
THE FALL OF RICHMOND
Sallie Brock 

from Richmond During the War

Widespread looting broke out in Richmond on the night of April 2 as 
hungry residents broke into warehouses in search of food. “The most 
revolting revelation,” LaSalle Pickett (George E. Pickett’s wife) later 
wrote, “was the amount of provisions, shoes and clothing which had 
been accumulated by the speculators who hovered like vultures over 
the scene of death and desolation.” Amid the chaos Lieutenant Gen-
eral Richard S. Ewell, Richmond’s military commander, ordered the 
destruction of the city’s stockpiles of tobacco and cotton to prevent 
them from falling into Union hands. Sallie Brock, a Virginia native 
whose father owned a hotel in Richmond, described the fall of the 
city in a memoir published in 1867 under the pseudonym “a Rich-
mond Lady.” Brock’s narrative of the evacuation draws heavily on the 
account presented in The Last Year of the War (1866) by Edward A. 
Pollard, the associate editor of the Richmond Examiner.

EVACUATION OF RICHMOND—BURNING  
OF THE CITY.

The morning of the 2d of April, 1865, dawned brightly over 
the capital of the Southern Confederacy. A soft haze rested 
over the city, but above that, the sun shone with the warm 
pleasant radiance of early spring. The sky was cloudless. No 
sound disturbed the stillness of the Sabbath morn, save the 
subdued murmur of the river, and the cheerful music of the 
church bells. The long familiar tumult of war broke not upon 
the sacred calmness of the day. Around the War Department, 
and the Post Office, news gatherers were assembled for the 
latest tidings, but nothing was bruited that deterred the masses 
from seeking their accustomed places in the temples of the 
living God. At St. Paul’s church the usual congregation was in 
attendance. President Davis occupied his pew.

It was again the regular monthly return for the celebration 
of the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. The services were 
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progressing as usual, no agitation nor disturbance withdrew 
the thoughts from holy contemplation, when a messenger was 
observed to make his way up the aisle, and to place in the hands 
of the President a sealed package. Mr. Davis arose, and was no-
ticed to walk rather unsteadily out of the church. An uneasy 
whisper ran through the congregation, and intuitively they 
seemed possessed of the dreadful secret of the sealed dispatch—
the unhappy condition of General Lee’s army and the necessity 
for evacuating Richmond. The dispatch stated that this was in-
evitable unless his lines could be reformed before eight o’clock 
that evening.

At the Second Presbyterian Church, Dr. Hoge, who had re-
ceived information of the dire calamity impending over us, told 
his congregation of our situation, and the probability that never 
again would they meet there for worship, and in the thrilling 
eloquence of which he is so truly the master, bade them farewell.

The direful tidings spread with the swiftness of electricity. 
From lip to lip, from men, women, children and servants, the 
news was bandied, but many received it at first, as only a “Sun-
day sensation rumor.” Friend looked into the face of friend to 
meet only an expression of incredulity; but later in the day, as 
the truth, stark and appalling, confronted us, the answering 
look was that of stony, calm despair. Late in the afternoon the 
signs of evacuation became obvious to even the most incredu-
lous. Wagons were driven furiously through the streets, to the 
different departments, where they received as freight, the ar-
chives of the government, and carried them to the Danville 
Depot, to be there conveyed away by railroad.

Thousands of the citizens determined to evacuate the city 
with the government. Vehicles commanded any price in any 
currency possessed by the individual desiring to escape from 
the doomed capital. The streets were filled with excited crowds 
hurrying to the different avenues for transportation, inter-
mingled with porters carrying huge loads, and wagons piled 
up with incongruous heaps of baggage, of all sorts and de-
scriptions. The banks were all open, and depositors were busily 
and anxiously collecting their specie deposits, and directors 
were as busily engaged in getting off their bullion. Millions of 
dollars of paper money, both State and Confederate, were car-
ried to the Capitol Square and buried.
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Night came on, but with it no sleep for human eyes in Rich-
mond. Confusion worse confounded reigned, and grim terror 
spread in wild contagion. The City Council met, and ordered 
the destruction of all spirituous liquors, fearing lest, in the ex-
citement, there would be temptation to drink, and thus render 
our situation still more terrible. In the gutters ran a stream of 
whiskey, and its fumes filled and impregnated the air. After 
night-fall Richmond was ruled by the mob. In the principal 
business section of the city they surged in one black mass from 
store to store, breaking them open, robbing them, and in 
some instances (it is said) applying the torch to them.

