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*** NEXT MEETING ***
Wed, Nov 19, 2025 @ 7PM - Online Zoom Presentation

Volume 21 Issue 9 BEYOND THE LEGEND OF THE ‘WIZARD OF THE SADDLE

Nov 19. 2025 Dr. Heidi Amelia-Anne Weber Reexamines Nathan Bedford Forrest

J

Officers of the Few figures in the Civil War inspire more
Phil Kearn WRT fascination and.fury than Nathan Bedford
W Ph’.ﬁ(zam{ Cﬁ/RTorg Forrest, and this month Dr. Heidi Amelia-

Anne Weber cuts through the mythmaking
to reveal the man behind the legend. Known
as the “Wizard of the Saddle,” the “Devil
Forrest,” and the “Untutored Genius,”
Forrest remains one of the most polarizing
commanders of the conflict. A man of
explosive battlefield brilliance, yet tied to
slavery, wartime brutality, and postwar
controversy, Forrest defies simple
categorization. Dr. Weber’'s presentation
brings balanced, evidence-driven clarity to a
complicated life, examining how his daring
cavalry tactics reshaped campaigns in the
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A Western Theater and why his legacy
CSA General continues to spark debate.

Nathan Bedford Forrest

Dr. Weber is a distinguished scholar of 19th-
century America, holding a Ph.D. from Kent State University and
serving as a full professor of military history at SUNY Orange. Her
published works include “Like a Great
Feudal Landlord”: How Architecture and »
Slavery Created the World of the
Upcountry Planter and contributions to
multiple books and magazines covering
Gettysburg, antebellum America, and
. military administration. A recipient of both
Your membership of $25 the SUNY Orange President’s Award and

_ and the New York Chancellor's Award for

_ continued support Teaching Excellence, she remains an
RENEVEELLECEL SO octive public historian and serves as a
CENLEEEELA U Scrvice Academy Interview Screener for
programs and tours New Jersey’s U.S. Senators. Her talk
Send your dues to: promises insight, nuance, and a fresh
Norm Dykstra scholarly lens on one of the Civil War’s
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Visit You must register with this new link before the meeting
PhilKearnycwrt.org/Membership.htm https://us06web.zoom.us/meeting/register/tZYsc-6qqzssHNCtPZtdbdi_rnK5QOeJE|jFV#/registration



http://PhilKearnycwrt.org/Membership.htm
http://PhilKearnycwrt.org/Membership.htm
http://PhilKearnycwrt.org/Membership.htm
http://PhilKearnycwrt.org/Membership.htm
http://www.PhilKearnyCWRT.org/
http://www.PhilKearnyCWRT.org/
http://www.PhilKearnyCWRT.org/
http://www.PhilKearnyCWRT.org/
http://www.PhilKearnyCWRT.org/
http://www.PhilKearnyCWRT.org/
http://www.PhilKearnyCWRT.org/
http://www.PhilKearnyCWRT.org/
http://www.PhilKearnyCWRT.org/
https://us06web.zoom.us/meeting/register/tZYsc-6qqzssHNCtPZtdbdi_rnK5QOeJEjFV#/registration

Nathan Bedford Forrest:

Why He Remains One of the Most Controversial Figures of the Civil War
- Jim Madden

Few Civil War figures
generate as much fierce
debate—or emotional
reaction, as Lieutenant
General Nathan Bedford § =~
Forrest. His admirers &
praise him as a military § &
prodigy, a man with
unmatched battlefield p
instinct and courage. His
critics argue he
represents the darkest
forces of the
Confederacy: slavery,
racial violence, wartime Portrait of Nathan Bedford Forrest

atrocities, and the birth of LPrary. of Congress: “General
’ Nathan B. Forrest” (glass negative)
the Ku Klux Klan.

Forrest’s contradictions are many. He was a self-made
millionaire. and a slave trader. A brilliant cavalry
commander, and a man linked to one of the war’s
worst racial massacres. A founder of the early KKK,
and a speaker who called for racial harmony late in
life.

To study Forrest is to enter the heart of the American
struggle over memory, myth, race, and the legacy of
the Civil War. Dr. Heidi Amelia-Anne Weber’s
upcoming presentation will guide us through these
controversies with nuance and with careful attention to
primary sources.

PKCWRT 2025 Schedule

Click on blue links to register for meeting.

l. Forrest the Slave Trader

Years before the war, Forrest amassed enormous
wealth as one of the largest slave traders in Memphis.
His business was built on the buying, selling, and
forced relocation of enslaved men, women, and
children, often hundreds per year.

A formerly enslaved man, Lewis Carter, interviewed
during the WPA slave narrative project, recalled the
brutality of the trade:

“Men like Forrest kept us in pens like animals... | saw
women whipped until they cried themselves blind.””

While not every allegation can be tied directly to
Forrest's personal hand, these testimonies provide
vivid context for the world in which he operated—a
world of profit wrung from racial exploitation and
human suffering.

Il. Fort Pillow: Massacre, Chaos, or Something Else?

