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By SFC Daniel O’Connell
Prelude 
The post-Gettysburg renewal of stalemate along the Rappahannock and Rapidan Rivers left Major General George Meade with a serious dilemma. President Lincoln desperately wanted the Army of Northern Virginia brought to battle but with the proviso that Washington not be left uncovered. The limited tactical opportunities under such guidelines were further restricted when Halleck and Lincoln refused his request to shift his base of operations to the Falmouth area. Meade believed that such a move would improve the logistical situation of the Army of the Potomac and make Lincoln's wish more practical. Instead he was left dependent solely on the Orange and Alexandria RR to supply his army. Fortunately for Meade events in the west intervened. 
As Meade pondered his next move, expecting to be relieved at any moment, Robert E. Lee forced him into action by striking at his tenuous supply line. After both sides shipped reinforcements to the west Lee moved around Meade's now shortened right flank to challenge the railroad. The short lived Bristoe Campaign was primarily one of maneuver, culminating in a Confederate repulse at Bristoe Station. While Union commanders and soldiers complained bitterly about the seemingly meaningless marching and counter-marching Meade demonstrated skillful use of interior lines and retrograde movement to counter Lee's move. Despite besting the offensive moves of the vaunted Confederate commander for a second time the administration was unimpressed. It was offensive victories they wanted and they were in no mood to be patient. Once again Meade came under intense pressure to bring Lee to decisive battle from his position behind the Rappahannock River. 
In his retreat from the Bristoe Campaign Lee had thought it wise to leave the option of a renewed offensive alive. To facilitate this he established a bridgehead at Rappahannock Station. The northern bank of the river and pontoon bridge located there was defended by Early's division. At sunset on 7 November this dangerously exposed position was overrun by a daring attack that netted 1,600 Confederate prisoners. Simultaneously Kelly's Ford was forced giving the Union [image: image1.png]o Culpeper
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forces two passages across the natural obstacle. Lee retreated behind the Rapidan River and ceded the "Iron Triangle" to Meade's forces. The new question was how long the new Confederate line could hold out. It was a formable position and Lee now enjoyed the benefit of interior lines and a strong natural obstacle. 
Meade considers his options. 
After breeching the Rappahannock Line Meade would have been very happy to call it a good start and head to winter quarters to prepare for a spring offensive. This was not to be, however, as the administration applied constant pressure to bring Lee to battle. Meade held out for two weeks while he analyzed his options. He found few advantages to make a successful campaign. 
First, he suffered from the contradictory attack/defend edict from Washington. Moving forward under this constraint appeared to offer few maneuver opportunities. In fact, a direct confrontation of the heavily defended Confederate defense on the Rapidan River seemed the only possible course of action. This option would require that he force a crossing at a heavily defended site, establish a bridgehead, and maneuver from there. It was a daunting prospect. 
The Army of Northern Virginia held a line behind a formable natural obstacle, the Rapidan River. The defense covered all the major crossings to their immediate front. The limitations on movements during winter months had been clearly established during the first three years of the war and troubled Meade greatly. His single strand of communication/supply would have to be extended across the river and be subjected to the high probability of counter-attack. While he heavily outnumbered the enemy forces he had nowhere near the disparity in troop strength that would ensure the success of such a venture. It had every indication of being a Rappahannock Station in reverse. The isolated bridgehead(s) would be extremely vulnerable to collapse before enough troops could be pushed over the river to secure them. 
While despairing of the possibility of being pushed into direct confrontation at the river Meade received vital intelligence. The departure of Longstreet to the west had shortened the Confederate line. On the extreme right of Lee's line three crossings had been left virtually undefended. Jacob's, Germanna, and Culpeper Mine Fords led to two high speed avenues of approach to Lee's rear, Orange Turnpike and the Orange Plank Road. By shifting to his left, Meade could take advantage of the undefended crossings and still maintain a position between the Army of Northern Virginia and Washington. The Confederate oversight, caused by lack of adequate personnel, created a remarkable and unexpected opportunity for the Army of the Potomac. Meade wasted no time in [image: image2.jpg]


formulating a plan to take advantage of the situation. 
The Plan
On the evening of 23Nov63 MG George Meade called together his Corps commanders and personally explained the plan which had been distributed in a circular earlier that day. If the briefing were conducted today it would be done in an operation order that would fit this format:
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Situation

Enemy – The Army of Northern Virginia, consisting of two Corps of Infantry, a cavalry Corps and artillery Corps occupy entrenched positions on the south bank of the Rapidan River. Most probable course of action is to defend the three river crossings to their immediate front forcing the Army of Potomac into direct confrontation at the river or extended maneuver around their defenses.

