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  Introduction


  by JAMES C. BRADFORD


  Fredericksburg, a town with a population of 5,000 in 1862, lies on the west bank of the Rappahannock River, roughly midway between the Federal capital at Washington and the Confederate capital at Richmond. With such a location in the vital northern Virginia theater of war, it was inevitable that the town would feel the effects of the Civil War. The battle fought at Fredericksburg on December 13, 1862 was among the one-sided victories in the Civil War and concluded the Union offensive into Virginia at the end of the second campaigning season of the Civil War.


  The year 1862 had witnessed see-sawing action in a series of campaigns. Union forces took the offensive first, in March, when Major General George B. McClellan bypassed strong Confederate positions in northern Virginia by transporting his Army of the Potomac down that river to Fort Monroe, on the tip of the peninsula formed by the York and James Rivers. From there “Little Mac” advanced cautiously northwestward in the direction of the Confederate capital at Richmond. The slowness of his movements gave Confederate commander Joseph E. Johnston time to transfer much of his army from positions near Centreville to the Peninsula. Johnston was wounded during the battle at Fair Oaks, May 31–June 1, and succeeded as Confederate commander by General Robert E. Lee. His losses at Fair Oaks (also known Seven Pines) checked the Union advance and reinforced McClellan’s cautiousness. Inconclusive engagements followed at Oak Grove, June 25; Mechanicsville, June 26; Gaines’s Mill, June 27; Ganett’s and Golding’s Farm, June 27-28; Savage’s Station, June 29, and White Oak Swamp, June 30, before Lee ordered a frontal assault on the Union lines at Malvern Hill, July 1. His troops suffered heavy losses, but the attack convinced the naturally timid McClellan to pull back to Harrison’s Landing and remain there until mid-August, when President Abraham Lincoln ordered him to abandon the Peninsula Campaign.


  [image: Fredericksburg served as a navigation and trade hub in the 1860s.]


  [image: McClellan passed through Fredericksburg in September 1862.]


  Meanwhile, a second Union advance toward Richmond, this one from the north by Major General John Pope’s Army of Virginia, was turned back at Cedar Mountain, near Culpepper on August 9. At the end of that month Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson turned on Pope, hoping to defeat him before McClellan’s troops could arrive from the Peninsula. Elements of the two armies met at Brawner House, August 28. The following morning the main armies fought the Second Battle of Bull Run (which the Confederates called Second Manassas), August 29-30, which was followed by an engagement at Chantilly, Sep tember 1, and forced Pope to retreat into Washington. A day later President Lincoln relieved Pope of his command, restoring McClellan to command of all Union forces in Virginia.


  [image: The Second Battle of Bull Run resulted in a strong Confederate victory.]


  Emboldened by success, Lee launched an invasion of the North, one that was stopped at Sharpsburg, near Antietam Creek, in Maryland, on September 17, the single bloodiest day of battle in North American history. McClellan’s Army of the Potomac effectively blocked the invasion, but his failure to pursue Lee aggressively as the Army of Northern Virginia retreated southward led Lincoln to replace McClellan as Union commander with Major General Ambrose Burnside. Between September 1861 and July 1862, Burnside had led a series of successful attacks on Confederate positions along the coast of North Carolina and the state’s Outer Banks, climaxing in the capture of Roanoke Island on February 8 and New Bern on March 14. Leaving behind garrisons to prevent Confederate recapture of these important ports, Burnside returned with most of his troops to Washington. Lincoln offered Burnside command of the Army of the Potomac after McClellan’s failure in the Peninsula Campaign, and a second time after Pope’s defeat at Second Bull Run. Aware of his limitations, Burnside declined to accept command both times, the second time telling Lincoln that he “was not competent to command such a large army.” When ordered, not asked, to assume command of the Army of the Potomac after Antietam, Burnside reluctantly accepted the position on November 7 and, at Lincoln’s urging, immediately planned an offensive against Richmond. McClellan, for his part, left the army on December 11, never to return nor ever to accept his replacement as being anything but the unjust result of jealousy on the part of fellow officers, including Major General Henry W. Halleck, whom he held responsible for influencing Lincoln.


  [image: Major General Burnside took command of the Army of the Potomac on November 7, 1862.]


  In the aftermath of Antietam Lee divided his army, sending Jackson to Winchester in the northern Shenandoah Valley to prevent any Federal incursion into that vital supply region, and Major General James Longstreet to Culpepper to protect that crossing of a north-south railroad with another running from the Shenandoah Valley to Richmond. As September turned into October and November, Lee expected both armies to abandon campaigning for the season and to enter winter quarters.


  [image: Union troops destroyed railroad bridges to Fredericksburg when they left the town in August.]


  Such was not to be. When he took command of the Army of the Potomac, Burnside decided on an offensive. His first move was to reorganize the army into three “grand divisions,” each composed of two corps: Major General William Franklin’s division contained the I and VI Corps, Major General Edwin Sumner’s division the II and IX Corps, and Major General Joseph Hooker’s the III and V Corps. Burnside could hardly have selected three poorer commanders as his chief subordinates. None was known for initiative or inspiring leadership. Many of his corps commanders were better—they could hardly have been worse—but none commanded the same troops they had at Antietem.


  Next came Burnside’s plan for employing his army: Richmond would remain his chief target. Rather than focusing on destroying Lee’s army, Burnside decided on an aggressive move to swing his army eastward around the Confederates’ fortified lines, to cross the Rappahannock River at Fredericksburg. Knowing the Yankees had destroyed most bridges across the Rappanhannock, Burnside planned to rely on portable pontoon bridges for the crossing and then to move directly on Richmond before Lee could shift the Army of Northern Virginia into a position to block him. Lee was indeed caught off guard.


