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Hindman’s division of Polk’s corps to strike Negley from the north 
on 10 September, and commanded Hill to have Maj. Gen. Patrick 
R. Cleburne’s division attack the Federal front by marching west 
across Pigeon Mountain. General Hill, however, did not order 
the advance, and although Hindman came within four miles of 
Negley’s Union column at Davis’ Cross Roads, he soon stopped 
his advance when he realized Hill was not attacking. Learning 
that Hindman’s Confederates were approaching from the north, 
Negley took up defensive positions near Davis’ Cross Roads and 
called for help. Although Bragg reinforced Hindman with two 
divisions of Buckner’s corps, the rebels still failed to launch an 
attack. Infuriated, Bragg tried again on 11 September to bag the 
Federals. However, Brig. Gen. Absalom Baird’s division joined 
Negley, and the two divisions withdrew from the cove westward to 
Steven’s Gap in Lookout Mountain. Bragg’s attempt to annihilate 
an isolated Federal division had failed. 

Growing frustrated at his subordinates’ inability or unwill-
ingness to obey his orders, Bragg next sought to attack part of 
Crittenden’s troops, moving toward Lee and Gordon’s Mill, on 
West Chickamauga Creek in Georgia about ten miles south 
of Chattanooga. Bragg ordered Polk to attack at dawn on 13 
September with his own and Walker’s Reserve Corps, but by 
morning Crittenden was concentrated on the west side of 

Lee and Gordon’s Mill
(Library of Congress)



22 23

Chickamauga Creek, and Polk lost his opportunity to launch an 
assault against the Federals. 

Rosecrans now realized that Bragg was not in full retreat and 
that he had narrowly avoided a trap. The Union commanding 
general began frantic efforts to concentrate his dispersed corps 
near Chattanooga, thus abandoning his offensive against Bragg’s 
supply lines. On 12 September, he ordered McCook and Stanley 
to move north from Alpine to join Thomas at Steven’s Gap. Both 
corps were to link up with Crittenden at Lee and Gordon’s Mill. 
Once united, the combined forces of the Army of the Cumberland 
would join Granger’s reserves at Rossville, Georgia, at a gap in 
Missionary Ridge near Chattanooga, and then retire to that city. 
McCook’s troops met up with Thomas’ corps on 17 September, 
then began to move toward Lee and Gordon’s Mill. Within a 
few days, Rosecrans would have about fifty-eight thousand men 
concentrated near the mill on West Chickamauga Creek.

The Battle of Chickamauga
Rosecrans’ concern for his army’s safety was warranted, 

as Bragg planned to launch an attack on the Union position 
from the north along Chickamauga Creek to push the Army 
of the Cumberland south into McLemore’s Cove, where the 
Confederates could trap and destroy it. Even if Rosecrans got away, 
Bragg could recapture Chattanooga, forcing the Federals back 
across the Tennessee River. Confirmation that reinforcements 
were en route from Virginia further encouraged Bragg to attack 
Rosecrans, a decision supported by his corps commanders. Bragg 
decided to have Polk’s and Hill’s corps demonstrate against the 
Federals to keep them in place around Lee and Gordon’s Mill, the 
Army of the Cumberland’s left flank. Meanwhile, a Confederate 
flanking force made up of Buckner’s and Walker’s corps, along 
with a provisional division under Brig. Gen. Bushrod R. Johnson, 
would cross Chickamauga Creek to the north at several fords and 
bridges, wheel to the left and attack southward. Rebel cavalry 
under Forrest and Wheeler would secure the army’s flanks. If 
Confederate troops could reach and hold the La Fayette Road 
north of the Union army, they could prevent Rosecrans from 
reaching Chattanooga. Bragg’s force numbered about sixty-eight 
thousand men on the eve of the offensive.

On the morning of 18 September, Johnson’s Confederates 
made the northernmost crossing of Chickamauga Creek at Reed’s 
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Bridge, opposed by Union Col. Robert Minty’s stubborn cavalry 
brigade for much of the day. Johnson’s rebels were joined by newly 
arrived troops from Hood’s division of the Army of Northern 
Virginia, and Hood assumed command of the combined force. 
Once across the stream, Hood marched the column south in the 
direction of Alexander’s Bridge, where Walker’s Reserve Corps 
was to cross and turn south as well. Walker’s men met stiff oppo-
sition at the bridge around 1200 from Colonel Wilder’s mounted 
infantry, detached from XIV Corps. Walker’s troops had to use 
a ford north of the bridge to get across the creek at about 1630 
and flank Wilder’s men. With rebels now on the west side of 
Chickamauga Creek near Reed’s Bridge and Alexander’s Bridge, 
Minty and Wilder both retired toward Lee and Gordon’s Mill. 
The Southerners did not advance to the La Fayette Road, but 
Buckner did cross the creek late in the day at two fords south of 
Alexander’s Bridge. 

Battle of Chickamauga, by Alfred R. Waud
 (Library of Congress)
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Despite the delays caused by Union resistance and confusing 
marches, Bragg finally had much of his army one mile from the 
Federal’s left flank by dusk, ready to move south through thick 
woods near Lee and Gordon’s Mill the following day. He ordered 
Polk and Buckner to cross the creek the following morning with all 
of their troops, to join Hood and Walker in the attack.

Bragg’s plan to crush the Federals with a flank attack was 
based on his assumption that Crittenden’s XXI Corps occupied 
the northernmost position of Rosecrans’ army along La Fayette 
Road at Lee and Gordon’s Mill. During the night of 18 September, 
however, Rosecrans ordered Thomas to move three of his XIV 
Corps divisions north of Crittenden’s troops at the mill. That 
evening, Thomas marched his men north on the Dry Valley Road, 
which ran parallel to the La Fayette Road less than a mile to the 
west, leaving Negley’s division along Chickamauga Creek south 
of the mill. Thomas then shifted his troops over to the La Fayette 
Road and occupied ground around the Kelly farm, about two miles 
north of Lee and Gordon’s Mill. By late evening, this put Thomas’ 
Federals on the right flank of the unsuspecting Confederates west 
of Chickamauga Creek, who intended to hit Crittenden’s men at 
the mill early the next day (Map 2).

