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For 
James Melvin Lindsey IV 
“Jate”





Introduction


“Whatever fatigues and sacrifices we may be called upon to undergo, let us have in view constantly the magnitude of the interests involved, and let each man determine to do his duty, leaving to an all-controlling Providence the decision of the contest.” So wrote Major General George Meade upon assuming command of the Federal Army of the Potomac on the eve of the battle of Gettysburg. “No troops could have displayed greater fortitude or better performed the arduous marches of the past ten days,” wrote General Robert E. Lee of his Army of Northern Virginia on the march northward to Pennsylvania. Soldiers of both armies would indeed be required to display “fortitude” and endure “fatigues and sacrifices” in the epic struggle that lay ahead.

The three-day battle of Gettysburg would prove to be the largest engagement ever fought in North America and the bloodiest battle of the American Civil War. It would also prove to be the turning point of the war. The battle’s importance was immediately obvious to many of its survivors, including both common soldiers and officers. In letters, diaries, official reports, and memoirs, many of them tried to describe what they had seen and endured as the dramatic events of battle unfolded across the Pennsylvania countryside on July 1–3, 1863. Nothing written  about the battle of Gettysburg is more powerful or evocative than the words of its eyewitnesses. “Every tree is riddled with bullets,” wrote one soldier, “and the dead and wounded lie thick among the rocks.” Observed another: “The regimental flags and guidons were plainly visible along the whole line. The guns and bayonets in the sunlight shone like silver.”

Their eyewitness accounts are surprisingly descriptive: “There it was again! and again! A sound filling the air above, below, around us, like the blast through the top of a dry cedar or the whirring sound made by the sudden flight of a flock of quail. It was grape and canister....” And at times their words are also astonishingly frank, robbing all romance from the record of war: “an officer [was] sitting with his back to the fence along the Emmitsburg road, having his lower jaw shot clean away; sitting there with staring eyes watching the men as they passed by to the charge.” Remarkably, even as they fought to destroy each other, they remained aware that they were Americans all, and did not hesitate to recognize the valor of the enemy. “This was indeed the great slaughter pen on the field of Gettysburg,” wrote a Northern soldier of his Southern opponents, “and in it lay hundreds of the brave heroes who an hour before buoyed up with hope and ambition were being led, as they fully believed, to victory....”

Here, in the words of those who lived through the battle of Gettysburg—and some who did not—is an eyewitness history of the Civil War’s greatest battle. Forged as it was in the flame of battle by those who were there, and illustrated by period images, it is both authoritative and intimate, fascinating and unforgettable—it is the Illustrated Gettysburg Reader.





CHAPTER ONE

“Advance into Pennsylvania”


By late June of 1863, the gentle rains of spring and early warmth of summer had brought a rich green hue to the fields and forests around the southern Pennsylvania town of Gettysburg. A dense green canopy of hardwood trees shaded the rocky crests of Little Round Top and Culp’s Hill, and cloaked the steep slope of Herbst Woods. Local waterways such as Willoughby Run, Marsh Creek, and Plum Run flowed briskly through the fields and woodlands that surrounded the town. In between Seminary Ridge and Cemetery Ridge the pastureland was green with grass and clover, marked here and there by pastel-colored patches of wheat, oats, and barley. Baked by the summer sun, the Emmitsburg Road entered town from the south in between rows of weathered wooden fences; to the west, the Chambersburg Turnpike entered town after rising and falling over Herr Ridge and McPherson’s Ridge.

It was these two roads, among others, that would soon bring the storm of war to Gettysburg. A medium-sized farm-country town of approximately 2,400 residents, Gettysburg was the county seat of Adams County, and in some ways it appeared similar to the neighboring towns of York and Chambersburg—with the exception of its roads. Gettysburg radiated roads like the spokes of a wheel. 


 





Surrounded by peaceful ridges, fields, and forests, the southern Pennsylvania town of Gettysburg seemed an unlikely site for the Civil War’s bloodiest battle. National Archives
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No fewer than ten highways converged on the town—more roadways than found in the state capital of Harrisburg. The convergence of so many highways in Gettysburg made the town a geographic magnet in southern Pennsylvania. As two huge Northern and Southern armies lumbered through the region that summer searching for each other and for a place to do battle, both were drawn to Gettysburg. There they would engage in the greatest battle of the American Civil War.1
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“We Advanced toward the Potomac” 

General Robert E. Lee Launches the Gettysburg Campaign

 



 




On the morning of Monday, June 15, 1863, a long, dust-covered column of Confederate cavalry reached the Virginia side of the Potomac River south of Williamsport, Maryland. Uniformed in gray and butternut, the Southern soldiers eagerly spurred their horses down the riverbank and splashed across the wide, shallow Potomac ford toward the Maryland shore and the road to Pennsylvania.

Commanded by Brigadier General Albert G. Jenkins, they comprised the advance guard of General Robert E. Lee’s 75,000-man Army of Northern Virginia, which was advancing steadily through Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley bound for an invasion of Pennsylvania. There, on Northern soil, Lee hoped to fight and win a decisive battle that would hasten an end to America’s bloody Civil War and establish Southern nationhood.

Jenkins’s Cavalry Brigade was screening the vanguard of Lee’s army—Lieutenant General Richard S. Ewell’s Second Army Corps—which a day earlier had defeated and dispersed a Federal garrison of troops at Martinsburg, Virginia. As they forded the Potomac near Williamsport and headed across Maryland toward the Mason-Dixon Line and Pennsylvania, the youthful cavalrymen were in high spirits, bolstered by their recent victory and the knowledge that as they rode into enemy territory, Robert E. Lee’s army followed behind them at peak strength.

Among their ranks was a young junior officer, Lieutenant Hermann Schuricht of the 14th Virginia Cavalry, who carefully kept a personal diary during his time in the field. In it, he recorded the opening actions of the Gettysburg Campaign.
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Spearheading General Robert E. Lee’s 1863 invasion of the North, Confederate cavalry ford the Potomac River in this period newspaper illustration.

Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper
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With a cigar in his mouth and a Colt revolver in his hand, a young Virginia cavalryman exhibits the bold attitude that typified Southern cavalry.

Library of Congress
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June 15, 1863.—Fatigued, but hopeful, and encouraged by the result of our glorious battle of yesterday at Martinsburg, Virginia, we were called by the sound of the bugle to mount horses. As early as 2 o’clock in the morning we advanced towards the Potomac. We reconnoitered first to “Dam No. 5,” and, returning to the road to Williamsport, Maryland, we rapidly moved to the river.

Fording the Potomac, we took possession of Williamsport, and were received very kindly by the inhabitants. Tables, with plenty of milk, bread, and meat, had been spread in the street, and we took a hasty breakfast. Soon after this we rode towards Hagerstown, Maryland, where we arrived at noon, and were enthusiastically welcomed by the ladies. They made us presents of flowers, and the children shouted, “Hurrah for Jeff. Davis!”

The ladies entreated us not to advance into Pennsylvania, where we would be attacked by superior forces. However, we sped on, and when we came in sight of Greencastle, Pennsylvania, General Jenkins divided his brigade in two forces. My company belonged to the troops forming the right wing, and pistols and muskets in hand, traversing ditches and fences, we charged and took the town. The Federal cavalry escaped, and only one lieutenant was captured.


After destroying the railroad depot, and cutting the telegraph wires, the brigade took up its advance to Chambersburg, Pennsylvania. No other Confederate cavalry force seems to co-operate with our brigade, numbering about 3,200 officers and men. Our vanguard had several skirmishes with the retreating enemy. On the road we found several partly burned wagons, which they had destroyed; and at 11 o’clock at night, we entered the city of Chambersburg, and on its eastern outskirts we went into camp.2
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“As Near Perfection as a Man Can Be” 

An Eyewitness Description of Robert E. Lee




“The Ladies Entreated Us Not to Advance into Pennsylvania”






In early May of 1863—days after his greatest victory—General Robert E. Lee began planning an invasion of the North. Lee was a Virginian, the fifty-six-year-old commander of the Confederate Army of Northern Virginia. He had been brevetted for gallantry during the Mexican War, and had served as the superintendent of West Point. He was a member of the Virginia aristocracy, the son of an acclaimed Revolutionary War cavalry commander—Lieutenant Colonel Henry “Light-Horse Harry” Lee—and he had served with distinction in the prewar United States Army, rising to the rank of colonel. In the view of many, both Northern and Southern, he was also a military genius. “His name might be Audacity,” observed a fellow officer. “He will take more desperate chances, and take them quicker than any other general in this country, North or South....”

Tall, gray-bearded, and dignified, he was a quietly devout Christian. “I am nothing but a poor sinner,” he once said, “trusting in Christ alone for my salvation....” He was also an ardent admirer of George Washington. Lee’s wife, Mary Anne Custis Lee, was the daughter of Washington’s adopted son, and Lee’s father had been Washington’s wartime subordinate and postwar friend. With such ties to the nation, Lee had come with regret and reluctance to Southern command. He considered slavery to be a “moral & political evil” and described secession as a “calamity,” but on the eve of the war he declined an offer to command the principal Northern army. Instead, he resigned his commission in the U.S. Army and returned to his family home on the Virginia side of the Potomac opposite Washington, D.C. “I shall return to my native state,” he asserted, “and share the miseries of my people....” When Virginia seceded, he agreed to accept command of the state’s troops, and when Virginia joined the Confederacy, he became a Confederate general. He held various posts during the first year of the  war, eventually serving as the chief military advisor to Confederate President Jefferson Davis.

