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COLD CHISELERS AT FORT PULASKI 

A Footnote to Two Wars 

BY FREDERICK L. RATH, JR., 
ASSISTANT HISTORICAL TECHNICIAN 

Historians like to draw analogies between the past and the present, and to say, 

with a kind of triumphant sneer, "There is nothing new under the sun." The habit is a 

bad one; perhaps there should be a law against such self-conscious effort, particular­

ly since the historian offers his contribution only after the event. 

Nonetheless, an opportunity too good to be passed has been offered by the recent 

military operations in Europe. The American public has watched with great interest 

the successful German offensive against the reputedly impregnable Maginot Line and its 

prototypes. One phase of these operations, that against the advance pill boxes cov­

ering the greater fortifications, is not dissimilar to a plan evolved by Federal for­

ces on the Savannah River in 1862. The tactics of the Germans, so far as has been 

gleaned from present accounts, involved a use of flame throwers, hand grenades, and 

other special implements of war. Exactly how the operations were made effective is 

not yet known. The Germans were successful, at any rate, either in forcing their way 

into the small forts or in having the defenders open the forts to them. 

In October 1861, General T. W. Sherman and more than 12,000 Federal soldiers em­

barked from Norfolk, Virginia, for an undisclosed destination. The sealed orders under 

which the huge flotilla sailed were opened at sea, after a violent hurricane wrecked 

several ships. The expedition, it was then learned, was to rendezvous at Port Royal 

Sound, South Carolina. Early in November, Forts Walker and Beauregard, guarding the 

entrance to the Sound, were taken, and the Union forces set up their headquarters on 

Hilton Head Island, about 15 miles north of the mouth of the Savannah River where 

stood Fort Pulaski, garrisoned by some 400 Confederates. A natural objective was the 

seizure of this fort, which controlled ingress to and egress from the important cotton 

port of Savannah. 

In order to invest the fort, it was necessary to cut it off from its source of 

supply, the city itself, so expeditions were sent out early in 1862 to occupy the is­

lands surrounding Cockspur Island, the site of Fort Pulaski. North and west of this 

island, along the Savannah River, lay a series of marsh islands on which batteries of 

guns were to be erected. This task was entrusted to the Forty-Eighth Regiment, New 

York State Volunteers, and the Seventh Connecticut Volunteers. 

Accordingly, in February 1862, batteries were set up on Jones and Bird Islands, 

which were separated by the North Channel, or shipping channel, of the Savannah River. 

The story of the placing of the guns, a laborious task involving the building of cause­

ways across the marshes, can be told at another time. By February 20, Battery Vulcan 

and Battery Hamilton were in position to stop all traffic between Savannah and Fort 

Pulaski. 

The story that follows comes from the pen of the Rev. D. C. Knowles, Captain, 
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Company D, Forty-Eighth New York, who describes graphical ly the plans of the "Cold-
Chisel Brigade."1 

And now I come to an episode that i s a type of many a curious plan that our 
c i v i l war brought for th . Probably no contest ever produced so many novel expedi­
ents to circumvent an enemy as were born in the f e r t i l e brains of our inventive 
Yankee so ld i e r s . Powder gun-boats, monitors, and mines hurling for t s into the a i r 
are samples of these ex t ra -mi l i t a ry expedients for defeating a watchful foe. The 
event I am now about to r e l a t e is not a whit behind the chiefest of them in hazard 
and reckless audacity. 

About the middle of March two deser ters from the rebel l ines came in to our 
brigade and reported the existence of a steamer a t Savannah clad with ra i l road 
iron, af ter the order of the celebrated Merrimac. They said a movement was on foot 
to run the vessel down with a body of troops, capture our for ts on the banks of 

. the Savannah, and thus open the way to the r e l i e f of Pulaski. 

Certain reports of off icers making reconnoissances of the r iver seemed to 
corroborate the existence of such a vesse l , and the fears of our officers were 
aroused for our safety and the success of our en te rp r i ses . Schemes for defence 
were a t once devised, and the plan I now give in d e t a i l was adopted. 

