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The Civil War lasted four years, leav-
ing at least 620,000 Americans dead 
and hundreds of thousands wounded. 

The conflict arose out of two 
increasingly different ways of life: 
the immigration-fueled industrial-
ized society of the North and the 
slave-based agricultural economy 
of the South. Tension escalated 
when South Carolina seceded from 
the Union, followed by six other 
southern states. They formed their 
own government, the Confederate 
States of America, a move the North 
rejected as illegal.

The first shots were fired in April 
1861, when Confederate soldiers 
captured Fort Sumter (www.nps.gov/
fosu) in Charleston, South Carolina. 
Soon afterward, four additional states 
joined the Confederacy, bringing the 
total number of rebel states to 11. 

Four years after the war began – 
almost to the day – the South’s hopes 
came to an end when Confederate 
General Robert E. Lee finally sur-
rendered his army to Union General 
Ulysses S. Grant at the Appomattox 
Court House in Virginia.

A century and a half later, echoes of 
the Civil War – though fading – still 
linger. Battlefields are viewed as sacred 
ground, places where the past is very 
much alive, a reminder of the huge 
cost of liberty and national unity.

Major battlefields
The National Park System preserves 
dozens of Civil War sites, including 
forts, battlefields, and a variety of his-
toric buildings. Most have excellent 
visitor centers with museum exhibits, 
orientation films, bookstores, as well 
as ranger-led walks and interpretive 
programs. Frequent living-history 
events bring the past to life, and self-
guided driving routes and hiking 
trails are also available.

Civil War battlefields
The Civil War of the 1860s was the bloodiest conflict in US history. it 
tore the country apart, and its scars on the American psyche remain 
to this day. The war not only ended slavery but also reaffirmed the 
sanctity of the Union and the place of the states within it.

A cannon overlooks the land where the 
Battle of Malvern Hill raged on July 1, 1862
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Virginia, the closest Confederate 
state to the Union capital, 
Washington, DC, took the brunt 
of much of the fighting. The 
Confederacy won two early 
 victories at Manassas (www.nps.
gov/mana), while the area around 
Fredericksburg and Spotsylvania 
(www.nps.gov/frsp) saw four major 
battles within a 17-mile (27km) 
radius. Conflict swirled around the 
Confederate capital, Richmond 
(www.nps.gov/rich), home to the 
South’s primary munitions factory, 
the Tredegar Iron Works.

The Confederate Army strove to 
move the eastern theater of war out 
of Virginia by invading the North. 
In September 1962, Confederate 
troops captured the Union arsenal at 
Harpers Ferry, Maryland (www.nps.
gov/hafe). A few days later, the bloodi-
est single-day battle of the war took 
place at Antietam (www.nps.gov/
anti), halting the invasion and forcing 
General Lee’s army to retreat back 

across the Potomac River to Virginia. 
The following July, Lee invaded the 
North again. Even bloodier than 
Antietam, the ensuing three-day battle 
of Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, resulted 
in around 50,000 casualties, and ended 
the Confederacy’s efforts to bring the 
war to Union soil once and for all.

Virginia’s Manassas national Battlefield 
park, the site of two Civil War battles

On the night of April 14 1865, president 
Abraham lincoln and his wife Mary were 
attending a performance at Ford’s Theatre 
in Washington, DC, when John Wilkes 
Booth, a well-known actor with Southern 
sympathies, entered the presidential 
box and shot lincoln. The president died 
some nine hours later, sending the Union 
into deep mourning. even the South was 
shocked by the assassination, which 
cast a shadow over its hopes of a peaceful 
reconciliation.

Visit Ford’s Theatre National Historic 
Site (511 10th Street nW, Washington, 

DC; tel: 202-426-6924; www.nps.gov/
foth) for a dramatic retelling of the 
assassination and a look at such artifacts 
as Booth’s revolver and the clothes 
lincoln was wearing when he was shot. 

At the west end of the national Mall, 
the Lincoln Memorial contains Daniel 
Chester French’s magnificent sculpture 
of the slain president. excerpts from 
lincoln’s famous Gettysburg Address 
and his Second inaugural Address are 
carved into the walls of the memorial. The 
president is buried at Oak ridge Cemetery 
in Springfield, illinois.

