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WAGON TRAINS

The three major forms of transport used by the armies—riverboats,
railroads, and coastal shipping—were not the only elements of Civil
War logistics. In every theater of operations some sort of land
transportation moved material from the levee, the railroad depot, or
the coastal wharf to troops in need of it. Some sort of wheeled
vehicle pulled by draft animals and driven by men had been utilized
since the classical era to provide logistical support in the theater of
operations. Land transportation is therefore an example of logistics
on the tactical (or regional) level, as opposed to the strategic or
national level of logistics, as represented by river tra�c, movement
by rail, and shipping by coastal vessels.

Well into the nineteenth century, the British government relied
on civilians contracted to work for the army with wagons procured
in the theater of operations. Even as late as the Crimean War the
British army found this to be a troublesome mode of operating. It
had little control over the local civilian drivers. The French army
fared much better in this regard because it had established a system
of land transportation that the o�cers could more directly
in�uence. The British hastily put together a better system mixing
Europeans with natives and under the administrative control of the
army. Near the end of the Crimean campaign the British employed
24,000 horses, 14,000 native drivers, and 9,000 European personnel
to support their land force at Sebastopol.1

The U.S. Army had worked out a similar system during the
American Revolution and continued it to support far-�ung military
posts on the frontier. The army employed a wagon that had proven
its durability. It also hired civilian companies to supply some
frontier posts while using government-owned wagons and soldiers
to supply other posts.2

The army wagon became a staple of military transportation in
America. “They were heavy, lumbering a�airs at best,” commented
John D. Billings of the 10th Massachusetts Battery, “built for hard



service, all, apparently, after the same pattern.” Although rough to
ride in because it had no suspension system of any kind, the wagon
was well equipped. It contained a tool box, a feed trough for the
mules that pulled it, a wooden bucket for water, an iron bucket for
grease, a spare pole, and a canvas covering. Most of the wagons had
been manufactured in Philadelphia before the war, but during the
con�ict many �rms in other cities along the Ohio River and the
Atlantic coast accepted contracts to make them. The soldiers called
these army wagons “Uncle Sam’s chariots.”3

6.1. The Army Wagon. Photographed by Andrew J. Russell, this is a
�ne specimen of the standard army wagon that carried food,
ammunition, medical supplies, and a variety of other necessities for
Union and Confederate armies. Sturdy and durable, it had no
suspension system and thus provided a particularly rough ride. Note
the feed trough on the pole for the six-mule team. (Library of
Congress, LC-DIG-ppmsca-08293)

The capacity of the army wagon was as much as 2,674 pounds,
or a little more than one ton of material, according to Rufus Ingalls.
But the actual load varied widely according to the condition of the
roads, the quality of the teams, and many other factors. In preparing
for the last stage of the Carolinas campaign, Oliver O. Howard
mandated that each Army of the Tennessee wagon should not be



loaded with more than 2,000 pounds of material. Twenty-Fifth
Corps wagons had on average only 1,700 pounds of freight apiece at
the end of the war, while the Army of the Potomac’s cavalry put
only 1,500 pounds of grain in each of its 300 wagons during April
1863. One wagon could haul all the hospital tents for one brigade of
infantry, with each tent weighing 175 pounds, by early 1864.4

When Montgomery Meigs requested suggestions for improving
the army wagon, some quartermasters thought it already was as
good as could be expected. Others however had a few ideas. L. C.
Easton suggested putting side boards around it to increase the
height of the box in order to protect the bows and canvas covering
when soldiers piled supplies too high. He also suggested �xing the
wagon so the entire box could be easily lifted o� the frame; that
would enable soldiers to haul logs on the frame and axles without
damaging the boxes. Richard Batchelder, chief quartermaster of the
Army of the Potomac, suggested a brake operable by the driver so
the team did not have to bear the entire burden of stopping the
wagon. He experimented with a device in the winter of 1863–1864,
but it failed to work properly.5

The di�culty of developing a brake operable by the driver was
largely due to the fact that he did not sit on the wagon but on the
left rear mule in the six-animal team. He controlled the mules in the
rear of the team formation with short reins, and a longer rein
connected him with the lead team of mules. According to John D.
Billings, the teamster pulled the long rein to make the lead team go
left and executed some “short jerks” to make it go right. An iron bar
connected the bits of both lead mules so they were compelled to
work together. The most memorable aspect of the teamster’s work
involved uttering “a sort of gibberish which the mule drivers
acquired in the business” and �lling the atmosphere with violent
curses every time something went wrong. A whip (or black snake, as
it was called) completed his equipment.6

Teamsters consisted both of soldiers detailed from infantry
regiments and civilians hired by the government. The latter
oftentimes were di�cult to obtain, but they lessened the need to



take infantrymen from their units. Thomas Swords complained that
he often had to pay as much as $30 per month for civilian
teamsters, only to see them quit in two or three months. He felt it
was unfair not to pay detailed infantrymen more than their
regulation salary of $13 a month for driving teams. Civilians hired
as assistant wagon masters received $45 a month, and wagon
masters earned $60 a month. All civilian teamsters received one
army ration free per day, and sometimes quartermasters had to pay
their transportation costs to get them to the �eld. These problems
were greatly alleviated by hiring refugee blacks to drive teams.7

