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t)rn{brlerate Wrtrks bejbre Pr:tersltut"g, ,lwte 15, 186"{l

F'ROM SKETCFIES I]Y EI]WIN FOITBI'S.

At the beginning of the Civit War, Virginia hatl a slave pcpulat,ion of at-rout 491,000 and a free bl:lck population of
almost 58,000. About half of Petersburg's 18,2{i6 residents were black, of which 3,164 were free. Peterslrurg was
considered to have the lar:gest number of free blacks of any Sonthem city at that time. 1\{any o{ the freedmen pros-

i;ered here as barbers, blar:ksmiths, b<tatmen, draymen, livery stable keepers, antl caterers. There were also those

African-Arnericans at Petersburg
Petersburg National Battlefield



Serving the
Confederacy

Wtien Pet,ersburg became a major"
supldy cenl,er for the newiy lbrmecl
flonfederar:y and its nearby capil,al
in Richmond, trroth trreetlrnen and
slaves were employed in various
war frurctions" Mort, than 850 slaves
and free blacks worked for the
nunlerous railroad r:ompanies that
operateri in altd out of tlie r:ity. In
t,he latter part of tr862, wtren a ten-
mile long defense line was begun
around Petersburg, Captain (lharles

H. I)imrnock used both fi'eedrnen
and slave labor to constmct the
trenches and batteries. In the rnany
hospitals thal, sprang up in the cily,
blacks served as nurses and ser-
vants.

Once the Siege lregan in June 1864,

African-Americans continued work-
ing for the Confedeira(:y. In Septern-
Lrer 18ti4, General Lee asked for arr

;rdtiitional 2,000 trlar:ks to be added
tc his labor force. In Malch 1865,
s.ith the serious loss of wlritr,e man-
power in thi: army, the Sclutrhern
army called for 40,000 slaves to

become an armed ftlrce in the Oon-
federacy. A not,ice in the April 1,

1865, P t:. l,er sbul' q D u,'i,l,'y H t;p're. s.s,

called for blar:k rer:mits with the
statement, "To the slaves is offered
freedom and rmdistudled residence
at their old homes in l,he (lonfedera-
cy after the war'. Not the lreedom of
sufferanr:e, but honorable and sell'-
won by the gallanl,ry and devotiorr
which grateful counLryrnen rn,ill
never cease to rernernber and
treward." It is not known how many
responded to this challenge. The
war ended before any major contri-
bution could be made.

Serving the Union:
U.S" Colored Tboops
in the Siege of
Peterstrurg

During the war, a lotal of 1t16,097

blacks served in 1,he llnion arnly,
with the first regiments acl,ivated
;rfter September 1862. In front o{
Pertersburg, two black dirrisions
numbering about 7,800 men (nine-
l,een regiments) saw action.

In tJrer initial assault ripon the city
on June 15, 1864, :r division of Gen-
eral Edward l{inks atl.acked the
Confetlerate llimrnock Line. Oorn-
prising 3,500 men lrom the XVIII
Corps of the Arrny of the .Iarnes,
which wa^s commandecl try fiernera]
Benjamin F'. Butler, Ilinks' troops
helped capture and secure a section
of Lhe Southerri defenses f,rom Rat-
teries 7 through 11. In the initial
slage of lhis artion, localed at Bay-
lor's Farni on the Oity Point ltoad,
the black t,roops a.lso captured a

gun Ii'tim Capl,ain Edrvard (}r'ahan-r's

Petersburg Arl.illery. On the 15th,
Hinks' Division lost 378 killetl and
wounded. They actecl in a suppofl,-
ing role on the .Tune l8til assault,
suffering :r loss of l,16 mern.

The other division of {-Initecl Stal.es
Colorerl 1'roops to serve at Peters-
burg was the Fourth Division, IX
Corps, under General Arnbrose E.
Burnside and tire Army of the
Potonrac. Four thousand, three hun-
dr"ecl sl,rong, these nlen were



involvecl in one of the rnclst w'ell-
known events of the Siege, the Bat-
t,le of the Orater, fought on July 30,

1864"

For three $.eeks, as a Fennsylvania
Regiment riug a tunnel under a Con-
federate fort to bkrw it up, tJre tllack
t,roops were being trained 1,o lead
the assault once the battie com-
menced. The black troclps were
chosen because they urere numeri
cally superior, and having tleen
mainly wagon guards up to this
point, they had seen little action.
With the whitr: l,roolls showinpl ex-
harrctit.rn at'l,c'r l,he severe figltl,ing of
the r:arnpaign fronl t,her Wilderness
to Petersburg, it was believed the
blacks would have a belter chance
at being successful.

llnfortunately for the black sol-
diers, the comrnander of the Army
of the Potornac, (ieneral George G.

Meaclr-., would change Burnside's
plzrn twenty-Itlrrr hours betbre the
batl,le. Instead ol' leading the
ass:rult, their division, led by Gen-
eral Edwartl F errrt ro, would now be
the last to go in.

