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Gettysburg

The town of Gettysburg was

unimportant.

The Confederate Army had crossed the

Potomac searching for much-needed supplies,

to give war-ravaged Virginia a respite and to

possibly threaten Washington, Baltimore or

Philadelphia. Gen. Robert E. Lee hoped that a

major victory would soften Northern support

for the war, possibly bringing the fighting to

an end.

By late June, Lee’s army had divided to attack

different cities in resource-rich Pennsylvania.

When Lee realized that the Union Army was

in close pursuit, he ordered his soldiers to

regroup in anticipation of a major battle.

A skirmish in Gettysburg on June 30 led to

intense fighting on July 1. The cry for rein-

forcements went out. The Confederate and

Union Armies had found each other. Soldiers

poured into the area. The fight that turned the

tide of the war had begun.

For three days in July of

1863, the fate of the Union

hung in the balance as

Confederates and Federals

fought in the hills, fields and

streets of Gettysburg.

By Peter C. Luebke

The Battle

of

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS
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Gettysburg

Day

1

Cemetery Hill, including a monument

to Maj. Gen. Oliver Howard.

TOM EISHEN / GETTYSBURGPHOTOGRAPHS.COM


J

uly 1, 1863, found Lee and Union

Gen. George G. Meade’s armies

spread out across Maryland and

central Pennsylvania. Since crossing into

Pennsylvania, Lee’s Army of Northern

Virginia had been on a grand raid, confiscating sup-

plies and sending them southward. Meade, newly in

command of the Army of the Potomac, pursued the

Confederates but firm knowledge of their whereabouts

remained elusive. Likewise, Lee had only a foggy notion

regarding the disposition of the Union troops, as the bulk

of Lee’s cavalry remained out of touch.

Neither Lee nor Meade planned on fighting a major

battle at Gettysburg, but both knew that a major con-

frontation was pending.

Early on the morning of July 1, a division of Confeder-

ates led by Henry Heth, of Lt. Gen. A. P. Hill’s 3rd Corps,

embarked on an expedition to Gettysburg. They had

been in the area the day before and observed troops

in the crossroads town and sought to drive them off.

As the Confederates marched along Chambersburg

Pike, they encountered Union troops posted west of

Gettysburg along ridges that made excellent defen-

sive positions. The troops were Brig. Gen. John Buford’s

cavalry. Buford aimed to delay the Confederate advance

into town, allowing the nearby 1st Corps led by John F.

Reynolds time to concentrate his unit in support. The

first shots of what would be a three-day battle were

fired around 7 a.m. on July 1, a Wednesday, with the first

action involving several thousand men.

For most of the morning, the Union troops held their

position as Hill hurried more Confederates to the scene.

Ultimately the Federals fell back to McPherson’s Ridge,

where they repulsed Confederate infantry attacks. El-

ements of Lt. Gen. Richard S. Ewell’s 2nd Corps of Lee’s

army, situated north of Gettysburg, turned south.
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Troops heading to  reserve line streamed through

Gettysburg, pouring through  streets to 

astonishment of  townspeople, who had not expected

a pitched battle on their doorsteps.

Reynolds, although killed on the field of battle

hours after the first shots were fired, had bought time

for the Army of the Potomac to begin to concentrate

on the field. Maj. Gen. Oliver Otis Howard arrived and

began to bring his 11th Corps to the battle. Howard

slotted his troops in to the right flank of Reynolds’

men so that the Union line curved from the west to

the north edge of Gettysburg. Prudently, Howard also

established a reserve position along Cemetery Ridge

to the south of the town.

The crisis for the Union line began around 2:30 p.m.

Ewell’s divisions had arrived on the field in nearly the

perfect place. One slammed into the Union center

near Oak Ridge while the other pressed the Union

right flank north of Gettysburg. The Union right flank

collapsed, and the entire line north of Gettysburg un-

raveled. Troops heading to the reserve line streamed

through Gettysburg, pouring into the streets to the

astonishment of the townspeople, who had not ex-

pected a pitched battle on their doorsteps. Although

Lee ordered Ewell to attack Cemetery Hill late in the

day, Ewell’s men were too tired from marching and

fighting to capitalize on the opportunity.

Lee and his troops had won a victory, but the Union

army occupied a strong position. The Union line

resembled a fishhook, with the hook curving around

from Culp’s Hill and the shank stretching down along

Cemetery Ridge toward Little Round Top and Big

Round Top. The Union position forced Lee to place

his men on the facing Seminary Ridge. Lee’s line was

longer than Meade’s; during the battle the next day,

Meade could more easily move men to meet threats

as there was a shorter distance for them to travel.
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Day

2
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O

n the second day of the battle,

Lee intended to launch two divi-

sions of Gen. James Longstreet’s

1st Corps against the Union left flank. If

Longstreet could shatter the Union posi-

tion there, he could roll up the Army of the

Potomac. Meanwhile, Ewell’s 2nd Corps, on

the right flank of the Army of the Potomac,

would attack the troops occupying Culp’s

Hill in an effort to prevent them from rein-

forcing the Union left. Lee also ordered one

division of Hill’s 3rd Corps to participate.

