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			The Battle of Gettysburg

			Key information

			
					When: 1-3 July 1863

					Where: South of Gettysburg (Pennsylvania, USA)

					Context: The American Civil War (1861-1865)

					Belligerents: The Union (north of the present-day United States) against the Confederate States of the south of the present-day United States

					Commanders and leaders:	Robert Edward Lee, commanding general of the Confederate troops (1807-1870)

	George Edward Pickett, Confederate general (1825-1875)

	George Gordon Meade, commanding general of the Army of the Potomac of the Union (1815-1872)




					Outcome: Union victory

					Victims:	Unionist camp: approximately 3 000 dead, 15 000 wounded and 5 000 captured

	Confederate camp: approximately 5 000 dead, 13 000 wounded and 6 000 captured




			

			Introduction

			The Battle of Gettysburg was fought between the troops of the Union and the Confederate troops during the American Civil War. Won by the northern troops, the ground combat is often considered one of the turning points of the war and one of the bloodiest of the conflict. On both sides, losses were particularly high.

			The American nation, which was still relatively new, was in a deep crisis in the 1860s that saw many states pitted against one another over the topic of slavery: the states located in the north wanted to abolish slavery, while those in the south opposed this fiercely, fearing for their economy which was based on an agrarian society, where the exploitation of slaves was paramount. This quarrel gave rise to two clans: the Union, which included the northern states, and the Confederacy, which consisted of 11 states that decided to secede.

			From the beginning of the war until the middle of 1863, the armies of Confederate General Robert Edward Lee dominated the Unionist troops, without winning a decisive battle. Seeking to strike a fatal blow to the opponent, he advanced his armies into Union territory. The northern troops, determined to prevent a threat to Washington, accidentally came across the Confederate Army at Gettysburg on 1st July 1863. This was followed by three days of battle, in which the southern troops tried in vain to pierce the defenses of the northern armies, which held on with difficulty. On 3 July 1863, realizing that the fighting was in vain and particularly bloody, General Robert Edward Lee decided to retreat, thus accepting defeat.

		


		
			Political and social context

			The abolition of slavery and the secession

			The Civil War saw the U.S. divide over the question of slavery. From the 1850s, the gap between the northern states, which were abolitionists, and the southern states, which were pro-slavery, became unbridgeable. While in the north, the abolition of slavery was considered necessary for a country that advocated equality and freedom, in the south, states were fundamentally opposed to the idea because their agrarian economy depended on slavery. The workforce was absolutely necessary for their cotton.

			Tensions between the north and the south peaked in 1860, when the Republican candidate Abraham Lincoln (1809-1865) became the 16th president of the United States. During the election campaign, not a single southern state gave him support because he presented himself as being deeply opposed to slavery. Refusing to be led by a man whose convictions were contrary to their own, they decided to secede, following the lead of South Carolina, which was the first to do so. From 4 February 1861, the Confederate States of America was created and led by an interim president, Jefferson Davis (1808-1889), who moved to the new capital of Richmond. 

			Meanwhile, Abraham Lincoln refused the separation imposed by the southern states and considered using force to bring them back within the Union. Both sides had to prepare for a war that seemed inevitable. However, the stakes were different for the two entities that would compete:

			
					The southern secessionists were not trying to conquer the north; they only wanted to preserve their type of society and economy. Therefore, the implemented strategy involved exhausting the northerners until peace was proclaimed.

					The northern abolitionists wished to prove that they held the truth and that slavery was contrary to the values defended by the United States. To do this, the annihilation of the Confederacy had to be total.

			

			The balance of power

			On both sides, it was believed that the war would be short. Each of them had their strengths to tip the battle in their favor. The southerners were outnumbered – the secessionist states had only 5.45 million inhabitants – and were less industrialized, however they had excellent soldiers and officers. In addition, the Confederates, seen as a new nationality in Europe, aroused sympathy at a time when nationalism reached its peak. Finally, the Confederacy had the final advantage of the cohesion of its territory, which meant it did not have to disperse its forces. 

			The Unionists were superior in number – 18.95 million people lived within the Union – and had excellent industries, a developed railway system and a strong economy. These advantages also prevented the Europeans from intervening in favor of the southerners. However, Abraham Lincoln and his government found it very difficult to mobilize men and resources for a conflict that seemed far away in the eyes of many. Finally, a definite disadvantage was that the Union did not have troops that were as qualified as its opponent.

			The beginning of the war

			The Civil War began on 12 April 1861. Soon, the Union troops closed the borders of the breakaway states and set up a naval blockade to strangle the economy of the enemy. However, the commander of the Confederates, Robert Edward Lee, who was an excellent tactician, managed to keep the northern troops in check. Yet, each Confederate success was gained at the cost of many casualties. Robert Edward Lee was aware that the Confederates had to quickly gain a clear victory in order to improve the situation in the southern states.

