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Introduction July 1, 1863


Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, was a thriving small town in early July 1863. It was home to 2,400 residents and contained 450 buildings, wooden and brick, that housed various small shops and several industries, such as carriage manufacturers, shoemakers, and tanneries There was a bank and one tavern. Ten roads led into and out of Gettysburg, which was not far from the state capital of Harrisburg. A train link ran from Harrisburg to Gettysburg, but it had been shut down. It was a peaceful place; there were several signs in the village that warned residents they would be fined for discharging firearms.

Everyone in America knows the name of that small village today. But Gettysburg should never have been the site of the most famous and consequential battle of the Civil War—one that turned the tide of the conflict in the North’s favor and resulted in the bloodiest fight in American history, with more than 50,000 casualties, or about one-third of the total number of troops engaged on both sides of the three-day confrontation. It was General Robert E. Lee’s second invasion of the North. It would be his last.

This oral history, Gettysburg: The Tide Turns, starts by explaining how both armies accidentally collided on that July 1, 1863. The Northern Army of the Potomac had lost its commander, General Joseph Hooker, who had resigned (to President Abraham Lincoln’s delight). General George Meade had replaced him just seventy-two hours before the armies confronted each other at Gettysburg. The Confederate Army of Northern Virginia, led by the legendary and “invincible,” it appeared, General Robert E. Lee, had crossed into the North and was trying to find and destroy Meade’s army. Lee believed that if he could do that, he could advance on Harrisburg, seize a railroad, take his army into Philadelphia, and capture it in just a few hours. That might have forced President Abraham Lincoln to sue for peace and ended the war.

Meade was trying to do the same thing. He was under great pressure from Lincoln to destroy Lee’s mercurial Army of Northern Virginia, fresh off its surprising and stunning victories over Union forces at Fredericksburg and Chancellorsville two months earlier. At Chancellorsville, in Virginia, Lee defeated the army led by General “Fighting Joe” Hooker (whom he assumed he would meet again in southern Pennsylvania) and prevailed against forces twice as large as his own. On top of that, he won the battle by splitting his army in two, something rarely done. Lee was immediately seen as “the wizard.” In that battle he lost his second in command, General “Stonewall” Jackson, who was accidentally killed by his own men.

As they crossed into Pennsylvania, neither Meade nor Lee knew where the other was and the size of their forces. (The Union forces numbered more than 100,000 men and the Southerners about 72,000.)

They found each other on the morning of July 1, beginning a horrific three-day battle that would, in the end, determine whether the United States would remain one country or two. It is a story that has been told time and time again in books, movies, lectures, and documentaries, but never—and I do not understand why—as an oral history.

The beauty of the oral history, no matter what the subject, is that, using many sources, a historian brings in the people who were part of the story, large and small in importance, to tell it. All the books about Gettysburg (and there are dozens) are standard stories. The historian tells a tale that is peppered with quotes and narrative, and they choreograph the eyewitness testimony to develop the dramatic overall story. In an oral history, the people in the tale tell it. This type of story gives the reader a chance to consider what many people have to say and adds nuance and personal analysis to the tale. I did that with my previous book about Fort Sumter, and plan to do so again in this work about Gettysburg.

Why was the Battle of Gettysburg so important?

First, it marked the end of Lee’s reputation as an unbeatable, mythical general and changed the North’s view of him and his army. Second, it ended the South’s ideas of invading the North (the battle was called “the high-water mark of the Confederacy”). Third, although Gettysburg, and another Union victory at Vicksburg on the same day as the one at Gettysburg, did not end the war, it began a final chapter that, nearly two years later, did result in that conclusion. Fourth, the defeat at Gettysburg unfurled the “lost cause” banner that the South wrapped itself in and, in the end, made their loss in the Civil War more explainable and understandable to Southerners (moral victory against insurmountable odds). Fifth, it provided several memorable events that have echoed through history, such as the successful Union defense at Little Round Top, led by Maine’s Colonel Joshua Chamberlain, and the much-written-about, ill-fated third day attack of the Confederates—Pickett’s Charge.

And sixth, Gettysburg gave President Abraham Lincoln the opportunity to deliver his memorable Gettysburg Address, which helped to “bind up the wounds” of the nation—both sides of it—and has lived forever as one of the great speeches in US history.

There were several reasons for the invasion of Pennsylvania. Lee’s army was always out of food. His men had drained Virginia of just about all its food; an invasion of Pennsylvania, with its thousands of farms, would bring them all the food and other supplies they so desperately needed. Right up until the middle of June 1863, the Army of the Potomac, under the command of Major General Joseph Hooker, had been lurking around Virginia, dangerously close to Richmond. Then it suddenly turned away from Richmond and marched north. Lee now did not have to worry about protecting Richmond and could march into Pennsylvania.

He also needed horses, and in Pennsylvania he could appropriate as many as he needed from farms there. Thanks to the Northerners abandoning their Virginia campaign, Confederate President Jefferson Davis was free to redirect thousands of men in Virginia, including General George Pickett’s regiments, to the northern campaign in Pennsylvania.