6.2. Study of a Mule Team and Driver, September 30, 1863. Edwin
Forbes accurately captured the way wagon teams were driven in the
Civil War, with the driver seated on the left rear mule rather than
on the box of the wagon. He controlled the other mules in the team
by means of reins and a whip. Forbes also detailed the harness
system used on wagon teams during the Civil War. (Library of
Congress, LC-DIG-ppmsca-20592)

Hired civilian teamsters developed a reputation for unruly
behavior. William F. Draper of the 36th Massachusetts recalled that
his company boarded the steamer �(�[�S�U�H�V�V at Memphis for the trip to
Vicksburg in June 1863. Some 200 civilian teamsters were on board



as well, and Draper had never seen such rude and undisciplined
behavior. The teamsters became angry because they were not
allowed to roam anywhere they pleased and invaded the cabin,
where company o�cers were compelled to draw their revolvers to
hold them o� until guards could arrive to control them.8

Land transportation carried the overwhelming majority of all
material needed by a �eld army on campaign. It conveyed three
pounds of food for every man and 26 pounds of forage and grain for
every horse and mule, every day. A total of 150 wagons were
needed to feed the Army of the Potomac on a daily basis. If
commanders contemplated operating for some time away from the
railroad or steamers that supplied their troops, the need for wagons
increased. One must keep in mind that additional wagons were
necessary to carry ordnance supplies, such as infantry and artillery
ammunition, plus the personal baggage of o�cers, medical supplies,
and other miscellaneous articles. Sherman believed that, as a rule of
thumb, each of his corps in the latter stages of the war required 600
wagons to haul what was needed for a march of 20 days away from
sources of supply.9



6.3. A Four-Horse Wagon, 1865. This arrangement was not typical
of wagons during the Civil War; they typically were pulled by six
mules rather than four horses. This image shows the wagon with its
end gate in place and canvas covering secured. Note also the
vertical pole attached to the rear axle; it is arranged so that the
driver (seated on the left rear horse) can apply the brake and take
some pressure o� the team when stopping with a heavy load.
(Library of Congress, LC-DIG-cwpb-01988)

No wonder that Civil War o�cers used the Latin word
�L�P�S�H�G�L�P�H�Q�W�D to refer to wagon trains. Not only were they large
a�airs, but they were extremely vulnerable to enemy action, slow
moving, and defenseless. Every army commander had to plan
movements with the wagon trains in mind, keeping them close
enough to e�ectively supply the moving infantry, artillery, and
cavalry units but not so near the scene of action as to be taken by a
quick enemy strike. The larger the train, the slower the army
movements; but with a train that was too small, the army could not
eat or have adequate ammunition if a large battle suddenly
developed.10

Alexander Bliss, a quartermaster serving with the Army of the
Potomac during the Seven Days battles, experienced the di�culties
of moving large wagon trains near the scene of action. Charged with
shifting McClellan’s trains from Savage’s Station toward White Oak
Swamp, he exhausted himself and his horse by riding a total of 30
miles to superintend the 7-mile march, taking charge of removing
overturned wagons that blocked roads. He forced artillery, cavalry,
and cattle herds to ford small streams so the wagons could have
exclusive use of the bridges, and he selected �elds large enough to
park the immense train after reaching his destination so as to keep
the roads clear. It took hours to move the wagons this short
distance.11

The Roman army knew all about these problems. It had
developed its train system to a higher level of size and
sophistication than any previous military force; indeed, there was no
equal to it until the modern era. Using mules and wagons, Roman



o�cers divided their trains into parts that would become roughly
familiar to Civil War quartermasters. One part hauled supplies and
equipment for a unit, another was designated for the entire �eld
army, a third carried the personal baggage of o�cers, and a fourth
conveyed siege equipment. The Roman army struggled with the
need to reduce the size of these trains to balance mobility with
supply in the �eld. They relied on both free and slave servants to
drive the teams and loaded soldiers with as much material as they
could carry. They also used pack animals to reduce the number of
wagons. Roman armies were capable of operating at least 60 miles
from their source of supply; at times they could operate up to 200
miles. A typical Roman legion of 5,000 men required 2,000 pack
animals and 200 two-horse vehicles in addition to baggage
transportation for the o�cers.12

When the Cromwellian government of Britain invaded Scotland
during the English Civil War, one wagon was allowed for each
regiment. But the troops also carried all they could handle. Carts or
wagons were allowed for each regiment to cover its sta� needs and
medical care.13

6.4. First Federal Wagon Train to Enter Petersburg after the Fall of
the City. John Reekie exposed this view, presumably on April 3,



1865. The wagons are neatly arranged and the train stretches o� as
far as one can see into the distance along the street. (Library of
Congress, LC-DIG-cwpb-01286)

The U.S. Army gained enormous experience at handling wagon
transportation on the frontier. When the 6th U.S. Infantry moved
709 miles from Fort Kearny to Fort Bridger in the summer of 1857,
it was on the road for 27 days and marched about 26 miles each
day. Captain Win�eld S. Hancock managed the regimental train,
which was divided into �ve parts of 25 wagons each. A wagon
master was assigned to the whole and one to each of the parts as
well. In addition to the six-mule team wagons, the regiment had 2
ambulances, 3 spring wagons, a traveling forge, and 25 extra mules.
Hancock proudly reported that the move took place without
incident.14

