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I

was on a solo tour of the southern half of the Mississippi in the
dogwood-bloom of early April 2004,
when I heard the words. The day
before had provided cold drizzle and a
wet camp, but now the sun was out and
the streets were shining. I pedaled into
Covington, Tennessee, for breakfast and
lingered at the courthouse square, enjoying the sun and the look of the town,
and puzzling over a statue inscription:
“Nor braver bled for a brighter land,
nor brighter land had a cause so grand.”
While I wondered how a Southerner
of the 1860s might have defined the
cause of the Civil War, one of today’s
Southerners approached. The police
captain had noticed my heavily loaded
bike and came across the street to chat.
He was big, in his mid 50s, and in good
shape, wearing a razor-straight tie and
ironed-in creases in both pants and
uniform shirt.
The easy, confident smile and rich
voice were in complete contrast to
the movie stereotype of gruff, white,

Southern small-town cops and though
I’d only been in Kentucky and Tennessee for six days, I’d learned not to
be surprised when, even unsolicited,
talk quickly turned to history. “Retired
Navy,” I heard, as he condensed 20 years
of duty into two words. But he lingered
at the next topic — his three relatives
who’d fought at Shiloh, a battlefield he’d
visited many times to stand where they
had stood with the 23rd Mississippi Rifles. “I’m not ashamed to say that I get
misty-eyed,” he said.
I asked if his people owned slaves,
my mind seeing lashed backs, auction
blocks, and some of the hiding places
of hound-chased runaways along the
Underground Railroad. “There were
nary one of them, or any of the other
common soldiers, who owned a slave,”
he replied. “They weren’t fighting to
keep their slaves because they didn’t
have any to keep. You got to understand the mindset,” his easy tone turned
earnest. It seemed important to him, for
whatever reason, that I understand. “We

were a very closed society,” he said. “We
believed in the United States, but when
we were invaded we fought — they
fought — for their country, Tennessee,
and for their homes.”
You’ll hear that sentiment, and its
opposite, if you ride the South slowly,
antennae up and eyes wide. We pedal
most places for the landscape. Down
here — and in some parts (generally
the southern parts) of border states like
Missouri — it’s rewarding to see and
feel the lovely land and to imbibe the
cultural landscape. Shaped in large part
by the Civil War and molded by all the
decades since, the surroundings give
a bike tourist plenty to think about in
the saddle. Your eyes might be coasting,
but your brain will be dropping into low
gears to take in everything else.
Tennessee
Our ride begins in Ripley, a small
attractive burg where, 149 Aprils ago,
Confederate General Nathan Bedford
Forrest sat on his horse (one of three

A cyclist wheels his bike through the maze of people enjoying themselves on Memphis, Tennessee’s famous Beale Street.
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that would be shot out from under him
by mid afternoon) on the west edge of
town. A slave-catcher and prosperous
slave-trader in pre-war years, and the
first Grand Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan
post-war, by mid-war, General Forrest
was appreciated North and South as
a “Wizard of the Saddle” for his remarkable cavalry exploits. Forrest was
quoted as pronouncing “War means
fighting, and fighting means killing.”
There would be a great deal of fighting
and killing before the day was done.
Ripley was 30 miles from General
Forrest’s destination, though he took
a less roundabout route to Fort Pillow
than you will if you follow the
Mississippi River Trail (MRT), which
runs from Minnesota to the Gulf.
The MRT heads west out of Ripley
on State Route 19, and continues on a
series of scenic and circuitous roads up
and down the carved countryside of west
Tennessee. Even with a touring load, the
route is fun. I rode light on my last visit,
planning to splurge on motels each night
with a bivy as back up. You will love this
path as much as the snakes seem to as
they stretch out across the blacktop to
sun themselves.
Some Union commanders in the
region thought Forrest would move his
2,300-man army north, others south.
Predictably, he did the unpredictable;
he moved west, toward a small Union
fort built on the “First Chickasaw Bluff,”
high above the Mississippi River. For
centuries Chickasaw Indians and others
camped and hunted the east riverside
bluffs to the south. On April 12, 1864,
(three years to the very day after the
first Southern shell was fired at Fort
Sumter), more than half of a contingent
of roughly 550 Union soldiers (including
300 black artillerists) were camped in
and around Fort Pillow, eating the last
breakfast of their lives.
General Sherman, months before,
had declared the fort impossible to
defend and ordered it abandoned. It
wasn’t. Hours of tough fighting made
Fort Pillow’s problems evident, and
with their four-to-one advantage in
numbers, the Confederates were only
a final all-out attack from victory. General Forrest demanded surrender. The
Union commander made counter demands, and asked for an hour to make

