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William Tecumseh Sherman, with little opposition other than the nipping of Confederate cavalryman Joe 

Wheeler, entered Savannah, Georgia, on Christmas Eve 1864, having kept his vow to make Georgia 

“howl” on his five-week march to the sea. 

Sherman’s army had departed a wrecked and smoldering Atlanta on November 15, abandoned by 

Confederate John Bell Hood, after a summer-long siege. 

Sherman spared Augusta and Savannah on his famous march, unlike Jackson, Mississippi, during the 

Vicksburg campaign in 1863, which his men dubbed “Chimneyville,” because that’s all that was left. 

Sherman believed in winning the war by breaking the will and spirit of Southerners to continue the fight, 

making war so terrible that they would capitulate. 

When he arrived at Savannah on Christmas eve 1864, Sherman, age 45, was at his peak. He commanded 

the Union Department of the Mississippi, that is, all Union forces east of the river and south of Virginia. 

Sherman had completed two of his objectives in breaking the South: his march from Chattanooga to 

Atlanta, maneuvering mostly and fighting where he had to, and his summer-long siege of Atlanta, 

defeating at every turn and routing Hood out of a ruined Atlanta in September. 

Sherman, with a reputation for ruthlessness, was vocal, articulate and blunt. Eric Wittenberg, who 

presented the program titled above, said of Sherman in his book “Five or Ten Minutes of Blind 

Confusion: the Battle of Aiken, South Carolina, February 11, 1865,” “Sherman was a brilliant strategist, 

but he was not a great tactician.” 

Wittenberg goes on to cite Major General John M. Schofield, who commanded an army under Sherman, 

“Sherman’s own knowledge of his own impulsive nature made him unduly untrustful of his own 

judgment when under great responsibility in emergencies, and this in spite of his unusual intellectual 

activity and his great confidence in his deliberately matured judgment. For this reason Sherman’s capacity 

as a tactician was not by any means equal to his ability as a strategist. He lacked the element of 

confident boldness or audacity in action which is necessary to gain the greatest results by taking 

advantage of his adversary’s blunders.” 

With South Carolina before him across the Savannah River, Sherman was poised to show the “hard hand” 

of war to residents of the cradle of rebellion. 

What was his plan? He wrote to Ulysses S. Grant, general in chief of all Union forces, as he entered 

Savannah, “I left Augusta untouched on purpose, because the enemy will be in doubt as to my objective 

point...whether it be Augusta or Charleston, and will naturally divide his forces. I will then move either 

on Branchville or Columbia...then ignoring Charleston and Augusta both, I would occupy Columbia and 

Camden...” before continuing into North Carolina. 

 

 



 

 

His destination was Goldsboro, North Carolina, some 413 miles to the north, a rail center in the eastern 

part of the state, to be resupplied from the coast. His ultimate destination was to assist Grant in defeating 

Robert E. Lee in Richmond. Of course, this became unnecessary when Grant broke the Confederate lines 

south of Petersburg in early April and sent Lee in a mad dash toward Danville, Virginia. Grant ran down 

Lee at Appomattox where Lee surrendered on April 9, 1865. 

Sherman commanded an enormous fighting force, 60,079 men in two armies, the Army of the Tennessee 

under Major General Oliver Otis Howard, and the Army of Georgia, commanded by Major General 

Henry W. Slocum. Also, Major General John G. Foster’s Department of the South screened Sherman’s 

right by threatening Charleston. And, lastly, Brevet Major General Judson Kilpatrick commanded 4,500 

mounted troopers. That’s just the humans. Sherman needed 60 days supply of grain to feed 35,000 horses 

and mules. His support forces included 2,500 wagons and 600 ambulances. And the various batteries 

supporting the infantry included 68 guns. 

