
[image: Cover Page of Pickett’s Charge]


Praise for

Pickett’s Charge

“Contains much to interest and provoke Civil War enthusiasts.”

—Kirkus Review

“In his almost minute-by-minute account of the most famous infantry charge in history, Phillip Thomas Tucker provides a thoughtful and challenging new look at the great assault at Gettysburg, from planning to aftermath. Not afraid to lay blame where he thinks it belongs, Tucker is fresh and bold in his analysis and use of sources. Even though any reader knows in advance the outcome, still Pickett’s Charge maintains suspense to the sound of the last gun.”

—William C. Davis, author of Crucible of Command: Ulysses S. Grant and Robert E. Lee—The War they Fought, the Peace they Forged

“No action in the Civil War is more iconic than the misnamed ‘Pickett’s Charge,’ and yet few episodes of this most-studied of wars is in need of more enlightened and enlightening reexamination. Phillip Thomas Tucker’s magisterial Pickett’s Charge: A New Look at Gettysburg’s Final Attack replaces 150-plus years of uninterrogated mythology with meticulously researched history to give us a new and long-overdue understanding of what tradition dismisses as Robert E. Lee’s most tragic error in pursuit of a ‘Lost Cause.’ Tucker persuasively argues that Pickett’s Charge, though failed in its execution, actually reveals Lee at his most masterful. This book is one of a handful essential to gaining a full strategic and tactical appreciation of both Gettysburg and the war in which it was the turning point.”

—Alan Axelrod, author of The Horrid Pit: The Battle of the Crater, the Civil War’s Cruelest Mission and The 20 Most Significant Events of the Civil War

“Phillip Thomas Tucker cuts through the myths and misconceptions that surround Pickett’s charge to offer a fresh defense of Robert E. Lee and a probing examination of what happened that fateful afternoon. The result is a thought-provoking and eye-opening study of this pivotal moment in American history.”

—Louis P. Masur, Rutgers University History professor, and author of The Civil War: A Concise History

“In nearly all recent surveys, Americans list the Battle of Gettysburg as the most recognizable and most important of all battles in our history. And, when asked what they know about Gettysburg, to top of that list is Pickett’s Charge. When pressed a little harder, if they know anything about the charge, most will say it was a disaster, that General Lee didn’t know what he was doing, that there was no way it could have succeeded, and so forth. Relying heavily on the combatants’s first-hand accounts, Phillip Thomas Tucker cuts away the myths and offers a fresh new interpretation that challenges long held views of the story. Rather than seeing Pickett’s Charge as foolhardy, Tucker considers Lee’s plan as a stroke of genius, and that, had a few things gone differently, could well have ended the war in favor of the Confederacy.

—Robert K. Sutton, former Chief Historian, National Park Service
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Gettysburg Time Line: Leading up to Pickett’s Charge

June 28, 1863

•   General Robert E. Lee and Lieutenant General James Longstreet, in Chambersburg, Pennsylvania, receive word that the Federal Army of the Potomac is heading into Pennsylvania.

June 30

•   Two brigades from John Buford’s Union cavalry division scout ahead and enter Gettysburg. Finding signs of Confederates nearby to the northwest, Buford sends word to Major General John Reynolds in Emmitsburg, Maryland, to bring his infantry as soon as possible.

July 1

•   5:00 a.m. Major General Henry Heth’s division, and Lieutenant General Ambrose Powell Hill’s 3rd Corps, Army of Northern Virginia, depart Cashtown, Pennsylvania, and march for Gettysburg.

•   7:00 a.m. Advance elements of Heth’s division are spied by a Federal signal corps officer from the cupola of the Lutheran Seminary on Seminary Ridge.

•   7:30 a.m. First shot fired three miles NW of Gettysburg at intersection of Knoxlyn Road and Chambersburg Pike by Lieutenant Marcellus Jones of the 8th Illinois Calvary, Buford’s cavalry division, against Major General Henry Heth’s division of A.P. Hill’s corps.

•   8:00 a.m. Buford begins to deploy his cavalry units in a main line on McPherson’s Ridge, west of Gettysburg, and on Herr’s Ridge just west of McPherson’s Ridge. With his troopers dismounted and in good defensive positions, Buford’s vital mission is to hold firm as long as possible to buy time for the arrival of the 1st Corps, and keep the Confederates from gaining the defensive high-ground.

•   9:30 a.m. Heth’s troops are unleashed, attacking the lengthy lines of Buford’s cavalry division.

•   10:15 a.m. Advance elements of the 1st Corps, under Major General Reynolds, arrive on the field and reinforce Buford’s division.

•   10:30 a.m. Reynolds and two brigades of the Union 1st Corps infantry arrive and join the line along McPherson Ridge. One is the Iron Brigade, the other is the PA Bucktail Brigade. A bullet through the base of his skull kills Reynolds. Major General Abner Doubleday takes command of the Union 1st Corps.

•   11:00 a.m. Two divisions of the Union 11th Corps arrive and take positions north of town. Lee and staff reach Cashtown and hear the heavy firing. Having been convinced that the Army of the Potomac was still in Maryland below the Pennsylvania line, Lee is shocked by the sounds of heavy fighting because he had ordered his commanders to avoid a major confrontation. Despite his best efforts, Lee cannot gain intelligence about what is happening.

•   11:15 a.m. Major General George G. Meade, the Army of the Potomac’s new commander, dispatches additional units north to Gettysburg from his Taneytown, Maryland, headquarters.

•   12:15 p.m. Units of the 11th Corps take possession of the strategic high-ground of Cemetery Hill (at the northern end of Cemetery Ridge). Reynolds is now determined to keep this strategic position out of Rebel hands at all costs.

•   1:00 p.m. Major General Winfield Scott Hancock is dispatched by Meade to ascertain if good ground exists to fight a major battle. Hancock—now in command of all Union forces at Gettysburg because Meade was not yet on the field—orders hard-hit Federal units to retire to Cemetery Hill. Hancock decides to defend Cemetery Hill and Culp’s Hill, establishing a solid anchor for a defensive stand.

•   2:00 p.m. One of one-legged Confederate Lieutenant General Richard Ewell’s divisions arrives from the north and unleashes a powerful blow, engaging the right flank of the Union 1st Corps.

•   2:10 p.m. General Robert E. Lee arrives to find Heth preparing for a new attack. Forced by circumstances to commit to a full-scale battle that he had never desired, Lee orders an advance all along the line to exploit the favorable tactical gains achieved by Ewell, Heth, and Pender.

•   2:15 p.m. Another division of Ewell’s attacks the 11th Corps position.

•   3:00 p.m. Where the Eternal Light Peace Memorial now stands, Confederate Major General Robert Rhode’s division launches an attack. With five brigades, it’s the largest division in either army.

•   4:00 p.m. Jubal Early’s division of Ewell’s corps arrives from the northeast on Harrisburg Road and causes the right flank of the 11th Corps, two small divisions known as the Dutch Corps (mainly German-Americans), to buckle. This sets off a chain reaction down the two-mile Union line. The 1st and 11th Corps retreat through town to Cemetery Hill and Culp’s Hill. Major General Oliver Otis Howard, one-armed commander of the 11th, had reserved a third smaller division to fortify Cemetery Hill in case of retreat.

•   4:15 p.m. Hill orders Pender’s division to advance from Herr’s Ridge and attack toward Gettysburg.

•   5:00 p.m. Confederates appear to have won, but to complete the job, Lee tells Ewell, whose 3rd Division is arriving, to attack Cemetery Hill “if practicable.” Ewell decides against it.

•   5:45 p.m. After finally receiving intelligence from Hancock, Meade commits himself to fighting a major battle at Gettysburg. Federal troops hold the key high-ground and thus a decided advantage. Three corps, the 3rd, 5th, and 12th, now march for Gettysburg to reinforce the battered 1st and 11th Corps.

•   After midnight, Meade arrives.

July 2

•   Before dawn. The Rebel Army of Northern Virginia reaches Gettysburg except Major General Jeb Stuart’s cavalry and, from Longstreet’s corps, Major General George Pickett’s division and Brigadier General Evander Law’s brigade. They arrive during the day after marching all night.

•   4:00 p.m. After a long march to avoid observation, Longstreet’s troops attack, led by Evander Law’s brigade. The army’s chief of engineers, Brigadier General Gouverneur K. Warren, spots them coming, and Brigadier General Strong Vincent leads his men into position on Little Round Top. The 20th Maine, commanded by Colonel Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain (and made famous in the novel The Killer Angels and in the movie Gettysburg), is positioned on the left. Major General Daniel E. Sickles had ordered his 3rd Corps to advance west from Meade’s main Cemetery Ridge Line, extending south from Cemetery Hill, to take a defensive position on the higher ground of the Peach Orchard and the Emmitsburg Road ridge. Over the next three hours, battle rages across the Wheatfield. Confederates take Rose farm, the Peach Orchard, the Wheatfield, Trostle farm, and Devil’s Den. The troops of Major General John Bell Hood’s division, 1st Corps, attack Meade’s far left at Little Round Top and then strike Union positions at the Devil’s Den and Houck’s Ridge, just northwest of Little Round Top. Sickles has a leg shot off, which he later has preserved in formaldehyde.

•   5:30 p.m. to 7:00 p.m. General William Barksdale’s charge overwhelms Sickles’s Peach Orchard salient. The steamrolling attack of the Mississippi brigade then continues east and all the way to Cemetery Ridge.

•   7:00 p.m. From a desperate defensive position on Little Round Top, Chamberlain gives the order—“Bayonet!”—and the Union men charge down the hill.

•   8:00 p.m. The Confederates still hold the Peach Orchard, the Wheatfield, Trostle farm, and Devil’s Den. They will control Spangler’s Spring overnight. Fighting between Brigadier General George S. Greene’s brigade and Major General Edward Johnson’s division with two brigades of Early’s division becomes intense across Cemetery Hill and Culp’s Hill; as dusk approaches Early’s troops make significant gains, until pushed off the strategic hill by the Union counterattack.

•   Overnight. Frequent firing is heard. On the Confederate side, Pickett’s division and Stuart’s three cavalry brigades arrive. On the Union side, Major General John Sedgwick’s 6th Corps arrive. In Meade’s headquarters, he takes a vote from his generals and they decide to stay and fight.

July 3

•   4:30 a.m. Union troops renew the fight at Culp’s Hill. Federal troops atop the hill launch assaults down the slopes to catch the Confederates by surprise. Attacks and counterattacks continue for nearly seven hours.

•   5:00 a.m. Stuart leads the troopers of his cavalry division east from Gettysburg, beginning the attempt to gain the Army of the Potomac’s rear.

•   7:30 a.m. Skirmishing opens on the Bill Bliss Farm between the lines before Cemetery Ridge.

•   8:30 a.m. Sniper fire between Confederate troops barricaded in town and Union troops on Cemetery Hill continues throughout the day. Twenty-year-old Mary Virginia “Jenny” Wade is shot by a stray bullet in her sister’s kitchen on Baltimore Street as she makes biscuits for Union soldiers. She is the only civilian casualty of the battle.

•   9:00 a.m. Pickett’s division reaches Seminary Ridge—the Confederate army’s last fresh division to arrive on the battlefield.

•   1:00 p.m. Stuart leads his Confederate calvary around to confront the Union rear, including Brigadier General George Armstrong Custer, along Cemetery Ridge.

•   1:07 p.m. Two cannon shots fire from Seminary Ridge, the signal for Confederates to harden the attack near the now-famous copse of trees on Cemetery Ridge. The massive Confederate bombardment has begun in preparation for the launching of Pickett’s Charge. The Union side retaliates. There are almost two hours of rapid fire from 250 cannons. It is reportedly heard in Pittsburgh, 150 miles west, but not in Chambersburg, only fifteen miles west.

•   Between 2:00 p.m. and 3:00 p.m. The Confederate batteries run low on ammunition. Pickett asks Longstreet, “General, shall I advance?” and receives a nod to carry out the now-famous Pickett’s Charge.
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Tactical situation in preparation for the unleashing of Pickett’s Charge, around 1:30 p.m. (Courtesy of Bradley M. Gottfried, PhD.)
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The attackers of Pickett’s Charge descending on the Emmitsburg Road sector, about 2:30 p.m. (Courtesy of Bradley M. Gottfried, PhD.)
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Garnett’s and Kemper’s brigades shifting north in a maneuver to gain the right of Pettigrew’s division, about 2:30 p.m. (Courtesy of Bradley M. Gottfried, PhD.)
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Pickett’s troops surging toward the Angle and the copse of trees sectors, while Kemper’s men on the far right face the flank threat posed by encroaching Vermont regiments on the south, about 2:40 p.m. (Courtesy of Bradley M. Gottfried, PhD.)


Introduction

Pickett’s Charge was the greatest assault of the greatest battle of America’s greatest war. Even more, this iconic attack was truly one of the most dramatic episodes and defining moments in American history. Consequently, Pickett’s Charge has earned a revered and lofty place in the American memory and popular imagination.

No chapter in the Civil War saga has become more romanticized than Gettysburg, the largest battle ever fought on North America. Likewise, no chapter of Gettysburg’s dramatic story has been more excessively glorified than the massive assault on the last day, July 3, 1863, of the three-day battle, however. Myths and stereotypes abound. Even the famous name, Pickett’s Charge, is a misnomer, because Major General Edward Pickett only commanded a single division, or barely one-third of the troops in the assault. But the most persistent myth about Pickett’s Charge has been that it was a doomed assault from the beginning.

Consequently, it is time for a more comprehensive look at the most famous charge in American history, because the unvarnished story of Pickett’s Charge and its hidden history are actually far more fascinating than the romantic legends and myths.

