
Savannah in the Civil War: Overview 
8th Grade 
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This program begins at Massie, the site of a federal hospital during Savannah’s occupation from 
December 1864 to January 1865. This walking tour utilizes the city’s monuments and historic sites, 
examining the effects of the Civil War in Savannah and its key role in the last days of the war. 
Walking Program



Social Studies Standards that apply to 
Savannah in the Civil War
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SS8H5 Analyze the impact of the Civil War on Georgia.
a) Explain the importance of key issues and events that led to the Civil War. Include slavery,
states’ rights, nullification, Compromise of 1850 and the Georgia Platform, the Dred Scott
case, Abraham Lincoln’s election in 1860, and the debate over secession in Georgia.
b) Explain Georgia’s role in the Civil War. Include the Union blockade of Georgia’s coast, the
Emancipation Proclamation, Chickamauga, Sherman’s Atlanta Campaign, Sherman’s
March to the Sea, and Andersonville. 

SS8H6 Analyze the impact of Reconstruction on Georgia.
a) Explain the roles of the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments in Reconstruction.
b) Explain the key features of the Lincoln, the Johnson, and the Congressional Reconstruction
plans.
c) Compare and contrast the goals and outcomes of the Freedmen’s Bureau and the Ku Klux
Klan.
d) Examine reasons for and effects of the removal of African American or Black legislators
from the Georgia General Assembly during Reconstruction.
e) Give examples of goods and services produced during the Reconstruction Era, including
the use of sharecropping and tenant farming.
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Heritage Classroom
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Savannah experienced a major population explosion after recovery from the 
Great Fire and yellow fever epidemic of 1820.  This was largely because of the 
employment opportunities with the Central of Georgia Railroad construction, the 
Savannah-Ogeechee Canal project, and construction projects in Savannah.  
Between 1830 and 1840 there was a 54% increase in population, with the white 
and black population splitting evenly.  From 1848 through 1852 the population 
increased 51%.  At the time of the Civil War, with the city’s population at 22,000, 
more than 65 percent of the residents were foreign born or from the north.  The 
majority of the immigrants were of Irish or German descent.    

This population increase brought the influx of many children into the town.  Public 
education was not mandatory and the only educational opportunities required 
tuition.  

Peter Massie, of Scottish descent, was a philanthropic businessman who traveled 
through Savannah often in the 1830s.  He observed poor children roaming the 
streets, took pity upon them, and bequethed $5,000 to the city to start a fund to 
build a school for the poor.  This became known as the Massie Fund.  

The fund reached $15,000 by 1855 mainly because it was invested in Central of 
Georgia Railroad and Savannah Light Company stock.  

In that year, renowned architect John Norris was selected to design Massie 
Common School.  Norris used the Greek Revivalist architectural style, giving 
Massie’s façade a temple like appearance.  The central building was completed in 
1856. To accommodate a growing student population after the war, a western 
annex was added in the same style as the original building in 1872, and a 
matching eastern annex followed in 1886. 

School started in October 1856 with 150 students, 2 teachers, 1 principal, and 3 
assistants.  By the end of the year, the total enrollment had reached 240 students.



Heritage Classroom
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Prior to the Civil War, public schooling was very uncommon 
throughout the South.  The prevailing sentiment was that the 
public should not be financially responsible for education.  
Schools existed, but they required tuition to attend.  There 
were many private schools in and around Savannah.  

After the Civil War, emancipation of all enslaved people 
occurred and for the first time blacks held unprecedented levels 
of power.  Black Savannah leaders such as James Simms and 
Ulysses Houston became state legislators.  At this level, they 
pushed hard for public education because they believed it 
would be the only way blacks could afford an education and 
learn to empower themselves.  Other so-called “Radical 
Republicans” in Congress  did the same in pushing hard for 
funding of public school systems. Agents in the Freedmen’s 
Bureau also advocated heavily for implementation of public 
school systems.  With the government more receptive to the 
idea, public school systems were established throughout the 
South.  The Chatham County Public School System, chartered in 
1866, was the first in Georgia.      

After the establishment of a Public School system in Savannah, 
black schools continued to be operated by the Freedmen’s 
Bureau.  However, when that organization floundered, the 
Chatham County Public School system assumed control of the 
black schools.   West Broad Elementary, opened in 1878, was 
once the mansion home of William Scarbrough, and was one of 
the first black public schools in Savannah.  

rior to the Civil War, public schooling was very uncommon 

West Broad Elementary

Massie as it appeared in the 1860s



Calhoun Square
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Built in 1851, this square was named after John C. 
Calhoun.  It is the only square in Savannah that still has all 
the original buildings. 

