
The Battle of Fort Stevens and the Defenses of Washington Rock Creek Park 

On July 11 
and 12, 
1864, the 
nation 's 
capital came 
under 
attack. Guns 
boomed in 
the northern 
suburbs as 
Confederate 

Confederate Lt. Gen. Jubal troops under 
Early Jubal Early 

connected by over 20 miles of rif le 
trenches, making Wash ing on the 
most heavily fortified c1 in he 
world. Remains of these 
fort ification n 
National Park Service land a Fort 
Stevens, Fort Totten, Fort arcy, and 
Fort DeRussy. 

north. Confederate Lieutenant 
General Jubal Early, in command of 
14,000 sold iers, marched down the 
Shenandoah Valley and forded the 
P h h r n on J I 
5, 1864. On July 9 the Confederates 
defeated a smal l Union force along 
the Monocacy River at Freder ick, 

I t· 

probed 
Union defenses. But the city had 
been hardened by three long years 
of war, and neither the soldiers 
defending the capital nor its 
inhabitants panicked. A makeshift 
force was thrown together to man 
the capital's defenses, and this 
assemblage of wounded men 
recruited from hospitals, War 
Department clerks, elderly veterans, 
and heavy artillerymen held off the 
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attackers until reinforcements ~r:;f 
amvea from e o=n...,,1o~n-a~r=m~y-a=----~----<--_,,_._,_ _ ___._., 

Petersburg. After two days of :._ __ _;; 
fighting, the Confederates slipped r ~ 
back the way they had come. A Civil War Map Showing Fort DeRussy and the Other Defenses around Rock Creek. 

The Fortifications of Washington 

Washington was poorly defended 
when the Civi l War began in 1861, 
and after Union forces had been 
routed at the First Battle of 
Manassas, concern grew about an 
attack on the capital. The new 
Union commander, Major General 
George McClellan, decided that the 
city should be fortified . When 
completed, the city's defenses 
tota led 68 forts and 93 batteries 

Early's Raid 

The defenses of Wash ington had 
been built during the early part of 
the war, when a Union defeat 
seemed a real possibi lity, but they 
saw no fighting until July 1864, 
when victory seemed close at hand. 
Grant's army had bogged down in 
front of Petersburg, and Lee sought 
to take advantage of t he situation 
by launching a bold ra id on the 

and hen advanced toward 
Wash ington. At that time, few 
soldiers manned the defenses of 
Washington because Grant had 
stripped the garrison to reinforce his 
army in Virginia . 

Wash ington seemed to be at Early's 
mercy, but t he city had been at war 
for three years and Union veterans 
cool ly set about organizing a 
defense. Among the wounded 
soldiers recuperating in the city was 

a cavalryman named Major W illiam 
Fry. Fry made the rounds of the 
city 's mil itary hospita ls and 
assembled nearly 500 troopers by 
comm n ering er m 
enough to ride. They requisit ioned 
horses and set out on the road to 
Rockvi lle, Maryland, where they met 

he Confederates' own 
horsemen and skirmished all 
day on the 1 O h. These 
cava lrymen ep 
commanders in ashington 
well informed about Early's 
movements, allo ing 
reinforcements to be sent to 
threatened areas around the 
city. Mean hile he Ve eran 
Reserve Corps as ca lled o 
arms, a force of older men, 
semi-in ahds, and cler s from 
he ar epa ment, most 

o horn had not bee i 
combat since the Mexican 

ar. After a great deal of 
command confusion -
reading accounts otihese 

;-' ... > days, it sometimes seems 
that there were more 
generals in Washington than 
soldiers - Major Genera l 

Alexander McCook was put in 
command of the defense. Grant had 
sent two divisions o ve erans 
northward by sh ip, so McCook's 
tactic was to delay Early 's 
Confederates unti l the 
reinforcements arrived. The 
newspapers reveled in the city 's 
calm response, one ed itor 
remarking, "The annual invasion of 
Maryland, which, next to the 
weather, supplies the 'sensation ' of 
this week, does not excite any very 

disturbing apprehension for the 
sa e o Balt imore and 

ashing-on. " 

rrr""' r his ad antage, 
Earl us ed on, arriving in front of 
Fort S e ens about noon on July 11 . 
Here he noted that the fort seemed 

undermanned, but, impressed by 
the "very formidable character of 
t he works," he did not order an 
immediate assault. Some of his men 
t hought he had made a mistake. 
One wrote later, "a volley, a Rebel 
yell, and a vigorous charge would 
have given us Washington . " 

Painting by Eugenie de Land Saugstad, c 1908, of President Lincoln at Fort Stevens. 

