Salt, Lead and the   fight for

Southwest Virginia
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         By SFC Daniel O’Connell

Introduction
There were many campaigns and battles during the Civil War. Most were fought for territorial control or simply the annihilation of the opposing force. The secluded area of southwest Virginia was spared most of this military activity for the first half of the war by its remoteness. The situation changed in the spring and early summer of 1863 when Union planners decided that efforts against the strategic resources being supplied from this area made sense.

It was a reasonable decision. Wythe ,Tazewell, Pulaski, and Smyth counties, located in this region, helped account for most of the output that made Virginia the number one  producer of salt, lead, and niter (saltpeter) in the South. These resources combined with the Virginia & Tennessee Railroad that took these commodities to the manufacturing centers represented targets of important military value. 

The Confederate officials also realized the critical nature of the production capability in this area. Early in the war, fearful that Unionist sentiment could stall production they threatened a government seizure of the lead mines and refining facilities if they were not run to full capacity. This proved not to be necessary as the mines, still under civilian control, produced a full third (3,500,000 pounds) of all the lead supplied to the Confederacy during the war.
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The salt mines were no less important, both militarily and for the civilian population. After the loss of other salt producing areas serving the South early in the war the southwest Virginia production became even more important to the war effort. At least seven other Confederate states contracted for salt or established their own state run facilities in this area. At the peak of war production 22,000 bushels of salt were being produced at the 38 furnaces, 2600 kettles, and 300 buildings each month, representing approximately 80% of all Confederate production. It took hundreds of wagons each day to haul in the firewood necessary for the evaporation process and to haul the precious material to the waiting railroad for shipment. The output from these facilities was used for the most part as a preservative for meat and other foods but also was essential in the tanning process for leather goods and some medicines. The largest private concern involved in this production was Stuart, Buchanan, and Co., owed in part by William Stuart. The elder Stuart not only helped run his business but played host to the family of his more famous brother, J.E.B. Stuart, for much of the war. 
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The third important mineral resource in this area, saltpeter (niter), was scattered throughout a series of caves in the western counties of Virginia. The rich deposits there made Virginia the number one producer of niter in the Confederacy. . The niter from this area was essential to the production of the gunpowder used in charges for artillery and rifles. Three quarters of every grain of the explosive powder consisted of niter. Using a simple leaching process three men could distill 100-200 lbs of the material in three days. In 1862 the need for this resource was great enough for the Confederate government to form a Niter Corps under the watchful eye of George W. Rains and the Niter and Mining Bureau of Isaac M. St. John. The well distributed nature of the niter producing areas did not lend them to direct assault by Union raids and thus production continued with only minor interruptions caused by the efforts against the other resources in the region. 

Not only did this region represent a target rich environment for military operations but the Unionist stance of West Virginia and victories in eastern Tennessee gave Federal troops the perfect staging ground for an advance into the area. The first attempts to disrupt the production capacity in this area would come as Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia was retreating from Gettysburg. The attempted destruction of these assets tested the limited ability of Civil War era armies to conduct operations over extended distances. Poor roads, lack of adequate maps, extended supply line considerations, and the lack of tactical support would all play a part in the efforts here.
Toland’s Raid 
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As the Army of Northern Virginia began its retreat from Gettysburg an urgent call went out to BG Benjamin Kelley to use whatever forces available from his Department of West Virginia to close the fords across the Potomac. Secretary of War Stanton hoped that Kelley could use his small force to delay Lee long enough for Meade to close on the wounded ANV and score a decisive victory.  Kelley, however, proved too cautious and the opportunity to bag Lee and his army passed unfulfilled. A disappointed Stanton bombarded Kelley with telegraphs to the point where Kelley felt that he had to offer up some move to placate him. A planned move against Southwestern Virginia had previously been ruled out as too risky but now seemed the only possibility to relieve the pressure from Washington. The troops that had prepared for the aborted mission were again notified to be prepared to move. 
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Colonel John Toland was selected to lead the raid against Saltville. His forces consisted of the 34th Ohio Mounted Infantry and seven companies of the 2nd West Virginia Cavalry.  The Union raiding party departed Camp Piatt, West Virginia on July 13, 1863 guided by a trooper from Company A 2nd West Virginia Cavalry who had extensive experience in the area of operations. The route of march followed the Coal River approximately 50 miles without incident. The first contact with the enemy occurred on the evening of the 14th. While crossing Piney Creek near Spangler’s Mill Company C of the 2nd West Virginia Cavalry, acting as advance guard, was fired into “by a party of rebels lying in ambush across the stream.” The Union troopers suffered 2 killed and 3 wounded in the skirmish while claiming 9 total enemy losses. 

Following the brief encounter the Federal column counter-marched to the Wyoming Pike where they were joined by two companies of the 1st West Virginia cavalry under Captain Gilmore. The men were supplied with four days rations for themselves and three days of forage for the horses before the trains were sent back under the guard of one company from the 2nd West Virginia Cavalry. The next morning a bridge was thrown across the marsh that was “impassable for horses without swimming” and the column moved on for 40 miles to the vicinity of Wyoming Court House.

At Tug Mountain “a small force of the enemy” was detected in Abb’s Valley. Colonel W.H. Powell took three companies of the 2nd West Virginia (D, E, and F) forward and surprised and captured the 6 man picket before the patrol “dashed into Camp Pemberton” and captured all but one of the garrison there. Taken along with the prisoners were a quantity of stores and several hundred weapons intended for a regiment to be raised in the area. 

Toland became worried that the sole Confederate that had slipped away might raise the alarm at Saltville. In a meeting of his commanders on the night of the 17th Toland announced that the primary objective of the raid had been changed. Thinking that a concentration of Confederate forces to protect Saltville would leave Wytheville undefended against his troopers Toland designated the Virginia & Tennessee Railroad bridge at Wytheville and the nearby lead mines as the new target. If his men could navigate the final 45 miles to the new objective without being discovered then Wytheville would be undefended. Unfortunately for Toland and his men those in charge of defending Wytheville did receive an early warning but not from the source that Toland expected. Local legend credits 26 year old Mary Tynes of Jeffersonville with the daring ride to spread the alarm. There would be no easy pickings for the Union troopers at Wytheville.

Wytheville I

At 0330 on the 18th Colonel Toland had his men moving in the direction of Wytheville.

After they encountered a local militia they continued on, gathering horses and burning anything determined to be of military value. By noon the Confederates awaiting the Federal troops at Saltville were informed by scouts that the Yankees had changed direction and were heading toward Wytheville. [image: image6.jpg]



The Confederate commander in the area, BG John S. Williams, sent an urgent message to Major T.M. Bowyer to gather whatever troops available at Dublin and move immediately to Wytheville. The resourceful Bowyer acted swiftly to assemble 130 soldiers and civilian volunteers and two pieces of artillery. The passengers on a mail train were ordered off and Bowyer used his authority to commandeer the train. After a short wait while a freight train passed to clear the track the makeshift rescue force chugged off.
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In Wytheville word of the impending attack by Union soldiers created somewhat of a panic. The local military hero, Joseph Kent, attempting to create some order began ringing the bell to assemble the townspeople. He managed to create a 40 man volunteer company from the locals comprised mostly of men and boys either too young or too old for regular service.

Meanwhile Toland’s men had arrived within ten miles of the town and were making final preparations of their own. The prisoners, now numbering about 75 soldiers, citizens and slaves, were left under the guard of Company C 34th Ohio.  Two companies of the 2nd West Virginia (D and F), under Captain Millard were detached to strike the railroad before returning to the town. The remainder of the command would divide and strike the town and the vital rail bridge at Reed Creek. Toland was forced to rethink the plan, however. Having sent his only guide with the detached units he lacked confidence in his ability to maneuver and decided to keep the main column together, striking the town and then the then bridge before reuniting with Millard.

Slightly after 1700 Bowyer’s train rolled into town and he frantically started moving his charges toward the north end of town. No means to move the artillery was available and it was left behind with orders to follow when and if transportation could be found. Bowyer met with Kent and distributed extra weapons to the volunteers. The ragged group marched through the town as another small group of citizens formed a skirmish line, apparently on their own, just north of the town.  The Union command fell into disagreement on how to handle the situation.  Colonel Powell suggested a dismounted attack by the 34th while Toland ordered a cavalry strike at the Confederate skirmishers. The two attached companies of the 1st West Virginia Cavalry charged the skirmishers who promptly fled in panic. The fleeing group announced the arrival of the Union column to Major Bowyer who sent Lieutenants Bozang and Alexander forward with a delaying party to hold the attackers at bay on Tazewell Street while he repositioned the rest of his command amongst the houses along Main Street. The Union troopers over ran the small party, capturing Bozang and most of his men, but the delay was just enough to set the defense.  As they charged into town the Federals expected little or no resistance.  Trapped in the center of the narrow street the mounted West Virginians were devastated by a volleys coming from the soldiers and citizens, including some women, who had taken positions amongst the buildings and fences of the downtown area. Colonel Powell went down with a “mortal” pistol shot to the back and Major Hoffman’s horse was shot down sending him flying into the dirt dazed. With their leadership lying in bloody heaps the 2nd West Virginia troopers “were thrown into considerable confusion” and abandoned the fight. Toland heard the sound of the fighting and moved to support his beleaguered troopers.