In short, the enormous problems presented by the land
transportation needs of 3 million Union and Confederate soldiers
during the Civil War were solvable because of the American
experience. The most persistent problem lay in the size of the wagon
trains needed to support the huge armies commanded by Civil War
o�cers who tended to want a lot of wagons for their men early in
the war. The 12th Indiana started the con�ict with 2 baggage
wagons for each company and 3 wagons for the regimental
headquarters, for a total of 13 vehicles. The 11th Iowa used 8
wagons for baggage in 1861. Stewart Van Vliet allowed a total of 6
wagons per regiment for the Army of the Potomac, up to and
including the Peninsula campaign, in addition to wagon trains to
haul ammunition and food for the entire army.15

Heavy allowances such as these continued throughout the rest of
1862 as Federal authorities grappled with a surprising problem of
material abundance. By the end of the Peninsula campaign the
Army of the Potomac possessed 3,100 wagons, 350 ambulances,
5,000 draft horses, and 8,000 mules. Rufus Ingalls, who succeeded
Van Vliet as chief quartermaster, thought the allowance of six
wagons per regiment necessary. By early August, McClellan
instituted new allowances, but they failed to reduce transportation.



He mandated six wagons for each regiment, three wagons for each
artillery battery, three wagons for each brigade and division
headquarters, and four wagons for the corps headquarters. Each
o�cer was allowed no more than a valise or carpetbag, blankets,
and a mess kit. The Army of the Potomac saw a sharp increase in its
impedimenta, with a total of 3,911 wagons, 907 ambulances, 8,693
draft horses, and 12,483 mules by November 1862. John Pope’s
Army of Virginia reportedly had an even higher level of land
transportation. With 15 wagons per regiment for baggage and a
supply train of 40 wagons for each brigade, Montgomery Meigs
estimated Pope’s command used on average 23 wagons for each
regiment. Even so, it hauled no more than ten days’ worth of food.16

In contrast, Don Carlos Buell estimated that three wagons for
each regiment and one wagon for each battery in the Army of the
Ohio was a fair ratio. In addition, two wagons were needed to haul
the ordnance required by one regiment (at 100 rounds of
ammunition for each infantryman). A few more wagons were
needed for miscellaneous purposes until the allowance in Buell’s
army was nearly as large as that of the Army of the Potomac in
1862. Gordon Granger thought this allowance the smallest one
could expect; in fact, he thought infantrymen should have 300
rather than 100 cartridges immediately available and postulated
that a �eld army expecting to move 40 miles from its supply depot
should take up to 15 days of food in its wagon trains. In his pursuit
of Braxton Bragg’s Army of the Mississippi north into Kentucky
during the late summer of 1862, Buell’s army-level wagon train
consisted of 1,700 teams moving at about 15 miles per day. It was
estimated to be worth more than $2 million.17

Bragg’s invasion of Kentucky sparked a good deal of frustration
and admiration among Union army o�cers. “When General Buell
had to move at a snail’s pace with his vast wagon trains, Bragg
moved rapidly, living on the country,” asserted William T. Sherman.
“No military mind could endure this long, and we are forced in self-
defense to imitate their example.” Gordon Granger also marveled at
Bragg’s mobility, calling it “almost without a parallel[;] cutting



loose from his base of supplies and skedaddling all over the country
is something to which history scarcely a�ords a parallel.” Bragg was
well aware of what he was doing. “With but one suit of clothes, no
tents, Nothing to eat but meat and �E�U�H�D�G, or when we can’t get that
�U�R�D�V�W�L�Q�J���H�D�U�V from the corn �elds along the road, we have made the
most extraordinary campaign in military history,” he boasted to his
wife.18

In the end, Bragg was compelled to evacuate the state in October
1862 in part because he did not have a secure line of
communications with the South. But he had demonstrated how fast
and far an army could move if it severely reduced its land
transportation and counted on the endurance of its personnel. The
lesson struck many Northern o�cers. “Napoleon asserted that 500
wagons were enough for 40,000 men,” Meigs told Henry Halleck.
“We are using at the rate of three times this number. . . . If the army
is to move with e�ciency, vigorous measures must reduce this
luxury of transportation.” Halleck reluctantly admitted to Edwin M.
Stanton that the Confederate armies had “exhibited much more
mobility and activity than our own.” Halleck knew it was necessary
to reduce the baggage trains but found much resistance. “Once
accustomed to a certain amount of transportation, an army is
unwilling to do without the luxuries which it supplies in the
�eld.”19

Meigs attacked this problem with persistence. He explained to
Stanton that army trains generally could be divided into three
classes: headquarters, regimental, and general. The third class
carried the bulk of everything needed by the army, and its size
could not easily be reduced. But the �rst two classes, which carried
baggage and supplies for headquarters and small units, were
amenable to reduction and typically were larger than truly needed.
Meigs also pointed out that the absence of army-wide regulations
concerning baggage allowance resulted in �eld commanders setting
their own ratios at anywhere from 6 to 15 wagons per regiment.
“The troops generally carry too much useless baggage,” he told
Stanton. The introduction of the shelter tent, carried on the back of



the soldier, reduced the need for wagons to haul the large
communal Sibley tents.20

Both Halleck and Meigs moved forward to alleviate this problem
in the fall of 1862. Halleck issued a general order through the
Adjutant General’s O�ce of the War Department mandating that all
o�cers reduce baggage to the minimum. “The mobility of our
armies is destroyed by the vast trains which attend them, and which
they are required to guard.” Meigs proposed a general regulation
concerning baggage allowance for the entire U.S. Army based
almost completely on McClellan’s allowance for the Army of the
Potomac. This was issued on October 18, 1862, and set the general
allowance at six wagons for each regiment, three wagons for each
battery, four wagons for each corps headquarters, and three for each
brigade or division headquarters.21