While Thomas led his three divisions to the Kelly farm 
area, a brigade of Granger’s Reserve Corps under Col. Daniel 
McCook moved south from its position at McAfee’s Church 
near Rossville, about two miles to the north of the Kelly farm. 
Early on 19 September near Jay’s Mill, west of Reed’s Bridge, 
McCook’s men clashed with some rebel troopers, damaged the 
bridge, then retired toward Rossville under Granger’s orders. As 
the men began their return march, McCook met with Thomas, 
and informed the XIV Corps’ commander that one enemy 
cavalry brigade was west of Chickamauga Creek and vulner-
able to attack. Thomas decided to strike the rebels—under Brig. 
Gen. Henry Davidson, of Forrest’s corps—at once, and sent Brig. 
Gen. John M. Brannan’s division down the Reed’s Bridge Road, 
where it struck the Confederates in thickly wooded terrain at 
about 0730, one-half mile west of Jay’s Mill. Here, the Federals 
were stopped by Forrest’s troopers and two brigades of Walker’s 
reserve force, but the Southerners could make little headway 
against the Union infantry, the presence of which showed Bragg 
that Rosecrans’ left flank was no longer at Lee and Gordon’s 
Mill but farther north.  
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As the morning went on, more troops from each army 
became involved in the fighting near Jay’s Mill. Thomas committed 
General Baird’s division to the struggle, sending the troops into 
action south of Brannan’s men, who were running low on ammu-
nition. On the rebel side, Bragg directed Walker to send in Brig. 
Gen. St. John R. Liddell’s division of two brigades against the 
Federals along Alexander’s Bridge Road. Liddell’s sudden attack 
near the Winfrey farm, south of Jay’s Mill, routed Baird’s division 
and captured much of its artillery. General Brannan, however, 
stymied the rebels’ advance with a counterattack of his own from 
his position to the north, and not only drove Liddell’s troops back 
but also recaptured Baird’s lost cannons. Assisting Brannan’s men 
was a division of XX Corps under Brig. Gen. Richard W. Johnson, 
which Rosecrans redeployed from McLemore’s Cove on the Union 
right flank.

Johnson’s Federals did not have long to wait before they 
too received a powerful attack. Earlier in the day, Confederate 
Maj. Gen. Benjamin F. Cheatham crossed Chickamauga Creek 
at Dalton’s Ford with his large Tennessee division from Polk’s 
corps, and by 1100 these soldiers were located south of Liddell’s 
retreating rebels and available for action. On Bragg’s command, 
Cheatham’s men advanced through dense brush northwestward to 
the Brotherton Road, which ran east-west from Jay’s Mill to the La 
Fayette Road, pushing back some of Baird’s Federals as they came 
through the woods. Soon, however, Cheatham’s brigades were hit 
by Johnson’s Union division, which Thomas ordered to advance 
eastward toward the Winfrey farm. Johnson’s bluecoats stopped 
the surging Confederates and were soon joined by reinforcements 
sent north by Rosecrans, including Maj. Gen. John M. Palmer’s 
XXI Corps division, which deployed on Johnson’s right (south) 
along the Brotherton Road, and that of Brig. Gen. Horatio P. Van 
Cleve, also of XXI Corps, along the La Fayette Road. 

At about 1400, fighting broke out south of Cheatham’s 
position when the Union Brig. Gen. Jefferson C. Davis’ division 
of XX Corps moved north and met General Rosecrans north of 
Lee and Gordon’s Mill. The Federal commander directed Davis to 
move northward in support of Van Cleve, farther up the La Fayette 
Road, and soon the division entered the woods where Davis could 
hear heavy firing. Almost immediately Davis’ lead regiments were 
attacked by advancing rebels of Bushrod Johnson’s division east 
of Rosecrans’ headquarters at the Widow Glenn house along Dry 
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Valley Road. The Confederates pressed Davis hard and forced his 
division back. Both sides committed more troops to the fray. Fierce 
fighting swirled around the Viniard farm in particular, located one 
mile north of Lee and Gordon’s Mill on the La Fayette Road. The 
Union lines along the La Fayette Road eventually were stabilized 
by the arrival of additional divisions of Brig. Gen. Thomas J. Wood 
(XXI Corps) and Maj. Gen. Philip H. Sheridan (XX Corps), as well 
as Wilder’s brigade.

Late in the afternoon, Bragg called on Maj. Gen. Alexander P. 
Stewart of Buckner’s corps to march north from Thedford’s Ford 
and fall in on Cheatham’s left (south) flank, still aligned on the 
south side of the Brotherton Road. Stewart attacked westward 
with his several brigades in column, hitting the Federals on the 
La Fayette Road at its intersection with the Brotherton Road. This 
powerful assault smashed into Van Cleve’s division and other 
nearby Federal units at about 1600, and soon Stewart’s rebels were 
joined by a brigade of Hood’s command under Col. James Sheffield 
to their right. The leading troops of Stewart’s attack crossed the La 
Fayette Road, splitting Rosecrans’ forces in half. Lacking support, 
however, these Confederate troops had to withdraw under heavy 
pressure from advancing Federals. Still looking for a decisive blow 
against the Federal left to cut off Rosecrans from Chattanooga, 
Bragg ordered Hill’s corps to cross the Chickamauga at Dalton’s 
Ford and Alexander’s Bridge, and proceed north, away from the 
army’s original position at Lee and Gordon’s Mill. 

The final action of the day came at about 1800, when one 
of Hill’s divisions under Cleburne moved to the north end of the 
battlefield and launched an attack “in magnificent style” toward 
the Winfrey farm from Jay’s Mill Road behind Walker’s exhausted 
troops (Map 3). Cleburne’s men hit Johnson’s Federals, along with 
Baird’s division on Johnson’s left (north) flank, and the fighting 
quickly became confused and chaotic in the smoky woods and 
growing darkness near a clearing at the Winfrey farm. By 2100, 
Cleburne’s attack had driven the Federals back to the Kelly farm, 
on the north edge of the day’s battleground, where General Thomas 
had been working to establish a new defensive line that evening. 

