


crossroads of conflict 144 magnolia midlands

Defense of Doctortown

The place where the Altamaha River passes through Doctortown has been a vital riv-
er crossing since the Alachua Indian trading-paths crossed there. In 1857, the Savan-
nah, Albany and Gulf Railroad built a one-hundred-foot trestle across the Altamaha 
River at Doctortown, turning the town into a shipping hub where freight carried by 
riverboat was transferred to rail cars. Due to its important role in transporting goods 
and materials, Doctortown became an objective for General William T. Sherman’s 
Savannah Campaign.

The defending Confederates, approximately 1,000 Georgia militiamen, under 
General Henry McCay built earthworks on the south bank at the trestle. They em-
ployed two thirty-two-pounder field guns mounted on the Altamaha River bluff and 
a third Campbell Siege Gun mounted on a flat car pushed by a locomotive to guard 
the trestle. Their position was surrounded on three sides by marshland, thus prevent-
ing a Federal flanking movement.

On December 16, 1864, Sherman sent General Hugh Judson Kilpatrick’s cavalry 
and General William B. Hazen’s infantry, then in the vicinity of Savannah, to destroy 
the railroad between the Ogeechee River and the Altamaha River and at Doctor-
town. After destroying a smaller trestle to the north at Lake Morgan, a brigade of Fed-
erals mounted three frontal assaults against the Doctortown bridge and its defenders, 
damaging parts of the trestle but not gaining their objective. Unable to complete 
their mission, Kilpatrick and Hazen withdrew to Savannah on December 19, 1864.

One of the guns from this engagement was later placed in front of the Ware 
County Confederate Monument at Phoenix Park in Waycross, Georgia. Today, Doc-
tortown is the site of the world’s largest pulp mill owned by the Rayonier Co. The 
company controls access to the Doctortown Park west of the railroad trestle; permis-
sion is required to visit the site. 
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