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The Gettysburg campaign has produced a great body of facts and interpretations over the 
years.  Yet paradoxically, the more that is written, the more questions arise.  In “Lee’s Surgeon’s 
Horse: A Plea for Historiography,” Louis Rubin writes of seven pitfalls that can beset enthusiasts.  
Two of these pitfalls are: the unwillingness to challenge commonly held assumptions, and the 
lack of experience to recognize the nature of war.1   

We all anxiously await the next new revelations, the new diary that can illuminate (or 
confuse) the established body of interpretations. When an author comes along using the existing 
body of facts to challenge the standard interpretations, the response is usually rejection rather 
than introspection.  Troy Harman’s recent work on the relevance of Cemetery Hill is a case on 
point.  Harman, at the expense of challenging some widely held beliefs, hypothesizes, correctly I 
think, that Robert E. Lee was trying to seize Cemetery Hill on each of the three days of battle. 

Authors and historians sometimes fail to recognize that battle involves hundreds of 
factors influencing very complex operations.  Battle is a human experience, not a map with 
arrows.  The ebb and flow of these factors on human beings is not analogous of a chessboard with 
inanimate objects.  Leaders make decisions based on education and previous experience and 
emotion and an ebb and flow of seen and unseen factors.  Most historians are civilians rather than 
soldiers. Some have served but have not experienced close combat.  While actions, decisions, and 
emotional factors appear in history as black and white, in reality battle is nothing but shades of 
gray.  And the ebb and flow of factors shifts on the scale of a pendulum, swinging from one 
reading to another. While the outward manifestation (the issuance of orders and the results of 
battle) appears as black and white print, the scale on the pendulum seldom, if ever, reads 100 
percent in one direction on any factor. There is always doubt, fear, and uncertainty. 

A single example can show how the historian and the experienced soldier can learn from 
each other.  Consider the bayonet charge.  Numerous references cite a lack of wounds from the 
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bayonet.  An observer might conclude that the bayonet had little impact on the battle, but some 
authors seek to go beyond the generally accepted conclusion.  
 

A great deal of misunderstanding has arisen for the fact that the “bayonet 
charge” could be highly effective even without any bayonet touching an enemy 
soldier, let alone killing him.  It is the flourish of the bayonet and the 
determination in the eyes of its owner that on some occasions produce shock.2  

 
 While this insight bespeaks of some knowledge of the subject, the soldier knows it to be 
only half complete.  The bayonet not only fortifies the steel of the owner, but it also significantly 
feeds the anxiety of the opposing soldier.  Only experience can illuminate the hidden.  Any 
experienced soldier will tell you he would rather take a hit from a bullet than get stuck with a 
knife or bayonet.   

In our study of the art and science of war we cannot limit ourselves simply to discuss the 
musket’s maximum effective range and the number of bullets issued to each man as a precursor to 
discussing the impact of the bayonet.  All are valid factors.  However, there is much more to the 
art and science. We should consider the uncommon fear that the bayonet produces in the heart of 
the human being on the receiving end.  Now, the old refrain, “Give them a volley and the cold 
steel,” might take on new meaning.  In an era when retention of the field identified the victor, 
getting the enemy to run was key to the claim of victory.  It was not the rebel yell that instilled 
fear; it was the knowledge that five feet in front of those lips was a bayonet headed my way.  
Does this explain, at least in part, Stonewall Jackson’s successes? 
 This article may not uncover any new facts, but it seeks to reconsider the campaign in 
three aspects by providing informed context and adding weight to apparently under-emphasized 
information regarding the Confederate planning and movement phase of the campaign.  So this 
article will further confuse (or illuminate) this aspect of the campaign without the “new diary.”  
Discussion of appropriate military concepts, ideas, and procedures is included to further explore 
the art and science of warfare.  
 These three aspects are:  
 (1) When Lee changed the organizational structure of the Army of Northern Virginia,he 
and his corps commanders did not make all the necessary changes in command and control;   

(2) Lee was force-oriented, not terrain-oriented in the campaign.  That is, his initial 
objective was the destruction of the Army of the Potomac, not the seizure of specified cities or 
terrain; and,   

(3) To force this battle, Lee had to draw out the Army of the Potomac from the protection 
of the Washington defenses by seizing a series of increasingly important cities.  Lee prepared to 
fight a defensive battle in the Cumberland Valley firstnear Hagerstown, then near Chambersburg. 
Lee opened an offensive option at some time on or before June 25. Because of a threat to his rear 
and because he had moved a sufficient distance from Washington, Lee decided to move east of 
South Mountain and concentrate at Gettysburg.   
 In the course of this campaign, Stuart’s cavalry always surfaces.  The absence of Stuart’s 
cavalry, for whatever reason or justification, has engendered a robust debate and for the most part 
goes beyond the thrust of this article.  Suffice it to say, Stuart’s absence worked to the detriment 
of the Confederates.  This paper will discuss discretionary orders, the specific impact of the 
absence of cavalry and the intelligence it would have provided at certain times, and the improper 
use of existing assets.  

EDUCATION 
 
 Twenty-five of twenty-seven senior commanders at Gettysburg graduated from West 
Point.  Twenty-three were taught military tactics by Dennis Hart Mahan.  This prior common 
training had significant effect on the strategy and tactics of the battle.3 
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 Mahan graduated West Point in 1824, joined the faculty in 1832, and served as its 
principle instructor in warfare until 1871.  As the chairman of the “Napoleon Club,” he was a 
proponent of Napoleon and of Jomini, and the principle interpreter of Napoleon’s strategy to 
Americans.4  Mahan also wrote Outpost, the primary combat manual for most officers in the Civil 
War.5 

 One principle held commonly by Napoleon, Jomini, and Mahan, is that the offense 
dictates the battle.  Mahan noted that even a successful decisive defensive battle has a terminating 
offensive phase.6  Also consistent among these three influences were many otherprinciples: 
Attack weakness, bring maximum force against the decisive point, bring superior force against 
inferior forces, ensure proper ordering of one’s own line of communications, and operate on 
interior lines if possible. 
   Mahan added specifics, including “flanks being the weakest points … must be secured 
from being turned or attacked, by resting them upon some strong natural feature … or 
strengthened by an accumulation of troops …”7  These military principles provided a common 
educational framework and guided tactical maneuvers.  
 

EXPERIENCE 
  
 The common educational background and experiences during the Mexican and Indian 
wars gave some “real world” feedback on large-sized force operations.  The general principles 
gained in this common background provided the framework in which the vast majority of senior 
commanders operated during the Civil War. 
 The impact of this education can be seen in the battles fought.  At Second Manassas, 
“fought in August 1862, the Confederates adopted a highly ‘Napoleonic’ system of march 
maneuvers, with their army split into a fan of several major segments which united only on the 
battlefield.”8  This maneuver was attempted before on the Peninsula and to a degree, was 
achieved at Antietam and Chancellorsville. 
 Chancellorsville reinforced several lessons.  Flank attacks required security and surprise. 
To be successful, intelligence, usually provided by cavalry, was essential to secure the route and 
protect the flanks.  When mobility is equal, defense has advantage, and when mobility was 
superior to the enemy, the offense has advantage in seeking and exploiting weakness. When 
countering opponents’ moves, it is shorter in distance and easier to protect the defender’s flank, 
than it is for attacker to exploit any success.  And lastly, attack weakness.  Take a superior force 
and attack a flank or an inferior force. 
  
 

THE OTHER RESULTS FROM CHANCELLORSVILLE 
 
 For review, the Battle of Chancellorsville served as the backdrop to the Gettysburg 
campaign.  The Confederate scheme of maneuver at Chancellorsville was complex from a 
command and control point of view.  Jubal Early’s division held the crossing points at 
Fredericksburg.  James Longstreet, with John Hood and George Pickett, were gathering supplies 
and being recalled from Suffolk, but were unavailable.  Lee, with Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson 
and five divisions, maneuvered toward the ongoing river-crossing operations near 
Chancellorsville.  The exigencies of battle required General Richard Anderson’s and Lafayette 
McLaws’ divisions to serve as a holding force, sometimes referred to as an anvil, to the south and 
east of the Federal crossing site.  Lee remained with the holding force.  Jackson, with the 
remaining three divisions, also referred to as a hammer in those same circles, maneuvered to the 
extreme west side of the Army of the Potomac and conducted a successful attack against an 
exposed flank of Joseph Hooker’s army. Hooker withdrew his forces across the river as a result.
 Following Chancellorsville Lee wrote to Jefferson Davis on May 20, 1863.9  Lee stated 
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that for a year he “felt that the corps of this army were too large” and that inaction on this matter 
was caused by Lee’s “inability to recommend commanders” and that the corps were too big for 
“one man to properly handle and to keep under his eye in battle.”  The loss of Jackson presented 
an opportunity for change.  
 

COMMAND AND CONTROL 
 
 Lee’s expressed reasons for the reorganization do not address many of other shortfalls 
that needed correction.  Changes went much farther than just deciding who would rise to corps 
command.  Other incidents during Chancellorsville escape discussion. The reorganization of the 
army after Chancellorsville should have resulted in more changes to both command and control.  
Command issues, such as personal ability, organizational structure, and sizing of combat power 
building blocks were also addressed in the reorganization, while other shortfalls were left 
uncorrected.  Discussions of control issues, such as discretionary orders and staff work are 
usually limited to the comparison of Jackson to Richard Ewell and the austere staff of the Army 
of Northern Virginia, rather than improved teamwork by subordinates.  
 

COMMAND 
 
 For at least two reasons Lee’s reference to the size of a corps being too large to view in 
battle is a comment on personal ability, not just the referenced “size” of units.  First, Lee’s use of 
discretionary orders is, in part, as a result of his not being able to view his entire force.  
Discretionary orders allow, among other things, the subordinate to exercise initiative in the 
absence of the senior leader.  Senior commanders seldom physically see the entire battlefield due 
to obscurants, topography, general confusion, and situational changes occurring between the time 
an order is given and the time it is carried out.  Either a commander has the ability to “feel” the 
battle or he does not.  Many Civil War battlefields, such as Antietam, allowed a senior 
commander to view most of his entire force and all that influenced it.  Other battlefields, such as 
the Wilderness, inhibited even a division commander from seeing his force.  Second, if Lee was 
unable to recommend corps leaders over the past year, was it easier to recommend a single new 
commander before Chancellorsville or find two new commanders after the loss of Jackson?  Was 
it corps size alone that justified Lee’s recommendation?  It had to do more with the professional 
abilities of the leaders available to Lee.  Did Lee have the faith in Ewell (or A.P. Hill, who 
formally assumed command upon the loss of Jackson on May 610) as he had in Jackson or 
Longstreet?  Rather than write, “Ewell is the best replacement for Jackson, but I think a corps of 
30,000 men is too large for him to handle….” Lee chose framing the justification as he did.  Lee 
also had to consider more than just the abilities of his incoming corps commanders.  He had to 
look at the incoming division commanders and the size of the divisions as well.  Did Lee have the 
same level of confidence in the new division commanders?  Assuming the new corps 
commanders were good replacements, were the new division commanders as capable in their new 
capacity?  Size of the corps alone could not be the only factor. 

Against this backdrop of the consideration of personal abilities and the size of units, Lee 
had just fought Chancellorsville, where he found himself relegated to the status of corps 
commander and was unable to extricate himself from that duty at a critical time to be at the 
decisive point of that battle.  The Official Records clearly show this shortcoming.  At 3:00 A.M.. 
on May 3, Lee wrote to J.E.B. Stuart (temporary 2nd Corps commander) that “I shall myself 
proceed to join you as soon as I can make arrangements …”  Within thirty minutes Lee wrote 
Stuart again with more detailed guidance as Lee now realized that he would be unable to join 
Stuart.11  Lee had to remain with Anderson and McLaws, rather than be at the decisive point.  The 
Official Records show that during these critical hours, Lee also corresponded directly with Early, 
Anderson, McLaws, Longstreet, and Richmond.  Stuart, a cavalry commander now in command 
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of an infantry corps, had to control his cavalry force as well.  Six different entities, with five 
military elements.  All elements with different sizes, all conducting vastly different types of 
operations from different locations, under different enemy circumstances. And all needed to act in 
unison!  