Wytheville II
The dismounted 34th Ohio rushed toward town “on the double quick.” They began the process of clearing the buildings along the street. The dangerous work almost immediately claimed Colonel Toland who fell dead with a round through the heart. While the dismounted force pushed the defenders back Captain Gilmore led the remnants of the 1st West Virginia and a detachment of 34th troopers towards the depot just as the Confederate artillery were arriving on the scene. The unfortunate gunners were too late.  Captain Oliver and the intrepid crew managed one shot before being gunned down at their piece. The second piece was overturned when the commandeered team bolted at the recoil of the doomed gun. After a forty-five minute struggle the uselessness of any further resistance became apparent to Bowyer and he called for a retreat. The defenders fell back towards the water tank about a mile south of town where they expected the train that had brought them to Wytheville to be waiting. The engineer, however, had become concerned that his valuable train would fall into enemy hands had departed. The defenders were forced to walk back to Dublin while the Union troopers burned the courthouse and adjacent buildings.

While the fight at Wytheville was going on Major Andrew Jackson May with about 250 Confederate troopers finally caught up with Toland’s column. They had taken up the chase after the aborted consolidation of troops at Saltville and caught Captain Cutler’s Company C, 34th Ohio by surprise. Left behind as a rear guard and to secure the prisoners Cutler’s men offered only minutes of resistance before the disorganized fight was over. The prisoners were freed, three Union troopers were dead and 8 captured, including Cutler.  The remaining members of the 34th disappeared into the underbrush. May placed a small guard on his prisoners and continued on to the sound of guns in town. Arriving on the outskirts May was challenged by a line of dismounted Federals and decided discretion was the better part of valor and melted back into the mountains.

When Captain Milliard returned with news that the railroad and bridge were “strongly garrisoned” (although no Confederate troops were reported there) the acting Union commander, Lieutenant Colonel Freeman Franklin, called a council of war.  Word was received that the rear guard had been attacked by a force of Confederate cavalry. Unable to get an accurate estimate of enemy strength and sure that the Confederates were consolidating against him Franklin decided to “draw off my command” despite the fact that very few of their objectives had been accomplished. 

The chase out of Virginia resulted in a series of running encounters between Franklin’s men and May’s command. After several narrow escapes the exhausted Federal troopers returned to Camp Piatt having accomplished none of the objectives of the raid. Franklin reported that his losses amounted to 11 killed, 32 wounded, 17 known to be taken prisoner, and 25 missing. The mix of military, paramilitary and civilian combatants made Confederate casualties difficult to pin down. The best estimate is that the Southerners lost 14 killed, 31 wounded, and 7 taken prisoner.

[image: image8.jpg]


In Virginia the escape of the Union raiders led to accusations and counter- claims by the Confederate leadership there.  Colonel John McCausland stated in his report of the affair that “some one is to blame for the escape of the enemy” adding that “the cavalry force that was in Tazewell, under General Williams and Colonel May, was sufficient to have captured the enemy, if it had been properly managed.” Williams became enraged when the MG Samuel Jones, commanding the Department of Western Virginia, forwarded the report to Richmond without comment while Williams own report was not sent forward. This discord would continue to plague the Confederate chain of command in this area until the end of the war.
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Crook-Averell Raid
The second effort against the resource capacity of Southwest Virginia was not a stand alone affair. A new commander of all the Union armies was in place and he intended an across the board push against the Confederacy. On  March 29,1864 MG George Crook and MG Edward Ord met with Grant at his Culpeper Virginia headquarters to learn their roles in the upcoming all out offensive.  In Virginia a four pronged drive to crush Lee and his Army of Northern Virginia centered on Grant’s Overland campaign. This push was to be supported by Butler at Bermuda Hundred, Sigel in the Shenandoah Valley, and a strike by BG George Crook from the Kanawha Valley at the Virginia & Tennessee Railroad and the critical resources in southwestern Virginia. The plan called for Crook to destroy [image: image10.jpg]


the transportation capacity of the Virginia and Tennessee Railroad by striking the 700 foot New River Bridge at Central Depot. Other targets of opportunity in the area included the critical salt works at nearby Saltville, the equally important lead mines at Wytheville and Confederate command at Dublin. Following the destruction here he was to continue to Lynchburg and join forces with Sigel to isolate the important resources of the region.  
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Sigel, miffed at being bypassed in the planning process, protested the plan and ultimately forced Ord to seek relief from his command, thereby cancelling his portion of the plan, a strike from Beverly toward Staunton. The first alteration to the original design called for reinforcement of Crook’s column, but again Sigel demurred and a third plan was finally set into motion. Crook would march south with 6100 infantry while BG William Averell would cover Crook’s right flank and move to destroy Saltville and the support facilities in the region “as to render that country untenable to the enemy.” A diversionary attack by the 8th West Virginia and Blazer’s Scouts towards Lewisburg completed the plan.

As Crook departed for the difficult march over the Allegheny Mountains his main body consisted of three brigades of infantry. The composition of the brigades was:

First Brigade – Colonel Rutherford B. Hayes commanding; 23rd Ohio, 36th Ohio, 5th West Virginia Cavalry (dismounted), 7th West Virginia Cavalry (dismounted), and portions of the 34th Ohio Mounted Rifles (dismounted).

Second Brigade – Colonel C. B. White commanding; 12th Ohio, 91st Ohio, 9th West Virginia, and 14th West Virginia.

Third Brigade – Colonel H. G. Sickel commanding; 3rd Pennsylvania Reserve Corps, 4th Pennsylvania Reserve Corps, 11th West Virginia, and 15th West Virginia.

Artillery – 1st Ohio Battery (Captain J. R. McMullin) and 1st Kentucky Battery (Captain D. W. Glassie)

The Confederate command fully expected action in this area but had to choose what to defend with the available troops. Lee personally directed the removal of McCausland and Echols with 4000 men and 12 pieces of artillery for the defense of Staunton. The remaining troops, about 4000 cavalry under “Grumble” Jones and John Morgan, the 45th Virginia Infantry and the Home Guard, were placed under the command of BG Albert Jenkins. They had a huge responsibility. Jenkins was told “…the whole country west of New River is uncovered and depends on you.” He started to assemble his forces for the difficult task ahead.

The Union infantrymen cheerfully marched south from their disease ridden camps. Only miserable weather and fallen tress that were cleared by axe men of the pioneer squad challenged them until they arrived at Princeton. Here the advanced guard, companies B and D of the 12th Ohio, skirmished briefly with a small contingent of Confederate cavalry from the 17th Virginia Cavalry, under Captain James S. A. Crawford.  The Southern troopers were quickly overwhelmed and retreated to Rocky Gap leaving behind two wounded Federals. The departure of the Confederate troopers left Colonel John McCausland’s empty brigade camp to be plundered.  After marching 46 miles in two days Crook’s column was joined by Colonel J. H. Oley and 400 members of the 7th West Virginia Cavalry when they arrived at Shannon’s Bridge. Crook and his newly reinforced command were not the only troops in the area, approximately two miles to the southeast BG Alfred Jenkins was preparing to defend Dublin from atop Cloyd’s Mountain.

Battle of Cloyd’s Mountain I

While they rested at Shannon’s Bridge Crook had his telegraph operator tap the wire and listen in on Confederate communications from their Dublin headquarters. The local telegrapher quickly realized that was something was amiss and sent a dinner invitation to Crook and his staff. Crook responded that the dinner engagement would have to wait until the following day when they arrived in town.

At Dublin Colonel McCausland had just finished loading his artillery onto the train that would take them to Staunton when he received Jenkins warning of Crook’s close proximity. Acting decisively McCausland ordered the train unloaded and moved to support Jenkins near Dublin. He also issued a call for all the available Home Guard units to rally to his position. At Christiansburg the call to arms was announced at church and all the male parishioners, including the pastor Reverend William Hickman, departed at once for the march to join McCausland. 

At 1000 McCausland’s brigade, consisting of 36th Virginia, 60th Virginia, 45th Virginia Battalion, and Captain Thomas Bryan’s Battery, reached the base of Cloyd’s Mountain and reported to Jenkins. Also reporting was the Ringgold Battery who had been ordered back from their impending departure by McCausland. Expected reinforcements from the Saltville area included the 45th Virginia Regiment and the 5th Kentucky Cavalry. Colonel D. H. Smith loaded as many of his Kentucky troopers on a train as he could, 400 in all, but unfortunately the train derailed and they did not arrive in time.