I t was supposed that the vessel lying low in the water, with sloping sides of 
iron l ike the roof of a house, would steam down the r iver and anchor d i r ec t l y be­
tween our b a t t e r i e s , of which we had two, one on e i ther bank, and proceed boldly 
to she l l us at close range, While a l l our shot in reply would fly harmlessly from 
her invulnerable covering. In the mean time the infantry would a t tack us in the 
rear , cut off r e t r e a t , and take us a l l prisoners at the i r convenience. The l ine 
of defence, therefore, must include the capture of the vessel by some expedient. 
The plan devised in the f e r t i l e brain of somebody was to take six common row-boats, 
three on e i ther side of the r ive r , maneach of them with six oars-men, six so ld ie r s , 
and an off icer . The soldiers were to be armed with revolvers, hand-grenades, cold-
ch i se l s , and sledge-hammers. The boats were to be well supplied with grappling-
irons and ropes. Thus equipped, when the vessel came, the whole expedition was to 
row out from e i ther shore, board the vessel by means of ropes and grappl ing- i rons , 
keep the gunners from the guns by the free use of hand-grenades thrown in the 
por t -holes , and cut t ing through the iron roof by means of the cold-chisels and 
sledge-hammers, get inside the vessel and capture her, crew and a l l . Such, in 
brief , was the l ine of defence. Suffice i t to say, the boats were selected, the 
material a l l sent down to the b a t t e r i e s , and the officer in command of the for ts 
di rected to select, some one to lead the forlorn hope. I was cal led to the command. 
Selecting two l ieutenants as a s s i s t a n t s , we picked our crews, d r i l l ed our men, and 
awaited the f inal hour. 

While making preparat ions, Captain Hamilton, a prominent officer in the Third 
Ar t i l l e ry of the regular army, came down to inspect our progress, and report our 
condition. He sent for me to v i s i t him in the Lieutenant-Colonel 's t en t . I ex-
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plained our preparations, and asked ad­

vice. One point seemed to me not to have 

been well considered. I said to him, 

"Captain, that vessel has steam and an en­

gine, and it seems to me if we should suc­

ceed in getting a force on her sloping 

sides, and threatening to take her, they 

would slip their cables, steam up the Sa­

vannah, and carry us off to jail with all 

dispatch." "But you must stop her," said 

he. "Well, how?" was my reply. He sat a 

moment in silent meditation, when he broke 

out: "I do not know any better way than 

to take strong ropes, fasten them to her 

anchor or some part of the vessel, and then 

attach the other end to the screw, so that 

when the wheel starts the rope will wind up 

and stop its revolutions." "Not a very 

easy tiling to do it strikes me," said I, 

"in such a rapid current as this river, 

and that too while cannon are thundering 

in our very faces." "Well," said he, "it is a desperate case, and we must hold these 

batteries at any cost. You must do the best you can, at any rate." 

Just at that moment a thought struck me, suggested by my knowledge of the con­

struction of a steam-boiler and the presence of the cold-chisels. I ventured to sug­

gest it as a new plan of offence. "Captain," said I, "why could we not board the 

vessel, strike at once for the smoke-stack, and cutting a hole in it, throw down a 

bomb-shell, blow up these tubes that run through the boiler, and thus let out the 

steam and scald the crew, and take the whole institution at a blow." 

The Captain sprang to his feet, with a face all radiant with joy, and with 

many big words which I do not desire to repeat, declared that the thing should be 

done, and consequently a huge bomb-shell, with fuse all ready, was placed in each 

boat as a part of our armament. And while we waited the coming of our foe we wrote 

to our friends the possibility of our fate, and talked together of a grave in the 

muddy flood of the Savannah. For we all felt assured that nothing less than an 

interposition of Providence could save us from certain destruction. To row half 

a mile in the face of such a foe, in such a rapid current, in crowded boats, and 

board a vessel under such conditions, was an enterprise that had in it few chances 

of success. Disaster in all probability would have been the end of such an expe­

dition. And yet in the face of these convictions we entered on the project with 

all the ardor of assured victory. The devoted band was denominated "The Cold-

Chisel Brigade," and when the enterprise was finally abandoned the cold-chisels 

were seized as souvenirs of a project that gained at the time quite a local notor­

iety. 

Suffice it to say the report was false. No such vessel then existed; and 

when Genera] Hunter took command of the Department he made an early visit to the 
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batteries to see what the "Cold-Chisel Brigade" was proposing to do, and with the 

curt remark, "What fool got up that plan?" he ordered it disbanded. 

A variation of this story offers a humorous sidelight. Major General Quincy A. 

Gillmore, in charge of the operations against Fort Pulaski, gave this version: 

The 48th New York, which furnished the guard for the battery, had not a repu­

tation for conspicuous sanctity, but it is doubtful whether one story told of them 

would not suffer in point by contact with hard facts. 