Even without armed opposition, moving armies of this size through the low country of South Carolina 

was a monumental logistical challenge. The major rivers of the Salkehatchie, north and south forks of the 

Edisto and the Congaree required crossing. Not to mention innumerable creeks, floodplains, bogs and 

swamps — all swollen with winter rains. Sherman would lean heavily, and heap praise, on his pioneer 

corps that built and repaired bridges and felled trees to build the corduroy roads through sodden ground. 

The progress that Sherman’s army made through the soggy and flooded terrain prompted Confederate 

General Joseph E. Johnston to make the comment about Caesar in the title above. 

As you view a current map of South Carolina, Highway 231 runs due north from Savannah to Columbia. 

Sherman’s course would bend east and west. 

He sent Howard north and slightly to the east toward Charleston, but he didn’t have to time to conduct a 

lengthy siege of the port city. Slocum was sent westward, with Kilpatrick’s cavalry screening Slocum to 

the west. Sherman’s plan to divide his vast army into two wings served to require the Confederates to 

divide their meager forces and to mask, somewhat, his interim destination, Columbia. 

“I had a species of contempt for these scattered and inconsiderable (rebel) forces, knew that they could 

hardly delay us for an hour...” Sherman wrote. Rebels could defend Augusta and Charleston but could 

hardly meet Sherman in the field. Wheeler’s mobile raiders offered the only true resistance. 

What was Sherman’s state of mind as he prepared to move into the Palmetto State? He wrote to Major 

General Henry Halleck, chief of staff of the entire Union army, “The truth is, the whole army is burning 

with an insatiable desire to wreak vengeance upon South Carolina. I almost tremble at her fate, but feel 

that she deserves all that seems in store for her.” 

Sherman was opposed by several Confederate generals, William Hardee, Benjamin Cheatham, Lafayette 

McLaws and P.G.T. Beauregard. And, of course, Wheeler. The beleaguered remnants of Hood’s army, 

those who had not deserted or were not killed or wounded at disastrous defeats at Franklin and Nashville, 

Tennessee, were on their way to reinforce Beauregard. 

 

 



 

 

The first town to feel Sherman’s wrath was Barnwell. “The Union soldiers had a special hatred for the 

town of Barnwell,” Wittenberg wrote in his book. “It was the hometown of Senator Robert Woodward 

Barnwell, an early leader of the secession movement...Sherman felt the town should be burned to the 

ground since it carried the name of one of the Confederacy’s leading secessionists.” And it was. 

Sherman’s men called it “Burnwell” as they left it in ashes. 

Slocum’s forces then undertook their favorite task: destruction of property, any physical asset that could 

assist the rebel war effort. Wittenberg’s book quotes Sherman, “All hands were at once set to work to 

destroy the railroad track. From the 7th to the 10th of February this work was throughly prosecuted...This 

was a most important railroad, and I proposed to destroy it completely for fifty miles.” This was the South 

Caroline Railroad that ran from Augusta east and was vital for supplying Charleston and Virginia with 

gunpowder and other materiel. Sherman’s men piled up rail ties and burned them and heated track and 

twisted them around trees (“Sherman’s bow ties”). 

On February 10 Sherman rode to Blacksville, a town of 1,500, to meet with Slocum and Kilpatrick, after 

Kilpatrick’s men had burned the rail depot and freight house and destroyed the railroad. Sherman was 

ready to proceed to Columbia and “ordered Kilpatrick to demonstrate strongly in the direction of Aiken” 

to maintain the illusion that the army might go to Augusta. 

The stage was almost set for the clash at Aiken. Of the coming clash of horsemen, Wittenberg said in his 

book, “Wheeler intended to set a trap for the reckless Kilpatrick at Aiken.” Kilpatrick itched to rout his 

foe. 

What of the two men, Kilpatrick and Wheeler, who would face off at Aiken. 

Kilpatrick, born January 14, 1836, at Dickertown, New Jersey, stood only five foot three inches tall and 

weighed perhaps 130 pounds. But he possessed a nasty temper. He was also highly ambitious from an 

early age. At the meeting Wittenberg had two words for Kilpatrick, “damn fool.” He was rash, impulsive, 

reckless and careless, a commander who earned the nickname “Kill-cavalry.” His own. 

