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H. Rousseau and at Lexington under Colonel Thomas H. Bram-
Jette.?* Civil leaders in the Confederacy disagreed as to the
occupation of Columbus; some endorsed Polks action, Gov-
ernor Harris of Tennessee requested Polk to withdraw, and
Secretary of War Leroy P. Walker ordered him to do so. But,
efferson Davis in a terse letter supported him, stating simply
that “The necessity justified the action.” The Kentucky Senate
also demanded immediate withdrawal. Polk told the governor
he could do so only with the assurance that Federal troops
would not violate the state’s neutrality. Polk was advised
that the Confederacy had no rights in Kentucky but that if
he would withdraw unconditionally, responsible parties would
see that the Union would honor the neutrality. But Davis’
advice that political elements should not control the actions
of military necessity was all the justification Polk needed. The
fortifying of Columbus continued.?*

During this time Grant was not idle. Two days after Polk
seized Columbus, Grant quietly occupied Paducah.?® Albert
Sidney Johnston, the Confederate commander of Department
Number Two, approved Polk’s occupation of Columbus and
announced that he intended to advance to Bowling Green
on the rail line from Louisville to Nashville?® While Polk
sent troops to Mayfield to protect his right flank, Grant forti-
fied Fort Holt, a Kentucky position on the east bank of the
Mississippi a few miles downstream from Cairo, opposite Birds
Point.?” As September ended, Federals faced a Confederate
line that blocked the major western rivers. Anchored on the
right at Bowling Green, the line dipped into Tennessee where
Forts Henry and Donelson guarded the Tennessee and Cum-
berland Rivers and extended upward again to Columbus on
the left.

Surveys to establish Forts Henry and Donelson had begun
as early as April, 1861, but Jeremy F. Gilmer, chief engineer
for the department felt that they had not been located in the
most advantageons positions, Due to equipment and labor
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shortages these positions were never rendered as formidahle
as they might have been.*® Work at Columbus, however, p
gressed more favorably. Provisions and supplies capable
sustaining a force of 25,000 for four months were stock
within the fort. The Iron Banks permitted the establishme
of tiers of batteries with fire angles extending from plungi
to water line. A large chain extended the width of the river
to obstruct the passage of any but friendly boats. One hun-
dred and forty heavy guns stood in this “Gibraltar of the
West” as sentinels of the Mississippi Valley.

But this very strength served ultimately as the forts
downfall. The outworks alone required a garrison of 13,000
men, while there were only 15,000 in the whole district. Em-
ploying so great a number to hold a single position left no
forces to operate in the field. A modest garrison of 3,000 to
5,000 men in a well constructed fort could have defended the
river. Such an arrangement would have availed reserves for
emergencies. With rail connections extending from Columbus,
Kentucky, to Humbolt, Tennessee, and thence to Bowling'
Green, Kentucky, swift transfers of reserves would have been
possible to any major position along the Bowling Green-Colum-:
bus defensive line.

The Union leaders had the highest respect for Columbus,
both as a defensive stronghold and a potential offensive sally
port. No attempt was ever made to take it, although the
Federals did clash with Confederates under the guns of Co-
lumbus at Belmont. Grant had dispatched forces from Bird’s
Point and Cape Girardeau to join an expedition from Ironton
intent on driving Jeff Thompson’s command out of southeast
Missouri into Arkansas. Grant’s St. Louis headquarters had
also been advised that Price’s force in Western Missouri was
expecting reinforcements from Columbus, intelligence that
later proved to be false. He called for demonstrations on
Columbus from Paducah and Fort Holt. In the meantime,
he would lead a demonstration down the river. When he re-
ceived word that Confederate troops had been crossing to
Belmont from Columbus he decided to attack; with this attack

28Tames L. Nichols, Confederate Engineers ( Tuscaloosa: Confederate Pub-
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he would prevent the troops that were pursuing Thompson
from being cut off as well as preventing Price’s reinforcement.*

On the evening of November 6, 1861, 3,114 men boarded
the steam transports at Cairo and dropped nine miles down
the river. Pulling into the Kentucky shore, they spent the
night giving the appearance of intending to disembark on
that bank and attack Columbus. The next morning they
chugged into the Missouri shore a few miles above Columbus.
The troops disembarked and marched about a mile before
forming into a battle line. Deploying skirmishers before them,
they advanced upon the Confederate position, while the gun-
boats dropped down river opposite Columbus to occupy the
batteries of the fort.

At Belmont the Confederates, who were low on ammuni-
tion, charged the advancing Union line but could not check
it. Finally, the Yanks succeeded in expelling them from the
camp and driving them into a position under the river bank.
As the Federals entered the Confederate camp, they lost all
form of order. Jubilant over their success, the men ransacked
the camp in search of trophies, while officers made speeches
proclaiming the justice of the Union cause. A group of men
turned a captured field piece on some steamboats far out of
range downriver and began firing, accompanying each dis-
charge with whoops and cheers. They failed, however, to
observe two boats laden with men crossing from Columbus.
When the camp was set ablaze, the artillerymen at Columbus
realized it was no longer held by their comrades and opened
fire.