There was an iron-clad in Savannah named the Atlanta, but commonly known as 

the "Ladies" gun-boat, from the fact that means for building it had been largely 

supplied by contributions of jewelry from the ladies of the city. Some time after 

our occupation of Jones Island, it was reported that the Atlanta was coming down 

to shell us out. The thoughts of the battery-guard naturally turned toward meas­

ures for meeting such an attack, and it was resolved to fire shot connected by 

chains and so tangle her up and haul her ashore. When the question arose how 

they would get into their iron-bound prize, the officer In command of the detach­

ment was ready with his solution: "I've got the men to do it." Then he paraded 

his men, and informed them of the facts. "Now, said he, "you've been in this 

cursed swamp for two weeks, up to your ears in mud, - no fun, no glory, and bles­

sed poor pay. Here's a chancd. Let every one of you who has had any experience 

as a cracksman or a safe-blower step to the front." It is said that the whole de­

tachment stepped off its two paces with perfect unanimity.2 

2"Slege and Capture of Fort Pulaski," Battles and Leaders Of the Civil War (New York, The Cen­
tury Co., 1887), Vol. II, p. 8, note. 

25,000,000 BRICKS 

Fort Pulaski is a physical monument which commemorates the end of a distinct 

chapter in the ever-changing development of military science. Its massive walls, 

in which approximately 25,000,000 bricks were placed by patient masons over a pe­

riod of nearly 20 years, still bear today the historic scars of a 30-hour bombard­

ment by federal artillerymen on April 10-11, 1862, a bombardment which demonstrated 

to the world for the first time the tremendous battering power of the new rifled 

cannon. Those walls, from 7 to 11 feet thick, crumbled away before the savage 

blows delivered by cone-nosed projectiles which spun and whirled through the air 

over a low, mile-long. arc. Surrender of the "impregnable" fortress by the Confed­

erates who had seized it at the outbreak of the War Between the States gave notice 

to military engineers that the day of brick citadels had passed forever. 

Cockspur Island, called "the key to our province" by colonial writers of 

Georgia because of the strageglc location at the mouth of the Savannah River, was 

selected in the early 1820's as the site of the present fort. Construction began 

in 1829 and went on fairly continuously until 1847, but the fortress was never 

completed with respect to its armament, only 20 of 146 contemplated guns having 

been mounted. It became a military prison in 1865 and three Confederate cabinet 

members were confined there. Abandoned as an active post in 1885, it fell into 

oblivion except for a short period during the Spanish-American War. Finally, the 

site was proclaimed a national monument in 1924, and since 1933 a program of reno­

vation and preservation has made the historic structure accessible to visitors. 
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DIGGING UP PREHISTORY 

An Archeological Survey of the Natchez Trace 

BY J . D. JENNINGS, 
ASSOCJATE ARCHEOLOGIST 

Archeology as a word, and as an ac t i v i t y , has a def in i te meaning to every one. I t 
ca l l s up a vision of exci t ing adventures in deser t wastes, or tangled jungle growths, 
adventures which hut only prelude the triumphal t h r i l l of discovering a huge ruined 
c i ty , l i t t e r e d with golden debris and dotted with tombs containing fantas t ic baubles. 
Many people have also become aware of the equally informative, i f less g l i t t e r i n g , 
"d i r t " archeology now going on in eastern North America. Possibly because romance 
usually l i e s across in ternat ional boundaries, the sweaty diggers in the United States 
are ra re ly glamorous f igures , nor do the i r mild adventures ra te Sunday supplement 
space. Plodding along without benefi t of such stimulus, the archeologists of the South 
are s teadi ly building up a composite picture of the pre-European Indian populations of 
America. 

As is true in a l l s c i en t i f i c endeavor, many men labor here toward a common aim. 
The ultimate story i s the sum of the i r contr ibut ions. In the past decade governmental 
agencies, cooperating with other public i n s t i t u t i ons , have conducted in the South some 
of the world's most extensive excavations. Major W. S. Webb's TVA-PWA explorations in 
the val ley of the Tennessee; J . A. Ford's Louisiana State University-WPA work in Lou­
isiana; A. R. Kelly 's Smithsonian-WPA a c t i v i t i e s in Macon, Georgia; D. L. DeJarnet te 's 

Stippled portions shoio roughly the areas which have been explored archeologically 
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Geological Survey in Alabama in cooperation with Major Webb; Robert Wauchope's Univer­

sity of Georgia-WPA reconnaissance in North Georgia; Major Webb's University of Ken-

tucky-WPA work in Kentucky; T. M. N. Lewis' University of Tennessee-TVA-WPA work, first 

in association with Major Webb, and later alone, in East and West Tennessee these 

comprise a list of the major continuing archeological undertakings financed largely by 

the relief organizations. Besides these, many other valuable projects, albeit of 

shorter duration, were financed in North Carolina, Tennessee, Florida, Georgia, and 

other states. There is little wonder, therefore, that much information is now avail­

able, although even yet so little is the Southeast known that after nearly every exca­

vation small segments of the entire prehistoric mosaic shift and rearrange their rela­

tion to the whole pattern. 

