

[image: frn_fig_001]








  
HORSE SOLDIERS AT GETTYSBURG




  A Cavalryman’s View of the Civil War’s Pivotal Campaign




  DANIEL MURPHY




[image: frn_fig_002]




  Essex, Connecticut




  Blue Ridge Summit, Pennsylvania









  An imprint of Globe Pequot, the trade division of




  The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.




  4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200




  Lanham, MD 20706




  www.rowman.com




  Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK




  Copyright © 2023 by Daniel Murphy




  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.




  British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available




  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data




  ISBN 978-0-8117-7271-6 (cloth : alk. paper)




  ISBN 978-0-8117-7272-3 (electronic)




  [image: frn_fig_003] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.








  This book is dedicated to the best horse I ever had,
“Call Me Jet Man”




  











  
PREFACE





  I grew up with a fascination for all things cavalry. That interest continued into my adult life as I studied the Gettysburg campaign and the horse soldiers involved: John Buford, Jeb Stuart, George Custer, and John Mosby. I read an abundance of material on these individuals but always came away wanting to know more about the cavalry itself—how long could a regiment travel in a day, how was it formed, how did it maneuver, and just how did a cavalry charge work?




  These questions led me to join a mounted reenacting troop, and over the next fifteen-plus years I learned about the equipment, the weapons, and the drill; above all else, I learned a great deal about horses. The more I discovered, the more I realized that most historians writing about cavalry knew few relevant details about the horses: what it took to care for them in the field, move them over terrain, or keep a group of fifty troopers in formation at a military gallop. Traditional historians knew a great deal about individual cavalrymen, their politics and the friends they made in school, but possessed little practical knowledge of horses, and even less knowledge of equine logistics. How much gear could a rider carry without taxing his mount, how much water did a horse drink in a day, how much grain did a working horse require before he risked muscle atrophy, and what was the shoeing cycle of a nineteenth-century cavalry mount?




  When I compared this knowledge with the letters and diaries of the participants, I reached conclusions that varied from many standard interpretations. Most of these new conclusions were minor; however, others were significant, and explained why well-known participants of the campaign made the choices they did, and revealed how influential horses and equine logistics were on the campaign.




  The goal of this work is to show the events from the participants’ perspectives, with a similar practical knowledge, or horse sense, that the cavalry operated under in 1863. I offer the following in good faith and hope this work generates additional research, conclusions, and understanding.
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  MEN AND MOUNTS




  Surviving photographs of Civil War cavalrymen leave us hundreds of tintype windows to another time. These images are sometimes familiar, and sometimes haunting, but all uniquely American; and the proud looks of these poised participants, many with weapons in hand, were common to both North and South. Most of these portraits were staged in studios with common props, but by blending studio portraits with equipment returns and images taken in the field, an accurate description of a nineteenth-century American horse soldier comes to light.1




  He typically wore a simple shell jacket or fatigue blouse made from blue kersey or gray jean cloth. Head cover ranged from trim regulation kepis to broad-brimmed slouch hats with the latter preferred for protection from the elements. Issued footwear came in ankle-length brogans or flesh side boots with square-shaped toes. He often tucked spoons and toothbrushes through open buttonholes in his uniform jacket, and a tin cup became a near universal feature on campaign, quick strapped from a haversack or buttonhole.




  The average private in the cavalry was twenty-five years old. Whether he fought for the North or the South, the two had many things in common. His lineage was typically western European, and the majority of horse soldiers serving in the Civil War were born in the United States.2 Often raised on a farm, he grew up in an extended family, could read and write, was usually single, was a practicing Protestant Christian, and served in a volunteer regiment. Our American trooper grew up a product of the Victorian era, morally influenced by the Age of Industry and the Second Great Awakening—an evangelical fervor that swept America in the mid-nineteenth century advocating temperance, education, devotion to home, moral action, and, depending on regional location, the abolition of slavery, the continuation of slavery, or an indifference to what many considered an unpleasant and fading institution.3




  If viewed through a twenty-first-century lens, the Victorian era was by no means a kind or charitable age but, rather, an abhorrent one. It was an age where human beings were legally held in bondage, and many leading countries found profit in conquest and colonialism; the subjugation and exploitation of less powerful peoples and cultures ran worldwide. Slavery still existed in America, and the ongoing removal and massed slaughter of countless Native American peoples and tribes was applauded from Maine to California all under the shining banner of Manifest Destiny. Most Victorians accepted these social proclivities, believed in a bootstrap code of self-worth, and encouraged upward social mobility through hard work and, with it, the promise of a better future.




  American Victorians were extremely proud of their military heritage and the successful revolution their forefathers waged against Great Britain. Prior to the Civil War, militia units were formed in both the North and South, and in Massachusetts, officers in the mounted militia recalled the revolutionary actions of their ancestors at Lexington Green, Concord Bridge, and Bunker Hill. They even promised to hold themselves “ever ready to charge the enemy.”4




  This confidence carried over into the early days of the war, when new recruits were seen breaking ranks and recommending tactical maneuvers to passing field officers. One novice courier, while waiting for General Stonewall Jackson to write a dispatch, suggested Jackson “cut the answer short” as the courier’s horse had a stone bruise, and it would take him a while to run it back!5 In fact, many Southern-born recruits believed their birthright gave them a natural edge in military matters, especially in mounted combat, often due to schoolroom lessons proclaiming the Revolutionary War deeds of Southern heroes like Francis “Swamp Fox” Marion, William Washington, and Henry “Lighthorse Harry” Lee.




  Completing our mounted private’s appearance was a sturdy leather waist belt with a brass embossed buckle displaying either a Federal Eagle or the seal of his home state. The belt supported a cartridge box and cap pouch, a horse sabre, and sword knot on the left hip, counterbalanced by a revolver on the right, carried butt forward in a flapped holster. A carbine sling of broad leather ran across the left shoulder and suspended a steel hook over the trooper’s right hip, which captured a corresponding ring near the carbine’s breech.6 The arrangement and rigging of these three weapons—sabre, revolver, and carbine—were key to the troopers’ combat system and allowed for one-handed operation—a crucial characteristic in a horse fight as troopers rarely let go of the reins when their lives depended on controlling their horses’ speed and direction.
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  Figure 1.1. Unidentified Federal trooper with carbine, revolver, and sabre. Library of Congress.




  The carbine sling allowed quick access to the carbine; the soldier could raise the weapon to his shoulder, support the barrel with his left hand while maintaining his reins, fire, and return the carbine to hang at his side as needed. The butt-forward revolver allowed for ambidextrous draw, and the sword knot was also an integral part of the system. Before drawing the sabre, a trooper threaded his right hand through the knot, and this kept the trooper from losing the weapon during a melee. More important, once the trooper had drawn the sabre, he could drop the blade and let it hang from his right wrist. This left him free to draw and fire his carbine or revolver. In seconds, he could return either firearm and, with a flick of the wrist, have the sabre back in hand as the situation required.




  Cavalry did not hone sabre blades razor sharp. Instead, they were edged like a cleaver, allowing the soldier to ride in close ranks with the blade dangling by the sword knot without cutting himself, his mount, or the mount or man beside him. The final two pieces of gear were a cloth haversack for rations suspended across the chest, as well as a tin, or sometimes wooden, canteen.
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  Prior to the war, the United States Military Academy at West Point was ranked as the most prestigious martial academy in America, having been in operation since 1802. With an early emphasis on military engineering and artillery, the school formed to eliminate the need for foreign advisers in America’s future wars. Over time, the curriculum expanded to cover practical instruction and advanced tactics in the three primary combat arms: infantry, artillery, and cavalry. Only two candidates were allowed from each state annually, and only one family member could attend per generation. Candidates often came from the “better families” of society and generally acquired a list of formal recommendations.




  The U.S. Army offered graduating cadets a 2nd lieutenant’s commission, with the branch based on class standing. Top slots went to the Corps of Engineers, then the artillery, followed by the cavalry, and then the infantry. While graduating cadets were qualified for a junior officer’s commission, not all graduates had the proper temperament or acumen for active duty, nor did the academy inherently make them superior leaders or tacticians.7 That said, the vast majority of general officers in the Civil War were former graduates of “The Point,” and the tactics and organization learned at the academy shaped both the Federal and Confederate war efforts in dogma, training, and organization.




