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Of all the military operations conducted during the Civil War none are as difficult to explain as Sheridan’s cavalry foray during Grant’s Overland Campaign.  The massive endeavor that included nearly 10,000 troopers, or all but one regiment in the Army of the Potomac, was designed to threaten Richmond, harass Lee’s lines of communication, and draw Stuart and his riders to battle. In the end what it accomplished can be debated but whatever the success it came at the expense of blinding Grant while Sheridan was away. The string of events that led to this odd affair began with Grant’s assumption of overall command. He immediately set about to improve his mounted arm by appointing MG Philip Sheridan as commander. Sheridan was an unusual choice in that he had very little cavalry experience. Grant brought him East because he wanted a man that would fight. The diminutive but feisty Sheridan thought seeking out and destroying the enemy cavalry was the only suitable mission for his newly gained force. Meade, however, saw things differently. He wanted his riders to act as screens, intelligence gatherers, and protective rear guards for his supply lines. The difference in opinion soon led to strained relations between the two men. Sheridan chafed at using his men as sentries and errand boys. The two temperamental commanders argued and a change was destined to happen. It is here that the peculiar chain of command situation in the Army of the Potomac came into play. Although Meade was the commander of the Army of the Potomac, his superior, Grant, was along on the campaign and had started to exercise more and more direct control of events. After a poor performance that allowed Lee to attack undetected in the Wilderness, both Grant and Meade were looking for ways to get more out of Sheridan’s men. 
Sheridan was looking to change his role as well. On 8 May he stormed into Meade’s HQ tent demanding that Meade allow him to go out and “whip Stuart”. The two engaged in a heated exchange, with each blaming each other for the problems that had arisen. Sheridan would not back down to his superior and finally he asserted that if Meade would not allow it than he would relinquish his command to him and left in a snit. 
When Meade recounted the argument Grant insisted that if Sheridan thought he could go out and “whip Stuart” that they should “let him start right out and do it.”

Meade understandably irritated by being over-ridden by Sheridan’s benefactor had no choice but to relent. He issued orders for Sheridan to”proceed against the enemy’s cavalry.” Sheridan’s raid was on. The battle best remembered from the action of the next sixteen days is Yellow Tavern.
On the morning of 9 May the enormous column departed Silver‘s Plantation .T.F. Rodenbough, a Sheridan staffer, described the preparations this way; 

“The command was stripped of all impediments, such as unserviceable animals, wagons and tents. The necessary ammunition train, two ambulances to a division, a few pack-mules for baggage, three days’ rations and a half-day forage carried on the saddle, comprised the outfit.”
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Each trooper was also issued 50 rifle rounds and 18 pistol rounds, and six batteries of horse artillery (32 guns) were also loaded with ammunition. A re-supply for the return trip was to be obtained from the Army of the James; otherwise foraging was to supplement what the troopers carried.

There was no attempt to mask the massive movement. It would have been impossible at any rate.  Sheridan’s intent was to draw Stuart into battle using his presence as bait. Rebel scouts had little difficulty locating the thirteen mile long column and Wickham started harassing attacks almost immediately. Custer, commanding Merritt’s lead Brigade, entered Beaver Dam Station just as the Confederate garrison there was loading Union prisoners onto a train. Ordered to double time the prisoners instead refused to budge. The guards faced with the choice of shooting the prisoners, as they threatened, or facing the approaching threat chose the latter. They were soon prisoners themselves. The station was also being used as a forward supply base and yielded a huge cache of goods. Sheridan summarized the haul in his report this way,

