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cance.®” Thus it appears fairly clear that reports of Confed-
erates being near Paducah at the time of the Federal seizure
were exaggerated. i

On September 14, Polk indicated that Paducah was a wor-
risome matter. His son wrote that Paducah “occupied his
thoughts.” Polk told President Davis of reports of some 8,000
Yankee infantry and 1,550 cavalry at Paducah. He sent a
brigade and a regiment out toward Mayfield to protect hig
right flank from any possible Federal drive on Columbus from
Paducah.®® Polk was clearly conscious of the strategic value
of Columbus, but somewhat less intelligently evaluated the
vital position of Paducah. .

Simon Bolivar Buckner, who had been active in the Ken-
tucky neutrality role but now joined the Confederacy, recog:
nized the value of the seizure of Paducah. He wrote to C.S
Adjutant General Samuel Cooper from Nashville Septem
13, “Our possession of Columbus is already neutralized by
that of Paducah. . ..” At the same time, Buckner was advising
the removal of all Confederate forces from Kentucky. He felt
that if a withdrawal was authorized he could rally thousandk
of “neutrality Union men to expel the Federals.” He believed
a withdrawal by Confederates would unite the state.®® Other
Confederate officials including Cooper expressed alarm o
the seizure of Paducah and were concerned over what to
about it. Bowling Green, well south of Paducah, was threat-
ened.” ‘

The seizure of Paducah by the Federals in its surface
aspects had been just another occupation, of which there
would be many by both sides during the war. There had beer
no fighting, no one had been killed or even wounded, only a
few fgeelings had been injured. But to look at it that way, or
even to see it as a Kentucky incident seems far too narrow.
Civil War historians, as perhaps all historians of war periods,
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have been prone to look at the old familiar patterns and not
to re-examine some of the factors and events that may have
been influential but which have been overlooked for various
reasons.

Usually historians say, and this author has stated it as
well, that the engagement at Belmont, Missouri, in November,
1861, was Grant’s first important action in the Civil War.
And even Belmont is considered a sort of practice in handling
field command and fighting. Looking at it in the light of the
overall strategy of the war, however, it can be said that Grant’s
decision of September 5, 1862, to head for Paducah rather
than to attack the new Confederate position at Columbus,
was his first important action. True, it was not a fighting
action, although it might have been if the Confederates had
gotten to Paducah as they probably should have and could
have. It was a judgment decision, a strategic ploy, of the
kind which sometimes can accrue more to a general’s credit
than command in battle. At the same time, it seems surpris-
ing that a man whose strategic experience was limited, who
had not yet had time to grow, a man who on the surface did
not seem the kind to be so acutely perceptive, would decide
instantly, with no fuss, furor or apparent anxiety, on a proper
course of action and unerringly carry it out within a matter
of hours.

Certainly there is a sign here of something more sub-
stantial in Grant than just the qualities of a former army of-
ficer of no particular note who had rejoined the army under
the exigencies of war. Aside from the example of what he
did and his reports at the time, Grant wrote in his Memoirs,
“It proved very fortunate that the expedition against Jeff.
Thompson had been broken up. Had it not been, the enemy
would have seized Paducah and fortified it, to our very great
annoyance.”” This is a typical Grant understatement. But
the seizure of Paducah was of much greater value than just
showing that one Federal commander could make decisions
and take precipitate yet intelligent action.

Geography had ordained the importance of Paducah, com-
manding as it did a position of eminence on the Ohio River

71 Grant, Memoirs, 1, 265.
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at the junction of the Tennessee and near the junction of the
Ohio and the Cumberland. Industrially and otherwise, Pa-
ducah was not a major city. But it was here that two great
rivers flowed out of the heart of the Confederacy. These
rivers might be likened to great, stable highways north and
south to and from Tennessee and the middle South, and even
touching into the heart of the deep South itself. Everyone saw
the value of the Mississippi to both North and South. Most
people, if they looked at the map, could see something of
the same regarding the Tennessee and Cumberland. There
was no secret about it . ‘