The building blocks of combat power in Lee’s army were his brigades and divisions, and 
they were unevenly sized.  Some divisions had six brigades and some had five brigades.  On May 
20, 1863, A. P. Hill’s old division, with more than 11,000 soldiers, was the largest, while 
Johnson’s division was the smallest with just over 6,000 men.  Unequal sizes are inefficient.  The 
emergencies and opportunities of battle require agility and efficiency, and situational 
opportunities can be fleeting.  An army or corps commander wants to grab the nearest division for 
an opportunity, and it can be either too big or too small for the requirement. If the unit is too big, 
committing excessively large numbers of men to one part of the battle may increase risk in 
another area.  If the unit is too small, a second unit would be needed or risk increased.  Lee’s 
building blocks needed to be resized to improve efficiency, based upon the viewed capabilities of 
the available incoming commanders.    
For the army commander, three Confederate corps became more flexible and the sizing became 
more balanced.  After reorganization and resizing, the Confederate corps had about 21,000 
infantrymen (down from the 35,000 men before reorganization), and divisions averaged just less 
than 7,000 infantrymen with four brigades each. (Robert Rodes and Anderson had five brigades 
and Pickett had only three, although he was supposed to have five.)  On the other hand, Army of 
the Potomac corps had between 10,000 and 15,000 infantrymen.  Even with this resizing, 
Confederate corps remained large enough to defeat any Union corps when in the offense, and 
large enough to defend against multiple Union corps while in the defense.  Even with the resized 
units, each Confederate corps still made it necessary for multiple Union corps to act in unison 
when attacking or defending against that Confederate corps.  Similarly, the Confederate divisions 
in the attack remained big enough to defeat any Union division, and large enough to defend 
against any Union corps for at least some period of time without assistance.  This sizing enhanced 
efficiency and economy of force (i.e., not using more force than necessary at any point). 
 Resizing improved command efficiency as well.  If Lee wished to send 20,000 men to a 
location, he needed to speak to only one commander.  On the other hand, Army of the Potomac 
commander George Gordon Meade needed to speak to two or three.  Meade then had to appoint a 
senior commander to control the other corps.  The senior corps commander must in turn appoint a 
replacement from his division commanders to command his original corps, and that division 
commander must appoint a brigade commander to replace him, and so on down the chain of 
command.  This process disrupted the chain of command, wasted significant time, and threw 
together a “pick-up team” of men who might be unfamiliar with each other and certainly had a 
harder time working as a team.  Not one soldier had yet to move for the Army of the Potomac, 
while the Army of Northern Virginia already could be in movement for the operation, an 
advantage in responsiveness due to sizing alone. 

Lee also sought to develop the Napoleonic system of maneuver where units dispersed for 
movement (and foraging) and came together for battle.  Chancellorsville also showed the 
weakness of having only two subordinates.  Simply stated, at Chancellorsville, Lee did not have 
enough senior commanders on the field to maneuver his army and did not have a flexible, 
efficient structure.  Resizing his army made the building blocks more equal in size, and the 
additional corps provided an additional senior commander to handle those building blocks.  Lee 
would never again get caught in that dilemma posed at Chancellorsville, where he simultaneously 
fought as the holding force commander (in charge of McLaws and Anderson) and as the army 
commander. 
 
 

CONTROL 
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 When Lee restructured his army from two corps to three, other adjustments became 
necessary.  Control includes issuance and execution of orders, and affects the size and role of the 
staff.  Many authors criticize Lee’s use of discretionary orders.  But it is too simple to claim that 
these orders are always right or always wrong, solely depending on the subordinate.12 

A pattern can be discerned with a review of the Official Records.  Lee generally used 
specific orders during movement, but discretionary orders during battle, where situational 
demands were more fluid.  Lee issued both specific and discretionary orders depending on the 
situation.  In the advance to Carlisle, Lee provided very explicit instructions to Ewell, to the point 
of directing which route the corps trains should take, even suggesting the use of a staff officer for 
certain duties.  At other times he gave broad guidance to the same commander, such as 
concerning the seizure of Winchester or Harrisburg. 
  Lee sought to find a balance between explicit and discretionary orders.  Lee permitted 
senior officers to implement his orders with discretion.  He did not provide his staff with the same 
latitude.13  At times Lee issued discretionary orders, and Ewell showed success in executing those 
orders.  The balance was based on measured judgment and understanding the intent and impact of 
orders. Up to the Gettysburg battle, Lee was “much gratified at the success, which has attended 
your [Ewell’s] movements.14” 
 
 

DISCRETIONARY AND SPECIFIC ORDERS 
 
 In analyzing the use of discretionary orders, the levels of war can provide a foundation 
for understanding.  As authors with military experience often note, “One of the problems … is the 
tendency to analyze and make judgments about a battle … through the eyes and minds schooled 
in modern battle techniques …”15  Care must be taken in using the historical context with modern 
references.  However, in many cases modern references only formalize pre-existing concepts that 
were clearly understood and implemented in history.  For example, in the above footnoted article 
the author, in comparing the principles of war, notes that nine principles now exist where only 
seven did during the Civil War.  “Surprise” is one of the recent additions; yet, can anyone doubt 
that “surprise” was not a consideration during Civil War operations?  
  The modified figure below depicts the levels of war from the current U.S. Army Field 
Manual 3-0.  While this depiction has only recently been formalized in army manuals, these 

Figure 1 
Levels of War 
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levels existed in planning and execution during the Civil War. 
“The strategic level is that level at which a nation determines national security objectives 

and guidance and develops and uses national resources to accomplish them.”16  When Lee 
discussed his options with Jefferson Davis in May 1863, including shifting a corps from Virginia 
to either Tennessee or Mississippi, this discussion was at the strategic level of warfare.   

“Operational level is the level at which campaigns and major operations are conducted 
and sustained to accomplish strategic objectives within theaters ... It links tactical employment of 
forces to strategic objectives.”17 The Gettysburg campaign is a case in point. 

“Tactics is the employment of units in combat.  It includes the ordered arrangement and 
maneuver of units in relation to each other, the terrain and the enemy …”18 The seizure of 
Winchester is an example. 

Overlap exists between levels because blurred distinctions exist.  At times a corps can be 
conducting operational level activities, such as Early in the Shenandoah Valley in 1864, while at 
times a corps is conducting tactical-level operations, such as Ewell’s attacks at Gettysburg.  
 Orders flow down the chain of command just as results of battles become an input for the 
next skirmish, battle, campaign, or strategy. 

Understanding the levels of war is not an esoteric discussion to be bantered about by 
military men with little value to the historian or the neophyte.  Neither should it be brought up to 
exclude others from the discussion.  Rather, exploring the levels of war adds structure and rigor to 
the discussion between professionals.  Consider that many authors equate Longstreet’s suggestion 
to “turn’s Meade’s left flank and force him back to the neighborhood of Pipe Clay Creek”19 to 
Hood’s request to move around that same flank and Little Round Top to attack on the second day 
of the battle.  Longstreet’s suggestion required a flank movement, a break in contact with a major 
portion of the army, if not the entire army; a movement over a significant distance; a change in 
supply lines from Cashtown Gap to one further south; intelligence on the enemy, the roads, the 
terrain to plan the operation; security to the flanks of the force during execution;20 and finally at 
least a day, if not two, to plan and execute the move.  How much would the situation change in 
those two days?  Hood’s plan, on the other hand, was much easier in each consideration. The first 
is an operational move and the second is tactical.  There is no comparison in fact, scale, or 
impact.  The levels of war also apply to how orders are planned and executed.  A regimental 
commander can point to a line of trees or an opposing flag and order an attack. He knows his 
regiment, sees the terrain and enemy, and can execute the plan within seconds.  An operational 
commander cannot see all his men, may not see all the terrain or the enemy, cannot have an order 
executed immediately, but waits for others to execute it hours later, when the enemy situation or 
the status of friendly troops may have changed, requiring some latitude in the order.      

Figure 2 depicts the latitude and limitations of types of orders in achieving the objective.  
Specific orders have an “either/or” element about them.  Their chance of success is more limited 
in that success can only be achieved in accordance with the specifics of the order.  In the extreme, 
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specific orders in effect state:  “I do not know the condition of friendly troops, their number or 
location.  I have not seen the terrain or the enemy, their number, strength, and condition.  I do not 
know about the immediate environment such as available reinforcements, security of flanks, 
status of supplies.  But I want you to execute the orders as I direct.”  In the best case, they say: “I 
respect you and your ability but I want this done regardless of what you think.”  

Discretionary orders have fewer limitations and therefore provide more options and a 
wider opportunity to approach success.  These orders allow judgment and initiative and allow for 
future growth of the subordinate.  After all, what good is a subordinate if he is only allowed to 
follow very specific orders?  A subordinate who shows that he can achieve success, that his 
judgment is sound, that he knows when to go ahead and when to hold back, is a man who can be 
considered for additional rank and responsibility.  These considerations provide an opportunity 
for a senior commander to build trust in subordinates, to build self-confidence in the subordinate, 
and to have the subordinate grow in abilities.  Discretionary orders, then, have an element of 
leadership in them, and transcend the immediate situation.  

Operational commanders assume a different role than tactical commanders.  Would a 
soldier gain any solace from seeing his corps commander or army commander personally engage 
the enemy?  Would a soldier not draw more comfort seeing his commander observing the 
battlefield, almost in a detached state, considering his options, thinking of the future?  Lee neither 
carried sidearm nor saber.  His mind and his binoculars were his weapons.  He knew this and he 
ensured his soldiers knew this when they viewed him. 

Operational commanders anticipate the results of battles and engagements and prepare 
for the future.  Tactical commanders fight the current battle.  At Chancellorsville Lee became a 
tactical commander and was unable to physically extricate himself to be the operational 
commander.  Lee himself described his operational role saying, ”During the battle my direction is 
of more harm than use; I must then rely on my division and brigade commanders.  I think and I 
act with all my might to bring up my troops to the right place at the right moment; after that I 
have done my duty.”21 

Ewell knew the role of senior commander as well, as demonstrated with his guidance to 
Johnson at Winchester:  “You are the operator.  I am but the looker on.”22  Much has been made 
of Ewell’s response to receiving discretionary orders.  Jedediah Hotchkiss called him “testy and 
hard to please,”23 and Douglas Freeman describes one scene in which “Lee’s orders were read 
again and again.  On them Ewell commented sharply … the more Ewell talked, the more did he 
confuse the issue.”24 Taken out of context, these references describe a leader uncomfortable with 
latitude in his orders.  Consider however, that Ewell had done well with this type of order at 
Winchester, Martinsburg, Hagerstown, Chambersburg, and Harrisburg.  

Regarding Ewell’s response to receipt of orders, it is not uncommon for a commander to 
question a change in orders: What does it mean? What does it not mean?  What is expected and 
what is prevented?  What must I do and what can I do?  An outward manifestation of uncertainty.  
An analysis of what the order says and what it does not say.  A study of the order from as many 
sides as he can to determine the intent.  For Ewell to read and re-read orders, to question and to 
search is not an unusual response in the military.  Ewell’s “testiness” may have been related to 
other factors, which will be discussed later. 

In summary, Lee issued both specific and discretionary orders.  His selection of the type 
of orders in certain cases shows an understanding of what he knew of the situation and what he 
did not know.  The orders were a reflection of the level of command -- an appreciation that the 
tactical specifics may change from the time he gave an order to the time that it was carried out.  It 
built trust by telling the subordinate that his leader had confidence in him.  It allowed the 
subordinate to implement the necessary amount of change within a larger context.  It is an overly 
simple conclusion to make to say that if discretionary orders work, all is fine, but if something 
goes wrong, then the fault is with the order or the subordinate.  Each order must be considered 
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and analyzed in context before blame can be assessed.  In the end, did Ewell do a satisfactory job 
in the march to Gettysburg?  Lee was satisfied.   
 