Using the manpower that was available McCausland adjusted his lines “the best we could get for the force under my command.” After setting the defense Jenkins arrived and the two men began a “sharp dispute” about the disposition of the troops. Jenkins realigned the defense putting all of his artillery, minus one 12 lb Napoleon, west of the road leading down the mountain in a commanding position atop a small ridge. The 36th Virginia was broken up as such; Company A was to support the artillery position, a 40 man detachment was sent to the top of the mountain to act as skirmishers, and the remaining members were sent to the rear to act as a reserve. Just east of the road the 60th Virginia began digging in. On their right was the sole 12 lb gun of Lieutenant A. W. Hoge supported by 29 members of the Ringgold battery who took up muskets. Beside them were the Home Guard units, whose number included John Cloyd the property owner, and the newly arrived 45th Virginia Regiment on the extreme right. The 45th Virginia Battalion was posted slightly in back of the 45th Regiment and did not dig in. Jenkins wanted them to maintain a freedom of motion to react to any circumstance that might arise.

On the other side of the mountain Crook had begun his move toward the awaiting Confederates at 0500.  Crook believed that the defense would be conducted at the top of the mountain and made his dispositions accordingly. One half of 3rd Brigade was sent directly up the road followed by 1st Brigade. White’s 2nd Brigade and the other half of 3rd Brigade were sent on a flanking movement to the left guided by contraband. As Sickel’s men neared the summit he deployed one company of the 15th West Virginia to gain the rear of the picket line. The resulting action led to two Confederate wounded and one prisoner. The skirmishers retreated down the mountain to join the main defensive line.

When Crook gained the summit he conducted a reconnaissance of the Confederate position and considered his options. He was surprised at the strength of the Confederate position and remarked; “…He may whip us but I guess not.” Undaunted he formulated a plan for attacking the Confederate line. The stage was set for the very bloody sixty minutes that was about to begin.

Battle of Cloyd’s Mountain II
Crook Decided to directly challenge for possession of the road and supply depot that lay behind the Confederate line by sending 1st and 3rd Brigade down the road into the teeth of the defense. Meanwhile 2nd Brigade would continue around seeking the enemy flank and rear on the left. Colonel Oley and his cavalrymen would support the artillery and form the reserve.
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As the main body began its move down the road they became visible to the Confederate artillery men who took them under fire at 2500 yards. The wild fire did not cause any serious damage but pushed the column out of the danger area and down the slope with a sense of urgency. When they reached the bottom a change in elevation obscured them from direct view of the gun crews but a steady area fire was maintained. Under this fire Crook made his troop dispositions on the northern bank of Back Creek.  The alignment consisted of the 15th West Virginia just west of the road, 11th West Virginia across the road, the 4th and 3rd Pennsylvania Reserves formed the middle, and the 23rd and 36th Ohio formed the left flank of the main line. As the infantry moved into position the Union artillery attempted to establish a firing point near the road to cover them but found the endeavor to be extremely dangerous. Captain Glassie moved one of his 3 inch rifles to a firing point and immediately drew the attention of the enemy gunners. The crew managed just a single shot before it was forced to retire under the accurate Confederate fire.  Glassie made another effort and this piece remained long enough to fire 20 rounds before three of the crew was wounded and the gun retired. 

Colonel White’s 2nd Brigade was having a difficult time maneuvering in the heavy underbrush on the left. He deployed the 14th West Virginia as guides and eventually managed to get into attack position on Jenkins right flank undetected. He formed his brigade in two lines. The front line had the 14th West Virginia on the right and the 12th Ohio on the left. In support the back line consisted of the 9th West Virginia and 91st Ohio right to left. While this deployment was developing the Federal guns were taking position under heavy fire at “the only possible place to plant artillery.” Captain James McMullin put his 1st Ohio Battery into operation once the main line was formed and fired 190 rounds in support of the attack while Glassie’s guns added “15 rounds per gun” to the cannonade.

At 1100 the Federal assault began with an attack on the Confederate right. The 14th West Virginia and 12th Ohio attacked the 45th Virginia Regiment from their position in the tree line. Colonel William Browne of the 45th expertly moved his men and a portion of the reserve to meet and repulse the assault. On the far right of the Union line Colonel Sickel reacted prematurely to the sound of guns and splashed across the creek without waiting for Hayes to get into final attack position. This assault was also stopped by the combined weight of fire from the 60th Virginia and the nearby artillery firing canister. With the success of the overall Union plan in jeopardy Hayes rushed his command forward to reenergize the attack. They dispatched the Home Guard and began flowing into the 60th Virginia's works. A terrifying hand to hand struggle ensued for control of the position. The 36th Virginia left their reserve position to the bolster the main line but were called back when the 15th West Virginia left their reserve position on the Federal right to attack the Confederate artillery position.  Confused by the conflicting orders the 36th fell back precipitating a complete collapse of the Confederate line. 

On the Confederate right Jenkins, evaluating the early repulse of the Federal attack as an opportunity for victory, ordered an attack by the 45th Virginia Battalion from their reserve position. The attack was devastated by fire from the 9th West Virginia and 91st Ohio. The emboldened Union troops then counter-attacked and gained the main line of the 45th Virginia Regiment. Less than thirty minutes of brutal close in combat settled the issue. The entire Confederate line dissolved. Jenkins fell wounded and McCausland saved a complete disaster with a skillful holding action while the artillery and remaining infantry made good their escape. Crook bemoaned the lack of cavalry which he thought would have completely destroyed the Confederate forces. Apparently he had no confidence in Oley and his troopers to accomplish anything in this fashion. 

The one hour fight left 1226 casualties on the field including Reverend Hickman, who would later die of his wounds. The Federals suffered the attacker’s bulk of the casualties with 688 but exacted a horrible 23% casualty rate on the defenders.

Jenkins would die after the amputation arm of his arm and the depot at Dublin was destroyed by Crook’s men. 
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Averell’s Advance Stymied. 
On the7th Averell moved his cavalry column south from Wyoming Courthouse into Abb’s Valley, where they encountered two companies of the 8th Virginia Cavalry. The Confederate pickets were completely surprised and 50 were taken prisoner but escaping members of the unit spread the word of Averell’s approach.  The Federal advance again clashed with the 8th the next day at Five Oaks. One Federal trooper was killed in the brief skirmish that left 4 Confederate troopers dead and 5 wounded. 
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The early warning provided by the 8th Virginia allowed time to consolidate scattered forces. While the 8th continued to skirmish heavily with the advancing Union troopers, BG William “Grumble” Jones and BG John H. Morgan built up a defense force around his primary objective at Saltville. Averell, [image: image16.jpg]
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like Toland before him, wanted no part of attacking the heavily defended area, particularly against the likes of the feared Morgan. He shifted the emphasis of his portion of the raid to Wytheville and the lead works there.

Morgan and Jones almost immediately received word of the move away from Saltville and reacted. Jones loaded his men on a waiting train and departed for Wytheville while Morgan and his men began a ride toward the threatened town.

The Union cavalrymen stumbled on to the supply train of the 16th Virginia Cavalry on their new route and destroyed 11 wagons. The main body of the 16th, however, had left its mission of trailing Crook and arrived at Wytheville where it linked up with the 8th Virginia that was coming in from its picket duty. Jones arrived by train and strengthened the defense of Crockett Cove Gap. Morgan assumed positions in the mountains west of the gap.

Averell decided to test the position in the gap by seeking a way around the Confederate right flank. This dismounted effort was met and repulsed by the 16th Virginia. Averell then ordered Colonel Powell; recovered from the “mortal” wound he suffered in the first Saltville expedition, to conduct a saber charge into the gap. Powell thought better of the idea and sent a scout on a reconnaissance to check the defenses there. The scout returned with a detailed picture of the Confederates preparing their own attack, complete with artillery support. Averell withdrew and prepared Duffie’s Brigade for the expected assault. The 3rd West Virginia and the 34th Ohio occupied the flanks dismounted while the 2nd West Virginia remained mounted in the center. Colonel Schoonmaker’s Brigade continued to do battle with the 16th Virginia and was slowly being pushed back on the Federal left.

The Confederates launched a three pronged offensive at the Union position. In conjunction with the action on the left Jones attacked straight up the gap and Morgan assailed the Union right. For four hours a back and forth battle raged until Morgan’s men finally managed to turn Averell’s right. The action continued until 2200 when total darkness forced the cancellation of further operations. Morgan intended on picking up the attack in the morning but Averell managed an escape by retreating during the night. 

Averell attempted to downplay the seriousness of his defeat by reporting that he faced a force “stated by rebel newspapers to have numbered 5,000.” This inflated estimate was probably more than double the actual Confederate strength. He also reported “114 officers and men killed and wounded” which told a more accurate tale of his complete failure to achieve anything at Wytheville. The Federal cavalry column limped to Dublin on the 11th in an effort to link up with Crook but the infantry had already departed the area.

Artillery Duel at New River Bridge
Following the abandonment of Dublin McCausland moved his troops to the south bank of the New River in an effort to secure the important railroad bridge. He named Captain Thomas A. Bryan overall commander of the Confederate artillery and issued orders to have the guns arrayed to defend the approaches to the bridge. Bryan deployed Douthart’s Battery on the right, the Ringgold Battery in the center and his old battery on the left. McCausland supported the guns with the 45th Virginia, 36th Virginia, and the 45th Virginia Battalion. The 60th Virginia was originally stationed to over watch Ingles footbridge but was ordered to burn the structure and return to strengthen the main body. At the bridge sharpshooters occupied a blockhouse at the edge of the river with instructions to stop anyone attempting to burn the bridge. The 5th Kentucky Cavalry supplied a line of skirmishers to support the marksmen at the bridge.

