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Map of the Siege of Fort Wagner showing the approach trenches in blue and Fort Wagner in Red. 
Overview: This lesson will cover an overview of the campaign for Morris Island, have students compares two primary sources from the siege, and work in teams to build a siege work called a gabion that was used in the siege.
Duration:  This lesson is intended to be conducted during a visit to Fort Moultrie National Park by a school group and can be completed within one hour’s time as long as the materials for the gabion are cut & ready. 
Group Size: Up to 30
Age Group: 6-11th grade 
Location: Outdoors at Fort Moultrie 
Materials:  Copies of primary sources & questions, copies of images, mallet, load of wisteria vines, several cut saplings (one pickup truck load will do)  
Learning Objective: Student will be able to recognize the importance of the Siege of Morris Island, explain the importance of the battle of Fort Wagner, compare and evaluate two primary sources, and recreate a portion of the siege material by building a gabion.
Standards:   Common Core: CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.1 Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.4 Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including vocabulary specific to domains related to history/social studies.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.6 Identify aspects of a text that reveal an author’s point of view or purpose (e.g., loaded language, inclusion or avoidance of particular facts).
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.9 Analyze the relationship between a primary and secondary source on the same topic.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.9-10.1 Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources, attending to such features as the date and origin of the information.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.9-10.6 Compare the point of view of two or more authors for how they treat the same or similar topics, including which details they include and emphasize in their respective accounts.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.9-10.9 Compare and contrast treatments of the same topic in several primary and secondary sources.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.11-12.1 Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources, connecting insights gained from specific details to an understanding of the text as a whole.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.11-12.6 Evaluate authors’ differing points of view on the same historical event or issue by assessing the authors’ claims, reasoning, and evidence.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.11-12.8 Evaluate an author’s premises, claims, and evidence by corroborating or challenging them with other information.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.11-12.9 Integrate information from diverse sources, both primary and secondary, into a coherent understanding of an idea or event, noting discrepancies among sources.
Background Information: 
From CWSAC Battle Summery: (http://www.nps.gov/hps/abpp/battles/bycampgn.htm)
Fort Wagner/Morris Island   
Campaign: Operations against Defenses of Charleston (1863) 
Date(s): July 10-September 7, 1863 
Principal Commanders: Maj. Gen. Quincy Gillmore [US]; Gen. P.G.T. Beauregard [CS] 
Forces Engaged: 6,800 total (US 5,000; CS 1,800) 
Estimated Casualties: 1,689 during the assault on July 18, 1863 (US 1,515; CS 174) 