The North Carolina troops on Pickett’s left flank were long blamed for having failed the Virginians, sabotaging their best efforts: another myth, because the North Carolina, Tennessee, Alabama, Florida, and Mississippi soldiers fought just as well as Pickett’s Virginians. In fact, General James Johnston Pettigrew’s division lost more men than Pickett’s division during the assault, testifying to their resolve and courage.

Pickett’s Charge also revealed an inordinate share of cowardice among many soldiers, however. Thousands of Confederate soldiers refused to go all the way in the assault, helping to thwart General Robert Edward Lee’s best-laid tactical plans. An entire brigade of Virginians (not of Pickett’s division) broke early, creating a crisis on the assault’s left flank. Clearly, Pickett’s Charge witnessed an unparalleled degree of bravery, cowardice, and tragedy.

Other commonly held perceptions about Pickett’s Charge need to be reevaluated and looked at anew, especially without the usual regional bias, stereotypes, and Lost Cause mythology. Lee fully realized that if only his foremost attackers had been provided the support as planned, decisive victory would have been won. Twentieth-century historians have erroneously portrayed Pickett’s Charge like the doomed British and French infantry assaults on German defenses in the 1916 Battle of the Somme, in France, which caused unprecedented casualties. Contrary to today’s popular consensus, Pickett’s Charge was not doomed from the beginning. Here, the technological advances of modern weaponry (machine gun and heavy artillery) truly guaranteed that frontal infantry assaults over open ground were doomed. Viewed too often within the context of the advanced technology of modern warfare, twentieth-century historians, influenced by pervasive Lost Cause romance, have been long thoroughly convinced that Pickett’s Charge was likewise doomed from the start. However, this traditional fatalistic scenario was simply not the case.

One must fully understand today the relevancy of Lee’s greatest assault, because no single episode has been more poignantly represented as the Civil War’s climactic and defining moment than Pickett’s Charge, symbolizing the central tragedy of America’s Iliad of 1861–65. On the final day of the largest and deadliest battle in American history (more than 51,000 casualties), more Americans died that day (more than 7,860) than the total American casualties during the Normandy invasion of early June 1944.

Most importantly, Pickett’s Charge also effectively sealed slavery’s fate. If Pickett’s Charge had succeeded, two sister republics might well exist to this day. Paradoxes dominate the story of Pickett’s Charge. At the assault’s most climactic moment, the much-celebrated leader of the attack (Pickett) was not leading his troops at the front, when inspired leadership was most needed—a mockery of the misnomer of Pickett’s Charge. However, the name of “Pettigrew’s Charge” (Pettigrew’s division, four brigades, on the assault’s left wing complemented Pickett’s three brigades of his Virginia division, the attack’s right wing) is equally unsuitable. The great assault was actually “Longstreet’s Charge,” as survivors called it before the influential Richmond press (five leading newspapers) conjured up the catchy name of Pickett’s Charge, as if Hollywood scripted. Not only have the vital contributions of non-Virginians been minimized by historians, but also prominent Virginians (soldiers, civilians, and the powerful Virginia press) early placed blame for the attack’s repulse on them. The early, common misconception of the all-Virginia charge (hence, the popular sobriquet Pickett’s Charge) obscured the significant fact that Pickett’s attackers were a minority. Therefore, Pickett’s Charge can be more accurately called the “Pettigrew–[Isaac] Trimble–Pickett Charge.”

Likewise shattering the self-serving myths of the influential postwar Virginia School of Civil War historiography and subsequent Virginia-first Lost Cause romanticism, it was an all-Virginia brigade—of Ambrose Powell Hill’s corps—on the far left (or north) that first broke during the assault. This early tactical setback started a disastrous chain of events (the left flank’s collapse) that helped to ensure the attack’s repulse. The truth of Lee’s greatest assault was actually the antithesis of the carefully orchestrated myth that the failures of non-Virginia attackers doomed Pickett’s Charge.

Endlessly derided by historians, Lee’s decision to unleash his last attack at Gettysburg was his only realistic one because this was the Confederacy’s last chance to win the war in one decisive stroke. Contrary to today’s traditional view that Lee’s decision to attack the Union right-center (an area weakened by General George Gordon Meade, the Army of the Potomac’s new commander, after he had shifted troops from his center to bolster his hard-pressed flanks on the previous day) was the height of folly, the truth of Pickett’s Charge was altogether different. Quite simply, the attack was Lee’s best opportunity to reap a decisive success after July 2’s tactical opportunities had passed. Based on careful calculation (instead of the stereotypical view of a gambler’s recklessness), Lee correctly targeted the weakest point in Meade’s line, a weak spot distinguished by a copse of trees located at a high point along the open Cemetery Ridge. Lee correctly calculated in striking at exactly the right place and the right time, while utilizing a bold battle plan that was as brilliant as it was innovative.

Gettysburg’s most dominant romantic myth has been that Pickett’s Charge was automatically fated for failure, the traditional explanation that has been based upon the Lost Cause romanticism of an underdog South succumbing to impossible odds. Pickett’s Charge, therefore, became the most symbolic representation of the vanquishing of a Southern Anglo-Saxon nation (still another myth) by overpowering might. In consequence, this crucifixion-like final demise of the greatest offensive effort ever launched by the South’s most primary army on July 3 became the most dominant symbol of a tragic martyrdom that served as the principal foundation of Lost Cause mythology of a defeated nation. Dismayed by postwar mythology, Colonel Armistead Lindsay Long, a talented West Pointer (Class of 1850) and Lee’s military secretary, concluded that Pickett’s Charge erroneously compared to the famous charge of the Light Brigade during the Crimean War: the traditional myth that has persisted to this day.

Lee’s tactical plan to pierce the Union right-center along Cemetery Ridge with 12,500 veteran troops of eleven brigades (and even more units if Longstreet had properly supported the assault and exploited the breakthrough) was masterful, especially with regard to its most overlooked component: the simultaneous attack of more than 6,000 Confederate cavalry, under Lee’s top cavalry commander, James Ewell Brown (Jeb) Stuart, from the east and into the rear of the Union at the clump of trees, while masses of infantry struck from the west. Significantly, these more-than-6,000 Southern cavalrymen represented a larger number than the bluecoat defenders, who manned the vulnerable right-center: the ideal tactical situation that presented Lee with his best tactical opportunity on July 3. The son of one of General George Washington’s finest cavalry commanders, “Light-Horse Harry” Lee, Robert E. Lee fully appreciated the importance of utilizing his cavalry arm to the fullest.

Unfortunately, the vast majority of today’s historians, who have loyally followed the traditional Gettysburg faithful that have kept romantic myths alive, have either minimized or ignored Stuart’s vital role. They have dismissed out of hand the importance of the Southern cavalry role partly to ensure credibility for their own past works in adhering to traditional Gettysburg gospel. However, Union leaders knew the truth. General Meade wrote that the repulse of Stuart’s bid to strike the Union rear with the bulk of the Army of Northern Virginia’s cavalry, including horse artillery, was of extreme importance. However, the excessive focus placed on Pickett’s Virginians has resulted in a myopic view that has automatically minimized Stuart’s important role.

Lee’s plan was based upon an unprecedented tactical complexity that required precise timing and close coordination of all three arms: infantry, artillery, and cavalry. Clearly, Pickett’s Charge was far from a simplistic frontal assault as long represented. This was a brilliant tactical plan that actually came surprisingly close to achieving decisive success with infantry alone, and even after the failure of two of the three central elements of his battle plan. (Stuart’s cavalry was thwarted from striking Meade’s rear, and the Confederate artillery failed to deliver a knockout blow with a massive cannonade and then to advance as “flying artillery” to protect the attacker’s flanks.)

Indeed, even after these tactics failed, Pickett’s Charge succeeded in breaking through Meade’s right-center. But early heavy pressure of Union flanking forces on the attack’s left flank on the north and on the right flank to the south played a key role in undoing the tactical success in breaking through on the right-center. The wisdom of attacking the weak right-center, in contrast to Meade’s impregnable flanks (Little Round Top on the south and Cemetery Hill and Culp’s Hill on the north), also becomes evident in regard to an appreciation of the most forgotten part of Lee’s plan.

Lee’s decision to launch his massive attack was based upon a complex tactical plan that was not only classically Napoleonic, but also a tactical notch above the French general, because of the novel tactical concept of simultaneously striking the same weak defensive point from two directions to negate Union advantages of weaponry (the rifled musket) and high-ground defensive positions. In fact, Napoleon failed to develop a comparably complex tactical plan that called for a massive infantry assault coinciding with a cavalry charge in the rear.

After having narrowly failed to reap a decisive success on July 2, Lee’s decision to launch an all-out assault the next day was especially wise because of the overall political and strategic situation. The manpower-short South was caught in an unwinnable war of attrition, and Lee lacked the logistical support to remain north of the Potomac any longer: a classic case of now or never for the Confederacy. In truth, no other realistic tactical option existed for Lee, because his army and nation were literally racing the clock when precious time was running out.

Consequently, Lee exploited the best tactical opportunity in the hope of scoring a psychological, strategic, and political knockout blow to reverse the inevitable fate of the slowly dying Confederacy and win the war. Pickett’s Charge was the South’s final bid to truly “conquer a peace” (the winning strategy of General Winfield Scott in capturing Mexico City during the Mexican–American War campaign, in which a young Lee had served)—to exploit the increasing vulnerabilities of a war-weary northern populace and encourage the northern peace party to negotiate a settlement.

By targeting the weak Union right-center (Cemetery Ridge’s most vulnerable sector) and enjoying a significant manpower advantage at this vulnerable point after an unprecedented bombardment had wreaked havoc among the batteries protecting the right-center, Lee was presented with his greatest tactical opportunity. To stack the odds in his favor as much as possible, Lee masterfully employed all three arms (a secret formula of Napoleon’s remarkable successes) to act in concert in going for broke in a highly favorable tactical situation.

Nevertheless, the central romantic myth that Pickett’s Charge was doomed before it was even launched has become Gettysburg’s most enduring romantic stereotype. This myth has partly resulted because of a lack of appreciation of the complexities of Lee’s battle plan that called for carefully orchestrating all three arms of his army (infantry, cavalry, and artillery): first the artillery bombardment and then for the guns to advance to closely support the infantry attackers, while thousands of Stuart’s cavalrymen struck from the rear.

Besides serving as a core foundation of Lost Cause mythology, the common assumption that the assault’s failure was inevitable from the beginning also supported the winner’s conviction that victory at Gettysburg was a great moral victory preordained by God. For a variety of reasons, no single defining moment in American history has more thoroughly captured the popular imagination, both North and South. However, fundamental truths have been hidden behind the enshrinement of the enduring romance of Pickett’s Charge. The vanquished people of the postwar South needed saintly heroes to restore lost pride. Therefore, Pickett’s Virginians, as constructed by Virginia writers, were transformed into virtuous Anglo-Saxons (a stereotype) who represented an inordinate amount of chivalry and courage. White Virginian virtues—as glorified in the heroics of Pickett’s Charge—were portrayed romantically to represent an allegedly superior Anglo-Saxon society, culture, and people. Clearly, the romantic glorification of Pickett’s Charge fulfilled a host of much-needed political, moral, racial, and psychological requirements for generations of white Southerners. The fabrication of the romantic Lost Cause mythology found its greatest fulfillment in the heroic image of Pickett’s Charge (the doomed attackers in the romantic tradition of “The Charge of the Light Brigade”) to demonstrate the superiority of Virginia virtues.

Pickett’s Charge also represented the greatest what-if of American history. Only adding to the seemingly endless mythical qualities of Pickett’s Charge, Michael Shaara, in his novel The Killer Angels (1974), gave long-existing stereotypes new life, solidifying the most romantic Lost Cause legends. Then, the film Gettysburg (1994), which was based upon the popular novel, continued the glorification of Pickett’s Charge to a new generation.

As part of the Lost Cause romance that endlessly glorified sacrifice and decisive defeat, so the most romantic of Gettysburg myths was created to explain the attack’s failure: the war’s most glorious charge that allegedly never stood a chance of succeeding against superior numbers, logistics, and economic might (rather than Union courage and fighting spirit). Portrayed in the Lost Cause romance as the moral equivalent to ancient Anglo-Saxon knights, these Southern fighting men fell in a doomed assault like martyrs, valiantly sacrificing themselves in a Christ-like crucifixion: the fundamental basis of the doomed assault stereotype that was more culturally based than historically based.

However, Pickett’s Charge can be seen very differently without the blinding haze (more disorienting than the fog of war) of regional pride, glorification, and romance. Lee was so close to winning his most important victory that Longstreet was even congratulated for the success of the assault. Lee’s faithful staff officer Colonel Walter Herron Taylor emphasized in a December 1863 letter how close Pickett’s Charge came to succeeding. Indeed, much of the real truth of Pickett’s Charge can be best understood from the words of soldiers’ letters, especially leading officers, written at the time, before the emergence of politically and self-serving postwar Lost Cause romance became holy writ.

Ironically, in still another glaring omission, the historical and tactical antecedents of Pickett’s Charge have not been adequately explored by historians—another gap filled by this work. Most importantly, the overall purpose of this book will not be to present another outdated, traditional narrative of Pickett’s Charge. Instead the primary purpose has been to focus on the hidden history and forgotten or overlooked truths of the most famous attack in American history. The overall goal has been to present as many new aspects of America’s most famous attack as possible to go well beyond the pervasive myths, stereotypes, and romantic legends to reveal the truths about Pickett’s Charge. This approach has revealed some ugly truths, including widespread cowardice in the face of the enemy even before the assault’s beginning: the human side of the story of Pickett’s Charge. Consequently, all aspects (including the blemishes) of Pickett’s Charge will be presented in this work to tell the full story of this pivotal moment in America’s story.

