippi River, and his confidence in Ken

tucky's neutrality, induced him to contemplate an offensive campaign into 
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Mi ssour i. Har ris correctl y regarded the threat of a Federal invas ion down 

t he Mississ i ppi River as real, but he believed they would by-pass Kentucky 

and come down the west bank of the river. Harris proposed to Pillow, in 

June, that the forces of Tennessee should themselves cross the Mississippi 

River , and move up the west bank to Birds Point, Missouri . 27 Birds Point 

was probably chosen as Harris' objective because it would help Southerners 

in Missouri, and it was also located almost directly across the river from 

Cairo, Illinois, where Union forces were gathering. In any event, the 

Provisional Army was in no condition to assume an offensive and such an ill 

conceived adventure only served to further draw attention away from the 

preparation of defenses along the inland rivers. 

The need to put down the rebellion in East Tennessee during the 

fall also drew still more attention away from the inland forts. Before 

Harris' re-election in August, he had been tolerant in his attitude toward 

the Loyalists. After the election, however, he assumed a harsher attitude, 

and this helped to cause open rebellion. Quelling the rebel] ion required 

troops, equipment and arms, which were badly needed at the inland rivers 

and other defensive points along the Tennessee Line. Regiments had to 

be sent to East Tennessee to guard the single rail line which connected 

Tennessee with Virginia, and men who otherwise may have been persuaded 

eventually to join the Confederate Army became ardent Loyalists.
28 

While Governor Harris must shoulder much of the blame for failure 

to adequately defend the inland rivers during the summer of 1861, part of 

th.e blame, at least where the Tennessee River is concerned, must be shared 

by the population Jiving along its banks. The geography of the Tennessee 

Create a S tate of apathy about the defense of the River actually helped to 

river. While the Tennessee River was navigable in places all the way from 
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i ts mou th on the Ohio River t o Knoxvi lle in East Tennessee, there were 

p lace s where rive r conditions discouraged the use of large craft. West of 

Chattanooga, the Tennessee River ran through the gorge of the Cumberland 

Mo untains, and here was a series of whirlpools, sucks, sandbars and shoals 

wh ich even the best of boatmen feared. F th d h · s· ur er own t e river, at 19 

Muscle Shoals, the river fell eighty-five feet within fifteen miles over 

a series of cascades and fl int shoals. These locations effectively blocked 

the use of the river by an invading Army, thereby lessening the demand for 

strong river defenses. 29 

In the areas where the Tennessee River flows through Southwest 

Tennessee, the topsoil is generally thin and sandy. It was unsuited to 

the production of cotton, and so discouraged the use of slaves. The 

majority of the people of this area were poor non-slaveholding farmers, 

and were strong Union supporters. The counties south of such river towns 

as Decatur became centers for guerrilla warfare against the slaveholding 

planters. These counties were also excellent areas for Union recruiting. 

Robert P. Blount wrote to the new Confederate Secretary of War Judah P. 

Benjamin, in January 1862, that companies of Union men had been raised 

in Greene and the adjoining county, and there was fear that they would 

attempt to rescue prisoners of war at Tuscaloosa. Tory activity was of 

such concern to the river people that many of them were afraid to be out

spoken in their support of the Confederate cause for fear of reprisals. 

Landlocked by the shoals and harassed by Unionist raiders, the Confed

erates of this area had 1 ittle inclination to lobby for fortifications 

on the Tennessee.JO 

It is not difficult to understand why the people who lived along 

the M 1 Shoals were not vocal in their desires for Tennessee above use e 
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strong fo rtif ications along the Tennessee, but from Florence to the Ohio 

River, the Tennessee was navigable throughout the year and could easily 

be traveled by an invading Union river force. In several of the cities 

below Muscle Shoals, pro-Southern citizen groups were formed and at least 

two such groups, headed by Samuel D. Weakley and F. G. Norman, did advocate 

strong defenses for the Tennessee. On May 17, 1861, Norman wrote to Sec

retary of War Walker and decried the defenseless condition of the Tennessee 

River. In November of that same year, Weakley and his group offered assis

tance to General Polk, and Weakley was responsible for raising most of the 

troops and labor used to build the defenses along the west bank of the 

Tennessee opposite Fort Henry. Still, the majority of the people who lived 

in the river counties were not concerned with any Confederate defenses, for 

this region, 1 ike its Alabama neighbor, was strong Union country. The 

people of Carroll, Henderson, Decatur and McNairy Counties had supported 

Bel 1 in the presidential election of 1860, and had opposed secession in 

February and again in June. Throughout the war, sporadic guerrilla activ

ity took place in the swampy areas of the Tennessee Valley. Henderson, 

Hardin, Wayne and Decatur Counties were known as spawning grounds for 

guerrilla movements.3 2 

In summation, Governor Harris campaigned to bring Tennessee into 

the Confederacy, but in doing so he seriously undermined efforts to 

successfully defend the Cumberland and Tennessee Rivers. First, he 

fostered the idea of an invasion down the Mississippi River until the idea 

Second' he Created the illusion that Nashville, became an obsession. 

d Sto rehouse for the Provisional Army, was capital city of the State an 

invulnerable. After the State left the Union and Harris became the 

S t Ar my he created an unbalanced 1 ine of 
Commander-in-Chief of the ta e • 
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defense which great ly fa vored the Mi ss issi ppi Ri ve r inte rests and left 

the inland rive r s practicall y defensel es s. 

Ha r r i s al so re lied on the naive conception that Kentuc ky 1 s pe r iod 

of neutralit y would prevent Federal troops from invading Middle Tennessee . 

He even considered offensive operations into Missouri instead of concen

t rat ing his efforts on building effective defenses throughout the Ten

nes see Line. Once Harris realized that Kentucky had sided with the Union, 

he s ti 11 failed to see that the defenses along the two primary invasion 

routes into Middle Tennessee, the Cumberland and Tennessee Rivers, were 

adequately defended. If one man can be said to be responsible for the 

defenseless conditions of the inland river forts during most of 1861, 

that man is certainly Isham G. Harris. 



Chapter 2 

EARLY PREPARATIONS FOR THE DEFENSE OF THE INLAND RIVERS 

Despite the preoccupation of Governor Isham Harris with the defense 

of the Mississippi River, he still realized that the Cumberland and Ten

nessee Rivers offered possible invasion routes into Middle Tennessee. He, 

t herefore, determined that the building of forts along these two rivers 

was necessary. 

In May, 1861, Harris selected Adna Anderson to conduct the initial 

surveys for the inland river fortifications. Anderson was one of the 

South's most noted and able civil engineers. Prior to 1861, he had 

a 1 ready bu i 1 t several ra i 1 lines and had been the receiver of the Edge

field and Kentucky Railroad which, at the time of the Civil War, ran 

from Nashvi Ile to Guthrie, Kentucky. Tbus, he was familiar with the 

topography of the area. 

General Daniel S. Donelson, Adjutant-General of the State, was 

selected to oversee the entire project. Donelson encouraged the building 

of th.ese forts in Kentucky as he considered the terrain superior, but 

Har r is refused, not wanting to allow such a violation of Kentucky's neu

trality. The ideal position for both works would have been at a point 

near the mouth of the Tennessee and Cumberland Rivers, just south of 

Paducah and Smithland, Kentucky . There the two rivers came with in three 

miles of each other and the two forts would have been close enough to 

ren der mutual support. 

22 
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With inst ructions to place the inland river forts with in the boun

daries of Tennessee, Anderson recruited a survey crew in Nashville. In 

his team was Private Wilbur F. Foster, Company C, 1st Tennessee Infantry. 

Befo re the war, Foster was a trained surveyor and topographer. 1 

The work on the Cumberland was called Ft. Donelson, after the 

general who superintended the project. The Tennessee River fort was named 

Fort Henry , after Gustavus A. Henry. Henry, it will be recalled, was a 

strong supporter of Governor Harris in the fight over secession in Ten

nessee. No record was found as to who selected the name for the forts. 

On May 10, 1861, Anderson selected the location for Fort Donelspn 

and completed the surveys for what later became the Water Battery. The 

site chosen for the fort lay on the west bank of the Cumberland, about one 

mile above Dover, Tennessee. The selection of this position proved to be 

very sound because, locate.cl forty feet above th.e norma 1 water 1 eve 1, the 

fort 1 s guns had complete command of the river. 2 

The survey party then proceeded west to the Tennessee River. The 

survey crew examined the entire area, made careful surveys, and decided 

upon a point just 11 below the mouth of Standing Stone Creek and nearly 

opposite the mouth of Sandy (Riverl. 11 Foster noted that in their surveys, 

11 great care was taken to ascertain true high water mark and note the con

ditions which would exist in time of flood. 113 

While both banks of the Tennessee River are within the boundaries 

d below t hat point, the river forms the at a site selected by An erson, 

for a distance of about seven miles and boundary between the two states 

then is entirely within the boundaries of Kentucky. 

Harris had made Bushrod Rust Meanwh i 1 e, in Nashv i 11 e, Governor 

• · 1 Army and appointed him to the post of 
Johnson a Major in the Prov1s1ona • 
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St ate Chief Eng inee r. Johnson had attended West Point , and graduat ed i n 

the Class of 1840. He had lived in Nashville for a number of years, and 

had been a teacher at the University of Nashville. Since he had seen 

serv ice in the Mexican War, and the State was almost without military 

engineers , Johnson appeared to be a logical choice. 

On Ma y 28th, Johnson proceeded to the Tennessee River for the pur

pose of replacing Anderson. Johnson and Anderson inspected the proposed 

sites and Johnson received all the maps , plans and the results of the 

surveys conducted by Foster. At that point, Johnson assumed further 

responsibilities for direction of the works on the inland river defenses. 

Anderson and Foster departed for duties elsewhere . 4 

Not much is known concerning Johnson's engineering capabilities 

before the Civil War, but he was certainly responsible for a blunder of 

the first magnitude at Fort Henry. He began by making another examination 

of Anderson's proposed site, which was referred to in letters as Coleman's 

Landing. The newly appointed Major felt this site was unsuitable, because 

there were heights in back of the landing that would command any work that 

could be built there and a large force of infantry would be required to 

defend the area. Johnson then proceeded by steamer down river and found 

what he considered a superior site at Kirkman's Old Landing. Apparently 

t his site had also been considered by Anderson, but rejected for some 

reason. The immediate problem witn the Kirkman's Landing site was that 

the opposite bank was on Kentucky soil, whereas the opposite bank from 

t he Coleman site was within the boundary of Tennessee. Still considering 

t he Kirkman site superior, Johnson examined the Meigs and Cooper Code of 

State of Tennessee and found, on page 82, the Tennessee River was subject 
--------
to t he common use and concurrent jurisdiction of the two States so far 
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as it fo rmed the common boundary. J h 

o nson rea soned then, t hat t he plac ing 

of t he fort at Kirkman
1
s Landing would not violate the neutrality of 

Kentucky . 

Apparentl y the main reason Johnson favored the Kirkman site over 

Co leman
1
s Landing was primaril y on account of the rear defenses. In 

selecting the new site, Johnson failed to mention one good feature. The 

new site was located at a slight bend in the river which would give the 

guns almost complete command of the river for two miles. 

When Governor Harris decided to build forts on the inland rivers, 

he also sent several militia companies from Nashville to the Tennessee 

River to bu i 1 d the works once a site was se 1 ected. B.ecause of the confu

sion as to the location of the fort, most of the troops were at Coleman 1s 

Landing while the guards and provisions were at Kirkman 1 s Landing. John

son appealed to Harris for a final decision, stating that he thought: 

Kirkman 1s Landing is much superior to it (Coleman 1s Landing) in 
a military point of view. However, if the mere moral effect of 
a battery, with troops, is al 1 that will be needed, of course 
Coleman 1s Landing will do. But no one knows this. At present, 
I have no other alternatives, but to go on and fortify Coleman 1s 
Landing or wait for your orders to move the trgops to Kirkman 1s 
Landing. Too much delay has already occurred. 

On June 14th, Harris sent a letter to Johnson telling him that he 

much preferred a location where both river banks were under the juris

diction of Tennessee, but Johnson had the responsibility for selecting the 

best site. Once Johnson made his final selection, he was to erect forti

fications.6 

Major Johnson1s decision to relocate Fort Henry was supported by 

General Donelson. Donelson was particularly impressed with the fact that 

fort Would be Only twelve miles east of the Cumberland t he Tennessee River 



26 

Rive r wo rk and could be of mutual support in the event of attack.7 

In order to properl y under s tand the exact geographical position of 

For t Hen ry, one needs onl y to refer to a letter written by Colonel Adolphus 

He iman to General Polk on October 18, 1861. Excerpts from that letter are 

included here to describe that position: 

Fort Henry is situated on the east bank of Tennessee River about 
one mi le north of the offset in the boundary line of the S~ate on 
its western extension. It is 20 miles below Danville where the 
Memphis, Louisville and Nashville Railroad crosses th~ Tennessee 
and 60 miles above Paducah: The river at this point is l 260 ' 
feet wide.... ' 

The head of the island is l¼ miles from the fort. The island 
is 1 mi le in length and about 350 feet in width, and is heavily 
timbered. The Channel is 700 feet in width. The chute between 
the island and the Kentucky shore is not navigable except when the 
river is very high. 

The valley in which the fort is situated his parallel with the 
river, about 7 miles in length and from! to l 3/4 miles, where 
the valley is narrowed by projecting spurs to about 350 yards. 

The hills on the east outlying this valley have a steep 
ace] ivity to a height of 80 to 100 feet in a horizontal distance 
of 300 feet. These hills are spurs from a dividing ridge distant 
from the bank of the river from 3½ to 6 miles. This ridge is 
about 350 feet above low water, and divides the waters of the 
Tennessee from the Cumberland River. 

The hills of the greatest elevation fronting upon the river 
are south of the fort about 3 miles and distant from the river 
about a mile. Two hills within lk miles from the fort attain 
the height of 220 feet above the crest of the parapet, but owing 
to the heaviness of the timber between them and the fort, they 
can be of little advantage to an enemy. 

There is also a ridge northeast of the fort about 3,000 
feet distant with an elevation of 60 feet above the parapet, 
which furnishes an effective basis of operations if the fort 
should be attacked by land forces. From low-water mark to 
high-water mark is 44 feet . 

At the high stage of the river the water backs up into 
Panther Creek on the north and Lost Creek on the south 2½ miles, 
and at this stage the lower part of the fort is ~ot free from 
overflow, being 7 feet 6 inches lower t~alnl t~e hb1ghesht plafrt. 
The leading roads begin to ascend the h1 s in a out a ~ 

· 1 f h · and are generally located on the summ1 ts m1 e rom t e river, 
of the ridges are gravelly, and generally very good. k 

This is the topography around the fort on the east ban 
(Tennessee side) of the river. . 
- b k f the river (Kentucky side) the valley On the west an o . 9 ·1 

d h d t the mouth of Blood River, about m1 es 
exten s nort war s O d 1 bout 11- mi ]es. 
f h f d to the southwar on Ya 4 

rom t e ort, an . 11 distant from the river 
The hills outlying this va ey are 



at the south on l y 80 ya rds . . 
d , J us t oppo s i te t h f 1 700 yards, an thence recede t o e ar t on y 

Th h· 11 b a general dis t ance of ..\- t o 1 m1· 1e. e I a utting on th . , e rive r on th h .d f for t and on the west ban k is d . e sout s 1 e o the 
yard s and is 170 fee t above th 1s t ant from the fort 1,500 
t he summit of t h is h·1 ll eh c reS t of the parapet. Acros s runs t e d · · d • 1 . and Kent uc ky. About 3/4 f . IVI ing 1ne between Tennes see 
1 mi le f rom and immedi t ~ a mi 1~ north of this hi 11 and about 
f eet above the crest 

0
~ eth y opposite the fort, is a hill 250 

• e parapet from wh· h · to a distance of 3 000 f f ' 1c a spur proJects 
80 f eet, which, fr;m itse~~an~~m the : 0 :t, with an elevation of 
the ground may be eas·l f '.n~ position and the nature of 

' 1 Y ort1f1ed 
These hi 11 s I consider th 1 ·1 

b 
. e rea Y dangerous points and 

proper atter,es placed on th . 11 ' 
Sha ld th em w1 certainly command the fort . 

. lt u le enemy attempt an invasion of the State by ascending 
;

1mu aneous Y ~he Cumberland and Tennessee Rivers with a large 
orce, t~es~ points, being within 20 miles of the railroad leading 

f rom Lou1sv'. lle and Nashville to Memphis, should b occupied by 
our troops In order to maintain our position here.a 
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The location of Fort Henry was later the subject of much criticism. 

Brigadier-General Lloyd Tilghman, commander of Fort Henry at the time of 

its surrender, said in his official report, dated February 12, 1862: 

To understand properly the difficulties of my position it is 
right that I should explain fully the unfortunate location of Fort 
Henry in reference to resistance by a small force against an attack 
by lqnd co-operating with the gunboats, as well as its disadvan
tages in even an engagement with boats alone. The entire fort, 
together with the entrenched camp spoken of, is enfiladed from 
three or four points on the opposite shore, while three points on 
the eastern bank completely command them both, all at easy cannon 
range. At the same time the entrenched camp, arranged as it was 
in the best possible manner to meet the case, was two-thirds of 
it completely under the control of the fire of the gunboats. The 
history of military engineering records no parallel to this case. 
Points within a few miles of it, possessing great advantages and 
few disadvantages, were totally neglected, and a location fixed 
upon without one redeeming feature or filling one of the many 
requ i i·ements of a site for a work such as Fort Henry. The work 
itself was well built; it was completed long before I took command, 
but strengthened greatly by myself in building embrasures of sand 
bags. An enemy had but to use their most common sense in obtain
ing the advantage of high water, as was the case, to have complete 
and entire control of the position . 

I am guilty of no set of injustice in this frank avowal of_ 
t he opinion entertained by myself, as well as by all other offi
cer s who have become familiar with the location of Fort Henry; 
nor do I desir e the defects of location to have an undue influence 
i n d irect i ng public opinion in relation to the battle of the 6th 



inst ant. The fo r t was built when I t k h I ha d no t '1me 
to bu i l d anew. 9 °0 c a rge , and 

Mi lton A. Haynes, Lieutenant-Colonel of Artillery in an official 

repor t, dated March 22, 1862, said : 

Fort Henry was of necessity compelled to surrender· if not 
~~ t ~e T~nboat~, ~ertainly to General Grant 1 s invest1· a~ army. 

e au was 1n its location, not in its defenders. 
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While flooding certainly caused great concern, the greatest problem 

was the hill and terrain around the fort. The hills on the west bank 

easily commanded the fort because they were within 1700 yards of the works, 

and were 250 feet higher than the crest of the fort 1 s parapet. On the 

east bank, a line of hills lay to the north and west of the fort. These 

hills were within easy rifle range and necessitated the bui !ding of 

extensive breastworks. 11 Thus, the rear defenses at Kirkman's Landing 

required the employment of a large force of infantry just as would have 

been the case at Coleman's Landing. 

Recent visits by the author to the site of Fort Henry and Fort 

Hei man confirm the vulnerability of Fort Henry's location. Standing 

atop the hills on the west bank of the river, one looks directly down upon 

the black river buoy which marks the northwest corner of Fort Henry. Not 

onl y is the entire main work now submerged, but most of the camp sites and 

t he entire inner line of rifle pits are below the present water line. The 

onl y part of the works at Fort Henry that remains above the water level is 

the outer line of breastworks, which were built on top of the hills behind 

t he fort. At present, the location of the main work is approximately 346 

fee t above sea level, and the outer works are more than 370 feet above 

sea level. Even the outer works are commanded on the east by a still 

~igher , yet gentl y sloping hi 11 • 
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Fort Heiman, on the othe r hand , ·,s superbl y s ituated from a s tra-

tegic poin t of v iew. It is on the high d d groun , an the terrain leading 

away from the breastworks descends s teeply on the northwest side. Visual 

examination also reveals that the fort prov 'id d 11 e an exce ent vantage point 

fo r the river, whi ch at the time of the Civil War was some 255 feet below 

the fort. 

Reports of defeated officers should be viewed critically but the 

facts bear them out that Fort Henry was untenable both from the water and 

land sides. The desire to fortify a point on the Tennessee River as near 

the Kentucky line as possible directed the choosing of Henry's site. 12 

With the final location for Fort Henry decided, the task of build

ing the earthworks began. The militia companies sent from Nashville were 

joined by other companies and re-organized into an infantry regiment. The 

new regiment was designated as the 10th Tennessee Infantry, and its organ

ization took place on May 29th, at the new site for Fort Henry. 

The regiment's first commander was Colonel Adolphus Heiman, an 

esteemed Nashville architect. Heiman had some military experience as he 

had fought as a member of the First Tennessee Infantry during the war with 

Mexico in 1846. This regiment earned the name ''Bloody First" because of 

the enormou~ losses it sustained during the war. The regiment fought at 

Verz Cruz and the ruente Nacional and once, during the march on Tampico, 

He .Iman d d h t' r g'1ment during a fierce attack even actually comman ~ teen ire e 

h · d' t t 13 
tough he was only the assistant a JU an · 

known as ''the sons of Erin," was composed predomThis regiment, 

inently of Irishmen from Nashville and surrounding area. Eight of the 

·1n Nashvi ]le while one was formed in Clarksville, companies were organized 
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and the other at Pulaski . 

Most of the other officers of the regiment were not profe ss iona l 

mi 1 i ta ry men . Lieutenant Colonel Randall W. MacGavock, another promi-

nent citizen of Nashville, and a personal f · d f r1en o Heiman, was the regi-

ment' s executive officer. Other leading officers of the unit were Major 

Wil liam Grace; Adjutant John Hardy; Father Henry Vincent Brown, Chaplain; 

Dr. Alfred Voorhies, Regimental Surgeon; and w. F. Beatty, Sergeant-Major. 14 

Equipment, arms and uniforms for the Tenth were extremely poor. 