		


		
			Commanders and leaders

			Robert Edward Lee, commanding general of the Confederate troops
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			Portrait of Robert Edward Lee by Julian Vannerson. 

			Born in Stratford Hall Plantation (Virginia) in 1807, Robert Edward Lee was an American general commanding the Confederate Army during the Civil War. Having graduated from the Military Academy at West Point as an engineer officer, he enlisted in the U.S. Army and participated in the war against Mexico (1846-1848), where he had already distinguished himself through abilities as an officer.

			Coming from a wealthy family and the father of seven children, Robert Edward Lee wanted slavery to be abolished. While he was promoted to the rank of general in the federal army and although he was opposed to secession, which he considered to be a betrayal of his country, he refused to take up arms against his own state (Virginia), who had just joined the Confederate camp. When freeing his own slaves in 1861, Robert Edward Lee then enrolled in the southern camp and was appointed commander of the Army of Northern Virginia before becoming a military adviser to President Jefferson Davis. Distinguished by his qualities as a tactician, he was promoted to General of the Army of the Confederate States in 1865. Despite his many successes, he could not prevent the defeat of his camp: thus, he was forced to sign the surrender at Appomattox in Virginia on 9 April 1865.

			However, Robert Edward Lee was happy that the war was ending and that slavery was to be abolished. After an oath of allegiance to the United States, the former general became President of Washington College in Lexington from October 1865. In 1870, he died of pneumonia.

			George Edward Pickett, Confederate General
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			Portrait of George Edward Pickett.

			Born in Richmond (Virginia) in 1825, George Edward Pickett was a loyal American general to the southern cause during the American Civil War.

			Graduating from West Point in 1846, he began his military career during the war between the United States and Mexico. Having obtained his captain’s stripes, George Edward Pickett continued his career in various units. Like General Robert Edward Lee, he was opposed to slavery. However, like his commander, when the state of Virginia seceded, he enlisted in the Confederate army. Gaining the ranks of major and colonel in turn, he participated in several battles and was distinguished by his tactical skills. In September 1862, he was given command of a division belonging to the Army Corps of his friend, General James Longstreet (1821-1904).

			At the Battle of Gettysburg, George Edward Pickett and his division undertook a terrible and bloody charge on 3 July. Indeed, of the 15 000 men in the employee’s division, three quarters were killed or wounded, including three brigadier generals and 13 colonels. George Edward Pickett proved completely desperate, and it was General Robert Edward Lee who would take responsibility for this disaster. Subsequently, he participated in the defense of the Confederate capital, Richmond, and the siege of Petersburg. Finally, taking part in the Battle of Appomattox, he was defeated like the rest of the southern army and fled to Canada where he remained until 1866. Returning to Norfolk, where he attempted to be rehabilitated, George Edward Picket died on 30 July 1875.

			George Gordon Meade, commanding General of the Army of Potomac
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			Portrait of George Gordon Meade by Matthew Brady. 

			Born in Cadiz (Spain) in 1815, George Gordon Meade was an American general, loyal the Union during the Civil War. A graduate of the prestigious officers’ school of West Point and the son of the consul general of the United States in Spain, he chose to leave the army in 1836 to become a civil engineer. In 1842, he decided to resume service and fought in the ranks of the U.S. military against the Indians and against the Mexicans.

			At the beginning of the Civil War, George Gordon Meade was promoted to brigadier general and participated in several battles in the Army of the Potomac (main Union army). Wounded in Glendale, he recovered and took part in further battles. Although he turned out to be a good commander, he had to follow orders from the indecisive General Joseph Hooker (1814-1879), who was responsible for the unexpected defeat at Chancellorsville.

			
				
					Good to know 

					The Battle of Chancellorsville (27 April-6 May 1863) was an important fight in which the Confederate Army of General Robert Edward Lee routed the troops of General Joseph Hooker. Despite a numerically larger opponent (the ratio was two against one in favour of the northerners), General Robert Edward Lee, being an outstanding tactician, knew how to perfectly exploit the tactical weakness and hesitations of his opponents. This surprise defeat led to the loss of confidence of President Abraham Lincoln in Joseph Hooker, who would resign from his post in June 1863.

