Hunger:  The Downfall of the Confederacy

By: Victoria Rumble

By l865 Lauderdale County, AL was a barren wasteland ravaged by Union troops foraging for food, where civilian supplies were already depleted.  In a single night in l863 Union Col. Florence Cornyn had crippled the county’s economy by torching textile mills, cotton and woolen factories, tan yards, gristmills, private homes, corncribs, and anything else capable of providing goods or income.  At least seven cotton factories were burned along with all the machinery, supplies, and finished goods.  Estimated value was $200,000. each.  One factory alone had contained 300 looms.

Union soldiers burned the homes and property of many families because their husbands or sons were Confederate soldiers.  By the end of the war, hardly a fence was left standing because the soldiers had used the rails for firewood, and some areas were almost depleted of timber for the same reason.

 With the county’s industrial facilities destroyed, many civilians were left literally to starve.  Relief often came in the form of family or friends who could offer assistance, but for those less fortunate it meant leaving the homes they loved in order to provide food for their children.  Food supplies had been depleted by the passing of both armies.  Food was impressed for the hungry Confederates, and was, in most cases, willingly given to those who fought in their defense, but supplying food for Union troops was quite a different matter.

Union raiding parties took from the civilians anything of value as well as food.  Lauderdale County had given the majority of its able-bodied men to the Confederate service, which angered the Federals.  They took no pity on what they referred to as “Secesh” families.  They would take everything a woman had, leaving nothing, and feel not the slightest remorse.

Mary Gresham gave her sons to the Confederate army only to lose them both near Manassas, Virginia.  As if that were not loss enough, she was constantly the target of Federal foragers.  Once, upon seeing an approaching raiding party, she climbed the steps to the loft of the smokehouse where her supply of food was hidden, and as the soldiers attempted to climb through the opening she beat them about the head and shoulders with a stick.  She succeeded in saving the precious meat, however, while thus engaged, her home was looted and everything of value taken.  

On another occasion the Union foragers took everything they could carry from her garden, then rode their horses through it, trampling the plants.  Such atrocities were repeated countless times throughout the county.

In l860, Gravelly Springs was a relatively quiet community in the west end of the county, consisting of l85 households.  Its citizens were no different from any others in the county and their patriotism just as intense; therefore, by l865, women and children were left defenseless to struggle daily to provide the basic essentials of life.  The only thing they did have that the Union officers considered essential was a good supply of water.  While some of them were known to complain about the taste of the water, the supply never diminished.

In l865 Union Major General James H. Wilson began massing troops near Huntsville, Alabama, for a cavalry raid into South Alabama and Georgia with the intent of destroying anything not previously destroyed in Sherman’s infamous “March to the Sea”.  The primary targets were the arsenal at Selma and the manufacturing centers at Columbus, GA.

During the first week of Jan. l865, Wilson received orders to reestablish his headquarters almost l00 miles away on the north bank of the Tennessee River in the area between Gravelly Springs, AL and Eastport, Miss.  Wilson stated the march was a hard one because food supplies had been depleted and very little food or forage remained.  Nearby Waterloo, did, however, offer steamboat landings and easily navigated waterways that allowed supplies to be brought in from beyond the Ohio.  Before these supplies arrived, Wilson’s men lived on parched corn, hominy, and small amounts of beef, which was bad for morale.  On Feb. 9, l865, Sergeant Will Pepper wrote that their food consisted of cornbread and tea for dinner, and that, “Nobody has any meat now”.

Food supplies were in short demand throughout north Alabama, yet the tiny community of Gravelly Springs would see a force of 27,000 Union troops camped in its midst.  Christmas dinner for these Union troops had been devoid of delicacies and Sgt. Pepper wrote, “Backbone and grit is a good substitute when hardtack and pork fail.”  He went on to say, “It was a mercy that we found ‘hog and hominy’ enough to keep body and soul together in that land of poor whites with neither turkeys nor chickens…”.

Civilian fare was constantly in short supply, yet Sgt. Pepper recorded the progress of foragers who returned with chickens, meat, corn which had been taken from them.  The scanty food supplies taken from civilians were not nearly enough to feed the troops, and by the second week of Feb. Pepper reported he had been detailed to Division Hdq. For eight barrels of sauerkraut and some dried apples for the hospital.

William Killen’s father, Pvt. Andrew J. Killen, was a member of Forrest’s cavalry, which tried unsuccessfully to put an end to Wilson’s raid.  William was one of four children that Mary Wright Killen had to keep fed and clothed while her husband was away.  William never forgot the ever-present hunger of those years, and later recorded his gratitude when a band of Confederate soldiers came through the area and shared their only provisions – parched corn – with him.  To a hungry child a handful of parched corn willingly shared was a memory to be cherished.  There is little wonder that the area was unable to sustain what has been termed the largest cavalry force ever assembled in the Western Hemisphere.

By mid-January Wilson began intensive training of his men despite food shortages and inability to obtain mounts for all the men.  This was the first systematic training program for Union cavalrymen in the West.  In order to winter in the cold climate, they built log cabins twelve feet long with chimneys, fireplaces, and crudely crafted furniture, and were, in short, more comfortable than many of the civilians in the area.

These men were furnished with new Spencer seven-shot repeating rifles that were the best that could be had for the day.  Each soldier was given a six-shot revolver and saber.  Everything was coming together for a raid that would go down in history as the largest and most successful cavalry raid of the war.

Training was intense, and to further try the patience of the troops heavy rains began in March, prompting St. James Larson to record this passage:  “Although we had such good times at Gravelly Springs, the monotonous camp life became tedious and tiresome after the beginning of March.”  The rain did not prevent the troops from stockpiling clothing, accouterments, and ammunition in camps and at the boat landings, but they were forced to move supplies to higher ground as the river began to rise.

The rain and cold caused a great deal of sickness among the troops and the advance was postponed until the l3th of March, when the divisions at Gravelly Springs began the l4-mile march to Waterloo, where they later crossed the Tennessee River.  The fared no better in the way of foraging after crossing the river, because scouts reported the land to be “barren and devoid of food for the mounts” for 80 miles.

By the 22nd of March, forage had arrived on riverboats, and Wilson’s raiders were prepared to advance.  When “Boots and Saddles” was sounded and the cavalry moved out the Confederacy was doomed.  Losses during this raid included the burning of the University of Alabama at Tuscaloosa; the Battle of Selma and the burning of the arsenal, the burning of the iron works near Montevallo, the Battle of Columbus, and the destruction of its industrial facilities, and finally the capture of President Jefferson Davis at Irwinville, Georgia, on May l0, l865.  

The end of the War did not bring relief for the citizens of north Alabama.  Little did they know that hunger and hard work would be their constant companions through the Reconstruction years.  Descendants can be proud of these noble people who held their heads high and rebuilt their shattered lives, if not their fortunes.  Union soldiers took their possessions, but they could not take their pride. 
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