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Battle Shifts 
The American Civil War (1861–1865) was a 
long and bloody conflict between the Union 
(North) and the Confederacy (South). While 
the war started out in favor of the South, 
several key events changed the course of 
the war, leading to a Union victory. These 
major turning points helped shape the future 
of the United States. 
The Battle of Antietam (1862) – A Bloody Day 
The Battle of Antietam, fought in Maryland 
on September 17, 1862, was the bloodiest 
single day in American history. The Union 
army, led by General George McClellan, 
fought against the Confederates, led by 
General Robert E. Lee. The battle was a 

draw, but it forced Lee to retreat back to the South. This gave President Abraham Lincoln 
the confidence to issue the Emancipation Proclamation, which freed enslaved people 
in Confederate states. This shifted the war’s focus to ending slavery. 
The Battle of Gettysburg (1863) – A Huge Defeat for the South 
The Battle of Gettysburg, fought in Pennsylvania from July 1–3, 1863, was one of the most 
important battles of the war. It was the South’s last major attempt to invade the North. 
After three days of intense fighting, General Lee’s army was forced to retreat. The Union 
victory at Gettysburg weakened the Confederacy and gave the North a major boost of 
confidence. Lincoln later delivered the Gettysburg Address, a speech that inspired 
Americans to continue fighting for freedom and unity. 
The Siege of Vicksburg (1863) – Controlling the Mississippi 
At the same time as Gettysburg, Union General Ulysses S. Grant led an attack on 
Vicksburg, Mississippi. The city was an important Confederate stronghold on the Mississippi 
River. After a long siege, the Confederates surrendered on July 4, 1863. This gave the 
North full control of the Mississippi River, splitting the South in two. 
Sherman’s March to the Sea (1864) – Breaking the South’s Spirit 
In late 1864, Union General William Tecumseh Sherman led his army on a march from 
Atlanta to Savannah, Georgia. His soldiers destroyed railroads, farms, and towns to 
weaken the South’s ability to fight. This strategy, called “total war,” helped bring the war 
closer to an end. 
The Surrender at Appomattox (1865) – The War Ends 
By early 1865, the Confederacy was exhausted. On April 9, 1865, General Lee 
surrendered to General Grant at Appomattox Court House, Virginia. This marked the 
official end of the Civil War. The Union had won, and slavery was soon abolished with the 
13th Amendment. 
The Civil War changed America forever. These turning points helped shape the country’s 
future, ensuring that the nation would remain united and free. 


