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n September 17, 1862, 
Union forces commanded 
by Major General George 

McClellan had won an imperfect 
and very costly victory over Robert 
E. Lee at Antietam, Maryland.
 McClellan, much to President 
Lincoln’s disgust, failed to follow 
up and allowed the Confederates 
to return to Virginia. Lincoln re-
lieved McClellan of his command 
and replaced him with Major 
General Ambrose Burnside.
 Well-aware of Lincoln’s eager-
ness to thrash Lee and bring the 
conflict to a close, Burnside devel-
oped a plan to quickly cross the 
Rappahannock River and make a 
headlong dash for the Confeder-
ate capital at Richmond.
 He was hampered, however, at 
the outset by the bickering and 
jealousies of his senior officers 
-- notably Hooker and Franklin. 
And, he was short-changed by 
the “desk generals” in Washing-
ton, who failed to deliver to him 
on schedule the pontoon boats 
he needed to cross the river, since 
the Confederates had already 
destroyed the bridges. It can be 
said that the greatest threat to 
Burnside’s Army of the Potomac 

came not from the enemy, but 
from within.
 Fredericksburg is on the west 
bank of the Rappahannock River. 
The city sits on a raised plain, so 
anyone approaching from the 
river is hidden from view by the 
bank, once they are half-way 
across. A mile beyond the city is 
a string of hills running north and 
south with Marye’s (pronounced 
“marie’s) Heights directly behind 
and dominating the city. An en-
emy controlling the town but not 
the Heights would be at the mercy 
of gun emplacements on the hills.
 The hills were bisected by 
Telegraph Road, which ran slightly 
below the ridge-line, making it 
difficult to see until you were 
almost upon it. This road was 
improved by the Confederates to 
allow the rapid shifting of troops 
to strengthen any area attacked 
by Union forces. Telegraph Road 
was extended to connect with 
an old “sunken road,” which ran 
along the base of Marye’s Heights. 
A four-foot stone wall bordered 
the east side of the road, provid-
ing protection for the Confederate 
defenders. The side of the road 
provided a firing step, so that 

troops could step up to fire over 
the wall and then step down to 
reload in safety. Fifty yards east 
of the stone wall ran a wooden 
fence, adding yet another impedi-
ment to attacking Union forces.
 Confederate artillery under the 
command of Colonel Porter Alex-
ander were positioned on the crest 
of the hills. Alexander said to Lee 
that when Union troops advanced 
across the open fields in front of 
his guns “...a chicken could not 
live on that field when we open 
fire on it.”
 The defense of Marye’s Heights 
was assigned to Lt. General James 
Longstreet and his 38,000 sea-
soned men. To his right would be 
“Stonewall” Jackson with 36,000 
troops. And to Jackson’s right 
would be the protective force of 
Jeb Stuart with 10,000 cavalry-
men. It was a formidable force 
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that enjoyed the advantage of 
occupying the high ground.
 Burnside had 142,000 men or-
ganized into three Grand Divisions 
under Generals Franklin, Hooker, 
and Sumner.
 Because of the delay in obtain-
ing the pontoon boats, Burnside 
lost the element of surprise. When 
he arrived at the Rappahannock 

Maj. Gen. Ambrose E. Burnside

After demonstrating his incompetence at the 
battles of Antietam and Fredericksburg, Burnside 
went on to wantonly sacrifice men at the Battle of 
the Crater in July 1864.
 Burnside instituted the digging of a 500-foot 
access shaft leading to a point some 20 feet below 
the enemy lines, with the intention of placing an 

The day after the battle, there unfolded an act of unparalleled heroism. Marye’s 
Heights was strewn with dead and wounded men of both sides. Many were 
begging for water. Sergeant Richard Kirkland of the 2nd South Carolina went to his 
commanding officer, General Joseph Kershaw, and requested permission to bring 
water to the wounded. After some deliberation, Kershaw agreed, saying, “The 
sentiment which actuates you is so noble that I will not refuse your request, trusting 
that God will protect you.” He 
added that Kirkland was not 
allowed to use a white flag, as 
that might lead the Union troops 
to think that Kershaw’s men were 
surrendering. For almost two hours, 
he ministered to the wounded on 
the battlefield, giving them water 
and covering them with blankets. 
Soldiers on both sides watched in 
amazement. 
 Kirkland died in battle two years 
later. Kershaw said of him, “He 
has bequeathed to the world 
an example which dignifies our 
common humanity.”
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unprecedented 320 kegs of gunpowder to blow it 
up. The explosives went off and the Union troops 
charged, only to end up in a massive pit. The Con-
federates stayed up on the rim where they could 
pick off the Union soldiers. Some sources put total 
Union losses at more than 3,700 men.
 The Battle of the Crater was the worst single in-
cident of the war. President Lincoln observed “Only 
Burnside could manage such a coup, wringing one 
more spectacular defeat from the jaws of victory.”

