
Background to the American Civil War. 

Through our studies, we have seen the many physical and cultural differences that separated the North from the 
South.  Those differences all equally contributed to the American Civil War, however; as we get to the 1850’s, we see 

other events that finally push the United States into its bloodiest conflict ever. 

The first such event was the Compromise of 1850.  This Compromise allowed California to enter the Union as a free 
state, the territories of Utah and New Mexico could decide the slavery issue through popular sovereignty and the slave 

trade was ended in Washington D.C. (but not between slave states).  The final part to this compromise was the 
Fugitive Slave Law. This law allowed for the capture of runaway slaves and subsequent return to the South. The law 

also allowed for any federal marshal who did not arrest an alleged runaway slave to be fined $1,000. People 
suspected of being a runaway slave could be arrested without warrant and turned over to a claimant on nothing more 
than his sworn testimony of ownership. A suspected black slave could not ask for a jury trial nor testify on his or her 

behalf. Any person aiding a runaway slave by providing shelter, food or any other form of assistance was liable to six 
months' imprisonment and a $1,000 fine. Those officers capturing a fugitive slave were entitled to a fee and this 

encouraged some officers to kidnap free African Americans and sell them to slave-owners.  
 

Frederick Douglass, Wendell Phillips, William Lloyd Garrison and John Greenleaf Whittier led the fight against the 
Fugitive Slave Law. Even moderate anti-slavery leaders such as Arthur Tappan declared he was now willing to 

disobey the law and as a result helped fund the Underground Railroad. 

 
In 1854 Stephen A. Douglas introduced his Kansas-Nebraska bill to the Senate. These states could now enter the 
Union with or without slavery. Frederick Douglass warned that the bill was "an open invitation to a fierce and bitter 

strife". The result of this legislation was to open the territory to organized migrations of pro-slave and anti-slave 
groups. Southerners now entered the area with their slaves while active members of the Antislavery Society also 

arrived.  
 

Kansas elected its first pro slavery legislature in March, 1855. Although less than 2,000 people were qualified to take 
part in these elections, over 6,000 people voted. These were mainly Missouri slave-owners who had crossed the 

border to make sure pro-slavery candidates were elected. The new legislature passed laws that imposed the death 
penalty for anyone helping a slave to escape and two years in jail for possessing abolitionist literature. 

 
In 1856 Abraham Lincoln joined the Republican Party and unsuccessfully challenged Stephen A. Douglas for his seat 
in the Senate. Lincoln was opposed to Douglas's proposal that the people living in the Louisiana Purchase (Louisiana, 

Arkansas, Oklahoma, Kansas, Missouri, Nebraska, Iowa, the Dakotas, Montana, and parts of Minnesota, Colorado 
and Wyoming) should be allowed to own slaves. Lincoln argued that the territories must be kept free for "poor people 

to go and better their condition". 

Another event that pushed the South and North further apart was the Dred Scott Decision.  Dred Scott was a slave 
that had reached Wisconsin territory with his master.  Following his master’s death, Dred Scott fought with anti-slavery 

lawyers for his freedom.  The Supreme Court ruled in the case that Dred Scott could not file a lawsuit since he was 
black and because he was only considered as property and not a citizen.  The Supreme Court also stated that 

Congress did not have the power to outlaw slavery in a territory.  The government could only decide this when a 
territory was ready for statehood.  This ruling basically stated that the Missouri Compromise ( compromise passed in 
1819 that made Missouri a slave state while making Maine a free state and stated that no territory except for Missouri 

could allow slavery above latitude 36 degrees 30 minutes North!) was unconstitutional.   
 

Opponents of slavery were also becoming more militant in their views. John Brown and five of his sons moved to 
Kansas Territory to help antislavery forces obtain control of this region. With the support of Gerrit Smith and other 

prominent Abolitionists, Brown moved to Virginia where he established a refuge for runaway slaves.  
 

In 1859 John Brown led a party of 21 men in a successful attack on the federal armory at Harper's Ferry, Virginia. 
Brown hoped that his action would encourage slaves to join his rebellion, enabling him to form an emancipation army. 
Two days later the armory was stormed by Robert E. Lee and a company of marines. Brown and six men barricaded 
themselves in an engine-house, and continued to fight until Brown was seriously wounded and two of his sons had 



been killed. Brown was executed on 2nd December, 1859.  
 

Southern slaveholders were outraged when the Republican Party nominated Abraham Lincoln as its presidential 
candidate in 1860. They looked to the Democratic Party to defend its interests but when it met in Charleston in April, 

1860, it selected, Stephen A. Douglas. Unhappy with this decision, Southern delegates decided to hold another 
convention in Baltimore in June, where they selected John Breckenridge of Kentucky to fight the election. The 

situation was further complicated by the formation of the Constitutional Union Party and the nomination of John Bell of 
Tennessee as its presidential candidate.  

 
Abraham Lincoln won with 1,866,462 votes (18 free states) and beat Stephen A. Douglas (1,375,157 - 1 slave state), 

John Breckenridge (847,953 - 13 slave states) and John Bell (589,581 - 3 slave states).  
 

