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Was the charge by Confederates George Pickett, Johnston Pettigrew and
Isaac Trimble at the copse of trees atop Cemetery Ridge on July 3, 1863, the
final and decisive day of the battle of Gettysburg, the most significant of the
Civil War?

That was the topic posed for discussion by Roundtable members at the
January meeting.

Certainly, it was the most memorable, celebrated and famous of the war.
Significant, also, as Robert E. Lee’s bedraggled and defeated Army of
Northern Virginia began its retreat to the Potomac River in the rain on July 4,
1863.  Lee’s miles-long wagon of wounded soldiers made its way west to the
Blue Ridge Mountains as the able-bodied soldiers trudged south to Virginia.
Lee would never attempt another invasion of the North.  The battle, while
not destroying Lee’s army, was decisive.  The war’s end and Confederate
defeat, though almost two years in coming, were inevitable.

But the war was full of charges and assaults that were successful as well as
disastrous.  Malvern Hill, Second Manassas, Fredericksburg, Missionary
Ridge, Murfreesboro, Kennesaw Mountain, Franklin and Nashville.

Roundtable members who made presentations at the January meeting —
Dale Beck, Mike Peters and Jamie Ryan — highlighted the significance of, in
order of presentation, Day 2 (July 2) at Gettysburg, Gaines Mill and Second
Manassas.

After George McClellan had rehabilitated the Army of the Potomac following
its embarrassing defeat at Manassas in 1861, he chose to assail Richmond,
not from the Rappahannock River south as Ulysses S. Grant did in 1864, but
from a roundabout route by water to the Virginia Peninsula at Fort Monroe
and up the peninsula to Richmond.

McClellan’s vast army of more than 100,000 labored up the Peninsula
fighting rebel forces along the way, notably in Williamsburg.  An horrific fight
occurred May 31-June 1 at Seven Pines, just east of Richmond.  At end of
the first day Confederate commanding general Joseph Johnston rode out to
survey the situation.  He was struck by shot and shell and carried from the
field.  Johnston Pettigrew, a North Carolina patrician, suffered a worse fate.



He was struck by a minie ball that damaged his throat, windpipe and
shoulder.  On the ground he was shot in the arm.  A Union soldier also
bayoneted him in the right leg.  Bleeding profusely, his men left him on the
field to die.  Taken prisoner, though, he managed to survive and return to
service after being exchanged.  Pettigrew, whose name is attached to the
ill-fated charge at Gettysburg, would go on to be one of the hardest luck
stories on the war.

With Johnston’s wound, Robert E. Lee was thrust into command of the
Confederate army, with little battlefield experience.  He had three choices:
abandon Richmond, fight defensively to protect the capital or go on the
attack.  Typically, he chose to fight aggressively.

On June 25 McClellan got the jump on Lee and attacked him at Oak Grove.
The next day Lee expected Stonewall Jackson to arrive from the Shenandoah
Valley and swoop around the Union right flank.  But Jackson arrived late and
was not a factor.  In fact, during the entire Seven Days battles Jackson,
possibly suffering from battle fatigue, was essentially AWOL.  A.P. Hill drove
the federals east toward Mechanicsville, who set up above Beaver Dam
Creek.  Hill’s repeated attacks were bloodily repulsed.

McClellan moved the army three miles east to a plateau overlooking a wide
ravine coursed by Boatswain Creek.

Mike Peters picked up the action that came to be known as Gaines Mill,
named for Dr. William Gaines’ mill.  The resulting battle is also known for
nearby Watt House.

It did not go well for Lee and Hill.  In the early afternoon of June 27 Fitz
John Porter’s V Corps blasted successive waves of disorganized rebel
assaults.  It was akin to shooting fish in a barrel as rebel bodies filled the
creek bed.  As dusk was approaching, reinforced rebels (six divisions)
launched an organized charge and scattered Porter’s weary and inadequate
line.  As Porter’s men scampered toward the rain-swollen Chickahominy
River, darkness saved them.

Gaines Mill is considered a Confederate victory as they held the battlefield at
the end of the day.  A slender tactical victory, maybe.  The rebel charge is
considered by some sources as the largest of the war.  It was Lee’s only
victory in the entire Peninsula campaign.  But they paid a steep price in
blood.  Confederates suffered 7,993 casualties (Union 6,837) — 1,483 killed,
6,402 wounded, 108 missing or captured.  Losses included three brigade
commanders and one general officer.