Throughout the �rst half of 1863, Army of the Potomac o�cers
adhered to this standard consistently, except that headquarters
mandated fewer than six wagons for regiments that were
understrength. While these numbers applied to baggage wagons,
Ingalls thought that the general supply train ought to have seven
wagons for every 1,000 men for the transport of food, forage,
quartermaster’s stores, and other material. The ammunition train
used four wagons to haul the cartridges for every 1,000 troops. The
Army of the Potomac needed a little more than 3,000 wagons,
around 350 ambulances, 17,000 horses, and 8,000 mules on a
consistent basis to support its operations. Totaling all wagons in the
di�erent trains, the army had 30 for every 1,000 men. The Army of
the Cumberland and the Army of the Tennessee more or less
maintained a similar level of land transport.22

The standard allowance set on October 18, 1862, had not really
cut land transportation by much, if any; it really operated more as a
cap to prevent ambitious o�cers from increasing the number of
their wagons beyond a reasonable limit. But in August 1863,
Halleck was greatly dissatis�ed with that standard allowance. “We
must reduce our transportation or give up all idea of competing
with the enemy in the �eld,” he told George G. Meade. “Napoleon



very correctly estimated the e�ective strength of an army by its
numbers multiplied by its mobility; that is, 10,000 men who could
march 20 miles per day as equal to 20,000 men who could march
only 10 miles per day.” Halleck therefore issued General Orders No.
274 on August 7, 1863. It set allowances based mostly on those
established by Zachary Taylor during the Monterrey campaign in
Mexico in 1846. “There is no necessity for the large trains
heretofore allowed, and for which there is no parallel in European
warfare,” Halleck asserted. Corps headquarters were allowed only
two wagons, with one wagon for each brigade and division
headquarters. Each regiment was allowed one wagon, but several
pack animals were permitted to supplement the vehicle’s carrying
capacity. With General Orders No. 274, Halleck �nally engaged the
problem of signi�cantly reducing land transportation for the Union
army.23

Richard Batchelder thought Halleck could go further. He
recommended that o�cers not be given wagons at all but rely
entirely on pack animals to haul their personal belongings. He
thought that alone would reduce the number of vehicles in an
army’s train by 20 percent. Moreover, Batchelder thought too much
ammunition was carried in an army’s ordnance train. He noted that
at Chancellorsville the Second Corps of Hooker’s army �red the
contents of only 9 ammunition wagons out of the 50 loaded wagons
available. Even though much more heavily engaged at Gettysburg,
the Second Corps �red only 14 wagon loads of small arms
ammunition out of 60 available. The Army of the Potomac allowed
�ve loaded wagons of ammunition for every 1,000 men; Batchelder
thought it should be reduced to three wagon loads. He also
recommended that the amount of hospital stores hauled with the
army be cut by half, as that portion of the army’s train system
constituted 12 percent of the total taken along during campaigns, an
excessive amount in Batchelder’s view.24

Meade instructed his army to adhere to General Orders No. 274,
and it did so for the most part. Ironically, Second Corps losses were
so heavy at Gettysburg that the corps wound up with far too many



wagons for its numbers after the battle and had to turn many of
them in to the quartermaster to meet the levels set in this general
order. As time went on Meade permitted variations in the
allowance, increasing baggage wagons to six per regiment (but with
no pack animals to supplement them). Batchelder tried his best to
reduce on his own, stripping the ammunition train from �ve wagons
per 1,000 men to only three. Army headquarters was bloated with
transportation. About 50 o�cers worked directly for Meade, but
they used a total of 110 wagons, 25 of which carried o�cers’
baggage and o�cial papers, and another 25 hauled food for the
headquarters. The army’s provost marshal used 47 wagons for
purposes not reported, and the rest of the vehicles were employed
hauling forage for some 800 animals attached to army
headquarters.25

Meade prevaricated when he claimed to have given a lot of
attention to his army’s land transportation and made “every e�ort . .
. to reduce it to the minimum.” He actually increased it in some
ways and allowed an unnecessarily large number of wagons to serve
his own headquarters. By the time the army started on the Overland
campaign, its land transportation was about at the same level as the
time period before Halleck’s General Orders No. 274. When the
army settled into static positions at Petersburg, Grant issued more
stringent transportation allowances of two wagons per regiment for
baggage, three of ammunition for every 1,000 men, seven wagons in
the supply train for every 1,000 men, and three for hospital supplies
per brigade. Those were still pretty liberal allowances for an army
stuck in trenches only a handful of miles from its depot at City
Point. When Philip Sheridan prepared his force for highly mobile
operations against Jubal Early’s command in the lower Shenandoah
Valley, he mandated more strict allowances than Grant’s. Sheridan
permitted only one wagon for each regiment to carry baggage, two
wagons for each headquarters from division up to his own, and one
wagon for each brigade headquarters. He did allow one smaller
spring wagon to accompany each headquarters. Sheridan also



ordered each corps commander to reduce his other trains as best he
could.26

With much longer distances to travel, and thus longer and more
vulnerable supply lines, Federal forces in the West were compelled
to slash land transportation to the minimum as they penetrated
Confederate territory. The ultimate achievement in this regard was
accomplished by William T. Sherman in the last year of the con�ict.
“When we move, we will take no tents or baggage,” Sherman told
Thomas in preparation for the Atlanta campaign. The men would
carry all they could on their persons, the army would use pack
animals to an extent, but the number of wagons tagging along
behind the troops had to be whittled down to only one for each
regiment. Those regimental wagons carried a ton of material,
including rations, forage, and baggage. Foraging for subsistence and
driving beef on the hoof behind the advancing armies helped in this
e�ort. The result was that Sherman’s army group in the Atlanta
campaign had fewer wagons but more horses and mules than
average for Union armies. Despite this, his men marched with 20
days of bread rations, 10 days of salt meat, 20 days of co�ee, 30
days of salt, and 10 days of grain forage for animals. Sherman set an
example. “My entire headquarters transportation is one wagon for
myself, aides, o�cers, clerks, and orderlies. I think that is as low
down as we can get until we get �at-broke.”27