The Confederates had already recognized the strategic
value of these two rivers by beginning construction of Fort
Henry on the Tennessee and Fort Donelson on the Cumber-
land. These forts were, at least in the case of Henry, not
built at the best locations for defense of the Tennessee. This
was because of politics, the politics of the neutrality of Ken-
tucky. The forts lay in Tennessee, as close to the Kentucky
and Tennessee line as possible. This was the best the Con-
federates could do in the late summer of 1861. All that au-
tumn, after the capture of Paducah, Federal gunboats ran
up the Tennessee and Cumberland clear to the forts, right
through the tenuous Confederate defense line, a position that
was anything but firm. True, the anchors seemed strong, with
the Columbus bluffs on the west frowning over the Missis-
sippi and the eastern anchor of the line way east at Cumber-
land Gap in rugged Appalachia. In between, however, there
was no line of bluffs, no river line, or anything but the farm
land of central Kentucky. Bowling Green was largely a con-
venient urban and railroad center. Country roads in an ir-
regular network connected the major points in a very desultory
way. It would have taken far more men and materiel than
the Confederacy could possibly have mustered to make the
Kentucky line anything but an attenuated fiction. And it
is doubtful that it could ever have been made a real bulwark
against the Yankees, no matter how many men or supplies had
been available.

There would have been no need for Forts Henry and
Donelson except as a second line of defense if the Confeder-
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ats could have done what strategically they should probably
have done. Indeed, there would have been no need for the
Columbus-Bowling Green-Cumberland Gap defense line which
was in fact largely on paper. That is, no need if the Confed-
erates of Polk could have seized Paducah and expanded upon
its capture.

It does not seem beyond the realm of proper speculation,
historical deduction and interpretation, to conjecture that if
Paducah, and therefore a goodly portion of the Ohio River
shore, had been in Confederate hands, the Civil War in the
West might have taken a different turn. It is improbable that
the Confederacy could have held or fortified the entire Ohio
river between Kentucky and the north, even though such a
defense line might in places have been easier to develop than
the line between Columbus, Bowling Green, and Cumberland
Gap. But it is probable that the Southern forces could have
occupied key points along the river, points where garrisons
could have been built up so as to hasten troops to unfortified
positions nearby when they were threatened by Yankee am-
phibious invasion from across the river. The advantages and
difficulties of defending a very wide and very major river
are obvious.

Had the Confederates controlled the Ohio, the Federals
could not have used the river as a vital shipping lane to sup-
ply the Mississippi Valley military frontier. They would have
had to depend even more than they did on their railroads
to the North. At least two thirds of Kentucky would have been
in the Confederacy geographically, and many more of its
people spiritually. Federal strategy would have had to be
considerably different. Their gunboats could not as easily or
as quickly have penetrated into Tennessee as they did in Feb-
ruary of 1862 at Forts Henry and Donelson, bringing conquer-
ing troops with them. The Yankees would have had to launch
water and land operations across the Ohio to invade the Ken-
tucky shore in force. This would have required a new kind
of war and far more protecting gunboats than were to be
ready for some time. It might well have required more man-
power, more casualties, and certainly more time.

Socially and politically an Ohio River line, no matter
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how imperfect, would have been seen in southern Illinois,:
southern Indiana and southern Ohio as a display of Confed-
erate power, as a threat. It might well have encouraged some
of the political fence sitters in those states to turn more toward
the Confederacy. On a national scope it would have deline-
ated a more definite northern border for the new, existin.g‘g
Confederacy. If Kentucky had kept a Union government at
all it might well have been one in exile, at least for a time,
as was the Confederate Kentucky government for much of
the war. Some industrial and transportation potential would
have been preserved longer for Confederate use. :

Even if the lengthy Ohio River line could not have been
completely set up, some of the results beneficial to the Con-
federacy could have in part derived from control of the Ohio
River in southern Illinois and Indiana from, say, Columbus
through Paducah. Certainly Grant and Foote would not have
carried out their invasion of Tennessee in February of 1862
as they did. Any Federal advance in the West would have
been slowed down and we would have a considerably different
military history of the Civil War in the Mississippi Valley.

No, the seizure of Paducah by the Federals was not a
“decisive” action in the sense that it won the war for the
North, or the failure to seize it lost the war for the South. But
from a reappraisal of the facts and an attempt to look at things
as they were at the time, it appears that Confederate troops
in quantity well posted on even a portion of the Ohio River
could have effected at least a longer Civil War. Perhaps it
would have been an even more bloody one. Such a situation
could have had political ramifications, could have altered the
course of history in the Mississippi and Ohio River valleys,
and in the state of Kentucky.