Calhoun was a Senator from South Carolina during the 
Antebellum Period.  He also served as Vice President 
under Andrew Jackson.  He was an ardent defender of 
slavery and developed the concept of constitutional 
secession.  This argument meant that a state had a 
constitutional right to secede from the Union if the 
Federal Government tried to enforce an unconstitutional 
law.   During the Nullification Crisis of the 1830s, Calhoun 
framed this concept.  This eventually led toward a popular 
phrase used throughout the South, “States’ Rights.”   The 
United States Constitution offers to states all rights not 
specifically assigned to the Federal Government.  
Defenders of slavery argued that the state should have 
the right to regulate slavery, not the Federal Government, 
because the Constitution did not grant it that right.  As 
states started to develop into western territories, the 
concept of popular sovereignty was introduced and 
implemented.  Popular sovereignty gave citizens of the 
state the right to vote if slavery would be permitted in 
their state.   

John C. Calhoun



Calhoun Square
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Stephen Douglas Abraham Lincoln

These concepts fueled southern bitterness toward the 
federal government and northern Abolitionists in the 
Antebellum period.  This ill will eventually culminated 
with the famous Lincoln-Douglass debates of 1858 
which  summarized in detail all the previous 
arguments developed around the issue of slavery.  
The central theme of Abraham Lincoln’s argument 
was that Congress had authority to ban the spread of 
slavery while Douglass contended that popular 
sovereignty was the appropriate way of dealing with 
slavery in the new western territories.  Lincoln’s 
arguments during these seven historic debates 
convinced many southern slavery supporters that 
Lincoln had intentions of outlawing slavery.            



Moses Rogers House
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The exterior walls of this house are manufactured out 
of Savannah Grey brick.  This style of brick was made at 
the Hermitage Plantation. One of downtown 
Savannah’s most notable architectural features is a 
special brick known as “Savannah Grey.”  Many houses 
and buildings throughout the city are constructed out 
of this unique brick with a very interesting history.  

Shortly after buying the Hermitage Plantation in 1819, 
Henry McAlpin established a brick industry on site.  
The clay found along the banks of the river at the 
plantation was rich in quality.  McAlpin’s business 
timing was grimly perfect, as nearly all of Savannah 
burned in a devastating fire less than a year later.  
After the fire, it was widely accepted that brick was a 
more suitable material than wood for rebuilding 
Savannah, though wood houses were still being built.   

During the Antebellum period, McAlpin’s Savannah 
Grey bricks were in high demand and his engineering 
savvy enabled him to streamline the industrial process 
of brick making, and reducing the price.    

Hermitage slave cabins

Hermitage Plantation Home 

Moses Rogers House



Savannah Grey Brick 
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Much of Savannah’s look today was shaped in the 19th century by the hard labor of 
enslaved African-Americans utilizing task labor at the Hermitage, the only place 
Savannah Grey’s were ever manufactured.  The task labor system, part of what made 
McAlpin’s industry so efficient, allowed enslaved people time off once they had 
completed their assigned task.  Many were able to make money working a craft 
during their off time, and some thrifty workers even bought their own freedom with 
their earnings.  

The opposite of task labor was gang labor.  This form of work involved enslaved 
people working in groups from sun-up to sun-down, and was most commonly used on 
plantations.    

Reinforce this lesson by showing the students the thumb print of an enslaved person 
on one of the Savannah Grey bricks along the sidewalk just before you get to 
Lafayette Square. 

Old cotton warehouses along River Street are made of  Savannah Grey 

Old cotton 
warehouses along 
River Street are 
made of  Savannah 
Grey 



Lafeyette Square
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Andrew Low and the role of cotton in the South

Andrew Low came to Savannah in 1829 to work for his uncle in 
the cotton merchant business.  Throughout the 1830s and 
1840s, with the increase in railroad development, the cotton 
industry flourished as did the Low family.  In 1844, Andrew 
bought the trustee lot of Lafayette Square.  In 1849, the same 
year his first wife died, he and his two daughters moved into 
the home built by John Norris, the same architect who designed 
Massie.  

The Low family fortune was primarily made through the cotton 
business.  Cotton has been used for clothing since ancient 
times, howerver, removing the seeds from the cotton bolls by 
hand was an expensive and painstaking process.  This made 
cotton extremely expensive and rare.    

