
American Civil War:

 Vicksburg

Union Army: 40,000 troops (grew to 70,000 by the siege) of the Army 
of the Tennessee, commanded by Maj. Gen. Ulysses S. Grant. His 
corps commanders were Maj. Gens. William T. Sherman (XV Corps), 
James B. McPherson (XVII Corps), John A. McClernand (XIII Corps), 
and Stephen A. Hurlbut (XVI Corps). Rear Adm. David D. Porter 
commanded Union naval forces.

Confederate Army: 40,000 troops (declined to 30,000 during the siege) 
of the Confederate Army of Mississippi, commanded by Lt. Gen. John 
C. Pemberton. His division commanders were Maj. Gens. Carter L. 
Stevenson, William W. Loring, Martin L. Smith, John H. Forney, Earl 
Van Dorn and Brig. Gen. John S. Bowen. 

1863 was a pivotal year in the American Civil 
War. In both theaters, eastern and western, 
Confederate forces had recently seized the 
initiative. Northern support for the war ebbed 
to an all-time low, threatening President 
Abraham Lincoln’s dream of a unified nation. 
But everything changed in the summer of 1863 
when Maj. Gen. Ulysses S. Grant captured the 
Confederate stronghold of Vicksburg. With his 
victory, Grant had cut the Confederacy in two 

and assured Union control of the Mississippi River. This, combined 
with Confederate Gen. Robert E. Lee’s defeat at Gettysburg, restored 
Union confidence in the war and helped reelect Lincoln. For the South, 
however, the loss of Vicksburg was devastating ‒ representing the 
beginning of the end.  

Actions by the Union – Vicksburg’s dominance on the Mississippi 
River made it an important Union objective in the West. Lincoln knew 
Vicksburg was “the key” to defeating the South, saying “The war can 
never be brought to a close until that key is in our pocket.”1 After the 
Union navy failed to subdue the fortress in May of 1862, the problem 
would fall to Grant. 

In July, when Maj. Gen. Henry W. Halleck was summoned to 
Washington to serve as general-in-chief, Grant was left in charge of the 
Army of the Tennessee. After fresh reinforcements arrived and a victory 
at Corinth (3–4 October 1862), Grant was ready to resume the offense. 

His campaign began on 4 November, when he moved from south-central 
Tennessee toward Vicksburg along the Mississippi Central Railroad. 
(Map 1) When he pushed Confederate Lt. Gen. John C. Pemberton back 

from his defensive line along the Tallahatchie River, 
the situation looked promising. Grant even brought 
Maj. Gen. William T. Sherman’s remaining divisions 
forward from Memphis to press the attack. But the 
balance was about to shift. 

John A. McClernand, a former Democrat 
congressman and Maj. Gen. in the Illinois 
volunteers, had been petitioning Lincoln to lead an 
expedition down the Mississippi River to capture 
Vicksburg. Due to McClernand’s recruiting abilities 

and popularity within the opposing political party, 
Lincoln approved the idea. Grant, who became aware of the plan after 
McClernand’s recruits started arriving in Memphis, telegraphed Halleck 
about his concerns. But Lincoln remained supportive. 

Because Grant didn’t trust McClernand, he sent Sherman back to 
Memphis, on 8 December, to take charge of “all the troops there.”2 
Sherman would now lead the expedition down the river and attack while 
Grant held Pemberton in place. 

Grant’s other surprise came in the form of Confederate cavalry. On 20 
December, the same day Sherman departed south, two cavalry forces 
wreaked havoc on Grant’s rear. Brig. Gen. Nathan Bedford Forrest 
destroyed rail and telegraph lines while Maj. Gen. Earl Van Dorn’s 
cavalry destroyed Grant’s vast stores at Holly Springs. (Map 1) This major 
setback forced Grant to retreat and regroup. But Sherman, cut off from 
communications, continued south and attacked Vicksburg’s Chickasaw 
Bluffs on 29 December, where he was easily repulsed.

Afterward, Sherman withdrew to Milliken’s Bend, where an agitated 
McClernand soon arrived and assumed command. Grant, meanwhile, 
frustrated with the divided command, threw the problem to Halleck. 
This time, Lincoln allowed Halleck to resolve it, whereupon Halleck 
gave Grant the authority to relieve McClernand. Yet, the politically 
astute Grant knew the Union cause didn’t need another rift. Instead of 
relieving McClernand, Grant reformulated his plan again. By 29 January 
1863, he had relocated to Milliken’s Bend, taken personal command 
of the operation, and split McClernand’s army into two corps ‒ forcing 
McClernand to work directly for him. Despite McClernand’s frustration, 
this allowed Grant to focus on his real problem ‒ in his words, “to secure 
a footing upon dry ground on the east side of the river from which the 
troops could operate against Vicksburg.”3
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Strategic/Operational:
1) Adaptability – Grant’s Vicksburg Campaign provides a valuable lesson on adaptability. Over eight months, a determined Grant adapted 
his operational concept numerous times to the changing conditions. What began as a direct overland approach from the north changed to
add a second axis down the river after McClernand was thrown into the mix. When these failed, Grant tried multiple experiments to bypass 
Vicksburg’s strong river defenses with canal digging and bayou efforts. When these also failed, he worked with Porter to run the batteries and 
unite his forces south of Vicksburg for a southern crossing. Even after his successful crossing, he still made two major adjustments to his plan, 
cutting loose from his supply lines and attacking Jackson first before turning on Vicksburg. These were both risky and bold, and they worked. 
Throughout his campaign, the determined Grant showed the value of adaptability in pursuing his objective to the end. 

