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In celebration of Fort Benning’s centennial, it is perhaps 
instructive to re-examine the Civil War exploits of its 
namesake, General Henry L. Benning. Unlike some of 

his fire-eating colleagues who led the South into the Civil War, 
Henry L. Benning put his money — and his life — where his 
mouth was.

A successful lawyer from Columbus, GA, who later won 
election as associate justice of the Georgia Supreme Court 
in the decade before the war, Benning became an outspoken 
advocate for states’ rights and one of the leaders of Georgia’s 
secessionist movement. Soon after the start of the war, 
Benning raised the 17th Regiment of Georgia Volunteers 
and spent most of the war in General James Longstreet’s 
First Corps of Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia, 
participating in all of that Army’s major campaigns except the 
Battle of Chancellorsville. He also traveled with the portion 
of Longstreet’s corps sent to reinforce Braxton Bragg’s 
Army of the Tennessee in the Battle of Chickamauga. Much 
of Benning’s Civil War correspondence is contained in the 
Benning/Jones Collection in the Schwob Library Archives at 
Columbus State University (CSU) in Columbus.1 The materials 
offer a fascinating insight into Benning’s impressive military 
career on the front lines of some of the most intense fighting 
of the Civil War; they also provide a rare perspective of some 
of his memorable arguments with the Confederate War 
Department over states’ rights issues and periodic efforts to 
defend his honor against ill-informed attacks on his personal 
reputation.2

Benning’s Confederate service officially began with his 
appointment to the rank of colonel in the Georgia militia on 
17 August 1861, a copy of which, signed by Governor Joseph 
E. Brown, is included in the collection. After the First Battle of 
Manassas in July 1861, the creation of militia units at the state 
level was accelerated. The 17th Regiment of Georgia Volunteers 
which Benning headed was formed with 10 companies from 
Muscogee and five other counties. As its commander, Benning 
supervised its equipping (initially with “smoothbore muskets”) 

and movement 
from Georgia 
to  no r the rn 
Virginia.3 Along 
with the 1st 
(later assigned to Anderson’s Brigade), 2nd, 15th, and 20th 
Regiments of Georgia Volunteers, the 17th became part of 
Brigadier General Robert Toombs’ brigade in Major General 
David Jones’ division of the Army of the Potomac.4 

Benning and the 17th Regiment spent the fall and winter 
months of 1861-1862 establishing camps, adjusting to the 
rigors of military life, drilling, and preparing for the upcoming 
spring campaign. This proved to be more trying than one 
might assume. In his book General Henry Lewis Benning, 
This Was a Man: A Biography of Georgia’s Supreme Court 
Justice and Confederate General, J. David Dameron points out 
that the conditions of that first winter significantly reduced the 
ranks of Toombs’ brigade, which boasted an initial strength of 
around 4,000 soldiers; “by the close of 1861, the ranks of the 
brigade were thinned by the loss of 595 men, due to illness, 
desertions, and disabilities.” Between 1861 and 1865, losses 
due to disease and illness amounted to 1,002, with pneumonia 
and typhoid being the major causes, followed by smallpox and 
measles. Overall losses from all causes were staggering; the 
brigade had mustered with close to 4,300 men in August 1861, 
and by 9 April 1865 only 812 soldiers remained on the field.5