STAFF WORK AND TEAM WORK 
 
 Lastly, the reorganization from two corps of four divisions to three corps of three 
divisions required some adjustments to maximize effectiveness.  The adjustments needed to be 
implemented by both the corps commanders and the army commander. 

Aside from the command and control issues with reorganization, smaller corps required 
more decisions and more complex decisions.  With two corps, it was simple to shift a division 
from one corps to another.  Each division either belonged to Longstreet or Jackson.  With three 
corps, the options tripled.  Instead of one recipient and one provider, now two providers and two 
recipients existed.  Lee’s headquarters was directly responsible for more subordinate elements.  
Lee needed to adjust the way his headquarters did business.  Traditionally, staffs were formed to 
assist the commander in predicting, planning, and executing these issues.  But Lee’s staff 
remained small and was not used to resolve these kinds of issues.25 
 For corps commanders, with all divisions approximately the same size, the organization 
became stable.  Smaller corps and divisions made each echelon easier to control.  With the 
smaller size, however, the corps commanders needed to work as a team, seeing the role his unit 
played with other units, rather than just as a single subordinate to the Army of Northern Virginia.  
More, but smaller, corps meant more coordination was needed between corps.  The presence of 
two corps commanders at one location required teamwork.  Whenever two corps worked 
together, either Lee had to be present to coordinate, or a senior corps commander had to be 
designated to control the other commander.  When Lee went from two to three corps, he made 
that decision in the staggered promotion dates of Ewell and Hill, with Ewell the senior.  This case 
for seniority is reinforced on June 29.   Lee, in his order to Hill, directed that he cooperate with 
Ewell, and Hill responded with two notes to Ewell during the approach to Gettysburg.  
Personalities could play a big part in achieving success or failure.  Much has already been said on 
the personality traits of these commanders.  Suffice it to say that personalities played a role.  
Moreover, tactical contingencies required teamwork.  Going back to the “hammer and anvil,” 
wherever two corps were employed, decisive mass would be the goal.  If mass were to be 
achieved in battle, the corps commanders would have to cooperate, like a team of horses pulling 
together, working to help each other, rather than the single competing race horse. 
 These shortfalls in staff work and teamwork at army and corps level were all predictable, 
as they occur in everyday life and in every organization.  These mundane, organizational issues 
needed to be addressed before they adversely impacted the battle or disrupted the movement of 
the Army of Northern Virginia.   
 Lee’s stated reasons for the army’s reorganization may have secured approval, but these 
other factors needed consideration.  Some solutions were implemented, but some problems were 
left unresolved.  For the most part, the problems did not surface until the later phase of the 
movement, due to the separation of corps.  Lee marched forward with two new corps 
commanders, four of nine inexperienced division commanders, and twelve of thirty-seven 
inexperienced brigade commanders.26 But he had achieved balance in his structure, agility,27and 
efficiency with the smaller corps and the smaller divisions.28 
  

PLANNING THE CAMPAIGN 
IDENTIFYING THE OBJECTIVE-MISSION ANALYSIS 

 
 In order to study the movements of the campaign and focus on Lee’s intent during the 
early stage of the campaign, it is first necessary to determine his goal.  What was his objective?  
The goal will influence his dispositions and his decisions.  This process is now called backward 
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planning.  It allows commanders to visualize the desired end state and work backward to the 
current situation in an effort to determine if that end state is possible, given the current situation.  
And if it is not possible, then either the current conditions must change or the end state must be 
adjusted.  In non-tactical terms:  “If you don’t know where you are going, any road will do.” 
 Before a commander determines whether he will fight offensively or defensively and 
where and how he wants to move, he must first determine if he is force-oriented or terrain-
oriented.  Is his goal to defeat a specific force, or is his goal to gain control of a specific terrain?  
Of course even if the commander is force-oriented, he seeks to find terrain that is conducive to 
that type of battle and offers advantage over his opponent. Once the goal (the objective) is 
determined, a commander visualizes that battle.  Will the offense or the defense best achieve that 
goal?  The “how, where, when, and under which conditions” the battle will be fought are part of 
this decision.  And lastly, how does the unit prepare, organize, and move in such a way as to 
place the unit in the most favorable conditions to achieve that goal?  In essence, this is backward 
planning. 

 So the question: Was Lee force-oriented or terrain-oriented?  Concisely, he was force-
oriented.  Several post-war accounts from both staff and subordinates state that Lee wanted to 
select a field of battle on which to defeat the Union army.29  Post-war recollections even from a 
variety of sources are sometimes questioned, so these accounts need to be taken to task to 
determine accuracy.  But Lee’s movement show that he was not interested in seizing Baltimore, 
Harrisburg, Philadelphia, or Washington, but in defeating the Army of the Potomac. The map 
itself showing the route of march provides significant insight along with the descriptions provided 
by Lee in his official reports.  

 
ON TO BALTIMORE? 

 
 Looking at the map (Figure 3), it is easy to determine that Baltimore was not Lee’s 
objective.  If it were, Lee would not have advanced to Chambersburg, but would have turned 
eastward from the vicinity of Hagerstown.  On or about June 20, Lee was still under the 
assumption that the Army of the Potomac was in Virginia.  The most direct route to Baltimore, 
given that assumption, was from Hagerstown.  Every day that Lee delayed advance to Baltimore 
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allowed the Army of the Potomac to discover Confederate movement and interpose between, or 
cover, Baltimore and Washington, D.C.  Lee, after all, if he were heading for Baltimore, was on 
the exterior line, and the Army of the Potomac was on the interior line with shorter distances to 
go to intercept Lee.  Like two runners on a track, the inside lane has the shortest route. 
 Each day after June 20 that Ewell moved further north, Lee’s distance to Baltimore 
increased, while increasing opportunities for the Army of the Potomac to respond.  

Lee’s comments in his official report during this timeframe provide some insight:  “As 
these demonstrations did not have effect of causing the Federal Army to leave Virginia …” Lee 
refers to the seizure of Winchester, Martinsburg, and Hagerstown, and the raid into 
Chambersburg by Brigadier General Alfred Jenkins’ cavalry brigade as “demonstrations.”  That 
is to say, the goal of those operations went beyond just seizing the target.  They were also aimed 
at encouraging the Federals to move northward from Virginia. But that movement would have put 
the Union army between Lee and the supposed objective of Baltimore.  Clearly Baltimore was not 
Lee’s objective. 
 The after-action report is a most relevant product, deserving of very close scrutiny.  One 
intent of these reports is for the subordinate to explain his actions to his superior.  If actions 
deviate from the understanding, then justification for change is appropriate.  Lee was very careful 
in his writing and his “omissions conveyed as much as what he said.”30  If Baltimore were the 
objective discussed during the Richmond planning meetings in May, Lee in his official report 
would have had to address why it was not accomplished.  He would have written something to the 
effect, “The Army of the Potomac had not yet crossed the Potomac and Baltimore was exposed, 
but I decided to move north, rather than the agreed-upon objective.”  The absence of some 
comment in the report, albeit after the fact, further indicates that Baltimore was not the target.  
The opposite occurred.  Rather than moving toward Baltimore, Lee moved away.  With no 
response from the Army of the Potomac, Lee moved further north. Another reason that 
Baltimore was not the objective is that it was too close to Washington.  Lee expressed his desire 
to draw the Union army away from the fortifications of the capital.  If Lee tried to seize Baltimore 
and the Federal army lost a confrontation in that area, it would be close enough to fall back to 
those fortifications and escape.  

During this timeframe a fight in the vicinity of Hagerstown could only occur if Lee 
remained in a defensive posture.  The Union army would have had to seek out battle sufficiently 
distant from Washington.  But the Union army was not in movement, at least that is what Lee 

believed.  Longstreet and Hill had to remain 
south of the Potomac to counter any move 
by Hooker.  Lee had to make the 
“demonstrations” more menacing, more 
pronounced, and more costly for the 
Federals to ignore.  Lee had to advance 
Ewell further north.  
 

ON TO HARRISBURG? 
 
 Accordingly, on June 22, Lee sent 
Ewell to Chambersburg to spur the Federals 
to action.  Perhaps “those people” would 
move to protect Harrisburg?  Now the 
question arises:  Was Harrisburg Lee’s 
objective?  The answer: No. 

Figure 4 shows the average number 
of miles each Confederate corps marched 
between June 17 and 29.  This tool can show 
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the different “phasing” of the movements.  
  Figure 4 also shows the total number of miles for all three divisions of each corps added 
together, then divided by three to show the average movement for the corps.  Using this tool the 
impact of the Confederate response to the battles in mid-June at the Virginia gaps is easily seen.  
Note how few miles the Army of Northern Virginia moved during that time.  Average number of 
miles marched when the Army of the Potomac forced a response was 9.75 miles per day, and 
when the Army of Northern Virginia was moving unencumbered is 12.5 miles per day. 

The sources for the data are from the Official Records and other recognized publications. 
“Roads to Gettysburg,” by  B. Gottfried, presented significant detail.  The data, however, show an 
estimated average road distance marched each day for each corps.  The sum of miles marched by 
each corps’ divisions is divided by three to arrive at the depicted numbers.  For example, for the 
2nd Corps between June 22 and 24, the miles traveled are attributed primarily to Early and 
Johnson.  In this manner the center of mass by each division is captured, and not specific brigades 
or regiments, thereby showing the operational requirements rather than tactical ones.  It is 
important to distinguish the difference between days when Lee was not responding to an enemy 
threat and those days when he was.  The average miles per day without interference is 12.5 miles, 
and with interference is 9.75 miles.  This is clearly shown between June 20 and 23, primarily 
impacting Longstreet.  

When Ewell received orders to move toward Harrisburg on June 22,31 he was in 
Greencastle, and Longstreet and Hill remained south of the Potomac.  Ewell’s staff officer, Major 
Campbell  Brown, recorded that Lee had directed Ewell “to move slowly.”32  During this period 
Brown also wrote that Ewell was in almost daily communications with Lee.33  Slow movement 
and constant communications are characteristics of an evolving plan that requires agility, not a set 
piece of programmed advance.  Slow, deliberate movement and constant communications 
facilitated quick recall of Ewell’s corps, should they be needed to move back to Hagerstown or 
even re-cross the Potomac.  Slow movement by Ewell gave the defenders of this supposed 
objective time to prepare.  Governor Andrew Curtin of Pennsylvania and General Darius Couch, 
commander of the military district, had additional time to prepare the defenses around Harrisburg, 
the river crossing sites, and to raise militias to repel the invaders.  If Harrisburg had been the 
target, quick movement by the Confederates was essential.  Figure 4 shows the average number 
of miles marched by each corps.  Ewell, unencumbered by resistance, moved only 11 miles on 
June 22, 12.5 miles on June 23, 11 miles on June 24, and did not move at all on June 25.  The 
average number of miles marched was 12.5 miles per day when not responding to enemy 
activities.  Many sources concentrate on Lee’s guidance to “capture Harrisburg if it comes within 
your reach” received by Ewell on June 22 and not on the actions of Ewell.  

Confederate movements also confirmed the next part of the movement phase of the 
campaign.  In that official report, Lee said, “By the 24th, the progress of Ewell rendered it 
necessary that the rest of the army should be within supporting distance.”34 Without confirmation 
of Union forces crossing the Potomac, Ewell was so far extended that Lee had to move up his 
other corps for support, moving up to and crossing the Potomac.  Figure 4 also shows the forced 
marches by Longstreet on June 24 and 25 to reach and cross the river. 

On June 25 Lee informed President Jefferson Davis, “I have not sufficient troops to 
maintain my communications, and, therefore, have to abandon them.”35  Given that Davis had 
graduated from West Point and had been Secretary of the Army, he knew that abandoning the line 
of communications was a serious development, and one that would cause significant anxiety.  
Whether Lee was viewed as an advocate of Napoleon, Jomini, or Dennis Hart Mahan (the tactics 
instructor from West Point), and he knew that the abandonment of lines of communications is 
only done as an exigency, not part of any pre-planned operation.  By severing the lines of 
communications Lee acknowledged that the tether between the Confederate capital and its army 
was now broken.  Up to this time, Lee had made several requests for additional forces to rejoin 
the army.  Now that the army was so far removed, reinforcing forces would be unable to catch up 
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and would move, potentially exposed, to enemy attacks.  Lee changed his request for available 
troops in central Virginia to make a move toward Washington in order to draw Federal forces 
away from him.36 While Davis did not support these requests, the notification, requests, and 
denial indicate a changing plan.  Lee was now executing a contingency. 