Description: On July 10, Union artillery on Folly Island together with Rear Adm. John Dahlgren’s fleet of ironclads opened fire on Confederate defenses of Morris Island. The bombardment provided cover for Brig. Gen. George C. Strong’s brigade, which crossed Light House Inlet and landed by boats on the southern tip of the island. Strong’s troops advanced, capturing several batteries, to within range of Confederate Fort Wagner. At dawn, July 11, Strong attacked the fort. Soldiers of the 7th Connecticut reached the parapet but, unsupported, were thrown back. 
After the July 11 assault on Fort Wagner failed, Gillmore reinforced his beachhead on Morris Island. At dusk July 18, Gillmore launched an attack spearheaded by the 54th Massachusetts Infantry, a black regiment. The unit’s colonel, Robert Gould Shaw, was killed. Members of the brigade scaled the parapet but after brutal hand-to-hand combat were driven out with heavy casualties. The Federals resorted to siege operations to reduce the fort. This was the fourth time in the war that black troops played a crucial combat role, proving to skeptics that they would fight bravely if only given the chance. 
Federal batteries erected on Morris Island opened fire on August 17 and continued their bombardment of Fort Sumter and the Charleston defenses until August 23. Despite a severe pounding, Fort Sumter’s garrison held out. Siege operations continued against Fort Wagner on Morris Island.
During the night of September 6-7, Confederate forces evacuated Fort Wagner and Battery Gregg pressured by advancing Federal siege works. Federal troops then occupied all of Morris Island. On September 8, a storming party of about 400 marines and sailors attempted to surprise Fort Sumter. The attack was repulsed.
Result(s): Confederate victory during the assault but a Federal victory through siege approach on Morris Island. Confederate defenses succeed in preventing Federal forces from capturing Charleston until final months of the war. 
Major Vocabulary Introduced: 
Siege: A military operation in which enemy forces surround a town or building, cutting off supplies, with the aim of compelling the surrender.
Gabion: a rough cylindrical wicker basket open at both ends employed as revetment material to retain the soil of earthwork slopes.
Naval blockade:  an act of sealing off a place to prevent goods or people from entering or leaving via water routes
Sap: a protected trench dug to a point near or within an enemy position.
USCT: United States Colored Troops. Used extensively in the Department of the South along the Atlantic coast. Most famously remembered by the assault of the 54th Massachusetts on Battery Wagner on July 18, 1863.
Trench: A long narrow ditch embanked with its own soil and used for concealment and protection in warfare.
Artillery battery: a unit of cannons, so grouped in order to facilitate better battlefield command and control.
Ironclad: warship of the middle or late 19th century having iron or steel armor plating.
Fatigue duty: labor of a nonmilitary kind done by soldiers (cleaning or digging or building).
Procedure: 
	Step One: Open a class discussion by asking the students where they like to vacation. Answers will probably include the beach. For those that answered the beach ask them if they would like to live on the beach: not AT the beach but ON the beach. Now have them imagine that the live on the beach in a tent and get to dig in the sand all day and even some nights.  Ask the students if they like fireworks at the beach.  Tell them that they will see lots of fireworks but some of them will be aimed at them.  Ask for their reactions to this scenario.
	Step Two: Provide the students with a background lecture/discussion on the Siege of Morris Island and the assault on Battery Wagner. 
	Step Three: Tell the students that they are going to read through an excerpt from two primary documents about the siege.  Have them read the background and directions and complete the questions with a partner. 
(Document & assessment questions below)









