
Fort Sum"r

Fort Sumter was a federal fort in 

Charleston Harbor, which is located in 

South Carolina.  The fort needed 

resupplied when it ran low on provisions 

(supplies) in April of 1861.  This fort 

was important because it was one of two 

Union-controlled forts in southern 

territory.  President Lincoln was faced 

with a tough choice in April 1861.  With 

tension rising between the North and 

South, would sending a warship to 

resupply the fort be seen as an act of 

aggression? Also, not resupplying the 

fort could likely demonstrate weakness 

in the face of a rebellious south.   

Lincoln decided to resupply the fort, but 

before his ship could get there the 

Confederacy attacked.  Orders were sent 

to the fort that the Union would be 

resupplying Sumter.  However, South 

Carolinians claimed this fort was theirs - 

it was in the South therefore it belonged 

to the South!  Thirty-three hours later, 

the fort fell to Confederate forces.   

At Fort Sumter, the Confederacy was the 

aggressor since they attacked first over 

a simple resupply issue.  As a result of 

the South’s attack, thousands of 

northerners flocked into the Union army.  

Lincoln immediately asked for 75,000 

troops.  By 1862, more than 700,000 

men had signed up to fight.

“The beginnings of war.”
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Bull Run / Manassas
 (July, 1861)

Early in the war, President Lincoln called for an 

a�ack on western Virginia near the city of 

Manassas.  He believed that an a�ack at Manassas, 

which was so close to Richmond, would discourage 

people who were debating about whether to secede 

or not.  It would also severely hurt the Confederate 

ability to  ght. 

In July 1861, Union General Irwin McDowell led 

35,000 troops out of Washington, DC toward 

Richmond.  Irwin divided his troops into two parts:  

15,000 were sent to  ght 11,000 Confederate troops 

at Harper’s Ferry, leaving 20,000 Union troops to 

a�ack 20,000 Confederate troops at Manassas.  !is 

would have been a good plan if McDowell’s troops 

weren’t so young and inexperienced.

 

!e Confederate commander at Manassas 

was P.T. Beauregard, who had gained fame from his 

leadership at Fort Sumter.  Beauregard had two 

advantages at Manassas.  First, he had spies in 

Washington who informed him of the Union a�ack.  

Second, his enemy had very inexperienced troops, 

which moved slowly and allowed Beauregard to 

plan his a�ack.

Early in the ba�le Union troops pushed the South 

back.  !ese initial victories were cheered on by 

hundreds of spectators who had travelled to 

Manassas from Washington.  !ese spectators 

included reporters and members of the government 

as well as average citizens.  As the ba�le wore on, 

however, the Confederacy turned the tide.  !e 

Confederate General !omas J. Jackson became 

known as “Stonewall Jackson” because his men 

believed that he stood “like a stone wall” at the 

front of his troops in the face of the Union 

a�ack. 

During a crucial moment in ba�le,  Union 

artillery ba�eries believed to see other “blue 

uniformed soldiers” which forced them to stop 

 ring, thinking it was other Union soldiers.   

!is allowed  Stonewall Jackson to take 

advantage of the situation and launch a 

countera�ack.  !e Confederate a�ack was the 

 rst time Union troops heard the rebel ba�le 

cry - a scream that would later became known as 

the “rebel yell.” 

Union troops retreated back across the Bull Run 

River, however Confederate troops did not 

follow.  Many suggest that had the Confederates 

followed and destroyed the Union army there, 

then the outcome of the war would have 

changed.  Instead, they let the Union live to 

 ght another day.

!e Ba�le of Bull Run, as the North called 

it, or Manassas, as called by the South, was 

a major victory for the Confederacy.   If 

anything, it kept the Union from going a"er the 

Confederate capital of Richmond.  It was also a 

psychological victory for the South - the ba�le 

inspired their con dence and convinced many 

who were “on the fence” to enlist with the 

South.
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Warships were made of  wood before the 

Civil War.  During battles, bombs and 

gunfire would easily cause the wood to 

split .  Bombs could also create fires that 

would easily destroy the ship.  In June of  

1861, the Secretary of  the Confederate 

Navy authorized  the rebuilding of  a 

damaged Union ship, the U.S.S. Merrimack.   

His plan was to revamp the ship to include 

at least two inches of  metal surrounding all 

wooden areas and ten guns around the 

deck.  The U.S.S. Merrimack was then 

renamed as the  C.S.S. Virginia and it 

became the first ironclad ship in the 

Confederate fleet.

However, it wasn’t just the Confederate 

Navy who was experimenting with ironclad 

ships - the the Union Navy was too.  The 

first ironclad ship in the Union fleet was 

the  U.S.S. Monitor, which was launched in 

January of  1862.  The Monitor’s design 

was unique.  It included more than four 

inches of  armor covering its propeller, the 

anchor, and all important machinery.  The 

Monitor also had a revolving turret, or 

structure, mounted on its deck that housed 

two eleven-inch guns, all covered in eight 

inches of  armor.  Finally, a real and reliable 

navy was being born (on both sides)!