  These aspects were especially true in the cavalry, where cadets studied a manual adopted by the U.S. War Department in 1841, named for the serving secretary of war, Joel Poinsett.8 Privates formed in ranks two deep and maneuvered in fifty-man companies, commanded by a captain, with each company, or troop, composed of two twenty-man platoons commanded by a lieutenant. Two companies formed a squadron, multiple squadrons formed a battalion, and three battalions formed a twelve-company regiment. Multiple regiments then formed a brigade, and multiple brigades formed a division.9 Officers called out the commands, and buglers transmitted the orders to the rest of the unit. Flags composed of regimental standards and swallow-tailed company guidons served as visual cues for the troopers to form upon and rally under when needed.10




  At the start of the Civil War, five Federally funded regiments served in the Lilliputian-sized cavalry on the American frontier: 1st Dragoons, established 1833; 2nd Dragoons, established 1836; 1st Mounted Rifles, established 1846; 1st Cavalry, established 1855; and the 2nd Cavalry, also established in 1855. These units engaged in small-scale actions with the various native tribes along the frontier and defended the border with Mexico. Typical frontier service saw these units deployed to distant locations where they mostly fought in platoon- or company-sized engagements. Many of these frontier cavalry officers would later rise to prominent roles in the Civil War and go on to serve as general officers on their respective sides.11




  These five units were redesignated in August 1861. To maintain seniority, the army redesignated the units in the following manner: the 1st Dragoons became the 1st U.S. Cavalry; 2nd Dragoons—the 2nd U.S. Cavalry; and 1st Mounted Rifles—the 3rd U.S. Cavalry. The prewar 1st Cavalry became the 4th U.S. Cavalry, and the prewar 2nd Cavalry became the 5th U.S. Cavalry. Outside of these “Regular” Federal units, the various states, both North and South, raised vast numbers of volunteer cavalry and designated them with a number declaring their volunteer seniority by date of organization, followed by their home state: 1st Massachusetts Cavalry, 2nd Virginia Cavalry, 3rd Pennsylvania Cavalry, and so on. Federal Regular and State Volunteer commissions were equivalent in the field, but rank in the Regular regiments counted as a true Federal commission during and after the war, where the state volunteer commissions did not transfer to the Regular Army.12




  The pay for a private was $13 for Federals and $11 for Confederates, the key difference being an additional $12 bounty paid monthly to Confederate troopers who supplied their own horses, a common occurrence in Southern states.13 This gave the Confederate cavalry a distinct advantage at the beginning of the war, as Southern recruits arrived on a sound horse the recruit knew in temperament and ability.14 On the Federal side, the majority of the horses were owned and issued by the government, and many recruits received a green horse upon joining a Federal cavalry unit.15 Some Northern recruits were not yet capable riders, and this combination of novice riders on green horses diminished the potential of some Union regiments at the onset of the war.16 “We are drilling on horseback now,” wrote one Union recruit. “When we draw sabres the horses run away and the Col. swears harder than ever.”17
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  Figure 1.2. Unidentified Confederate trooper with sabre. Library of Congress.
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  Horses were plentiful in America. In 1860, the horse population of the United States stood at 4.5 million and ranked near the top of the world.18 The Thoroughbred contributed to the creation of all major American breeds east of the Mississippi and north of Florida, and this dated back to colonial times. New York, Virginia, and the Carolinas were all instrumental in American equine development, producing such breeds as the Old Canadian, Narragansett Pacer, Quarter-Running Horse, the Morgan, the American Saddlebred, and the American Standardbred.19 Heros von Borcke, a European officer who served in the Confederate cavalry, appeared deeply impressed with Southern horses and described the typical Virginia cavalry mount during the war as descending from English Derby Thoroughbreds: “The horses were of medium size, very elegant in form, and extraordinarily efficient. They were also characterized by great docility and a very gentle nature.”20




  The Quarter-Running Horse, the ancestor of today’s American Quarter Horse, also gained popularity in Southern circles. Like other breeds of the time, “Running Horses” were a blend of Thoroughbred, Hobby, and Narragansett Pacers, bred for quarter-mile sprints down small-town main streets on Sunday afternoons. Also popular in the South were hardy, gaited horses known today as the Tennessee Walking Horse and Missouri Fox Trotter. Both possessed smooth, mile-eating gaits popular on both sidetracks and turnpikes for traveling long distances.21 The North did not breed as many gaited horses and tended to favor multifunctional breeds such as the versatile and resilient Morgan, capable of plowing, hauling, driving, and general riding. Many Federal officers preferred Thoroughbred-Morgan crosses for field duty.22




  The Federal system of securing cavalry mounts relied on a wide web of purchasing agents dedicated to procuring horses for the government with mandated standards: six years old, 950 pounds, and no less than fifteen hands high. The price paid for a cavalry mount ranged from $150 to $185, the rough equivalent in today’s economy of $3,500.23 Military service was hard on mounts, and more than just cavalry mounts served. There were also artillery horses, as well as the horses and mules used for hauling food, ammunition, and equipment wagons. As the war continued, the armies used more and more mules for hauling wagons and artillery, and some rare troopers and officers preferred riding mules to horses.24




  Whether by horses or mules, all Civil War armies moved by equine power on the march, and therefore the military required a great deal of animal stock. Due to the combustible engines of the twentieth century and asphalt-topped roads, we now take for granted the ease with which we move from point to point and can safely travel hundreds of miles per day on our highway systems. The nineteenth century was drastically different. Traveling twenty miles a day with a wagon was making good time in the 1860s. River crossings with formal bridges were found only on high-travel roadways and turnpikes, and the simple ford remained the most common way to cross a river. Most roads linked fords and bridges to one another and the numerous passes through mountain chains. Going up, over, and back down a mountain pass on nineteenth-century roads not only slowed the pace but also taxed the horses, especially those pulling artillery and supply wagons.
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  Figure 1.3. Federal officer on cavalry mount. Library of Congress.




  Much like their human counterparts, Federal horses enlisted, trained, and deployed under the direction of the United States Army and, in particular, the quartermaster general of the Federal Army, Brigadier General Montgomery C. Meigs. The quartermaster general took responsibility for supplying almost everything but ordnance, medicine, and food. This left horses, mules, hay, grain, ambulances, wagons, hammers, nails, horseshoes, uniforms, boots, spurs, coffins, saddles, bridles, halters, and mobile forges.25




  General Meigs struggled to supply the army with horses, and cavalry mounts in particular. Part of this difficulty came from simple graft, as evidenced in Pennsylvania in 1861, when the government purchased 1,000 horses. A second inspection showed that of the 1,000 horses, only 480 proved worthy: 35 were pregnant, 120 were too old, 86 were too young, 60 were too small, 8 were blind, 5 had debilitating conditions, and a number were sick and close to dying.26 Meigs and his agents also battled a number of infectious diseases including: glanders, strangles, and distemper.27




  Additional hurdles included keeping the horses properly groomed. Horses sweat, and when the sweat evaporates it cools the horse’s body, allowing them to run great distances; however, sweat will not evaporate from a horse’s back when wearing a saddle and blanket and carrying a rider. Therefore, properly grooming a horse’s back was crucial to maintaining a working horse’s health. Dust, dander, dirt, and dried sweat all form small particulates within the horse’s coat that, under the collective weight of the saddle and rider, will grind through the horse’s coat and create a skin abrasion if not consistently brushed and groomed. Abrasions led to painful saddle sores, flies, infections, and disease. In a perfect world, a cavalry horse would be fed, watered, groomed, saddled, and exercised. Afterward the saddle would be pulled, the coat brushed out, and the blanket shaken out and set up to dry while the horse was again watered, fed, and put up for the evening.




  Frontline service was vastly different from the perfect world. The demands of a campaign did not usually allow for regimented grooming times, and horses often had to remain saddled for long periods of time. Sergeants and corporals had to be diligent in taking advantage of opportunities when their men could groom their mounts, and these often came at day’s end when all were exhausted and only wanted to sleep, not attend to their horses. Noncommissioned officers also had to ensure the troopers did not overload their mounts on the march with extra cooking utensils, extra weaponry, extra ammunition, keepsakes, and scavenged items, as this taxed the horses beyond what was necessary. When wounded Confederates were captured in a makeshift hospital in 1862, they were interviewed by a reporter from the New York Tribune who asked the Rebels’ opinions of their Federal counterparts: “The 8th Illinois, with whom they have frequently come in contact, they pronounced the best riders in [Federal] service, and said if they would carry less upon their horses, they would make splendid cavaliers.”28




  Along with proper care and grooming came food and water. Working cavalry mounts required between twelve and eighteen gallons of clean water a day, and this same horse required a daily supply of forage—hay or grass—as well as a daily issue of grain. Forage provided nutrition and the bulk needed for good digestion. Grain gave the high-energy calories needed to build muscle, maintain strength, and provide speed and stamina. Federal regulations called for fourteen pounds of hay for horses and mules, and eight pounds of grain, per horse, per day, every day; sadly, many horses suffered from want of nutrition.29




  Sustained marches on slim rations or inadequate water would deplete a horse, weaken his immune system, and break him down without ever seeing the enemy. As large as they are, horses are fragile if not properly cared for. Officers could force their men ahead on short rations and make them soldier on in their belief of a cause, but horses are unaware of glory, duty, or social agendas. Their bodies and muscle structures are also far larger than humans’ and require far more calories to maintain the muscle mass required to carry not just themselves but also a trooper, saddle, ammunition, and arms. Malnourishment, toxic plants, bad hay, dehydration, infrequent feedings, and tainted water all contributed to problems with horses’ stomachs and their intestinal tracts. Horses cannot vomit and purge their stomachs as humans can, and if a horse ate the wrong thing, it could suffer a wide range of intestinal issues, from a simple colic, or stomach pain, to an intestinal blockage that can kill a horse.30




  Another common problem with horses was their feet; proper care and attention had to be paid to ensure their hooves were trimmed and maintained or the horse would go lame. Many turnpikes and thoroughfares of the nineteenth century were macadamized with layers of crushed stone for shedding water; however, this surface proved extremely hard on the horses’ feet. If the horse lacked metal shoes, the macadamized roads would erode the hoof wall and cripple the animal until the outer hoof could regrow.31 Horses who couldn’t keep up were left on the side of the road in droves. “I do my best for my horses and am sorry for them,” wrote one Federal officer, “but all war is cruel and it is my business to bring every man I can into the presence of the enemy, and so make war short. . . . I have but one rule, a horse must go until he cannot be spurred any further, and then the rider must get another horse as soon as he can seize one.”32




  This may have been a slightly extreme view at the time, but it shows that horses were expendable, and their life and welfare valued less than that of the troopers who rode them. Estimated human deaths in the Civil War range from 618,000 to 630,000 or more, a monumental tragedy.33 The estimated death toll for Civil War horses and mules sits between 1.3 and 1.5 million.34




  Once in combat, the greater size of the horses made them better targets, and if wounded, the prospects for recovery were dire. Like humans, an abdominal wound to a horse tended to be fatal, and amputations were obviously out of the question. Perhaps the hardest service any animals saw in the war came in hauling field guns for the artillery. An additional team carried a caisson with one or two limber chests filled with ammunition for the cannons. Artillery teams not only transported the guns and limbers but also maneuvered them during the battle and kept them supplied with ammunition. Therefore, gun and limber teams drew extraordinary amounts of fire during a battle, limiting a cannon crew’s efficiency and capacity for action and movement.
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  Figure 1.4. Confederate artillery horses killed near Fredericksburg, Virginia, May 3, 1863. Library of Congress.




