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The Campaign for Atlanta: Civil War Battles Around Atlanta

civil war battles around atlanta represent a pivotal and intensely fought chapter in the American
Civil War, fundamentally shaping the Confederacy's ability to wage war and signaling a critical
turning point in the Union's victory. This period, primarily in 1864, witnessed a relentless campaign
orchestrated by Union General William Tecumseh Sherman, aiming to capture the vital Southern
industrial and rail hub. The strategic importance of Atlanta was immense; it was a manufacturing
center, a major railroad nexus, and a crucial supply depot for the Confederate Army of Tennessee.
Understanding these engagements provides deep insight into the military strategies, the immense
sacrifices made, and the ultimate collapse of Confederate resistance in the Western Theater. This
article delves into the key civil war battles around Atlanta, exploring their significance, the
commanders involved, and their lasting impact on the war's trajectory.
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The Strategic Importance of Atlanta

Atlanta, Georgia, was far more than just a city; it was the industrial and logistical heart of the
Confederacy in the Western Theater. Its strategic value stemmed from its extensive railroad
network, which connected vital resources and armies across the South. The city was a hub for
manufacturing war materials, including cannon foundries, gunpowder mills, and textile factories
producing uniforms and tents. Furthermore, Atlanta served as a critical distribution point for food
and supplies destined for Confederate armies fighting in Tennessee, Mississippi, and Virginia.
Losing Atlanta would sever crucial supply lines, cripple the Confederacy's industrial capacity, and
demoralize its populace. The Union high command recognized that capturing Atlanta was a strategic
imperative that could significantly hasten the war's end.

The city’s importance was amplified by its role as a major transportation nexus. Four of the
Confederacy's principal railroads converged in Atlanta, making it a vital artery for troop movements
and the transport of essential war materiel. General Braxton Bragg’s Army of Tennessee, under the
command of General Joseph E. Johnston and later John Bell Hood, relied heavily on Atlanta's
infrastructure for its sustenance and operational capability. Therefore, any Union force threatening
Atlanta would be striking at the very core of the Confederacy's ability to continue its war effort. This



understanding drove Sherman's relentless pursuit and the fierce resistance mounted by Confederate
forces.

Sherman's Overland Campaign Towards Atlanta

The campaign leading to the civil war battles around Atlanta began in May 1864, with Union Major
General William Tecumseh Sherman launching his "Atlanta Campaign." Sherman commanded the
powerful Union Army of the Cumberland, the Army of the Tennessee, and the Army of the Ohio, an
overwhelming force tasked with dislodging Confederate General Joseph E. Johnston's Army of
Tennessee. Sherman's strategy was not one of direct, frontal assaults but rather a series of flanking
movements and strategic maneuvers designed to force Johnston out of his fortified positions and
compel him to fight in the open field. Sherman aimed to push Johnston steadily southward, using his
superior numbers and logistical support to wear down the Confederate forces and ultimately capture
the vital city of Atlanta.

Johnston, aware of his numerical inferiority, employed a defensive strategy, utilizing the rugged
terrain of north Georgia to his advantage. He conducted a masterful series of delaying actions,
retreating from one strong defensive position to another, inflicting casualties on Sherman's army
without suffering crippling losses himself. This strategy aimed to frustrate Sherman, stretch his
supply lines, and preserve his own army for a decisive engagement. However, the Confederate
government under President Jefferson Davis grew impatient with Johnston's perceived lack of
aggression, leading to a critical change in command just as the campaign neared its climax.

The Battle of Resaca: A Hard-Fought Opening

The Battle of Resaca, fought on May 13-15, 1864, marked the first major engagement of the Atlanta
Campaign and a significant clash in the civil war battles around Atlanta. Sherman’s forces pushed
Johnston’s army from its defensive line along the Etowah River and into a strong position at Resaca,
Georgia. The Union army launched a series of attacks, but the Confederates, under Johnston's
command, held their ground tenaciously. The fighting was fierce, characterized by intense artillery
duels and bloody infantry charges across open fields and through dense woods.