Lee needed soldiers, too. His hard-fighting Army of Northern Virginia was shrinking in size, despite strong efforts to sign up more men, and this troubled him. How long could his men stay on the field and fight?

There was a political masterstroke Lee hoped to add to the invasion. He read as many Northern newspapers as he could find, as did his generals, and they all reported a growing peace movement in the North, made up of tens of thousands of residents of the Northern states who wanted Lincoln to end the war and let the Confederacy remain as its own country. A Confederate victory in Pennsylvania, or wherever the two armies met, would give the peace movement people a very strong reason to howl even louder.

One thing that did not trouble him, and should have, was the early and strenuous objections to any invasion of the North by General James Longstreet, now his No. 2 man. Longstreet did not want to invade anywhere. He wanted the Union troops to come to a battle with the Southerners, where they would be defeated. Longstreet’s foreboding feeling had been there since mid-May and would grow and grow until Pickett’s Charge. Lee, however, incorrectly assumed Longstreet agreed with his overall plan.

As he rode for Pennsylvania, Lee had lost his famous cavalry commander General J. E. B. Stuart. He had authorized Stuart to ride around Hooker’s army to gather information, but none was forthcoming. Where on earth was Stuart? What neither Stuart nor Lee knew was that Hooker’s entire army had crossed the Potomac and headed for Pennsylvania, where Lee himself was headed. He did not know where Hooker was, though, nor the size of his force, because he had no reports from Stuart.

Lee’s large army, without word from Stuart, hoped to clash with the Federals, but it did not know much about their size or position. With Stuart’s disappearance, Lee and his forces were playing a game of blindman’s bluff as they rode north and approached a tiny village called Gettysburg.






PART ONE The Road to Gettysburg


The Civil War was two years old in 1863 when General Robert E. Lee told president of the Confederacy Jefferson Davis (who was running the seceded South from his office in a converted mansion in Richmond, Virginia) that he wanted to invade the North a second time to strike a stinging blow at the Federal forces and win the war. If Lee got into Pennsylvania, he could take the bustling state capital, Harrisburg, seize the busy railroads there, put his troops on the trains, and quickly ride into downtown Philadelphia and claim victory. The Liberty Bell would ring again.

If that path failed, Lee could get his men on the rumbling trains again and, unannounced, ride an hour or so farther east across the farmlands of New Jersey into New York City. Surprised, hardworking New Yorkers, so used to the idea that the Civil War was very, very far away from them and their families, would cause a huge uproar at their sudden defeat and the occupation of America’s largest city. There would be thousands of angry and stunned New Yorkers streaming through the streets of the city in inflamed and lengthy protest marches.

The invasion would also be a public relations blow that would shake the North to its core. How could such a thing possibly happen? Northerners would be astounded that an invading army, especially one that large—72,000 men—could get all the way to New York. They would wonder why New York City had absolutely no defense against an invasion and, most of all, why continue a war in which New York, and apparently any Northern city, could so easily be attacked and occupied? They would be so shocked that they would force President Abraham Lincoln to surrender and grant the South its recently claimed status as a new nation representing half of what had been the United States. Would this, indeed, be the end of the Union?

At the very least, Lee claimed an invasion of the North could help both the military and public image of the Confederate Army.



General Robert E. Lee

Valuable results might be expected to follow a decided advantage gained over the enemy in Maryland and Pennsylvania, too.

Lee and President Davis were friends. They became friends when Davis was the US secretary of war in the 1850s and Lee was the commandant at the United States Military Academy at West Point. The two men not only respected each other, but also liked each other. Lee had a special place in his heart for Davis because Davis had been a hero for the US Army in the Mexican War (1846–1848). Most secretaries of war were strictly political appointees, but not Jeff Davis. Davis, a Mississippian, had been in the middle of a savage war in Mexico and had, as a young man, shown extraordinary courage and leadership skills. In the war, Davis had given himself a short course on leadership in the US Army. What did he do in the Black Hawk War? He captured Chief Black Hawk. From a soldier’s point of view, Davis was the perfect military president. Northerners? They had Abraham Lincoln, whose major military skill over the years was not leading an army but splitting rails out in Illinois.

Davis and Lee got along splendidly. One of Davis’s most self-gratifying acts as president of the Confederacy, in fact, was appointing Lee the commander of the Army of Northern Virginia—the home state of his new general.

Virginians seemed to have the upper hand in the Confederate Army, and that did cause some antagonism and jealousy. Many complained that too many Virginians were in charge of the army, and the Virginians in charge of it complained that there were not enough Virginians in it. General Lafayette McLaws wrote to his old friend from West Point, General Richard Ewell:



General Lafayette McLaws

Do you know there is a strong feeling growing among the Southern troops against Virginia, caused by the jealousy of her own people for those from every other state? No matter who it is may perform a glorious act, Virginia papers give but a grudging praise unless the actor is a Virginian. No matter how trifling the deed may be which a Virginian performs, it is heralded at once as the most glorious of modern times.

But Lee, himself, was widely admired both inside and outside the army.