  Much like their human counterparts, horses could panic in battle, and the results could be catastrophic. “Riderless horses came thundering through the trees with empty saddles,” recalled a Union lieutenant in 1862. “[A]rtillery horse with caissons attached ran through the squads of men, and striking trees, caused the percussion shells to explode, blowing horses, caissons and everything to atoms.”35 The problem of loose or wounded horses running wild did not stop with the artillery. Accounts of cavalry mounts bolting about with empty saddles were a common sight. The cry “loose horse” became a common concern in camp or in battle as a sprinting horse could flatten anyone in its path. The following account comes from a horse charge witnessed in 1863 Virginia: “the loud shouts, the sabers flashing . . . then the clash, the hewing strokes, the indescribable jumble and melee . . . horses overthrown, riders unhorsed and trodden underfoot . . . and constantly dropping out of the crush the rider-less horse, quivering with excitement, galloping a little to the rear and then turning instinctively to rejoin the troop.”36




  If a Union trooper lost his horse, he would normally serve dismounted within his regiment while waiting to receive a remount. If a Confederate trooper suffered the same fate, and the horse fell in battle, he would receive compensation for his loss by the government, and then be obligated to either find a replacement or enter a dismounted arm of the service.37 If the Confederate’s horse died through disease, or in a matter unrelated to combat, it became the trooper’s responsibility to furnish another mount. As the war progressed, remounts became harder to find, and troopers were often taxed with finding serviceable substitutes. This self-contractor dynamic put the financial responsibility upon Southern troopers and may have aided the Confederate cavalry by forcing better grooming and hygiene practices.38




  Whether Federal or Confederate, after receiving or purchasing a remount, the trooper brought the often-green horse back to his troop and introduced the animal to a new environment. Results varied, and not all horses had the temperament for cavalry service. Horses are social beings, and though not very vocal, they constantly communicate with one another in proximity. A stamped hoof, cocked ear, arched neck, or lowered head speaks volumes in equine parlance. Herd dynamics and structure, however, were soon bent to the will of the riders and the particular task at hand required by the troop.39 This could cause kicking and biting in the ranks during drill evolutions where cavalry mounts had to work shoulder to shoulder with other horses, and new arrivals sometimes had to be shuffled about to avoid a spontaneous rodeo from occurring.40 The break-in time for a cavalry mount lasted a month or two, and the more advanced the rider, the quicker the break-in time.




  Another way of acquiring a new horse came from finding or capturing one on the battlefield. Corporal John Weston of Company C, 1st Massachusetts Cavalry, recalled such an incident at Aldie, Virginia, when his horse fell beneath him midcharge: “I had not gone 16 rods when a Minie ball went through [my horse] and killed him instantly. . . . I picked myself back up as lively as circumstances would permit and a [sergeant] of Co. A fell shot through the head, so I grabbed his horse and before he had hardly struck the ground I was in the saddle and skedaddling.”41




  Amid a storm of bullets and charging horses, Weston showed incredible poise and horsemanship by acquiring a new mount in those surroundings and returning to his lines. Another example of riding a found horse comes from Lieutenant Colonel Thomas Marshall of the 7th Virginia Cavalry, who recalled an incident while pursuing a body of Federal cavalry across a narrow stone bridge with low shoulders and a rocky river far below: “As I was mounted upon a recently captured horse, about whose qualities I knew nothing, I did not endeavor to remain at the head of the column, but closed it up, sending back men when I found too many.”42
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  Figure 1.5. Private Levi F. Hocker, Company F, 17th Pennsylvania Cavalry. Library of Congress.




  Marshall’s experience and horse sense shows here in spades. He knew better than to risk throwing his new mount into an environment where it could panic, kill them both, or possibly reverse any advantage won by his troopers—and leading a charge onto a high, narrow bridge spanning a river below, only to pitch into a bottlenecked mass of swinging blades, pistol fire, and rearing horses, presented a terrifically challenging situation for any horse. Instead, Marshall pulled back and continued to direct the action. Sometimes it was just as important to know what a horse wouldn’t do as what it would. The bond between a trooper and his mount formed a crucial element in cavalry service; the better troopers were the better riders, and the better riders were those most in tune with their mounts.
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  WEAPONS AND TACTICS




  The first recorded use of cavalry comes from the Middle East, where horse-drawn chariots pulled spearmen in range of the enemy in the 2nd millennia BCE.1 Saddles, stirrups, and mounted archers followed, giving rise to metal breastplates, lamellar armor, chain mail, and the couched lance. Frankish charges proved brutally effective against shield walls of infantry. Mounted lancers bowled over the infantry, using the “shock” and “weight” of the charging horses to break the enemy’s ranks, and then pursued the fleeing footmen with swords and battle axes.2




  Similar shock tactics remained in use for centuries, with their success waning over time and giving way to gunpowder, matchlock muskets, and finally the flintlock musket. Horse tactics evolved as well, and in the seventeenth century, the flintlock pistol became the dominant cavalry weapon over the lance or sword. Caracole charges came in vogue, with horsemen charging up to the enemy and firing pistols as they turned about to ride away and reload. The shock of the horses breaking through the enemy vanished altogether, and the results proved mediocre at best.3 Opponents soon countered by drawing swords, clapping spurs, and charging full speed through the weak pistol fire of their opponents to cleave them from the saddle. The cavalry had come full circle, and the shock of the horse charge reigned once again.4




  At the same time, European generals were developing new infantry tactics to support the new infantry weapon of the time—the smoothbore musket. The musket was a single-shot weapon firing a single lead ball, with each charge rammed down the muzzle of the barrel in a series of rote movements. A well-trained infantryman could fire three rounds per minute in the stress of combat, and the most efficient use of these smoothbore flint-locks came from firing massed volleys at the enemy. Officers maneuvered large blocks of infantrymen by drum commands and deployed them in rigid lines whereby every soldier could bring his weapon to bear. This produced lethal volleys akin to naval broadsides with an effective range out to eighty yards on a man-sized target. Opponents would march and countermarch until one side closed in range, and both sides would hammer away until one gained an advantage through superior fire, a flanking action, or some turn of arms. The winning side then advanced to claim the ground with fixed bayonets.




  The role of the cavalry naturally changed amid these smoothbore tactics. Because of the range of the smoothbore, and the time required to load the muskets, narrow windows of opportunity allowed for horse charges against infantry under the right circumstances. This dynamic created two distinct types of European cavalry: heavy and light. The heavy cavalry rode large, heavy-bodied horses and became known as Dragoon Guards, Cuirassiers, and Carbineers. The primary mission of the heavy cavalry, who were often equipped with metal helmets and breastplates, was to charge the enemy at a slow gallop and bull their way through opposing ranks of infantry and cavalry.




  The second type of cavalry served a more strategic purpose. They rode light-bodied horses raised for speed and endurance, and ranged forward to gather intelligence and discover weak points in the opposition. Light horse units directed the advance of the army, guarded the flanks, engaged the enemy between the lines, and performed long-range reconnaissance missions. Frederick the Great’s field generals, Hans von Ziethen and Wilhelm von Seidlitz, were wildly successful in forming units of light horse cavalry from native Hungarian horsemen. These units adopted the name of Hussars, for their Eastern European origins and curved cutting swords known as the sabre.5 Later units of light cavalry based on the preceding Hussars were named Light Dragoons, Chevaulégers, and Chasseurs au Cheval. Napoleon’s light horse commander, Antoine de Lasalle, won everlasting fame for the outstanding actions of his Hussars and their high-speed charges against enemy cavalry and infantry.6




  The Victorian age arrived at the close of the Napoleonic Wars, and with it came new manufacturing techniques and a surge in new technologies. Two bellweather advances were the rifled musket and the minié ball, and this combination again altered the battlefield. Smoothbore muskets fired a round lead ball and had a rate of fire of three rounds a minute, with an effective range of eighty yards on a man-sized target. When at the charge, a cavalry squadron covered approximately thirty-three feet per second, or roughly one hundred yards in less than ten seconds, meaning a charging squadron could cover two hundred yards—far beyond the smoothbores’ range in the time it took the infantry to reload. This meant a charging squadron would only suffer one fire in the course of their charge. Therefore, the use of cavalry charges in pitched battles against formed infantry could still produce victories if handled correctly, and the cavalry charge remained a viable option against smoothbore infantry.