1861 
 

In the three months that followed the election of Abraham Lincoln, seven states seceded from the Union: South 
Carolina, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana and Texas. Representatives from these seven states 

quickly established a new political organization, the Confederate States of America.  
 

On 8th February the Confederate States of America adopted a constitution and within ten days had elected Jefferson 
Davis as its president and Alexander Stephens, as vice-president. Montgomery, Alabama, became its capital and the 

Stars and Bars was adopted as its flag. Davis was also authorized to raise 100,000 troops.  
 

At his inaugural address, Abraham Lincoln attempted to avoid conflict by announcing that he had no intention "to 
interfere with the institution of slavery in the states where it exists. I believe I have no lawful right to do so, and I have 
no inclination to do so." He added: "The government will not assail you. You can have no conflict without yourselves 

being the aggressors."  
 

President Jefferson Davis took the view that after a state seceded, federal forts became the property of the state. On 
12th April, 1861, General Pierre T. Beauregard demanded that Major Robert Anderson surrender Fort Sumter in 
Charleston harbor. Anderson replied that he would be willing to leave the fort in two days when his supplies were 

exhausted. Beauregard rejected this offer and ordered his Confederate troops to open fire. After 34 hours of 
bombardment the fort was severely damaged and Anderson was forced to surrender.  

 
On hearing the news, Abraham Lincoln called a special session of Congress and proclaimed a blockade of Gulf of 

Mexico ports. This strategy was based on the Anaconda Plan developed by General Winfield Scott, the commanding 
general of the Union Army. It involved the army occupying the line of the Mississippi and blockading Confederate 

ports. Scott believed if this was done successfully the South would negotiate a peace deal. However, at the start of the 
war, the US Navy had only a small number of ships and was in no position to guard all 3,000 miles of Southern coast.  

 
On 15th April, 1861, Abraham Lincoln called on the governors of the Northern states to provide 75,000 militia to serve 
for three months to put down the insurrection. Virginia, North Carolina, Arkansas and Tennessee, all refused to send 
troops and joined the Confederacy. Kentucky and Missouri were also unwilling to supply men for the Union Army but 

decided not to take sides in the conflict. 
 

Some states responded well to Lincoln's call for volunteers. The governor of Pennsylvania offered 25 regiments, 
whereas Ohio provided 22. Most men were encouraged to enlist by bounties offered by state governments. This 

money attracted the poor and the unemployed. Many African Americans also attempted to join the army. However, the 
War Department quickly announced that it had "no intention to call into service of the Government any colored 

soldiers." Instead, black volunteers were given jobs as camp attendants, waiters and cooks.  
 

Major General Irvin McDowell was given command of the Union Army and in July, 1861, Lincoln sent him to take 
Richmond, the new base of the Confederate government. On 21st July McDowell engaged the Confederate Army at 
Bull Run. The Confederate troops led by Joseph E. Johnston, Thomas Stonewall Jackson, James Jeb Stuart, Jubal 
Early, E. Kirby Smith, Braxton Bragg and Pierre T. Beauregard, easily defeated the inexperienced Union Army. The 
South had won the first great battle of the war and the Northern casualties totaled 1,492 with another 1,216 missing.  

 



After this defeat Abraham Lincoln decided to appoint George McClellan as leader of the Army of the Potomac. 
McClellan, who was only 34 years old, insisted that his army should not undertake any new offensives until his new 

troops were fully trained.  
 

On 30th August, 1861, Major General John C. Fremont, commander of the Union Army in St. Louis, proclaimed that all 
slaves owned by Confederates in Missouri were free. Abraham Lincoln was furious when he heard the news as he 

feared that this action would force slave-owners in border states to help the Confederates. Lincoln asked Fremont to 
modify his order and free only slaves owned by Missourians actively working for the South. When Fremont refused, he 
was sacked and replaced by General Henry Halleck. This upset the Radical Republicans in Congress who wanted to 

turn the conflict into a war against slavery.  
 

In the autumn of 1861 the main action took place in Kentucky. On 4th September General Leonidas Polk and a large 
Confederate Army moved into Kentucky and began occupying high ground overlooking the Ohio River. Ulysses S. 

Grant and his Union Army had been assembling at Cairo, Illinois. He now moved his troops into Kentucky and quickly 
gained control of the mouths of the Tennessee and Cumberland rivers as they flowed into the Ohio. President 

Jefferson Davis, aware that Union forces now controlled the main waterway into the heartland of the Confederacy, 
sent in General Joseph E. Johnston with reinforcements.  

 
In November, 1861, Lincoln decided to appoint George McClellan as commander in chief of the Union Army. He 

developed a strategy to defeat the Confederate Army that included an army of 273,000 men. His plan was to invade 
Virginia from the sea and to seize Richmond and the other major cities in the South. McClellan believed that to keep 

resistance to a minimum, it should be made clear that the Union forces would not interfere with slavery and would help 
put down any slave insurrections.  