“Soldiering as we have been doing for the past two years, with
such trains and impediments, has been a farce, and nothing but
absolute poverty will cure it,” Sherman told Meigs. “I will be glad to
hear Uncle Sam say ‘we cannot a�ord this and that—you must
gather your own grub and wagons, and bivouac and �ght, not for
pay, but for self-existence.’ . . . I assure you I will second any e�ort
you will make looking to economy.”28

Sherman achieved a level of land transportation for the Atlanta
campaign that could have served as a model for all �eld armies in
the Civil War. Operating at the end of a single track of railroad
stretching 350 miles to Louisville, his men barely had enough food
and his animals barely had enough forage to survive the campaign,



but the army group’s ability to move was unimpeded. When
Sherman broke away from his line of communications after the fall
of Atlanta, he was able to maintain roughly the same level of land
transportation as during the drive toward the city; he instituted
little change in the wagon allowance during the March to the Sea.
The Fifteenth Corps took 850 wagons along, each drawn by six-mule
teams, plus 150 two-horse wagons and ambulances. Of the 850
army wagons, 225 were �lled with ammunition (2,500 pounds
apiece), 500 were �lled with commissary stores (48 boxes of hard
tack in each wagon), and the rest carried medical stores, pioneer
tools, camp equipment, and private baggage. The corps transported
eight wagons �lled with shoes and socks for the troops. Each wagon
also carried �ve days’ rations of grain and three sets of horseshoes
for the team.29

Sherman maintained this level on the Carolinas campaign as
well, and his men relied on their own resources to �x wagons as
they broke down during the hard marching early in 1865. Traveling
forges proved to be unnecessary. In the Fourteenth Corps, small
bellows �xed to the end of the wagon box su�ced for all small
repairs on the iron �xtures of vehicles and to work on horseshoes.
The chief quartermaster of the Fourteenth Corps thought such an
arrangement could easily handle the needs of up to 30 teams even
under di�cult marching conditions. In John W. Geary’s division of
the Twentieth Corps, only 4 out of 159 wagons and 3 out of 33
ambulances broke down during the Carolinas campaign. His men
used parts of these vehicles to repair other vehicles in an e�ort to
keep them moving.30

Transportation allowances varied in the West according to the
needs imposed by terrain and logistics as well as by the ideas of
individual commanders. They ranged from allowances similar to
McClellan’s in Virginia to much reduced levels similar to Sherman’s,
although the trend certainly was to lower the allowance over time.
Learning his lesson from the bloated transportation that inhibited
movement by the Army of Virginia in the summer of 1862, John
Pope instructed a subordinate about how to travel light when



pursuing Native Americans in the Department of the Northwest a
year later. Beef on the hoof should accompany the troops and room
should be made in wagons only for sugar, co�ee, and hardtack.
“Celerity of movement . . . is all-important on such expeditions,”
Pope concluded, “with much infantry and large wagon-trains, this
would be next to impossible.”31

Confederate transportation allowances generally were lower than
Federal standards. Braxton Bragg established slender allowances in
preparation for his Kentucky foray in the late summer of 1862. He
allowed each man one knapsack and each o�cer one carpet bag or
“small valise.” Wagon space was reserved for ammunition and other
essential material. Bragg increased the allowance a bit after the
Kentucky campaign ended. Overall allowances for the Army of
Tennessee went from 35 wagons per 1,000 men in August 1863 to
26 by January 1864. During the Atlanta campaign, the Army of
Tennessee managed to cut the number of ammunition wagons by
having the men carry a load of rounds on their person. A total of
223 wagons carried 1,772,883 rounds of small arms ammunition,
and the men personally carried well more than half the ammunition
available, or 1,932,638 rounds.32

Robert E. Lee also had to keep wagon allowances to the
minimum during most of the war. Daniel H. Hill complained of too
few vehicles in the fall of 1862, but Lee pointed out that his division
headquarters had six wagons whereas the army-wide standard had
been set at only three wagons. Lee reduced this allowance to two
wagons by the middle of 1863. In terms of overall averages, Lee was
ahead of Bragg in reducing the number over time. While the Army
of Northern Virginia was allowed 34 wagons for every 1,000 men in
April 1863, the number dropped to 28 per 1,000 men by July 1863.
This remained the level into the campaigning season of 1864, but
Jubal Early reduced it to one wagon for each division headquarters
and one wagon on average for every 500 men in preparation for
rapid movement in the Shenandoah Valley.33

Transportation allowances set by other Confederate o�cers were
pretty consistent with Lee’s and Bragg’s standards. John C.