The Army of the Cumberland had suffered serious casual-
ties during the day’s battle, as Rosecrans had shifted brigades 
and divisions to parry Bragg’s attack on his left. While the ad hoc 
deployment of his units disturbed the army’s organization, the 
Federals now controlled two roads leading over Missionary Ridge 
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toward Rossville and Chattanooga and were no longer in danger 
of being trapped by Bragg’s turning movement. Rosecrans and his 
chief lieutenants gathered at the Widow Glenn house to discuss 
the next day’s possibilities. A retreat to Chattanooga was ruled out 
due to the proximity of enemy forces. Rosecrans was also hesitant 
to abandon the thousands of Union wounded at field hospitals 
at Crawfish Spring to the south of Lee and Gordon’s Mill. Due to 
heavy casualties suffered throughout the day, none of the officers 
present recommended a Federal counterattack. Rather, Rosecrans 
decided to remain in place, with Thomas fortifying his position on 
the Union left at the Kelly farm, McCook’s troops deployed to the 
south with his right near the Widow Glenn house, and Crittenden’s 
two divisions in reserve behind the army’s center. General Granger 
was at McAfee’s Church with three brigades of the Reserve Corps, 
about three miles north of Thomas’ lines.

Bragg decided to continue his attack on Rosecrans’ army 
the next day, 20 September. Of about sixty-six thousand soldiers, 
Bragg had twelve fresh brigades available to him, and received 
word that General Longstreet would soon join him with reinforce-
ments. To better coordinate his army’s movements in the dense 
woodland, Bragg divided his army into two wings. General Polk 
led the right wing on the northern side of the rebel line, made 
up of the corps of Walker and Hill, in addition to Cheatham’s 
division. Longstreet was assigned the left wing, which included his 
own troops under Hood, Buckner’s corps, and Hindman’s division. 
Bragg planned to have Polk attack the Federal left flank at dawn, 
to push the Union troops south, away from Chattanooga. As the 
Union lines collapsed, the rebel left wing would join in the attack 
to overwhelm Rosecrans’ army in a decisive southern victory. 
However, due to the confusing terrain, darkness, and ineffective 
staff work that night, several key leaders, including Generals Hill 
and Breckinridge, did not receive orders until late, forcing Bragg 
to delay the attack several hours.

On the opposite side of the smoky battleground, Rosecrans 
also made preparations during the early morning of 20 September. 
He repositioned units of XX and XXI Corps, and anchored his 
southern flank on the Widow Glenn house. Riding north, he saw 
that Thomas’ men were positioned in a half circle to the east of 
the Kelly farm, with both flanks resting on the La Fayette Road. 
Thomas’ lines did not cover the key intersection of that road with 
the McFarland’s Gap Road, which would have to be used to move 
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to Chattanooga if the army retreated. Thomas asked for Negley’s 
division, detached from his corps to the south, to join him so he 
could secure the road junction. Rosecrans ordered that division 
to join Thomas, and for General Crittenden to replace Negley’s 
troops. Crittenden sent Wood’s division to fill the lines, and Negley 
marched north at 0930.

At the same time, the Confederate assault on Thomas’ 
fortified position on the Union left finally began. Breckinridge’s 
division hit the Federals along the La Fayette Road, south of the 
McFarland’s Gap Road and shattered the Union line in that sector. 
Now in Thomas’ rear, the rebel troops rushed southward but 
were thwarted by two Union brigades arriving at the Kelly farm. 
Breckinridge’s flank attack was supposed to have been supported 
by Cleburne’s division to the south, but Cleburne’s troops could 
make no headway against Thomas’ men firing from behind strong 
log breastworks, hastily constructed during the night, and some 
of the Confederate units lost alignment in the smoky forest and 
confusion of the assault. Although additional rebel brigades from 
Polk’s wing attacked Thomas’ Union lines that morning, all were 
repulsed by noon with heavy losses in what General Hill called “an 
obstinate contest.”

The strong Confederate attacks against the Kelly farm defenses 
alarmed Thomas, prompting him to make urgent calls for more 
troops to secure the Army of the Cumberland’s left flank. After 
a confusing sequence of misunderstandings among several of the 
Union army’s generals on the south end of the lines—including 
Rosecrans, McCook, and several division commanders—General 
Wood withdrew his division from the Union line near the 
Brotherton farm at 1100 and moved behind Maj. Gen. Joseph 
J. Reynolds’ division (XIV Corps), to his north. Unknown to 
Rosecrans, Wood’s movement left a dangerous 600-yard gap in 
the Union line, into which other Federal troops should have been 
posted. As he proceeded northward to support Reynolds in the 
center, Wood soon encountered General Thomas, who ordered 
him to help shore up the Union left flank.

While the Federals shifted more troops to the north in 
response to rebel assaults on Thomas’ lines, Bragg struggled 
to coordinate his army’s morning attacks. At Bragg’s urging, 
General Stewart’s three brigades hit the Union lines north of the 
Brotherton Road at the Poe farm, although he failed to notify his 
wing commander, Longstreet, of his initiative. Some of Stewart’s 
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troops pushed across the La Fayette Road, broke Brannan’s right 
flank, and routed Van Cleve’s division in Brannan’s rear. Federal 
troops, however, were able to push Stewart’s Confederates back to 
their starting point with heavy losses.

After Stewart’s repulse, Longstreet launched a powerful 
attack just after 1100, with his right aligned on the Brotherton 
Road. Hood led the combined divisions in column of Bushrod 
Johnson, Maj. Gen. Lafayette McLaws (from the Army of Northern 
Virginia), and his own men under the temporary command of 
Brig. Gen. Evander M. Law. Hindman’s division deployed south of 
Hood’s troops (Map 4). These rebels advanced against the Union 
soldiers west of the La Fayette Road on the southern end of the 
battlefield, as many Federal units were moving north to reinforce 
Thomas’ position. Johnson’s men struck the Union position just 
where Wood’s division had left a gap in Rosecrans’ line moments 
before. “On they came like an angry flood,” wrote one Union 
officer. The Confederates hit Brannan’s and Reynolds’ divisions 
near the Brotherton and Poe farms. Hindman’s Confederate 
division soon emerged from the woods to Johnson’s left, into 
open fields west of the La Fayette Road, striking Sheridan’s and 
Davis’ Federal divisions. Longstreet’s successful assault routed 
thousands of Union troops and captured scores of wagons and 
Union artillery pieces as the rebels managed to reach the Dry 
Valley Road and create panic in the Federal rear. General Hill 
wrote a vivid description of the stunning Confederate onslaught: 
“On they rushed, shouting, yelling, running over batteries, 
capturing trains, taking prisoners, seizing the headquarters of 
the Federal commander, at the Widow Glenn’s.”