During the spring and summer of 1862, Benning spent 
more time engaged in political battles than military ones. He 
corresponded extensively with the Confederate Secretary 
of War, G.W. Randolph, over the issue of how promotions 
were to be handled for company-grade officers in Benning’s 
regiment. At stake was the tradition of electing officers in 
militia units like Benning’s 17th Regiment, which had been 
in force since the unit’s creation, versus the assertion by the 
Confederate government that officers should be officially 
promoted and assigned by the government. As an ardent 
state’s rights advocate, Benning steadfastly supported the 
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electoral procedures. First Lieutenant Henry McCauley 
served as second in command of Company F in the 17th 
Regiment, a unit that had been mustered out of Columbus, 
and thus he was well known to Colonel Benning. Benning felt 
that McCauley, a tombstone merchant in his pre-war days, 
was not qualified to take command of the company after 
the resignation of the elected commander. In fact, the men 
in the company elected another officer to be the company 
commander. McCauley refused to accept the decision and 
protested directly to Randolph. Benning had him arrested 
and jailed for insubordination. In the ensuing interchange of 
letters, Randolph provided McCauley with an official promotion 
to captain and directed Benning to reinstate McCauley as 
the company commander. In the end, McCauley resigned 
in frustration at Benning’s refusal to give him an official 
hearing, and he returned to Columbus to resume his pre-war 
occupation. Randolph’s order reinstating McCauley could 
not be executed since he was already gone by the time it 
was received.6 Despite at one point writing an impassioned, 
22-page argument of his point, Benning in the end discreetly 
let the matter die.7 

As this disagreement was playing out, the war began to 
assume a new intensity, and Benning soon found himself in 
the center of some of the fiercest action. George McClellan 
had begun his Peninsula Campaign, and Toombs’ brigade, 
as part of Jones’ division, participated in the Confederate 
attempt to halt McClellan’s advance on Richmond. When the 
Confederate commander, Joseph E. Johnston, was wounded 
midway in the campaign, authorities appointed Robert E. Lee 
to replace him. An army reorganization followed, with Toombs’ 
brigade and Jones’ division becoming part of Major General 
John Magruder’s corps in the renamed Confederate Army of 
Northern Virginia. At the Battle of Seven Pines, which took 
place on 1 June 1862, Toombs’ brigade arrived too late to 
participate in the fighting, but later in the month (27 June) at 
Garnett’s Farm, the brigade (including Benning’s regiment) 
received its baptism of fire. Although Benning’s original brief 
battle report of the engagement is not in the CSU collection, a 
copy of the report that appeared in The War of the Rebellion: 
A Compilation of the Official Records of the Union and 
Confederate Armies is included.8 A few days later (30 June - 1 
July), Toombs’ brigade and Jones’ division were part of Lee’s 
unsuccessful and costly attempt to crush McClellan’s army 
at the Battle of Malvern Hill. Once again, Benning’s original 
handwritten draft of his regiment’s action in the battle is not 
in the collection, but a copy of the published version which 
appeared in The War of the Rebellion series is included.

With McClellan’s retreat from the peninsula, Lee once again 
reorganized the Army of Northern Virginia, and Jones’ division 
became part of James Longstreet’s newly formed First Corps. 
Benning, as senior regimental commander in Toombs’ brigade, 
was appointed its interim commander after Longstreet had a 
falling out with Toombs.9 Soon after, Longstreet’s First Corps 

shifted north to link up with Jackson, crossing the Rapidan 
River on 18 August and the Rappahannock River on 26 
August. On 28 August, following Jackson’s corps through 
Thoroughfare Gap on the way to Manassas Junction, a 
Union force suddenly appeared to cut Longstreet’s corps 
off from Jackson’s corps. Toombs’ brigade, led by Benning, 
was ordered to clear the heights on the right side of the gap, 
which it did by beating the Union force in a race to the top 
of the ridge. General Anderson’s brigade, including the 1st 
Regiment of Georgia Volunteers, attacked up the other side of 
the gap. By dark, the Union attempt to block the gap had been 
repulsed, and the remainder of Longstreet’s corps moved 
through the gap unmolested (again, Benning’s original report 
is not in the collection, but the War of the Rebellion series 
version is included).  