Kilpatrick, who finished high in his class of 1861 at West Point, wasted no time seeing combat in the 

Civil War. At the battle of Big Bethel on June 10, 1861, he became the first West Pointer wounded in the 

war. 

Wheeler, born September 10, 1836, but two years ahead of Kilpatrick at West Point, finished 19th of 22 

cadets in his class of 1859. In combat, he was described as “utterly fearless” but also a “humorless 

martinet.” One critic, quoted in Wittenberg’s book, said, “...when the field of his operations was enlarged, 

the draft of his intellect, which was one of mediocrity, became too heavy. He has signally failed to give 

satisfaction...he evidently handles men awkwardly in battle...” 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Lack of discipline of his men was a common criticism. Southerners in his path had as much, or more, to 

fear from Wheeler’s men than Yankees. Residents whose farms and homes were ravaged by Wheeler’s 

men howled in protest to their governors and other officials. Again, from Wittenberg’s book, in the winter 

of 1864-65 Colonel Alfred Roman, inspector general of the Confederate Military Division of the West, 

inspected Wheeler’s troops and found them poorly organized and poorly armed. In a report he said, “Too 

much familiarity exists between officers and men. Discipline is thereby impaired.” He went on to cite 

“gross misconduct” of Wheeler’s men. He went further, “Their alleged depredations and straggling 

propensities and their reputed interference with private property have become common by-words in every 

county when it has been their misfortune to pass.” 

Despite orders to take positions on the Edisto River to obstruct Sherman’s advance on Columbia, Wheeler 

disobeyed orders and sent two divisions (2,100 men) to Aiken, to protect his birthplace and hometown of 

Augusta. 

Kilpatrick advanced on Aiken with only one brigade at mid-morning February 11. As Wheeler had not 

attacked him, Kilpatrick took the fight to his former classmate. Kilpatrick left three of his four brigades at 

a camp at Johnson’s Turnout just east of Aiken. Colonel Smith Atkins’s 2nd Brigade got the call to attack 

Aiken, with the 92nd Illinois regiment in the lead, along with the 9th Michigan and 9th and 10th Ohio, 

and four guns of the 10th Wisconsin battery. 

Twenty-five mounted rebels were posted outside the town as pickets. At 10:30 a.m., about a half-mile east 

of town, the federals opened fire. But a lieutenant of the 92nd Illinois spotted rebels in the woods and 

fields to their right, and Atkins called a halt. As the historian of the regiment wrote in a report after the 

war, “It was evident that a trap had been laid, and into the jaws of that carefully planned Rebel trap, the 

brigade commander did not dare to go.” 

But Kilpatrick did dare to go. At about 11 a.m., after wasting 30 minutes, Kilpatrick led a charge of the 

92nd Illinois into the town. Sergeant John Reed of the 92nd observed, It “felt like we were going into a 

trap.” Wheeler had formed his men into a “U-shaped” formation, in columns along the broad avenues of 

the town grid. The plan was to close the “U” as the federals proceeded into the town, assailing them from 

all sides. 

But the best-laid plans...As the 2nd Brigade entered the town, some trigger-happy Alabamians fired 

rounds, before the federals had entered the “U.” Although rebels had numerical superiority, they were 

thoroughly outgunned. And they were contending with seasoned veterans, battle-tested who were cool 

under fire. The federals were equipped with seven-shot Spencer repeating rifles that were easy to reload 

versus the hodgepodge of single-shot rifles of the rebels. Plus, only a few of the Confederates were 

equipped with sabres, meaning they had to depend on firearms at close range. Kilpatrick’s men were able 

to hack them with swords as they sought to reload. 

