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By John Hennessy
Chief Historian e s e
Fredericksburg and Spotsylvania NMP

n the Civil War’s first months, Americans on both sides believed

the early battles would be decisive—the war would come to

a quick conclusion. But by 1864, soldiers and mothers and
politicians and generals wondered alike, “when, how will it end?”

In 1861, civilians flocked toward Manassas to watch the first major
battle of the Civil War. By 1864, civilians fled the onset of armies,
knowing well the destruction and danger that would soon follow.

~ In 1861 and 1862, a typical soldier might have been under fire for
eight hours in a year. During the fierce fighting of 1864, many found
themselves under fire eight hours in a day. Again and again.

For the war’s first two years, Northerners debated fiercely the
purpose of the war: should a war for Union also eradicate slavery?
i By 1864, in the wake of the Emancipation Proclamation, the war’s
S urpose could no longer be doubted (though the debate continued):
n soldiers fought for both restoration of the Union and
freedom for slaves.

1864, the war had changed dramatically in scope and
purpose, but its outcome remained in doubt. Across the
South, Union armies had made great territorial gains.

: ~In Virginia, however, Robert E. Lee’s Confederate

- | Army of Northern Virginia still stood defiant, an the
Confederacy’s hopes for independence rode largely

on the shoulders of Lee’s men. Lee’s success in 1862
and 1863 challenged the will of the Northern public

to continue the war. He knew, the world knew, that
more victories in 1864 would threaten the re-election
of Republican President Lincoln. More Confederate
victories might bring to power in the North a
Democratic party more inclined toward a negotiated
peace—and Southern independence.

Abraham Lincoln’s antidote for Lee was a plain-looking
soldier who had been unknown to the world four years
before: the new General-in-Chief of all Union armies,
Ulysses S. Grant. One soldier in the Union Army of the
Potomac observed that Grant “rode his horse like a
bag of meal,” and another called him “not a very fine-
looking General,” but added, “he has the appearance
of a man of determination.” So it would be. Practical,
unpretentious, and direct, Grant promised to “hammer
continuously” against Lee and his army until, he said,
“there should be nothing left to him.”

The hammering began in May 1864, as Union armies
advaneed along a 2,000-mile front. In Virginia, Grant—
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traveling with the Army of the Potomac—simply refused
to accept the verdict of battle. Though confronted
always and stopped often by Lee, Grant (unlike his
predecessors) refused to retreat. Instead, the Union
army maneuvered through Virginia, battering Lee’s at
the Wilderness, Spotsylvania, North Anna, Cold Harbor,
and then moved southward. The grinding experience
left soldiers on both sides exhausted and bewildered. “I
have no courage to tell you what I have seen and heard
here,” wrote one soldier. “It has been a new revelation
of human daring and suffering.” In less than two months
of fighting—from the Rapidan to Petersburg--nearly
85,000 men fell killed, wounded, or captured.

The battles of 1861, 1862, and 1863 were bloody
milestones on a darting timeline of shifting fortunes. But
in the spring of 1864, the toil, sacrifice, and destruction
merged into a swelling Union tide whose advance
seemed inexorable, even if its success and destination
remained in doubt. In May, June, and July 1864, the Civil
War became a whirlwind, rushing southward through
Virginia and the Confederacy. Wilderness, Spotsylvania
Court House, Cold Harbor, and Petersburg joined the
lengthening list of the nation’s bloody battlefields. That
divided nation and the world watched intently, for that
spring and summer the final course of the war would be
set.






