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The clash of arms at Gettysburg, a pivotal moment in the American Civil War, saw a
complex interplay of strategic decisions and tactical execution. While the overall
Confederate defeat is well-documented, a closer examination reveals the critical
role played by the performance of Lee's right wing and its commanding officers.
Understanding the battles leaders of the Civil War, specifically those leading Lee's
right wing at Gettysburg, provides essential insight into the Confederate strategy
and its ultimate failure. This analysis will explore the key figures, their plans, the
execution, and the lasting impact of their actions on the battle's outcome.

The Commanders of Lee's Right Wing: A Profile of
Leadership

Lee's right wing at Gettysburg comprised several prominent Confederate corps,
each under the command of experienced, yet ultimately flawed, generals. This
section will profile the key leaders and their contributions (or lack thereof) to the
battle's unfolding drama. The command structure itself proved a significant factor
in the failures of the right wing.

e Lieutenant General James Longstreet: Longstreet, arguably the most
cautious of Lee's corps commanders, commanded the First Corps. His initial
hesitancy to attack on July 2nd, a key element of Lee's plan, has been the
subject of intense historical debate. Longstreet advocated for a more cautious
approach, focusing on flanking maneuvers rather than direct assaults against
the Union positions on Cemetery Ridge. This strategic disagreement with Lee
foreshadowed the difficulties that would plague the right wing's operations.
Understanding Longstreet's perspective requires examining his tactical
concerns and his assessment of the terrain. He questioned the feasibility of
attacking entrenched Union forces head-on, emphasizing the potential for
heavy casualties.

e Major General Richard S. Ewell: Commanding the Second Corps, Ewell's
performance at Gettysburg is often considered a missed opportunity. He
failed to seize the crucial high ground at Culp's Hill on July 1st, a significant
oversight that contributed to the Confederate struggle in subsequent days.
Ewell's indecisiveness, influenced by his own health issues and a lack of
aggressive initiative, significantly hampered the Confederate right flank. This
lack of decisive action cost the Confederacy crucial time and strategic
advantage.

e Major General Jubal A. Early: Early's division within Ewell's Second Corps
played a key role in the fighting on July 1st, initially succeeding in pushing
back Union forces. However, Early's advance stalled, lacking the support
necessary to consolidate the gains and capitalize on the opportunities
presented. His aggressive style, while effective in some instances, contributed
to a lack of coordination within the larger Confederate strategy on the right
wing.
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e The Role of Subordinate Commanders: Beyond the corps commanders,
the performance of numerous divisional and brigade commanders
significantly impacted the effectiveness of Lee's right wing. The chain of
command, while largely established, suffered from inconsistencies in
communication and coordination, leading to confusion and missed
opportunities during the crucial engagements. This communication
breakdown played a critical role in the overall failure of Lee's right wing
strategy.

The Tactical Failures of Lee's Right Wing: July
2nd's Assault

The assault on the Union's right flank on July 2nd forms a crucial case study in the
failures of Lee's right wing at Gettysburg. Longstreet's delay, coupled with the
subsequent attacks launched by various Confederate divisions, demonstrate the
consequences of poor coordination and questionable tactical decisions.

Longstreet's reluctance to attack Little Round Top, a key Union position, proved to
be a significant missed opportunity. The ensuing assaults, though initially
successful in some areas, were ultimately repulsed due to the strength of the Union
defenses and the fragmented nature of the Confederate attacks. The fighting
around Little Round Top, for example, involved fierce close-quarters combat and
highlighted the problems faced by the Confederates when attempting to coordinate
their attacks across challenging terrain.

The battles leaders' differing approaches - some advocating for an aggressive push
while others favoured a more controlled advance - led to a disorganized and
ultimately ineffective assault. The lack of a unified plan on the right wing translated
into heavy Confederate losses with minimal gains. The chaotic nature of the fighting
on July 2nd stands as a testament to the challenges of coordinating large-scale
military operations, particularly in difficult terrain.

The Aftermath and Long-Term Implications of the
Right Wing's Performance

The failure of Lee's right wing at Gettysburg had profound implications for the
entire Confederate army. The high casualty rates sustained on July 2nd weakened
the army's overall fighting strength, making the Confederate position increasingly
vulnerable. The subsequent Confederate attacks on July 3rd, culminating in
Pickett's Charge, were ultimately unsuccessful, confirming the strategic
vulnerability stemming from the failures of the right wing.

