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PRELIMINARIES
The strategy developed by the Union in Tennessee in 1863 had, slowly but surely,
led its armies to the boundaries of Georgia. In the spring of 1864, General Sherman’s
forces were concentrated around Chattanooga, Tennessee, not far from the border of
Georgia and even beyond. Their objective seemed clear: it could only be the
forthcoming invasion of that Confederate State.
The reasons were numerous. Georgia was the lifeblood of what remained of the
Confederacy in 1864 and its position was vital.1 It bordered the Atlantic Ocean, the port
of Savannah being an important component in the struggle against the naval blockade
1 From April 1861 to May 1864, the Confederates had lost to the Union: Northern Virginia, Mississippi, Alabama,
Louisiana east of the Mississippi, Tennessee, northern Arkansas, a few bastions in North Carolina, not counting the
many bases that the Federals held on the southern coast (Atlantic Ocean and Gulf of Mexico) since the beginning of
the conflict. Moreover, since the fall of Vicksburg, Mississippi (July 4, 1863), the vast Trans-Mississippi Department
(Texas, Louisiana west of the Mississippi, Arkansas, Missouri and Indian Territory) were totally isolated from the
rest of the Confederacy.
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enforced by the Union since May 1861. The production of canons was only second to
that of Virginia. Georgia manufactured vast quantities of commodities needed by the
military: firearms, edged weapons, ammunition of all types and calibers, uniforms,
leather accoutrements and harnesses, shoes, carts, ambulances and even armor plates for
warships. All these goods were dispatched through the huge arsenal of Atlanta. Georgia
also participated actively in supplying General Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia
through the Carolinas. The State railroad network was one of the most developed of the
South. Trains circulated everywhere and could reach any point of the Confederacy.
General Sherman would soon realize this. According to the census of 1860, Georgia had
1,057,000 inhabitants. Its population ranked third after Virginia and Tennessee. The
592,000 whites provided 100,000 troops to the Southern cause. It is thus no surprise that
Washington was eager to conquer this rebel State.
In the spring of 1864, Georgians had only a vague knowledge of the physical reality
of war. Indeed, no major campaign had yet taken place on their soil, all the more since,
until 1864, no Confederate army was ever stationed in Georgia. Only the northern part
of the State had encountered a few minor operations and some Yankee cavalry raids.
The local militia had usually been sufficient to effectively counter these threats.
THE ATLANTA CAMPAIGN
During the winter of 1863-1864, the belligerents had been able to relax and reinforce
their armies since the period of the year was traditionally unfavorable for military
operations. In spring, hostilities would logically resume. Since the Chattanooga disaster
in late November 1863, the Confederate Army of Tennessee had regrouped in the
Dalton area of Georgia. It was commanded since December 26, 1863, by General
Joseph Eggleston Johnston2. The army would start the campaign with seven infantry
divisions divided into two corps under William Hardee and John Bell Hood and three
cavalry divisions in Joseph Fighting Joe Wheeler’s Corps.
This force comprised 62,000 men including 8,000 cavalry, supported by 144 guns.
On May 12, 1864, General Leonidas Polk’s3 troops arrived by forced march from
neighboring Alabama to strengthen Johnston who was then able to organize a third
army corps of three divisions. On the 17th, General William Hicks Jackson’s Cavalry
Division also arrived. The Georgia militia provided a further division. Together with
various other reinforcements, Johnston finally disposed of nearly 85,000 men, of which
12,000 cavalry, and 187 guns. This was probably the largest army that the Confederates
ever assembled.
Since December 1863, President Jefferson Davis had recommended a new offensive
in Tennessee, maybe without due consideration. He reiterated his wish in the spring of
1864 but the realistic Johnston knowingly refused. On the contrary, he had built an
extensive network of field fortifications in northern Georgia and ordered General
Gilmer4 to transform the quiet town of Atlanta into a fortress. Tens of thousands of
slaves were requisitioned to accomplish this titanic task.

2 Johnston, an experienced general, had already distinguished himself at 1st Manassas, Virginia (July 21, 1862) and
during the defense of Richmond (spring 1862). He was in charge of Department Nr 2 in 1863.
3 General Polk was at the same time the Episcopalian Archbishop of Louisiana and a West Pointer.
4 Colonel Jeremy Gilmer, commanding the army’s engineering corps, had been promoted, directly to the rank of
major general, on August 25, 1863
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Johnston had good reasons to be proactive. He knew that the enemy would throw
colossal resources at him, far superior than his own. These forces belonged to the
Military Division of the Mississippi5 dubbed the “Sherman’s Army Group”. Indeed, to
begin the campaign, General William Tecumseh Sherman did not have one but three
armies. The largest, the Army of the Cumberland, commanded by George Henry
Thomas, consisted of three corps comprising nine divisions or 61,000 men. The Army
of Tennessee under James Birdseye McPherson consisted of two army corps lining up
five divisions or 25,000 men. Finally came John McAllister Schofield’s small Army of
the Ohio with three divisions of the XXIIIrd Corps with 14,000 men.
Sherman had also at his disposal a cavalry corps of three divisions. His force was
impressive: three armies with six infantry and a cavalry corps, comprising seventeen
infantry and three cavalry divisions, in all 100,000 men and 254 guns. On May 12,
1864, General George Stoneman’s Cavalry Division was attached to the small Army of
the Ohio. Finally, on June 8, the XVIIth Corps added two additional divisions to the
Army of Tennessee. Ultimately, the Union general-in-chief could count on more than
120,000 men. Sherman, a pragmatic soldier, drastically lightened his supply convoys.