By moving further north, Lee still expected advance warning from Stuart.  In his January 
1864 report, Lee wrote, “It was expected that as soon as the Federal army should cross the 
Potomac, General Stuart would give notice of its movements … Orders were, therefore, issued to 
move upon Harrisburg.”37  In this phase toward Harrisburg, Lee could reasonably expect three if 
not four days advance notice.  The Army of the Potomac would take at least two days to cross the 
Potomac and at least two days of hard marches to catch up.  Stuart, with his directive to report the 
Union crossing immediately, should have reached Lee within a day or so.  Of course, the further 
Lee moved up the Cumberland Valley, the more advance notice he should have expected.  Lee 
would have felt comfortable in extending Ewell up to Harrisburg while retaining Hill and 
Longstreet near Chambersburg apparently out of normal supporting distance.38 

Lastly, if Harrisburg were the objective in a terrain-oriented campaign, Lee would not 
have recalled Ewell to join the fight near Chambersburg on the very day Ewell was to seize the 
capital.  If Harrisburg was the objective, Ewell would have seized it and taken what supplies it 
offered, while Longstreet and Hill prepared to fight a battle near Chambersburg.  Ewell would 
rejoin the army as Longstreet had done at Chancellorsville. 

Reflecting again on the purpose of the official report, in his July 31,1863 report Lee 
wrote, “It had not been intended to fight a general battle at such a distance from our base …” and 
“It was thought that the corresponding movements on the part of the enemy to which those 
contemplated by us would probably give rise, might offer a fair opportunity to strike a blow at the 
army.”39  Clearly Lee had not expected to go as far north as he did, and that battle was anticipated 
before the act of seizing Harrisburg.  Lee still believed the Army of the Potomac up to this point 
had not conducted “corresponding movements,” and so this consideration for seizure of 
Harrisburg evolved.  

For these reasons, it is clear that Harrisburg was not an original objective, but was 
brought about by the apparent lethargy of the Army of the Potomac.  Harrisburg was the last in a 
series of increasingly important “demonstrations” aimed at drawing the Northern army away from 
Washington.  An interesting question arises as to what Lee would have done if the seizure of 
Harrisburg still had no effect on the Army of the Potomac.  Would he have advanced further? 
And if so, in what direction?  Some suggest that Philadelphia was a possible objective.  Simply, if 
Harrisburg was beyond the original plan, any locale further away could not have been the plan.  
And the thought of crossing the Susquehanna River with the continuing late rains should give 
anyone pause to consider that the Potomac was a significant obstacle and the Susquehanna was 
even more so. 

In conclusion, Lee’s objective was not any city or any specific piece of terrain.  His 
unencumbered movement shows his desire to remain far from Washington.  He used his forces to 
maximize the gathering of supplies, while awaiting the movement and subsequent arrival of the 
Army of the Potomac.  Therefore, Lee did not plan a terrain-oriented campaign, but a force-
oriented one.  He sought to do battle with the Army of the Potomac at a distance far from the 
protection of Washington.  

  
THE “HOW, WHERE, AND WHEN”OF PLANNING 

 
Now that the objective is identified, the senior commander considers the type of battle he wants 
to undertake: the “how, where, and when” in the planning phase.  The third aspect of this article 
addresses these questions. 
  In considering whether Lee wanted to conduct defensive or offensive operations, it is 
vital to go beyond the simple conclusion of saying Lee was always aggressive or Longstreet 
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always preferred the defense.  One author concludes, “Lee had eleven pitched battles as the 
commander.  He attacked in five and defended in four. Second Manassas was a counterattack and 
the Wilderness was a meeting engagement, where it is hard to tell who was the aggressor.”40 
While one can argue on the fringes, it is clear that Lee was not always the aggressor, sometimes 
responding to the enemy’s situation.  The mental process a commander undertakes in planning 
and executing an operation is a personal one.  Factors such as the education and experience of the 
commanders have significant impact, as well as opportunities presented by mistakes made by the 
enemy.  The planner must also consider terrain.  Certain terrain favors one type of battle over 
another.  For example, heavily wooded, undulating terrain usually favors the defense.  Open, flat 
terrain usually favors the offense.  
  Much has been made of the post-war debate concerning Longstreet and his offensive-
defensive strategy.  Most of the focus in the discussion has been on Longstreet’s choice of words 
being viewed as criticism of Lee.  Little was addressed as to the claim of his comment on 
strategy.  As Tucker points out, “So whether or not a promise was made … He [Lee] departed 
from his plan…”41  as was his choice.  When Lee made this choice and under what circumstances 
are questions for consideration. 
 What was the plan proposed in Richmond during May 1863?  Did Lee propose to Davis 
an offensive or defensive battle?  Was the type of operation even discussed or did Lee suggest the 
type of operation would conform to the situation at the time of battle?  What were the intended 
parameters? On these questions, references do not exist on the meetings.  Certain related facts are 
known.  Lee and Longstreet discussed the plan prior to movement, and that discussion included 
defensive options.  Considering terrain, the outer-most boundaries of the proposed area of 
operations were outlined in the Hotchkiss maps.  Those maps were available to Lee for the May 
meetings, but it is unknown whether they were used.  

If there was specific agreement on the plan in Richmond, the plan evolved.  Did it change 
even before Lee left Virginia, or did it change after the original proposal was no longer in effect?  
One conclusion needs no detailed scrutiny.  Lee had flexibility.  As for other conclusions, the 
after-the-fact observers can look toward Lee’s education and experience along with some terrain 
analysis, Lee’s posture in relation to that terrain, his movement patterns and his knowledge of the 
enemy to construct some observations, if not conclusions. 

Sufficient evidence exists to hypothesize that Lee initially postured his army to fight a 
defensive battle in the vicinity of Hagerstown; then because of the lethargic Union movement, 
continued north to prepare for a defensive battle in the vicinity of Chambersburg.  Sometime on 
or before June 25, Lee opened the offensive option.  On June 29 Lee implemented that 
contingency when he changed his selected location for battle to the eastern side of South 
Mountain and into the open Susquehanna Valley. 

To prove these conclusions, some discussion of risk analysis, military operations and 
planning, and terrain analysis is warranted.  Employing this background information against 
Lee’s movement patterns and documentation will support the conclusions.  

Certain principles exist in all military operations.  Military operations are either offensive 
or defensive in nature.  In both the offense and defense the commander seeks options.  Once he 
runs out of options (or in other words, has made all necessary decisions), he no longer commands.  
Maneuver space inherently offers options.  The purpose of the defense is to buy time, economize 
forces, and develop conditions favorable for offensive operations.  Favorable conditions include 
weakening the opponent to the point where you can exploit that weakness to your advantage 
using an offensive phase, and seeking to encourage the attacker to make a mistake that can be 
exploited.  The purpose of the offense is to retain the initiative and set the tempo of the battle by 
forcing the enemy to respond to your actions, resulting in the defeat of the enemy. 

Common in all decisive operations, whether initially taking an offensive or defensive 
posture, an offensive phase is needed in which a large portion of friendly weapons effects is 
employed against a decisive point of the enemy.  Even an unsuccessful attacker, delivering blow 
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after blow on the defender, will not continue to do so to the point of attacker annihilation.  When 
the attacker becomes too weak to attack he will go on the defense himself, allowing initiative to 
pass to the other side to exploit if possible by a second offensive phase.  The defense alone can 
never result in decisive military victory over the enemy.  At best, the defense alone results in 
stalemate, and Lee was not interested in stalemate. 

Planning, as with execution, is a two-part equation.  The first part is, “What can I do to 
the enemy?” and the second is, “What can he do to me?”  A commander blends these two 
questions into a single conceptual plan.  He seeks to prevent the enemy from doing what the 
enemy wants to do, while at the same time he seeks to accomplish what he wants his own force to 
do.  It becomes a risk-payoff calculation done throughout the planning and execution phases.  
This calculation is a complex and personal process where commanders seek to maximize benefit 
and minimize cost.  Figure 5 depicts this mental process.  

Commanders 
always seek to get as 
close to the vertical axis 
as possible.  As one 
moves along the 
horizontal axis, cost 
increases to a point where 
the operation becomes a 
gamble.  Using the figure, 
we can graphically chart 
battles.  For example, at 
the battle of 
Fredericksburg for the 
Confederates, point A 
above (high benefit and 
low cost) represents what 
Lee might have been 
thinking as he watched the Army of the Potomac 
try to force a river crossing directly to his front against a dug-in, prepared defense on high 
ground.  Again, using Chancellorsville as an example, as Lee pondered the initial movement of 
the Army of the Potomac away from Fredericksburg and dividing his army, perhaps Lee saw an 
increasing risk and decreasing benefit (in the vicinity of point B).  And as he considered splitting 
his force again, southeast of Chancellorsville, some tactical analysts suggest Lee was in the 
“gamble range” (point C).  But if Lee could hit that exposed flank and force the Army of the 
Potomac back across the river he would increase his benefit and decrease his cost (point C1).  
And if he could cave the Northern army back upon itself, secure the bridge site and defeat the 
army in detail, the benefit would be even greater (point C2). 
 

Figure 5: Risk Analysis 
 

The model allows for some basic rigor to the mental process and provides a framework 
for evaluating decisions.  Obviously, the opposing commander ought to be using some form of 
this model as well. At the same time your opponent seeks to increase your cost and minimize 
your benefit, while decreasing his cost and maximizing his benefit.  While opposing commanders 
may both plan high benefit-low cost operations, the execution of those plans is another matter.  
Battles are fluid, opportunities open and close, and mistakes are made. 

In Figure 5 it is an error to assume that the point at which one side finds itself is the 
mirrored reflection of the enemy’s point at the same time.  Just because an operation is high 
benefit and low risk to one side does not suggest that it is necessarily high risk and low benefit to 

Figure 5 
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the other side.  For example, in the Battle of the Bulge during World War II, the Germans 
ventured a strategic defeat with a mid-range success against a temporary operational defeat with 
low cost for the Allies.  The German army was running out of options and a gamble became the 
result.   

  
TERRAIN ANALYSIS 

 
 Commanders conduct terrain analysis to determine the impact terrain will have on an 
operation, and to use what is gleaned from that analysis to plan an operation.  Commanders seek 
to move along protected routes and place friendly troops on advantageous terrain, while 
simultaneously encouraging the enemy into a disadvantageous position.  In determining what 
kind of battle to fight, one has to consider what the enemy will provide and allow you to execute 
and what the terrain will facilitate. 
   There are truisms regarding the impact of terrain on maneuver at both the tactical and 
operational level.  These truisms require the “all things being equal” caveat and an understanding 
of the capabilities of the time.  Commonly understood tactical truisms include: that attacking a 
flank is better than attacking frontally, and that flank attacks favor the attacker, while frontal 
attacks favor the defender.  Interior lines favor the defender is another.  Truisms exist at the 
operational level as well.  One is that flat, open terrain favors the defender, while undulating, 
compartmented terrain favors the attacker.  In open terrain, it is easier and shorter in distance for 
a defender to move to a blocking position than it is for an attacker to move to that same flank.  
Undulating terrain allows an attacker to move unseen along covered and concealed routes and 
mass to a flank faster than a defender can see that action and move to block the action.  Severe 
terrain such as mountains and rivers favors a defender, in that it allows the anchoring of a 
defendable line, permits the efficient use of reserves, and canalizes the attacker into a narrower 
front.  However, a river or mountain between defending units is a defender’s weakness, often 
sought by Napoleon as an opportunity to attack.  Roads facilitate movement and road hubs 
facilitate concentration and dispersal of forces.  And for battle, lastly the defender picks the place 
of battle and the attacker picks the time of battle.  These truisms offer advantage; they do not 
guarantee success. 

