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PORT HUDSON
ITS HISTORY, FROM AN INTERIOR VIEW,

AS SKETCHED FROM THE DIARY OF
AN OFFICER

[coNTrNUED.]

After the exchange of prisoners at Vicksburg, the First regiment of Alabama volunteers,
which has been experiencing for many long months one of the most disagreeable features of war,
a forced captivity, came to Port Hudson. Several companies of this regiment were well trained as

heavy artillerists, and part of the guns were placed in their charge, with the balance of the
regiment acting as an infantry support. They had, in Col. G. W. Steadman, an officer of rare

ability, who afterwards distinguished himself during the siege by his skillful conduct of the
defence of the left wing on the land side.

The light artillery battalion, which was afterwards consolidated with Lieut. Colonel de

Gournay's command, and served with great courage and devotion, was composed of three

companies from the State of Tennessee, under the respective commands of Capts. J. A. Fisher,
Sparkman and Waller. The two latter officers were killed during the siege, while in the active
and fearless discharge of their duty.

Most of the batteries originally built having been decided against for different faults, the

artillerists went to work to build their own batteries, and the new positions were now selected on

the highest ground. In the three-pit water battery only one gun was placed, a 32-pounder rifled
piece, and that was taken out and mounted in a battery on the bluff before it ever fired at an

enemy. A small and contracted battery, reveted with wicker-work, which was also near the

water's age (sic), was soon afterward abandoned in favor of the top of the bluff. The artillerists
took much pains with their work, naturally feeling a pride in having their own batteries as strong
and neatly made as possible. No gabions or sand bags were made use of, the parapets being
formed entirely of earth well pounded and reveted with green sods.

Gen. Gardner Takes Command.
On the 27'h of December, an officer of fine, commanding appearance quietly stepped off

the cars on their arrival from Clinton, and finding no one who seemed to know him, he inquired
the way to Gen. Beall's headquarters. Being properly directed, he started off on foot, and finally
announced himself as Major General Frank Gardner, who had been sent to take command of the

place. Although his appointment was well known at headquarters, his arrival on that day had not

been expected, and preparations had not been made to receive him. Few, therefore, of the

soldiers standing around the cars knew that the officer whose personal appearance had attracted

their attention was to be their commander, or did many of them discover it until he rode around

to examine the lines, accompanied by Brig. Gen. Beall and his staff.

Although individually unknown to the troops, the appearance of Gen. Gardner impressed

them favorably, and he was at once popular. This may be thought to be an affair of trivial



moment by the un-military reader hardly worth the record, but it is not by any means. Human
nature is capricious, and likes and dislikes are readily conceived by soldiers of an officer, who
will often fail or succeed according to the esteem and confidence he enjoys with his command.
First impressions are apt to be lasting, and the first impression a general creates upon assuming a
command usually continues. It was well that Gen. Gardner was popular at first sight, for his hold
upon the confidence and good will of his men steadily increased and was one of the great
influences which resulted in holding Port Hudson so long.

On the succeeding day, the 28th of December, Gen. Gardner assumed the command of the
post, and he consumed the whole day in making a minute inspection of the place. He was at
once seen to be a man of keen observation, a quick and practiced eye, frank and outspoken in all
his comments, of a rapid delivery, always talking practically and directly to the point, and more
than all, an able military engineer. And this was the exact point in which Port Hudson had
hitherto suffered-a paucity of engineering skill. All the professional military engineers in the
Confederate anny holding commissions of high grade, with commands in the field, that branch
of the profession of arms which used to be the pick of the whole arrny, and which has furnished
most of the celebrated generals in the present war, is mostly occupied by gentlemen who were
civil engineers and draughtsmen. Not that they are now to be disparaged, for many of them have
exhibited rarc zeal and talent, and are usually equal to their duties, which are peculiarly
dangerous and responsible. But Port Hudson, in her early times, had not been blessed with the
most brilliant engineering genius, and it was well for her that this should not last always.

Consequences of the Change.
Certain changes Gen. Gardner immediately ordered, particularly as regarded subjects of

engineering skill. The whole system of the river defence was altered so as to cluster the heaviest
guns together, and bring them all within a more contracted scope, which enabled them to deliver
a more concentrated fire, as well as to support each other with more effect. Evidences of
awakened energy were seen on every side, and the spirit of the troops never was a higher pitch.