 





General Robert E. Lee, commander, Army of Northern Virginia.

Library of Congress
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In June of 1862, he accepted command of the Confederate army defending Richmond, the Confederate capital, which was then threatened by the Federal Army of the Potomac under Major General George B. McClellan. Lee reorganized his forces into the Army of Northern Virginia, and in a series of engagements called the Seven Days Battles, he demolished McClellan’s Peninsula Campaign and drove the Federal army away from Richmond. In August of 1862, he boldly moved his army into northern Virginia, where he defeated Major General John Pope and another Federal army at the Battle of Second Bull Run. He subsequently attempted to lead his army on a campaign into Maryland, a potential invasion of the North, but was forced to withdraw following the bloody Battle of Antietam in September of 1862.




“A Thorough Soldier in Appearance”





In December of that year, he inflicted a disastrous defeat on the Army of the Potomac at the Battle of Fredericksburg. In May of 1863, he once again defeated the Army of the Potomac—this time under the command of Major General Joseph Hooker—at the Battle of Chancellorsville. It was his most heralded victory, but it came at great cost: his invaluable subordinate, Lieutenant General Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson, died of complications from wounds suffered at Chancellorsville. “I know not how to replace him,” Lee admitted. Shortly thereafter, despite the loss of Jackson, Lee began seriously contemplating and planning a campaign to take the war to the North. It would be risky, but Lee had the confidence and support of his superiors, his officers, and his soldiers. While he was respected and feared in the North, he was revered in the South—for his character and devout faith as well as his military genius. Typical of the Southern attitude toward Lee was a description of him recorded in 1863—not by a Southerner, but by a British military observer, Lieutenant Colonel Arthur L. Fremantle.
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General Lee is, almost without exception, the handsomest man of his age I ever saw. He is fifty-six years old, tall, broad-shouldered, very well made, well set up—a thorough soldier in appearance; and his manners are most courteous and full of dignity.

He is a perfect gentleman in every respect. I imagine no man has so few enemies, or is so universally esteemed. Throughout the South, all agree in pronouncing him to be as near perfection as a man can be. He has none of the small vices, such as smoking, drinking, chewing, or swearing, and his bitterest enemy never accused him of any of the greater ones. He generally wears a well-worn, long, gray jacket, a high, black felt hat, and blue trousers tucked into his Wellington boots.

I never saw him carry arms; and the only mark of his military rank are the three stars on his collar. He rides a handsome horse, which is extremely well groomed. He himself is very neat in his dress and person, and in the most arduous marches he always looks smart and clean.

In the old army he was always considered one of its best officers; and at the outbreak of these troubles, he was lieutenant-colonel of the 2d cavalry. He was a rich man, but his fine estate was one of the first to fall into the enemy’s hands. I believe he has never slept in a house since he commanded in the Virginian army, and he invariably declines all offers of hospitality, for fear the person offering it may afterwards get into trouble for having sheltered the rebel general....

 





Lieutenant General Thomas J.

“Stonewall” Jackson.

Library of Congress
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It is understood that General Lee is a religious man, though not so demonstrative in that respect as Jackson; and unlike his late brother in arms, he  is a member of the Church of England. His only faults, so far as I can learn, arise from his excessive amiability.3




[image: 011]




“There Is Always Hazard in Military Movements” 

Lee Makes the Case for Invasion of the North

 




If the South did not win the war soon, Lee believed, it would not win at all. Despite Southern victories, such as Chancellorsville in the east, Federal amphibious operations and an increasingly effective Northern naval blockade were closing Southern seaports one by one. Meanwhile Northern forces were steadily overrunning the South in the war’s Western Theater, with disastrous consequences. Kentucky and most of Tennessee had been conquered and occupied by Northern forces, which now also held most of the Mississippi River, including New Orleans and Memphis. Between the two port cities, a massive Federal army under Major General Ulysses S. Grant threatened the Confederate river bastion of Vicksburg. The fall of Vicksburg would split the South and ensure Federal control of the Mississippi.

 





Confederate President Jefferson Davis.

Library of Congress
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Even Confederate victories came at a disturbing price: the Battle of Chancellorsville resulted in 13,000 Southern casualties, for example, and was a sobering reminder that the South was steadily being bled of manpower. The North’s superior resources meant that it was just a question of time before the South was defeated. “We should not, therefore, conceal from ourselves that our resources in men are constantly diminishing,” Lee advised President Davis in correspondence. On May 14, 1863, Lee left army headquarters near Fredericksburg and traveled down to Richmond to personally meet with Davis, Confederate Secretary of War James A. Seddon, and Davis’s other cabinet officers. For three days, Lee reviewed the existing military situation and possible options. At one point Davis wondered  aloud if Lee should send part of his army to the war’s Western Theater in order to help defend Vicksburg.

Lee disagreed, believing the South would be best served if he could immediately take the war to the North. A successful invasion of the North would allow Lee to move his army from war-ravaged Virginia and to provision his troops and horses from the rich farmland of Pennsylvania. It could trigger a financial panic in the North, bolster the growing Northern peace movement, demoralize the Northerners, and result in official recognition of the Confederacy by Britain or France. The capture of Washington, Philadelphia, or even Pennsylvania’s capital of Harrisburg might be enough to produce a negotiated end to the war and to win Southern Independence. Another Confederate victory such as those at Chancellorsville or Fredericksburg—but on Northern soil—might achieve all of these objectives.

Eventually Davis agreed and issued directives reinforcing Lee’s army. On Wednesday, June 3, 1863, Lee ordered the Army of Northern Virginia to begin the march northward. As the great campaign began to unfold, he sent a message from army headquarters to Secretary of War Seddon, summarizing his argument for invasion of the North. “We might hope,” Lee observed in an understatement, “to make some impression on the enemy.”
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CONFIDENTIAL 
HDQRS. ARMY OF NORTHERN VIRGINIA,


June 8, 1863

 



Honorable JAMES A. SEDDON,

Secretary of War, Richmond, Va.:

SIR: I have had the honor to receive your letter of the 5th....


There is always hazard in military movements, but we must decide between the positive loss of inactivity and the risk of action.... As far as I can judge, there is nothing to be gained by this army remaining quietly on the defensive, which it must do unless it can be   re-enforced. I am aware that there is difficulty and hazard in taking the aggressive with so large an army in its front, intrenched behind a river, where it cannot be advantageously attacked. Unless it can be drawn out in a position to be assailed, it will take its own time to prepare and strengthen itself to renew its advance upon Richmond, and force this army back within the intrenchments of that city.


 





In May of 1863, General Lee met with President Davis and his cabinet here at the Executive Mansion in Richmond—later known as the Confederate White House—to strategize Lee’s proposed invasion of the North.

National Archives
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“We Might Hope to Make Some Impression on the Enemy”





This may be the result in any event; still, I think it is worth a trial to prevent such a catastrophe. Still, if the Department thinks it better to remain on the defensive, and guard as far as possible all the avenues of approach, and await the time of the enemy, I am ready to adopt this course. You have, therefore, only to inform me.

I think our southern coast might be held during the sickly season by local troops, aided by a small organized force, and the predatory excursions of the enemy be repressed. This would give us an active force in the field with which we might hope to make some impression on the enemy, both on our northern and western frontiers. Unless this can be done, I see little hope of accomplishing anything of importance.

All our military preparations and organizations should now be pressed forward with the greatest vigor, and every exertion made to obtain some material advantage in this campaign.

I am, with great respect, your obedient servant,


R. E. Lee, 
General4
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“We Whip the Yankees Every Time We Catch up with Them” 

The Army of Northern Virginia Readies Itself for Another Victory

 




“There were never such men in an army before.” So said General Robert E. Lee of the troops who comprised his Army of Northern Virginia. “They will go anywhere and do anything if properly led,” he observed. Lee was not alone in his opinion. “I believe they will compare favorably with those of the Romans or of Napoleon’s Old Guard,” concluded one of Lee’s colonels. “The army that he has now can not be whipped by anything in Yan-keedom.”




“Moving So Smoothly Along, with No Order, Their Guns Carried in Every Fashion”





In preparation for the campaign into Pennsylvania, and in reaction to the loss of “Stonewall” Jackson, Lee reorganized the Army of Northern Virginia from two corps into three corps. The First Corps would be commanded by Lieutenant General James Longstreet; the Second Corps—General Jackson’s former corps—would be led by Lieutenant General Richard Ewell; and the Third Corps would be commanded by Lieutenant General Ambrose Powell Hill. The army’s artillery was also restructured, and its cavalry division—commanded by Major General J. E. B. Stuart—was reinforced to a troop-strength of about 10,000. Additional reinforcements increased the army to approximately 75,000 men.

Despite his best efforts, Lee knew that the Army of Northern Virginia had its weaknesses. Even with new reinforcements, the army would likely be outnumbered. Providing rations—always a problem for Confederate troops—would  remain a challenge. Generals Ewell and Hill had never before held corps command, several division and brigade commanders were novices at their posts, and, most troubling, General Jackson—Lee’s “right arm”—was no more.

 





Although “as ragged as could be,” the soldiers of the Army of Northern Virginia were renowned for their fighting abilities. Said Lee: “There were never such men in an army before.”