Terrain analysis is conducted at each level of command, properly “scoping” that analysis 
to that particular level of command.  For example, Lee conducted terrain analysis at the army 
level while brigade commanders conducted analysis at their level.  Each level also has different 
considerations.  Lee’s analysis of the impact of crossing the Potomac is considerably different 
than that of one of his brigade commanders.  Lee should have considered the scheduling of corps 
and divisions, using as many crossing sites as possible, durability of those crossing sites (because 
use for infantry is different than trains), availability of food and forage on both sides of the 
crossing location, front and flank security of the sites, defendable terrain on the far side so that 
forces could consolidate, road networks between crossing sites for consolidation if needed, and 
the potential for enemy contact.  On the other hand, brigade commanders organize their regiments 
in sequence to cross the site.  This example is not meant to imply that operational analysis is more 
complex than tactical analysis.  It is just different.  Similarly, seizing a small hilltop may escape 
Lee’s analysis altogether, while it would pose significant challenges for the brigade commander, 
such as at Barlow Knoll or Houck’s Ridge. 

Referring to the map at Figure 6, terrain analysis reveals certain key features at the 
operational level of war.  Key features include: the mountain ranges that form the Cumberland 
Valley isolating the northwest and the southeast side of the valley, the Potomac River at the 
southern end of the valley and the Susquehanna River at the northeast end of the valley and the 
extreme eastern side of the area of operations, the river crossing points along the Potomac and 
Susquehanna rivers, and the mountain passes along the South Mountain rangethat serve as 
entrance and exit points into the Cumberland Valley, the road networks that facilitate movement 
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into and out of the movement corridor formed by the Cumberland Valley, and the towns and 
cities located along the movement corridor and the cities located at the junction of roads with the 
most obvious being at Gettysburg, outside of the movement corridor on the east side of South 
Mountain. 

The mountain range on the north and west side of the Cumberland Valley has few passes, 
and they are difficult to traverse and lead to even more mountainous terrain.  The South Mountain 
range is a series of mountains that offers some protection from observation and, except for a 
limited number of passes, isolates the Cumberland Valley from the Susquehanna Valley to the 
east. The South Mountain range terminates south of Carlisle in the vicinity of Dillsburg/Mount 
Holly. The sides of these mountains, along with their spurs and ridges, offer excellent defensive 
battle positions to anchor flanks needed in the defense. 

Passes east of the Cumberland Valley are limited to four major routes and two minor 
routes.  Beginning in the south the major routes are Boonsborough to Frederick City, Greencastle 
to Emmitsburg/Fairfield, and Chambersburg to Gettysburg, and in the north, from Carlisle to 
Heidlersburg.  Minor passes are from Hagerstown, Cavetown, Mechanicstown (toward 
Emmitsburg) and routes from Shippensburg toward Heidlersburg that cross over the mountains.  
In most instances, these mountain passes serve as funnels (or choke points) from one valley to the 
other with one exception, the  Boonsboro to Frederick City pass.  These choke points restrict the 
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introduction of forces into and out of the Cumberland Valley.  Concentrated forces in the valley 
could attack the vanguard of any approaching force before its main body could close and unite in 
the valley.  Similarly, main body forces in the valley are restricted from easily concentrating 
beyond the valley and limiting the amount of mass and firepower a commander can quickly place 
on the enemy because of the restrictive passes.  The passes have the same effect as the pontoon 
bridge at Fredericksburg. 

 The Boonsboro-Frederick City pass is much wider with multiple routes of movement 
between those two points.  Additionally, multiple connecting roads create a patchwork-like 
network, allowing units to advance along multiple routes, reinforce each other, or move laterally 
across the area. This pass allowed for maneuver and concentration along multiple routes, 
supporting offensive operations more than defensive operations.  Given its width, it is more a 
small maneuver corridor than a pass.  Given the previous discussion on Lee’s lack of eastward 
movement from Hagerstown toward Washington, Lee would not be interested in moving toward 
the protection of Washington, but would have only received an attack near Hagerstown. 

The Susquehanna River is very wide in most places from the Juniata to the Chesapeake 
Bay, but is not deep. Therefore, it was fordable in many places in normal weather.42  Significant 
bridges existed at Wrightsville.  Near Harrisburg four bridges and at least one fording site 
existed.43  At the beginning of the campaign the water level was low;44 however, continuing rains 
throughout June, and the potential for destroying the bridge sites45 made crossing the 
Susquehanna a dangerous option for the Confederates.  For Union forces the bridges allowed 
reinforcing forces to join the battle area.  Up to June 29 usable bridges would have allowed the 
Confederates to seize Harrisburg and supplies, but after June 30, those same bridges allowed 
Union forces to reinforce and keep pressure on the Confederate northern flank and allowed the 
railroad to continue operation across Pennsylvania. 

The roads generally connected the previously mentioned cities and passes and along 
movement corridors.  There were road network hubs  at Hagerstown, Frederick City, Gettysburg, 
York, and to a lesser extent, at Hanover and Westminster.  These hubs allowed dispersed units to 
concentrate, and once concentrated, to maneuver along multiple axes of advance.  Similarly, if 
one side occupied a hub, the opposing force could not easily concentrate in that area, forcing that 
opposing force to use exterior lines to unite and fight, while the occupier of the hub used interior 
lines to reinforce and maneuver.   
It is significant to note the relationship between the passes and the road hub networks.   When the 
passes are overlaid with the hubs, it is clear that at least one hub appears at one end of each pass.  
It stands to reason that once a pass is traversed, the traveler would want the option of moving in 
as many directions as the terrain permits.  This is universally true for individuals, supply 
transports, and armies.  The occurrence of two large armies wanting to move from or to one of 
these road hubs cannot seriously be viewed as a chance happening. 

Choosing to fight in the Cumberland Valley favors a defensive battle.  Flanks can be 
anchored against hillsides and not as easily turned.  The enemy is forced to use the passes, which 
restrict the introduction of forces into the battle area.  The attacker requires time to mass his 
force, thereby providing the defender time to prepare the defense or consider options for 
offensive operations.  Defensive battles require less terrain.  Offensive battles require space to 
maneuver.46  Seeking a flank requires routes to the flank (preferably along covered and concealed 
routes) and sufficient space on that flank to form the unit into attack formation to bring weapons 
effects to bear on the enemy.  Open terrain allows attacks on other weaknesses such as lines of 
communications and trains.  

Lastly, note the relationship between Hagerstown, Chambersburg, and Harrisburg along 
the axis of advance; the relationship of those towns to nearby passes; and the location of road 
network hubs to those passes.  Also note the location of Gettysburg.  It is at a network hub and at 
the mouth of two mountain passes, and is almost equidistant from York, Chambersburg, and 
Carlisle/Harrisburg.  Terrain analysis facilitates a process that leads to certain understandings of 
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physical relationships between troops and terrain.  Lee selected a route that protected movement 
but also gave advantage when the fight occurred.  He moved to take advantage of the passes, 
knowing he would need those to concentrate his army.  When considering the data from both 
Figure 4 (March Tables) and Figure 6, one can discern that daily movement mileage was related 
to potential battle locales.  Note the forced marches for Hill and Longstreet between June 26 and 
28 in Figure 6.  This movement was a shift of battle area from Hagerstown to Chambersburg.  
Finally, it is not difficult to see that movement to battle would occur along these connecting 
routes.  Although Gettysburg is just one of four or five sites where concentration for both armies 
would occur, it was not chance that at least one army would concentrate here, as many writers 
would suggest. 

 
EXECUTING THE CAMPAIGN - MOVEMENT PHASE 

 
In the early movement beginning on June 3, Lee needed “to withdraw from Hooker’s 

front in such a way as to keep the Federal army on the defensive, and checkmate any counter-
movement”47 toward Richmond.  After Ewell seized Winchester, Longstreet’s corps was 
operating “with a view to embarrass the enemy as to our movements, so as to detain his forces 
east of the mountains, until A.P. Hill could get up to your [Ewell’s] support ...”48 

During the movement phase, two factors are critical to keep in mind.  First, Lee, as an 
operational commander, was thinking at least a couple of days in advance, because he had to 
factor in the lead time between Stuart’s notification and the arrival of the Army of the Potomac.  
In effect, movement accomplished on a specific day indicated how Lee wished to have his force 
positioned two to three days in the future.  To ascertain Lee’s intent, Confederate-initiated actions 
must be considered and isolated from the actions initiated by the Union force.  Lee, after all, did 
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not control the Union army.    Balancing the current with the future positions is a challenge, 
requiring the army commander to control the movement of not only his corps but his divisions as 
well.  The commander does not get the benefit by taking a snapshot every two or three days, but 
must achieve that balance each and every day as he prepares orders for his subordinates.  This 
complexity also explains why during the movement phase Lee controlled the movement of each 
of his divisions.  Lee provided some discretion for tactical activities, such as at Winchester and 
Harrisburg, but held a tight rein during movement to maintain that balance.  Secondly, Lee must 
have his forces positioned to accommodate and respond to whatever possible action the enemy 
may make on any day, while at the same time moving his forces to achieve the positions he 
desired two or three days in the future.  Figure 7 shows where Lee addressed the Northern army 
attacks in the Virginia gaps, using Stuart and Longstreet to defend the passes, while 
simultaneously repositioning Hill for further advances in the future.  One can see the second part 
of the challenge when one studies the positioning of June 23 or 24.  Lee envisioned and began 
movement to achieve that positioning on June 18 when Hill departed Sperryville, moved behind 
Longstreet June 19 to 21, replaced Early and allowed him to rejoin Ewell north of the Potomac on 
June 22, and allowed Ewell to continue movement on June 22.  Union activities, weather, and rest 
days might require some adjustments, but the forward-looking process occurred nevertheless. 

Lee wanted to get to the Potomac line, and even if Hooker had perfect intelligence, he 
would now have to wait to determine whether Lee was only conducting a raid into Maryland or 
moving his entire force.  Lee correctly viewed that Hooker faced a dilemma.  If Lee were only 
conducting a raid with part of his force as bait and Hooker crossed the Potomac prematurely with 
his main body, then Lee’s main body could advance against the remaining trail element.  Hooker 
would have to be sure of Lee’s commitment north before acting.  Hooker would have to wait, and 
Richmond was safe.  
 

HAGERSTOWN 
 
 Lee had commented favorably on the Hagerstown terrain nine months earlier, within a 
week of the Antietam battle and the return of his forces to Virginia.49  The Hagerstown area 
consisted of open, undulating terrain with a road network hub, allowing for concentration and 
maneuver.  Hagerstown was at the mouth of those multiple routes of advance of the 
Boonsborough-Frederick City pass. 
 Attacks initiated by Northern cavalry posed some challenges for Lee.  Referring to Figure 
7 and Figure 4 (March Tables), the delays in movement north for Longstreet and Hill are obvious.  
Lee had to determine if these attacks were a threat or a diversion.  Because the attacks were not 
followed up, Lee may have surmised that the Union army was distracting him to cover their 
crossing the Potomac.  On June 22 Lee wrote to Stuart that he feared the Army of the Potomac 
would steal and march and cross the Potomac.50 On June 23 Lee informed Davis that he thought 
the Army of the Potomac was laying pontoon bridges in preparation for movement.51  (While the 
Union army started building bridges on June 17 and 18,52 the 11th Corps did not cross on 
pontoons until June 25 at Edward’s Ferry.)  However, the actions of June 21 and 22 delayed 
unification of Early with Ewell and caused Longstreet to support Stuart with McLaws’ infantry 
on June 23.  