Friendly – The Army of the Potomac, consisting of 5 Corps of Infantry, a cavalry Corps, an artillery corps, and artillery reserve occupies the Northern bank of the Rapidan River. Most probable course of action is maneuver to avoid the strength of the Confederate defense by means of flanking movement.

Mission

The Army of the Potomac will conduct a movement to contact by designated routes to seize the initiative and conduct deliberate attacks on the enemy rear, defeating Ewell’s Corps before it can be reinforced by Hill’s corps.
Execution

Concept of the Operation – The Army of the Potomac will cross the Rapidan River in three columns and move to a consolidation point in the vicinity of Robertson’s Tavern to attack the enemy rear.

Commander’s Intent – The Army of the Potomac will move rapidly to the consolidation point and then use operational surprise to attack and defeat the enemy in detail as it moves to meet the assault. The ultimate goal of the operation is to secure “an effective lodgment to Orange Court House and Gordonsville.”

Scheme of Maneuver – At sun up on 24Nov63 III Corps (French) will cross the river at Jacob’s Ford and proceed south to Robertson’s Tavern to affect a link up with II Corps (Warren). II Corps (Warren) to cross the river at Germanna Ford and use Plank Road and Orange turnpike to proceed to Robertson’s tavern to link with III Corps (French). V Corps (Sykes) will cross the river at Culpeper Mine Ford and move south on Plank Road and west on Orange Plank Road to the vicinity of Parker’s Store. VI Corps (Sedgwick) will cross the river at Jacob’s Ford after III Corps and proceed south to reinforce the Union right. I Corps (Newton) minus one division left to guard the railroad will cross the river at Culpeper Mine Ford after V Corps and move south to reinforce the Union left.

BG David Gregg’s Cavalry Division to screen the left flank of the Army.

BG George Custer’s Cavalry Division to screen the right flank of the Army and watch the river crossings to the Confederate front to ensure no move is made against them.

BG Buford’s Cavalry Division, under BG Merritt, to guard the field trains.

Combat Support Units – Combat trains reduced to 50% and will follow assigned Corps.

Service Support

Each man to carry 8 days of rations.

Combat field trains to carry 10 days rations and forage.

Ammunition wagons to carry 30 rounds per man.

Remaining field trains will fall under command of the Chief Quartermaster (Ingalls) and will not be released without orders from MG Meade.

Supply operations will be conducted by bringing wagons and pack mules over the river under the cover of darkness

Command and Signal

Overall command of the operation will be conducted by MG Meade at Army of the Potomac Headquarters. All command replacements will be done with consideration of seniority. 

Communication will be conducted by message courier or signal flags if applicable.

It was a good plan and Meade and Chief of Staff Humphreys expected great results if it was executed with “prompt, vigorous action and intelligent compliance with the programme on the part of the Corps and subordinate commanders.”

[image: image4.jpg]


The Campaign Begins
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Meade’s well designed plan to catch the Army of Northern Virginia by surprise got off to a resounding halt. Shortly after the briefing for his Corps commanders the area was pelted with a drenching rain causing Meade to postpone the start of operations. It was a triple blow to the Union chance of success. The rain did nothing to improve the already poor traveling conditions on the few narrow dirt roads in the area. Additionally the run off swelled the rivers and streams and put the serviceability of the fords in question. More importantly, however, the pause allowed Lee to benefit from an intelligence bonanza of his own. Confederate signalmen atop Clark’s Mountain noticed the Federal efforts to stage for the eventual start of the campaign and informed the Confederate leader that movement preparations were being made by the Army of the Potomac. Unable to discern any intent Lee could still prepare his forces for movement. Unknown to Meade the enemy was preparing for him before his movement even got underway.