  That paradigm changed with the Minié ball and the rifled musket. Emerging in 1847, the Minié ball was a conical-shaped lead bullet with a hollow base. Soldiers still loaded from the muzzle, but the barrels had a concentric set of grooves cut into their surface known as rifling. When fired, the Minié ball’s hollow base expanded to engage the rifling, which imparted a spin to the projectile, yielding greater accuracy and range. The expanding base also formed a tight seal between bullet and barrel and harnessed a greater amount of energy from the burning powder than a round ball.7 These attributes tripled the range of the infantry’s primary weapon. Now a squadron of cavalry would suffer two or three volleys when charging an infantry line; therefore, charges on prepared infantry were no longer a practical option.8 The days of heavy cavalry battering their draft horses through the infantry were over. Field commanders would still need speed-bred horses for light cavalry to screen the enemy and range the advance, and light cavalry remained the best source for gathering reconnaissance available to Victorian generals.9




  Likewise, Minié balls and rifled barrels delivered a new, far-ranging freedom for nineteenth-century horse soldiers. In the smoothbore wars, light cavalry used muzzle-loading carbines with truncated barrels short enough to be loaded from the saddle. Hussars and light dragoons could dismount and fight on foot if they absolutely had to, but the notoriously weak, clipped range of smoothbore carbines required a covering force of infantry with full-length muskets if cavalry wanted to take ground and hold it.10 This curtailed the potential of smoothbore cavalry, but the combination of Minié balls and rifled barrels extended the range of the new carbines out to two hundred yards. Troopers could now dismount and hold their own ground against enemy cavalry charges and this made the Victorian light cavalry independent of slow-moving infantry support, meaning they could range far and wide at greater speed. This opened a new dynamic in cavalry operations and allowed for fast-moving, long-distance raids against supply lines, bridges, infrastructure, and even enemy cities.




  The new light cavalry was meant to be bold in their work, to lead the advance, find the enemy, and range between the lines. During an advance, the cavalry would form a mobile screen to shield their own army’s movements from the enemy. Opposing light cavalry would attempt to break past the enemy’s screen and divine his intent. The better officers excelled in these maneuvers; they created opportunities, understood terrain, and seized the initiative whenever possible. During a retreat, the cavalry would form a rear guard to cover their armies’ withdrawal and attempt to check the enemy’s pursuit. If an enemy retreated in their front, light cavalry would vigorously pursue the enemy to create a rout, break the opposing rear guard, and keep up the pursuit until the enemy surrendered or scattered.
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  Cavalry actions were entirely different affairs than infantry fights with moving lines and constantly shifting flanks. The target of a mounted charge could be static, or it could be moving diagonally at more than thirty miles an hour. This made speed, timing, and formation the crucial elements to any mounted charge. Horse charges, often referred to as sabre charges, were not headlong gallops from start to finish. A well-led charge began at a walk, progressed to a trot, and then a canter or military gallop. The final sprint came as the ranks closed within fifty to a hundred yards of the enemy, and this maintained the necessary cohesion within the ranks to deliver the combined weight of the horses arriving in formation against the enemy. “The charge will be delivered against the enemy by squadrons, the gallop being taken when within 50 yards of the enemy’s front, and the gait increased instead of diminished as the enemy is neared, so as to give the greatest possible force to the shock against the enemy’s column. . . . Too much importance cannot be given to the shock of the charge, the furious impact of horse against horse, for in that will consist the success of the charge.”11




  The goal of a horse charge wasn’t to kill the opponent outright, but to drive one’s horses through the enemy formation, break their ranks apart, shatter their discipline, and create a rout.12 Despite the misleading term sabre charge, the trooper’s primary weapon in these affairs was his horse; the attending sabre blows were secondary.13 The two went hand in hand; the short range of the sabre dictated the troopers’ need to launch their mounts among the enemy, and the horses arriving en masse generated the weight, which broke the enemy apart, shattered their ranks, and wrecked their ability to fight as a unit. Once the enemy fled, the sabre saw its most effective use.14




  There were two types of primary horse sabres listed in the US Ordnance Manual: the 1840 “Cavalry Sabre,” often called the dragoon because of its early frontier service with the 1st and 2nd Dragoons; and the later 1860 “Light Cavalry Sabre,” intended for the frontier 1st and 2nd Cavalry formed just before the war.15 Individual blades varied slightly by manufacturer but were similar in weight and listed respectively at one pound, five ounces and one pound, six ounces in the manual, though the 1860 had a scabbard that weighed almost a pound less for a significant difference in day-to-day carrying.16
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  Figure 2.1. Union officers from the 4th Pennsylvania Cavalry. Colonel James H. Childs, seen standing, was killed September 17, 1862. Library of Congress.




  Intended primarily for the thrust, both blades could still manage an effective cut when needed. Their curved shape and single edge aided the trooper in wielding the weapon around his mount’s head, neck, and shoulders, and the blade’s curvature also helped with making a cut. The 1840 had a sturdy, flat-backed spine and a more forward “point of percussion” than the 1860. This gave the 1840 a slightly better cutting balance—a similar feel to a long-handled hammer—whereas the 1860 had a rounded spine, resulting in less material overall and was typically an inch shorter. This gave the 1860 a point of balance closer to the hilt, yielding a lighter, “faster-feeling” point for the thrust.17 Proponents for both the point and edge argued the virtues of both; the thrust was certainly faster, more lethal, and best delivered at the charge, but the blade could become embedded in an opponent and prove difficult to withdraw. In contrast, a good blade offered greater knock-down power, was less likely to become entrapped, and rendered instant results in the swirling knee-to-knee melees once the lines mixed.18 Killing the enemy wasn’t necessary when wielding a sabre; the blades acted more like cleavers than scalpels and landed like steel whips that cracked skulls and splayed faces.19 Though not usually lethal, a concussive wound to the head instantly forced an opponent out of the fight, and period accounts abound of troopers receiving head wounds in sabre fights during the war.




  Officers could launch a charge in line or column. A line formation yielded a broad front two ranks deep, and this ranked as the preferred formation for combat. The line formation brought more weapons to bear against the enemy on contact, struck with a wider impact, and proved harder to contain. It also spread the enemy’s fire over a broader area and potentially reduced casualties; however, the line charge required a large patch of open ground and became difficult to turn or maneuver once under way. The second option, charging in column, produced a narrower front and allowed greater maneuverability when charging down roads, threading wood lots, and passing fence gates. It also concentrated the entire force of the column on a single point. The drawback to the column charge was that it drew all opposing fire on its head, and if any of the front-rank horses were hit midcharge, it could retard the progress of all behind with an accordion-styled pileup.20




  Officers responded with two options. The first was to maneuver their command in column, gain the range of the enemy, and, if terrain allowed, form the troops in line on a wide front prior to the charge and direct the horses straight ahead.21 If circumstances or terrain wouldn’t allow a broad front, horse commanders could charge in a group of columns, staged en echelon, whereby each succeeding group would offset right or left as dictated by bugle calls. This allowed the multiple columns greater maneuverability but still delivered much of the “weight” of a line charge as each column landed in league with the rest.




  Given the rapid nature of cavalry fights and the short range and low killing power of the sabre, casualties were often slight in mounted combat, and a defeated force could quickly scatter, rally back, and reform to charge again.22 In fact, the very act of charging through the enemy would disorder the victor as well as the vanquished, and experienced commanders rarely charged without a waiting reserve to support, or exploit, their actions.23 Maintaining discipline throughout the entire charge was vital. If successful, troopers often experienced a surge of adrenaline as they barreled forward in triumph atop a herd of sprinting horses. Having cheated death, a rush of emotion and elation could engulf both man and mount resulting in headlong pursuits of the enemy, heedless of their officers and the bugle calls to rally back and reform. These reckless, post-triumph pursuits often ended poorly and to the detriment of the temporary victors.




  Terrain played a crucial role in any horse charge. Steep creeks, swampy bogs, heavy woods, and ditches could easily wreck the boldest charge, no matter how determined the riders. Without good ground, the horses simply couldn’t reach the target with any momentum, and momentum was essential in a horse charge. Fences were especially troublesome and common to almost every pasture, crop field, and road in nineteenth-century America. A typical horse could jump a three-foot fence with trooper aboard, but when it came to a two-hundred-man battalion vaulting a fence and maintaining the order required for a successful charge on the enemy, it proved extremely difficult; if attempted in any numbers above a platoon, it could easily end in failure.24
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  Samuel Colt’s patented revolving cylinder pistol was yet another tremendous advance in technology for participants of the American Civil War. Colt’s revolving pistols used a multichambered cylinder, allowing all chambers to be fired as quickly as one could cock the hammer and pull the trigger, all the while keeping the second hand free to manage the reins. Texas Rangers armed with Colts used the new weapons with outstanding success against the Comanche Nation, and these encounters gave way to a new tactic—the revolver charge.25




  Horsemen could now gallop in on the enemy and quickly discharge multiple rounds at close range. This tactic enjoyed great success on the frontier against native horsemen bearing war clubs or bows and arrows; however, a drawback emerged against disciplined sabre-bearing opponents
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  Figure 2.2. Confederate officer of the 43rd Virginia Cavalry Battalion. Library of Congress.




  when revolver-bearing troopers pulled up short and opened fire instead of riding through the enemy. When the troopers pulled short and fired, all momentum vanished, and the beneficial shock of the horses passing through the enemy and breaking their ranks evaporated.26 One Confederate partisan countered this effect by ordering his troopers not simply to charge up to the enemy and fire but to drive through the enemy instead, firing as they went.27 “When you are ordered to charge, I want you to go right through them. . . . [L]et every shot tell.”28 This preserved the shock of the charge as the men galloped through the enemy and fired point-blank, sometimes even shoving their barrels against the enemy when pulling the trigger.




