
By Brag Bowling
Nestled in the ancient Church Hill section of Richmond, 

Virginia, not far from the famed St. John’s Episcopal Church, 
site of the immortal clarion call of Patrick Henry who stated 
“ G i v e me liberty or give me death” lies Oakwood 
C e m - etery. In August 1854, the City of Richmond 
was in need of a new cemetery and purchased 66 
acres in Eastern Henrico which would become 
O a k - wood Cemetery. Eventually growing to 176 
acres, Oakwood has a rich history. 

Oakwood became a necessity when 
V i r - ginia seceded in 1861 and war was forced 
u p o n her. On August 12, 1861, following the 
Battle of First Manassas, the City of Rich-
mond designated Oakwood for Confeder-
a t e internments. Located less than one 
m i l e from the Confederate mega hospital, 
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Richmond’s silent gem

Oakwood Confederate Cemetery
and hearses trudged slowly down Oakwood Avenue carrying 
the brave Confederate soldiers who had given their lives for 
their fledgling nation. Other soldiers were brought directly 
from local battlefields.

Fighting around Richmond was always intense but not 
nearly as much as in 1862 and 1864. The Seven Days Battle 
of 1862 saved the Confederacy from an early defeat by ban-
ishing George McClellan and his Yankee Army from the Old 
Dominion. But this victory was not without cost. Thousands 
of Confederate soldiers from every Southern state became 
casualties, many of whom died and are buried in Oakwood. 
In 1864 the Union Army of the Potomac under General Grant 
were once again knocking on Richmond’s front door and 
General Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia, outnumbered and 
outgunned, fought valiantly to protect Richmond and defeat 
Grant. Horrific battles such as Cold Harbor added to the 
butcher’s toll and by the end of the war, the Confederate burial 
ground at Oakwood totaled over 7.5 acres and contained an 
estimated 17,000 Confederate soldiers, making Oakwood 
the second largest Confederate cemetery and the cemetery 

containing the most combat casualties. The dead represent 
every state in the Confederacy.

Many Union dead were also initially buried at Oakwood. 
In 1866, the Yankee dead were relocated to other very well 
maintained Federal cemeteries in the Richmond area. Legend 
has it that black Union soldiers were buried in the Oakwood 
Confederate section but were unceremoniously left by the vic-
torious Union at Oakwood in 1866 when the Union soldiers 
were reinterred at the well tended Yankee cemeteries such as 
the one on Williamsburg Road. Today, the federal cemeter-
ies stand in sharp contrast to Oakwood which has somehow 
withstood 150 years of neglect and poor maintenance. 

Initially, crude wooden upright markers were placed in 
Oakwood. As the years rolled by, these wooden markers rot-
ted, or were stolen and used for firewood. The cemetery im-
mediately following the war was in a shabby condition which 
was recognized by the people of the City of Richmond. On 
April 13, 1866, one year following Appomattox, The Ladies 
Memorial Association for the Confederate Dead in Oakwood, 

By Paul C. Graham, Associate Editor

The relationship between slavery and the Southern bid 
for independence is one of the most vexing questions 
confronting us during the Sesquicentennial of The 

Cause for Southern Independence. In the current dialogue 
there seems to be one and only one acceptable answer to the 
questions concerning the cause and/or meaning of the war, 
namely, that it was “about slavery.” 

This position normally implies that the South seceded from 
the union in order to preserve slavery or that the South seceded
because the “peculiar institution” was threatened by the elec-
tion of Abraham Lincoln. However, the characterization that 
the war was “about slavery” can only have meaning if we look 
not only at the role slavery played in the division of the Union, 
but also during the actual conflict between those divided. It 
seems reasonable, therefore, to put forth the following ques-
tion to those who engage in this kind of rhetoric: If the war was 
about slavery, then how was it about slavery?

Secession and Slavery
Let us begin with the issue of secession. Before doing so, 

however, it must be pointed out that the South as a whole 
did not secede, but rather individual Southern states. 

The causes for the secession – or non-secession, as 
the case may be – of individual Southern states, was 
not a monolithic or one dimensional affair, but rather, a 
multifaceted response to the election of Abraham Lincoln 
and his subsequent determination to preserve the Union. 

During the first wave of secession, beginning with 
South Carolina on December 20, 1860, many of the Deep 
South states made it clear that their actions were, at least 
in part, motivated by the perceived threat to the institution 
of slavery. Other “slave states,” particularly those of the 
upper and western regions of the South, remained in the 
union until Abraham Lincoln called for invasion to quell 

the “rebellion.” Still other slave states did not secede at all, 
but stayed in the union—some by express consent, others 
through coercion. 

Insofar as slavery was linked to the stated reasons for 
secession in some of the individual Southern States, it 
consisted of the preservation of slavery where it existed and 
the extension of slavery into the territories.1 Of these, the 
preservation of slavery would appear to be most relevant 
to our inquiry. This is because by leaving the Union, the 
Southern states forfeited any claim to settle or affect any 
legislation regarding how and by whom the territories would 
be settled. For this reason we will focus on whether or not the 
preservation of slavery was among the causes of the war. 

The Corwin Amendment
Between December 1860 and April 1861, seven states 

had declared their independence from the United States 
without any shots being fired. During this crucial interim, 
the 36th U.S. Congress set to work in earnest to find a 
compromise to bring the seceded states back into the Union, 
or at least avert the exodus of the eight other states who 
where at that time considering secession. 

Among the many proposals put forth, one gained 
significant bi-partisan support in both houses of Congress. 
It was an amendment to the Constitution, what would 
have become the 13th. The Corwin Amendment, named 
after Representative Thomas Corwin of Ohio, would 
unambiguously and permanently protect the institution of 
slavery from any action taken by the federal government:

Art. 13. No amendment shall be made to the 
Constitution which will authorize or give Congress 
the power to abolish or interfere, within any State, 
with the domestic institutions thereof, including that 
of persons held to labor or service by the laws of the 
said State.2

Although largely symbolic, this resolution was put forth 
to assure the South there would be no effort made by the 
United States government to interfere with slavery in the 
Southern States; that they were willing to put it in writing 
and guarantee that the issue would never again be a cause 
of concern to them if they would return to the Union and/or 
remain therein. 
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