
  Antietam National Battlefield: A Historical Tour


  
    “The battle made quite a change in the look of the country. The fences and other familiar landmarks was [sic] gone, and you couldn’t hardly tell one man’s farm from another, only by the buildings, and some of them was burnt. You might be out late in the day and the dark would ketch you, and things was so torn and tattered that you didn’t know nothin’. It was a strange country to you. I got lost three or four times when I thought I could go straight home. . . . Another queer thing was the silence after the battle. You couldn’t hear a dog bark nowhere, you couldn’t hear no birds whistle or no crows caw. There wa’n’t no birds around till the next spring. We didn’t even see a buzzard with all the stench.”


    —From Johnson, Clifton, Battleground Adventures. Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1915.

  


  With its white clapboard and limestone houses and solid church buildings, Sharpsburg, Maryland, the site of the bloodiest single day in American history, feels like it has changed little since the day the famous battle took place in the late summer of 1862. Despite the tremendous tourist draw of the battlefield and the town, it feels as if time has stopped here. For many it did: An estimated 22,720 men were killed, wounded, captured, or missing after twelve hours of battle at Antietam in the fields surrounding Sharpsburg. In the days that followed, local people were left with the burden of burying the dead and tending to the wounded of both armies. For them life changed and would never be the same.


  The town has remained so undeveloped that it is difficult to find a meal or a bed in or near Sharpsburg. So the best approach to visiting Antietam National Battle-field is to plan to spend a full day here. If you bring a picnic lunch and arrive early, you will have plenty of time to participate in the excellent introductory programs that the National Park Service, which cares for and maintains the site, offers visitors, and you’ll also be able to spend plenty of time touring the battlefield before the gates close after sunset.


  [image: Lutheran church in Sharpsburg after the battle.]


  [image: Plan of the Battle of Antietam showing the positions of Union and Confederate forces September 16 to September 17, 1862.]


  [image: Sharpsburg, September 19, 1862.]


  Start your tour at the visitor center to see the exhibitions and the films offered there. The visitor center is located north of Sharpsburg, just off of the Sharpsburg Pike (Route 65) on the western side of the battlefield. A twenty-six-minute film, narrated by James Earl Jones, is shown in the visitor center every day on the hour and half hour. The film provides a great introduction to the Maryland Campaign, the battlefield, and the events that occurred there.


  [image: A line of cannons leads to the visitor center.]


  [image: The Maryland State monument.]


  Additionally, Battlefield Orientation Talks are given by the friendly park staff every day, and during the busy summer visitor season additional talks, walks, and tours are added to the schedule. Check at the visitor-center reception desk for the day’s schedule.


  
    As you tour the battlefield avenues, be sure to stop to read the markers and narrative tablets and have a close look at the ninety-six monuments that mark battle positions—they will help to bring the rich history of this battle-field alive. Cannons on the battlefield mark key artillery positions.

  


  In the bookstore, located in the visitor center, you can purchase guidebooks, maps, and a self-guided 8½-mile tour of the battlefield with eleven well-marked tour stops that the park has set up. Playing the recorded battle tour in a car or on a personal audio player allows visitors to follow the events independently. Many visitors drive the route in their cars, but walking and biking are also great ways to tour the battlefield. Personalized and specialty tours can also be arranged for a fee. For information about tours, please visit www.antietamguides.com.
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    A great way to help the National Park Service maintain the many monuments and memorials on the Antietam battlefield is to contact Bob Casey, Adopt-a-Monument, Antietam National Battlefield, P.O. Box 158, Sharpsburg, MD 21782, (301) 432-4329

  


  The visitor-center facilities and most of its exhibits are wheelchair accessible and open daily (except Thanksgiving, December 25, and January 1). The park closes twenty minutes after sunset. Fees for a three-day pass are $4 per person, $6 for families. An annual pass can be purchased for $20.


  The battlefield, located to the north and east of the town, sprawls among farm fields and woods. On a bright, sunny day, this landscape is particularly beautiful. Considered the best preserved of all the American battle sites, as the landscape comes closest to looking the way it probably did at the start of the famous battle fought here, the National Park Service has worked hard to keep it pristine with ongoing programs of restoration. It is important to remember that Antietam battlefield, where so many died or disappeared in battle, is hallowed ground. So visitors should note the regulations that the National Park Service has set up to help promote safety and preserve the battlefield:


  [image: Antietam battlefield just after the fight.]


  [image: A paved avenue at Antietam battlefield.]


  
    	While touring the park, be alert to traffic and park only in the places designated for this purpose in the park.


    	Bicyclists should use caution when descending hills.


    	Please use trails to avoid stinging nettles, ticks, and snakes.


    	Do not climb on cannons, monuments, fences, or trees.


    	Relic hunting is prohibited.