Had the Union army been crossing the Potomac during this time and the delay of 
Longstreet and Hill not occurred, those units would have been positioned to cross the Potomac by 
June 22 and support a battle near Hagerstown.  Ewell had pierced Pennsylvania and was 
threatening Chambersburg.  But all forces could concentrate near Hagerstown within two days.  If 
Hill and Longstreet were forced to fight south of the Potomac, Ewell could rejoin them within 
two days. Although Lee had to respond to the Union threat, his intent was to have Ewell 
concentrated north of the Potomac, and Hill and Longstreet positioned to cross the Potomac by 
June 22. 
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While Ewell received orders to move toward Harrisburg on June 22, he was recallable for 
a Hagerstown fight up to June 26 with two days’ advance notice.  Referring again to Figure 8, 
Ewell did not move a significant distance from June 22 to June 25. Instead, he gathered supplies 
and consolidated his corps during that time, rather than moving off to Harrisburg with extended 
marches. Indeed there was less to this order than obvious, as maps were not prepared for the 
division commanders for the Harrisburg advance until June 25.53 Therefore Lee did not launch 
Ewell until June 26.  What was Lee poised to do until June 25?  Looking at the map at Figure 8, 
the central point for forces to concentrate during this period was Hagerstown.    

During this advance Early, once he rejoined Ewell, protected the right flank of the 
advance by blocking passes along the route. Now freed from the enemy threat in Virginia, Hill 
crossed the river on June 24, and Longstreet was positioned to cross on June 25. Therefore given 
the terrain, the predicted two to three days’ advance notice, the slow movement of Ewell between 
June 20 and 25, and the intended Confederate positioning, the argument can be made that Lee 
intended to position himself between June 21 and 24 to fight a defensive battle near Hagerstown. 

Had the Army of the Potomac been more responsive in crossing the Potomac, Lee would 
have been positioned to accommodate a defensive battle in the Hagerstown area.  This is not to 
say that Lee would only have fought a defensive battle.  If the Army of the Potomac made a 
mistake in its advance, such as leaving an advance guard or flank exposed, an offensive option 
was open.   
 Without Union response, Lee had to either continue movement north or stop.  If the army 
stopped its northern movement, whatever supplies thus gathered would represent only a small 
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portion of requirements.  If Lee continued north, the Confederacy could continue to collect 
supplies and cause further intrigue in the political arena.   
 

CHAMBERSBURG 
 
 Many of the earlier references in this article regarding the potential of Harrisburg as a 
terrain-oriented objective also apply against the movement phase.  Lee’s directives, unit 
movement patterns, the severance of the lines of communication, and the expectations for Stuart 
require some elaboration and additional detail to appreciate the skill involved for planning and 
executing movement 

Despite the “demonstrations” to date, the Army of the Potomac was not advancing.  By 
June 25, with his main body poised to cross the Potomac and Chambersburg seized with no 
Union movement or follow-up to the cavalry battles, Lee had to consider the next phase.  
Retaining a majority of his force to await arrival of the Union army, Lee used an advanced guard 
to capture a series of increasingly important targets to draw the Army of the Potomac away from 
the protection of Washington. To accomplish this, Lee looked further north.  The main body 
would have to follow. 

Lee began preparation for this phase on or about June 20.  This underscores the 
complexity of operational planning.  Even as one phase continues to unfold, the operational 
leader must already be planning for the next phase.  Lee undertook several actions to address 
concerns about his lines of communication and flank security.  Some of them were operational 
and some were tactical.  

Operationally, on June 20 Lee had requested Major General Sam Jones to advance into 
western Virginia to draw off any enemy that might advance against his extreme left flank.54 As 
previously mentioned, Lee had also changed his repeated requests for additional forces to join 
him to requests for forces to advance toward Washington to strip forces from the Army of the 
Potomac and prevent any further Union reinforcements arriving from Washington.  Additionally, 
the request was designed to secure the extreme southeastern flank with these forces advancing 
toward Washington.   

At this point Lee knew that the only forces available to him would be those he now had.  
There was insufficient time for additional forces to join him and no additional force would be 
following him to protect his rear and his lines of communications.  Lee also decided on June 25 to 
write Davis informing him that he could no longer protect his lines of communication.  As 
previously discussed, this notification was a significant event.  Voluntarily severing supply lines 
is a drastic departure from established norms, previous education, and previous battles.  The army 
could be cut off and the capital exposed.  It can be argued that from this point forward, Lee was 
working from a contingency plan and not from a plan that was approved by Davis in Richmond in 
May.  For those who consider communication concerns overemphasized, one need only reflect on 
the recent response to events in Iraq when a squad of mechanics moving along lines of 
communication were killed and captured.  Suddenly, the retired generals were on the news - all 
saying the entire plan was flawed and that communication security had to be ensured before 
proceeding, etc.! 

Tactically, cavalry under John D. Imboden would screen the immediate left flank 
advancing as far west as possible, and cavalry under Ewell (Jenkins’ brigade) would assist with 
the direction of movement.  McLaws had been retained in Virginia to assist Stuart, but once 
McLaws rejoined the main body, the weak and exposed rear would be unprotected. As for the 
east, Stuart’s movement to rejoin Ewell would provide intelligence and security along that entire 
eastern flank.  

Although he ordered Ewell toward Harrisburg on June 21,55 by June 25 Ewell’s division 
commanders had “received orders for the next stage of the advance.”56 Beginning June 26, Ewell 
significantly increased his daily march miles.  Also, Longstreet and Hill had to quickly shift from 
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a fight in the Hagerstown area to the Chambersburg area with long marches.  Figure 4 shows 
these forced marches as the battlefield shifted. 

Lee directed Ewell to advance elements east of the mountains.  Lee suggested routes 
through Emmitsburg, Gettysburg, and McConnellsburg.57  Advancing on these three axes would 
clear the area of major forces and assist in gathering supplies from as large an area as possible.  
Using discretion, Ewell sent Early’s division due east while the rest of the corps would head 
toward Carlisle, organized as an advance guard.58  Lee wrote that advancing Early due east was 
designed “to retain it [the Army of the Potomac] on the east side of the mountains …”59  This 
action by Early would also encourage the Northern army to advance in a wider arc, dispersing its 
advancing forces from Frederick City to York.   

Lee had to continue balancing the movement forward. The question became how far.   
Lee anticipated, in his current position poised for a battle near Hagerstown, that he would have 
two to three days’ advance notification from Stuart.  In theory the farther north he went, the more 
advanced notice he would have.  But the further north he went, the more exposed his rear and his 
lines of communication became. 
Should his lead corps actually get as far as the Susquehanna and the seizure of Harrisburg, Lee 
would have to be able to concentrate his force within no more than three days, about the same 
time it would take the Northern army to advance from the Potomac to the Emmitsburg-
Westminster line using forced marches.  With the dispersal of Confederate forces and the South 
Mountain range now separating elements of Ewell’s advance-guard and the main body, the 
mountain passes would be needed to concentrate.  Control of the passes would also prevent the 
Union army from using them to advance before Lee could concentrate, cutting off or delaying 
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arrival of Lee’s dispersed forces.  Chambersburg, at the mouth of a main pass, in the Cumberland 
Valley, and within three days’ march of Wrightsville and Carlisle, was the only locale that met 
those criteria for the main body.  From June 25 to 28 the main body movement phase to 
Chambersburg was completed.   

Along with access for concentration, Chambersburg offered good ground to fight a 
defensive battle.  Once his force was concentrated, this area offered Lee excellent terrain.  The 
mountain spurs and ridges offered good defensive terrain with sufficient maneuver space for the 
offensive phase. The Army of the Potomac could only advance through limiting choke points 
(passes) and if the it would offer battle in the area it would also have limited escape routes out of 
it.  The passes would become, in essence, like the bridge-crossing site at Chancellorsville.  
Perhaps, this time Lee could cut the Northern army off before its escape and destroy it against the 
mountains.  The area had a sufficient amount of space to maneuver, but not enough space to 
quickly withdraw. 

To successfully execute this concentration, timely intelligence was absolutely vital.  If the 
Union army got closer than three days’ march, Early either would be cut off from the main body 
or would have to rejoin using the York-Carlisle-Chambersburg route and might miss the battle 
with the necessary four to five days of marching.  Lee’s reliance on Stuart was critical. 

At Chambersburg Longstreet’s corps would provide rear and flank security with 
McLaws’ division closing from the south on June 28 into the area, and Hood’s division (Brigadier 
General E.M. Law’s brigade) at New Guilford watching the southeast toward the Emmitsburg 
Pass.  Brigadier General John Buford of the Union army’s Cavalry Corps proved on June 29 that 
the Confederate lines of communication were exposed.  On his march to Fairfield, Buford moved 
his cavalry division through a portion of the Cumberland Valley from Boonsborough, Cavetown, 
and Monterey Springs to Fairfield, and did not report enemy contact until Fairfield.60  
 

MOVE FROM CHAMBERSBURG 
 
 Even as Lee finished the planning for this new phase, he anticipated his positioning at the 
end of that phase in relation to the Union army as if the enemy were moving.  This level of 
insightful planning is particularly noteworthy.  Projecting his closure in the Chambersburg 
“bowl” and the seizure of Carlisle, Lee was now looking forward from that point at least four 
additional days.  To date he had selected terrain that favored a defensive battle, lending some 
credence to Longstreet’s desire for a defensive battle.  Again referring to the march tables, 
Longstreet and Hill had conducted significant marches in order to now rest at their destination of 
Chambersburg.  They were retained in that location in support of the defensive option.  

While the defensive option for Chambersburg remained in effect from June 25 through 
28Lee was wisely opening other options.  Offensive options entered the picture.  Isaac Trimble 
noted in a post-war account of a conversation on June 25 in which Lee made several points:  The 
well-rested Confederates could concentrate within forty-eight hours east of South Mountain; Lee, 
once he learned which roads the Union army would use, would seek an offensive battle against 
the Northern army’s leading elements, then go after the main body; and the battle would be in the 
vicinity of Gettysburg or Emmitsburg.61  Post-war accounts always draw skepticism, even in the 
diary-like format written by the Confederate veteran.62  Timely accounts, though, cannot be 
discounted.  On June 26, Hotchkiss noted in his diary, “General Lee wrote to Gen. Ewell that he 
thought the battle would come off near Frederick City or Gettysburg,”63 confirming that post-war 
account of Lee’s current thoughts during that time. 

Lee’s comments also show his belief that his army was much more agile and mobile than 
his adversary’s.  For Lee to march from his  locations on June 25 to Emmitsburg (approximately 
fifty-eight miles) faster than the Army of the Potomac could get there (in a route that required 
thirty miles of marching) and on June 26 to get to Frederick (in a route requiring seventy-one 



 117 

miles of marching versus the Union twelve) shows that Lee felt the Army of the Potomac was 
lethargic.  This assumption was a critical miscalculation. 

These predictions were obviously predicated on Union response with about four days’ 
lead time.  Lee believed that his army could be notified of the Union army’s crossing the 
Potomac, reverse its current operation, concentrate at Gettysburg, and move south from that 
point, even as far as Frederick City, faster than the Union army could move from its crossing sites 
to Frederick City.  The difference in distance, coupled with times required for notification and 
issuance of a change in orders, strongly suggest that Lee thought his army was considerably more 
responsive than the Army of the Potomac.64 Constant in the comments is concentration east of the 
mountains away from the naturally defensive protection offered by the mountains and passes, and 
movement to or through Gettysburg into the offense-favoring open, rolling terrain.  Also, it is 
interesting to note that all cities are at road hubs at the mouth of a mountain pass, and Gettysburg 
was a part of either contingency. 

To see the battle unfold in a commander’s mind days before the event, is the essence of 
planning at the operational level.  To demonstrate the martial intellect of Lee, Colonel A.L. Long 
noted that Lee saw this option of Gettysburg, along with York, Chambersburg, and unspecified 
strategic points in Maryland, two weeks before leaving Fredericksburg.65  Of course, Lee’s vision 
of how the campaign might unfold was predicated on the response of the Union army, but it 
shows an understanding of what was likely to occur -- what had the most chance of occurring -- 
even before movement began.  (If Burnside had had this ability at Fredericksburg, the 1st Division 
would never have crossed the pontoon bridge!) 

