
 

 

TCWPA Battlefield Assessment 

Calfkiller River 
 

NARRATIVE 

On February 22, 1864 several companies of the 5th 
Tennessee Cavalry, USA commanded by Col. William Stokes 
were ambushed by Confederate guerillas operating near 
Sparta at Dug Hill.  Reports of casualties vary but may have 
been as high as 40 Federal troopers killed in the 
engagement.  
 
 
HISTORICAL THEMES 

Crucible for Leadership, Guerilla Warfare 
 
 
 
EXPLANATION OF ATTACHMENTS/VIDEO: 

Maps and reports from Official Records 
 
 
LINKS FOR FURTHER INFORMATION: 
Skirmish at Dug Hill — Beth Durham (tennesseemountainstories.com) 
Legends & Stories of White County, TN - Chapter 5 
(danielhaston.com) 
TNGenes Genealogy - Battle of Dug Hill 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
COUNTY: 

Putnam 
 
DATE: 

2/22/1864 
 
GEO COORDINATES: 

36.0445° N,  
85.3300° W 
 
PRESERVATION 
OPPORTUNITY INDEX: 

MEDIUM 
 
CONFEDERATE UNITS: 

25th Tennessee 
Infantry 
8th Tennessee 
Cavalry 
Ferguson’s 
Independent Scoutd 
 
UNION UNITS: 

5th Tennessee 
Cavalry (Stokes) 
 
 

https://tennesseemountainstories.com/blog/2018/6/21/skirmish-at-dug-hill
http://www.danielhaston.com/history/tn-history/white-county/legends-whiteco5.htm
http://www.danielhaston.com/history/tn-history/white-county/legends-whiteco5.htm
https://tngenes.net/index.php/history/battle-of-dug-hill#:~:text=The%20Battle%20of%20Dug%20Hill%20was%20fought%20on,21%20Federal%20soldiers%20were%20killed%20in%20the%20ambush.


 

                

            Skirmish at Calfkiller River (Dug Hill, Tennessee 
 

Excerpt from the Report of John M. Hughs, on activities from January 1-April 18, 
1864, relative to skirmish on Calfkiller River, February 22, 1864. ~ ~ ~ On the 22d of 
February we met a party of "picked men" from the Fifth Tennessee (Yankee) 
Cavalry, under Capt. Exum. This party had refused to treat us as prisoners of war, 
and had murdered several of our men whom they had caught straggling from their 
command. The enemy numbered 110 men; my own force was about 60. The 
fighting on our part was severe in the extreme; men never fought with more 
desperation or gallantry. Forty-seven of the enemy were killed, 13 wounded, and 4 
captured; our loss was 2 wounded. ~ ~ ~ OR, Ser. I, Vol. 32, pt. I, p. 56. FEBRUARY 22, 
1864—Skirmish on Calfkiller Creek, Tenn. Report of Col. William B. Stokes, Fifth 
Tennessee Cavalry [Union].Note 1 HDQRS. U. S. FORCES, Sparta, Tenn., February 24, 
1864. SIR: I have the honor to report that I arrived at this place on the 18th instant 
with Companies A, B, G, I, K, and L, of the Fifth Tennessee Cavalry. I have occupied 
all of the deserted houses in the town with my men, barricaded the streets strongly, 
and fortified around my artillery. Since my arrival I have been engaged in scouring 
the country and foraging, the forage being very scarce and at some distance from 
the town. I have ascertained that the country is infested with a great number of 
rebel soldiers under Col.'s Hughs, Hamilton, Ferguson, Carter, and Bledsoe, the 



whole force being under Col. Hughs, a brave, vigilant, and energetic officer. There is 
little or no robbing being done by the guerrillas, their attention being directed 
toward my men. Col. Hughs' command is well armed, having secured the best of 
arms when on their raids into Kentucky. They number at least 600 fighting men. On 
the 22d instant, two companies of my command of Hughs, Ferguson, Carter, and 
Bledsoe. After fighting some time they were surrounded and overwhelmed. The 
officers [6 in number] with 45 men have come in through the hills. Yesterday Carter 
made a dash on one of my picket-posts. He had 6 of his men dressed in Federal 
uniform. The remainder were dressed in gray, and as those dressed in our uniform 
approached the vedettes they told them not to shoot, that the rebels were after 
them; and as those in gray appeared a few yards in the rear of those in blue 
hallowing to them to surrender the story appeared very plausible, and the ones in 
blue immediately rushed upon the reserve pickets. Four of my pickets were killed-3 
after they had surrendered and the other after he had been captured. A great many 
of the rebels were dressed in our uniform at the time the two companies were 
attacked, and several of my men were killed after they were captured. Hughs 
himself does not allow this barbarity, but his subordinate officers practice it. I have 
to fight for every ear of corn and blade of fodder I get. Deserters from the rebel 
army are constantly joining Hughs. The people are thoroughly and decidedly 
disloyal, but a great many are taking the oath. The oath of allegiance has been 
found on the persons of several soldiers we have killed. The country is rocky and 
mountainous, and very had for cavalry to operate in. I have to fight rebel soldiers 
and citizens, the former carrying the arms and doing the open fighting; the latter, 
carrying news and ambushing. Portions of Companies C, F, and H arrived to-day. 
The greater part of these companies remained at Nashville, being without horses. I 
earnestly urge that they be mounted as soon as possible, and ordered to report to 
me. Their services are needed very much here, and not at the city of Nashville. 
Horses are required to mount my men. There are no serviceable ones in the 
country, the rebels having taken all of them. The rebels are mounted on the fastest 
horses in the country, and they use them very much to our disadvantage. If all of 
my regiment were here and mounted, I would soon disperse the rebels. I again 
urge the necessity of mounting my entire regiment and ordering it to the field. I 
respectfully ask that this communication be forwarded to department 
headquarters for the information of the general commanding. I have the honor to 
be, very respectfully, W. B. STOKES, Col. Fifth Tennessee Cavalry, Cmdg. OR, Ser. I, 
Vol. 32, pt. I, pp. 416-417. Note 1: This report indicates a ruse de guerre on the part 
of Confederate guerrillas 
 