  Loading a percussion revolver took a bit of time, dexterity, and attention to detail. Each chamber in the cylinder had to be loaded one at a time and rammed down tight with a lever stored under the barrel. Each chamber then required seating a separate percussion cap on the nipple of each chamber.29 Therefore, loading a revolver during combat never proved a practical option, and many officers preferred to charge their men with revolvers ready, and only switched to the sabre once the revolvers ran dry. Others took a different course and ordered their men to use the sabre first and keep their revolvers in reserve. Still others had the forward ranks close with revolvers in hand while the rear ranks stuck to the sabre, the intent being to blast an opening through the enemy with their revolvers and exploit the gap with sabre-bearing troopers coming up in the rear.30 No one method worked for every situation, and every charge varied and held its own particular circumstances. Ultimately, using the speed and momentum of the horses, coupled with whatever weapon was at hand, produced the best results.31




  Northern manufacturing gave the Federals a distinct advantage in their ability to produce a wide variety of revolvers. Colt and Remington were the most popular, followed by the Starr and the Smith & Wesson. Confederate manufacturing capacity was limited, and never truly geared toward revolvers. Instead, Southern forces relied primarily on seized arsenals before the war and battle captures after that. Other Southern sources were imports from France and England, including the popular French model LeMatt, along with the Kerr, and the excellent Beaumont-Adams revolvers from England.




  The Federal advantage in weapons production also extended into carbine manufacturing and breech-loading carbines, in particular. The new breechloaders offered a faster rate of fire than muzzleloaders and allowed for much easier reloading from the saddle. When dismounted, breechloaders permitted the trooper to fire and reload from the prone position, negating the need to stand or kneel to handle the rammer of a muzzleloader. The Sharps, the Smith, and the Burnside were all Northern made and three of the most common models used in the war, with the Sharps using a combustible linen or paper cartridge, the Smith a rubber casing, and the Burnside a brass case housing the powder and projectile. All three were “capped” separately from the cartridge. Confederates prized the Sharps in particular, as they could manufacture the cartridges needed if they captured one. Another breechloading carbine popular among Southern troopers was the Maynard, which used brass cartridges to be kept and reloaded after each use.




  While the breechloaders didn’t have the power of muzzle-loading carbines, their higher rate of fire and ease of handling made them far more popular among the troopers. Still more popular were the Federal repeating carbines, which used self-contained metallic cartridges consisting of powder, ball, and a rimfire primer all in one. There were two types, the Henry and the Spencer. Each utilized an internal magazine holding fifteen rounds in the former and seven in the latter.32 Each weapon had an incredible rate of fire, with the Spencer firing seven aimed shots in twenty-one seconds, and the Henry fifteen shots in eleven seconds. The Spencer was the more robust of the two weapons and fired a more powerful cartridge.33 If either weapon fell to the Confederates, they were incapable of producing the ammunition, and therefore these repeaters had little value to Southern soldiers. One disadvantage of the repeaters was, paradoxically, their high rate of fire; per the manual, only forty rounds of ammunition were issued at a time, because of the danger of overweighting the mounts, and Spencer-bearing troopers could easily burn through forty rounds in an engagement before being resupplied.34
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  Beginning in the eighteenth century, specialized “flying batteries” of horse-drawn “light artillery” designed for rapid movement appeared on European battlefields.35 By the nineteenth century, members of light batteries and horse batteries were either mounted, rode atop the battery horses, or sat atop the limber chests of guns and caissons, making all capable of keeping pace with mounted troops to provide close-range fire support.36 Battery drivers would race forward and sling the guns about as gunners dismounted and unlimbered the piece. Once the horse team unlinked, the drivers would gallop the team out of range, while the gunners loaded and fired. This all occurred in under a minute, with ranges leading out to a mile. Horse artillery kept pace with the cavalry but also provided support during a charge or covered a retreat, and horse batteries often served as a mobile strong point where troopers could rally and reform under cover of the guns.37 A skilled battery commander could direct the battle space from a mile away, effectively retarding an enemy advance, forcing him in a certain direction, or keeping an enemy from occupying a key piece of terrain.




  There were two principal types of cannons used through the war—smoothbores and the newer rifled guns—which first saw widespread use in the Crimean War. Of the smoothbores, the lighter 12-pound howitzer, at 3,200 pounds, held sway with horse gunners for its lightweight, heavy payload and ease of transport, followed by the 12-pound Napoleon, at 3,800 pounds. Of the rifled variants, the Parrot saw the most service early on, and the three-inch Ordnance Rifle, or 10-pounder, surpassed the Parrot for safety and durability in the latter half of the war. The 10-pound Parrot weighed 3,190 pounds and the Ordnance Rifle 3,120 pounds, and this weight determined the number of horses needed to draw the piece and limber as well as the second ammunition wagon known as a caisson with its own team of horses.38 Federal regulations stated an artillery horse could pull 600 pounds apiece, meaning a six-horse team was recommended for all the guns listed above.39 These recommendations could not always be met on campaign.




  Projectiles for smoothbores and rifles consisted of three types. The first was round shot, a single large-diameter iron ball, or rifled bolt, used at long ranges out to a mile to bounce through the ranks of enemy troops and smash the carriages, wheels, and limbers of enemy batteries across the field. The second type was shell and case—also known as shrapnel. Shell referred to a hollow iron projectile filled with powder and fitted with a timed fuse. The gun commander estimated the range on the fuse to burst the shell over opposing ranks and rain down lethal iron fragments. Case consisted of iron spheres filled with not only powder but also additional iron balls. Like shell, case was fixed with timed fuses and set to burst above enemy troops. The third type was grape and canister, held in reserve for close work of four hundred yards or less, with a preferred range of two hundred yards and closer. Grape shot typically came with a wooden sabot to extend the effect out beyond two hundred yards. Canister rounds were simple tin shells, or linen-wrapped cartridges, filled with dozens of iron balls that spread toward the target, effectively turning the guns into giant shotguns. Loading canister meant the enemy was expected inside two hundred yards—well within the range of rifled carbines and constituting an extermely dangerous situation for the gun crews.40




  Horse gunners formed the most lethal arm in the mounted service, and the better battery commanders were true force multipliers who often determined the outcome of an engagement. A horse gunner needed a sharp eye for ground, a strong willingness to engage the enemy, and the foresight to know when to get his guns out of harm’s way. The primary goal was to get a piece with the heaviest punch in the best range supported by the most ammunition while expending the least amount of wear on the horses.41 Correctly managing the horse teams may have been the most crucial of all roles. If the horses were depleted through exhaustion, or hit by enemy fire when serving the guns, the battery became a static target until replacements arrived.
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  Figure 2.3. A Federal artillery battery near Fredericksburg, Virginia, 1863. Dickinson College.




  Four to six guns formed a battery, and each gun had a five-man crew and a gunner. Number one rammed and sponged the piece, number two handled the shell, number three plugged the vent, number four primed the gun and worked the lanyard, and number five brought ammunition up from the limber. The gunner, or chief of piece, did the aiming while an officer supervised the action, called the ordnance, and estimated range. Drill practice ended with anyone of the crew suddenly being called absent and repeated until down to the minimum of two men required.42




  The unsung heroes of the war were the gun and caisson drivers. Just moving a horse team and gun over muddy roads at a gallop required a great deal of skill and nerve. To maneuver one under fire required an even greater degree of courage. The drivers rode “postillion” sitting on the left front of the horse teams, and each driver had a metal shield to keep their inside leg from getting crushed by the trace poles in tight turns. Everyone shot at artillery during a battle, especially when the guns and caissons were moving, and drawing greater attention. If even one horse in a team received a debilitating hit, the entire team came to a halt. The driver had to suffer the continuing fire until he could cut the dead or wounded horse—or horses—out of the traces and continue on before the rest of the team fell to the ongoing enemy fire.43 Like good gunners, good drivers were essential to success in combat.
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  THE CONFEDERATES




  By 1863, the American Civil War had ravaged the country for two years running. Predictions of a quick conflict proved wholly inaccurate, and casualties soared into the thousands and then tens of thousands as each side poured blood and treasure into the escalating conquest. Both sides won transitory victories, yet neither could capitalize on their gains. Federal wins in the west were offset by Confederate wins in the east, and the war rolled on with a reaping, scythe-like momentum. Early Federal cries of “On to Richmond” soon fell hollow in the killing fields of Virginia, and despite a distinct edge in numbers and material, the Federal war machine repeatedly ground to a halt far short of the eighty-three miles separating the two capitals.




