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FOREWORD

This report has been prepared to satisfy the research needs
enumerated in Research Study Proposal VICK-H-2, as proposed by Edwin C.
Bearss, historian. It was undertaken in order to provide a documented
history of the Vicksburg National Cemetery from the time of its
establishment to the present. It is hoped that this manuscript will be
a valuable tool in the futurelmanagement and administration of this
area.

In the quotation of a few of the original sources, the punctuation
has been changed slightly to make the text more readable without de-
tracting from the original meaning.

I wish especially to acknowledge and thank Mr. Edwin C. Bearss
for his assistance and encouragement in the preparation of this study.
I also wish to thank Mr. Frank Sarles for reading the manuscript and
Sarah Smith for typing it. Lastly, I wish to express my appreciation
to those members of the staff of the Office of Archeology and Historic
Preservation who have extended their help and friendship to me during

these past three months.
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INTRODUCTION

Control of the Mississippi River, whose course meandered over
1,000 miles from Cairo, Ill., to the Gulf of Mexico and divided the
Confederacy into almost equal parts, was of inestimable importance
to the Union from the outbreak of hostilities. Command of the
Mississippi would allow uninterrupted passage for Union supplies and
troops destined for invasion into the heart of the South and would
also have the desired effect of isolating the states of Texas, Arkansas,
and most of Louisiana, which comprised nearly half of the land area
of the Confederacy. In an effort to deter the advancing Union army
and navy from their objective, the Confederacy erected fortifications
at strategic points along the river. But fighting their way south-
ward on land and water and northward from the Gulf of Mexico by river,
Union army and naval units managed to capture post after post, city
after city, until Vicksburg and Port Hudson posed the only obstacles
to complete domination of the Mississippi by Union forces.

The war had been raging for over a year when in May 1862, Flag
Officer David G. Farragut steamed up the Mississippi River with his
Western Gulf Squadron, capturing New Orleans, Baton Rouge, and
Natchez, before arriving below Vicksburg on May 18. In like manner,
Flag Officer Charles H. Davis had moved down the Mississippi from the
north, capturing Memphis in June 1862, and destroying the Confederate
fleet of converted river steamboats with the aid of a ram fleet under

Col. Charles Ellet Jr. Davis continued to work his way southward
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until he reached a position just north of Vicksburg on July 1. The
Union was now in possession of all of the Mississippi except for the
reach in front of Vicksburg.

However, the presence of the Confederate ironclad ram Arkansas,
under the command of Lt. Isaac N. Brown, which presented an awesome
threat to Farragut's wooden ships, and the hot, diseased atmosphere,
along with the rapidly falling waters of the river, forced Farragut
and Davis to retrace their respective courses up and down river after
unsuccessful attempts to bombard the city and its defenses into
surrender. Following the failure of the naval expedition, it was
evident that a large army was needed to take Vicksburg.

In October 1862, the two major actors in the battle and siege of
Vicksburg were moved into their respective theatres of operation.
Comrades of the Mexican War, Maj. Gen. Ulysses S. Grant, newly ap-
pointed commander of the Department of the Tennessee, and Lt. Gen. John
C. Pemberton, commander of the Confcderate troops defending the Mis-
sissippi, made preparations “or the impending battle for Vicksburg
and control of the Mississivpopi River.

Grant's first major campaign against Vicksburg in December 1862
was designed to draw Pemberton's army away from Vicksburg to allow
Maj; Gen. William T. Sherman, moving down river from Memphis with
32,000 men, easy access to the bluffs immediately northeast of
Vicksburg. However, 3,500 Confederate cavalry swung in behind the

left flank of Grant's 40,000 troops, capturing and burning his supply
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base at Holly Springs and forcing his return to Memphis. Sherman's
attack at Chickasaw Bayou, five miles northeast of Vicksburg, on
December 29, likewise failed as the Union army lost nearly 2,000
men while the Confederates sustained less than 200 casualties.

Grant decided to move his army down the Mississippi for
operations directly against Vicksburg. Reaching the Union encamp-
ment at Milliken's Bend, 20 miles northwest of Vicksburg, at the
end of January 1863, he divided his army of approximately 45,000
men into three corps under Sherman and Maj. Gens. John A. McClernand
and James B. McPherson. The major problem facing Grant was to get
his troops from their positions along the Louisiana side of the
river across the flooded swamp lands and numerous bayous on both
sides of the river and onto the high, dry bluffs east of the Mis-
sissippi, either north or south of Vicksburg. The campaign during
the winter, often referred to as the Bayou Expeditions, heaped new
failures upon the Union drive to capture Vicksburg. Grant made a
fruitless attempt to cut a canal across the DeSoto Peninsula
opposite Vicksburg, similar to one which likewise had failed in the
summer of 1862. Attempts to open a route into Lake Providence,
one into the Yazoo River, and one through Steele's Bayou also met
with disappointment.