 Life on Morris Island – Excerpts from a Daily Record of Events for the 85th Pennsylvania Infantry Regiment
Background: 	This regiment served on Morris Island for three continuous months from mid July to mid October 1863 during which time “both officers and men were on constant arduous duty, in close range of the enemy, a portion of the time within speaking distance.” These men were involved in the construction of approach “flying sap” and parallel trenches in the Siege of Battery Wagner and have left a detailed account of daily life during this campaign.  A sap is a large roller basket made of bundles of saplings rolled in front of the advancing ‘sappers’ or trench diggers protecting them while sand thrown out on the exposed sides gave protection.  Duty in the trenches during the siege operations was very fatiguing and dangerous. A tour of duty in the trenches was 24 hours going in under the cover of darkness one night and remaining until the next night. The following primary source excepts hope to illustrate the daily struggle and problems faced by the soldiers.
Directions:	Read through these selected journal entries and answer the questions at the end.
Part I
 July 12. Between 400 and 500 men began work on the first parallel distant 1,350 yard from Fort Wagner.
July 18. Bombardment of Fort Wagner, with forty-two siege and field guns and siege mortars began this morning. Unsuccessful assault made on the fort that evening. 
July 19. 85th Regiment went on duty in front of Fort Wagner for the first time.
July 21. The men signed the pay rolls, but no paymaster appeared.
July 24. Second parallel began at a distance of 870 yards from Fort Wagner.
July 25. The enemy opened fire on our advanced position.
July 27. Regiment called out at 4 a.m. and held in line of battle for an hour.
July 29. Regiment remained at the front throughout the day returning to camp at 10 p.m. The first casualty in the regiment from Fort Wagner’s fir occurred; John McDonald of Company G, losing his right arm and left hand.
August 3. Regiment remained in camp all day, and the men were treated to two surprises; first, informed that they would not have to go to the front during the day; second Paymaster R.G. Usher appeared and left two months’ pay; also drew a day’s ration of fresh bread.
August 4. Weather extremely hot and heavy detail made from the Regiment daily for fatigue duty at the front, erecting obstacles in front of second parallel.
August 5. Weather continues extremely hot; sand hot enough to roast eggs.
August 8. Entire regiment ordered on duty in front of second parallel.
August 9. Third parallel, 540 yards from Fort Wagner, opened during the night and approaches to it by flying sap.
August 12. Intensely hot, the thermometer registering 111 degrees Fahrenheit in the shade.
August 13. A swarm of locust appears on Morris Island.
August 14. The Regiment returned to camp shortly after day break. The day was very sultry with appearance of rain, which would be welcomed by the men.
August 17. Regiment called into line at 2 a.m. and moved to the front during the day was engaged in fatigue duty, filling gabions to strengthen fortifications. The first bombardment of Fort Sumter from Morris Island began at daybreak and continued until dusk in the evening with the exception of an intermission of a few hours during the heat of the day.
August 18. Firing on Sumter continued; shortly after noon a northeastrly storm began to blow. Nearly the whole line of trenches contained water, varying in depth from a few inches to two feet. Full sap from left on third parallel started but little progress made because of high water.
August 19. Work was resumed on the full sap at 2 a.m., the water having sufficiently subsided to render it possible. The enemy’s sharpshooters opened on the head of the sap and kept at it all day. 
August 21. The enemy to prevent the extension of the fortifications kept up a constant fire of shell and canister from Fort Wagner throughout the entire night ceasing a little before daylight. As daylight appeared the enemy’s sharpshooters in Fort Wagner kept up a deadly fire on the sappers. The casualties in the Regiment during the night and day were twenty five, four of them mortally wounded. 
August 22. The sappers and infantry detail were employed in strengthening the fourth parallel, 350 yards from Fort Wagner, widening the trench and building loopholes for the sharpshooters.  George Grim of Company K, on duty as a sharpshooter in the approach trenches, instantly killed, bullet entering under the right eye. Major Brooks stated in his report that “I think it will be impossible to continue the sap in the day time under Wagner’s artillery fire. But if our line continues to advance, which can only be done with considerable loss, we may make some progress.”  Considerable rain during the day.
August 23. Fourth parallel extended by means of gabions during the night. At daylight the enemy opened on this new work with artillery and completely destroyed it, knocking the gabions to pieces. This part of the works had to be abandoned.
August 24. During this last 24 hours the casualties were seven – 2 killed and 5 wounded.