In the alarm and terror, the guards of the State Penitentiary 
fled from their posts, and numbers of the lawless and desperate 
villains incarcerated there, for crimes of every grade and hue, 
after setting fire to the workshops, made good the opportunity 
for escape, and donning garments stolen wherever they could 
get them, in exchange for their prison livery, roamed over the 
city like fierce, ferocious beasts. No human tongue, no pen, 
however gifted, can give an adequate description of the events 
of that awful night.

While these fearful scenes were being enacted on the 
streets, in-doors there was scarcely less excitement and confu-
sion. Into every house terror penetrated. Ladies were busily 
engaged in collecting and secreting all the valuables possessed 
by them, together with cherished correspondence, yet they 
found time and presence of mind to prepare a few comforts 
for friends forced to depart with the army or the government. 
Few tears were shed; there was no time for weakness or senti-
ment. The grief was too deep, the agony too terrible to find 
vent through the ordinary channels of distress. Fathers, hus-
bands, brothers and friends clasped their loved ones to their 
bosoms in convulsive and agonized embraces, and bade an 
adieu, oh, how heart-rending!*—perhaps, thought many of 
them, forever.

At midnight the train on the Danville Railroad bore off the 
officers of the Government, and at the same hour many 

*At eleven o’clock on that night, Colonel ——, on General ——’s staff, 
came into the city and was married. In a few moments he left his bride, in the 
terrible uncertainty of ever again meeting.
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persons made their escape on the canal packets, and fled in the 
direction of Lynchburg.

But a still more terrible element was destined to appear and 
add to the horrors of the scene. From some authority—it 
seems uncertain what—an order had been issued to fire the 
four principal tobacco warehouses. They were so situated as to 
jeopardize the entire commercial portion of Richmond. At a 
late hour of the night, Mayor Mayo had dispatched, by a com-
mittee of citizens, a remonstrance against this reckless military 
order. But in the mad excitement of the moment the protest 
was unheeded. The torch was applied, and the helpless citizens 
were left to witness the destruction of their property. The rams 
in the James River were blown up. The “Richmond,” the “Vir-
ginia” No. 2 and the “Beaufort” were all scattered in fiery frag-
ments to the four winds of heaven. The noise of these explosions, 
which occurred as the first grey streaks of dawn broke over 
Richmond, was like that of a hundred cannon at one time. The 
very foundations of the city were shaken; windows were shat-
tered more than two miles from where these gunboats were 
exploded, and the frightened inhabitants imagined that the 
place was being furiously bombarded. The “Patrick Henry,” a 
receiving-ship, was scuttled, and all the shipping at the wharves 
was fired except the flag-of-truce steamer “Allison.”

As the sun rose on Richmond, such a spectacle was presented 
as can never be forgotten by those who witnessed it. To speed 
destruction, some malicious and foolish individuals had cut 
the hose in the city. The fire was progressing with fearful ra-
pidity. The roaring, the hissing, and the crackling of the flames 
were heard above the shouting and confusion of the immense 
crowd of plunderers who were moving amid the dense smoke 
like demons, pushing, rioting and swaying with their burdens 
to make a passage to the open air. From the lower portion of 
the city, near the river, dense black clouds of smoke arose as a 
pall of crape to hide the ravages of the devouring flames, which 
lifted their red tongues and leaped from building to building 
as if possessed of demoniac instinct, and intent upon wholesale 
destruction. All the railroad bridges, and Mayo’s Bridge, that 
crossed the James River and connected with Manchester, on 
the opposite side, were in flames.
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The most remarkable scenes, however, were said to have 
occurred at the commissary depot. Hundreds of Government 
wagons were loaded with bacon, flour and whiskey, and driven 
off in hot haste to join the retreating army. In a dense throng 
around the depot stood hundreds of men, women and chil-
dren, black and white, provided with anything in which they 
could carry away provisions, awaiting the opening of the doors 
to rush in and help themselves. A cascade of whiskey streamed 
from the windows. About sunrise the doors were thrown open 
to the populace, and with a rush that seemed almost sufficient 
to bear off the building itself, they soon swept away all that 
remained of the Confederate commissariat of Richmond.

By this time the flames had been applied to or had reached 
the arsenal, in which several hundred car loads of loaded shell 
were left. At every moment the most terrific explosions were 
sending forth their awful reverberations, and gave us the idea 
of a general bombardment. All the horrors of the final confla-
gration, when the earth shall be wrapped in flames and melt 
with fervent heat, were, it seemed to us, prefigured in our 
capital.