After two days the conditions were deemed at the minimum to support movement and the execution order was reissued. As a precaution Meade designated a pioneer corps to precede the columns to their assigned crossing point to make the necessary repairs to the road network. Movement was scheduled to begin at 0600 on Thanksgiving Day, 26Nov63, with a link up of the three columns at Robertson’s Tavern to be completed no later than 1800. The marches to Germanna and Culpeper Mine Ford were conducted with a hitch. Both columns were prepared to cross the river by 1100. The story was much different at Jacob’s Ford. Sedgwick’s VI Corps moved up to their line of departure only to find French’s III Corps troops unprepared to begin. Sedgwick was disgusted to find some of the men that were to move in front of him still asleep and wagons not packed. French’s troops did not arrive at the ford until nearly 1200. 
The III Corps troubles were only just beginning. The lead division (Prince) detected movement on the far side of the river and the timid French deemed it necessary to deploy two batteries of artillery and an infantry regiment to over watch the site. This process wasted more valuable time. Meade decided not to allow the two lower columns to proceed until the Jacob’s Ford crossing could be made for fear they could be cut off and isolated on the far side of the river without support. He stopped the V Corps and II Corps columns at their crossing sites. The two corps commanders used the delay to make last minute preparations for their crossing when the time arrived.  “Roads were rapidly cut out among the trees, and batteries posted” while they awaited the movement order from Meade who had joined Warren at Germanna Ford. This delay gave Lee the information he needed to formulate his own plan. Confederate cavalry (Rosser) detected the Union presence at Culpeper Mine Ford and reported it immediately up the chain. Lee knew intuitively that such a deployment suggested two probable courses of action by Meade. The Union commander would either turn west heading for his right flank or make a dash for Richmond. His counter measure was now clear. He released Hill’s Corps to move east on the Orange Turnpike and the Orange Plank Road to meet the threat or catch the Federal flank while they were in the act of moving. [image: image6.jpg]
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The Union troubles at Jacob’s Ford had only just begun. The pontoons were called up and the process of constructing the bridge went smoothly until it was determined that they were one boat short of completion. The engineers scrambled to assemble a trestle to finish the span. Furthermore the improvised structure and the steepness of the far bank did not allow for the passage of artillery or wagons.  French dallied more while considering his options. Finally the artillery, minus one battery that managed to make the crossing and the wagons were diverted to Germanna Ford. The crossing of the infantry was completed but hours behind schedule. More valuable time was wasted when a wide ditch on the south side of the river had to be bridged.  French’s column then compounded their tardiness by getting lost. Counter marching to gain the correct road wasted the remainder of daylight and French put his men into bivouac for the night far short of the anticipated goal. A frustrated Meade had seen his chance of operational surprise sacrificed by French’s bumbling. New orders were issued to move west on the Orange Turnpike and the Orange Plank Road on the morning of the 27th. The two armies were now on a collision course.

Robertson’s Tavern 

With the opposing armies moving forward along the same roads contact was inevitable. The first meeting took place in the vicinity of Robertson’s Tavern (Locust Grove) on the Orange turnpike. Marching early on the morning of the 27th the Confederate vanguard (MG Robert Rodes) got the jump on Warren’s union troops. They occupied a position about a mile east of Mine Run between 0800 and 0900. There Rodes was ordered “to feel the enemy with his skirmishers.” The North Carolina Brigade of BG Junius Daniel deployed a force of skirmishers under the command of Captains Foster and Hines.  At 1030 they met the oncoming Federals of Colonel Samuel Carroll’s 1st Brigade of the 3rd Division, V Corps.

Anticipating the likelihood of enemy presence Carroll sent Captain Jones, 4th Ohio, forward with a detail of ten men from each regiment in the brigade to serve as sharpshooters. When these men exchanged shots with the Tar Heel skirmish line the 8th Ohio, with 2 companies deployed as skirmishers, was formed into a line of battle on the right side of the road while the 7th West Virginia, with one company forward, did the same on the left. The remaining two regiments, 14th Indiana and 4th Ohio, were held in reserve on the road at a safe distance to the rear.  After advancing about 100 yards the line on the left of the road was strengthened by rushing a portion of the 4th Ohio forward.  The new line proved strong enough to push the Confederate skirmish line back about onto their main position deployed along a fence and ditch. Approximately 500 yards separated the two lines and a “desultory sharpshooting” was maintained until 1300 when Carroll was ordered to “dislodge the rebel line.” 