Library of Congress
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Lee hoped restructuring the army would minimize the loss of Jackson. Even if some of his commanders were new to their posts, they were all seasoned combat veterans. He expected to amply provision his army from resources in the North, and his troops were used to fighting—and winning—against superior enemy numbers. Lee had confidence in his troops, and—flushed with victories at Chancellorsville and Fredericksburg—they had confidence in themselves and in “Uncle Robert,” as some reverently called him. Observed a soldier in a letter home, “We whip the Yankees every time we catch up with them....”

The soldiers in the ranks did not look like a spit-and-polish body of troops. “Their clothing is serviceable,” noted an observer, “but there is the usual absence of uniformity as to color and shape of their garments and hats . . . [gray] of all shades, and brown clothing, with felt hats.” Some were shoeless. Few had knapsacks. Many wore blankets rolled and looped over one shoulder and around the chest with the ends tied together at the waist. Most “were as ragged as they could be,” a veteran would recall, “some with the bottom of their pants in long frazzles, others with their knees sticking out, others out at their elbows, and their hair sticking through holes in their hats.” Despite their scruffy appearance, Lee’s troops were well-armed with imported British Enfield rifles and captured U.S. Springfields, and they carried themselves with an air of confidence and professionalism—as noted by a Unionist letter writer who had observed the Army of Northern Virginia the year before as it marched through Maryland.
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I wish, my dear Minnie, you could have witnessed the transit of the Rebel army through our streets a day or two ago. Their coming was unheralded by any pomp and pageantry whatever. No burst of martial music greeted your ear, no thundering sound of cannon, no brilliant staff, no glittering cortege dashed through the streets; instead came three long, dirty columns that kept on in an unceasing flow.

I could scarcely believe my eyes; was this body of men moving so smoothly along, with no order, their guns carried in every fashion, no two dressed alike, their officers hardly distinguishable from the privates, were these, I asked myself in amazement, were these dirty, lank, ugly specimens of humanity, with shocks of hair sticking through the holes in their hats, and the dust thick on their dirty faces, the men that had coped and encountered successfully, and driven back again and again, our splendid legions with their fine discipline, their martial show and color, their solid battalions keeping such perfect time to the inspiring bands of music?

I must confess, Minnie, that I felt humiliated at the thought that this horde of ragamuffins could set our grand army of the Union at defiance. Why, it seemed as if a single regiment of our gallant boys in blue could drive that dirty crew into the river without any trouble.

And then, too, I wish you could see how they behaved—a crowd of boys on holiday don’t seem happier. They are on the broad grin all the time. Oh! They are so dirty! I don’t think the Potomac River could wash them clean; and ragged!—there is not a scarecrow in the corn-fields that would not scorn to exchange clothes with them; and so tattered!—there isn’t a decently dressed soldier in their whole army. I saw some strikingly handsome faces though; or, rather, they would have been so if they could have had a good scrubbing.

 





As if ready for the march, an unidentified soldier in the Eleventh Virginia Infantry—part of Longstreet’s First Corps at Gettysburg—rests on a model 1841 Mississippi rifle.

By the summer of 1863, Lee’s veteran troops no longer displayed the spit-and-polish look of this new recruit.

Library of Congress
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They were very polite, I must confess, and always asked for a drink of water, or anything else, and never think of coming inside a door without an invitation. Many of them were barefooted. Indeed, I felt sorry for the poor, misguided wretches, for some were limping along so painfully, trying hard to keep up with their comrades. But I must stop. I send this by Robert, and hope it will reach you safely. Write to me as soon as the route is open.


Kate5
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“A Soldier by Instinct, Intuition and Profession” 

In Charge of Stopping Lee’s Invasion: General Joseph Hooker

 





Major General Joseph Hooker, commander, Army of the Potomac.

Library of Congress
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A cross the Rappahannock River from Fredericksburg and Lee’s army lay the Federal Army of the Potomac and its commander, Major General Joseph Hooker. A forty-eight-year-old West Pointer born in Massachusetts, Hooker had distinguished himself in the Mexican War, and in the first two years of the Civil War had risen in rank from brigadier to major general, and from brigade commander to army commander. He was a gifted army organizer and a capable strategist, but his fondness for gambling and camp women showed him to be “wanting in character,” according to one critic, and his enthusiasm for the bottle caused him once to topple from his horse.

Inadvertently but appropriately nicknamed “Fighting Joe” Hooker by the Northern press, he was a bold, aggressive commander whose troops were known for engaging in ferocious fighting and for incurring heavy casualties. He was shamelessly ambitious, often at the expense of other officers. When introduced to President Abraham Lincoln shortly after the Northern loss at the First Battle of Bull Run, he brashly stated, “I am a damned sight better general than you, Sir, had on that field.” In late 1862, after a disastrous Federal defeat at the Battle of Fredericksburg, Lincoln promoted Hooker to commander of the Army of the Potomac—even though Hooker had publicly opined that “both the Army  and the Government needed a Dictator.” Said Lincoln,“What I now ask of you is military success, and I will risk the dictatorship.”

 





General Hooker was a good judge of horseflesh, but he severely misjudged Lee’s ability to react at the battle of Chancellorsville—with disastrous results.

National Archives

[image: 021]




“Outspoken and Fearless in Speech”





In the spring of 1863, Hooker launched a bold offensive that caught Lee off guard. “My plans are perfect,” he boasted, “and when I start to carry them out, may God have mercy on General Lee, for I will have none.” However, it was Hooker who would need mercy; on May 1–4, 1863, Lee inflicted a humiliating defeat on Hooker and his army at the Battle of Chancellorsville. With his reputation as battered as his troops, Hooker put his army into lines north of Fredericksburg and waited for Lee’s next move. The defeat at Chancellorsville, admitted one of Hooker’s subordinates, “has shaken the confidence of the army.” Another described Hooker as the object of “universal disgust among the officers,” while another critic branded him “a used-up man.”

In early June of 1863, as Lee readied his army for the march northward, Hooker was still commander of the Army of the Potomac—and still had his supporters. One of them was his chief of staff, Major General Daniel Butterfield, who recorded a glowing profile of “Fighting Joe” and his martial attributes.

[image: 022]

 





At field headquarters near Fredericksburg in 1863, General Hooker’s staff officers pretend to enjoy a smoke and a drink for the photographer.

Library of Congress
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His magnificent physique and genial bearing with his magnetic influence over his command soon became apparent. It contradicted the effect of reckless statements of his personal habits and character. From a long service with him and every opportunity to judge and know by personal observation, I denounce these statements as false.... Fearless in the expressions of his opinions and his criticisms, he gave offence often without intending offence, but claiming, when remonstrated with concerning it, that the expression of a truthful opinion was the duty of a patriot and the privilege of a gentleman. We can overlook these expressions from their sincerity and lack of malignity, and the bitter hostility they brought him.

Outspoken and fearless in speech—in conduct vigilant—wonderfully skilled in strategy, his troops soon learned that no soldier’s life would be uselessly imperilled through his orders, and that no personal peril must forbid or endanger the accomplishment of a necessary military purpose, or the winning of a battle....

In the conception of military operations, Hooker was audacious, original, acute; In executing them he was energetic, yet circumspect and prudent. He was severe in discipline, exacting in his demands upon officers and men; lofty in his ideal of the soldier’s intrepidity, fortitude, earnestness and zeal, yet, he was generous in praise, quick to see and recognize ability and merit, as well in the ranks of his adversary as in his own.

A soldier by intuition, instinct and profession. Hooker’s sword was adorned by the best accomplishments known to the art of war. His character thoroughly military. He was fit for command. He was proud of the profession of arms. He brought to it the highest accomplishments  of a soldier. His manner and bearing were distinguished, yet urbane and gentle. His temper was quick, yet forgiving. He was gracious to junior officers and prompt to recognize merit.


Diligent and punctilious in the discharge of duty. Toward all under his command he was exacting in discipline, inexorable to the laggard, prodigal in praise to the zealous and diligent. He always bowed to superior power with the same loyalty that he demanded from his own troops. He never sulked in his tent when summoned to battle. He was a patriot.6
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“I Am Inclined to Think That We Shall Have to Acknowledge Their Independence” 

The Army of the Potomac Yearns for Leadership and Victory

 




As Lee’s Confederates began easing out of their lines to begin the march northward, approximately 85,500 Federal soldiers in the Army of the Potomac were encamped and entrenched just a few miles away on the north side of the Rappahannock River near Fredericksburg. The army had been whittled down from more than 120,000 troops due to the casualties at Chancellorsville as well as the expiration of troop enlistments. Even so, it remained numerically superior and its ranks were packed with superbly equipped, battle-tested troops—“the finest army on the planet,” Hooker had once stated.

 





Huddled on pew benches hauled from a Virginia church, off-duty soldiers from the Army of the Potomac take a moment in the Southern sun to mend uniforms, write letters and read newspapers.

Library of Congress
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Despite its strengths in June of 1863, the Army of the Potomac was beset by leadership crises. In less than one year, the army had been headed by three different commanders, a situation stemming from the fact that the army had been repeatedly defeated by Robert E. Lee and the Army of Northern Virginia. In response to the Northern defeat at First Bull Run in the summer of  1861, Union forces organized the Army of the Potomac outside Washington and entrusted command to Major General George B. McClellan. After months of building and drilling, McClellan had crafted the newly established army into an operation far superior to the previously vanquished Northern army of amateurs.