Mary Chesnut, Southern diarist

General Lee, son of Light Horse Harry Lee, has been made general in chief of Virginia. With such men to the fore, we have hope.

Lee, for his part, said the new Confederacy would have a hard job of selling itself. He knew war was bleeding and dying, not parades and social teas, as most Southerners seemed to believe. He told John Imboden, a Virginia legislator and Confederate general:



General Robert E. Lee

I fear our people do not yet realize the magnitude of the struggle they have entered upon, nor its probable duration and the sacrifices it will impose upon them. The United States government is one of the most powerful upon earth. I know the people and the government we will have to contend with. In a little while, they will be even more united than we are. Their resources are almost without limit. Their army… will be commanded by the foremost soldier of the country, General [Winfield] Scott.… And above all, we shall have to fight the prejudices of the world, because of the existence of slavery in our country.

Lee was also disappointed in the reluctance of his friends and neighbors in Virginia to rally to the precious cause, as he himself had done. He shook his head when discussing them.



General Robert E. Lee

They are worse than children.

Lee continued to shake his head when he led his first troops in South Carolina. People in that state, too, were reluctant to wave their new flag and cheer their new army.



General Robert E. Lee

I am dreadfully disappointed at the spirit here. The people do not seem to realize there is a war. It is so very hard to get anything done [here].… While we all wish well and mean well, it is so difficult to get them to act energetically and promptly. Our people have not been in earnest enough to have thought too much of themselves and their ease & instead of turning out to a man, they have been content to nurse themselves & their dimes & leave the protection of themselves and families to others.

Over the past two years, the combination of Davis and Lee had not brought victory overall in the war, but it had brought victory in numerous battles in several states. What the two men needed now, in the spring and summer of 1863, was a huge win over the Union’s best army, the Army of Potomac, commanded since January that year by General Joseph “Fighting Joe” Hooker.

Another problem Lee’s army had was food. He had just about taken all the available food in northern Virginia and every day needed more. A successful invasion of Pennsylvania and its thousands of acres of productive farmland would enable him to get badly needed supplies for his soldiers, not only for this campaign, but others in the future.

Until now, President Lincoln had been let down by just about all his generals. The Union forces won some battles and so did the Confederates, but the bloody war droned on. Everyone was tired of it. Soldiers began sniping at their officers. One target was the meticulously attired Union general Winfield Scott, who was criticized for wearing a different white shirt every day.



Lieutenant Colonel Theodore Lyman, Union Army

Where he gets them, no one knows.

Lincoln’s prize, the prize of the army, the prize of all the North, was flamboyant General George McClellan. McClellan, never known for humility, wrote that the people saw him as some kind of a god on a horse.



General George McClellan, Union Army

The people call on me to save the country. I must save it and cannot respect anything that is in my way.

People had told Lincoln that the immaculately dressed McClellan, who looked so fit and proper on his horse and had a commanding style about him, was the best possible choice to be commanding general of the US Army.

He was not.

Lincoln also did not know the disdain McClellan had for him.



General George McClellan

President Lincoln is the original gorilla… an idiot.

Lincoln removed McClellan as commanding general of the Union Army in March 1862, but left him at the head of the Army of the Potomac—responsible for military and naval operations in Virginia, West Virginia, Maryland, Pennsylvania, Washington, DC, and the coastal fortifications and seaports of North Carolina. Then he fumbled badly at a major battle at Antietam, Maryland, in September of 1862. After the general failed to pursue Lee’s army in Maryland, the president rode to McClellan’s home in Washington to discuss the war with him. He did not have an appointment.



General George McClellan, to his servant

Tell Lincoln to go home.

Servant

It’s the president.

General George McClellan

He has no appointment with me.

Servant

It’s the president.…

General George McClellan

Tell him to go home.

Soon after that, Lincoln fired McClellan entirely.

He was replaced at the head of the Army of Potomac by General Ambrose E. Burnside, who lasted just three months. Then came Hooker.

General Henry Halleck became commanding general after McClellan in July 1862, but no one brought the president victory. In fact, few in the army or the Lincoln administration thought very much of Commanding General Henry Halleck.



Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles

[Halleck] originates nothing, anticipates nothing… takes no responsibility, plans nothing, suggests nothing, is good for nothing.

Lincoln told all the generals of all his armies that his goal was a speedy victory, not a long, slow string of battles. Lincoln wanted to end this war; he had to end this war.



President Abraham Lincoln

Neither party expected for the war, the magnitude or the duration, which it has already attained.



General Oliver Otis Howard, Union Army

We cannot well exaggerate… the horrors, hateful ravages, and the countless expense of war.

To be victorious, President Lincoln told his commanders, they had to crush the Confederate armies, not spend time capturing their cities. Hooker should have crushed his foes at Chancellorsville in the spring of 1863, but they fought on. McClellan should have crushed his foes at Antietam, but he did not—and yet he bragged about his “victory.” The Battle of Antietam wound up as a draw and it angered Lincoln that McClellan painted it as his personal victory.

Some men worried at the small size of the Union Army. Others wrung their hands at the need for any army.