August 25. Very little progress was made in advancing the sap, as the enemy’s sharpshooters had an excellent position in front of the fourth parallel trench.  Mortar fire from enemy. Water constantly filled the trench as it was dug, rendering the progress very slow. Major Brooks reports that “No advance made, nor does any seem possible. Something besides spade and sharpshooters will have to be tried.”
August 26. During the night the men use spades and shovels to protect themselves from a heavy fire from Fort Wagner. The work on the fifth parallel was 245 yards from Wagner. Rained hard during the night and turned quite cold.
August 27. The enemy kept up a continuous fire with light guns and mortars from Fort Wagner throughout the night, one shell exploding over the position causing more than a dozen casualties in a company, killing two instantly. 
August 30. A dark day in the calendar of the 85th Regiment. Two privates were killed before daybreak. Our commander, Lieutenant Colonel Purviance, was killed by a shell from one of our own batteries, prematurely exploding; the shell exploding immediately above him, carrying away the whole back part of his head, a fragment of the shell passing through the body near the heart, and another fragment lacerating the right arm, in a horrible manner.  
September 1. The Regiment went to the front, reaching the trenches shortly after dark. The enemy opened from Fort Wagner and kept up a heavy, steady fire, our lines slowly advancing. The causalities in the Regiment being six wounded. 
September 3. The sap at the front was continued, but its progress was very slow, owing to the enemy’s artillery fire, and that of his sharpshooters. Captain Suess, who was directing the sappers, was disabled by a shot from one of the enemy sharpshooters, cutting off all the fingers from his right hand as he was in the act of placing a gabion.
September 5. The land batteries and the navy opened the bombardment on Fort Wagner, every gun commanding the position having been brought into requisition. This concentrated fire so subdued the guns and sharpshooters in Wagner that the sap was advanced more than 150 yards without losing a man. The head of the sap is now opposite the ditch in front of Fort Wagner. 
September 6. At dark the Regiment took position in the advanced trenches and witnessed the final bombardment of Fort Wagner, which was inaugurated at day break on the 5th. For forty two consecutive hours the spectacle presented was of surpassing grandeur.  As the 85th Regiment  took position in the advanced trenches, within a stone’s throw of Fort Wagner, General Gilmore was issuing orders to have the fort carried by assault at the hour of low tide, the following morning.
September 7. A deserter from the enemy…brought information that Fort Wagner had been evacuated. The Regiment made a cautious advance into For Wagner.  The Regiment returned to camp in the evening, and, as if to celebrate the fall of Fort Wagner, a half ration of whiskey was issued to the men.
Questions:
What type of document was this?
How useful is this source in compiling a narrative of the Siege of Fort Wagner?
By what method did the Union forces seek to capture Fort Wagner on Morris Island, South Carolina? How successful were they? 
How long did the siege last? How was Fort Wagner finally captured?
What difficulties did they face? Describe the conditions.
When do you believe that the 85th Pennsylvania was at their weakest & lowest morale? What evidence of this did you find?
Part II
Compare the previous account to this one left by paymaster Major William Stryker who served on the staff of overall Union commander General Quincy Gilmore. After the war Stryker served as the president of the New Jersey Historical Society. 
As the night advanced the discharge of artillery became more frequent. A more beautiful pyrotechnic display was never seen. Balls of fire as if from rockets crossed each other in the heavens above the neutral ground and fell bursting with a shower of brilliant sparks into either works. At the time 20 of these meteors would be coursing through the air in a single minute. The rattle of artillery and the explosion of shell was almost constant. I knew from the orders which had been given at General Gilmore’s Head Quarters that the end was fast approaching. The 5th and 6th parallels were even now just in front of the sand walls of Fort Wagner. For days and weeks, fatigue parties, white and black, had labored with all the zeal and all the strength they possessed and not a murmur had ever escaped from the worn-out soldiery. Many were very sick! The heat was intense and very enervating, yet the goal was near and every one kept up a good heart and cheered each other as they labored in the batteries and rifle pits, exposed to the shot and shell and the deadly bullet of the sharpshooter.  
How is this story of the end of the siege different from the journal account? 
How is the language between the two accounts different? Why might this be? 
Does the difference in these two sources about the same event make one or both false or untrustworthy? 
	