In the eyes of many in the North, Grant's Army had foundered
in the swamps for months with nothing to show for it except a

steadily mounting death list from disease. As April arrived, though,
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Grant was able to move his army southward through the Louisiana parishes
in preparation for a landing on the east side of the Mississippi, some-
where below Vicksburg. In order for Grant to make a successful crossing
of the river, he needed help from the Union navy. Rear Admiral David
Dixon Porter, who had been instrumental in the Vicksburg campaign almost
from its inception, managed to run 10 vessels past the Confederate
batteries to positions just south of Vicksburg shortly before midnight
April 16. Grant now had his troops in position to the south of Vicks-
burg and a means of ferrying them across the river.

On April 29, Union gunboats bombarded the fortifications at Grand
Gulf to prepare the way for the landing of 10,000 Federal infantry
but were repulsed. The next day Grant moved south along the Loui-
siana shore and finally made his dramatic landing at Bruinsburg.
The landing was unopposed, as Pemberton was confused as to the
Federals' intentions.

Grant engaged the Confederates at Port Gibson and then moved into
the area between Big Black River and Bayou Pierre to wait for Sherman
to join him. On May 7, he was ready to move with approximately 45,000
Union troops against Pemberton's superior, but widely scattered army
of 50,000. Since Grant's aim was not merely to capture Vicksburg, but
also to destroy Pemberton's army, he moved northeastward to destroy
the Southern Railroad of Mississippi, planning later to pivot to the

west and drive on Vicksburg.



After defeating a small Confederate force at Raymond, Grant made
a change in his plans, striking farther east to capture the rail
center at Jackson. This maneuver placed Grant's army in a strategically
precarious position, squarely between Pemberton's line of defense and
Gen. Joseph E. Johnston's army advancing in from the east. This
gamble paid off, however, for on the afternoon of May 14, Grant
stormed into Jackson, capturing this strategic communications center
and scattering Johnston's lesser force of 12,000 troops. It remained
now for Grant to prevent Johnston from effecting a Jjuncture with
Pemberton's forces. |

From Jackson, Grant pivoted his army westward for the drive on
Vicksburg and gained critical victories at Champion Hill and Big Black
River. At Champion Hill, the bloodiest battle of the campaign,
Pemberton lost nearly 4,000 men while Grant listed his casualties
at 2,500. Pemberton's shattered forces retreated from Big Black to
the defenses at Vicksburg with the Union army in determined pursuit.

The advanced contingents of Grant's forces arrived before the
city on May 18. Aware that only one of his three corps was in pos-
ition, but convinced that the Confederates' morale had been shattered,
Grant ordered the first assault on Vicksburg on May 19. Pemberton's
well fortified lines easily repulsed the first confused Union attack.
Grant was ready three days later to launch a second and all-out
assault on Vicksburg. By nightfall on May 22, the Union soldiers

were again forced to fall back after losing over 3,000 men.
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Failing to capture the city by storm, Grant reluctantly ordered
the commencement of siege operations. For over a month, he waged a
war of attrition with Porter blasting the city from the river, while
the Union army sought to overpower Pemberton's forces by land.
Throughout June, Union engineers drove trenches toward Confederate
strong-points, and also detonated mines at key points along their
iine. Pemberton dejectedly waited for Johnston to breach the Union
lines, his only hope for fending off a greatly reinforced and
superior Union army. On July 1, Johnston moved his divisions, now
swelled to 30,000 troops, toward the east bank of Big Black River,
but reconnaissance convinced him that no move against the Federal
positions was practicable.

Pemberton, his army physically debilitated and broken in spirit,
consented to meet with Grant on the afternoon of July 3 to discuss
terms for a surrender. The meeting broke up, however, after Grant
demanded an unconditional surrender, and Pemberton refused. Before
leaving the shade of the ocak tree under which the historic meeting
occurred, Grant did agree to submit new terms in writing.

The next day, July 4, 1863, a formal surrender was reached,
with Grant allowing the Confederates to sign paroles not to fight
again until exchanged, and the officers being permitted to take
their sidearms and horses with them. Both sides had fought a long

and courageous battle. In their triumph, the Union now had control
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of the Mississippi. All that remained was the proper burial of the

dead.

