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The inevitable had finally come. General Lee and his once
seemingly invincible Army of Northern Virginia would have to
abandon that which they had so defiantly defended for more than
nine months: the cities of Richmond and Petersburg. To be sure, it
came as no surprise to the commanding general that he would not
be able to protect these strongholds for much longer. Months ear-
lier he had warned the Confederate government that he could not
stay in his untenable position past spring. On February 22, 1865,
Lee wrote Secretary of War John C. Breckinridge that “Grant, I
think, is now preparing to draw out his left [flank], with the intent
of enveloping me. He may wait till his other columns approach
nearer, or he may be preparing to anticipate my withdrawal. I am
endeavoring to collect supplies convenient to Burkeville.”

At the same time General Lee sent a message to his First Corps
commander, General James Longstreet, whose forces were pro-
tecting Richmond north of the James River:

With the army concentrated at or near Burkeville, our commu-
nications north and south would be by that railroad [the Rich-
mond & Danville] and west by the South Side Railroad. We might
also seize the opportunity of striking at Grant, should he pursue
us rapidly, or Sherman, before they could unite. . . . I desire you
also to make every preparation to take to the field at a moment’s
notice, and to accumulate all the supplies you can. General Grant
seems to be preparing to move out by his left flank. He is accumu-
lating near Hatcher’s Run depots of supplies, and apparently con-
centrating a strong force in that quarter.

In preparation for the withdrawal of his army from the nearly 28-
mile front Lee was protecting, plans were developed by his engi-
neers for roadways to follow and river crossings to use in reaching
the army’s initial destination—Amelia Court House on the Rich-
mond & Danville Railroad. After reconcentrating his various col-
umns at this point, he would then lead the Southern army down the
line to Burkeville Junction, then on toward Danville and into North
Carolina to join forces with General Joseph E. Johnston, who in that
region was confronting General William T. Sherman.

While Robert E. Lee attempted to make all arrangements for a
quick and safe retreat from the Richmond-Petersburg front, appar-
ently there was one aspect he did not anticipate. This was to provide
a medical evacuation and
care system for battle ca-
sualties he might sustain
during the retreat.

Of course there would
be the established station-
ary hospitals back in Rich-
mond and Petersburg. In
Richmond this was prin-
cipally Chimborazo, the
largest Confederate hospi-
tal complex with a capac-
ity of 6,000 beds. In Pe-
tersburg, where most of
the casualties would be
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taken from the final engagements around the city, there was the
Confederate Hospital at Reuben Ragland’s tobacco factory (lo-
cated on the corner of Washington and Jones streets), and the
Confederate States Hospital at the West End Fairgrounds. There,
when Lee evacuated Petersburg, he left about 150 badly wounded
patients attended by two surgeons. Union surgeons later would be
sent there upon the occupation of the city.

On the other hand, Grant’s army was adequately prepared for
what might lay ahead. Throughout the siege operations, the Union
commander had at his beck and call a well developed hospital
system. Located near his logistics and supply base at City Point
(now Hopewell) on the James River, there were seven hospitals,
the largest being known as the Depot Field Hospital. Covering
200 acres and holding as many as 10,000 patients, it consisted of
90 large wooden barracks and 1,200 tents. It had buildings for
commissary and quartermaster stores, laundries, regular and spe-
cial diet kitchens, dining halls, dispensaries, dead houses, latrines,
and quarters for hospital employees and volunteers. Each patient
had his own bed and wash basin, and regularly received fresh
pillows and linens. Water was pumped to the site for cleaning,
bathing, and spraying down the dry, dusty streets. To accommo-
date bringing the wounded back from the battlefield, a spur lead-
ing directly from Grant’s U. S. Military Railroad led to the hospi-
tal, which was located on the bluffs overlooking the Appomattox
River (the water source). Just previous to the start of the spring
campaign, the hospital increased its capacity with additional tents
to hold 8,800 beds.

Much of the fighting at the beginning of what was to be termed
the Appomattox Campaign would take place to the southwest of
Petersburg as Grant’s forces attempted to turn Lee’s right flank and
cut his remaining supply line, the South Side Railroad. Starting on
March 29, 1865, and lasting through April 2, the armies would con-
test each other at such places as Lewis Farm, White Oak Road,
Dinwiddie Court House, Five Forks, and battles related to the VI
Corps Breakthrough, such as Forts Mahone and Gregg, and
Sutherland Station. When all maneuvering and battling was com-
pleted, both forces would be encumbered with thousands of casual-
ties (at least 5,000 wounded Union soldiers alone), not to mention a
like number of prisoners.

