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Preface

YEAR AFTER YEAR the Battle of Gettysburg maintains a unique appeal among readers of history, so I probably do not have to justify the introduction of still another book on the topic. But I would like to point out that Witness to Gettysburg attempts something new: a telling of the story, in terms both historical and human, as largely as possible in the words of participants, both military and civilian, both male and female.

Most eyewitness histories are prefaced with a warning that many of the passages, being of popular origin, contain errors and inconsistencies, but this volume is offered as a veracious study. The technical statements have been checked against the official records and the personal stories have been analyzed for credibility. Although most of the book’s ellipses indicate the employment of condensation, some were used to eliminate details that appeared to be faulty. In a number of cases it was necessary to include clarifications enclosed in brackets. Arranged chronologically, the accounts are linked together in such a way as to maintain coherence and continuity. I have used this style of narrating history in seven previous volumes, the most recent of which is Sword Over Richmond.

Some of the quotes in the present work will be recognized as coming from the Gettysburg battle’s better-known eyewitness records, but I have utilized many old books, pamphlets, magazine and newspaper articles, diaries, and letters that never achieved more than transient notice. In order to supplement a personal collection of Gettysburg items, years in the gleaning, I paid visits to the Pennsylvania State Library at Harrisburg, the library of the Gettysburg National Military Park, and the United States Army Military History Institute at Carlisle, where Dr. Richard J. Sommers referred me to the Robert L. Brake Collection, which was especially useful.

Many of the illustrations, which were taken from Battles and Leaders of the Civil War and other publications of the postwar decades, are adaptations of sketches or photographs made at the time of the battle.
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Prelude on the Rappahannock
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THE TIME WAS mid-May 1863, and the Civil War had entered its third year. In the western theater a Union army under Ulysses S. Grant had begun to encircle fortress Vicksburg, key to control of the Mississippi River, and the Confederate defense was failing. In the East, however, Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia had just capped a generally successful career against the Union’s Army of the Potomac with a victory at Chancellorsville, made spectacular by the fact that the Confederates were outnumbered more than two to one. Chancellorsville took the life of Lee’s ablest subordinate, the renowned Stonewall Jackson, accidentally shot by his own men, but the Army of Northern Virginia emerged from the battle a supremely confident team. Lee himself was bolstered in his belief that his ill-accoutered and often hungry troops were truly a special breed, and he became almost contemptuous of a foe whose superior numbers and lavish resources remained largely unexploited under a series of second-rate leaders: Irvin McDowell, George McClellan, Ambrose Burnside, and, now, Joseph Hooker. It was a joke in Lee’s army that Hooker, who had made such a poor showing at Chancellorsville, bore the sobriquet “Fighting Joe.”

About fifty miles north of Richmond, in campgrounds verdant with spring, the armies of Lee and Hooker lay watching each other over Virginia’s southeasterly flowing Rappahannock River, the Confederates on the south bank at Fredericksburg and the Federals on the north at Falmouth. On May 14 Lee rode a train through the greening countryside to the Confederate capital to discuss new operations with President Jefferson Davis. The general, according to a clerk in the War Department, “looked thinner and a little pale.” Seven weeks earlier, Lee had suffered a debilitating affliction that was probably a mild heart attack. During his three-day conference with Davis, however, he showed all of his old intellectual force, and he petitioned earnestly in favor of a plan he had for carrying the war to the North.
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Robert E. Lee


Lee had tried an advance into Northern territory the previous September, only to be repulsed in a fight with George McClellan along the Antietam Creek near Sharpsburg, Maryland. But that invasion had been an impromptu affair, an effort to exploit the Confederate victory at Second Bull Run on August 29 and 30. The new plan was the product of careful consideration. Hooker’s presence on the Rappahannock was a threat to Richmond, and Lee wanted to make it necessary for him to withdraw northward to cover his own capital. This would bring the added benefit of easing the agony of a war-ravaged Virginia. At the same time, the Confederate army would be able to supply itself from the rich stores in the towns and farmlands of Pennsylvania. The invasion might startle the North into easing its pressure on Vicksburg; it would at least take the spotlight from Confederate reverses there. And, with Lee’s army on Northern soil, the Union’s peace advocates might heighten their efforts to stop the war. It was also possible that a Confederate victory in the North would prompt England and France to recognize the Confederacy and send a fleet to its aid. Because the South’s cotton was important to the European economy, the two countries were already sending arms and other supplies. All in all, Lee believed, an invasion offered a potentiality for rewards that made the risk worth taking.

