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THE STRATEGIC SITUATION

The summer of 1864 saw a decided shift in the Union’s strategic application of military power. For three years, President Abraham Lincoln had struggled to find commanders who would not only take the fight to the enemy, but would also avoid being continually outmaneuvered by their Confederate counterparts. Ulysses S. Grant had his detractors, but Lincoln was not one of them. “I like him, he fights,” the President explained to those who would have preferred someone else to lead a Federal Army that had an indisputable advantage in manpower and logistics over its opponent. Grant had won a series of dramatic victories, beginning with Forts Henry and Donelson in 1862 and culminating with the battles of Lookout Mountain and Missionary Ridge, which had forced a Confederate withdrawal from Chattanooga, Tennessee, into northwest Georgia in November 1863. Now Grant was needed in the east because, despite those victories, the outcome of the war was still very much in question.

The US Presidential Election of 1864 promised to be a referendum on Lincoln’s conduct of the war. Both sides were weary of the fighting. Combined combat deaths were rapidly approaching half a million men. The Democratic platform supported ending the war immediately. European nations watched and waited for a sign that the Confederacy would survive. Lincoln needed a dramatic victory. Gettysburg had ended the most recent attempt at an invasion of the North, but Lee’s Army survived, as did General Joseph E. Johnston’s Army of Tennessee, now solidly entrenched along Rocky Face Ridge, less than 30 miles south of Chattanooga.



[image: ]



Lieutenant-General Ulysses S. Grant. “Well, I wish some of you would tell me the brand of whiskey that Grant drinks. I would like to send a barrel of it to my other generals.” Abraham Lincoln, after the fall of Vicksburg. (Photograph from the Library of Congress (LOC) Prints and Photographs Division)



President Jefferson Davis had reluctantly assigned Johnston to his current command after the fall of Chattanooga, more as a result of popular sentiment than from any belief in his capabilities. The two had been at odds since the war began over Johnston’s ranking within the hierarchy of Confederate generals, as well as his failure to keep Davis as fully informed of his intentions as the latter thought necessary. Davis was sensitive about his knowledge of military affairs and not one to overlook a perceived slight, and Johnston’s career waxed and waned along with the fate of the Confederacy, demonstrating that the South was not without its own leadership issues.
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Campaign poster for the Presidential Election of 1864. The Democrats advocated ending the war and letting the South go its own way. The Republicans warned voters, “Don’t change horses in midstream.” (LOC)



Southerners still believed that one Confederate soldier equaled ten Union men. Lee would continue to demonstrate his genius in the Overland Campaign in a series of titanic battles against Grant and Major-General George Meade, the newest commander of the Army of the Potomac. But he had indeed lost his “right arm” when the “Mighty Stonewall” died from wounds received at the hands of his own men at Chancellorsville, and Lee knew it would take more than brilliance to overcome the deficiencies the South faced.

Southern leadership continued to express optimism in its assessment of the overall situation facing it in the winter of 1863–64, vociferously exclaiming that ultimate victory was within its grasp. In a letter of instruction to Johnston in December 1863, Confederate Secretary of War James A. Seddon stated, “It is apprehended that the army may have been, by recent events, somewhat disheartened, and deprived of ordnance and material. Your presence, it is hoped, will do much to reestablish hope and inspire confidence.” There was no question about the direction Johnston’s planning should take. “As soon as the condition of your forces will allow, it is hoped you will be able to resume the offensive.”

Johnston was offended by the tone of the letter, deeming it an affront to someone with his military experience. After conducting a thorough assessment of his new command, he responded accordingly. “This army is now far from being in condition to ‘resume the offensive.’ It is deficient in numbers, arms, subsistence stores, and field transportation.” Over the next seven months, he would work diligently to improve his army’s situation while continuing to fend off criticism from Richmond.

The battles in the western theater had always been as dramatic and bloody as anything occurring in the east. In April 1862, Grant’s Army of the Tennessee had narrowly avoided defeat at Shiloh, also known as Pittsburg Landing. Grant, and his senior division commander, William Tecumseh Sherman, seriously underestimated the rebel army’s intentions, with Grant admitting later that he had “scarcely the faintest idea of an attack.” His counterattack on the second day turned the tide, forcing the Confederates to abandon the field. In the clash, the South lost one of its most capable generals, Albert Sydney Johnston.