While wounded soldiers from the various engagements south-
west of Petersburg would initially be treated at field hospitals

located at “every wayside church, farm-house, and barn” in the
area, eventually the Union soldiers were evacuated to the most
westward station of the military railroad, Humphreys’ Station. At
that place were located various division field hospitals at the
Cummings House. From this point they were placed in hospital
cars and sent directly to the Depot Field Hospital.

Apparently Lee would have his casualties sent wherever they
could be accommodated, principally to Richmond and Petersburg.
Others seem to have been sent west to Burkeville and a holding
hospital located there, then on to Confederate hospitals in Danville
and Farmville. Around noon on April 2, just north of Five Forks
at the Church Road Crossing of the South Side Railroad, members
of the 32nd Massachusetts Infantry captured a train leaving Peters-
burg. The train was “filled with wounded and sick Confederates,”
among “a large number of sound rebels and quantities of army stores.
. . .” This was supposedly the last train to leave Petersburg (heading
west) as a few hours later Lee’s supply line was cut in the Battle of
Sutherland Station.

Abandoning the two cities on the night of the 2nd, Lee was
successful with his movement to Amelia. While held up there,
awaiting all of his columns to arrive, Lee sought to obtain forage
from the local populace. Meanwhile, fast riding Federal cavalry,
followed by swift marching infantry of General George G.
Meade’s Army of the Potomac, were moving around to his
front. Reaching the railroad about seven miles below Lee’s
intended line of march through Jetersville, the Union forces be-
gan digging in. Soon the Confederate commander realized he
would have to deviate from his intended line of retreat through
Burkeville. Instead, he made a night march around the Federal
left flank and headed due west with his army toward Farmville.
There he could resupply his army with rations located in the town
then head south again toward Danville.

Farther to the south and generally following the path of the
South Side Railroad was Grant and General E. O. C. Ord’s Army
of the James. From there the Union commander wrote a message
to General Sherman in North Carolina: “It is also my intention to
take Burkeville and hold it until it is seen whether it is a part of
Lee’s plan to hold Lynchburg and Danville. . . .” Ord’s men were
ordered to push on and take the junction before Lee got there.

For the first couple days into the pursuit, the armies suffered
few casualties, mainly cavalry from the many skirmishes which

Federal ambulances at City Point on the James River.
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took place. On April 3, Namozine Presbyterian Church in Amelia
County served as a field hospital for approximately 15 wounded
after a fight in the area. Others were left in several homes along
the route until they could be removed.

It would not be until Thursday, April 6, that the armies would
see large quantities of wounded. Early that morning, while cross-
ing Flat Creek near Amelia Springs, a rearguard action took place,
leaving its casualties at the nearby home of Truly Vaughan. One
hundred and seventy Union infantry, a dozen cavalry, along with
25 Confederates were treated here.

Nearer to Rice’s Station on the South Side Railroad in mid-after-
noon a cavalry battle was fought for the destruction of High Bridge.
Casualties from this engagement, 30 Federals and 25 Confederates,
were taken to a temporary hospital in the Watson House, located on
the battlefield. They would soon be transported back to Burkeville.

Later that day three major engagements would be fought near the
bottomlands of a watercourse known as Sailor’s Creek, leaving hun-
dreds of killed and wounded to be cared for. The separate field hos-
pitals established that night were: one at the Lockett farm house
(approximately 398 wounded of the II Corps), the other at the
Hillsman house (358 Union wounded of the VI Corps, plus 161
Confederates), and the third at the Harper farm (128 U. S. cavalry).
It was during this point in the week that orders were sent to City
Point for the establishment of a sub-depot hospital operation for all
of these wounded. Union Surgeon John A. Lidell, Inspector of the
Medical and Hospital Department, wrote:

The general commanding having designated Burke’s Station
[a.k.a. Burkeville Junction, the junction of the South Side and Rich-
mond & Danville railroads], on the night of the 6th, as the pro-
spective depot for the Army of the Potomac, the medical director

ordered arrangements to be made immediately for the suitable
reception of 2,500 wounded [for ten days] at that place.