In the chaos rebels called on the 92nd to surrender. They were met with a withering volley. Lieutenant 

Colonel Matthew Van Buskirk of the 92nd, whom Wittenberg called the Union hero of the battle, rallied 

Colonel William D. Hamilton, commander of the 9th Ohio, with the 9th Michigan, to attack the middle of 

Wheeler’s lines. Again Reed of the 92nd, as quoted in Wittenberg’s book, “It was a desperate charge, and 

the 92nd Illinois men 

 

 



 

fought face to face and hand to hand. So mixed up were the gray and blue in a confused, helter-skelter, 

jumbled crowd, pressing on the brigade, each claiming the other as prisoner, not a shot could be fired by 

the brigade.” 

The charge drove Wheeler’s men through the town, allowing Kilpatrick’s men to begin a fighting retreat 

out of the ambush. It took the federals some four hours of skillful falling back successively to cover the 

five miles to the other brigades assembling defenses at Johnson’s Turnout. The retreat was covered 

effectively by batteries, blasting the rebels with shell and canister. 

A trooper of the 92nd described rebel assaults, “They got a good drubbing, being handsomely repulsed 

with considerable loss, leaving their dead behind them.” The assaults continued until dark. As the sun set, 

rebels “made a full charge on our left, which was repulsed,” said a captain of the 10th Ohio. 

General Atkins claimed victory. The 10th Ohio captain’s summation is more accurate, “...we got most 

beautifully whipped by Wheeler by overwhelming numbers in a direct attack and flank movement.” 

But as Wittenberg observed, Sherman’s ruse to feint toward Augusta succeeded in drawing much 

opposition out of his way. Sherman’s vast army was able to proceed to Columbia with little opposition, 

taking the city on February 17. 

In the aftermath of Aiken, while not dismissed, Wheeler was superseded by Wade Hampton, who was 

promoted to lieutenant general in a bit of political skullduggery. Hampton returned to his home of 

Columbia where he had been one of the wealthiest men of the South, with vast land holdings and slaves. 

It would be a bitter homecoming. His plantation home Millwood was burned to the ground, and Columbia 

was destroyed. In fact, Hampton lost everything in the war, including a son and brother. A second son 

was severely wounded. Hampton was struck in the face by shrapnel at First Manassas, was wounded in 

the foot at Seven Pines in 1862 and would limp for the rest of his life, suffered a four-inch gash to the 

head on July 2, 1863, at Gettysburg, a second gash to the head the next day and a severe wound to the hip 

from shrapnel escaping a rout by Union cavalry. Hampton would survive an excruciating retreat from 

Gettysburg lying in a cargo wagon as part of Lee’s wagon train of wounded, from which scores would die 

and be buried in ditches and shallow graves that were soon exposed by rain and weather. 

Hampton would go on to become South Carolina’s first governor after the war, in 1876, and serve two 

terms in the U.S. Senate. 

Wheeler and Kilpatrick would clash again in North Carolina before Johnston’s surrender to Sherman. 

Astonishingly, Wheeler’s final battlefield victory was at Kettle Hill (often cited as San Juan Hill) on July 

1, 1898, serving in the U.S. Army during the Spanish-American War. 

Kilpatrick served two separate appointments, 1866-1870 and 1881, as ambassador to Chile. He died in 

Santiago on December 4, 1881. During his first appointment, he married a wealth socialite. Their 

granddaughter Gloria Morgan married into the wealthy Vanderbilt family and had a daughter Gloria 

Vanderbilt. In 1934 the sculptress Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney, founder of the Whitney Museum, 

launched a custody battle against her sister-in-law for her niece, 10-year-old Gloria.  

 

 



 

 

 

And Gertrude won the custody battle. The legal battle for the “poor little rich girl” was front page news 

and grist for gossip columnists for months. Gertrude and her famous polo-playing husband Harry Payne 

Whitney were prominent members of the Winter Colony that spent long winter months in none other than 

Aiken with their wealthy horsy set peers. Gloria Vanderbilt became a cherished member of that clique. 

Hence, Judson Kilpatrick continued his connection to the Vanderbilt family. 

 


