
Fort Lamar History
• 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’sinterior, 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 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 casualties, with 107 killed, while the Confederates
experienced around 200 casualties, with 52 killed. Most of the battle’s casualties 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 to 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.

Civil War Artillery Background
• Artillery was an important part of many Civil War battles. Artillery was used against infantry,
buildings, fortifications, and ships, and a weapon’s size, style, and ammunition varied depending
on its purpose.
• Most artillery pieces at this time were muzzle loading guns, meaning they were loaded in the
front and not in the back, or the breech.
• Barrels were either smoothbore or rifled. The grooves in the barrel of a rifled artillery piece
forces a projectile to spin rapidly as it exits the barrel and flies through the air, stabilizing the
projectile, and allowing the weapon to have a longer range and higher accuracy compared to
smoothbore guns.
• Smoothbore pieces are smooth on the inside of their barrels and therefore do not have the
stabilizing grooves of rifled guns. However, smoothbore guns were easier to produce and
maintain, and soldiers could use a smoothbore to fire a variety of items without fear of damaging
the inside of the gun.
• Artillery pieces also utilized multiple types of ammunition. Solid cannonballs were used to
destroy fortifications and enemy artillery, while case shot was used against infantry. Case shot is
a hollow shell filled with shrapnel that was designed to explode mid-air and spread the shrapnel
across a large area. In close range combat, artillery crews could switch to canister shot, or
containers filled with small metal balls. The container would disintegrate when fired, spreading
the metal balls outward like a shotgun.
• Field artillery was a powerful weapon to have on the battlefield, however moving and operating
these weapons was difficult and required large amounts of resources.
• Each gun was very heavy and required about six animals to move the weapon into position
and six to eight more to move each caisson, or the cart that carried powder and ammunition.
• On the field, artillery was organized into a battery. A Union battery was typically composed of
six guns of uniform size and type, while a Confederate battery was made up of four guns of
varying types.



• Each gun and its accompanying caisson was operated and managed by a team of fifteen to
twenty people. It took about six people to properly clean, load, and fire a single artillery piece.