Despite a Union thrust that briefly threatened to cut off Confederate escape routes, Johnston
managed to extricate his army during the night of May 15. While the Confederates successfully
withdrew and preserved their army, the battle inflicted significant casualties on both sides. The
Union achieved a strategic victory by forcing the Confederates from their entrenched position and
continuing their advance toward Atlanta, but the cost of Resaca underscored the difficult and costly
nature of the campaign ahead. The resilience of Johnston's army demonstrated that capturing
Atlanta would require more than just a simple march.

The Battle of Adairsville: A Tactical Retreat



Following the engagement at Resaca, General Johnston continued his strategic retreat southward,
aiming to lure Sherman deeper into Georgia while seeking advantageous terrain for defense. The
Battle of Adairsville, fought on May 17, 1864, was primarily a pursuit and harassment action rather
than a full-scale pitched battle. As Johnston’s army moved through Adairsville, Confederate cavalry
and artillery engaged the advancing Union columns. Sherman attempted to outflank the Confederate
rear guard, but Johnston's skilled maneuvering prevented a decisive engagement.

The Confederate forces managed to disengage and continue their withdrawal with minimal losses,
demonstrating Johnston’s proficiency in conducting tactical retreats. While the Union army pressed
forward, they were unable to trap or inflict significant damage on the retreating Confederates.
Adairsville showcased Johnston’s ability to manage a fighting withdrawal, frustrating Sherman's
attempts to force a decisive engagement on terms favorable to the Union. This pattern of pursuit and
skillful Confederate evasion would continue in the ensuing weeks.

The Battle of New Hope Church: A Brutal Stalemate

As Sherman continued his relentless advance, Johnston sought to establish a strong defensive line to
halt the Union momentum. The Battle of New Hope Church, fought on May 25-28, 1864, near Dallas,
Georgia, was a brutal and bloody confrontation. Sherman attempted to flank Johnston's position, but
the Confederate commander anticipated the move and shifted his forces to meet the threat. The
ensuing fighting occurred in dense woods and tangled undergrowth, leading to confused and savage
close-quarters combat.

Union assaults against well-prepared Confederate positions were repulsed with heavy casualties.
The battle was characterized by intense fighting in a narrow sector, with both sides suffering
grievous losses. A relentless downpour of rain during the fighting added to the misery of the
soldiers. Despite the heavy Union losses, Sherman continued to probe for weaknesses, while
Johnston maintained his defensive posture. New Hope Church became a symbol of the grim
determination and the high cost of the civil war battles around Atlanta, demonstrating that the
Union would not achieve an easy victory.

The Battle of Dallas: A Desperate Confederate Defense

The fighting around Dallas, Georgia, continued in the days following New Hope Church, culminating
in the Battle of Dallas on May 28, 1864. This engagement was part of the larger struggle for control
of the strategic approaches to Atlanta. Confederate forces, under the command of General John Bell
Hood, launched a series of aggressive counterattacks against Union positions, attempting to drive
Sherman’s army back and break his flanking maneuver. The fighting was particularly savage, with
both sides enduring intense artillery fire and desperate infantry charges through the dense forests.

Confederate assaults, though brave, ultimately failed to dislodge the entrenched Union troops. The
battle resulted in significant casualties for the Confederacy, particularly for Hood's corps, which
bore the brunt of the fighting. While the Union lines held, they too suffered substantial losses. The
Battle of Dallas highlighted the ferocity of the fighting and the determination of both armies. It also
foreshadowed the more aggressive, and ultimately costly, tactics that General Hood would employ



after taking command of the Army of Tennessee.

The Battle of Kennesaw Mountain: A Union Setback

By late June 1864, Sherman’s army had advanced to within a few miles of Marietta, Georgia, and
found Johnston's Army of Tennessee in a formidable defensive position anchored by the imposing
Kennesaw Mountain. Sherman, frustrated by Johnston's continued evasive tactics and eager to break
the stalemate, decided on a frontal assault against the Confederate center on Kennesaw Mountain
on June 27, 1864. This decision proved to be a costly miscalculation.

