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The battle over control of the upper Mississippi River near the state line of Tennessee and Kentucky 

started at New Madrid, Missouri, in March 1862. Confederate forces had abandoned their camp at 

Columbus, Kentucky, and headed southwest, crossing the river, to New Madrid. 

U.S. Brigadier General John Pope wasted no time besieging the rebels in their new garrison. One day of 

heavy artillery convinced Confederate Brigadier General John McCown to abandon his heavy artillery 

and most of his supplies and set up on Island #10 in the narrow double bend (two S-curves) of the 

Mississippi River (that still exist today). This island, actually a large sandbar that also exists to this day, is 

so named because it is the tenth island in the big river south of the mouth of the Ohio River. 

The island provided scant respite. Within two days, Flag Officer Andrew Foote had dispatched the 

Western Gunboat Flotilla (six gunboats and 11 mortar rafts) to the island. Confederates faced 

overwhelming odds, outnumbered 23,000 to about 7,000 in infantry alone, as well as being exposed from 

land and water. 

Union forces successfully dug a canal east of the city, enabling Union vessels to skirt the now-fortified 

island. Ulysses S. Grant tried this same canal-digging approach at Vicksburg in 1863. But the river at that 

location was simply too powerful and flooded the canal. 

The USS Carondelet, commanded by Commander Henry Walke (the subject of an earlier Roundtable 

presentation), slipped by the island on the night of April 4. Two nights later the USS Pittsburg, under 

Lieutenant Egbert Thompson, also slipped by the island. 

These two gunboats provided cover and allowed Pope to cross the river and entrap the Confederates. 

They surrendered en masse. Pope reported that he captured 273 officers and 6,700 soldiers. Historians 

dispute those numbers, contending total prisoners numbered at most 4,500. Whatever the actual number, 

it was a complete victory. About 1,400 prisoners, many from the Alabama 1st Regiment, were taken by 

train to what became Camp 

Randall in Madison, Wisconsin. In less than one month 140 of the captured men died due to unsanitary 

conditions. 

The action at Island #10 marked the first time that Union forces were able to gain possession of a key 

island. The capture of the island opened the river to Union boats almost as far south as Memphis. Three 

weeks later New Orleans fell to David Farragut’s naval force. Memphis would fall as would Natchez, 

Mississippi, leaving only Vicksburg in Confederate hands. And the campaign to capture Vicksburg 

proved a long and difficult ordeal, ending with the city’s surrender in July 1863, coinciding with the great 

Union victory over Robert E. Lee at Gettysburg and the successful Tullahoma campaign for Chattanooga. 

General Pope emerged from Island #10 a bonafide hero. He was summoned east to confront and defeat 

Lee, who had barely resisted George McClellan’s attempt to take Richmond. Pope’s day in the sun in the 

East was short lived as he lost decisively to Lee at the Second Battle of Bull Run. Emboldened, Lee made 



his first thrust north of the Potomac River but lost at both South Mountain and Antietam in Maryland to 

his old foe McClellan. 

Speaker Laubacher picked up the story in the aftermath of the battle for the island. Heavy Union shelling 

had damaged the Confederate side-wheeler Red Rover. Its crew abandoned the vessel but did not destroy 

it. 

The Red Rover thus became an unexpected gift to the Union side. The towering 650-ton, 256-foot-long 

steamer, with a draft of eight feet and top speed of a puttering eight knots, was launched at Cape 

Girardeau, Missouri, in 1859. The Confederacy purchased it on November 11, 1861, and used it as a 

floating barracks for the floating battery CSS New Orleans. 

Seized by the Union gunboat Mound City on April 7, Red Rover was repaired enough to sail to St. Louis 

for further repairs, which were completed at Cairo, Illinois. The Red Rover’s restoration was 

accomplished with the goal of making it a haven of comfort, medical treatment and sanitation. Other 

vessels had been used for transporting wounded soldiers, but they were rife with disease and infection. 

As part of its conversion into the Navy’s first legitimate hospital ship, an operating room was installed as 

were a galley for patients, new steam boiler for laundry, elevator, numerous bathrooms, nine water closets 

and gauze for the windows to filter out smoke and cinders from its two stacks. Keeping the ship underway 

took as many at 37.5 bushels of coal per hour. 