When the Confederates huddled beneath the riverbank
realized they were not going to be captured, they proceeded
upstream completely unnoticed and rallied with the troops
just arriving from Columbus. The burning camp, the Confed-
erate cannonade and the appearance of the enemy threatening
to cut them off from their own transports brought a semblance
of order into the jubilant but disorganized Union army. Some
of the officers became panic-stricken and talked of surrender.
But Grant dismissed such talk. He maintained that his army
had fought its way in, so it could fight its way out. All after-

290R, Ser. I, III, 267-72.
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noon the Federals slugged towards their transports. Just g
the Confederates were fast approaching the transports,
managed to board and shove off. One Illinois regiment, h
ever, proceeded up the wrong road and had to be evac
further upstream. Grant scored the encounter a victory clz
ing that it had prevented forces from joining Price. It
prevented Confederates from cutting off his expedition aga
Thompson. Polk, on the other hand, maintained the day
his for having repelled the attack. Either way, the posit
on the river remained unaltered.

Meanwhile, Price had kept Confederate hopes flicke:
in western Missouri. But Price’s victory in Lexington,
souri, proved ephemeral when General Ben McCullich
Arkansas refused to come to his aid. Hope still existed for ¢
movement from Columbus to “emancipate” St. Louis, aj
Polk assured Price that his efforts in southwest Missouri werg
relieving pressure on Columbus.®* P

After the Battle of Belmont the Confederate comman
on the river passed the remainder of the year trying to perfe
their defenses, and mustering troops out of state service
remustering them into the Confederate army. One Confede
private later described that winter in Columbus as filled
“dreary nights and weary days with many marches throughout
the Purchase but to no end except as training.”*? :

Through most of the winter the action on the Misso
Kentucky front consisted of skirmishes and limited expediti
In December, Confederate gunboats engaged the batteries
Fort Holt, accomplishing what one Illinois volunteer term
“a little fright.”*® A short time later, Jeff Thompson’s co
mand raided Commerce, Missouri, eight miles below Ca
Girardeau, and managed to capture a Union steamboat at
wharf.? Meanwhile, Union troops were occupied with expe-
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ditions to halt trade that bypassed Cairo by passing overland
through southeast Missouri to Confederate Armies.*> A move
that generated much alarm among the Confederates was a
demonstration from Fort Holt against Columbus. The only

rofit by this move, however, was the discovery of two roads
which were not marked on Union maps.®®

Important for its future bearing on Columbus and ulti-
mate river control was the replacement of John C. Fremont
as head of the Union Department of Missouri by Henry W.
Halleck. Fremont had been described by Confederate Sec-
retary of War Judah P. Benjamin as a general “whose in-
competency, well known to us, was a guarantee against im-
mediate peril.” Halleck, however, was considered by the
Confederates to be “an able and well instructed military com-
mander.”®” But Halleck’s attentions were first directed toward
subduing partisan bands in Missouri, and he gave little con-
sideration to a downriver offensive.

Orders from Washington scon altered this situation.
Major-General George B. McClellan was proposing an offen-
sive into northern Virginia that called for a supporting thrust
in the West to capture Confederate rail communications
through the Cumberland Gap. Lincoln’s desire to aid the east
Tennessee Unionists gave added impetus to such a move.
Leadership of this project was assigned to Major General Don
Carlos Buell. Halleck was to support him by keeping the
Confederates on the Columbus-Bowling Green line occupied,
thus preventing Confederate reinforcement of east Tennessee.®®
When 1862 began, neither Halleck nor Buell thought circum-
stances would allow such a cooperative action, and neither
had communicated with the other regarding the mission. By
the end of January, however, Halleck was provided with the
necessary impetus to initiate a move. There were rumors
circulating that Confederate General P. G. T. Beauregard
was being transferred to the West with fifteen regiments. Also,
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letters from Grant at Cairo cited the weaknesses of Fort H
on the Columbus-Bowling Green line. Grant stated tha
Fort Henry was captured, it could serve as a base for furt
operations against Fort Donelson, Memphis, or Columb
On January 30, 1862, Halleck issued the following order
Grant:

You will immediately prepare to send forward to Fort Henry, on
Tennessee River, L{’ our available forces from Smithland, Padu
Cairo, Fort Holt, Birds Point, &c. Sufficient garrisons must be
to hold these places against an attack from Columbus.39

Two brigades under Brigadier General C. F. Smith
connoitered Fort Henry a week earlier and advised Grant o
its defenses.?® Grant’s plan of attack was relatively sim
One third of his attacking force was to advance on Fort H
man, the supporting position on the river opposite Fort He
while the remainder, with gunboat support, was to adv
on Fort Henry.* To meet this attack was a Confeder
garrison of 2,675 men. The stronghold boasted sixteen guns,
but poor judgment by the engincers, and the flooded condition
of the river rendered the watery battery useless.4> Accord
to Brigadier General Lloyd Tilghman, commander at F
Henry, if the attack had come a few days later, the Fede
would have faced a work with one third of its fortificati
washed away. He said, “The history of military engineering
records no parallel to this case.”?

