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Bloodbath at Shiloh
James H. Hillestad, Member No. 6, looks at the significance of the 
Battle of Shiloh and its impact on the outcome of the Civil War

he Battle of Shiloh, April 
6–7, 1862, was notable 
in three respects. First, it 

was a strategic blow from which 
the Confederacy never recovered. 
Second, it was a sobering conflict 
in the number of casualties and 
a wake-up call that the Civil War 
was not going to be a “walk in 
the park.” And third, it vaulted 
Ulysses S. Grant to prominent 
leadership -- which eventually led 

to his being given command of 
the entire Union Army.
 Spring, 1862, found the Confed-
eracy in dire straits. In the west, 
the Union forced the Confeder-
ates from much of Tennessee and 
threatened the vital rail junction at 
Corinth, Mississippi.
 In command of the Confed-
erate forces was Gen. Albert 
Sydney Johnston, who was highly 
regarded by President Jefferson 
Davis. Responding to a criticism of 
Johnston, Davis said, “If we don’t 
have Johnston, we had better give 
up on the war, for we have no 
general.”
 Johnston’s second-in-command 
was Gen. P.G.T. Beauregard. He 
was the South’s first war hero, 
having commanded the bombard-
ment of Confederate troops at 
Fort Sumter and the First Battle of 
Bull Run.
 Johnston gathered together at 
Corinth an army of 45,000 men, 

with which to attack Grant’s 
Army of the Tennessee -- 48,000 
men. Timing was all-important, as 
Grant was soon to be reinforced 
by Maj. Gen. Don Carlos Buell’s 
Army of the Ohio, consisting of 
18,000 men. (Union armies took 
their names from the rivers where 
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they were stationed.)
 The Union strategic plan was 
to subjugate the Confederacy 
by splitting the South, using the 
Mississippi River as a corridor of 
invasion. To this end, Grant con-

Confederate “interruption.” He 
allowed his troops to relax in un-
fortified camps and took no secu-
rity precautions to patrol the roads 
leading to Corinth. Moreover, he 
entrusted the overall command 
to Brigadier William T. Sherman 
(one of five division commanders), 
while he quartered himself on a 
river boat, nine miles away, in the 
comfortable town of Savannah.
 Sherman shared Grant’s lack of 
concern. When advised of enemy 
activity, he responded, “Oh -- tut, 
tut. You militia officers get scared 
too easily.”
 So it was that at 6 a.m., on Sun-
day, April 6, 40,000 Confederate 
soldiers screaming the rebel yell 
emerged from the woods. They 
were supported by 123 artillery 
pieces. They caught “with their 
pants down” five Federal divi-
sions, numbering 33,000 men, 
unaware and ill-prepared in their 
camps.
 The attack pushed the Union 
troops back toward the Tennessee 
River. Fighting was fierce. Many of 
the Union troops fled to the rear. 
Gen. Johnston was confident that 

victory was at hand.
 Fighting around the white-
washed Shiloh Church was 
particularly vicious. A nearby 
wooded thicket was labeled by 
the Confederates “The Hornet’s 
Nest,” such was the volume of fire 
likened to the swarm of bees.
 Fate then intervened. Sidney 
Johnston was struck in the right 
leg by a rifle ball. The wound at 
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first appeared to be minor, but 
an artery had been severed, and 
within an hour, he bled to death. 
Thus the senior Confederate of-
ficer on the field was eliminated. 
Sidney Johnston was the highest 
ranking officer on either side to be 
killed in action during the
Civil War.

“Our men fell like 
autumn leaves,” said 

one private in the 20th 
Illinois Reg’t.

centrated his forces at Pittsburg 
Landing on the western bank of 
the Tennessee River, about four 
miles north of a small meeting 
house called Shiloh Church.
 Always self-assured, Grant was 
confident of his tactical plan and 
oblivious to the possibility of 

“When Sydney Johnston fell, it 
was the turning point of our 
fate; for we had no other to 
take up his work in the West.”
– Jefferson Davis

LEFT
Confederate Gen. 
Albert Sydney 
Johnston

RIGHT
The 15th Arkansas 
burst out of the 
woods to attack the 
Union lines.