Appreciating exactly how close the attackers actually came to splitting the Army of the Potomac in two, one Union general emphasized how the Confederacy nearly won its independence to a captive Virginia major not long after the assault was repulsed. The 9th Virginia Infantry’s adjutant placed the attack’s repulse in the proper historical perspective by writing how Pickett’s Charge was the Confederacy’s Waterloo. Like Napoleon’s decisive defeat at Waterloo, the repulse of Pickett’s Charge altered the course of history on both sides of the Atlantic. Pickett emphasized how if the great attack had been supported, then Lee’s army would have shortly marched into Washington, DC: no exaggeration as long assumed.

In contrast to the popularity of Lost Cause mythology, there was nothing romantic to its participants about Lee’s greatest attack. Nevertheless, even today’s most recent books about Pickett’s Charge have emphasized the word “glory” in the title or subtitle. But only hell on earth was experienced by more than 6,500 Southerners, who were killed, wounded, or permanently crippled on July 3, causing endless suffering to grieving families, widows, and orphans across the South. Quite simply, there was no glory to the victims of Pickett’s Charge.

Confederate Colonel William Allen emphasized how there was absolutely nothing rash or foolhardy about Lee’s attack, which would have succeeded if properly executed as planned. Contrary to the popular doomed assault scenario against the alleged impossible odds and impregnable position, Lee’s attackers significantly outnumbered the defenders (at least eight to one), but these would have been greater if Stuart’s thousands of cavalry had struck from the rear at the targeted copse of trees as planned.

Because so much of the story of Lee’s assault has been distorted and romanticized, this book has relied heavily upon wartime letters of the common soldiers. These letters were written before the agenda-driven writings dominated the postwar period to overshadow the facts. Consequently, this book will emphasize the human-interest side of Pickett’s Charge to present a highly personalized history. The author’s overall goal has been to de-romanticize and de-glorify the assault to provide a more realistic view. This book also has been written not only to present new tactical analysis, but also to finally end a long-existing debate: Did Lee commit his greatest folly by launching Pickett’s Charge?

After more than 150 years, the full story of Pickett’s Charge has been revealed in all of its many complexities and contradictions by presenting as much of its hidden history as possible: the first true comprehensive view of Pickett’s Charge by revealing Lee’s plan of Stuart’s cavalry attacking into the defender’s rear; the forgotten mini–civil war between the Irish (and Germans to a lesser extent) in blue and gray; the Virginia Military Institution’s significant influence; how the common soldiers—not always generals—on both sides rose to the fore in splendid fashion; the assault’s tactical antecedents; etc. These are just some representative examples of fresh perspectives that have filled long-existing gaps in the historical record. Because the story of this pivotal moment in American history has been shrouded in myth to this day, it is time for a new look at the most iconic charge in the annals of American history.

Phillip Thomas Tucker, PhD

Washington, DC

January 1, 2016

This book reproduces original correspondence of many Civil War–era soldiers and civilians. We apologize for the inconsistencies in spelling and capitalization, when set in modern context. In addition, the timing of some events varies from source to source, sometimes depending on what side the soldiers were on or how their watches were set.


Chapter I

Genesis of Pickett’s Charge: Evolution of a Brilliant Tactical Plan

When the summer sun broke over South Mountain at 4:50 a.m. on July 3, 1863, it illuminated the carnage of the killing fields around Gettysburg, Pennsylvania.

By the third summer of America’s most murderous war, it was abundantly clear that the Confederacy was slowly dying. Consequently, after the first two days of combat at Gettysburg, General Robert Edward Lee’s battle plan for the afternoon of July 3 was based upon a host of urgent political, military, and economic requirements. Because the manpower-short South was trapped in a fatal war of attrition that guaranteed decisive defeat, Lee was determined to rearrange this cruel equation to end the Confederacy’s death spiral by delivering a decisive knockout blow upon the Army of the Potomac in Adams County, Pennsylvania.1 Lee felt confident of victory because his troops had reaped “partial successes” during their attacks on July 2 that he was determined to fully exploit on the third day.2

With everything now at stake, Lee needed a winning tactical plan that maximized his limited available resources to deliver a powerful blow. The tantalizing concept of achieving the perfect victory was the long-sought, but rarely achieved, ambition of military commanders from time immemorial. As long taught in military schools, only one battle was defined as tactically perfect: the Battle of Cannae on the Italian Peninsula on August 2, 216 BC, that resulted in Carthage’s greatest victory over Rome. Since that time, no commander had matched Hannibal’s tactical brilliance in vanquishing sixteen Roman legions during the greatest battle of ancient times. Hannibal’s innovative tactic of a double envelopment with his experienced multiethnic army was a masterpiece.

A careful student of history, Lee knew that Hannibal had utilized all of his troops in an innovative way at Cannae. With the Romans pressured in front by Carthaginian (or Punic) infantry of north Africa in the center and cavalry attacking both flanks, the turning point of this decisive battle resulted when Hannibal’s Numidian (north Africa) cavalry, as well as Spanish and Gallic horsemen, rode around the Roman flank and attacked in the center of their rear. Hannibal delivered his masterstroke to inflict the greatest defeat ever suffered by the Roman Republic, annihilating an army of about 75,000 men. Lee hoped to achieve his own Cannae at Gettysburg on July 3 to win it all.3

Of course, few of the Army of Northern Virginia’s common soldiers knew anything about the victory at Cannae, Italy, so long ago. Young Lieutenant George Williamson Finley, Company K, 56th Virginia Infantry, Major General George Edward Pickett’s division, Lieutenant General James Longstreet’s 1st Corps, described the situation on Gettysburg’s third day in fundamental tactical terms: “[W]ith food running low and ammunition running low, General Lee [now] decided to risk it all on one throw of the dice. He had tried the Union right, and he hadn’t broken it. He had tried the Union left, and he hadn’t broken it, so he reasoned that the only place left to strike was the Union [right] center.”4

Thanks to the benefit of hindsight, generations of armchair historians have widely denounced Lee’s final decision to launch a massive assault against General George Gordon Meade’s right-center on Cemetery Ridge. However, for the most part, these modern historians had merely projected the folly of the Army of the Potomac’s assault on Fredericksburg’s Marye’s Heights and Lee’s attacks on Malvern Hill onto Pickett’s Charge with a generalized, broad brushstroke. These two 1862 attacks were doomed because of tactical breakdowns, especially the lack of coordination, rather than the assumed inherent folly of the tactical offensive. Nevertheless, an enduring myth has been created by historians: the unchallenged axiom that the tactical defensive always decisively prevailed regardless of the tactical situation. This exaggeration of the superiority of the tactical defensive has fostered the myth of the alleged folly of Pickett’s Charge.

But in fact, the true situation as presented to Lee on July 3 was the very antithesis of this alleged folly. Contrary to conventional wisdom, Lee’s planned assault was in fact the best tactical recipe for achieving a decisive success calculated to reverse the war’s course with one blow. An officer who served under Napoleon Bonaparte described the Corsican’s secret of success: “The emperor’s favourite tactic of attacking the enemy in the centre, splitting it in two and paralysing both flanks.”5

Lee knew that a “proper concert of action” had denied him success on bloody Thursday, July 2.6 From his vantage point of Seminary Ridge’s crest and with the trained eye of a West Point–trained engineer whose tactical brilliance and reconnaissance skills were legendary in two wars, Lee searched for an Achilles’ heel in Meade’s Cemetery Ridge line with a trained eye. He was convinced that a weak point, even along the high-ground, could be taken by storm if a larger and more coordinated offensive effort was launched. Lee had originally planned to exploit previous tactical gains by hitting both Union flanks simultaneously. Lee and Lieutenant General Richard Stoddert Ewell, commanding the 2nd Corps, had decided that Culp’s Hill, just southeast of Gettysburg and the anchor of the northeastern corner of Meade’s line, and its stubborn defenders, could be overwhelmed on the morning of July 3. Likewise, with his units already in frontline positions on the right, Longstreet was ordered to continue his assault on Meade’s left (with John Bell Hood’s division) and left-center (with General Lafayette McLaws’s division) as on July 2, while Pickett’s division played only a supporting role. Therefore, the initial battle plan for July 3 was unchanged, with Ewell and Longstreet ordered to attack simultaneously on the early morning of the third day.

However, Lee’s original plan on the north was spoiled early on July 3, when Union troops launched an early morning counterattack along Ewell’s front at Culp’s Hill. Ewell was now tactically thwarted. But the escalating gunfire echoing over heavily timbered Culp’s Hill correctly convinced the tactically flexible Lee that Meade’s right flank, and certainly his left flank as well, was now certainly stronger than he originally thought. The astute Lee was convinced that Meade had considerably strengthened his flanks at his center’s expense. Indeed, Meade had rushed thousands of troops to face Longstreet’s hard-hitting echelon assaults and strengthened his battered position on the far south on July 2, including with the 6th Corps now occupying a reserve position on his left. Meade’s right and left flanks, situated on high ground and reinforced, were now impregnable.

Therefore, Lee was now forced to compensate because his original plan of attack on Meade’s right flank at Culp’s Hill had been spoiled early and Pickett’s division was still not up to playing a support role for Longstreet’s morning attack. Longstreet was not able to unleash an attack on that morning as ordered, because of Pickett’s absence. Lee, therefore, had been forced to create a new battle plan. Hoping to overcome the twin setbacks of Ewell’s failure to achieve gains and Pickett’s belatedness, Lee became more tactically innovative out of urgent necessity. After carefully surveying Cemetery Ridge’s lengthy expanse, he finally discovered a glaring tactical weakness in Meade’s position. He was now determined to break Meade’s right-center with a concentrated blow at a weak point along an overextended line. Indeed, Meade’s right-center was now even more vulnerable than ever before with reinforcements having bolstered the Union line’s northern and southern ends. If his attacking units would only act in “proper concert of action”—as at Chancellorsville in May 1863 and unlike on July 2, when dramatic Confederate breakthroughs were not supported by reinforcements—then Lee was convinced that decisive victory could be won.7

As emphasized by Lee, if Pickett’s division was fully available early on July 3, “I will strike them between the eyes [as] I have tonight [July 2] been reinforced by Pickett’s division, the flower of my army [and the only division yet to see combat at Gettysburg], and by [Jeb] Stuart’s cavalry.”8 Indeed, Pickett’s three brigades of Virginia troops were “the freshest, strongest, and most eager” troops available.9 Even more, the three brigade commanders of Pickett’s division (consisting of around 5,830 infantrymen and more than 400 Virginia artillerymen of the attached “long arm” battalion) were experienced and capable.10

More confident with Pickett’s and James Ewell Brown (Jeb) Stuart’s dual availability for the first time at Gettysburg, Lee now possessed his best tactical opportunity to achieve a decisive result. Lee was encouraged by the previous day’s success of General Ambrose Ransom Wright’s Georgia brigade, although unsupported, in attacking so near Cemetery Ridge’s crest on the right-center. Therefore, a decisive success seemed most probable at this same point if a far larger number of troops struck this weak spot on the battered right-center. The tactical opinion of General Wright, whose Georgians had allegedly penetrated Meade’s right-center (which Lee had watched through his binoculars), now coincided with Lee’s newly formed tactical view: “It is not as hard to get there as it looks.”11

Enduring Myths

Certainly the greatest myth about Gettysburg was that what Lee launched was nothing more than a doomed offensive effort. In hindsight, the basis of this myth has been founded on the concept that Cemetery Ridge and the defenders were simply too strong (by nature and numbers of infantry defenders and artillery) to be overwhelmed. In later years, to explain their dismal failure, Confederate veterans described Meade’s right-center as far more formidable than was actually the case. In contrast to the myth of impregnability, Meade’s stretched-thin right-center was much weaker and more vulnerable than has been generally recognized by historians.

However, the invincibility (a postwar creation that transformed Cemetery Ridge in the popular imagination into another impregnable Marye’s Heights) of Meade’s right-center has become a common assumption. But ample evidence of nineteenth-century warfare on both sides of the Atlantic revealed how massive frontal assaults were often successful against high-ground positions defended by veterans with modern weaponry. As Lee fully understood, decisive victory could only be won by offensive tactics because any “collapse at all was likely to be total and disastrous.”12

Smashing through Meade’s right-center meant that “Uncl. Sam would recognize his nephew and give us peace.”13 One of Longstreet’s men penned to his wife that “I think we will end the war [with] this campaign [and] I hope I will be able to write to my dear from Baltimore or Philadelphia [and] I would pray to God that this war would end soon [or] both nations [will be] ruined forever.”14 In the words of a 71st Pennsylvania Volunteer Infantry, now defending Cemetery Ridge: “A sort of fatality had [descended and we] must depend Only on [our]selves for fighting out an honorable peace.”15 Quite simply, the South’s peace could only come with decisive victory on July 3.