The Union attacks were met with devastating Confederate artillery and rifle fire from well-prepared
positions on the slopes of the mountain. Union assaults were repulsed with heavy losses, marking
one of the few significant Union setbacks during the Atlanta Campaign. General Daniel Butterfield's
division suffered particularly heavy casualties attempting to storm fortified Confederate positions.
Despite the tactical defeat, Sherman's overall strategic objective of applying pressure on Johnston
remained. The battle underscored the strength of Confederate defensive positions and the
importance of terrain in warfare, but it did not deter Sherman from his ultimate goal.

The Battle of Peachtree Creek: The Final Defensive
Stand

Following the Confederate government's dissatisfaction with General Johnston's defensive strategy,
he was relieved of command on July 17, 1864, and replaced by the more aggressive General John
Bell Hood. Hood immediately took the offensive, aiming to strike Sherman’s army as it crossed the
Peachtree Creek north of Atlanta. The Battle of Peachtree Creek, fought on July 22, 1864, was the
first major engagement under Hood's command and a desperate attempt to prevent the Union army
from encircling Atlanta.

Hood’s plan was to attack the vulnerable Union right flank as it crossed the creek. The Confederates
launched a furious assault, catching a portion of Union General James B. McPherson's Army of the
Tennessee by surprise. The fighting was intense and chaotic, with Confederate troops driving back
Union lines. However, the attack lacked coordination, and crucial Confederate reinforcements failed
to arrive on time. The Union forces, initially pushed back, rallied and managed to stabilize their
lines. Despite inflicting significant casualties on the Union, the Confederate attack failed to achieve
its objective. Critically, General McPherson, one of Sherman's most trusted commanders, was killed
during the battle, a significant loss for the Union.

The Battle of Atlanta: The Death of a Confederate
Leader

The Battle of Atlanta, also fought on July 22, 1864, was part of the same day's engagements as



Peachtree Creek and represented a continuation of Hood's aggressive strategy to break the Union
siege. After the initial assault at Peachtree Creek, Confederate forces shifted their focus to the
Union lines east of the city, near the Decatur Road. Hood aimed to crush Sherman's army and
relieve the pressure on Atlanta.

Confederate attacks were again launched against well-entrenched Union positions, this time held by
the Army of the Tennessee under the temporary command of General O.O. Howard, following
McPherson’s death. The fighting was fierce, with repeated assaults and counterattacks. Despite
inflicting heavy casualties on the Union, particularly on the right flank, the Confederates were
unable to break through the determined Union defense. The Battle of Atlanta was a strategic defeat
for the Confederacy. It solidified the Union's grip on the city and, perhaps most importantly, resulted
in the death of Confederate General William H. T. Walker, one of the oldest generals on either side,
who was killed while leading his division.

The Battle of Jonesborough: The Fall of Atlanta

With the Union army firmly entrenched around Atlanta, Sherman intensified his efforts to cut the
city’s last remaining supply lines. The crucial railroad linking Atlanta to Macon and Savannah was
the primary target. Sherman shifted his forces westward, seeking to sever this vital artery. The
Battle of Jonesborough, fought from August 31 to September 1, 1864, was the culmination of this
maneuver and the final major engagement in the civil war battles around Atlanta.

Union forces under General O.O. Howard launched a powerful assault against the Confederate
positions defending the Macon railroad at Jonesborough. The Confederate defenders, under the
command of General P.G.T. Beauregard (who had replaced Hood as commander after Hood's
continued aggressive tactics resulted in heavy losses), fought bravely but were outnumbered and
outmaneuvered. The Union attack broke through the Confederate lines, severing the railroad and
effectively cutting off Atlanta's last escape and resupply route. Recognizing the futility of further
resistance, Hood ordered the evacuation of Atlanta on the night of September 1-2, 1864. The next
day, Union troops marched into the city, taking possession of this critical Confederate stronghold.