At 1000 the 15th West Virginia and the 11th West Virginia arrived on the high ground overlooking the bridge from the north bank. Crook rode forward to get a look at the defenses and immediately drew the attention of the Confederate gunners. As he viewed the enemy deployments through his binoculars a close miss forced him to dismount. He summoned the Federal guns. Glassie dispatched one piece to the front but they could manage only one round before they were driven off by counter battery fire. Captain McMullin pushed three guns forward and then began deploying the remainder of the Union artillery. The wild ride into the available firing positions proved to be quite a test. Passing through a cone of Confederate fire the Federal artillerymen lost five men and 2 horses. The 12 Union guns faced off with 14 Confederate guns in a two hour gunnery duel for the bridge.

The defenders began with a slight advantage in numbers but that was overcome by the superior position held by the Union gunners. The elevation assisted the accurate observation and adjustment of their fire. The Southern guns were firing uphill and could not see the strike of their rounds. The elevation problems combined with the smoke of the fight rendered the Confederate gunners blind to the effects of their efforts. Captain Bryan, riding a white horse, moved amongst his batteries offering advice and encouragement and highlighting himself as a target. Gunner William Woodruff of Glassie’s Battery thought the Confederate commander “was a little bold” and sought to teach him a lesson. Bryan’s horse was killed and he had to be carried from the field when he was eventually ranged.

Colonel Hayes, while moving his troops into support positions, also came under heavy fire. He insisted his men seek cover. One 5th West Virginia soldier responded that he would seek cover when the colonel did. The next round killed the stubborn soldier who was later found to be a woman. She had donned the Union uniform after her parents were murdered for their Unionist views by their Confederate neighbors.

As the Union gunners gained the upper hand, fire of one gun was shifted to the round house at Central Station where civilian workers were attempting to save the railroad assets inside. Another gun was turned on the home of Dr. Radford, believed to be the Confederate headquarters. The firing continued for two hours until the Confederate gunners began to run low on ammunition. 

When the fire decreased Crook saw the opportunity to move on the bridge. Under the protective fire of the 12th Ohio the 3rd Pennsylvania Reserves attempted to gain the bridge. They were driven off by the accurate fire of the sharpshooters and the skirmishers at the waters edge. The 11th and 15th West Virginia sent skirmishers down as the defenders were driven off by the fire of the .72 caliber muskets of the Pennsylvanians.

Captain Michael A. Egan of the 15th West Virginia advanced on to the 700 foot long bridge and set fire to the dried wood. Watching the bridge disappear into the river as flaming embers the Confederates retreated toward Christiansburg. The primary objective of the raid was accomplished although the metal piers remained standing.

Little can be said for the accuracy of the gunners on both sides. Approximately 1600 rounds were fired but only about 24 casualties were suffered combined.

The Way Home
Having accomplished the primary objective of his campaign Crook decided to turn north. His decision was prompted by the sorry state of his command. Out of supplies in a barren landscape, low of ammunition, and encumbered with wounded and prisoners Crook determined that the time had come to seek the safety of home.

On the 12th Averell established contact with Crook near Blacksburg. Wanting to exact the maximum damage possible before their departure, Crook ordered Averell to strike the railroad east of Christiansburg. While tearing up the tracks in this area Averell had the telegraph line tapped and fell victim to another Confederate information ruse. The wily Southern operator tapped out a false report of reinforcements coming to confront Averell. The Union commander believed the information and started north in the footsteps of Crook’s column.

At Gap Mountain a small Confederate force under Colonel William “Mudwall” Jackson made a last ditch effort to prevent the escape of the Union column. With a total of 1425 men and four pieces of artillery Jackson deployed at the base of Salt Pond Mountain.  Crook countered his move by placing the Ohio battery on high ground and began to maneuver 3rd Brigade around the Confederate position. The Federal artillery fired 10 rounds before Jackson realizing that he was flanked and outnumbered beat a hasty retreat. He detailed 350 picked men to harass Crook while the bulk of the force moved to join McCausland. This small force created panic amongst the teamsters and contrabands traveling with the column to safety every time it struck the column causing significant delays. The Union troops again stumbled upon a Confederate supply train. Jackson’s supply wagons and one 12 lb artillery piece were captured. Weather created poor traveling conditions and Crook was forced to abandon much of his wagon train while crossing the mountains into West Virginia.

Moving to unite with McCausland, Colonel Jackson decided to return for another action at Gap Mountain when he learned of the approach of Averell’s troopers. Assuming the same position with two companies of the 12th Virginia Cavalry forward as skirmishers the Confederates awaited Averell’s approach. Averell decided to bull through the defense and was repulsed. While awaiting further action McCausland arrived and ordered the troops under his command back to Christiansburg effectively granting passage to the Federals. The chase was given up and the raid came to a close.

After 21 days of constant movement, actions with the enemy, foul weather, and extreme supply problems the Union troops limped to safety at Meadow Bluff. The disruption in the Confederate transportation infrastructure caused by the destruction of the New River Bridge was short lived. The metal piers that could not be destroyed served as the base of a new bridge built from green lumber. Rail operations returned to normal about five weeks after the disappearance of the Union troops.

Burbridge’s Raid
The failure of the first two raids to do appreciable damage to the salt or lead works in southwest Virginia did not prevent the planning of another action in this area. MG Stephen Burbridge, the hated military governor of Kentucky, designed a three part raid to Saltville in the early fall of 1864. He would personally lead and expedition of Kentucky troops toward Saltville from Prestonburg, Kentucky, BG Jacob Ammen would block Bull’s Gap denying access to the Virginia and Tennessee Railroad, and BG Alvan Gillem would advance on Jonesboro, Tennessee as a diversion. Gillem and Ammen would then unite and proceed to Saltville to assist Burbridge. The first challenge to the proposal came from MG William T. Sherman who was collecting troops for his march out of Atlanta. Sherman had his eye on the Kentucky troops but was over ruled by authorities in Washington and Burbridge was given permission to proceed.

Burbridge’s also sought out troops to reinforce his main column.  Earlier in the year he had issued General Order #24 which authorized the raising of black regiments. He later facilitated the recruiting process by offering $300 reimbursement to any slave owner that allowed his slaves to enlist in the new regiments. While the process was rife with corruption the rolls of the new units began to swell. The 5th United States Colored Cavalry (USCC) contained nearly 600 recruits by September. Despite being poorly trained and equipped Burbridge ordered the regiment, under the command of Colonel James Wade, to join the raid from Camp Nelson. When the Union troops departed Prestonburg, Burbridge’s command was comprised of:

BG Nathaniel McClean’s Kentucky Division

BG Edward Hobson’s Brigade

13th Kentucky Cavalry 

30th, 35th, 40th, 45th Kentucky Mounted Infantry.

Colonel Charles Hanson’s Brigade

11th Kentucky Cavalry 

26th, 37th, 39th Kentucky Mounted Infantry.

Colonel Robert Ratliff’s Brigade

11th Michigan Cavalry 

12th Ohio Cavalry 

5th USCC (2companies 6th USCC attached)

6 Mountain Howitzers (manned by Lt Wallace and members of the 40th Kentucky Mounted infantry)

BG Alvan Gillem’s troops at Jonesboro consisted of: 

9th and 13th Tennessee Cavalry

15th Pennsylvania Cavalry

16th Kentucky Cavalry

6 artillery pieces

BG Jacob Ammen’s forces at Bull’s Gap consisted of:

1st Ohio Heavy Artillery (About 500 serving as infantry)

10th Michigan Cavalry (200 mounted and 100 dismounted)

Opposing the Burbridge’s advance early in the raid was Colonel Henry Giltner’s Brigade of cavalry. It was a brigade in name only. The entire force equaled fewer than 350 men. Of those the 64th Virginia inspired little confidence in their commander. Giltner had complained that the Virginians had been depleted by a 50% desertion rate and he did not have faith in the remaining troops. His command was comprised of the remnants of:

4th and 10th Kentucky Cavalry

10th Kentucky Mounted Rifles

64th Virginia Mounted Infantry

Jenkins’ company of Kentucky Cavalry

At the outset the fight looked to be a serious mismatch. Events would prove that assumption wrong. Burbridge would get his fill of a determined enemy during the two week campaign. The controversy over the events of the campaign would last considerably longer.

