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On January 2, 1861, with þ ags þ ying and drums a-tapping, 
the Georgia state militia marched into Fort Pulaski, a great 

masorary structure erected to protect the port of Savannah 
from foreign incursion. The foreigners in this case were fellow 
citizens from the North, whose army and navy would soon be 
bent on closing off Georgia and the new Confederacy from the 
world. 

Designed by Napoleonôs former chief engineer, and built be-
tween 1829 and 1847 by the United States Corps of Engineers 
with the labor of slaves, the fort occupied the foremost of the 
islands in the mouth of the Savannah River, solidly blocking 
the way to the city. 

A young lieutenant of engineers, one Robert E. Lee, worked 
on the fort in the early years of its construction, and now, in 
November 1861, he was back, this time in command of the 
Confederate Department of the South. He would be embar-
rassed and his reputation mildly tarnished when, not far north 
from Savannah, Port Royal Sound and Hilton Head easily fell 
to the greatest joint 
army and navy expedi-
tion ever mounted until 
that time.

Brigadier Gen-
eral T. W. Sherman, 
the fussy commander 
of the expedition-
ary corps, went about 
building an elaborate 
base at Hilton Head 
and occupying Tybee 
Island, just southeast 
of the fort.  It was 
then possible to bring 
heavy seige guns just 
less than a mile from its walls. In February, soldiers working up 
to their waist in mud, and often at night, established batteries on 
the river between the fort and Savannah.  Telegraph wires were 
cut, and the garrison could no longer be supplied. 

Sherman put his chief engineer, Captain Quincy A. Gillmore 
in charge of the bombardment plans, making him, without 
precedent or authorization, a brigadier general. He also made 

At our September meeting, David Wiley presented a talk on 
the seige and capture of Fort Pulaski. It is a complex and 
intriguing story of the construction of the fort, the battle, and of 
the persons involved. It can only be touched upon here.

him a hero, for it was Gillmore who fully realized, in the face 
of traditional military doctrine, that riþ ed artillery could breach 
the fortôs seven and half foot walls. 

Through the surf on Tybeeôs eastern beach, squads of infan-
try wrestled mortars and cannon delivered from ships off shore. 
Groups of as many as 250 men were needed to drag the heavy 
weapons to the eleven batteries facing Pulaskiôs south and 
southeastern face. Secretly constructed by night, the batteries 
were disguised by brush and foliage by day.

Colonel Charles Olmstead, commanding the garrison, knew 
what the Yankees were up to, but he made no serious attempt to 
intervene, nor did he bring enough guns to bear on Tybee. He 
was, in short, overconý dent. Before leaving for other duties in 
Virginia, Lee assured him that he would have a hot time, but 
that his walls would not be breached.

In March, work on Tybee went on apace in anticipation of 
an attack from the mainland, which never materialized. There 
were shortages of fuses, powder bags and artillerymen, so in-
fantry were trained to man the guns. To the happiness of some, 
Sherman was relieved; new commanders came down from the 
North, looked things over, and kept Gillmore in charge.

On April 9, the original date for the attack, torrential wind 
and rain reached gale force. At daybreak, on a still windy 
10th, a polite demand for surrender met with an equally polite 
refusal. Gillmore sent his compliments to his ordnance chief 
Horace Porter with the order ñthat you open the ball at once.ò 

The ball lasted thirty hours. From Tybee, 5275 rounds were 
ý red from 20 guns 
and 16 mortars. As the 
hours wore on, the ý r-
ing was ñas rapid as 
musketry.ò

Badly aimed, the 
mortar shells caught by 
the wind were ineffec-
tive, but the James and 
Parrott riþ ed cannon 
opened the casemate 
wall in the southeastern 
angle, creating a direct 
line to the northwest 
magazine.

On the second day, 
realizing that the fort was only one or two shots away from 
complete distruction from its own powder, Olmstead surren-
dered. One man had been killed on the Union side, three were 
seriously wounded in the garrison.

Once again a national possession, Fort Pulaski later became 
involved in the tragedy of the ñImmortal Six Hundred.ò  That, 
as they say, is another story.