Horace Greeley, Editor, New-York Tribune

Of all solecisms, a Standing Army in a Republic of the XIX century is the most indefensible. We have no more need of a standing army than of an order of nobility.

The armies both sides put together often had no skill in mapmaking, troop movements, or supplying a force of that size.



General Richard Taylor, Confederate Army

The Confederate commanders… were without maps, sketches, or proper guides and knew no more about the topography of the country than they did about Central Africa.

The United States Army had been a ragtag and disorderly operation for years. Winfield Scott, the highest-ranking US general in the Mexico War, said in 1847:



General Winfield Scott

Our militia and volunteers, if a tenth of what is said to be true, have committed atrocities—horrors—in Mexico, sufficient to make heaven weep, and every American, of Christian morals, blush for his country.

And the while Union and Confederate soldiers were being painted as “mortal enemies,” most men in both the Northern and Southern forces didn’t see it that way.



Lieutenant Colonel Thomas Hyde, Union Army

[We fight] in obedience to the dictates of duty and patriotism, not in personal hatred towards who for the time they call enemies.



Leonidas Torrence, 13th North Carolina, letter to his sister

If you were to see a yankey, you would think it was a man, too. They are nothing more than other men.

Spencer Cavendish, the Marquis of Hartington in Great Britain, toured the United States in August of 1862. He visited the headquarters of both armies and met with Presidents Abraham Lincoln and Jefferson Davis. He described the Southerners as tough and determined fighters.



The Marquis of Hartington

I have seen them serving as privates in regiments of their states, serving badly clothed, badly fed, perhaps hardly with shoes upon their feet.… I have seen men who have lived all their lives in poverty, who you would say have nothing to lose and nothing to gain, who had no interest in slavery, but who have joined with as much readiness as those who had the ranks of the army. I have seen these men in their camps as cheerful as possible, and asking for nothing but again to be led to battle with the enemy.… I say surely a people animated with such a feeling [are] not a people who are going to give in.

And then there were those who were born in the North but lived now in the South.



Harry Handerson, born in the North, moved to Louisiana

All my interests lay in the South, and with Southerners, and if the seceding states, one of which I resided in, chose deliberately to try the experiment of self-government, I felt quite willing to give them such aid as lay in my feeble power.

In the South, the small press corps was all behind General Lee and President Davis, while in the North the mainstream press was frustrated by the North’s failure to gain a decisive victory and highly critical of Lincoln who, as president, was commander in chief of the army.

Lee stopped McClellan from taking Richmond in the spring and summer of 1862. But the Union sailed into and took the Southern stronghold of beautiful New Orleans, a strategic seaport, in that same year. Young General Ulysses S. Grant, a beloved “hard ass,” won some battles in the West and Southerners took some in the East.

McClellan was replaced as the head of the Army of Potomac by General Ambrose E. Burnside, who lasted just three months. Then came Hooker. But shortly after Lee and Davis met, Lincoln happily accepted Hooker’s resignation, and he was replaced on June 28, 1863, by the untested General George Meade.

Meade did not have much experience in battles against the best Southern armies. How would he do if he ever found himself on a field opposed by Lee?

Meade wrote to his wife about his promotion and what he knew would be a looming battle with Lee.



General George Meade, to his wife

As dearest, you know how reluctant we both have been to see me placed in this position, and it appears to be God’s will for some good purpose—at any rate, as a soldier I had nothing to do but accept and exert my utmost abilities to command success. This, so help me God, I will do. And trusting to him, who in his good pleasure has thought proper to place me where I am, I shall pray for strength and power to get through with the task assigned me.… I am moving at once against Lee. Pray earnestly. Pray for the success of my country. Love to all!

Who was George Meade anyway? He was not a “fighter,” like Fighting Joe Hooker. He was not a portrait of sartorial splendor and greatness, like George McClellan.



General Alpheus Williams, Union Army, to his daughter

Soldiers saw him as a tall, slim, grey-bearded man who wore glasses and an old slouched hat, a blue blouse, corduroy pants tucked into his long jackboots… ungainly in looks and actions.

Many who knew Meade simply did not like him.



Assistant Secretary of War Charles Dana

[Meade] was an intellectual man, and agreeable to talk with when his mind was free, but silent and indifferent to everybody when he was occupied with that which interested him.… He had the worst possible temper, especially towards his subordinates. I think he had not a friend in the whole army. He [cursed] them violently, without occasion and without reason… he lacked moral authority.

And so, many in the army said, your success with General Meade did not depend on your situation so much as his mood that day.



Lieutenant Colonel Theodore Lyman, Union Army

Meade was always stirring up somebody. This morning it was the cavalry picket line, which extends for miles and which he declared was ridiculously placed. But, by worrying, and flailing out unexpectedly, on various officers, he does manage to have things pretty shipshape.

On the other hand, when Meade did wrong to somebody, he always apologized.



Meade aide

[He had] a cordial desire to make amends.

Meade was a quiet man, almost aloof, but when he did talk to people he often wound up telling funny stories and jokes. The more he talked, the friendlier he became.



General Alexander Webb, Meade’s chief of staff

He talked with great fluency and elegant language.