 





Parked hub-to-hub near army lines on the eve of Gettysburg, an abundance of supply wagons waits to serve the well-equipped Army of the Potomac—“the finest army on the planet.”

Library of Congress
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With President Lincoln increasingly impatient for action, McClellan moved the army by water to Virginia and launched his Peninsula Campaign, designed to capture Richmond and bring a swift end to the war in the summer of 1862. Instead, after pushing to within sight of Richmond’s church spires, he and the Army of the Potomac were bested by Lee and were forced to fall back to the Washington area. In September of 1862, after Lee defeated another Federal army under General John Pope at the Battle of Second Bull Run, McClellan and the Army of the Potomac fought Lee’s army to a standstill at the Battle of Antietam. Although he had stopped Lee’s advance across Maryland at Antietam, McClellan was removed from army command for failing to pursue and destroy the retreating Confederate army.

McClellan’s replacement, Major General Ambrose E. Burnside, proved to be a calamity as a commander, ineptly ordering a series of futile frontal assaults  against Lee’s entrenched lines at the Battle of Fredericksburg in December of 1862—with almost 13,000 casualties. Lincoln removed Burnside and replaced him with Hooker, who capably reorganized and reinvigorated the army after its demoralizing defeat at Fredericksburg—only to lead it the humiliating loss at Chancellorsville.
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Now, as the enemy began unfolding an invasion of the North, the soldiers of the Army of the Potomac—the principal Northern army in the East—displayed mixed attitudes concerning the army’s ability to win. Some remained confident. “You can whip them time and again,” a Massachusetts soldier observed, “but the next fight they go into, they are in good spirits, and as full of pluck as ever.... Some day or other we shall have our turn.” Some were embittered. “We have got just enough men now to get licked every time,” a Michigan infantryman groused, “especially if the officers get drunk every time.” Others, such as Private John P. Sheahan, a twenty-one-year-old cavalryman from Maine, had come to believe that a Southern victory was inevitable. In a letter written between the battles of Fredericksburg and Chancellorsville, he shared his grim prediction with his father.
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A fresh-faced soldier from the Second Corps of the Army of the Potomac. In June of 1863, the army was burdened by multiple commanders and repeated defeats, but it would soon fight on Northern soil for the first time.

Library of Congress
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Camp Near Bell Plain 
March 2nd 1863


 



My Dear father

As I have got a few moments to spare I will improve them by writing you a few lines. We are having easier times now than we have had since the battle. We have not been on picket since a fortnight ago or more. Most of our company is down to Bell Plain Landing to work. I was down but had to come up. I was chafed so badly I can hardly walk now.... Well what do you think of the Conscription? Does is look as tho’ the war was going to end by next fall? I think not. The south are determined to have their Independence and they will have it. And no soldier in the Army of the Potomac doubts but what they will get it.

Some argue that they have not got the means to carry on the war. But how did we carry on a war with England the most powerful of European nations for seven long years? We were fighting for our independence and we were bound to have it cost what it may and we got it and so in my opinion will they.

I should be exceedingly sorry to see our country divided and I do not think there is many more willing to do more for their country than I am, but I am almost inclined to think that we shall have to acknowledge their independence.

I must write Mary a letter so I will close this. Give Mary her letter as soon as you can and don’t open it. Now mind what I tell you.


[John]7








CHAPTER TWO

“Look at Pharaoh’s Army Going to the Red Sea”


By June 4, 1863, two of Lee’s three corps were on the road. General A. P. Hill’s Third Corps was ordered to remain in line below Fredericksburg for more than a week afterward in order to keep Federal forces unaware of Lee’s actions. Lee planned to concentrate most of his forces west of Fredericksburg at Culpeper Courthouse, then move his army into the Shenandoah and march northward toward Maryland and Pennsylvania. Lee positioned Major General J. E. B. Stuart and the army’s 10,000-man cavalry division near Culpeper Courthouse to screen Lee’s army as the invasion unfolded.1


 





With weapons shouldered, marching Confederate infantry take up the “route step.”


Battles and Leaders 
of the Civil War
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“Clouds of Dust Mingled with the Smoke of Discharging Firearms” 

Federal and Confederate Cavalry Clash at Brandy Station

 




While waiting for orders to proceed northward, General Stuart staged two impressive grand cavalry reviews, which included a viewing audience of invited guests brought by train from Richmond. The second review attracted the attention of the Federal cavalry as well as General Hooker, who believed the event was the beginning of a major Confederate cavalry raid. To stop it, he dispatched the Army of the Potomac’s cavalry corps—more than 8,000 strong—backed by artillery and infantry. It was led by the army’s new cavalry commander, Brigadier General Alfred Pleasonton, a seasoned cavalry officer. On June 9, 1863, the day after Stuart’s second cavalry review, Pleasonton launched a pre-dawn surprise attack on Stuart’s cavalry division.

 





As Lee assembled his army for the march northward, Federal cavalry launched a surprise attack on his cavalry at the battle of Brandy Station.

Library of Congress
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The Battle of Brandy Station, as the engagement would come to be known, was the largest cavalry battle of the Civil War and involved more than 20,000 troops. It was a classic cavalry contest, fought with sabers as well as carbines, and lasted almost the entire day. At one point, as Pleasonton’s Federal cavalry fought to capture a critical section of high ground called Fleetwood Hill, they appeared on the verge of victory—only to be repulsed by Stuart’s horse artillery. The battle ended in a tactical draw, and Northern casualties outnumbered Southern losses 936 to 523. Nevertheless, the Federal horse soldiers had shown themselves to be the equals of the lauded Confederate cavalry—and General Stuart had been surprised and humiliated. A vivid account of the Battle of Brandy Station was preserved in a journal kept by one of Stuart’s artillerymen, Private George Neese, a gunner in Chew’s Artillery Battery.
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When the first inauspicious boom of cannon rolled over the fields from our rear ... it was like an electric shock which first stuns, then reanimates, and in less time than it takes to relate it our cavalry was rushing toward the enemy in our rear, with nerves and courage strung to the highest pitch—every man determined to do or die. We followed close after them with the battery at a double-quick gallop. The dust in the road was about three inches deep, and in our hurried movement my mule fell down and rolled over me, and I over him, both of us wallowing in three inches of dust, and for once I and my mule favored and looked alike so far as color was concerned. By the time I got my mule up and I was mounted again the battery had disappeared in a thick cloud of flying dust.

The body of Yankee cavalry—General Gregg’s division—that appeared in our rear crossed the Rappahannock at Kelly’s Ford about seven miles below Beverly Ford, and moved up on this side of the river, striking the Orange and Alexandria Railroad at Brandy Station, then advanced in our rear. Nearly a mile from Brandy Station and in the direction of Beverly Ford is Fleetwood Heights, a prominent hill jutting boldly out from the highland on the west to an almost level plain on the east and south. The enemy in our rear had already gained the heights and were strongly posted on the crest, with a line of cavalry and a battery of artillery not far away ready to open fire, when our cavalry arrived in sight of the formidable hill that was crowned with threatening danger and almost ready to burst into battle.

There was not a moment to lose if our cavalry expected to gain the heights from the enemy’s grasp and possession, and hold them, and it had to be done instantly and by a hand-to-hand and hill-to-hill conflict. The decision for a saber charge was consummated in  a moment, and our cavalry gallantly dashed up the slope of Fleetwood, with gleaming sabers, and charged the formidable line of cavalry that had opened a terrific fire from the crest of the hill. Then commenced the hand-to-hand conflict which raged desperately for awhile, the men on both sides fighting and grappling like demons, and at first it was doubtful as to who would succumb and first cry enough; but eventually the enemy began to falter and give way....

They rallied twice after their line was broken the first time, and heroically renewed the struggle for the mastery of the heights, but in their last desperate effort to regain and hold their position our cavalry met the onset with such cool bravery and rigid determination that the enemy’s overthrow and discomfiture was so complete that they were driven from the hill, leaving three pieces of their artillery in position near the crest of the heights and their dead and wounded in our hands. When we arrived with our battery on top of Fleetwood the Yanks had already been driven from the hill and were retreating across the plain toward the southeast. Squadrons and regiments of horsemen were charging and fighting on various parts of the plain, and the whole surrounding country was full of fighting cavalrymen ...

 





Brigadier General Alfred Pleasonton, mounted here on a handsome, well-groomed horse, took command of the Army of the Potomac’s cavalry corps on the eve of Brandy Station. Library of Congress
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Clouds of dust mingled with the smoke of discharging firearms rose from various parts of the field, and the discordant and fearful music of battle floated on the thickened air ... The charmed dignity of danger that evinces and proclaims its awe-inspiring presence by zipping bullets, whizzing shell, and gleaming sabers lifted the contemplation of the tragical display from the common domain of grandeur to the eloquent heights of sublimity. Stirring incidents and exciting events followed one another in quick succession, and no sooner was the enemy dislodged in our rear, than a heavy force that had been fighting us all morning advanced on our front, with cavalry and artillery. Their batteries at once opened a severe fire on our position, to which we immediately replied. Then the hardest and liveliest part of the artillery fighting commenced in earnest, and the thunder of the guns roared fiercely and incessantly for several hours....





