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FREDERICKSBURG AND SPOTSYLVANIA NATIONAL MILITARY PARK 
120 Chatham Lane 
Fredericksburg, VA 22405 

Fredericksburg Battlefield Visitor Center: 540-373-6122 
Open 9 a.m. - 5 p.m. 

Chancellorsville Battlefield Visitor Center: 540-786-2880 
Open 9 a.m. - 5 p.m. 

nps.gov/frsp 

RICHMOND NATIONAL BATTLEFIELD PARK 
3215 East Broad Street 
Richmond, VA 23223 

Tredegar Visitor Center: 804-771-2145 
Open 9 a.m. - 5 p.m. 

Chimborazo Visitor Center: 804-226-1981 
Open 9 a.m. - 4:30 p.m. 

Cold Harbor Visitor Center: 804-730-5025 
Open 9 a.m. - 4:30 p.m. 

Fort Harrison Visitor Center: 804-795-2217 
Open Seasonally (Wed-Sun) 9 a.m. - 4:30 p.m. 

Glendale Visitor Center: 804-795-5017 
Open Seasonally (Wed-Sun) 9 a.m. - 4:30 p.m. 

nps.gov/rich 

PETERSBURG NATIONAL BATTLEFIELD 
1539 Hickory Hill Road 
Petersburg, VA 23803 

Visitor Center: 804-732-3531 
Open 9 a.m. - 5 p.m. 

nps.gov/pete 

http://nps.gov/frsp
http://nps.gov/rich
http://nps.gov/pete


1864 
By John Hennessy 
Chief Historian 
Fredericksburg and Spotsylvania NMP 

In the Civil War's first months, Americans on both sides believed 
the early battles would be decisive—the war would come to j 

a quick conclusion. But by 1864, soldiers and mothers and 
politicians and generals wondered alike, "when, how will it end?" 
In 1861, civilians nocked 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? 
By 1864, in the wake of the Emancipation Proclamation, the war's 

urpose could no longer be doubted (though the debate continued): 
Jnion soldiers fought for both restoration of the Union and 

freedom for slaves. 

By 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 
advanced along a 2,000-mile front. In Virginia, Grant— 

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. 



THE ROLE OF THE 
UNITED STATES COLORED TROOP 

IN VIRGINIA IN 1864 
By Emmanuel Dabney 
Park Ranger 
Petersburg NB 

In 1862, some African-
Americans served in the 1st 

Kansas Colored Infantry and 
the 1st South Carolina (Colored) 
Infantry. Initially, the U.S. War 
Department rejected the service of 
these men, but rejection became 
a thing of the past when President 
Abraham Lincoln's Emancipation 
Proclamation declared that 
enslaved people in areas of 
rebellion were free on January 1, 
1863. This document also declared 
that black people "of suitable 
condition, will be received into the 
armed service of the United States 
to garrison forts, positions, stations, 
and other places, and to man 
vessels of all sorts in said service." 
Men of African descent who served 
in United States Colored Troops 
(USCT) regiments were led by 
white commissioned officers. 

In response to the proclamation, 
on May 1,1863 the Confederate 
Congress legislated that officers 
commanding black troops would 
be "put to death or otherwise 
punished, at the discretion of 
the court" for "inciting servile 
insurrection." The resolution 
further stated that "All negroes and 
mulattoes who shall be engaged in 
war or be taken in arms against the 
Confederate States.. .shall, when 
captured in the Confederate States, 
be delivered to the authorities of 
the State or States in which they 
shall be captured, to be dealt with 
according to the present or future 
laws of such State or States." 

In May 1864, the Union Army 
of the Potomac launched the 
Overland Campaign. Most of the 
division of United States Colored 
Troops attached to the Ninth Corps 
saw little combat in May, but those 
that did performed admirably. 
On May 15, when Confederate 
Brigadier General Thomas Rosser's 
brigade pushed some Federal 
cavalry on Catharpin Road toward 
the intersection with the Orange 
Plank Road in Spotsylvania County. 
The 23rd USCT marched two miles 
from the Chancellorsville ruins 
to oppose Rosser. This unit was 
mostly composed of formerly 
enslaved men like Andrew Weaver, 
who escaped from Chatham 
(now part of Fredericksburg & 
Spotsylvania County National 
Military Park). The 23rd charged, 
forcing the Confederate cavalry to 
retreat. 