This introduction is adapted from William C. Everhart's Vicksburg,
National Park Service Historical Handbook Series No. 21, Washington,
D.C., 1954, and a pamphlet, Vicksburg National Military Park, Mississippi,
United States Department of the Interior, National Park Service, United
States Government Printing Office, Reprint 196k.
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CHAPTER I

The Establishment

Traditionally, those who survive the horrors and holocaust of
war have borne the sacred responsibility of properly caring for the
burial of their deceased comrades, but occasionally, due to the
adversity of battle or through neglect, the dead are left to be
desecrated upon the field. When hostilities ceased, inspection of
the area in and around Vicksburg tragically revealed that the hastily
buried dead lay in a lamentable state. Col. James F. Rushing, making
an early inspection of the battlefield of Vicksburg in February 1866,
reported:

I regret to say, that I found very little had
been done here in the way of looking after
our dead. Their condition is more deplorable,
than any post I have visited, while inspector.
Rushing was appalled to find that only a few chief burial places

existed, with the majority of the dead "stuck about" in many places

among the hills at Vicksburg. The few large burial locations con-

1. Col. James F. Rushing, Inspector Quartermaster's Depot,
"Report of Inspection of the Depot Vicksburg Mississippi,"” February
1866, (N.A., RG 92, Office of the Quartermaster General, Letters
Received--Cited Hereinafter as L.R.).



sisted of long trenches into which hundreds of bodies had been
strewn. No attempt had been made to mark each grave so that the dead
could later be identified. Furthermore, many other bodies were
scattered in shallow graves over wide circuits of country, in fields
and were, therefore, in danger of disappearing. With no guards in
attendance, cattle, hogs, goats and other animals roamed about the
illmade graves at will. Colonel Rushing could not but ask, "Is not
this wrong, not to say hideous, after those brave men have given their
lives for the Union?" 2

Colonel Rushing estimated that there were probably at least
eight thousand Union dead on the Vicksburg side of the river and
another two thousand dead on the Louisiana side. Those on the
Louisiana shore were chiefly buried in the levee from Milliken's Bend
to Disharoon's plantation,opposite Grand Gulf. High water on the
river was constantly washing away the levee; and consequently, many
graves were disappearing. Rushing felt that there could be an addi-
tional five thousand dead who fell at the Yazoo River, Chickasaw
Bayou, Big Black, and Grand Gulf about Vicksburg. Thus he recommended
t0 Col. Henry M. Whittelsey, Chief Quartermaster, Department of
Mississippi, that he employ the five thousand idle troops at Vicksburg
té collect the scattered remains in and near the chief burial grounds.

Colonel Rushing concluded his inspection report with this further

2. Ibid.



recommendation:
These will have to remain, I suppose for the present;
but for the future I recommend that steps be taken

to secure sufficient ground at or near Vicksburg, to

‘accommodate all the union dead in the state of Miss-
issippi, and that all our dead in said state be

concentrated in this, the same to be held as a

National Cemetery forever. What more appropriate

monument to "Liberty and Union," and what fitter

place for it, than here at the "Gibraltar of

Rebellion in the South-west'? 3

While in New Orleans in March 1866, Rushing was disturbed to

learn from Col. Samuel B. Holabird, Chief Quartermaster there, that
Maj. Gen. Edward R. S. Canby had issued an order directing the dis-
interment of all the Union dead buried in the levee on the west bank
of the Mississippi and the transfer of their remains to New Orleans
for re-interment. Writing to Col. James L. Donaldson, Chief Quarter-
master, Military Division of Tennessee, Rushing reported that the
order had been temporarily suspended, but that he was fearful that it
could be reinstituted at any time. He urged Colonel Donaldson to
bring the matter to the attention of Maj. Gen. George H. Thomas, who
had superseded Canby as Departmental Commander and whose headquarters
were in New Orleans, to which Vicksburg had been assigned. It was

Rushing's conviction that since those buried in the levee from Milliken's

3. Ibid.



Bend to Disharoon's had fallen in operations attendant on the siege of
Vicksburg, they should be buried in or near that place.u

In April 1866, Colonel Donaldson transmitted a report from Lt. Col.
Gilbert L. Parker, Assistant Quartermaster at Vicksburg, to Quarter-
master General M.C. Meigs relating to the state of operations at that
post. Parker stated that he was compiling a record of the dead as
quickly as the names could be ascertained, but that progress was slow
due to the fact that there were approximately 15,000 graves scattered
about at various points where the army had been stationed during the
siege. None of the graves had.been repaired, which made identification
of the remains a difficult and nearly impossible task. Parker did feel,
however, that matters could be expedited if all of the remains were re-
moved to the same locality. It was Parker's recommendation that
seventy-five to one hundred acres be bought in the vicinity of the
surrender monument, erected on the spot where the historic oak tree

That same month, Colonel Donaldson wrote to Meigs, informing him

that Rushing's report of February 1866 had been forwarded to

k. Lletter, Rushing to Donaldson, March 8, 1866 (N.A., RG. 92,
Office of the Quartermaster General, Cemeterial Files, National and
Post Cemeteries, General Correspondence, Vicksburg--Hereinafter cited
c'r.)