In the summer of 1863, while Grant was working to force the surrender of Vicksburg, the last Confederate bastion on the Mississippi, Major-General William Rosecrans, commander of the Union Army of the Cumberland, was attempting to outmaneuver the Confederate Army of Tennessee, then under General Braxton Bragg. Rosecrans’ actions during the Tullahoma Campaign pushed Bragg out of middle Tennessee and threatened the Confederate hold on Chattanooga. Bragg was eventually forced to abandon the city, but Rosecrans’ offensive, and, effectively, his once-bright military career came to an ignominious end at the battle of Chickamauga in September 1863.

During the battle, one-third of the Union Army, along with Rosecrans himself, was driven from the field. Only the stubbornness of Major-General George Thomas, who earned the sobriquet “The Rock of Chickamauga” for his refusal to yield to repeated rebel assaults, saved the Union Army from complete annihilation. The Confederates claimed victory while Rosecrans and the remnants of his shattered command found themselves besieged in Chattanooga. Bragg’s army held the high ground south and east of the city, occupying the critical points of Lookout Mountain and Missionary Ridge.
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President Jefferson Davis to the Confederate Congress, May 2, 1864: “The armies in Northern Georgia and in Northern Virginia still oppose with unshaken front a formidable barrier to the progress of the invader.” (LOC)



In October, Lincoln appointed Grant to command the newly formed Division of the Mississippi, with responsibility for all Union forces in the western theater. When Grant learned of Rosecrans’ inability to break the siege, he replaced him with Thomas, then he rode to Chattanooga to take charge of the situation. Lincoln had also sent Major-General Joseph Hooker with two divisions of the Army of the Potomac to reinforce Thomas. Grant used Hooker’s troops to establish a supply route known as the “Cracker Line,” effectively ending the siege.

Grant was not about to stop there. In mid-November, he brought the Army of the Tennessee, now under Sherman, from Vicksburg, Mississippi. On the afternoon of November 23, Thomas’s Army of the Cumberland maneuvered east of the city to seize a section of high ground known as Orchard Knob, while elements of Sherman’s army launched a surprise attack on Bragg’s right flank on Missionary Ridge. The next morning, Hooker’s divisions scaled the “inaccessible heights of Lookout Mountain,” in an engagement known as the “Battle above the Clouds,” forcing Bragg to concentrate his forces east of Chattanooga. There, on November 25, the battle of Missionary Ridge broke the Confederate line. Bragg gave up southern Tennessee and retreated to Dalton, Georgia.

Bragg resigned as commander of the Army of Tennessee on December 1, and was temporarily replaced by Lieutenant-General William J. Hardee. On December 27, Johnston took over the command while Bragg went to Richmond to serve as President Jefferson Davis’s chief military adviser. Davis and Bragg had been friends since the Mexican War, a situation that did nothing to ease the strained relationship between Davis and Johnston.
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The Battle above the Clouds. The Confederates held the high ground south of Chattanooga until Hooker’s XII Corps climbed the unassailable heights of Lookout Mountain, November 24, 1863. (LOC)



At the time, the debate was raging over the best approach to take to ensure the survival of the Confederacy. Southern strategy had evolved since 1861. In his initial address to the Confederate Congress, President Davis stated, “We ask no conquest, no aggrandizement, no concern of any kind from the States, all we ask is to be left alone.” But a completely defensive posture soon became “offensive-defensive” as opportunity presented itself on the battlefield. This remained the case in 1864, even when the reality of the discrepancy in resources between the two warring sides became increasingly obvious. Johnston, and other senior officers, felt that the South’s best chance lay in a drawn-out war of attrition designed to defeat the will of the enemy to continue fighting. Davis, on the other hand, believed that victory could come only through direct combat, and pressed Johnston to take up the offensive, if for no other reason than to take
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