Tents, knapsacks and leather goods were in short supply. The entire regi

ment was armed with Model 1812 flintlock muskets which had been issued in 

the war against England, almost fifty years earlier. Long, straight, double 

edged 11 b.owie knives" were prevalent among the troops. 

Uniforms were almost non-existent, and it was difficult to distin

guish the officers from the privates, and equally difficult to tell 

soldfers from civi 1 ians. Most of the men were unkempt. There was a 

great deal of sickness in the camp. Sti 11, according to a Belgian who 

traveled t~rough Tennessee in late 1861, the Confederate soldier looked 

dangerous, for "their determination is truly extraordinary, and their 

hatred against the north terrible to look upon. There is something 

savage in it.t,l5 

Lffe in the camps of the 10th Tennessee Infantry should have been 

f 1 The Un .,t built good wooden shelters, and comparatively com ortab e. 

water was plentiful. Sold ·,ers were sociable people and their Confederate 

·,nvent al 1 sorts of escapes from the boredom love of fun caused them to 

favor ·1te recreation was music, and it is of camp life. Perhaps the 

found C
omfort in the sentimental melodies of 

likely that these Irishmen 

the ti me. 

db kt for much of the Confederacy and, 
Tennessee was the brea as e 
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despite the fact that mo st of Tennessee ' s food was sent to Virgin ia, 

rat ion s at Fo r t Henry we re plent iful. E 
ven at the t ime of it s capture 

in Febr uary 1862, the s t orehouses at Fort Henry were full of food. During 

the earl y days of the war though, Confederate soldiers were notoriously 

bad cooks . Newspapers attributed a considerable portion of the prevalent 

s ickness to improper preparation of food. An rnvestigation by the Con

federate Congress in January, 1862, found that while rations were sound 

and wholesome, "the cooking, particularly of the bread, rendered it 

unsuitable for either sick or healthy men. 1116 

In order to gain more information about the area on the west bank 

of the river adjacent to Fort Henry, Colonel Heiman requested that a sur

vey of the surrounding country be made. Lieutenant F. R. R. Smith, an 

engineer of the State Provisional Army, was given the mission . He began 

his survey on September 14th, and filed his report on September 25th. 

His report provides a vivid picture of the country along the west bank of 

t he Tennessee River: 

I found that the river bottom extended from one-half to three
quarters of a mile from the river, and where not cultivated was 
very heavily timbered. The bottom is terminated by a system ~f 
hills, generally very steep, and varying from 80 ~o 100 fee~ in 
height. This system is not at all regular; that 1s, ~here is 
no summit of any extent parallel to the ri~er: The h1 lls have 
an oblong contour, the longest diameter po1nt1ng to the south-
west and northeast. . . 

The country immediately opposite the fort 1s much more hilly 
· h h'll ·mmediately on the Ten-than any I passed, owing tote I s 1 • 

· h' h haracterize the Blood River nessee River meeting those w 1c c 

Vall~~~ road to Bayley's Ferry is ~t the fo~tc~~l!h~eh~!!: •aand, 
though not a large one, with but 1 ,t~le_ wor d has 

. . . d The so, 1 Is compact' an very superior mil 1tary roa • 
considerable gravel in it. . u a roach Bayley 1 s ; 

The hills recede from the riverda~sy~eryp~ad. Pine Bluff 
from Bay ley' s to Pine Bluff t he road t re There is a ferry 

· f d 11 · houses an a s O • consis t s o two we 1ng- . d leading to Murray . lmmed-
at this point , and a large, fine roak and large hill. A short 
iat e ly opposi te i s a very steep, roe Y, 
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distance bel ow is anot he r hi 11, not so s teep, nor does it appear 
to be so rough. 

A mi le below Pine Bluff is Bass' Ferry. 
Three - quarters of a mile below Bass' is Blood River Island 

in size and length very similar to Panther Creek Island. Abou~ 
150 yeards below the foot of this island is the mouth of Blood 
River. 

This river is rat~er remarkable for its steep banks and 
mudd y bottom. There 1s no ford below the point at which I 
crossed, an~ but two or three above, unti 1 you reach a con
siderable distance from its mouth. Below Concord there are 
but two bridges over this stream. Blood River has the appear
ance of the bayous in the southern countries. The fords are 
marked upon the map. 

Newburg is the next shipping point below Blood River; at 
this place there is also a ferry. Callowaytown is next below 
Newburg. There is also a ferry at this point. There is a large 
public road from Murray to Callowaytown. Highland is then 
reached. A large road communicates from this place to the 
Murray road (5ee mapl. Highland evidently received its name 
from the height of the river bank, which is said to be ten feet 
above the highest water mark. A 11 tow-head 11 , as it is called, 
or an island, commences at this point and extends down the 
river nearly a mi le. At very low water the sand bar is visible 
considerably above this place, and therefore the river is very 
wide and shallow. The channel, you will see from the map, is 
almost against the shore at Highland, and boats are obliged 
to land low down stream when descending the river, on account 
of the channel being so narrow. The bank, is heavily timbered. 
This tow-head extends to Aurora. 

· The largest and most public road in the country reaches the 
river at Aurora, at which place there is a steam ferryboard, used 
to ferry a stage 1 i ne under the employ of the Unites Stat7s Govern
ment, carrying the United States mail from Canton to Mayfield, etc. 
The crossing was formerly accomplished by means of buoy-boa~s, the 
buoys being held in their places by anchors and a cable chain. The 
chain has never been removed, and therefore is still in the wate~ . 
The conductor of the ferry says it is over three-quarters_of a ~ile 
long, and is situated on the west side of the island. :his chain 
is sufficiently long to extend three times acres~ the rive:. 

In case a masked battery was desirable, I think there 1s no 
point on the river more suitable than between Highland and Aur~ra. 
The cbain could be made very useful in impeding the progress O 

1 • J ough to span the narrow channe boats, or, if necessary, is on~ en h . b bove which is mostly 
. d by cutting t e t1m er a , a great many times, an . . The hills are near 

oak, could completely b!ockage the r1~~r~reek affords a fine 
enough to command the river and a sma 

triverse from the river bank. d d the river from Aurora, 
There being no road near to an Mownf . fd and learn the posi-

d · k h in road to ay I e ' eterm1ned to ta et e ma 1 Cheatham. When I reached 
• f 1 • k ts from Genera d t1on o the enemy s pie e 1 Cheatham had moved his comman 

Wadesborough I 1 earned that Gener~ umbus. Therefore, I cone 1 uded 
from Mayfield we.stward to~a rd s Co and Concord. There is considerable 
t o re tu rn to Fort Henry via Murray 
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sameness in ~he characte r of the country from the fort t o Aurora. 
The country is undulati ng from the river to Wades borough, and f rom 
Wadesborough to a point half way between Murray and Concord where 
the ~i 1 !s of Blood River commence. Upon the map the large ~oads 
are in d icat ed by two parallel lines and the space included colored 
ye 1 low . 

The party was very hospitably treated by every one with whom 
they stopped. I am indebted to Mr. Sam Coleman for a great deal 
of information in reference to the roads and the character of the 
country. He was :ormerly a surveyor of Calloway County, and could 
tell me by ~ery l 1ttle reflection the squares through which roads 
passed and 1n what squares all the roads intersected. Mr.William 
M. Sm i th is also well acquainted with the country and was of great 
se.rv ice to me. l 7 

No further mention of the chain found by Lieutenant Smith was 

found. The often swift current of the Tennessee River would have probably 

precluded its effective use anyway. At Columbus, a large chain was placed 

across the Mississippi River in order to impede river traffic; however, 

the strain created by the strong current caused the chain to break. 

The 10th Tennessee Infantry began the actual construction of Fort 

Henry on Friday, June 14, 1861. About the same time, a 11 large working 

party 11 was sent from the Cumberland Rolling Mil ls to begin construction of 

Fort Donelson. Almost nothing was accomplished at Donelson, and the workers 

soon returned to their mi 11. 

Dr. Roy Stonesifer, in his dissertation entitled ''The Forts Henry-

. A Study of Confederate Command 11
, Heiman and Fort Donelson Campaigns: 

F t Donelson on Heiman and MacGavock. blames the lack of progress at or 

11He.·, man and MacGavock were res pons i b 1 e for the According to Stonesifer, 

laxity of effort. Was a Professional soldier, or knew Neither officer 
. . 11 l 8 

much about military discipline, or fortifications. In making his 

1 d to consider all the evidence. First, judgment, Stonesifer utterly fai e 

build and garrison both forts and, as of J ust one regiment was sent to 

J 1 Of a tota l of only 720 men. u y, i t consisted 
Second, the regiment had 

b f less than one month. een organized or 
During that time the men had to 



learn to be soldie r s and at the same time, to build living quart e rs and 

constr uct fortification s on the Tennessee River. It is highly unlike ly 

tha t any regiment under s imilar circumstances could have accomplished 

t hese t asks and, at the same time, have built a second fort twelve miles 

away from the first. Third, the main work at Fort Henry was substantially 

completed and the first gun (a 32-pounder) mounted and test fired by July 

12t h. These factors certainly do not point to a laxity of effort. 

As to Stonesifer's charge that Heiman did not know much about 

military discipline or fortifications, Heiman, although not a professional 

soldier, had served with distinction during the Mexican War. Also, Senator 

Henry, reporting to Governor Harris after an inspection tour of Fort Henry, 

described the 10th Tennessee Infantry as one of the finest regiments in the 

entire army. Apparently the 10th Tennessee's performance was much better 

than their physical appearance. Finally, Colonel Heiman was a well known 

architect before the war and while the location of Fort Henry was severely 

critized, the works themselves were considered to be very strong.Ii 

Apparently, Bushrod Johnson, now a Colonel, spent most of his time in 

other Nashville locations so he contributed little to the construction 

of the. forts. 

lf blame for the unsatisfactory situation at the inland river forts 

Summer of 1861, then that blame should rest with can be pl aced during th.e 

Governor Harris. One newly formed regiment simply did not provide suffi-

. perform the construction of two forts located twelve c1ent manpower to 

miles apart. Harris, as Commander-in-Chief of the Provisional Army had 

been responsible for placing most of the Army along the banks of the 

failed to provide the men needed to 
Miss issip pi River, and it was he who 

bui ld and garrison the t wo forts. 
Colonel Heiman, sensing the utter 
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hopelessness of the si tua tion, completel y abandoned Fort Done l son i n J ul y 

and concentrated his me age r force at Fort Henry.2 0 
Heiman probabl y chose 

to defend Fort Henr y instead of Fort Donelson because the main works on 

the Ten nessee Ri ver were closest to completion . 

Hopes were high among the soldiers in Middle Tennessee for a change 

in at t itude about the defense of the Tennessee Line in July, 1861. During 

that month, Confederate officers began mustering State troops into the 

Confederate Army and Major General Leonidas Polk arrived in Tennessee to 

assume temporary command of the Second Department . Unfortunately though, 

change was not to occur because Polk's jurisdiction only extended to the 

west bank of the Tennessee River. Primary responsibility for the defense 

of Middle and East Tennessee continued to rest with Governor Harris. 

The Confederate takeover of the Provisional Army only served to 

furth_er comp] icate the situation in Middle and East Tennessee. Governor 

Harris retained control of the forces in these two areas, yet he was a 

St9te Official and did not consider himself authorized to command Confed

e rate troops. As a consequence, throughout July and August , there was no 

h . . h 21 real supreme military aut or1ty 1n t e area. 

Governor l:larris 1 interest in the Tennessee River defenses was 

s_t imulated, at least for a time in late August when the river steamer 

S9muel Orr was seized on the Ohio River and brought down the Tennessee to 

Fort Henry. The whole affair began on August 21st, when Commander R.N. 

Of the Federal gunboat Lex ington, seized the small steamer Stembe l, Captain 

• apparentl y being used by !:.:.!:_ Terry. The Terry was se ized because it was 

d the Ohio River . Exam-Southern sympathizers to conduct i llegal tra eon 

by Colonel Richard Oglesby , Commander of 
ination of the s teamer's papers 

that the boat was in the employ of the 
Un ion for ces at Cairo , verified 
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the Confederate Government. 

The Terry ' s crew, however, managed to leave 

the boa t before they were arrested. 

Apparent ly i llegal trade with the South was a common problem along 

the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers during the early months of the war. In 

November, 186!, General Ulysses Grant reported that a line of steamers 

running between St. Louis and Cairo frequently landed on the Missouri 

shore and traded with the enemy. Grant said some of the officers on 

board these vessels were in the regular employ of the Confederate Govern

ment. He recommended that al 1 trade on the river be carried on by the 

Federal Government and that al 1 trade south of Cape Girardeau be cut off. 

Historian E, Merton Coulter states that even after the fall of Fort 

Sumter, large amounts of war material crossed the border into the South. 

Much_ of that material came through neutral Kentucky. 22 The seizure of the 

~!_ Terry was accomplished in an attempt to curb part of this illegal 

trade. Sti 11, the seizure of the boat within the boundaries of neutral 

Kentucky outraged many of the citizens of Paducah, and a mob of about 

forty to fifty people gathered at the city's wharf bent on revenge. Led 

by Captain Johnson, former Master of the~~ Terry, White Fowler, and 

A. M. Wi_nston, the group seized the Samuel .Q.!:2:, a steamer owned by citizens 

of Evansville. Several shots were fired and two people were wounded 

Qefore Captain w. H. McClurg and the crew were subdued and removed from 

the boat. Johnson then ran the boat up the Tennessee River under the 

protection of Fort Henry's unmanned guns. 

The exchange of seized steamers grea tly profited the Southerners. 

T d. g to Colonel Oglesby, worth only he ~ !:_ Terry was o 1 d, and accor I n 

about $3,000. on the other hand, was the regular mai 1 
The Samue 1 £.!::!_, 

Packet boat between Evansville and Paducah. 
It was a new vessel and was 
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Valued at about $1 5,000. Its cargo 1· d 

iste only as "miscellaneous," was 

val ued at another $1O,OOO. 23 

After the Samuel Orr arrived at F t H · 
--- -- or enry, Colonel Heiman took 

charge of the vessel and searched it. On board he found mail which he 

ordered sent to Governor Harris. Also on board were saddles which had 

been purchased in Evansville by H.C. Ramage of Hickman, Kentucky, for use 

1 P. 11 1 d. . . 24 
by Genera 1 ow s ,vision. This seems to indicate that this boat, too, 

was carrying on some trade with the Confederates. The remainder of the 

ship 1 s cargo consisted of bacon, coffee, flour, and whiskey. Heiman 

reported to Harris that: 

There are a swarm of men after her (Samue 1 Orr L some c 1 aiming 
her as their prize, while others report themselves as agents 
for General Polk. I drove them all off and placed the ooat 
under a guard .... unt i 1 I have received your orders on the sub
ject. I have no doubt sever a 1 of these men wi 11 ca 11 on you 
in regard to the boat, and make their own statements. Captain 
Johnson, as well as Captain Fowler, claim to have captured her. 25 

The problem of river steamers continued to plague Heiman and, by 

August 27th, at least three more steamers, the Eastport , Dunbar and the 

Ki rkman, were anchored at Fort Henry. These boats had been stopped by 

Heiman as they prepared to go down the Tennessee River with contraband 

cargoes. In all probabi 1 ity, the boats were carrying either cotton, 

tobacco, wheat, sugar, coffee, rice or some other article of contraband, 

because otherwise, they would have been allowed to proceed down river. 

Governor Harris had previously issued orders that boats carry ing such 

items were to be stopped. At this point, problems surfaced in the odd 

r Both the Military Board at Memphis, and -onfederate command arrangements• 

Gene ral Polk, tried to exercise jurisdiction over the steamers and issued 

d the disposition of the craft. or ers to Colonel Heiman concerning 

it that General Polk and the 
Heiman wrote to Harris, 11 1 take 
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Mil ica ry Board a t Memph i s c ·d 

• on st er my command under their j urisdiction 

and orde r s--as ye t , none of these commun·icat·ion ( referring to orders 

conce r ni ng t he s teamer s) have required answers, nor have they been in 

conflict with orders from Headquarters at Nashville ... But I should like 

to be informed as to the extent f G 0 eneral Polk's jurisdiction, and whether 

my command i s at all subject to his orders. 1126 Heiman allowed all the 

s teamers, except the Samuel Orr, to be taken up to the railroad bridge at 

Danville, Tennessee, because, "By their removal we wi 11 avoid the trouble 

and annoyance, incident to tbeir remaining here. 1127 He issued orders that 

the boats were not to proceed below Fort Henry though. 

Governor Harris was never able to supply a satisfactory answer to 

Colonel Heiman regarding the extent of Polk's influence. Harris ~ad tried 

to give General Polk command of the Tennessee River, but Polk had declined. 

Harris had also attempted to obtain a Confederate military commander for 

the. entire district of Middle Tennessee, but no action on the request had 

been taken by the Confederate Government. As for the Samuel 9..!:.!:., Harris 

decided to hold it and its cargo in trust for Governor Magoffin of Kentucky. 

Harris made this move in order to avoid the appearance of violating 

Kentucky 1 s neutrality. Before Magoffin could take possession of the 

k , 1·t van1"shed and the vessel was mustered into steamer, Kentuc y s neutra I y 

Confederate service. On September 25th, Colonel W. 8. Richmond arrived at 

Fort Henry and took charge of the Samuel Orr. Most of the cargo went to 

t he Confederate commissary, and the remainder ivas split among the prize 

crew. d to Captain Fowler to be armed and used The boat was then delivere 

h T R
. 28 on t e ennessee 1ver. 

to the illegal river traffic on the Tennessee 
Largely in response 
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and the poss ibi 1 i ty of a Federal move to recapture the Samuel Orr, 

Ha r ris recogn i zed a need for experienced artillerists to man the newl y 

mount ed cannon at Fort Henry. Harris instructed Lieutenant Colonel 

Mil con Haynes, Commander of the First Tennessee Artillery Regiment to 

f ind the needed personnel. Ahout September, 1861, Haynes went to Camp 

Weakley, a "camp of artillery instruction" near Nashville to seek help 

f rom Captain Jesse Taylor. Taylor was a former gunner in the United 

St ates Nav y, and now commanded a 1 ight battery. Haynes told Taylor 

about the steamer traffic and said that a Union expedition was expected 

to enter the Tennessee River at any time to capture the steamers. Harris 

then asked Taylor to take command of the guns at Fort Henry. Taylor 

believed that a Federal advance in the area was imminent and, since he 

wished to be of service, he accepted the assignment. 

Captain Taylor's own words best describe the situation he found 

at the fort: 

Arriving at the fort, I was convinced by a glance at this 
surroundings that extraordinarily bad judgement, or worse, had 
selected the site for its erection. I found it placed_on th~. 
east oank of the river in a bottom commanded by high hills ri~ing 
on either side of the river, and within good rifl~ ~ange. This_ 
circumstance was at once reported to the proper mi 1 itary aut~or 
ities of the State at Nashville, who repli~d that the selection 

1 had been made by competent engineers and with refe
1

renc~
1
t 0 mutu~ 

. D 1 non the Cumberland, twe ve m1 es away, 
support w I th Fort one so f . 

1 
• n the Navy concern-

. h h r de ideas o a sa1 or I and knmv1ng tat t e cu . 
1

• 1 onsideration when con-
ing fortifications would re~eive but 11~t\\~inter'i, I resolved quiet-
fl icting w~th those entertai~edn~:laobs:~vation of a water-mark left 
ly to acquiesce, but the accide f 

11 
fr this sign above, below, and 

on a tree caused me to look care_u Yt.oation convinced me that we had 
in the rear of the fort; and my ~nv~~h

1
~han the Federals, namely, the 

a more dangerous force to conten wi 'd ts confirmed my fears that the 
. . ong old res1 en . . 'th river itself. Inquiry am b t that the highest point w1 -

b' t to overflow, u f for t was not onl y su Jec. F b ry rise--at least two eet 
in i t ~"ould be--in an ordinary e rua lso communicated to the State 
unde r water This alarming fact was a 'f' ation that the State forces 

• k the curt not1 ic l authorities only to evo e and that I should app Y to 
had been tr;nsfe rred to the Confederacy , 
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General Polk, then in command at C 1 t ac t d O umbu s KY. This suggestion was a once e on, -- not only once b . ' 
commens urate with it s . . ' ut with a frequency and urgency 

seem ing importanc th l b . I was ag ai n referred th· . e,-- e re su t e1ng that 
, i s time to General A S J h h once dispatched an en · ( . · • o nston , w oat 

and remedy· but ·1t g1neer MaJor Jeremy F. Gilmer) to investigate 
, was now too late t d ff effo rt wa s made lo k' 0 0 so e ectually, though an 0 1 ng to that end b2 b · · f • f height on the wes t b k (F . ' 9 eginn1ng to ort1 y the an ort Heiman}. 

Thus, Taylor had reported two ser·1ous flaws in the location of 

Fort Henry. Obviously, because of the possibility of flooding, the fort 

should have been relocated immediately. H d k .a wor on building another 

river battery begun, even as late as October or November, it could have 

been completed by the time the floods of January and February came. If 

the works were not to be abandoned and relocated, then some provision for 

defending the heights on the west bank should have been made immediately. 

