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Petersburg National Battlefield Co- Hosts Highly Successful
Conference on African Americans and the Civil War

by Ilana Liebert, National Park Service

A national Conference on African Americans
and the Civil War (CAACW) took place at
Virginia State University in Petersburg,
Virginia from May 26 to 28, 2005. The plan-
ning and execution of the event actively
engaged groups of people with varying back-
grounds and viewpoints.

The mission of the conference was to:

1) explore the participation of African
Americans in the Civil War

2) explore other links and relationships of
African American life and history to the Civil
War

3) facilitate an interdisciplinary discussion of
the historical threads that connect the Civil
War to today

Appealing to a diverse national audience, the
conference consisted of four main organiza-
tional elements. The Academic Program fea-
tured presentations of papers by scholars who
are leaders in their respective fields. Among
the speakers were Dr. William B. Gould IV
(Stanford University), Dr. Brenda Stevenson
(UCLA), Mr. Robert Stanton (former director,
NPS), Dr. Frank Smith (founder and director,
African American Civil War Memorial), and
Dr. David Blight (Yale University).

The Folklore and Folk Arts Program incorpo-

“One of the conference goals was
to appeal to as broad an audience
as possible.”

Bob Kirby, Superintendent,
Petersburg National Battledfield

Freedom songs by Reanae McNeal revealed bridges to the past.

rated cultural perspectives of the African
American Civil War experience into the con-
ference, engaging attendees in less- traditional
ways of sharing knowledge. This program
included discussions of folklore and oral
history given by Dr. Daryl Dance (University
of Richmond) and Dr. Lauranett Lee (Virginia
Historical Society), respectively, as well as
performances by Donna Washington (story-
teller and author), Reanae McNeal (spirituals
and freedom songs), and the Buckingham
County Lining Bar Gang (worksongs).

The Education and Public History Program
helped establish connections between the
conference and the local community. Area
high school students participated by submit-

ting papers, artwork, and presentations
resulting from their research into the role of
African Americans before, during, and after

the Civil War. Students from Prince George
and Varina High Schools were awarded prizes
in the visual and performing arts categories.
The Public History component provided the
opportunity for conference participants to
tour the rich cultural and historical assets in
the region, including Historic Petersburg,
Pamplin Historical Park, Petersburg National
Battlefield, and Virginia State University.

The fourth program of Exhibits and Vendor
Displays enhanced and broadened the reach
of the conference experience. John L. Ford's
exhibit, "The Underground
Railroad," featured a variety of rare artifacts,

books, photographs, autographed documents,
and works in gold and silver, while John W.

historical

Jones' noteworthy paintings were displayed in
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Contact Information

Bob Kirby, Superintendent,
Petersburg National Battlefield,
804-732-3571 or
bob_kirby@nps.gov

Ann Blumenschine, Park Ranger,
Petersburg National Battlefield,
804-732-3571, ann_blumens-
chine@nps.gov

Eileen Woodford, Northeast
Region, Civic Engagement
Coordinator,
eileen_woodford@nps.gov

"Confederate Currency: The Color of
Money." Vendors were also on hand to pro-
vide products, services, and information
related to the topics covered by the confer-
ence.

Approximately 255 people were in attendance,
including scholars, students, NPS affiliates,
artists and performers, and even a few
descendants of USCT (United States Colored
Troops) soldiers, Almost half the attendees
were local community members. Bob Kirby,
superintendent of the Petersburg National
Battlefield and one of the key organizers of the
event, felt the conference was a great success,
meeting its goals of attracting a diverse and
national audience, offering high- quality pre-
sentations and discussions, and facilitating
communication through a varied but well-
structured series of offerings.

Conference participants were equally pleased
with the weekend's program. Attendees had
high praise for the CAACW, indicating that
civic dialogue of this kind was welcome and
much appreciated, especially within the

Conference participants enjoy recepttion hosted by
Virginia State University.

African American community. The city of
Petersburg has expressed interest in hosting a
similar event annually, the possibility of which
is currently being discussed by the organizers.
In the meantime, plans are underway to pub-

lish a compilation of the scholarly papers pre-

sented during the conference.

The Conference on African Americans and
the Civil War was the result of a partnership
between the National Park Service, Pamplin
Historical Park, the City of Petersburg,
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