 
1862 

 
In January 1862 the Union Army began to push the Confederates southward. The following month Ulysses S. Grant 

took his army along the Tennessee River with a flotilla of gunboats and captured Fort Henry. This broke the 
communications of the extended Confederate line and Joseph E. Johnston decided to withdraw his main army to 

Nashville. He left 15,000 men to protect Fort Donelson on the Cumberland River but this was not enough and Grant 
had no difficulty taking this prize as well. With western Tennessee now secured, Abraham Lincoln was now able to set 

up a Union government in Nashville by appointing Andrew Johnson as its new governor.  
 

General George McClellan appointed Allan Pinkerton to employ his agents to spy on the Confederate Army. His 
reports exaggerated the size of the enemy and McClellan was unwilling to launch an attack until he had more soldiers 

available.  
 

Soon after this Lincoln ordered George McClellan to appear before a committee investigating the way the war was 
being fought. On 15th January, 1862, McClellan had to face the hostile questioning of Benjamin Wade and Zachariah 

Chandler. Wade asked McClellan why he was refusing to attack the Confederate Army. He replied that he had to 
prepare the proper routes of retreat. Chandler then said: "General McClellan, if I understand you correctly, before you 
strike at the rebels you want to be sure of plenty of room so that you can run in case they strike back." Wade added 

"Or in case you get scared". After McClellan left the room, Wade and Chandler came to the conclusion that McClellan 
was guilty of "infernal, unmitigated cowardice".  

 
As a result of this meeting Abraham Lincoln decided he must find a way to force McClellan into action. On 31st 

January he issued General War Order Number One. This ordered McClellan to begin the offensive against the enemy 
before the 22nd February. Lincoln also insisted on being consulted about McClellan's military plans. Lincoln disagreed 
with McClellan's desire to attack Richmond from the east. Lincoln only gave in when the division commanders voted 8 
to 4 in favor of McClellan's strategy. However, Lincoln no longer had confidence in McClellan and removed him from 
supreme command of the Union Army. He also insisted that McClellan left 30,000 men behind to defend Washington.  

 
Albert S. Johnston and Pierre T. Beauregard reunited their Confederate armies near the Tennessee-Mississippi line. 

With 55,000 men they now outnumbered the forces led by Ulysses S. Grant. On 6th April the Confederate Army 
attacked Grant's army at Shiloh. Taken by surprise, Grant's army suffered heavy losses until the arrival of General 

Don Carlos Buell and reinforcements.  



 
During the fighting Albert S. Johnston was killed and the new commander, Pierre T. Beauregard, decided to retreat to 
Corinth, Mississippi. Shiloh was the greatest battle so far of the Civil War. The Union Army suffered 13,000 casualties 
and the Confederates lost 10,000. However, the Union Army, with the arrival of General Henry Halleck and his troops, 

were now the stronger and had little difficulty driving Beauregard out of Corinth.  
 

The difference in manpower between the two sides now became more noticeable. Whereas the Union consisted of 23 
states and 22,000,000 people, the Confederacy had only 9,000,000 people (including 3,500,000 slaves). President 
Jefferson Davis now announced that the South could not win the war without conscription. In April the Confederate 

Congress passed the Conscription Act which drafted white men between eighteen and thirty-five for three years' 
service.  

  
Horace Greeley, editor of the New York Tribune, one of the leaders of the anti-slavery movement, urged Lincoln to 
"convert the war into a war on slavery". Lincoln replied that he would continue to place the Union ahead of all else. 

"My paramount object in this struggle is to save the Union, and is not either to save or destroy slavery. If I could save 
the Union without freeing any slave, I would do it; and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves, I would do it; and if I 

could do it by freeing some and leaving others alone, I would also do that."  
 

The federal fleet under David Farragut captured the forts guarding the New Orleans in April, 1862. The following 
month General Benjamin F. Butler and his troops took control of the city. Butler was accused of treating Rebels very 
harshly and after ordering the execution of a man who had torn down the United States flag, he was nicknamed the 

"beast". Alexander Walker, a pro-Confederate journalist who was one of those arrested, complained that the prisoners 
were: "closely confined in portable houses and furnished with the most wretched and unwholesome condemned 

soldiers' rations." He added that some were "compelled to wear a ball and chain, which is never removed."  
 

President Jefferson Davis accused Benjamin F. Butler of "inciting African slaves to insurrection" by arming them for 
war. Davis issued a statement ordering that Butler "no longer be considered or treated simply as a public enemy of the 

Confederate States of America, but as an outlaw and common enemy of mankind, and that, in the event of his 
capture, the officer in command of the captured force do cause him to be immediately executed by hanging."  

 
During the summer of 1862, George McClellan and the Army of the Potomac, took part in what became known as the 

Peninsular Campaign. The main objective was to capture Richmond, the base of the Confederate government. 
McClellan and his 115,000 troops encountered the Confederate Army at Williamsburg on 5th May. After a brief battle 

the Confederate forces retreated south.  
 

McClellan moved his troops into the Shenandoah Valley and along with John C. Fremont, Irvin McDowell and 
Nathaniel Banks surrounded Thomas Stonewall Jackson and his 17,000 man army. First Jackson attacked John C. 

Fremont at Cross Keys before turning on Irvin McDowell at Port Republic. Jackson then rushed his troops east to join 
up with Joseph E. Johnston and the Confederate forces fighting McClellan in the suburbs the city.  