Winning his point with the Davis administration, the general hurried back to the Fredericksburg area to prepare his campaign. Recruits were coming in, and the army was building to 75,000 men formed into three corps of infantry and one of cavalry. As the work of organization and supply was speeded, the camps sounded with shouted orders, the subdued thump of marching, the rumble of wagons, and the clop of horses. Few of the troops knew where they were going, but the ranks were swept by enthusiasm and jocularity. “The infantry and cavalry were always casting jokes at one another as they passed,” explains John O. Casler, a short, black-haired private in the 33rd Regiment, Virginia Infantry, a part of Jackson’s original Stonewall Brigade. “The infantry would ask them how long it took ‘them things to grow out of a man’s heels’ (referring to their spurs).... They would reply, ‘If it wasn’t for them things you’d lose your wagon trains,’ intimating they would have to protect them while we retreated. We would ask the North Carolinians if they had any ‘tar,’ and call them ‘Tar Heels.’ They would reply that they were just out, as they had let us Virginians have all they had to make us stick in the last fight, and call us ‘sore-backs,’ as they had knocked all the skin off our backs running over us to get into battle. And so it would go, but all in the best of humor, knowing that all did their duty.”
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Field of operations in Virginia


The mood in the Union camps at Falmouth was far less airy. From the newspapers that reached them the men learned that their defeat at Chancellorsville was a topic of lamentation in the North. Of course, there was a measure of consolation in the knowledge that they were good soldiers lacking only in inspired leadership. They were aware that the people at home were crying toward Washington, “Abraham Lincoln, give us a man!” Unfortunately the President (who had reacted privately to Chancellorsville by exclaiming, “My God, my God, what will the nation say?”) could find no man to offer. He was trying to salvage something with Hooker. “I will make no complaint,” he wrote the general, “if for some time you do nothing more than hold the enemy in check by demonstrations, and occasionally by some cavalry expeditions, if they are practicable, while you are getting your army in good condition. However, if you clearly think that you can renew the attack with success I will not hinder you.” Hooker’s army was smaller now, diminished not only by casualties but also by enlistment terminations; but he still had about 100,000 men divided into seven corps of infantry and one of cavalry. Eager to redeem himself, the general intended to press his campaign against Richmond as soon as possible. But he was forestalled.

The opening phase of Lee’s plan called for one corps of infantry to remain temporarily at Fredericksburg facing Hooker across the Rappahannock, while the other two, quietly utilizing the cover of the terrain on the southern side of the river, began marching northwest toward the Blue Ridge Mountains, their first destination Culpeper, about thirty miles from Fredericksburg. The cavalry moved out before the infantry. In charge of this corps of about 10,000 men was thirty-year-old Major General James Ewell Brown (“Jeb”) Stuart, a legend in the Confederacy and a source of wonderment in the North. Irrepressibly lighthearted and classically dashing, Stuart was perhaps overfond of publicity, but he deserved the notice he was given. His feats included two raids entirely around the Union army, both made while McClellan commanded in 1862. Lee relied on Stuart to screen the movements of the Confederate infantry and to gain information on the movements of the enemy.

Among Stuart’s staff officers was young Major Heros von Borcke, a gigantic, lushly mustached Prussian aristocrat who had resigned a cavalry commission in Berlin in order to cross the Atlantic and embrace the Confederate cause. Von Borcke rode with the first troopers to reach Culpeper. “Our tents,” he relates, “were pitched in a beautiful spot, overshadowed by magnificent hickory and tulip-poplar trees, and surrounded by broad clover fields where our horses were richly pastured, and through which the pretty little river, Mountain Run, rolled its silver waters between picturesque banks and afforded us the chance of a magnificent cool bath and plenty of sport with the rod and line. Our cavalry were in the highest spirits and were kept in constant and salutary activity by incessant drilling and other preparations for the impending campaign.” On May 22 Jeb Stuart, who had a passion for pageantry, held a review. It was only a small affair, since only 4,000 of his troopers had reached the scene. Stuart planned to conduct a more elaborate review, with General Lee attending, when the campaign was further advanced.
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Joseph Hooker


By June 1, even before Lee got his infantry moving, General Hooker knew that something was stirring. His spies and the Confederate deserters who crossed the river informed him that Lee had ordered his troops to prepare for a campaign that would involve long marches beyond the range of the South’s railway transportation. This word was followed by a report that Lee intended to invade Maryland. Because of the uncertainty of the situation, Hooker could make no immediate response, but an alert was established. According to Captain Henry N. Blake of the 11th Regiment, Massachusetts Volunteers: “Every object south of the Rappahannock was scanned by many eyes. The troops were ordered to keep constantly on hand rations for three days.”