He was also a man of great strength and character.



Lieutenant Colonel Theodore Lyman

He has a tremendous nervous system [that holds him up] through everything.… [Meade is] a thorough soldier and a mighty clear-headed man and one who does not move unless he knows where and how many his men are, where and how many his enemy’s men are and what sort of country he has to go through. I never met a man in my life who was so characterized by straightforward truthfulness as he is. He will pitch into himself in a moment if he thinks he had done wrong, and woe to those, no matter who they are, who do not do it right.



General Gouverneur Warren, Union Army

[At Gettysburg] Meade’s moral character was a tower of strength to us and gave hope to the hearts of those who sought the favor of Providence and believed in the success of a just cause.

But perhaps the most impressive memorial to Meade was not from a soldier, but a civilian.



Frederick Law Olmsted, US Sanitary Commission

[He had] a most soldiery and veteran-like appearance, a grave, stern countenance, somewhat Oriental in its dignified expression, yet American in its racehorse gauntness. He is simple, direct, deliberate and thoughtful in manner of speech and general address.… He is a gentleman and an old soldier.

If the newly appointed General Meade was not experienced in major victories, General Lee certainly was. His latest, over a major Union force, was at Chancellorsville, Virginia, about two months before Meade took up his new position. Lee had split his outnumbered troops in the face of Hooker’s advance, and that daring move brought victory. Now, in the spring of 1863, Lee and his confident men were still celebrating the win at Chancellorsville, despite the accidental death of General Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson, who was hit by friendly fire.

Lee was certain that if he could find and defeat the Army of the Potomac—which he had just defeated at Chancellorsville—in Pennsylvania, he could win the war.

When Lee and Davis met, Hooker was still in charge, and he had few supporters in the Union Army.



General Alpheus Williams, Union Army

I cannot conceive of greater imbecility and weakness that characterized that campaign from the moment Hooker reached Chancellorsville and took command.

Referring to Hooker, General Alexander Webb wrote his father:



General Alexander Webb, Union Army

[Our generals] are contemptible blocks with stars on their shoulders [who] in moments of trial have asked me what to do! How to do it! & look like sheep when they ought to show character. This is known to all and yet you see no improvement in the appointments.

And Hooker was not the only general who was widely disliked in the Union Army.



General Marsena Patrick, Union Army

[General Daniel Butterfield] seems to be held in universal contempt yet is regarded with more than loathing by those who feel his power.



General Andrew Humphreys, Union Army

[Butterfield] is false, treacherous, and cowardly.



Colonel Lucius Fairchild, Union Army, letter to his sister

[I am so disgusted with the service that] I was almost ready to resign. [When I thought of the] many Generals under whom I had a chance to be thrown—political Generals who are perfect failures, Generals who are drunkards, Generals who are not fit for the places they hold—I get a big disgust on. When I see the reputation of a good regiment resting on the reports of popinjay staff officers who would not make first class corporals—then I get mad as the d——l and swear some.

Hooker always claimed that he had actually won a victory at Chancellorsville, and argued with those who thought otherwise. He wrote to his friend Samuel Bates:



General Joseph Hooker

You may like to know my opinion of the Battle of Chancellorsville so far as my individual efforts were concerned, and I had no hesitation in giving it to you. I won greater success in many fields of the war, but nowhere did I deserve I half so much [credit] and when all of the records [North and South] are correctly published, I believe [my victory] will be conceded by all of my countrymen.

But Lincoln was devastated by the loss to Lee at Chancellorsville.



President Abraham Lincoln, on the defeat at Chancellorsville

My God! My God! What will the nation say?

Spirits were low in the Union Army after the defeat. In late May 1863, a Union soldier wrote:



Union soldier, 142nd Pennsylvania

No bright spark seems to arise.… All is dark and gloomy.



Horace Greeley, Editor, New-York Tribune

Unquestionably, the first six months of 1863 were the darkest hours of the national cause.

But Lee told colleagues and friends that he never felt triumphant about Chancellorsville. It was a victory, yes, but one like that at Fredericksburg, it did not advance the Confederate Army. It meant little in the long run.

The South was moving too slowly, Lee believed, and needed a successful invasion of the North not just for military success, but as a public relations coup.



General Robert E. Lee

At Chancellorsville, we gained another victory—our people were wild with delight—I, on the contrary, was more depressed than after Fredericksburg. Our loss was severe and, again, we had gained not an inch of ground and the enemy could not be pursued.

The South, Lee was more and more convinced each day, needed to invade the North. He and his generals had taken steps already to make that happen. Before his death, Stonewall Jackson had asked the Confederate’s chief mapmaker, Jedediah Hotchkiss, to draw a map showing a good path for the Southern army from the hills of northern Virginia to Harrisburg, the capital of Pennsylvania, and then on to Philadelphia. Now Lee had that map.

Southerners rallied behind Lee. Most of them wanted an independent country, and in Lee (and also in President Davis), they saw an opportunity for that. After all, they all said, did not the United States do the same thing in fighting the American Revolution and separating from their mother country, Britain? Was not George Washington a hero in both North and South for leading the Revolutionary Army? There was no difference, Southerners said. They all put their faith in General Lee.