“The Men on Both Sides Fighting and Grappling like Demons”





One shell exploded fearfully close to me and seriously wounded two of my cannoneers and raked the sod all around me. For about three long hours whizzing shot, howling shell, exploding shrapnel, and screaming fragments filled the air that hung over Fleetwood Heights with the music of war. After a severe cannonading for several hours the fire of the Yankee battery slackened, and soon after ceased altogether, and the battery abandoned their position and withdrew their guns beyond the range of our fire.

Just before the Yankee battery ceased firing a large body of Yankee cavalry moved in solid column out in the open field about a mile and a half from our position. They remained there about two hours in a solid square, for the purpose, we supposed, of making a desperate charge on the hill and our battery, if their battery would have succeeded in partially silencing our guns. After the enemy’s battery ceased firing Captain Chew ordered me to get ready to fire canister, and if the Yankee cavalry attempted to charge us I must reserve my fire until they charged to within three hundred yards of my gun, then open fire with canister, carefully aim at the horses’ knees and fire as rapidly as possible. But after threateningly menacing our position for about two hours, the immense host of Yankee horsemen in our immediate front withdrew from the field, disappeared in a woods, and I saw them no more, for soon afterwards  the battle ended, and the enemy retreated and recrossed the river. Several times during the day I saw General Stuart, when the battle raged the fiercest, dash with his staff across the field, passing from point to point along his line, perfectly heedless of the surrounding danger.


The Yanks cruelly rushed us out of camp this morning before breakfast, consequently we had nothing to eat during the whole day until after dark this evening, and strange to say I did not experience any hunger until after the battle was over ... We were on the field twelve hours, and during that time I fired my faithful gun one hundred and sixty times. This evening just before the battle closed, with the last few shots we fired I saw the fire flash from the cascabel of my gun, and I found that it was disabled forever—burnt entirely out at the breach ... The enemy’s forces we fought to-day were under the command of General Pleasanton. He had three divisions of cavalry, with a complement of artillery—six batteries, I think—the whole backed by two brigades of infantry. His forces recrossed the river this evening and General Stuart held the battle-field.2
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“The Roadsides Were Soon Lined with Stragglers” 

Lee’s Army Struggles with Heat and Rain on the March

 




On Wednesday, June 10, 1863, Lee’s army left Culpeper Courthouse, heading north toward Maryland and Pennsylvania. The troops of General Richard Ewell’s Second Corps were in the lead, screened in front by Jenkins’s cavalry brigade. General James Longstreet’s First Corps troops followed, and five days later, on June 15, the soldiers of the Third Corps under General A. P. Hill set up camp near Fredericksburg and joined the march. The army entered Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley on selected roads through the mountain passes and marched northward—“down the Valley,” as locals called it—advancing toward the  Potomac River and the Maryland border. To protect the army’s rear as it advanced, Lee dispatched forces to defeat or drive away Federal garrisons at Winchester and Martinsburg, which they did efficiently, capturing large numbers of prisoners, supplies, and ordnance. Meanwhile, General J. E. B. Stuart’s cavalry corps guarded the army’s rear and right flank.

 





Hungry Confederate soldiers take a break from the march to enjoy corn confiscated from a roadside cornfield.

Battles and Leaders of the Civil War
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As they took up the “route step”—a steady, measured marching pace—Lee’s soldiers knew they were heading toward the North and toward battle, even if they did not know their exact destination. “Some think we are going to Maryland,” one wrote home, “but we don’t know.” Penned another, “I must confess it seems to me ... that it would be quite as well to concentrate everything in the valley of Va. and advance on Philadelphia.” Other soldiers wrote to loved ones what they knew might be final farewells. “If I never see you again my prayer is to meet you in heaven,” one man corresponded to his wife. “Take good care of my little girl and train her to love God....”

Lee’s march occurred during a sweltering summer heat wave, which cloaked the marching columns in clouds of dust and left the roadsides lined with exhausted, sweating soldiers. Some even died of heatstroke. “It looked hard to see so many men lying on the side of the road almost smothering with heat,” one soldier wrote. “May the Good Lord take care of the poor soldiers.” In some areas along the route, the severe heat was interrupted by thunderstorms, which brought different but equal misery to the troops. Virginia soldier George S. Bernard, a private in Lee’s Third Corps, would later pen a memoir of the march based on a detailed journal he kept.

[image: 037]



Wednesday, June 17.—Started this morning about 10 o’clock and marched the first three or four miles very rapidly. The weather to-day excessively hot and straggling commenced very early.   The roadsides were soon lined with stragglers, many of whom were completely exhausted by the heat, many suffering from and some dying, it was said, with sunstroke. When the brigade made its first halt to rest, it was a mere skeleton of what it was when it started, so many were behind. About sunset the division went into camp ... at night the heat was so great that it was difficult to sleep.


 





As depicted in this period sketch, Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley offered a sheltered highway from Virginia into Maryland and Pennsylvania.

Library of Congress
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Friday, June 19.—Started about sunrise and halted about midday on a high hill within a mile of and overlooking the village of Front Royal [Warren] county, having crossed the Blue Ridge at Thornton Gap. The scenery along the route was exceedingly beautiful—in some places very wild. We were struck with the luxuriant richness of the country on both sides of the mountains. How it contrasted with the worn out and devastated country to which we had so long been accustomed! About 4 o’clock P.M. our march is resumed. We pass through the town of Front Royal, our bands playing and the men cheering as the ladies wave their handkerchiefs to us.
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Saturday, June 20—Last night was very bad on the men in consequence of the heavy rain. Just as my messmate and myself had about fallen asleep the water from the soft and wet ground where our bed was made soaked through our underlying oil cloth and blanket, and through the thick sleeves of my woolen shirt and coat, and reaching my skin thus reminded me of the uncanny condition of things. We at once got up and found it raining a little, but some of the men had already begun to make fires from the rails of a neighboring fence. To one of these fires we repaired and spent the remainder of the night alternately drying and warming one side of our clothes and bodies whilst the other side was getting a fresh wetting from the falling rain.

Sunday, June 21—This morning one day’s rations of corn bread issued to us. The country through which we are now marching is very beautiful. The lands very fine. The roads are general macadamized roads, made with limestone, which abounds in this region.




“The Ladies Wave Their Handkerchiefs to Us”





[Tuesday,] June 23—Left our camp near Berryville about 12-1/2 P.M., yesterday, passed through Berryville and halted about sunset about three miles from Charlestown, marching 9 miles. Started again this morning soon after daylight, marched through Charlestown and halted a few minutes ago, 11 A.M., at this place, having marched about 12 miles. Berryville is an ugly little place, but Charlestown on the other hand is quite pretty. The ladies of the latter place turned out in large numbers to see us. I scarcely ever before heard such cheering as the boys gave this morning.


Wednesday, June 24.—On Picket near Shepherdstown. Last evening about sunset our regiment was ordered on picket, and is now on duty about 3/4 of a mile east of the point we left, and in the direction of Harper’s Ferry. Everything quiet last night. We heard yesterday that Gen. Lee has issued very stringent orders to secure respect for private property when we get into the enemy’s country. We are all still utterly ignorant of Gen. Lee’s design in making this move, but the army was never in better spirits or more confident of success.3
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“We Crossed the River in Primitive Style” 

Lee’s Army Leaves the South Behind and Advances toward Pennsylvania

 




Preceded by Jenkins’s cavalry, troops from Lee’s Second Corps began crossing the Potomac River on June 15, followed, over the course of more than a week, by the rest of the army. The bridges spanning the Potomac in the region had been burned earlier in the war, so the Army of Northern Virginia crossed the river at long-standing fords near Williamsport, Maryland, and Shepherdstown, Virginia. Although claimed by the Confederacy, Maryland was firmly secured in the Union by Federal forces, and Lee’s troops viewed fording the Potomac into Maryland as symbolically crossing into enemy country. Twenty-eight-year-old Julius Lineback, a musician in the 26th North Carolina Infantry, recorded his regiment’s crossing in his personal diary.
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June 25th—We made an early start again. Sam still being and I not at all well. The colonel ordered that in the future as we were going into camp, we should play, “The Campbells Are Coming” and “The Girl I Left Behind Me” when leaving. Soon we came to the Potomac River, which was pretty wide and a halfthigh deep. Taking off our shoes, socks, pants and drawers, we made a comical looking set of men. Many did not take the trouble of undressing even partially.


Just as I reached the Maryland side of the river, I stumbled and fell on my knees, doing involuntary homage to the state. When we were again dressed, one of the men asked us to play “Maryland, My Maryland.”



For nineteen-year-old Private Thomas Perrett, a soldier in Lineback’s regiment, the amusing image of thousands of naked soldiers wading through the river in “primitive style” was not the overwhelming memory he would retain from the event. Instead, what he would never forget was the rough, plaintive chorus of “Maryland, My Maryland” sung by legions of young Southern soldiers as they stepped onto the Maryland shore.

 





Lee’s soldiers doff uniforms and equipment to ford the Potomac River.

Battles and Leaders of the Civil War
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This 1863 sketch by artist Alfred Waud depicts troops of Lee’s army as they appeared while crossing the Potomac near Williamsport, Maryland.

Library of Congress
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We marched on to the Potomac near Shepherdstown, where we crossed the river in primitive style and stopped on the Maryland side to adjust deranged apparel and get the Regiment in line. While here in waiting, some soldier boys strike up the song “My Maryland,” and by inspiration it is taken up by many voices and sung with much fervor and pathos.