On 29 August, General Pope’s Army of Virginia engaged 
Jackson’s corps. Thinking that the Confederates were 
retreating westward, Pope was determined to cut them off. 
However, when Longstreet’s corps appeared on his flank 
the next day, Pope had little choice but to turn and fight what 
became known as the Second Battle of Manassas. With 
Toombs still under arrest, Benning remained in command of 
the brigade and played a decisive role in Longstreet’s fight 
on the Confederate left wing. The brigade took significant 
casualties, reported at 37 killed and another 294 wounded.10 

The fall of 1862 proved to be a very busy time for Benning 
and the Army of Northern Virginia. As a newly minted (although 
not officially promoted) brigade commander, Benning was 
catching up on his official correspondence. He produced 
reports of Second Manassas and the Battle of Sharpsburg 
(Antietam) during this period; handwritten drafts of both 
are included in the CSU collection. At Sharpsburg, General 
Toombs, who by this time had been reinstated, was given 
command of a provisional division, which included Benning’s 
brigade. With the 15th and 17th regiments defending Lee’s 
supply trains, Benning and his two remaining regiments, the 
2nd and the 20th, were assigned to defend the lower bridge 
across Antietam Creek, known forever after as “Burnside’s 
Bridge.” On 17 September, after a morning assault on the 
Confederate left had been repulsed, an attack on the right 
commenced. Benning’s two regiments of around 350 officers 
and men faced the entire Union IX Corps of General Ambrose 
Burnside — around 13,000 strong. With the Union soldiers 
attempting to cross the narrow lower bridge, Benning’s two 
regiments held out against five successive assaults, not 
yielding until they began to run out of ammunition. Ordering a 
withdrawal, Benning met the 15th and 17th regiments at the top 
of the hill, hastening to his rescue. Ultimately, A.P. Hill’s division 
relieved Toombs’ division and received the lion’s share of credit 
for saving the day.11 However, the fight by Toombs’ division 
was not over; Toombs had observed some of Burnside’s units 
threatening the town of Sharpsburg itself and ordered his 
division to halt the envelopment of the town. In a letter to E.P. 
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Alexander after the war, Benning remarked: “...A.P. Hill’s troops 
came up before night, but none of them had much part in the 
fight; none had any part in first breaking the line [of advancing 
Union forces on Sharpsburg]. I give the above detail for the 
benefit of General Toombs as I have understood the credit of 
retaking Sharpsburg was [and] perhaps is claimed for A.P. Hill. 
Toombs is the man, however…”12 It was at Sharpsburg that 
Benning’s son, Seaborn, was wounded for the first time as he 
fought with the 1st Regiment in Anderson’s brigade. Toombs 
himself was wounded in the hand later in the evening. After a 
convalescence in Georgia, Toombs became frustrated in his 
quest for promotion to major general and resigned, thus giving 
Benning his opportunity for permanent brigade command.13

Benning would face Burnside again in December 1862 at 
Fredericksburg. By this time, Burnside had replaced McClellan 
as commander of the Army of the Potomac and had moved his 
army to try to outflank Lee at Fredericksburg. High water on 
the Rappahannock River and lack of pontoon bridging delayed 
his advance, allowing Lee’s army plenty of time to dig in to 
contest the crossing. The result was a decisive victory for the 
Confederate forces on 13 December. Toombs’ brigade, led by 
Benning, was in the center of the rebel position in the second 
line of defense on the heights overlooking the town. Aside from 
some casualties from stray artillery fire, the brigade escaped 
relatively unscathed.14 

During the winter fighting hiatus which followed, Benning 
was promoted to brigadier general (the actual promotion 
order was dated 23 April 1863 but with an effective date of 
rank of 17 January).15 He took the field again in February 

of 1863 as part of Longstreet’s move to 
the Virginia Tidewater region to attempt 
to retake the city of Suffolk. Pausing in 
Richmond for close to a month awaiting 
favorable weather, the corps recommenced 
its move on 29 March and arrived in the 
vicinity of Suffolk in mid-April. Benning 
communicated extensively with Longstreet 
and his staff during this Tidewater campaign, 
requisitioning supplies from a largely 
Unionist populace along the border of North 
Carolina. Unionist sympathizers, referred to 
as “Buffaloes” in Benning’s correspondence, 
were to be treated civilly as long as they 
were cooperative.16 Benning’s brigade was 
assigned the task of escorting and protecting 
the corps supply trains, an undertaking of 
special concern to Longstreet and which 
elicited several directives personally written 
and signed by Longstreet himself. On 3 May, 
Longstreet and his corps were directed to 
rejoin Lee’s army but missed the Battle of 
Chancellorsville.