Most of all, Lee knew that time was not on his side. President Abraham Lincoln was gearing up for total war on a scale never before, in American history, to totally eliminate the Confederacy. On June 15, 1863, Lincoln issued a call for another 100,000 troops. As he fully realized, Lee now needed to secure a decisive victory on July 3 before another 50,000 men for federal service from Pennsylvania, 30,000 troops from Ohio, 10,000 soldiers from Maryland, and another 10,000 men from West Virginia (which broke away from Virginia in 1862) joined the great crusade. Additionally to meet Lee’s invasion, state governors were directed by Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton to raise nearly fifty state militia regiments from New York and Pennsylvania, for the defense of the Pennsylvania capital of Harrisburg and other major northeastern cities.16

Gettysburg’s third day was the final showdown that had been long and eagerly awaited. General William Dorsey Pender, who fell mortally wounded at Gettysburg, had recently penned in a letter, “I wish we could meet [the Army of the Potomac in a final showdown] and have the matter settled at once.”17 But securing the North’s recognition as an independent nation now called for the Army of the Potomac’s destruction on Pennsylvania soil. Only vanquishing Meade’s army by an overpowering blow on July 3 and then marching on major northern cities, such as Philadelphia and especially Washington, DC, could now transform the great dream of conquering a peace into a reality.18 With this goal in mind, Lee was presented with a “unique opportunity” on July 3 to defeat the only slightly larger Army of the Potomac that had suffered devastating losses on the first two days: a long-sought favorable equation.19

Lee had emphasized his central objective to General Isaac Ridgeway Trimble while on the road to Gettysburg: “destroy the army” now mostly aligned on Cemetery Ridge.20 However, innovative tactics were now needed for decisive success, because of Meade’s high-ground advantage. Lee now thought much like Lincoln, who had recently ordered General Joseph Hooker (the army commander before being recently replaced by Meade): “Fight him [Lee] when opportunity offers.”21 Lee’s tactical objective was revealed in full when he pointed to Cemetery Ridge: “The enemy is there, I am going to strike him.”22 Ascertaining a shortcut to decisive victory, Lee planned to strike Meade with a powerful blow right “between the eyes.”23

However, Lee’s offensive-mindedness on July 3 has been viewed by modern historians as emotion driven and entirely reckless without careful tactical calculation—the epitome of tactical folly, if not stupidity, which had become one of the great myths of the Civil War. But Lee’s men knew better, because their commander’s tactical astuteness and aggressiveness had led to so many past victories. One of General John Bell Hood’s soldiers concluded that Lee “was in temperament a gamecock [known for] his pugnacity.”24 John Singleton Mosby concluded that Lee was “the most aggressive man I met” during the war years.25 But it would take more than aggressiveness alone to achieve decisive victory on July 3. South Carolinian Mary Chesnut, who was part of President Davis’s inner circle in Richmond, made a significant point, noting another quality (verified fully at Gettysburg on July 3) in her diary, “Gen. Robert Lee … is not a lucky man.”26

Lee’s Greatest Personal Challenge

Clearly, the stakes could not have been higher than on this Friday when two mighty armies faced each other on parallel ridges (Seminary and Cemetery, from west to east) in an idyllic agricultural setting. As the son of “Light-Horse Harry” Lee, who had earned fame as the hard-hitting commander of “Lee’s legion” in the southern theater of operations during the American Revolution, Lee seemed to have been born for exactly this climactic moment. If Lee now reaped a decisive victory on July 3, then he would become the revered George Washington of a new republic.

But a streak of bad luck had long followed the Lee family like a dark cloud. After winning fame as Washington’s finest cavalryman, the life of “Light-Horse Harry” had then abruptly taken a drastic turn for the worst. He became a debtor in the Spotsylvania County House (Virginia) Jail, and eventually went into a self-imposed West Indies exile. However, Lee possessed all the sterling qualities, including a brilliant mind, of his father, who had “come out of his mother’s womb a soldier.” The son had been molded by his father’s wartime legacy and tragic fate. Even Lee’s limitations as a strategist (unlike as a tactician), with his obsession on Virginia-first strategic priorities that ensured a stubborn inability (for provincial, cultural, and psychological reasons) to see beyond Virginia’s requirements, had been now transformed into a laser-like focus to pierce Meade’s right-center to save Virginia from conquest.27 South Carolina soldiers of General Joseph Brevard Kershaw’s brigade correctly reasoned “that Lee would not yield to a drawn battle without, at least, another attempt to break Meade’s front” in a final attempt to reverse the course of the war.28

After two days of intense fighting across the picturesque hills and wheat, corn, and oat fields of Adams County, Lee embraced his long-awaited tactical opportunity to win it all. From Seminary Ridge, Lee ascertained the sight that convinced him that he could deliver a decisive blow to smash through Meade’s vulnerable right-center held by only 5,300 2nd Corps infantrymen. Since taking command of the army just outside Richmond during the 1862 Peninsular Campaign, the cerebral Virginian had long waited for this moment. All the Confederate lost lives and heroics during the past two summers had been made to now present Lee with this opportunity to deliver a masterstroke to cut Meade’s army in two. If he drove a wedge into Meade’s vulnerable right-center and then turned on each side to roll up the enfiladed flanks, then Lee would be presented with an open road all the way to Washington, DC, less than 100 miles to the southeast: the long-sought magical formula for conquering a peace.

Here was a rare tactical opportunity to “end the war,” as Lee had long hoped and prayed. Trapped in an unwinnable war of attrition against a vastly superior opponent and handicapped by outdated cultural and romantic concepts about waging war (versus irregular or asymmetric warfare) in the “European tradition of regular combat,” the South desperately needed a bold masterstroke. By this time, the chances for the Confederacy’s recognition from France and England had all but evaporated, after the Battle of Antietam, Maryland, on September 17, 1862, had opened the door for Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation. Lee, consequently, was now determined to erase the war’s brutal “arithmetic” of a vast northern war machine systematically grinding down his army to oblivion.

Therefore, Lee’s upcoming tactical offensive was neither a mindless or reckless gamble, as long assumed, but a well-calculated bid to win it all, because the odds were actually now stacked in his favor. After attacking the Union flanks that had been reinforced on July 2, Lee calculated correctly in having pinpointed the weakest spot in Meade’s position: the vulnerable right-center, which was now the Achilles’ heel of the sprawling defensive line that was stretched exceptionally thin, except on the flanks, for three miles. Even Ewell’s failed assaults on Cemetery Hill and Culp’s Hill now paid tactical dividends to Lee, because these furious attacks kept the Union defenders on the north firmly in place and away from reinforcing Meade’s weak right-center.

Lee, consequently, planned to deliver a mighty blow to this thinly defended soft spot, after unleashing the most massive artillery bombardment of the war. This targeted area was distinguished by a tiny (but especially conspicuous because of its distinctive umbrella shape on the sun-hazed eastern horizon atop the otherwise-open Cemetery Ridge) grove of chestnut oak trees–the famous copse of trees. Part of the white oak family, this clump of chestnut oaks, growing on property owned by farmer Peter Frey, consisted of ridgetop trees that grew so well on thin, rocky soil that they earned the nickname of “rock oak.”

Most importantly when Lee struck his winner-take-all blow, he would enjoy an eight-to-one advantage at the most decisive moment, after his right wing (Pickett’s division) and left wing (General James Johnston Pettigrew’s division) converged and descended upon the copse of trees in a compact strike force. Significantly, Meade’s right-center was unfortified. Even the open terrain before Cemetery Ridge enhanced Lee’s chances for a more rapid and orderly advance. The approach to Meade’s right-center was entirely open and free of obstacles, except an occasional flimsy rail fence: a tactical situation that guaranteed a relatively swift advance to minimize losses and maximize momentum. Contrary to the traditional opinion of historians and for a host of valid reasons, Lee was certainly not “no longer in possession of his full faculties as a military commander.”29 As he emphasized, Lee hoped to now deliver the devastating blow to “end the war if Providence favours us.”30

Although he was now guilty of sharing Napoleon’s overconfidence, the 56-year-old Lee had not deteriorated in deftness and flexibility of mind like the famed French emperor, who was only in his early forties by the time of the 1812 Russian Campaign. Lee still basked in his most remarkable tactical success (the envelopment of the Union army’s right flank) at Chancellorsville, which was his “Boldest and Most Daring Strategy” to date.31 Lee’s tactical analysis was now correct because Meade’s right-center was so weak that gifted West Pointer General Winfield Scott Hancock, who commanded the thin blue line of 2nd Corps’s troops around the copse of trees, lamented that because his “corps had been so weakened by its [July 2] losses it required every available man in line of battle to cover the ground held the previous day.”32

Lieutenant Colonel Rawley White Martin, 53rd Virginia, Pickett’s division, was confident they could plant “their tattered banners upon the crest of Cemetery Ridge.”33 After all, Lee’s veterans “had almost always defeated their more numerous opponents [and Lee’s army now] constituted as fine a unit as ever marched to battle on this continent.”34 As revealed in a May 21, 1863, letter, Lee’s faith in his battle-hardened veterans was boundless: “There never were such men in any Army before & there never can be better in any army again [and they will] never falter at the work before them.”35

In the words of Lieutenant John Henry Lewis, Jr., 9th Virginia, Pickett’s division, Lee had made up his mind “that he must cripple his adversary [and] carry Meade’s lines by assault.”36 Lee’s army now represented the last “great hope of the South,” in the words of Major Edgeworth Bird, 3rd Georgia Infantry, in a letter to his wife.37

Destiny itself seemingly called Lee to this situation that presented a golden tactical opportunity on July 3. Former attorney Colonel Eppa Hunton, 8th Virginia, Pickett’s division, had just learned that Lee believed that he could “end the war” once and for all.38 Lieutenant John Henry Lewis, Jr., 9th Virginia, Pickett’s division, emphasized how this was now the long-awaited chance to finally say a last “goodbye to Meade’s army” forever.39 Colonel David Wyatt Aiken, the commander of the 7th South Carolina, Kershaw’s brigade, revealed the extent of the opportunity in a letter to his wife: “Genl. Lee ordered Genl. Pickett … to attack the most vulnerable portion of the enemy’s line”: the weak right-center.40

Allan Guelzo correctly concluded, “In retrospect, the kind of head-down, full-in-front attack which became Pickett’s Charge wears all the appearance of folly that over-the-top assaults acquired on the Western Front half a century later. But 1863 was closer on the clock of war technology to Waterloo than the Somme….”41 Nevertheless, and as mentioned, the alleged folly of Pickett’s Charge has become Gettysburg’s most enduring stereotype and myth. Faithfully perpetuating the myth, common headlines of 150th-anniversary newspaper articles in America emphasized: “Pickett’s Charge: a deadly mistake by Gen. Lee.”42

The Golden Tactical Opportunity

But this alleged most egregious of Lee’s tactical mistakes was in fact the best tactic for reaping decisive victory. If the assault succeeded, then the Army of the Potomac, in the words of Captain Joseph Graham, 1st North Carolina Artillery, from a July 1863 letter to his father, “would have been ruined [and] They would have been scattered over the whole country.”43

Overlooked by those who have deemed Lee’s last offensive at Gettysburg the ultimate folly, unleashing the infantry of Pickett’s Charge was only one phase of the planned offensive effort, however. In a masterful employment of available resources, Lee planned to utilize all three arms (infantry, artillery, and cavalry) to the fullest in a well-coordinated fashion: the longtime true secret to battlefield success. Lee’s tactical formula emulated those of Napoleon, whose “passion for the strategy of annihilation and the climactic, decisive battle” transformed him into Europe’s conqueror.44 Indeed, throughout the Napoleonic period, what most often brought decisive success was “the correct tactical formula—a coordinated attack by all arms.”45

Lee, therefore, placed great faith in his long arm, like Napoleon. He planned to unleash the war’s largest artillery bombardment along the entire line to prepare the way for his massive assault. This unprecedented cannonade was calculated to knock out Union guns and to support infantry situated on the open, unfortified right-center. Lee’s initial tactical plan had been first formulated late on July 2 at Lee’s headquarters at Mary Thompson’s one-and-a-half-story stone house, located just north of the Chambersburg Pike on Seminary Ridge. Boding ill for future developments, Longstreet was not present at Lee’s headquarters that night. Deviating from the norm, Longstreet only submitted a report of the second day’s activities of his 1st Corps. Nevertheless, Longstreet, the burly Georgian with an outsized ego, was assigned by Lee to make the final dispositions for the charge on July 3.

Despite Longstreet’s previous “bad” management and repeated disinclinations to take the tactical offensive, this upcoming offensive effort was the Georgian’s charge, and not Pickett’s charge. At Lee’s Gettysburg–Chambersburg Pike headquarters at the Widow Thompson House (the modest home of a homespun woman born in 1793 located on Seminary Ridge’s crest), Lee ordered that “the assault was to have been made with a column of not less than two divisions, and the remaining divisions were to have moved forward in support of those in advance,” in the words of Colonel Walter Herron Taylor of Lee’s staff.46 After the modification of the original offensive plan, Lee actually gave himself a better chance for success by correctly targeting Meade’s unfortified right-center, which was “the weakest part” defended by only around 5,300 infantrymen.47

Lee now possessed 37 brigades in total. Despite the fact that the majority of these veteran brigades had been bloodied on July 1–2, Lee’s offensive plan was based on utilizing the army’s freshest troops: Pickett’s division of three brigades.48 However, the two primary divisions to spearhead the great assault on Meade’s right-center were designated more out of circumstances than design. Because Pickett’s command “was [now] fresh,” and Major General Henry “Harry” Heth’s division (now led by erudite James Johnston Pettigrew) was already available because of its position in the line (on the left) next to Pickett’s division once up, they had been selected. The seemingly ill-fated Heth, who had been with Lee’s army for only three months, had been knocked unconscious when a bullet grazed his head on July 1.49

Other veteran divisions, especially those of Hill’s 3rd Corps, were ordered to provide support. The 3rd Corps possessed fresh brigades, including General William “Billy” Mahone’s Virginia brigade and General Carnot Posey’s Mississippi brigade. These commands were to advance on the flanks of Pickett’s and Pettigrew’s divisions close enough to exploit the initial breakthrough in Meade’s right-center by the first wave attackers. To protect Pettigrew’s left, two 3rd Corps brigades of Pender’s division were to advance on the north. Significantly, after suffering only light losses on the first two days, Pender’s brigades were in good combat shape.