Lee’s march from Fredericksburg to Culpeper began on June 3. Leading the way was the 1st Corps under big, strong-limbed, full-bearded James Longstreet, Lee’s “old war horse,” his most trusted subordinate now that Jackson was dead. Longstreet’s columns were followed by those of Lieutenant General Richard S. Ewell’s 2nd Corps. Ewell was a nervous-mannered man with a bald head, protuberant eyes, and a jutting nose, the combination giving him a curious birdlike appearance. He had lost a leg at Groveton in August 1862, and he left Fredericksburg riding in a buggy, a pair of crutches beside him; but he was prepared to take to the saddle, strapping himself upon it, when the action started. Left behind for the present to face Hooker was the 3rd Corps under Lieutenant General Ambrose Powell (A. P.) Hill, a slender, weak-framed man who was chronically ill yet maintained the will to be a furious fighter.

On the morning of June 4 the Union observers at Falmouth noted that many of the enemy’s tents had vanished, but there was no intelligence of a general movement. Before noon the next day Hooker telegraphed Lincoln in Washington: “This morning some more of their camps have disappeared. The picket line along the river is preserved, and as strong as ever.... As I am liable to be called on to make a movement with the utmost promptitude, I desire that I may be informed as early as practicable of the views of the Government concerning this army.... I am instructed to keep ‘in view always the importance of covering Washington and Harpers Ferry [on the Potomac River at the northern end of the Shenandoah Valley], either directly or by so operating as to be able to punish any force of the enemy sent against them.’ In the event the enemy should move, as I almost anticipate he will, the head of his column will probably be headed toward the Potomac, via Gordonsville or Culpeper, while the rear will rest on Fredericksburg. After giving the subject my best reflection, I am of opinion that it is my duty to pitch into his rear.... Will it be within the spirit of my instructions to do so?”
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Jeb Stuart


The President wired back at once, saying that he was turning the message over to the War Department for a response by Major General Henry W. Halleck, General-in-Chief of the Union Armies. Lincoln added that he himself was doubtful that Hooker should cross to the south side of the Rappahannock to attack Lee. “If he should leave a rear force at Fredericksburg, tempting you to fall upon it, it would fight in intrenchments and have you at disadvantage, and so, man for man, worst you at that point, while his main force would in some way be getting an advantage of you northward. In one word, I would not take any risk of being entangled upon the river, like an ox jumped half over a fence and liable to be torn by dogs front and rear, without a fair chance to gore one way or kick the other.”

General Halleck’s wire followed fast on the heels of the President’s. “Neither this capital nor Harpers Ferry could long hold out against a large force. They must depend for their security very much upon the cooperation of your army. It would therefore seem perilous to permit Lee’s main force to move upon the Potomac while your army is attacking an intrenched position on the other side of the Rappahannock. Of course your movements must depend in a great measure upon those made by Lee.”

Lee’s march upon Culpeper developed slowly. By this time Jeb Stuart, his entire cavalry command having assembled, had proceeded with his arrangements for a grand review, and the affair matured before Lee got there. It was a great success, as Heros von Borcke attests: “Invitations having been sent out to the whole circle of our acquaintances far and near, the hotels of the town, and as many private houses as had any accommodations to spare, were got ready for the reception of our guests, many of whom, after all, we had to put under tents. Among those we expected on this occasion was General [George W.] Randolph, the former Secretary of War, a warm friend of Stuart’s and mine.... Gladly eager to give him a proof of my esteem ... I started off on the morning of the 4th for Gordonsville to meet our friend on his road, and I had the pleasure of bringing him by special train into Culpeper with all honors, our battle flag floating from the locomotive.
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“Every train that afternoon brought in fresh crowds of our guests, and we all assembled at the station to receive them and forward them to their destination by the ambulances and wagons we had got prepared for that purpose. In the evening there was a ball at the town hall, which went off pleasantly enough, although it was not, in the language of the reporter, ‘a gay and dazzling scene illuminated by floods of light streaming from numerous chandeliers,’ for our supply of light was limited to a few tallow candles; and when the moon rose we were glad to avail ourselves of her services by adjourning to the spacious verandah.

“As the morning of the 5th dawned bright and beautiful, we completed our preparations and gave the last touch to our arms and equipments; and about eight o’clock General Stuart and his staff mounted their horses and made for the plains of Brandy Station.... Our little band presented a gay and gallant appearance as we rode forth to the sound of our bugles, all mounted on fine chargers and clad in our best accoutrements, our plumes nodding and our battle flag waving in the breeze. I myself had on a uniform new from head to foot; and the horse on which I was mounted seemed to me in the very perfection of beauty as it danced with springing step upon the turf, its glossy coat shining like burnished gold in the morning sun.

