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The Fairfax train Station played a crucial role in the Civil War as a center for medical 

care, while also serving as a strategic railroad hub that supported both Union and Confederate 

military operations and deeply affected the surrounding civilian population through its 

transformation from a center of economic growth to a site of war and transportation. In 1861, the 

United States faced one of the most deadliest wars in the country: The Civil War. After division 

between northern and southern states over slavery as well as states attempting to expand 

westward, especially with the rising popularity of trains, tension eventually sparked into 

something greater.  Trains were first introduced to the U.S. in the late 1820s and they 

revolutionized transportation and travel of not only goods but also people. Trains and railroad 

systems were so innovative because they allowed the U.S. to grow and thrive like never before 

and they helped “encourage settlement” and also to “promote trade and fuel industry.” 1 

Both northerners and southerners in Congress supported railroad routes that favored their own 

regions, and as tensions escalated into the Civil War, these competing priorities split along Union 

and Confederate lines.2 This division made railroads even more significant, as each side 

recognized their value for transportation, communication, and military strategy.  

Completed in 1852 along the Orange and Alexandria Railroad, Fairfax Station quickly became 

important to the growing local economy. These railroads were essential in connecting Northern 

Virginia to larger markets. However, with the outbreak of the Civil War in 1861, the purpose of 
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the railroad shifted from economic growth to military necessity and the Fairfax railroad station 

played an important role in the Civil War since it was used as a base for Union soldiers even 

though its location was within the confederate state of Virginia. Rail lines like the one running 

through Fairfax Station became vital supply routes, allowing armies to move troops, weapons, 

and information quickly. 3Control over these railroads often determined strategic advantage, 

making stations like Fairfax targets of constant military attention.  

​ Fairfax Station’s role became especially significant for wounded soldiers in 1862 after the 

Second Battle of Manassas. There was a multitude of wounded Union soldiers that required 

immediate evacuation and medical attention. The station became an evacuation site for the 

wounded soldiers. Clara Barton was one of the volunteers who worked hard to provide medical 

attention within the Fairfax Train Station. Clara Barton, who later founded the American Red 

Cross, assisted in providing medical attention and she recalls her experiences and specifically 

said, “The wounded were brought in so rapidly that every available space was filled.”4 It is 

evident that civilians were instrumental in dealing with the crisis. The conditions at Fairfax 

Station are an example of the harsh conditions of the Civil War. Supplies were limited, and the 

number of wounded soldiers overwhelmed the medics. The wounded soldiers were in critical 

condition and required immediate medical attention and they relied on medical attention for 

survival. Despite all of this, Clara Barton additionally stated how she “may be compelled to face 

danger, but never fear it” demonstrating her heroic nature. She also said that “while [the] soldiers 

can stand and fight, [she] can stand and feed and nurse them” showing that during the civil war, 

the soldiers were not the only ones in the fight, there were also others playing a role within the 
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war.5 The railroad facilitated faster evacuation than conventional means. This is an example of 

how infrastructure, which is often taken for granted, contributed to life and death during the Civil 

War. Clara Barton’s accounts also state that “At the railroad dock an important part of this work 

was carried on” and how special individuals like  “Dr. and Mrs. Valentine Mott were stationed 

day after day as the transports unloaded their men” in order to ensure that everyone was well 

taken care of.6 

In addition to its medical importance, Fairfax Station was a vital strategic hub for both 

Union and Confederate forces throughout the Civil War. Its location allowed armies to move 

troops, weapons, and intelligence quickly, giving whoever controlled the station a critical tactical 

advantage in Northern Virginia. The station’s role is highlighted in contemporary accounts, 

which describe how “hundreds of wagons were bringing [the wounded] in from the field” to be 

transferred to trains, showing that Fairfax Station was central to both the logistical movement of 

soldiers and supplies.7 Military reports also indicate that both sides attempted to disrupt the 

opposing army’s access to the railroad, demonstrating that control over Fairfax Station could 

influence the outcome of nearby battles. Union and Confederate forces recognized the station’s 

value and often tried to disrupt the opposing side’s access. Military communications show that 

orders and supplies were routed through the station, emphasizing its role in operational 

coordination. 8 The station also facilitated communication between field commanders and 

headquarters, allowing orders and intelligence to travel quickly. The railroad’s proximity to front 
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lines also made it essential for operational coordination. The Fairfax Station was a dynamic hub 

of military strategy regarded very highly by Union forces since it was carefully monitored by 

Confederate troops, providing strategic importance. The dual use of the station for medical relief 

and strategic operations illustrates how infrastructure could directly impact the course of the war. 

When Union forces took control in 1862 after the Confederates left the railroad was used to carry 

supplies, letters and packages to Union soldiers north of the Occoquan River. This railroad 

helped with needs for soldiers. After battles like the Second Battle of Manassas and the Battle of 

Chantilly over 3,000 wounded soldiers were taken to Fairfax Station. From there they were 

evacuated by train to hospitals in Alexandria and Washington, D.C. The railroad was very 

important so Union regiments were stationed to protect it from cavalry raids. Records from the 

Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies and the United States Military Railroad 

organization show that rail lines were key to moving troops, distributing supplies and 

communicating throughout the war. 9 The Union army used the railroad to carry supplies and it 

played a big role in their success. 

​ Before the outbreak of the Civil War, Fairfax Station was an economic engine for the 

surrounding Northern Virginia region. Its position allowed farmers, merchants, and local 

businesses to transport goods efficiently to larger markets, stimulating trade and contributing to 

community growth. Railroads “encouraged settlement” and “promoted trade and fueled 

industry,” demonstrating that Fairfax Station was central to both local prosperity and regional 

development. 10 The station also served as a local gathering place, where residents exchanged 

news, conducted business, and connected with broader economic networks. Even during and 

after the war, the station continued to influence the local economy. Military and volunteer 

10 ​ FXVA Blog, “Herstory: Clara Barton.” 
9 ​ Ibid 



 

activity brought employment and commercial activity to the area, as supplies, food, and 

equipment flowed through the depot. After the war, Fairfax Station remained a hub for passenger 

travel and freight transport, providing connections to Washington and other major cities and 

sustaining the community for decades. The station “remained the center of local community life 

for almost a century until modern highways and rail transportation made local train depots a 

thing of the past.” 11 Fairfax Station’s economic significance, both before and after the war, 

highlights how transportation infrastructure can shape the prosperity and development of local 

communities over time. 12 

Fairfax Station was essential during the Civil War as a medical lifeline, a strategic 

military hub, and an economic center. Its railroads enabled the rapid evacuation of wounded 

soldiers, movement of troops and supplies, and supported the local economy both before and 

after the war. Volunteers like Clara Barton ensured that soldiers received care under 

overwhelming conditions, while Union and Confederate forces recognized the station’s strategic 

importance. Fairfax Station’s history shows how transportation, community, and courage shaped 

both the course of the war and the development of Northern Virginia, leaving a legacy that 

continues to be remembered today. 
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