Likewise, the four brigades of General Richard H. Anderson’s division, of Hill’s 3rd Corps, were envisioned by Lee to support the flanks. Two brigades (under Generals Cadmus M. Wilcox and David Lang) of this large division were chosen to protect the right of Pickett’s division on the south—a vital guardian role. Therefore, Lee expected not only “all of Anderson’s troops [but also] perhaps [General] Robert Rodes’s remaining [Ewell’s 2nd Corps] units to move in support of the main attack.” Lee naturally expected Longstreet and Hill to “act in concert” in closely supporting the assault, a risky assumption because of their fractured relationship. But Anderson’s division had already faltered in adequately supporting Longstreet’s assault on July 2, because of the lack of coordination between Hill and Longstreet—an inept leadership team, which was an ominous development for July 3.50

More importantly, with two high tactical hands to play that were not readily available to him on July 1–2, Lee planned to utilize not only Pickett’s fresh division, but also more than 6,000 veteran cavalrymen, including horse artillery, under Stuart. In Lee’s tactical reasoning on July 2, which set the stage for the final day: “I have been reinforced by Pickett’s division and Stuart’s Cavalry [and] Tomorrow I will mass Pickett’s division … in front of Meade’s [center], well supported to the right and to the left [and] I will dispatch Stuart around Meade’s right flank to make an attack in conjunction with Pickett’s front attack; then let every battery and every gun along our line open and concentrate their fire upon that point in Meade’s line, the center of which is designated by that umbrella-shaped clump of trees that shall be Pickett’s objective point, and when the bombardment shall cease, then shall Stuart and Pickett charge, and I will cut Meade’s army in two and destroy it in detail.”51 James M. McPherson described the brilliance of Lee’s innovative battle plan, especially with regard to Stuart’s planned strike from the rear: Lee “still hoped and planned for a Cannae victory [based upon] not only the attack we now call Pickett’s Charge … but also an attack on Culp’s Hill and a coup-de-grace strike by Stuart’s six thousand cavalry swooping down on the Union rear….”52

Lee’s bold tactical concept of striking Meade’s rear with cavalry was in keeping with an ancient axiom of war that emphasized: “Do not mass all your troops in front, and even if the enemy is superior in numbers, direct your operations against his rear….”53

Stuart’s cavalry would strike the right-center’s rear, after the war’s most extensive Confederate cannonade swept the Cemetery Ridge. Lee had wisely concentrated the army’s cavalry (the South’s finest horse-soldiers) under Stuart, who now headed three veteran horse brigades, to smash into the Union army’s rear precisely where the defenders were most vulnerable, while thousands of infantrymen struck from the opposite direction.

Likewise, because of Longstreet’s failed performance in providing adequate artillery support and properly coordinating an assault on Malvern Hill that turned into a costly disaster on July 1, 1862, Lee had wisely not completely placed his faith entirely on Longstreet. Therefore, Stuart’s strike into Meade’s rear would compensate for any repeat of Longstreet’s Malvern Hill–like failures. Lee had masterfully planned to maximize the best of his artillery, cavalry, and infantry in a coordinated effort. Clearly, success was now based upon a “proper concert of action” (the vital ingredient missing on July 2) to win it all in one masterstroke.54

Lee planned for his eleven infantry brigades to advance across a broad front and then to converge in a concentrated wedge-like formation to strike at a single point at the weak right-center to eventually achieve an eight-to-one numerical advantage (even without tabulating Stuart’s strike from the rear). Achieving this strategic objective was made easier because of Lee’s decision to funnel the attackers to strike at a highly visible point of a clump of trees. The combination of this copse of oak trees at a dominant high point along the lengthy ridge was significant for another reason as well: Not only was the copse to serve as an elevated beacon for the infantry attackers from the west, but also for thousands of Stuart’s cavalry from the east. If everything went as planned, especially Hill’s divisions supporting Pickett and Pettigrew and closely following up on these frontline attackers and also to protect the northern and southern flanks, then thousands of attackers would converge in a compact wedge like a giant battering ram at the copse of trees, while Stuart’s three experienced brigades of more than 6,000 cavalrymen (bestowing Lee with more than a 10-to-one manpower advantage) simultaneously struck from behind at the same point, then “Lee would find an open road before him—one he might take, surrender demand in hand, to Washington, DC.”55

Recently, some historians have postulated the thesis that the real target of Pickett’s Charge was in fact Ziegler’s Grove, located just southwest of Cemetery Hill and north of the copse of trees. However, this latest revisionism has been nothing more than idle speculation. These recent assumptions have been based upon faulty conclusions without realizing that the copse of trees was larger in overall size (more in terms of width than height) in July 1863 than today. The trees did not have to tower high to provide a visual guide because of their high visibility on the crest of the ridge. The height of the clump of trees was stunted because these ridgetop-growing trees (scrub oaks) never reached great heights (like other local trees planted on infertile soil), especially on the thin, rocky soil atop Cemetery Ridge.56

Confederate survivors almost exclusively and early on designated the copse of chestnut oak trees as Lee’s ultimate target. Major Walter Harrison, the inspector general of Pickett’s division and a staff officer (Pickett’s acting adjutant at Gettysburg who was privy to the assault’s intimate details), knew the truth. He emphasized that the objective of the attack was the “clump of trees.” In an early publication (1870) before the Lost Cause glorification of Pickett’s Charge, he wrote how a “small clump of trees made the enemy’s centre a prominent point of direction.”57 Harrison also penned: “[W]hat an important feature that copse of trees was at the time of the battle; and how it had been a landmark towards which Longstreet’s [correctly named] assault … was directed.”58

Most of all, Lee needed a good, visible high-ground point to guide his assault for multiple directions so that thousands of attackers could converge at a single vantage point. Therefore, when he surveyed Cemetery Ridge’s length, he had overlooked lower points along the ridge south of the clump of trees. Clearly, a highly visible point was crucial for guiding the attackers from opposite directions toward a central focal point. However, some critics of the copse of trees as Lee’s targeted point have maintained that these trees stood only about 10 feet tall in 1863. However, these revisionists have overlooked the fact that it was the combination of this elevated position along the ridge and the unique shape of the clump of trees that made this targeted point more highly visible (to both infantry and cavalry attackers) and ideal for guiding the attackers than simply the tree’s height.

Likewise, because the highly visible Nicholas J. Codori House and large red barn were located on the lower ground (west of Cemetery Ridge) along the Emmitsburg Road almost directly (west) before the clump of trees, the Codori House and barn also served as an initial guide for the attackers. But the chestnut oaks of the clump of trees that dominated the ridge’s skyline and were more visible on higher ground just east of the Codori House were the most crucial point, especially after the attackers passed the house. Therefore, this elevated perch upon which the copse of trees stood was a distinctive, easily seen high point. Almost a knoll atop an open, commanding plateau of the lengthy ridge that dominated the eastern horizon, this right-center point in terms of an elevation was as prominent as the tree-covered spot along an otherwise-open ridge. Therefore, in relative terms, the height of the copse’s trees was not as important as the ridge’s overall height at this strategic location in serving as the assault’s guiding point. The clump of trees (south of Zeigler’s Woods located higher up this north–south ridge) served as an ideal highly visible general guide for the two assault wings (Pettigrew and Pickett) from the west (not to mention Stuart from the east) that were to converge at this strategic point.59

The copse of trees was also described as a “clump of dwarfed trees” by an observer who was more familiar with tall timber growth on fertile, less rocky ground with ample topsoil. But as mentioned, the timber’s height was actually much less important than location at a high point along the ridge in serving as a highly visible guide for attackers.60

Lee had chosen this point because Meade’s right-center was almost entirely free of trees and underbrush (hence, the prominence of the copse of trees—thanks to its high-ground perch—that dominated the skyline to the attacker’s view), because of thin topsoil and rocky ground. The clump of trees, struggling for life without sufficient topsoil, was centered on a rocky outcropping long avoided out of necessity by farmers’ plows. However, elsewhere on the ridge in the 2nd Corps’s sector on the right-center, this lack of natural cover guaranteed no protection for either Union artillerymen or infantrymen exposed on the open slope. Boding well for Lee’s plan, these bluecoat foot soldiers were without fortifications, trenches, or even rifle pits. Only the north–south running stone wall, except at the Angle (where the light-colored wall of rocks just north of the copse turned a short distance east before continuing on its north–south direction, just below the crest) offered protection for the 2nd Corps’s infantrymen. But even this stone wall was low and anything but formidable. Without earthen emplacements for protection, Federal artillery poised along the open ridge around the copse of trees was vulnerable. As planned by Lee, consequently, these exposed guns could be knocked out by a massive artillery bombardment.61

Contrary to conventional wisdom, therefore, Lee deliberately targeted one of the ridge’s highest and “most prominent” points for attack: an ideal target not only for the infantry attackers of nine brigades, immediately supported by two brigades (and additional brigades to be hurled forward in support by Longstreet) in front, but also for Stuart’s cavalry of three veteran brigades. Lee’s tactical decision has long seemed incomprehensible to modern historians, especially those imbued with the lessons (the folly of frontal assaults) of western-front warfare during World War One and with the disastrous assaults on Malvern Hill and Fredericksburg. Therefore, without grasping the full complexity of Lee’s plan, armchair historians have long emphasized that assaulting Cemetery Ridge was suicidal, especially without taking into account Stuart’s key role in charging into Meade’s rear. While the popular “attack and die” thesis has applied to the folly of frontally attacking a fortified, high-ground defensive position because technical advances in weaponry (rifled musket) had outpaced tactics, the targeting of an unfortified high-ground defensive position (simultaneously from front and rear) was another tactical matter altogether, as Lee fully realized, especially one that was stretched thin and short on men.

Consequently, Lee concluded that this unfortified position could not be defended by adequate numbers of defenders because of not only the threats of Confederate pressure (Ewell on the north and Longstreet on the south) on the flanks, but also because Lee knew that Meade believed that this was the least likely of places to be attacked. Interestingly, this was the same tactical reasoning that had caused Mexican General Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna to incorrectly believe that General Winfield Scott’s September 1847 threat before the 200-foot-high hill was only a feint. Santa Anna had made the key tactical mistake of only lightly defending Chapultepec’s heights, believing that its imposing natural strength would deter an attack, an erroneous assumption that led to the hill’s capture and Mexico City’s capture. For this reason, along with the fact that Meade had obviously strengthened his line’s northern (Cemetery Hill) and southern ends (Little Round Top) that had nearly been overwhelmed on July 2, Lee concluded that Meade’s right-center was weak not only with regard to numbers, but also thanks to commonsense assumptions of Union leadership that Lee dare not attack over such a wide stretch (three-quarters of a mile) of open ground.62

Internal Obstacles

Ironically, Lee’s first obstacle was his own top lieutenant, Longstreet, who still advocated the impractical turning movement around Meade’s left early on July 3. As mentioned, Lee had originally desired to unleash a simultaneous “pincer move” that included Ewell striking Meade’s right and Longstreet’s entire 1st Corps attacking the other flank, but “Old Peter” would have none of it. Lee, therefore, was forced to literally work around a reluctant Longstreet. After having launched bloody assaults against General Dan Sickles’s left (3rd Corps) at Houck’s Ridge and the jumble of giant boulders (Devil’s Den) at Houck’s Ridge’s southern base, and then later at Little Round Top on July 2nd, Longstreet had early declared that his commands were too weak to take the offensive on July 3: the intransigence that forced Lee to hastily create his second battle plan.

After the morning of July 3 conference, the final formulation of Lee’s complex plan revealed that he had accepted Longstreet’s arguments: unleashing an assault on the right-center (where Wright had struck on July 2) and not the left-center (where General William Barksdale’s Mississippi brigade attacked on the previous day) and left (where Hood struck on the second day).

Consequently, this last-minute shift of focus of the assault farther north now meant that General Joseph Robert Davis’s inexperienced Mississippi and North Carolina brigade and Colonel John Mercer Brockenbrough’s Virginia brigade—the two least reliable brigades now understrength—were now assigned to the assault force (instead of McLaws’s and Hood’s superior combat troops to the south). Worst of all, these two weak brigades were assigned to the vital mission of advancing on the assault’s extreme left flank, a certain tactical arrangement for a collapse. The inexperienced Mississippi and North Carolina brigade (new to Lee’s army) had been cut to pieces on July 1. Additionally, this brigade was led by President Jefferson Davis’s nephew of unproven leadership ability. Davis’s and Brockenbrough’s brigades were the worst possible choices for this crucial assignment.

But Lee had been convinced by Longstreet that these vastly inferior troops were preferable to McLaws’s and Hood’s divisions. In consequence for the upcoming attack, Pickett’s division alone represented Longstreet’s corps, and Pettigrew’s division (Heth’s command before he fell wounded on July 1) had been substituted for McLaws’s division. And Pender’s division, of two brigades, took the place of young Evander M. Law’s division (formerly commanded by Hood until he fell wounded from a bursting shell at the assault’s beginning on July 2). Because Pender’s troops now lacked experienced leaders, Lee had placed General Trimble (West Point Class of 1822) in command, despite being the oldest division commander (age 61) in the assault.

Because of Longstreet’s insistence, Hood’s and McLaws’s divisions, from south to north, now remained in stationary positions. Sudden substitutes to go in with Pickett’s division, six brigades (or one and a half divisions) of Hill’s corps now replaced Hood’s and McLaws’s crack troops for the assault. Pettigrew’s division (the assault’s left wing) of four brigades was designated to advance alongside Pickett’s division (the attack’s right wing) in the first assault wave. But more than 40 percent of Pettigrew’s division had been killed, wounded, captured on, or was missing on July 1. At Gettysburg, one-fourth of Lee’s total losses were North Carolina soldiers, mocking the ill-named Pickett’s Charge, the excessive focus on the Virginians’ minority role, and the alleged inferior performance of these “Old North State” troops. However, Trimble’s ten North Carolina regiments were in overall bad shape compared to Pickett’s fresh regiments. Nevertheless, the army’s elite units of Longstreet’s corps (Hood’s and McLaws’s divisions) would now sit out the massive attack.

