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INTRODUCTION



THE BEGINNING OF the new decade of the 1860s brought both excitement and trepidation to the residents of most communities throughout the United States, but few towns could match the torrent of emotions which swept through enormous pride in the role that previous inhabitants of their city had played in the creation of the American repub­lic. The first naval hero of the Revolution, John Paul Jones, had lived in Fredericksburg, James Monroe had been a res­ident of the community. One of the town’s leading physi­cians, Hugh Mercer, had given up medicine to fight for independence and had died as a general leading troops in the key patriot victory at Princeton. George Washington had spent much of his youth just across the Rappahannock and the area was home to the first president’s mother for many years afterwards. However, by the early 1860s the republic that these people had helped create was entering, its greatest period of crisis as the candidacy and eventual election of Abraham Lincoln prompted many Southerners to openly call for secession from the United States and cre­ation of a new Confederate States of America.


According to most accounts, when Virginia finally did secede from the United States, the move was enthusiasti­cally supported by most white residents of Fredericksburg and a huge percentage of the young men of the town vol­unteered for service in Old Dominion regiments. Yet despite the enthusiasm for the Southern cause, there was the sobering reality that Fredericksburg’s location might quickly place the picturesque community into the front lines of the war that was rapidly developing. The town was almost exactly halfway between the Federal capital of Washington and the new Confederate capital of Richmond and was the most important community on the strategical­ly important Rappahannock River. The area contained port facilities, railroad depots, and telegraphic connections that both Union and Confederate leaders would consider imperative to control. Therefore, as untrained, amateur armies of Yankees and Rebels clashed for the first time on the parched battlefield of Bull Run - Manassas not more than 30 miles to the north, the citizens of Fredericksburg could only wait and wonder when the titanic struggle of civil war would surge into their prosperous, historic town. And a few hundred yards outside of town, perched on a ridge that loomed over Fredericksburg, a prominent local family known as the Maryes could little realize that the hills that bore their name would soon become synonymous with one of the most blood drenched and futile episodes of the entire war.
















CHAPTER 1

THE ROAD TO FREDERICKSBURG



THE STAGE FOR THE BATTLE of Fredericksburg and its key component of the assault on Marye’s Heights actually was set in September of 1862 in the adjacent state of Maryland. In the bloodiest single day of the Civil War, General George B. McClellan’s Army of the Potomac and General Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia had engaged in a titanic struggle over the wheatfield, cornfields, and apple orchards that lined Antietam Creek near the small town of Sharpsburg, When the sun finally set on September 17, 1862, nearly 25,000 Americans were sprawled dead or wounded on fields that one participant called “a landscape turned red" - yet very little had been decided. Lee’s bat­tered and outnumbered Rebels defiantly held their lines for a full additional day before crossing the Potomac River back into Virginia, and the ultracautious McClellan was content to merely let them leave. However, as the Union commander, who was often referred to by admirers as “The Young Napoleon/’ sent a series of ecstatic victory reports to Abraham, Lincoln, and his senior advisors, the sixteenth president began to realize that his often egotistical general had just frittered away an opportunity to annihilate the Confederate army and virtually end the Southern rebellion.


Lincoln and most residents of the North had spent the last several weeks watching with mounting tension as Lee’s lean and grim Confederates had mauled a huge army under General John Pope near the old Bull Run battlefield, and then, after sending the Yankee survivors scurrying for the safety of the Washington fortifications, had invaded the state of Maryland with at least some intention of inducing the citizens of that state to join the Southern Confederacy. George McClellan, who had been largely relieved of com­mand after a less than spectacular campaign near Rich­mond, promptly re-energized the Union army and pre­pared to meet Lee’s bold thrust. After enjoying the incredi­ble good fortune of finding a complete copy of Lee’s battle plan and discovering that his enemy’s much smaller army was divided into six detachments, McClellan allowed his Virginia adversary enough time to unite his scattered forces and then launched a series of badly coordinated assaults along Antietam Creek that never quite achieved the breakthrough that might have annihilated the Confed­erate army in a single afternoon. Now, Lee was back on the south side of the Potomac River and Abraham Lincoln was furious. While McClellan boasted about his success in repelling the Rebel invasion of the North, the president realized that his general’s affliction with a malady he called “the slows/’ had permitted the graycoats to escape and fight another day in a much more advantageous position.