Andrew Low House

Andrew Low 



Lafayette Square
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Andrew Low and the Role of Cotton in the South

In 1793, Caty Greene hired Eli Whitney, a young inventor, to come to Mulberry 
Grove and tutor her children.  She was the widow of Nathanael Greene, 
Revolutionary War hero and Commander of Southern Forces during that war.  
While there, he either saw a cotton gin in use or developed the idea.  He 
eventually patented it, though he made little money off it.  

This invention changed the course of history for the South.  After the 
Revolution slavery in the South was on the decline. Nearly one third of all 
enslaved people left with the British.  Prior to the invention, it took 50 
enslaved people one hour to make a bale of cotton. The cotton gin replaced 
this need thus making cotton-based textile production extremely cheap and 
profitable.  This caused slavery in the South to significantly increase and 
become more permanent.  

Andrew Low was a cotton factor. These merchants were an instrumental part 
in the process of making cotton products available to the public. Factor, Latin 
for doer or maker, is a name applied to merchants who brokered the sale of 
cotton and arranged for the exporting of it to other destinations.  

The first step in cotton production was the farmer.  The next was the 
transporter, usually the railroad carrier. Then the cotton was stored in large 
warehouses owned by the factors who then arranged sales of it abroad or to 
manufacturers in the North.  By far, the greatest consumer of American cotton 
was Great Britain.  The country had very sophisticated factories that could 
easily and quickly make cotton into textiles, which was used to make clothing 
and linen.  

Prior to the invention of the cotton gin, people wore mostly wool clothing 
which was heavy, hot, and not easy to clean. Cotton was more comfortable to 
wear and, unlike wool, it could be easily washed without any damage.           

Savannah was a leading exporter of cotton 

The cotton gin vastly improved removing seeds from the cotton bowl



St. Vincent’s Academy
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Jefferson Davis’s daughter “Winnie” went to St. Vincent’s Academy as a child.  Jefferson Davis owned a plantation in 
Mississippi and over 100 slaves by the time of the Civil War.  He also had been a Senator a military commander in the 
Mexican-American War. He was a staunch defender of slavery and though he argued against secession at first, he was a 
strong supporter of states’ rights.  

When the Civil War began he was selected to be the President of the Confederate States of America, and remained so 
throughout the war.  After General Robert E. Lee’s surrender at Appomattox Courthouse on April 12, 1865 the 
Confederate Army dispersed.  Davis  officially dissolved the Confederacy the following May in Washington, Georgia.  

o

Jefferson Davis was President of the 

Confederate States of America 

General Robert E. Lee surrendered to Ulysses Grant in April of 1865 



Colonial Park Cemetery

Sherman marched across Georgia with over 60,000
troops. Along the way as they destroyed and pillaged
plantations, they also liberated the enslaved, many of
whom followed Sherman’s troops.

Savannah was a town equipped to accommodate
20,000 citizens. When Sherman’s troops reached
Savannah, space was limited and it was the coldest
winter in the city’s history.

At the beginning of the war, the Union Navy initiated
a blockade preventing goods from entering the South
was initiated by the Union Navy. A key port city from
where most goods came into the South was
Savannah. This meant the Union Army particularly
targeted it to keep goods out.

This caused tragic shortages in the city with
tremendous inflation and scarcity of goods. Many
people were starving and tensions ran very high.

Union soldiers camped in the squares and Colonial
Cemetery, mostly pitching tents. The cemetery was
surrounded by a fence so they could corral livestock.
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The Union Occupation of Savannah 

Above is an example of an altered

tombstone in Colonial Cemetery  



Joseph E. Johnston 
Home
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General Joseph Johnston 

Joseph Johnston was from Virginia and was the 
Commanding General at the First Battle of Bull Run.  After 
the war, Johnston made Savannah his home. 

Savannah lost many of its men at the Battle of Bull Run, also 
called the Battle of Manassas.  A local lawyer by the name of 
Francis Bartow led the effort to raise troops in Savannah 
and lead them into battle. 

Bartow organized Savannah’s militia, the 21st Light 
Oglethorpe Infantry.  Among the first tasks the troops 
carried out under Bartow’s leadership was to seize Fort 
Pulaski for the Confederacy which it did in June of 1861.