At an early hour in the morning, the Mayor of the city, to 
whom it had been resigned by the military commander, pro-
ceeded to the lines of the enemy and surrendered it to General 
Godfrey Weitzel, who had been left by General Ord, when he 
withdrew one-half of his division to the lines investing Peters-
burg, to receive the surrender of Richmond.

As early as eight o’clock in the morning, while the mob held 
possession of Main street, and were busily helping themselves 
to the contents of the dry goods stores and other shops in that 
portion of the city, and while a few of our cavalry were still to 
be seen here and there in the upper portions, a cry was raised: 
“The Yankees! The Yankees are coming!” Major A. H. Stevens, 
of the Fourth Massachusetts Cavalry, and Major E. E. Graves, 
of his staff, with forty cavalry, rode steadily into the city, pro-
ceeded directly to the Capitol, and planted once more the 
“Stars and Stripes”—the ensign of our subjugation—on that 
ancient edifice. As its folds were given to the breeze, while still 
we heard the roaring, hissing, crackling flames, the explosions 
of the shells and the shouting of the multitude, the strains of 
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an old, familiar tune floated upon the air—a tune that, in days 
gone by, was wont to awaken a thrill of patriotism. But now 
only the most bitter and crushing recollections awoke within 
us, as upon our quickened hearing fell the strains of “The Star 
Spangled Banner.” For us it was a requiem for buried hopes.

As the day advanced, Weitzel’s troops poured through the 
city. Long lines of negro cavalry swept by the Exchange 
Hotel, brandishing their swords and uttering savage cheers, 
replied to by the shouts of those of their own color, who 
were trudging along under loads of plunder, laughing and 
exulting over the prizes they had secured from the wreck of 
the stores, rather than rejoicing at the more precious prize of 
freedom which had been won for them. On passed the col-
ored troops, singing, “John Brown’s body is mouldering in 
the grave,” etc.

By one o’clock in the day, the confusion reached its height. 
As soon as the Federal troops reached the city they were set to 
work by the officers to arrest the progress of the fire. By this 
time a wind had risen from the south, and seemed likely to 
carry the surging flames all over the northwestern portion of 
the city. The most strenuous efforts were made to prevent this, 
and the grateful thanks of the people of Richmond are due to 
General Weitzel and other officers for their energetic measures 
to save the city from entire destruction.

The Capitol Square now presented a novel appearance. On 
the south, east, and west of its lower half, it was bounded by 
burning buildings. The flames bursting from the windows, and 
rising from the roofs, were proclaiming in one wild roar their 
work of destruction. Myriads of sparks, borne upward by the 
current of hot air, were brightening and breaking in the dense 
smoke above. On the sward of the Square, fresh with the em-
erald green of early spring, thousands of wretched creatures, 
who had been driven from their dwellings by the devouring 
flames, were congregated. Fathers and mothers, and weeping, 
frightened children sought this open space for a breath of fresh 
air. But here, even, it was almost as hot as a furnace. Inter-
mingled with these miserable beings were the Federal troops 
in their garish uniform, representing almost every nation on 
the continent of Europe, and thousands of the Corps d’Afrique. 
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All along on the north side of the Square were tethered the 
horses of the Federal cavalry, while, dotted about, were seen 
the white tents of the sutlers, in which there were temptingly 
displayed canned fruits and meats, crackers, cheese, etc.

The roaring, crackling and hissing of the flames, the bursting 
of shells at the Confederate Arsenal, the sounds of instruments 
of martial music, the neighing of the horses, the shoutings of 
the multitude, in which could be distinctly distinguished the 
coarse, wild voices of the negroes, gave an idea of all the hor-
rors of Pandemonium. Above all this scene of terror, hung a 
black shroud of smoke through which the sun shone with a 
lurid angry glare like an immense ball of blood that emitted 
sullen rays of light, as if loth to shine over a scene so appalling.

Remembering the unhappy fate of the citizens of Columbia 
and other cities of the South, and momentarily expecting pil-
lage, and other evils incidental to the sacking of a city, great 
numbers of ladies sought the proper military authorities and 
were furnished with safeguards for the protection of them-
selves and their homes. These were willingly and generously 
furnished, and no scene of violence is remembered to have 
been committed by the troops which occupied Richmond.

Throughout the entire day, those who had enriched them-
selves by plundering the stores were busy in conveying off 
their goods. Laughing and jesting negroes tugged along with 
every conceivable description of merchandise, and many an 
astute shopkeeper from questionable quarters of Richmond 
thus added greatly to his former stock.