  


  Visitors can get more information by contacting Antietam National Battlefield, P.O. Box 158, Sharpsburg, MD 21782, (301) 432-5124, www.nps.gov/anti.


  Sharpsburg: A Strong Battle Position


  

  On September 15, 1862, near Sharpsburg, Maryland, when General Robert E. Lee was told at sunrise that the surrender of Harpers Ferry to Confederate troops was imminent, he made a decision that would change history. Worried that his military plans to press more deeply into the North had been compromised after the events at the Battle of South Mountain during the preceding days, he’d sent word to his commanders the previous night that they were to prepare to re-cross the Potomac and head back to Virginia. But upon receiving the unexpected good news that morning, Lee changed his mind, proclaiming, “We will make our stand on these hills.”


  After South Mountain, General Lee had plenty about which to worry. Colonel Clement Evans, who fought with the Thirty-fifth Georgia, wrote about the condition of the Confederate troops as the Battle of Antietam became imminent:


  
    It is difficult to describe the condition of the troops at this time, so great and various was their wretchedness. They were sunburnt, gaunt, ragged, scarcely at all shod. . . . [They] had been scorched by the sultriest sun of the year, had been drenched with the rain and heavy dews peculiar to this latitude, had lost much night rest, had worn out their clothing and shoes, and received nothing but they could pick up on the battlefield. They had thrown away their knapsacks and blankets, in order to travel light; had fed on half-cooked dough, often raw bacon as well as raw beef; had devoured green corn and green apples, and contracted diarrhea and dysentery of the most malignant type. They now stood, an emaciated, limping, ragged mass, whom no stranger to their gallant exploits could have believed capable of anything the least worthy.


    —From Clement A. Evans, ed., Confederate Military History. Atlanta: Confederate Publishing Company, 1899.

  


  [image: Middle Bridge on Antietam Creek.]


  [image: Sharpsburg citizens leaving before the battle.]


  Sharpsburg, sitting in a valley at the western base of the Sharpsburg Ridge, provided an excellent defensive position where Lee could wage war with the Federals with his army’s flanks anchored on water both to the west, where the winding Potomac River flowed, and to the east, where there were plenty of places to ford the Antietam Creek. Artillery placed on the heights could be positioned ideally to defend the open fields broken up by patches of woodland below. To the west and north were outcroppings of rock and woodland that could be used as natural fortifications. The only drawback was that there was only one place close enough to escape back across the Potomac, if those circumstances should arise.


  As Confederate troops began to enter Sharpsburg, the population was in great distress and citizens packed up everything they could and left. Mr. Waud, a reporter for Harper’s Weekly, wrote this account for the October 11, 1862, edition of the paper, alluding to the tensions that would be directed at Confederate sympathizers after the fight:


  
    Sharpsburg contains a population of about 2000, mostly Union people, the exceptions being very few. It suffered considerably in the recent battle, several buildings being burned, one of them being destroyed by the carelessness of the rebel soldiers who were cooking in it. All that was eatable they ate up; blankets they stole, and furniture they destroyed, even digging up things which the inhabitants had cached. Most of the citizens left the town with the women and children, hiding in the surrounding country till the rebel horde had left. A few secessionists, who remained and pointed out to the Southern rabble the houses of prominent Union men, it is to be hoped will be dealt with as they deserve. It would be a good idea to confiscate their goods for the benefit of the sufferers.

  


  At noon, when another courier arrived with news that the Union garrison at Harpers Ferry had surrendered to General Stonewall Jackson, Lee sent a message to his scattered army to march to Sharpsburg as soon as possible. Lee would start this battle with less than 18,000 men, but General George B. McClellan, commander of the Army of the Potomac, believed Lee had at least twice, if not three times, that number.


  
    Couriers were sent to Jackson and Hill to come to us as soon as possible. Our numbers in their absence are fearfully small, hardly 15,000 men, being those of Longstreet, D. H. Hill and Stuart’s cavalry; and McClellan has 100,000; but they must be but hastily raised militia regiments, and don’t count for much. Where do all these men come from?


    —Confederate Lieutenant William Miller Owen, in the vanguard of Confederate advance to Sharpsburg.

  


  The Confederate Line Forms


  

  Lee’s men entered Sharpsburg from Boonsboro that same morning of September 15, 1862, and began to form their lines on the Sharpsburg Ridge, extending about 3 miles north of the town just beyond Nicodemus Hill, the most commanding position over the open ground below, which would become the battlefield. Artillery was placed in significant spots along the ridge—there were about 200 Confederate guns on the day of the battle. Brigadier General John Hood and two brigades held the key position from the Dunker Church, where the fighting on the day of the battle would begin, northwest to Nicodemus Hill.