As mentioned earlier, this location had already been put to use by
the Confederates. As early as June 1864, during the Union’s Wil-
son-Kautz cavalry raid, a Federal trooper at Burkeville re-
marked that . . .

a great number [of Confederates] were lying on cots under the
shade trees. The local physician in charge of these unfortunates
appeared to be taxed beyond his resources. The condition of the
sick and wounded was deplorable, some were lying unattended
on the floor; no screens to the doors and windows; the flies were
in swarms about those unable to help themselves. Such is war!
The men did all in their power to alleviate the condition of their
enemies, bit is little they could do; when the morning came, sev-
eral of the poor fellows were dead.

Nine months later, conditions had not changed. Lidell noted
that “the hotel buildings at Burke’s Station had been in use for a
considerable time as a rebel hospital, and they were already filled
to overflowing with rebels who were unable to be moved when
their forces retreated. . . .” A member of the Army of the James
remembered that they found “some thirty or forty sick and
wounded rebels” there on the 5th when they passed through. An-
other soldier of the 57th Massachusetts Infantry, IX Corps, when
taking charge of the Confederate hospital, recalled that . . .

nothing so evidenced the extremity to which the enemy had been
reduced as the condition of the men in this hospital. Their bloody
cloths had been cut off the wounded and they were lying on their

Camp of the chief ambulance officer of the Union IX Corps on the Petersburg front, 1864.



4                                                                                                                BLUE & GRAY MAGAZINE—VOL XXXI, ISSUE 3—SPECIAL WEB SUPPLEMENT

cots in a nude state, with scarcely a shirt to cover them. The chap-
lain, furnished with shirts and drawers by the Sanitary Commission,
passed through the wards to supply their needs. . . .

One of the first problems encountered in carrying out Grant’s or-
der was getting supplies and men to Burke’s Station from City Point.
It seems that the South Side Railroad was of five foot gauge while
the military railroad stock was of four foot eight and a half inch width.
Therefore one of the IX Corps duties during the final campaign, other
than to guard the railroad, was to assist U. S. Military Railroad per-
sonnel in readjusting the rails. By April 7, they had only reached
Wilson’s Station, 27 miles west of Petersburg. It would take several
days to complete the line to Burkeville.

Consequently, the 25 medical officers, three stewards, and a hun-
dred men under the command of Surgeon H. Bendell, 106th New York
Infantry, sent to develop the sub-depot hospital at Burke’s Station, only
went as far as Wilson’s and set up the operation there instead. During
their stay they would receive several hundred wounded cavalry brought
in from the surrounding area, holding back the medical and commis-
sary stores, “while a few miles beyond were thousands who were suf-
fering for the very stores and attention which they were sent to supply.”
It was also here that nearly 9,000 Confederate prisoners-of-war, taken
chiefly in the Battle of Sailor’s Creek, spent the night while on their
march to City Point and then on to Northern prison camps.

As Surgeon Bendell waited for the rail line to be opened through
Burkeville, elements of the IX Corps had already reached this loca-
tion and began to establish their own hospital. By the night of April
7, their facilities began receiving the sick and wounded belonging to
the XXIV Corps, Army of the James, and some of Phil Sheridan’s
cavalry. The same evening, about 750 wounded from the II and VI
corps, casualties of Sailor’s Creek, arrived. One of the individuals
eventually brought here from the battlefield of Sailor’s Creek was
Lieutenant George B. Peck of the 2nd Rhode Island Infantry. He re-
ceived a flesh wound in the left hip during the fighting and was taken
into the Hillsman House field hospital. He described the scene there:

I was then placed on the floor of a room in which there were two
beds, each occupied by two severely wounded officers, while in the
third corner, on the floor, were at least a half dozen more. The only
place found for me was in the front of one of these beds; my head close
beside the hall doorway, where stood the operating table, with sur-
geons working the entire night, my body forming the bound of a pas-
sage-way to the kitchen in the fourth corner, whence people continu-
ally passed and repassed.