The 7th West Virginia crossed an open field and suffered the bulk of their loss moving the enemy from their position. Although the Confederates were pushed back the attack left a serious bend in the Union line.  Colonel Carroll ordered a correction in the line to conform to BG Alexander Webb’s 2nd Division, who had moved up in support.  In the course of the movement, “by some mischance”, a gap developed in the Union line and the Confederates took advantage by moving troops there and “poured their fire in the rear of the 8th Ohio”. The Buckeyes were forced to fall back until they were reinforced by two companies (D&E) of the 4th Ohio and regained the lost ground. The 8th Ohio and 7th West Virginia were then relieved by the 14th Indiana and 4th Ohio. The corrected Union line maintained its position at the order of Meade who was waiting for the link up with French’s III Corps before making any further effort in this area.

Rodes, meanwhile, was dissuaded from a proposed attack by Early, who was also waiting for the arrival of Johnson’s Division before making any commitment to general engagement. Both sides settled down awaiting the consolidation of their forces. 

On the 28th the Federal forces pushed forward against weak resistance to the east bank of Mine Run. During the evening the Confederates were withdrawn to the west side of Mine Run were they began entrenching. The move was not without problems, however. The 44th North Carolina failed to relieve their pickets and five men were left behind in the darkness. Two of the five men captured as a result managed to escape and returned to their unit.

The actions at Robertson’s Tavern resulted in relatively few casualties but were important in that they established the line that would be maintained for the rest of the campaign.
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Payne’s Farm

At 0700 on the morning of the 27th the III Corps troops began their move toward Robertson’s Tavern and the long overdue link-up with Warren’s II Corps.  BG Prince took the precaution of setting out a screen of skirmishers on his right between his line of march and the last known location of the enemy. The march proceeded to a crossroad at the Widow Morris Farm where it came to a halt while a decision over which road to take was made.  Prince sent a request for guidance to French, who immediately compounded the problem by sending a confusing set of instructions to Prince. Prince requested clarification and was ordered down the right hand fork even though “the left road was shown to be passable.” Against his better judgment Prince prepared his troops for the movement that he knew would be contested. Once everything was in order he received word from French that he was on the wrong road and to “cease all operations.” Prince rode to Corps headquarters and consulted with French who changed his mind again and told Prince “to go on with my division” down the road previously selected. More than two hours were wasted as the two men bickered over the proper course of action.

A short distance to the west MG Edward Johnson was having no trouble deciding what to do with his division of Confederates. Ordered by Early (Commanding Ewell’s Corps) to march down Raccoon Ford Road and take up a position on Rodes left at Locust Grove he formulated his movement plan.  The order of march was established as Jones Brigade of Virginians in the van, followed by Stafford’ Louisiana Brigade, the famous “Stonewall” Brigade, the ambulance train and artillery, and Steuart’s Brigade providing rear security. The column moved without incident until they reached “the junction of an obscure road” where Prince’s skirmishers stumbled into the Confederate ambulance train.

Steuart immediately deployed skirmishers and reported the contact to Johnson, who rode back to personally assess the situation. After a short inspection Johnson order Steuart to “throw back his left and form his brigade at right angles to the road” while the rest of the division counter- marched to his aid. The returning brigades were quickly formed into a line of battle and ordered to throw out one regiment each as skirmishers “to feel the enemy.”  They advanced through about 500 yards of heavy foliage before they struck the Union main body. The “Stonewall” Brigade deployed the 2nd Virginia in this role. Captain William B. Colston remembered the action this way in a memoir:

“…we plunged into a dense piece of timber… We soon struck the Yankee skirmishers and drove them back through the woods to an open field, where we ran into French’s entire corps and into the hottest place that could be imagined.”

The Confederates were eventually overcome by vastly superior numbers and forced to retreat from the Payne’s Farm fields to the edge of the wood they had just advanced from. When the larger Federal force refused to seize the initiative Johnson settled on a bold plan. At 1600 he ordered a general advance. The Union line was driven back as the Confederate line slowly wheeled to their left. The momentum of the attack, however, could not be maintained as the brigades and regiments became disconnected by the terrain and vegetation. Once again they retreated, nearly out of ammunition, to a fence line skirting an open field.