Abraham Lincoln’s assassination
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Further west, the Union sought to 
cut off the Confederacy’s supply of 
arms and other equipment, captur-
ing Fort Donelson (www.nps.gov/
fodo) on the Cumberland River in 
Tennessee in 1862 and Vicksburg, 
Mississippi (www.nps.gov/vick), 
in 1863. The latter gave the North 
control of the Mississippi River, 
effectively splitting the South in two. 
Another significant Union victory, at 
Pea Ridge, Arkansas (www.nps.gov/
peri), thwarted Southern efforts to 
bring Missouri into the Confederacy.

The beginning of the end came 
when Lee was forced to abandon 
Richmond and Petersburg, Virginia, 
after a lengthy siege by Grant’s 
Union Army. Lee’s final stand at 
Appomattox Court House (www.
nps.gov/apco) ended with his surren-
der to Grant on April 9, 1865.

The great generals
General Robert E. Lee lived for 30 
years at Arlington House (www.nps.
gov/arho), the family home of his 
wife, Mary Custis Lee, overlooking 
Washington, DC. A reluctant seces-
sionist, Lee nevertheless resigned his 
US Army commission to fight for 
his home state when Virginia joined 
the Confederacy. During the war, 
Union troops occupied the house 
and began burying their dead on the 
property. The land is now Arlington 
National Cemetery, while the house 
is maintained as the Robert E. Lee 
Memorial. Lee himself is buried in 
the chapel at Washington and Lee 
University in Lexington, Virginia, 
where he served as president follow-
ing the war.

Thomas ‘Stonewall’ Jackson, a 
Southern general, was declared a hero 
of the Confederacy when he led the 
assault on Harpers Ferry. Jackson was 
accidentally shot by his own men 
during the battle of Chancellorsville, 
Virginia in 1863. The building 
where he died eight days later is 
now the Stonewall Jackson Shrine 
at Fredericksburg and Spotsylvania 
County Battlefields Memorial Park.

On the Union side, Ulysses S. 
Grant rose from relative obscurity to 
become the most successful general 
for the North. (He also later became 
president of the United States.) The 
Ulysses S. Grant National Historic Site 
in St Louis, Missouri (www.nps.gov/
ulsg) preserves the home where Grant 
lived for many years with his wife, 
Julia. His remains lie in an imposing 
tomb at the General Grant National 
Memorial in New York City (www.
usps.gov/gegr).

Depicting the Battle of Gettysburg,  
fought in pennsylvania on July 1–3, 1863

BHB USA.indb   32 29/9/11   13:36:41



33

C
iv

il 
W

ar
 b

at
tle

fie
ld

s

Civil War events and  
re-enactments
It’s now 150 years since the Civil War 
ravaged North America, and  hundreds 
of sesquicentennial events and 
 exhibitions are planned throughout 
the country through 2015. See www.
civilwar150.org and www.nps.gov/
civilwar150 for details.

The Battle of Gettysburg is re- 
enacted each year from July 1–3 on 
the Pennsylvania site on which the 
1993 movie Gettysburg was filmed 
(www.gettysburgreenactment.org). 
In addition, numerous other re- 
enactments and Civil War events take 
place annually across the country 
– often in places that never saw any 
fighting during the war itself. 

In addition to the Gettysburg re-
enactment, Pennsylvania has annual 
events at Neshaminy State Park and 
Pennypacker Mills. New York has its 
annual Brickhouse Re-enactment in 
September, while the entire town of 
Keokuk, Iowa, goes back to Civil War 
times for two days each April. Two 
of the Midwest’s biggest events take 

place every summer in Wauconda, 
Illinois, and Boscobel, Wisconsin. 
Even California gets in on the act, 
with major re-enactments in places 
such as Fresno and Moorpark in the 
fall. For details on upcoming events, 
see www.reenactmenthq.com

Modern-day Confederate soldiers fire their guns during a Civil War re-enactment, some 150 
years after the conflict tore the US apart 

Approximately 185,000 African-
Americans fought for the north during 
the Civil War, making up more than 
10 percent of the Union Army and a 
significant portion of the Union navy. 

The most famous battle fought by 
African-American soldiers was the 
assault on Fort Wagner, South Carolina, 
by the 54th Massachusetts, one of 
the first black regiments, on July 18, 
1863. The battle was commemorated 
in the 1989 movie Glory, starring 
Denzel Washington, Matthew Broderick, 
Morgan Freeman, and Cary elwes.

Black slaves were frequently used 
by the Confederacy to provide physical 
labor for the army, but were not usually 
given arms to fight.

African-Americans in the Civil War
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