As it was, Taylor began his warnings in early September and was referred 

first to one state official and then to another. By that time, General 

Albert Sidney Johnston had assumed command of the Second Department which 

was enlarged and redesignated as the Western Department. 30 Johnston added 

the Cumberland and Tennessee Rivers to Polk 1 s command. 31 Accordingl y, 

Taylor 1 s complaints were referred to .Polk 1 s headquarters, but no action 

was taken. Colonel Heiman and Senator Henry joined Taylor 1 s pleas for 

help, and finally on October 8, 1861, General Johnston ordered General 

Pol k to send a competent engineer, First Lieutenant Joseph Dixon, to the 

in land river forts. In an attempt to avoid Johnston 1 s directives, Polk 

ma in tained that he had only three military engineers within his district, 

ff . rs could be spared. Johnston, and neither Dixon nor the other two o ice 

. be sent, and again, Polk declined. Finall y ,, again ordered that Dixon 

32 11 sent Dixon to Fort Donelson. after the third order, Polk fina Y 

command of Fort Donelson. Accom
MacGavock also received orders to assume 

t were three companies of the 10th 
Pan ying MacGavock to regarrison the pas 
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Tennessee Infantry . These me n wer 

e mostl y recruit s who were poorl y armed 

with whateve r shot gun s t he y could b . 31 
0 tain . Heiman aptl y summed up the 

situa tion a t t he inland river fo t • . 
rs in his October 18th report to Polk : 

I have at present for the d f 
with an aggregate of 320 e en~e of this fort my own regiment, 

men, Captain Taylo I f ·11 with an aggregate of SO rs company o art1 ery, 
company of arti Iler b men . . I have '.epeatedly requested that the 

Y e recruited to its full t h 1 . sent condition there ar s rengt . n its pre-
same time and to ro erf not men enough to work all the guns at the 

. . . P P Y arm the fort. Four 12-pounders are neces-
sary ~n add~tion to the guns now here, particularly if we have to de
fend 1t against a land force. 

Whether a gunboat can F H . . . pass ort enry depends greatly upon the 
ski 11 and eff1c1ency of our gunners Ab t · · h' f 

1 • • oa com Ing w It In rangt:! o 
guns 1~ m1 les below the fort wi 11 get out of th · . e1r range as soon as 
it ~asses the fort! as none of our guns have a range up the river; 
their range, too, is unreasonably short for 32-pounders which must 
be caused ~y inferiority of powder, and perhaps by the ;hells having 
too much w1ndage. 

I; the e~emy's gunboats shoul~ succeed in passing Fort Henry, two 
hours run WI ll t~ke them to Danv1 Ile, and there is nothing to pre-
vent the destruction of the railroad bridge. · 

Again I beg leave to cal 1 the attention of the general to the 
indispensable necessity of having a company of cavalry at this post 
for the purpose of communicating with the railroad and telegraph at 
Danville, to act as pickets and scouts in every direction from Fort 
Henry, that we may be apprised of the enemy 1 s approach either by land 
or water, and to communicate between this post and Fort Donelson. 

The defenses of the Cumberland have so far been almost entirely 
overlooked. It is true a little fort was constructed 1 mile below 
Dover by my regiment, in which were placed two 32-pounder sea-coast 
howitzers, which have a very good range down the river, but from the 
hemmed-in position of this work it is entirely worthless. 

To hold the place against even a small force would require a great 
deal of additional work on the crest of a ridge which immediately 
overlooks this work, called a fort. 

This post was entirely abandoned until within the last few weeks, 
when it was occupied by three companies lately organized by 
Lieutenant-Colonel MacGavock, of my regiment, whom I detailed 
for that purpose. This force has not yet been armed, except 
with such guns as they could furnish themselves, mostly shot-
guns. As I have learned within the last f~w d~ys,_other ~om-
panies wi l 1 be added to this command, to raise 1t, 1f possible, 
to a full regiment. 

No artillery force whatsoever is there; but I ~ave detached 
Lieutenant Watts, of Captain Taylor 1 s company, to instruct su~h 
men of the companies there to serve the guns as may be best fitted 
for that purpose. I have since learned that two more 32-pounders 
are to be placed at that point. 

L. c 1 1 MacGavock is in command there at present, 1eutenant- o one . . 
an d d detachment of art, llery from Captain 

requested me to sen a 
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Ta y lor' s company, which i s impossible , for reasons stated above, 
and beca ~se of the report lately received here that t he gunboat s 
are now in the Tennessee River; and believing that no enemy ascend
ing the Cumberland would leave Fort Donelson in its rear and noth
ing as ~e t hav '. ng. been done for 1 and defenses at that pol nt, I have 
no conf idence 1n its effic iency. I was also informed by Captain 
Hayden, Corps of Engineers, that Captain Harrison, of Nashville, is 
a t Fort Donelson with two steamers and six barges, loaded with wood 
and s tone, to be sunk at Ingram's Shoals, 35 miles below Dover, for 
the purpose of obstructing the navigation of the river--by whose 
authority I know not; but, if I may express my opinion on the sub
ject, I b_eg leave to state that this wi ll be a fruitless operation 
in a river which rises from low-water mark at least 57 feet, and 
which I myself have often known to rise at least 10 feet in 24 
hours. The general wil 1 perceive that the obstructions are of no 
value and it wi 11 cost an immense sum to remove them. 

Dover is 105 miles below Nashville, 90 miles above Smithland, 
and 40 miles below Clarksville, where the Memphis, Louisville and 
Clarksville Railroad crosses the Cumberland; and , if the enemy 
passes Dover in gunboats, nothing prevents the destruction of the 
~ailroad bridge at Clarksville, and even the capital of the State 
is in immediate peril. 

I have been informed that it is contemplated to build a forti
fication at Line Point, 15 miles below Dover, and above the most 
important iron works on the Cu~berland River, and of course will 
afford no protection to them.3 

Late on the evening of October 12th, the routine within Fort Henry 

was interrupted by signal rockets fired by the pickets located about three 

miles below the fort. The rocket signified the approach of a single Federal 

gunboat, the Conestoga, under command of U.S. Navy Lieutenant S. Ledya rd 

Phe 1 ps. Phelps had brought his old wooden gunboat up the Tennessee in 

ordir to observe the defenses at Fort Henry. Rumors running through the 

the Confederates were building three ironclad Union camps indicated that 

and Phelps wanted to determine the possibilities gunboats above Fort Henry, 

boats before they could be completed . of pa ssing the fort and capturing the 

Ph 1 decided to stop and 
at t he Union gunboat, so e ps Snipers popped away 

wa it fo r daylight to move closer 
fo rt.35 to the Confederate 

h fort t o resist attack. · readied t . e Meanwhile, up river , Heiman 

ame to the fort in a Duri ng t he night, t wo men c 
skiff and reported that 
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two gunboats ha d been ly ing at the mouth of the Blood River about nine 

miles below the fo rt. Heiman sent Lieutenant Berrie, of Captain Ford' s 

company along wi th two mounted f · · · ' men ram the neighborhood to 1nvest1gate. 

Berrie returned the following day and reported that the gunboats had landed 

a few men, but they returned to the boats after a short time. Berrie also 

reported that one gunboat was approaching the fort. Heiman ordered the 

tents struck and brought the regiment into the fort.36 

About 11 o'clock, Phelps brought the Conestoga up the river and 

came within sight of Fort Henry. Reaching a point near the lower end of 

Panther Island, Phelps ordered his boat stopped once more. Because of the 

limited range of the fort's guns, Heiman ordered that none be fired. Phelps 

also decided not to fire at the fort, and for a brief time both the adver

saries quietly observed each other. Phelps took careful note of the fort's 

defenses and then ordered the Conestoga to retire back down river.37 

The appearance of the Federal gunboats on the inland rivers caused 

great excitement among the Confederates. On October 16th, Senator Henry 

appealed directly to General Johnston to send a regiment from Hopkinsville 

to Fort Donelson. He stated his case quite clearly, "It seems to me there 

is no part of the whole West so exposed as the valley of the Cumberland. 

The river is in fine boating order and rising quite fast. If Paducah is 

not to be attacked, so as to hold the enemy in check, he can, unimpeded, 

destroy rolling-mil Js ... the railroad bridge at Clarksville, and otherwise 

do incalculable mischief.'' Henry had already appealed to Polk for help, 

but without success.38 

Cue, Federal gunboats entered the Cumberland River As if right on 

on October 16th, and came down as far as Eddyville, Kentucky. There they 

ry possession of the town. MacGavock, 
landed some cavalry and took tempera 
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at Fort Do nelson, immediatel y appealed to Polk for infantry , cavalry and 

a company of t rained artillery . MacGavock had good reason to be apprehen

sive, because he had onl y three companies of raw recruits and no artiller 

i sts at Fort Donelson. Four 32-pounders not yet mounted, and 300 poorly 

armed men were all that stood between the Federal flotilla and Nashville. 39 

Johnston, realizing the seriousness of _ the situation at Fort Donelson, 

ordered Polk to hasten the armament of the fort and to assist Dixon with 

the placement of obstructions in the Cumberland River. He also requested 

that Polk examine tbe experiments conducted with torpedoes at Memphis, and 

to 11employ them to any extent necessary on the Mississippi , Tennessee, 

and Cumberland Rivers. 1140 The following day, October 18th, over four 

months after the works were laid out, the first two heavy guns (32-

pounders ~ were finally emplaced by Dixon in the r iver battery at Fort 

Donelson. Tbese guns, along with two others, had been obtained from 

41 · Memphis by Senator Henry. Dixon then proceeded to the Tennessee where 

he examined the works at Fort Henry. He concluded that the location was 

exceptionally bad, but the work itself was strong. Dixon recommended that 

the fort be finished, but he suggested that another work should be built 

42 on the high hills of the west bank. 

t th Presence of gunboats on the inland Even Polk began to react o e 

rivers, and also the incessant appeals of concerned Rebels. On October 

19th, he moved the 4th Mississippi Infantry, under Colonel Joseph Drake, 

from Columbus to Fort Henry. He also sent Major Stewart and four artillery 

· t the forts Finally he sent officers to dri 11 the arti 1 lery companies a · 

· 43 Governor Harris ordered 
several cavalry companies to the two locations. 

f pieces from Nashville to Fort 
Captain Frank Maney 1 s field battery O seven 

Donelson . The famous 11critter Company11--the battalion of Lieutenant 
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Co lonel Natha n Bedford Forrest--also d f . move rom Memphi s to Dover. Major 

P. C. Kelley , a colorful exclergyman, l d e the van accompanied by a wagon 

train dr iver by Forrest 1 s own slaves. A lso during October, General J. L. 

Alcorn sent several detachments of men to Fort Donelson to aid in forming 

a reg iment at that location. 0th · f er rein orcements continued to trickle 

into the inla nd river forts. Captain Bolling, assisted by Lieutenant 

Milton, recruited a company of Kentuckians consisting of about 40 men. 

They were able to arm themselves and Polk authorized their muster into 

Confederate service on October 30th_44 

After placing the guns in the river battery at Fort Donelson, Cap

tain Dixon, along with strong escort led by Major Kelley, went down the 

Cumb.erland to begin placing the obstructions in the river at line point. 

The escort consisted of 115 cavalrymen, 170 infantrymen, 40 artillerymen, 

and four pieces of artillery. The presence of so many men was probably 

most fel~ to be necessary because of fear of a gunboat attack. At Line 

Island, and further down river at lgram 1 s Shoals, barges filled with large 

stones were sunk in the river. Dixon was satisfied that the obstructions 

efffectively blocked the river even if it should rise ten feet above its 

normal level. 45 

Despite the improvements in the defenses of the Cumberland River 

and the reinforcements sent to both inland forts, Johnston was still con

cerned about the vulnerability of Fort Henry. On October 28th, Johnston 

sent a message to Polk urging him to" ... keep a vigilent eye on the 

Tennessee River." 1 asked Pol k, if possible, to fortify the Johnston a so 

west bank of Tennessee River.46 As usual with instructions which he did 

d d these communications completely . 
not wish to fol low, Polk disregar e 

· for the location of Fort Henry were 
The governing considerations 
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evi dentl y politica l ra the r th an s trategic, and depended more on geography 

than topog raphy . 47 Mor e favo bl l ra e ocations for the building of defen s ive 

works in Kentucky were passed up in order to · d · 1 • h l · avo1 v10 at1ng t e neutra 1ty 

of that St ate. Still, Harris required that the forts be built as close to 

t he s tate bou ndary as possible, and this prevented the selection of other 

sites furt her upriver. Given the limited choice of area, Major Johnson 

proceeded to disregard the recommendations of trained engineers and topo

graphers, and selected a building site in the river bottoms. The selection 

of the site foretold the doom of Fort Henry. The area was subject to floods 

during the winter and spring rises of the river, and hills on both sides 

of the river completely commanded the main work. The facts concerning the 

problems with the location of Fort Henry were transmitted first to Governor 

Harris, and later to General Polk. Both men chose to ignore the warnings 

as they did many other warnings about the weaknesses of the inland river 

forts. Harris, because of his lack of interest in defending the inland 

r ivers, provided only one poorly armed regiment to construct and garrison 

two separate sets of fortifications located twelve miles apart. Thus, by 

the middle of October, the gateway to the soft underbelly of the heartland, 

and the communication 1 ine between the western and central districts of the 

Western Department, were protected by an incomplete fort constructed below 

the high-water 1 ine and garrisoned by 870 men , whose artillery would fire 

1 . d" . 48 on y 1n one 1rect1on. 



Chapter 3 

THE WINTER OF 1861 - 1862, A SEASON OF NEGLECT 

General Albert Sydney J h t h d o ns on a been the commander of the 

Western Department for over a month when Colonel Heiman submitted his 

October report on the progress of the Henry and Donelson defenses. 

Johnston, like Polk and Harris before him, did not take appropriate 

action, so conditions at the inland river forts failed to improve all 

through the fall of 1861. Despite the urgent pleas of Colonel Heiman 

and others, Fort Henry was not relocated and little else was done to 

complete the defenses. This neglect during the fall was caused by 

Johnston's failure to solidify the command structure at the forts. 

A collapse of command responsibility was already evident by October 

1861. This hreakdown of the command structure occurred at three levels-

at the forts themselves, and at both the district and departmental levels. 1 

On the department level, the failure rested with Polk. He knew 

the weak conditions at the inland forts, yet he chose not to strengthen 

them. Instead Polk followed Harris' example and became totally preoccupied 

with the defenses of the Mississippi River. Then, to make matters worse, in 

September Polk allowed General Pillow to violate Kentucky neutrality 

and seize Columbus, a strategic position located on the high bluffs of 

the east bank of the Mississippi. This move which initially appeared 

t o be sound turned out to be an incredible blunder, for it enabled , 

the Unionists of Kentucky to push through the state legislature a 

47 
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formal abandonment of ne ut ra l ity and a declarat ion of support for t he 

Uni on . The seizure of Columbus also 
provided General Grant with an 

excuse for the se izure of Paducah h' 
w 1ch he accomplished two days later. 

Co lumbu s, which was located about thirty-five miles north of the other 

Conf ederate positions left the Confederates in a situation where they 

not onl y had an exterior line of communications but had to defend an 

area open to attack from the east as well as north.2 

Polk quickly became involved with the defenses of Columbus 

and totally neglected the remainder of his district. He collected 

140 pieces of arti 1 lery of various sizes for the defense of Colum

bus wh i 1 e at the ti me at Fort Done 1 son not one gun was mounted. 

Governor Harr i s, wishing to place the defense of Middle Tennessee 

under Confederate authority, offered the jurisdiction to Polk, but 

the General declined to accept. When Johnston arrived in September 

he extended Polk's district to include the inland forts, but still 

3 Polk refused to provide any meaningful support to the area. 

On the department command level, Johnston's chief failure 

resulted from the fact that he failed to adequately supervise his 

entire department. Johnston committed the same error in judgment 

as did Polk in that he became so obsessed with the defense of one 

area t hat he did not have the time to look after the af fairs all 

al ong t he Tennessee line. 

Johnston's preoccupation was with the Bowling Green area. 

·,n Nashv·, 1 le he conferred with Governor Harris As soon as he arrived 

and Simon B. auckner. Johnston had already arranged a commission as 

Bri gad ie r General in t he confederate Army for Buckner and at the 

h f 4 000 Knetucky and meeting with Har ris placed Buckner inc arge o ' 
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Tennessee volunteers in Camp B 

oone, located north of Clarksville, and 

camp Trousdal e , located near Nashvi 1 le. 
Johnston saw that the Confederate 

1 ine running f rom Mill Springs in the East through Nashville, Fort Donel-

son and then to Fort Henry, left h'is Army w'ith yet 
another exterior line 

Of corrrnunications. At the sam t' h' 
e 1me, t 1s line failed to cover the impor-

tant rail junctions at Clarksville and Bowling Green. Johnston determined 

to remedy this situation by a bold advance to Bowling Green, and Johnston 

selected Buckner to lead the march. On the evening of September 17th, the 

Confederate regiments at Boone and Trousdale boarded Louisville and Nash

ville Railroad cars to begin the trek north. By the morning of the 18th 

they had successfully occupied Bowling Green. As soon as this move was 

completed, Johnston called General Hardee with his command from Arkansas 

to Bowling Green to reinforce Buckner. Johnston toiled over such routine 

details as building fortification, managing troops, gathering rations, 

and conducting reconnaissance raids. He acted more as if he were only 

the corrrnander at Bowling Green instead of being in charge of the entire 

Tennessee 1 i ne. 4 

From Bowling Green, Johnston launched a series of cavalry raids 

as well as infantry marches and counter-marches. These ·forays were 

designed to mask the weakness of Johnston 1 s force and they were very 

successful. In October, Brigadier General Robert Anderson, commander of 

Union forces at Louisville, had a nervous breakdown as a result of his 

1 the ·1mag·1ned Confederate advance. attempts to repe His successor, 

Sherman, also believed that the Confederate Brigadier General William T, 

grand offensive and drew up his forces into bluff was the beginning of a 

h 1 Hills near Elizabethtown. defensive positions on Muldraug s 
Sherman 1 s 

he must have 200,000 reinforce
message to Secretary of War Cameron that 

d ttack resulted in his replacement . d. 1 repel the expecte a ment s 1mme 1ate y to 



50 
by Brigadier General Don Carlos Buell. 

Buell was not so quick to bel ieve 

t hat the Confede rat es were about to tt k 
a ac , and he reorganized his force. 

Bue l 1 himse l f began to make ff · 0 ensive gestures and divided his Army, 

sendi ng strong forces south t N 1 · 5 0 0 in and Mumfordsville. 

Johnston, beset by problems rang·1 f ng ram poor reconnaissance, 

lack of manpower and inadequate transportation, to sickness and the weak-

ness of his position at Bowling Green, was simply too involved in dis

trict affairs to see the dangers at the inland rivers. He considered 

Forts Henry and Donelson as a part of a secondary line in the event of 

the loss of Bowling Green. Johnston, in October 1861, decided to build 

four strong fortifications at Nashville and Clarksvil le.6 

Johnston realized that in order to complete all these new 

fortifications, he needed experienced military engineers, which were in 

short supply. Johnston made repeated calls to Richmond for engineering 

help and finally in October Secretary of War Judah P. Benjamin ordered 

Captain Jeremy F. Gilmer to Bowling Green. 7 Gilmer had graduated 

from West Point in the Class of 1839 directly behind Henry W. Halleck 

and the two men remained friends unti I after the outbreak of the war. 

Gilmer served as an engineer on numerous projects, including Fort Pulaski, 

I • f . 8 Georgia, and Fort Point, Ca I orn1a. 

Johnston, elated to have an engineer of such vast experience 

on his staff quickly appointed Gilmer to the post of Chief Engineer for 

h. M · r 9 Gi !mer because of the entire department and promoted 1m to aJO · 

h·1s he had the ear of the Commanding General, position, and because 

f . fl upon the inland river defenses. exerted a great deal o 1n uence 

f completely trusting an untried sub
Johnston, with his usual manner 0 

of designing and building the secondary 
ordinate, assigned Gilmer the task 



1 ine at Nashvi 1 le and Clar ks ville 
, as well as the supervision of the 

works at Fo r ts Henry and Donelson. Th 
en Johnston, confident that the 

mission would be completed, turned b 
ack to affairs at Bowling Green. 

Gilmer proceeded to survey sites for the works 
requested by Johnston, 

but showed 1 ittle interest in seeing that they were completed. 10 

A great many reasons may be found which explain the lack of 

progress which was made on the inland river defenses during the fall 
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and winter of 1861-1862. First of al 1, both Gilmer and Johnston had 

been Regular Army Officers, and they were both used to delegating a 

great deal of authority to subordinates . This method of operation 

anachronism prevailed when the senior officer sketched out the broad 

plan for an operation and left the details of execution to the subor

dinate. This was standard practice in the Regular Army. Yet Johnston 

and Gilmer were no longer in an Army of regulars, but in an Army of 

volunteers which faced almost insurmountable shortages of untrained 

officers, labor, equipment, and transportation. In such a case Johnston 

and Gilmer should have spent more time conducting personal inspections 

of the defensive works throughout the Tennessee line. 11 After October 

Johnston had no real idea what the defenses at Columbus were like 

because he did not visit them. Polk, maybe purposely, did not report 

their true condition. A similar situation existed at the inland river 

defenses. Although Johnston had received copies of reports sent to 

Polk from these forts, again, he had never inspected them. G i 1 mer a 1 so 

blame, for he failed completely to keep Johnston had to share part of the 

. t 12 
informed on the state of his various proJeC s. 

factor s also account for Gi lmer1s lack of 
Many personal 

• 1 d river fortifications. enthusiasm in completing the in an 
Gilmer I s 
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family resided nea r the seacoast f G . 

