Petersburg

“The Key to T akzng chhmond S Petersburg

That’s what Lt. Gen. Ulysses S. Grant believed when his forces
began arriving east of Petersburg in June 1864. The campaign
that brought the armies to this key rail center and main base of
supply for Richmond and Gen. Robert E. Lee’s Confederate Army
of Northern Virginia began in May when Grant’s 122,000-man
Union Army of the Potomac crossed the Rapidan River and en-
gaged Lee’s army of 65,000 in a series of hard-fought battles
(see map at right). For a month the armies clashed, marched,
and clashed again. After each encounter, Grant moved farther
south and closer to Richmond. By early June the Federals were
within nine miles of the Confederate capital, but Lee still
blocked their path. At Cold Harbor on June 3 Grant tried by

frontal assault to crush the Confederate army and enter the city.
He failed in a defeat marked by heavy casualties. After Cold
Harbor, Grant abandoned his plan to capture Richmond by di-
rect attack. Instead, he secretly moved his forces to the south
side of the James River and on June 15-18 threw them against
Petersburg. The city might have fallen then had Federal com-
manders pressed their assaults and kept the few Confederate
defenders from holding on until Lee’s army arrived from Cold
Harbor. When four days of combat failed to capture the city,
Grant began what would become a nine and one-half month
siege, setting up a huge supply base at City Point (now Hopewell)
overlooking the James and Appomattox rivers.

A Mere Question of Time

Five railroad lines ;nd-key roadWays made Pe-
tersburg important to the Confederacy. Cut
them and the city could no longer supply Rich-

times not. For the people of Petersburg it meant
months of fear, hardship, and sacrifice.

June-August 1864

mond and Lee’s army. Many believed that if Rich-
mond fell, the war would be over. But others,
like Grant, knew that the war would end only
when Lee’s army was destroyed.

Lee knew this, too. "We must destroy this army
of Grant’s before he gets to the James River,” he
had told one of his generals. “If he gets there it
will become a siege and then it will be a mere
question of time.” For close to 10 months Grant’s
army gradually but relentlessly isolated Peters-
burg and cut Lee’s supply lines from the south.
For the Confederates it marked months of des-
perately hanging on, hoping the people of the
North would tire of the war. For soldiers of both
armies it meant months of rifle bullets, artillery,
and mortar shells, relieved only by rear-area
tedium: drill and more drill, with both armies
sometimes enjoying adequate rations, some-

Eastern Front Grant's first attempts to capture
Petersburg came from the east on June 15-18.
They failed miserably, costing him nearly 10,000
men, but his soldiers did sever two railroads to
the city and gained control of several roads. On
July 30, trying to create a breakthrough, Union
troops exploded a mine under part of the Con-
federate line. The attempt failed and the result-
ing Battle of the Crater cost another 4,000 Fed-
eral casualties; the Southerners lost 1,500 men.

Western Front In August Grant struck out to the
south and west against the Petersburg (& Wel-
don) Railroad. After three days of fierce fighting
in brutal heat, Union troops were astride the
iron rails near Globe Tavern. Four days later, on
August 25, Lee’s Confederates scored a minor
victory at Reams Station, five miles south of
Globe Tavern, but failed to break the Federal
hold on the railroad.

Engines Behind the Siege

“All this had sprung out of the earth as if by magic,

in less than a month.”

Brig. Gen. Regis de Trobriand, Army of the Potomac

CITY POINT

If the siege could be described
as two supply systems struggling
for survival, then City Point was
key to the Union victory.

with everything.”

Fort Sedgwick earned the nickname "Fort Hell” because its close

proximity to Confederate batteries made it a promiﬁént target.

The wickerware (gabions) helped protect the position.

Union shot and shell during the siege.

Between June 1864 and April
1865, City Point mushroomed
from a sleepy village to a bus-
tling supply center for over
100,000 Federal soldiers on the
siege lines in front of Petersburg
and Richmond. An Episcopal
bishop from Atlanta, visiting
Grant at City Point, was awed by
the mass of military stores—"not
merely profusion, but extrava-
gance; wagons, tents, artillery,
ad libitum. Soldiers provided

one of many houses damaé'ed or destroyed by
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Failing to capture Petersburg in June, Grant concen-
trated on cutting the railroads into Petersburg. Both
armies began to extend their lines ever farther to the
south and west.

By July 1864, City Point provided

an around-the-clock railroad oper-
ation to the front line, a half mile

of wharves receiving over 100 ships
a day, and the largest field hospital
of the war with its own rail connec-
tion and pier. As Grant’s headquar-
ters, this point of land became the
nerve center for the entire Union

war effort as the telegraph system
linked him to all theaters of the war.