				

			

			In June 1863, President Abraham Lincoln accepted his resignation and replaced him with George Gordon Meade who obeyed reluctantly, not feeling able to lead an army. Yet, he was put in charge of the command of the Union army at the Battle of Gettysburg, during which he managed to cleverly exploit the field to counter the violent attacks ordered by General Robert Edward Lee. Although he eventually won that bloody battle, George Gordon Meade did not dare to pursue the southern army in retreat, for fear of suffering even more casualties. The war was not over and, from 1863 to 1865, he commanded the Army of the Potomac and contributed to the northern offensive against the Confederacy. At the end of the war, this excellent officer continued his military career as commander of various units of the U.S. Army before dying of pneumonia in 1872.

		


		
			Analysis of the battle

			Directing the war to the north to obtain peace

			Since the beginning of the war, the southerners had been struggling to achieve decisive results against the Unionists. Yet, it was vital that the battle was not bogged down after the numerous losses that had already reduced the ranks of the army. Therefore, in May 1863, after the Confederate victory at Chancellorsville, General Robert Edward Lee went to Richmond to convince President Jefferson Davis that it was imperative to wage a war on the territory of the Union. According to him, the Confederate could derive several advantages:

			
					This would primarily relieve the state of Virginia, where many fights took place;

					The Army of the Potomac would be forced to leave the strong positions it held and fight in conditions that were less favorable;

					The large northern cities (Baltimore, Philadelphia, Washington, New York, etc.) would thus be endangered;

					Winning a significant victory in the north of the territory would probably convince the European courts to diplomatically recognize the Confederate and help in its fight;

					Finally, a decisive battle would launch peace negotiations from a position of strength.

			

			These arguments eventually convinced Jefferson Davis and Robert Edward Lee received the order, on 3 June, to put his plan into action. Starting from Fredericksburg, the army of Northern Virginia, which had between 75 000 and 80 000 men, went to the northern territory of Pennsylvania. This army, rebuilt after the victory at Chancellorsville, was composed of three corps and a powerful cavalry force. While James Longstreet directed the first corps and James Ewell Brown Stuart (1833-1864) led the cavalry, two new commanders were assigned to the 2nd and 3rd corps: Richard Stoddert Ewell (1817-1872) to the 2nd corps and Ambrose Powell Hill (1825-1865) to the 3rd.Robert Edward Lee’s plan was as follows: hidden in the Shenandoah Valley, the widely spaced corps should move due north, crossing the Potomac River to enter Pennsylvania and eventually try to take the administrative capital of the region, Harrisburg.

			
				
					Good to know

					The southern army which penetrated into enemy territory had only very little food. It carried only ammunition and had to find food to meet their needs immediately. However, Robert Edward Lee gave his men strict orders to prevent looting. The northern historians themselves recognized the morality of the Confederate troops, in contrast to the devastation ordered by the northern leaders in the southern territory. Due to his nature as much as his upbringing, Robert Edward Lee refused to wage total war. In addition, he was always secretly hoping for reconciliation and therefore wished to put the odds on his side.

				

			

			Error and strategies

			It was not until 8 June that the Union understood that the southern army used the valleys as the axis of penetration. Ignoring the significance of the enemy forces, the commander of the Army of the Potomac, Joseph Hooker, would directly attack its rear. However, President Abraham Lincoln forbade him from doing so because he did not want to leave the big cities without protection. Therefore, the strategy was to follow the enemy flank and to attack when the opportunity arose. Joseph Hooker, who had lost the confidence of many Unionist leaders after his defeat at Chancellorsville, thus went north, merely acting as a screen between the major cities in the Union and his opponents.

			While the two armies moved towards the northern United States in June 1863, each of them knew exactly where the other was located. General Joseph Hooker, pressed by the president who wanted to destroy the Confederate Army, hesitated and failed to penetrate the intentions of Robert Edward Lee. The population of Pennsylvania, who saw the enemy

			
			30 June-1 July 1863: the meeting in Gettysburg

			
			
			
			
			
			
			2 July 1863: Confederate errors

			
			
					The 1st corps of James Longstreet that was stealthily positioned to the southwest of the Union Army in order to take the flank and push it back;

					At the same time, a unit of the 3rd Corps and two divisions of the 2nd Corps conducted a diversionary attack on the center and right of the Unionist front, to prevent the sending of reinforcements to the left, where the main attack would take place. If the opportunity arose, this diversion could become a real attack.

			

			
			
			
			
			3 July 1863: the burden of George Edward Pickett

			
			
			
			
					Commanding almost all of the artillery of the Confederate Army (130-150 canons) to massively fire at the Unionist line of defense in order to weaken it before the real attack began;

					Launching the 2nd corps of Richard Stoddert Ewell once again to the right of the Unionist front in order to encourage the enemy to keep large forces on the wings and thin out the center, which would be the main target of the attack;

					Putting James Longstreet in charge of leading the division of George Edward Pickett and six brigades belonging to the corps of Ambrose Powell Hill in a frontal assault against the center of the northern front.
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