 So it was that on December 11, 
Union troops crossed the river 
and entered Fredericksburg, and 
on December 13, they attacked 
Marye’s Heights. General Sumner’s 
Right Grand Division led the way. 
The Division was composed of six 
divisions. The Irish Brigade, part of 
Hancock’s division, was in the sec-
ond wave.  The regimental flags 
of the New Yorkers were badly 
damaged by shot, so it was left to 
the 28th Massachusetts to “show 
the colors” which were promi-
nently positioned in the middle of 
the formation. Officers were given 
sprigs of boxwood (the closest 
they could come to shamrocks) to 
give their men to wear in the ke-
pis, identifying them as Irishmen.
 The Brigade was decimated by a 
withering fire. Out of 1,200 men, 
41 percent were casualties. Their 
advance was stopped thirty yards 
from the stone wall.
 Hooker was leading the Center 
Grand Division. After watching 
the carnage, he urged Burnside 
to call off the attacks. Burnside 
replied that the Heights had to be 
taken that very afternoon.
 Confederate soldiers were 
standing back-to-belly nearly six 
ranks deep behind the stone wall, 
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in mid-November, there were 
perhaps 500 Confederates across 
the river. Now, three weeks later, 
he was facing over 80,000.
 Colonel P.C. Hawkins of the 9th 
New York said to him, “If you 
make the attack as contemplated, 
it will be the greatest slaughter 
of the war; there isn’t enough 
infantry in our whole army to 
carry those heights if they are well 
defended.” Burnside shrugged off 
Hawkin’s warning.
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waiting for the next assault.
 The only bright spot was with 
Franklin’s Left Grand Division. 
There, General Meade’s 3rd Divi-
sion broke through the Confed-
erate lines -- only to be pushed 
back, as no additional support 
was forthcoming from Franklin, 
who refused to commit any of 
his 20,000 men held in reserve. 
Meade’s orderly withdrawal was 
made possible by the intervention 
of the 114th Pennsylvania, Collis’ 
Zouaves (more on this regiment 
can be found in The Standard 
Volume 2, #30). Meade lost 40 
percent of his men, but felt that 
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he could have held the ground 
gained if he had been reinforced.
 A Federal newspaper correspon-
dent reported to his readers, “It 
can hardly be in human nature for 

The 28th Massachusetts of the 
Irish Brigade carried its green 
regimental standard bearing the 
gold harp into battle. It bore the 
Gaelic motto “Faugh A Ballagh” 
-- Clear the Way.

A Note From the Author

Writing and creating dioramas 
for articles that appear in The 
Standard gives me great plea-
sure. I collected W. Britain figures 
as a young boy in the 1950s. 
To think that one day I would 
be involved in their wonderful 
enterprise is most gratifying.
 In a world saturated with video 
and computer-related products, 
it is heartening to see young 
people enter the hobby. Han-
dling three-dimensional repre-
sentation of historical events 
and reading about those events 
stimulates young (and not-so-
young!) minds. Collecting toy 
soldiers can trigger intellectual 
and creative growth.
 W. Britain makes that possible 
by producing fine quality figures 
at affordable prices.
 I congratulate Richard Walker 
and his production staff on their 
efforts and on their success.

James H. Hillestad
The Toy Soldier Museum

Jim Hillestad operates under 
the name The Toy Soldier 
Museum. His museum, con-
taining more than 35,000 
figures and a large collec-
tion of militaria, is located 
in the Pocono Mountains of 
northeastern Pennsylvania.  
For directions and hours, 
call him at 570 629-7227,
or visit his website:
www.the-toy-soldier.com
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men to show more valor, or gener-
als to manifest less judgement.”
 At the end of the day, it was 
apparent to all that Burnside’s plan 
had been disastrous. The Union 
had suffered the loss of 12,653 

men. Confederate losses were 
4,201.
 On January 25, 1863, President 
Lincoln relieved Burnside of his 
command of the Army of the 
Potomac.
 Burnside will be remembered 
for his enormous side-whiskers 
and his dazzling military incompe-
tence. At the Rappahannock, as 
at Antietam Creek, he recklessly 
failed to reconnoiter alternate 
river crossings, and as a result, 
unnecessarily delayed the timing 
of his attack. Then, as if this were 
not enough, he ordered wave 
after wave of troops to assault 
impregnable enemy positions. 
Burnside’s thinking was akin to 
the paradox:  “The beatings will 
continue until morale improves.”
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