  In April 1863, the Federal Army of the Potomac attempted to out-flank the Confederate Army of Northern Virginia outside Fredericksburg, Virginia. The opening moves went well for the Federals; General Joseph Hooker snuck his army out of their trenches, crossed the Rappahannock, and passed the Confederate lines. Hooker hoped to gain open ground beyond the Rebel flank by sending the majority of his own Federal cavalry on a deep raid toward the Confederate capital at Richmond, and thus force the Confederate cavalry to pursue the Federal cavalry and abandon Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia. Lee, however, was a former cavalry officer and refused the bait, choosing instead to keep plenty of his own troopers at hand, as he shifted his infantry and engaged Hooker at a wooded crossroads named Chancellorsville. As the two armies squared up in the heavy Virginia woods, watching Rebel horsemen discovered Hooker’s right flank lay wide open with little mounted support.1




  Lee considered the options and took a massive risk. Though outnumbered, he sent over half his troops on a day-long flanking march to strike Hooker’s open flank. Hard-marching Confederate infantry arrived on the open Union flank in the late afternoon and quickly launched an attack. The Rebel assault shattered Hooker’s Federal flank and led to one of the greatest tactical victories of the war. Hooker returned to his lines before Fredericksburg, and Lee’s reputation soared into the ranks of Napoleon and Frederick the Great.2
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  Robert E. Lee grew up in the shadow of his father, Henry Lee III, a celebrated horseman and hero of the American Revolution. Highly intelligent and morally challenged, the elder Lee ended the revolution with a stain on his record that only continued to grow after the war.3 After serving as the governor of Virginia, Robert’s father fell from grace in a meteoric crash to the bottom involving deceit, debt, a prison cell, and finally a public beating before he abandoned his family and sailed for the West Indies.




  Young Robert grew up determined to erase the mark of his father upon his family. Using the remains of his family name, he gained an appointment to the United States Military Academy at West Point and went on to graduate without a single demerit. Lee received a prestigious commission in the Corps of Engineers and then served as a staff engineer for General Winfield Scott in the war with Mexico. In Mexico, Lee scouted, discovered, and then guided American artillery batteries over the difficult passes at Jalapa, where the mountains ran so steep and rocky that the Mexican army judged them impenetrable. “The reconnaissances were conducted with vigor under Captain Lee at the head of the pioneers, and at the end of the third day a passable way for the light batteries was accomplished without alerting the enemy.”4 Lee’s actions were key to the following American victory at Cerro Gordo, and he advanced rapidly from captain to colonel, serving in the battles of Contreras, Churubusco, and Chapultepec.5 General Scott wrote Lee was “as distinguished for felicitous executions as for science and daring.”6




  Unlike his father, Robert impressed most everyone he met. Upon meeting him for the first time, an officer from Texas described him as “dignified without hauteur” and seemingly “possessing the capacity to accomplish great ends.”7 After the Mexican War, Lee served three years as superintendent of West Point, where he enjoyed the ability to share time with his wife and seven children. Afterward, he served as lieutenant colonel of the newly formed 2nd U.S. Cavalry and spent five years campaigning on the Texas frontier against the Comanche and Lipan Apache tribes.




  Before leaving for Texas, Lee taught his son, Robert Jr., to ride a pony he’d purchased as a present for his youngest child. “We rode the dragoon seat, no posting,” remembered Robert Jr., and though his new horse possessed a wonderfully smooth canter, his father insisted his son take the
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  Figure 3.1. General Robert E. Lee, Army of Northern Virginia. Library of Congress.




  rougher trot, forcing him at a young age to learn the rigid dragoon seat of the old guard frontier cavalry. Family or not, Robert E. Lee rarely wavered once he determined a course.8




  In 1861, as Southern states began seceding from the Union, the Federal Army offered Lee command of the defenses of Washington, DC. Lee declined the offer, resigned his commission, and offered his services to the Confederacy. After first serving in southern Georgia and western Virginia, Lee took command of the Army of Northern Virginia in June 1862. Victories followed: the Seven Days, 2nd Manassas, Fredericksburg, and what many considered his greatest achievement, Chancellorsville.9




  Lee had three sons, and all would serve in the Confederate army. The eldest, George Washington Custis Lee, attended West Point and served as aide-de-camp for the president of the Confederate states, Jefferson Davis. Lee’s second son, William Henry Fitzhugh Lee, commonly known as “Rooney,” attended Harvard, where he served as class president. Rooney then followed his father’s inclination for mounted service and rose through the Confederate cavalry to command his own brigade. Lee’s third son, Robert Jr., was only seventeen when the war broke out. Lacking an advanced education, “Rob” enlisted as a private in the Rockbridge Artillery and served eighteen months as a frontline gunner, seeing some of the heaviest fighting of the war.




  In 1863, Robert Sr. secured Rob Jr. a commission in the cavalry. General Lee soon ordered Rob to take his famous horse, Traveller, on a day-long ride to Fredericksburg to help keep the animal in good condition. Remembering his father’s prior riding lessons, Rob swung in the saddle with trepidation. “My misgivings were fully realized,” recalled Rob, “for Traveller would not walk a step. He took a short high trot—a buck-trot, as compared with a buck-jump, and kept it to Fredericksburg, some thirty miles.”10 Two years of war had not changed his father’s ways in the slightest.
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  The Confederate war plan had always been based on quickly winning the war due to the North’s distinct advantage in population, material resources, and manufacturing capacity. In the eastern theater, most all the fighting had occurred in Virginia, and after two years of campaigns, the state’s food and forage reserves were critically low.11 Scurvy flourished in the ranks, and many of Lee’s artillery horses died over the winter of 1863, due to short supplies of fodder and grain. The problem became so severe that Lee had to scatter his cavalry and artillery to find them suitable provisions.12 Until the spring grass renewed, Lee warned Confederate president Jefferson Davis that he could not form his army “for want of proper sustenance and forage.”13
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  Map 1. Theater of Operations, Late Spring, 1863




  Food grew scarce for civilians as well. Inflation ran rampant, and the women of Richmond rioted in the streets, brandishing axes and knives and yelling “Bread! Bread!” and “No more starvation!” Even President Davis couldn’t quell the crowd.14 The state of Virginia needed relief, and Lee petitioned Davis to take the war into Pennsylvania by slipping the Federal lines at Fredericksburg and marching north through the Shenandoah Valley behind the shielding peaks of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Lee’s plan went beyond a simple invasion and resembled a raid of necessity; without securing food and horse grains the Army of Northern Virginia would either starve, lose the home front, or possibly both. A deep thrust across the Potomac to the fertile farmland of Maryland and Pennsylvania would also threaten the nation’s capital in Washington and hopefully force the Federal army to withdraw from Virginia and protect their own capital in Washington City. Lee could then march up through the Cumberland Valley, collecting the needed supplies and sending them back to Virginia as he went.15




  Lee had crossed the Potomac once before in 1862 and made rapid gains until a set of orders detailing his troops’ whereabouts fell into enemy hands. Forced to cede the initiative, Lee was brought to battle before he could consolidate all his forces and fought the resulting Battle of Sharpsburg. Thousands died on both sides; though the fight ended in a tactical draw, it served as an overwhelming strategic reverse for the Confederates, and Lee retreated back across the Potomac. On Lee’s second invasion, he would take extra steps to control the direction and momentum of the campaign and, as a security measure, issue fewer written orders and directives. Once in Pennsylvania, Lee would invite a battle of his choosing and hopefully plant a flag in victory. This might sway Northern opinions at the next election cycle, but the collection of Northern-grown foods and forage was needed straightaway, long before the November elections of 1864. Put simply: without an influx of supplies the Confederacy would soon fail. With an influx of supplies, they could survive the year, and if a crushing win occurred on Northern soil, the Northern population might view the war as unwinnable.16




  This wasn’t the only plan put forth. Others favored boarding the Army of Northern Virginia onto the railroad and shuffling the troops west to break the ongoing siege of Vicksburg, Mississippi. Still others called for moving Confederate troops to middle Tennessee and mounting a deep invasion into Ohio to reverse the course of western Union victories, and compel a Federal retreat in that sector.17 In the end Lee’s proposal won out, and Jefferson Davis gave the go-ahead.
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  Figure 3.2. Robert E. Lee aboard his horse, Traveller. Library of Congress.




  Lee summoned his three corps commanders to meet him in person: lieutenant generals James Longstreet, Richard Ewell, and A. P. Hill.18 Lee’s plan called for Ewell’s II Corps to start the advance and move west from Fredericksburg for Culpeper Courthouse, followed by Longstreet’s I Corps. A. P. Hill’s III Corps would remain at Fredericksburg to keep Federal eyes occupied and hold the Federal forces in place. The three Confederate corps would then take turns entering the Shenandoah Valley, crossing the Potomac, and pushing into Pennsylvania.19




  Lee’s plan was not only a massive undertaking but also a massive risk. The plan required quick-marching seventy thousand men in a series of independent advances to get behind the Blue Ridge and disappear on the far side of the mountains. Lee presumed the Federals would stay east of the mountains to protect Washington from attack, and Lee would then secure the mountain passes leading to the Shenandoah Valley to keep his whereabouts and intentions hidden from the enemy. Once north of the Potomac, Lee would use the South Mountain and Catoctin Ranges of the Appalachians in Maryland and Pennsylvania to shield his march as he collected food and supplies west of the mountains in the Cumberland Valley.20 Deception would play a key element in Lee’s plan, and its origin likely came from a prior campaign.21




  In June 1862, the Federal Army of the Potomac was driving on the Confederate capital in Richmond, in a slow but steady campaign designed to grind down the Confederate defenses and seize the Southern capital. At the same time, Confederate forces under General Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson advanced north through the Shenandoah Valley, threatening to attack Washington.