From Lee’s comments above, several common points emerge.  Lee needed the road 
network hubs first to concentrate his army and then to be able to move in a variety of directions to 
meet the enemy in battle.  The offensive option was now on the table.  Finally, with the 
anticipated advance warning from Stuart, this battle would occur three to four days after closure 
at Chambersburg and Carlisle and between one and three days after concentration.  That 
concentration was to be at Gettysburg.  Any further movement would be based on how close the 
enemy was and in what direction it was moving.  Lee also needed Stuart and others to tell him 
where the lead Union elements were, so that Lee could advance over the appropriate roads. Given 
that Lee had limited information on Union army movement, it also confirms that the Army of the 
Potomac was the original objective and neither Harrisburg nor Baltimore, as the Hotchkiss note 
was written as Ewell moved north through Shippensburg.  

By June 28, Lee had to begin yet another phase, again due to the lack of movement by the 
Northern army -- or at least his belief that the army had not moved.  The defensive option for 
Chambersburg would terminate on June 29.  The Northern army, at least to Lee’s knowledge, 
remained static, so he issued orders for Hill to move to York, cross the Susquehanna, and assist 
Ewell with Harrisburg.  Longstreet would support.66  Later that night, intelligence changed.  
Harrison reported to Longstreet, then to Lee, that three Union corps were near Frederick, two 
were at South Mountain, and the remaining two were unlocated.67  

Where was Stuart?  With five corps across the Potomac, Stuart should be arriving 
momentarily.  The information from that report was only valid on the evening of June 27 and 
morning of June 28.  Even as Harrison made the report late on June 28, the Union army units 
threatening Lee’s lines of communication were moving away from Lee’s tether.  Ironically, as 
Lee considered his response, the threat was subsiding.  Had Stuart performed as Lee expected, he 
would not only have notified Lee of the crossing but would have also maintained contact and 
provided updates.  Lee was responding to dated, invalid intelligence. 

The information he had, however, pointed to the worst of all options.  If only one or two, 
or even three Union army corps were located at South Mountain and the others were located 
across a wider fan, those nearby corps might be considered an inviting target for Longstreet and 
Hill, while Ewell rejoined the army.  But with at least five corps threatening Lee’s lines of 
communication, he would have to respond.  If the Army of the Potomac had advanced across an 
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arc from Frederick City toward York, Lee would have retained all his options, including 
withdrawal to Virginia, defense at Chambersburg, and movement east through Gettysburg.  With 
timely, accurate, and continuous intelligence Lee could have seized supplies and returned home, 
or fought a battle in the Chambersburg area.  Lee had just lost that option.  Now he had to fight. 

Lee countermanded his earlier orders regarding Harrisburg and began concentrating his 
army.68  Lee was still without Stuart, but he did not recall Jenkins’ brigade from Ewell, and to 
compound this error, Ewell let Jenkins remain in the Harrisburg area another day, when he could 
have used him to advantage as much as Lee, screening the route and providing intelligence.  
Perhaps Lee expected Stuart momentarily as he waited two additional days to recall Imboden.69  
An effective staff would have helped.  In any event the Northern army was across the Potomac 
and a significant portion of the critical advanced warning had evaporated.  Lee was in a time-
constrained environment. 

Lee’s initial response to Harrison’s report was to fall back on his original defensive plan 
and concentrate Ewell at Chambersburg.70  Lee anticipated having four to five days’ warning.  
Ewell would take two to three days to rejoin at Chambersburg, or as long as four days if Early 
returned via Carlisle.  In that time the Northern army could either advance behind Lee and force 
him to fight his way back south, or advance toward Gettysburg and interpose between Early and 
the Army of Northern Virginia.  Lee could not advance west into the mountains or move north, 
further exposing his lines of communication.  He could advance south, but that would increase 
the time and distance required to concentrate with Ewell.  He could not “await an attack” in 
Chambersburg.71  Lee’s only option was to move east and lose another option. 

“To prevent his [the Northern army’s] further progress in that direction [toward 
Hagerstown and his lines of communication],”72 and perhaps at the suggestion from Longstreet, 
the point of concentration was shifted eastward across the mountains early on June 29.73  Lee 
confirmed this intent with separate comments to different people.  To General Hood Lee stated, 
“Ah, General, the enemy is a long time finding us; if he does not succeed soon, we must go in 
search of him.”74  Lee also told people near his headquarters: “Tomorrow, Gentlemen, we will not 
go to Harrisburg, as we expected, but will go over to Gettysburg and see what General Meade is 
after.”75  (The reference to “General Meade” may be questioned as some speculate that Lee might 
not have yet known Meade had been appointed commander of the Army of the Potomac. , but to 
discount the entire quote as invalid misses the main thrust of Lee’s intent.) 

Lee changed his earlier guidance and notified Ewell to use routes east of the mountain if 
possible “in the direction of Gettysburg, via Heidlersburg.”76  It was in this timeframe that the 
previously discussed comments by Hotchkiss and Trimble were made about Ewell’s state of mind 
and reaction to changes in orders.  Hotchkiss was referring to an unidentified “disappointment,” 
while Trimble described Ewell’s response to a third change in orders received on the night of 
June 30.  Ewell acted prudently with the first order sending Johnson’s division with the trains 
back along the valley, while Rodes and Early moved east of South Mountain so they could 
support each other if needed. 

By the time the second courier arrived, Johnson with the corps trains, moving under the 
previous instructions, had moved along the valley route west of the mountains.  These 
instructions to Ewell were specific.  The change of instructions, along with Lee’s June 26 note to 
Ewell regarding Frederick City and Gettysburg should have caused irritation to Ewell.  The 
concentration point was moving eastward. Whether Ewell thought he had discretion making a 
judicious decision, or did not want to change his orders to Johnson making a less-than-considered 
decision, Ewell allowed Johnson to continue.  Johnson should have been recalled, directed to use 
another route over the mountain near Shippensburg, or directed forced marches for Johnson and 
the corps trains.  Would he have enough time to concentrate his corps before battle?  By the night 
of June 30, the next change, along with rumors of 11th Corps and Federal cavalry in the area, was 
more than sufficient reason for Ewell to react strongly against his decision made the day before, 
permitting Johnson to continue.  In a post-war account, Ewell recognizes the significance of his 
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decision.77  “The looker on” was headed for a battle with one division and his logistics out of 
position.   
  

CASHTOWN - ALONG THE WAY 
 
 Cashtown was never the preferred locale for concentration or battle.  At best it was a way 
point that guided movement for a short time on June 29 and a defendable position if battle was 
unsuccessful prior to 2:00 P.M. on June 30.  The terrain around Cashtown offers very few 
positive military advantages and significant disadvantages. 
 Hill began movement eastward under the guidance of the initial order,78 with Longstreet 
following Hill.79  Any confusion caused by a second order to Hill on June 29 would have no 
short-term impact because on June 29, Hill was still moving to secure Cashtown.  Hill occupied 
Cashtown on June 29 with Heth’s division.  William Pender was preparing to close there the next 
day. Additionally, Cashtown is only mentioned as a potential alternative for concentration, “as 
circumstances might dictate,”80 but that window opened and closed so quickly on June 30 that no 
after-action report dwells on it. Neither Lee nor any subordinate mentioned Cashtown as the 
objective, nor stopping there, nor having to issue or receive additional orders once arriving there.  
By June 30, Hill was beyond Cashtown.  With Hill’s second note to Ewell early on July 1 stating 
that he was advancing on Gettysburg,81 Hill further implements the order from June 28 by 
cooperating with Ewell.  Cashtown only became a fall-back position if link-up at Gettysburg 
failed to materialize.82  

Using Cashtown as a point of concentration would have further hindered closure of 
Longstreet.  If Lee anticipated a fight, particularly at Cashtown, he would have let Longstreet 
precede Ewell’s trains.  Without continuing intelligence updates on enemy movement and his 
belief that the Army of the Potomac could not rapidly close into the battle area, Lee himself 
directed the trains to go forward and Longstreet to wait.83  Cashtown, located only two miles from 
the mouth of the pass, had to be cleared.  Johnson (and the fourteen miles of Ewell’s trains)84 had 
already blocked Longstreet’s advance for nine hours.  If Cashtown were the destination, those 
trains would have occupied the road back beyond Fayetteville, blocking Longstreet.  Lee’s 
decision to let Ewell’s trains precede Longstreet proves that Lee expected to move beyond 
Cashtown.  It further proves that Lee had not anticipated a significant battle, or general 
engagement, on July 1. 

Cashtown had insufficient terrain for offensive options and depth of space for the trains, 
hospitals, and other administrative and logistical areas. The road network in the area did not 
support Lee’s intent to determine on which route the enemy was advancing to meet the vanguard.  
Cashtown almost locks Lee into a defensive posture.  Defense in Cashtown would necessitate all 
sixty miles of trains85 using a single road for re-supply and evacuation of troops, artillery, 
ambulances, prisoners, etc. in case of defeat. The use of a single road for both supplies moving 
east and, if required, the army retreating west is a recipe for disaster.  In case of retreat, the “pass 
time” (the time it takes a unit to march past a specific point) for the entire Army of Northern 
Virginia would be in excess of forty hours!  Sixty miles of trains, nine divisions, and 300 cannons 
would take at least eighty-five miles of road, all evenly spaced, continuous and well-coordinated, 
unencumbered by defiles, delays, and enemy activity and almost two full days of marching.  
Occupying Cashtown did not ensure link-up with Ewell’s elements, as the Army of the Potomac 
could interpose between Ewell and Cashtown.  By fighting at Cashtown, Lee would be placing 
himself in the exact position in which he sought destruction of Hooker on May 3 at 
Chancellorsville.  Commanders seek options, and Cashtown did not provide them. Cashtown is 
the epitome of “painting yourself into a corner.” 

Lastly, Lee had to advance sufficiently beyond Cashtown to ensure the Army of the 
Potomac arrested its movement west against Lee’s lines of communication.  Lee had to 
demonstrate to the Northern army commander, completely and unequivocally, that the Army of 
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Northern Virginia was committed to moving east of the mountains.  Half measures would create 
confusion or uncertainty and thereby would not ensure that the Army of the Potomac would 
change from a threat to Lee’s lines of communication.  If Lee stopped at Cashtown, would the 
Northern army commander discern the Confederate change in intent?  Lee had to advance into the 
open terrain and commit to battle beyond Cashtown, and he had to make contact with Northern 
forces to ensure that the opposing commander got the message.  
   

ON TO GETTYSBURG 
 
 Hill is often criticized for bringing on a fight in Gettysburg.  Facts do not support that 
charge.  Throughout the campaign, Lee directed the individual movement of each division, 
usually by name, yet some writers (including Longstreet)86 would believe that suddenly Hill 
decided on his own to advance all three of his divisions beyond Cashtown and that during the 
morning meeting with Lee on June 30, Hill did not discuss his current dispositions (Pettigrew was 
already moving to Gettysburg.) or his future movements, and Lee did inquire about Hill’s future 
actions.  Quite the opposite is more probable.  One can argue that Hill went back to Lee to clarify 
any conflicting orders received over the past two days and to confirm that Hill understood what 
Lee wanted.  If Hill did not discuss his movement, Lee certainly would have.  