This incident has lingered with me all through long years as the sad memory of a trouble dream. Many of my comrades, companions of my youth, were then looking for the last time upon the receding shores of their beloved Southland, and were marching away to meet a soldier’s fate and fill and unmarked grave. As the last song floats away and dies in echo on the bosom of the river, we take up the line of march again....4
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“The Sad Memory of a Troubled Dream”








“Look at Pharaoh’s Army Going to the Red Sea” 


Lee’s Army Encounters a Land of Plenty in Pennsylvania 


By June 27, all three corps of Lee’s 75,000-man army had crossed the Mason-Dixon Line into Pennsylvania—on Northern soil. “They came in close marching order,” a Northern civilian would later remember. “Many  were ragged, shoeless, and filthy, [but] all were well-armed and under perfect discipline.” Unlike much of war-torn Virginia, the Pennsylvania countryside was green and flourishing as it neared harvest time—“overflowing with wealth & fatness,” noted a young Southerner. “Our men have purchased vast numbers of chickens, ducks, pigs, and lots of butter, milk and honey, at Yankee prices,” reported another, “paying for them with Confederate money.”

As the dust-covered Confederate legions tramped through the small hamlets of south-central Pennsylvania—each “a little one-horse town,” in the words of one Southern soldier—they were viewed with a mixture of curiosity, fear, and hostility by Northern civilians. “We find the people here cowed by the presence of our army,” one of Lee’s soldiers observed. “The men are cringing, cowardly scoundrels and perfect dollar worshippers. Some of the women are spirited and spunky....” One bold Northern woman yelled out at the passing Rebels, “Look at Pharaoh’s army going to the Red Sea.” Another taunted, “What rags and tatters!” to the passing troops. “Very true, very true,” shouted a Southern soldier in response, “but we always put on our worst duds when we start out to butcher”—a reply that caused the female heckler to visibly pale.

 





In this nineteenth century postwar photograph, Pennsylvania farmers near Gettysburg gather their hay harvest much as they did in the summer of 1863.

Library of Congress
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“I felt when I first came here, that I would like to revenge myself upon these people for the desolation they have brought upon our own beautiful home,” a  Confederate officer wrote his wife, “yet I could not find it in my heart to molest them.” Horses, mules, cattle, and supplies were officially commandeered for Lee’s army in large quantities, but were usually paid for—in Confederate currency or promissory notes. Railroad tracks, bridges, trestles, an ironworks, and other designated military targets were destroyed—largely by Major General Jubal Early’s division of advance guard troops, who, at one point, formed a bucket brigade to extinguish fires that had spread to civilian structures. “With the exception of a few instances,” a Pennsylvania civilian observed, “private houses were not entered with hostile intent. I must say that from all the conceptions from history of the desolation of an invading army ... this invasion of our State widely differed.”

 





Confederate foragers round up horses, cattle, and other livestock in Pennsylvania—paid for with Confederate money.

Leslie’s Illustrated
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The difference may have been the result of Lee’s orders, which commanded his troops to respect private property and maintain discipline in the ranks, and which were generally enforced by his officers. For example, General Order Number 73 stipulated that the Army of Northern Virginia “make war only upon armed men.”
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Headquarters, Army of Northern Virginia

General Order, No. 73

Chambersburg, Pennsylvania, June 27, 1863

 




The commanding general has observed with marked satisfaction the conduct of the troops on the march, and confidently anticipates results commensurate with the high spirit they have manifested. No troops could have displayed greater fortitude or better performed the arduous marches of the past ten days. Their conduct in other respects has with few exceptions been in keeping with their character  as soldiers, and entitles them to approbation and praise. There have however been instances of forgetfulness on the part of some, that they have in keeping the yet unsullied reputation of the army, and that the duties expected of us by civilization and Christianity are not less obligatory in the country of the enemy than in our own.


 





Thirsty Southern soldiers take a break from the march to haul water from a farmhouse well.

National Archives
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The commanding general considers that no greater disgrace could befall the army, and through it our whole people, than the perpetration of the barbarous outrages upon the unarmed, and defenceless and the wanton destruction of private property that have marked the course of the enemy in our own country. Such proceedings not only degrade the perpetrators and all connected with them, but are subversive of the discipline and efficiency of the army, and destructive of the ends of our present movement.

It must be remembered that we make war only upon armed men, and that we cannot take vengeance for the wrongs our people have suffered without lowering ourselves in the eyes of all whose abhorrence has been excited by the atrocities of our enemies, and offending against Him to whom vengeance belongeth, without whose favor and support our efforts must all prove in vain.

The commanding general therefore earnestly exhorts the troops to abstain with most scrupulous care from unnecessary or wanton injury to private property, and he enjoins upon all officers to arrest and bring to summary punishment all who shall in any way offend against the orders on this subject.

R. E. Lee


General5
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“He Acts like a Man without a Plan” 

General Hooker Resigns Command of the Army of the Potomac

 





In happier times, General Joseph Hooker, seated second from right, posed for a group photograph with his staff prior to his resignation from command.

National Archives
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President Lincoln urged General Hooker to attack Lee’s army while it was on the march. On June 14, the president sent Hooker a telegram, noting that Lee’s army was then stretched from Fredericksburg through the Shenandoah Valley and almost to Maryland—and was surely vulnerable to attack. “If the head of Lee’s army is at Martinsburg and the tail of it on the Plank road between Fredericksburg and Chancellorsville,” Lincoln wrote, “the animal must be very slim somewhere. Could you not break him?” Hooker, however, was still unnerved and indecisive from his humiliating defeat by Lee  at the Battle of Chancellorsville. “He acts like a man without a plan and is entirely at a loss what to do,” one of Hooker’s staff confided to his diary. “He knows that Lee is his master & is afraid to meet him in fair battle.”

Hooker dutifully put the Army of the Potomac on the march, heading northward on a route that shielded Washington, D.C., from attack, but for two weeks he did little more than trail Lee. Fretting that he was outnumbered, he exaggerated the size of Lee’s army to more than 100,000 troops. He also grew increasingly resentful to questions and proposals from his immediate superior, General in Chief Henry W. Halleck, and even from President Lincoln. “The nature of the control to be exercised by me I would like to have distinctly and clearly fixed and understood,” he grumbled to Halleck at one point. Finally, on June 27, 1863, after Halleck had advised him to include protection of the Federal garrison at Harpers Ferry in his plans, Hooker peevishly tendered his resignation. Instead of offering reassurances, the General in Chief simply forwarded Hooker’s request to President Lincoln, reprinted below.
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Sandy Hook, June 27, 1863, 1 p.m. 
Major General H.W. Halleck, 
General-in-Chief:


 



My original instructions require me to cover Harper’s Ferry and Washington. I have now imposed upon me, in addition, an enemy in my front of more than my numbers. I beg to be understood, respectfully but firmly, that I am unable to comply with this condition, with the means at my disposal, and earnestly request that I may at once be relieved from the position I occupy.


Joseph Hooker, 
Major-General.




 





President Abraham Lincoln, summer of 1863.

Library of Congress
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“He Knows That Lee is His Master”







Washington, D.C., 
June 27, 1863, 8 p.m. 
Major General Hooker, 
Army of the Potomac:


 



Your application to be relieved from your present command is received. As you were appointed to this command by the President, I have no power to relieve you. Your dispatch has been duly referred for Executive action.


H.W. Halleck, 
General-in- Chief 6
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“Let Each Man Determine to Do His Duty”








“Meade Will Fight Well on His Own Dunghill” 

The Army of the Potomac Gets a New Commander

 




President Lincoln quickly relieved General Hooker of command, acting within hours of receiving the general’s request. He worried aloud about changing commanders on the eve of what was certain to be a major battle. “While crossing a stream,” he observed, “it is too late to change horses.” He considered Hooker to be “a beaten general,” however, and seized the opportunity to remove him as army commander. But who could he name as a replacement? Including Hooker, three high-ranking officers now had been appointed—and removed—as heads of the Army of the Potomac.

Several officers were considered, but Lincoln settled on Major General George Gordon Meade, a bewhiskered, balding forty-seven-year-old corps commander. A West Pointer who had served in the Seminole and Mexican Wars, Meade was not a standout leader or a particularly original commander, but he was experienced, capable, and disciplined. He had been seriously wounded in  the Peninsula Campaign the previous summer, but he had recovered sufficiently enough to hold important commands at Fredericksburg and at Chancellorsville. Furthermore, the Army of the Potomac faced imminent battle in Pennsylvania—the general’s home state. Meade, Lincoln predicted, “will fight well on his own dunghill.”

 





Normally quiet and reserved, General George Meade could at times exhibit the temper that earned him the reputation of a “damned old goggle-eyed snapping turtle.”

Library of Congress
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Although typically reserved in nature, Meade had a white-hot temper when under pressure. “I have seen him so cross and ugly that no one dared speak to him,” one of his staff officers confided, and his troops referred to him as “a damned old goggle-eyed snapping turtle.” The official news of his promotion reached Meade at his corps headquarters tent in the middle of the night. When the officer bearing it awakened him, Meade actually thought he was being removed from command for some unbeknownst reason. Upon learning that he had received a promotion, he initially argued that he was not the best choice for the position. Finally, he agreed to take the command—with reluctance. “Well,” he stated, “I’ve been tried and condemned without a hearing, and I suppose I shall have to go to the execution.” On June 28, 1863, he issued his first order as commander of the Army of the Potomac.
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Headquarters of the Army of the Potomac 
General Order, No. 66 
June 28, 1863


 



By direction of the President of the United States, I hereby assume the command of the Army of the Potomac. As a soldier, in obeying this order, an order totally unexpected and unsolicited, I have no promises or pledges to make.