The Raid Begins

The operation began with an immediate change. When word reached BG Ammen and BG Gillem that a Confederate force was being gathered by BG John S. Williams and BG John C. Vaughn to meet their advance the two decided to unite forces. The control of Bull’s Gap was left to Captain Kirk’s Battalion and two companies of 100 day men. The combined force of 2,450 men left the Gap on September 27th on a march toward Greenville.  The first contact with the enemy occurred on the 28th near Rheatown. A small picket force was driven back at the cost of three wounded. Another detachment was encountered on the 29th at Jonesborough. The small party was pushed out of town and fell back on a larger force. The 15th Pennsylvania Cavalry was ordered to attack and forced the Confederates to withdraw across the Watauga River. Another section fell back in the direction of Carter’s station after a brief skirmish with the 13th Tennessee Cavalry.  This section retreated to join the others on the far side of the river at Duvall’s Ford. Darkness prevented any further action at the crossing. 

At daybreak of the 30th Major George Barnes, with his 16th Kentucky Cavalry, was sent to inspect the Confederate position.  He found “the enemy strongly posted” but opted for attack anyway. Driven back he maintained watch over the ford until 1300 when he was summoned back to the main body by Gillem. On the trip back he was attacked “in the front and rear” and managed to reverse his direction and fight through the units in his rear. He arrived at Carter’s Station with one wounded and 12 men missing. The chaotic nature of the fight probably resulted in the dead and wounded being left on the field accounting for some of the missing men.

The following day “the artillery was placed advantageously” by Ammen to fire across the river and by noon the Confederates abandoned their position. Return fire wounded three members of the 1st Ohio Heavy Artillery. In an unusual report he also noted that William Norton, of the 10th Michigan Cavalry, was severely wounded in the head “by the accidental discharge of his own gun.” While preparing to pursue the enemy a courier arrived with orders from Knoxville to return immediately. The bridge at Carter’s Station was burned and Burbridge’s diversionary attack was over. Couriers were sent to find Burbridge while the column retreated. The trip to Knoxville would prove much more eventful for the troopers in this command.

While Gillem and Ammen were battling their way forward Burbridge’s column was struggling with an enemy of a different sort. The route selected for the advance on Saltville passed over Laurel Mountain. Leaving his wagon train behind the column proceeded over the mountain in poor weather and darkness. Eight soldiers were lost when they tumbled off the slippery road into the abyss. He advanced to the base of Clinch Mountain before he encountered any resistance.

In Saltville Confederate Special Order #229 returned MG John C. Breckenridge to command of the Department of Southwest Virginia and East Tennessee. The previous commander, MG John Echols, began preparing for defense of the area while awaiting the arrival of Breckenridge. Realizing that he needed time to assemble the necessary forces to conduct a defense of the salt works he sent Colonel Henry Giltner and his small brigade of troopers to delay the Federal advance. Giltner’s small force met the 5200 man raiding party at Clinch Mountain on September 30th.

Delaying Action at Clinch Mountain
Giltner knew he had little chance of making a huge impact on the advance of Burbridge’s column but was determined to slow it as much as possible. On the morning of the 30th Colonel Edwin Trimble and 150 Confederate troopers made the first effort against the Federals.  They struck at the Bowen Farm near Cedar Bluff. The skirmish was a hit and run affair with the Confederates creating what havoc they could before retiring up the mountain. Fearing a night action Burbridge waited until the morning of the 1st before starting up the mountain. After a short ride the advance units of the Federal column were ambushed by 300 of Giltner’s men. The resulting action lasted approximately a half hour before the Southerners retreated to the top of the mountain. In an effort to block the road and further slow the advance trees were felled across the narrow road.

Northern preparations to assault the summit lasted until noon when Burbridge split his command to displace the stubborn Confederate troopers. A dismounted holding action would move up the road while another dismounted party moved around Giltner’s flank. Fortunately for the Confederates the flanking movement was discovered in time to prevent disaster. Giltner managed to withdraw his command before his escape route was severed by the Federal flankers. He fell back to another defensive position at Laurel Gap.

Laurel Gap formed a natural fortress for Giltner’s tiny force. High cliffs on each side prevented flanking movements and the narrow defile would not allow Burbridge to present his whole force at once. It was the perfect place for a delaying action. Burbridge challenged for possession of the Gap. The Southerners fought a respectable action and then determined to withdraw. Giltner, worried that a retreat down the single narrow road would make him susceptible to being over run, again chose to divide his forces. One half, under the command of Captain E. G. Guerrant, departed in the direction of Poor Valley. Giltner accompanying the other half, commanded by Colonel Pryor, retreated toward Saltville. With control of the Gap firmly in his grasp Burbridge made a fateful decision. He elected not to proceed on to the objective. Remembering the frightful experience of the night journey at Laurel Mountain Burbridge ordered his men to make camp.  Had he opted to continue he would have found Saltville defended by only 1300 men, mostly Home Guard.

In Saltville, Giltner’s masterful delaying action was paying dividends. General Alfred “Mudwall” Jackson had assumed command in Saltville and sent urgent telegraph messages for reinforcements. He saw to the posting of his eight artillery pieces and began construction of defensive walls made from earth, stones, and logs. He had little hope of making a successful defense without help.

At 0900 on October 2nd Burbridge began his offensive. His lead units, 12th Ohio, 11th Michigan, and 5th USCC, ran into Giltner’s reunited command about three miles from town. Giving ground slowly the tiny band of Southern troopers gained an additional half hour for the defenders. It was an important thirty minutes. While Giltner continued to delay the Union advance General John Williams arrived with two brigades, some additional artillery, and a small cavalry detachment under the command of captain Champ Ferguson.

Deployments began immediately to meet the expected attack. Using the Holston River as a natural obstacle Williams deployed his troops. From left to right the Confederate defense consisted of the 1st Kentucky, 9th Kentucky, the remains of Giltner’s brigade, the Home Guard and the two brigades that Williams had brought to the fight, under Felix H. Robertson and George G. Dibrell. The first Battle of Saltville was about to begin.

Battle of Saltville
Burbridge’s men pushed Giltner back into the main Confederate defensive line, located just northeast of town. As he retreated Giltner tried to persuade Colonel Robert H. Smith to abandon and exposed position at the Sander’s house. Smith refused to give up his position and Giltner rode on. The rag tag group of militiamen was soon assailed by overwhelming numbers of Union troops. Unexpectedly the citizen soldiers, including the 60 year old property owner, fought with “more courage than prudence.” The brief battle ended with a short hand to hand struggle before the Confederate line broke. The 400 man force left 85 casualties on the field as they moved back across Cedar Branch.

Colonel Robert Ratliff’s Federal brigade followed them and ran into the main defensive line at Chestnut Ridge. This portion of the Confederate line was held by the brigades of Colonel Felix Robertson, Colonel George Dibrell, and McClung’s Tennessee battery of four guns. Ratliff made two dismounted attacks on the position but failed to dislodge the well situated defenders.

A final attempt was ordered by the 5th USCC, 12th Ohio Cavalry, and the 11th Michigan Cavalry. Once again they splashed across Cedar Branch and into the heavy underbrush that filled the ravine formed by the creek. Lack of visibility caused skirmishers to engage each other at less than 20 feet. The combat was so close that Sergeant Jeremiah Davis used the guidon of Company H, 12th Ohio Cavalry as a spear to kill his attacker. The Confederate skirmishers were finally pushed out of the ravine and back into their works on Chestnut Ridge. 
As the assault moved up the hill the Confederate defenders realized that they would be battling black soldiers from the 5th USCC. The Tennessee regiments of Dibrell’s Brigade became particularly incensed at the idea of facing former slaves and some left the protection of their works to attack the Union troopers. 
The attacking units discovered a gap between Robertson’s Brigade and the reserves on his left and began to exploit it despite the gaps created in the line by canister fired by the Confederate artillery.  Without coordinating his withdraw with Dibrell, Robertson retreated creating a large gap in the center of the line. The 11th Michigan and 12th Ohio poured into the gap leaving Dibrell very nearly surrounded. The rapid fire of their Spencer’s created a distinct advantage over the defenders. The entire Confederate line scrambled to the top of the ridge to establish a new line.

The fight had left both sides desperately short of ammunition. Many of the defenders had been reduced to using side arms for lack of powder for their muskets. There was no real possibility of hold the position against another determined Federal assault. Ratliff was busy assessing his own situation. The fight to this point had cost him 241 casualties (38k, 213w or m), his soldiers were short on ammunition and exhausted from fighting the uphill battle. With Saltville in view and ripe for the taking Ratliff decided not to pursue the matter further. Around 1700 the battle came to an end across the entire line. After dark the Confederates were reinforced by the brigades of General Basil Duke, George Cosby, and John Vaughn. These new troops were funneled into the challenged sections of their defense. General Breckinridge also arrived on the scene and assumed command. Burbridge decided that he no longer had the means to win a decisive victory. In the night the order recalling them finally arrived. Burbridge ordered a retreat. In an effort to deceive the enemy about his intentions fires were maintained as he retreated north with the main body of his command. Left behind were all the dead and wounded as well as the field hospital and staff. Included in this number were 118 of the 400 USCC troops that took part in the assault.
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While Ratliff’s climatic battle was taking shape Burbridge attempted flank the Confederate left with Hanson’s Brigade.   Hanson marched his men across Little Mountain only to find that they were opposed by the 4th Kentucky Cavalry and Colonel James T. Preston’s battalion of reserves. The Confederates had taken an impressive position on a high bluff on the other side of the river. The long range musketry of the defenders exacted a terrible toll on the attackers as they attempted to ford the river. The strength of the Confederate position and water up to ten feet deep spelled doom for the Federal assault. Over 100 casualties, including Hanson, were taken before the attack was called back. Any effort at a credible threat on the Union right was over. 