The confused back and forth affair did not lack for other heroic actions. The Confederate leaders once again leading from the front paid dearly. Colonel Raleigh Colston (Captain Colston’s brother), commanding the 2nd Virginia was severely wounded in the leg and would die of pneumonia a month after the amputation. Also lost was Lt Colonel Walton of the 23rd Virginia. Equally as brave and much more fortunate was BG J. A. Walker, commander of the “Stonewall” Brigade. When one of his regiments began to falter he “seized the colors, leaped his horse over a fence” and rode to the front to rally the men within 80 yards of the Union line. Despite drawing an immense amount of fire he survived his exploit unwounded. On the extreme left reinforcements from Birney’s Division moved up an attempted to turn the Confederate line but were driven back by canister fired with “great gallantry” by Carpenter’s Battery.

Darkness brought an end to the fighting and the unpleasant task of recovering the wounded.  Edwin Wage, 151st New York, found the experience difficult to forget.

“Dead men lying in all positions, in some places two or three close together. One soldier lying on his back still grasping his Enfield rifle in his right hand, the left extended holding the rod as he was in the act of loading…”

The Confederate losses amounted to 545 men (69k, 429w, 47m) but they had accomplished a feat worthy of the loss. Johnson’s 5300 men had attacked and delayed a Union force five times their number. Had the Federal column not been delayed by their own mismanagement and the audaciousness of Johnson’s troops they would have struck Rodes division squarely in the left flank and rear and could have easily rolled up his entire command.

New Hope Church

On the far left of the Union move across the Rapidan River MG George Sykes experienced none of the problems that plagued French and Warren. His Corps was in place at Culpeper Mine Ford by 1030 and across by noon. He was then held up by Meade's order to await developments at Jacob's Ford. On the morning of the 27th he moved down the Orange Plank road with Gregg's cavalry division in the lead until they struck Confederate cavalry pickets in the vicinity of New Hope Church.

MG J. E. B. Stuart's plan to contest passage of the road got off to a disappointing start. Hampton's Brigade did not appear at the rally point until 0900 causing Stuart to remark in his report; "The enemy was enabled, therefore, to make much more progress than he could have done had we by prompt and vigorous move…met him early on the 27th." [image: image8.jpg]



BG James Gordon's Brigade of North Carolina cavalry took the lead and advanced until it met Colonel John Taylor's pickets, comprised of two squadrons from the 3rd Pennsylvania Cavalry and one squadron from the 1st Massachusetts Cavalry.  The meeting engagement evolved into what Stuart called "an unequal contest which was greatly aggravated by deficiency in ammunition for carbines and rifles."  With both sides fighting on foot due to the "peculiar undergrowth" the Confederate troopers were driven back by the combined efforts of the growing Union strength. Elements of the 3rd PA, 1st PA, 1st MA, and 1st NJ regiments and two sections of guns combined to push Stuart's forces back about a mile. At about 1500 the engagement became "very warm" and the Union advance ran into MG Heth's Confederate infantry being brought up to support the hard pressed Southern troopers. 

Heth's vanguard, BG H. H. Walker's Brigade of Virginians, threw out skirmishers in an effort to clear away Union skirmishers and enable the deployment of artillery. After "several unsuccessful attempts" Heth realized that the firepower advantage of the Federal carbines could not be overcome without an increased effort.  Heth rode to the rear to seek approval from his Corps commander, Lt Gen A. P. Hill, for a general advance. Unable to locate Hill, Heth happened onto General Lee who approved an advance by the entire division.

Heth arranged his men in a three brigade front. Walker's Brigade in the center flanked by Kirkland's Brigade of North Carolinians (under command of Colonel T. C. Singletary ) on the right and BG J. R. Davis' Brigade on the left. BG J. R. Cooke's Brigade of Tar Heels made up the reserve.  While inspecting the disposition of his forces, Heth found Singletary a half mile too far to the right, but while correcting Singletary's position the other two brigades managed to accomplish the "original design" of the attack. Artillery was emplaced but the hour was growing late and Heth once again went to the rear to get guidance. He met with Hill and Lee and it was determined that no further advance would be made. 
On the Federal side MG Sykes V Corps infantry relieved the Union cavalry and the "enemy became quiet and made no further demonstration." Sykes also sought guidance from his higher headquarters. Meade, concerned over the separation of his Corps, directed Sykes not to advance beyond the intersection of Raccoon Ford Road and the Orange Plank Road. With that the action here died down for the night.