0 eorg1a, and Gilmer had helped to 

plan the de fenses of Savannah when he was in the 
U.S. Army , before the 

war. He had hoped to get the position of 
superintendent of the defenses 

of Savannah . Instead, when ordered to the Western theater Gilmer was 

dejected because of his separation from his family to whom he was totally 

devoted. In a letter to his wife on November 4 8 , 1 61 , Gilmer wrote: 

. Nothin? but a strong sense of duty could induce me to 
live th.e life we now live--time is short d b . . an a great o -
Ject is necessary to make me live away from you even for a 
month. ~u~ the object now is a great one and we must make 
the sacr1f1ce as thousands of others are doing .... 13 

When Gilmer left Savannah, he had a most unpleasant journey 

traveling first to Atlanta, then Chattanooga, Nashville, and finally 

Memphis. When he arrived in Memphis he found that General Johnston 

had a 1 ready left Co 1 umbus. G i !mer was then forced to return to Nash-

vi 1 le, and finally arrived at Bowling Green. Du!ing the journey, Gilmer 

complained he traveled all night in "common cars 11 and had to endure 

11miserable hotels. 1114 When Gilmer arrived at Bowling Green, his 

baggage was lost and the weather was damp and chilly. He caught a 

head cold to which he was very susceptible, and his rheumatism 

bothered him. 15 Gilmer was also unhappy at being only a Major because 

it was such a 1 1small rank 11 compared to a Brigadier General, which he 

felt he should have been. Gilmer 1 s wife wanted to join him in Nash-

. . G . 16 
vf lle, but Gilmer reluctantly told her to remain in eorgia. 

Gi Jmer•s situation was further complicated because of the 

F h Georg ·1a coast near where his family was ederal advances along t e 

residing. fam ·1 Jy 1 s safety, and at the same time, 
He feared for his 

in studying and writing to his wife about 
spent a great deal of energy 

what he would do if he were fortifying Savannah. 
He even had his wife 
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send him his maps of the Georgia 

coastline so he could review them . 17 

One of the great est problems for Gilmer was the lack of 
communications 

from his wi fe, which made him believe that she 
was ill. He could not 

al ways be sure whether she was in Savannah 
, or Washington, Georgia, 

and frequently sent telegrams to friends trying to locate her. The 

lack of letters caused him to make such comments as, 11 1 am almost crazy 

with disappointment ... always out of sorts when my hopes for a letter are 

not real ized.
11 

Gilmer's morale, already low, plummetted and he told his 

wife, 
11
This is a mean life for us to live my dear wife, is it not? And 

worst is, this mean life may last a long time. 11 18 

Gilmer did not see any need for haste in preparing the defenses. 

He considered himself an expert on the time and manner of the expected 

Federal advance into Tennessee. He believed that Halleck's Army would 

move down the Mississippi against Polk at Columbus, but he did not 

believe this move could be made until spring. Gilmer knew Halleck well 

and believed, 11 He is too old a fox to reenter this fall. 11 Reports 

indicated that Halleck's predecessor, John C. Fremont, had wrecked the 

organization of the Army, and Gilmer did not think Halleck would 11venture 

on an exploration so hazardous as the descent of the Mississippi--with 

such a rabble for an Army. 11 Later, he called Halleck 1 s Army a 
11 
... com

plete mob, demoralized to such an extent, that it will not dare to start 

• . • • 1119 
an exploration of the M1ss1ss1pp1 • 

Gilmer did not believe that Buell would attack Middle Tennessee 

during the fal I, or in the winter either. 
Confident that the muddy roads 

A impossible, Gilmer believed 
of Kentucky made the movement of an rmy 

. 1 May to attack. As early as Decem-
that Buell would wait until Apr, or 

d ht 
111 consider the campaign in Kentucky 

ber 1st, Gi lmer commente ta • 
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essen tial ly cl osed. 11 

He felt the cessat·1on of operations would be to 
Johnston

1 
s advantage since the Confederates 

would be better prepared by 
spring to re s i s t invasion . 

Thus, Gilmer saw no urgency in bolstering 

the Henry and Donelson defenses. 

Even as late as January 1862, after the Federal movements all 

along the Tennessee line had begun G'tl 
, mer saw no need to rush the com-

pletion of the inla nd river defenses. Gilmer still believed that both 

armies would remain in a 11 status quo 11 until spring. 20 He interpreted 

the Federal presence in the Tennessee River as nothing more than an 

attempt to get in the rear of Polk at Columbus and he wrote to his wife 

on January 23, 1862, that the movement up the Tennessee presented 11no 

impending danger. 1121 Gilmer was completely wrong for even had this 

been the case, such a move would have been serious. On January 31st, 

seven days before the actual fall of Fort Henry, Gilmer wrote to his 

wife that he was going to Forts Henry and Donelson, 11 to see what further 

preparations may be necessary for a good defense at those points. 11 Yet 

in his letter, he said, "I feel much concern about the movements being 

made by our enemy through the channels leading to the city lSavannah) . . 1122 

Gilmer should have felt more concern about the movements of the enemy 

in his immediate front. 

Gilmer also wasted a great deal of time sulking over Johnston
1
s 

f When he first came to Bowling Green in ailure to take the offensive. 

the fall of l86l Gilmer believed Johnston was about to advance, and 

b ns impossible--nor improb-
he wrote to his wife that, 11 it is Y no mea 

1 1 so much 11 , 
bl . . Lou·1ville--thepaceyou ave a e, that we wil 1 winter 1n 

t to be the case. When he 
He was upset to find out that such was no 

he found that the 11General (is) 
tried to learn what Johnston 1s plans were, 
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not very communicative II so he t ur d . 

' ne to hrs friend W. W. Macha] l, John-

s ton's adjutant, and discovered that 
even Macha]] did not know what the 

Genera l's plans were. On October 19th G"l 
, 1 mer bemoaned his situation 

saying, " I much fear our fall campaign w·rll 
not be as active as I antici-

pated." Only by the end of November had he 
reconciled himself to the fact 

that there would be no offensive that year.23 

Even if Gilmer had exhibited a greater interest in working on the 

inland river defenses, it i d bf 1 h s out u tat he could have successfully 

completed them. There were simply too many problems to be overcome in 

the short time available. Gilmer also had to divide his time between too 

many projects in disparate locations. His first priority, the Bowling 

Green-Nashville Line, required that he spend a great deal of time super

vising the placement of infantry lines and gun emplacements at Bowling 

Green. Th.en, on October 26th, Johnston had ordered Gilmer to arrange "a 

plan of defensive works for Nashville, and urge them forward by all means. 112 4 

On October 24th, Gilmer left Bowling Green to begin surveys for Johnston's 

second line. He went first to Clarksville, where he stayed for several 

days surveying sites for two works to be built at that area. Near the 

end of the month, Gilmer accompanied by Senator Henry, made an inspection 

tour of Forts Henry and Donelson. Henry felt that, "Fort Henry is in a 

( ) k d · bl done. 112 5 It is hard fine condition for defense and the wor a mrra Y 

to believe that Gilmer, a trained military engineer, could have believed 

·,twas so vulnerable because of the Fort Henry was in fine condition when 

k Henry also wrote to General Johnston undefended heights of the west ban · 

I h seen in the service. 
that, "The Tenth Tennessee (is} the very beS t ave 

They are healthy, and in fine discipline. 
I now think, from personal 

inspection, it is one of the best regiments in the Tennessee line." 
The 
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two men then visited Fort Do 1 

ne son and found it in "very bad condit ion . 11 

Little work had been done at that 1 
ocation, because Lieutenant Joseph 

Dixon had been engaged in placing b 0 structions in the river at Line Island 

and Ingram's Shoals. Gilmer d D" 
an ixon discussed the possibility of moving 

the batteries at Fort Donelson to L"ine p · 1 01nt, ocated fifteen miles down 

r iver. On November 1st, Dixon and Gilmer went to L"ine p · t t · 01n o examine 

the feasibility of moving the works.26 

After viewing the new site proposed by Dixon, Gilmer determined 

that Fort Donelson should be retained and the works should be designed so 

as to be the primary defensive position for resisting the advance of the 

Federal gunboats. Gilmer agreed with Dixon that Line Point, fifteen miles 

below Donelson, offered advantages for defending the river because of its 

position, but there were advantages at Donelson also. The works at Donel

son were already partially completed and the ravines and gullies behind 

the place made for a good land defense. 

Gilmer completed his review of possible defensive positions along 

the lower Cumberland and late on the evening of November 2nd arrived in 

Nashville. On November 3rd, Gilmer filed the report on his first surveys. 

Gil mer found that the point where the Red River emptied into the Cumberland 

offered the best 1 ine of defense for Clarksville as far as waterborne 

invasion was concerned. On a high bluff on the north bank of the Cumber

land, Gilmer planned to build a water battery containing at least three 

heavy guns. b t . s in the Red River Gilmer also decided to place o struc ion 

b.y fel 1 ing trees. Gilmer determined to place encampments in the bend 

Russellville Bridge, both of which between t he Hopkinsville Bridge and the 

ran over t he Red River. an encampment near the vi tal railHe also planned 

1 d River at Clarksville. This bridge 
road bridge which crossed the Cumber an 
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carr ied the rai 1 t raff ic fo r the M h' 

emp is and Ohio Railroad which was the 
main 1 ine of communication between Polk and 

Johnston. 27 

Both Gilmer and Dixon expected that 
these defenses would be greatly 

strengthened by the obstructions which 
Dixon had recently placed in the 

Cumberland at Line Island and lngram 1 s Shoals. 
These obstructions--old 

barges and flats filled with stones and sunk ·1n 
the river--were supposed 

to ~ake the river impassible for gunboats. L' 
1eutenant Colonel MacGavock 

maintained that the obstructions would prevent the ascent of gunboats at 

a flood stage as high as twelve feet. Senator Henry valued the obstruc-

t{ons also, but he believed that they would be useful only so long as the 

ri:ver did not exceed a flood stage of ten feet. 28 

Colonel Heiman quickly saw the folly of the obstructions. In 

expressing his opinion to Johnston, he commented, 11 1 beg leave to state 

that this will be a fruitless operation in a river which rises from low

water mark at least 57 feet, and which I, myself, have often known to rise 

at least 10 feet in 24 hours. The General will perceive that these 

h. h 1129 obstructions are no impediment to navigation in 19 water.... -

Heiman was right. By the time the Federal gunboats began their 

ascent of the Cumberland in mid-February the river had risen to a point 

where the gunboats had no difficulty in moving over the obstructions. 

The problem with the obstructions was that a great deal of time and labor 

had been expended to put them in the river and they were ineffective. 

· d the tremendous rise of the Gilmer and Dixon had simply underestimate 

C b As late as January 19, 1862, when the sea-
um erland during flood stage. 

110 · the river season 
sonal rains had already begun, Gilmer wrote that, ur1ng 

(f 1 oods) 
. ' 

fo r boats drawing six to seven feet-
the river is navigable 

d 11 In defense of Gi !mer and 
making an easy approach, if left unobstructe . 



58 
Dixon, neithe r was f rom Tennessee, 

but had they consulted residents of 
the area, or searched for high wat 

er marks, conditions should have been 

obvious to them. Thus, both Gilmer and D"1xon fell 
into the same error 

that Bushrod Johnson made earlier in regard to the 
flood level of the 

inland rivers.3° 

On November 4th, Major Gilmer ordered additional heavy guns for 

the defenses along the Cumberland River. At the time Fort Donelson had 

only four 32-pounders and two naval guns. Gilmer recommended that the 

armament be increased by four additional 32-pounders and two heavier guns 

such as 8-inch Columbiads or long-range Parrott guns. Gilmer also 

requested twenty to twenty-five field pieces for the land defenses at 

Nashville and other places along the Cumberland.31 

In November Gilmer busied himself with a series of projects. 

From the 9th through the 11th he decided upon the exact location for the 

river battery containing three 32-pounders and the field work at Clarks

ville. He hired G. L. Sayers, a civi 1 engineer, to obtain labor and 

supervise the construction of the works at that location. While in 

Clarksville, he also hired T. J. Glenn to build timber obstructions in 

the Cumberland River within the range of the guns of Fort Donelson. He 

then went to Nashville where he, 11 chartered a steamer to go to Fort Donel-

son, to be employed in placing the obstructions in the river." He then 

began two days of surveys around Nashville to determine defensive points, 

. . 32 
especfally against a water born 1nvas1on. 

1 i nes 

Gilmer was happy to be away from the dampness of the Bowling Green 

fall he spent most of his time in Nashville. 33 
and throughout the 

· 1 finally laid out two works. 
After several surveys around Nashville, Gt mer 

d site on the south bank of the 
For the river battery he selecte a 
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Cumberl and Ri ve r a 1 it t le below the 't 34 

Cl y. On the north bank of the 
r iver Gi lmer laid out a series of b 

reastworks along Cocksri 11 and Foster 1 s 
Hi l l s . These works commanded the 1 d 

an approaches to the city, but they 
had ma ny disadvantages. The 1 d d f 

an e enses would have required less work 

to build and fewer troops to hold if Gilmer had laid them out on the steep 

bluffs on the sou th bank of the river. However, Gilmer wanted to make 

sure that the brea stworks protected the village of Edgefield which lay on 

the north bank of the river opposite Nashville. The cream of Nashville 

society lived at Edgefield and the young, impressionable Gilmer was 

undoubtedly pressured to locate the defensive line north of the village.35 

While in Nashville, Gilmer became quite involved with the 11 upper 

crust 11 of the city's society. John Bell, the former Union Party Presi

dential candidate, became Gilmer's good friend and frequent companion. He 

met the influential citizens and popular entertainers of the time. Gilmer 

visited the fine plantations of the area such as General Giles Harding's 

Belle Meade, where he received royal treatment.36 At the beginning of 

the Civil War Nashville was one of the most cosmopolitan cities in the 

South, and its affairs were tightly controlled by a small group of Nash

ville. families. Tbese people, described by Alfred L. Crabb as the 11 Nash

ville Gods,11 already Jived in elegance, but many of them were increasing 

their wealth by way of Confederate contracts for war materials. 

When Governor Harris and Major Gilmer tried to pursuade the 
11

Nash-

h d f s they quickly found v 111 e Gods 11 to provide 1 a borers to bu i 1 d t e e ense • 

11 did not feel the a total lack of interest. The citizens of Nasbvi e 

h M h·s citizens felt. same border complex that t e emp 1 
The enormous pros-

lBSO's had wiped out al 1 memory of the 
Perity of the city during the 

frontier 
' 

1 t selfish attitude in the minds 
and had instilled a comp acen' 
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Al so, man y of Nashville' s leading citizens s impl y 

did not sup port the Confederate government.37 

There were sti 11 other reasons for the 
apathy of the Nashville 

populace. There was no pressure bloc which demanded strong defenses along 

t he Cumberland. Most of the influential citizens 
' who would have been 

interested in strong defenses, such as Zoll"icoffer H · 
, e1man, and MacGavock, 

were already away from the city with the Confederate Army. Another problem 

was the lack of manpower in general. Many of the white laboring class had 

either already joined the Confederate Army, or were in the militia and had 

been called up by Governor Harris . Most of the other available labor, 

both white and slave, was engaged in the factories having Confederate con

tracts. The result was that when Gilmer called for 300 slaves at Cockrill 's 

Hill, seven arrived. Gilmer tried repeatedly to obtain the needed labor, 

but each time without success. The lack of labor eventually forced Gilmer 

to abandon all hope of bui ]ding the Nashville defenses.38 

Gilmer failed to inform General Johnston of the problems concerning 

labor for the Nashville defenses. Johnston believed that the defenses 

were being built and reported to Secretary Benjamin that the Nashville 

entrenchments "double the efficiency of my force for the defense of this 
I 

line." Apparently, even up to the time Johnston began his retreat from 

B I d ht the Cons truction of the Nashville defenses -Owing Green, he believe ta 

was being actively pursued.31 

aga ·1n delayed completion of the main works in At Donelson, Gilmer 

I b in order to build sti 11 another November by stripping it of necessary a or 

. h. range of the fort's guns. Such timber obstruction in the Cumberland wit in 

also a large force of laborers 
a task demanded not only Gilmer's time, but 

h obstructions into the 
to handle the blocks and ropes used to hoiS t t e 
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Gi lmer 1 s decision to build 
a second river battery located in 

Clarksvi 1 le was also wasteful. 
He had already made the decision to use 

Fort Donelson as the main defense • 
against gunboats; therefore, a second 

battery of lesser strength was of little value. 
The result of all the 

projects was that none of them were completed d h 
an t e most vital works, 

Forts Henry and Donelson, were neglected. 

Finally, on November 20th, General p·11 
1 ow, who was in temporary 

command of Columbus because of an injury to Polk, ordered Dixon to go to 

Fort Henry and begin surveys for the long awaited fortification to be 

built on the west bank. Gilmer protested to Johnston that Dixon was needed 

on the Cumberland and volunteered instead to give the project to Mr. 

Hayden, a civilian engineer already at Fort Henry finishing the draw 

bridge at the main fort. Gilmer also attempted to avoid taking any further 

orders from the officers in charge of the area by asking Johnston to 

11establ ish a channel of communications through which all those engaged in 

the. constructing defenses will receive their instructions. 11 Gilmer believed 

that since he was the chief engineer, he should be the channel. Johnston 

overruled Gilmer, so Dixon was again ordered to the Tennessee River to 

lay out the works. 41 

.D 1 ·t lf were far from satisfactory. The conditions at Fort one son I se 

On November 7th, Senator Henry, a native of Clarksville and always vigilant 

t Cumberland R·1ver, commented that the condition oward the defense of the 

at Fort Donelson demanded immediate attention. There were about 800 cav-

1 at that locat ion, but they were unorganized and a ry and 500 infantry 

undr i 11 ed. holly unprotected ... and wi 11 remain 
IIThe guns at Donelson are w 

. d d someone is in command who will push 
so ti 11 the regiment is organize , an 
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on the work to completion. Captain Dixon is 

but he is not sustained .. _ 1142 
ready and willing to work, 

The situation at the inland rivers d 
emanded an immediate change. 

On October 31st, Polk, wishing t 'd h' 0 r, tmself of most of the responsibility 
for the inland river forts had 

recommended that they be placed under 

command of Colonel Lloyd Tilghman, whom Polk sa'id 
, "is better informed as 

to the military aspects and capab.ilities of the country through which they 

(Cumberla nd and Tennessee Rivers} run than any other person of whom I know.'' 

He also recommended that Tilghman be made a Brigadier General. Johnston 

also desired another general officer in his Army, but he wanted the new 

general to command the works at Columbus, and he recommended Major A. P. 

Stewart for the position. On October 11th, Judah P. Benjamin acted upon 

Johnston's request and sent the following comment to Johnston: 

I have your letter asking for the appointment of a brig
adier to command at Columbus, Kentucky, in your absence. 
Your recommendation of Major A. P. Stewart has been consid
ered with the respect due to your suggestions, but there is 
an officer under your command whom you must have overlooked; 
whose claims in point of rank and experience greatly out
weigh those of Major Stewart, and whom we could not pass by, 
without injustice--1 refer to Colonel Lloyd Tilghman, whose 
record shows longer and better service, and who is, besides, 
as a Kentuckian, specially appropriate to the command of 
Columbus. He has therefore, been appointed brigadier general, 
but of course you wil 1 exercise your own discretion whether 
to place him in command at Columbus or not. 

General Johnston had no objection to Tilghman's promotion, but he accepted 

h bk 43 Tilghman received his promotion and t e Secretary's letter as a re u e. 

c 1 b hen Johnston received was slated to take command of the works at O um us w 

Senator Henry's letter. f F rt Donelson on November aecause of reports . rom o 

. up his command at Hopkinsville 
17th Johnston ordered Tilghman to give 

command of Forts Henry and Donelson. 
and repair to the Cumberland to assume 

Tilghman was also instructed to complete the works. 



63 
Ti lghman's orde r s went on 

to read ''Th . . , e utmost v1g1 lance i s 
en j oined. The general regrets to 

hear that there has been heretofore 
gross neglig ence in this respect--th C 

e omma nder at Fort Donelson away 
f rom hi s post nightly, and the off' . 

icer in charge of the field batteries 
fr equentl y absent. This cannot be tolerated." Johnston told Tilghman he 
would ask Governor Harris for four 

additional companies to add to the 

si x companies already at Fort Donelson in order to form a regiment. Once 

the regiment was formed and the officers elected, the colonel chosen was 

to take comma nd of the fort and MacGavock was to be sent back to Fort 

Henry. 44 

General Tilghman was forty-five years of age in 1861, and he 

graduated from West Point in the Class of 1836, number forty - six in a 

class of forty-nine. He was assigned to 1st Dragoons, but like most 

young officers of the time, quickly resigned to become a civil engineer. 

He worked as an engineer on various railroads until the outbreak of the 

War with Mexico. He entered the army as a volunteer aide to General 

Daniel Twiggs and fought in the battles of Palo Alto and Resaca de la 

Palma. He subsequently commanded a small volunteer partisan company, 

superintended the erection of defenses at Matamoros, and during the last 

year of the war, was made a captain of a company of light artillery. 

After the war, he became principal assistant engineer of the Panama divi

sion of the Isthmus Railroad. Tilghman returned to Paducah, Kentucky, in 

1859, and in 186! he formed a regiment in the 1st Kentucky Brigade. 

d ft its first commander, Tilghman later commanded the entire briga ea er 

General Simon B. Buckner, was Promot ed to the command of a division. 

d Tilghman for the command of the 
Po lk had originally recomme nde 

d expressed an interest in the area. 
inland river forts because Tilghman ha 
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Wh il e in command of his brigade h" h 

, w ic was stat1·oned at H k" 11 op 1nsvi e, 
Ti lghman ha d travelled to the inland river 

forts to see their conditions 
for himself . Convinced by his visit of 

the weakness there, Tilghman began 
writ ing letters to Johnston warning him 

about the conditions on the Tennes-
see and Cumberland Rivers.45 

When Tilghman arrived at the inland r·1ver forts in mid-November, 

he made a careful reconnaissance f b h 0 ot installations. He decided to add 

an embrasure of sand bags to the wall around Fort Henry. This embrasure 

greatly enhanced protection for the gunners when the battle came, for 

without it they would have been almost totally exposed to murderous fire 

from the Federal gunboats. 