5. Report of Gilbert L. Parker through Col. James L. Donaldson
to Quartermaster General Meigs, April 10, 1866, C.F.
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Col. Whittelsey, in charge at Vicksburg, but that no further action
could be taken until land for a Cemetery had been acquired.6 Feeling
that matters could no longer be held in abeyance, Meigs issued a
memorandum stating:

The suggestion that those who fell in the operations

before Vicksburg should be buried at or near that

point rather than at New Orleans is approved. The

planned purchasing of ground for a Cemetery is

approved.

A report by Capt. E.B. Whitman, in charge of cemeteries, Military
Division of Tennessee, made in May of 1866, indicated that it was of
critical urgency that the land be purchased at once. On the west
bank of the river '"many bodies have been washed from their resting
places by the encroachment of the Mississippi River and have been
floated to the ocean in their coffins or buried in the sand bensath
its waters." 8 Whitman had also been informed by Lt. William Degen,
5th United States Colored Infantry, that a planter by the name of
Jones had profanely levelled an entire grave-yard at Milliken's Bend

to enlarge the area of his cotton patch. Also, with total disregard

6. Ltr., Donaldson to Meigs, April 12, 1866, C.F.

T. Meigs, undated memorandum, scratched in pencil, enclosed in
Donaldson's letter to Meigs, April 12, 1366, C.F.

8. Report of Capt. E.B. whitman, In-charge of Cemeteries,
Military Division of Tennessee, to Colonel Donaldson, May 15, 1866,
C.F.



for the remains of Union soldiers resting beneath it, a race track

had been constructed over a grave-yard in the vicinity of Vicksburg,
the headboards being removed and the mounds levelled for that purpose.9
In an attempt to explain how such odious circumstances evolved, Whitman
disclosed:

In explanation of the condition in which the dead are
found who fell in the assault of the 22nd of May, it
is proper to allude to the circumstances under which
they were buried. It will be remembered that General
Pemberton for several days refused to grant a flag
of truce for their burial, and it is said only
yielded when the effluvia from the bodies became

too intolerable for his own troops to bear. When
found by our burial parties, they were in such
advanced stages of decomposition that they could not
be removed, and were consequently only covered with
earth thrown upon them as they lay. This seems
especially to have been the case on the center of
General Sherman's line, on our right.lo

Captain Whitman's statement is a fair account of what occurred
except that if he had remembered correctly, he would have been re-
minded that it was Grant, not Pemberton who tenaciously refused to
grant a truce in order that the dead could be buried. "Confederate
wags commented that Grant, having failed to capture Vicksburg by attack,

planned to stink them out." 11 It was Pemberton, influenced by the

9. Ibid.
10. 1Ibid.

11. Edwin C. Bearss "The Second Assault -- May 22, 1863" (United
States Department of the Interior, National Park Service, File Code:
H2215, January 1959), p. 56.
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pleas of his subordinates, who finally wrote Grant on May 25 request-

ing, "in the name of humanity," a truce of two and a half hours in

order that the dead and dying might be removed.12 However, mindful

of the proposal to establish a National Cemetery at Vicksburg which
would in some ways ease the wrongs suffered by the Union dead, their

families, and friends, Whitman concluded:

Vicksburg forms both the historical and the geo-
graphical centre. From all points those who fell
in connection with the operations which culminated
in its capture can be brought in either by rail

or river transportation. Its historical importance,
the number and condition of those who fell in its
reduction, a due regard for the feelings of the
living friends and a proper respect for the re-
mains of the dead, would all seem to indicate
Vicksburg as the site for one of the largest and 13
most complete National Cemeteries to be established.

By June, Whitman was able to report that a site had been chosen
for the cemetery, although his initial comments were hardly encourag-
ing. "The broken and irregular surface of the country around Vicks-
burg, rendered it very difficult to find a suitable site, in fact the
choice was reduced to this single spot, as at all fit for the purpose

required.” 1k The property which he describes was owned by A.B. Redding

12. 1Ibid., p. 57.
13. Whitmar to Donaldson, May 15, 1866, C.F.