Fort Stevens Parapet, 1900, Courtesy of Ron Harvey, Jr. 



But Early suspected that Union 
reinforcements were on the way, and he 
knew that his own men were tired from a 
long march on a hot, dry day. He wanted to 
make a careful reconna issance, give his 
men a rest, and form up his strung-out 
un its properly for the attack. As it turned 
out, he was probably w ise to hesitate. At 
the very moment he reached Fort Stevens, 
steam ships carrying thousands of Grant's 
veterans w ere docki ng downtow n, to the 
cheers of the residents. Had Early attacked 

~-=- at noon- he mighr have found getting out 
of the city much harder than getting in. 

Soldiers' Drawing of the Magazine at Fort DeRussy in 1862. 

Meanwhile, the Confederates began 
probing at the defenses around Fort 
Stevens. At first the Federals fe ll back, 

----a6andon ing their picket posts and 
retreating to the ri f le pits under the guns of 
the fort. But when it became clear that the 
Confederates were not really pushing their 
attack, McCook ordered his dismounted 
cavalrymen to reclaim their posts, which 
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was "smartly done" by 1 :30 in the 
afternoon. The Confederates turned away 
from Fort St vens and probed its f lanks for 
a weak spot, sending skirmishers into the 
Rock Creek va lley. Fighting w as under way 
in front of Fort DeRussy, w est of Rock 
Creek, by 2:30 P. M . Later in the evening a 
whole brigade of the Veteran Reserve 
pushed the Confederate skirm ishers back 
from Fort DeRussy. "The regiment promptly 
formed the ir line and advanced, fi ring 
rap idly, and, under a heavy fire, driving the 
enemy's right back, occupying their 
ground" along a ridge north of the fort. 

The Confederates 
formed a line along 
the next ridge to the 
north, and both sides 
held thei r positi ons as 
night fell. The 
Confederates also 
tried the east side of 
Fort Stevens, but they 
had no more luck in 
t hat direction . If they 
w ere to w in passage 
into ash ington, they 

ould ha e to do so 
b assaul ing he 
Un on orts. 

Early later repo e a on the 11 h he had 

from a farm north of Fort DeRussy. 
Accord ing to their commander, "They 
advanced gallantly until very near the 
building, when they were opened on by the 
enemy from behind a breastwork of logs 
and brush . They were compelled to retire, 
the enemy being in such force . " 

Early met with his division commanders 
during the morning of the 12th and 
decided to return to Virginia the next day. 
When heavy figh t ing broke out in t he 
afternoon, preparat ion for the withdrawal 
were already under way, and the "stubborn 
res istance" put up by the Confederate 
infantry had the character of a rear-guard 
action. The Confederates pul led out during 
the night, and by the morning of the 13th 
the Battle of Fort Stevens was over. 

During the afternoon of Ju ly 12, Abraham 
Li ncoln visited Fort Stevens and stood up on 
the parapet to get a view of t he f ighting. 
Bul lets flew around him, and a Union 
offi ce r w ho did not recognize him snapped 
at him to get down before he w as kil led. 
Lincoln did get down, but he had just 
become the only sitt ing U.S. presiden o 
come under enem fire in a ime. 