“As our approach was heralded by the flourish of trumpets, many of the ladies in the village came forth to greet us from the porches and verandahs of the houses, and showered down flowers upon our path. But if the smiles and patriotic demonstrations of the daughters of old Virginia were pleasant and flattering to us as mortal men, not less grateful to our soldiers’ hearts were the cheers ... which rose in the air as we came upon the open plain near Brandy Station, where the whole cavalry corps awaited us, drawn out in a line a mile and a half long, at the extreme right of which twenty-four guns of our horse artillery thundered forth a salute.
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James Longstreet


“About ten o’clock the marching past commenced. General Stuart had taken up his position on a slight eminence, whither many hundreds of spectators, mostly ladies, had gathered in ambulances and on horseback, anxiously awaiting the approach of the troops. The corps passed first by squadrons, and at a walk, and the magnificent spectacle of so many thousand troopers splendidly mounted made the heart swell with pride and impressed one with the conviction that nothing could resist the attack of such a body of troops. The review ended with a sham charge of the whole corps by regiments, the artillery advancing at the same time at a gallop and opening a rapid fire upon an imaginary enemy.

“The day wound up with a ball; but as the night was fine we danced in the open air on a piece of turf near our headquarters and by the light of enormous woodfires, the ruddy glare of which upon the animated groups of our assembly gave to the whole scene a wild and romantic effect.”

It was during the afternoon of this day that General Hooker ordered one of his divisions to throw a set of pontoon bridges across the Rappahannock at Fredericksburg and make a demonstration aimed at developing Lee’s intentions. A. P. Hill responded to the incursion by ringing the area with troops, but this told Hooker little. At the same time, however, news reached his Falmouth headquarters that Stuart had been located. The next day Hooker wired Halleck in Washington: “As the accumulation of the heavy rebel force of cavalry about Culpeper may mean mischief, I am determined, if practicable, to break it up in its incipiency. I shall send all my cavalry against them, stiffened by about 3,000 infantry. It will require until the morning of the 9th for my forces to gain their positions, and at daylight on that day it is my intention to attack them in their camps.”

General Lee reached Culpeper on June 7. According to Jeb Stuart’s adjutant general, the youthful but serious-minded Major Henry B. McClellan (a first cousin of the Union army’s George McClellan): “It was not esteemed a matter of congratulation when ... notice was received that the commanding general desired to review the cavalry on the following day. The invitation could not be declined; and on the 8th of June the brigades were assembled on the same field and passed in review before the great leader of the Army of Northern Virginia.” Lee’s appearance that day made a lasting impression on Captain John Esten Cooke, Stuart’s chief ordnance officer, a man of deft expression who, like Heros von Borcke, viewed the war as a romance. Lee could be seen “sitting his horse, motionless, on a little knoll—the erect figure half concealed by the short cavalry cape falling from his shoulders, and the grave face overshadowed by the broad gray hat—while above him, from a lofty pole, waved the folds of a large Confederate flag.”
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Richard S. Ewell


There was a moment during the proceedings when the dignity of the troops was at risk. As recorded in the diary of George M. Neese, a gunner in Captain R. P. Chew’s battery of horse artillery: “I was trying to act in the capacity of first sergeant of our battery in the review today, and was riding at the head of the horse artillery mounted on a mule with ears about a foot long.... General Stuart spied the waving ears of my mule, and he quickly dispatched one of his aides to Captain Chew with the urgent request to order the mule and me with it off of the field, which was quickly done with neatness and dispatch. I cared very little about the matter, but the mule looked a little bit surprised, and, I think, felt ashamed of himself and his waving ears, which cost him his prominent position in the grand cavalcade.

“No doubt General Stuart is proud of his splendid cavalry, and well he may be, for it certainly is a fine body of well-mounted and tried horsemen whose trusty blades have ofttimes flashed in the red glow of battle’s fiery tide and stemmed the deadly wave of war. But my mule, too, has heard the raging battle roar and the dreadful musketry roll and seen the screaming shell tear the sod to smithers around his feet. True, a mule was not built for the purpose of ornamenting a grand review or embellishing an imposing pageant, but as mine so willingly bears the hardships and dangers of the camp and field I thought it not indiscreet to let it play a little act in some of the holiday scenes of war.”

Henry McClellan explains that “much less of display was attempted on this occasion, for General Lee, always careful not to tax his men unnecessarily, would not allow the cavalry to take the gallop, nor would he permit the artillerymen to work their guns. He would reserve all their strength for the serious work which must shortly ensue.... Longstreet and Ewell had already reached Culpeper ... and he wished his cavalry to move across the Rappahannock on the following day to protect the flank of these corps as they moved northward.”