Step Four: Go over and compare the different group answers. 
	Step Five: Now tell students that they are going to participate in a Gabion building exercise. Ask if any of them have heard of a gabion before. (They should as it was in their primary source reading.) Ask students the following questions: 
“Who has made a sand castle?” “What did it look like?” “Is it still there today?” “Why not?” 
“But if your digging trenches in the sand and on an island, like Morris Island, and you need to have the sand and earth stay and give you protection, what could you do to hold the earth and sand in place?”
Tell students they are going to make one of the most important tools of siege warfare, the gabion. As to employment, gabions were often used to form walls either reinforcing existing earth, or if stacked properly completely replacing conventional earthwork walls. Gabions were a type of siege material used to form shot-proof parapets quickly and they were also used to revet interior slopes of works such as rifle-pits, trenches, bomb proofs, powder magazines and embrasures.  Gabions typically consisted of a cylindrical basket approximately 24" in diameter and 36" tall made up of pickets and small branches or vines.  The basket would then be filled with dirt to form a shot-proof material suitable for use in the works. Each soldier would be required to make one of these a day and take it into the trenches at night to shore up the trench walls.  













Use the following images to demonstrate a gabion’s purpose. 
	
[image: C:\Documents and Settings\Teacher\Desktop\Gab\Gabions.jpg]
Wall of gabions inside Fort Sedgwick, Petersburg
[image: C:\Documents and Settings\Teacher\Desktop\Gab\Digging Trenches.jpg]
A work party on Morris Island digs trenches in a zigzag manner to provide protection. Gabions stand ready to be used after the trench is cut out. 

[image: C:\Documents and Settings\Teacher\Desktop\Gab\Siege lines-Morris Island.jpg]
Above: A map showing the approach trenches on Morris Island in blue and Fort Wagner in Red. These trenches were lined in rows of gabions. 

Below: A sap roller in use as troops dig trenches on Morris Island.
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Gabions providing strength and support to Fort Sumter. 
[image: C:\Documents and Settings\Teacher\Desktop\Gab\Exploding TorpedoesHW-10-03-63.jpg]
Gabions providing protection from shells on Morris Island. 
[image: C:\Documents and Settings\Teacher\Desktop\Gab\Fort-Sedgwick-001[1].jpg]
Fort Sedgwick Petersburg











Examples of gabion construction at the 150th Fort Wagner Commemoration
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The students will then divide into two or three groups to make their gabion. The group who completes a stable and sturdy gabion first can receive a higher grade. 
Step #1 - Gather the pickets (the long vertical sticks that give the gabion its shape and strength), which should be approximately 42” long and 1” to 1 1/2” in width.  One end of each picket is to be sharpened to a point.
Step #2 - Layout the gabion's form utilizing a gabion form that is made up of a circular piece of plank, about 21” in diameter with 9 equidistant notches cut in its outer edge. The notches are circular and have a radius of ¾”. The form is laid on a level spot and the pickets are driven into the ground through the notches, their thick and thin ends alternating.
Step #3 - The form is then raised and secured about half way up, with the pickets being secured against the form with a rope. The rope passes around the pickets, just below the form and is secured with a rack stick.
Step #4 - The rods should be 3/8’ to ¾” in diameter. They are stripped entirely of leaves and twigs. The rods are interlaced around the pickets to form a web, or watling.  The web is commenced by placing two rods with their butt ends inside two adjacent pickets. The one which is to the rear is passed over the other rod, around one picket and within the next. The second rod, which is now to the rear, is passed over the first rod and also outside one picket and within the next. The two rods cross each other, over and under. When a rod is coming to an end, the butt of a fresh one is laid, overlapping the tip of the old one by a few inches, and the two are worked together as a single rod. The process is continued to within 3” of the tops of the pickets. The rods are pressed down by frequent taps of a mallet, or picket.
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Step #5 - When the web is completed to the proper height, it is sewn down in four places with withes (wire, or stout twine will work). The center of the withe is laid over the top of the web, the ends passing down and through the web every few inches, but, not through the same rod. The withes crisscross down and through the rods, every few inches, in a shoe makers stitch. The withes are pulled tight and secured. The tops of the pickets are cut off about an inch above the web.
Step #6 - The form is then removed, the gabion turned over and the watling proceeded as before. When the total height of web is 2’ 9”, it is sewn down with four withes. The points of the pickets, which originally stood in the ground, are left projecting from the end of the gabion.

Assessment: Student responses to Siege of Fort Wagner Primary documents questions & student participation on gabion making project.
Park Connection: The siege of Fort Wagner is a major focus for Fort Moultrie’s Civil War history. This location offers visitors a clear view of the island and location of where Fort Wagner once stood. As Morris Island is only excisable by private boat, Fort Moultrie offers visitors and students the best connection to this history.   
Extensions: The film Glory vividly depicts the assault on Fort Wagner and the struggles of the 54th Massachusetts. An edited version would be appropriate for students.
Additional Resources: Gate of Hell by Stephen R. Wise 
			Voices of the Civil War: Charleston by the Editors of Time-Life Books
Period Illustrations: Library of Congress, Fort Sumter National Monument collection

Prepared by:

Daniel Gidick
Teacher Ranger Teacher 2013
Fort Sumter National Monument			
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