Benning took part in some of the fiercest 
fighting at the Battle of Gettysburg two months later. Benning’s 
brigade was part of John B. Hood’s division, which occupied 
the far right of the rebel line on the second day of the battle, 
2 July. Although in the second echelon of the attack against 
Cemetery Ridge, Benning’s brigade decisively engaged 
Union forces around Houck’s Ridge and Devil’s Den. In the 
heavy fighting in and around Houck’s Ridge, two regiments 
of Benning’s troops reinforced Brigadier General Jerome 
Robertson’s Texas Brigade, which was under heavy artillery 
and sharpshooter fire from Little Round Top, while his other 
two regiments fought a ferocious battle in the boulder-strewn 
vicinity of Devil’s Den, assisting the left-most regiment of 
Alabamians from Brigadier General Evander Law’s brigade. 
The attack on Houck’s Ridge resulted in the capture of 
three Union artillery pieces and at least 100 prisoners — the 
combined efforts of both Robertson’s and Benning’s brigades, 
although the Texan’s received the credit.17 Benning’s losses 
were heavy on 2 July — reportedly around 400. On 3 July, 
after reinforcing their positions overnight, the brigade spent 
much of the day standing its ground while the main attack 
focused on the center of the Union position (Pickett’s Charge). 
However, late in the afternoon, a series of confusing messages 
from General McLaws, on Benning’s left, and General Law, 
on Benning’s right, led him to send one regiment (the 15th) 
to a forward position now exposed on both flanks as the 
Confederate forces began to withdraw. Receiving a second 
order from General Law clarifying the first, Benning realized 
that his entire brigade was in danger of being outflanked, but 
by that time the 15th Regiment was already in that situation. 
Benning successfully extracted both, but the 15th Regiment 

Fort Benning Centennial 1918-2018 — 100 Years of Leadership

Photos courtesy of author
During the Battle of Antietam, Benning’s regiments were assigned to defend Burnside’s 
Bridge. The regiments held against five successive assaults but eventually had to withdraw. 



July-September 2018   INFANTRY   23

suffered heavy casualties in withdrawing under pressure. The 
total losses for the two days of fighting had resulted in 509 
casualties.18 

In his post-war letter to E.P. Alexander, Benning also gave 
an interesting second-hand account of another skirmish fought 
on 3 July. Major General Judson Kilpatrick (nicknamed “Kill-
Cavalry”), commander of a division of Union cavalry, directed 
one of his brigades, commanded by rising star Brigadier 
General Elon Farnsworth, to make an ill-fated attack on the 
right flank of the Confederate position after Pickett’s Charge 
had been stopped. The charge took place over uneven terrain 
against entrenched infantrymen. As the cavalrymen broke 
through a line of skirmishers in the rebel rear, they found 
themselves suddenly surrounded by an ever-increasing force 
of determined Texans, who were itching to avenge their own 
repulse at Little Round Top the day before. According to most 
historical accounts of the battle, Farnsworth’s brigade was 
decimated, and Farnsworth himself was killed in a suicidal 
attack on a strong Confederate position, riddled with five rebel 
Minie balls.19 Benning related Farnsworth’s fate differently, 
recording that he had heard from several eye-witnesses that 
after the battle, as the Confederate infantrymen policed up 
the battlefield, they approached “…a fallen horse with the 
rider by his side but not dead. They ordered him to surrender. 
He replied wait a little or something to that effect and put his 
hand to his pistol, drew it & blew his brains out. This was Gen 
Farnsworth…”20 

