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worried that vessels in the river were bringing in more troops, 

“shortened the time to twenty minutes.”3 Bradford refused to 

surrender, and Forrest quickly ordered the attack.

The Confederates charged to the fort, scaled the parapet, 

and fired on the forces within. Victory came quickly, with the 

Union forces running toward the river or surrendering. Shelby 

Foote describes the scene like this:
 Some kept going, right on into the river, where a number 

drowned and the swimmers became targets for marksmen 

on the bluff. Others, dropping their guns in terror, ran back 

toward the Confederates with their hands up, and of these 

some were spared as prisoners, while others were shot down 

in the act of surrender.4  

In his own official report, Forrest makes no mention of the 

massacre. He does make much of the fact that the Union flag was 

not lowered by the Union forces, saying that if his own men had 

not taken down the flag, “few, if any, would have survived unhurt 

another volley.”5 However, as Jack Hurst points out and Forrest 

must have known, in this twenty-minute battle, “Federals running 

for their lives had little time to concern themselves with a flag.”6

The federal congressional report on Fort Pillow, which 

charged the Confederates with appalling atrocities, was 

strongly criticized by Southerners. Respected writer Shelby 

Foote, while agreeing that the report was “largely” fabrication, 

points out that the “casualty figures . . . indicated strongly 

that unnecessary killing had occurred.”7 In an important 

article, John Cimprich and Robert C. Mainfort Jr. argue that 
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