On April 7 an ambulance arrived about noon to pick up Peck and
“at eight o’clock, after a six hour ride [a six mile trek], we reached
Burkeville Junction, and were placed under perforated canvas, on
the soft sides of pine boards, covered with two army blankets.” He
went on to say that “a supper of hardtack and coffee was speedily
disposed of, ration of milk punch put out of sight, (they told me it
was good for me) and forthwith I was in the embrace of morpheous.”

The next morning he “breakfasted on hardtack and coffee, but
dinned and supped on hardtack and soup, the principal ingredient of
which was apparently corn meal.” A few days later, on the 10th, he
recalled, “Later in the forenoon we heard that Lee surrendered. No
special demonstration was elicited. At noon our soup contained plenty
of beef, potato and maccaroni.”

It was by April 8 that “the warehouses at the depot and the hospi-
tals of the Ninth Corps . . . were capable of sheltering 1,600 wounded,

and this entirely independent of the rebel hospital above men-
tioned and of the dwelling-houses in the neighborhood used
by the cavalry for the reception of the wounded.” The hospital
commissary of the corps also sent out a foraging train into the
immediate area which came back laden with three wagonloads
of subsistence for the wounded, namely flour, meal, potatoes,
ham and bacon. To add to this, from City Point was ordered
enough sugar, coffee and candles to last 4,000 men eight days,
with medical and hospital supplies for 2,000 wounded over the
same period of time.

The fighting had now passed Burkeville Junction and was
reaching the area north of Farmville, about 16 miles away. From
that point it was then on to Appomattox Court House and
Appomattox Station. The Union II Corps would suffer the heavi-
est casualties on April 7 around Farmville. Caroline Brooks’ house
served as their field hospital that evening with 212 wounded be-
ing treated. After the war she would submit a claim to the United
States government for damages totaling more than $1,000 to her
property during its use as a Federal hospital.

A notable individual who received his initial care there was
Federal General Thomas Smyth, who had been hit and para-
lyzed by a sniper’s bullet while advancing upon a Confederate
column along the railroad leading into Farmville. From the
Brooks House he was taken by ambulance to the home and
tavern of Colonel Samuel Dabney Burke (below) a few miles
west of the junction. Lingering a few days, at 4 a.m. on April 9
he succumbed, unaware that Lee would surrender that day. He
was the last Union general to die in the war.

Some Federal and Confederate casualties would also be
taken to the nearby Confederate General Hospital in Farmville.
Organized in 1862, it had a capacity of 1,200-1,500 beds and
was initially opened for chronic cases, convalescents from hos-
pitals in the cities, along with those near active field opera-
tions. Now its doors would be opened for battle casualties of
both sides. A Union soldier passing by it in pursuit of Lee’s
army remembered:

Our course through the town . . . took us by a Rebel hospi-
tal, around which paced sentries clad in blue. It was crowded
with patients who came to the neat rustic fence enclosing it to
watch us. Pleasant and sociable, they remarked freely that they
had done their last fighting. They seemed particularly anxious
to secure souvenir bargains, offering in exchange Confederate
money and tobacco with which they were abundantly supplied.
The article most eagerly sought was the pocketknife, which
had long been in great demand among them.
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On April 9 a medical purveyors train was sent from Burkeville
to Farmville where it found “several hundred Confederate
wounded and those Union wounded (about 140 in total, 40 of
whom were left behind) who were found improper to move at this
time. They were cared for in the comfortable hospital there.”
Members of the XXIV Corps, in their march through Farmville
on the 7th, recalled that the hospital contained about a thousand
patients, “with plenty of medical officers and a fair supply of pro-
visions and medicines.”

The last two engagements between Northern and Southern
forces in Virginia took place on the evening of April 8 near
Appomattox Station and the morning of the 9th outside
Appomattox Court House. Approximately 168 wounded were
treated at field hospitals near the county seat village and station
(remaining in operation until the 15th) before eventually being
transported to Farmville by train then by wagon to Burkeville.