 
General Joseph E. Johnston with some 41,800 men counter-attacked McClellan's slightly larger army at Fair Oaks. 

The Union Army lost 5,031 men and the Confederate Army 6,134. Johnson was badly wounded during the battle and 
General Robert E. Lee now took command of the Confederate forces.  

 
On 26th June, 1862, Major General John Pope, was appointed the commander of the new Army of Virginia. Pope was 

instructed to move east to Blue Ridge Mountains towards Charlottesville. It was hoped that this move would help 
McClellan by drawing Robert E. Lee away from defending Richmond. Lee's 80,000 troops were now faced with the 

prospect of fighting two large armies: McClellan (90,000) and Pope (50,000) 
 

Joined by Thomas Stonewall Jackson, James Longstreet, and George Pickett, the Confederate troops attacked 
George McClellan at Gaines Mill on 27th June. After severe fighting the Union Army losses were 893 killed, 3,107 

wounded and 2,836 missing. Whereas the Confederate Army had 8,751 killed and wounded.   
 

In July, 1862, John Pope decided to try a capture Gordonsville, a railroad junction between Richmond and the 
Shenandoah Valley. Pope selected Nathaniel Banks to carry out the task. Robert E. Lee considered Gordonsville to 

be strategically very important and sent Thomas Stonewall Jackson to protect the town. On 9th August, Jackson 



defeated Banks at Cedar Run. George McClellan and army based at Harrison's Landing was told to join Pope's 
campaign to take the railroad junction. When Lee heard this news he brought together all the troops he had available 

to Gordonsville.  
 

On 29th August, troops led by Thomas Stonewall Jackson and James Longstreet, attacked Pope's Union Army at 
Manassas, close to where the first battle of Bull Run had been fought. Pope and his army were forced to retreat 

across Bull Run. The Confederate Army pursued the Army of Virginia until they reached Chantilly on 1st September.  
 

The Union Army lost 15,000 men at Bull Run. John Pope was blamed for the defeat. A staff officer later recalled that 
"Pope was entirely deceived and outgeneraled. His own conceit and pride of opinion led him into these mistakes." 

Relieved of his command Pope was sent to Minnesota to deal with a Sioux uprising.  
 

The government was now seriously concerned about the poor performance of the Union Army and Salmon Chase 
(Secretary of the Treasury), Edwin M. Stanton (Secretary of War) and vice president Hannibal Hamlin, who were all 

strong opponents of slavery, led the campaign to have George McClellan sacked. Unwilling to do this, Abraham 
Lincoln decided to put McClellan in charge of all forces in the Washington area.  

 
George McClellan became a field commander again when the Confederate Army invaded Maryland in September. 

McClellan and Major General Ambrose Burnside attacked the armies of Robert E. Lee and Thomas Stonewall 
Jackson at Antietam on 17th September. Outnumbered, Lee and Jackson held out until Ambrose Hill and 

reinforcements arrived. It was the most costly day of the war with the Union Army having 2,108 killed, 9,549 wounded 
and 753 missing.  

 
Although far from an overwhelming victory, Lincoln realized the significance of Antietam and on 22nd September, 

1862, he felt strong enough to issue his Emancipation Proclamation. Lincoln told the nation that from the 1st January, 
1863, all slaves in states or parts of states, still in rebellion, would be freed. However, to keep the support of the 

conservatives in the government, this proclamation did not apply to border slave states: Delaware, Maryland, 
Kentucky and Missouri that had remained loyal.  

 
Lincoln now wanted George McClellan to go on the offensive against the Confederate Army. However, McClellan 
refused to move, complaining that he needed fresh horses. Radical Republicans now began to openly question 

McClellan's loyalty.   Frustrated by McClellan unwillingness to attack, Abraham Lincoln recalled him to Washington 
with the words: "My dear McClellan: If you don't want to use the Army I should like to borrow it for a while." On 7th 

November Lincoln removed McClellan from all commands and replaced him with Ambrose Burnside. 
 

Throughout the autumn of 1862 the Confederate Army continued to make progress in Kentucky. However, in 
September, General E. Kirby Smith was halted by Union troops led by General Don Carlos Buell in Covington. The 

following month General Braxton Bragg installed a Confederate government in Frankfort, Kentucky. However, this was 
short-lived and on 8th October, 1862, Bragg came under attack at Perryville (Chaplin Hills). During the battle Don 
Carlos Buell lost 4,211 men (845 killed, 2,851 wounded, and 515 missing) whereas Braxton Bragg lost 3,396 (510 

killed, 2635 wounded and 251 missing). After the battle Bragg was forced to retreat back to Tennessee.  
 

General Ambrose Burnside had replaced George McClellan as commander of the Army of the Potomac on 7th 
November, 1862. After complaints that had been made by President Abraham Lincoln and the Secretary of War, 

Edwin M. Stanton, about the inaction of the Union Army, Burnside was determined to immediately launch an attack on 
the Confederate Army.  