Even while the review was in progress, Hooker’s cavalry corps—numbering, like Lee’s, about 10,000 men—was stealing toward the north bank of the river at the fords leading to Stuart’s position. Thus far in the war the Army of the Potomac’s troopers, although they had ridden their share of missions, had won no special acclaim. They hoped to do better from now on, for they had a new leader, installed after Chancellorsville: Brigadier General Alfred Pleasanton, a man of quick perception and generally good judgment. Pleasanton was thirty-nine years old, small-statured, furtive-eyed, and notably neat and dapper, his uniform including a straw hat worn at a jaunty angle. Although unassuming in manner, he was not above coloring his battle reports to enhance his reputation. Among Pleasonton’s subordinate commanders were experienced regulars John Buford and David McMurtrie Gregg, the young but promising Hugh Judson Kilpatrick, and British soldier of fortune Sir Percy Wyndham.

The close of the review at Brandy Station found Lee well pleased with what he had seen. He returned to his headquarters at Culpeper, from which he wrote his wife: “The men and horses looked well.... Stuart was in all his glory.... The country here looks very green and pretty, notwithstanding the ravages of war. What a beautiful world God in his loving kindness to his creatures has given us! What a shame that men endowed with reason and knowledge of right should mar his gifts!”

After Lee’s departure from the review field, Stuart spent the evening hours starting his brigades toward the Rappahannock, about five miles distant, in preparation for his anticipated crossing the next morning. The units moved independently, and all bivouacked well back from the river, but pickets were dispatched to cover the several fords. According to staff officer Henry McClellan: “With everything in readiness for an early start, Stuart himself bivouacked ... on Fleetwood Hill, so called from the name of the residence there situated. The hill is between Brandy Station and the river, about half a mile from the station, and commands the open plain around it in every direction.”

Stuart had no idea that the Union cavalry corps was making its bivouacs on the other side of the river. Pleasonton had ordered his men to move quietly and to refrain from building campfires. Moreover, it rained for a time during the evening and laid any dust that might have risen above the trees and aroused suspicion. The corps was in two columns, the one led personally by Pleasonton, seconded by John Buford, the other under David Gregg. Pleasonton’s column faced Beverly Ford, while Gregg’s was at Kelly’s Ford, about six miles to the southeast. Pleasonton was directly in Stuart’s front, whereas Gregg’s position offered him a route to the Confederate leader’s right flank. But neither Pleasonton nor Gregg was sure of Stuart’s location. Both believed he might be as far away as Culpeper, ten miles from the river.
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Alfred Pleasanton


Federals and Confederates alike settled down to sleep, and the shadowed stillness of the camps was disturbed only by sentries making their monotonous rounds and by periodic stirrings among the horses. No one on either side suspected that the stage had been set for the greatest cavalry action of the war.
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Sabers at Brandy Station
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THE STORY of the Battle of Brandy Station (or Beverly Ford, or Fleetwood) is begun by a Union trooper, Captain Frederick C. Newhall, who explains that Pleasonton’s expedition was “in fact a reconnaissance in force to ascertain for General Hooker’s information to what extent the rumors were true that Lee was en route across the Blue Ridge to the Shenandoah Valley, and so, no doubt, to the Potomac and beyond.... As an aide-de-camp to General Pleasonton, it was my fortune to be thrown with the Beverly Ford column.... It was not yet dawn when General Pleasonton rode to the river bank.... The atmosphere at that hour was very hazy, and the group of officers assembled near the general were half hidden from each other by the mist. General Buford was there, with his usual smile. He rode a gray horse, at a slow walk generally, and smoked a pipe no matter what was going on around him, and it was always reassuring to see him in the saddle when there was any chance of a fight.”

Pleasonton and Buford were relying on Colonel Benjamin F. Davis to lead the advance with his 8th New York Cavalry, backed by the other regiments that made up the brigade he commanded. In Pleasonton’s words: “With Colonel Davis ... I reconnoitred the ford, and found the circumstances favorable for a surprise of the enemy on the opposite side, in case he was there in force. The north bank of the river commanded the southern, and, with the exception of a few cavalry pickets scattered up and down the river, nothing was to be seen. The roaring of the water over the dam just above the ford would prevent the sound of cavalry from being heard in making the passage of the river, while [the] dense fog ... extending some distance on the other side ... would screen from observation any body of troops while crossing. It was decided, therefore, to attack immediately.... Accordingly, at five o’clock, Colonel Davis gallantly led the 8th New York Cavalry through the ford.”

One of the Confederate troopers with the companies of pickets facing the ford was a nineteen-year-old Virginian named Luther W. Hopkins, who had served a watch during the night but was now asleep in a blanket, with about twenty of his comrades around him, in a woods a few hundred yards back. “I was ... rudely awakened by the watchman, who shouted that the enemy was crossing the river. We all jumped up and mounted our horses. Our captain was with us. The day was just breaking. The pickets were hurrying up from the river in every direction, firing their pistols to give the alarm. Our captain formed the men in the edge of the woods for the purpose of checking for a few minutes the advancing enemy, so as to give the 10,000 cavalrymen that were encamped ... in the rear time to saddle and mount their horses and prepare for battle.