1k. Ltr., wWhitman to Donaldson, June 20, 1866, C.F.



and ran along the Warrenton Road, about two miles south of the city
of Vicksburg, between the Mississippi River and the Warrenton Road.
Captain Whitman requested that Colonel Whittelsey be authorized to
secure title of the aforementioned land to the United States, or to
take possession of it for a National Cemetery.15

Three days after receiving Whitman's letter, Colonel Donaldson
forwarded that letter, and another received of Colonel Whittelsey to
"Quartermaster General Meigs, stating his concurrence with both men's
view that the property of Mr. Redding should be purchased for the
National Cemetery at Vicksburg. He also requested, at this time, the
authority to seize the land in the event that purchasing it was not
possible.16

Early in July, Whittelsey ascertained from Redding that he wanted
$30,000 for his 56 acres. Included in the purchase price was a large
house. Upon learning this Whittelsey, considering the price prohibitive,
enlisted the aid of Maj. Gen. Thomas Wood, Commander of the Department
of Mississippi, in finding another location. Approximately one mile
north of Vicksburg, along the river bank, Whittelsey found a spot he
considered to be quite as suitable as the first site. Writing to

Donaldson, he informed the colonel that he had ordered plats and

15. 1Ibid.

16. Ltr., Donaldson to Meigs, June 23, 1866, C.F.



abstracts of title so there would be no further delay. Colonel
Whittelsey concluded his letter to LDonaldson by repcrting, "I made a
contract for the purchase subject to your approval of the purchase and
the perfection titles.” 17

On July 14, 1866, General Meigs wrote to Edwin M. Stanton,
Secretary of War, requesting that power be vested in him to establish
National Cemeteries at Ft. Donelson, Pittsburg Landing, Corinth.

8

Natchez and Vicksburg.1 The property tc be used as a National Cemetery

at Vicksburg, as described in the original plat and field survey by
Dabney, Vernon, and Searles, was situated:

. . immediately on the north side of Mint Spring
Bayou about one and a half miles north of the city
of Vicksburg -- and between the Yazoo Valley Road
and Mississippi River, on the west side of said
road, and is part of the tract of land purchased by
A.H. Jaynes of Saml. Edwards being part of Secs. 12
& 13 of Township 16 Range 3 East. 19

This tract contained, in all, a fraction less than 4O acres.20 It was

17. Ltr., whittelsey to Donaldson, July 3, 1866, C.F.

18. Ltr., Meigs to Edwin . Stanton, Secretary of war, July 14,
1866, C.F.

19. "Plat and Field Notes of the United States Military Cemetery
near Vicksburg Miss.," by Dabney, Vernon, and Searles, August 1866,
Ce Fa

20. Ibid.



deeded to the United States Government on August 27, 1866, by Alney H.
Jaynes and wife for the sum of $9,000.°%

21. "Superintendent's Report," John F. Steffy, Superintendent,
November 10 , 1928,

Lsic] A check of original sources indicated that
this date was obviously incorrect; however it will be recorded as

such hereinafter.) (N.A., RG. 79, Records of the National Park Service,
Vicksburg National Cemetery, hereinafter cited V.N.C.)
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CHAPTER II

The Wanton Desecration of the Dead

Even though the site for a National Cemetery had finally been
secured, pursuent to an Act of Congress, entitled "An act to establish
and to protect national cemeteries,” the long and laborious task of
removing the remains of the Union dead to this site still lay ahead.l
The major concern centered about the dead buried along the levees on
the Louisiana shore, which were being continually encroached upon by the
Mississippi River. On August 21, 1866, Lt. William Degen, who was em-
ployed by Whittelsey to mark the graves and superintend the removal
of the Union dead along the Louisiana shore, had reported to his
colonel that the graves were in a very bad condition. In many places
there was nothing to mark the burial sites except the configuration of
the ground which had sunk in the form of a grave. The few headboards
which still remained were in bad shape and in danger of being destroyed,
as the grass along the levee was to be burnt soon. To the best of his
ability, Degen estimated that there were probably 5,000 quon dead along

the levee from a point opposite Vicksburg to Lake Providence.?

1. See Appendix A for a copy of VII -- [Public - No. 37.] An
Act to establish and to protect national ccmeteries, approved by Act
of Congress February 22, 1867.

2. Ltr., Lt. Wwilliam Degen to Whittelsey, August 21, 1866, C.F.

-]l]l-