President Lincoln was long exasperated with McClellan’s slowness and reserve in taking decisive action as the commander of the Army of the Potomac. Numerous messages and meetings from the president did little to cure this problem and after the bloodbath at Antietam and after McClellan’s delays appeared to have prolonged the war by losing nymeroys opportunities to “the slows” Lincoln replaced him as commander. (USAMHI)
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 Lincoln sent his general alternating sharp and concilia­tory messages, visited the Army of the Potomac in person, paced the communications room of the War Department waiting for news, and peered out of the window of his office in the White House watching one gorgeous autumn day after another pass by with no word of action from McClellan. Finally, almost six weeks after the battle of Anti-etam, the huge, superbly equipped Army of the Potomac lurched into motion and inched its way into Virginia. McClellan complained about the health of his horses, the state of the Old Dominion’s railroads, and the allegedly huge size of the enemy army, and led his battle force south­ward at a pace of about six miles a day. While the army crawled forward, Lincoln urged McClellan to move rapid­ly through the mountain gaps along the Shenandoah and Blue Ridge Mountains along a series of “chords” or “wide arcs” which would give the Federals the inside track to the Confederate capital of Richmond and force Lee to fight him on open ground without the benefit of entrenchments and fortifications. As Lincoln insisted, “The facility of supply­ing from the side away from the enemy is remarkable, as it were by different spokes of a wheel extending from the hub toward the rim. The chord line carries you by Aldie, Hay-market and Fredericksburg and you see how turnpikes, canals and finally the Potomac by Aquia Creek meet you at aid points from Washington.” If McClellan moved his army quickly “for a great part of the way you would be practi­cally between the enemy and both Washington and Rich­mond enabling us to spare to you the greatest number of troops from here. It is all easy if our troops march as well as the enemy and it is unmanly to say they cannot do it.”


Lincoln was offering his general sound advice, but McClellan had already developed his own plan which, if properly implemented, offered a reasonable hope of victo­ry. When he crossed the Potomac, the two wings of Lee’s army, under James Longstreet and Stonewall Jackson, were over 50 miles apart with Longstreet at Culpeper and Jack­son operating in the Shenandoah Valley. If McClellan could stage a very rapid march, he just might place the Union army between the two wings of the Rebel army and defeat each one individually before the other force could interfere. When the Army of the Potomac crossed into Berlin, Vir­ginia, on October 26, Longstreet’s camp at Culpeper was about 70 Ilk miles away, a distance that a relatively fast-moving army HHBk could cover in about four ays. However, McClellan set a far more leisurely marching pace and 10 days later the Federals were still more than 20 miles from Longstreet. McClellan’s glacial pace was the final straw for incoln, and on Novem­ber 6, 1862, the president authorized the relief of McClellan with Major General. Ambrose Bumside selected as nis replacement.
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A trusted and experienced general on the field, Ambrose Burnside was selected as McClellan's replacment at the head of the Army of the potomac.Lincoln's message was clear - he wanted quick and decisive action to end the war.(Natinoal Archives)






Ambrose Burnside, the new commander of the Army of the Potomac, has often been described as one of the most incompetent generals of the Civil War. Actually, the Rhode Islander was a moderately intelligent officer who garnered modest successes before and after the Fredericksburg campaign and even developed a plan for operations in the autumn of 1862 that had some possibility of success. Bumside had been a trust­ed corps commander and wing commander under McClel-lan and had never openly criticized his chief before he was relieved. However, once the bewhiskered Rhode Islander assumed command, he dramatically altered McClellan’s whole campaign strategy. Burnside immediately informed Lincoln and senior General Henry Wager Halleck that he disagreed with the whole nature of his predecessor’s oper­ations and insisted that as soon as he could concentrate the Army of the Potomac near the town of Warrenton, Virginia, he would set in motion a radically different campaign.


Burnside proposed to Lincoln and Halleck that he initiate a feint against the enemy toward Culpeper or Gordonsville and then when Lee was convinced that one of these towns was the main Federal target, stage a rapid march along the Rappahannock River toward Fredericksburg. The new commanding general wanted to establish a new supply base at Aquia Landing, capture the town of Fredericksburg before Lee could interfere, and then thrust southward toward Richmond before the Confederates could respond. Burnside insisted that Richmond was a key objective as “the taking of which, I think, should be the great object of the campaign, as the fall of that place would tend more to cripple the Rebel cause than almost any other military event except the absolute breaking up of their army.”


