
Fort Lamar Background

• By the spring of 1862, Union forces under the leadership of Brigadier General David
Hunter, commander of the Union’s Department of the South, were poised to launch an
assault on Charleston by way of land. A Union victory at the Battle of Port Royal in
November of 1861 provided the Federals an excellent staging area for organizing an
attack on the city. Logistical information provided by Robert Smalls, a runaway slave who
had commandeered a Confederate steamer, the C.S.S. Planter, opened the way for Union
troops to advance on James Island.
• Capturing Charleston early into 1862 could have dramatically turned the tide of war in
the Union’s favor. The North could have utilized Charleston’s large harbor and railroad
connections to launch large-scale campaigns into the South’s interior, potentially forcing
the Confederacy to divert its eastern forces away from Virginia.
• To protect Charleston’s southern flank, the Confederates, under the command of Major
General John C. Pemberton, constructed a string of fortifications on James Island,
extending from Fort Pemberton on the Stono River to a small fort built on the neck of the
Secessionville peninsula. General Pemberton placed South Carolinian Brigadier General
Nathan George “Shanks” Evans in charge of the island’s defenses.
• The Secessionville fort, then known as the Tower Battery for the watchtower constructed
at the site, was flanked by marsh on both sides and was built on the narrowest portion of
the peninsula, which measured only 125 yards wide. Colonel Thomas G. Lamar was
placed in command of the fort and tasked with overseeing its construction.
• On June 2, 1862, Union forces under the command of Brigadier General Henry W.
Benham, who was placed in charge of the operation by General David Hunter, landed on
the southwestern tip of James Island at the Grimball Plantation.
• A few minor skirmishes followed as Union forces began to unload supplies and organize
troops, in turn prompting the Confederates to reinforce their fortifications.
• Worried that they did not have enough men to capture Charleston, General Hunter
ordered General Benham to not advance on Charleston or Fort Johnson until he received
reinforcements or direct orders to attack.
• Despite these instructions, in the early morning of June 16th General Benham launched a
surprise attack on the Secessionville fort. This force, totaling around 6,500 men organized
into two columns, was expected to easily overwhelm the Confederate garrison of 500.
• As the Union force approached the fort, they had to navigate through overgrown hedge
rows and open cotton fields, slowing their advance. As the land approaching the fort
narrowed, the left side of the Union column was pushed into the marsh, breaking the line
and compressing the center, causing the second wave to run into the first.
• At this point, around 5:00 am, the fort’s defenders were alerted to the Union’s presence.
As the Confederates rushed to their stations, Colonel Lamar took personal command of
the 8-inch Columbiad cannon. When the Union lines were within two hundred yards of
the fort, they were met with the mighty Columbiad’s blast.
• Despite sustaining heavy fire from the fort’s cannons, the Union forces managed to climb
onto the fort’s parapets where they fought hand to hand with the Confederate defenders.
• The fort’s garrison was quickly reinforced by surrounding Confederate battalions, who



were able to repel the Union’s foothold.
• The marshes inhibited the Union army from launching a successful flanking maneuver to
assist the main assault, as the water and pluff mud proved to be impassable.
• Confederate artillery fire to the Union’s flank, in addition to Confederate reinforcements,
forced General Benham to order a retreat. Despite the battle only lasting around two and a half
hours, losses were heavy.
• The Union sustained nearly 700 causalities, with 107 killed, while the Confederates
experienced around 200 causalities, with 52 killed. Most of the battle’s causalities occurred
either on the narrow peninsula immediately in front of the fort or on the fort itself.
• After the battle, the Secessionville fort, which was referred to as the “Tower Battery” at the time
of the battle, was renamed Fort Lamar in honor of its commander. Colonel Lamar, who was
wounded during the battle, died a year later from fever contracted while on serving on the
island.
• By July 8th, the Union army vacated James Island and returned to Port Royal.
• For disobeying orders and losing the battle, General Benham was court martialed and
demoted.
• Fort Lamar was placed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1979.