Some Union troops managed limited resistance to 
Longstreet’s assault. Several artillery batteries around the Dyer 
field briefly halted Johnson’s attack, and the Union brigade of Col. 
Bernard Laiboldt of Sheridan’s division made a desperate charge 
against part of Hindman’s rebels east of the Dry Valley Road. 
Sheridan’s other two brigades also attempted to hold back the 
tide of onrushing Confederates, but soon had to retreat in confu-
sion. “Fugitives, wounded, caissons, escort, ambulances, thronged 
through the narrow pathways,” a Federal officer observed. His 
shattered men, along with Davis’ demoralized division, made their 
way to McFarland’s Gap, en route to Chattanooga. Rosecrans, 
McCook, and Crittenden also left the field with the fleeing soldiers, 
unable to rally the troops. Although Wilder’s mounted brigade on 
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the far right of the Union line repulsed a small Alabama brigade 
of Hindman’s division, Wilder’s men could not follow up on this 
success and soon left the field as well. 

General Longstreet “had now swept away all organized oppo-
sition in his front,” noted a Union witness. Longstreet decided not 
to turn south in accordance with Bragg’s original battle plan but 
to attack northward against Thomas’ position around the Kelly 
farm. The Confederates could not leave Thomas in their rear, and 
by noon Longstreet wheeled Hood and Hindman to the right, 
facing north, and advanced upon the Federals. General Hood was 
severely wounded as he rode among his attacking divisions and 
was no longer able to lead his men.

While much of the southern end of the Union line had 
collapsed and was in flight, other Federal units escaped Longstreet’s 
onslaught by moving north, including two brigades of Wood’s 
division that had created the fatal gap in Union lines, and men 
from the divisions of Brannan, Negley, and Van Cleve. Many of 
these soldiers from a mix of shattered brigades and divisions took 
up defensive positions on Horseshoe Ridge, wooded hills imme-
diately west of the Kelly farm and the La Fayette Road, including 
Snodgrass Hill, closest to La Fayette Road. To steady and encourage 
the troops on the ridge, General Thomas rode among his men in 
his stoic, confident manner, for which he would become known as 
the “Rock of Chickamauga.”

Beginning about 1300, Longstreet’s divisions (except Stewart’s) 
launched a series of hard-hitting but disjointed assaults against the 
Federals on Horseshoe Ridge over a six-hour period (Map 5). With 
Hood out of action, the rebels had difficulty coordinating their 
offensives throughout the afternoon. Longstreet and his generals 
were also unaware of a 500-yard gap in the Union lines between 
Federal units around the Kelly farm and those on Snodgrass Hill, 
which Thomas had no troops to fill. Thomas’ Federals managed to 
repulse repeated southern charges against their lines but quickly 
began to deplete their ammunition. The far right of the Union 
line was the scene of bitter hand-to-hand fighting, and it appeared 
that Longstreet’s Confederates would overpower the hard-pressed 
bluecoats and make for Thomas’ rear. “The bayonet was used,” one 
witness recalled, “and men were killed and wounded with clubbed 
muskets.” 

Just in time, however, Brig. Gen. James B. Steedman’s forty-
five hundred Federal troops from General Granger’s Reserve 
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Corps arrived to rescue the right flank, bringing with them almost 
one hundred thousand rounds of ammunition for Thomas’ belea-
guered men. Granger had heard the fighting from his position near 
Rossville Gap, and without orders marched to the sound of battle 
with all but one of his brigades. “Swift was the charge and terrible 
the conflict,” Rosecrans wrote of Steedman’s arrival on the field. 

To reinforce the assault on the ridge, Longstreet requested 
reinforcements from Bragg, although he had not deployed his 
own reserves of Preston’s fresh division into the fight. Rather than 
strip Polk’s right wing of troops, Bragg instead ordered the former 
bishop to attack Thomas’ Kelly farm lines “with his whole force.” 
Late that afternoon, Polk’s Confederate troops under Walker, 
Cleburne, and Breckenridge attacked the Federals behind their 
strong breastworks around the Kelly field “with alacrity,” while 
at 1600 Preston’s Confederates finally got into action against 
Snodgrass Hill from the south. 

General Rosecrans, who had reached Chattanooga at 1540, 
ordered Thomas to abandon his defensive positions and retreat 
to Rossville. Under heavy pressure from simultaneous attacks by 
Longstreet and Polk, Thomas gave the necessary orders to withdraw 
via McFarland’s Gap at about 1630, while his men were still under 
attack. Before he rode over to the Kelly farm to oversee the retreat of 
his troops there, he tasked Granger with overseeing the withdrawal 
of Union troops on Snodgrass Hill. Granger did not remain long on 
the high ground and soon left the field without giving further instruc-
tions to his subordinates. Without orders to retire, three Union regi-
ments held their ground obstinately until captured by Confederate 
troops swarming over the high ground. Sheridan’s division, which 
had retreated through McFarland’s Gap earlier in the day, attempted 
to return to the battlefield using Rossville Gap to the north, but the 
division was unable to arrive in time to support Thomas. 

Victorious Southern units cheered the capture of the Union 
position as the Federals fled. “Disorganized masses of men were 
hurrying to the rear,” wrote General Hill, “batteries of artillery were 
inextricably mixed with trains of wagons; disorder and confusion 
pervaded the broken ranks struggling to get on.” Heavy casualties, 
disorganized units, and approaching darkness, however, precluded 
a rebel pursuit of Thomas’ fleeing bluecoats. 

The battle had been costly for both belligerents. Bragg’s losses 
were over 18,000 men (2,312 killed, 14,674 wounded, and 1,468 
captured or missing), replacements for which would be difficult to 
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find. Rosecrans lost over 16,000 men (1,657 killed, 9,756 wounded, 
and 4,757 captured or missing), and 600 of his wounded soldiers 
had to be abandoned in nearby field hospitals and were captured 
by Bragg’s army. These were the highest losses of any battle in the 
Western Theater during the war and, after Gettysburg, the second 
highest of the war overall. 