Remains of the Battle 

decided to order an assaul on Fort S e ens In 2002 o 2006, he Nat ional Par Service 
during the next morn ing, but when he undertook an archeolog ical survey of Rock 
sca nnec3tneoefenses t hrough his fi e.--d·----Creek Park . Unti l that t ime, most n1storians 
glasses he changed his mind . During the thought that little rema ined from the battle 
night Union reinforcements had come up, except part of Fort Stevens, in the midst of 
and the Union trenches now brist led with a developed area along 13th Street, and 
men flyi ng t he flags of the veteran VI t he Battleground Cemetery. However, 
Corps. Early did not attack, but neither did archeologists working in the park began to 
he immed iately withdraw. Skirmish ing and f ind Civil War bullets and fragments of 
occasional artillery f ire continued artillery shells. A detailed review of the 
throughout the day on the 12th. w ritten accounts of the battle showed that 
Confederate sharpshooters w ere keep ing fighting did take place in the park. A 
Forts Stevens and DeRussy under f ire, so further search was then made of locations 
McCook gave the order to drive them back suggested by the battle narratives, and 
out of range. In front of Fort Stevens t his further discoveries were made. Much of the 
action was undertaken at 7 P.M. on the battlefield does survive, within Rock Creek 
12th by men from VI Corps under Brigadier Park. 
Frank Wheaton . Six veteran regiments led 
the charge, but they met "stubborn 
resistance" and advanced only a few 
hundred yards be ore he a ac as 
halted. Whea on's command had 59 men 
killed and 145 ounded in hree hours of 
f ighting. The town once no n as 
Leesborough, Maryland, show ed its 
gratitude for this service, and its dislike of 
the Confederacy's leading general, by 
renaming itself Wheaton. The Veteran 
Reserve tried to dislodge the Confederates 

The first f inds of Civi l ar artifacts were on 
a southwest-facing slope on the east side 
of Rock Creek, an area shown as heavily 
wooded on pre-war maps. Both f ired and 
dropped bullets were found here. Dropped, 
unfired bullets show Nhere soldiers were 
standing wh ile they were trying to load and 
fire their weapons, whereas fi red bul lets 
land where people were aiming. Therefore 
troops were f iring from th is slope, and 
somebody was f iring back at t hem . Almost 

PROTECT OUR SITES 

certainly the men f iring 
from th is spot were 
Confederate pickets 
working their w ay into the 
valley from the east, 
probing for a way around 
Fort Stevens. The fi red 
bullets and shell fragments 
show that t hey did not 
have an easy time of i . The 
fired bul lets were a mixture 
of .58 ca liber rounds of he 
type used in t e war's most 
common infa nt ry arms and 
.52 cal iber rou nds from 
Sharps and Burnside 
carbines. These ca rb ines 
were most often used by 
the cavalry, and we know 
that many of the Un ion 
pickets at t he opening of 
the battle were dismounted 
cavalrymen. 

A search w as also made fo 
evidence of f ighting north 
of Fort DeRussy, on he 

es side o he cree . 
Archeolog1s ha e 
1den i ed bo h 

here 
-- e r reas ".Or a a 

he ridge o he sou n 
where the Veteran Reserve 
Corps set up their line. The 
area of the Confederate 
breastwork as oo hea ily 
overgrown for e ecti e use 
of a metal detector, so 
nothing as found here, 
but a large number o 
bu llets and shell frag men s 
were fou nd on the south­
fac ing slopes nearby. 
Among these were o 
fragments of a shell from 
the largest gun at Fort 
DeRussy, a 100-pound 
Pa rrot rifle. Both fired and 
unfired bul lets w ere also 
found on the ridge w here 
the Federals formed heir 
line. rcheolog here ore 
supports e o ous 
interpre a ion o he 
o icers' repo s, and 
confirms ha s1gnif1can 
fight ing took place i hin 
the park. The enti re 
battlefield has not 
disappeared, as w as feared . 

The Archeological Resource Protection Act makes it a federal crime 
to damage archeological sites on federal lands or to remove 
artifacts from federal property. Unauthorized metal detecting and 
artifact collecting are strictly forbidden in the park and on all 
other federal property. 

Report Crimes and Park Emergencies to 1-866-677-6677 Toll Free 

Fired Bullets, a Piece of Iron Case Shot, and a Shell Fragment from the Battle of Fort 
Stevens. 
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Military Artifacts found near one of Washington 's Forts: Bullets, Buttons, and the 
Brass Tip of a Scabbard. 

Fragment of a 100-pound Parrot Shell, the Heaviest Weapon in Fort DeRussy 
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