If we put the colored troops
in front . flnd tt should
proae afailure, it usould then
be said, and aerq properly,
thnt tno ,r\Dro chartinn thnco

Hi,nks's Di,utsdort qf Nr:gxt I'r1fantry bringi,rtl; 'tn th,e gu'n.s ca:IrluruJ-fro'tn, thr:

Co'nfed.era.tes a,l. Bal.t1lnr's Fu,rnt' near Pet,ersbur"g, Vit'gilniu',Iunc 1Sth' 1864.

I.'ROM A SKETC}I BY F].F'. MI]LLEN

ness(le, whik: others said "no quar-
ter" .u,l,as shouted lly the blacks.
Mzrny r-rl Lhe €onfederzrtr:s r,vere
enragecl that black troops were
treirrg deployed against thern, and
t.ire fighting became vicious. As a
result, many blacks who surren-
dered were not taken prisonerr; the
rlivision suffered 209 killed, 697

In f)ecrenrber 1864, all t,ltc Uttil,r:d
States Colored Troops arountl
Petersburg were in(:orporated int,o
three clivisions and becante thci XXV
Oorps of the Army of the James.
Commanded by General Godfrey
Weitzel, it was the largest blar:k
for<-:e assembled during the war and
varied in numbers from 9,000 to



people ahead to get killed,
because ute did, not cat'e any-
thing about them. Meade

Once the explosion took plac:e on
the morning of July 30, the three
white divisions trietl to reach their
objective, Cernetery Hill. Stiff Con-
federate resistance along with a
lack of leadership on the Union
side, bogged down the Llnion
assault in the area of the Cral,er.
When F'errero's troops atternpl,ed
their attack, the5, vsn into a Confer[-
erate counter-:r1,tack letl trv (]t'rtcrirl
William Mahture. "As 1,ht' bl:xrks'nr,'crt'
forcerl h:rr:k in1,o l,ht' (lt'aLcr wil.lr
Rrmrsitk:'s ti{,ht'r' l,roo1ls, sti.ll }r:trtq}-

tn-hancl comlrat nciw began and l,ltt-'

face of battle changed. Some
claimed the black troops rvent into
the battle yelling "Remember lrort
Pillow," the si1,e of an earlier mas-
sacre of blar:k prisoners in Ten-

wounded, and 121 rnissing or ca,p-

tured, a total of 7,327 or 38% of the
IX Corps loss.

Following the battle, Sergeant
I)ecatur f)orsey of the 39th U.S.C.T.
receivetl the Ntedal of Honor for
"rushing forw-arct in advance of his
regiment and placing his colors on
the Confetlcrate trenches." Three
w,hite offir:ers who conttnanded
trlack troops at 1.he (.lrator also
receivecl rnedals.

General Burnstd,e rua,nl,ed, l.rt

prrt h.is col.ored. d.i,aision irt
"fb'ottt., tt,tt.d I beli.t:ue i,['he hu,tl,

ril*we so i{, wot.tld. lta,ur: lteen a"

srrccess- Grant

The division capl,urecl approximate-
ly li00 prisoners ;md one battJe l1ag

during t,he engagemerrl..

l(i,t)00 melr"

The colored soldters usere
smartlg d,ressed, and well
drtlled . . . they reallq laoked.
fiikeJ Eood sctldters"

A Ci,t'tzen,

When Petersburg fell t,o the l lniort
ar:rnv on April li, I86ir, sotrie of the
XXV (lorps rnarchcrl through the
cit,y on l,ltt:ir wav 1.o A1i1rotlal.t,ox. A
n('v\,,s1)lllx'r' x,porl,t'r' wrotr' "A ncgrcr
n'ginrtrrl lxtssirtg s('('llrs l.o l;tltt' spc-
<'ilrl lrrirk' ;urrl plortsrrn' irr tu:tiltl,airt-
irrg llrr. rligrril.y lrt'r'otttittg solrlie'rs,
;uNl rtt' ncilltt'r lroislt'trrus tttx' tlois.y."
'['hese nren tlilIiuut:sl t.o nlam;h wlt,tt
(lrant's army and were present al
Lere',s surrencler on April I), lfi(i5.

ap

Afriean-Amerie&ns
at City Point
With General Gr:ur1.'s logisl,ical sup-
ply base locater.l at City Point, (now
I{opewell) on the Jamers liivc'r,
African*Anrericans served in vary-
ing capacities for the {-lnion arm.y.

Ther solcliors acted as sent,r'ies,
gnzrrding the numerous ships thal,
wore rlclr:lied at l,he wharvc's. Sontc
enrployees of the U.S. Military Itail-
roa.d Oonsl.ruction Oorps were'
Northern blacks ancl rnror:kecl as
laborers in building l,he nerr:deri
facilities. An observer wrote

"krgions of negroc,s were discha.rg-
ing 1,he ships, wl'reeling dirt, sawing
t,he l,inrlrer, :urtl driving piles." Many
illso workccl zr1,1he l)epo1, Fiekl ltros-
pilirl, witlt lltt, wontctt sct'ving as
laundx--sses anrl in the cliet kitchen,
the men as cooks. Atrout 160 blacks
assisted there.