The appointment of an officer of Gen. Gardner's standing and ability was considered to
be recognition of the importance of the position and was received by the troops as an indication
that Port Hudson was to be permanently held. It must not be supposed, however, that the
preceding commander, Brig. Gen. Beall, had not been esteemed and respected. He was a
thorough soldier, knew his men well, and they had every confidence in him. During the siege he

not only inspirited the men at their most exposed positions, but he was assiduous in his visits of
consolation to the sick and wounded. Gen. Beall was eminently a Christian soldier.

In only one thing were the troops disappointed after the assumption of command by Gen.

Gardner. They expected him to lead them forth from their camps and close confinement to
bivouac in the open fields and the pleasant woods, and either to storm the then fortified position
of Baton Rouge, or to keep its garrison in continual alarm and expectation of attack, at least
preventing them from showing themselves outside the works. A week before Gen. Gardner came

to Port Hudson Bank's army had landed at Baton Rouge, reoccupying and fortifying the city.
Weeks of vain expectation passed by and the policy of inactivity was found to be the

dominant one. Nor was General Gardner blamed for it, as it was generally believed that a jealous

power at the headquarters of the department would leave no active operations to any subordinate
officer nor undertake them himself, preferring to let the enemy select his own time and

circumstances for attacking. Whether this belief was correct is unknown to the writer, but it has

every probability of truth, when it was notorious that the most unimportant matters of current



business had to be sent on to Jackson for the inspection and approval of an officer too far
removed to be able to judge of them correctly, thereby causing vexatious delays, by which not

only the troops but the cause suffered.
Gen. Banks's Advance.

During the months of January and February troops arrived in considerable number. Three

brigades were formed; one given to Gen. Beall, composed principally of troops from his own

State (Arkansas), and the other commands were assumed by Brig. Gens. S. B. Maxey and John

Gregg, of Texas. In March another brigade arrived, commanded by Brig. Gen. Rust. The enemy

finally exhibited signs of activity, and about the 1Oth of March it became known that Gen. Banks

would make a demonstration of some kind. He did move out of Baton Rouge on the 12th, and

approached us with his whole force. It was confidently expected that he would attack us with
some vigor, and our dispositions were accordingly made on the 13th.

Gen Gregg held the right of our line of intrenchments, Gen. Maxey the centre and Gen

Beall the left. Gen. Rust's brigade was in advance, and the plan was for him to engage the

enemy a short distance in front of our works, draw him upon them so as to fully commit him to

an assault, and when his columns were repulsed and in disorder to move our right and left
brigade out, taking him on both flanks, while Gen. Maxey attacked to front, supported by Gen.

Rust, who was to retire inside the works and acted as a reserve after he had drawn the enemy up.

On the aftemoon and during the night of the 14th Rust's brigade, in the woods before our

lines, felt the enemy's advance and tried but in vain, to draw him on, because Gen. Banks had no

intention of fighting unless we came out to seek him. Rust perceived this and sent in word of his

belief of this fact, requesting permission to make his way around to Banks's right flank and rear,

while the balance of the troops sallied forth and attacked in front, expressing perfect confidence

in his ability to throw them upon our line and rout them. This permission was refused; the troops

were disheartened, but did not blame Gen. Gardner, for reasons previously given in this sketch.

fhe Naval Attack.
The fleet, however, were no way backward about coming up to the attack. At ten o'clock

on the night of the 14'h they steamed quietly up from their anchorage, which was just below the

range of our guns, and had got nearly up to our lower battery when we discovered them. Captain

Youngblood's signal men, on the opposite side of the river, were the first to see them, and sent

up a rocket to wam the batteries of their approach. At the same time and infantry picket on the

river bank discharged their muskets. As soon as they found their approach discovered a couple

of rockets were sent up from the deck of the Hartford, which was a notification for the mortar

fleet, lying quietly below, to open fire. As soon as they did so the fleet commenced pouring their

broadsides into the old batteries we had formerly occupied, but which were then abandoned,

showing us that they had been careful to get information concerning our works, and took

advantage of it, though from not having late advices the previous quotations misled them into

wrong investments of iron.
Our gunners did not become excited by the deafening road that reverberated from bank to

bank, and rolled up and down the river, strangely mingling the sharp reports into one thundering

sound, but waited until the fleet should get fairly opposite the lower batteries. Colonel de

Goumay, commanding the left wing of the river batteries, fired the first gun, which was the

signal for the others to commence work. He burst a shell of the deck of the Mississippi, just

abaft the wheel-house, which lighted up her whole deck, from the wheel-houses to the stem of
the vessel.