The Chattanooga Campaign
Although Rosecrans feared a rebel attack on 21 September, 

Bragg did not actively pursue the Federals after the Battle of 
Chickamauga. In fact, he seemed to doubt that his army had won a 
victory. Some Confederate officers criticized him for not pressing 
the retreating Union army: “What does he fight battles for?” 
pondered General Forrest. Grateful for the reprieve, Rosecrans 
had regrouped his army at Chattanooga by the evening of the 
twenty-first and begun organizing the city’s defenses. 

Chattanooga was a rail junction town of two thousand 
people, situated in a low plain alongside the Tennessee River in the 
Cumberland Mountains. Two miles east of town was Missionary 
Ridge, which stretched about fifteen miles from Chickamauga 
Creek on its north end into Georgia to the south. South of 
Chattanooga was Lookout Mountain, a high ridge beginning just 
downstream from the city and running eighty-five miles south 
into Georgia. The northern peak of Lookout Mountain was a 
huge promontory, some eighteen hundred feet high, overlooking 
the city and its environs. On the opposite side of the Tennessee 
River from Chattanooga was Walden’s Ridge, a rugged mountain 
crossed by a few poor roads.

Despite the losses and defeat the North suffered at 
Chickamauga, the morale of the Army of the Cumberland’s 
soldiers was surprisingly high. General Rosecrans now had about 
thirty-five thousand troops available to him and contemplated 
retreat, but President Lincoln demanded that he defend the city 
and promised reinforcements. The War Department instructed 
the commander of the Army of the Tennessee, Maj. Gen. William 
T. Sherman, to march with twenty thousand men from Vicksburg 
to Chattanooga. Lincoln and Halleck also urged General Burnside 
to march from Knoxville to Rosecrans’ relief, but they could not 
prompt the general to cooperate. Frustrated with Burnside’s recal-
citrance, they decided instead to send troops from the Army of 
the Potomac in Virginia. Beginning on 25 September, Maj. Gen. 
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Oliver O. Howard’s XI Corps and Maj. Gen. Henry W. Slocum’s 
XII Corps, led by Maj. Gen. Joseph Hooker, began a circuitous rail 
passage from Virginia through Ohio, Indiana, and Kentucky to the 
Tennessee River. After a journey of 1,159 miles in nine days, these 
23,000 troops would reach Bridgeport in the first week of October.  

As Northern leaders decided on measures to reinforce the 
Army of the Cumberland, General Bragg moved his army into 
positions around the city on 23 September. His men occupied 
Missionary Ridge, Lookout Mountain, and the valley of 
Chattanooga Creek between them. Bragg put Longstreet on the 
left to block Union access around Lookout Mountain and deployed 
Breckenridge’s corps to Missionary Ridge. Polk’s corps occupied 
the right flank of the rebel lines to close off Chattanooga from the 
north. The only remaining Union access to the city was across the 
Tennessee River onto Walden’s Ridge (Map 6).

In no hurry to attack, Bragg sought to rid his army of several 
senior officers with whom he had poor relationships. On 29 
September, he relieved from their commands General Hindman 
for his poor performance at McLemore’s Cove and General Polk 
for failing to attack the Union forces at Chickamauga early on 
20 September. In response, twelve senior generals petitioned 
Confederate President Davis on 4 October to relieve Bragg from 
command. Davis traveled to Bragg’s headquarters to hear the 
officer’s complaints and meet in person with Bragg’s detractors 
on 9 October. When Davis announced he would sustain Bragg, 
the rebel army commander relieved Hill of his duties and reduced 
Buckner from corps to division command. General Hardee super-
seded Polk and brought one brigade of troops with him from 
Mississippi. Davis convinced Polk to transfer to Mississippi, along 
with Forrest, who refused to serve under Bragg any longer. Bragg 
reorganized his army once Davis departed: Breckenridge became 
a corps commander along with Hardee, and Longstreet retained 
command of his own troops from Lee’s army.

In addition to Bragg’s Confederate forces deployed around 
Chattanooga, Rosecrans’ chief concern was providing for his men, 
mules, and horses as winter approached. The Confederates on the 
high ground dominated Union lines of communication and made 
resupply difficult for the Federals. The main Union supply depot 
was at Bridgeport, on the Tennessee River. Bragg’s army controlled 
the Tennessee River and the Nashville and Chattanooga Railroad 
from their defensive positions at the base of Lookout Mountain, 
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on the south bank. The Confederates could also fire on a rough 
wagon road along the north bank as well, making that route a risky 
prospect for bringing in supplies. Another wagon road ran north 
from the city and crossed Walden’s Ridge about sixteen miles 
away, before it turned south along the Sequatchie Valley to Jasper, 
Tennessee, and on to Bridgeport. This sixty-mile route, however, 
was narrow, rough, and almost impassable in wet weather, which 
began in earnest on 1 October. 

On 2 October, Rosecrans cut the soldiers’ rations by one-
third, although many regiments had been able to issue only half 
rations—consisting of hardtack and small portions of rancid pork 
and beef—for days before that. The Federals’ lack of provisions 
was made more difficult by an enemy cavalry raid conducted by 
General Wheeler that same day, in which his troopers attacked a 
Union supply train and burned over four hundred wagons. The 
shortage of supplies also meant that Rosecrans would have no 
way to feed the approaching reinforcements from Hooker and 
Sherman once they arrived in the city.

Just as Bragg reshaped his army after Chickamauga, the Union 
high command reorganized its own forces. In late September, 
Rosecrans relieved McCook and Crittenden and consolidated the 
XX Corps and XXI Corps into a new IV Corps, led by General 
Granger. In mid-October, the Lincoln administration promoted 
Grant to command all the territory from the Appalachian 
Mountains to the Mississippi River, called the Military Division 
of the Mississippi, which included the Departments of the 
Cumberland, the Tennessee, and the Ohio. This organization 
would facilitate coordination of the Union war effort, particularly 
in Tennessee, where Burnside still showed no inclination to coop-
erate with Rosecrans.