But Gaines Mill was a strategic victory for Lee despite the cost.  McClellan
decided to move his vast army south to the James River and give up his
planned assault on Richmond.  On the way to the river McClellan set up on
Malvern Hill.  Again, Lee launched a foolhardy frontal assault and was
annihilated.  Some of his surviving soldiers described it as murder.

Lee had saved Richmond in his first big command, but he could hardly afford
to suffer such losses.

When McClellan’s intent to abandon his Richmond attack was obvious, Lee
hustled to send his army north, away from the capital, and draw federal
troops away, also.

This set up a return to familiar ground, Manassas.  But a new federal army
was in new hands, John Pope, who had had success at New Madrid on the
Mississippi River.

Jamie Ryan picked up the story in northern Virginia.  With McClellan out of
favor, the Union War Department had created the Army of Virginia in June
under newly transferred Pope.

After much maneuvering in northern Virginia and a nasty fight at Brawner’s
Farm on August 28 that left Confederates Richard Ewell and Isaac Trimble
wounded, the two armies came to face each other at an unfinished railroad
grade on August 29.  At this juncture Pope was convinced he had Jackson
trapped and lusted to destroy Jackson’s army.  But ominously for the
federals, James Longstreet had blown through light resistance at
Thoroughfare Gap in the Blue Ridge Mountains.  Longstreet’s some 25,000 in
five divisions arrived and took up a position on Jackson’s right.

In his ardor to destroy Jackson, Pope, hard as it is to believe, was unaware
of Longstreet in position on Jackson’s right, ready to pounce when the time
was right.  Pope launched a series of unsuccessful attacks on August 29.  He
renewed them on August 30.  It was then that Longstreet saw his chance
and at around 4 p.m. launched what has been described as “the largest
simultaneous mass assault of the war.”  The left flank of the Union army was
crushed and driven back on Chinn Ridge.

What saved the Union army?  It was on the verge of losing the war,
according to Ryan.  He painted in stark, but not exaggerated, terms that at
this moment, Confederates had their best chance of winning the war.



On the Union side, at this critical moment, the much-maligned 11th Corps,
for its actions later at Chancellorsville and at Gettysburg, rose to the
occasion and help save the army.  If the rebels had taken the ridge and the
bridge over Bull Run, the federals would have had no escape route.  As it
turned out the federals were able, due to a stubborn rear guard action, to
retreat in an orderly fashion, unlike their mad scramble a year earlier.

Ryan cited the frantic and super-human efforts of Robert Milroy for helping
to save the Union army.  Milroy, denounced for his weak defense of
Winchester the following year, covered himself with glory on Chinn Ridge.
But there were others.  Notably, Colonel Nathaniel McLean’s Ohio troops.
And the soldiers of Colonel John Koltes, who was killed in the fighting, and
Colonel Wlademier Krzyanowski.

For excellent accounts of Second Manassas, readers should sample “Return
to Bull Run:  the Campaign and Battle of Second Manassas” by John
Hennessy and “Second Manassas:  Longstreet’s Attack and the Struggle for
Chinn Ridge” by Scott Patchan.

When the dust had cleared from the battle of Chancellorsville after May 6,
1863, Lee wanted to go north again, to take his army into enemy territory.
In this thinking, Lee was at odds with his most important general, James
Longstreet.  Longstreet thought the army should go west to oppose Grant.
Longstreet favored sending two divisions to Tennessee, that would move into
Kentucky to force the movement of Union troops west to counter this threat.
Nothing could have been further from Lee’s thinking.

Longstreet thought that Lee’s aggressive tactics, though they may have
produced disputable victories, were eventually ruinous.  Longstreet wrote to
Lafayette McLaws after the war, “Our losses were so heavy when we
attacked that our army must soon be depleted to such an extent that we
should not be able to hold a force in the field sufficient to meet our
adversary.”

Longstreet thought the combination of defense and counterattack at Second
Manassas had been the perfect plan for the Confederate army.  Longstreet
wrote after the war that he agreed to Lee’s plan to conduct a second
campaign in Union territory after Lee agreed to fight a defensive battle.  “All
that I could ask was that the policy of the campaign should be one of
defensive tactics,” Longstreet wrote in his memoirs.  “That we would work as
to force the enemy to attack us, in such a good position as we might find in



his own country, so well adapted to the purpose, which might assure us of a
grand triumph.”

Longstreet’s interpretation of an unwritten agreement with Lee on how to
engage the Union army was disputed later by Lee.  Before his death in 1870
Lee denied having agreed to fight defensively, calling this contention
“absurd.”