The fire now became general, and the ships, instead of firing broadsides, discharged their
guns as fast as each could be loaded. Finding that no firing was retumed from the old batteries
they had first attacked, they turned their attention to those points where the flash of our guns
revealed their position. There was an advantage and a disadvantage in the ships being below us.
They could see our batteries clearly marked out against the dark sky, but unless their shots
entered an embrasure or struck the top of the parapet they could fly harmlessly over head. Our
gunners had the advantage of being able to throw plunging shots into them, but their vessels were
moving about in so erratic a manner, it was very difficult to get a good aim.

While on board the boats they fired with friction primers, giving only one flash of light to
each discharge, our poorer friction primers would not explode, and they were finally abandoned
at every gun, and the slow match used. As the burning match was raised to the vent of the gun,
and the priming powder flashed up, it gave an excellent chance for the gunners on the fleet to get
a good aim at our pieces, and fire almost simultaneously, and opportunity we found many of
them taking advantage of.

With our guns removed so far from each other there could be no concert of action nor
concentration of fire on any one ship. Lieut. Col. Marshall J. Smith, chief of artillery, was at the
columbiad battery, near the centre of the line; Col. Steadman was at his Alabama batteries, on the
right, and Lieut. Col. de Gournay moved from one to another of his batteries on the left wing,
directing and supervising the gunnery. There was also in the fight, and doing a lion's share, the
Parrot gun of Miles's Legion, which was fought by Lieut. J. Watts Kearney, with a detachment
from his company.

The Hartford, with the Albatross lashed on her opposite side, made her way straight up
stream, and did not appear to get her full share of the hard knocks, the Richmond, showing signs
of being crippled, and the Mississippi getting aground, attracting more attention. The Richmond,
after running in under the bluffs, drifted around in an apparently unmanageable condition and
floated down stream. The Genessee, Monongahela and Kinneo, badly used up, retired from the
conflict as best they could, one of them silenced and seemingly drifting down in a crippled
condition.

The Mississippi was lying across the river, opposite the centre of our crescent line of
batteries, with her full broadside to us, and was supposed by us to have deliberately taken up that
position with the intention to remain there until "somebody got hurt." When fire broke out from
her hatchway forward she presented the first good mark we had had to aim at, and the
concentrated fire upon her became terrific until she was wrapped in flames. A number of her
crew, who got ashore in boats, surrendered to a detachment of our cavalry on the Pointe Coup6e
shore, and were brought over during the day.

The attack was a bold one and its disastrous failure was not attributable to any want of
courage or skill on the part of the fleet, so far as we could observe. The enemy had a broadside
fire of more than fifty guns, most of them of the heaviest calibre and most improved fashion. We
had eighteen guns, with a weight of metal one-third that of theirs. There were indisputable
advantages on our side as there were also on theirs. The fight settled one question-that Port
Hudson could not be taken by water.

The mortar fleet kept up a continuous rain of bomb shells upon our batteries, which, in
the absorbing duties and interest of the fight with the ships in front of us, were totally unheeded.
Not one of them entered a battery nor injured a man. We had one lieutenant slightly wounded in
the arm and a private wounded in the foot, both of them by pieces of exploding shells from the



fleet. These were our entire casualties. Not a gun was struck or injured in any way. Shot, shell
and grape had entered the parapets in many places, burying themselves safely out of harm's way"
We had looked for our old friend, the Essex, among the fleet, but she did not come up. It was
reported that her non-appearance was owing to the fact that she had become too cranky to stand
her own broadside.

ITO BE CONTTNUED.]