The Gettysburg campaign as a whole is viewed as a turning point in the Civil War.
The right wing's failures significantly contributed to this outcome. The battle
demonstrated the critical importance of coordinated strategy, clear communication,
and the necessity of adapting to changing battlefield conditions. It further
highlighted the impact of individual leadership on the success or failure of large-
scale military operations. The loss of momentum on Lee’s right wing paved the way
for the Union victory, significantly impacting the course of the war.

Analyzing the Leadership and Strategic Choices

Analyzing the leadership and strategic choices made by the commanders of Lee’s
right wing at Gettysburg reveals critical lessons in military strategy and leadership.
The debate surrounding Longstreet's hesitancy continues to fuel historical
discussion, questioning the balance between aggressive tactics and prudent risk
assessment. The impact of terrain analysis in military planning, the importance of
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clear communication within the chain of command, and the consequences of
internal divisions among high-ranking officers are all significant themes emerging
from this crucial battle.

Conclusion

The performance of Lee's right wing at Gettysburg provides a compelling case
study in the complexities of military leadership and the crucial impact of strategic
decisions on the outcome of battles. The combined effects of flawed leadership,
poor communication, missed opportunities, and ultimately, questionable tactical
decisions contributed to the failure of the Confederate right flank. Understanding
this battle's nuances provides invaluable insight into the intricacies of Civil War
strategy and tactical warfare. The lessons learned at Gettysburg continue to
resonate in military thinking even today.

FAQ

Q1: What was the primary reason for the failure of Lee's right wing at
Gettysburg?

Al: The failure of Lee's right wing was multifaceted. It wasn't a single cause but
rather a confluence of factors: Longstreet's delayed and ultimately limited attack,
Ewell's missed opportunity on Culp's Hill, poor communication between different
units and commanders, and a lack of unified strategic vision all contributed. The
challenging terrain also played a significant role in hindering the Confederate
advance and increasing the difficulties of coordinated assaults.

Q2: Did Longstreet's reluctance to attack on July 2nd cost the Confederacy
the battle?

A2: This is a matter of ongoing historical debate. While Longstreet's hesitation
certainly contributed to the Confederate failure, claiming it solely caused the loss is
an oversimplification. Other factors, like Ewell's inaction on July 1st and the overall
lack of coordinated attacks, also played significant roles. The failure was a result of
multiple shortcomings, not just one commander's decision.

Q3: What role did terrain play in the battle's outcome?

A3: The terrain around Gettysburg significantly influenced the battle. The rocky
hills and fields made it difficult to manoeuvre large armies effectively, hindering
coordinated Confederate attacks and providing defensive advantages to the Union
army. The Confederate plans often failed to account adequately for these
geographic realities.

Q4: How did the communication breakdown contribute to the Confederate
defeat?

A4: Poor communication between Lee and his corps commanders, and even
amongst subordinate commanders, hampered the Confederate army's effectiveness.
Messages were often delayed or misunderstood, leading to disjointed attacks and a
lack of overall coordination. This hampered the effectiveness of even those
individual assaults that were launched with some success.

Q5: What lessons can modern military strategists learn from the events at
Gettysburg?

A5: Gettysburg highlights the importance of clear communication, thorough
reconnaissance, adaptable planning, and coordinated execution in military
operations. It emphasizes the need for unified leadership and the potentially
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devastating consequences of internal disagreements and poor inter-unit
coordination. The battle underscores the continuing relevance of thorough terrain
analysis to successful military planning.

Q6: How did the leadership styles of the different commanders contribute
to the outcome?

A6: The contrasting leadership styles of Longstreet (cautious) and Ewell (indecisive)
highlight the impact of individual personalities and approaches on the battle. The
lack of a unified, decisive leadership style at the highest levels likely contributed to
the disorganization and confusion that ultimately plagued the Confederate right
wing's operations.

Q7: What is the significance of Gettysburg in the broader context of the
Civil War?

A7: Gettysburg is widely considered a turning point in the Civil War. The
Confederate defeat marked the high-water mark of the Confederacy's invasion of
the North and significantly shifted the momentum of the war in favour of the Union.
The battle's human cost and its strategic implications indelibly shaped the course of
the conflict.