Parker’s Store
The ever aggressive Southern cavalry commander MG J. E. B. Stuart was not content to wait out the developing stalemate between the infantry forces. He joined Rosser’s Brigade of cavalry and circled the far left of the Union line looking for an opportunity to strike in the Federal rear. Near Parker’s Store two regiments of Gregg’s Union cavalry were located by a reconnaissance of the 4th Virginia Cavalry as they were being provisioned by the Union supply train. Stuart wasted no time moving on the plump target.

BG Thomas Rosser arrived with his brigade at noon “unobserved by the enemy.” Captain Hatcher, commanding the advance of the 7th Virginia Cavalry, “dashed upon the pickets and killed or captured them all.” The removal of the Union pickets gave some warning and the first attempt at attacking the camp failed. The lead units were “thrown into confusion” by sharpshooters placed in the thick underbrush. Undeterred Rosser mounted a heavier attack. The 35th Virginia and the 12th Virginia combined to overwhelm the Federal troopers who retreated into the Wilderness. Rosser reported that the attack “captured a good many arms and equipments, horses and mules, and three wagons.”

BG David Gregg reacted swiftly to the news of the attack. He ordered three regiments from his 2nd Brigade along with a section of guns from the 4th US Battery to counter-attack. The Union reinforcements pushed Rosser back into a nearby railroad cut. The predicament grew serious for Rosser’s men until Hampton arrived with Gordon’s North Carolina Brigade and Young’s South Carolina Brigade to stabilize the situation. 

It was another clear display of Southern leadership acting on their own initiative to confound Union efforts. Hampton had been left by Stuart with no word about his intentions other than he planned on attacking the enemy with Rosser’s troopers.  He deemed it proper to follow Stuart’s line of march without orders in the event that his assistance should be required.  Hearing the gunfire at Parker’s Store Hampton rushed to the aid of the beleaguered Rosser.  The 2nd North Carolina supported by elements of the 5th North Carolina attacked the Federal left and the Cobb and Phillip’s Legions of Young’s brigade dismounted to attack the right.  The accurate fire of a single gun from Hart’s Battery, the only piece that could be advanced over a poor bridge helped disperse the Federals. Rosser’s badly disorganized brigade was ordered into a small nearby field to reorganize and wait. A report of Union infantry advancing on his position caused Stuart to order withdraw before any further action could be taken, however.
The small engagement at Parker’s Store accounted for 106 Federal losses (8k, 43w, 55m) and approximately 25 Confederate losses (5k, 18w, 1m). Rosser’s initial report included the destruction of 35-40 wagons (although most were probably burned by their teamster’s to prevent use by the Confederates). Nevertheless, their loss was a significant blow to Meade’s logistics.

Decision Day

When the sun set on the 27th a frustrated Meade altered his alignment to close the gaps created by the stalled III Corps. Sedgwick’s VI Corps was moved around French and took up positions on the right of Warren who held the center.  Newton’s I Corps was brought forward from their reserve position behind Sykes and filled the gap on Warren’s left. At first light the whole line moved forward to find the Confederate positions abandoned and the ANV occupying a new line on the west bank of Mine Run. 

Reconnaissance of the new Confederate position revealed that it was well chosen. To attack the line would require crossing 1,000 yards of open terrain and scaling the banks of the heavily defended creek. Despite the obvious disadvantages Meade moved his army into position for a direct confrontation with Lee. Heavy rains and colder temperatures retarded the preparation as many men began to suffer the effects of hypothermia. The delays gave Warren a chance to prepare an alternate plan. Warren suggested that the Army of the Potomac be shifted to the left to take advantage of terrain better suited to the attack.

Meade jumped at the proposal as the only viable option to frontal assault. He reinforced Warren with BG Henry Terry’s division of VI Corps and ordered him to threaten Lee’s right and find a point of attack that promised some chance of success. The other Corps commanders were instructed to look to their fronts for any weak points that could be successfully assaulted.

During the night V and VI Corps troops were shifted into position, marching ten miles through the forest to arrive on Lee’s right.  At a command conference held at 2200 Warren reported that Lee’s right lay open and if he was further reinforced he could overrun the defenses there. Meade strengthened Warren again with two of Newton’s divisions and ordered the assault to begin at 0800 with a one hour artillery barrage. Supporting attacks would be made by I Corps and the remainder of III Corps to hold Confederate forces in place. Warren returned to his command confident of success but leaving nothing to chance decided to conduct a last minute personal reconnaissance. Moving up to the Union picket line in the dark Warren found that the line he thought vulnerable had been transformed. The Confederate line now consisted of a formable set of trenches and breastworks fronted by an abatis, hastily constructed by Hill’s Corps who had been shifted to counter the Union threat. By his estimation his troops would be exposed to eight minutes of artillery and rifle fire just to reach the enemy position. He decided to cancel the assault. Other commanders were reaching the same conclusion. One 1st Minnesota soldier told his division commander, BG Alexander Hays, 

“…we can’t get more than two thirds of the way up the hill.”