Pemberton’s command in Mississippi had 27 wagons for every 1,000
men early in 1863. Dabney H. Maury’s division of Pemberton’s
department had a lower ratio of 23 wagons for every 1,000 men. It
has to be noted that the low ratio to be seen in most Confederate
commands was often due to the shortage of wagons available to
quartermaster o�cers.34

At anywhere from 25 to 35 wagons per 1,000 men, Civil War
armies traveled with a comparatively large train. Napoleon more
often used 12 wagons to support 1,000 men, but he had the
advantage of operating in a European environment that was densely
populated and his commissaries could count on �nding su�cient
food in the theater of war to compensate for limited shipments from
his base of supplies. The sparse population of the South compelled
Civil War commanders to increase the ratio of wagons and rely
more heavily on a �xed line of communications than their
Napoleonic predecessor. The U.S. Army continued to allow about 25
to 35 wagons per 1,000 men to support its operations against Native
Americans on the frontier after the Civil War, con�rming that the
Civil War standard was a solid solution to the problem of balancing
logistical requirements with issues involving army mobility.35

By June 1864, the wagon trains of the Federal army were at
their peak size and e�ciency. From that point until the end of the
war Meigs concentrated on replacing wagons rather than adding
new vehicles to the pool. During the last two �scal years of the war
(July 1, 1863, to June 30, 1865), the Quartermaster Department
purchased 19,311 wagons, 2,665 ambulances, 1,526 carts, and
188,060 varied sets of harness. It also manufactured 1,443 wagons.
Wagons deteriorated at a steady rate due to rough usage. The
Second Division, Twenty-Fifth Corps, possessed 73 wagons at the
end of the war, but only 40 (54.7 percent) of them “could be called
serviceable.” That likely was an unusually low ratio of good wagons,
but there is no doubt that most of the army vehicles in use by April
1865 had been made and purchased by the government since the
outbreak of war. Nevertheless, Meigs noticed when looking at the
wagon trains of the Army of the Potomac and of Sherman’s army



group at the end of the con�ict that there were a handful of old
wagons that had been in use since 1861; they had survived all the
hard service of the war’s campaigns.36

In contrast, many Confederate teams captured at Appomattox
indicated the wretched state of Rebel land transportation. Many
mules were so starved that “the bones were very prominent,”
according to Albert S. Twitchell of the 7th Maine Battery, and many
of the harness consisted of “only a collar and hames, with ropes for
traces. Some of the collars were merely wisps of straw.” Benjamin F.
McPherson of the 37th Alabama, detailed as a teamster in the Army
of Tennessee, recalled proudly that his wagon master praised his
driving. “My boss often said that I had not given him any trouble at
all, never stalled, while others were often breaking tongues out or
other parts by carelessness.”37

An east Tennessee civilian named H. V. Red�eld had ample
opportunity to observe the characteristics of wagon trains in both
armies during the Civil War. He was greatly impressed by the
Federal wagons, which were “uniform in size and make, and much
stronger and heavier” than their Confederate counterparts. Rebel
wagons “had the appearance of having been picked up about the
country.” Red�eld had no doubt which side utilized better land
transportation. “There was a strength, uniformity, system, and
durability about [Federal trains] that was conspicuous when
compared with the rather slip-shod wagon transportation of the
Confederates” he concluded.38

Regardless of the quality of the train, exactly how far wagon
transportation could support advancing troops from their river or
rail supply network remained a matter of personal opinion during
the war, but army mobility was a question of vital importance. As
Joseph E. Johnston sarcastically put it, “we could not expect the
enemy to await our arrival and give us battle at the terminus of the
rail road.” In 1862, Jacob D. Cox, operating in the mountains of
western Virginia, thought his lightly loaded wagons could safely
haul only 1,000 pounds of material about 12 miles. In the same year
William T. Sherman estimated that a hauling distance of 50 miles



was too far, while Stewart Van Vliet thought the Army of the
Potomac could not rely on a string of wagons that had to go more
than 20 miles. Other o�cers more optimistically thought it could be
done as far as 100 miles. Exactly what was to be hauled, the
condition of the roads, the threat of guerrilla attack, and the size of
the infantry force all played a role in this calculation.39

Commanders on the frontier were much bolder in this matter
because they were forced to rely almost exclusively on wagons for
logistical support. During the �scal year of July 1, 1862, to June 30,
1863, quartermaster L. C. Easton shipped 662,720 pounds of freight
from Fort Leavenworth to Salt Lake City, a distance of 1,837 miles
“through a perfect wilderness, where there is no forage or other
supplies except grass.” He also sent more than 6 million pounds of
material to Fort Union, New Mexico, a distance of 735 miles. When
John W. Denver proposed an expedition of 5,000 men from Fort
Leavenworth to New Mexico in early 1862, he thought 500 wagons
and 25 ambulances would give the troops adequate support. That
ratio of wagons per 1,000 troops was three times higher than that
for armies operating against Confederate forces. It should also be
pointed out that Easton’s shipments traveled a long distance but
were not disturbed by enemy action and they represented regular
supply shipments for small garrisons. Feeding and supporting a huge
army of hungry soldiers concentrated in one place was an entirely
di�erent matter. O�cers operating against Rebel armies had a
di�erent set of problems and challenges compared to those
managing a�airs on the frontier.40