In an application of “chicken or egg” circular logic, Lee’s defenders have an interest in 
furthering the Cashtown claim.  The logic goes like this:  Lee wanted to fight at Cashtown.  
Therefore, the failure resulting from the movement to Gettysburg had to rest on someone else’s 
shoulders. And Hill brought on the fight, so therefore Hill was responsible for the battle and Lee 
remained an uninvolved observer.  To challenge this logic trail, the official reports speak for the 
individuals themselves. 
In part, this controversy is fueled by Wilbur Nye’s assessment of Cashtown87 even though the 
orders clearly show all three corps either in movement or awaiting movement to Gettysburg.  
Lee’s own reports from July 4 and July 31, 1863 clearly identify Gettysburg as the point of 
concentration. (His January 1864 report is not specific.)  The earlier reports were made before 
subordinates provided input and therefore clearly show Lee’s intent.  Longstreet, in his official 
report, also states, “... the troops set out for Gettysburg …”88  Lee had all nine divisions in 
movement toward Gettysburg, with five of them awaiting passage through the Cashtown pass.  It 
is incorrect to conclude that, because Lee did not have complete knowledge of the enemy, he had 
no knowledge of the enemy.  To review what had been reported to Lee and when it was reported: 
Lee was told that five corps were within thirty-five miles of Gettysburg on June 28, two days 
earlier.  (Two corps were unlocated at that time, which usually poses more of a concern.)  Early 
on June 30, Lee told Hill in a morning meeting that he believed that elements of the Northern 
army were “at Middleburg, and have not yet struck their tents,”89 some eight miles southeast of 
Emmitsburg and within one day’s march of Gettysburg.  For Lee to have this information on June 
30, it must have been gathered by his “scouts” early on June 30 or before.  The 11th and 12th corps 
were near Middleburg at that time.  During that same time 1st Corps was just south of 
Emmitsburg, but apparently no scouts reported this to Lee or Hill.  All these units were on the 
road fairly early on June 30.  While Hill’s “scouts” corroborated the information, the data was 
again dated and should have been treated as such.  Lee continued to believe the Army of the 
Potomac could not rapidly close that fifteen-mile gap. 
Assuming that Lee did not get the report about Buford’s contact with federal cavalry in Fairfield 
from June 30, Lee had at least one report of cavalry in Gettysburg from Hill.  Later on June 30, as 
a result of Pettigrew’s move to and subsequent withdrawal from Gettysburg, Hill notified Lee that 
Union cavalry were in Gettysburg and that he intended to move to Gettysburg the next day to 
develop the situation.90  Had Lee wished to delay Hill, he would have returned Hill’s courier with 
those instructions. 
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Lee knew that cavalry were used to provide intelligence and early warning.  Cavalry was 
deployed in relation to infantry forces.  If the infantry were too far away, the cavalry was exposed 
to danger and the infantry was too far away to act on any information provided by the cavalry.  If 

the cavalry was too close to the infantry, the infantry would not have sufficient time to adjust its 
formation to meet the threat to advantage.  So, where there is cavalry, the infantry cannot be too 
far.  Hill also informed Ewell of the presence of cavalry in his first of two notes, cooperating with 
Ewell.91 

Against this information on June 30 few key leaders seemed to have any foreboding of 
the possibility of a significant fight the next day in Gettysburg.  Hill seemed to appreciate the 
impending traffic jam on June 30 by directing Anderson to expedite movement on July 1.92 
Others seemed unconcerned, including Lee, who was described as cheerful on the morning of 
July 1.93 

Lee states in his report that he moved east of the mountains to draw the Army of the 
Potomac away from his lines of communication.  So assuming that the Northern army responded 
in the way in which Lee desired and for which he was planning, it becomes difficult to accept the 
premise that the Confederates just stumbled into a fight due to the impetuous Hill.  Lee 
maneuvered to draw the enemy north, away from his rear in the Cumberland Valley, rather than 
west.  And since Lee met the Northern army headed north, seemingly in accommodation of his 
expressed desire, it is difficult to lay that responsibility on Hill. 

To conclude that Lee was not moving to Gettysburg and was not expecting some level of 
conflict, one has to ignore many factors.  Lee specifically showed consideration for Gettysburg in 
his comments to Isaac Trimble and his note to Ewell prior to Harrison’s report.  Lee specifically 
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identified Gettysburg in his comments to Hood and headquarters staff personnel after receiving 
Harrison’s report.  Lee specifically identified Gettysburg in two of three official reports.  His 
troop dispositions and orders to subordinates confirm that intent.  Lastly, if the battle was so 
unexpected, and Lee was so unprepared, both mentally and physically, with his force, then 
pressing the offense would have been the last option on his mind as he reached Herr’s Ridge at 
3:00 P.M. on July 1. 

The question then was not, “Was cavalry in Gettysburg?”  Lee knew there was.  The 
question was not, “Was infantry within supporting distance?” Lee knew there was.  The question 
was, “How many Federal corps were around Gettysburg and how fast could the remaining corps 
close?” 

As July 1 began, Lee did not send a courier to stop Hill’s movement – he came himself to 
judge what to do after link-up between Hill and Ewell.  With the sound of the cannon, Lee’s first 
problem was to ensure link-up.  He knew that Ewell was short Johnson’s division and without his 
sustaining trains.  His next problem was security.  He had to detail infantry forces (first Pickett at 
Chambersburg, then Anderson toward Fairfield on July 1) for flank and rear security to the 
detriment of the main battle.94  The decision to conduct offensive or defensive operations would 
be deferred until Hill and Ewell made contact and more knowledge of the enemy could be gained. 
Without Stuart to protect and screen a shift south and east, and with Longstreet still in the 
Cumberland Valley, Lee could not slide off to good defendable terrain or at least maneuver, so 
another option was unavailable.  Lee was running out of options.  With Lee’s belief that his army 
was more responsive than the Army of the Potomac, a window for offensive operations was open. 

Once Lee arrived at Herr’s Ridge, he concluded the link-up was assured and he could 
turn his attention to the type of battle he sought.  In the defense-offense discussion, the pendulum 
model serves to show some of the myriad of factors in making the decision.  On the pro-defense 
side of the pendulum, several factors were present.  They included the enemy unknowns (How 
many Union corps can close and how rapidly?  Had they been conducting forced marches?  With 
the absence of Stuart for security, how much infantry could be diverted for security?), the friendly 
unknowns (How rapidly can these forces close from the Cashtown pass?  Where and in what 
condition is Ewell?  Where is Stuart?), and the neutral unknowns (Where is good fighting terrain?  
What impact will the weather have on both sides?).  On the pro-offense side of the pendulum 
were factors such as training, experience, the knowledge that offense retains the initiative, and the 
number of friendly troops already present.  The pendulum includes the cost-benefit risk-
management issue.  What could be gained and what might it cost?  It is foolhardy to suggest or 
believe that these were all the factors.  No one can qualify or quantify the factors as they existed 
in Lee’s mind at any one point in time.  In general terms however, the application of this model 
can demonstrate the complexity of these decisions in a fluid situation.   

Given those “unknowns,” the guidance not to bring on a general engagement seemed 
appropriate, until the number of Union infantry corps in the area could be determined. That 
guidance further indicates that Lee knew he was moving toward an unknown size enemy force, 
that offensive movement was possible and that, given the previous intelligence reports, some 
level of battle was therefore possible. On July 1, as Lee approached the battlefield, he thought he 
had his answer.  The pendulum tilted to offense.  Once Lee was comfortable with the number of 
Union corps on the field, and with his belief that this was an isolated force with the remaining 
Northern army units in slow movement, he brought on the general engagement.  Just as Lee had 
predicted as a likely option five days earlier, he made the decision to fight at Gettysburg.   
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 
 During the planning and movement phases of the campaign, Lee corrected many stated 
and unstated weaknesses in command issues, particularly with the resizing of combat power. 
However, weaknesses in control went uncorrected, particularly in headquarters staff work at army 
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level and team work at corps level.  Lee was force-oriented for the campaign.  He maintained a 
balanced “stance” in his movement through June 25, maximizing the securing of supplies.  He 
was able to easily meet Federal thrusts by temporarily delaying Early and McLaws while in that 
phase.  He used terrain appropriately to position his forces to advantage, first at Hagerstown and 
then at Chambersburg. However, after June 25 he created a gap in that balanced positioning when 
he exposed his lines of communication, creating a weakness that became evident to him three 
days later. With the combination of Stuart’s absence and the belief the Union army was 
advancing on his lines of communication, Lee was forced toward battle either at or south of 
Gettysburg.  Lee thought he could get to Gettysburg without a significant fight.  He thought he 
could concentrate his force faster than his opponent.  He wrote on July 24, 1863, “The march 
toward Gettysburg was conducted more slowly than it would have been had the movements of the 
Federal Army been known.”95 

For Lee’s part, Stuart’s absence does not absolve Lee from acting prudently.  Indeed, the 
opposite is true.  Lee should have been all the more cautious, using whatever cavalry present, and 
in their absence moving quickly and decisively between points of favorable terrain.  Lee should 
have been pushing Hill to the road junction at Gettysburg, rather than allowing his slow and 
methodical movement, giving consideration for troop comfort.  By moving quickly, even blindly 
without cavalry, one minimizes the chance of getting caught between points of favorable terrain, 
such as halfway between Chambersburg and Gettysburg, strung out on a single road.  Effort 
should have been made to clear the Cashtown pass as quickly as possible once the decision was 
made to move from Chambersburg. 
 The absence of reliable and continuing intelligence pushed Lee toward uncomfortable 
alternatives.  Lee made his plan with reliance on Stuart to be present.  Even as that became 
increasingly problematic, Lee continued to move as if Stuart (and the intelligence he would 
provide) was present.  The absence of security elements (i.e., Stuart) on June 30 and July 1 made 
operational maneuvers “impracticable.”  The impact of poor staff work led to the collision of 
forces awaiting movement at the Cashtown pass.  The use of discretionary orders, and the 
resulting incorrect assumptions by Lee and Ewell, contributed to that collision. Lee should have 
pushed the movement through the pass.  With his preconceived opinion on the movement 
capability of the Army of the Potomac, Lee failed to consider the maxim:  “In the absence of 
intelligence to the contrary, assume the enemy will act prudently.”    

Finally, Lee had sufficient intelligence, education, and experience to expect some level of 
battle at Gettysburg.  He could not have been surprised of the presence of Federal cavalry.  He 
should not have been surprised that some Union corps would be within supporting distance.  
 Ewell’s overall performance was favorable in the days leading up to July 1, with two 
exceptions.  Ewell deserves some criticism for his handling of Jenkin’s cavalry and his move 
toward Gettysburg.  While Lee’s second note provides some discretion to Ewell, it clearly shows 
intent to move east of the mountains.  Ewell failed to “see the battlefield from the eyes of his 
commander.”  Any fight east of the mountains required an operational commander to retain his 
trains to support that fight. While Johnson’s division may have already proceeded too far 
southwest to backtrack, the trains had not and were needed for battle. 

Ewell may have thought that the Cashtown pass would be clear by the time Johnson 
arrived.  He was in receipt of orders that showed Hill and Longstreet moving east beginning June 
29.  If Hill and Longstreet had moved quickly through the pass, the pass would be clear by July 1, 
when Johnson would need it.  With decisive movement by Hill and Longstreet, Johnson would 
not have caused any conflicts. The trains though, were needed for battle.  Ewell acted within the 
constraints of the orders, but he made assumptions, and Lee made assumptions in issuing them.  
The error came when Ewell failed to discern Lee’s intent and act in concert with that intent by 
diverting or expediting his trains and Johnson.  Given that Ewell had allowed Jenkins to remain 
an extra day near Carlisle (a mistake unto itself), he compounded the error by not recalling the 
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trains and using Jenkins to guard them as they moved south with the corps from Carlisle. To be 
sure, Lee should have used these cavalry assets more efficiently. 

From an operational perspective, Longstreet and Hill, as trail units in movement, did not 
have many chances to commit errors or create opportunities.  When Hill assumed the lead in 
advance to Gettysburg, he cleared the pass in support of operational requirements.  (Hill saw the 
battlefield from the commander’s eyes, but perhaps Lee did not anticipate the need the clear the 
pass quickly because of his beliefs regarding the responsiveness of his adversary.)  Tactically, 
Hill might have been more useful in accompanying Heth on July 1. 

Lee was in a race for the Gettysburg road network, but he did not know where the main 
body of the other contestant was.  If Lee could get there first, he would advance at least through 
the town to control the far side of the hub, thereby denying Meade the ability to concentrate (and 
in doing so, control Cemetery Hill). If Meade got there first, he would advance beyond the town 
to the north and west to prevent concentration of Lee’s army.  (Reynolds understood this 
operational need.)  The winner of the race got interior lines and the loser got exterior lines, if the 
loser chose to remain and fight. The question remains: “What would Lee have done, once he 
arrived at the road hub?”  Insufficient information is available to draw any conclusions.  It is also 
not relevant.  On July 1, Lee implemented the movement that he had planned since June 29.  His 
intent was clear.  Lee was moving to Gettysburg.  
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