The Army of Northern Virginia 
had scarcely retreated back to 
Virginia when Lee decided to send 
Longstreet’s corps west to reinforce 
Bragg’s Army of the Tennessee. 
Since most of eastern Tennessee 
and Kentucky were under Union 
control, the corps was forced to 
take a circuitous rail route through 
North Carolina down to Atlanta, 
then north to Ringgold, GA, where it 
detrained and immediately marched 
into combat at Chickamauga. While 
enroute, Benning and his brigade 
became embroiled in a controversy 
in Raleigh, NC. Temporarily halting 
in Raleigh, Benning allowed some 
of his soldiers to explore the town. 
Whether his men had heard rumors 
while underway or once it arrived in 
Raleigh, they became aware that one 
of the newspapers in town, the North 
Carolina Standard, owned by pro-
unionist editor William Holden, had 
been consistently publishing articles 
favoring the Northern cause. In the 

end, soldiers connected with Benning’s brigade, as well as 
other units, raided the newspaper’s offices, damaging the 
press and spreading containers of metal letters in the street. 
The brigade resumed its journey by 2300, and Benning, by 
his own account unaware of its activities at the time, took no 
action. Holden immediately wrote an angry letter to the Milton 
Chronicle (North Carolina) that was filled with unsubstantiated 
rumors and innuendo, blaming Benning and his troops for 
the incident.21 North Carolina governor Zebulon B. Vance, 
himself personally involved in trying to quell the riot, also fed 
the controversy by making some unfortunate assumptions and 
then complaining to the Confederate Secretary of War, James 
Seddon. In the end, Benning was exonerated, Governor Vance 
apologized, and the affair ended.

Benning once again found himself in a major battle at 
Chickamauga between 18-20 September 1863. By all 
accounts, the heavily wooded terrain allowed units easily to 
become separated, and the battle degenerated into ferocious 
individual and small unit fights. Benning apparently temporarily 
lost his composure under fire during one of these firefights. 
On the third day of the battle and the second day of heavy 
combat, having had his horse shot from beneath him, Benning 
mounted an unsaddled artillery horse and continued on. 
However, the fighting was so intense that Benning lost sight 
of his own men. As reported later by General Longstreet in his 
postwar memoirs, Benning rode up on his artillery mount and 
excitedly reported, “Hood killed, my horse killed, my brigade 

Map — Chickamauga, 20 September 1863, Part 3, Brigade Details
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torn to pieces, and I haven’t a man left.” Longstreet allegedly 
replied, calmly telling Benning: “General, look about you. You 
are not so badly hurt. I know you will find at least one man, 
and with him on his feet report your brigade to me, and you 
shall have a place in the fighting line.”22 It is a tribute to both 
men that Benning regained his equanimity, Longstreet took 
Benning’s lapse in stride, and both continued the fight.

Shortly after the Battle of Chickamauga, Benning 
accompanied Longstreet’s corps into eastern Tennessee to 
prevent General Burnside from linking up with the Union forces 
in Chattanooga. Later, when this effort proved untenable, 
Longstreet moved his force to winter quarters near Bristol, 
TN. The winter was brutal — the mountains of east Tennessee 
were frigid, the region was sparsely populated, the populace 
was heavily Unionist, and the Confederate forces were isolated 
and poorly supplied. Benning tried to get a furlough to visit his 
family during this time (his first in more than two years), but it 
was not approved. Finally, Longstreet’s corps received orders 
to rejoin Lee’s army in Virginia, and it did so on 22 April 1864.23