The country looks to this army to relieve it from the devastation and disgrace of a hostile invasion. Whatever fatigues and sacrifices we may be called upon to undergo, let us have in view constantly the magnitude of the interests involved, and let each man determine   to do his duty, leaving to an all-controlling Providence the decision of the contest.


 





Posed before his headquarters tent in polished, knee-high boots, General Meade called Pennsylvania his home, prompting President Lincoln to speculate that Meade would “fight well on his own dunghill.”

National Archives
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It is with just diffidence that I relieve, in the command of this army, an eminent and accomplished soldier, whose name must ever appear conspicuous in the history of its achievements; but I rely upon the hearty support of my companions in arms to assist me in the discharge of the duties of the important trust which has been confided to me.


George G. Meade, Maj.-Gen. Commanding.7
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“We Endure the Fatigues of the March Well” 

The Army of the Potomac Moves to Overtake the Enemy

 




On his first day as army commander, General Meade received confirmation that the bulk of Lee’s army had crossed into Pennsylvania. Where was Lee heading? Harrisburg? Philadelphia? Or, would he turn and advance on  Baltimore or even on Washington? Meade took immediate action. He organized his new staff and gave orders to get the full army moving toward Pennsylvania in pursuit of Lee’s forces. He also dispatched the provost guard and a force of cavalry to Frederick, Maryland—twenty-five miles below the Pennsylvania border. There, a lapse in military discipline had turned the army’s advance guard loose in the town bars, resulting in scores of soldiers “lying about the streets, on the doorsteps, under fences, in the mud, dead drunk....”

The next morning, June 29, 1863, the Army of the Potomac was on the march, moving northward despite rain showers and muddy roads that slowed progress. As he pushed to overtake the invading Confederates and shield Washington, D.C., Meade’s no-nonsense discipline reduced drinking, looting, and straggling within the army. His plan was to put the army in a position to block the Confederate advance across Pennsylvania while safeguarding Washington. “My endeavor will be in my movements to hold my force well together,” he telegraphed General in Chief Halleck, “with the hope of falling upon some portion of Lee’s army in detail.”

As they advanced northward across Maryland toward Pennsylvania, Meade’s army troops appeared to be in “fine spirits.” Among their ranks was Captain Samuel W. Fiske of the 14th Connecticut Infantry, who recorded an account of the Federal march.
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There is a deal of romance about this business of war. We lay us down at night under heaven’s glorious canopy, not knowing if at any moment the call to arms may disturb our slumbers. We wake at réveille, cook and eat our scanty breakfast, thankful if we have any to dispose of in that way. At the bugle-call, we strike tents, put on our harness and packs, and start off, not knowing our direction, the object of our march, or its extent; taking every thing on trust, and enjoying as much as possible the varied experience of each passing hour; and ready for a pic-nic or a fray, a bivouac, a skirmish, a picket, a reconnoissance, or a movement in retreat.

 





Twenty-two-year-old Charles Wellington Reed, a soldier in the 9th Massachusetts Light Artillery Battery, sketched the troops of the Army of the Potomac on their march to overtake Lee’s army.

Library of Congress
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There is no life in which there is more room for the exercise of faith than in this same soldierly life of ours,—faith in our own good right arms, and in the joint strength and confidence of military discipline; faith in the experience and watchfulness of our tried commanders (happy if they be not tried and found wanting); faith in the ultimate success of our country’s good and holy cause; faith in the overruling care and protection of Almighty Jehovah, who holdeth the movements of armies and nations, as also the smallest concerns of private individuals, in his hand.

Our marches for the last few days have been through the most lovely country, across the State of Maryland to the east of Frederick City. There is not a finer cultivated scenery in the whole world, it seems to me; and it was almost like getting to Paradise from—another place; the getting-out of abominable, barren, ravaged Old Virginia, into fertile, smiling Maryland. It is a cruel thing to roll the terrible wave of war over such a scene of peace, plenty, and fruitfulness; but it may be that here on our own soil, and in these last sacrifices and efforts, the great struggle for the salvation of our country and our Union may successfully terminate.

Poor Old Virginia is so bare and desolate as to be only fit for a battle-ground; but it seems that we must take our turn too, in the Northern States, of invasion, and learn something of the practical meaning of war in our own peaceful communities. I sincerely hope that the scare up in Pennsylvania isn’t going to drive all the people’s wits away, and prevent them from making a brave defense of homes, altars, and hearths.

When I read in a paper, today, of the “chief burgess” of York pushing out eight or ten miles into the country to find somebody to surrender the city to, I own to have entertained some doubts as to the worthiness and valor of that representative of the dignity of the city. It would be well for the citizens of Pennsylvania to remember that Lee’s soldiers are only men, after all, and that their number is not absolutely limitless, and that they have not really the power of being in a great many places at the same time....




“Our Troops Are Making Tremendous Marches”





Our boys come back out of Pennsylvania with no very exalted opinion of the German inhabitants of that portion of the State we visited, or of the German regiments in our army of defenders. The people seem to be utterly apathetic as to our great national struggle, and careless of every thing but their own property. If each old farmer’s henroost and cabbage-patch could only be safe, little would he care for the fate of the country, or the success of our army....

We of the unfortunate “grand army,” to be sure, haven’t much reason to make large promises; but we are going to put ourselves again in the way of the Butternuts, and have great hopes of retrieving, on our own ground, our ill fortune in the last two engagements, and, by another and still more successful Antietam conflict, deserve well of our country. Our troops are making tremendous marches some of these days just past; and, if the enemy is anywhere, we shall be likely to find him and feel of him pretty soon. For sixteen days we have been on the move, and endure the fatigues of the march well.

 





By summer of 1863, the Army of the Potomac was composed largely of veterans “acquainted with the ways and resources of campaigning.”

National Archives
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There is much less straggling, and much less pillaging, than in any march of the troops that I have yet accompanied. Our men are now veterans, and acquainted with the ways and resources of campaigning. There are very few sick among us. The efficient strength, in proportion to our numbers, is vastly greater than when we were green volunteers. So the Potomac Army, reduced greatly in numbers as it has been by the expiration of the term of service of so many regiments, is still a very numerous and formidable army.8
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“Should Any Person Find This Body” 

Troops on Both Sides Prepare for What Lies Ahead

 




Most soldiers in both armies were combat veterans—they had “seen the elephant,” as initiation to combat was called. By the time they neared Gettysburg, most realized a major battle was likely. “June 30 finds us at  Cashtown, Penn.,” a Southern soldier noted in his journal. “Here we hourly expect a fight. The enemy being near.” With battle believed to be imminent, they prepared themselves, checking their consciences as well as their weapons. As he approached Gettysburg in a column of marching troops, one soldier noticed how the road beneath his feet was littered with playing cards. They had apparently been discarded by repentant troops. The road to war, he concluded, was paved with upturned faces—kings, queens, jacks, and jokers. Another soldier noticed the serious expressions on the faces of his fellow troops and realized it was the look of “men who are about to face death.”

[image: 063]

A common practice for a soldier heading into battle was to attach a scrap of paper bearing his name as well as the name and address of his next of kin to his uniform. Twenty-four-year-old Matthew Marvin, a sergeant in the 1st Minnesota Infantry, prepared for battle by folding up a wad of U.S. currency and tucking it into his leather-bound pocket diary. Then, on the diary’s inside front cover, he penciled this plea, offering to pay the stranger who found his body if he would notify Marvin’s parents of his death.

 





In this sketch by  Harper’s Weekly  combat artist Alfred Waud, troops of the Army of the Potomac pack up and prepare to resume the march. Both armies were composed of combat veterans, and most realized what lay ahead.

Library of Congress
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Gettyiesburg Pa 


Should any person find this on the body of a soldier on the field of battle or by the roadside they will confer a lasting favor on the parents of its owner by sending the book & pocket purse & silver finger ring on the left hand. Taking their pay for the trouble out of the Greenbacks herein inclosed.

Mat


To Seth Marvin, Esq, St. Charles, Kane Co. Ill.9




Although his regiment would suffer horrible casualties at Gettysburg, Sergeant Marvin would survive—along with the message he intended as a post-mortem plea for help.





CHAPTER THREE

“Into the Jaws of the Enemy”
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General Lee had a serious problem: most of his cavalry was missing. It was Sunday, June 28, 1863, and otherwise the invasion appeared to be progressing as Lee had hoped. Out in front, the army’s Second Corps under Lieutenant General Ewell was spread out across Pennsylvania in two columns: Major General Jubal Early’s division had passed through the city of York and was nearing the Susquehanna River, while Ewell and the rest of his corps approached Harrisburg—which Lee had ordered him to capture. In Harrisburg, state employees hurriedly packed up official records, while panicky refugees crowded city streets with overloaded wagons—brimming with “beddings, tables, chairs, their wives and children perched on the top; kettles and pails dangling beneath.” In faraway Philadelphia, scores of worried citizens frantically dug earthworks, while to the south in Baltimore, city authorities had ordered all black residents—both free and slave—to go to working digging defensive trenches.