The success of City Point enabled
Grant to extend his grip on Peters®
burg and Richmond while cutting
off Lee's supply lines at the same
time. At Petersburg, Union victoryy
arrived by sail and was delivered
by rail.

What 8,000 pounds of powder muld do—the Crater
in 1865. The Union soldier ,Ldteﬂ at the end of the
tunnel gives an idea of the cratér's size.
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Gen. Robert E. Lee
commanded the main Confed-
erate army in the East. His job
was to defend the Richmond-
Petersburg front.

By October, Grant had moved three miles west
of the Petersburg (& Weldon) Railroad and his
grip on Petersburg tightened. The approach of
winter brought a general slowing of military
maneuvers, but everyday skirmishing, sniper
fire, and mortar shelling from weapons like the
"Dictator,” a 17,000-pound seacoast mortar,
went on. By early February 1865, Lee had only
60,000 cold and hungry soldiers in the trenches
to oppose Grant’s well-equipped force of 110,000.
On February 5-7, Grant extended his lines west-
ward to Hatcher Run and forced Lee to lengthen
his own thinly stretched defenses. All the while
supplies rattled continuously over the U.S. Mili-
tary Railroad from City Point to Union troops at
the front.

By mid-March Lee knew that Grant’s superior
force would either get around the Confederate
right flank or pierce the line somewhere along
its 37-mile length. He hoped to break the Union
stranglehold on Petersburg by attacking Grant
at Fort Stedman, then breach the Union line,

“[Union shells] were thrown into and around the
depot and shops so often that it was unsafe to work

in them with any regularity . ...”
TH. Campbell, Pres;ident, South Side Railroad

Lt. Gen. Ulysses S. Grant
commanded all Federal forces. His
primary objective was to “get
possession” of Lee's army and to
capture Richmond.

Petersburg National Battlefield
Virginia
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hold the gap, and gain‘access to the U.S. Mili-
tary Railroad and City Point just beyond. If this
worked, Grant might have to give up positions

to the west, and Lee could shorten his own lines.
On March 25, Confederates initially overpowered
Fort Stedman only to be crushed by a Union
counterattack that restored the Federal line.

At Five Forks, with victory near, Grant unleashed
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A Union soldier sketched President
Abraham Lincoln during his visit to
City Point in the spring of 1865.

Gen. Philip H. Sheridan with a combined force
of cavalry and infantry April 1. His objective: the
South Side Railroad. Sheridan smashed the Con-
federate forces under Gen. George E. Pickett
and the next day reached the tracks beyond. On |
April 2, Grant ordered an all-out assault, and
Lee's right flank crumbled after the initial
breakthrough. That night, after telegraphing
the Confederate War Department that he could
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“hold his position no longer,” Lee began the
evacuation of Petersburg and Richmond. Seven
days later he surrendered his Army of Northern
Virginia 110 miles to the west at Appomattox
Court House.

PETERSBURG

Where City Point’s story is one
of continued expansion, Peters-
burg’s story, as a supply center,
is one of collapse under pressure
and mismanagement.

During the last six months of the siege, Grant
launched a series of attacks on Confederate defenses
at Petersburg and Richmond. By April 1865 Lee’s lines
had been stretched dangerously thin.

the central station in Petersburg.
Supplies were being unloaded at
points west and north of town. Still,
munitions and medical supplies
were ample while food ration levels

fluctuated due to the fighting, the

By 1864, Petersburg suffered
poorly maintained rail lines, la-
bor shortages, and delays caused
by Southern railroads using dif-
ferent rail gauges. it also faced
the inefficiency of the Confeder-
ate government in securing sup-
plies and civilian freight slowing
the movement of military freight.

ply system.

By mid-siege, Union shelling
kept Confederate trains from
reaching the South Side Depot,

Northern Virginia.
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A Federal wagon train leaves Petersburg, April 1865, to join

in the pursuit of what was left of Robert E. Lee's Army of

weather, and to a great degree the
inefficiency of the Confederate sup-

When the Union severed the Weldon
Railroad in August 1864, it left Lee
with only the Boydton Plank Road
and the South Side Railroad to sup-
ply his men. The plank road fell at
the end of March 1865 and Union
victory at Five Forks ensured the de-
struction of Petersburg’s last supply
link and the Confederacy’s collapse.
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Touring Petersburg Battlefields

Petersburg National Battlefield commemorates the nine and one-
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north, completing a near encir-
clement of the Confederate
position.
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