Newton’s troops had “very gallantly affected a lodgment on the other side, under sharp fire of the enemy, losing in killed and wounded about 40 men.” With a crossing point secured Newton had four bridges constructed in anticipation of the attack. At 0300 the position was determined to be untenable and was withdrawn, destroying the bridges as they moved back. Warren called off the attack by his men but word of the decision did not reach Meade’s headquarters before the artillery barrage commenced. The bombardment lasted 50 minutes before Meade was informed of Warren’s decision. Explaining the courageous move to Meade, Warren stated “I would sooner sacrifice my commission…” than proceed with the planned attack. The temperamental Meade’s initial reaction was outrage and anger. He rode to Warren’s headquarters and met with the Corps commander between 1000 and 1100. After looking at the situation for himself he was forced to conclude that Warren had made the correct decision and returned to his headquarters where French foolishly attempted to chastise Meade for having faith in Warren, who he called that “beardless boy”.  Although Meade’s reaction to this taunting went unrecorded it can be easily assumed that French took the brunt of Meade’s legendary temper.

Meade had little choice but to order a retreat. Once again Halleck refused to allow him to move back towards Fredericksburg. He was given the option of a line at the Rappahannock or the Rapidan. Meade chose the Rapidan line so that any new opportunity that might afford itself could be more easily taken advantage of.  By December 2 the Union Army was back where it started from, on the north bank of the Rapidan River. The campaign was over. The two armies went into winter camp and remained there until spring. 

Conclusion and Assessment

After seven days of ineffectual campaign the Army of the Potomac was withdrawn in failure. The decisive battle against Lee’s forces, so sought after by the administration, was not to be. The closest thing to a set piece confrontation was a large meeting engagement fought at the Corps level at Payne’s Farm. The combined losses for the campaign barely register in the human carnage that was the Civil War. This is not to say that the campaign did not have important consequences for the Union war effort. Three reasons why the failed campaign at Mine Run is important:

· Already disillusioned with the course of the war in the east Lincoln took the failure here as justification to bring in someone new to write the equation that would make the “horrible arithmetic” work.  U. S. Grant was given overall command of the Union armies.

· Disgusted with the cumbersome command network, Meade led a reorganization of the Army of the Potomac that reduced the number of Corps from 5 to 3.

· Most important this campaign served as the model for the beginning of Grant’s Overland Campaign that would eventually achieve the destruction of the Army of Northern Virginia.

The reasons for the disappointing outcome are many but can be characterized in two categories. First is leadership. Meade made an interesting and as it turned out fatal choice to lead the most important portion of his movement. French was the least experienced Corps commander available, yet was given the lead of the column closest to the enemy. Everything depended on the success of his move and he failed miserably. Meade can also be held responsible to a certain extent for this failure. When French became moribund with indecision Meade made no effort to take personal control although he was only a short distance away. Second the Union leaders, particularly, French and Warren, failed to ensure that the most basic element of military operations was done effectively.

Reconnaissance is the foundation of all military movements, yet it went ignored by French. For his part Warren determined a course of action based on an incomplete set of information. A continued reconnaissance would have revealed Hill’s troops moving into the area of his proposed attack. He did manage to save himself from disaster with a last minute second look. It should not have taken a personal effort to learn of this development. While Lee never lacked for intelligence on the Union movements from the very beginning of the campaign everything he did seemed to surprise Meade. Failure here represented a misuse of his cavalry. Reorganization here would be high on the list of things to do when Grant took over.

Meade was not the only one disappointed in the outcome of the campaign. Despite foiling Meade’s plan Lee was angry when his own plan for a flank attack on the AoP on December 1st found only empty trenches. Lee placed all the blame for the lost opportunity on himself stating; “I am too old to command this army. We should have never let those people get away!”  The Battle of Mine Run turned out to be, as one commentator put it, the greatest battle never fought.
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