Two hours later the force at the ford made their move on the crossing at the Saltville Road. The crossing was held by the 10th Kentucky Cavalry, under Colonel Edwin Trimble, from Giltner’s Brigade. The Kentucky troopers were driven from the ford by a three pronged assault by BG Edward Hobson’s Brigade. Confederate artillery located at the log church covered their retreat and slowed the Federal advance. Giltner knew that he was badly out numbered and needed help. His call for reinforcements was answered by two companies of militia, under Captain Peter Gallagher. 

The militiamen rushed boldly into the fray. They charged to within 50 feet of the Union line and let loose a single volley and then retreated as quickly as they had arrived. Their short appearance at the front of the Confederate line cost the militiamen 14 casualties and created havoc as they rushed back. Attempting to stem the panic Colonel Trimble was killed instantly by a shot through the head.  The 10th Kentucky lost nearly all its officers and was falling back in confusion. The situation was growing dire but they would receive help from the most unlikely place.

In the hurried retreat from Clinch Mountain Captain Bart Jenkins and a small detachment of local militia had become separated from Giltner and were left behind. Jenkins, on his own initiative, continued to trail the advancing Union column. While the battle at the ford was going on Jenkins took the opportunity to strike. When he attacked the horse holders and pack animals in the Union rear Burbridge was forced to divert 500 men to secure the area. More importantly it created the impression that his force was being surrounded and Burbridge called off the assault at the church to assess the situation. 

The Union offensive was an uncoordinated affair created by the difficult terrain and poor communications.  Each attack lived and died on its own instead of a combined effort that might have overwhelmed the Confederate defense. Despite all the gallantry displayed on both sides nothing would mark the first battle of Saltville like the events that occurred after the fighting stopped. 
Killing of prisoners and wounded.
There can be no doubt that 5th and 6th USCC troops and some whites that had been taken prisoner or left on the field wounded were murdered by avenging Confederate soldiers and possibly some civilians. This fact is firmly established by the reports of eye witnesses from both sides. While the veracity of some of the statements made in memoirs, diaries and official reports can be challenged taken as a whole the body of evidence is conclusive. Prisoners and wounded were murdered on the filed and in the hospitals established after the battle. The only real issue is trying to establish the actual number of men murdered in this fashion. Historians have conducted a number of studies to establish an accurate accounting of those killed. The results of these studies set the death toll at a range from 5 to over a hundred. The most recent research determined that historian Thomas Mays came closest to the actual number when he wrote that at least 46 men were murdered. 
By piecing together the eyewitness accounts the chain of events looks like this. When the Union forces retreated from the field they left their wounded behind. Enraged “Tennesseans” from Robertson’s and Dibrell’s brigades combed the field shooting those left behind on Chestnut Ridge. Breckinridge is reported by one eyewitness as arriving on the scene and angrily ordering the killing stopped but this had no effect.  As the frenzy took hold the killers moved back and began murdering prisoners and wounded that had been removed from the field. Many of the remaining wounded were consolidated on the campus of Emory and Henry College but even this did not secure their safety. Surgeon William Gardner, left behind to tend to the wounded, wrote in his official report on the matter that on October 3rd “soldiers in the Confederate service” came to the hospital “and took 5 men, privates, wounded (negroes), and shot them.” On October 7th “several armed men” forced their way into the hospital and “shot 2 of them (negroes) dead”. 

He also wrote that on the 8th “several armed men” powered their way past the guard and went to the area of the hospital designated for Federal prisoners. It was here that Captain Champ Ferguson sought out Lieutenant Elza Smith and shot him while he lay helpless in his bed as well as another man after asking him where he wanted the death shot. Ferguson was dissuaded from further killings by the Confederate surgeon Murfree and attendant Acres. The murder of Smith was apparently in revenge for an incident at Ferguson’s home during the guerrilla war in Kentucky. Smith had led a Unionist patrol to Ferguson’s house and committed acts that Ferguson vowed to avenge. According to local lore Mrs. Ferguson and her daughter were forced to cook dinner for the patrol after being stripped of their clothing.

While Ferguson was certainly not the only murderer involved in these incidents he has become the focal point of discussion when the Saltville Massacre is discussed. Ferguson’s name was attached to several other incidents, including the murder of missing 12th Ohio trooper John Pence. After returning to Kentucky Burbridge sent a flag of truce to General Basil Duke asking that Ferguson be arrested for “one of the most diabolical acts of the war.” The request was forwarded to Breckinridge, who had Ferguson arrested in Wytheville in February, 1865. As the war was approaching the end he was paroled and sought refuge in his native Kentucky.  Believing that he would be given a pardon like the rest of the guerilla bands in the area Ferguson gave himself up to Federal authorities in May, 1865. Instead he was the only man ever brought to trial for the murders at Saltville. Found guilty of being a “border rebel guerilla, robber, and murderer” he was hanged on October 20th, 1865. Only two Confederate men were executed for war crimes committed during the Civil War, Ferguson and the Commandant of Andersonville prison, Henry Wirz.

Going Home 
Burbridge used the order to return to Kentucky as the primary reason for departing Saltville. On October 7th he telegraphed Secretary of War Stanton that he had “whipped” a Confederate force that numbered “between 6,000 and 8,000” men. On the 10th he raised that number in a wire to Schofield to “6,000 to 10,000 rebels.” Surgeon James Hatchitt set the Federal losses at 348 (54k, 190w, and 104m). For this Burbridge could only report that “some of the outer salt works were destroyed.” Burbridge’s men were exhausted and his horses broken down. All of Burbridge’s exaggerated claims could not disguise the fact that this raid was a complete failure that met defeat at the hands of an outnumbered enemy.

The cavalry column met resistance for much of the trip back toward Knoxville. Confederate forces, under BG J. C. Vaughn, caught up with them at Kingsport, Tennessee on the 7th and began six days of skirmishing that culminated at Greeneville. At Kingsport he wrote Breckinridge that he hoped “to be able to drive them.” At 2000 he wrote again stating that they had “met the enemy.” The Union troopers were “in full retreat toward Rogersville.” On the 8th Vaughn reported that he again overtook the enemy at Rogersville, killing 10 and wounding several more.

Vaughn continued his pursuit of the Federals as they approached Bull’s Gap. From his headquarters at Broylesville on the 11th he informed Breckinridge that he could not get any cooperation from BG Felix Robertson, who rode away to join Hood. Nevertheless, he attacked near Greeneville and routed the Union forces. He reported 10 killed and wounded, 25 taken prisoner, and two regimental colors (8th and 9th Tennessee Cavalry) taken.  Privates Samuel H. Selvidge of Company C 3rd Tennessee and Private Charles Dent of Company B 16th Tennessee were mentioned for their “signal valor” in the capture of these colors. Vaughn’s loss was reported as 1 killed and 3 wounded, including Colonel Rowan, commander of the 62nd Tennessee whose wound was declared mortal.

Vaughn suspended the chase after his victory at Greeneville announcing that he desperately needed arms, especially pistols, and ammunition. He also reported that his men needed saddles, clothing, blankets, and shoes for the approaching winter. He made an impassioned appeal for the men’s pay stating that they have not been paid their salary for fifteen months.”  Actions surrounding Burbridge’s attempt at Saltville were at an end.

Yet another Union failure in this area was recorded. The spirited actions of Vaughn and his command were the genesis for the next attempt at Southwest Virginia that would begin in just two months. 
Stoneman’s Plan

BG John C. Vaughn maintained his position near Greeneville following the defeat of the Union cavalry forces there on 11 October, 1864. MG George Stoneman used their presence there as a pretext to begin another sortie into Virginia and possibly into North Carolina. Stoneman thought it necessary “to act on the aggressive” to rid the region of this threat. Writing to MG John Schofield in Knoxville, Stoneman recommended that “by a rapid and forced march to concentrate all the cavalry” for a strike at the Southern forces east Tennessee. By this plan he hoped to “thus cut him off from Saltville” pursuing him and “maybe to destroy the salt-works.” 
As Hood’s campaign into Tennessee played itself out at Franklin, Schofield warmed to the idea and became more inclined to spare the necessary troops for the endeavor. Writing in response to Stoneman’s request on 6 December, Schofield granted permission for another try at the important industrial resources in southwest Virginia. He instructed Stoneman “to push the enemy as far back as practicable into Virginia and destroy the salt-works and railroad.” That was as far as he was willing to go, however, stating that further operations would have to wait “until affairs here take more definite shape.”