Lee also believed that a great victory over the US forces in an invasion of the North would convince both Britain and France to enter the war on the Confederate side. European troops, ships, cannons, and money would help bring victory to the South. Their participation would also cast suspicion on the Lincoln government. Why would two world superpowers choose the South over the North?

By late June 1863, the North knew from rumors spread by reliable sources that the South was planning a major invasion of the North. It was not a surprise. President Lincoln had even met with Governor Andrew Curtin of Pennsylvania warning him that a Southern army was on its way into his state, either in late June or early July. The president did not know its size or its destination, but he warned the governor to get ready for it. So, on June 12 (three weeks before what turned out to be the Battle of Gettysburg), Curtin issued a proclamation warning Pennsylvanians of the South’s certain attack and asking them to prepare.

Efforts to mobilize a state militia in Pennsylvania failed. Worse, different groups in the state believed the attack would come at different places. In Philadelphia, residents pleaded with Secretary of War Edwin Stanton to give them fifty cannon to protect the city and a railroad train big enough to transport 20,000 troops to anywhere in the state they were needed—immediately.

When, several weeks later, the famished Rebels did march into Maryland and Pennsylvania, they were happy to realize that they could buy food and other goods that had just about vanished in the South. They could also buy—or take—beer in Northern taverns. Union soldiers did the same thing. Hundreds of troops on both sides wound up drunk and a disgrace to their officers.



Union soldier, on his drunken friends

I never saw such a set in my life.

The Confederates were just as bad, but not as public. Their “valor” drew the attention of General Lee, who applauded his men while denouncing the Union soldiers.



General Robert E. Lee denounced…

… barbarous outrages upon the unarmed and defenseless and the wanton destruction of private property, that have marked the course of the enemy in our own country.

Despite Lee’s comments, and similar comments by Union generals, local citizens in southern Pennsylvania all complained of soldiers from both sides stealing goods, general theft, and robberies.

General Lee and President Davis agreed that a successful invasion into the North could strengthen public opinion and win the war. After all, both men believed that small armies led by daring generals could always defeat large armies led by dull, by-the-book generals. That had happened in the Revolution, and they were convinced it would happen again here in the Civil War. George Washington had done it and now so would Robert E. Lee.

Southerners, from Davis and Lee right down to local farmers, had a dim view of the strength and skill of the Union Army, despite its enormous size and massive cannon firepower.



General Robert E. Lee

They [the Union Army] will come up probably through Frederick, broken down with hunger and hard marching. I shall throw an overwhelming force on their advance, crush it, follow up on the success, drive one corps on another, and by successive repulses and surprises, before they can concentrate, create a panic.

Also like Washington, Lee was a modest man. He was not a flamboyant dresser, like J. E. B. Stuart. He wore a plain soldier’s hat and did not show off any awards or medals. You knew who he was by the three simple general’s stars on his collar, by the beautiful white horse (named Traveler) he rode—and by his actions. He was a fine specimen of a soldier, tough as nails. Everybody, North and South, agreed on that.



Reporter, Richmond Dispatch, on Lee

No man is superior in all that constitutes a soldier and the gentleman—no man more worthy to head our forces and lead our army.

Lee was a graduate of West Point and had been a star, admired by all, during the Mexican War.



General Winfield Scott, during the Mexican War

Lee is the greatest soldier now living and if he ever gets the opportunity he will prove himself the greatest captain of history.



General Winfield Scott, to the secretary of war in 1857

Lee was the very best soldier I ever saw in the field.

As a Southern general, Lee’s only shortcoming was that he was opposed to slavery.



General Robert E. Lee, in 1856

In this enlightened age, there are few, I believe, but what will acknowledge that slavery, as an institution, is amoral and political evil in any country.

He did not believe violence was the way to end it, though; he believed that it would pass from the nation’s doorstep peacefully in a few years, without any need for war.

Initially, he also held little regard for the Confederate cause and its army.



General Robert E. Lee, letter to his son

When this war began, I was opposed to it, bitterly opposed to it. And I told these people that unless every man should do his whole duty, they would repent it.

General Lee became commander of the Confederate Army in June 1862, after the Battle of Seven Pines, near Richmond, when General Joseph E. Johnston was badly wounded. Those in the Army liked Lee immediately. Porter Alexander, a Confederate artillery officer who eventually rose to the rank of brigadier general, related what a fellow soldier told him when he wondered whether Lee could lead an army.



Confederate soldier

Alexander, if there is one man in either army, federal or Confederate, who is, head and shoulders, far above every other one in either army in audacity, that man is General Lee.… that man is audacity personified.



Colonel John Mosby, Confederate Army cavalry battalion commander

Lee was the most aggressive man I met in the war and was always ready for any enterprise.

Jefferson Davis agreed.



President Jefferson Davis

Lee’s natural temper was combative.

A British journalist who observed Lee at the Battle of the Wilderness, an intense engagement fought in dense woods, wrote about Lee:



British journalist

No man who, at the terrible moment, saw his flashing eyes and sternly set lips is ever like to forget them… or the light of battle, flaming in his eyes.

