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Introduction

To the Confederates, it was the Battle of Pittsburg Landing; to the Union, it was the Battle of Shiloh. The South named their battles after neighboring towns while the North named them after landmarks, in this case, a church. For both sides, regardless of what the battle was named, the fighting that took place in southwestern Tennessee on April 6-7, 1862, served notice that for either side to emerge victorious, a war of attrition was underway. Out of the almost 100,000 troops engaged in battle, close to 24,000 would end up as casualties from the two days of fighting.

In all, more than 200,000 soldiers had been brought to the Western Theater of the American Civil War. The Western Theater saw Confederate forces striving to protect their railroads and to prevent Northern troops from opening up invasion points along the Tennessee and Cumberland Rivers. On the other hand, the Union’s aim was to take control of the rivers and destroy the railroads. When Confederate General Leonidas Polk violated the neutrality of the state of Kentucky and captured the city of Columbus, the state opted to join the Union, delivering the federal troops the opportunity to utilize Kentucky’s location to advance closer to those railroads and rivers that the South needed to maintain.

After the Union victories at Fort Henry and Fort Donelson in February 1862, Confederate General Albert Sidney Johnston withdrew from Kentucky, leaving much of the western and middle of Tennessee to the Union troops as he focused on Corinth, Mississippi, a rail and transportation center of vital strategic importance to the Confederates.

By this time in the war, the Union Army had advanced up the Tennessee and Cumberland Rivers and had taken much of Tennessee, including Nashville, the capital. General Ulysses S. Grant, preparing what would soon be named the Army of the Tennessee for the offensive battle, set up camp at Pittsburg Landing, drilling the recruits and waiting for Major General Don Carlos Buell’s Army of the Ohio to bring reinforcements. Once the two armies joined, the plan was to march south to Corinth, an intersection point of the Mobile and Ohio Railroad and the Memphis and Charleston Railroad, which made the city a crucial conduit for Southern supply and troop transports. If the Union could take Corinth, the North would have complete control of the area. But until Buell’s reinforcements arrived, Grant was ordered not to engage the Rebel forces.

Expecting the move, Johnston planned to take his Army of Mississippi and its 44,000 men to surprise Grant at Pittsburg Landing before Buell could arrive with reinforcements. He set forth on April 3, but heavy rains delayed his advance. As the rainy weather made the roads muddy, the Confederates eventually arrived and set up camp the night of April 5, four miles (six kilometers) southwest of Pittsburg Landing.

Despite his delay, Johnston managed to catch Grant by surprise in the early morning of April 6, and after intense fighting, the Confederates were having success in places such as the Hornet’s Nest. However, the ability of the Union forces to continue fighting, even as they were forced back, for over six hours bought Grant the time he needed. Although winning, Southern forces were plagued by confusion in their formations; they were also hungry, and some of the troops, coming upon the Union encampment, paused in the fighting to eat the meals that the Yankees had been cooking before taking flight from the Confederate advance.

By mid-afternoon, General Johnston, who had ridden forward to direct his forces in their attack, was shot in the leg. The wound severed an artery, and he bled to death, becoming the highest-ranking general killed in the war. General P. G. T. Beauregard took control of the Confederate forces and decided to halt the advance at 6 pm.

With the arrival of Major General Buell’s forces that night, the early advantage the Confederates had enjoyed when they launched their attack faded. Buell’s appearance made it possible to reinforce the Union line. The Confederate forces were driven back to Shiloh Church on April 7, leaving the Union Army under Grant victors as the Confederates retreated to Corinth.

It was a costly battle for both the victors and the losers, with over 23,000 casualties. The carnage would continue throughout the war, and General Grant would become known as “Butcher Grant” because he accepted the high casualty count as the price of victory. The Battle of Shiloh racked up the highest number of casualties of the war, still only in its first year, up to that time, but those numbers would soon become all too commonplace.


Chapter One

Lincoln’s Call for Troops

“Let it lead to what it might, even if it leads to blood and ruin. . . . We have defeated their twenty millions, we have met them and conquered them. We have humbled the flag of the United States before the Palmetto and the Confederate.”

—South Carolina Governor Francis Pickens

The “Era of Good Feeling,” which characterized the United States during the two terms of President James Monroe, had brought forth a surge in American pride. The acquisition of lands earlier in the century—the Louisiana Purchase in 1803—and the victory at the Battle of New Orleans in 1815, which ensured that the young country would control not only the Mississippi River but also the interior of the continent, injected expansion fever among the people. But the issue of which states would be slave states and which would be free erupted in full force as Americans went West.

