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Yrhe fort site at Sulphur Trestle is located seven miles north of Athens, 
Alabama, on the Louisville and Nashville railroad line. The fort is south of 
Sulphfer Creek and just west of the train tracks. About four hundred yards 
of trenches still remain and are in reasonable good condition. The fort and 
th~e"houses were burned by General Nathan Bedford Forrest after the fort was 
surrendered to him.

'jn 1864 the fort was a square redoubt about,70. yards long on each side. 
The parapet was built of logs with several feet of hard-packed dirt ,on^.the

nEsTde. The fort was five or six feet high. A deep trench was dug around 
the~p^arapetT Inside the fort were the powder magazine, officer's quarters, 
and "sheds for supplies. South of the fort the enlisted men lived in tents.I

A historic/recreational park is planned for the site. m 
m
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

X' Sulphur Trestle Fort in Limestone County was the site of a major 
military action in September 1864 between Confederate General Nathan 
"Bedford Forrest and the Union garrison guarding the railroad trestle over 
Sulphur Creek ./^

The Union Army had captured the Tennessee River Valley in 1862; 
however, their control was subject to numerous raids by Forrest, General 
Joe Wheeler and others. The North-South railroad from Nashville to Decat\;r 
was an important part of the supply line to General Sherman in Atlanta as 
it intersected the Memphis and Charleston railroad which went through 
Atlanta.

_General Forrest left his headquarters in Verona, Mississippi on the 
16th of September, 1864, with the mission of destroying the rail lines 
north of Decatur, Alabama. He crossed the Tennessee River near Florence 
and headed for Athens which was under the command of Colonel Wallace 
Campbell. General Forrest joined forces with General P. D. Roddy west of 
Rogersville. Together they had a 4,500 man fighting force. Forrest struck 
four miles south of Athens and destroyed the railroad tracks. On September 
23, Forrest surrounded Athens. Colonel Campbell burned the commissary 
Jbuilding and withdrew to his fort. Not wishing to attack Campbell's 
fort in a frontal assault, Forrest decided to try trickery. He requested 
an interview with Campbell and while they talked, Forrest paraded the same 
men and cannons past Campbell again and again and convinced Campbell that 
he had a large army. In his official report, Campbell estimated that 
there were more than 12,000 troops and 18 cannons lined up against him. 
Against seemingly overwhelming odds he surrendered.

After sacking the stores of Union sympathizers in Athens and sending 
his prisoners south, Forrest moved north and camped six miles above Athens 
on the night of the 24th.

The next Union outpost on the rail line was located at Sulphur 
Trestle an 80 foot high wooden bridge nearly 200 yards long. There were 
two blockhouses on the southern end of the bridge and a fort on a nearby 
Hill. The fort was defended by two companies of black troops, the llth 
U. S. Colored Troops und^the command of Colonel Lathrop. The use of 
ex-slaves and free Negrbs was an experiment designed to free the regular

Union troops for front line duties. Lanthrop was reenforced by 128 men
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of the Ninth Indiana Calvary under Colonel Lilly and 60 men of the Third 
Tennessee Regiment under Colonel Minnis. Lanthrop was ordered to "hold 
the fort at all hazards and to the last extremity."

On September 25, Forrest surrounded the fort and began shelling it. 
Colonel Lanthrop was killed at the start or" the'~fight and was replaced 
by Colonel J. B. Minnis. At around nine a.m. Colonel Minnis was struck 
by a piece of shell and replaced by Colonel Lilly. When they arrived, 
Forrest sent General Buford out to meet them and to turn them back. At 
this point, Forrest demanded unconditional surrender which Lilly refused 
Forrest then offered terms and Lilly took them to Colonel Minnis who had 
recovered sufficiently to resume command. Minnis held a council of war 
and all officers except Minis voted to surrender. Within an hour the
terms were accepted, Confederate had killed over 200 men and captur ed
over 800 more as well as 700 small arms, 2 artillery pieces, 16 wagons, 
300 horses and various stores. /

Forrest had the trestle and fort burned and then moved North to 
Tennessee.