ADVENTURECYCLING.ORG

Civil War reenactments are intended to honor the lives of the brave men and women — from both
North and South — who sacrificed their lives and limbs during the War Between the States.
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A cyclist on the Mississippi River Trail in Ripley, Tennessee, one of six cities in Tennessee selected for downtown revitalization. Work began in 2008.

up his mind. Afraid that Union gunboats
on the Mississippi would bring fresh
troops from Memphis during that time,
Forrest ordered the final attack.
That bloody moment will slip from
your mind as you’re enjoying the green
countryside and pushing up the steep
hills to the Interpretive Center, but it
will return as you tour the museum and
take the long hike to the breastworks
and battle site. Most Union soldiers
had only single-shot muskets and with
Confederates pouring in on them, had
no time to reload.
Even Southern soldiers later told
reporters that the wounded “colored”
(all but two of them former slaves in
Mississippi and Tennessee) had manned
their guns until they were overrun. All
who weren’t killed in the first minutes of
hand-to-hand combat began a panicked
rush down the embankment to the river.
Forrest’s troops fired into the fleeing
masses and, according to survivors and
later testimony by soldiers from both
sides, shot down or bayoneted those
Union men who attempted to surrender.
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Scores plunged into the fast-moving
springtime current of the Mississippi.
Not one man escaped as rebel sharpshooters and the river current did their
lethal best. General Forrest, in his first
dispatch after the fighting, wrote:
“The river was dyed with the blood of
the slaughtered for two hundred yards
… It is hoped that these facts
will demonstrate to the Northern people that negro soldiers
cannot cope with Southerners.”
Historian Andrew Ward,
in his lengthy and wonderful
book, River Run Red, delves
into the makeup of Forrest,
his army, and the Tennessee
of that time, as well as Union
killings of captured soldiers
and the general madness of battle, to
answer how and
why the massacre wasn’t stopped. It’s
a bit macabre to read in your tent
when camped at the historic site, but it
weighs less than Volume III of Shelby
Foote’s The Civil War: A Narrative,
which gives a far more Forrest-friend-

o c t o b e r / n o v e m b e r 2 01 3

ly view of both the man and the battle.
Ward devotes many pages to the
handful of Southern soldiers who tried
to stop the massacre that day, especially
“Terry’s Texas Rangers” serving with the
8th Tennessee Cavalry.
He also discusses the
post-battle burning inflicted by the self-titled
“Missouri Mongols”
and others, and similar
massacres of black
troops and their white
officers by rebel troops
until the end of the war.
But Fort Pillow was the
worst, he claims. It was “a
collision of Southerners
— white and black,” which
produced the Civil War’s “most notorious atrocity.”
There are still 50 miles of the winding MRT to pedal after Fort Pillow,
through stretches of green fields and
hardwoods, and on through Henning,
the boyhood home of Alex Haley, author of Roots, and the far more upscale

Covington. Meeman-Shelby Forest State
Park comes after that. I’d planned only two
hours of cycling its hilly deep woods, but
it turned into a fun half-day break from
human history (don’t miss the Nature
Center). Then it’s more small towns before
you ride into Memphis. Approaching most
cities in America on two wheels is scary.
Heading into Memphis on the MRT from
the north is a breeze.
If none of the MRT signs are missing, and if you can spot them (two
reasons to pack back-up maps and
Bob Robinson’s Bicycling Guide to the
Mississippi River Trail), you’ll be led
easily to the Tennessee State Welcome
Center on the Memphis waterfront.
Plan to spend some time staring at the
gigantic statues of B.B. King and Elvis
Presley, and the display of the 1862
Battle of Memphis. Ask for a map to the
nearby bluff-top Confederate Park with
its large statue of President Jefferson
Davis. Visit Forrest Park where the
general sits regally atop his horse, and
the Lorraine Motel where, still straddling your bike, you can look up at the
second-floor railing behind which Dr.
Martin Luther King, Jr., was standing when assassinated. Note: All the
Confederate-themed parks in Memphis
might be under different names when
you arrive, following the push by some
to take a step away from the past.
Before you pedal away from the waterfront, imagine yourself there in late April
of 1865, two weeks after Appomattox and
President Lincoln’s assassination when
in the early morning hours, the bodies
of scores of Union soldiers and civilians
began washing up.
The Sultana, a sidewheel steamboat
filled with Union survivors of the horrif-