Meanwhile, Lee had established his tent headquarters in a grove of trees just east of Chambersburg, Pennsylvania. There, and at the village of Cashtown  farther to the east, he had concentrated the bulk of his army. He planned to move the army’s other two corps across Pennsylvania to join Ewell’s troops at Harrisburg. Since crossing the Potomac, however, he had not heard from General J. E. B. Stuart and the army’s cavalry. Without scouting reports from his cavalry, Lee had no reliable intelligence on the location and strength of Federal forces.

 





Major General J. E. B. Stuart leads his Confederate cavalry on a raid.

Library of Congress
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Finally, on Sunday night, a reconnaissance report arrived. A mysterious figure was escorted to Lee’s headquarters tent—a civilian spy named James Harrison, who had been hired by General Longstreet. Through Harrison, Lee learned that the Army of the Potomac was trailing the Confederate army into Pennsylvania, and that General Hooker had been replaced by General Meade. Lee knew of the new commander and respected him. “General Meade will commit no blunder in my front,” he commented, “and if I make one will make haste to take advantage of it.”

The new information proved extremely valuable, but what would Lee do to obtain reconnaissance tomorrow—depend on a single spy? Without Stuart and the cavalry, the eyes of the army, it was as if Lee’s troops were marching blindly through enemy country.1
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“We Rode, Rode, Rode” 

General Stuart Leads Lee’s “Lost” Cavalry on a Grand Raid

 




While Lee suffered from the absence of reliable intelligence, Major General J. E. B. Stuart was leading the bulk of the army’s cavalry on a grand raid around the rear of the Federal army. At age thirty, James Ewell Brown Stuart—nicknamed “Jeb” for his initials—was bright, energetic, and flamboyant. A red-bearded West Pointer from Virginia, he had fought Indians in prewar Kansas—where he had married the post commander’s daughter—and sported thigh-high cavalry boots, a yellow sash, a red-lined cape, and a plumed hat.

  





In June of 1863, the Army of Northern Virginia slipped away from its lines near Fredericksburg, Virginia, and marched northward toward Pennsylvania—trailed to the east by the Army of the Potomac.

Based on a map by Hal Jespersen, www.CWmaps.com
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Major General J. E. B. Stuart, the commander of Lee’s cavalry, here poses for a photograph attired in his customary uniform, which includes a red-lined cape, a yellow sash, thigh-high cavalry boots, and a plumed hat.

Library of Congress
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A brilliant cavalry commander, he had experienced a meteoritic rise in Confederate service from lieutenant colonel to major general and commander of Lee’s 10,000-man cavalry division—all in the course of a single year. Under Stuart’s direction, the cavalry had become an invaluable asset to Lee’s army. Stuart had distinguished himself in the Seven Days Battles, at Second Bull Run, and at Chancellorsville, where he had discovered the weaknesses in Hooker’s troop dispositions that had led to the humiliating Federal defeat. His greatest fame arose from a series of bold raids he had conducted, including two in which he had led his cavalry entirely around the Army of the Potomac while it was under General McClellan’s command.

Lee relied on Stuart’s cavalry as the eyes of his army, and looked upon the young officer with almost father-like affection. “I can scarcely think of him without weeping,” he would say after Stuart was killed in action in 1864. At the Battle of Brandy Station, Stuart had been taken by surprise by the enemy attack, leaving him embarrassed and highly motivated to restore his reputation. On June 25, 1863, Stuart set out with his cavalry on a raid around the rear of the Federal army. It was the kind of spectacular ride that had earned him glory in the past. He rode from Virginia through Maryland and deep into Pennsylvania, before Lee’s summons to rejoin the army reached him at Carlisle.

The raid captured more than a hundred enemy wagons laden with supplies and took more than 400 prisoners, but it deprived Lee of critically needed cavalry protection and intelligence on the eve of battle. It was—in the words of a Lee aide—merely “a useless, showy parade.” Captain John Esten Cooke, Stuart’s chief of ordnance and a novelist-turned-soldier, recorded a colorful account of Stuart’s controversial raid.
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“Ho! for the Valley!” There could certainly be no doubt about the General’s meaning. He had turned his horse toward the Ridge. “Ho!   for the Valley!” indicated his intended line of march; he, like myself, was going to see his good friends all in that land of lands along the Shenandoah.... General Stuart had scarcely got out of sight of the village, when he was riding rapidly eastward, in a direction precisely opposite to the Blue Ridge. The General had practised a little ruse to blind the eyes of the Cross-Roads villagers—was doubling on the track; he was going after General Hooker, then in the vicinity of Manassas, and thence—whither?


 





When Lee’s army advanced into Pennsylvania, Stuart took the army’s cavalry on a raid around the vanguard of the Federal army, leaving Lee without reliable reconnaissance.

Battles and Leaders of the Civil War
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“The Bugle Sounded; We Got into the Saddle Again”






We bivouacked by the roadside under some pines that night. . . . The bugle sounded; we got into the saddle again; the columns moved; and that evening we had passed around Manassas, where Hooker’s rear force still lingered, and were approaching Fairfax Station through the great deserted camps near Wolf Run Shoals. The advance pushed on through the wild and desolate locality, swarming with abandoned cabins and army débris; and soon we had reached the station, which is not far from the [Fairfax] Court-House.... It was impossible to forbear from laughing at the spectacle which the cavalry column presented. Every man had on a white straw hat, and a pair of snowy cotton gloves. Every trooper carried before him upon the pommel of his saddle a bale of smoking   tobacco, or a drum of figs; every hand grasped a pile of ginger-cakes....


 





With an Adams revolver tucked in his belt and a sword at the ready, farmboy David Thatcher, nineteen, projects a formidable image as a private in the 1st Virginia Cavalry—which went to Gettysburg with J. E. B. Stuart.

Library of Congress
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Soon the column was again moving steadily towards the Potomac.... We reached at nightfall an elevation not far from the Great Falls. . . . The broad river glittered in the moon, and on the bright surface was seen the long, wavering line of dark figures, moving “in single file;” the water washing to and fro across the backs of the horses, which kept their feet with difficulty. The hardest portion of the task was crossing the cannon of the horse-artillery. It seemed impossible to get the limbers and caissons over without wetting, and so destroying the ammunition; but the ready brain of Stuart found an expedient. The boxes were quickly unpacked; every cavalry-man took charge of a shell, case, or solid shot with the fixed cartridge; and thus held well aloft, the precious freight was carried over dry.... The river was crossed; also the Chesapeake and Ohio canal, by a narrow bridge; and the cavalry halted for brief rest....

The column moved at dawn toward the “undiscovered land” of Star-and-Stripe-dom, in a northern direction toward Rockville, [Maryland]. It was not long before we came on the blue people. “Bang! bang! bang!” indicated that the advance guard was charging a picket; the shots ended; we pushed on, passing some dead or wounded forms, bleeding by the grassy roadside; and the town of Rockville came in sight. The present writer pushed on after the advance guard, which had galloped through, and riding solus along a handsome street, came suddenly upon a spectacle which was truly pleasing. This was a seminary for young ladies, with open windows, open doors—and doors and windows were full and running over with the fairest specimens of the gentler sex that eye ever beheld. It was Sunday, and the beautiful girls in their fresh gaily colored dresses, low necks, bare arms, and wildernesses of braids and curls, were “off duty” for the moment, and burning with enthusiasm to welcome the Southerner....

Stuart did not tarry. In war there is little time for gallant words, and news had just reached us from the front which moved the column on like the sound of the bugle. This news was that while we approached Rockville from the south, a mighty train of nearly two hundred [Federal] wagons—new, fresh-painted, drawn each by six sleek mules, as became the “Reserve Forage Train” of the Department at Washington—had in like manner approached from the east, intent on collecting forage. Stuart’s face flushed at the thought of capturing this splendid prize; and shouting to a squadron to follow him and the main column to push on, he went at a swift gallop on the track of the fleeing wagons.... The immense train was seen covering the road for miles. Every team in full gallop, every wagon whirling onward, rebounding from rocks, and darting into the air,—one crashing against another “with the noise of thunder”....

Stuart burst into laughter, and turning round, exclaimed: “Did you ever see anything like that in all your life!” ... Soon they were all stopped, captured, and driven to the rear by the aforesaid cursing drivers, now sullen, or laughing like the captors. All but those overturned. These were set on fire, and soon there rose for miles along the road the red glare of flames, and the dense smoke of the burning vehicles. They had been pursued within sight of Washington, and I saw, I believe, the dome of the capitol. That spectacle was exciting—and General Stuart thought of pushing on to make a demonstration against the defences. This, however, was given up; and between the flames of the burning wagons we pushed back to Rockville, through which the long line of captured vehicles, with their sleek, rosetted mules, six to each, had already defiled, amid the shouts of the inhabitants. Those thus “saved” were about one hundred in number.

The column moved, and about ten that night reached Brookville, where the atmosphere seemed Southern, like that of Rockville, for a bevy of beautiful girls thronged forth with baskets of cakes, and  bread and meat, and huge pitchers of ice-water.... At Brookville some hundreds of prisoners—the greater part captured by General Wickham in a boat at the Potomac—were paroled and started for Washington, as an act of humanity.... Moving steadily on, the column approached Westminster, and here Fitz Lee, who was in advance, found the enemy drawn up in the street. A charge quickly followed, carbines banged, and the enemy gave way.... The net results of the capture of the place were—one old dismounted gun of the “Quaker” order on a hill near the cavalry camp aforesaid, and a United States flag taken from the vault of the Court-House....
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