


reports came that our Cavalry had been
attacked and driven back. The Brigade in
advance . . . was ordered forward on
double quick and I was ordered to come on
in quick time, but not get ahead of the trains
of wagons. We passed many men who had
fallen out sun struck and exhausted. Hearing
that the 2nd Brigade was sorely pressed I
sent forward for permission to hurry on,
leaving the train with the 3rd (colored)
Brigade. Receiving permission from Gen-
eral [Benjamin H.] Grierson I put the com-
mand on the double quick and arrived near
the scene of action.”5? Wilkin was ordered
by Colonel McMillen to take a position
near Brice’s house with the Seventy-second
Ohio to prevent the enemy from enveloping
the Union left flank and thus reaching a
supply train stalled on the road from Ripley.

But the retreat had already commenced.
“The enemy’s batteries had got our range
and were firing shells and canister all about
us.” The pressure on the flanks caused the
Union forces alternately to fight and with-
draw. General Sturgis reported later that
“order soon gave away to confusion and
confusion to panic.” 8 Wilkin had “received
directions to form another line and fight
until night if possible, as the safety of the
command and the train depended upon it.
... The other Brigades when too sorely
pressed were to retire through my lines and
form again in the rear, to take our place
when we in turn should be driven back. 1
threw out skirmishers to feel the enemy,
which they did, losing several men. We fired
fearful volleys into them and our men fell
quite fast. Members of my staff and others
came to me saying that our supports had
left and we were alone. 1 ordered the line
to retire, loading, facing the rear and firing,
contesting every inch.”

After withdrawing some distance, Wilkin
again formed a line. “The enemy poured into

“ Wilkin’s descriptions of the battle are all
drawn from his letter of June 18, 1884, to Sarah
Willin.

% Civil and Indian Wars, 2:476.

% Macdonald, in Civil and Indian Wars, 1:423.
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the fields in great force when we kept up a
fire for about twenty minutes, causing great
slaughter and driving them back. They then
brought up their Artillery and shelled us.
[ ordered the command to retire which they
did in good order, the enemy pursuing us
no further. It was so dark. I marched about
three or four miles and halted to rest, but
learning that our troops ahead were in full
retreat and receiving orders to move on, I
did so and about 8% o'clock came upon the
rear of the main body composed of the Ne-
groes. We were obliged to halt upon account
of the train and Artillery which was im-
peded by a swamp ahead. About midnight
learning that they were irretrievably stuck
and most of the animals taken off, I ordered
the remainder to be unhitched and the com-
mand to move on. . . . With difficulty we
got through the swamp. Cannon, wagons
and ambulances were in the mud. Horses
were floundering about and men were rush-
ing past each other in the wildest confusion.
The darkness of the night was hideous.”

Abandoned wagons, set on fire by the flee-
ing “mule whackers,” spiked and dismantled
artillery pieces, discarded muskets, haver-
sacks, and clothing lined the road. From the
mired ambulances the wounded begged to
be taken along or to be given a drink of
water, but nothing could be done for them.
The exhausted marchers, wading in mud up
to their knees, were scarcely able to drag
themselves along. In the words of Sergeant
Colin F. Macdonald, who was later to be-
come the regimental historian, “Colonel Wil-
kin displayed great coolness and bravery,
and constantly encouraged his men to keep
on, and to fire on the pursuing force at every
opportunity.” 5

Wilkin's force reached Ripley at 7:30 on
the morning of the eleventh. There the colo-
nel found “everything . .. in confusion
and the enemy . . . firing into the town and
even from the houses. The main body had
arrived several hours and had been fighting.
I could find no one to give orders and as the
rest of the Infantry had left after a while
I went on. We were like al] the rest nearly
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out of ammunition and many of the men,
being exhausted had thrown away their
arms and everything else.”

Wilkin decided to abandon the main road
and, using country roads, he made his way
towards Memphis under constant harass-
ment by the enemy. “At Davis Mill we found
the bridge partially destroyed and while we
were repairing it our rear was fired upon and
our negro troops answered it with spirit.
Everything was in confusion and the strag-
glers from other Brigades, who had joined
us, having thrown away their arms, and the
men on the horses and mules embarrassed
me. | formed a line as best I could in the
dense swamp and threw out flanking. We
finally got through and after a while learned
that a considerable force of the enemy was
in the neighborhood. . . . About 150 or 200
of [General Abram] Buford’s Cavalry
charged upon our rear just before dark, but
met with a warm reception and several were
tumbled from their saddles.”