 
With a force of 122,000, Ambrose Burnside, Joseph Hooker, Edwin Sumner, William Franklin attacked General Robert 

E. Lee and his army of 78,500, at Fredericksburg, Virginia, on 13th December. Sharpshooters based in the town 
initially delayed the Union Army from building a pontoon bridge across the Rappahannock River.  

 
After clearing out the snipers the federal forces had the problem of mounting frontal assaults against troops 

commanded by James Longstreet. At the end of the day the Union Army had 12,700 men killed or wounded. The well 
protected Confederate Army suffered losses of 5,300. Ambrose Burnside wanted to renew the attack the following 

morning but was talked out of it by his commanders.  
 



1863 
 

In January 1863 it was clear that state governors in the north could not raise enough troops for the Union Army. On 
3rd March, the federal government passed the Enrollment Act. This was the first example of conscription or 

compulsory military service in United States history. The decision to allow men to avoid the draft by paying $300 to 
hire a substitute resulted in the accusation that this was a rich man's war and a poor man's fight.  

 
Abraham Lincoln was also now ready to give his approval to the formation of black regiments. He had objected in 

May, 1862, when General David Hunter began enlisting black soldiers into the 1st South Carolina (African Descent) 
regiment. However, nothing was said when Hunter created two more black regiments in 1863.  

 
John Andrew, the governor of Massachusetts, and a passionate opponent of slavery, began recruiting black soldiers 
and established the 5th Massachusetts (Colored) Cavalry Regiment and the 54th Massachusetts (Colored) and the 

55th Massachusetts (Colored) Infantry Regiments. In all, six regiments of US Colored Cavalry, eleven regiments and 
four companies of US Colored Heavy Artillery, ten batteries of the US Colored Light Artillery, and 100 regiments and 
sixteen companies of US Colored Infantry were raised during the war. By the end of the conflict nearly 190,000 black 

soldiers and sailors had served in the Union forces.  
 

On 25th January, Major General Joseph Hooker replaced Ambrose Burnside as the commander of the Army of 
Potomac. Two months later Hooker, with over 104,000 men, began to move south. In April, 1863, Hooker, decided to 

attack Lee's army that had been entrenched on the south side of the Rappahannock River since the battle of 
Fredericksburg. Hooker crossed the river and took up position at Chancellorsville.  

 
Although outnumbered two to one, Robert E. Lee opted to split his Confederate Army into two groups. Lee left 10,000 
men under Jubal Early, while on 2nd May, he sent Thomas Stonewall Jackson to attacked the flank of Hooker's army. 

The attack was successful but after returning from the battlefield Jackson was accidentally shot by one of his own 
men. Jackson's left arm was successfully amputated but he developed pneumonia and he died eight days later.  

 
On the 3rd May, James Jeb Stuart, who had taken command of Jackson's troops, mounted another attack and drove 
Joseph Hooker back further. The following day Lee and Jubal Early joined the attack on the Union Army. By 6th May, 

Hooker had lost over 11,000 men, and decided to retreat from the area.  
 

Later that month Joseph E. Johnston ordered General John Pemberton to attack Ulysses S. Grant at Clinton, 
Mississippi. Considering this too risky, Pemberton decided to attack Grant's supply train on the road between Grand 

Gulf and Raymond. Discovering Pemberton's plans, Grant attacked the Confederate Army at Champion's Hill. 
Pemberton was badly defeated and with the remains of his army returned to their fortifications around Vicksburg. After 

two failed assaults, Grant decided to starve Pemberton out. This strategy proved successful and on 4th July, 
Pemberton surrendered the city. The western Confederacy was now completely isolated from the eastern 

Confederacy and the Union Army had total control of the Mississippi River.  
 

Robert E. Lee now decided to take the war to the north. The Confederate Army reached Gettysburg, Pennsylvania on 
1st July. The town was quickly taken but the Union Army, led by Major General George Meade, arrived in force soon 

afterwards and for the next two days the town was the scene of bitter fighting. Attacks led by James Jeb Stuart, 
George Pickett and James Longstreet proved costly and by the 5th July, Lee decided to retreat south. Both sides 

suffered heavy losses with Lee losing 28,063 men and Meade 23,049.   
 

In September, 1863, General Braxton Bragg and his troops attacked union armies led by George H. Thomas and 
William Rosecrans at Chickamauga. Thomas was able to hold firm but Rosecrans and his men fled to Chattanooga. 

Bragg followed and was attempting to starve Rosecrans out when union forces led by Ulysses S. Grant, Joseph 
Hooker and William Sherman arrived. Bragg was now forced to retreat and did not stop until he reached Dalton, 

Georgia. The Union Army now controlled the whole of Tennessee.  
 

Major General George Meade also followed the army of Robert E. Lee back south. Lee ordered several counter-
attacks but was unable to prevent the Union Army advance taking place. Lee decided to dig in along the west bank of 
the Mine Run. Considering the fortifications too strong, Meade decided against an assault and spent the winter on the 

north bank of the Rapidan.  



 
1864 

 
In March, 1864, Ulysses S. Grant was named lieutenant general and the commander of the Union Army. Leaving the 
West under the control of General William Sherman, Grant decided to take control of the Army of the Potomac. With 
his able lieutenants, George Meade and Philip Sheridan the army crossed the Rapidan and entered the Wilderness.  