Nine veteran brigades of about 12,500 men (about one-third of Lee’s army) from three divisions would be hurled toward Meade’s right-center, while two other brigades served as flank support—a total of eleven brigades. However, the 46 regiments designated for the upcoming assault were depleted from the prior two days. Most importantly, Lee envisioned unleashing the bulk of the army’s units in support of the frontline attackers. Pickett’s fifteen regiments (three brigades) were in the best shape of any troops. Lee additionally hoped that Longstreet would still send forth Hood’s and McLaws’s divisions (another eight brigades) to exploit initial gains reaped by the frontline attackers of Pickett’s and Pettigrew’s divisions. Therefore, Longstreet possessed the authority to utilize more than nineteen brigades in the upcoming offensive effort.63

Colonel Walter Herron Taylor described the last-minute adjustments made more complex by the utilization of eleven brigades from four divisions (Pickett, Pettigrew, Anderson, and Pender) of two different corps, 1st and 3rd: “[I]t was only, after because of the apprehensions of General Longstreet that his corps was not strong enough for the [attack], that General Hill was called on to reinforce him [therefore] Orders were sent to General Hill to place Heth’s division and two brigades of Pender’s at General Longstreet’s disposal….”64 To protect the assault’s right flank and to fully exploit gains made by the frontline troops, Lee also wanted two reserve brigades of General Richard H. Anderson’s division, and the division’s other three brigades to support the attack’s left flank, and “perhaps Robert Rodes remaining units to move in support of the main attack.”65

However, not only Pettigrew’s brigades, but Hill’s 3rd Corps brigades (except for General William “Billy” Mahone’s Virginia and Carnot Posey’s Mississippi brigades, which were not involved in the previous day’s attacks) were also in worse shape than Hood’s and McLaws’s divisions, after having been hard hit on July 1: a nullification of Longstreet’s arguments not to utilize the crack troops of McLaws’s and Hood’s divisions.66

Consequently, the main support for Pickett’s and Pettigrew’s divisions fell on the units of Hill’s corps. However, General Ambrose Powell Hill was physically exhausted and ailing. Besides being mentally war-weary, Hill was also obsessed about the welfare of his pregnant wife, Kitty Morgan Hill, or “Dolly,” who gave the general much anxiety. Hill was also a changed man, much like Ewell (due to a recent marriage and an amputated leg), and no longer the relentless fighter. Therefore, all three of Lee’s three corps commanders were far below their prime, ensuring subpar performances on July 3. Hill’s contributions to enhance the assault’s success were practically nonexistent. Hill had already failed to work closely with Longstreet in coordinating assaults of the two corps on the second day. The personal relationship between Longstreet and Hill was nearly as dysfunctional as that of Lee and Longstreet.

Hill had recently reorganized his corps. Hastily cobbled together and lacking overall cohesion, Hill’s 3rd Corps consisted of thirteen brigades representing eight different states. Hill’s corps had never fought together before. Likewise, half of the army’s corps had never operated on the battlefield together with the other half just before their greatest challenge to date. No corps was more ill-prepared than Hill’s ad hoc corps of divergent units, which were less capable because of relatively little experience and dysfunctional leadership at high levels, including jealousy in regard to Hill’s political-based promotion of corps command.67

Consequently, Hill’s assault force was inherently weaker and actually much smaller than envisioned by Lee. Lee’s original assault plan, which called for a larger strike force that had been initially agreed upon by the commander and his top lieutenants at the July 2 conference, had evolved and now included a weaker attack force. Despite Longstreet’s strong stance against offensive operations on successive days, Lee still hoped for the best. Longstreet was now in charge of orchestrating the assault directed against fellow West Point classmate (1839) Winfield Scott Hancock’s sector, when an energetic hand was needed.68

Lee was relying too much upon his top lieutenants partly because he was a sick man. He was hampered by heart disease, which resulted in his death barely five years after the war’s end. Lee was stricken not only from a debilitating case of diarrhea, but also from long-term coronary problems. He even suffered a mild heart attack the previous April.69

Nevertheless, Lee overcame failing health and uncooperative top lieutenants to perform his old tactical magic to increase the chances for the assault’s success. Lee now “had thirty-seven brigades of infantry [and] eight of these were pinned down on the right, and ten on the left. But this means that Lee had been able to concentrate nineteen brigades, more than half of his army, in his center, where they could be used to launch or to support the climactic attack [and] at this time thirty of the brigades were more or less worn down by hard fighting and seven were fresh or comparatively so. All of these seven were among the nineteen brigades massed in the center. Obviously Lee had been able to effect this concentration only because he was playing Meade for what he was, that is, a not-very-aggressive fighter, doubly hesitant at Gettysburg because he had been in command of his army for only a few days. Thus, for the launching of the great attack, Lee had effected a magnificent concentration, especially of fresh troops, especially Pickett’s division.70

To cut Meade’s line in two, Lee not only expected Longstreet to throw eight brigades of McLaws’s and Hood’s divisions into the breach once ripped in Meade’s right-center, but also for Hill on the north to do the same. Therefore, if Longstreet’s and Hill’s readily available troops were hurled forward to exploit the gains of the frontline attackers, then Lee would have about another 10,000 troops added to the assault.71 In total, Lee possessed “some 25,000, and perhaps closer to 30,000,” ready to strike, including the initial spearhead of around 12,500 men.72

Without a doubt, his was a “magnificent concentration” of assault troops to exploit a magnificent tactical opportunity to overwhelm an unfortified, weak position.73 Lee also possessed a novel tactical solution of advancing so many troops across open ground so that they would then simultaneously converge at a single point on Meade’s right-center: when relatively near the strategic objective, the assault’s left wing (Pettigrew) was to advance east, turn and march south, and then turn east again to strike at the copse of trees; while the right wing (Pickett) was to initially march east, turn and march north, and then turn east at hit the clump of trees sector in a convergence of attackers to then form the wedge-like spearhead of a battering ram to punch through Meade’s weak right-center. This “indirect approach” over a wide stretch of open ground was guaranteed to confound the opponent, disguising Lee’s targeted point (clump of trees) so that Union reinforcements would not be rushed forth in time to bolster the right-center: a clever means of stacking additional odds in Lee’s favor of about eight to one at the copse of trees at the most critical moment. Even more, Lee counted on a more than massive concentration for a frontal assault, but also a lengthy flank march (or ride in this case) early on July 3 around Meade’s right by Stuart’s cavalry to ease into position behind the right-center’s defenders in preparation for catching the Yankees by surprise from the rear, while the infantry struck from the front.74

Colonel Taylor, Lee’s darkly handsome adjutant, described the fundamental basis of Lee’s final decision to attack on Meade’s vulnerable right-center in a July 17, 1863 letter: “Their two flanks were protected by two insurmountable, impracticable rocky mountains,” and therefore, the soft right-center was the best point of attack.75 Partly forested Little Round Top (a barren western face) and heavily timbered Big Round Top, from north to south, anchored Meade’s left before Hood’s division, and Culp’s Hill and Cemetery Hill solidly anchored the Union line’s right. Compared to these mostly timbered heights (the defensive line’s highest points) at the opposite ends of Meade’s line, the right-center was open, weakly defended, and comparatively a lower point than north higher up Cemetery Ridge and lower than the high-ground on the northern and southern flanks—realities conveniently ignored by historians who had long decried Lee’s July 3 folly because of the central paradox that Cemetery Ridge was in fact an overall easier target also in regard to elevation.

Verifying Lee’s tactical wisdom, Taylor wrote: “It was out of the question to turn them [the high-ground at both ends of Meade’s line and] Besides the natural advantages of the place the enemy had strengthened themselves very much by artificial works [and] There was no opportunity whatever for a successful flank movement … on the third day.” Consequently, at the right place and with the right tactical plan, Lee correctly planned to smash through Meade’s vulnerable right-center, where barely 5,000 Yankee infantry held the thin, overly stretched line exactly where the attackers were to converge in overwhelming numbers.76

Presented with the best available tactical opportunity that he planned to exploit to the fullest, Lee was now in fact at his very best (not his worst, as long assumed) in deciding to launch a frontal assault at a weak, unfortified point. The ever-cautious Meade, who possessed no prior experience in handling an entire army, had allowed Lee a free tactical hand. Because of such reasons, the Virginian planned to unleash two masterful surprises from the west that were guaranteed to deliver a powerful one-two punch to split Meade’s army in two: 1) the war’s most massive artillery bombardment from a lengthy row of guns positioned along the advantageous high-ground of the Joseph Sherfy Peach Orchard and the Emmitsburg Road ridge, in softening up the defenders, and 2) thousands of veteran troops massed in the thick woodlands on Seminary Ridge’s reverse slope to hide them from prying Yankee eyes, before they emerged from hiding to advance over the open fields without natural obstructions to guarantee a relatively swift advance.

Last but not least, Lee was inspired by the memory of the remarkable tactical offensive achievements of the superb American fighting men during the Mexican–American War, especially in overrunning Chapultepec, which was far more naturally formidable than Cemetery Ridge at the right-center. The high-ground of Chapultepec was a seemingly impregnable bastion on September 13, 1847, until overwhelmed by a frontal assault that led to Mexico City’s fall and the war’s end. If the seemingly impregnable heights of Chapultepec could be carried by a headlong bayonet attack, then surging up the gentle, open western slope of Cemetery Ridge—especially when compared to the more daunting rocky heights at both ends of the defensive line (Cemetery Hill on the north and the Round Tops on the south)—and then smashing through Meade’s right-center would be much less challenging.

Most symbolic, America’s greatest hero of Chapultepec’s storming just happened to be the officer chosen to lead his division in spearheading Lee’s greatest assault, George Edward Pickett. Lee envisioned that if Pickett (then a young West Pointer, Class of 1846) could lead the way in overrunning formidable Chapultepec, then almost certainly the long-haired Virginian (now a major general) could now accomplish a comparable tactical feat with thousands of expert fighting men. The capture of Cemetery Ridge was now seen by Lee as easier to overrun than Chapultepec. Upholding the valor of his French ancestors (later Huguenots, or French Protestants) in battling English invaders, Pickett had been “the first American to scale the ramparts of Chapultepec, a daring exploit noted in official reports as well as in the newspapers.”77

Pickett would not have placed the United States flag upon Chapultepec’s ramparts if not for his friend “Pete” Longstreet (a fellow West Pointer, Class of 1842). Longstreet had been leading his Company H, 8th United States Infantry, which advanced before Pickett’s Company A, when he had been cut down with a serious thigh wound while carrying the United States banner, recently grabbed from a fallen regimental color-bearer. When Longstreet fell atop the first parapet, Lieutenant Pickett was then handed the colors by his friend “Pete.” Pickett then reached the site of the palace of the ancient Aztecs. After hauling down the Mexican colors, Pickett raised the “Stars and Stripes.”78 Pickett’s colors flew proudly over Chapultepec, while American victory cheers rang across the heights once conquered by Cortez and his Spanish conquistadors.79

And now at Gettysburg on a day as equally hot as that day central Mexico in September 1847, Pickett possessed still another opportunity to accomplish great things. Once again, a strange destiny had placed Pickett in a key situation with a chance to again become famous as during his youth. Then, Lee, Longstreet, Pickett, and other former West Pointers would again shortly march triumphantly in still another fallen enemy capital (Washington, DC) like they had done at Mexico City.80 Partly because of the Mexican–American War’s tactical lessons that had been taught at West Point, Lee now fully embraced the wisdom of offensive-minded tactics as the ultimate solution to the South’s ultimate dilemma.81

Enduring European Military Legacies

The timeless lessons of Napoleon’s battlefield successes based upon his reliance on the tactical offensive also loomed large in Lee’s mind. The Civil War generation of leadership had learned that “Napoleon never failed in carrying any lines which he attacked.”82 When Lee became West Point’s superintendent, he supported the Napoleon Club, where faculty, especially its influential president Dennis Hart Mahan, espoused the wisdom of Napoleonic tactics, especially the tactical offensive. Here, young cadets had hotly debated and written essays about the merits of Napoleon’s tactics.83

Austerlitz was Napoleon’s tactical masterpiece. It was there, on December 2, 1805, that Napoleon’s troops overran the Pratzen Heights to smash through the enemy’s center. Even Lee’s grand strategy of capturing Washington, DC, to force a peace was taken out of Napoleon’s most relied-upon chapter in the art of waging war. The brilliant Corsican had conquered one European capital after another, marching into Berlin and Vienna to fulfill his insatiable imperial ambitions.84 Historian Paul Johnson emphasized the simple secret of Napoleon’s amazing winning streak across Europe: “Once his army was deployed on ground of his choosing, he simply attacked.”85

Lee’s decision to launch a massive attack to pierce Meade’s right-center was entirely in keeping with the day’s most advanced military thought as taught at leading military schools on both sides of the Atlantic. Baron Antoine Henri Jomini, who had served on Napoleon’s staff as official historian, emerged as a leading war theorist. Based upon Napoleon’s art of war, Jomini’s concepts were embraced by generations of West Point cadets, including a young Lee (Class of 1829). In consequence, Civil War generals carried Jomini’s concepts into battle, even his 1838 Summary of the Art of War, at Gettysburg.