  The plan received Lincoln’s approval on November 15, and Burnside set off at once. Stealing a march on Lee, the advance elements of Burnside’s 114,000-man army reached the east bank of the Rappahannock by November 17, well in advance of the time it took his opponent to move his army there. Three days later, Burnside’s entire army was on the river. Rather than striking boldly across the Rappahannock, he deployed Sumner’s Division on the north or upriver end of the Union line behind the village of Falmouth on the Union side of the river; Hooker’s Division in the center directly opposite Fredericksburg; and Franklin’s to the south on the Union left. He devoted several days to arranging more than 300 cannon in positions to support his infantry.


  Some of his subordinate commanders urged Burnside to seize the opportunity to ford the Rappahannock before Lee could get his men into position, but Burnside demurred, choosing to await the arrival of the pontoons he had ordered for bridging the 400-foot-wide river. Burnside feared that subdividing his force to ford the river might subject it to piecemeal defeat as the units crossed the river. Instead he waited nearly three weeks for the pontoons and bridging equipment to arrive, a decision which gave Lee time to reach the area and deploy his 72,500-man army and 275 guns in formidable positions. When Lt. General James Longsteet’s men arrived on November 21, some took up positions along a sunken road and behind a stone wall while the rest began digging in atop Marye’s Heights


  

  [image: In Stonewall Jackson’s camp, men prayed for victory the night before battle.]


  

  

  

  [image: Brompton, the home of the Marye family during the war, still overlooks Fredericksburg National Cemetery.]


  

  

  [image: CIVIL WAR TIMELINE 1860 1861 November 6 Abraham Lincoln elected president December 20 South Carolina secedes from the Union. Mississippi, Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas follow within two months February 9 Confederate States of America (C.S.A.) forms, with Jefferson Davis as president. April 12 Fort Sumter attacked by Confederate army. April 17 Virginia secedes, followed by Arkansas, Tennessee, and North Carolina. April 20 Robert E. Lee resigns his commission in the U.S. Army.]


  [image: 1862 July 21 First Battle of Bull Run (First Manassas) November 1 President Lincoln appoints George B. McClellan general-in-chief of the U.S. armed forces. January 31 Lincoln issues General War Order No. 1, calling for U.S. forces to advance by February 22. February 6 Major General Ulysses S. Grant captures Fort Henry in Tennessee, and Fort Donelson ten days later. April 6 and 7 Confederates surprise Grant at Shiloh; 23,000 men are killed or wounded in the fighting. April 24 Flag Offi cer David Farragut leads seventeen Union ships to take New Orleans.]

  
  [image: 1862 May 31 Battle of Seven Pines: Confederate General Joseph Johnston attacks near Richmond, checking the Union advance on the Confederate capital. June 1 General Robert E. Lee replaces Johnston and assumes command of the Confederate army. June 25�July 1 The Seven Days Battle near Richmond; McClellan begins withdrawal from the South July 11 General Henry Halleck becomes general-in-chief of the Union army.]

  
  [image: 1863 November 7 Lincoln replaces McClellan with Major General Ambrose Burnside. December 13 Burnside is roundly defeated at Fredericksburg, losing more than 12,000 men to the Confederate army�s 5,300. January 1 Lincoln issues the formal Emancipation Proclamation, freeing all slaves in Confederate territories. January 25 Lincoln replaces Burnside with Major General Joseph Hooker. May 1-4 Lee defeats Hooker at Chancellorsville; Stonewall Jackson is wounded and dies on May 10. ]

  
  [image: 1863 June 3 Lee begins his march to the North, entering Pennsylvania with 75,000 soldiers. June 28 Lincoln replaces Hooker with Major General George Meade. July 1�3 Meade defeats Lee at Gettysburg, turning the tide of the war. July 4 A six-week siege at Vicksburg ends with Confederate surrender to Grant. September 19�20 The Union Army of the Cumberland becomes trapped in Chattanooga, Tennessee, when it is defeated at Chickamauga. October 16 Lincoln appoints Grant commander of the West. November 23�25 The Union army, led by Grant, finally defeats the Confederates under General Braxton Bragg at Chattanooga.]

  
  [image: 1864 March 9 Lincoln appoints Grant general in chief. May 5�6 and 8�12 Battles in Wilderness and Spotsylvania turn the war in the Union�s favor; Major General William Sherman begins a march from Tennessee to Atlanta with 100,000 men. June 3 Grant makes an error that costs 7,000 Union soldiers their lives at Cold Harbor, Virginia. June 15 The nine-month Union siege of Petersburg begins with the Union army surrounding Confederates.]

  
  [image: 1864 September 2 Sherman captures Atlanta. November 8 Lincoln is reelected president. December 5�16 55,000 Union troops defeat Major General John Hood�s army at Nashville. December 21 Sherman reaches Savannah and the sea, leaving a swath of destruction in his wake.]


  [image: 1865 January 31 The Thirteenth Amendment offi cially abolishes slavery. March 25 Lee�s forces in Petersburg attack Grant�s army, and are defeated in four hours. April 2 Lee evacuates Petersburg. Richmond is evacuated. April 9 Lee surrenders to Grant at Appomattox. April 14 John Wilkes Booth shoots Lincoln at Ford�s Theatre in Washington. Lincoln dies the next morning at 7:22 a.m. April 18 General Johnston surrenders to Sherman in North Carolina. May The C.S.A. reunites with the United States.]
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Union troops destroyed railroad bridges to Fredericksburg when they
left the town in August.
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McClellan passed through Fredericksburg in September 1862.
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Major General Burnside took command of the Army of the Potomac on
November 7, 1862.
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