A U.S. Park Service photograph of the Fort Pulaski Natiional Monument as it looks today. The rear 
portion of the fort, the demilune, is not shown. Damage to the south and southeastern faces can be 
seen. The angle (pancoup®) between them was repaired after the battle. See photos, pages 2 and 3.
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Look for these recent additions to the Overlease Library, our 
own tiny compendium of books, magazines, DVDs, etc. These 
items are available for check-out to all members and friends of 
the Roundtable, either at our monthly meetings or by special 
arrangement with an executive board member. They are not
accessible by staff of the Monroe County History Center, so 
contact someone on the list at the end of the newsletter for 
access.
The American Heritage Photographic History of the Civil War-
Book-  with narrative by Bruce Catton
Those Terrible Carpetbaggers ï Book- by Richard Hunt Current
The Encyclopedia of the Civil War- Book- ý nd it A-Z!
Who Was This Man?- NY Times Reprint- The story of Amos 
Humiston who died at Gettysburg with no id except a picture of three 
small children clutched in his hand
The Confederados:Old South Immigrants in Brazil ï Book- Shades The Confederados:Old South Immigrants in Brazil ï Book- Shades The Confederados:Old South Immigrants in Brazil
of Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid; Jerry Spore still holds out 
the challenge for a reader to report on this book
Battle Cry of Freedom ï Book- by James McPherson; the Pulitzer 
Prize winner and the best single volume history of the war, many say
The Overlease Library is a tribute to Bill Overlease, a charter 
member and four-time program presenter, who passed away in 2007.
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In conjunction with our April Program featuring Michael 
Willever speaking on his new historical novel A Dark and 
Bloody Ground: Sowing the Wind, a ý rst-ever trip is planned to 
the Perryville, KY, battleý eld and museum. Right now the plans 
are that it will be a weekend overnight trip with a guided tour of 
the battleý eld, with perhaps another stop in central Kentucky on 
the way home. While plans are still tentative, mark the weekend 
of April 17-18 down on your calendar and hold it open for a 
good time in the Bluegrass State. 
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One of our long-time members, Don Ellis, celebrated his 90th

birthday on August 1st. Don and his son, Stan, used to come to 
meetings together, but Don has been unable to do so recently for 
health reasons. He still keeps up on the Roundtableôs events and 
loves to receive the Sentinel. Many more, Don!
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September is dues month for the year. The small annual dues we request cover such expenses as refreshments, printing, mailing, 
guest speaker honoraria and gifts, etc. It is $15 for individuals, $20 for families and $5 for students. Please help us keep our 
organization vibrant by sending in this small amount to any ofý cer, to the mailing address at below, or bringing it to the next 
meeting. 
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One of our members has posed a very interesting question: 
What are the ten essential books to a good personal Civil 
War library? Clearly, this question may be answered many 
different ways depending on your viewpointðsay whether 
you are from Atlanta, Georgia, or Atlanta, Michigan (yes, 
there is one!). As an ongoing little piece of fun, we thought it 
would be interesting to consider this as a group. If you have 
your list, even if it is not ten, send it to us and we will compile 
and publish at least some of the responses in the Sentinel each Sentinel each Sentinel
month. Let us know if you want to remain anonymous. Perhaps 
we can have a formal discussion of the results, comments, etc, 
at a spring meeting. Send items to srolfe@indiana.edu or call 
336-0757 and ask for Steve.
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What magazines do you read? Donôt you love the ñLetters to the Editorò section? Forums are fun and many times informative 
and useful. Beyond your ñTop Tenò list above, if you have anything to comment on, or if you have a question to ask about anything to comment on, or if you have a question to ask about anything
the newsletter, the content of the latest meeting program (loved it or hated it? We have broad shoulders.), the proposed trip to 
Perryville or anything at all, send it to Steve at the contact info above and you may get published. Again, anonymity is assured at 
the point of publication, if desired, but anonymous messages (other than perhaps wild praise for a program or newsletter would 
not be used). 

This Library of Congress photo shows the 
breach in the southeastern pancoup® of Fort 
Pulaski taken shortly after the surrender. 