Bartow, a feisty secessionist, soon got into a feud with 
Governor Joseph E. Brown because he left Savannah along 
with his infantry to go to Virginia for the fight.  Brown, 
fearing a Union assault, wanted all Georgia troops to stay in 
the state until ordered otherwise.  Once in Virginia, 
Bartow’s Infantry was incorporated into the 8th Georgia 
Infantry, a consolidation of different Georgia troops.  Over 
half the Infantry, including Bartow, were killed at Bull Run.  
Six soldiers from the same church, Independent 
Presbyterian, were all killed the same day and buried on the 
battlefield.  Bartow’s body was brought back to Savannah 
and laid to rest in Laurel Grove Cemetery.  



Joseph E. Johnston Home
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In 1870, Robert E. Lee came to Savannah to visit his friend 
Johnston.  It was not his first visit to Savannah.  He came to 
the city in the 1830s  fresh out of West Point and worked as a 
chief engineer in building Fort Pulaski.  He returned in 1861 at 
the beginning of the war to inspect the fort and declared it 
impenetrable.  Forthcoming events would prove him wrong.  
He returned 9 years later and visited Johnston. 

Johnston surrendered to General William Sherman in April of 
1865, after Sherman had completed his March to the Sea 
campaign.  With over 82,000 soldiers surrendering, it was the 
largest surrender in the Civil War.  Jefferson Davis, who did 
not care for Johnston, called it an act of treachery.  However, 
Johnston was pardoned the following month.  

Johnston remained good friends with his opponent, General 
Sherman.  Sherman died one month before Johnston in 1891 
and Johnston was an honorary pallbearer at his funeral. 

After the war, in 1870, Robert E Lee visited 
General Johnson who lived in Savanah 



Chippewa Square
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First Baptist Church

This church was built in 1833 in the Greek Revival style. 
During the Union occupation of Savannah, services 
were held on Sundays for Confederates and Union 
soldiers on alternating weeks.    

Built in 1818, The Savannah Theatre was the first of its 
kind in Savannah.  Financed by Alexander Telfair, and 
built by renowned architect William Jay, the original 
building has gone through many different changes over 
time due to fires.  After the fire of 1948, the modern 
art deco style building was constructed.  

Christ Church on Johnson Square 

The Savannah Theatre  



The Savannah Theatre 
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“The new Constitution has put at rest forever all the 
agitating questions relating to our peculiar institutions—
African slavery as it exists among us—the proper status of 
the negro in our form of civilization. This was the 
immediate cause of the late rupture and present 
revolution……Our new government is founded upon 
exactly the opposite ideas; its foundations are laid, its 
cornerstone rests, upon the great truth that the negro is 
not equal to the white man; that slavery, subordination to 
the superior race, is his natural and normal condition. 
This, our new government, is the first, in the history of the 
world, based upon this great physical, philosophical, and 
moral truth. This truth has been slow in the process of its 
development, like all other truths in the various 
departments of science.”

Alexander H. Stephens, March 21, 1861

Although this theatre hosted many celebrities over time, 
mostly actors, it was host to one very infamous celebrity in 
March of 1861.  Alexander H. Stevens, Vice President of 
the CSA, appeared and delivered his “cornerstone 
speech,” which explained the racist philosophy that guided 
the Confederacy’s leaders in their mission to maintain 
slavery in the South.     The Savannah Theatre as it appeared in the 1860s  

Alexander H. Stephens 

Chippewa Square



Madison Square
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Special Field Order No. 15 and the Charles Green Home 

Before Sherman occupied Savannah city officials surrendered the 
city to him.  He was offered several places to stay and decided to 
make the home of Charles Greene his headquarters.   Charles 
Greene had this home built in 1851 for his second wife.  It cost 
$93,000 dollars and was the most impressive mansion in Savannah.  
Built in the French gothic style, the house was designed by John 
Norris, the same architect who designed Massie Common School.   

Sherman stayed in Savannah for 41 days.  It is believed he spared 
the town because he needed resources and also wanted to seize 
the cotton in the warehouses to sell for money to be used in re-
constructing the South.   

While there, he found the bell at St. John’s Episcopal Church to be a 
great nuisance.  It rang every hour for a long period.  He ordered the 
bell removed and shipped north to be melted down and used for 
armament.  However, the ladies of the church petitioned him not 
to, and he cooperated.  

On January 15, 1865 General Sherman called together 20 influential 
black leaders in Savannah.  His objective was to develop a plan to 
help newly freed blacks become self-sufficient.    At this meeting 
black leaders suggested that land ownership was paramount in 
helping freedmen gain independence and self-sufficiency.  