Convergence on 
Shiloh



 The loss of Johnston, followed 
by the loss of Stonewall Jackson 
one year later, was a crippling 
blow to the Confederacy.
 As Jefferson Davis put it: “When 
Sydney Johnston fell, it was the 
turning point of our fate; for we 
had no other to take up his work 
in the West.”
 Grant arrived at the battlefield 
and, with Sherman, rallied the 
Union forces to hold the line. The 
Federal troops enjoyed a topo-
graphical advantage: They were 
well-hidden, sheltered in the woods 
along the borders of the fields. The 
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Confederates had to advance across 
the open fields -- in the process, 
providing good targets.
 Beauregard, who had assumed 
command, took a more cautious 
approach than Johnston.  With 
victory at hand, he called off the 
assault, believing that his troops 
were exhausted and that Buell’s 
army would not arrive until late 
the next day. He would launch the 
final offensive at dawn.  
 Beauregard’s decision to delay 
would prove to be the salvation 
of Ulysses S. Grant’s army, career, 
and reputation. That night, Buell’s 
army began crossing the Tennes-
see.
 Grant now believed he could 
snatch victory from the jaws of 
defeat by going on the offensive. 
At 7:30 a.m. on April 7, Grant 
attacked the enemy all along the 
line.
 By the middle of the afternoon, 
Beauregard’s army had been 
uprooted from almost every point 
it had occupied early in the day. 
Beauregard ordered a disengage-
ment. By sundown, the Confeder-
ates were in full retreat to Corinth.
 Grant, throughout his life a 
controversial figure, was both 

Did you know?

Writers at the Battle
Shiloh was noteworthy for the literary person-
alities in attendance.

• The reporter Henry Morton Stanley, who 
earned fame in 1872 for finding Dr. David 
Livingston, was a Confederate soldier. He was 
captured by the Union at Shiloh.

• Union general Lew Wallace went on to write 
the widely successful novel Ben Hur.

• Noted author Herman Melville composed an 
elegiac memorial to those who perished beside 
Shiloh Church. He attempted through his po-
etry to return Shiloh Church to the quiet refuge 
it had once been.
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praised for his triumph and vilified 
for his initial lack of preparedness. 
He also took the blame for the 
enormous casualties and was criti-
cized for his fondness for alcohol. 
Halleck, the Army Chief of Staff, 
called for his dismissal, but Abra-
ham Lincoln intervened, replying 

Jim Hillestad operates under the 
name The Toy Soldier Museum.  
His museum, containing more than 
35,000 figures and a large collec-
tion of militaria, is located in the 
Pocono Mountains of northeastern 
Pennsylvania.  For directions and 
hours, call him at 570/629-7227, or 
visit his new website:
        www.the-toy-soldier.com
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2011 marks the beginning of 
the 150th anniversary com-
memoration of the American 
Civil War.  As the leader in 
American Civil War military 
miniatures, W. Britain will of 
course be front and center 
over the next five years with 
some of the most exciting, 
historically accurate figures 
on the market.
 In 1998, the new American 
arm of W. Britain launched 
a matte finish American Civil 
War collection that included, 
among other things, the “Art 
of War” series, featuring min-
iature figure sets based on 
the art of legendary painter 
Don Troiani. Those first two 
sets -- “Lone Star” and “Clear 
the Way” -- set a new stan-
dard in the toy soldier world 
and quickly became classics.  
Over the next five years you 
will see not only many new 
Art of War sets but ground-
breaking figures, ranges and 
equipment that have never 
before been done.  
 Remember, we love to hear 
from you and do listen to 
your requests -- so if you have 
any Civil War items on your 
list, please do not be shy and 
let us know.
 What a great time to be 
collecting W. Britain Ameri-
can Civil War!

Look for this logo on all 
our 150th Anniversary 

figures.
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“I can’t spare this man, he fights.”
 The Battle of Shiloh produced 
more casualties than every war 
in America’s history combined to 
that date -- 13,000 Union, 11,000 
Confederate, equaling the car-
nage at the Battle of Waterloo. Of 
the 100,000 men engaged, one 
out of four was a casualty.
 It is ironic that the name Shiloh 
is biblical-- translated, it means “a 
place for peace.” 
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