Apparently Dixon had not yet arrived at Fort Henry, because Tilghman 

joined the appeal for proper fortifications on the west bank of the Tennes

see River. On November 29th, Tilghman reported to Johnston that it was of 

11absolute necessity" to build a new work on the 11eminence on the opposite 

side of the river from Fort Henry ..•. 11 He recommended that it be a strong 

fort with 11 severa 1 heavy guns. 1146 

Dixon finally arrived at Fort Henry to survey the area and laid 

out breastworks along the top of Stewart 1s Hill directly across from Fort 

Henry. The new work was named Fort Heiman in honor of the first commander 

at Fort Henry. Disagreement arose between Tilghman and Major Gilmer over 

h k G·11mer believed that the only purpose of t e. armament for the new wor s. 

the enemy from occupying ground dangerous to new fort was to 11prevent our 

Fort Henry. d f fire on the river will be Of course, no guns designe or 

placed so high. 1 b sufficient for the armaField guns will probab y e 

ment . . . 
1

11 4 7 
d no heavy artillery was placed 

Gilmer won the disagreement an 

at Fort Heiman. 
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The failure to p lace heav 

Y guns at Fort Heiman was a serious e rror , 
and contr i buted grea t ly to the fal 1 of 

both forts. Several heavy guns 
f i r ing f rom the high ground, safe from 

flooding, would have greatl y 
ass is ted the guns of Fort Henry. v • 

ar,ous examples exist throughout the 

civil War where works placed O h' h 
n 19 embankments proved superior to the 

f ire f rom attacking vessels. 
Fort Darling, located on Drewry 1 s Bluff two 

hundred feet above the James River near Richmond, Virginia, held out well 

and inflicted serious damage on attacking Union gunboats throughout the 

48 war. 

The water battery at Fort Donelson held weapons similar to those 

at Fort Henry, yet the Donelson gunners disabled three of the attacking 

gunboats, whereas at Ft Henry, only one gunboat was seriously damaged. 

One of the principal reasons for the Donelson success was the fact that 

r iver battery was positioned about one hundred feet above the river. This 

location provided protection for the gunners, and more importantly, gave 

the gunners a better angle of fire against the most vulnerable parts of 

t he ironclads. Toward the end of the battle on February 6th Tilghman 

had detected the weakness in the 11 roof 11 of the gunboats. 49 Guns located 

high on the west bank of the Tennessee River should certainly have been 

able to profLt by such a weakness. Finally, guns located on the west bank 

would have placed the Federal gunboats in a cross-fire and would most 

d · · d the ·, r own fire between two 1 oca-1 i ke l y have caused the gunboats to 1v1 e 

t ions instead of being able to concentrate it solel y on the east bank work. 

h d 'th Gilmer over the placing of obstacles Tilghman also clas e w1 

in the Cumberland River. l 'k Heiman before him, believed such Ti 1 g hma n , 1 e 

and ordered Glenn to cease wor k 
ba rri e r s were a waste of valuable labor, 

on the Done l son obstacles . 
. appealed to Gene ral Johnston Gilmer aga in 
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and the General ordered Tilghman not to 

interfere with engineer operations . 
Here again, Johns t on revealed a bad habit 

of blindly supporting a subord in-
ate even in t he face of mounting evidence 

that he was wrong. Glenn then 
wen t back to work, sinking bar d f 

ges an elling trees near the water battery 
at Fort Donelson . SO 

Labor was one of the most serious bl pro ems for Tilghman and the 

defenders of Middle Tennessee. S Jd' o 1ers disliked working on the fortifi-

cations themselves as they were much more interested in building cabins 

for their winter quarters. The use of soldiers for fatigue duty also 

caused their training to suffer. Slaves were difficult to get and even 

more difficult to keep for as soon as they arrived, their owners demanded 

them back. The country around the inland forts was too poor for large 

scale farming, so the slave population was small. Many of the slaves 

who did 1 ive in the immediate area were 11exempt 11 from duty at the forts 

because their masters had Confederate war material contracts.SI 

In November, some hope of relief from the labor problem was raised 

when Sam D. Weakley and James E, Sauders visited General Pillow at Colum

bus. These men headed a committee of public safety in North Alabama and 

Tishomingo County, Mississippi. Weakley was concerned about the vulnera

bility of the Tennessee River, and after hearing from Pillow that the river 

· f h' mm'1ttee Pillow gratefully was not safe, offered the services o 1s co · 

d h Wea kley provide the labor to build accepted the offer and requeste tat 

Fort Heiman and supply troops to garrison the poS t , 

1 b and raised an appeal for S,000 The group then returned to A a ama 

Jd be raised. Weakley was appointed 
t roops and as many Negro laborers as cou 

at Columbus with the special duty 
a ide-de-camp to the commanding officer 

of mustering the troops for Henry. 
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Weakley's group proposed to 

raise a regiment of middle aged men 
to serve during emergencies 

enro l led for twelve months. 
' but another regiment of younger men to be 

The entire force was to be armed with shot-

gun s and rifles. The group k d 
as e the Governor of Alabama for the purchase 

of arms and their confiscation if 
necessary. The governor was also asked 

to secure the impressment of Negro men for public works. Weakley was 

able to raise one infantry regiment designated as the 27th Alabama Infantry. 

Commanded by Colonel A. A. Hughes, seven companies of this regiment arrived 

at Fort Henry on January 1, 1862. The three remaining companies marched 

in a few days later escorting a Negro work force of several hundred.52 

Labor was only a part of the problem; the inland forts also needed 

adequate garrisons and General Tilghman made valiant efforts to obtain 

them . When he took command at Fort Donelson he found six unorganized 

infantry companies, known as MacGavock's Battalion, which he used as the 

nucleus for the 50th Tennessee Infantry. He filled the remainder of the 

regiment with five companies of recruits from Stewart County. This became 

the garrison regiment at Fort Donelson. Part of the 50th went to Fort 

Henr y on January 19th, probably as a result of the gunboat attack that 

month, but returned to Fort Donelson about ten days later. Lieutenant 

Colonel c. A. Sugg commanded this regiment after the original commander, 

C 1 d 53 Also ·,n November, pursuant to urgent appeals o onel Stacker, resigne . 

from Tilghman, Colonel John w, Head's 30th Tennessee Infantry arrived from 

R d r Th'ts reg·,ment, composed of some 975 men, had been e '-Bo i 1 i ng} Springs. 

organized since the summer and was in excellent condition. In December , 

Was Organized at Fort Donelson, and James E. 
t he 49th Tennessee Infantry 

Ba il ey was elected Colonel. 
Two companies of this regiment were sent to 

back t o Donelson befor~ the February attack 
Fo rt He nry but were ordered 
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on For t Henry. These regi ment s 

were used mainly for constructing fort i -
fic ations and bu il d i ng hut s. 54 

Til ghman ended the lenient f 
urlough policy which had been pursued 

by MacGavock. He hoped that Colonels Bailey and Stacker could restore 

discipline now that their election to Colonel had 
been accomplished . 

Obv iousl y , St acker had some problem as he shortly resigned and was replaced 

by Suggs . Suggs apparently had some success in organizing his regiment, 

as his was one of the regiments which Tilghman placed on standby for the 

relief of Fort Henry during the February attack.55 

On January 15th, Tilghman transferred his headquarters to Fort 

Henry, leaving Colonel Head in command at Fort Donelson. On January 16th, 

Colonel Milton Haynes arrived at Fort Donelson with orders from Polk to 

command the artillery at Forts Henry and Donelson, but Tilghman decided 

he would personally supervise the artillery at Fort Henry. At Fort Donel

son, Haynes found two untrained infantry companies in charge of the 32-

pounders. He quickly set about to drill them and along with Haney's 

li ght battery organized a provisional artillery battalion. Work also 

continued on the river batteries and the landward fortifications. 56 

Federal gunboats reappeared in the Tennessee River in middle Jan

uary. They came up the river, fired a few shots at Fort Henry, and briefly 

landed a few troops several miles north of the fort before retiring. 

bot h Johnston and Polk . 58 This Ti lghman sent an urgent appeal for help to 

though certainly not with the support which t ime both men reacted quickly, 

was re.qui red. · nts to Henderson Station to be used Johnston sent two regime 

at Fort Henry if needed. 24 th Polk ordered Captain Crain's On January 

Arkansas regiment sent from Memphis 
fie ld battery and Colonel Gee's 15 th 

to Fo r t Henry . 
reinforcements was that onl y the 

The problem with the 
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none of the uni ts were read f 
Y or combat as they 58 were not wel 1 trained. 

Despi t e t he arrival of the 
new t roops and laborers , work at Fort 

Heiman progressed slowl y. 
As late as January 17th, Mr. James E. Saunders, 

a c ivilian contractor employed at Fort Henry and a 
member of the Alabama 

committee which raised the troops and laborers for F 
ort He iman, wrote a 

Startling letter to Colonel E. W, Munford 
of Johnston I s Staff. In the 

letter, Saunders accused Tilghman of needlessly delaying the construction 

of Fort Heiman. He said that a courier was sent to General Tilghman on 

the 3rd or 4th of January telling him of the arrival of the laborers, 

yet Tilghman d id not come to Fort Henry until January 15th. Hayden had 

not yet begun the work because Tilghman had not approved the plan. Because 

of the delay, the Negro force was inactive . When Tilghman arrived, he 

11debated whether it was not too late to throw up works on the west side . 11 

Saunders believed that to give up Fort Heiman was equivalent to abandoning 

Fort Henry. Saunders further commented that the Alabama troops were 11 raw 

and undisciplined, " and that they were engaged in build i ng one hundred 

winter huts instead of working on the forts. 59 

In defending his position regarding construction at the inland 

forts, Tilgbman maintained that he was "nearly b_roken down from incessant 

work from the middle of June ... 11 and he was 11 , • • not in the best condition" 

6.ecause of his efforts to organize the First Kentucky Brigade. He a 1 so 

bl d . d II total lack" of transportation for causing ame inclement weather an a 

delays. 11 h fai Jure of adequate support cast Finally, Tilghman stated, t e 

d me to assume responsibilities which 
me upon my own resources, and compel le 

may have worked a partial ev i 1. 11 On January ]8th Johnston immediatel y 

. h the heights opposite Fort Henry . 
te 1 eg raphed Ti l ghman, "Occupy and I ntrenc 
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Wo r k a l 1 n i g ht . " J 
ohnston then ordered Gilmer to 

Fort Henry to assist with the defense.59 

When Gilmer arrived at the Tennessee 
River on January 31st, the 

earthworks at Fort Heiman were nearly finished. 
Evidently, at this point, 

Gilmer reversed himself concerning the placement of heavy guns at Fort 
Heiman because, he said in his report, "no guns had been received that 
could be put in these works except a few field pieces. 11 He attempted to 

order guns from "Richmond, Memphis and other points," but it was too late. 

If the guns had been ordered in November they would probably have 

arrived in time to be mounted at Fort Heiman. Lacking these, Gilmer couid 

have ordered some pieces moved over from Fort Henry, but he probably hesi

tated to move guns already emplaced.6O 

Fort Heiman, located high on a bluff, was the key to defense of 

the Tennessee River. The fate of Fort Henry had already been substantially 

sealed by its wretched position. Fort Heiman, however, was neutralized by 

Gilmer 1 s decision in November not to mount heavy guns there . Still, if 

Tilghman, present at the fort, had overridden th.e engineer and placed the 

heavy ordnance on the high bluff, the entire situation with the river 

defenses may have been altered. 

ay the end of January, Tilghman had amassed 4,640 troops present 

for duty at the inland river forts. Of that number, 2,845 were at Forts 

Henry-Heiman and the rest at Fort Donelson. Yet, despite some limited 

most of these troops were in no condition to success in accumulating men, 

d and many were suffering from measles fight since 2,000 of them were unarme 

f the regiments were in good order, 
or some other ailments. Only three 0 

than a help. 61 
and the others were more a hindrance 

The fal 1 and early winter of 1861 brought a great deal of activ i t y 
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Fort Donelson finally became a reality instead of 

simpl y a name on a map, and the hi 1 ls on the west bank of the Tennessee 

River opposite Fort Henry were fortified. 
At the same time, the troop 

strength within the inland river forts was 
tripled, and obstructions were 

placed at three locations on the Cumberland River. 
A general officer was 

sent to the area to improve the efficiency of the 
command there, and two 

seemingl y competent military engineers arr·ive.d to 
supervise the completion 

of the defenses. On the surface at l t d · · f eas , con 1t1ons o the inland river 

defenses seemed to have improved. 

In reality, none of the underlying problems at the inland river 

forts was attacked. The wretched position of Fort Henry was well known 

to all who would listen; however, no attempt was ever made to move it to 

a more favorable location. The excel lent position offered by Fort Heiman 

for the placement of a water battery was given up because Jeremy F. Gilmer 

simply failed to take the necessary time properly to inspect the site. 

Only at Fort Donelson did the defenses actually improve. 

The apathetic attitude of the population of Middle Tennessee also 

continued to manifest itself in the failure of the people to provide 

laborers and troops necessary to defend the region. The fact that no 

defenses were built around Nashville--tbe center of wartime production 

t otal lack of concern by the people for the State--clearly demonstrates a 

for defense, and probably for the war as a whole. After the Federal cap-

many of the citizens of that city welture of Nashville in March, 1862, 

corned the presence of the Union soldiers. 

often used wisely, and a 
The few resources available were not 

great deal of waste took place. 
Both Gilmer and Dixon began too many 

·1able to complete them. 
projects for the resources avai 

The placing of 
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obstacles in the Cumberland Rive . 

r required a great deal of manpower , and 
proved totall y useless because • h 

' neit er Gilmer nor Dixon were familiar 

wi th the tremendous rises of the rivers 
during the flood season. Questions 

can also be raised about the abilities of such men 
who failed to seek out 

the proper evidence such as high-water 
marks, or knowledge held by local 

residents. Johnstonis decision to build a second line behind Bowling 

Green also drew more attention away from F arts Henry and Donelson . Gilmer 

spent over one month in Nashville alone surveying locations for the 

defenses of that city, and he spent other valuable time laying out a river 

battery for Clarksville. Of more importance is the fact that Johnston 

failed to adequately comprehend the real threats to the inland river forts 

because, if he had, he could not have considered them as part of a second

ary line. 

The most serious problems for the inland river forts rested with 

the command structure. The inability of Tilghman and Gilmer to work 

together, and the lack of discipline within the forts indicate a break

down of command at the forts. Even Gilmer admitted that one man should 

have been in charge, but he believed that he should have been that man. 

Polk 1 s disinterest in the affairs of the eastern edge of his 

district, and Gilmer 1 s neglect of his duties at Henry and Donelson, indi

cate a command failure at the department level. Throughout the fall 

and winter of 1861-1862, Johnston remained totally unaware of the defense-

Instead, his complete trust in Gilmer less conditions at the inland forts. 

det ails at Bowling Green, led him to 
and his preoccupation with minor 

M'iddle Tennessee were being completed in 
believe that the defenses within 

a timel y .manner. l k f knowledge concerning the state of 
Johnston 1 s ac 0 

Was not entirely his own fault, for neither 
defense within Middle Tennessee 
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Polk nor Gi lmer kept Johnston informed on the subject. Yet, the final 

bl ame for the situation must rest with Johnston. He was totally unable 

to communicate with his subordinates. He probably never knew that Gilmer 

believed the Federals would not attack during the winter. Johnston cer

tainly did not hold that view. Stronger rapport with his staff and sub

ordinates might have solved such serious differences in opinion. Less 

absorption wi th affairs in Bowling Green and a stronger hand with Polk 

might have forced Polk to meet his responsibilities at Henry and Donelson. 

Therefore, by the end of January, the complex of command failures had com

bined to make the inland river forts the most vulnerable spot on the 

l
. 62 

Tennessee 1ne. 



Chapter 4 

DESCRIPTION OF THE TENNESSEE DEFENSES 

By the end of January, 1862, Fort 
Henry was finally finished, and 

its guns were in place. Across the river F ort Heiman was rapidly reaching 

its own completion after a very slow start. Almost nine months had passed 

since Anderson and Foster had made the f"irst surveys to determine a loca-

tion for Fort Henry and a great deal of neglect had taken place in the 

meantime. Still, except for the poor location of Fort Henry itself and 

the lack of heavy guns at Fort Heiman, the works were strong and capable 

of providing an effective defense if properly garrisoned. 

The main position at Fort Henry was a five bastioned work which 

sat near the water 1 s edge. The earthen walls of the fort were about thir

teen feet thick at their base and tapered to eleven feet at the top. 1 

The walls stood approximately seven feet high, with the heavy guns stand

ing on well built platforms about three feet above the level of the ground. 

Embrasures made from coffee sacks filled with dirt were put atop the walls 

near the guns. The walls of the main work were about 2,700 feet in cir-

2 
cumference and enclosed about three acres. Five log huts and three 

frame buildings, described as 11admirably built, 11 housed the fort's gar-

rison. 

fort. 

A moat nine to ten feet deep and twenty feet wide surrounded the 
' 

· stretched across the moat. 3 
A drawbridge on the southwest bastion was 

trenches was constructed on a ridge 
An inner line of rifle pits or 

300 feet east of the fort. Was e ·1ghty to one hundred feet above 
This ridge 

Log hu ts and tents were located behind the 
the ground level of the fort. 
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wor ks and provided shelt e r for the 

troops occupying these field fortifica-
tions. Sou theast and south of the f 

ort, west of the swamp, and on the same 
level as the fort, was another · 

inner line of rifle pits. Log huts were also 

located behind these works and provided the 
quarters for the troops in this 

line. A total of about 250 log cabins were built at Fort Henry.4 

An outer line of rifle pits covered h t e northern and eastern land 

approach. These works were located on another ridge rising eighty feet 

above the ground level of the fort and 3,000 feet from it. More swamp 

separated this ridge from the ridge crowned by the inner rifle pits. Tents 

were the only shelter provided for the defenders there, as these works 

were built later than the others. Only these works remain above water 

today, and they are sti 11 in reasonably good condition despite the fact 

that they have not been maintained in almost 120 years. 5 All the rifle 

pits were well constructed. They were about four feet high and were four 

to six feet thick at their tops. A ditch six feet wide and over a foot 

deep was located behind the firing step to provide additional protection. 

Another ditch of about the same dimensions was built in front of the 

trench to provide an obstruction. The entire works at Fort Henry covered 

an area of ten acres . Abatis, which was made by cutting trees down and 

sharpening the ends of them, was prepared around the fort, the most exten

sive area of it being cut just north of the fort for a distance of two and 

·d · ·b· 1·,ty as well as protection against infantry a half miles to prov, e v1s1 1 

attack.6 

R. r which was about 1,260 feet wide at 
Across the Tennessee 1ve, 

normal s t age, stood Fort Heiman. 
It faced the southwest bastion of Fort 

. . n .
1 
nety feet above the river 1 eve 1. 

h ·, 11 r I s Ing Henry , and was situated on a 
b tions and covered about one acre. 

It consi s ted of an earthwork of four as 



The rear bas t ion was s traight 
and the other three each formed a "V" , rather 
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t han an indent ed 1 ine. The k 
war was unfinished at the time of its capture , 

and its armament composed O 1 
n y two pieces of light artillery, comprising 

a section of Captain Crain 1 s Tennesse 8 e attery. These two pieces were one 

12-pounder bronze gun and one 4-pounder iron rifle.? 

Since Fort Henry was designed primarily to resist attack from the 

r iver, it had to be armed with a sufficient number of heavy weapons speci-

fically to repel attack by enemy vessels. About the only weapons capable 

of performing such a mission at the time of the American Civil War were 

large muzzle loading pieces of artillery, mounted on carriages. 

In the Confederacy, the first priority for such heavy artillery 

went to the east coast. The next priority was given to the defenses of 

the Mississippi River. By 1862 General Polk had accumulated a total of 

140 pieces of field and heavy artillery at Columbus. As had been the case 

with everything else, Fort Henry was a "poor stepchild" when it came to 

heavy guns. 8 

Heavy artillery at the time of the Civil War was identified by either 

the size of the weapon 1 s bore, or by the weight of the projectile it fired. 

For example, the 10-inch Columbiad had a bore ten inches in diameter, while 

the 32-pounder gun fired a ball which weighed thirty-two pounds. An excep

ti on to this rule was the rifled gun which, because of the design of its 

Several t imes the weight of what would be f ired barrel, fired a projectile 

by a similar smoothbore weapon. Therefore, the 24-pounder rifle actually 

• • 1 9 
fired a sixty-four pound elongated proJecti e. 

Heavy ordnance was also 

howitzers and mortars. It was further 
classified into three types: guns, ' 

Such 
as for seige, field or seacoast defense. 

class if ied by its usage, 

10 

H ry with the exception of the 
Cannon at Fort en ' A 11 of the heavy 



Columbiad, were c la ss ified as s 
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eacoast guns. 

ba r re led weapon s des igned to throw as I'd 
0 1 shot with a heavy charge of 

This meant they were long 

powder at a long range using a low 
angle of elevat·1on.ll Th C l b" d e o um 1a , 

too, used a heavy charge , and it also had a 
relatively long barrel, but it 

was designed to fire at a mucb higher angle 
of elevation. Al 1 these wea-

pons were muzzle-loaders and were d . 
ma e entirely of iron. The 32-pounders, 

42-pounders, and the Columbiad were all 
smoothbores and shared asimilar 

smooth internal surface of the barrel. Th ey were designed to fire a 

spherical projectile, but the Columbiad could also throw an elongated shell. 