Lacking confidence in Rosecrans, Stanton ordered Grant to 
go to Chattanooga himself, with the authority to replace Rosecrans 
if he desired. Grant relieved Rosecrans and selected Thomas to 
command the Army of the Cumberland. Rosecrans immediately 
left Chattanooga for Cincinnati, Ohio, on 20 October, to await 
further orders. Grant, still suffering from a painful leg injury 
resulting from his horse falling on him in September, arrived in 
Chattanooga on 23 October, having traveled the difficult road 
over barren Walden’s Ridge. After promoting General Palmer to 
command XIV Corps, Thomas reluctantly assumed command of 
the Army of the Cumberland.
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The immediate challenge Grant faced at Chattanooga was 
how to supply the Union troops. Upon his arrival in the city, he 
discussed options with Thomas and Brig. Gen. William F. “Baldy” 
Smith, the Army of the Cumberland’s acting chief engineer. Smith 
recommended opening a route from Chattanooga on a road that 
ran directly west of the city across Moccasin Bend to Brown’s 
Ferry, on the Tennessee River. Across the river, in rebel-held terri-
tory, was Raccoon Mountain, over which a road passed through 
Cummings Gap, then on to Kelly’s Ferry, where a pontoon bridge 
was situated to allow passage to the west side of the Tennessee. 
From there, an adequate road led to the Federal supply depot 
at Bridgeport. If Union forces could drive the rebels away from 
Brown’s Ferry and emplace a pontoon bridge there, then secure 
Cummings Gap, supplies could be brought to Chattanooga along 
this route, avoiding the rebel positions at Lookout Mountain. 
Grant approved the plan, and preparations to open this logistical 
route began at once.

Smith’s plan called for securing Brown’s Ferry, while 
Hooker advanced from Bridgeport toward Lookout Mountain. 
On the night of 26–27 October, Brig. Gen. William B. Hazen’s 
brigade floated down the Tennessee River in pontoon boats from 
Chattanooga without being detected by Confederate pickets 
along the south bank of the river. Hazen secured the rebel-held 
southern side of Brown’s Ferry by 0440. The troops fortified their 
landing site, while additional Federals began to come across the 
Tennessee in pontoon boats. A weak Confederate attack failed to 
dislodge Hazen’s men, and after some delays Hooker brought up 
the XI Corps and Brig. Gen. John W. Geary’s division of XII Corps 
from Bridgeport, marching on the south side of the river to clear 
Confederate forces from Raccoon Mountain and Lookout Valley. 
The Confederate reaction was slow and confused, particularly on 
the part of General Longstreet, whose continued hostility toward 
one of his own brigadiers and General Bragg hindered the effec-
tiveness of his leadership. By the afternoon of 28 October, the new 
supply route dubbed the “Cracker Line” was open, and Hooker 
was positioned on the rebel left flank. 

Unable to starve the Federals into submission, Bragg 
announced a new plan on 3 November. Longstreet’s corps of twelve 
thousand infantry and Wheeler’s five thousand cavalry would 
move north against Knoxville to push Burnside’s Army of the Ohio 
out of East Tennessee and prevent Burnside from marching to join 
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Grant. If successful, this plan 
would also clear a rail line to 
Virginia and open a new supply 
line to Bragg’s army. Bragg may 
also have sought to rid the 
army of Longstreet, one of his 
chief detractors. For his part, 
Longstreet objected to the plan. 
He did not believe that Bragg 
had allocated him sufficient 
force to overcome Burnside’s 
twelve thousand infantry and 
eighty-five hundred cavalry. 
Moreover, while the maneuver 
would threaten Grant’s left 
flank, it also weakened the 
main rebel army just as Grant 
was being reinforced by Hooker 
and Sherman. General Bragg 
overruled his subordinate, and 
Longstreet and his men began 
marching toward Knoxville on 
5 November. 

With Bragg’s fighting strength reduced, Grant sought to end 
the siege with an attack by all of his forces, including Sherman’s 
reinforcements, which were still marching toward the city. The plan 
called for Sherman’s troops to move upriver from Chattanooga, 
cross the Tennessee River near the mouth of Chickamauga Creek 
and attack the northern end of Missionary Ridge, the rebel’s right 
flank. Thomas would demonstrate against the Confederate center 
to pin down the enemy. Hooker would attack the Confederate 
left flank at Lookout Mountain and push onward to Rossville, 
where he would turn north on Missionary Ridge and continue his 
advance. If all worked as planned, Bragg would be cut off from 
his rail connections, and his army destroyed. Sherman reached 
Grant’s headquarters on 14 November, but his troops did not begin 
to arrive until 20 November. Under pressure from Lincoln and 
Staunton about Longstreet’s threat to Knoxville, Grant ordered the 
attack to commence on 23 November.

Bragg was uncertain about Grant’s intentions in the city 
below him. When Bragg sent Wheeler’s cavalry with Longstreet to 

General Grant
 (Library of Congress)
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Knoxville, he limited his ability to reconnoiter the opposing Union 
forces. He knew that Hooker and Sherman were approaching 
Chattanooga, but he expected that Sherman’s troops would follow 
Longstreet to Knoxville. Although outnumbered, the Confederates 
occupied what appeared to be strong defensive positions. 
Concerned for his left flank, on 12 November he placed Maj. Gen. 
Carter Stevenson in charge of the defense on Lookout Mountain, 
with his division on the summit and three brigades on a narrow 
plateau that wrapped around the northern end of the mountain 
about halfway down from the peak. The rebel defenses here looked 
stronger than they were, as the chosen positions lacked effective 
fields of fire covering Union avenues of approach. 

Similar problems arose further along the Confederate line. In 
the center, Breckinridge had only sixteen thousand men to cover 
five miles. The situation became worse on 22 November when 
Bragg directed Cleburne’s and Buckner’s divisions to reinforce 
Longstreet at Knoxville, potentially subtracting another eleven 
thousand men from his already weakened host. Federal scouts 
observed these movements and reported on 23 November that two 
enemy divisions were leaving their positions. Grant, worried that 
Bragg was attempting to reinforce Longstreet, ordered Thomas 
to reconnoiter Bragg’s lines with a strong force. Thomas ordered 
General Wood, supported by Sheridan’s division and Howard’s XI 
Corps, to seize Orchard Knob, the forward-most position held by 
Confederate infantry. The troops were to return to their positions 
when Confederate strength and intentions were clear. Thomas 
deployed about twenty thousand soldiers in parade-ground align-
ment some two thousand yards west of Orchard Knob and overran 
the six hundred stunned Confederate defenders shortly after 1300. 
The hill was so advantageous that Grant and Thomas had Wood’s 
troops remain there.