The travel time of army trains depended on many factors. During
Buell’s pursuit of Bragg into Kentucky, sections of his train traveled
360 miles in 17 and a half days. A train of 40 wagons and 90
ambulances with William Rosecrans’s Army of the Cumberland
traveled between Chattanooga and Bridgeport, a round-trip of 60
miles, in six days during late September 1863. With better roads and
�atter terrain, Sherman sent a wagon train from Lafayette Station to
Memphis and expected it to make the 60-mile round-trip in three
and a half days. William G. LeDuc, a quartermaster in the Army of



the Potomac, exercised good management of his teams to make a
round-trip of 44 miles in 24 hours, including unloading, an average
of 1.8 miles per hour. Alexander M. Ayers of the 125th Illinois
moved 61 wagons to Kinston, North Carolina, during Sherman’s
Carolinas campaign, traveling the 20 miles in 28 hours, for a speed
of 1.4 miles per hour.41

Because Civil War armies were dependent on large numbers of
wagons, ambulances, and other vehicles, quartermasters devoted a
great deal of time and energy to trying to manage them e�ectively.
Everything from the condition of the harness to the repair of the
vehicles, from superintending drivers to working out organizational
schemes and coordinating the trains’ movements with the rest of the
army needed to be developed. As noted earlier, Civil War
quartermasters could count on a long history of wagon use mostly
oriented toward the army’s primary role of managing the frontier
environment.

Early in his career, Ulysses S. Grant devoted considerable
attention to such mundane matters as harness and mules. While
breaking in animals so they could be used as teams, he also
complained that the harness supplied his regiment at Je�erson City,
Missouri, was so brittle that it broke “with the least strain.” Grant
was compelled to purchase better harness in the local area to
replace it. One of the worst cases of mismanagement in the
organization of trains can be seen in John Pope’s Army of Virginia,
which was gorged with too many wagons and plagued by
quartermasters who could not get a handle on them. “It does not
appear that the commander of the Army of Virginia ever knew how
many wagons there were,” complained Rufus Ingalls, “nor what
quartermasters were on duty.”42

But most commanders and their quartermasters did an e�ective
job of organizing the many wagons they needed. It was important
that a quartermaster be placed in overall command of the train with
full authority to arrest anyone who did not obey his orders. The
marching order was determined by whether the troops were
approaching or retiring from the enemy, always placed to be as far



as possible from danger but close enough to the infantry to provide
ammunition or food as needed. At the end of the day’s march the
wagons were to be parked in �elds so as not to obstruct roads, with
fences torn down and ditches �lled in to facilitate an early start the
next morning. When near the enemy, infantry units of varied sizes
guarded the trains.43

Delays in long marches were common, but they tired the teams if
prolonged inde�nitely. William G. LeDuc, chief quartermaster of the
Eleventh Corps, advised his subordinates to take advantage of delays
to feed and water their mules to keep them “in good heart.” They
also should close up gaps that developed during the march so as to
keep the wagons well in hand.44

Often quartermasters had to contend with drivers who were
poorly suited to their job or capricious in their judgment. Don C.
Buell felt compelled to issue general orders encouraging wagon
masters to lock their wheels only when going down truly steep
grades. The only way to lock wheels was to stop the wagon and put
a chain on the wheels so they could not rotate. Buell thought this
was done too often so “that teamsters may in various ways humor
their fancies or whims.” Eugene A. Carr complained not only of
muddy roads and weak mules but of drivers who were “bad” at their
job as he dealt with the problems of supplying his cavalry command
in Missouri early in 1862.45

As a general rule, when trains moved along the same roads with
other units of the army, they were to squeeze to the right of the
roadway and let the others pass by. William B. Hazen found that
habitually moving his Fifteenth Corps division in two columns,
trains on the right of the road and troops on the left, shortened his
column by half. Early in the Carolinas campaign Hazen noticed that
another division, which practiced the normal mode of marching the
troops and artillery in front of its wagon trains, had a column �ve
miles long. John A. Logan liked Hazen’s idea and mandated it as the
normal mode of marching for the Fifteenth Corps. He instructed his
division commanders to move their infantry to the side of the trains



whenever possible, “studying always to give the road to their
wagons.”46

L. C. Easton thought the best arrangement for Sherman’s trains
during the March to the Sea was to lead with corps, division,
brigade, and regimental baggage wagons in each corps’ line of
march. These baggage trains were to be followed by the empty
wagons used in foraging and then the ammunition train, ambulance
train, and all other wagons. The empty wagons fell out of the
column during the day to go short distances into the countryside,
collecting food and returning to the rear of the entire column.
Sherman’s quartermasters fully understood the utility of dividing
trains into sections of no more than 50 wagons each and assigning
wagon masters to each section. Putting the slowest teams in front of
each section ensured that gaps in the line (which were inevitable)
would develop between sections and not between wagons within
each section.47

Terrain and weather proved to be the biggest problems faced by
Sherman’s quartermasters during the Carolinas campaign. When a
Twentieth Corps train tried to cross Black Swamp along a narrow
causeway on February 4, 1865, it encountered one of the muddiest
roadways imaginable. About every third wagon got stuck; the entire
line behind it had to stop as men tried to physically lift it out of the
muck. The wagons “worked along a few feet at a time,” complained
Harvey Reid of the 22nd Wisconsin. Night descended along with a
chilly fog. The men could not see ten feet ahead, so the train
stopped for the night. The drivers found room in the wagons to
sleep as infantry details worked to corduroy the roadbed. The
wagons managed to get o� the causeway by 9 A.M. the next
morning.48

