This review covers Warren Grabau’s Blue and Gray Education Society Pamphlet (No. 12, November 2001) entitled Confusion Compounded: The Pivotal Battle of Raymond 12 May, 1863.  I am pleased to report that I have a copy signed by the author, a man who has been studying the Vicksburg Campaign for almost 50 years now.  In the introduction, Grabau mentions that this pamphlet is simply a “greatly expanded” version of his chapter on Raymond in his book Ninety-Eight Days: A Geographer’s View of the Vicksburg Campaign.  I’ve heard great things about that book, so I am interested in seeing the general format before I read it in its entirety, and this pamphlet serves that purpose well.  Grabau even received permission to use some of his maps from that chapter of the book in this pamphlet.  He also explains that probably the easiest way to describe things is by recounting the action twice, first from the perspective of one side and then from the other.  He proceeds to do this throughout the pamphlet, and I would assume throughout his book as well.  In the remainder of the introduction, Grabau explains that due to strange atmospheric conditions on May 12, 1863, the smoke clung to the ground even more heavily than usual.  Add to this the fact that the battle was mostly fought in a second-growth forest, and you have a recipe for some serious confusion.  Grabau freely admits that this is HIS interpretation of the battle, that other interpretations are possible, and that due to all of the conflicting accounts he is sure some mistakes have been made in his account.  I can only applaud him for admitting this up front.  Some authors would take the “my way or the highway” approach and defend their interpretation to the death.

Grabau next moves on to the initial Union perspective on the Battle.  He quickly runs through what most people reading this book probably already know, citing Admiral Porter’s running of the Vicksburg batteries, Grant’s march down to Hard Times, Louisiana and his crossing of the Mississippi, the Battle of Port Gibson, and the march inland.  And here is where I immediately noticed Grabau’s background as a geographer.  He mentions that just after Port Gibson, Grant had intended to move north towards Vicksburg.  However, reports stated that the rough, ravine-covered ground around Port Gibson would be encountered all the way north to Vicksburg.  Further, the land east and northeast toward Raymond and Edwards opened up, allowing greater movement and fewer strong defensive positions.  Since it took a full Corps to push away only three Confederate brigades at Port Gibson, Grant naturally decided to move to more open country to wage a war of maneuver.  He assumed that the Rebels did not know that almost his entire force was east of the Mississippi, and so he also wanted to move east because he assumed the Confederates would keep some forces back in Vicksburg to defend against possible amphibious landings from Grant’s old camps across the river.  This allowed him to deal with part of the Southern force at Edwards and the other part as he moved closer to Vicksburg.  Grabau also comments on the decision by Grant to live on the land.  He likens Grant using several parallel roads to Napoleon’s Russian Campaign of 1812.  If this had not been done, the leading elements of the Army on one road would be well fed, but by the time the rest of the Army came up they would be scrounging for food.  So the plan was to head northeast to Edwards, and then west to the Big Black River and Vicksburg itself.  McClernand took the left, Sherman the center, and McPherson the far right (on a road leading to Raymond).  The plan was for McClernand to hold the Confederates at Edwards while the other two Corps (mainly Sherman’s, with McClernand in reserve) would hit the Confederate left flank from the west.  Grabau makes one other point in this section of the pamphlet.  He mentions that slaves were uncommon in the area because mostly tenant farmers worked the land.  This saved Grant from having to feed escaping slaves and allowed him to successfully live off the land.  If there had been more slaves around, Grabau maintains, Grant may have had a much rougher time.

The section on the initial Confederate view is much shorter.  Grabau explains that following the Battle of Port Gibson, Loring and his division had retreated north behind the Big Black at Hankinson’s Ferry without telling Pemberton.  The result was that Pemberton was in the dark about Grant’s intentions, and he also did not know where part of his own Army was for a few days.  As Grant expected, Pemberton left Smith’s and Forney’s Divisions at Vicksburg to counter a possible amphibious assault, and massed his men south of Edwards.  Grabau states that Pemberton, due to a glaring lack of cavalry, assumed that Sherman’s Corps and McPherson’s Corps were brigade-sized (!) at most and sent Gregg’s large brigade to Raymond in the hopes of dealing with them both.  The plan was to have Gregg smash the columns in turn and then attack the “main body” south of Edwards in the flank.  Unfortunately for the South, Gregg was hopelessly outnumbered, and the Battle of Raymond offered no chance for Gregg to destroy an entire Union Corps with only his brigade.  Pemberton had sent Wirt Adams’ Mississippi Cavalry east from Edwards towards Raymond, but Gregg feared a Union advance between himself and Pemberton’s main body to the west, and sent these badly needed men to picket the roads leading north between the two towns.