On April 12, 1864, one of the most infamous
engagements of the Civil War took place at Fort
Pillow, Tennessee. The Union garrison consisted of
roughly 600 soldiers, nearly half of them African
American troops from the 6th U.S. Heavy Atrtillery
(Colored). later re-designated the 7th U.S. Colored
Heavy Artillery. Many were formerly enslaved
Tennessee men fighting for the Union.

Wed, Nov 19 - 7pm
Dr. Heide Weber
Nathan Bedford Forrest

https://us06web.zoom.us/meeting/register/tZYsc-
6qqzssHNCtPZtdbdi_rnK5QOeJEjFV#/registration

Saturday, Dec 6th, 2025
1:00 pm - $55 per person

PKCWRT Holiday Party
Bistro 107, Moonachie, NJ
Michael Diaz
Curator of History & Uniforms
West Point Museum USMA

Jan 21st

> i

Speakers for 2026

- Stan Prager - TBD
Feb 18th - Fr Bob Miller - Catholic Chaplains
March 18th - Evan Portman - TBD

Apr 15th - Kevin Levin - Robert Gould Shaw

May 20th - Roseann Garza - War on the Rio Grande
June 17th - Sarah Bierle - Gallant Pelham

Sept 16th - Neil Chatelain - Privateers in San Fran
Oct 21st - Mark Maloy - Charleston in the War

Nov 18th - Sean Chick - Don Carlos Buell at Shiloh
Dec 5th - Holiday Dinner - TBD
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Caption in Frank Leslie's lllustrated Newspaper (New York), May 7, 1864,
"The war in Tennessee — Confederate massacre of federal troops after
the surrender at Fort Pillow, April 12th, 1864.

When Forrest’s cavalry overran the fort, widespread
reports emerged that Black soldiers attempting to
surrender were shot down.

Union Testimony: Private Israel Smith (6th U.S.
Heavy Artillery, Colored)

Private Israel Smith, a Black soldier of the 6th USCHA
(Colored), gave a powerful firsthand account to
Congress:

“We threw down our weapons and held up our hands,
but they shot us down where we stood.”

Smith’s regiment suffered catastrophic losses, nearly
65% Kkilled or wounded. This testimony helped fuel
national outrage.

Confederate Testimony: Sergeant Achilles V. Clark
(20th Tennessee Cavalry)

From the Confederate side, Sergeant Achilles V. Clark
wrote a private letter to his sisters describing what he
saw:

“I with several others tried to stop the butchery... but it
was some time before the men could be restrained.”

“The poor deluded negroes would run up to our men...
but they were ordered to their feet and then shot
down.”

“It looked like a human slaughter-pen.”

Clark’s letter is considered one of the most candid
Confederate admissions about what happened.

Forrest’s Defense
In his official report, Forrest flatly denied responsibility:

“The garrison refused to surrender... we were justified
in making the assault.”™

Yet this claim is contradicted by numerous witnesses.

Volume 21 Issue 9
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Federal investigators ruled it a massacre. Most
modern historians agree.

lll. Forrest’s Own Defense — In His Words

Forrest defended himself consistently for the rest of
his life.

A. After-Action Report (April 25, 1864)

He portrayed the battle as chaotic and denied
intentional killing:

“‘Reports of butchery are false... No quarter was
demanded by the enemy.™

B. Public Statements (1864-1865)
In interviews and letters, Forrest claimed:

e The Union soldiers did not properly surrender.
¢ His men became uncontrollable in battle.
e The story of a massacre was northern propaganda.

C. Congressional Testimony (1875)
Before Congress, Forrest stated unequivocally:

“There was no massacre. | never ordered anything of
the kind.”

Did he ever regret it?

No. Forrest never expressed personal regret for Fort
Pillow, publicly or privately.

That Devil Forrest
Nashville Campaign, November 23, 1864 - Art of John Paul Strain

IV. Forrest’s Tactical Brilliance

Even his harshest critics acknowledge Forrest’s
extraordinary battlefield abilities. With no formal
education, he mastered:

Page 3



rapid cavalry maneuvers
surprise raids
dismounted fighting
operational mobility
psychological warfare

General William T. Sherman said:

“Forrest is the most remarkable man our war
produced.”™

Captain J.H. Holman, one of his men, said:
“Il never saw a man more fearless.”

His tactical brilliance is undeniable. But brilliance
alone does not absolve moral responsibility.

V. Forrest and the Ku Klux Klan

After the war, Forrest became one of the early
leaders of the Ku Klux Klan. Most historians agree
he served as the first Grand Wizard.

Newspapers of the era quoted him openly:

“Yes, | started the Klan... but it was meant as a
protective organization.™

Congressional testimony in the 1871 KKK Hearings
repeatedly linked Forrest to leadership decisions,
operational coordination, and widespread racial
terror. Forrest denied formal involvement, but
overwhelming evidence contradicts his statements.

This association remains one of the defining
controversies of his life.

An illustration depicting two members of the Ku Klux Klan, in
Harper's Weekly magazine, December 19, 1868.

Volume 21 Issue 9
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VI. Forrest’s Views on African Americans

Forrest's attitude toward African Americans changed
significantly over time, though how sincere these shifts were
remains debated.