By April of  1862, the Union had control of  

all Confederate ports, except for 

Wilmington in North Carolina and 

Charleston in South Carolina. To fight back 

against  the Union’s domination of  

southern ports, the Confederacy sent the 

C.S.S. Virginia on the attack.  It was very 

successful at first, sinking five ships before 

it met its match. 

The Union responded by sending the 

Monitor.  The two ironclad ships met on 

March 9 just off  the coast of  Virginia.  It 

was a tough battle on both sides, however 

neither ship won as ammunition ran low 

and both sides decided to fall back.

Both ships were eventually destroyed in 

later battles.  However, this shifted the 

focus of  naval warfare to ironclad ships 

instead of  the far inferior wooden ones. 

U.S.S. Monitor vs. C.S.S. Virginia 
(formerly U.S.S. Merrimack) 

(March 9, 1862)

“The U.S.S. Monitor”
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Shiloh

(April 6, 1862) 

Following the Union’s decisive victory at Fort 

Donelson the Union became overconfident and 

underprepared.  This explains why they were so 

easily surprised when they were attacked at the 

woods near Shiloh in southwestern Tennessee.  

Union General William Tecumseh Sherman 

remarked, “My God, we’re attacked,” after his 

orderly [servant soldier] was unexpectedly killed. 

The Union had let their guard down - but would 

they recover?

Sherman recovered from the initial shock of an 

unexpected battle, however.  He led his troops 

from the front despite being wounded several 

times. Even though Sherman had three horses 

shot out from underneath him, he refused to 

stand in the background.

Despite their heavy losses on Day 1, the Union 

recovered.  General Grant (Union) 

counterattacked the next day, sending his 40,000 

troops to battle against P.T. Beauregard’s 25,000 

soldiers.   By the afternoon the Confederacy was 

in retreat; they simply could not keep up with the 

amount of reinforcements the Union had 

received.  However, the Union did not follow the 

Confederate in retreat because the casualties 

from the battle were too overwhelming.  Despite 

winning at Shiloh, the Union lost over 3,000 

more men than their Confederate brothers.

The Battle of Shiloh was the bloodiest 

battle thus far.  More than 20,000 soldiers 

died or were wounded.  Some historians 

argue that this battle was the beginning of 

“total war” for both the Union and the 

Confederacy - a war in which anything is 

used (and all things are destroyed) to 

ensure a victory.  More importantly, the 

Union victory at Shiloh also marked the 

end of Southern control of the Mississippi 

Valley.

“The Battle of Shiloh”
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An$etam

(September 17, 1862) 

Prior to the Battle at Antietam the Union had lost again 

at Bull Run (or Manassas).    The Union army was now 

on the run.  Confederate President Jefferson Davis and 

General Robert E. Lee saw an opportunity now to 

invade the North.  The Union was on the run, 

northerners were becoming anxious to end the war, and 

the South was highly motivated - why not give it a shot?  

Too, Lee believed that once his army crossed into the 

border state of Maryland that the people there would rise 

up and support the Confederate cause.   Lee crossed the 

Potomac River with 55,000 men, however there was no 

popular uprising.    

On September 13 something very unique happened.   In a 

field near Frederick, Maryland, two Union troops found 

a copy of Lee’s orders to invade the North.  These orders 

included his battle plan.   Shockingly, Union General 

McClellan did not act upon this advantage. After the 

battle, Lincoln removed McClellan because, as he stated, 

“McClellan has a case for the slows.”

McClellan waited almost eighteen hours to begin to 

move his troops to attack Lee.  Meanwhile, Lee used this 

time to reorganize his man since he learned from a 

Maryland citizen about the Union’s discovery of his 

orders.   McClellan squandered any hope of taking the 

Confederate army by surprise.

On September 17, the two forces finally met at Antietam 

Creek, near Sharpsburg, Maryland.  By the time they 

fought the armies were relatively well-matched.  The 

fighting was horrible; by the end of the day over 6,000 

troops had died and roughly 17,000 more were wounded.  

Lee was forced to retreat.  Again, McClellan did not take 

advantage.  He did not pursue Lee into Virginia despite 

being urged by President Lincoln.  Finally, Lincoln had 

enough.  He removed McClellan from command and 

replaced him with Ambrose Burnside.  However, the Union 

victory did present one major positive:  following the battle, 

Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, which freed 

slaves in the Confederate states.  This forced many European 

countries - all who relied on Southern cotton and had 

outlawed slavery many years earlier - to rethink their plans to 

help the South.  The Confederacy, low on men, supplies, and 

morale, knew that if they were going to win they needed 

foreign help.

“Because of the horrific casualties at Antietam, 
many soldiers were hastily buried in mass graves”
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GETTYSBURG 

(July 1-3, 1863) 

In May 1863, both sides met at Chancellorsville, 

Virginia, which many argue was the Union’s greatest 

defeat of the war.  The South’s win at Chancellorsville 

led to overconfidence among the Confederates – they 

believed that they couldn’t lose. Lee took advantage of 

this increased morale among his men.