Lee fought off a Union invasion of Virginia in 1862, had victories around Richmond at Mechanicsville, Gaines’ Mill, Savage’s Station, Frayser’s Farm, and Malvern Hill, and successfully chased the bluecoats out of the area. He then began to plan an invasion of the North but was hurt by his own disorganized force and resistance by the Union Army under General McClellan.

Now, in 1863, with the full support of President Davis, he wanted to try again. This time he sincerely believed that a stunning attack on the North, with many victories, would force Lincoln to seek a negotiated peace with the South and sanction their new country.

He thought all these things because he believed he was in command of a solid, formidable army that he believed to be invincible.



General Robert E. Lee

There were never such men in an army before. They will go anywhere and do anything if properly led.

Following the death of Stonewall Jackson, Lee picked General James “Old Pete” Longstreet as his second in command. Longstreet was the soldier’s soldier, a tough guy, and Lee liked him.



General James Longstreet, at the Battle of Antietam in 1862, to General Roger Atkinson Pryor

This is a hard fight and we had better all die than lose it.

General Longstreet was a large man, a man of few words, and a man with good leadership skills. Many in the army admired him immensely.



Lieutenant Colonel Moxley Sorrel, aide to Longstreet at Manassas

A most striking figure… a soldier every inch and very handsome, tall and well proportioned, strong and active, a superb horseman and with an unsurpassed soldierly bearing, his features and expressions fairly matched; eyes glint steel blue, deep and piercing, a full brown beard, a head well shaped and poised. The worst feature was the mouth, rather coarse. It was partially hidden, however, by his ample beard.



Lieutenant William Pettit, Confederate Army

Lt. General Longstreet wore a gray military coat and pants, the coat with remarkable short skirts or tail. It was a frock coat, of course, and did not reach the middle of his thighs. He wore the same every day. He wore a gray or lead colored shawl wrapped closely around his neck and shoulders and kept in place by holding it together with his hands and arms, which were generally wrapped up in it. No marks of insignia or rank were visible. His hat was plain black felt, with rather narrow brim and high crown. A plain sword hung at his side. He is about six feet, two inches high, with a strong round frame, portly and fleshy but not corpulent or too fat. His hair is dark auburn and long. His whiskers and moustache are the same color and thick and heavy. His forehead is broad and full. His brows are heavy, his nose is straight and rather fleshy and his eyes, which are set in close to his nose, are dark and steady in their movements and gaze. The lips come quite close together. He is about 190 pounds. He is almost always walking to and fro, except when gazing upon the battlefield, his shawl hugged closely about his neck and shoulders, apparently intensely thinking. He spoke but seldom, and then in low tone. He had a very intellectual appearance, is certainly a very industrious man and an energetic, skillful officer. Next to Lee, I should entrust the chief command of our army to him.

Lieutenant Thomas Goree, on Longstreet’s staff, agreed.



Lieutenant Thomas Goree, Confederate Army

General Longstreet is one of the kindest, best hearted men I have ever known. Those not acquainted with him think him short and crabbed and he does appear so except in three places—First, when in the presence of ladies, second at the table, third, on the field of battle. At any one of these places he has a complacent smile on his countenance, and seems to be one of the happiest men in the world.

Longstreet had great stamina and energy and went most nights with just a few hours’ sleep. (He often paced back and forth when he could not sleep.)



General James Longstreet, Confederate Army

I have never felt fatigue in my life.



Arthur Fremantle, British journalist

The iron endurance of General Longstreet is most extraordinary; he seems to require neither food nor sleep.

General Longstreet was also concerned about the health and welfare of others. For example, in October 1862 he wrote General Joseph Johnston, newly appointed to command the Department of the West, and offered to take Johnston’s men west himself because Johnston seemed ill.



General James Longstreet

I can’t become reconciled to your going west to command the 1st corps in this army. If you will take it, you are more than welcome to it, and I have no doubt the command of the entire army will fall to you before spring.… If it is possible for me to relieve you by going west, don’t hesitate to send me. It would put me into no great inconvenience. On the contrary, it will give me pleasure if I can relieve you of it. I fear you ought not to go where you will be exposed to the handicaps that you will meet… there. I am entirely sound and believe I can endure anything.

Longstreet never saw himself as the commander of anything, but as a solid and good lieutenant to his boss, Lee.



General James Longstreet, to Lee

I know that it is the habit in all armies to represent their own positions as the most important ones. And it may be that this feeling is operating with me, but I am not prompted by any desire to do, or attempt to do, great things. I only wish to do what I regard as my duty—give you the full benefit of my views.



Arthur Fremantle, British journalist

Longstreet is never far from Lee, who relies very much upon his judgment.

After the war, Longstreet wrote about what he believed Lee expected of him.



General James Longstreet

[Lee] always invited my views in moves of strategy and general policy, not so much for the purpose of having his own views approved and confirmed as to get new lights, or channels, for new thought, and was more pleased when he found something that gave him new strength than with efforts to evade his questions with compliments. When oppressed by severe study, he sometimes sent for me to say that he had applied himself so closely to a matter that he found his ideas running around in a circle and was in need of help to find a tangent.