The Aftermath and Legacy of the Atlanta Campaign

The fall of Atlanta on September 2, 1864, was a monumental event that reverberated throughout the
Confederacy and the Union. The capture of this vital industrial and transportation hub was a
devastating blow to the South’s war-making capacity and its morale. For the Union, it was a
tremendous strategic victory that significantly boosted Northern spirits and played a crucial role in
President Abraham Lincoln’s re-election campaign later that year. The news of Atlanta's fall was a
powerful signal that the tide of the war had decisively turned in favor of the Union.

The civil war battles around Atlanta, from Resaca to Jonesborough, were characterized by brutal
fighting, strategic maneuvering, and immense sacrifices. Sherman’s relentless campaign, while
costly, ultimately achieved its objective of crippling the Confederacy's Western Theater. The
destruction of Atlanta's infrastructure and the severe losses sustained by the Army of Tennessee left
the Confederacy in a severely weakened position, paving the way for Sherman’s subsequent



destructive marches through Georgia and the Carolinas. The legacy of the Atlanta Campaign is one
of strategic brilliance, military tenacity, and the profound impact of key battles on the ultimate
outcome of the Civil War.

FAQ

Q: What was the primary strategic objective of the Union
during the civil war battles around Atlanta?
A: The primary strategic objective of the Union during the civil war battles around Atlanta was to
capture the city itself, which served as a vital industrial and railroad hub for the Confederacy. Its fall
would cripple Confederate logistics, manufacturing, and troop movement in the Western Theater,
significantly weakening their ability to wage war.

Q: Who were the main Confederate commanders involved in
the defense of Atlanta?
A: The main Confederate commanders involved in the defense of Atlanta were General Joseph E.
Johnston, who led the initial stages of the campaign, and General John Bell Hood, who took
command after Johnston was relieved and pursued a more aggressive, albeit costly, strategy.
General P.G.T. Beauregard also commanded briefly towards the end of the campaign.

Q: Which Union general led the campaign that resulted in the
capture of Atlanta?
A: Union Major General William Tecumseh Sherman led the campaign that resulted in the capture of
Atlanta. He commanded three Union armies: the Army of the Cumberland, the Army of the
Tennessee, and the Army of the Ohio.

Q: What made Atlanta so important to the Confederacy during
the Civil War?
A: Atlanta was critically important due to its extensive railroad network, connecting key regions of
the Confederacy. It was also a major manufacturing center for war materials and a crucial supply
depot for Confederate armies operating in the Western Theater.

Q: What were some of the most significant battles fought in
the lead-up to Atlanta's fall?
A: Some of the most significant battles in the lead-up to Atlanta's fall include the Battle of Resaca,
the Battle of New Hope Church, the Battle of Kennesaw Mountain, the Battle of Peachtree Creek,
and the Battle of Atlanta. The final decisive engagement was the Battle of Jonesborough.



Q: How did the fall of Atlanta impact the overall course of the
Civil War?
A: The fall of Atlanta was a major turning point in the Civil War. It severely hampered the
Confederacy's ability to wage war, boosted Union morale, and played a significant role in President
Abraham Lincoln's re-election in 1864, signaling a clear path towards Union victory.

Q: What was the nature of the fighting during the Atlanta
Campaign?
A: The fighting during the Atlanta Campaign was characterized by a combination of aggressive
Union maneuvering and flanking attacks, met by determined Confederate defensive actions utilizing
the terrain. Battles often involved intense artillery duels and brutal infantry assaults, resulting in
heavy casualties on both sides.

Q: Was the fall of Atlanta the end of the Civil War?
A: No, the fall of Atlanta was not the end of the Civil War. However, it was a critical turning point
that significantly weakened the Confederacy and paved the way for subsequent Union victories,
including Sherman's March to the Sea. The war continued for several more months until the
Confederate surrender in April 1865.
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