Surprised by the attack, Bragg recalled Cleburne and 
Buckner, who returned to their former positions after dark that 
evening. Bragg also moved a division from his left to a post 
south of Tunnel Hill on his far right flank under Hardee’s overall 
command. The divisions led by Brig. Gens. William B. Bate and 
Patton Anderson, which had been entrenched in rifle pits along 
the forward base of Missionary Ridge, were ordered to move 
half of their men to the crest. Inexplicably, they were placed in 
positions at the top of the ridge, where they could not directly 
support the units remaining below.
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Grant had to adjust his plans as well. The pontoon bridge at 
Brown’s Ferry broke after three of Sherman’s four divisions had 
crossed north of the Tennessee River, leaving Brig. Gen. Peter J. 
Osterhaus’ division in Lookout Valley. Sherman assured Grant that 
his force was sufficient to attack the northern end of Missionary 
Ridge as planned, so Grant reassigned Osterhaus’ men to Hooker, 
which gave the latter three divisions to attack the rebel defenders 
on Lookout Mountain.

Grant wanted Hooker to be cautious. On 24 November, 
he ordered Hooker to “take the point only if his demonstration 
should develop its practicability.” Instead, Hooker ordered his 
forces “to cross Lookout Creek and to assault Lookout Mountain, 
marching down the valley and sweeping every rebel from it.” 
Of Hooker’s three divisions, only General Geary, on the right, 
crossed Lookout Creek without significant opposition, but then 
faced Brig. Gen. Edward C. Walthall’s Confederate brigade. 
Geary pushed along the base of Lookout Mountain, forcing 
Walthall back to the Cravens house, just below the northern end 
of the mountain. This allowed Hooker’s other two divisions to 
cross Lookout Creek close to the river.

On the mountaintop, Brig. Gen. John C. Brown’s Confederate 
brigade was unable to affect the combat below the cliffs. Stevenson 
brought Brig. Gen. John C. Moore’s brigade forward in support 
of Walthall around 1300 and the fighting became heavy. When 
Moore was unsuccessful in holding Geary, now supported by a 
Union brigade under Brig. Gen. Walter C. Whitaker, Stevenson 
committed Brig. Gen. Edmund Pettus’ rebel brigade. At about 
1500, a thick fog cloaked the mountain, which gave the fight 
the name “Battle Above the Clouds.” Both sides continued the 
struggle for the rest of the afternoon, but realizing that his chances 
of restoring the Lookout Mountain position were gone, Bragg 
ordered Stevenson’s units back behind Chattanooga Creek under 
the cover of darkness. That night the rebel defenders retreated 
across Chattanooga Creek, burning the bridges once across.

While Hooker attacked the Confederates at Lookout 
Mountain, Sherman crossed the Tennessee River on the morning 
of 24 November with his three divisions and captured what he 
thought was the north end of Missionary Ridge at Tunnel Hill. 
His inadequate reconnaissance failed to reveal that it was actually 
a completely separate hill. Seeing that Cleburne’s forces were well 
entrenched across a deep ravine to his front, Sherman dug in for 
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the night. He advised Grant that he would make a dawn attack on 
the enemy’s Tunnel Hill defenses. Intending for Sherman to make 
the main assault on the twenty-fifth, Grant directed Hooker to be 
ready to attack the Confederate left and for Thomas to advance 
against the Confederate center, ready to support either Sherman 
or Hooker as the situation developed. Specifically, Grant ordered 
Thomas to “either carry the rifle pits and ridge directly in front 
of [Sherman] or move to the left, as the presence of the enemy 
may require.”  

Bragg queried his two corps commanders that night about 
what the Army of Tennessee should do. Hardee counseled retreat, 
but Breckinridge convinced Bragg that the position on Missionary 
Ridge was too strong to give up. On the morning of the twenty-
fifth, Bragg withdrew Stevenson’s division from his left flank to 
bolster Cleburne’s men against Sherman’s anticipated assault.

Sherman began his assault against Missionary Ridge at 
0930. Cleburne’s infantry and artillery put up a stout defense 
from their strong works on the slopes of Tunnel Hill. Sherman’s 
veterans could make no progress against the Confederates, 
so Grant looked to the southern end of the battlefield to add 
pressure to Bragg’s thin line on the ridge. He ordered Hooker 

Battle of Lookout Mountain, by Kurz & Allison
(Library of Congress)
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to advance against the rebel’s left flank on Missionary Ridge, 
and then to turn north. Hooker began moving east at about 
1000 but was delayed crossing Chattanooga Creek, which had 
to be bridged. Hooker left his artillery and wagons behind and 
continued with his infantry, but the holdup cost him three hours. 
His men finally reached Rossville Gap at the southern end of the 
rebel lines at about 1530. Osterhaus’ Federals arrived just before 
a Confederate brigade commanded by Col. James T. Holtzclaw 
appeared under orders from General Breckinridge to hold the 
gap. The rebels were too late. Aware that he had now outflanked 
the Confederate line, Hooker attacked to the north along the 
ridge and on its slopes. Holtzclaw tried unsuccessfully to resist 
the Union onslaught but was pushed back and surrounded, and 
seven hundred of his men surrendered.

Agitated by Sherman’s lack of success at Tunnel Hill and by 
the slowness of Hooker’s advance on Rossville Gap, Grant at 1400 
ordered Thomas to move the Army of the Cumberland forward 
to capture the enemy rifle pits at the base of Missionary Ridge. 
At about 1530, Thomas’ attack began with twenty-three thousand 
men from the divisions of Baird, Wood, Sheridan, and Johnson 
crossing open ground toward the ridge in what Grant called “a 
grand panorama.” The Federals easily took the undermanned line 
of rifle pits at the foot of Missionary Ridge, but the attackers found 
themselves under rifle and artillery fire from the Confederate 
positions on the ridgeline above them. Although the Union high 
command had not ordered the attack to continue up the ridge, 
many junior officers were unwilling to remain under enemy fire 
and spontaneously led their men forward up the steep slope. 
Because of the shape of the hill, Bragg’s artillery and infantry on 
the crest were unable to fire effectively on the advancing Federals 
the higher they climbed. Seeing the unauthorized continuation of 
the attack up the ridge, Grant angrily demanded to know who had 
ordered it. When Thomas and Granger told him that they did not 
know, Grant responded tersely, “Somebody will suffer if they don’t 
stay there.”