Stoneman wasted no time implementing his plan. In anticipation of receiving to go ahead MG S. G. Burbridge was ordered to concentrate all available troops in the District of Kentucky. To mount these men he was told to “impress horses wherever he could find them.” BG Alvan Gillem regrouping his command after the rough treatment dished out by Vaughn was told to put his men “in condition to move at a moments notice. A dismounted command, under BG   J. Ammen, and supply and ordinance trains were also assembled. On the 7th he sent the 4th Tennessee (US) and the 3rd North Carolina (US) to seal the mountain passes into North Carolina. He did not want an easy escape route left open for the Confederate troopers still in East Tennessee. By the 11th the remainder of the task force was gathered at Bean’s Station. The Union troopers were supplied “with all the ammunition and rations they could carry.” The Federal column departed on the morning of the 12th and made an uncontested march to the vicinity of Kingsport. 

BG Alvan Gillem in the advance with “1500 picked men and horses” made the first contact with Confederate pickets approximately ten miles from Rogersville. They were pushed back to Big Creek, just east of Rogersville. Here the main body of the Confederate force had taken up a “strong position” covering the bridge over the creek. The enemy forces consisted of the remains of Morgan’s old command. They were under the command of Colonel R.C. Morgan, the famous horseman’s brother. Basil Duke, who had assumed command after Morgan’s death, was on leave.  Rather than attack the heavily defended position straight on Gillem opted for maneuver.

Kingsport
Facing what he believed were Morgan’s feared troopers across Big Creek, Gillem decided to maneuver them out of their strong position. He ordered Major Wagner and one battalion of the 13th Tennessee Cavalry (US) to travel downstream and cross at a ford beyond the enemy left.  At the same time the 8th Tennessee Cavalry (US) moved upstream to locate a crossing site. Both movements were observed by the enemy, who under the threat of encirclement began to abandon their position. At the first indication of withdraw Gillem attacked with the remaining 13th Tennessee troops and Major Wagner’s detachment that had completed their flanking march. A wild pursuit ensued that lasted until 2000 when the Union troopers stopped to eat and rest. At midnight they struck out again in an effort to locate the elusive Confederates. At daybreak they were found holding a position overlooking a ford on the North Fork near Kingston.

Not wanting to allow another escape a more aggressive plan was agreed upon after consultation with MG Stoneman. The 9th Tennessee Cavalry (US) and two battalions of the 13th Tennessee Cavalry (US) would attack directly across the river. The third battalion of the 13th was established along a fence near the river to provide covering fire. The 8th Tennessee Cavalry (US) was sent upstream to cross at Kyle’s Ford, two and a half miles upstream, and turn the enemy’s right. Additionally two regiments were requested from MG (Brevet) Burbridge to support the operation. 

When all the supporting movements were complete the frontal attack dashed across the river. There was but “feeble resistance” before another wild chase began. After a chase of seven miles the fight was over. The losses for the Confederates were staggering considering their slight numbers to begin with. Out of an estimated 250 Confederate troopers 18 were dead and 84 captured, including Colonel Richard Morgan. Also falling into Federal hands was the entire subsistence train of 14 wagons and 4 ambulances. One account explains the poor performance of the Confederate cavalrymen here by stating that “a large part of the command was drunk.” Foragers from the brigade had come across a large cache of whiskey and were in the process of using it when Gillem struck. One of the intoxicated defenders reportedly danced a drunken jig at the prospect of being made prisoner.

Stoneman made use of the telegraph office in town to engage in an electronic disinformation program of his own. He sent a telegram forward to Bristol under a Confederate officer’s name announcing that the Union cavalry had been defeated while pushing his command forward to that town. At 0330 Burbridge attacked the town with the 11th Kentucky Cavalry (US). An unsuspecting BG Vaughn was caught off guard and his brief counterattack failed. Burbridge claimed “250 prisoners, 2 trains of cars, 5 engines, and immense quantities of stores” were taken. Although he fails to mention it in his report Burbridge’s troops also burned many of the town buildings to the ground. A telegram from MG John Breckinridge, commander of the Department of Western Virginia and Eastern Tennessee, to BG Vaughn found in town also gave Stoneman another chance at electronic subterfuge. The telegraph asked Vaughn if the railroad was safe in that area. Stoneman replied that the line was secure prompting Breckinridge to forward reinforcements to the area. About 500 men were put on two trains and sent on. When the trains passed by on their way to Bristol the track was cut behind them and when they reached cut track in their front they were essentially trapped. The trains, supplies and men also fell captive. One of the trains was also carrying dispatches of important military value that were sent back to Knoxville for evaluation and dissemination.

Battle of Marion I

The actions at Bristol prevented Vaughn from uniting with Breckinridge. In an effort to maintain the split between the two Confederate forces Stoneman pressed his column forward. Skirmishes at Abington and Glade Springs did little to retard their progress. The advancing Federals left a wake of destruction in their path.  Bridges, communications and anything else that was deemed to be capable of supporting the enemy was destroyed. The iron works near Marion and 53 bridges were destroyed by the 12th Kentucky Cavalry (US), under Major Harrison.  BG Alvan Gillem wrote that he “regretted the necessity of giving orders that may cause suffering to non-combatants, but regarded this as the most effectual means of protecting the people of East Tennessee, whose welfare had been entrusted to me, and who already suffered, as the penalty of their loyalty, the loss of everything but life…”

Breckinridge had a difficult decision to make. He could remain in the defenses at the salt works or move to impede the destruction of the rest of southwest Virginia.  Disregarding the military tenet that “he who defends everything defends nothing” he left Colonel Robert Preston and about 500 militiamen at Saltville and headed out to confront Stoneman. The first days march took them to Seven Mile Ford where they attempted to rest for the night in a cold rain.

In the early afternoon of December 17th Breckinridge broke camp after ordering LTC Vincent A. Witcher and his 34th Virginia Battalion into the advance. At 0930 Witcher reported locating Gillem’s brigade near Mount Airy. The plucky Virginia cavalier announced “if I had any support, I could drive them.”  Instead he barely managed a delaying action against a superior force armed with Spencer Repeating rifles. He did send a messenger to Breckinridge warning that he was falling back rapidly onto his position at the bridge over the Middle Fork of the Holston River. The lead elements of the main body, the 10th Kentucky Mounted Rifles, took up positions on the south side of the bridge and as the retreating troopers of Witcher’s Battalion galloped across fired on the pursuing 11th Michigan. 
The volley stopped the Federal pursuit and the Michiganders began to deploy on a nearby hill. Realizing the potential defensive value of this key terrain figure Colonel Caudill ordered an immediate attack. Colonel Giltner, just arriving on the scene with his brigade understood the importance of the action and ordered his men to join in the attack. The combined forces of Caudill and Giltner overpowered the Union defenders and seized the important high ground on the north side of the river. Breckinridge wasted no time in establishing a defense for the inevitable counter attack.  The Confederates quickly started work on breastworks. The defense had the 34th Virginia Battalion (Witcher) on the far right, the 2nd Kentucky Cavalry (CSA) on the right, the 4th Kentucky Cavalry (CSA) in front of the bridge, and Giltner’s brigade (64th Virginia, 10th Kentucky Mounted Rifles, and 10th Kentucky Cavalry) on their left. Joining Witcher was BG Basil Duke, returned from a sickbed after word of the Kingsport debacle reached him, and the remnants of Morgan’s command.  

While assembling the forces necessary to attack Breckinridge, Stoneman did not forget his primary objective. He had Gillem dispatched the 11th Kentucky Cavalry (US), attached from Burbridge’s command, to attack Wytheville, which was sacked. Another portion of the command, Buckley’s brigade, tended to the destruction of the lead works after first having to swim 25 volunteers across the icy river to retrieve a ferry boat. Stoneman meanwhile was making his first attempt to dislodge Breckinridge at the bridge.  Using the superior range of their Enfield rifles to great advantage the Confederate defenders broke up three attacks. 

After dark Breckinridge moved his defensive line down the slope and dug another set of works. One enterprising Union officer sent 75 men to occupy a position near the bridge. The decision would prove to be fatal for many of the unfortunate men sent on this ill advised assignment.

Battle of Marion II
Renewal of the hostilities on the 18th was delayed by a thick fog and steady rain that lasted until mid morning. Eventually the fog lifted and Burbridge decided that he could continue his assault through the light rain. The position in front of the bridge was driven out of their works but managed to regain them with a counter attack. The failure of the attack at the bridge left the small detail of Union soldiers near the bridge dangerously exposed. Realizing their plight some of the soldiers attempted a dash for the safety of the main Union line. None completed the run. At least fifteen were gunned down by Confederate sharpshooters before the efforts were discontinued. After the display of fine marksmanship from the troopers of the 4th Kentucky (CSA) the Union troopers could not be convinced to leave the sanctuary of the position even when one of the Confederate guns was dedicated to the that task. Even the prospect of a day long artillery barrage could not persuade them to attempt the run to friendly lines. The trapped troopers cowered under the barrage all day and finally managed to return under the cover of darkness as the Confederate began withdraw.