America’s top military theorist during the antebellum period, Professor Dennis Hart Mahan, had popularized Jomini’s strategic and tactical ideas, including at West Point, with his own 1848 book about the art of war. Lee’s Chancellorsville’s victory was a product of a masterful utilization of a “classic Jomini-style” tactic of the “strategic envelopment.” In regard to Lee’s tactical reasoning on Gettysburg’s third day, Jomini, who learned of Napoleon’s winning ways firsthand, emphasized that the enemy’s weakest spot was the most decisive point to strike with a concentrated mass of infantry. Lee now planned to do what Mahan had long emphasized: the strategic wisdom of invading enemy territory and then delivering a decisive knock-out blow to reveal “true genius.”86

Indeed, Lee was the Confederacy’s “greatest Jominian.”87 He concurred with Jomini’s axiom based upon what the military theorist had learned, while serving by Napoleon’s side: “A general who waits the enemy like an automaton without taking any other part than that of fighting valiantly, will always succumb when he shall be well attacked.”88 David D. Chandler summarized how the fundamental basis of Napoleon’s success was deceptively simple: “For it is by upsetting the enemy’s ‘balance’ that the victory is won; the concentration of fire and the opening of a breach are the only means to the true end—which is the psychological destruction of the enemy’s will to continue resistance.”89

The moral factor also now fueled Lee’s desire to unleash the tactical offensive. Lee passionately denounced the “evil designs of the North” against the “most puritan of all American regions [the South].” Lee was also determined to attack because he admitted that “in view of the disparity of resources, it would have taken a miracle, a direct intervention of the Lord on the other side, to enable the South to win.”90 Like Lee, Napoleon fully understood that the key to success, especially in regard to the tactical offensive, involved the moral factor: “[M]oral considerations in war were three-quarters of the equation” for decisive success.91

Lee might have reflected back on the statement made by one dismayed Mexican officer, who remarked to Santa Anna when the tricolor Mexican flag was lowered from atop Chapultepec just before young Lieutenant Pickett raised the United States flag, “God is a Yankee.”92 In moral terms, Lee was betting—although he was doing so with careful calculation to stack the odds in his favor as much as possible, especially in regard to Stuart’s attack into Meade’s rear—that God was definitely not a Yankee on July 3.

But now Lee was not as much relying upon God as he was depending upon the combat prowess of the average fighting man, infantry, cavalry, and artillery. Especially among Lee’s July 3 critics, the much-touted theory of the alleged vast superiority of the tactical defensive has overlooked the most crucial factors for a successful tactical offensive: a righteous cause, experienced officers commanding veterans, fighting spirit, esprit de corps, and élan. In a July 1, 1863, letter that described what Lee also counted upon to win it all, a confident Lieutenant Benjamin Lyons Farinholt, 53rd Virginia, Pickett’s division, wrote to his wife: “Our Army is in excellent health, and if we keep up our present state of organization there is nothing to fear from any force that can be brought against us [and] Our Army is in fine spirits and [is] confidently expecting success under the able leadership of Genl. Lee.”93 Confederate Alexander McNeill explained in a letter that “We came here [Pennsylvania] with the best army the Confederacy ever carried into the field….”94

For a host of pressing political, military, and diplomatic factors, Lee was now obsessed with delivering a massive blow for all the right reasons. Ironically, this bold decision based upon a keen tactical calculus has been interpreted by modern historians as a classic case of faulty decision-making of the lowest order: an inexplicable aberration for the most successful commander in American history on a single early July afternoon when he was simply not himself, as generally believed.

Ironically, while Chapultepec had presented the formidable objective of its imposing heights that overlooked Mexico City like an Aztec Mount Olympus, Cemetery Ridge was a different kind of elevation altogether. From Seminary Ridge, Cemetery Ridge hardly looked worthy of its designation as even a ridge because of its gently ascending open slope. A lush patchwork of green pastures, crops of oats and rye, and yellow fields of wheat filled the gently rolling terrain before Cemetery Ridge. However, this pristine agricultural landscape was deceiving, appearing almost flat from a distance on Seminary Ridge. A lengthy, narrow ridge, the Emmitsburg Road ridge, lay between the two main parallel ridges (Seminary and Cemetery), running northeastward to Gettysburg’s southern end. Especially with regard to its open western slope, Cemetery Ridge was anything but a commanding height like Chapultepec that rose sharply from an open plain filled with cornfields.

At first glance, in retrospect, therefore, Lee’s decision to launch his attack across the open, relatively level ground of about three-quarters of a mile has been long viewed as suicidal according to popular lore. But this broad expanse of open, gently ascending terrain has caused historians to emphasize Lee’s alleged tactical folly without considering that it offered an easy avenue for a relatively swift advance for thousands of troops to more quickly gain their strategic objective when time was of the essence—additional proof of the tactical opportunity, because the lay of the land would not impede the sweeping Confederate advance all the way to Cemetery Ridge, ensuring a relatively rapid advance across open fields.

Compared to Virginia’s battlefields (distinguished mostly by rough, wooded terrain), nature herself seemed to have created this relatively smooth avenue for thousands of attackers to more quickly reach Cemetery Ridge. Because nineteenth-century armies had long fought by the axiom that “armies did not attack in dense forests” (the daunting reality had Lee approved Longstreet’s impractical proposed turning of Meade’s left at the heavily-timbered Round Tops and one explanation of Ewell’s failure to overwhelm densely wooded Culp’s Hill), the broad, open fields lying before Cemetery Ridge and its gentle slope were actually promising for the fulfillment of Lee’s tactical plan. Revealing as much, General Wright, whose Georgia brigade (three regiments and a battalion) had pushed across this same open ground and struck Meade’s right-center on July 2, emphasized: “It is not as hard to get there as it looks.” Indeed, the ground was actually highly favorable for a massive assault, especially when compared to the rugged, rocky terrain and heavy woodlands on the Round Tops and Culp’s Hill. Embittered survivors described Little Round Top as a “Gibraltar” that was truly “impregnable,” unlike Meade’s right-center that paled in comparison as an imposing elevation.

While the relatively gentle terrain over which Pickett’s Charge would be launched presented the deceptive initial appearance (the ground was more rolling than level), what was now presented before Lee was actually the easiest and best natural avenue (as General Wright verified) leading toward decisive victory. Again at first glance, Lee’s prospects of overrunning the high-ground might seem improbable, but such was simply not the case. But in relative terms rather than Lee’s attack demonstrating the height of folly, the inevitable losses were alone justified to exploit the long-awaited opportunity to fulfill the South’s greatest ambition of “conquering [a] Peace.”95 Therefore, in the words of Sergeant James Walker, 9th Virginia of General Lewis Addison Armistead’s brigade, Pickett’s division, “the men did not seem to dread this battle as many others” in the past, because a possible decisive success now could be won instead of just another wasted effort and pyrrhic victory as so often in Virginia.96

Despite initial objections to a northern invasion and leaving his own home state (Mississippi) to its uncertain fate, President Davis now wanted Lee to exploit “some opportunity [that] should be offered so as to enable us to defeat the army on which our foe most relied, [then] the measure of our success would be full.”97

And now that great opportunity was now presented by the thin, weak, and unfortified Union line on Meade’s right-center that was ripe for delivering a devastating blow. Lee felt that this greatest of all prizes of finally vanquishing the Army of the Potomac was now well within his grasp. Therefore, Lee’s determination to pierce this weak defensive point was not a product of delusion or because he was “no longer in possession” of his mental faculties as long assumed.98 Colonel Walter Herron Taylor, Lee’s adjutant, felt that all was well because of “our wise Chief” and his decision making.99 Lee knew that his veterans could advance rapidly across (in timely and organized fashion) the wide stretch of open ground—precisely because it was so open and obstacle-free—with relatively few casualties.100 From what he learned from General Wright, Lee reasoned that the attackers could gain Cemetery Ridge in only about twenty minutes, a correct estimation.101

Lee’s tactical calculations and deductions were right on target. Contrary to today’s prevailing stereotypes and myths, the planned assault was not a case of “not war [but] murder” as at Malvern Hill and Fredericksburg.102 To Lee’s trained eye, Meade’s right-center did not even appear as formidable as the Union-fortified defensive position at Gaines’s Mill, which had been pierced by a frontal assault.103 To fulfill this delicate timetable (precious minutes meant lives) of gaining Cemetery Ridge in less than a half hour thanks to the open, rolling terrain, Pickett informed General Garnett to “Get across the field as soon as you can….”104

The motivations of Lee’s veterans could not have been higher, because they were consumed with the vision of “our banners [soon] wav[ing] in the streets of Washington” and atop the Capitol dome and the statue of Freedom, Columbia. Catching the army’s prevailing ethos, “Old Pete” Longstreet had earlier declared with regard to his country’s enemies, “I will kill them all.”105 Teenage Corporal George M. Setzer, a former carpenter of Company F (Farmville Guards), 18th Virginia, Pickett’s division, and fated to be killed during Pickett’s Charge, wrote with jubilation in a letter to his parents, after the slaughter at Fredericksburg, “We just slayed them” with businesslike efficiency.106

Best of all, after Lee’s “magnificent concentration” of assault units, the attackers were destined to have an eight-to-one advantage against only 3,000 defenders upon reaching Meade’s right-center—the long-sought tactical formula that provided the best opportunity ever presented to Lee to finally deliver a mortal blow to the Army of the Potomac. Perhaps learning from prisoners of the exact location of Meade’s headquarters, on the west side of Taneytown Road and just southeast of the copse of trees, Lee might have known that a breakthrough at this point would also knock out his opponent’s command and control center.

Meade’s right-center was not dominated by overwhelming numbers of defenders, heavy reserves, and rows of cannon that automatically doomed an assault. Only the hindsight of academic historians has created the myth of the impregnability to Meade’s right-center. After correctly ascertaining Meade’s strengthening of his flanks instead of his inadequately defended center, Lee now planned to smash through this weak sector defended by only a single brigade (General Alexander S. Webb’s 2nd Brigade, 2nd Division, 2nd Corps) without the advantage of defenses, except for the north–south running stone wall (low and hardly formidable), which turned a short distance east–west to form the Angle.107

Of course, the other key to a successful assault was adequate support, both infantry and artillery (especially on the flanks), for the attack: Longstreet’s responsibility. Barksdale’s and Wright’s deep penetrations (left-center and right-center, respectively) and other determined Rebel assaults, including those on Little Round Top, on July 2 were thwarted because of the breakdown of the execution of Lee’s echelon attack, thanks to either nonexistent or entirely inadequate support. Longstreet and his division commanders failed to closely coordinate the assaults of their units on the previous day. Therefore, not taking any chances of coordination again breaking down on July 3 (Longstreet had failed at Malvern Hill for these same reasons), Lee thought he had diminished this fatal flaw by planning for his eleven brigades—and then other close support brigades that Longstreet was to advance—to simultaneously converge at a single point, the copse of trees.108

Colonel Edward Porter Alexander wrote of the ultimate target chosen by Lee and upon which the assault formations were to converge: “A clump of trees in the enemy’s line was pointed out to me as the proposed point of our attack….”109 Although situated on a high part of Cemetery Ridge and lower than the ridge’s northward continuation, which gently ascended toward the tall oak trees of Ziegler’s Grove, the defensive line at the little clump of oaks was paradoxically a rare high-ground weak point. The “angle of the stone fence was lightly held [as] comparatively few Federals who were there….”110 In a letter to his wife, 36-year-old Colonel David Wyatt Aiken, who commanded the 7th South Carolina, General Joseph Brevard Kershaw’s South Carolina brigade, wrote how Lee had orchestrated a formidable “magnificent concentration” of veteran troops “to attack the most vulnerable portion of the enemy’s line.”111

As revealed in a letter to his father, whose five sons served as Confederate officers, an experienced Captain Joseph Graham was correct in his analysis. He was a North Carolina medical man who had graduated from the University of North Carolina with two degrees. Graham now commanded the high-spirited Tar Heels of the 1st North Carolina Battery, Hill’s corps, and rode a “magnificent dark bay stallion.” Graham summarized an undeniable truth in regard to Pickett’s Charge: “Gen’l Lee’s plan was excellent.”112

Meade’s vulnerable right-center was the fragile, vulnerable “hinge” of the Union army’s two reinforced wings that now thinly held together the two impregnable high-ground defensive bastions at the opposite ends of Meade’s line: a weak link. If the right-center was pierced, then Meade’s greatest strengths and concentrations of firepower, especially artillery, would be negated by a single blow without expending a good many Confederate lives in attempting to overwhelm high-ground bastions anchoring impregnable flanks.113

After he unleashed an “unprecedented artillery bombardment” from the largest concentrated array of artillery ever seen on the North American continent because Lee realized that the “grandest results are obtained by the reserve artillery in great and decisive battles,” eleven Confederate brigades would then emerge from their hidden positions on Seminary Ridge’s reverse slope and then storm forward. An ample number of other veteran brigades, including fresh units, were in position to immediately reinforce these spearhead attackers, because “the intact reserves of infantry [were to] advance [and then] victory is won” by this tactical formula. Besides Pickett’s division spearheading the assault on the right and serving as “the guide for the attack” according to his master plan, Lee placed his faith upon what only recently [before bloody July 1] had been his “largest, best equipped, finest looking brigade [Pettigrew, who would advance to Pickett’s left] of the whole army,” in the words of one of Lee’s finest artillery officers, Major William Thomas Poague, a talented graduate of Washington College, discussing Hill’s 3rd Corps.114

Perfecting the Offensive Plan

As importantly, two brigades of Hill’s corps were to advance and provide timely support to exploit any breakthrough by the lead attackers to drive a deeper wedge, after the breakthrough on the right-center of Meade’s overextended line on both sides of the clump of trees. Realizing the wisdom of Lee’s plan, Hill initially wanted to employ his entire 3rd Corps of six brigades in the assault. Lee ultimately decided to add four additional veteran brigades of Hill’s corps “just to make certainty certain.”115 Again, the key to success was a thorough utilization of all support troops (including 2nd Corps units) in a timely manner to exploit gains achieved by the spearhead troops (of around 12,500 men primarily Pickett’s and Pettigrew’s divisions), then “some 25,000, and perhaps closer to 30,000 men, would be available to press the Federal lines.”116