2) Unity of Command – Confederate command was fractured from the start. Pemberton, with seven divisions, would ultimately face down 
three corps of Grant’s army. He might have succeeded if the Confederate western commanders had better synchronized their actions through 
unified command. Unfortunately for Pemberton, the commanders who should have supported him, notably Kirby Smith and Holmes, had 
different priorities in their areas of responsibility. For example, if Smith had interrupted Grant’s operations on the west side of the Mississippi
River, it would have been difficult for Grant to supply his forces and stay on his planned timeline. Even after Johnston was appointed to coord-
inate the western departments, his authority didn’t cross the river. Grant effectively exploited this seam in the Confederate command structure.

Grant also had unity of command problems, especially the threat of McClernand operating independently. But after Grant expressed his
frustrations to Halleck on more than one occasion, Halleck gave Grant the authority to solve this problem. Other Union issues were solved 
with cooperation between commanders: The best example of which was Grant and Porter. Grant couldn’t command Porter’s naval contingent.
Instead, the two men worked together through mutual trust and a common understanding of the objective.

3) Union Deception – Often overlooked in the Vicksburg Campaign is Grant’s masterful use of deception operations. Once he had decided 
on his final crossing south of Vicksburg, he knew it would only succeed if he kept Pemberton’s attention focused elsewhere. Grant created 
a dense Clausewitzian “fog of war” for Pemberton by launching three elaborate operations led by Brig. Gen. Frederick Steele (Sherman’s
division), Grierson, and Sherman himself. Each one siphoned off Pemberton’s resources and diverted his attention. Even as Grant was
bringing his third corps ashore, Pemberton was still unsure of Grant’s main effort. By confusing his enemy, Grant was able to mass his forces 
against a dispersed opponent.

4) Operational Tempo/Speed – The final phase of the Vicksburg Campaign demonstrates the value of operational speed. Once ashore, 
Grant’s hasty tempo prevented both Pemberton and Johnston from massing enough force to oppose him. By moving quickly against the forces 
in Jackson, Grant prevented Pemberton and Johnston from uniting. By the time Confederate commanders discerned Grant’s true intentions,
it was too late. Historian Francis Green summed it up well, writing, “We must go back to the campaigns of Napoleon to find equally brilliant 
results accomplished in the same space of time with such small loss.”6

Tactical:
1) Maneuver – Once his army was ashore, Grant turned the fight into a contest of maneuver. Instead of 

using a direct approach ‒ attacking north into Pemberton’s strength ‒ Grant pulled a classic Napoleonic
maneuver by pushing toward Jackson to defeat the smaller opponent before turning on the larger one.
It was a brilliant move. In one bold stroke, Grant eliminated the threat to his rear and the possibility 
of Confederate reinforcements, and he cut off the communications and supply for Vicksburg. 

2) Mass – Confederate strength in the area around Vicksburg was often superior to Grant’s. Yet Grant,
through his creative deceptions and aggressive maneuvers, was able to achieve a mass advantage at

every engagement, including the final Vicksburg assaults. His numbers at the various points of attack 
(Port Gibson, Raymond, Jackson, Champion Hill, and Big Black River Bridge) proved decisive, making
the effective defensive stands of Bowen and Gregg inconsequential. The Vicksburg Campaign is another
validation of the enduring value of mass on the battlefield. 

3) The Use of Cavalry – The successful Confederate cavalry raids by Van Dorn and Forrest in December 1862 
completely altered Grant’s campaign, forcing him to withdraw and reevaluate. And on the Union side, Grierson’s 

cavalry raid in April 1863, across the length of Mississippi, focused Confederate attention, pulled away
Pemberton’s cavalry, and distracted Pemberton from Grant’s river crossing operation, where he was

most vulnerable. Both cavalry actions significantly influenced the overall campaign. 

Maj. Gen. J.C. Pemberton
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Lessons for Today’s Leaders

Discussion Questions:

1) Describe how Maj. Gen. Ulysses S. Grant was able to adapt to numerous changing
conditions during his campaign. 

_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________

2) Discuss some of the challenges facing Confederate Lt. Gen. John C. Pemberton in the defense of Vicksburg. 
What might he have done better?
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________

3) Explain how each opposing commander effectively used, or failed to use, the principles of war during the
campaign and siege of Vicksburg (mass, offense, unity of command, surprise, economy of force, maneuver, 
objective, security, and simplicity).
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________

4) Discuss Grant’s use of deception during the campaign. How was this crucial to the outcome?
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________

5) Explain the importance of Vicksburg to the war effort of both sides and how the outcome affected the
larger struggle.  
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
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