 
When Robert E. Lee heard the news he sent in his troops, hoping that the Union's superior artillery and cavalry would 
be offset by the heavy underbrush of the Wilderness. Fighting began on the 5th May and two days later smoldering 

paper cartridges set fire to dry leaves and around 200 wounded men were either suffocated or burned to death. Of the 
88,892 men that Grant took into the Wilderness, 14,283 were casualties and 3,383 were reported missing. Lee lost 

7,750 men during the fighting.  
 

After the battle Ulysses S. Grant moved south and on May 26th sent Philip Sheridan and his cavalry ahead to capture 
Cold Harbor from the Confederate Army. Lee was forced to abandon Cold Harbor and his whole army well dug in and 

by the time the rest of the Union Army arrived. Grant's ordered a direct assault but afterwards admitted this was a 
mistake losing 12,000 men "without benefit to compensate".  

 
Ulysses S. Grant also gave instructions to William Sherman to attack the Army of Tennessee under the control of 

Joseph E. Johnston. He told Sherman "to move against Johnson's army, to break it up, and to get into the interior of 
the enemy's country as far as you can, inflicting all the damage you can against their war resources".  

 
On 7th May, 1864, Sherman and his 100,000 men advanced towards Johnson's army that was attempting to defend 
the route to Atlanta, the South's important manufacturing and communications centre. Joseph E. Johnston and his 

army retreated and after some brief skirmishes the two sides fought at Resaca (14th May), Adairsvile (17th May), New 
Hope Church (25th May), Kennesaw Mountain (27th June) and Marietta (2nd July).  

 
After leaving the Wilderness, Grant moved his Army of the Potomac towards Richmond hoping he could arrive there 

before Robert E. Lee. However, Pierre T. Beauregard was able to protect the route to the city before the arrival of 
Lee's main army forced Grant to prepare for a siege.  

 
The Union Army suffered heavy losses at the end of July, 1864, trying to take the port of Petersburg but was 

eventually able to cut off Lee's supplies from the lower South. 
 

President Jefferson Davis was unhappy about withdrawal policy being employed by Joseph E. Johnston and on 17th 
July replaced him with the more aggressive John Hood. He immediately went on the attack and hit George H. Thomas 

and his men at Peachtree Creek. Hood was badly beaten and lost 2,500 men. Two days later he took on William 
Sherman just outside Atlanta and lost another 8,000 men. By 31st August, Confederate forces began to evacuate 

Atlanta and by early September the city came under the control of the Union Army. 
 

Attempts to clear out the Shenandoah Valley by Major General Franz Sigel in May and Major General David Hunter 
during the summer of 1864 ended in failure. Major General Jubal Early, who defeated Hunter, was sent north with 

14,000 men in an attempt to draw off troops from Grant's army. Major General Lew Wallace encountered Early by the 
Monacacy River and although defeated was able to slow his advance to Washington. His attempts to breakthrough 

the ring forts around the city ended in failure.  
 

In August 1864 the Union Army made another attempt to take control of the Shenandoah Valley. General Philip 
Sheridan and 40,000 soldiers entered the valley and soon encountered troops led by Jubal Early who had just 

returned from Washington. After a series of minor defeats Sheridan eventually gained the upper hand. His men now 
burnt and destroyed anything of value in the area and after defeating Early in another large-scale battle on 19th 

October, the Union Army, for the first time, held the Shenandoah Valley.  
 

The anti-war section of the Democratic Party nominated General George McClellan as their presidential candidate. In 
an attempt to obtain unity, Abraham Lincoln named a Southern Democrat, Andrew Johnson of Tennessee, as his 

running mate. This upset Radical Republications but they had no choice but to support Lincoln in the election.  
 



Leading members of the Republican Party began to suggest that Lincoln should replace Hannibal Hamlin as his 
running mate in the 1864 presidential election. Hamlin was a Radical Republican and it was felt that Lincoln was 

already sure to gain the support of this political group. It was argued that what Lincoln needed was the votes of those 
who had previously supported the Democratic Party in the North.  

 
Lincoln's original choice as his vice-president was General Benjamin Butler. Butler, a war hero, had been a member of 

the Democratic Party, but his experiences during the American Civil War had made him increasingly radical. Simon 
Cameron was sent to talk to Butler at Fort Monroe about joining the campaign. However, Butler rejected the offer, 

jokingly saying that he would only accept if Lincoln promised "that within three months after his inauguration he would 
die".  

 
It was now decided that Andrew Johnson, the governor of Tennessee, would make the best candidate for vice 

president. By choosing the governor of Tennessee, Lincoln would emphasize that Southern states status were still 
part of the Union. He would also gain the support of the large War Democrat faction. At a convention of the 

Republican Party on 8th July, 1864, Johnson received 200 votes to Hamlin's 150 and became Lincoln's running mate. 
This upset Radical Republications as Johnson had previously made it clear that he was a supporter of slavery. 