“The enemy came pouring up from the river, and we opened fire on them, checking them for the moment. Two of our men were killed, several wounded, and two horses killed. Two couriers had gone ahead to rouse the camp. We soon followed them along the road through the woods, the enemy hard on our heels. I was riding with the captain in the rear. We were not aware that the Yankees were so close to us, and the captain was calling to the men to check their speed. I looked behind, called to the captain and told him they were right on us, and just as I spoke two bullets went hissing by my head. The captain yelled to his men to move forward, and, bending low on the necks of our horses, we gave them the spur. As we came out of the woods into the fields we met the 6th Virginia ... coming down the road at full gallop.”

Riding with the 6th Virginia was another nineteen-year-old, John N. Opie, who was worried about his mount, a headstrong mare. “My horse did what I too well knew she would do—that is, she shot out from the column like a thunderbolt and rushed down the road with the rapidity of lightning. I looked around behind me, and no one was in sight. I pulled with all my strength and vigor; I hallooed, ‘Whoa! Whoa! Whoa!’ but to no purpose, as her mouth was fixed against her breast. I thought of killing her, but I had nothing but a saber, as, three days before, someone had stolen my six-shooter.... I thought of jumping off, but that would never have done. I turned a bend in the road, and there, across my path, was a double line of [Union] cavalry. My hope was that, seeing a single horseman, they would understand the situation and not fire; but I suppose they thought it was the devil, as my horse was as black as night and was running at the rate of about forty miles an hour. At any rate, I saw them raise their carbines, then a line of smoke, then a crash; when, heels over head, both horse and rider tumbled through the air and fell, headlong, in a pile on the side of the road. My right leg felt as if paralyzed, but, seeing and feeling no blood, upon examination I found that a ball had struck the toe of my boot and plowed a furrow through the sole.
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The cavalry fight at Brandy Station


“I jumped up, still having my saber in my right hand, my horse by my side dead, not having uttered a groan or made a struggle.... Four bullets had penetrated her. How I escaped remains a mystery.... After I arose to my feet, I heard [our] boys charging down the road. In a moment they were opposite me in the road, when another volley was fired [by the enemy]. A man dropped dead at my feet.... I seized his horse and mounted him, and joined in the charge. We broke the 8th New York. Lieutenant [R. O.] Allen had a hand-to-hand encounter with Colonel Davis, whom he killed.... Having by this time lost more than half of our men, we were charged by the 8th Illinois and driven out of the woods.”

Large numbers of Pleasomon’s horsemen, whooping and shouting, were now splashing across the ford, a detachment of infantry wading in support. Pushing the broken 6th Virginia before it, the van was soon a mile inland, where it posed a mortal threat to the camp occupied by Stuart’s horse artillery, headed by Major R. F. Beckham. At this point Brigadier General William E. Jones, top commander of the Confederates facing the ford (but now looking uncommanderlike, for he was minus his hat and coat, and his feet gleamed bare in his stirrups), rushed the 7th Virginia Regiment forward to bolster the remnants of the 6th, while one of the threatened guns spoke up defiantly. The combination delayed the Federals long enough to save all of the batteries, along with the camp’s transportation. According to Stuart’s aide Henry McClellan: “No serious loss occurred save that Major Beckham’s desk, in which he had placed the order of march received by him the previous night, was jostled out of its wagon in its hasty retreat, and fell into the enemy’s hands, thus revealing to him authoritatively part of the information which he had come to obtain.

“Retiring to the vicinity of Saint James Church, the artillery was placed in position for action, and the whole of Jones’ brigade having now been brought forward, the advance of the enemy was still further checked.” Jones’ brigade soon had the support of two like units, one led by wealthy South Carolina planter Wade Hampton, the other by W.H.F. (“Rooney”) Lee, second son of Robert E. A somewhat perplexed Stuart galloped to the front from Fleetwood Hill. Having learned that the Federals were crossing also at Kelly’s Ford, about five miles to his right, Stuart had already sent a detachment in that direction.
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A hand-to-hand encounter


The greater part of the Confederate front at Saint James Church faced open terrain stretching toward the woods the Federals had captured and were now using to cover their deployment. Young George Neese, of Stuart’s artillery, had a fine view of the ensuing action. “Our cavalry advanced to the edge of the woods, but had to retire immediately, as the woods were full of Yankee horsemen and dismounted sharpshooters. Soon after our cavalry fell back into the field the Yankee cavalry made a charge from the woods.... Our courageous cavalry gallantly withstood the enemy’s first determined charge, and the field in front of the woods was covered with a mingled mass, fighting and struggling with pistol and saber like maddened savages. At that juncture of the fray the warlike scene was fascinatingly grand beyond description.... Hundreds of glittering sabers ... gleamed and flashed in the morning sun, then dashed with metallic ring, searching for human blood, while hundreds of little puffs of white smoke gracefully rose through the balmy June air from discharging firearms all over the field in front of our batteries.

