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Gettysburg

The town of Gettysburg was

unimportant.

The Confederate Army had crossed the

Potomac searching for much-needed supplies,

to give war-ravaged Virginia a respite and to

possibly threaten Washington, Baltimore or

Philadelphia. Gen. Robert E. Lee hoped that a

major victory would soften Northern support

for the war, possibly bringing the fighting to

an end.

By late June, Lee’s army had divided to attack

different cities in resource-rich Pennsylvania.

When Lee realized that the Union Army was

in close pursuit, he ordered his soldiers to

regroup in anticipation of a major battle.

A skirmish in Gettysburg on June 30 led to

intense fighting on July 1. The cry for rein-

forcements went out. The Confederate and

Union Armies had found each other. Soldiers

poured into the area. The fight that turned the

tide of the war had begun.

For three days in July of

1863, the fate of the Union

hung in the balance as

Confederates and Federals

fought in the hills, fields and

streets of Gettysburg.

By Peter C. Luebke

The Battle

of

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS





[image: image]

Gettysburg

5





[image: image]

6

Gettysburg

Day

1

Cemetery Hill, including a monument

to Maj. Gen. Oliver Howard.

TOM EISHEN / GETTYSBURGPHOTOGRAPHS.COM

J

uly 1, 1863, found Lee and Union

Gen. George G. Meade’s armies

spread out across Maryland and

central Pennsylvania. Since crossing into

Pennsylvania, Lee’s Army of Northern

Virginia had been on a grand raid, confiscating sup-

plies and sending them southward. Meade, newly in

command of the Army of the Potomac, pursued the

Confederates but firm knowledge of their whereabouts

remained elusive. Likewise, Lee had only a foggy notion

regarding the disposition of the Union troops, as the bulk

of Lee’s cavalry remained out of touch.

Neither Lee nor Meade planned on fighting a major

battle at Gettysburg, but both knew that a major con-

frontation was pending.

Early on the morning of July 1, a division of Confeder-

ates led by Henry Heth, of Lt. Gen. A. P. Hill’s 3rd Corps,

embarked on an expedition to Gettysburg. They had

been in the area the day before and observed troops

in the crossroads town and sought to drive them off.

As the Confederates marched along Chambersburg

Pike, they encountered Union troops posted west of

Gettysburg along ridges that made excellent defen-

sive positions. The troops were Brig. Gen. John Buford’s

cavalry. Buford aimed to delay the Confederate advance

into town, allowing the nearby 1st Corps led by John F.

Reynolds time to concentrate his unit in support. The

first shots of what would be a three-day battle were

fired around 7 a.m. on July 1, a Wednesday, with the first

action involving several thousand men.

For most of the morning, the Union troops held their

position as Hill hurried more Confederates to the scene.

Ultimately the Federals fell back to McPherson’s Ridge,

where they repulsed Confederate infantry attacks. El-

ements of Lt. Gen. Richard S. Ewell’s 2nd Corps of Lee’s

army, situated north of Gettysburg, turned south.
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Troops heading to  reserve line streamed through

Gettysburg, pouring through  streets to 

astonishment of  townspeople, who had not expected

a pitched battle on their doorsteps.

Reynolds, although killed on the field of battle

hours after the first shots were fired, had bought time

for the Army of the Potomac to begin to concentrate

on the field. Maj. Gen. Oliver Otis Howard arrived and

began to bring his 11th Corps to the battle. Howard

slotted his troops in to the right flank of Reynolds’

men so that the Union line curved from the west to

the north edge of Gettysburg. Prudently, Howard also

established a reserve position along Cemetery Ridge

to the south of the town.

The crisis for the Union line began around 2:30 p.m.

Ewell’s divisions had arrived on the field in nearly the

perfect place. One slammed into the Union center

near Oak Ridge while the other pressed the Union

right flank north of Gettysburg. The Union right flank

collapsed, and the entire line north of Gettysburg un-

raveled. Troops heading to the reserve line streamed

through Gettysburg, pouring into the streets to the

astonishment of the townspeople, who had not ex-

pected a pitched battle on their doorsteps. Although

Lee ordered Ewell to attack Cemetery Hill late in the

day, Ewell’s men were too tired from marching and

fighting to capitalize on the opportunity.

Lee and his troops had won a victory, but the Union

army occupied a strong position. The Union line

resembled a fishhook, with the hook curving around

from Culp’s Hill and the shank stretching down along

Cemetery Ridge toward Little Round Top and Big

Round Top. The Union position forced Lee to place

his men on the facing Seminary Ridge. Lee’s line was

longer than Meade’s; during the battle the next day,

Meade could more easily move men to meet threats

as there was a shorter distance for them to travel.
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