The 24-pounder, on the other hand, was classified as a rifle. This 

meant that the inside of the barrel was fitted with a system of "grooves", 

or indentations, and 11 lands 11 --raised portions. This rifling greatly 

increased the accuracy and range of the weapons. 12 

The number and description of the heavy ordnance of Fort Henry at 

the time of the battle with the Union flotilla in February, 1862, has been 

the subject of some controversy. Several of the senior Confederate Officers 

at Fort Henry made reports describing the heavy guns; however, there are 

some inconsistancies in those reports. After the battle was over and the 

Union Army took control of the fort, Lieutenant Colonel James a. McPherson, 

Grant's chief engineer, counted each weapon and classified it prior to 

placing its location on his map of Fort Henry . All these sources agree 

Columb ·1ad, one 24-pounder rifle and two 42-that there was one ten-inch 

13 
pounder guns at Fort Henry. Disagreement, however, arises with attempts 

t th fort Major Gilmer and 
to determine the number of 32-pounder guns a e · 

b Of 32-pounders at eight. 
Captain Taylor both placed the num er 

Colonel 

Were t en 32 _pounders with the fort. 
Heiman reported that there 

This number 

agrees with the map made by McPherson. 
Major Mason Brayman, of General 



Jo hn A. McClernand 's s t aff, also inventoried the 
weapons after t he bat t le, 
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and he counted ten 32-pounders . 
Since the Union Officers could physicall y 

count the weapons and then report the·, f' d' 
r 1n 1ngs, the correct number of 

32- pounders is probably ten. 
McPherson, Heiman and Brayman also agree that 

there were two 12-pounders and one 24-pounder gun.14 
This made a total 

of seventeen guns contained within the main work at Fort Henry. 

These guns were arranged within the fort so as to provide protec-

t .ion to the entire work. lnthe ·11 1· f crema, ere 1ne acing north were five 

32-pounders, the two 42-pounders, and the Columbiad. In the bastion facing 

northwest were the 24-pounder rifle and two 32-pounders. This made a total 

of eleven guns which were mounted in these two bastions, so as to face the 

river. No heavy artillery was mounted on the bastion facing southwest. 

Mounted on the bastion facing the northeast land approach were three 32-

pounders and the 24-pounder. The two 12-pounders were mounted in the bas

tion covering the southeast land approach. There were two ammunition maga

zines: one in the right rear of the 24-pounder rifle, the other located 

behind the right 42-pounder facing north. 15 

At the beginning of the Civil War there were only two sources of 

heavy weapons available in the entire South. The first source was the 

f rts which were seized at the capture of heavy weapons from the seacoast O , 

start of hostilities. Most of these guns were retained in their former 

Ot her coastal fortification in the immed iate places, or installed at some 

area. l 6 

Norfolk, Virginia, provided the major 
The Gosport Navy Yard, in 

Of fo r the Confederacy at source heavy ordnance 
the beginning of the war. 

Thi s yard was burned 
l 21 1861 , by retreating Uni on 

and abandoned on Apri ' 

they were about to be attacked 
fo rces, because they erroneously believed 



by super ior Rebe l forces. 

among othe r valuable war . 

The confederates quickly occupied the yard, and 
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mater I a 1 found 
over a thousand cannons ranging 

in size from 32-pounders to ll-inches. 
The guns had been ineffectively 

spi ked and were easily repaired by the 17 
Southerners. Confederate author-

ities sent forty-two of the captured 32 d 
-poun ers from Norfolk to Tennessee 

prior to June 10, 1861. 18 
MoS t of these weapon7 were sent to the Missis-

sippi River; however, six were sent to Fort Henry.Ii 
The Confederate 

government also sent ten 42-pounders from the Richmond Arsenal to Tennes-
20 

see. It is possible that two of these guns were eventually sent to Fort 

Henry. All the sources agree, though, that both the 32 and 42-pounder guns 

at Henry came from Virginia. 21 

Most publications dealing with Fort Henry never mention the origin 

of the 10-inch Columbiad at that location. I believe, after careful 

research, that the gun was produced at Tredegar Iron Works in Richmond, 

Virginia, in late 1861. Prior to the fall of Fort Henry on February 6, 

1862, a total of four such guns were shipped by Tredegar to General Johnston 

at Nashville. Two of these guns, serial numbers 1298 and 1306, were shipped 

on December 11, 1861, and then, in early January, 1862, the two others, 

8 h. d 22 serial numbers 1331 and 133 , were also s 1ppe • Records of Nashville 

Ordnance Office, while incomplete, indicate that at an unknown date in 

December, Johnston requested that Columbiads be sent to both Fort Henry 

and Fort Donelson, then on January 6, 1862, Johnston again requested that 

a Columbiad be sent to Fort Henry. Since the Nashville Ordnance Office 

1 b' d one to Henry and one records show only two issues of 10-inch Co um ia s--

safe to Conc lude that these were the Tredegar guns. 
to Donelson--it seems 

in January were diverted 
The other two Columbiads sent from Tredegar 

23 
h fall of Fort Henry. 

f rom Nashville and sent to Savannah after t e 



Further evidence indi cat es t h h 
at t e Columbiad at Fort Henry came from 
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Tredegar . On November 16, 1861 T d 
' re egar management issued a memorandum 

req uiring that the pintle for the c 1 0 umbiad carriage be long enough to enter 
the t ransom eight inches, instead ff 

0 our inches as before. The memorandum 

also called for the gun carriage to be attached to 
the chassis rails. The 

purpose of the a 1 terat ion was 11 
... to prevent the chass ,

1 
s 

from being tripped 
up when the gun's carriage recoils. 1124 Th 

e pintle is the vertical bolt 

which allows the barrel to be moved horizontally. The transom bar is one 

Of several stout pieces of timber, wh'1ch holds the f · parts o a gun carriage 
25 

together. This is significant, because both the 10-inch Columbiads at 

Henry and Donelson had problems very similar to those mentioned in the 

Tredegar memorandum. According to Colonel Heiman, when the Columbiad at 

Fort Henry was fired, the gun tube recoiled with such force that it "dis

arranged the pintle. 1126 Colonel Haynes said of the Columbiad at Fort 

Donelson that when the gun was fired using a normal twenty-pound powder 

charge : 

... the shock threw it back against the burters and the recoil threw 
the chassis off the pintle, and the counter-shock threw the muzzle 
of the gun so violently against the transom bar as to injure the 
carriage ... 27 

A hurter is a square beam placed at the rear of the piece to help absorb 

th . l 28 e reco 1 • 

the Or ·,g·in of tbe 24-pounder rifle at Fort Henry was Determining 

somewhat easier. b battle at the location, both In reports of the Fe ruary 

h Cincinnatti Gazette, related Major Gilmer and the Northern newspaper, t e 

w k This information is that the rifled gun came from Tredegar Iron ors. 

1 th ton December 2nd 
verified by the fact that Tredegar records revea a 

h' d to Nashvi 1 le. 29 
and 11th, 1861, 24-pounder rifled guns were s ippe 

l k f importance a Because of the ac o 
ttached to Forts Henry and 
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Donel son by Confede ra te au t horities , 

the inland river forts did not receive 
the most modern ordnance. I f 

n act , except for the Columbiad and 24-pounder 
rifle, a l l t he artillery was obsol t 

e e. The 32 and 42-pounder guns had been 
in t he Army inventory for av f 

er art y years. The range of both weapons 
barel y exceeded 1,900 yards. 

Because of the guns' small projectiles and 

shor t range , artillery experts 'd 
consi ered them to be totall y ineffective 

aga inst ironclads. 30 

The Columbiad and the rifled gun were much f more power ul weapons. 

The range of both exceeded two miles, and both had individual characteris-

tics w~ich enhanced their usefulness. The Columbiad fired at an evaluation 

as high as 39 degrees, and its round weighed one hundred twenty-eight 

pounds. This enabled the weapon to fire in a plunging pattern against the 

more vulnerable tops of the gunboats. The 24-pounder rifle was more 

accurate than the smoothbores because of the rotation of its projectile . 

The fact that it fired a sixty-four pound conical shaped projectile gave 

the rifled gun great penetrating power against ironclads . It was the 24-

pounder rifle which disabled the gunboat Essex during the battle on February 

6th..31 

Al 1 the seacoast arti ] lery at Fort Henry was mounted on barbette 

· h ' h enabled them to be fired over a parapet. carriages w 1c The carriage was 

then mounted on strong gun platforms about three feet above the floor of the 

fort. 32 

for the art i 11 ery at Fort Henry came from the All the ammunition 

th chief of the office, 
Na shville Ordnance Office. Captain Moses Wright , e 

'th local manufacturers 
Obtaining contracts w1 had done an excellent job in 

f d By early or both ammunition and pow er. 1862 , Wright was able to supply 

. Army of Tennessee. 
d f the entire most of the munitions nee s 0 
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On Jan uar y 18th, w w M k 

· · ac all, the Assistant Adjutant General at 
Bow l ing Green, forwarded a request to 

Captain Wright from General Tilghman 
fo r amm uni t ion of all t ypes. 

Mackal 1 said Tilghman had on hand nine 32's 

and one lZ-pou
nd

er; one rifled 24-pounder, and one JO-inch with no ammuni-

tion or loading fixtures. 
Mackall requested that Wright fill all Tilghman's 

requ is it i ans. If Tilghman had not d 
ma e any requisitions, Wright was 

·,nstructed to take appropriate act·,on and 33 
send whatever was necessary. 

Strangely, Mackall made no mention of the two 4 
2-pounders at Henry. As the 

original message from Tilghman was not found, it could not be determined 

whether it was Tilghman or Mackall who neglected to mention these weapons. 

This obvious mistake was to have serious effects within the coming days. 

Wright replied to Mackall that a complete set of implements had 

been sent with the 10-inch Columbiad, and that 100 rounds of ammunition for 

the Columbiad had been sent on January 16th. Wright also reported that 

there were 782 rounds for the 32-pounders; 274 rounds for the 12-pounder; 

300 rounds for the 6-pounder; 100 rounds for the 24-pounder rifled gun; 

150,00.0 rounds of small arms ammunition, as well as lead, powder, and caps 

on hand at Fort Henry. Again, no mention of the 42-pounders was made. 34 

Lieutenant W.O. Watts, Ordnance Officer at Fort Henry took steps 

f h 42 d r Wright reacted to correct the deficiency in ammunition or t e -poun e · 

it failed to arrive at Fort by sending some 42-pounder sol id shot; however, 

Henry prior to the battle. 35 

the Rebels at Fort Henry was made entirely in The gun powder used by 

Nashvi I le. Was the only source of gunpowder during the 
In fact, Nashville 

This powder was mostly of such 
early v,ar in the entire We stern Department. 

poor qua! ity that it was necessary 
the dangerous expedient of to adopt 

quick-burning powder. 
adding to each charge a portion of 

. "ble to obtain a shot 
burning powder, it was almost ,mposSI 

Without the quick-

in excess of one 



36 
mile . This quick- bu rn ing powder may well have contributed t o the acc i -

dents wh ich occ urred wit h the big guns on February 6th. 
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The exact origins of the ammunition used by the Rebels at Fort 

Hen ry could not be learned; however, the probability exists that it was 

manufactured by either the firm of T.M . Brennan or Ellis Moore. The two 

Nas hv i l l e businesses were the primary sources of ammunition supplies for 

the Nashville Ordnance Office, and review of contracts signed with the two 

companies revealed that both firms produced rounds for the 10-inch 32-

pounder and the 24-pounder rifled gun.37 

By the end of January 1862, both Forts Henry and Heiman were 

substantiall y completed. All available guns had been mounted and with 

The forts were the exception of the 42-pounders, were ready for action. 

adequatel y supplied and the stage was set for the coming battle. 



Chapter 5 

THE BATTLE OF FORT HENRY 

Throughout the fall and winter f 186 o 1 the progress of the inland 

ri ver forts was closely watched b L" Y 1eutenant Phelps and the gunboat 

Conestoga. Phelps was later Joined by Lieutenant James W. Shirk, who on 

January 22nd sailed the gunboat Lfvingston within one mile and a quarter of 

Fort Henry. Phelps reached the southern point of Panther Island. Shirk had 

brought with him General C.F. Smith, commander of Grant 1 s forces at 

Paducah, to inspect the condftfons of the forts. The gunboat fired four 

shots at Fort Henry but caused no damage. The fort replied with a single 

shot which fell short. Smith noted that the heavy rains of the past week 

had rai sed the height of the river about fourteen feet. He believed that, 

11 two iron-clad gunboats would make short work of Fort Henry . 11 Smith, who 

had already marched his men to within twenty miles of Fort Heiman without 

a hint of opposition, believed that both works could easily be taken. 
1 

As early as September, 1861 , Smith and Grant had realized the impor

tance of the Tennessee and Cumberland Rivers as an avenue of invasion. Other 

Federal officers too, saw the fmportance of the two rivers. On November 20th , 

h. f Eng·,neer of the Department of the Ohio, Colonel Charles Whittlesey, C 1e 

fo r a 11great movement by I and and water, up wrote a letter to Hal leek calling 

11 Whittlesey 1 s letter also asked the the Cumberland and Tennessee Rivers . 

following questions: 
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( 1 ) 
(2) 

(3) 

( 4) 

Wou 1 d i t . not al low water tran . 
Would tt not necessitate the sportat~on halfway to Nashvi lie? 
ening (the Confederate' ) levacuat1on of Columbus, by threat-
Would it not necessitats ~a uable communications? 
threatening his rail el~ e retreat of General Buckner by 
1 · way 1nes? 
s it not the most feasibl 

e route into Tennessee? 
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Shortly thereafter, on December 
5th, Flag Officer Andrew H. Foote 

suggested to Halleck that within two or 
three weeks, he could proceed up the 

Tennessee River with "two or three gunboats and 
a regiment of soldiers, for 

the purpose of destroying ... Fort Henry .... 112 

On December 10th, General Buell offered a plan to Hal leek whereby 

their two armies would move up both the Cumberland and Tennessee Rivers 

simultaneously. Buell had even gone so far as to suggest the plan to 

Washington. Hal leek rejected this plan, saying his Army was not ready 

for battle. McClellan inquired of Halleck when he might be able to 

move up the inland rivers in support of Buell. Halleck commented that if 

he received arms in time, he might be prepared for 11ulterior operations" by 

the early part of February.3 By New Years Day, 1862, Halleck had become 

firmly convinced that an expedition up the Tennessee River was strategically 

sound and should be carried through. Unfortunately for the Union cause, 

the lack of cooperation between Halleck and Buell delayed the execution of 

such a plan.4 

President Lincoln suspected that the two generals were not coordinat

ing their movements. On December 3Jst, he suggested that Halleck move 

against Columbus and at the same time Buell move against Bowling Green. 

Lincoln believed that a simultaneous movement by both forces would prevent 

the Confederates from reinforcing either position. 
Both commanders blamed 

'th r man made any effort to 
each other for the lack of cooperation, but net e 

In ea rly January Halleck began to plan a unilateral 
remedy the situation. 5 

to beg in in late February. 
campaign which he hoped 
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Grant also ha d been working 

on a plan to attack Fort Henry by using 
a comb i ned a rmy/g unboat force. 

On January 22d G , rant offered his plan to 
Hall eck but Halleck refused to 1 isten to him. Though Grant could not know 
it , Halleck did not be] ieve h 

tat Grant was capable of commanding a large 
scale offensive. In fact H 11 k ' a ec planned to call E than Allen Hitchcock, 

an old Army officer, out of retirement to lead the 6 offensive. 

Events upset Hal leek's plans, however, and forced him to move up 

the date for his attack on Fort Henry. M Cl c ellan wired Halleck on January 

29th that Major General Pierre G.T. Bea~regard had left Virginia with 

fifteen regiments and was enroute to Kentucky. I f 8 n act, eauregard was 

traveling to Kentucky but with only a few staff officers.? 

Halleck could not ignore the threat of the suspected Confederate 

reinforcements. If the blow at Henry were to be struck , it would have to 

be delivered immediately. About this same time Grant received Smith's 

report that Fort Henry could be taken with ease. Grant again asked Halleck 

for permission to attack Fort Henry. The following day, Foote also sent a 

telegram to Hal leek reiterating Grant's plea. Under this pressure, Halleck 

on January 30th, gave Grant permission for an attack up the Tennessee River. 8 

Grant quickly assembled his men at Cairo, Paducah and Smithland. He 

had previously divided his forces into two divisions, but he learned that 

not enough steamboats were available to carry both divisions up river at one 

t ime.~ Grant decided to move McClernand's division on February 2nd and send 

t he boats back to Smithland and Paducah to bring Smith's division south on 

February 3rd. Accordingly, McClernand's division and a brigade of Smith's 

during the afternoon of February 
division, were loaded onto the steamboats 

2nd. 
b for the coming battle. Finally, 

Foote readied seven of the gun oats 

gunboats led the transports away from the 
at 5:00 p. m. on February 2nd, the 
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docks at Ca i ro. The f lotilla encountered 

strong currents in the Ohio River, 
and had to t ravel throughout that n· h 19 t, the next day, and into the morning 
of Fe br uary 4th. It arrived t I 

a tra La nd ing, on the east bank of the river 
eight miles below Fort Henry, 4 

at :30 a.m., February 4th. lO 

Observing the Federal landing, the Rebel pickets on duty along the 

river f i red a signal rocket seen by 
sentinels in the fort. The fort 

answered with a s i gna 1 rocket. 
The pickets fired three more rockets meaning 

that three gunboats had been spotted. 

Heiman, who temporarily commanded the fort because Tilghman was 

inspecting Fort Donelson, ordered the 2,600 men garrison into motion. All 

the river guns were manned and loaded. Most of the steamers lying below 

For t Henry were moved up river, out of the gunboat's range. The Dunbar 

and the Boyd were dispatched to Paris Landing to pick up the 48th and 51st 

Tennessee regiments which were on duty at that location. Heiman sent a 

. f D I T'I h f h · d ' 1 11 courier to art one son to warn I g man o t e 1mpen 1ng assau t. 

During the month of February, the waters of the Tennessee normally 

rise considerably as a result of the rains which come at that time of the 

year. This year was no exception, and the rains came early, causing the 

river to rise rapidly. Several days before the battle water began to enter 

the fort and flooded the lower magazine built above ground. Many laborers 

· sandbags around the new magazine, while other sand-were involved in placing 

bags we re used to shore up the walls of the fort just to keep the river out. 

The banks on both sides of the river were a sea of mud. Since the fort was 

located 
12 

completely surrounded by water. 
on low ground, it was almost 

P
ickets on both sides of the river 

Shortly after daylight, the 

reported the presence 
h d at Bailey's Landing. 

Of a large fleet anc ore 

Was C
learly visible at the fort. 

smoke from their stacks 
Heiman then 

The 



ordered Captain El 1 is of th T 
e enth Tennessee 

to proceed down the east 
bank of t he ri ver with a 11 sma detachment of 

mounted men to ascertain 
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whether the Federals were land'ing 
a force. c · apta1n Milner was ordered to 

post his cavalry along the roads leading to 
the fort from Bailey 1 s Landing. 

Colonel Joseph Drake of the 4th Mississipp·, 
Infantry was directed to send 

t wo companies of his regiment and a section of 
Culbertson 1 s battery to the 

rifle pits about three-quarters of a mile from h 
t e fort in order to defend 

the Dover road. Captain C W Rd 
· · e was put in charge. Major Garvin occu-

pied the rifle pits across the Bailey's Land"ing road. Twelve torpedoes 

were sunk in the chute of the river between the left bank and Panther 

Island. This island was located about one and one-half miles north of the 

fort. 

About 9 o'clock, the gunboats began shelling the quarters of the 

Confederate soldiers. Captain Ellis quickly returned, reporting that he 

had seen eight gunboats and ten large transports in the river and that a 

Union cavalry was already beginning to land. The on-rushing water and its 

accompanying flotsam ripped the torpedoes in the chute from their moorings 

and rendered them useless. 13 

Ell is again returned and reported that he had seen barges carrying 

two light batteries near the opposite bank which indicated the Federals 

1 h The gun boats edged closer to the fort. were anding on both sores. 

They threw a few shells at the fort, but spent most of their activity 

f . I the woods on both sides of the river. ur1ous y shelling 
This she 11 i ng, 

which last several hours, served two purposes. 
First of all, it covered 

the debarkation of the troops. dl ·,t proved that the Confederates Secon Y, 

h b k Meanwhile, below, 
h masked batteries along t e an s. ad not placed any 

. nd sent forward pickets and 
the Federals continued their debarkation a 



89 
cavalry patrols . The Confederates also . 

increased patrols and throughout 
the rest of t hat day minor skirmishes took 

1 
14 

pace. 

On the 5th, Foote decided to test the 
range of the rebel guns, so 

h ordered three of the b 
e gun oats cautiously to proceed up the river to 

reconnoiter the fort. 15 
About 12 o'clock, the gunboats steamed up the 

main channe 1 . 