“During the first charge in the early morn the artillerymen stood in silent awe gazing on the struggling mass in our immediate front, yet every man was at his post and ready for action at a moment’s notice; and as soon as our cavalry repulsed the enemy and drove them back into the woods, sixteen pieces of our horse artillery opened fire on the woods with a crash and sullen roar that made the morning air tremble and filled the woods with howling shell. Then for a while the deep diapason roar of artillery mixed with the sharp crash of small arms swept over the trembling field and sounded along the neighboring hills like a rumbling chariot of rolling thunder. We kept up a steady artillery fire for a while, until the enemy in our front disappeared from sight and retired deeper into the woods.”

Pleasonton hadn’t been driven off; it had become necessary for him to look to his right flank, which Rooney Lee’s brigade was trying to swing around in order to gain possession of Beverly Ford. In the fighting that followed, Pleasonton repelled the threat to his line of retreat. But he was inhibited in resuming the offensive by a lack of contact with the Kelly’s Ford column. Dividing his forces had turned out to be a mistake. The plan had been made under the assumption that Stuart was farther from the river. Pleasonton had expected to make a junction with Gregg at Brandy Station before doing any major fighting.

Gregg was now well on the way, but 1,900 of his troops were not with him. He had detached these men, who made up Colonel Alfred N. Duffié’s division, on a probe to the left toward Culpeper, and they had come up against two regiments that had been hurried from Stuart’s lines to cover his rear. The encounter ended Duffié’s availability for Pleasonton’s use, for he was long delayed. Among the casualties in the series of brushes was one of Stuart’s favorite aides, Captain William D. Farley, who lost a leg to a cannonball, the wound being a mortal one. The Confederate witnesses to Farley’s fall included Lieutenant John T. Rhett, who, along with a Captain Chestnut, went to the luckless man’s side. Rhett relates: “He was very cool, in fact pleasant and smiling, though evidently in great pain. Just as we were about to send him away, he called me to him, and, pointing to the leg that had been cut off by the ball, and which was lying nearby, he asked me to bring it to him. I did so. He took it, pressed it to his bosom as one would a child, and said, smiling, ‘It is an old friend, gentlemen, and I do not wish to part from it.’ Chestnut and myself shook hands with him, bidding him goodby and expressing the hope that we should soon again see him. He said, ‘Goodby, gentlemen, and forever. I know my condition, and we will not meet again. I thank you for your kindness....’ Courteously, even smilingly, he nodded his head to us as the men bore him away.... I have never seen a man whose demeanor, in the face of certain, painful, and quick death, was so superb.”

General Gregg, making his approach to Brandy Station with about 2,400 men, was substantially aided by luck. The detachment Stuart had sent to intercept him—Brigadier General Beverly H. Robertson’s brigade—had been ordered to cover the direct route from Kelly’s Ford, and Robertson adhered to the letter of his instructions, merely watching as the Federal column swung around his right flank by another road, one leading toward the right-rear of Stuart’s position. Robertson did bestir himself to send a courier toward Fleetwood Hill, where he believed Stuart to be.

Upon his departure from the hill to take personal command of the defense against Pleasonton and Buford, Stuart had left Henry McClellan in charge of the Fleetwood headquarters. In McClellan’s words: “Every scrap of the camp was removed toward Culpeper ... and there remained nothing on the hill except the adjutant [McClellan] and his couriers. A 6-pounder howitzer from Chew’s battery, under charge of Lieutenant John W. Carter, which had been retired from the fight near the river because its ammunition was exhausted, was halted at the bottom of the hill, a circumstance which proved to be our salvation.

“Perhaps two hours had elapsed since Stuart had mounted for the front when an individual scout from one of Robertson’s North Carolina regiments reported to me that the enemy was advancing from Kelly’s Ford, in force and unopposed, upon Brandy Station, and was now directly in our rear. Not having personal acquaintance with the man, and deeming it impossible that such a movement could be made without opposition from Robertson’s brigade, I ordered the scout to return and satisfy himself by a closer inspection that he had not mistaken some of our troops for the enemy. In less than five minutes the man reported that I could now see for myself. And so it was! Within cannon shot of the hill a long column of the enemy filled the road, which here skirted the woods. They were pressing steadily forward upon the railroad station, which must in a few moments be in their possession. How could they be prevented from also occupying the Fleetwood Hill, the key to the whole position?