A year earlier, Abraham Lincoln would have enthusiasti­cally supported Burnside’s proposed operation as the pres­ident had viewed the capture of Richmond as the key to Union victory. However, the generally dismal campaigns of 1862 had largely convinced the former Illinois lawyer that the only way the rebellion could be successfully termi­nated was if the Confederate armies, especially the Army of Northern Virginia, could be largely destroyed as effec­tive fighting units. Burnside did not necessarily disagree with Lincoln’s reasoning, but his own feelings of inade­quacy for command of the army combined with Lee’s prowess as an opponent convinced the Rhode Islander that the capture of the enemy capital was about the best that could reasonably be expected in the foreseeable future. The commander of the Army of the Potomac strongly suspected that the Union cause was floundering in the last weeks of 1862 and believed that the Northern population desperate­ly needed a morale-boosting success of some sort. The cap­ture of Richmond seemed to be the best opportunity to demonstrate to supporters of the Union that there was some light at the end of the tunnel, and within hours of assuming command of the army, Burnside worked furious­ly to finalize a workable operational plan centered on a southward thrust straight through the picturesque town of Fredericksburg.


Burnside’s proposal for a dramatic change in the direc­tion of Union military operations prompted an early visit at army headquarters from senior General Henry W. Halleck and two of his departmental commanders. On November 12,1862, Halleck boarded a southbound train accompanied by General Montgomery Meigs, Quartermaster General, and General Herman Haupt, Chief of Military Railroads. While Halleck was less than enthused about Burnside’s new plan, both of his departmental commanders largely sided with the Army of the Potomac’s new chief and the sen­ior general agreed to drop the decision in Lincoln’s lap. Two days later, Burnside received a terse go ahead from his superior emphasizing, “The President has just assented to your plan. He thinks it will succeed if you move rapidly; otherwise, not.”


Halleck’s telegram reached Army of the Potomac head­quarters in Warrenton late on the night of November 14 but most of Burnside’s staff officers were wide awake and started issuing operational orders before dawn the next morning. By late morning of November 15, General Edwin Sumner was marching toward the Rappahannock River leading his newly organized Right Grand Division toward Falmouth, Virginia, almost directly across the river from Fredericksburg, Ambrose Burnside had just completed his reorganization of the Army of the Potomac in which the 140,000 troops available for duty had been formed into Right, Center, Left, and Reserve Grand Divisions of two army corps each. Each Grand Division could function as an almost self-contained army with over 35,000 infantry sup­ported by extensive artillery and cavalry units. General Sumner had been ordered by Burnside to take one of these new Grand Divisions and engage in a rapid march of about 40 miles from Warrenton to Falmouth before Robert E, Lee fully realized the Union army’s intentions. Thus thousands of blue-coated troops suddenly found them­selves marching at almost triple the pace that McClellan had expected. In slightly more than two days the lead ele­ments of Sumner’s force were deploying around Falmouth while Lee and his senior generals were still focusing on challenging a Union thrust much further to the west.
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Senior General Henry W. Halleck had reservations about the strate­gies Burnside proposed after he took command byt left the final decision to Lincoln, who ordered him to go ahead and “rapidly.” Lincoln did not want a repeat of McClellan’s slowness. (National Archives)








While Burnside’s plan evoked only lukewarm support in Washington, the operation had actually managed to steal a march on Robert E. Lee. When the Virginian received con­firmation of McClellan’s replacement by Bumside, he assumed that the new general would merely continue McClellan’s leisurely march toward Culpeper and Gor-donsville. Lee and at least one of his corps commanders were still quite concerned that the Union army might be able to drive a wedge between the two wings of the Rebel forces and defeat the two outnumbered units in detail. James Longstreet insisted after the war that the most feared Federal move in Confederate headquarters was a Yankee thrust at Chester Gap in the Blue Ridge Mountains, 20 miles west of Warrenton. Longstreet declared that




he (Bumside) might then ha¥e held Jackson and fought me or have held me and fought Jackson thus taking us in detail. The doubt about the matter was whether or not he could have caught me in that trap before we could concentrate. At any rate, that was the only-move on the board that could have benefitted him at this time. By interposing between the corps of Lee’s army he would have secured strong ground and advantage of position. With skill equal to this occasion, he should have had success. This was the move about which we felt serious apprehension, and we were occupying our minds with plans to meet it when the move toward Fredericksburg was reported.