While some infantrymen might have welcomed assignment to
guarding trains as easy duty, many others found it tedious and
boring. It was “the worst kind of soldiering,” thought William
Blu�ton Miller of the 75th Indiana. “It makes us late starting and
late into camp. Some times we are marching hard and then again
we only play along.” Those men unlucky enough to be assigned as



guards for a small pox train Sherman organized during the Carolinas
campaign complained about it because they were afraid of being
exposed to the dreaded disease.49

Unusual dangers sometimes accompanied the movement of
wagon trains in the �eld. A terrible storm descended on Sherman’s
columns as he moved toward Jackson, Mississippi, right after the
fall of Vicksburg in July 1863. Ebenezer W. Wells of the 79th New
York, who had charge of some Ninth Corps trains, stopped his
vehicles to wait it out, but a tree fell onto a wagon, smashed it to
pieces, and killed an o�cer inside. On resuming the march, the �rst
wagon to descend a deep gully was swept away by the sudden
rushing of rainwater. The driver managed to save himself, but his
team was killed. The chief quartermaster of the Army of the
Tennessee also moved his trains through water two to four feet deep
for two miles at one point during the Carolinas campaign, and at
another point ran them through a burning forest of pine timber that
nearly set his canvass-topped wagons on �re.50

The greatest danger to wagon trains, however, remained enemy
action. When the units they were attached to became engaged in
heavy combat, the wagons had to be relatively close to resupply the
troops with ammunition, but far enough away to avoid long-range
artillery and musketry �re. Because of his long service as chief
quartermaster of the Army of the Potomac, Rufus Ingalls developed
an e�ective attitude toward this problem. He positioned the general
supply train 25 miles from the �ghting at Gettysburg but of course
moved ammunition wagons and ambulances close to the troops.51

Richard Batchelder served as chief quartermaster of the Second
Corps during the Chancellorsville campaign. He left the majority of
his 351 wagons at Falmouth before the corps set out up the Rapidan
River to �ank Lee’s position at Fredericksburg. Batchelder moved an
additional 70 ammunition wagons, 45 wagons with food, and 30
wagons loaded with medical supplies and forage along with the
corps. Batchelder also assigned 35 pack animals to each division for
the purpose of hauling ammunition and food from the wagons to the
infantry units. Rather than accompany Hooker’s main movement up



the Rapidan, the Sixth Corps remained at Falmouth to operate
across the Rappahannock River and attack the weakened
Confederate position at Fredericksburg. Alexander Bliss served as
chief quartermaster of the Sixth Corps. He parked his train four
miles from the river to keep it safe from artillery �re and kept in
close touch with the corps headquarters as the troops captured the
heights and moved west, sending forward as much as they needed
on a daily basis from his park.52

Quartermaster o�cers on all levels of command in the �eld
managed trains with generally e�ective methods. In addition, both
armies created special high-level administrators to manage the
supply of wagons. When the Quartermaster Department was
reorganized in July 1864, Meigs relegated this duty to the newly
created Fifth Division of his department, which was responsible for
supplying everything not speci�cally falling under the jurisdiction of
the other divisions. The Confederates created a central o�ce in
Richmond for the inspection of �eld transportation in the fall of
1862 that performed a somewhat similar service as Meigs’s division.
This o�ce divided the Confederacy into divisions, with an o�cer in
charge of each. This o�cer supervised the acquisition of wagons. He
also managed the construction and repair of them, and took
responsibility for acquiring horses and mules. The o�ce also set
guidelines mandating that every regimental quartermaster needed to
assign a wagon master and a clerk from the ranks to manage the
vehicles assigned the unit. The same was required of brigade and
division quartermasters. If wagon masters had to be hired from the
civilian population, their maximum pay was set at $50 per month if
they managed up to 10 wagons and $75 per month if they took
charge of up to 59 wagons. With a much bigger army to serve,
Meigs divided much of this work into di�erent divisions. In contrast,
the Confederate Transportation Department was far from successful
at achieving its goals, but Rebel transportation o�cers labored
under crushing di�culties as the war ground to a conclusion.53

Historian Russell Weigley has concluded that “the number of
wagons following the Federal armies was probably without



precedent.”54 That undoubtedly was true within the context of
American military history. Previous campaigns from the colonial era
to the Mexican War involved far smaller �eld armies than either
Union or Confederate leaders gathered to �ght the Civil War. Within
the context of European military history, Federal and Rebel armies
were not unusually large, but Europe provided many more
opportunities for �eld armies to live o� the land rather than relying
on bringing forward large amounts of supplies from the distribution
points of logistical networks. But, while the need for large wagon
trains was imperative, Civil War o�cers were able to cope with the
demand because they drew on a long heritage of wagon use, mostly
due to the expansive frontier environment with its far-�ung outposts
and crude dirt roads. Civil War quartermasters knew how to handle
large trains, and there was a large supply of mules in the civilian
economy and hundreds of experienced teamsters. The chief
di�culties encountered in the South were the lack of �nancial
power to purchase vehicles and the shortage of wagon-making
establishments. In contrast, providing enough vehicles, harness, and
mules to the Union army was among the lesser problems faced by
Montgomery Meigs.

No matter how important the river and coastal steamers and the
railroads were to Civil War logisticians, old-fashioned wagons
remained equally important to the armies. They were a vital link in
the system of transportation, carrying needed goods over the last
gap in the logistical chain. Wagon trains were in fact the tail end of
the national logistical systems and the most �exible part of them,
cooperating intimately with the moving masses of infantry, cavalry,
and artillery who depended as much on the mule team as they did
on the iron horse for their daily support.