He was also accompanied by all kinds of specialists, including the Railroad
Construction Corps, an imaginative unit that could repair railway tracks as fast as the
Confederates could destroy them.
The inevitable and decisive 1864 spring campaign, or Atlanta campaign, would
oppose two great American masters of military tactics: Sherman and Johnston.
Operations would take place mainly along the Chattanooga-Atlanta railway line, the
Western & Atlantic RR, backbone of both armies. Grant’s orders to Sherman, as vague
as discretionary, were literally “to move” against Johnston’s army, disperse it, advance
as far as possible within the “enemy country and inflict maximum damage to their war
resources.” Sherman translated this into plain language: seize Atlanta.
Sherman’s advance began on May 7, 1864. The main actions took place at Dalton or
Rocky Face Ridge (5-9 May), around Resaca (13-16 May), in Dallas or New Hope
Church (25-27 May) and in the Kennesaw Mountain-Marietta area (14-27 June). On
June 14, Confederate General Leonidas Polk was killed at Pine Mountain. His corps
passed firstly under the orders of General William W. Loring and then of Alexander P.
Stewart. On the 27th, at Kennesaw Mountain, Sherman ventured for the first time in a
frontal assault that was repulsed with huge losses6. With flanking movements and
strategic withdrawals, he finally forced Johnston to retreat to the north bank of the
Chattahoochee River, 5 miles north of Atlanta.
From July 4 to 9, sporadic fighting continued along this river, the last major natural
obstacle before the town of Atlanta. On the 9th, Sherman’s forces crossed it by surprise
at Soap Creek and Roswell7, circumventing the enemy’s right flank and forcing a
further Confederate retreat, this time into the heart of the city. The Atlanta campaign
was over. The siege of “fortress Atlanta” would soon commence. On the 10th, Johnston
installed his headquarters in the heart of the town. He still hoped to fight individually
5

Created on October 16, 1863, it placed under the command of Ulysses S. Grant all Union forces operating between
the Mississippi River and the Alleghany Mountains.
6 Union losses were 2,051 men, the Confederate’s only 442.
7 For unclear reasons, Sherman moved the population of Roswell to the north. This case of “ethnic cleansing” was not
unique. Already in 1863, General Thomas Ewing Junior’s Order Nr. 11 concerning the Confederate irregular bands in
Missouri led to the displacement of the population of entire counties. In September 1864, Sherman moved the
population of Atlanta and burned what remained of the city in November.
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some enemy units scattered around his defenses. However, Sherman would not give
him that opportunity
ATLANTA – A TRANSFORMED CITY
It was not the first time that William Sherman came to Atlanta. In 1844, he had
already commanded the town’s garrison as a young artillery lieutenant. At that peaceful
time, the city had no more than 2,000 inhabitants. Twenty years later, Sherman was
back as a major general and his intentions were far more hostile. The city had changed.
In 1864, more than 20,000 people lived in Atlanta. Many were refugees from northern
Georgia and neighboring States already affected by war. Contrary to what one may
think, Atlanta was not the capital of Georgia, which was Milledgeville, located 70 miles
further southeast.8
It was not Atlanta’s demographic features that interested Sherman. It was obviously
its strategic and industrial position and its ability to support the Confederate war effort.
These were not negligible. Atlanta was the junction of Georgia’s four main railway
lines. These were the Western & Atlantic RR, the Georgia RR, the Macon & Western
RR and further south, the Atlanta & West Point RR. These railroads had their own
depots, workshops and foundries. The arsenal with its factories and laboratory were
running at full capacity. The navy also had its own laboratory.
The city was protected by three fortified belts composed of artillery batteries,
redoubts, trenches and various abattis9. The main defensive line was thirteen miles long.
These fortification works began in March or April 1864 and lasted until the beginning
of the siege. Until then, the peaceful citizens of Georgia and Atlanta in particular did not
fully realize that they were at war. Operations were raging in Virginia, along the
Mississippi River, in Louisiana, Tennessee, Kentucky and Missouri, in one word, far
from home. In May 1864, they were not really alarmed when Sherman’s steamroller
began to advance. Dalton was far away, in the northern mountains. News were vague
and often contradictory, but Georgians put their faith in General Johnston. When
cannon fire was heard at Kennesaw Mountain in June and along the Chattahoochee
River in July, they had to admit that this time, the front was getting closer.
Half of the population hastily and safely evacuated the city. On July 20, 1864,
the first day of the siege, there were only 10,000 civilians left in Atlanta. Northern gun
batteries were two miles away from the center of town. From its position east,
McPherson’s artillery fired the first shell on Atlanta, killing an unfortunate girl walking
her dog. The bombardment would last forty long days. The inhabitants took to their
cellars where they dug bombproof shelters. As the siege went on, Sherman became
impatient. Since he could not seize the fortress by storming it, he declared that he
intended to render Atlanta’s interior too hot to stay there. The artillery bombardment
escalated. Union batteries began firing new 4 1/2-inch rifled cannon - each weapon
firing every five minutes. On August 9, the shelling increased even further, Union
gunners firing 5,000 rounds into the city. Hood implored Sherman’s compassion for the
wounded and non-combatants but his plea fell on deaf ears.
To be continued …
On November 22, 1864, the 107th New York Infantry entered without fighting in Milledgeville, during Sherman’s
“March to the Sea” in Georgia.
9 A line of defense consisting of a barrier of felled trees or stakes pointed toward the enemy.
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