“Matters looked serious! But good results can sometimes be accomplished with the smallest means. Lieutenant Carter’s howitzer was brought up and boldly pushed beyond the crest of the hill; a few imperfect shells and some round shot were found in the limber chest; a slow fire was at once opened upon the marching column, and courier after courier was dispatched to General Stuart to inform him of the peril. It was all-important to gain time, for should the enemy once plant his artillery on this hill it would cost many valuable lives to recover the ground, even if that could at all be accomplished. We must retain this position or suffer most seriously when enclosed between the divisions of Buford and Gregg.

“But the enemy was deceived by appearances. That the head of his column should have been greeted with the fire of artillery as soon as it emerged from the woods must have indicated to General Gregg the presence of a considerable force upon the hill; and the fact that his advance from Kelly’s Ford had been entirely unopposed, together with his ignorance of what had transpired with Buford, must have strengthened the thought that his enemy, in force, here awaited an attack. In point of fact there was not one man upon the hill beside those belonging to Carter’s howitzer and myself, for I had sent away even my last courier, with an urgent appeal for speedy help. Could General Gregg have known the true state of affairs he would, of course, have sent forward a squadron to take possession; but appearances demanded a more serious attack, and while this was being organized three rifled guns were unlimbered [by Gregg], and a fierce cannonade was opened on the hill.

“My first courier found General Stuart as incredulous concerning the presence of the enemy in his rear as I had been at the first report.... Stuart turned to him and ordered him to ‘ride back there and see what all that foolishness is about.’ But simultaneous with my second message—which was delivered by young Frank Deane, of Richmond, Va., one of my confidential clerks and, in the field, one of our most trusted couriers—came the sound of the cannonading, and there was no longer room for doubt. The nearest point from which a regiment could be sent was Jones’ position [at Saint James Church], one and a half miles distant from Fleetwood. The 12th Virginia, Colonel A. W. Harman, and the 35th Battalion, Lieutenant Colonel E. V. White, were immediately withdrawn from his line and ordered to meet this new danger. But minutes expanded seemingly into hours to those anxious watchers on the hill, who feared lest, after all, help could not arrive in time. But it did come.”

The help included the regiment to which John Opie belonged, the 6th Virginia, which had been badly hurt in the action at Beverly Ford but had retained its morale. The 6th had been dispatched in the wake of the first two units. Opie relates: “So great was the danger that we were marched ... in a sweeping gallop; consequently, when we reached the enemy our horses were blown and the ranks completely disordered. Harman’s regiment charged by fours, but the head of the column recoiled under the heavy fire of the Federal artillery and cavalry. They, however, reformed, and, being reinforced by the rest of the regiment, our regiment at the same time coming up, White’s battalion being already on the ground, we made a simultaneous charge, breaking the Federal cavalry and charging through the guns.”

During these moments Stuart was expanding his efforts to meet the emergency. Leaving Rooney Lee’s brigade to continue the contest with Pleasonton and Buford, the general rushed everyone else toward Fleetwood Hill. As might be expected, the movement was fraught with disorder. Some of the regiments collided and intermingled, and the resulting din was dominated by stentorian orders colored by swearing born of frustration. Among the movement’s odder sights was artillery gunner George Neese trying to maintain a suitable pace astride his faithful mule. “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 three Confederate units fighting alone at Fleetwood Hill were now in critical trouble, for Gregg had his attack organized. In the fore was Sir Percy Wyndham’s brigade, composed of men from Maryland, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. “Colonel Wyndham,” relates Pennsylvania trooper William P. Lloyd, “formed his brigade in column of regiments in the open field east of the railroad station, and, heading the 1st New Jersey in person, ordered the whole line to move forward and charge the enemy.... On our right Kilpatrick ... was hurrying his brigade into position. His regiments, as fast as formed, moved forward with flags and guidons flying.... The field now presented a scene of thrilling interest. Whole brigades of cavalry in column of regiments moving steadily ... to the attack on our side, while the enemy’s cavalry stood in glittering ranks awaiting the assault.... With undaunted firmness our lines moved forward; first at a steady walk, as they had nearly a half mile to advance over an open plain, then quickening their pace to a trot; and again, as the space between the battle fronts rapidly shortened, the gallop was taken; and, as the crowning act in the inspiring scene, when we had closed on the enemy until scarcely fifty paces intervened, the order to charge rang along our front.”

The narrative is assumed by another Pennsylvania trooper, William F. Moyer: “In an instant a thousand glittering sabers flashed in the sunlight, and from a thousand brave and confident spirits arose a shout of defiance which, caught up by rank after rank, formed one vast, strong, full-volumed battle cry; and every trooper, rising in
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