Lee’s plan had several problems. First,

Longstreet’s men would need to get into

position before the attack could begin. On

the evening of July 1, they were still several

miles from the battlefield.

Second, the time

that Longstreet took to get his men into po-

sition would allow the Army of the Potomac

to strengthen its left. The Union’s 3rd Corps

under Maj. Gen. Daniel Sickles spent the

morning occupying the Peach Orchard, high

ground between the Confederate forces and

the Union troops waiting on Cemetery Ridge.

Longstreet’s men spent the morning and

early afternoon marching to and fro in

an effort to get into position. Lee wanted

Longstreet to conceal his movements from

the enemy, so Longstreet’s troops marched

on routes that were not the most direct in

an attempt to avoid being spotted by the

Union army. Longstreet also had to modify

his attack plan; he had expected to hit the

Union flank, but one of his divisions would

now have to make a frontal assault on the

Peach Orchard. Finally, around 4 p.m., Long-

street’s men stood ready to attack. Union

forces had spent the day preparing for the

inevitable Confederate assault, fortifying

their position.

The fighting began when John Bell Hood’s

division of Longstreet’s corps, farthest on the

Confederate right, advanced on the Union

line. Hood’s men marched toward Little

Round Top on the extreme Union left. Earlier

in the day, Union Brig. Gen. Gouverneur K.

Warren had noticed that this key position

needed to be protected. The soldiers arrived

just in time and held off the Confederate

advance. During

the course of

the fighting, Col.

Joshua L. Cham-

berlain of the 20th

Maine Infantry Regiment

famously ordered a bayonet

charge that blunted the initial Confederate

attack. Chamberlain would later be awarded

the Medal of Honor for his heroics at Gettys-

burg. Although it appeared for a short time

that the Confederates would turn the Union

flank at Little Round Top, the success of the

defenders enabled Meade to send reinforce-

ments to bolster the position.

As the situation began to stabilize at the

far left of the line, Sickles’ position at the

Peach Orchard began to crumble, throwing

the Army of the Potomac into a crisis. In

posting his men there, Sickles had occupied

a position advanced from the main Union

line, creating a protrusion vulnerable to

attacks from several directions.

Meade had reinforced the position, but

it remained dangerously exposed. Thus, as

Hood’s division pressed hard against Little

Round Top and nearby Devil’s Den, Long-

street ordered in Lafayette McLaws’ division

to battle the remaining Union troops at the

Peach Orchard. McLaws first cleared Union

troops from the Wheatfield, then slammed

into the flank of the line at the Peach Or-

chard. Overwhelmed, the Federals fell back.

A gaping hole now existed in the Union lines

between the troops posted along Cemetery

Ridge and those holding Little Round Top.

Sickles’ corps had collapsed, and Sickles

himself was sent to the rear with a wound that

necessitated the amputation of one of his legs.

Now the Confederates had to hold on to their

hard won gains and continue their advance.

Union Gen. Winfield Scott Hancock brought

his 2nd Corps into action. His men blunted the

Confederate advance before throwing them

back, which enabled Meade to bring reinforce-

ments into position and plug the gap along

Cemetery Ridge. As the day turned to dusk,

the Union Army had staved off disaster and

repulsed the Confederate threat to its left flank.

8
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As the fighting petered out on the Union left,

Ewell’s men around Culp’s Hill and Cemetery Hill

attacked. At around 7 p.m., Ewell ordered his en-

tire 2nd Corps to advance. His men faced a diffi-

cult situation, as the Union troops on Culp’s Hill

had spent the day entrenching and fortifying their

position. Although weakened because they had

sent reinforcements to the left during the day, the

troops of the 12th Corps still on the hill held off

Ewell’s men. Some Union defenses on Culp’s Hill

fell, and Jubal A. Early’s division managed to break

a portion of the lines on Cemetery Hill. This pene-

tration turned out to be brief as the Confederates

pulled back in the face of a counterattack. Meade

had narrowly staved off disaster.

While the collapse of Sickles’ 3rd Corps had al-

most proved fatal, the timely arrival of Hancock’s

men preserved the line. The diminished force on

Culp’s Hill and Cemetery Hill had also held off the

Confederate attackers. Lee, considering his options,

determined to continue the fight on the third day.

From his perspective, it appeared as if he had almost

crushed his opponent: His men had dismantled the

Union 3rd Corps at the Peach Orchard and nearly

prevailed at Little Round Top. He knew he had griev-

ously wounded Meade’s army. While most men slept

on the field, Maj. Gen. George Pickett’s division of

Longstreet’s corps arrived.

The second day was Gettysburg’s bloodiest with over

20,000

casualties — men killed, wounded or missing.

As  situation began to stabilize at  far

left of  line, Sickles’ position at 

Peach Orchard began to crumble, throwing 

Army of  Potomac into a crisis.