An advance guard “ran the gauntlet suc-
cessfully to White’s Station fourteen miles
from here and informed Genl Sturgis of our
situation. He was thunderstruck as he had
been informed that I had been killed and
my command captured. A train of cars with
reinforcements and some bread were imme-
diately sent back. . . . We moved on skir-
mishing as we went and soon heard the
whistle of the train. Such shouting you never
heard. The reinforcements got off and
formed lines some distance in our rear when
a large body of the enemy’s Cavalry rode up
and quite a sharp contest ensued. The bread
was distributed to the men who had eaten
nothing with few exceptions for three days.
Nearly all men barefooted and nearly naked
and their feet terribly blistered and poi-
soned. Their condition was truly pitiable.
. . . The negroes both in the action and on
the retreat behaved admirably. My health
is much improved by the Expedition.” The
Ninth Minnesota lost a total of 281 men. Of
these 239 were captured by the Confeder-
ates, and 119 of them later died in the prison
at Andersonville, Georgia %
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PRAISES from commanders and from the
ranks were showered on Wilkin for his brav-
ery and skill in holding intact and in some
semblance of fighting order so large a group
on that disastrous expedition. Minnesota
historian William W. Folwell was ta say in
1924: “The conduct of Colonel Alexander
Wilkin in remaining with his command
when the commanding general, most of the
mounted officers, and the cavalry had fled
ingloriously to the rear, leaving him to
handle the rear-guard fragments, deserves
a worthier recognition than bas yet been
accorded.” 9%

A Ubion force twice the size of the Con-
federate opposition had been beaten badly.
Forrest was justified in claiming that “This
victory may be justly considered one of the
most complete of the war . . . over vastly
superior numbers,” and years later Grant
acknowledged that the defeat had “left For-
rest free to go almost where he pleased.”

Fixing the responsibility for the fiasco
was a burning question in the Union camp.
and most of the blame fell upon Sturgis.
Seeking to defend himself, the general asked
Wilkin for a formal opinion on the causes
of the defeat. Although the colonel had al-
ready filed his official report, he proceeded
to write a dispassionate and discerning cri-
tique of the battle.®® In it he pointed out that
the units under Sturgis’ command had been
new to each other and to the general; that
the cavalry often had to operate independ-
ently and out of communication with the
main force; and that rain, bad roads, and
lack of forage had slowed the advance.

He mentioned Sturgis” fear of the out-
come, but “you failed to give the orders to
return, in consequence of having positive
instructions to proceed.” The enemy chose

“ Lucius F. Hubbard and Return 1. Holcombe,
Minnesota in Three Centuries, 3:188 (Mankato,
1908).

® Folwell, Minnesota, 2:308.

“Civil and Indian Wars, 1:425; Ulysses S.
Grant, Personal Memoirs of U. S. Grant, 2:308
(New York, 1886).

* This letter, quoted below, appears in Civil and
Indian Wars, 2:473.
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A Union army detachment contending with southern mud

the ground on which to fight, ground which
was highly favorable to the attacking force.
Their intelligence was good while “we could
gain no reliable information.” The Union
troops were confined to one road, and heat,
mud, and forced marches had brought them
into action greatly fatigued. But, added Wil-
kin the drill master, “If they had marched
in the cadence, and with the proper length
of step required by the tactics for double-
quick, which troops seldom do, they would
have been in better condition,”

He also noted the difficult terrain and the
piecemeal nature of the Union attack, going
on to say that “The enemy could undoubted-
ly have moved around the flanks of any
position which we could have taken.” The
retreat, he thought, might have been better
organized. He concluded his report by com-
menting on a critical issne: “In regard to
statements circulated, charging you with
being intoxicated during the march and on
the field of battle, I can safely say, from
my own observation, that they are entirely
false.” ¢4

Like all of Wilkin's official correspond-
ence, the letter to Sturgis was straightfor-
ward, factual, and reserved. It justifies the
common verdict of his contemporaries that
Wilkin was a modest man. More revealing,
however, is the enthusiastic letter that he
addressed two days later to his father: ¢
“T arrived here yesterday in good health and

% Macdonald thought differently. See his account
in Civil and Indian Wars, 1:422.

% Wilkin to Samuel Wilkin, June 24, 1884, Wil-
kin Papers.

% Wilkin to Sarah Wilkin, June 25, 1864, Wilkin
Papeys.
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excellent spirits. I am in command of one
of the best Brigades in the service. . . . I
have been amused to overhear some of them
talk about me and my size. Some of the offi-
cers are no doubt a little jealous and General
Sturgis told me that some damned scoun-
drels were endeavoring to claim some of the
credit which belonged to me, but that the
official reports do me justice.”