ADVENTURECYCLING.ORG

Columbia
Katy
Trail

MO

Mississippi
River Trail

Hermann
St. Louis

Leasburg

IL
Pilot
Knob
Fort
Davidson

KY

AR
Fort Pillow
State Park
Mississippi
River Trail

Dyersburg

Ripley

TN

Memphis

ic Confederate prison camps at Cahaba
and Andersonville, had exploded and
sunk just seven miles north of the
city. The ship was designed to hold a
maximum of 376 passengers, but more
bodies meant more bucks to those who
owned, operated, and loaded the steamship, and so over 2,300 people were
crammed onto the decks. 1,700 perished
in the explosion, in the flames that followed, or in the cold, fast-moving water
of the Mississippi. Fewer people died
when the Titanic struck an iceberg half
a century later. A nearby historic plaque
provides more facts.
Then it’s time to forget the past, at least

the unhappy bits, with a visit to Beale
Street, easily the most “happening” National Historic Landmark in the nation.
Missouri
And now for a rolling, twisting, 106
miles through oak and hickory forests in
the rugged Ozark Mountains. You’ll be
on the desperate 39-hour retreat route
of an 800-man Union army escaping
annihilation by a Confederate force 15
times larger — a route that begins at tiny
Fort Davidson, in the town of Pilot Knob
on the TransAmerica Trail.
Only four months after the slaughter
at Fort Pillow, in late summer of 1864,
Confederate General Sterling Price led an
army of 12,000 men north out of Arkansas to capture St. Louis and the state capitol at Jefferson City. A 290-pound former
Missouri governor, one of many native
Virginians whose families in pre-war decades had moved west, he was convinced
that thousands of his former voters would
leave their plows to join his ranks.
Price’s huge cavalry expedition
would live off the land, he argued to
Jefferson Davis, banging his hand on
the President’s desk when demanding
his nod for the mission to proceed.
Union troops would be drawn away
from the desperate fighting to the east
and south, Missouri would switch from
a “border state” to the 12th star in the
Confederate flag, and the hopes of
Northerners that the war would soon
end would be dashed. As a result, the
Republican Party would turn away from
win-the-war-at-all-costs Lincoln, and,
instead, put up a peace candidate for
the coming November election. The
plan made perfect sense. But then all
plans do before going awry.
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A cyclist rides along one of the many quiet country backroads you’ll find in Missouri.
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There are many good-riding
stretches of General Sterling Price’s
1,400-mile-long raid through five states,
but none any prettier or more rugged
than the route from little Pilot Knob to
the smaller town of Leasburg. Treeless
summits known as knobs or balds stick
out above the tree-lined Ozarks and
were often used to guide early travelers.
The dramatic flight you’ll be following
began after Price had thrown his soldiers again and again against the thick
earthen walls of Fort Davidson, only
to be beaten back by artillery and rifle
fire that downed 1,500 of his men. The
rebels pulled out of range, built scaling
ladders for the next morning’s battle,
and slept.
The Northern commander, General
Thomas Ewing, brother-in-law of General William Tecumseh Sherman, knew
that his soldiers couldn’t hold back the
enemy’s next assault. Low on ammunition and having already sustained 200
casualties, his men covered the fort’s
drawbridge with canvas to muffle the
sounds of boots and horses’ hooves, and
laid a long fuse to the powder magazine
to be lit as they crept away. Battle-weary
and dog-tired Confederate sentries, seeing the movement of men, horses, and
artillery in the black of a rainy night,
thought the Union soldiers were another Southern force that was expected to
join them. When the powder blew, it
was believed a happy accident, one that
would make taking the fort even easier
come sunup.
TransAm riders today can see this
fort as they drop out of the hills and
into Arcadia Valley, and they are on the
Union escape route as they turn north
on State Route 21. The TransAm turns
west after three miles, but our route
continues north and west over creeks
and rivers on a series of narrow state
and secondary roads.
General Grant, in his memoirs, called
the Ozark range that you’ll be pedaling “hills rising almost to the dignity
of mountains.” The highest point in all
Missouri is only 1,772 feet. But in some
places, the elevation difference between
the creek or river you’ll be crossing
and the tree-covered ridgeline ahead
is between 400 and 800 feet, equal to
pedaling over a series of buildings 35
to 60 floors tall. As you’ll see, some of

