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When Union forces under Ulysses S. Grant took control of Vicksburg, Mississippi, in July 1863, its army 

and naval forces controlled the entire Mississippi River. From New Orleans north to the Ohio River, 

Union military units could move at will, deterred only by pockets of snipers here and there. 

Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton gushed, “Four great victories — Gettysburg, Helena, Vicksburg, Port 

Hudson — in eight days...Every rebel army has been captured or is in flight.” 

Donald Frazier, who addressed the Roundtable in April, called the victories “forever historic.” 

Beyond the Mississippi lay the vast expanse of Arkansas, Louisiana and Texas, punctuated by forbidding 

rivers, bayous, forests and open plains. Opportunity and peril faced the Union. 

“The fall of the Confederacy seemed assured,” observed Frazier, who added a cautionary note. “The 

question remained: how to finish it.” 

Why didn’t the Union just ignore, in a manner of speaking, this land? It wasn’t strategic to Union fortunes 

in Virginia and Tennessee, the two main theaters in the war. After William Rosecrans had driven Braxton 

Bragg to Chattanooga, he wanted more troops from Grant to move against Mobile. And Grant had already 

dispatched elements of his main corps of the Army of the Tennessee east, first to Jackson, Mississippi, 

under William Tecumseh Sherman. Virtually all Union brass in the field wanted to go east. 

The seizure of Mexico by Confederate-leaning France, and especially its fleet in the Gulf of Mexico, was 

a major concern in Washington. The main person concerned about France and Napoleon III was the 

“main person” — Abraham Lincoln. And he would weigh in decisively. 

Frazier is a (the) reigning authority on the Civil War in the Far West, including the three states cited 

above, Arizona and New and Old Mexico. He is the author of an impressive, and comprehensive, series of 

books on the subject. Six books, in fact, Blood and Treasure, Cottonclads, Fire in the Cane Field, Thunder 

Across the Swamp, Blood on the Bayou and most recently, released in May 2020, Tempest over Texas, 

The Fall and Winter Campaigns of 1863-1864. 

Grant had at his disposal some 90,000 troops from Memphis to New Orleans. An enormous force. But 

where to attack? This was a vast, and forbidding, canvas, patrolled by effective cavalry, directly mainly 

by Texan Tom Green. 

Houston was the command center of this region, according to Frazier. Obviously, Texas was the key. But 

Union planners also wanted to destroy rebels in Arkansas. 

As part of the planning, Grant went to New Orleans to confer with Nathaniel P. Banks over planning for a 

possible assault on Mobile. But that was put on the back burner. On September 4, 1863, Grant traveled to 



the suburb of Carrollton to review the 19th Corps, which he had detached from his command. The 19th 

was commanded by William B. Franklin, who was a classmate on Grant’s in the West Point class of 

1843. Franklin was, in fact, ranked #1 in his class. Grant was considerably lower, ranked 21 in a class of 

39. Despite his superb horsemanship, Grant’s ranking in the class denied him a cherished assignment in 

the cavalry. Instead, he went to Missouri to an infantry unit. As luck would have it, his West Point friend 

Fred T. Dent (who was ranked even lower, at 33) was also sent to the same command in his home state of 

Missouri. It was there that Grant was introduced to Dent’s sister Julia. Grant fell madly in love, and they 

married. They were rarely apart. When they were, for extended periods during the Civil War, Grant 

missed her terribly. 

After the official business at Carrollton, the officers held a “jollification.” Alcohol flowed. Grant’s mount, 

a borrowed horse, was high-spirited and hard to control. Just the kind of animal that Grant relished, to 

display his riding ability. Then something happened. Grant was thrown under his falling horse and was 

severely injured. Frazier described the aftermath as a cover up; we may never know what happened. Some 

sources say that when Grant’s entourage approached a railroad crossing, the engineer blew his whistle, 

causing Grant’s horse to rear and fall on him, crushing his left leg. Frazier thinks that Grant accepted a 

challenge (from an enlisted man, no less) to a horse race. In any case Grant fell and was knocked out. 

Some onlookers thought he had been killed. They carried him to an inn where he regained consciousness. 

But he had suffered a grievous injury, one that 

affected his ability get around and command for months. The injury is reputed to have affected him the 

rest of his life. 

Banks and Franklin said Grant was drunk. Did he ride too closely to the tracks, causing the engineer to 

blow his whistle? Possibly. A soldier on Grant’s staff, Thomas Kirby Smith wrote to his wife that an 

adjacent horse trampled Grant when he was thrown to the ground. Whatever the circumstances, Grant’s 

visit to New Orleans was a disastrous start to the trans-Mississippi campaign. 

It would get worse, sooner rather than later. It took less than one week. 

With Union troops, including the Corps d’Afrique, at Beaumont, Texas, poised to cut the main rail line 

from Texas to the rest of the Confederacy, Banks was determined to blunt the French in Mexico from 

supplying rebels. 

Banks sent Franklin, who had amassed a dismal command record at Second Manassas, Fredericksburg 

and Harpers Ferry and was sent south as a result, with a formidable force to take Fort Griffin on Sabine 

Lake south of Port Arthur. A flotilla of four gunboats and seven troop transports with some 5,000 soldiers 

steamed into Sabine Pass at 6 a.m. on September 8, intent on reducing the fort. Lieutenant Richard 

Dowling commanded a meager force of 44 gunners, who succeeded in disabling two Union boats and 

capturing 200 troopers. The Union landing was blunted. Virtually unanimously, historians consider this 

encounter the most lopsided Confederate victory of the entire war. 

Confederate General Edmund Kirby Smith had succeeded, at least partially, in improving defenses and 

morale in some 30,000 scattered troops in Arkansas and Louisiana. It was a messy situation, at best. But 

he was aided by Union indecision of some two months. Banks in New Orleans and General in Chief 

Henry Halleck in Washington held different views of the key to taking Texas. Banks thought Houston 

was the key; Halleck considered Shreveport, Louisiana, as the portal to northeast Texas. 



A compromise was worked out. Union forces under Frederick Steele from Little Rock were to join Banks 

at Shreveport. Steele was stymied in south Arkansas from advancing. And Banks, who never had much 

enthusiasm for the Red River Campaign, failed to reach his goal during March to May 1864. 

Other troops from Banks’s command landed in Texas near the Mexican border (an early version of 

gunboat diplomacy?). This force was too weak to threaten Houston, especially after the Confederates 

shifted troops from 

Louisiana who were not needed because of the meek federal advance in that sector. 

In Texas John Bankhead Magruder had a monumental task in preparing the wild Texas coast for an 

invasion of Union forces. Rebels built Fort Esperanza at Matagorda Bay to defend this port city, 

considered a key target of Union forces. 

Ultimately, the Union movement up the Texas coast to take Houston was unsuccessful. With it the grand 

plan to take Texas was shelved. It was only after Confederate forces in the East surrendered that Union 

forces were sent to take Texas in 1865 to complete the Union victory. 

 