Interestingly, one of Hill’s men was a young soldier of Edward A. Perry’s Florida brigade, handsome Lewis Thornton Powell, Company I, 2nd Florida Infantry. The Florida brigade had made significant gains on July 2, after striking the Emmitsburg Road sector, north of the Peach Orchard, before lack of support doomed their best efforts. Ironically, Powell eventually reached Washington, DC, and resided there, where Lee’s men hoped on July 3 that Confederate flags would fly in glorious triumph, but to no avail. After having survived Pickett’s Charge with a wound and his subsequent capture, the dark-haired Powell (alias Lewis Payne) was hung in Washington, DC, as a Lincoln assassination conspirator on July 7, 1865, two years and four days after Lee’s greatest attack.117

With Pickett’s fresh command guiding and spearheading the way, Lee’s plan was not only “logical [but also entirely] achievable.”118 Again, the most overlooked tactical ingredient of the attack, Meade’s stretched-thin line, was even more likely to be broken in two by Stuart’s projected cavalry attack from the rear.119 Indeed, even if Lee’s infantry was repulsed, Lee still possessed an ace in the hole with the South’s greatest cavalry. If the charging Southern infantry failed to simultaneously strike with the cavalry, then the three hard-hitting brigades of Stuart’s cavalry (more than 6,000 attackers) could very likely still reap a decisive success: Lee’s forgotten insurance policy. Clearly, even “had Pickett failed as he did, Stuart still had the chance to … rescue the day for the Confederacy.”120 If mutually successful as Lee planned, then “Pickett and Stuart would have shaken hands on Cemetery Ridge and prepared to destroy portions of Meade’s army at their leisure.”121

At this time, Lee’s lines (exterior lines that left him at a disadvantage) extended for nearly half a dozen miles and beyond Cemetery Ridge, and his lengthy line of artillery batteries had Meade’s army “bracketed between convergent fire.” Therefore, Lee now “readily assume[d] he had fire superiority over the Federal guns north and south of the copse of trees” on Meade’s right-center.122

As Lee firmly believed, this was now the golden opportunity to bring “the end of the war,” in the words of Colonel Eppa Hunton, who now led the 8th Virginia.123 General Pickett was also confident for success. One officer never forgot how Pickett, like Lee, was “entirely sanguine of success in the charge, and was congratulating himself on the opportunity.”124

In massing about 12,500 veteran troops of eleven brigades to strike Meade’s weak right-center, held by 5,300 infantrymen of depleted units along an unfortified front stretched to the limit, Lee had “in fact found just about the best spot to attack anywhere along the Federal line [and now enjoyed] a very rare advantage for the Southerners of [not] 2.2. [to]1,” but nearly two-and-a-half to one.125 But most importantly, these odds would be far greater if Longstreet utilized all of the troops, including McLaws’s and Hood’s divisions, that Lee expected to be hurled forward to support the assault: the majority of Lee’s army.126 And if thousands of Stuart’s cavalrymen joined in the attack at the clump of trees when the odds were even more favorable (eight to one) when the attack struck home, then the odds would be more than 10 to one in Lee’s favor.127 Most significant in regard to Mexican–American War lessons (not to mention Napoleonic) and the favorable odds that promised a dramatic breakthrough at a weak point, Lee also felt sanguine for success also because “[s]ome of our divisions exceed the army Genl. Scott entered the city of Mexico” in triumph.128 But at the most decisive moment of striking the clump of trees and Angle sector, Lee would possess an eight-to-one advantage, which verified that his battle plan was a tactically astute one.129

Lee also saw how the ground gently ascended from east of the Emmitsburg Road, ensuring that even veteran Yankees on higher ground would commit the usual sin of overshooting (especially in the excitement of battle) their targets on lower ground. The previous gains emphasized the wisdom of Lee’s plan: This relative high point on Cemetery Ridge—the clump of trees on the high-ground beyond the Codori House and large barn—had been allegedly reached by Wright’s single brigade (about 1,400 Georgians) the previous day. And just to Wright’s south, Barksdale’s Mississippi brigade had made an even deeper penetration of Meade’s left-center on July 2, sweeping everything (including most of the 3rd Corps) before it until the fatal mixture of high casualties, low ammunition, and arriving Union reinforcements negated the second day’s most dramatic gains. Dual deep penetrations on Meade’s left-center (Barksdale) and right-center (Wright) convinced Lee that Meade’s right-center now could be relatively easily pierced by a far larger number of attackers. In consequence, Lee “would return [on July 3 where Wright had struck], but this time with almost ten times that number.”130

In analyzing Lee’s chances for success, almost all historians have failed to tabulate Stuart’s 6,000 cavalrymen striking from the rear. But even more overlooked has been the fact that if all of the available support troops were utilized, then Lee would have at least 25,000 troops in total in the offensive effort. Revealing the extent of Lee’s unprecedented tactical opportunity, Captain Franklin Aretas Haskell deplored the right-center’s vulnerabilities. Serving as the aide-de-camp of grizzled West Pointer (Class of 1847) General John Gibbon, Haskell described how with regard to the targeted right-center, now held by the 2nd and 3rd Divisions (from south to north) of the 2nd Corps, “the losses were quite heavy yesterday [July 2], some regiments were detached to other parts of the field—so all told there are less than six thousand men now in the two Divisions, who occupy a line of about a thousand yards.”131 And most importantly to verify the fact that Lee had indeed chosen exactly the right point to attack after a masterful concentration of troops, Haskell lamented how the thin line of blue along the right-center was now “without reserves,” just before Lee unleashed his greatest offensive effort.132

Without the biased accounts and Lost Cause mythology, the realities of Pickett’s Charge have demonstrated the entirely erroneous nature of Longstreet’s prejudicial and endlessly quoted declaration (his postwar defense): “It is my opinion that no fifteen thousand men ever arrayed for battle can take that position.”133 Such self-serving statements laid the foundation early of the popular concept of the assault’s folly.

Vulnerable Targeted Sector

As Lee saw during his observations, the fact that no Union defenses had been dug into the thin, rocky soil along Cemetery Ridge (the very antithesis of Chapultepec) also pointed to the tactical plan’s wisdom. As mentioned, the ridge’s topsoil was too thin—underneath was loose, hard shale—to dig trenches or even rifle pits. And even the stone wall that ran just below the ridge’s crest on the western slope was only two to three feet high. The wall was not the sturdy defensive structure that ordained impregnability, as later imagined by historians. But in truth, Lee marveled at the magnificent tactical opportunity through his binoculars, because the lack of entrenchments and numbers partly negated the high-ground advantage. Not even the Union army’s artillery along the crest on the right-center benefitted from earthen emplacements (as on Cemetery Hill) for protection against the dual threats of shell-fire and infantry attack. For the defenders, even the low stone wall offered no protection to Confederate shells exploding overhead or immediately to the rear.

Because of the rapid march north from the Rappahannock River country to catch up with Lee’s army, the Federals were unable to bring entrenching tools. Ironically, although ample time had permitted, the vast majority of Yankees had not systematically scoured the woodlands in an organized effort to gather logs or secure fence rails to bolster the low stone wall. As “far as Lee could see, the Federals had not entrenched themselves along the ridge—all that was visible in the way of works was a low stone wall.”134 (Lee, of course, did not know that this lengthy stone wall—rare in the South—running along the high-ground had been partly erected by slaves, including by the town’s founder, James Gettys, and continued to be improved by free blacks over the years.135) Anything but truly formidable in any sense or stretch of the imagination, the stone wall—more of a property boundary marker than a wall proper—was not even high enough to keep hogs or cattle inside.136

In the 2nd Corps sector that included the clump of trees area, Captain Haskell described the stone wall’s glaring weaknesses: “Most of the way along this line upon the crest was a stone fence, constructed of small, rough stones, a good deal of the way badly pulled down, but the men had improved it [but overall the] works are so low as to compel the men to kneel or lie down generally to obtain cover.”137

For good reason, Captain Haskell and other 2nd Corps officers were worried about the distinct possibility that Hancock’s weak right-center would not be able to hold firm under any attack, much less an all-out offensive effort: “I could not help wishing all the morning that this line of the two divisions [under Alexander Hays’s 3rd Division—north of the Angle—and John Gibbon’s 2nd Division—south of the Angle—that was separated by the Angle in the stone fence] of the 2nd Corps was stronger; it was, so far as numbers constitute strength, the weaker part of our whole line of battle. What if, I thought, the enemy should make an assault here to-day, with two or three heavy lines—a great overwhelming mass; would he not sweep through” the defenders.138

Near the virgin stand of chestnut oak trees of Ziegler’s Grove (as known to locals) on Cemetery Ridge just northeast of the copse of trees, Lieutenant Tully McCrea, of Scotch-Irish descent and a member of Battery I, 1st United States Artillery, caught the representative mood among the inadequate number of defenders to verify Lee’s tactical wisdom: “[K]nowing that we had but one thin line of Infantry to oppose them, I thought that our chances for Kingdom Come or Libby Prison [in Richmond, Virginia] were very good.”139

Contradicting the popular stereotype that Lee’s massive assault was the war’s greatest possible tactical miscalculation, such representative views of veteran Union officers were correct. After all, these were not the words of experienced fighting men, who believed in the popular postwar myth that the right-center was impregnable or that Lee’s assault was doomed even before it was launched. As Haskell explained the crisis situation on the right-center, as “few as were our numbers we could not be supported or reinforced” until it was too late.140 Clearly, Lee was now presented with his long-awaited opportunity to deliver a knockout blow, as the boys in blue, especially officers, realized at the time.141

Furthermore, on July 3, General Meade, wrote Haskell in his letter, “was not of the opinion that the enemy would attack the center [and that] this was not the favorite point of attack.” Of course, Meade’s incorrect assumption and tactical miscalculation threw an even greater percentage of the odds in Lee’s favor.142 The young captain also described how “General Meade still thought the enemy would attack his left again….”143 Ironically, targeting Meade’s left with a flank movement was exactly the plan that Longstreet had strongly advocated to Lee since July 2.144 However, as Lee realized, Longstreet’s turning, or flanking, plan was “impractical,” because of rough, wooded terrain and the position of Meade’s powerful reserve, the 6th Corps, on the left.145

As mentioned, Lee planned an indirect assault in order to increase his chances for success, with the planned convergence of attackers at the copse of trees. However, by attacking via a frontal assault—and refuting the popular “attack and die” thesis that has emerged from hindsight, that deemed every frontal assault was folly—Lee determined “the most vulnerable position” at the weak right-center was the best chance to achieve a decisive success. Longstreet’s proposed flank movement only promised, even if successful, to extend the campaign by forcing Meade to evacuate the high-ground.146 With soaring optimism and unrealized by the unsuspecting Federals, Lee envisioned his brigades moving across a broad front relatively quickly and then redirecting their movements to concentrate toward the clump of trees to create a pointed and compact wedge formation of maximum strength (like the point of a sword) to deliver a mighty punch to tear a hole through Meade’s right-center.147

Time-Proven Tactical Concept of the “Blitzkrieg Attack”

In this tactical sense, Lee faithfully followed the time-proven Napoleonic formula that was actually twentieth century–like: the “blitzkrieg attack.” Napoleon revealed the secret to his successes that exploited the passivity of Europe’s upper-class generals: “I see only one thing, namely the enemy’s main body [and] I try to crush it”—Lee’s precise tactical thinking on July 3.148 Indeed, “the central theme, of Napoleon’s concept of warfare [was] the blitzkrieg attack aimed at the main repository of the enemy’s military power—his army.”149

In overall tactical terms, Lee was now basically in the process of following Napoleon’s tactical model of Austerlitz. Setting the stage, Napoleon deliberately allowed his opponent to take possession of the area’s most dominant high-ground (Lee did not, of course, allow this), Pratzen Heights, despite being outnumbered more than two to one by a powerful Austrian–Russian army. However, this tactical cleverness, including exhibiting a tentative fear before a strong opponent, was all part of Napoleon’s deceptive plan of feigning weakness to engender a fatal overconfidence to ensure that his opponent made a grievous tactical error.

When his adversary was convinced that the day was won, Napoleon had then hurled some of his best light troops toward the Pratzen Heights to smash through the weakened Allied center, after his opponent had taken the bait and massed troops to strike the French right to leave his center vulnerable, to gain the Russo-Austrian army’s rear. Doing exactly what his enemy least expected, Napoleon then hurled his veteran grenadiers forward in a 20-minute advance (almost exactly the same time that it would take Pickett’s Charge to reach Cemetery Ridge) over a wide stretch of open ground between two ridges (like Pickett’s Charge) and then up the long slope of Pratzen Heights (much higher and steeper than Cemetery Ridge). Napoleon smashed through the Allied army’s center, achieving his greatest victory at Austerlitz on December 2, 1805.150

For the most part, Lee had basically now taken the tactical core of Napoleon’s Austerlitz battle plan—an infantry assault on the enemy’s vulnerable center on high-ground—by including an entirely novel tactical dimension. He added more complexity to his innovative battle plan to considerably ensure his overall chances for success, by taking it higher to a more intricate, tactical level of sophistication. While Napoleon’s brilliant success at Austerlitz resulted from a frontal assault up the open slope of the Pratzen Heights to rip a gaping hole in the Allied army’s center, Lee developed a highly complex plan that was based upon a masterful two-pronged attack to strike not only the front, but also the rear of Meade’s weak point at the same time. As mentioned, while more than 12,000 attackers hit the Union right-center, defended by 5,300 infantrymen (that would be reduced by this time), from the west, more than 6,000 of Stuart’s elite cavalrymen would ride around Meade’s right to gain the Army of the Potomac’s rear, before turning west to smash into the copse of trees sector from the rear and thousands of more troops were to follow. Stuart’s surprise attack called for his troopers to charge into the rear of the 2nd Corps, while its thin line of infantrymen hoped to hold a weak position at the small clump of trees sector against the full onslaught of thousands of veteran infantrymen: a powerful one–two punch guaranteed to deliver the coup de grace to the Union army.
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