“…200,000 pounds of bacon, and other supplies amounting in all about 1,500,000 rations, and nearly all the medical stores of General Lee’s army.” 
Custer made the best of his bonanza by “supplying my command with all the rations they could carry…“after which he ordered the rest to be burned. The railroad depot, 2 locomotives, 100 cars, and 90 wagons were put to the torch. Additionally 8-10 miles of telegraph wire and rail were torn up. As Sheridan began making plans for the next days activities he noted that “An important point of the expedition had now been gained, and we had also obtained forage for our famished animals. “ To protect his current position he sent Captain Abraham Arnold with his 5th US Cavalry along with the 1st New York Dragoons north to guard the crossing at Davenport Bridge. Sheridan was not the only one making plans. Stuart, eager to challenge Sheridan’s daring move, split his command into two columns. The brigades of Gordon and Lomax were assigned to force a crossing at the Davenport Bridge, being guarded by Arnold, thereby threatening the flank of the Union troopers. Wickham’s Brigade, meanwhile, continued to nip at the heels of Sheridan’s line as a distraction. BG Gregg reported from his position at the rear of the column that “the 6th Ohio and 1st Pennsylvania regiments of cavalry successfully resisted and repelled repeated attacks.” [image: image3.jpg]
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These two regiments formed the extreme rear of the column and came under attack at Childsburg. The 6th Ohio took the brunt of the initial assault while Colonel Taylor of the 1st Pennsylvania formed a line across the road. When the 6th broke they were chased back by the rebel cavalry into the Pennsylvanian’s line. The lead squadron of rebels nearly took the 1st Pennsylvania colors but were beaten back losing all but 2 troopers killed or wounded. The captain in command of the attacking squadron was killed by Taylor with his revolver. This assault was followed up by the remainder of the regiment who ran into the massed fire of about 200 rapid firing carbines and was repulsed. Taylor withdrew his line after dark and rejoined the main body march. As Wickham’s horse artillery peppered Wilson and Gregg’s divisions they crossed the North Anna. Sheridan reportedly told them “Keep moving, boys. We’re going on through. There isn’t cavalry enough in all the Southern Confederacy to stop us. “They successfully accomplished the crossing with little loss .At Davenport Bridge Arnold’s small command drove off the Confederate engineers trying to destroy the bridge but could not hold against an assault from the superior force that had crossed the river at an unknown ford upstream. Eventually Arnold was driven back to find his support gone. Arnold managed to cross his men while the detail attempting to destroy the bridge laid down a covering fire. He was not as lucky as the other units, losing 2 officers and 68 enlisted men while trying to stem the assault of the Confederates, before rejoining the main body of the column. BG Merritt, 1st Division commander, tried to put the best possible spin on the losses, in an obvious understatement, “the loss was slight and the event highly creditable to the officers and men of the 5th,” 
Stuart assembled his three Brigades (4,500 men) and began a cautious pursuit of Sheridan’s host. He realized that he must block Sheridan from the thinly held Western approaches to Richmond so he developed a risky plan. Gordon would remain and continue to harass Sheridan’s rear while the remainder of the force would make a desperate ride east to the Telegraph Road and then south to interpose themselves between Sheridan and Richmond. Commenting after the fact Sheridan criticized his adversary stating, “the enemy, in following up our rear, had made a great mistake, and began to see it…” and was forced to “haul off from the rear and urge his horses to the death so as to get in between Richmond and our column.”

The 1st Maine Cavalry led the Union main body towards Yellow Tavern in a race with the Southerners. Fierce skirmishing with the 1st Maryland Cavalry delayed their advance but not significantly. By 5 p.m., on the 10th Sheridan was across the South Anna and the bridge destroyed to discourage Gordon’s efforts at disrupting his rear. Sheridan was confident enough to allow the column to stop and cook supper and rest for the night. The pause was enough to allow Stuart’s men to win the race. Along the way Stuart had arranged for use of the Baltimore Light Artillery to raise his artillery compliment to 10 guns. At 3 a.m. on the 11th they moved out to gain a good defensive position at the crossroads of the Brook Turnpike and the Telegraph Road.

Like Stuart, Sheridan decided to divide his command. Gregg would remain at the river as a rear guard while Merritt and Wilson took their divisions east on the Mountain Road to the Telegraph Road, about a thirteen mile march. Meanwhile Davies would take his Brigade on an independent mission to Ashland Station to destroy the railroad there and then rejoin the main body.

