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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

When,the Federals cut the Mississippi River levee, at 
Moon Lake on January 29, 1863, Yazoo Pass was a narrow, snag- 
filled slough with mammoth trees overhanging its channel. Its 
appearance was suddenly changed by the inundating flood caused 
by the Federal operations, raising its stage by approximately 
eight feet. Many of the huge trees still had to be cut, how­ 
ever, to prevent damage to the boats' chimneys.

Today, as in 1863, the banks of the pass are lined with 
large cotton producing plantations. The pass is once again a 
sluggish slough filled with snags and slow moving waters, 
which run beneath a canopy of overhanging trees.
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ITATEMEN/T OF SIGNIFICANCE

fPrior to the construction of a levee between Moon Lake 
and the Mississippi River in 1856, the Yazoo Pass was 
utilized to link the Mississippi, Coldwater, Tallahatchie, 
and Yazoo Rivers. During the Civil War, Major General 
Ulysses S. Gr^ftt recognized that breaking the levee at Moon 
Lake would enable forces to move through the narrow Yazoo 
Pass and the aforementioned rivers and ultimately establish 
positions on the east bank of the Yazoo River north of Vicks- 
burg.| The Yazoo Pass expedition, therefore, became one of 
four attempts by Grant to gain a foothold on the high ground 
near Vicksburg by avoiding a direct confrontation with the 
fire of the Vicksburg batteries and that of the Confederate 
fortifications at Snyder's and Haynes' Bluffs on the Yazoo. 
In addition to the Yazoo Pass campaign, Grant tried to cut 
a canal across the narrow neck of DeSoto Peninsula to 
change the course of the river in front of Vicksburg on the 
Louisiana side. He also investigated the bayous from Lake 
Providence through east Louisiana, and eventually sent 
Acting Rear Admiral David D. Porter's fleet of shallow-draft 
boats and troops under Major General William T. Sherman, up 
Steele's Bayou and Deer Creek in an attempt to re-enter the 
Yazoo River above Snyder's and Haynes' Bluffs. These attempts 
failed because of low water and Confederate resistance, 
whereas, the Confederate fortifications and high water at 
Fort Pemberton, near Greenwood, doomed the Yazoo Pass expedi­ 
tion.

Commander Isaac N. Brqw^i, of the Confederate Navy, had 
warned Lieutenant General John C. Pemberton of the possibility 
that the Federals might sieze upon the idea of re-opening 
Yazoo Pass by breaking the levee at Moon Lake. Pemberton 
agreed with Brown's warning and sent Lieutenant Francis E. 
Shepperd, C. S. N., with a party of fifty Negroes to fell 
trees and obstruct the pass. The importance of the pass 
was also recognized by President Jefferson Davis, who, on 
January 29, 1863, wired Pemberton: "Has anything or can 
anything be done to obstruct the navigation from Yazoo Pass 
down? H Before Pemberton could reply, the Federals made their 
move. ^Grant sent Lieutenant Colonel James H. Wilson, his

»
chief topographical engineer, to examine the possibility of
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After arriving at the levee, Wilson observed that the 
level of the Mississippi was eight and one-half feet above the 
level on the opposite side of the levee. Transverse cuts were 
made in the levee and mines were placed in shafts between these 
cuts. Explosions ripped the levee, causing Wilson to report 
on January 30, 1863: "The opening was 40 yards wide, and the 
water pouring through like nothing else I ever saw except 
Niagara Falls, logs, trees, and great masses of earth were torn 
away with the greatest ease. The work is a perfect success." 
The breach in the levee was seventy-five yards wide by the 
morning of February 4, 1863. ^

After waiting until the 7th of February for the water to 
level off, the Forest Rose entered the pass. James L. Alcorn, 
a former brigadier general of Mississippi State Troops who 
lived nearby, told Wilson and Captain James P. Foster, of the 
Chillicothe, that they should have little difficulty reaching 
the Yazoo River. Alcorn probably was not informed of the 
Confederates' efforts to block the pass or of the Fort Pember- 
ton fortifications being constructed on the narrow strip of 
land between the Tallahatchie and Yazoo Rivers.

As the Forest Rose tied up near the point where the pass 
emerges from Moon Lake, three men in a dugout were captured. 
These men informed Captain George W. Brown, U. S. N., that a 
force of Confederates and about one-hundred Negroes had been 
engaged for several days in felling timbers across the stream. 
Brown lowered a skiff to reconnoiter the pass and observed 
that the obstacles could be overcome. The trees had, for the 
large part, either washed against the bank or sunk out of sight. 
Many of the huge overhanging trees would, however, have to be 
cut to prevent damage to the boats' chimneys.

\
The advance of the fleet of nine gunboats and twenty-seven 

transports containing five-thousand infantry was slow and 
tedious. Most of the clearing had to be done with the muscle 
power of two-hundred and fifty to four-hundred men, aided by 
windlasses and winches. This tremendous operation of clearing 
the pass of obstructions cost the Federals precious time. It 
was almost a month before the fleet entered the Coldwater River, 
approximately thirty miles from its point of embarkment."**  
Brigadier General William W. Loring was apprised of the Union 
progress and had prepared to receive the expedition at Fort 
Pemberton, which was located in a "U" shape bend of the 
Tallahatchie River.
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\Loring had ordered a raft constructed across the river and 

the ill-fated Star of the West scuttled directly behind the 
raft. Eight guns were placed in battery commanding the bend 
of the river.^Most of the surrounding ground was inundated as 
a result of the breach in the levee. The only approach that 
could possibly be utilized by assaulting infantry would neces­ 
sitate the Federal troops crossing six-hundred yards of cleared 
field, as well as fording a bayou to reach the works.

On the morning of March 11, the Chillicothe came within 
eight-hundred yards of the fortifications before the works were 
sighted. At once, the batteries opened fire. The Chillicothe
was struck and forced to withdraw. 

\
From the opening engagement until April 5, the Federals 

assaulted, bombarded or scouted for means to breach the Con­ 
federate works, but the inundated countryside served as a moat. 
After repeated failures, the battered gunboats and transports 
left Fort Pemberton on April 5, and retreated back to the 
Yazoo Pass and the safety of the Mississippi.
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