 
The victories of Ulysses S. Grant, William Sherman, George Meade, Philip Sheridan and George H. Thomas 

reinforced the idea that the Union Army was close to bringing the war to an end. This helped Lincoln's presidential 
campaign and with 2,216,067 votes, comfortably beat General George McClellan (1,808,725) in the election.  

 
John Hood continued to adopt an aggressive policy in Tennessee and despite heavy losses surrounded George H. 

Thomas at Nashville. On 15th December, 1864, Thomas broke out of Nashville and hammered Hood's army. Thomas 
captured 4,462 soldiers and those still left alive fled into Mississippi and Alabama.  

 
1865 

 
By the beginning of 1865, Fort Fisher, North Carolina, was the last port under the control of the Confederate Army. 

Fort Fisher fell to a combined effort of the Union Army and the US Navy on 15th January.  
 

By the early weeks of 1865 the Union Army removed all resistance in the Shenandoah Valley. General William 
Sherman and his army moved north through South Carolina. On 17th February, Columbia, the capital of South 

Carolina, was taken. Columbia was virtually burnt to the ground and some people claimed the damage was done by 
Sherman's men and others said it was carried out by the retreating Confederate Army. 

Sherman now headed towards central Virginia to unite with General George Meade and his Army of the Potomac east 
of Richmond and with General Benjamin Butler and his forces at Bermuda Hundred. 

 
On 1st April Philip H. Sheridan attacked at Five Forks. The Confederates, led by Major General George Pickett, were 

overwhelmed and lost 5,200 men. On hearing the news, Robert E. Lee decided to abandon Richmond and join 
Joseph E. Johnson and his forces in South Carolina.  

 
President Jefferson Davis, his family and government officials, was forced to flee from Richmond. The Union Army 

quickly took control and on 4th April Abraham Lincoln entered the city. Protected by ten seamen, he walked the streets 
and when one black man fell to his knees in front of him, Lincoln told him: "Don't kneel to me. You must kneel to God 

only and thank him for your freedom." Lincoln traveled to the Confederate Executive Mansion and sat for a while in the 
former leader's chair before heading back to Washington. 

 
Robert E. Lee was only able to muster an army of 8,000 men. He probed the Union Army at Appomattox but faced by 

110,000 men he decided the cause was hopeless. He contacted Ulysses S. Grant and after agreeing terms on 9th 
April, surrendered his army at Appomattox Court House. Grant issued a brief statement: "The war is over; the rebels 
are our countrymen again and the best sign of rejoicing after the victory will be to abstain from all demonstrations in 
the field." Six days later, Abraham Lincoln was dead from the shooting/assassination by John Wilkes Booth on April 

14th, 1865. A Southern Democrat, Andrew Johnson of Tennessee, was now the president of the United States.  
 



Reconstruction (1865-1877). 

This was the period of readjustment following the Civil War. At the end of the Civil War, the defeated South was a 
ruined land. The physical destruction wrought by the invading Union forces was enormous, and the old social and 

economic order founded on slavery had collapsed completely, with nothing to replace it. The 11 Confederate states 
somehow had to be restored to their positions in the Union and provided with loyal governments, and the role of the 

emancipated slaves in Southern society had to be defined. 

Even before the war ended, President Lincoln began the task of restoration. Motivated by a desire to build a strong 
Republican party in the South and to end the bitterness engendered by war, he issued (Dec. 8, 1863) a proclamation 
of amnesty and reconstruction for those areas of the Confederacy occupied by Union armies. It offered pardon, with 
certain exceptions, to any Confederate who would swear to support the Constitution and the Union. Once a group in 

any conquered state equal in number to one tenth of that state's total vote in the presidential election of 1860 took the 
prescribed oath and organized a government that abolished slavery, he would grant that government executive 

recognition. 

Lincoln's plan aroused the sharp opposition of the radicals in Congress, who believed it would simply restore to power 
the old planter aristocracy. They passed (July, 1864) the Wade-Davis Bill, which required 50% of a state's male voters 

to take an “ironclad” oath that they had never voluntarily supported the Confederacy. Lincoln's pocket veto kept the 
Wade-Davis Bill from becoming law, and he implemented his own plan. By the end of the war it had been tried, not too 
successfully, in Louisiana, Arkansas, Tennessee, and Virginia. Congress, however, refused to seat the Senators and 

Representatives elected from those states, and by the time of Lincoln's assassination the President and Congress 
were at a stalemate. 

Lincoln's successor, Andrew Johnson, at first pleased the radicals by publicly attacking the planter aristocracy and 
insisting that the rebellion must be punished. His amnesty proclamation (May 29, 1865) was more severe than 

Lincoln's; it disenfranchised all former military and civil officers of the Confederacy and all those who owned property 
worth $20,000 or more and made their estates liable to confiscation. The obvious intent was to shift political control in 
the South from the old planter aristocracy to the small farmers and artisans, and it promised to accomplish a revolution 

in Southern society. 