Typically, a good deal of his pride cen-
tered around the conduct of his beloved
Ninth Miunesota: “An escaped prisoner

. says that Forrest’s men say the Sth
Minn. whipped them and drove them and
they thought from their fire that it was a
Brigade. Everybody talks of its conduct.
Lt. Col. Marsh managed it admirably and
was perfectly cool under fire. Not an officer
was killed or wounded. They were so well
disciplined, fought in such good order and
obeyed orders so well that the officers did
not have to expose themselves to the sharp-
shooters.”

WILKIN was still in high spirits when he
wrote to Sarah from Moscow, Tennessee,
what may have been his last letter. “T wish
you could be for a while at my Head Quar-
ters to see some of the Pomp and Circum-
stance of War,”” he told her. “I have a tent
for myself and a deserted house for offices.
Staff Officers and Clerks are busy writing
and Orderlies are riding with orders and
Orderlies arriving with orders from my
Superiors.” %

On June 22, 1864, Wilkin's brigade was
on the move as part of an expedition led by
Major General Andrew ]. Smith, who had
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been ordered by Sherman to “renew the
offensive so as to keep Forrest off our
roads.” ¢ Smith proposed to penetrate in
the direction of Tupelo, where the Confed-
erates had concentrated to protect the Mo-
bile and Ohio Railroad. As the blue-clad
column drove toward its objective on the
afternoon of July 13, Forrest struck twice
at its flank with no success. The second at-
tack was repulsed with a determined assault
directed by Colonel Wilkin,

That night Smith went into camp at Har-
risburg, Mississippi, near Tupelo, expecting
another attack in the morning. He chose his
position well: it was elevated, protected by
timber, with open fields to the front, and
provided good cover for the wagon trains
on the reverse side of the slope. He posted
his forces with Wilkin's brigade in reserve.

The enemy opened fire at 7:30 A.m., and
in the two-and-a-half hour engagement that
followed they were driven from the field
with considerable loss. The Union casual-
ties were not great, but among them was
Alexander Wilkin. “We were . . . under a
heavy fire from the guns of the enemy,”
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wrote Colonel John D. McClure, who suc-
ceeded to command of the brigade. “The
Forty-seventh Illinois and the Eleventh Mis-
souri were ordered out on the right of the
train to protect it from an attack on that
side. . . . It was after placing these two
regiments in position that Colonel Wilkin
went forward to attend to the [remaining]
half of the brigade, and was killed upon
reaching the right of his line, a minie-ball
passing through his body from the left side
to the right.” ¢

The official reports all made mention of
Wilkin, with heavy emphasis on his bravery.
Eulogies and tributes included that of Min-
nesota’s Governor Stephen Miller, who as
Jieutenant colonel of the First Minnesota
had fought with Wilkin at Bull Run. He
asked President Lincoln to promote Wilkin
posthumously to brigadier general. The
Minnesota legislature in 1868 named Wilkin
County in the colonel’s honor, and later the
Mankato post of the Grand Army of the
Republic bore his name. Finally, in 1910
the State of Minnesota through its legisla-
ture caused a statue to be erected in the
Capitol at St. Paul to “one of Minnesota’s
most distinguished soldiers of the Civil
War.” Frowning in timeless dignity from
a niche at the northeast corner of the ro-
tunda, it symbolizes what his friend and
fellow warrior, Governor Miller, asked for
him, “Honor to his memory.” %

“ William Tecumseb Sherman, Memoirs of Gen-
eral W, T. Sherman, 2:52 (New York, 1886). In-
formation on the expedition is from Macdonald, in
Civil and Indian Wars, 1:426-428.

® Civil and Indian Wars, 2:487.

® Stephen Miller to Abraham Lincoln, August 5,
1884, Executive Journal B, p. 366, in Minnesota
State Archives, St. Paul; Pioneer Press (St. Paul),
September 8, 1910; Minnesota, General Laws, 1909,
p. 44).

THE ENGRAVING of Wikkin is from J. Fletcher
Williams. A History of the City of Saint Poul
(1878); the picture on page 180 is from Frank
Leslic’s Illustrated History of the Civil War
(1895); the one on page 183 is from a pastel by J.
H. Thullen owned by the Minnesota Historical
Society. The drawing on page 189 is from a
collection by Edwin Forbes, published as Life
Studies of the Great Army (New York, 1878), and
the photograph above is by Eugene D. Becker.
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