The Compromise of 1820 had held the tensions in check as the extension of slavery into new territories was regulated. Missouri came into the Union as a slave state, while Maine was a free state. Slavery was forbidden north of the 36°30′ parallel for states which had been part of the Louisiana Purchase, except for Missouri.

For thirty years, the balance was maintained but not without mounting friction between the regions. The South’s agricultural economy and the emphasis on growing cotton and tobacco depended upon the forced labor of the enslaved Black population. Although most Southerners did not own slaves, the plantation system which established the region’s aristocracy defined the South’s culture. In the North, where industry and manufacturing were the foundation of a thriving economy, the abolitionist movement began to increase after the 1830s as Northerners vocally opposed the extension of slavery into the new territories forming in the West.

The war with Mexico in the 1840s compounded the problem as new territory entered the American domain, reigniting the question of which new states would be free and which would permit slavery. The Compromise of 1850 (five separate bills) allowed Texas to enter the Union as a slave state while California came in as a free state. Furthermore, the Fugitive Slave Law was made more rigid after the slave trade was banned in Washington, D.C.

Then, in 1854, the Kansas-Nebraska Act allowed popular sovereignty to determine whether new territories would allow or prohibit slavery, turning Kansas into an early proxy of the war to come as advocates for and against slavery turned to violence to enforce their views.

So visceral was the abolitionist movement in its opposition to slavery that a new political party, the Republicans, was formed in 1856. By 1860, they had a winning candidate: Abraham Lincoln won the election and, convinced that his victory meant the demise of the Southern way of life, the states of South Carolina, Alabama, Georgia, Mississippi, Florida, Louisiana, and Texas seceded from the United States. Their new nation, the Confederate States of America, named Jefferson Davis of Mississippi as its president and Richmond, Virginia, as its capital. War was sure to follow.

Both factions believed that the Civil War would be short-lived. The South had a long and impressive tradition of political leadership and military prowess. The North, with its industrial might and greater population, felt it had the means to win the war.

In response to the South firing upon federal troops at Fort Sumter, President Abraham Lincoln issued a call for the state militias to send 75,000 troops; their duty, the proclamation explained, would be to “re-possess the forts, places, and property which have been seized from the Union.” The states were assessed different numbers of troops to send, depending on their populations.

Southern states that had not yet seceded—Arkansas, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia—refused to send soldiers to fight against their sister states, and they seceded from the United States as a result of Lincoln’s call for troops. Tennessee’s governor, in his telegram to Lincoln, stated that his state would not send a single man for what he described as the “purpose of coercion” but would instead send 50,000 men to defend the rights of Tennesseans and their Southern brothers. The governor of Virginia had hoped that his state would remain neutral, but writing to Lincoln, he said that due to Lincoln’s “choice to inaugurate civil war,” Virginia would send no troops. Arkansas’ governor meanwhile declared that Arkansans were freemen, not slaves, and would defend their honor, lives, and property against “Northern mendacity and usurpation.”

Lincoln’s proclamation excluded Kansas, just recently admitted to the Union. California and Oregon, on the West Coast, were excluded as well because of the difficulty of transporting troops from so far a distance in the absence of a transcontinental railroad which had not yet been built.

Although Missouri and Kentucky did not secede from the United States, they were admitted as the twelfth and thirteenth states of the Confederate States of America. Maryland and Delaware, although bordering Southern states, remained in the Union. Delaware refused to send troops because it lacked a militia. Maryland was a slave state, but its industrial economy meant that it had much in common with the North. The state was home to many Confederate sympathizers, yet there was not a groundswell of support for secession. Still, when soldiers from Massachusetts and Pennsylvania en route to Washington, D.C. arrived in Baltimore, a riot broke out as Marylanders with Confederate sympathies attacked the train cars. In order to defuse the situation, Lincoln agreed to reroute the soldiers to Annapolis so they could continue their journey.

Lincoln knew that 75,000 men would not be enough to fight the approaching war, but the organizational apparatus was not yet in place to provide more men with weapons and provisions. The logistics of the war would be a challenge, and in order to facilitate the transportation of troops and supplies, the United States needed to be divided into theaters of fighting. Thus, the country was divided into three major areas of campaigns: the Eastern Theater, the Trans-Mississippi Theater, and the Western Theater. Before the American Civil War was quite a year old, it would witness one of the bloodiest battles of the war: the Battle of Shiloh in the Western Theater.
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