Ambrose Bumside had initiated an operation that the Confederate high command had not initially expected and by the afternoon of November 17 the town of Fredericksburg was practically Edwin Sumner’s for the taking. When advance units of the Union army arrived in Falmouth, they observed stray cattle crossing to the south bank of the Rappahannock in several locations only a short distance upstream from their new camps. The Grand Division com­mander quickly sent a dispatch to Burnside requesting per­mission to push infantry units across the river, occupy Fredericksburg, and establish a bridgehead for the rest of the Union army. At this moment, Fredericksburg was defended only by a few companies of Rebel soldiers and the town could have been captured in a matter of hours, However, at the very moment when Burnside’s controver­sial plan actually seemed to be working, the specter of an earlier campaign came back to haunt the Army of the Potomac.
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After all Lincoln’s frustration with inaction, Edwin Sumner’s request to take immediate action at Fredericksburg when he and his Grand Division arrived at the town and found it vulnerable was denied by Burnside. Now Northern delay would lead to another bloodbath, this time on the fields before Marye’s Heights. (Harper’s Weekly)







The Union army had spent much of the previous spring and early summer moving up the Virginia Peninsula in an effort to capture Richmond from the east. Twice during the complex series of maneuvers and battles that followed, a portion of the Federal army had nearly been trapped on the far side of the Chickahominy River during a period of flooding and high water. In each case, the Northerners had narrowly averted disaster only because the Confederates had not pressed home potentially devastating assaults on the isolated portions of the Yankee army. Now, in the wake of these experiences, Ambrose Burnside was determined that the Army of the Potomac would not cross the Rappa­hannock piecemeal and would only push across the river when five or six pontoon bridges guaranteed full accessi­bility to both shores. Unfortunately, the pontoons that were vital to completing the first stage of the Union campaign would not arrive until thousands of gray-coated troops had deployed along the crest of the high ground looming over the streets of Fredericksburg. A series of garbled orders, botched assignments, and misplaced documents resulted in a delay of more than 10 days for the Union pontoon train and by the time the first wagons arrived, the whole nature of the campaign had changed dramatically.


As Ambrose Burnside fumed at the seemingly inter­minable delay of the pontoon equipment, Robert E. Lee poured dozens of Confederate regiments along the high ground just outside of Fredericksburg. While the Rebel general was grateful for the delay in the Federal advance, he actually had little desire to fight a decisive engagement anywhere near the environs of Fredericksburg. The Con­federate commander was confident that he could repel a Yankee thrust across the Rappahannock but the Virginian usually thought in terms of opportunities to carry the bat­tle to the enemy and Fredericksburg simply was not the place to fight Lee’s kind of campaign. The reason for Lee’s reluctance to stage a showdown battle along the Rappa­hannock was that the ground on the north bank was considerably higher than the south shore. Lee knew that Union artillery commander Henry Hunt had lined the crest of Stafford Heights with dozens of deadly cannon that would inflict enormous damage on any Rebel units that attempt­ed to follow up a repulse of a Yankee assault with a Con­federate counterattack. Thus, the best that the Southern commander could expect was a defensive victory that offered few opportunities for any follow-up dividends. Lee actually much preferred to gradually withdraw the Confederate army about 25 miles south to the far bank of the North Anna River, In this case, the south shore of the river held the higher ground which would enable the Rebels to transform, an expected defensive victory into a battle of annihilation as retreating Union forces would be cut to pieces by pursuing Confederates with no well-positioned artillery to intervene in the debacle. If all went well, Burn-side would be cut off from his supply lines and the Feder­al army would be dismembered piece by piece. However, while Lee wanted to confront Burnside on the North Anna, Confederate President Jefferson Davis was extremely reluc­tant to concede any Southern territory to the advancing Yankees and he insisted that Lee hold the Federals as far north in the Old Dominion as possible.
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General Robert E. Lee would not have chosen Fredericksburg as his next stand but the strategic placement of his Rebel troops on Marye’s Heights would lead to a Southern victory. (Library of Con­gress)







Thus for political, rather than military reasons, the next major confrontation of the Army of the Potomac and the Army of Northern Virginia would occur in the streets of Fredericksburg and the fields leading to Marye’s Heights. By the beginning of December, 78,000 confident, optimistic Confederate soldiers were deployed in the general vicinity of Fredericksburg, Virginia, and Lee’s western counterpart, General Joseph Johnston remarked jealously, “I wish the Yankees would attack me in such a position!”


As Federal officers peered through their binoculars from the north shore of the Rappahannock their view almost always moved beyond the picturesque streets of Fred­ericksburg and toward the looming heights beyond, Yan­kee soldiers might be able to push the Rebels out of town, but storming the heights named after the Marye family would certainly be another matter.
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