Colonel Heiman, sensing that the fort was about to be attacked, 

ordered that all the troops, except those necessary to man the heavy artil

lery, be marched out of range of the enemy guns. These big guns were man

ned by Company B, First Tennessee Artillery, Captain Jesse Taylor com

manding. As the gunboats reached a distance of about two miles from the 

fort, they began throwing shells. Heiman ordered Taylor not to fire until 

the gunboats came within closer range. Taylor withheld fire until a well 

directed shot from one of the Federal guns killed one man and wounded three 

others. He then ordered the two most powerful pieces, the 24-pounder rifle 

and the 10-inch Columbiad, to return fire. 16 

Both Heiman and Taylor were concerned about the Columbiad because 

i_t had an iron carriage which sat on an iron chassis. In trial firings, 

h the reco il of the weapon caused too much using only a 20 pound c arge, 

h This, in almost every case, dis-force to oe placed against the urters. 

arranged the pintle. The situation was remedied to an extent by clamping 

the carriage to the chassis. The weapon worked wel I for the first two 

dur ·1ng the third shot, the clamp broke. shots; however, 
Fearing that 

. . 17 
th Confederates did not fired it again. 

another shot would upset the gun, e 

f d better and with its second shot scored 
The 24-pounder per orme ' 

C·1nc·1nnati, causing damage to a direct hit on the.:..:.~---
the officer's quarters 

and the captain's cabin. 
we re astonished at the accuracy of 

The Federals 
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this shot becau se t he Ci ncinnat· 

---..::..:~I was almost two miles from the fort when 
i t was hit . Af ter about a thirt . 

y minute bombardment, h t e gunboats with-
drew, having accompl i shed their • 

mission of testing the fort's guns. 18 
The Federal guns showed 

superior range by sending some shots as 

much as a quarter mi le beyond the fort, yet 
they lacked accuracy . Most 

of the shells fell outside the fort and the 
few that did fall within the 

walls failed to explode . 19 

Before dark, Heiman rei f d h n orce t e outposts on the Dover road with 

two companies of the 10th Tennessee under Captains Morgan and Ford. He 

also sent a 6-pounder rifled gun to support them. At this same time, 

Heiman sent another courier with an escort to General Tilghman. Heiman 

gave the courier a dispatch in which he recommended that Fort Heiman be 

abandoned. There were few troops, the works were not completed, and the 

Colonel felt it could not be held against a determined assault. Heiman 

also urged the General to come personally to Fort Henry. He cautioned him 

t hough, not to come without a strong escort as he believed the Federal 

cavalry was operating on the main road from Dover. 20 

Back at Fort Donelson, Tilghman had heard the firing from Fort 

Henry and knew the crisis was at hand. After receiving the message from 

H · h d '1mmed·1ately to the scene of the action. e1man, e prepare to go He 

him and he took three companies of requested that Major Gilmer accompany , 

LTC Gantt's cavalry for security. Before leaving, he ordered Colonel Head 

and Colonel Suggs to hold their infantry regiments, along with two pieces 

a moment's notice. They were 
of artillery , in readiness to move at 

and to be ready to move quickly 
ins t ructed to cook three days rations 

· h on train. wit out camp equ i pment or wag If ' by the morning of the 6th , 

· th t t he Federals from Tilghman indicating a 
they had not recei ved a message 



intended to attack Fort Donelson th . 
, e entire force, 

about 750 me n, was to move to Kirkman1s F 
urnace and 
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which consisted of 

await further orders. 
K·1 rkman 1s Furnace was b a out halfway 

between Fort Donelson and Fort Henry.21 
Tilghman and his party then left 

Fort Donelson and arrived at Fort 
Henry about 11 : 30 p. m. on the 5th. 22 

At daylight on the morning of the 

6th, Tilghman discussed the deteriorating situation with Heiman and the 

others. After the meeting, h d" e irected the removal of 11 h a t e troops 

except cavalry, from Fort Heiman. Th h 
e orse-soldiers, which consisted of 

the Alabama battalion and Captain p t1 s agen s PY Company, were left behind 

to harass the Federals and delay their advance_23 In abandoning Fort 

Heiman, Tilghman felt he was losing little. While the heights on which 

Fort Heiman sat completely commanded Fort Henry, this ground would be of 

advantage to the Federals only if they could get artillery up onto the 

bluff. Since the incessant rains had turned the roads into rivers of mud, 

Tilghman believed this would be impossible. 24 

With his forces, which amounted to about 2,600 men now concentra

ted on the east bank of the river, Tilghman divided the troops into two 

brigades. Heiman was given command of the first brigade, which comprised 

1 444 Th "t s follows· 10th Tennessee, LTC MacGavock, , men. ese uni s were a . 

commanding; 48th Tennessee, LTC Voorhies, commanding; 51st Tennessee, LTC 

B d Tc Gantt 1s cavalry battalion, and Captain Culbertson 1s row er, commanding; L 

light battery consisting of four field pieces. The second brigade was 

given to Colonel Drake. Were spread among several units Its l , 215 men 

also. The 4th Mississippi' Drake is old unit, was given to Major Ada ire. 

db 
. de were the 27th Alabama, under LTC 

The other units in the secon riga 
M · Garvin; the 15th Arkan-

Hughes; the Alabama cavalry battalion, under aJor 
· under Captains Milner 

s two separate cavalry companies as, under LTC Gee; 
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0 ight battery, under Captain Crain. Since 
Genera l Tilg hman had left his staff back at 

Fort Donelson, he appointed 
Maj or McConnico as assistant adjutant-general 

and Lieutenant Phar as aide-
de-camp. 

Since Tilghman knew it 
would be impossible to defend the entire 

outer perimeter with such a sm 11 f 
a orce, he decided to concentrate his 

forces in the rifle pits nearest the ·,nfantry camps. E 
xact instructions 

were given to each company as to the ground each would occupy.25 During 

the morning a Confederate cavalry patrol encountered a group of Federal 

infantry and a skirmish ensued. Each side lost one man. Tilghman, upon 

hearing of the action, personally led reenforcements to the location wher~ 

the skirmish had taken place, but by the time he arrived the Federals had 

retired. Fearing that the Federals would launch probing attacks, Tilghman 

then sent two additional companies of infantry to support Captain Red, who 

was still maintaining a forward position at the outerworks. 26 

That night, General Tilghman called a council of his most trusted 

officers. Colonels Heiman, Forrest and Drake, Major Gilmer and Captains 

h · · ts The strength of the Federals Hayden and Taylor were among t e part1c1pan • 

1 25 000 To oppose this force, the Confed-was estimated to be at east , men. 

erates had fewer than 2,600 men, mostly raw recruits armed with shotguns 

and hunting rifles. In fact, the best equipped regiment in the command, 

Was armed With old Tower of London flint-lock muskets the 10th Tennessee, 

first used in the War of 1812. The consensus was that successful res is-

was an impossibi 1 ity and the army 
tance to such an overwhelming force 

27 
Pi 1 low and Buckner at Donelson. 

should fall back and unite with 
1 Tilghman would, of course, abandon 

By removing the troops, Genera 
that Fort Donelson might possibly 

Fort Henr y. Tilghman reasoned, however, 
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orce ' even though Fort 
Henry should fall. Ce r-

tainly the oppos i t e was not true. 
The troops at Fort Henry would be 

necessary to aid Fort Donelson eith . . 
er in making a successful defense or 

in holdi ng it long enough to allow th C f 
e on ederate Army to escape from 

Bowling Green. Tilghman decided that the 
only course was to concentrate 

at Fort Donelson. The fate of the right w·1ng at Bowling Green then depended 
upon the concentration at Fort D 1 

one son and the holding of that place as 

long as possible.
28 

Before the close of the meeting, Tilghman had one 

additional problem with which to deal--that of withdrawing undisciplined 

troops from the front in the face of a superior opponent. With this in 

mind, he turned to Captafn Taylor, commander of the heavy artillery, and 

asked, 
11

Can you hold out for one hour against a determined attack?" Taylor 

replied that he could. Tilghman then said, "Well then gentlemen, rejoin 

your commands and hold them in readiness for instant motion. 1129. Thus, the 

success of the escape of Tilghman 1 s army rested totally on the shoulders of 

54 artillerymen and 11 averaged naval guns. 

During the evening Confederate pickets from the west bank reported 

the. landing of more Federal troops on that side of the river. Tilghman 

ordered Captain Hubbard to take 50 men and, if possible, surprise the out-

1 The torrent ial rains impeded Hubbard's progress and ying Union pickets. 

30 
he was unab.1 e to make contact with the enemy· 

Lreutenant Watts were the only two experiSi nce Captain Taylor and 

Fo rt Henry, General Tilghman sent a message enced artillery officers at 

that Colonel Milton A. Haynes, Chief of the 
to Fort Donelson requesting 

Te nnessee Corps of artillery, come 
to his assistance at Fort Henry. 

b th d to remain 
d · the night u a 

Haynes left immediately and arrived uring ' . 

h high backwater could not be 
out side the fort until daylight because t e 
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traversed in the dark. After . 

examining the fort , Haynes quickly determined 
tha t the works were untenable 

and ought to be abandoned immediately.31 
The preparations were over. 

All that Tilghman could do had been 
done. The gunners were at th · e1r places and th . f e 1n antry was preparing to 
march away. Heavy volumes of bl · k ac smoker ose over Panther Island indi-
cating that the Union fleet would soon be 

on the move. Tilghman and Gilmer 

spent the night on board the Dunbar which 
was lying off Fort Heiman during 

the night. About l0:30 on the morning of February 6th, General Tilghman 

and Major Gilmer went ashore in a small boat. Th e Dunbar then moved up 

river in order to try to escape capture. 

Near 11 o'clock the gunboats could be seen behind the cover of 

Panther Island. They formed a line abreast with two divisions. The Essex 

with four guns; the Cincinnati, the Carondelet and the St. Louis each with 

13 guns formed the first line as they were all ironclad boats of a new 

design. The wooden gunboats Tyler, Conestoga and Lexington, with a total 

of 15 guns, formed the second line. Seeing this formation , Taylor assigned 

to each gun a particular vessel as target. Captain Hayden volunteered to 

assist with the defense so he was placed in charge of the Columbiad which 

had been repaired after the accident of the day before. Taylor took per

sonal supervision of the rifle. 

He ·iman to move all the troops out of range of the Tilghman ordered 

Federal guns. Only the men who were serving the artillery and the officers 

h 1 Were t o remain inside the fort. Sending so 
w o accompanied the genera 

f f Was to Prove a mistake. With his staff, Tilghman 
many men ram the art 

took a posit ion at the center battery 
so he could better observe the move

. 32 
d

. t the firing of the batteries. 
ment s of the gunboats and irec 

C
alled for Foote' s gunboats to move 

Grant's plan of attack 
against 
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the water battery at Fort Henry 

while Smith's 6 000 t , roops marched up the 
west bank of the river and assaulted 

Fort Heiman. McClernand's division 
would move against Fort Henry via the 

Bailey's F erry and Dover Telegraph 
Road. All movements were to begin at ll 

:00 a.m. McClernand was further 
ordered to prevent the reinforcement 

or escape of the fort's garrison and 
to be prepared to storm the fort when 

ordered. The gunboats covered the 

four mi ]es easily in one hour, but ·,t 
took McClernand's division two hours 

to march four of the eight circuitous ·1 
m1 es from their camp to Fort Henry. 

As McClernand's forces reached the fork of Telegraph Road they paused to 

wait until the fort was reduced or the gunboats retired. They were well 

aware that they would be exposed to the fire from both the fort and the 

gunboats if they continued to advance.33 This pause allowed the Confed

erates to make their escape. 

As the Federals reached a range of 1,700 yards, the Cincinnati, 

Foote's flagship, fired a single shot which signaled the beginning of the 

general engagement. The shot fell short, but a few seconds later a 9-inch 

shell from the Essex found its mark in the forward wall of the earthworks. 

All the gunboats were firing as they came, but the guns of the fort remained 

silent.34 As the gunboats reached a distance of about one mile from the 

fort, Taylor gave the command to fire. The engagement was lively and in 

the words of Captain Taylor, ''for the next twenty or thirty minutes, was 

d teas a heart could wish, on both sides, as determined, rapid, an accura 

and apparently inclined in favor of the fort." 

shot through her boiler and dropped out of line. 

The Essex was disabled by a 

This shot came from the 

rifled gun. 
then a series of disasters took 

The fleet seemed to hesitate, 

Place within the fort. 
First, the rifled gun from which Taylor had just 

only its own crew, but the crew of 
been called away burst and disabled not 



the gun nearest i t . Thi s had at 
errible effect on the rrorale of the arti 1-

lerymen; first, becaus e it made them doubt the strength of their guns to 
resist the shock of full charges d 

, an secondly, because much had been 

expected f rom the long range and accuracy of the rifled gun. 
St i 11, a 11 

the men stood firmly at their stations under the 
intense fire and fought 

we! 1. 

Many of the shells lodged in the parapet making deep penetrations, 

but in no case did any pass through unless they struck the cheek of an 

embrasure. As luck would have it , one of the 32-pounder guns was struck by 

a heavy shel 1 passing through such an embrasure. All the gunners at the 

piece were disabled and the gun was destroyed. 35 About the same time, a 

premature discharge of one of the other guns caused it to explode, killing 

three men and wounding several others. The explosion probably occurred 

because too much quick burning powder was added to the charge. 

The i ronc I ads continued to move c 1 oser, reducing the range with 

each shot. They fired at the embrasures in an effort to disable other 

Rebel guns, while the wooden gunboats fired high angle shots in an effort 

f Several Of t hese shots started fires in the to drop she I ls into the art. 

f The f ·1 res soon burned out of control as there buildings inside the ort. 

36 was no one to fight the blaze. 

. about the fort directing the efforts As Captain Taylor was moving 

f . time since the battle began. of his men he saw Tilghman for the 1 rst 

left the fort with the retreating 
Taylor had supposed that the general had 

deteriorating situation with the 
army. Taylor went over to discuss the 

at the Columbiad. 
general when he heard a commotion over 

He rushed to the 

by its own priming wire. The 
big gun and found that it had been spiked 

wire was put into the primer hole too 
h b the final quickly and was caug t Y 



thr us t of the ramme r . 97 
A blacksmith 

was called for, and he labored with 
great coolness for a long time even 

th0ugh by sitting atop the big gun he 
exposed to the was direct fire of the gunboats. Yet, in spite of his cour-

age and earnest efforts, the broken wire remained in the hole and the 37 gun 
was useless. 

Gilmer approached Heiman and called 
his attention to the hopeless 

state of affairs. He requested that Heiman t 11 r·1 e I ghman that it was use-

less to hold out longer and that to keep up h 
t e struggle would cost the 

lives of many more men. Heiman agreed with Gilmer, but declined to bring 

the matter to the general's attention. Tilghman, when he was finally told 

of the state of affairs by Gilmer, said that he would not surrender yet as 

he had lost but few men. He then asked why some of the guns had ceased 

firing. He was told that several of the men had been killed; many others 

were wounded; and the rest were exhausted. Because everyone else had been 

sent out of the fort, there was no one to relieve the gunners. The general 

threw off his coat, sprang onto the chassis of a 32-pounder gun, and said 

that he would work the gun himself. He directed the gun toward the Cincin-

nati and fired, striking the ironclad with the first shot. Tilghman then 

ordered that 50 men from the 10th Tennessee be brought back to the fort to 

assist the gunners. Heiman could find no one to send, so he went himself.38 

The Federal commander, observing the silence of the two heavy guns, 

renewed his advance and increased the accuracy of his fire. Two of the 32-

same instant, and the flying fragments pounders were struck almost at the 

shells disabled every man at the two 
of the shattered guns and bursting 

11 His rifle-shot and shell, pene
guns. Taylor said of the Federal guns, 

. 1 k II 

as a pistol-ball would a pine Pan . 
trated the earth-works as readily 

39 
Now only four guns were serviceable. 
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The moment had now arrived when 

General Tilghman should have joined 
t he ma in body of troops retiring toward 

Fort Donelson. Sti 11, it was 
equall y plain to Tilghman that the gallant 

men working the batteries, 
most of whom were for the first time under 

fire, needed his presence. 
The sit uation was critical and after h 

t e appeal of several officers and 
men the general determined to t b 

say, el ieving that to leave at that 

moment would be disastrous. 

The general's decision gave the gunners new energy. The Confederate 

guns fired away with such deliberation that scarcely a shot missed. Despite 

the accuracy of the Southern fire, the ironclads were now within 600 yards 

of the fort and their guns were able to fire at point blank range. The 

heavy shot from the gunboats tore away more of the embrasures, throwing 

the sand bags upon the banquette and exposing the gunners to direct fire 

40 from the enemy. 

Major Gilmer again approached Tilghman and suggested capitulation. 

The general, realizing the hopelessness of the situation, agreed and 

accordingly he raised a white flag on the parapet himself .
41 

· d d T"1 lghman to get down off the wal 1 though, Several officers pursua e 

dense smoke, the flag could not be seen. because it was evident that in the 

Confe rence with Gilmer, Lieutenant Watts and Tilghman now held a hasty 

Captain Taylor. The four decided that continued resistance would only 

1"1fe and that the object of the defense, the result in useless loss of 

f the only sensible 
had been accomplished; there ore , escape of the army, 

ordered Taylor to strike the colors. 
option was surrender. Tilghman then 

The huge task as it was a painful one. 
This proved to be as dangerous a 

fl 1 ·,ke a ship's mast ag pole was made and was in two 

. shaft by means of ropes. 
being connected to the main 

Pieces--the top mast 

The flag staff had 
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ul ar that i t seemed likely to 

The top mast hung 
so far out of the perpendic-

come down at any moment. 

had been cut, but fortunately had f 
The flag halyards 

ouled at the cross trees. 
Captain Taylor and Sergeant Jones climbed 

the main shaft and 
' 

Together, 

by manipula-
ting the ropes, lowered the flag.42 

While Colonel Haynes was 
engaged working the upper battery someone 

gave the order ''cease fire." H • 
aynes immediately countermanded the order 

and kept firing. As he pointed d 
a gun an was preparing to fire it, one of 

the gunners exclaimed, "Look, someone has raised the white flag!" Haynes 

ordered the gunner to go tear it down and shoot the man who had raised it. 

Haynes felt that his course of action was justified because he supposed 

the flag had been raised without authority. He felt that any order to 

surrender should have been given through him since he was the chief of 

artillery. The gunner came running back to Haynes and told him that Gen

eral Tilghman had ordered the white flag to be raised. Haynes ordered the 

men to remain by their guns and he quickly went to General Tilghman. He 

asked the general if he was going to surrender. Tilghman's reply was, 

"Yes, we cannot hold out five minutes longer; our men are disabled, and we 

have not enough to man two guns." Haynes replyed, "Then sir, I will not 

no r ·ight to include me in the capitulation as an surrender and you have 

officer of this garrison, f Consu ltation with you." being here only or 

and Colonel Haynes left the fort and walked down The two men shook hands 

the river to a stable. There he found a ho rse without saddle or bridle. 

He mounted the horse and rode Off up the river to join the retreating army. 

Gilmer also left the fort, but by 
. d 43 

order of Tilghman the other men rema1ne . 

1 H . n was about to 
Meanwhile, as Colone eima 

reach the retreating 

saw the flag being hauled down. 
column, he heard the firing stop and 

He 
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quick ly retu rned to the fort for further orders. Tilghman told Heiman 
that he be 1 i eved it was his dut y to surrender, but Heiman was not included 
in the sur render as he had not been in the fort at the ti me the flag was 
hauled down. He directed Heiman to . 

continue the retreat to Fort Donelson 
by Way Of the upper road. He ·1 man th · · 

en reJ01ned the retreat. 

A few minutes before 2:00 p.m., the gunboats ceased fire. Soon a 

Sma l 1 yawl left the fort carrying MaJ·or M c · 
c onn1co and either Captain Hayden 

or Captain Mi 1 ler. The small boat made its way to the Cincinnati. Foote 

received the occupants and sent a small boat with Commander Richard Stembel 

and Lieutenant Phelps to the fort. The area south of the fort was flooded, 

and the boat made its way into the 11 sal ly port 11 or drawbridge of the south

west bastion. Stembel and Phelps raised the United States flag on the 

flagpole, and by Foote 1 s order requested Tilghman to go aboard the Cincin

nati. 

Tilghman went out to Foote 1 s flagship and requested that the Con

federate officers be allowed to retain their side arms. Foote granted the 

. 44 
request and invited the general to dinner. 

· d alone ·,n the fort to watch the prisoners. Phelps rema1ne Grant 

F H upon the cessation of fire and and his staff galloped towards art enry 

arrived at the main fort at about 3:00 p.m. Grant went aboard the Caron-

the shore near the fort and delet which had temporarily run aground on - . 

complimented the crew for their gallantry. 

at the outer works about 3:30 p.m . 

McClernand•s infantry arrived 

f 2 ·.00 p.m., Srnith 1 s Shortly a ter 
column approached Fort Heiman and, 

discovering that this post 
Smith believed that 11a was empty, occupied it. 

stiff fight 11 could have been 
Confederates if they had chosen 

made by the 

to defend Fort Heiman. 45 
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into Fort Henry , the main body of the Con

federates con t i nued their retre t 
a towards Fort Donelson. 0 wing to the bad 

roads, the high water and clos . 
' e pursuit of the Federal cavalry, the column 

was forced to abandon the light artillery. 
About three miles from Fort 

Henr y the rear of the column was attacked by 
the Union cavalry. Colonel 

Gee and Major Garvin fought ad 1 · 
e aying action, but Colonel Gee of the 15th 

Arkansas, and Captain Leach f h A 0 t e labama battalion were surrounded and 
46 captured. Heiman and the rest of h 

t e troops, except for a few stragglers, 

made their way east and late on the evening of the 6th arrived at the 

outer works of Fort Donelson. 

A combination of forces worked against the Confederates at Fort 

Henry. Even though the Rebels had seventeen large guns at the fort, only 

eleven faced the river. Only nine of these were serviceable as the two 

42-pounders had no ammunition. The largest and best two pieces were 

silenced not by the Federals, but by other causes. The gunpowder was poor 

and dangerous. Captain Taylor, an experienced naval gunner, believed 

that with effective guns and ammunition his men could have defeated the 

Federal fleet; however, the river was another matter . Taylor believed that 

if the Federals had delayed their advance another 48 hours the battle 

would have been unnecessary, for the river would have flooded the fort and 

forced its abandonment. 47 

The fight for Fort Henry was now over and the Federals were in 

possession of the shattered fort. 

evidence of the tragedy of battle. 