Nine days later, along the 
north bank of the James River 
in Charles City County, the 
1st and 10th USCT and some 
Union artillerists manning Fort 
Pocahontas were attacked. The 
garrison was commanded by 
abolitionist Brigadier General 
Edward Wild and composed of 
about 1,100 soldiers. Led by Major 
General Fitzhugh Lee, some 2,600 
Confederate cavalrymen attacked 
at noon, with a mounted charge on 
the Federal picket line which was 
followed by a dismounted assault 
against the center of the fort. The 
central attack failed and 
about 1:30 p.m. Fitzhugh 
Lee demanded Wild 
surrender, which he 
refused to do. Naval 
support from the USS 

Dawn aided the colored troops 
in holding the fort, and the 
Confederates retreated. Combat 
situations for African-Americans 
increased in the summer of 1864. 
On June 15, Major General William 
F. Smith's Eighteenth Corps of the 
Army of the James, which included 
Brigadier General Edward Hinks' 
USCT division, moved against 
Petersburg, Virginia, a railroad and 
manufacturing hub 25 miles south 
of the Confederate capital. There 
were about 3,500 men in Hinks' 
division. A skirmish that morning 
became some of the first combat 
seen by the 4th, 5th, and 22nd USCT, 
who captured a cannon during the 
fight. By early afternoon, Smith's 
corps was outside Petersburg facing 
the Dimmock Line, a system of 
earthworks protecting Petersburg, 
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which was defended by only 2,200 
Southerners. 

At 7:15 p.m. that evening, white 
and black Federal infantrymen 
assaulted the Confederate 
positions. The 1st USCT assisted 
white Union soldiers in capturing 

maintained by impressed slave and 
free black laborers between the 
summer of 1862 and early 1864. 

Only a few days after this, the 
48th Pennsylvania Infantry began 
constructing a mine beneath the 
Confederate defenses. Major 

This battle map illustrates the collapse of the Confederate defenses in the initial assault. 

Battery 6. This breakthrough in 
the Confederate Line helped white 
Federal troops capture Battery 
5. The USCT went on to capture 
Batteries 7 through 11 on the 
eastern side of Petersburg by 9 p.m. 
Ironically, these African-American 
soldiers captured earthworks 
which had largely been dug and 

General Ambrose Burnside, 
commanding the Ninth Corps of 
the Army of the Potomac, planned 
on using his division of black 
troops to spearhead the assault; 
however, Major General George 
Meade, the army's commander, 
changed Burnside's plans at the last 
minute. When the mine exploded 

on July 30,1864, white soldiers 
were sent into action. Later that 
morning, eight regiments of black 
soldiers and their white officers 
went into combat screaming 
"No quarter" and "Remember 
Fort Pillow!" These battle cries 
stemmed from the Battle of Fort 
Pillow, Tennessee in April 1864. 
Confederate troops there refused 
to accept the surrender of many 
African-Americans in the Federal 
garrison. Only 58 of the black 
soldiers were taken as prisoners of 
war compared to 168 of the white 
garrison. Word of the massacre 
of surrendering black soldiers 
traveled throughout the nation, 
and African-American's cried out 
the fort's name in several battles in 
1864. 

On July 30, a combination of 
Federal blunders, devastating 
artillery fire, and the arrival of 
additional Confederate troops 
ultimately stopped the Union 
breakthrough at the crater caused 
by the detonation of the mine. 
Vicious hand-to-hand combat 
raged in and around the Crater 
that afternoon. Afterwards, many 
Confederates noted their anger 
with African-American soldiers. 
Petersburg native George Bernard, 
then in the 12th Virginia Infantry 
remembered: "the whole floor of 
the trench was strewn with the 
dead bodies of negroes, in some 
places in such numbers that it 
was difficult to make one's way 

The 1st USCT, shown here on parade, fought in the opening assault on June 15. 
The unit was organized in Washington, D.C. in June 1863. 
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