With Congress in adjournment from April to Dec., 1865, Johnson put his plan into operation. Under provisional 
governors appointed by him, the Southern states held conventions that voided or repealed their ordinances of 
secession, abolished slavery, and (except South Carolina) repudiated Confederate debts. Their newly elected 

legislatures (except Mississippi) ratified the Thirteenth Amendment guaranteeing freedom for blacks. By the end of 
1865 every ex-Confederate state except Texas had reestablished civil government. 

The control of white over black, however, seemed to be restored, as each of the newly elected state legislatures 
enacted statutes severely limiting the freedom and rights of the blacks. These laws, known as black codes, restricted 

the ability of blacks to own land and to work as free laborers and denied them most of the civil and political rights 
enjoyed by whites. Many of the offices in the new governments, moreover, were won by disenfranchised Confederate 

leaders, and the President, rather than ordering new elections, granted pardons on a large scale. 

An outraged Northern public believed that the fruits of victory were being lost by Johnson's lenient policy. When 
Congress convened (Dec. 4, 1865) it refused to seat the Southern representatives. Johnson responded by publicly 
attacking Republican leaders and vetoing their Reconstruction measures. His tactics drove the moderates into the 

radical camp. The Civil Rights Act (Apr. 9, 1866), designed to protect African Americans from legislation such as the 
black codes, and the Freedmen's Bureau Bill (July 16), extending the life of that organization (see Freedmen's 

Bureau), were both passed over Johnson's veto. Doubts as to the constitutionality of the Civil Rights Act led the 
radicals to incorporate (June, 1866) most of its provisions in the Fourteenth Amendment (ratified 1868). 

The newly created Joint Committee on Reconstruction reported (Apr. 28, 1866) that the ex-Confederate states were in 
a state of civil disorder, and hence, had not held valid elections. It also maintained that Reconstruction was a 

congressional, not an executive, function. The radicals solidified their position by winning the elections of 1866. When 
every Southern state (except Tennessee) refused to ratify the Fourteenth Amendment and protect the rights of its 

black citizens, the stage was set for more severe measures. 



On Mar. 2, 1867, Congress enacted the Reconstruction Act, which, supplemented later by three related acts, divided 
the South (except Tennessee) into five military districts in which the authority of the army commander was supreme. 
Johnson continued to oppose congressional policy, and when he insisted on the removal of the radical Secretary of 

War, Edwin M. Stanton, in defiance of the Tenure of Office Act, the House impeached him (Feb., 1868). The radicals 
in the Senate fell one vote short of convicting him (May), but by this time Johnson's program had been effectively 

scuttled. 

Under the terms of the Reconstruction Acts, new state constitutions were written in the South. By Aug., 1868, six 
states (Arkansas, North Carolina, South Carolina, Louisiana, Alabama, and Florida) had been readmitted to the Union, 

having ratified the Fourteenth Amendment as required by the first Reconstruction Act. The four remaining 
unreconstructed states—Virginia, Mississippi, Texas, and Georgia—were readmitted in 1870 after ratifying the 
Fourteenth Amendment as well as the Fifteenth Amendment, which guaranteed the black man's right to vote. 

The radical Republican governments in the South attempted to deal constructively with the problems left by the Civil 
War and the abolition of slavery. Led by so-called carpetbaggers (Northerners who settled in the South) and 

scalawags (Southern whites in the Republican party) and freedmen, they began to rebuild the Southern economy and 
society. Agricultural production was restored, roads rebuilt, a more equitable tax system adopted, and schooling 

extended to blacks and poor whites. The freedmen's civil and political rights were guaranteed, and blacks were able to 
participate in the political and economic life of the South as full citizens for the first time. 

The bitterness engendered by the Civil War remained, however, and most Southern whites objected strongly to the 
former slaves' new role in society. Organizations such as the Ku Klux Klan arose. Their acts of violence kept African 
Americans and white Republicans from voting, and gradually the radical Republican governments were overthrown. 

Their collapse was hastened by the death of the old radical leaders in Congress, such as Thaddeus Stevens and 
Charles Sumner, and by the revelation of internal corruption in the radical Republican governments; the Grant 

administration was compelled to lessen its support of them because of growing criticism in the North of corruption in 
the federal government itself. 

By 1876 only Florida, South Carolina, and Louisiana remained under Republican domination. The Republican 
presidential candidate that year, Rutherford B. Hayes, promised to alleviate conditions in the South, but the feeling 

there had already led to the formation of the “solid South” in support of his Democratic opponent, Samuel J. Tilden. In 
those three states the presidential contest was the occasion for a determined effort to throw off Republican rule, and 

on their electoral votes (and on one disputed electoral vote in Oregon) hung the fate of the famous disputed election of 
1876. It is practically certain that at least one of the three gave a majority, and thus the presidency, to Tilden, but two 
sets of returns were sent in from each of the three states. A specially constituted electoral commission (composed of 

eight Republicans and seven Democrats) accepted the Republican returns, and Hayes was given the presidency. 

Reconstruction officially ended as all federal troops were withdrawn from the South. White rule was restored, and 
black people were over time deprived of many civil and political rights and their economic position remained 

depressed. The radicals' hopes for a basic reordering of the social and economic structure of the South, beyond the 
abolition of slavery, died. The results, instead, were the one-party “solid South” and increased racial bitterness. 
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