The afternoon of the 9th Lee surrendered the Army of North-
ern Virginia to General Grant and the killing finally came to an
end. But there was no end in sight for the treatment and care of
the wounded that remained behind from the final exhausting cam-
paign. Back at Burke’s Station the casualties continued to be
brought in from local battlefields, and the sub-depot equipment
and personnel had yet to arrive from Wilson’s Station. Eventually
on the 10th some 150 hospital tent flies appeared in wagons from
Wilson’s. However, a member of the United States Sanitary Com-
mission, William Howell Reed, recalled the scene at the junction:

The men were laid upon the ground under the shelters of brush,
in freight depots, in the open air, under extemporized roofs of rubber
blankets, the mud up to one’s knees, and the moving from point to
point almost an impossibility. There were but few surgeons, and these
overworked at the operating tables, while three thousand men were
lying in this squalid suffering. . . . [Also] in two or three open sheds
and in one railroad building were six hundred men without even
straw for bedding, and no blankets to protect them from the rain
which soaked through these long wards of misery . . . men were
sitting up bathing their own wounds, when they could get the water,
or were helping each other, while there were moanings and cries for
help, to all of which it was responsible to respond.

Soon a bakery was added to the complex and soft bread was pro-
duced at the rate of 2,000 rations per diem. Eventually when the
sub-depot was moved from Wilson’s to Burke’s Station, things
began to take shape, and,

Now a regular field hospital was established, with all its equipage;
the tents arranged in streets were all trenched, and a new corps of
surgeons took charge, fresh and ready for their work. The roughly-
constructed operating tables were in the open air, and were in con-
stant use. Resections, probings, and amputations went on, and the
men under the knife from morning to evening, and often until candle
light. The days passed with lightning rapidity, so crowded with en-
grossing experiences that days might count for years from the abun-
dance of life which was lived in them.

Finally, by the morning of April 11, the railroad was open to
Burke’s Station, and none to soon. There were now about 2,200
wounded and sick waiting for care and transportation to City Point
(1,600 Army of Potomac; 220 Army of the James; 180 cavalry;
200 Confederates). Immediately 1,450 were loaded into the cars

to begin their journey to the Depot Field Hospital. The next day
600 more were sent, leaving only about 150 Southerners behind.
William Reed remembered that soldiers were placed aboard 20
empty freight cars for City Point “as closely packed inside as the
men could lie, and covering every foot of space upon the top, with
no blankets or straw for a wounded limb or an amputating stump.”
Lieutenant Peck recalled things differently:

About two o’clock I was placed with eight or ten others in a
box car, the floor of which was covered with clean straw some six
inches in depth, affording the most comfortable bed I had seen in a
month. . . the early dawn of April 12th found us at Petersburg, and
7 o’clock at City Point. . . . The building [at the Depot Field Hos-
pital] in which I was placed was a stockade with frame windows
and board roof, covered with tar felting. A broad side extended
through the centre from end to end, on each side of which were
some twenty beds. These were placed upon neat and substantial,
though plain frames, the legs of which were stakes driven into the
hard beaten clay, that formed the flooring as durable as cement.
The ticks were filled with fresh straw, and the pillows with feath-
ers. The sheets were nice and clean. Only those who have not
seen one for months can image the luxury of that couch . . . break-
fast was served . . . stewed oysters and soft crackers.

More Union and Confederate wounded were brought in by the
IX Corps from field hospitals so that on April 13 another 450 sick
and wounded were sent by train to City Point; it was the last of the
human cargo to go. Eventually they would reach the Depot Field
Hospital where the best of care could be provided. In total for the
brief Appomattox Campaign, the Army of the Potomac alone suf-
fered 4,823 wounded, this not including those wounded by acci-
dent or by picket firing. About 335 Confederates were also treated.
One estimate said that, specifically, 1,173 patients were received
at Burkeville and transferred to City Point. A general breakdown
of the types of wounds showed: 309 to the head and face; 207
shell wounds; nine cannon wounds; 2,444 bullet wounds; two
bayonet wounds; 186 field amputations, and 20 excisions.

On June 30, 1865, the Depot Field Hospital was broken up.
Between March 27 and that date, 21,561 patients belonging to the
Army of the Potomac were treated at the facility.

And so the final blood had been shed in the Old Dominion and
the men of North and South would soon return to their homes to
begin lives anew. For many, such names as Five Forks and Sailor’s
Creek would forever be remembered as they carried disfigurements
and broken bodies throughout the rest of their lives. Some would
even return in later years to the sites of their former glories to con-
template past adventures. One such trip inspired a Union officer who
received numerous wounds during the war to write, “I am not of
Virginia’s blood, but she is of mine.” Had it not been for the effi-
ciency of the various medical departments, he might not have lived
to record the statement.
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