The problem with Longstreet, Lee knew, was that he was thin-skinned and did not take orders well. Several months later, Goree was critical of his boss in a letter to his family in Texas.



Lieutenant Thomas Goree, Confederate Army

At home with his staff, he is some days social and agreeable. Then again for a few days he will confine himself mostly to his room or tent without having much to say to anyone and is as grim as you please, although when this is the case he is usually not very well or something has not gone to suit him. When anything has gone wrong he does not say very much but merely looks grim.

We all know how to take him and do not now talk to him without, we find, he is in a talkative mood. He had a good deal of the roughness of the old soldier about him, more, I think, than either Generals Johnston, Beauregard, Van Dorn or Smith.

Still, Lee and Longstreet became friendly and the two men often pitched their headquarters tents next to each other. Men would walk by the tents just to see their leaders. Sir Arthur Fremantle, a British military officer and journalist who visited the United States during the Civil War and witnessed the Battle of Gettysburg, noted that soldiers would also walk or ride ahead of their regiment to get a look at their general.



Arthur Fremantle, British journalist

As they have nearly always been on detached duty, few of them [Southern soldiers] knew General Longstreet, except by reputation. Numbers of them asked me whether the General in front was Longstreet; and when I answered in the affirmative, many would run on a hundred yards in order to take a good look at him. This I take to be an immense compliment from any soldier on a long march.

Lee also had General Richard Ewell and General John Gordon with him on the advance into Pennsylvania. In an era when appearances mattered a great deal, Ewell was an oddity, with his large eyes and nearly bald head. He also questioned many orders from Longstreet. Gordon did not have a military background, but he did have good instincts. Before the Battle of Gettysburg, Gordon declared that whichever army claimed Cemetery Ridge would win the battle. He was right.

The Southern people were all behind General Lee and his army. A reception for Lee and General J. E. B. Stuart in Culpeper, Virginia, in 1863 was evidence of that. Heros von Borcke (a Prussian cavalry officer who served as a Confederate cavalry officer in the Army of Northern Virginia) wrote about the event.



Heros von Borcke

Every train that afternoon brought in fresh crowds of our guests and we all assembled at the station to receive them and forward them to their destinations by the ambulances and wagons we had prepared for that purpose. In the evening, there was a ball at the town hall, which went off pleasantly enough, although it was not… a gay and dazzling scene illuminated by a flood of light streaming from numerous chandeliers, our supply of light was limited to a few tallow candles, and when the moon rose we were glad to avail ourselves by adjourning to the spacious veranda.… [W]e completed our preparations and gave the last touch to our arms and equipment, and about eight o’clock General Stuart and his staff mounted their horses and made for the plains of Brandy Station. Our little band presented a gay and gallant appearance as we rode forth to the sound of our bugles all mounted on fine chargers and dressed in our best accouterments, our plumes nodding and our battle flags waving.

The horse on which I was mounted seemed to me in the very perfection of beauty as it danced the springing step upon the turf, its glossy coat shining like burnished gold in the morning sun.

About ten o’clock the marching commenced. General Stuart had taken his position on a slight eminence, wither many hundreds of spectators, mostly ladies, had gathered in ambulances and on horseback anxiously awaiting the approach of the troops. The corps passed by squadrons, and at a walk, and the magnificent spectacle of so many thousands of troopers so splendidly mounted made the heart swell with pride and impressed… the conviction that nothing [could stop] the attack of such a body of troops.… [At night] we danced in the open air on a piece of turf near our headquarters and by the light of enormous woodfires, the steady glare of which upon the animated groups of our assembly gave to the whole scene a wild and romantic effect.

All there enjoyed the reception and the day.



General Robert E. Lee

The men and horses looked well.… Stuart was in all his glory.… The country here looks very green and pretty, notwithstanding the ravages of war. What a beautiful world God in his loving kindness to his creatures has given us!

Lee’s opinion about the pretty countryside was shared by Heros von Borcke and all the soldiers, North and South. They were always amazed at the physical beauty of the places where bloody battles were fought.



Heros von Borcke

Our tents were pitched in a beautiful spot, overshadowed by magnificent hickory and tulip-poplar trees, and surrounded by broad clover fields, where our horses were richly pastured and through which the pretty little river, Mountain Run, rolled its silver waters between picturesque banks and afforded us the chance of a magnificent cool bath and plenty of sport with the rod and line. Our cavalry were in the highest spirits and were kept in constant and salutary activity by incessant drilling and other preparations for the impending campaign.

In the engagement they marched off to from Culpeper, the Confederate cavalry clashed with General Hooker at nearby Brandy Station on June 9, 1863. The South fought evenly with the 9,500 men under the legendary Stuart, who had won numerous victories in the first two years of the war and earned a tremendous reputation.

The Union cavalry was commanded by General Alfred Pleasonton. In the end, neither side gained much after fourteen hours of hard fighting. But it proved that the North’s cavalry was just as good as the South’s.
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