Make sure not to pass through Memphis as fast as this cyclist appears to be riding, otherwise you’ll miss one of the most fun-loving towns in the South.

the ridges are so impressive that, like
mountaintops, they have names. In
short, bring good lungs and low gears.
The route I pedaled the first time I
followed this trail is all pavement and
takes in two interesting small towns,
Steelville and Cuba, that you’ll miss
if you ride the shorter route closer to
the Union escape path. You’ll face only
four miles of hard-packed dirt on the
more historically accurate and shorter
route. Pavement begins again across the
Meramec River at Onondaga Cave State
Park. The huge caverns are a great way
to cool off if you’re riding these miles in
summer. But if spring rain or a summer
thunderstorm hits, you’ll be turned back
by the raging Huzzah Creek.
Union troops slogged day and night
along this route, using the steep terrain
and narrow defiles to their advantage.
The pursuing Confederates couldn’t
mass their soldiers on hillsides and in
thick forest, but still the Northern forces had to beat back Southern contin-
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gents that were able, more than once, to
get within musket range.
Even while chasing Ewing’s blue
troops, Price sent parts of his army to
tear up the rail lines east and west to
keep Union forces from coming to
Ewing’s aid. The paved route to Leasburg, where the Union troops madly
threw up barricades above a railroad
cut and refused to surrender, takes you
through the “Mural City” of Cuba, where
you’ll pedal past bright paintings of Civil
War battles and Price’s troops setting
fire to the city’s rail depot and tearing
up the tracks. Grab a sandwich from
one of the bonneted ladies at the nearby
Mennonite-run Cuba Bakery & Deli, and
push your bike up and down the muraled
streets. Like most things in life, they’re
appreciated best at slow speed.
Almost all of the final 15 miles to
Leasburg are on Old Route 66. Only a
historic sign about the successful Union
flight and final fight — before Price
at last decided against further losses

and turned again toward St. Louis — is
present in Leasburg today. Someday,
perhaps, there will be a monument
more fitting, but, in the meantime, I
suggest turning your wheels north to
Hermann on the Missouri River, and
then east and west along the Katy Trail
to other sites of Price’s Civil War battles
across the state.
Unlike in the South, you’ll find few
people along this stretch of trail who are
aware of these or any of the 1,162 Civil
War battles and skirmishes in Missouri.
But they happened, and you can make
those miles come alive by reading Price’s
Lost Campaign by Mark Lause. General
Price often lost control of his army as it
butchered its way through the state, shooting many Union prisoners, murdering
civilians who were Union sympathizers
or attempted to resist being robbed, and
burning homes, buildings, and bridges.
The Confederate guerilla (and psychoCONTINUED ON PAGE 50
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path) “Bloody Bill” Anderson, his horse
bedecked with Union scalps, joined Price
in the now-tranquil town of Boonville on
the Katy Trail. His own head adorned
a telegraph pole only weeks later when
the bluecoats, enraged by his latest
massacre at Centralia, Missouri, trapped
him at last. But the lawlessness of the
Civil War years was to continue for
decades after Appomattox. Scores had to
be settled by the likes of Frank and Jesse
James (who rode with Bloody Bill) and
then, of course, by the relatives of those
they’d murdered.
Slow-moving Union armies finally
gathered to chew up Price’s forces and
chase him from the state. Barely half
of his original 12,000 troops accompanied him as he headed south to Texas,
“destitute, disarmed, disorganized, and
avoiding starvation by eating raw corn
and slippery-elm bark.” Ah, the glory of
war.
Dennis Coello hails from St. Louis, Missouri. More
about him can be found at denniscoello.com.
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