Realizing Fort Henry’s weakness as he did, Tilghman
decided to merely stage a delaying action there. He believed.
that Fort Donelson, if properly reinforced, could be held even
if Fort Henry fell. He also knew that Bowling Green and
Columbus depended upon Donelson remaining a Confederate
position. He therefore selected a token force of eighty men
to execute a holding action while the rest of the garrison
marched overland twelve miles to Fort Donelson.*

On February 6, 1862, Flag Officer A. H. Foute’s seven
ironclad gunboats bombarded Fort Henry into submission even
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pefore Grant’s infantrymen could position themselves for at-
tack. Grant then wrote Halleck, “I shall take and destroy
Fort Donelson on the 8th and return to Fort Henry.™?

When the evacuees of Fort Henry tramped into Fort
Donelson, General Gideon Pillow had 3,000 men garrisoning
the position. The next day, however, 12,000 troops arrived
from Bowling Green to reinforce the fort. Johnston had with-
drawn his right wing from Bowling Green and divided it
petween Fort Donelson and Nashville.

Grant delayed his move against Fort Donelson until the

unboats could travel the Tennessee to the Ohio for repairs,
and then up the Cumberland. Enroute these steamers picked
up Lew Wallace’s division to reinforce Grant. On Febru
10, the move toward Donelson began and by nightfall of the
12th Grant had deployed his command around the fort. That
night a bitter snowstorm raged around the combatants who
awaited dawn when the gunboats would commence the
attack.

Foote’s gunboats, however, did not duplicate their Fort
Henry success and withdrew from the first day’s fighting
badly mauled. The contest was then shifted to the infantry.
John B. Floyd, Donelson’s newly appointed commander was
apprehensive about the power that the Union could bring to
bear on the fort if a full-scale siege was effected. He decided,
with the concurrence of his officers, to withdraw to Nashville.
However, the Union forces blocked the withdrawal route. The
Confederates were unable to dislodge the stubborn Federals,
so after two days of fierce fighting, the Confederates deemed
further resistance imprudent. Except for Floyd and Pillow,
who boarded a steamer and fled upriver to Nashville with a
Virginia regiment, and Nathan Bedford Forrest, who managed
to lead his cavalry command to safety, the entire Confederate
command at Fort Donelson was surrendered unconditionally.4

The action at Forts Henry and Donelson had temporarily
eclipsed Columbus as the point of immediate concern. Their
fall stimulated immediate action aimed at isolating the Ken-
tucky stronghold. A Union naval expedition proceeded from

451bid., p. 124.
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Fort Henry up the Tennessee River as far as Florence, A
bama. It managed to capture war materials, destroy Coj
erate steamers, and frighten the populace. But its si
achievement was the capture of the railroad bridge over
Tennessee River. With this structure in Union hands, Coly
bus was isolated from other Confederate positions on the
defensive line.*" P
Realizing that Union control of the Tennessee River eu
communications with Columbus, Beauregard advised that
a small garrison be left to make “a desperate defense o
river.” The remainder of the force was to fall back on Isla

Donelson, Polk was not pressed to evacuate Columbus i
diately and the withdrawal did not begin until February
On the 27th, Brigadier General John McCowan departed wit
his command for Island Number Ten. On March 1, Stewart:
brigade left aboard steamers for New Madrid, while B.
Cheatam’s men marched overland to Union City. Polk, hi

evacuahon March 2, 1862, at 3:00 P.M. the torches of
Confederate cavalrymen turned the evacuated buildings i
a roaring conflagration. The next day Union cavalrymen rod
into the “Gibraltar of the West” without firing a shot.*?

was the keystone of the Mississippi Valley’s defense.
capitulation permitted Columbus to be flanked. The eva a-
tion of Columbus opened the door of the lower Mississippi
Valley to the Union forces while Fort Donelson opened
door to Nashville and central Tennessee. This was the first
step in the circa-Appalachian flanking movement.
These were calamitous events for the Confederacy, but:
their true import was not immediately felt. In the winter of
1862, Confederate hopes were still high. The defeats on the
western rivers were far removed from Richmond and the
eastern theatre, which was the real focus of attention. The
“Gibraltar of the West” had fallen, but Europe was expected
to intervene. While Richmond waited for Europe, unbounded
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confidence was placed in a new shield of the Mississippi Val-
ley, Island Number Ten.

Today if one walks around the well-groomed state park
that marks the site of the Columbus fortress one begins to ap-
Preciate the strength that such a position afforded. But today
only a museum that once served as a hospital, a few restored
earthworks, some mounted cannons and an occasional historical

Jaque mark the position where thousands once camped. The
very strength of Columbus destined it to become a little known
Jocation a century later. Because it was such a formidable
position it was never directly assaulted and is therefore not
identified with the death and carnage so readily associated
with other locations. But the Iron Banks that loom over the
Mississippi had, in 1861-62, a profound influence on the events
in Kentucky, and indeed, upon the course of the war and our
whole nation.