  Jackson’s forces never had the numbers to besiege Washington, D.C., but still loomed as a serious threat to the Federal capitol. However, President Lincoln kept thirty-seven thousand troops near Washington that were originally detailed to move south and support the attack on Richmond, Virginia, and the Federal assault on the Confederate capitol suffered a sharp reduction in personnel.22 In 1863, Lee again hoped to drain resources away from the main Federal army.23 By moving his three corps separately, Lee hoped to win the initiative, confuse the Federal response, flank the Army of the Potomac, and force the Federals to retreat and cover Washington.24
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  Major General James Ewell Brown Stuart led the cavalry of the Army of Northern Virginia. Known as “Jeb” by his contemporaries, he graduated West Point in 1854, placing thirteenth out of forty-five cadets. While at the academy, he earned a quixotic reputation after entering a fistfight against a much larger cadet. Stuart lost, as all expected, but the tenacity he displayed in the face of long odds appealed to many of his peers and instructors, including the serving superintendent, Robert E. Lee.25 Lee continued to be impressed by Stuart after his black eyes faded, and he often invited Stuart over for meals with his family, where Stuart fawned hopelessly over Lee’s eldest daughter, Mary.




  Upon graduation, Stuart served in Texas campaigning against the Apache until he received a promotion to 1st lieutenant in the 1st United States Cavalry.26 He transferred to Nebraska and took part in the Solomon Fork fight, where the 1st Cavalry made a sabre charge against some three hundred mounted Cheyenne warriors.27 When the Cheyenne saw the formal line of flashing steel bearing down at a gallop, they turned and bolted across the prairie.28 In the ensuing chase, Stuart and Lieutenant Lunsford Lomax, a fellow Virginian and West Pointer, spurred forward beyond the rest of their comrades in pursuit of the Cheyenne.29




  Closing on the trailing warriors, they exchanged fire with a pistol-wielding warrior, but all shots went wide until Stuart charged in with his sabre and delivered a hard cut across the head of the warrior. At the same instant, the warrior pulled the trigger on his pistol.30 The warrior fell to the deck; however, his shot hit the mark, and the ball struck Stuart in the chest. With both men bleeding profusely, the warrior somehow regained his feet, only to be shot down and killed. Lomax then helped Stuart to the ground, where he rigged a quick lean-to for a bit of shade with a blanket tied to a pair of sabres thrust in the dirt. Luckily for Stuart the bullet deflected on impact, ranged across his rib cage, and lodged between his ribs on the far side of his chest.31




  While the main column continued on, the wounded stayed behind with some native mercenary scouts. The scouts soon abandoned the wounded, and, left to their own devices, Stuart and the others made a series of forced foot marches for Fort Kearney. The last was a grueling fifty-five-mile trek of dead reckoning led by Stuart with very little water, no compass, and only the stars as a guide. Despite the odds, the wounded reached Fort Kearney, where doctors drained Stuart’s still festering wound and judged it nonlethal; he carried the ball between his ribs for the rest of his life. Stuart had excelled in an ordeal where many would have failed, and his reputation soared among his peers.32




  Stuart grew into an intelligent, athletic officer described as “a middling tall man with a full reddish-brown beard,” and one subordinate claimed the quick-witted Stuart “was as full of dash, as he was ambition.”33 Stuart was also
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  Figure 3.3. Major General J. E. B. Stuart, the famed Beau Sabre of the Confederacy. Library of Congress.




  vain, cocksure, and still a hopeless romantic: to say Stuart was a fop would be a disservice—Stuart was an extraordinary fop! A jocular, belly-laughing Victorian and first-class narcissist, he loved banjo music and musketeer-styled capes, and he enjoyed such popular sayings as “Bully!,” “Good Show!,” and “Ole boy!”34 Popular with some, disliked by others, Stuart never failed to make an impression on his fellow officers. “I never liked or admired Stuart,” said Confederate staff officer Henry Kyd Douglas. “[H]e was vain and pretentious and overrated as a soldier.” On the other hand, artillery commander Porter Alexander wrote, “Stuart never seemed to hesitate, or to doubt that he could just crash his way wherever he chose to strike. . . . [He] possessed the rare quality of being always equal to himself at his very best.”35




  Off the field, Stuart reigned as a first-class flirt and greatly enjoyed the company of women—particularly Southern belles. While stationed on the high plains, he married Flora Cooke, a smart and pretty young belle from one of the finest families in Virginia. Flora also happened to be the daughter of Colonel Philip Cooke of the U.S. 2nd Dragoons, a celebrated figure in the frontier military and renowned for publishing his own book on mounted tactics.36




  At the start of the war, Stuart resigned his commission while his father-in-law remained in the Union. Stuart never looked back. He entered Confederate service and hit the ground running, quickly winning a string of small skirmishes that won him command of the 1st Virginia Cavalry. Where other commanders were flummoxed by the independence of their recruits, Stuart recognized the metal of their spirit and adapted it. “They are pretty good officers now,” remarked a wry Stuart. “[A]fter a while they will make excellent soldiers.”37




  At 1st Manassas, Stuart received an order to guard Colonel Thomas J. Jackson’s left flank. Riding forward in a column of fours, Stuart stumbled upon an advancing column of enemy infantry.38 It was a classic meeting engagement, and Stuart, already well within rifle range, could either attack or retreat and suffer a volley. Equally surprised, the Federals rushed to form ranks and fire a volley. Stuart called for sabres and spurred forward, yelling, “On right, into line!” This directed each rank of four to first offset, and fall in on the right of the preceding set, creating a forward-moving column rushing to the front, in “echelon.”39 Quickly closing at the gallop, the Virginians weathered the hurried Federal fire and crashed through the infantry with sabres whipping down to break the Federal ranks and send the survivors fleeing for the rear. A Confederate battery and additional infantry followed Stuart’s charge and shored up the Confederate flank. This action allowed Colonel Thomas J. Jackson to go on and earn his battle moniker, “Stonewall” Jackson.




  The charge at Manassas gave Stuart a positive reputation, but what truly separated Stuart from other horsemen were his instincts for reconnaissance. Finding the enemy was only the first task; judging the enemy’s plans lay at the heart of good reconnaissance: Was the enemy moving his base, or was he merely collecting supplies? If moving west, which route would he take? When would he arrive? Stuart excelled at this ability to divine his enemy’s intent.40 “I know of no one more competent than he to estimate the occurrences before him at their true value,” wrote one Confederate field commander, and most others agreed.41 Stuart might have been a fop—but he was a brilliant horse soldier.




  During the Battle of the Seven Days, Stuart volunteered to lead his own reconnaissance beyond the Federal flank and determine the enemy’s depth. Many officers would have rebuffed such a forward proposal from a twenty-nine-year-old subordinate, but Lee approved the plan and Stuart departed with twelve hundred troopers.42 He soon determined the Federal flank lay ripe for attack, but rather than turn back, Stuart chose to loop the Federal army in a 150-mile circuit.43 Hot on his tail came his own father-in-law, Phillip Cooke, now a brigadier general in the Federal cavalry. Cooke failed to catch his son-in-law as Stuart rode almost unchecked, skirmishing with Federal patrols, mapping enemy positions, dodging Union redoubts, and slashing Federal communications.44




  Armed with Stuart’s intelligence, Lee pushed out of Richmond and battered the Federals in a series of attacks. Southern casualties were horrendous, but Lee’s aggressive assaults convinced the Union army they were facing a much larger enemy than actually existed and the Federals quit the campaign. Robert E. Lee received command of all Confederate forces serving in northern Virginia, and Stuart received a promotion to major general.




  The reserved Lee and cape-wearing Stuart made an odd pairing but an excellent command team with Stuart repeatedly supplying Lee with accurate, actionable intelligence. In fall 1862, Lee’s army sat near Harper’s Ferry, while the Federals settled in western Maryland across the Potomac. Eager for intelligence, Lee sent Stuart on a deep raid across the Potomac to determine the footing and intent of the Federals: “You are desired to gain all information of the position, force and probable intention of the enemy which you can.”45 Stuart left with eighteen hundred men and drove north over the Potomac into Maryland. He continued into Pennsylvania, skirted Gettysburg, and dropped back down into Maryland.46 The speed of the raid caught the Federals flat footed, and Stuart quickly shouldered past the Federal response and recrossed the Potomac, having once again looped the Army of the Potomac.47 This time he covered 120 miles in three days and captured twelve hundred horses.48 Stuart’s losses were two men wounded. He wrote his wife that “it did me good to run” the Federal cavalry up across the Potomac and back.49 After debriefing Stuart, Lee judged the Federals were holding in place, and adjusted accordingly.50
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  Figure 3.4. A cannon-bearing redoubt overlooking a bridge in Virginia. Library of Congress.




  The following spring at Chancellorsville, troopers from one of Stuart’s brigades skirmished with the Federal advance and discovered the Union army had a wide-open flank.51 Stuart shared the information with Lee and Jackson, and the pair began devising a plan of attack as Stuart’s troopers found a route to lead the infantry around the Federal army. The following day twenty-eight thousand men followed Stuart’s troopers, and Stonewall Jackson launched his attack in the afternoon, shattering the Union flank and driving the Federals more than a mile through the woods. Confused fighting continued into the night, and Jackson fell to an errant volley of Confederate infantry.52




  Command of Jackson’s II Corps devolved to Stuart, and Stuart continued the assault at dawn, hammering the Federal lines with combined attacks of infantry and artillery as he drove froward from the left, while Lee attacked from the right. The combination proved too much, and the Federals retreated after a hard series of fights. Stuart had again played a major role in one of Lee’s victories, but the death of Stonewall Jackson overshadowed Stuart’s performance. Some thought Stuart’s performance qualified him to replace Jackson and take command of Lee’s II Corps.53 Nevertheless, it’s doubtful General Lee ever considered such a move. Stuart was too valuable as a reconnaissance officer; Lee wanted Stuart out front, screening the way forward and ranging the enemy.