Whatever the understanding was between Lee and his most important
subordinate, when the Confederate army started marching north on June 3,
1863, there was a fundamental disagreement between Lee and Longstreet
over how to engage the federals.  This did not bode well for the campaign.

When advance elements of Lee’s army met resistance from federal cavalry
on the west side of Gettysburg on July 1, Lee did not want a general
engagement.  He was lucky that the main body of George Meade’s army was
strung out from the town south into Maryland.  As it was during the
morning, Lee’s 7,000 men had to contend with stiff resistance from John
Buford’s 3,200 dismounted cavalry and John Reynold’s I Corps.  (Reynolds
would die early in the fighting.)

Outmanned federal troops, that also included the 11th Corps on the north
side town, were driven into the town but held the high ground on Cemetery
Ridge to face the full complement of Lee’s army.

Dale Beck described the action on day two, July 2, in the Wheatfield, Peach
Orchard, Devil’s Den and the Round Tops as the ever-present Longstreet and
John Bell Hood assailed the disreputable Tammany Hall pol Dan Sickles’s III
Corps.  Sickles had taken his men off the high ground of the Round Tops to
what he considered better positions.  This was a huge blunder that cost the
Union much loss.

Given the success of July 1, despite not knowing exactly where federal units
were located, due to the absence of Jeb Stuart, Lee was adamant on
renewing the attacks on July 2.

Longstreet, on the other hand, had told his staff at dinner July 1 how
disappointed he was in Lee’s determination to renew the attacks the next
day.  Before dawn on July 2, Longstreet met with Lee and renewed his
recommendation that the Confederate army attempt a flanking of Meade’s
left flank to interpose itself between the Union army and Washington, D.C.
Lee rejected this idea and told Longstreet to prepare the divisions of Hood
and McLaws for battle.



Before 8 a.m. Captain Samuel Johnston reported that he found no Union
troops at the Round Tops.  Lee responded with plans to have McLaws and
Hood advance on the lower end of Cemetery Ridge.  Longstreet objected but
was overruled.  Lee rode off to visit Dick Ewell at Culp’sHill on the northeast
side of the town.

Lee returned at 11 a.m. to find that Longstreet had done nothing to start the
movement of troops as Lee wanted.  Longstreet asked for time for one of
Hood’s brigades to reach the field.  Lee consented.  Around 1 p.m. McLaws
and Hood began the march, delayed by counter-marches to avoid detection,
to the lower end of Cemetery Ridge.  Instead of finding the ground
unoccupied, they found III Corps.  Hood asked to go around the Round Tops.
Longstreet refused.

Finally, after all the delays and disagreements, the rebel assault began.
They were met with murderous artillery fire.  But the rebels kept coming and
reached the Union salient in the Peach Orchard.  They advanced over
Houck’s Ridge into what became known as the Valley of Death, swept
through the Wheat Field and started scaling Little Round Top.  Union
reinforcements halted the Confederate advance, pushed it back and saved
Meade’s army.  Longstreet called the rebel advance “the best three hours
fighting ever done by any troops on any battlefield.”  But the rebels had
stalled, under the watchful eye of Lee, who still believed that coordinated
attacks would overwhelm the federals.

When Lee and Longstreet met on the morning of July 3, Longstreet again
expressed his recommendation to flank Meade’s left and induce the federals
to attack.  Lee blew up, pointed to Cemetery Ridge, and said, “The enemy is
there, and I am going to strike him.”  Longstreet countered, “It is my opinion
that no fifteen thousand men ever arranged for battle can take that
position.”  Depressed, Longstreet was responsible for preparing George
Pickett’s three brigades and six brigades from A.P. Hill’s corps for a doomed
assault across a long open field.

Continuing the Pettigrew story, the general’s horse was shot out from under
him during the charge.  He continued to lead his division on foot but suffered
a painful wound to the arm.  During the retreat of Lee’s army Pettigrew’s
brigade, serving as rear guard, was one of the last to cross the Potomac.
During a probe by Union cavalry, Pettigrew was shot in the abdomen by a
Michigan rider.  Pettigrew was carried across the river as he did not want to
die in Union hands.  He died three days later near Bunker Hill, West Virginia.

Before he died in 1904, Longstreet confided to his old foe Sickles,
Gettysburg “was the sorest and saddest reflection of my life for many years.”



The bottom line, according to Beck, the Confederate charge on July 2 was
“far superior” to Pickett’s charge the following day.