The interior of the fort showed mute 

Five horribly mangled bodies, bits of 

and shattered pieces of exploded guns lay all 
human flesh, blood, gore, 

the haste with which the 
about. Outside the walls all signs pointed to 

Confederates had departed. 
. books papers, letters , watches , 

Clothing, • 
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daguerreotypes, and even money 

were scattered all over the Confederate 
camps. In some cabins, dishes with food 

st ill on them stood on the tables. 
The storehouses were full of flour 

' corn meal, r· 
.d 48 and bacon s I es. 

ice, sugar, molasses , beef 

With Fort Henry silenced th 
' e way was open for Union gunboats to 

steam all the way to Florence, Alabama. 
Lieutenant Phelps, acting on 

orders 

panied 

received prior to the battle t d 
, s arte up the Tennessee River accom-

by the other two wooden gunboats. Th . e vessels stopped first at the 

railroad bridge at Danville, Tennessee. Th c e onfederates had jammed the 

mechanism for raising the bridge; however, after some hard work, the Fed-

erals were able to raise it. The Tyler stayed behind so its crew could 

49 
tear up the tracks. · The other two vessels continued upriver, but the 

Conestoga quickly outdistanced the slower Lexington. About five hours 

after leaving the railroad bridge the Conestoga came upon the Samuel Orr 

and two other Confederate steamers which had just been set ablaze by their 

crews. Phelps feared that an explosion from the burning boats would damage 

his craft so he ordered the Conestoga stopped about one thousand yards 

away from the blazing steamers. Suddenly, there was a violent explosion 

as the fire reached the submarine mines which were on board the Samuel Orr. 

The concussion from the blast shattered skylights and jammed doors on board 

the Conestoga. The river for half a mile was filled with flying missles 

50 
from the exploding steamer. 

h the three raiders continued 
After the slower gunboats caug t up, 

their journey upriver. 

the steamer Eastport. 

Cerro Gordo where they found 
They stopped next at 

· to an ironclad The Eastport was under convers I on 

Sai !ors of the Confederate States Navy. 
gunboat by Lieutenant J. N. Brown 

the Eastport and found that she had been 
from t he Federal gunboats boarded 
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partially scut tl ed . 

made bouyant ag a in. 

The leaks were quickl y 
stopped, and she was somehow 

Phe lps again left the Tyler behind to guard this fine 

prize while the ot her boat s proceeded up the river.51 

On the 8th , the two Federal gunboats 
captured two more Confederate 

steamers and moved on toward Florence. A 
s they approached the city, three 

Confederate st eamers were burned before the Federals cou ld reach them. The 

Federals entered Florence, remained there several hours, and then returned 

to the Eastport. In the meantime , Lieutenant Gewin, commander of the Tyler , 

had enli s ted t wenty-five Tennesseans into Federal service. The three Fed

eral gunboats then returned to Fort Henry. The Tennessee River raid was a 

crowning success. The railroad bridge which was the main communications 

lin k between the two halves of Johnston's Army had been destroyed and the 

Confederate gunboat Eastport had been captured . More importantly, the 

Federals had now penetrated the Deep South and gave encouragement to the 

52 
Unionists in North Alabama and South Central Tennessee. 

The campaign against Fort Henry was thus a fine victory. The forts 

d l 1 the loss of life had been mini-and the r iver were under Fe era contra; 

d th · orth Phelps had captured mal; and the ironclad gunboats ha proven eir w · 

end ·1ng the threat which the Confederate ironclad had the Eastport, thereby 

created. Were elated while those in the South were People in the North 

53 Only the escape of most of the fort's garr i son 
correspondingl y depressed. 

mar ked t he Union victory. 



Chapter 6 

SIGNIFICANCES OF THE FORT HENRY CAMPAIGN 

The defeat of the Confederates at Forts 
Henry and Heiman by the 

Federal Forces netted them a total of seventeen p'1eces of heavy ordnance, 
along with several field pieces. 

They also captured a Confederate general, 

eleven other officers, sixty-six men ·1n the fort, and sixteen men in the 

hosp i ta 1 • Under Union control, Fort Henry served f' 1rst as a staging 

area for the attack on Fort Donelson and later as 1 • • f a coa 1ng station or 

Federal transports on the Tennessee River. Fort He iman served for a time 

as a Union cavalry post, and was later abandoned. 1 

The loss of Fort Henry opened the Tennessee River to navigation 

by Federal steamboats all the way to Muscle Shoals, Alabama. This 

allowed the Federals to penetrate deep into the Southern heartland and 

launc h str i kes in any direction using the Tennessee River as a supply line. 

The destruction of the Tennessee River bridge at Danville cut the 

Memphis, Clarksvi ]le and Louisville Railroad, which was the main line of 

b J h t l·n the East, and Pol k in the suppl y and communications etween o ns on 

West. It also prevented the transfer of reinforcements between the two 

armi es. Accordingl y , Johnston ordered the evacuation of most of t he 

troops from Columbus. These troops were moved further south to Humboldt 

t o protect Memphis. 
were left at Columbus in order to Only a few troops 

an advance of t he Federal gunboats. 
defend t he river against 

Johnston 

l f f urther retreat to Grenada even as far sout h 
a so made provisions or a 

J 
. . 2 

as ackson, Mississ1 pp1 • ]04 



The figh t a t Fo r t Henry w 
1 as a so important '1n that it was the 

first time ironcl ad gunboats were d . 
use in the Civi 1 War against land 

fort ifications. This battle, in essence 
, was a trial by fire for the 
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newly designed craft. They · kl 
quic Y proved their worth because their 

Protect ion allowed them to move much 1 c oser to the fort and thereby 

increase th.e accuracy of their own guns. Th 
ree of the ironclads were 

able to wi thst and the Confederate fire without serious damage. Only 

the~• which received a shot through the boiler, suffered apprecia

bly.3 The tremendous success which the ironclads enjoyed at Fort 

Henry fastened the myth that they were invulnerable. When the Federal gun-

hoats apprached Fort Donelson several days later the Confederate Commander 

at Donelson, General John B. Floyd, commented that the fort could not hold 

out for twenty minutes. Johnston himself, said that, 11 the best open earth

works are not reliable to meet successfully a vigorous attack by ironclad 

gunboats. 11 In the North, people came to believe that their new weapon was 

. . . bl 4 1nv1nc1 e .. 

The strategic implications of the fall of Forts Henry and ~eiman 

were. tremendous. The day following the fa 11 of the forts Genera 1 

Johnston held a meeting with Generals Beauregard and Hardee. At this 

Was made to abandon Bowling Green and move to meeting, the decision 

Nashville, or possibly as far South as Stevenson, Alabama. This meant 

surrendered with scarcely a shot that al 1 of central Kentucky was being 

f i.red. 
1 meant the loss of supplies 

Th t . of Bowling Green a so e evacua 1On 

- 11 - of dollars. and munitions worth m1 1 ans 
It also meant the loss 

h Lousivi lle and . ction which connected t e of the valuable rai 1 JUn . 5 

Nashville with the Memphis, Clarksville 
and Louisvi 1 le Ra1 ]road. 

Johnston to abandon all of 
Thus, the fal 1 of Fort Henry had forced 



106 Kentucky and i t set the stage f 
or the abandonment of Middle Tennessee as 

wel 1. 

The psychological ff 
e ects of the battle of Fort Henry were 

Probably as great as were th h 
e P ysical changes wh ·1ch took place after 

the battle. As far as the Confederates were 
concerned, the psycho-

logical effects were all negative. 
After Manassas, most southerners 

had been elated. Now the d f 
e eats of Roanoake Island and Fort Henry 

changed their attitude. Southern opinion that the Union soldiers 

would not fight rapidly dissipated and Southern morale quickly declined. 6 

One result of the ebb· l 1n mora e was increased criticism of 

Southern leaders. Throughout 1861 President Davis had enjoyed com-

parative popularity but the reverses of early 1862 produced rising 

hostility to his administration. This hostility was vented in the 

newspapers, the Congress, and the Army. The defeats also caused many 

old supporters of Davis such as Senator Louis T. Wigful of Texas and 

James L. Orr of South Carolina to abandon the administration. 7 

Secretary of War, Judah P. Benjamin, also suffered personally 

from the Rebel setback at Fort Henry. He was never a popular cabinet 

member but until the defeats at Roanoke Island and Fort Henry his 

critics had remained silent. Now they began to speak out and openly 

Representative James W. Moore of called for his resignation. 

· l stating that 11 J.P. Kentucky offered a resolution before the Legis ature 

h t the confidence of the people ... 
Benjamin, as Secretary of War, as no 

most respectfully suggest that his retire
nor the army ... and that we 

a hl'gh military necessity.11 
ment from said office is 

Davis stoutly 

defended his friend, but after the 
fall of Fort Donelson, the President 

f
. 8 

f BenJ·am1·n from of ice. was arced to remove 
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The gene ra l population 

probably never realized the full gravity of 
the Confede rat e defeat at Fort Henry . 

While the leading newspapers such as 
the Richmond Dail y Examiner, carried stories 

about the fall of Fort Henry , 
t he inc ident was played down. On! · T Y in ennessee, it seems, did newspapers 

appreciate the full extent of the disaster at Fort Henry.9-

The effect of the capture of Fort Henry on the North was electric. 

The victory came so suddenly and so unexpectedly that 
the spirits of the 

Northern peop I e were e I ated beyond measure. N th 
1 

d · 
or ern newspapers reve e 1n 

the Union victory. Frank Leslie's Illustrated Newspaper reported on Feb

ruary 22, 1862, that: 

Altogether we regard the battle of Logan Cross Roads and the 
capture of Fort Henry as conjointly of more importance than all 
the other military operations of the war .... While the gigantic 
army of the Potomac suffocated hopelessly in mud, and Burnside's 
heels stick fast in the sands of Hatteras; while Sberman dawdles 
at Port Royal, and Butler's forces yawn despairingly on the 
dreary waste of Ship Island; while, in a word, incompetence and 
inaction, not to say corruption and treason, rule in the East, 
the young West, the stalwart son of an effete sire, moves onward 
from triumph_ to triumph, and presses back_the black rebelJbon 
with Sampson1an power. God speed the Armies of the West. 

Prospects looked so good to some that they could joke about it: 

Having now obtained a Foote-hold in Tennessee we expect to.send 
our Porter or our Butler with a message to our Soutbern friends 
and Grant them the privilege of paying their debts to the North 
as weiTas securing their 'rights,• of which they~much-
and may the Pi I low under their leaders'- heads be as ~dders and 
sco rp i ans ti_ I l they pay the ~ of t reas~n and the 111 rebe 1 
carcasses be Polk •d into their tratours (5 1c) Toombs. 

11 J k n of the Navy. 11 Fort Foote was given the nickname, "the Stonewa ac so 

·1 because the name did 
h·,s honor, but only temporar1 y Hen ry was renamed in 

not become popular. 

11 d the battle of Fort Henry " the most glor
The Chicago Tribune ca e 

ious victory of the war." The ~ ~ ~ wrote: 

k and General of our intended attac ' 
The rebel s had ample notice was detached from Manassas to 
Beauregard , wi th 15 , 000 men 



The 

strengthen Gene ral Polk Ad 
Henry an organ of the r.b 1 ay or two before the attack on Fort 
C f d t . e e government t R' one e ra e s were ,n full f a 1chmond announced that 
noth ing could possibly be o~~e on the Tennessee River and that 
Ye t a bombardment of an h ac ieved by the United States troops 

our and a h 1 f . 
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se ttled the matter and th 'C f a by three or four gunboats 
b ' e on ederates ' h were not to e found when C d , w o were in such force 

ommo ore Foote landed. 12 ' 

Dail y Illinois State Journal 
-- - --_,;_ reported a celebration at Springfield. 

"The State officers had the National emblem 
run up from the top of the 

Statehouse, and by order of the G 
overnor a national salute was fired on 

Friday night from the Arsenal. 

Foote's splendid achievement. 1 i13 

Everybody was in high glee over Commodore 

The psychological effect on morale within the Union Army was also 

very great. A comparison of the desertion rates for the last half of 1861 

and the first part of 1862, shows a decline after the battle at Fort Henry. 

The Union Army now had faith in its own ability to fight and win. 14 Here 

lies one of the greatest significances of the battle of Fort Henry. This 

small engagement conducted mainly by the Navy raised Union Army morale to 

a point which enabled it to achieve an uninterrupted series of victories 

throughout Tennessee in 1862. This victory also laid the foundation for 

Grant's fame as a national hero. The military chiefs in Washington were 

amazed that an unknown man such as Grant was able to do what they had not: 

· · t f the War Grant quickly achieve the first significant Union v1c ory o · 

caught the public eye and admirers sent him gifts of cigars. 

Lincoln also became intensely interested in Grant's career. In 

f d t he bold aggressive commander he had 
Grant, Lincoln seemed to have oun ' 

been seeking for almost one year. 
Lincoln personally nominated Grant for 

promotion to major general. 
Sal'd of Grant, after the battle The President 

a leader worth watching. Instead 
at Forts Henry and Donelson, "Here was 

. d more time for preparation, 
of asking for more troops , more equipment, an 



109 he made fu l l use of the resources at h 
and and got results. 1 ,15 11 k Ha ec too, 

materially benef ited from the Federal . 
victory at Fort Henry. Owing to this 

succes s a
nd th

e victory at Fort Donelson, Halleck asked for command of the 

entire Western theater. McClell f 
an pre erred Buell, but the tide of victory 

was too much in 
th

e favor of Halleck. Halleck was given complete command 

of all the Union Armies in the West. 16 

The final significance of the battle for possession of Fort Henry 

lies in the field of foreign affairs. The South needed the recognition of 

other nations in order to achieve its independence. The South simply did 

not have the industrial base to resist the North indefinitely. The South 

had already achieved the status of a belligerent with many European 

nations and it seemed on the brink of achieving full recognition by 

England because of the uproar caused by the Trent affair of November 

1861. . . F H 17 Then came the Union victory at ort enry. 

The total defeat of the Confederate forces and the penetration by 

the Union floti ]la into the Deep South was seen as a sign of Southern 

· From Par·,s, John Slidell wrote on February weakness by European nations. 

26, 1862, that: 

The affairs of Somerset (Mill Springs)' Fort Henry ab~d Roan~ke 
i confirmation) are su Jects o Isl and (the latter yet want ng . h and produce among some 

. g our enemies ere, great exultation amen . a feeling which I do 
. d spending depression, . 

of our fr1en s co~re fail to exercise for the time an 
not share but wh I ch cannot . . 1 ts 
unfavorabie influence on public op1n1on. 

• d for a ti me Both England and France continue to listen to the appeals of 

Mason and Slidell, 
in relation to recognition 

but the Southern position 19 

from the European powers was 
h loss of Fort Henry. seriously damaged byte 

d. the Fort Henry campaign concerns 
The one remaining question reg a r , ng d 

the battle of Fort Henry coul . circumstances, whether or not, under existing 

have been a Confederate victory. 
existed in February, As those circumstances 



1862, obv ious ly it could not. 
But if those same 

circumstances had been 

110 

alte red to some degree, even as late 
as November, 1861, then the results 

could have been quite different. 
As previousl y stated, Fort Heiman was the 

key t o defense of the Tennessee River. 
If heavy guns such as 10-inch Col-

umbiads had been placed on the high bluffs 
they could have done severe 

damage to the ironclad gunboats and would have forced 
the timberclads to 

stand off beyond the effective range of their guns. 
Since Columbiads fire 

at an elevated trajectory they would have also been ideal for dropping 

shells onto the vulnerable llroofs11 on the gunboats.20 As seen from the 

results of the later battle between gunboats and water battery at Fort 

Donelson, guns placed at higher elevation could be very effective. During 

that engagement the Louisville Carondelet and St. Louis were all disabled ---
by Confederate guns mounted on a hill. Also guns firing from both sides of 

the river could have had an adverse affect on the morale of the men on 

board the gunboats. The guns at Fort Heiman, because of their he ight, 

would also have been much more difficult to disable than the guns located 

at Fort Henry. 21 

Confederate chances of victory at Fort Henry would have been greatl y 

f h 42 der guns and increased manpower been increased had ammunition or t e -poun 

available. ur'ight had been able to get the 42-pounder ammunition If Captain w 

h Confederates would have had two to Fort Henry prior to the battle, then t e 

W·1th which to defend the river. more usable weapons 
The presence of added 

.d d relief for fatigued gunners. 
the fort Co uld have prov1 e manpower within 

This move would have also increased 
morale within the fort. Such a com-

would have rendered Fort Henry much more 
bi nation of changed circumstances 

in the repulse of the Union flotilla. 
defendable, and could well have resulted 

Heiman been able to repel the 
Had t he seacoa s t guns at Forts Henry and 



gunboats, then the Conf ederat 
es would h f 

1 1 1 

ave aced Grant's army of 18,000 
men . The defeat of th i s formidable 

army would have required stil 1 other 
measures. 

Fo r t Henry was almost completely 
surrounded by a system of rifle pits 

to provide cover for th.e fort, s defend 
ers . Outside the rifle pits, trees had 

been cut down to form abitis which served to 
help repel attacking enemy 

. f t 22 1n an ry . The rifle pits themselves were 
well situated, except in the 

case of those on the extreme northeast side of the fort. 
These works should 

have been reestablished at the top of the r·idge about one hundred yards from 

where they were originally bu·11t. 23 Th' ld h 1s wou ave given the defending 

i nfantry a better field of fire and at the same time forced the Federals to 

attack an elevated position. 

During the American Civil War it was generally assumed that in order 

to as sault defended earth.works successfully a force three times more numer

ous than the defenders was necessary. 24 Given Grant's force of 18,000 men, 

Tilghman would have needed in excess of 5,000 well equipped and trained men 

to defend his perimeters and an adequate force of cavalry to scout enemy 

positions and keep open the supply route to Dover. At the time of the fall 

of the fort, Tilghman had about 2,200 men, though not all of them were by 

· d 25 Only the 10th Tennessee and the 4th any means we 11 equipped or tra I ne • 

Mississippi Regiments were in good condition, so in order to repel the 

i nvasion, he would have needed at least another 3,500 to 4,000 effect i ve 

troops. d · 1 vai lab le at Clarksvi 1 le, Hopkinsville, 
These men were rea I Ya 

Russellville, and Humboldt. Memph ·,s, Clarksville, and Louisville Since the 

and crossed the Tennessee River only 
Railroad ran near each of these points 

needed troops could easily have arrived 
a f ew miles above Fort Henry, the 

a t Fort Henry in less than one 
26 Colonel Nathan Bedford Forrest's 

full day. 



cavalry and Capta in Maney's sev 
en gun artillery battery from Fort Donelson 

1 12 

could also have been moved to F H 
ort enry, thereby easing other needs at the 

fo rt. Such a formidable force ·th· 
w, In the d f f e enses o Fort Henry should have 

been able to withstand the · · 
initial thrusts of Grant's infantry. 

This is not to say that Tilghman's 
proposed command could have with-

stood a lengthy seize, becaus b · 
e O v I ous 1 y it cou 1 d not. Th k f 11 · e wee o owing 

the battle on February 6th, the interior of F 
ort Henry was almost completely 

flooded. Also, supplies on hand at Fort Henry could not have sustained the 

increased forces indefinitely. 27 s ·11 ·f 
t1 , 1 the improved river batteries 

could have forced Foote's gunboats to withdraw, and if the infantry could 

have withstood Grant's advances for even five days, there is an excellent 

chance the Federal forces would have been withdrawn. Halleck was a very 

cautious man and in deciding to attack Fort Henry he acted without authority 

from higher authorities. Hal leek sti 11 believed that heavy Confederate 

reinforcements were on their way to Kentucky so if the Federal advances 

had been repel led Halleck might have become unnerved. Even after the vic

tory at Fort Henry, Halleck still feared a Confederate counterattack. 

Halleck did not trust Grant to lead such a large operation anyway and his 

28 
messages to Grant were full of caution and doubt. With such a predis-

Id h ]lowed Grant to continue · t · · t · 1 • ke 1 y that Ha 1 I eek wou ave a pas 1 1 on, 1 1 s un 1 

this offensive if it were unsuccessful for several days. The withdrawal 

h Confederates more time to prepare of Federal forces would have given t e 

. the Union initiative would have been 
their defenses and at the same time, 

stiff led. 
· · but it is based 

O
f course, only suppos1t1on, 

The foregoing is, 

on the facts as they existed in February, 1862 · 

Thus the fall of Forts 
' 

was disastrous to the Henry and Heiman 

Confederate cause. 
Tennessee and Confederate civil 

The blundering of 
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officials , generals, and s taf f officers in this campaign nul I ified t he 

hero i sm and sacrifice of the t roops at the forts. Conversel y , the Federal 

vic tory contri buted to a momentum that led to future triumphs culminating 

i n the restorat i on of the Union.26 
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Permissi on to Quote 

Severa l of th~ r~ports written by Colon71 Adolphus Heiman were 
lete and des c r1p t1 ve t ha~ I made the dec~sion to quote from them 

so co~p hes ; 5 i n order to prov t de the reader wt th a more deta i Jed de
in thl~ t f the area around Fort Henry. Accordingly, whi' le at the · pt I on ° · D C I · 
scr~ 1 Arch i ves, Washington, .. , requested and received permission 
Nat 1ona . ten si vely from those reports. This permission was received 
to quote ~:ncy L. Tackett, research historian at the National Archives. from Dr. 
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