  They were reinforced on September 16 by the arrival from Harpers Ferry of Jackson’s troops, with Jackson taking command that day of the front, north of Sharpsburg. Cavalry commanded by J. E. B. Stuart protected the left flank of the Confederate line. D. H. Hill’s five brigades were put in a position just south of the Dunker Church and extended their watch all the way to Sharpsburg, roughly following the path of the Hagerstown Pike. General James Longstreet’s force, just north of Sharpsburg, reinforced the line another mile south to protect the road to Harpers Ferry. Brigadier General Nathan Evans took the center of the line near Sharpsburg with his brigade fixed on either side of the Boonsboro Pike. Major General D. R. Jones and his six brigades were responsible for the position southeast of Sharpsburg extending about a mile to Antietam Creek and the Lower or Rohrbach Bridge, which was renamed Burnside Bridge after the battle. John Walker’s division took a position south of Sharpsburg when it arrived from Harpers Ferry on the sixteenth. Colonel Thomas Munford’s cavalry was to guard all the Antietam Creek fords on the right of the Confederate line.


  [image: Currier and Ives print of the Battle of Sharpsburg, better known as Antietam.]


  All of Lee’s army, but A. P. Hill’s division, was reunited by the sixteenth, so its number increased to a total of about 25,000 men. As one of Hill’s officers summarized Lee’s force after South Mountain, “None but heroes are left.” By September 16, McClellan had gathered about 55,000 troops with another 14,000 just 6 miles away from Sharpsburg.


  McClellan’s Plan


  

  General McClellan arrived at noon on September 15 and established headquarters on the east side of Antietam, but he sent out no cavalry to see where the enemy might be and no skirmishers to test its strength. Two bridges over the Antietam Creek near Union headquarters remained unprotected, as did the fords.


  [image: General McClellan among his admirers.]


  McClellan had now


  

  
    

    
  


  

  

  [image: Lower Bridge, later called Burnside Bridge.]


  

  The Day before the Battle


  

  

  [image: Hooker’s First Corps fords Antietam Creek.]


  

  

  [image: General Hooker’s headquarters at Poffenberger Farm.]


  [image: The New Jersey State Monument at sunset.]


  

  
    

    
  


  

  Tour Stop 1


  

  

  

  [image: The battle near Dunker Church.]


  [image: Civil War cannons on the high ground in front of Dunker Church.]


  
    

    

    
  


  

  

  Tour Stop 2


  

  

  

  [image: Artillery Hell by Captain James Hope illustrates the intensity of the Confederate artillery in front of Dunker Church and Nicodemus Hill (center) in the early stages of the battle.]


  Tour Stop 3


  

  

  

  [image: Smoketown Road and East Woods in the distance.]


  

  
    
  


  Tour Stop 4


  

  

  

  

  [image: The cornfield.]


  

  

  
    

    
  


  [image: Confederate dead on the Hagerstown Pike.]


  

  

  [image: A newspaper illustration showing the dead that fell near the picket fences near the cornfield.]


  Tour Stop 5


  

  

  

  [image: The dead near Miller’s Farm.]
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  [image: Mansfield’s troops preparing to move out.]


  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  
    

    
  


  

  

  

  

  [image: After Sumner’s charge.]


  [image: Confederate dead in a rifle ditch.]


  Tour Stop 6


  

  

  

  [image: General William French.]


  

  [image: Sunken Road today.]


  

  Tour Stop 7


  

  

  

  [image: Sunken Road, 1896.]


  

  
    

    
  


  [image: The dead in Bloody Lane.]


  
    

    
  


  

  

  
    
  


  

  [image: The Bloody Lane.]


  

  [image: A contemporary map of the Battle of Antietam.]


  

  

  
    
  


  Tour Stop 8


  

  

  

  [image: Burnside Bridge.]


  [image: The charge across Burnside Bridge.]


  

  

  

  

  

  Tour Stop 9


  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  [image: The Ninth New York Zouaves on the right flank of the Confederates. The town of Sharpsburg can be seen in the distance.]


  

  
    

    
      

      
    

  


  

  

  The Next Day


  

  

  
    
  


  

  Casualties


  

  

  

  
    

    
  


  [image: Burial crews at the Bloody Lane.]


  [image: Clara Barton.]


  [image: Burial crew with a single grave on the battlefield.]


  [image: Smith’s barn used as a hospital.]


  

  

  

  [image: Burying the dead.]


  

  [image: Field hospital near Keedysville, Maryland.]


  

  

  [image: Confederate bodies gathered for burial.]


  [image: Union soldier’s grave; a Confederate body awaits burial.]


  The Days That Followed


  

  

  [image: Lincoln with McClellan’s officers at Sharpsburg, October 1862.]
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General Hooker's headquarters at Poffenberger Farm.
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Sharpsburg, September 19, 1862.
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