Confederate General Robert E.  Lee led his troops 

north, hoping to get to a major northern city to “bring 

the war out of the South and to to Northern people.” 

The goal was to get to Harrisburg, Pennsylvania.   He 

brought together 75,000 men who were well-fed and 

had high morale.  Lee planned to follow Grant’s 

practice of living off the land [taking food and 

whatever supplies were needed from farms and 

houses].  Lee hoped that a victory in the North would 

demoralize the Union by defeating them in their own 

territory. 

As the Confederate troops marched north toward 

Harrisburg, a small division commanded by General 

A.P. Hill heard that there was a supply of shoes  in 

Gettysburg, Pennsylvania.  When  the Confederates  

arrived they  found the shoes,  as  well  as two larger 

Union brigades led by General John Buford.

By the afternoon of July 1, reinforcements from both 

sides made the small skirmish erupt into a major 

battle.  There were 24,000 Confederate soldiers 

fighting 20,000 Union troops.  Reinforcements 

continued to arrive from both the Northern and 

Southern armies.  

At first the battle was a stalemate.  Even though the 

Confederacy had more men, the Union held the higher 

ground which was a much better position.  However, 

things slowly began to take shape. 

On July 3rd, 15,000 Confederate troops launched a 

massive attack across open ground toward the Union 

defenses.  Known forever as “Pickett’s Charge”, 

General George Pickett was ordered by Lee to lead his 

men across the open field to storm the Union defenses.  

It was a courageous and ultimately doomed effort; the 

Union’s territorial advantage [holding the high 

ground] made the southerners easy targets.  Almost 

half of the southern force was killed in this advance.  

Then, many decided to retreat, which still left them as 

wide-open targets.  This was an avoidable mistake that 

the South never fully recovered from.

Lee took the loss hard, blaming himself and offering 

his resignation to the Confederate President Jefferson 

Davis (Davis refused to accept it).  Again, the Union 

let the Confederacy off the hook.  What was left of the 

Confederate forces retreated south without chase from 

Union troops.   

More than 23,000 Union troops died at Gettysburg.  

The South lost 28,000 men, more than a third of Lee’s 

army.  In addition, the South lost the confidence they 

had gained at Chancellorsville.  Gettysburg, along 

with Vicksburg, is often seen as the turning point of 

the war – the beginning of the end for the South. 

“Pickett’s Charge”
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Vicksburg
(July 4, 1863) 
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Sherman’s March To The Sea 

(November 15, 1864 - December 21, 1864) 

With the Confederate losses at Gettysburg 

and Vicksburg a year earlier, the South was 

barely hanging onto their war effort.  Their 

defeat was inevitable, and Union General 

William Tecumseh Sherman wanted to 

make sure of it.  Sherman’s troops set fire to 

Atlanta and severely torched most of the 

city.   Next, Sherman set out with 60,000 

troops for Savannah - this was Georgia’s 

best port. Along the way, Sherman’s men 

looted the countryside, taking or 

destroying everything of potential value as 

they travelled to the sea. They tore up 

railroad tracks, vandalized homes, and 

destroyed farms.  The goal?  To destroy 

any last hope the Confederate army had 

of winning the war.

After taking Savannah, Sherman 

continued to destroy the South.  Union 

troops burned the city of Columbia, South 

Carolina, to the ground.  Again, homes 

and farms were decimated, valuable 

items taken, horses stolen, and hope 

destroyed.

Sherman’s tactics are often referred to as 

“total war.” Total war is a military strategy 

where there no restrictions on the 

measures taken to ensure a victory.  Total 

war was designed to break the spirit of the 

Confederacy – to take the war to the 

average southerner in the hopes that they 

would no longer be willing to fight.
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Appomattox Courthouse

(April 9, 1865) 

By early 1865 the war was essentially over. All 

that was needed was for both sides to sit 

down, $shake hands%, and agree to end the war.

Robert E. Lee/s army only had 35,000 troops by 

the Spring of 1865.  He was well aware of the 

size of the Union/s army at the time too -

around 120,000 soldiers.  He knew the war 

was over too.

The Confederate forces were tired, hungry, and 

demoralized.  Sherman/s $March to the Sea%

was successful; the South was giving up.  One 

week earlier, Abraham Lincoln and Ulysses S.

Grant had even walked through the streets of 

the Richmond, the captured Confederate 

capital.

On the April 9th, Lee and his troops tried to 

escape from Union forces near Appomattox 

Courthouse in Virginia, but were unable to do 

so.  Lee surrendered to Grant at the home of 

Wilmer McLain, a former resident of 

Manassas.   McLain had previously moved his 

family from Manassas because the battle was 

$too close to his home.%  It is certainly ironic 

that the war ended here too.

 Grant agreed to let Lee and his men go home.

In return, Lee/s men agreed to  $put down their 

guns for the remainder of the war.%   Grant also 

agreed that Confederate soldiers would not, as 

many feared, be tried for treason.  They were 

allowed to go home and return to their pre-

lives war. They also were allowed to keep their 

horses.
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