 



 
Three or four soldiers were killed in the action, and nineteen others were taken 
prisoners and deliberately murdered after they had surrendered and given up their 
arms. The heads of some of the unfortunate prisoners were riddled with balls, one 
man receiving seven bullets. On the 23rd pickets of the 5th were attacked, and 
Wilcher, a vidette, a noble young soldier, captured, carried a short distance and 
cruelly murdered. Colonel Stokes, on hearing of the savage mode of warfare 
practiced by Champ Ferguson and other guerrilla chiefs, issued orders to take no 
prisoners. A desperate contest commenced, in which our loss was seven or eight 
killed and but a few wounded and that of the guerrillas not less than a hundred 
killed and a large number wounded. Captains Blackburn and Waters, in command 
of a detachment of the regiment, attacked Huhges and Ferguson on Calfkiller 
Creek, and one of the severest battles ensued, in which several were killed on both 
sides, Ferguson badly wounded and the guerrillas put to flight. . . This victory was 
won by Capt. Blackburn and his men. Report of the Adjutant General, p. 442. Note 
1: One account of the trouble at Calkfiller Creek tells of the cruel and inhuman 
treatment of Federal prisoners of war by Champ Ferguson and other guerrilla 
leaders in the vicinity, and the retribution taken by Stokes and the Fifth Cavalry on 
February 23, 1864. A detachment of the Fifth Tennessee Cavalry was attacked on 
Calfkiller Creek by a large force of guerrillas on the 22d, and a severe engagement 
followed. I have just heard nine or ten big guns. It is the Yankees at Sparta. I fear 
they are fighting but they fired yesterday and were not fighting there, but there was 
a dreadful fight up the river yesterday. Our folks tell it that they killed 35 or 40 of 
the enemy and got two men wounded. They lay in wait for them and I fear killed 
them after they surrendered. But I do hope they did not do that. . . We are all 
dreadfully uneasy. Some of the neighbors started to town today to take the oath 
but, hearing that those that went to the speaking yesterday did not get back, they 
did not go. What a dreadful pass the country has come to! It is awful to think of 
men being slaughtered in such a style. The people are rejoicing to think that so 
many of the enemy are gone to their account. I can't rejoice. I cannot be glad at any 
death, at any murder, and what is it but murder? I think I love my country, but if I 
had my way there would never be a single man killed. Diary of Amanda McDowell, 
entry for February 24, 1864 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



LEGEND OF TERMS: 
 
Historical themes: Topics and subject matter that characterize the battlefield including Control of 
Tennessee’s Resources, Crucible for Leadership, Guerilla Warfare, Transformation in Warfare, 
Enslaved People, and Influence on Campaign.  Sites are identified that exhibit themes at moderate 
to high levels, and some sites may contain one or more Historical Themes. 
 
Preservation Opportunity Index (POI): A rating assigned for each battlefield to indicate relative 
opportunity and potential for successful site preservation.  The Index is generated by a model that 
evaluates ratings assigned for site significance, condition, risk of loss, protection potential, and 
opportunities for interpretation.  Based upon the POI values for each region in Tennessee (West, 
Middle, East), sites are indicated as having High, Medium, or Low opportunity. 
 
Geo Coordinates: General/central location of the battlefield area per latitude and longitude 
coordinates utilized in Google Earth 
 
 
DO YOU HAVE INFORMATION ON A BATTLE SITE? 
 
Please email us at info@tcwpa.org and we will reach out to you soon. If you have copies of 
documents or photos to share, you can include those. If you want to discuss by phone, we will 
schedule that too.  
 
 
HELP US COLLECT INFORMATION TO PRESERVE THESE BATTLEFIELDS 
 
TCWPA's Statewide Preservation Plan team captains are recruiting volunteers to help gather 
information about many of the lesser-known sites with hopes of verifying the condition of each site 
and identifying opportunities for preservation and interpretation. 
If you are interested in helping, please contact TCWPA at info@tcwpa.org .   
 
TCWPA will not publish nor release any confidential information, or the name of the contributor, 
unless you request to be recognized. 
Thank you! 
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