A. Before the War

As a slave trader, he viewed African Americans as property.

B. During the War

He treated Black Union soldiers as rebellious slaves and
justified their killing at Fort Pillow.

C. Klan Years

He opposed Black political participation and advocated racial
hierarchy.

D. Late-Life Transformation?

In 1875, Forrest shocked Memphis by speaking to the
Independent Order of Pole Bearers, a Black civic group:

“l want to elevate every man, white or colored, and give him all
the rights he is entitled to.™

“We are of the same flesh and blood.”

He also made a public gesture of reconciliation by kissing a
Black woman who presented him flowers.

Historians are divided:
Was this genuine change?
A bid to reshape his legacy?
Or simply economic and political pragmatism?

Regardless, it remains a striking scene in Forrest’s complicated
story.

VII. Conclusion — Who Was Nathan Bedford Forrest?
Nathan Bedford Forrest defies simple categorization.

A brilliant tactician who revolutionized cavalry warfare.

A slave trader who profited from human suffering.

A daring fighter who personally led charges.

A man connected to one of the worst racial atrocities of the
war.

A Grand Wizard of the Klan.

¢ Alate-life speaker for racial reconciliation.

His contradictions challenge us to confront the deepest
questions about the Civil War, historical memory, race,
redemption, and moral complexity.

We leave it to you to decide who Nathan Bedford Forrest truly
was.

Dr. Heidi Weber’s lecture will guide us as we wrestle with
the man, the myth, and the legacy.
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Footnotes:

1.

Federal Writers' Project, “Slave Narratives:
Tennessee,” Library of Congress.

Achilles V. Clark, Letter to sisters, April 20,
1864, Official Records, Ser. |, Vol. 32.

Testimony of Pvt. Israel Smith, 6th U.S.
Heavy Atrtillery (Colored), Joint Committee
on the Conduct of the War (1864).

Forrest, After-Action Report, April 25, 1864,
OR, Ser. |, Vol. 32.

W.T. Sherman, Memoirs of General William
T. Sherman (1875).

Capt. J.H. Holman, Southern Historical
Papers, Vol. 14.

Nashville Republican Banner, August 3,
1868.

U.S. Congress, Ku Klux Klan Hearings,
1871.

Memphis Daily Appeal, July 1875.

Suggested Reading:

1. Jack Hurst, Nathan Bedford Forrest: A Biography
(Vintage, 1994).

2. Court Carney, Reckoning with the Devil: Nathan
Bedford Forrest in Myth and Memory (LSU Press,
2024).

3. Samuel W. Mitcham Jr., Bust Hell Wide Open: The Life
of Nathan Bedford Forrest (Regnery, 2016).

4. Brian Steel Wills, A Battle from the Start: The Life of
Nathan Bedford Forrest (HarperCollins, 1992).

5. David A. Powell, Failure in the Saddle (Savas Beatie,
2010).

Phil Kearny CWRT

Joe TruPIio, President
15 Tuscany Circle Manchester, NJ 08759

Joseph.Truglio@comcast.net

Regimental Bulletin Editor
Jim Madden
JMadden@PhilKearnyCWRT.org

The Phil Kearny Civil War Round Table Annual Gettysburg Trip
November 8th 2025 with Jim Hessler
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The Phil Kzurng(l{iﬂil Dar Round )I(ubl HolihugPurtg
Saturday, Dec. 6th at 1:00pm - $55

RSVP by Nov 28st

At Bistro 107 Cucina Italiana
107 Moonachie Rd, Moonachie, NJ - (201) 440-3339

Our Holiday Dinner Speaker

Michael R. Diaz

Curator of History and Uniforms at the West Point Museum

West Point Museum Website: https://history.army.mil/Army-Museum-Enterprise/Find-an-Army-Museum/West-Point-Museum/

Watch Curator Michael Diaz’s Youtube presentation on General Webb’s Medal of Honor and Cane which are
in the collection of the West Point Museum: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Zu4VNrjeUk

RSVP to the PKCWRT Holiday Party by NOV. 28th!

Saturday, December 6th - 1:00PM at Bistro 107 in Moonachie, NJ
$55.00 (same cost as last year)

RSVP to Norm at Normandy1@verizon.net or (973) 809-0283
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Phil Kearny Civil War Round Table

Membership Form

Dues are $25 a year

Please send a check or money order payable to:

The Phil Kearny Round Table

% Norm Dykstra
77 Walray, North Haledon, NJ 07508 email:

RENEW TODAY! Normandy1@verizon.net
Name:
Address:
City: St: Zipcode:

Telephone Number:

Email:

REMINDER: New and returning members, Renew your
membership in the Phil Kearny CWRT, which is $25
annually.

Each Phil Kearny CWRT Bulletin Newsletter there is
always a reminder, and we do accept renewals at any
time. Our “membership year” has always been from
April to March. So, if you have not yet paid your dues

for 2025(thank you to those who have already), now is
the perfect time to write that check! You can find my
address on the front page of every PKCWRT newsletter
as well as on this membership form.

Thank you,
Norm Dykstra
PKCWRT Treasurer

www.PhilKearnyCWRT.org
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