The next section deals with the Confederate perspective on the Battle of Raymond.  General Gregg’s plan was to set a trap for the Yankees coming north up the Utica Road.  He believed them to have no more than a brigade of infantry, possibly led by a strong cavalry force to screen how small they actually were.  Gregg used a northeastern facing bulge in Fourteenmile Creek as part of his plan of attack.  He would put skirmishers in the creek bed and allow the Yankees to make contact.  After this, two of his regiments would confront the Yankees and hold them in place, and two more would swing in from the east to push the Yankees westward against Fourteenmile Creek, trapping the majority of them.  Unfortunately for Gregg, the Yankees had two divisions of McPherson’s XVII Corps on the Utica Road, and his plan was unworkable from the beginning.  It started well enough, as his holding force headed into the woods around the creek and pushed up against the Federals present there.  Then things went wrong in a hurry.  His two leftmost regiments, the 10th-30th Tennessee and the 50th Tennessee, got separated from one another in their march to conduct the flanking attack, with the 50th ending up in front of and partially to the right of the 10th-30th.  Colonel MacGavock of the 50th Tennessee was astonished when he reached the south edge of the trees along Fourteenmile Creek.  Yankees, obviously at least an entire division and possibly more, stretched to his right at least to the rest of Gregg’s regiments on the far right.  He also saw at least two batteries of artillery.  As a consequence, he did not initiate an attack and hunkered down to try to survive the fight.  The 10th-30th Tennessee, ordered to attack after hearing the 50th launch its own attack, also did nothing and did not even know where the 50th was.  After this, the Federal weight in numbers slowly took its toll, and Gregg’s holding force was smashed and driven back, first the 3rd Tennessee and then finally Hiram Granbury’s 7th Texas on the far right.  Gregg had also ordered the 41st Tennessee up from the town of Raymond itself, and while it helped fill a gap in the Confederate line, it did not alter the outcome of the fight.  Gregg’s men fell back to Raymond, and met up with some mounted Kentuckians, who helped discourage pursuit.  Gregg’s troops met up with a new brigade arriving from the east coast, but these new troops were not enough to renew the battle, according to Grabau.  Instead, they all camped two miles east of Raymond that night, and then headed to Jackson in the morning, hoping to meet up with the rest of the troops Joe Johnston was trying to assemble there.

Grabau goes on to describe the battle from the Federal perspective.  The Union force consisted of John “Black Jack” Logan’s Division and Marcellus Crocker’s Division, both of McPherson’s XVII Corps.  Logan’s troops were first on the scene, and proceeded to throw out skirmishers and advance into the woods bordering Fourteenmile Creek.  Dennis’ Brigade held the left and straddled the Utica Road, while Smith’s Brigade was off to their right.  At this point the Confederates tried to spring their trap on the “brigade” of Federals they thought were present.  Gregg’s troops on the right of the Confederate line attacked Dennis’ rightmost regiments and Smith’s entire brigade.  Most of Dennis’ troops held in the creek bed, but his right regiment was pushed back.  Smith’s leftmost regiment and Dennis’ rightmost combined to stop the left flank of Granbury’s Texans, while Dennis’ troops stopped the right.  Later, Stevenson’s Brigade moved to the right to stop the Confederate flanking movement.  His 32nd Ohio and 7th Missouri had a tough time in the woods finding Confederates or each other and wandered around before both eventually made contact with the right of Smith.  By this point, Crocker’s Brigades were beginning to be thrown into the mix and the combined Union weight drove the Confederates back out of the woods flanking the creek.  Once this happened, the Federals were able to form a solid line of battle on the northern edge of the woods, and the Battle of Raymond was finished.  McPherson, figuring the Confederates would not have attacked his two Divisions with anything less than 3 Brigades, pursued extremely cautiously and the Northern troops bivouacked in the town of Raymond that night.  Grabau then mentions that McPherson sent Grant a message containing the details of a fight he never expected he would happen.

After describing the battle, Grabau has a small conclusion which goes over a twelve-step process showing how the Battle of Raymond led directly to the poor Confederate troops positions at Champion Hill, thus leading to a disaster and forcing the Confederates to withdraw all the way into the Vicksburg defenses, also losing Loring’s Division completely when it failed to withdraw with the rest of the Army westward.  It is a very short section of only a few pages, but Grabau does a good job of showing how important Raymond was in the overall picture.

In Appendix 1, labeled “Counting Casualties”, Grabau notes that the number of men the Union reported for Confederate dead and captured far exceeded the casualty report Gregg sent in to his superiors.  Grabau then provides his ideas on how this type of discrepancy can occur.  It was very interesting reading.  Grabau finished the appendix by taking a close look at the individual casualties suffered by regiments.  He notes that the 1st Tennessee Battalion took 15% casualties even though it was never involved in the infantry firefight along the Creek.  Grabau postulates that the battalion must have taken a lot of the artillery fire meant for the Rebel artillery located just behind it.  Grabau also notes that four Union regiments, the 20th Illinois, the 23rd Indiana, the 20th Ohio, and the 7th Missouri, suffered an amazing 342 of 546 total Union casualties, 63% of the total!  This meant that a lot of regiments did not see much fighting at Raymond, due to the confusion caused by the thick woods and even thicker battle smoke.

  Grabau’s second Appendix, entitled “Operational Considerations”, explains how the average Confederate regiment covered more distance left to right than its average Union counterpart, and also explains how regiments hitting obstacles such as woods, streams, or ridge lines not parallel to their line of advance tended to drift left or right, causing massive confusion, and breaks or jumbles in the line.  He also talks about how artillery was generally used in the war, and this was also an interesting read.

In his last few pages of text, Grabau explains how maps can distort the readers’ image of a battle.  He explains that while the locations of streams and roads are undoubtedly very precise, the location of woods may contain errors.  He also notes that the perfect rectangles used to denote regiments are an abstraction, and that, especially when troops entered trees, the troops became, in Grabau’s words, “globs” of men.

I thoroughly enjoyed reading this pamphlet.  Grabau has an interesting style and kept me interested throughout.  I read the book in two sittings.  It consists of 92 pages, mostly text, although the book does contain 9 maps, an excellent ratio and one that I’m looking forward to when I read Ninety-Eight Days.  And the maps are terrific.  They contain topographic contour lines, and the labels are numerous and neat.  Woods are denoted, although Grabau himself says it is impossible to know exactly how the woods were placed.  The text contained notes at the end of individual chapters, which is fine for a pamphlet of this size.  There was no index, but considering this book was a Blue and Gray Education Society pamphlet, that is to be expected.  It may be very difficult to fins this pamphlet, as I bought mine from the bookstore at Vicksburg National Battlefield.  I would instead recommend buying Ninety-Eight Days, since this pamphlet is basically just an expanded chapter from that book.
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