Gregg’s rear guard action almost immediately ran into trouble. Caught unaware when Gordon boldly forded the river, heavy fire surrounded the Union encampment between Ground Squirrel Bridge and Goodall’s Tavern. Gordon’s North Carolinians forced Gregg to retreat. The 1st and 5th North Carolina pressed forward dismounted while the 2nd North Carolina struck the flank with a mounted attack. The 2nd’s attack routed the veteran 1st Maine and then the 10th New York. The contest turned into a melee. Every manner of weapon was employed, including the 1st North Carolina’s guidon.  Colonel William Cheek, 1st North Carolina commander, described the fight as “the most desperate hand-to-hand conflict I ever witnessed.” Even regimental bugles changed hands. The 1st North Carolina bugler wrestled the 1st Maine’s instrument from its owner and enlivened the fight with a few martial airs. Finally the Union regiments yielded. Only the quick action of a battery of horse artillery averted complete disaster. A new line was formed and the battle resumed. Gordon tested the second line by sending Cheek around on a flanking maneuver to Gregg’s right. More close in fighting followed. The Union line battled hard but was forced back. The Confederates claimed victory after “routing and driving them in the greatest precipitation for several miles; killing and capturing a good number.”  For his part in the battle Cheek was wounded in the shoulder while chasing a blue clad trooper with his saber. For several hours the pattern repeated itself. Gordon moving forward, but Gregg’s men, pressed but not defeated, remained between the Confederates and their main body.

They were not the only Union soldiers to take a beating. Davies expedition to Ashland Station ran into a portion of Wickham’s Brigade in the town. The 2nd Virginia opened the contest but was driven from the town by Davies men, who set fire to the depot. A girl’s school was also raided and fun had at the student’s expense as the Union men read their private correspondence. As the Rebels were reinforced Davies attempted to drive them off but was foiled by Confederates firing from the surrounding houses.  In an effort to avoid becoming entangled with no hope of reinforcement Davies pulled back rather than risk battle so far from any possible help. Again Sheridan explained the episode in the best possible light, claiming success. His report of the action states that after driving the rebels from town the “railroad for some distance” had been torn up. Stuart did not hesitate to claim victory. He wired Richmond that the Union riders at Ashland had been “promptly whipped after a sharp fight.”

While Gregg’s division was fighting for their lives at Ground Squirrel Station and Davies was avoiding further bloodshed at Ashland the other divisions continued on the way to the intersection just north of Yellow Tavern, an abandoned roadside stop

The stage was now set for the battle that Sheridan so desperately wanted. He had, by sheer numbers, every right to expect success. His forces outnumbered Stuart roughly two divisions to two brigades, artillery by nearly three to one, and six of his regiments were armed with Spencer repeating carbines. Stuart established a fortified position in the shape of an inverted L along the Telegraph Road. Running south to north was Lomax’s’ brigade, arrayed under the direct supervision of Fitzhugh Lee, with the 6th Virginia at the southern end near the intersection of Mountain Road and Telegraph road and the 5th Virginia and the 15th Virginia on their right. Wickham’s men, arriving late from Ashland, were setting up across the road at a right angle extending west along a small ridge of high ground. From here Stuart hoped to strike the flank of Sheridan’s column as it passed to the south towards Richmond.  But Sheridan knew where the crafty Stuart was and had no intention of passing him by. Instead the Union force turned to attack Stuart, the real target of Sheridan’s raid.  Skirmishing began when elements of the 6th Pennsylvania made contact with the 6th Virginia near the road junction and the fight was on.

Custer, Devin, and Gibbs formed their brigades into a line of battle and prepared to assault the rebels. Sheridan hesitated, however, not wanting to risk battle with his reserve not yet up. Custer bristled at the delay. Confederate gunners, of the Baltimore Light Artillery, had found the range on his men and he did not want to be a sitting duck. He attempted to alter the situation by driving in the enemy pickets. Dismounting the 5th and 6th Michigan he ordered an attack on foot. The commander of the 5th failed to wait for the 6th and moved forward alone.  After a short advance they were stopped by a cross fire. Custer had them to lie down while he placed the 6th on their left. Thus fortified they resumed their advance. The ploy was momentarily successful but the advancing “Wolverines” were brought to a halt by massed fire from the main Confederate line of the 5th and 15th Virginia. Custer ordered a halt while he surveyed the situation.