Army Quartermaster George D. Wise reported to the ship on May 25, 1862, to inspect its readiness. On 

June 12 he wrote to Flag Officer Foote, “She is decided to be the most complete thing of its kind that ever 

floated and is every way a decided success.” 

The ship’s first commanding officer was Army Captain McDaniel (never identified by first name) of the 

Army Gunboat Service. George H. Bixby was named senior medical officer on June 3 and served 

throughout the war. He was assisted by fellow Bostonian George H. Hopkins. 

Until September 1862, the Red Rover was under the jurisdiction of an Illinois prize court. The Navy 

purchased the ship on September 30, and while in service, it was not commissioned until December 26, 

1862. (The ship joined the Mississippi Squadron while the medical staff became part of the Medical 

Department of the Western Waters under Fleet Surgeon Edward Gilchrist, relieved in December by Fleet 

Surgeon Ninian A. Pinckney (spelling varies).) The Western Sanitary Commission contributed $3,000 

worth of equipment. 

Commanding officer was William R. Wells, with the title Acting Master. The ship departed Mound City 

on June 10, with 12 officers, a crew of 25 and some 30 medical personnel, carrying 300 tons of ice and 

medical supplies for three months. Among the 30, after Sister Angela (Gillespie - 1824-1887), Mother 

Superior of the Sisters of the Holy Cross, volunteered their services were three sisters, soon to be four. 

They were augmented by lay nurses’ aides. Sister Angela had been instrumental in establishing the 

Mound City Hospital, staffed by nuns of the Sisters of St. Mary of South Bend, Indiana. The former 

three-story warehouse became the U.S. General Hospital in 1861 and cared for wounded soldiers on both 

sides after the battle of Shiloh, and also treated escaped slaves. 

On Christmas Eve 1862 three sisters, M. Veronica, M. Adela and M. Calista, joined the medical staff. 

Also in the staff were Alice Kennedy and Sarah Kinno, identified in the official history of the ship as 

“female negro nurses.” This staff also included laundresses, identified as “sundry employees.” 



On June 11 the ship received its first patient, suffering from cholera. In just three days the number of 

patients had increased to 55. The ship’s initial patients came from the Union gunboat Mound City, whose 

boiler exploded on June 17 when it took a shot from Confederate shore batteries during a battle at St. 

Charles, Arkansas, on the White River. Of the crew of 175, casualties totaled 135, many of whom 

suffered burns. 

In one voyage the Red Rover got underway from Mound City at 6 a.m. on December 29, 1862, and 

sailing downstream with a strong current anchored 

at Memphis that afternoon. During the winter of 1862-1863 the ship moved above Vicksburg around the 

Yazoo River, caring for the sick and wounded. 

In need of an additional land-based hospital, to augment the one at Mound City, the Navy commandeered 

the Commercial Hotel in Memphis for a naval hospital and named it for Fleet Surgeon Pinckney. The Red 

Rover dispatched Sister St. John to supervise nurses at the new hospital. 

The Red Rover, among its many support operations, took part in the siege and surrender of Vicksburg in 

July 1863, delivered supplies to Baton Rouge and supported casualties after the battle of Fort Pillow, 

Tennessee, in April 1864. 

By May 1864 the Mississippi Squadron, from New Orleans to Cairo, consisted of 100 ships with 460 

guns and 5,500 men. The Red Rover served all 10 districts of the river, providing supplies and provisions, 

as well as medical care. The ship was at Memphis in the early morning of August 22, 1864, when Nathan 

Bedford Forrest with 2,000 men attacked the city before being driven off after two hours. 

The Red Rover made its final voyage south from Illinois to deliver supplies to troops on the Yazoo and 

Red rivers in October 1864. On December 5, 1864, it steamed north, arriving in Mound City on 

December 11. It continued receiving patients until November 17, 1865. Sisters M. Veronica and M. Adela 

were on hand until the end. It was sold to a private citizen for $4,500 on November 29, 1865. 

The hospital ship served nearly 2,500 patients from June 1862 through November 1865. The nuns were 

certainly in the vanguard 

 


