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Cairo, Illinois: Strategic Civil War River Port 
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In August, 1861, four months after Con­
federate guns in Charleston Harbor trig­
gered the outbreak of the Civil War, the 
Yankee gunboats Tyler, Conestoga, and Lex­
ington—side-wheeler steamboats converted 
and armed for war—approached Cairo, 
Illinois. Strategically located at the junc­
ture of the Ohio and Mississippi rivers, 
Cairo was to become the base of the Union 
Army's Western Flotilla. 

Major-General George B. McClellan, 
commanding the Army of the Potomac, 
had already erected batteries and dis­
patched troops to Cairo, under the com­
mand of an obscure general named 

Ulysses S. Grant. The Tyler, Conestoga, and 
Lexington were the vanguard of a host of 
soon-to-be-built ironclads and converted 
river steamers (commanded by the Army 
but manned primarily by naval personnel), 
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