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“Butte a la Rose, aside from a very strategic position from a military point of view, 
proved also to be such from several other points of view.  It was the grand 
rendezvous of mosquitoes, fleas, wood ticks, lice, lizards, frogs, snakes, alligators, 
fever bacteria, dysentery microbes, and every conceivable type of malarial poison.”

History of the Seventeenth Regiment, New Hampshire Volunteer Infantry, 
1862-1863, by Charles Nelson Kent, 172.

Visitors to the Cajun Country bayous of south central Louisiana today are no doubt 
charmed by the region’s majestic, ancient live oaks draped with Spanish moss, 
gorgeous antebellum mansions, peaceful and mysterious cypress swamps and 
winding, slow-moving bayous in keeping with the area’s pace.

Union foot soldiers clad in wool uniforms who hailed from New England and New 
York no doubt could identify more readily with the description above of conditions 
on the Bayou Teche in the spring of 1863.  The bayou’s name comes from the 
Indian word for “snake,” inspired no doubt by the waterway’s curving course and 
many of its inhabitants.

The Roundtable’s own Jamie Ryan discussed this campaign launched by Union 
general Nathaniel Banks.  Ryan’s source was “Thunder across the Swamp,” the 
second volume of professor Donald Frazer’s trilogy about the Civil War in Louisiana. 
Frazier is director of the Texas Center at Schreiner University in Kerrville, Texas.  

As the Union navy was progressing down the Mississippi River to take Memphis in 
all of 90 minutes on June 6, 1862 and up the big river to take Baton Rouge in 
August 1862, all Union eyes were on Vicksburg as the key to opening up all of the 
river to Union control.  Louisiana politicians and bureaucrats fled Baton Rouge in 
May 1862 and scrambled to Opelousas and then Vermilionville (now Alexandria) on 
the Red River.

In the summer of 1862 a flotilla of federal gunboats under Admiral David Farragut 
approached the stronghold of Vicksburg from the south.  But low water forced the 
federal boats to back off and head downriver to Baton Rouge.  Confederates 
established a strong base at Port Hudson just north of Baton Rouge.  Despite the 
progress that Union forces had made in their quest to control the entire Mississippi 
River, there still remained a 200-mile stretch that was in Confederate hands.  The 
key was Vicksburg, well armed and commanding a formidable bluff overlooking a 
sharp bend in the river.  No fleet of gunboats could run this stretch of water.



The enormous challenge of taking Vicksburg fell to Ulysses S. Grant, whose army 
arrived on the Louisiana side on December 26, 1862.  At about the same time 
downriver in New Orleans arrived Nathaniel Banks.  Grant and Banks did not 
necessarily collaborate but would undertake separate tasks in the taking of 
Vicksburg.

Banks was born (January 30, 1816) and died at age 78 (September 1, 1894) in 
Waltham, Massachusetts.  He was an orator and a very successful politician, serving 
as the 24th governor of Massachusetts and the 21st speaker of the U.S. House of 
Representatives and served many terms in the U.S. House before and after the Civil 
War.

Banks’s professional Union field commanders held the influential politician in low 
regard on the battlefield.  And while he enjoyed some success in the East, his 
record was mediocre in the main.

From New Orleans and into the bayou country, Banks had an impressive force of 
15,000 New Englanders and New Yorkers, who were pressed into service as 
federalized militia in unfamiliar soggy ground.  The wet ground prevented Banks 
from consolidated his entire army in one place.  But he was aided by Union 
gunboats.

Banks started his Teche Campaign on April 9 and marched to Fort Bisland on April 
13.  He was opposed by Richard Taylor, son of Mexican War hero and 12th U.S. 
president Zachary Taylor, a Whig who died in July 1850, only 16 months into his 
term.  He was succeeded by Millard Fillmore.

Banks’s march would take him, south to north, from Fort Bisland to Franklin, 
Jeanerette, New Iberia, St. Martinville and west to Vermillionville.

Banks’s men, opposed by Alfred Mouton, who was killed in April 1864 at Mansfield, 
and Henry Sibley, drove Taylor’s men out of Fort Bisland.  Cuvier Grover and 
William Emory commanded three Union divisions.  Taylor fought a rear guard action 
at Centerville.  Banks pursued Taylor as best he could through Franklin and 
defeated him again at Irish Bend on April 14.  Taylor’s forces escaped overnight.

As the fighting on land took place, Union gunboats Estrella, Arizona and Calhoun 
destroyed the CSS Queen of the West as its crew abandoned the burning vessel.

Banks also destroyed the important salt works at Avery Island.  In a series of 
advances and rebel retreats, Banks moved up the Teche to Jeanerette and New 
Iberia. Union troops plundered the countryside during this stage of the campaign.  
Taylor, in retreat, destroyed Pinhook Bridge over Vermillion Bayou, delaying Banks 
for two days.

From April 18 to April 20 Banks took Fort Burton and moved on to Vermillionville in  
early May, before moving to Simmesport in May 14-17.  During this three-day 
period seven Union gunboats, four south of Port Hudson and three above Morganza, 



converged on Port Hudson.  Four Union gunboats — Clifton, Arizona, Calhoun and 
Estrella — assisted in the capture of Fort Burton (Butte a la Rose) on the 
Atchafalaya River, into which flowed the Red River.

The Bayou Teche campaign essentially ended on April 20, and the action turned to 
the south and Port Hudson.

Banks left for New Orleans on April 25, with his army west of Port Hudson.  He 
returned to the field at Opelousas on May 1 as Union gunboats gathered at the 
mouth of the Red River.  Banks moved to Vermillionville May 4-7.

Banks failed to take Port Hudson initially.  Instead, he laid siege to the city for 48 
days, the longest of the war at that point.  Out of food and rations, the city 
surrendered on July 9, five days after Vicksburg fell.  The big river was in Union 
hands, and the South was split.

Also, on July 3 Union forces under George Meade soundly defeated Robert E. Lee, 
sending Lee back to Virginia, General William Rosecrans conducted the highly 
successful Tullahoma campaign in East Tennessee, taking Chattanooga, and federal 
cavalry defeated and captured many of raider John Hunt Morgan’s riders at the 
battle of Buffington Island on the Ohio River.  Morgan fled north before his capture 
near Salem, Ohio.  July 1863 was indeed a momentous period for Union fortunes in 
the war.