Grant need not have worried. Thomas’ soldiers advanced 
to the ridgetop in an unstoppable wave. Because Breckenridge’s 
Confederate defenders were too few and their defenses poorly 
planned, they were unable to resist the Federals. By 1630, the 
impromptu assault had shattered the center of Bragg’s line. 
Thousands of rebel soldiers fled the field to the south and east 
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“in a panic I had never before witnessed,” reported Bragg. Grant 
confirmed the chaotic nature of the moment, writing that “the 
retreat of the enemy along most of his line was precipitate, and the 
panic so great that Bragg and his officers lost all control over their 
men.” Most of the disordered rebels retreated to West Chickamauga 
Creek and the railroad beyond it.

On 26 November, Bragg’s troops continued retreating toward 
the rail junction at Dalton, Georgia. Grant ordered a pursuit the 
following day. Hooker’s men marched off after the enemy but 
encountered Cleburne’s division, which occupied defensive posi-
tions between Dalton and Chattanooga. Cleburne ordered his 
troops to hold their line until their wagons and artillery were safe, 
then he waited until the Federals were almost upon his position 
before opening fire. Surprised, Hooker tried to push through, 
but Cleburne’s four thousand soldiers and two cannons defied 
Hooker’s twelve thousand men for five hours until the Southerners 
retired to Dalton. 

Union casualties at Chattanooga were 5,824 (753 killed, 
4,722 wounded, and 349 missing) of about 56,000 engaged. 
Bragg reported casualties of 6,667 (361 killed, 2,160 wounded, 
and 4,146 missing, mostly prisoners) of about 44,000, although 
Grant counted 6,142 prisoners taken at the battle. Bragg blamed 

Battle of Chattanooga, by Thure de Thulstrup
 (Library of Congress)
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Breckinridge for the defeat, relieving him from command 
and accusing him of drunkenness during the battle. At the 
same time, President Davis accepted Bragg’s resignation from 
command of the Army of Tennessee on 1 December for what 
the general called “the disaster.” Hardee acted as the temporary 
army commander until General Joseph E. Johnston replaced 
him at the end of the month.  

The Knoxville Campaign
Although President Lincoln and his advisers were pleased 

with the news of the Union victory, they did not overlook other 
important objectives. Lincoln’s message of congratulations to 
Grant after Missionary Ridge said only: “Well done. Many thanks 
to all. Remember Burnside.” 

Indeed, Knoxville was still threatened by rebel forces under 
Longstreet. On 16 November, nine days before Thomas’ men 
swept up Missionary Ridge, General Burnside had marched 
from Knoxville to Campbell’s Station, about fifteen miles to the 
west, with the intent of delaying the Confederate advance. After 
repulsing Longstreet’s attempt at a double envelopment, Burnside 
had led his men back to Knoxville the following day. 

Longstreet had intended to attack the city on 20 November but 
decided to wait for reinforcements. The delay lasted a week. Short 
of supplies and lacking the heavy artillery and engineers needed to 
conduct a siege, he decided to launch a surprise assault. His recon-
naissance of the Union defenses led him to conclude that the only 
vulnerable place in the position was at Fort Sanders, which topped 
a steep hill northwest of Knoxville. Consequently, on 29 November, 
following a brief artillery bombardment, three Southern brigades 
attacked the fort. The Confederate troops encountered difficult 
obstacles as they advanced, including a Union innovation, entan-
glements made by connecting tree stumps with telegraph wire in 
the cleared ground in front of the embankments. Farther on, the 
attackers came upon a ditch twelve feet wide and from four to ten 
feet deep with steep sides. Crossing the ditch under devastating 
Union fire was impossible, particularly since the Confederates 
failed to prepare scaling ladders. “Flesh and blood could not stand 
the storm of shot and shell that was poured upon them, and they 
soon broke in confused retreat,” reported a Union officer. The 
costly attack ended in just twenty minutes, with the Confederates 
suffering 813 casualties and the Union defenders 13. 



49

As he planned his next move, Longstreet learned that Grant 
had defeated Bragg at Chattanooga. Although ordered to rejoin 
Bragg, he decided to maintain the siege of Knoxville as long as 
possible and then to rejoin Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia. He 
remained outside of Knoxville until 4 December, when word 
that Sherman was approaching with twenty thousand Federals 
led him to abandon his positions and move to Rogersville, sixty-
five miles to the northeast. On 9 December he went into winter 
quarters. With the threat to the city ended, Sherman returned to 
Chattanooga immediately with the bulk of his army.  

Analysis

The operations in Tennessee in 1863 were significant on several 
counts. Not only had the Union gained control over most of the 
state, but by seizing Chattanooga, it also had gained an important 
base from which to invade the Deep South in 1864, an endeavor 
that would culminate in the capture of Atlanta in September of 
that year. The campaign also highlighted the growing strategic 
significance of railroads, as first the Confederacy, and then more 
spectacularly the Union, moved large numbers of troops rapidly 

Fort Sanders, Knoxville, Tennessee
 (Library of Congress)
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from the Eastern to the Western Theater in bids to gain a decisive 
advantage. Finally, the campaign illustrated the timeless impor-
tance of leadership in determining the outcome of military opera-
tions. Talent and mediocrity were demonstrated on both sides, but 
ultimately it was the Union that was able to put together a winning 
team. As a result of the Vicksburg and Chattanooga campaigns, 
President Lincoln was able to identify two men—Generals Grant 
and Sherman—upon whom he could rely to bring the war to a 
successful conclusion. President Lincoln then empowered these 
men to overcome the dysfunctional command arrangements that 
had often bedeviled Union operations in the past, first by putting 
Grant in charge of all Federal forces in the Western Theater in 
October 1863, and then by making him commander of all Federal 
armies in March 1864, with Sherman taking over command of the 
Western Theater. By contrast, the Confederacy proved unable to 
rationalize its command structure and bring talent to the fore. 

The mutual antipathy of Bragg, Polk, Hardee, Buckner, and 
Longstreet impeded effective operational and tactical coordination 
and contributed to several lost opportunities for the Confederates 
to defeat Union forces in middle and eastern Tennessee. Even the 
intervention of Confederate President Davis was ineffective in 
repairing the dysfunctional command situation. Without an effec-
tive command structure, the South would be hard pressed to keep 
the more numerous Federal forces in check. The Union victory left 
its armies poised to invade the Deep South in 1864.
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