General William Tecumseh Sherman 

The home of Charles Green
Sherman’s headquarters in Savnnah



Madison Square
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Special Field Order No. 15 and the Charles Green Home 

From this meeting came Special Order No. 15 where 
Sherman called for the confiscation of over 300,000 acres of 
coastal lands along Georgia, South Carolina, and Florida.  
This land was to be re-distributed and given to individual 
families in 40 acre allotments along with one mule.  
Abraham Lincoln liked the plan but was assassinated the 
following April.  His successor, Andrew Johnson, rescinded 
the order and it was never fully implemented.  In fact, 
thousands of blacks had “colonized” the barrier islands of 
Georgia including places such as Skidaway, Sapelo, and St. 
Catherine’s Islands.  However, Freedmen’s Bureau officials 
were ordered in 1866 to go in and force them out.  

While in Savannah, Sherman needed a hospital for his sick 
soldiers.  He seized Massie and converted it into a hospital 
because of the size and modern central heating system.  The 
winter of 1865 was  the coldest winter in recorded history in 
Savannah.  Massie’s coal-fired furnace in the basement 
heated the entire building.  There was only the central 
building at the time with no added adjacent wings.  Due to 
the Union Naval blockade of the Savannah River, coal was 
not allowed in.  The Union soldiers at the hospital broke 
apart the furniture and desks and burned them in the 
furnace.  Wood burns much hotter than coal, so the furnace 
cracked and has not worked properly ever since.          

Special Field Order 15 called for the confiscation
of over 300 thousand acres of coastal property  



Monterey Square
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Fort Pulaski 

In the center of this square stands a great monument to Count 
Casimir Pulaski.  Pulaski was a freedom fighter who first fought 
for independence in the Polish Revolution of the 1760s.   For 
this, he was exiled from his homeland and went to live in 
France.  While there he was introduced to Ben Franklin who, at 
the time, was on a diplomatic mission to secure a French 
alliance with America.  He was able to convince Pulaski to join 
in America’s for the fight against the British.  Franklin was 
impressed with Pulaski’s cavalry training and skills.  During the 
American Revolution, Pulaski trained troops how to fight as 
cavalry.    

The British invaded and captured Savannah in December, 
1778.  A combined force of Americans, French, Haitians, and 
Scottish Highlanders tried to take it back during the Siege of 
Savannah in October, 1779.  Pulaski was shot with grapeshot in 
his upper thigh while staging an attack on Springhill Redoubt.  
He died a few days later of infection and was probably buried 
at sea. 

Following the War of 1812, America aimed to better its 
defenses along the East Coast and a chain of forts were 
ordered built.  One of these was Fort Pulaski whose 
construction started in the 1830s and was completed in 1847.  
The fort was constructed at the main entrance of the Savannah 
River at a place called Cockspur Island.  It was intended to 
protect Savannah, the largest port city on the east coast, from 
a naval assault.  It’s 8 foot thick masonry walls made it one of 
the most formidable forts in the country, and many considered 
it impenetrable. 

Fort Pulaski, constructed at the mouth of 

The Savannah River, was taken over by the 

Union army in April 1862. 



Monterey Square
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Fort Pulaski 

The damage inflicted by Union rifled cannonry
Is still quite visible on the outer walls of Fort 
Pulaski 

Upon receiving orders from Governor Joseph Brown, 
Confederate troops seized and occupied Fort Pulaski early 
in the war in 1861.  Robert E. Lee subsequently inspected 
it and declared it impenetrable.  However, Union 
engineers had started developing special new rifled 
cannons, such as the James and Parrot rifled cannons. 

In April of 1862, Union forces occupied the north end of 
Tybee Island and set up a battery of these rifled cannons.  
On April 10, Union troops opened fire on the fort and 
immediately started inflicting severe damage to the fort 
walls.  Within 30 hours, the fort was so severely harmed 
that the fort’s commander, Colonel Charles Olmstead, 
decided it was time to surrender.  The Union held the fort 
for the remainder of the war. 

As a result, the blockade of the Savannah River was 
intensified.  Fort Jackson, located farther up the river, 
became Savannah’s first line of defense and town officials 
ordered ships to be scuttled in strategic places in order to 
block access up the river and into town.  The fall of the fort 
incited panic among the town’s citizens and the resultant 
inflation wreaked havoc on the town’s economy.                   