Interestingly enough, little of the interest shown by students is localized in 

the State of Mississippi. More than 300 miles of the Natchez Trace lie in Mississippi 

in the northeast-southwest line1 shown on the accompanying map. Almost unknown arche-

ologically is the area it cuts across. At its southern terminus, J. A. Ford2 and Moreau 

B. Chambers3 have done good work, but for the major length almost nothing is pub­

lished. Realization of the near lack of information, although rich unstudied remains 

were known to exist, prompted the initiation in 1939 of a Natchez Trace National Park­

way archeological survey which would be concerned not only with Mississippi but also 

with the entire length of the Trace. 

While the purposes and needs guiding the operation of the Trace survey are im­

plicit in the foregoing paragraphs, and there is the ultimate aim of contributing a 

few paragraphs to the final outline of pre-European Indian history, the immediate aims 

are definite and urgent. Five major objectives have been outlined, although the first 

three listed are of the more urgent nature. 

First, comes the search for sites for purposes of parkway location and for compi­

lation of the base historic sheet. This first activity is, in addition, an important 

archeological technique, inasmuch as a rapid surface reconnaissance permits -the collec­

tion of surface material, where this exists, and gives a partial preview of the cultur­

al horizons represented by the content of the sites visited. 

Second, upon the completion of the preliminary analysis of survey collections and 

other data, sites of potential scientific value or of outstanding intrinsic display 

appeal, are recommended for preservation either through acquisition as parkway right-

of-way or by other public agencies. Action has not yet been taken on the recommenda­

tions submitted. 

Third, aside from the sites eventually acquired, many other sites discovered by 

the survey will lie too far from the motor road for acquisition, or may not be spec­

tacular, even though there is evidence from surface material that several cultures, or 

a new variant of one already recognized, once existed on the site. In order to verify 

the suggestions derived from surface material or to check on the scientific value im­

plied, it is necessary to conduct digging operations in varying degrees of intensity. 

Malcolm Gardner , "The N a t c h e z Trace - an H i s t o r i c a l Parkway ." The Regional Review, V o l . I I , 
No. 4 , A p r i l 1 9 3 9 , pp . 1 3 - 1 8 . 

Analysis of Indian Village Site Collections from Louisiana and Mississippi, Anthropological 
S t u d y No. 2 , Department of C o n s e r v a t i o n , L o u i s i a n a G e o l o g i c a l S u r v e y . 

g 
A s s o c i a t e d w i t h M i s s i s s i p p i S t a t e Depar tment of A r c h i v e s and H i s t o r y . 
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The excavation program is primarily for the purpose of filling out the blanks in the 

archeological framework through the addition of new scientific data. 

Fourth, if excavations are conducted on federally-owned Natchez Trace Parkway 
lands, any features of interest, such as a well-preserved burial, a firepit, a house-
pattern, or other object which can be preserved or restored, should be dug carefully 
so as to preserve it entirely and protect it until a field display can be made avail­
able to users of the Trace. 

Fifth, the last point is allied closely to the preceding in that the survey is 

in the larger view collecting data for use in the informational program of the parkway. 

It is further hoped that contributions to the general knowledge can thus be made. 

Already referred to is Mr. Gardner's lucid account of the Natchez Trace and its 

early history. The account tells how the Trace came into being: as a prehistoric 

highway, no less. Its purpose was to link tribal centers for commercial and social 

reasons. In Mississippi alone three such tribes, similar in language, but with differ­

ing habits of living, were connected by the trail. 

In the South, the autocratic Natchez, famous for their bloody funeral sacrifices, 

their rigid caste system, their austere sun-worshipping religion, and their stubborn 

resistance to French insolence, enjoyed the respect and fear of their red neighbors. 