Q8: Where can I find more information on the battles leaders of the Civil
War at Gettysburg?

A8: Numerous books and scholarly articles detail the battles at Gettysburg. You can
find detailed information through reputable historical sources such as the National
Park Service website (Gettysburg National Military Park), academic journals
specializing in Civil War history, and reputable historical biographies of the key
figures involved (Lee, Longstreet, Ewell, etc.).

The Turbulent Tide: Examining the Leadership on
Lee's Right Wing at Gettysburg

Gettysburg. The name alone conjures images of violent conflict, strategic
miscalculations, and the decisive turning point of the American Civil War. While the
overall failure of the Confederate Army of Northern Virginia is well-documented, a
closer examination of the performance of the leaders on Lee's right wing reveals a
complex tapestry of successes and failures that significantly influenced the
conclusion of the battle. This article will explore into the roles played by these
commanders, analyzing their decisions and their impact on the outcome of Pickett's
Charge and the subsequent Confederate withdrawal.

The right wing of Lee's army at Gettysburg, under the overall command of
Lieutenant General James Longstreet, comprised several significant corps and
divisions. Its performance was significantly from uniform. Longstreet himself, a
prudent commander known for his military acumen, was increasingly in conflict
with Lee's more offensive approach. This fundamental discrepancy in philosophy
regarding the conduct of the battle significantly affected the performance of the
right wing.

Longstreet's reluctance to launch a widespread assault on the Union left flank, as
Lee desired, is a commonly debated aspect of the battle. His arguments, based on
his evaluation of the terrain and the strength of the Union defenses, held merit.
However, his postponement in executing Lee's orders, coupled with his inability to
adequately express his reservations to Lee in a timely manner, aided to the overall
confusion and unskillfulness on the right wing.

Other subordinate commanders on the right wing also played crucial roles, often
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with varying degrees of triumph. Major General George Pickett, whose name is
inseparably linked to the notorious charge, executed his orders with valor, though
the strategic wisdom of the charge itself remains highly questionable. His troops,
tired from previous engagements and facing a powerful Union resistance, suffered
catastrophic casualties.

Similarly, the actions of Major Generals Jubal Early and Lafayette McLaws also
warrant thorough examination. Early's execution in the attacks on the Union left
flank was marked by some achievement, but ultimately failed to achieve a
significant breakthrough. McLaws's division, initially intended to support Pickett's
charge, arrived belatedly, contributing to the charge's defeat. This delay,
compounded by a absence of coordination and clear transmission between units,
highlighted the logistical deficiencies within Lee's army.

Analyzing the leadership on Lee's right wing at Gettysburg offers valuable
understanding into the complexities of military command and the results of
deficient decision-making. The blend of personality clashes, communication failures,
and tactical errors ultimately resulted to the disaster of Pickett's Charge and the
Confederate withdrawal from Gettysburg. This study highlights the critical
importance of clear communication, effective coordination, and the necessity for
commanders to thoroughly comprehend both their own aims and those of their
superiors.

In summary, the leadership on Lee's right wing at Gettysburg presents a case study
in the interaction of individual actions and overall tactical results. The battle serves
as a stark reminder of the value of clear communication, effective coordination, and
the vital role of leadership in determining the triumph or collapse of any military
endeavor.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)
Q1: Was Longstreet solely responsible for the failure on Lee's right wing?

Al: No. While Longstreet's hesitancy and disagreements with Lee are often
highlighted, the collapse was a result of a mixture of factors, including
communication breakdowns, coordination issues, and the inherent challenges of the
terrain and the Union defenses.

Q2: What was the impact of the terrain on the Confederate attack?

A2: The challenging terrain, particularly the open fields leading to Cemetery Ridge,
severely hindered the Confederate advance and exposed their troops to devastating
Union artillery fire.

Q3: How did Pickett's Charge contribute to the overall Confederate defeat
at Gettysburg?

A3: Pickett's Charge, while courageous, was a military disaster. The massive
casualties it inflicted irrevocably weakened the Confederate army, effectively
ending any chance of a Confederate victory at Gettysburg.

Q4: What lessons can be learned from the leadership on Lee's right wing at
Gettysburg?

A4: The battle highlights the crucial importance of clear communication, effective
coordination between units, and a thorough understanding of the battlefield.
Disagreements among commanders and a lack of coordination can have devastating
consequences.
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