  Stuart began assembling his brigades for Lee’s northern invasion in late May upon the rich pastures of Culpeper County, Virginia.54 Sitting halfway between Washington and Richmond, this rustic county east of the Blue Ridge contained railheads running to both capitals, with the Orange and Alexandria Railroad running north for the Federals and the Virginia Central line running south for the Confederates. The Rappahannock River formed the northern border of Culpeper County, and the county held the first two natural fords in the river’s rapid course down from the mountains. These elements combined to make Culpeper County an extremely valuable piece of terrain, as well as an excellent point for Lee to stage his army on the march from Fredericksburg to the mountain passes in the Blue Ridge.55




  By early June, this county again sat in Southern hands as Confederate troops began staging in and around the county seat at Culpeper Courthouse. Stuart, never one to pass on an opportunity to dazzle the local ladies, held a ball in the county courthouse on the evening of June 6. The fete had all the trappings of a two-penny novella as Stuart and his officers danced with the local belles beneath the glow of tallow candles perched overhead. The following day, Stuart held a review outside of town, and young women swooned in the crowd as he galloped past. A more stoic reporter judged the performance a “collection of pretty men,” and stated, “I have no patience for such Tomfooleries.”56
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  Stuart had five brigades under his immediate command at Culpeper.57 Of the five brigade commanders, two were staunch allies, the third was an indifferent acquaintance, and the final two were unwanted.




  The first brigadier, Fitzhugh Lee, was a good friend of Stuart’s, and the nephew of Robert E. Lee. Short and trending corpulent, “Fitz” Lee became a noted prankster in his days at West Point, where he broke the family mold and graduated near the bottom of his class. Upon graduation, he accepted a commission in the frontier cavalry and saw action against the Comanche Nation on the Texas Prairie. In one instance, Lee found himself locked in a hand-to-hand struggle with a young warrior and, using





[image: chpt_fig_023]





  Figure 3.5. Brigadier General Fitzhugh Lee, Army of Northern Virginia. Fitz Lee was a close friend of Jeb Stuart. Library of Congress.




  his considerable bulk, pinned his smaller enemy to the ground and killed him with two shots from his service revolver.58 It was Fitz Lee’s brigade that discovered the open Federal flank at Chancellorsville and screened Jackson’s corps on their flank march. However, Fitz could be superb one day and lagging the next.59 Luckily, he commanded a solid brigade of veterans: the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th, and 5th Virginia cavalries, plus the 1st Maryland Battalion.60




  “Rooney” Lee, the second-born son of Robert E. Lee, commanded Stuart’s next brigade. Outgoing and daring, Rooney left Harvard University before graduation to join the army and take part in the Utah War of 1857. He resigned his commission after two years and enlisted in the Confederacy in 1861, where he gained command of the 9th Virginia Cavalry. Stuart trusted the outgoing Virginian, and Rooney received his own brigade: the 9th, 10th, and 13th Virginia, plus the 2nd North Carolina Cavalry.61 Like his cousin Fitz, the Lee name aided Rooney’s path to brigade command, and Rooney proved he could hold his own in that position.




  Stuart’s next brigadier, Wade Hampton III, hailed from South Carolina and came from one of the wealthiest families in the South, with vast holdings of land and slaves. Tall and reserved, he had an erudite air and austere manners, but far from being a dandy, Hampton led from the front and had no qualms about mixing with the enemy in close combat.62 A distance often existed between Hampton and Stuart, and part of this came down to age. Hampton was forty-five, while Stuart was only thirty, and Stuart’s cape-clad antics and boisterous staff of twenty-year-old go-getters must have grated on Hampton’s more conservative nature.




  These feelings came to a head during the “Christmas Raid” in December 1862 across the Occoquan River. Stuart became frustrated with the intelligence Hampton provided, and Hampton grew angry when Stuart left a portion of Hampton’s men in a temporary lurch.63 Some hard feelings still existed between these two commanders in June 1863; however, Hampton always respected Stuart’s rank, and both men trusted one another in the field. Hampton also held one of the strongest brigades in Stuart’s command, composed of the 1st North Carolina, 1st and 2nd South Carolina, Cobb Georgia Legion, Phillips Georgia Legion, and the Jeff Davis Legion of Mississippi.64




  Beverly Robertson was Stuart’s fourth brigadier. A graduate of West Point in 1849, Robertson served ten years with the 2nd Dragoons on the American frontier. Robertson also courted Miss Flora Cooke before she married Stuart, and though Stuart won Flora’s hand, the two officers remained rivals after the wedding. Outside of this rivalry, Stuart regarded Robertson as being too cautious for cavalry command, and he felt Robertson failed to inspire his men.65 Stuart had briefly succeeded in having Robertson transferred to North Carolina to train recruits, but to Stuart’s
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  Figure 3.6. Brigadier General Beverly Robertson, Army of Northern Virginia. Beverly Robertson and Jeb Stuart both courted Miss Flora Cooke before the war; Flora married Stuart. Library of Congress.




  chagrin, Robertson didn’t fit in with his commander in North Carolina either. Robertson returned to Virginia like a bad penny, but he brought two fresh cavalry units, the 4th and 5th North Carolina, for use in Lee’s upcoming campaign.66 Stuart happily received the troopers, but he advocated to have Robertson removed from the equation and placed in command of a recuperation camp behind the lines. In classic army parlance, Stuart cited Robertson as “a good disciplinarian” and an “excellent instructor” in his transfer request. Stuart’s recommendation yielded no results.67




  Stuart’s fifth brigadier was William “Grumble” Jones, another graduate of West Point. Jones served in the prewar cavalry on the Texas frontier, where he watched his wife drown before his eyes in Matagorda Bay. Jones resigned his commission following his wife’s death and returned to his native Virginia.68 Though Jones was eight years Stuart’s senior, his earlier resignation now put him behind Stuart in seniority of rank, a fact Jones forever regretted and often mentioned.69 Overly frank and infamously profane, Jones often bordered on insubordination with superiors, particularly Stuart, whom Jones insisted on referring to as “that young whippersnapper.” The upbeat Stuart disliked Jones’s penchant for middling in lower-rank politics, an act Stuart perceived as detrimental to good leadership.70 Stuart did, however, recognize Jones’s superior ability at mounted combat and felt Jones was an excellent outpost officer. Grumble Jones’s brigade contained the 6th, 7th, 11th, and 12th Virginia, plus the 35th Virginia Battalion.71




  This left Stuart’s horse gunners, formally known as the “Stuart Horse Artillery Battalion” and commanded by Major Robert Beckham. A native of Virginia, Beckham graduated West Point and first accepted a commission in the U.S. Corps of Engineers before resigning and entering Confederate service. At 1st Manassas, Beckham’s battery drove forward in support of Stuart’s charge and helped secure Stonewall Jackson’s flank. Stuart’s prior horse artillery commander, Major John Pelham, had been an exceptional gunner and a close friend of Stuart’s before his recent death at Kelly’s Ford.72 Beckham had since replaced Pelham and still served in the former’s shadow at the start of the Gettysburg campaign. Beckham’s battery commanders were Captain James Breathed, Captain Roger Chew, Captain Wiley Griffin, Captain James Hart, Captain William McGregor, and Captain Marcellus Moorman.73 Stuart’s gunners enjoyed an excellent reputation, and one Confederate officer stated, “If there was any part of Lee’s army gamer than the others it was the horse artillery of the cavalry corps.”74




  Stuart also benefited from a wide range of Confederate partisans and scouts specializing in operations behind enemy lines. These units included commissioned Confederate Rangers under John Mosby, as well as scouts from Company H, 4th Virginia Cavalry, known as the Black Horse Troop. In addition to these groups, a collection of hand-picked troopers from the 2nd South Carolina Cavalry, known as the Iron Scouts, operated from within Hampton’s brigade.75 These groups functioned like mounted commandos behind enemy lines, where they scouted Federal positions, attacked dispatch riders, ambushed patrols, and created general mayhem along the roads and railways.




  Mosby operated mainly in the western space between the Bull Run Mountains and Washington, DC, while the Iron Scouts operated farther east, below Washington City and stretching south toward Fredericksburg. Most common were “running missions” meant to cover ground on fast horses and gain information on the enemy. Less common incursions centered on planned ambushes and attacking enemy picket posts.76 Both units benefited from local citizens who gladly fed and housed them, and passed on information. Lee did not limit these operations to the Iron Scouts and Mosby’s Rangers; a dispatch from the general records cites similar actions from multiple elements within Grumble Jones’s brigade, Rooney Lee’s brigade, and other units.77 This constant harassment kept Federal cavalry commanders on high alert to defend against raids and attacks. It also forced the Federals to double and triple their patrols, which wore down their horses and curbed their ability to launch offensive operations against the enemy.78




  As Stuart and his troopers turned in on the evening of June 8, they were expecting a busy day the following morning. Stuart and his cavalry would cross the Rappahannock in the morning, drive north through Rixeyville for Front Royal, and set the initial screen for Lee’s infantry to march their way to Pennsylvania.79
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