To the south Gibbs and Devin pushed north and eventually flanked Lomax. The 6th Virginia was forced to retire. Custer’s main attack, spurred by this achievement, was pressed with renewed aggressiveness. The 15th Virginia and the 5th Virginia were forced to retreat under the pressure of the reinvigorated assault. Stuart, reacting quickly to the rapidly changing tactical situation, repositioned them in a road cut approximately half a mile north of the intersection. His instructions to Colonel Pate, Regimental commander of the 5thVirginia was to” hold the position at all hazards.” And hazardous it was, for shortly after occupying the cut it was stormed by the 9th New York Cavalry. The natural protection of the cut lasted only a short time under the barrage of fire from attackers swarming at them from two directions. Unable to withstand the withering fire the Confederates “broke and ran like a flock of sheep.” Pate was killed and nearly 200 that remained in the cut to fight were captured. Despite the debacle at the road cut, Stuart remained optimistic. Wickham’s men were now completely up and deployed in a strong line that opened on the flank of the attackers and brought them to a halt. Sheridan called off the pursuit preferring to again wait for reinforcements in the form of Wilson’s Division. The respite allowed Stuart to establish the survivors of Lomax’s Brigade on Wickham’s left on the east side of the Telegraph Road.

Sheridan, while waiting for his reinforcements, weakened his force by deploying two regiments, the 17th Pennsylvania and the 6th New York, along with a battery of horse artillery on a recon toward Richmond to establish if Stuart could expect help from the Richmond garrison. While Sheridan waited word of Wilson’s arrival and a report from his Richmond detachment Stuart strengthened his line and waited for the attack he knew was going to come.

The two hour pause on the main battle field was aided by Sheridan’s wait for troops and efforts by his rear guard to fight another attempt by Gordon’s men. Custer used the lull to consider Stuart’s line and formulated a plan to mount a flanking attack. His primary concern was the battery of Confederate guns that continued to threaten his line of approach. He stated in his Official Report; “from personal examination of the ground, I discovered that a successful charge might be made upon the battery of the enemy by keeping well to the right. “ His plan called for a diversionary attack by two dismounted regiments, the 5th and 6th Michigan, while the mounted thrust would make the wide turn. Merritt approved of the plan, as did Sheridan who lent him the 1st Vermont Cavalry to assist the flanking maneuver while the remainder of his force attacked straight on. The Union horse artillery pounded away at the rebel guns. Custer put himself in front of the mounted element and began his maneuver to the strains of “Yankee Doodle”.
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Initially the frontal assault covered the horsemen’s wide arc but as they neared the line they were detected. The guns that were the focus of Custer’s attention were quickly turned to confront the riders. Losses mounted as they became more vulnerable to the fire when they were slowed by five fence lines and a narrow bridge that allowed only three to pass at a time. When they got near enough to the enemy position the 1st Michigan spurred forward at a gallop and “spread terror before them.” They were met by double canister. The Maryland crews kept at the Rebel guns until many were cut down by their saber wielding attackers. The charge was joined by the 7th Michigan and 1st Vermont. They continued to drive the enemy back despite the severe fire. Major Granger, commander of the 7th Michigan, “fell as a warrior loves to fall, with his face to the foe. “ The dismounted portion of the offensive was pressed by Chapman and Wilson’s Brigades, and the Confederate position was close to collapsing. Stuart, sensing the danger, rushed to the scene trying to rally his retreating left flank. His efforts paid off when the 1st Virginia counter-attacked.  Stuart joined Company K of the 1st Virginia, his last reserve, in an attack aimed at rescuing the embattled Terrapin gun crews. During the wild and confused action Stuart drew his LeMat and was firing away at nearby Union troopers. A dismounted attack helped to disrupt the Union effort.  With the momentum gone the Union troopers were momentarily pushed back.  A trooper from the 5th Michigan fired a .44 cal pistol into a group of Confederate officers as he moved back. The round struck Stuart in the abdomen knocking his plumed hat to the ground. 