Again the assault dented but failed to break the Confederate middle. The main Union effort shifted to the right of Breckinridge’s line. This attack had initial success against Duke and Witcher but the tide changed when Colonel Giltner sent the 2nd Kentucky Cavalry (CSA) to their assistance.  Duke led the defenders on a wild counter attack against the 5th and 6th USCC that caught the Union left off guard. The Union forces were driven back in a disorderly rout. More importantly he nearly captured the Union support train and all the badly needed supplies.

The bold attacked shattered Stoneman’s confidence. He brought his forces back into defensive positions and dispatched couriers to the raiding parties ordering them back to the main body. The field settled down into a waiting contest in the cold and wet. Despite his success Breckinridge knew that his ability to stem the Union attacks was limited. He ordered a report from his field commanders on the status of their troops. Not surprisingly the two days of fighting had significantly degraded his manpower. The remaining troops held fewer than 15 rounds of ammunition per man and the loss of his supply train at Wytheville made resupply impossible. When the Federal troops returning from the destruction at the lead works were spotted Breckinridge had no option but to surrender the field. Against the wishes of some of his commanders he ordered a retreat to begin at 2300. To disguise the move a small group of pickets was supplied with ammunition and were ordered to maintain a steady fire into the Union lines until 0100.

The retreat was led out of the Confederate position by the 10th Kentucky Mounted Rifles. They had not progressed far when they discovered that the road they were using for their retreat was cut by Federal forces, under Colonel Buckley.  Breckinridge ordered the column to abandon the road and strike out cross country.  The going “was difficult for horsemen and deemed impracticable for artillery”. The valuable pieces were moved nonetheless “by the energy of Major Page and Captain Burroughs.” By daylight the entire column had reached the summit “of the mountains”.

The next morning Stoneman found himself alone on the field. The 12th Ohio Cavalry, commanded by LTC Bentley, was sent in pursuit of the retreating Confederates. In a final action Bentley’s troopers caught the rear of the Breckinridge’s column about 6 miles south of Marion. A saber charge captured two wagons and one caisson before the chase was called off because the road was blocked by trees felled by Southern pioneers. 

Although history records Marion as a Union victory it might as easily be used as an example of a great defense conducted by about 1000 poorly supplied men for two days against all odds.

Saltville Falls
The departure of Breckinridge left the way to the long sought after salt works open. The only defense left was Colonel Robert Preston and his 400 reserves and two small batteries of guns at Fort Breckinridge. Preston was desperately hoping that help was on the way, either from Breckinridge or Lynchburg.  The Confederate high command was scrambling to reinforce the area. General Lee ordered Early to forward an infantry brigade as soon as possible to the hard pressed region. The efforts would prove for naught as Stoneman would get there first.

BG Gillem arrived first around 1400 and began deploying the 9th Tennessee cavalry (US) and his artillery to oppose the Confederate position. Preston boldly sent a party down a ravine from his works in the hope that they could surprise the Union troopers. His plan was discovered and the 8th Tennessee (US) was sent to drive them back into their works. An assault by Burbridge and then Gillem was driven back by the stout reservists.

As darkness overtook the field the 13th Tennessee (US), commanded by Colonel Stacy, made a wide arc around the Confederate position and approached from an unexpected direction. Mistaking the approaching column for the reinforcements they were promised the pickets allowed the Union troopers to get too close to the works. Stacy and his men took advantage of the situation and “dashed” into the works. The surprised defenders were overcome. At the sound of the firing on top of the hill a general advance was ordered by Stoneman. Within minutes the militiamen were fleeing in all directions. The last defense of Saltville was over. After 14 months the objective was finally in Union hands. 

The destructive work began immediately after the fall of Fort Breckinridge. Fleeing Confederate defenders reported that “flames leaped into the air” providing light for their movements. The destruction of the works was not the only thing on Stoneman’s mind, however. He was seriously worried about the possibility of Breckinridge, Vaughn or other Confederate reinforcements arriving to reclaim the town. He had his troops assume the works that had just been won in expectation of a counter attack. At sunrise the following morning Duke’s men attempted to find a soft spot in the defenses. A brief skirmish was enough to show him that the Union defenses around the city were too strong to attack. With the guidance of the chief engineer of the works Stoneman rendered the salt wells and furnaces useless.

In addition to the destruction of the salt works and iron works at Marion Stoneman totaled the accomplishments of his raid in his Official Report as:

“The lead works in Wythe County were captured and completely destroyed by Colonel Buckley’s brigade.  Gillem’s brigade , re-enforced by the Eleventh Kentucky and Eleventh Michigan, of Burbridge’s command captured Marion, drove Vaughn from that point beyond Wytheville, destroyed all the railroad bridges from Marion to Reedy Creek, captured and destroyed Wytheville with all its depots and stores, embracing 25,000 rounds of fixed ammunition, a large amount of ammunition for small arms, pack saddles, harness, and other quartermaster stores, a large amount of subsistence and medical supplies, several hundred wagons and ambulances (serviceable and unserviceable), 15 caissons and 10 pieces of field artillery, 2 locomotives, and several cars. Quite a large number of horses and mules were also captured; commissioned officers and 198 enlisted men were captured and paroled.”

Also claimed from the operations at Bristol were “all the railroad depots, five railroad trains filled with supplies, about 1,000 stand of arms, and a large amount of fixed ammunition, wagons, ambulances, etc.” The list continued with claims from the other actions of the raid. The claims, no matter how exaggerated, signaled the complete success of the raid. Despite the spirited defense of Breckinridge’s outnumbered men Southwest Virginia was no longer a viable supplier of resources to the Confederacy.

Conclusion and Assessment
From the very beginning the Union leaders failed to understand the basic requirements of the mission they were asked to perform and adopt suitable tactics to accomplish it. While the objective in each case was the destruction of the industrial capacity in southwest Virginia the Federal commanders repeatedly got themselves involved in stand up fights with the Confederate defenders. This is totally contrary to the concept of a raid. By its very nature a raid requires speed and stealth to the objective, concentrated effort at the objective, and finally a rapid withdraw before the enemy has time to react. Let’s review each requirement and where the operations went wrong.

Speed and Stealth – Stealth of movement was probably impossible in this area because of the narrow avenues of approach, poor maps, and an enemy that was thoroughly familiar with the area of operations. Obviously the rate of advance was fixed at the speed and endurance of the horses. These two factors alone gave reaction time to the enemy. There were actions that could have mitigated these factors that were not taken. The last three raids sacrificed speed for combat power and thus were incorrectly configured for a “raid” and the extra manpower was poorly used. Had the Union commanders used their numerical superiority to pin the outnumbered Confederates while a destructive party skirted the action, as Stoneman finally did, to accomplish the mission the results may have been different. Instead they fell into battle SOP and gathered their forces for set piece battles thereby sacrificing operational surprise, tactical initiative, and mission focus.

 In Toland’s case the force was correctly sized to take advantage of the mission imperatives but was wasted by going where the enemy was instead of directly to the objective. Fortunately for the Union commanders the Confederate high command chose to defend other areas with their limited resources and essentially allowed the success of the fourth effort by Stoneman.

Concentrated effort at the Objective – In the first three attempts at this region the Union commanders saw fit to divide their command when the possibility of success was there. Toland sent Captain Millard with just two companies of the 2nd West Virginia to destroy the railroad while he got embroiled in a gun battle in downtown Wytheville. Millard felt his force too small and accomplished nothing while Toland was killed not at the assigned objective but on Main Street.

Crook managed to fight his way to his objective but fell victim to another constraint that was not considered by the Federal planners. The logistical inability to bring the necessary implements, namely explosives, caused him to only partially complete the destruction of the bridge. He also chose to split his force and the other portion of the raiding force, Averell, accomplished nothing.

The failure of the Burbridge raid can be directly linked to the timidity of the commander. He gave the enemy the opportunity to concentrate his forces by not pushing on to the objective when he had the opportunity to do so without resistance.  He then forgot his objective and fell into “battle mode”. Burbridge compounded his error when on the verge of a bloody success against the hard nosed defenders departed the field having accomplished none of his assigned mission.

Rapid Withdraw – Failures of the first two imperatives made this impossible. Having been watched and fought all the way in the chances for a quick and clean getaway were slim. Burbridge was allowed to depart without a fight but all the others were at least harassed on the return trip. Gillem and Allem, who were originally intended to aid Burbridge, never made a significant impact on the operation and were then soundly beaten at Greeneville by the pursuing Confederates.

Ultimately, the kind of destructive raid envisioned by the Union hierarchy was probably beyond the capability of Civil War era forces. Cavalry forces could not make the approach quickly enough to allow any element of surprise. Surprise is the most important factor in the success of a raid. Even had this been possible they could not carry enough to sustain themselves and provide for the requisite destructive capability without encumbering themselves with a sizeable wagon train, which would steal considerably from their speed.  The destruction of the salt-works was accomplished by dropping artillery ammunition down the wells and beating the kettles with sledge hammers. The amount of destruction that could be caused in this fashion was inadequate to completely shut down these facilities. Nor could the Union forces stay and ensure that their work was not undone. Not surprisingly production, despite Stoneman’s claims, was never completely halted.
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