The Battle of Fort Donelson,TN
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  On February 6, 1862, after two hours of bombardment, the guns of Fort Henry grew silent. With half of its guns under floodwater, Fort Henry’s remaining guns and sacrifice garrison of 57 men were no match for the Union flotilla of ironclad gunboats. General Grant’s army of 17,000 marched into a near empty fort, while more than 2500 Confederates under Col. Heiman escaped toward Grant’s next objective, Fort Donelson.

   Grant and Flag Officer Andrew Foote planned to attack the much larger and better deployed Fort Donelson with a stategy that would require Grant’s army to surround the fort semi-circle while Foote’s gunboats would neutralize the fort’s batteries. Grant’s army, after being reinforced by 10,000 new men, took two days to reach their positions. Late in the day on February the 13th, General McClernand, who was sent to hold the enemy’s left, received a warm welcome from a Confederate battery. McClernand, without permission from Grant, deployed three regiments to silence the annoying Rebel guns. The well-armed Confederates left the Union with a high number of casualties at the end of the day.

  Our battle starts on the 14th at 3PM, as Foote’s gunboats attack Donelson’s water batteries in much the same manner as Fort Henry only the results were different. The water batteries held their fire for twenty minutes to allow the enemy to be well within range of their guns. When they began to exchange “iron valentines” with the gunboats, visible damage to the flotilla was clear from the first round. In defeat the gunboats drifted downstream splintered, bruised and taking on water while the gun-crews of the water batteries escaped without a casualty. From the sound of the cheers in side the fort, Grant knew an all out frontal attack would be eminent.

   To avoid capture, the three Confederate generals, Floyd, Pillow and Buckner with a force of 15,000 had their own plan of attack. In order to fight their way out to Nashville where 30,000 men under Sidney Johnston waited; they would attack Grant on his right early on the 15th. Unlucky General McClernand caught the first wave of the attack that swept his forces a half-mile back to Lew Wallace’s line of defense. At the end of the day after the Confederates had destroyed the enemy’s right and had stopped General Smith’s attack on their right, they withdrew to their trenches instead of withdrawing to Nashville. That night amidst much disagreement between the southern generals a decision was made to surrender. General Buckner took the fall while Floyd and Pillow escaped with their men during the night. Col. Forrest, who protested the surrender also, rode out with his cavalry so he could live to fight another day.

  Bibliography; The Battle of Fort Donelson by James Hamilton; Battles & Leaders of the Civil War Vol. 1; The Civil War, Time Life Books; Tennessee’s War by Stanley Horn.

  Maps were found in the Time Life book and Battles & Leaders. I also went to Fort Donelson for a personal tour and to purchase eight maps of the Master Battle Plan, which were prepared by the National Park Service in 1959. These maps gave the exact locations of all the regiments and the time of day of their positions.