The reunion occurred just as General Ulysses S. Grant 
prepared to engage and destroy Lee’s Army of Northern 
Virginia. The Battle of the Wilderness commenced on 4 May 
1864. The two-day battle — similar to 
Chickamauga for its heavily forested 
terrain and confused nature — proved 
expensive for both sides. Eerily similar 
to Chancellorsville a year earlier when 
General Stonewall Jackson had been 
mortally wounded by his own pickets, 
Longstreet and General Micah Jenkins 
(now commanding Hood’s old division) 
were both shot by their own men in 
the confusion, resulting in the death 
of Jenkins and the serious wounding 
of Longstreet. In the fierce fighting, 
Benning was also wounded when a 
Union shot shattered his shoulder.24 He 
finally received a furlough to return to 
Columbus to recover.25 

Benning returned to the brigade in 
November 1864, by which time the 
brigade was busily involved in defending 
the defensive works around Petersburg 
in a stalemate that had turned into a 
lengthy siege. The brigade’s role had 
settled into a routine of six days on the 
line, followed by two days of rest. Most 
of the casualties suffered in the trenches 
were the result of enemy sharpshooters, 
which the brigade leaders blamed on the 
troops themselves for “carelessness.”26 
Petersburg fell in April of 1865, resulting 
in a chaotic retreat by the Army of 

Northern Virginia which ended in its surrender at Appomattox. 
Benning did not submit any official report of the brigade’s 
actions. However, he did write in his postwar letter to E.P. 
Alexander that it was during the retreat from Petersburg that 
the wagon containing his trunk of official correspondence was 
lost. He also recounted the brigade’s activities in these final 
days, leapfrogging from position to position covering the retreat 
of Lee’s army. Benning wrote: “At Appomattox Courthouse 
the division was in the rear with the enemy close up. Its 
organization was perfect and it was not at all demoralized. I 
saw many men with tears streaming from their eyes when it 
was known that Lee had surrendered. They gathered in groups 
& debated the question whether we should not cut our way 
out & escape. Most of them were in favor of the attempt. They 
only waited for a word from me, but I would not give it. On the 
contrary, I urged them to acquiesce.”27 

Researchers will find most of Benning’s Civil War papers in 
remarkably good condition, and his cursive handwriting legible 
and fairly easy to decipher. What is missing in most cases is 
Benning’s personal correspondence. Those pieces which do 
exist are in other collections.28 Nevertheless, what is contained 
in the CSU collection offers some fascinating insights into the 

Civil War career of Henry L. Benning. 
Anyone interested in that phase of 
Benning’s life would do well to access 
the collection in Columbus. 

After the war, Benning returned 
to Columbus and reestablished his 
law practice, but his final years were 
marred by tragedy and disappointment. 
His wife, Mary, who had managed the 
household during his wartime absence, 
died in June 1868, leaving him to raise 
five daughters, his sister-in-law with her 
two children, his sister’s two children, 
as well as two former slave families 
who had stayed on as domestics and 
laborers after the war. His close friend 
and political confidante, Howell Cobb, 
died in October 1868. In 1873, he ran 
for the open Senate seat from Georgia, 
but his states’ rights rhetoric was 
outdated, and the election went to John 
B. Gordon, another military standout 
of stellar reputation. His son, Seaborn 
Jones Benning, who had been wounded 
twice during the war, never recovered 
from his injuries and died in December 
1874 at the age of 31. On 9 July 1875, 
while juggling several court cases, he 
collapsed while on the way to court 
and died the next day. The cause was 
reported to be apoplexy, which today 
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would be called a massive stroke. He was 61 years old.29 
While Fort Benning continues to excel as the schoolhouse 

for future leaders in the Infantry and Armor/Cavalry branches, 
Benning’s own exploits as a military leader deserve periodic 
re-examination and emphasis. As the foregoing account 
suggests, Benning was a quick study as a combat leader of 
exceptional steadiness and skill, exhibited a remarkable ability 
to survive even as he led from the front during four years of war, 
and perhaps most impressive, won the enduring admiration 
and respect from his men who gave him the nickname on his 
tombstone — “Old Rock.”
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24 Dameron, Benning’s Brigade, 108-109.  
25 Special Orders, 13 May 1864, CSU archives, Folder 18.
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