Robert Smalls Biography

• Robert Smalls was born into slavery on April 5, 1839 in Beaufort, South Carolina. Owned by
John McKee, Smalls worked in his master’s house until 1851 when he was sent to McKee’s
Charleston home. In Charleston Smalls was rented out as a waterfront worker where he gained
expert knowledge of South Carolina’s coastal waterways. In 1856 he married Hannah Jones, a
slave who worked at a Charleston hotel, and the couple had two children.
• When the Civil War broke out in 1861, the Union quickly sent warships to blockade
Charleston’s harbor. To white Charlestonians, the blockade was a symbol of Northern tyranny,
but to the enslaved, the Union blockade offered a rare chance at freedom if they could somehow
circumvent Confederate sentries and reach the Union warships.
• Smalls was conscripted by the Confederacy to serve as a crew member for an outfitted
steamboat, the C.S.S. Planter. The crew of the Planter included Smalls and six other enslaved
members, in addition to three white officers. In violation of military orders, the white officers
occasionally left the vessel in the hands of its enslaved crew members overnight, believing the
slaves were incapable of stealing the vessel and defecting to the Union. Capitalizing on the
officers’ naivete, Smalls and the other enslaved members of the Planter hatched a daring plan
that would bring them and their families to freedom.
• In the early morning of May 13, 1862, Smalls put his plan into action. Impersonating the ship’s
captain by donning a straw hat, Smalls had the crew hoist the Confederate and South Carolina
flags, and slipped the Planter out of the dock without raising the alarm. The vessel then made its
way to the North Atlantic Wharf to pick up Smalls’s wife and children, as well as the family
members of the other crew members. According to plan, the Planter sailed to Fort Johnson and
then on to Fort Sumter, where Smalls, disguising himself as the ship’s captain, gave the
Confederate signals required to pass and sailed by without interruption.
• Nearing the Union blockade, the crew lowered the Confederate and South Carolina flags,
and raised a white bedsheet to signal surrender. However, by this point in the morning heavy
fog had rolled into the harbor, obscuring the steamer and its white flag. Fearing the Planter was
a hostile ship attempting to ram them, the crew of the nearby U.S.S. Onward readied its guns to
fire on the vessel. As the Planter grew closer to the Union warship, the Onward’s crew realized
the ship was not hostile. Maneuvering the vessels alongside each other, the crew of the Planter
rushed to the ship’s deck in celebration. Taking off the captain’s hat, Smalls shouted, “Good
morning, sir! I’ve brought you some of the old United States guns, sir!”
• Obtaining freedom, Smalls and the other families were sent to Beaufort, which was under
Federal control. For commandeering the Planter, Robert Smalls was awarded $1,500,
which he used to purchase his former master’s home after the war.
• Smalls was later sent to Washington as part of a delegation to argue for the creation of an
African American regiment from the emancipated slaves of the South Carolina
Lowcountry. Secretary of War Edwin Stanton approved this proposal and Smalls returned
to Union occupied South Carolina to rally his fellow freedmen.
• In October of 1862, he returned to Charleston and served aboard a Union ironclad, the
U.S.S. Keokuk, until the vessel’s sinking in April of 1863 off the coast of Morris Island.
Smalls then returned to the Planter, serving as a pilot and wheelman under a white captain. For
his bravery under Confederate cannon fire during a patrol in the Folly Island Creek, Smalls was



promoted to the rank of captain in December of 1863. Smalls continued to serve in the
Charleston area until the end of the war.
• Following the war, Smalls became a prominent South Carolina politician, serving in the state’s
assembly and senate, and serving five terms in the U.S. House of Representatives from
1874-1886. While in office, Smalls championed for the political rights of African Americans and
argued against Jim Crow. Robert Smalls died on February 22, 1915, in Beaufort, South
Carolina, in the same house he was born as a slave.