The sun had set upon this terrible day before the awful re-
verberations of exploding shells at the arsenal ceased to be 
heard over Richmond. The evening came on. A deathlike quiet 
pervaded the late heaving and tumultuous city, broken only by 
the murmuring waters of the river. Night drew her sable mantle 
over the mutilated remains of our beautiful capital, and we 
locked, and bolted, and barred our doors; but sleep had fled 
our eyelids. All night long we kept a fearful vigil, and listened 
with beating heart and quickened ears for the faintest sound 
that might indicate the development of other and more terrible 
phases of horror. But from all these we were mercifully and 
providentially spared.
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We will just here notice the range and extent of the fire 
which had in the afternoon literally burned itself out. From an 
authentic account we copy at length:

“It had consumed the very heart of the city. A surveyor could 
scarcely have designated the business portion of the city more 
exactly than did the boundaries of the fire. Commencing at 
the Shockoe warehouse the fire radiated front and rear, and on 
two wings, burning down to, but not destroying, the store No. 
77 Main street, south side, halfway between Fourteenth and 
Fifteenth Streets, and back to the river through Cary and all 
the intermediate streets. Westward on Main the fire was stayed 
on Ninth Street, sweeping back to the river. On the north side 
of Main, the flames were stayed between Thirteenth and Four-
teenth streets. From this point the flames raged on the north 
side of Main up to Eighth Street, and back to Bank Street.

“Among some of the most prominent of the buildings de-
stroyed were the Bank of Richmond, Traders’ Bank, Bank of 
the Commonwealth, Bank of Virginia, Farmers’ Bank, all of the 
banking houses, the American Hotel, the Columbian Hotel, 
the Enquirer building, on Twelfth Street, the Dispatch office 
and job-rooms, corner of Thirteenth and Main Streets, all 
that block of buildings known as Belvin’s Block, the Examiner 
office, engine and machinery rooms, the Confederate Post Of-
fice Department building, the State Court House, a fine old 
building on the Capitol Square at its Franklin Street entrance, 
the Mechanics’ Institute, vacated by the Confederate War De-
partment, and all the buildings on that Square up to Eighth 
Street, and back to Main Street, the Confederate Arsenal, and 
the Laboratory on Seventh Street.

“The streets were crowded with furniture and every de-
scription of wares, dashed down and trampled in the mud, or 
burned where it lay. All the government stores were thrown 
open, and what could not be gotten off by the government was 
left to the people.

“Next to the river the destruction of property was fearfully 
complete. The Danville and Petersburg Railroad depots, and 
the buildings and shedding attached, for the distance of half-
a-mile from the north side of Main Street to the river, and 
between Eighth and Fifteenth Streets, embracing upwards of 
twenty blocks, presented one waste of smoking ruins, black-
ened walls, and solitary chimneys.”

Except the great fire in New York, in 1837, there is said never 
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to have been so extensive a conflagration on this continent as 
the burning of Richmond on that memorable day.

Upon reaching the city, General Weitzel established his 
headquarters in the Hall of the State Capitol, previously oc-
cupied by the Virginia House of Delegates. He immediately 
issued an order for the restoration of quiet, and intended to 
allay the fears and restore confidence and tranquillity to the 
minds of the inhabitants. General Shepley was appointed Mili-
tary Commander of Richmond, and Lieutenant-Colonel Fred 
L. Manning was made acting Provost Marshal.

General Shepley issued an order which protected the citizens 
from insult and depredation by the Federal soldiers, and which 
also included a morbidly sensitive clause in deprecation of in-
sult to the “flag,” calculated rather to excite the derision than 
the indignation of the conquered inhabitants.

The scenes of this day give rise to many reflections, the most 
of which are too deeply painful to dwell upon. The spirit of 
extortion, the wicked and inordinate greed of mammon which 
sometimes overclouds and overules all the nobler instincts of 
humanity, are strikingly illustrated by a single incident in this 
connection. A lady passed up Franklin Street early on the 
morning of the 3d of April, and held in her hand a small phial 
in which there was about a table spoonful of paregoric. “This,” 
said she, “I have just purchased on Main Street, at ——’s drug 
store. Richmond is in flames, and yet for this spoonful of 
medicine for a sick servant I had to pay five dollars.”

An hour had not passed when the fire consumed the estab-
lishment of the extortionate vender of drugs. This incident 
points a moral which all can apply. Riches take to themselves 
wings, and in a moment least expected elude our grasp. Many 
who shirked the conscription, who made unworthy use of ex-
emption bills, for the purpose of heaping up and watching 
their ill-gotten treasures, saw them in a single hour reduced to 
ashes and made the sport of the winds of heaven. Truly man 
knoweth not what a day may bring forth.