Culp’s Hill
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F

ighting on Friday, July 3 began at

Culp’s Hill, where Confederate

troops still occupied portions of the

lines they had captured the night before.

Although heavy fighting raged all morning

long, Ewell’s men could gain no ground.

As the fighting at Culp’s Hill wound

down on that morning, Longstreet pre-

pared for the grand assault of the day. Lee

had nearly beaten the Army of the Poto-

mac the previous day and understood that

Meade had stripped his center of troops to

reinforce the left flank. He reasoned that

an assault on a weakened Union center

might prevail. The attack known to pos-

terity as Pickett’s Charge included men

from George Pickett’s fresh division as

well as brigades from J. Johnston Pettigrew

and Isaac Trimble’s divisions that had not

been heavily engaged on July 2. More than

100 artillery pieces aligned atop Seminary

Ridge began a preparatory bombardment

at about 1 p.m., with the hopes that the

barrage would weaken the Union defend-

ers. Due to the difficulty of adjusting aim

amid the clouds of smoke, much of the

Confederate fire sailed over the heads of

the Union troops. The Federals also were

sheltered on the reverse of the slope of

Cemetery Ridge, largely protecting them

from the shelling.

With artillery ammunition dwindling

and the Union batteries that had crowned

Cemetery Ridge nowhere to be seen, the

Confederate infantry stepped off to begin

its advance. Nearly 12,000 Confederate in-

fantry stood ready. Regimental flags waved

in the breeze as the charge began, with

the rank and file moving forward in good

order. They faced nearly three-quarters of

a mile of open field before they reached

the Union line. At the center of that line

stood a small cluster of trees, known to

history as the Copse of Trees, that the

Confederates would head toward.

The Union artillery, back in position

after the Confederate cannonade, opened

fire on the

Confederate

infantry. Artillery

shells cut large

swaths through the

ranks of gray as the

Confederates deliberately ad-

vanced across the field. The Union

infantry of the 2nd Corps under Winfield

Scott Hancock readied their muskets.

When the Confederate infantry closed

to within 400 feet, the Union infantry

let loose a devastating volley. While the

center of the Confederate line continued

forward, the left flank began to crumble.

Seeing an opportunity, Union infantry

swung down on it like a hinge, pouring

enfilading fire into the column and inflict-

ing grievous casualties. Hancock ordered

the Vermont brigade under his command

to swing down on the right of the Confed-

erate line.

As the flanks encountered trouble, the

center of the Confederate line, spearhead-

ed by the Virginians of Pickett’s division,

crashed into the Union line near the Copse

of Trees. Union artillery blasted canister

into the waves of infantry, but the Confed-

erates stormed over the guns. Brig. Gen.

Lewis Armistead rallied his men by bran-

dishing his hat upon his sword.

Union infantry beat back the penetra-

tion and halted this last Confederate ad-

vance. Despite their success, Pickett’s men

who had reached the Union line amid

the slaughter of their brethren had little

chance of success. With no support on the

way, they had no way to capitalize on the

breach they created.

Lee’s gamble to crack the Union cen-

ter had failed. Confederate losses in the

charge were catastrophic, with around

7,000 casualties, compared to just 1,500

for the Union. Meade and the Army of the

Potomac had won, bringing a halt to Lee’s

invasion of the North.

Day

3
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With artillery ammunition dwindling and 

Union batteries that had crowned Cemetery Ridge

nowhere to be seen,  Confedera infantry

stepped off to begin its advance. Nearly 12,000

Confedera infantry stood ready.

Gettysburg
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Cemetery Ridge, looking

toward the fields where

Pickett’s Charge occurred.





[image: image]

R

obert E. Lee was the principal military figure of the

South during most of the Civil War. Even before

the war he was one of the finest soldiers of his

generation, coming second in his class at West Point, dis-

tinguishing himself as an aide to Gen. Winfield Scott in the

Mexican-American War and serving as Superintendent of

West Point. A member of one of Virginia’s most prominent

families — the son of one of the Revolution’s heroes, Henry

“Light-Horse Harry” Lee, and the husband of George Wash-

ington’s great-granddaughter — there was little doubt whose

side Lee would choose in 1861. However, he did not promote

the cause of secession and waited until his own state voted

for it before taking up arms against the Union. President

Abraham Lincoln had even asked Lee to command the forces

of the North.

In keeping with the military thinking of his day, Lee

subscribed to the doctrine of the offensive and excelled at

maneuver. His plan for winning the war relied on a series

of set-piece battle victories against Northern troops as a

prelude to expelling Union forces from the South and then

suing for peace with a chastened North. Lee’s superior gener-

alship and zealous troops achieved several important victo-

ries against the North on Southern soil. As the war went on,

it became less popular in the North than in the South, giving

Lee hope that his strategy might work.

Yet Lee had begun the war with a mixed reputation. Some

people saw him as timid and hesitant; a few even called him

Granny Lee. He put an end to that with his audacious attacks
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