Soldiers supported the general in his saddle while he was led to the rear. The horse became unruly and Stuart asked to be taken down.  Capt. George Dorsey, of Co. K, 1st Virginia, found another mount and managed to get his commander to the rear , contrary to the order Stuart had given him to ’save your men”. He was not alone in his trip to the rear. The Confederate line was disintegrating again and his troopers were fleeing the field. Stuart gathered his strength in an attempt to rally them.

“Go back” he exhorted them “Do your duty as I’ve done mine.” 
Command passed to Fitzhugh Lee. Stuart gave Lee a vote of confidence. “Go ahead Fitz, old fellow, I know you will do what is right.” and added “I would rather die than be whipped.”
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He got both. Lee could not arrest the overpowering attack with the units available. After a brief struggle, less than an hour, he was forced to abandon the field after what Sheridan called “an obstinate contest“.  He pulled the entire force back several miles beyond the north fork of the Chickahominy. Stuart died the next day awaiting his family at the home of his brother-in-law, Dr. Charles Bremer. Sheridan condemned the performance of the Confederates leaders when he wrote in his Official Report that they were “...simple enough to receive the charge in a stationary position.”

Sheridan did not pursue the defeated Lee.  He turned south towards Richmond. They reached the capital before dark but despite the obvious opportunity Sheridan backed off stating; “I could capture Richmond, if I wanted, but I can’t hold it.” Instead he turned towards the James, in a terrific thunderstorm, and the promised sanctuary of Butler’s army. In a controversial move during this march Sheridan used captured Confederates to clear torpedoes (mines) that had injured some of his men.  When the column arrived at Meadow Bridge to cross the swollen Chickahominy they found it partially destroyed and well defended. The Union force was trapped between the water and the Richmond defenses. While Gregg and Wilson’s men fought a back and forth battle against a combined force of cavalry and Bragg’s infantry the bridge was repaired.  The 6th Pennsylvania dashed across and secured a bridgehead.  Custer’s dismounted “Wolverines” cleared the far side and held the defenders back as the remainder of the cavalry force escaped. In the action Custer’s men were credited with capturing two artillery pieces. In the final charge at Sheridan’s rear Gordon was killed. Now it was time for the Confederates to stop the chase. The Union cavalry reached Haxall’s Landing without further trouble. Sheridan would not rejoin Grant until May 25. 

In the interim the fierce fighting at the Mule Shoe was interrupted by the wire announcing Stuart’s death. It has been written that Lee said; “I can scarcely think about him without weeping.”

There were 17 recognized engagements fought during the raid and the cost to Sheridan’s force was 625 men killed, wounded, or missing. Confederate losses were not recorded. Against the gains of the campaign it seems a high price. Even Grant could find little to distinguish the raid. Writing in his Official Report the best he could say of it was that it drew off the Confederate cavalry making it “comparatively easier to guard “his supply trains. Although the raid had a few modest successes it was mostly a campaign of mistakes for both sides. A short list of those errors would include:

- Grant, at his own bidding ,sending away his entire cavalry force (- one regiment) leaving himself blind for the better part of two weeks as well as alienating his senior commander.

-  Sheridan failed to attack Wickham with a vastly superior force at the North Anna and offered up Arnold’s small force in exchange. He continually misjudged his manpower advantage and let opportunities to destroy Stuart in detail slip away.

- Stuart entirely misinterpreted Sheridan’s intent resulting in a poor initial deployment at Yellow Tavern. Instead of stalking Sheridan, as he believed he was doing, it was him that was being stalked. Once the size of the opposing force revealed itself Stuart should have fallen back to fight another day.

- The retreating Confederates should have been pursued. 
- The symbolic importance of placing the flag in Richmond, even momentarily, escaped Sheridan. In his efforts to do everything he ended up doing almost nothing.
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