East and north of the Natchez tribe lived the Choctaw, related in language but with a 

less noteworthy set of religious and ceremonial practices. Burial rites, though in­

volving less bloodshed, were still not calculated to soothe a queasy stomach. The 

corpse was stored upon a rack or scaffold until the passage of time had removed most 

of the flesh from the bones. Next a pair of specially designated operatives, with long 

fingernails for the purpose, cleaned the vestiges of flesh from the bones, and placed 

them, with appropriate ceremony, in a charnel house where other baskets of bones lay. 

When an adequate number had accumulated, all were stacked in a selected spot, and were 

covered with a low mound of earth. 

In other respects we are told that the Choctaw were not much given to ceremony. 

Very industrious, these Indians were the best farmers of the Southeast, growing corn 

and other products in excess of their needs, and diverting their surplus into trade. 

The Choctaw were good warriors although not given to aggression; they defended their 

homeland but did not seek to expand their territory by conquest. But in northwest 

Mississippi the gallant Chickasaw, a small hardy tribe of excellent warriors, were 

respected as fighters by red and white alike. Although farmers, they also ranged as 

far north as the Duck River in Tennessee on hunting and war expeditions. They also 

kept up an intermittent feud with the French and Choctaw to the south; the tribe was 

always friendly to both British and American overtures. Several interesting ceremonies 

were practiced but burial was accomplished quietly by placing the deceased with fit­

ting solemnities, in a shallow pit beneath his bed. 

From the Chickasaw country the Trace led over the Tennessee River (in what is now 

Alabama) and on along the ridges of central Tennessee to and beyond what is now Nash­

ville. Part of this territory was claimed as a hunting preserve by the far-ranging 

Chickasaw and part by the Cherokee of North Carolina and East Tennessee, but no exten­

sive long-lived settlements are reported. 

So much for the recent Indian occupation, recorded by early explorers, mission-
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aries, traders, and government officials. Before the Europeans saw the country, how­

ever, a long series of Indian civilizations had appeared, flowered and been displaced 

by more vigorous newcomers. What many of these early cultures were like is already 

partly known. The Natchez, for example, were preceded by four well-defined cultures 

which have been discovered and described by Ford and his associates. A related series, 

but by no means identical, has been less completely observed beneath the Choctaw re­

mains. Before the Chickasaw came to the place where they were discovered by the whites, 

one or more vaguely outlined periods had already run their course, while in the Tennes­

see Valley a long series of occupations go back 1,000 or more years to a time when the 

red men did not even possess knowledge of pottery making or agriculture, but lived on 

such animals, shell fish, and wild vegetable foods as they could collect. No evidence 

as to their language or many of their customs has come down to the present day. Nor is 

it certain just what relation these earlier tribes were to the last ones in the region. 

In some cases the ages of the various periods and the interrelation of the tribes (those 

on the Tennessee River to those on the Mississippi River in Louisiana, for example) are 

not yet known. 

The scientific problems therefore, are to gather data along portions of the Trace 

where least exploration has been done, to search for relationships between the archeo-

logically discovered old cultures and the historically described recent tribes, and to 

continue to search for light on the relationship to each other of the old, incompletely 

known civilizations and for data about their actual ages. 

Because the Natchez Trace cuts across tribal boundary lines, the range of archeo-

logical interest is necessarily greatly widened. In order to tell the complete story, 

it will be obligatory to borrow data from many sources and attempt to synthesize it 

with any original findings reported by the survey. 

Since the scope of the effort is so ramified, a random controlled sampling of the 

sites along the roadway is being practiced rather than an immediate attempt to locate-

each site in the vicinity of 450 miles of parkway. This is done so that an early de­

lineation of scientific problems may be made, and the direction where answers might be 

expected can be indicated. The map shows the path of the Trace and the areas sampled 

by the survey thus far. A report of the survey activities has been prepared and is now 

ready for a limited National Park Service distribution.4 This report shows that addi­

tional research on the problems mentioned two paragraphs above will take certain direc­

tions. It also demonstrates that a beginning was made toward determining the predeces­

sors of the Chickasaw. 

Enough data have been recovered to warrant initiation of an excavation program. 

This began only recently on a Chickasaw site just south of Tupelo, Mississippi. Already 

the finds are expanding our knowledge of this enigmatic tribe. While the party is oper­

ating in this region, some of the very old sites will be sampled also. With the birds, 

the excavation party will go south, and after January 1, 1941, operations will be in the 

vicinity of Natchez,Mississippi, where the Natchez Indian villages and older sites will 

be examined. Periodic notes on progress of the excavation will be forwarded to The Re­
gional Review during the coming months. 

Arche o l o g l c a l S u r v e y Watcher. T r a c e , September 3 , 1 9 4 0 . 


