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Three Fateful Days

The Battles of Waterloo and Gettysburg

By Christopher L. Kolakowski
Napoleon Bonaparte surveyed the wreckage of Waterloo battlefield as the Imperial Guard formed around him.  Their charge was crushed; the Duke of Wellington’s troops had thrown the invincible Guard back.  On his right, the Prussian Army under Field Marshal Prince Blucher had broken through his lines, scattering his troops like chaff.  This was the beginning of the end for him; within a little more than a month he would abdicate and be exiled to St. Helena. 
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Forty-eight years later, Confederate General Robert E. Lee stood on a ridge south of Gettysburg, Pennsylvania and surveyed the wreckage of three divisions he had sent on a fateful charge into the Union center.  After achieving a brief success, the men were straggling back to Confederate lines, trailed by Union taunts.  Lee dejectedly rode among his troops and repeated “It is all my fault.”  Lee would never again advance that far north.


Both generals had just completed three days of intense fighting that showed such promise at first, but would ultimately prove to be each general’s great failure in battle.  These three-day periods, June 16-18, 1815 (Waterloo) for Napoleon and July 1-3, 1863 (Gettysburg) for Lee, could have resulted in the great and crowning victory for each commander, but instead led to ignominious defeat.  Why did these two commanders fail?  Despite fighting two apparently dissimilar campaigns, each general made similar mistakes and suffered from common failures that ultimately turned the tide of battle against them.  Problems in communications, inexperienced subordinates, and a lack of firm army control from the top doomed the French and Confederate causes.

The summers of 1815 and 1863 were full of hope and opportunity, but the hope was tempered by a sobering realization of the overall situation.  Napoleon in 1815 had returned to the throne of France just that March and had been immediately declared an outlaw by most of the major powers of Europe; by June a half a million Allied soldiers were massing against him.  Robert E. Lee forty-eight years later faced a situation just as perilous.  In the west, two Federal armies were poised to strike at the Confederate heartland and cut the country in half.  Both Napoleon and Lee needed to mount aggressive campaigns to try and alleviate the pressure. Both situations called for a quick, decisive blow to sap the enemy’s moral and political resolve.  In Napoleon’s case, he wanted to knock Britain out of the war and collapse the alliance; Lee wanted a victory in the North to sap the Federal will to further prosecute the war.  But in both situations, the armies would be hampered by the need to operate from a position of weakness.

The Armies
The armies that moved north those fateful summers were among the best that each general had commanded.  Napoleon had under his command approximately 128,000 men and 366 guns in l’Armee du Nord (the Army of the North).  In terms of the quality of the rank and file, this “was the nearest to a genuine army of volunteers he had ever led, and its junior and middle leadership could hardly be bettered,” in the words of one prominent historian.  But this was an army that had a potential problem: the men remembered the events of 1814, when several generals and marshals had revolted against Napoleon and betrayed various portions of the army to the Allies.  These men, despite their devotion to their beloved Emperor, still harbored doubts about the loyalty of the generalship.  In this campaign, Napoleon’s principal commanders would be Marshals Michel Ney and Emmanuel Grouchy, commanding respectively the Left and Right Wings (Gauche Aile, Droit Aile) of Napoleon’s army.

Lee’s army was also quite experienced.  He arrived in Pennsylvania at the end of June 1863 at the head of 75,000 men and 272 guns.
His Confederate Army of Northern Virginia by this point in the war was composed of tough veterans that served and admired their chief willingly.  These men had done incredible things despite shortages in food, clothing, shoes, and ammunition.  At Chancellorsville, however,  Lieutenant General Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson had fallen at the head of his troops, a victim of friendly fire.  His loss was virtually irreplaceable; even today he stands as one of the greatest field commanders in American history.  After Chancellorsville, Lee reorganized the army again.  But cracks were beginning to show in the army’s leadership as new men came up to replace those promoted or killed.  As with l’Armee du Nord, Lee’s army suffered from questions concerning the upper echelons of command.  His four principal commanders were Lieutenant Generals James Longstreet with First Corps, Richard S. Ewell with Second Corps, Ambrose P. Hill with Third Corps, and James E. B. Stuart with the Cavalry Corps.

During these critical three-day periods both Napoleon’s and Lee’s military machines broke down.  The problems in each army can be concentrated into four major areas: (1) failures on the part of the army commanders, (2) poor communication along the chain of command, (3) inexperienced subordinates in key positions, and (4) the fact that the senior subordinates were not fully equipped to carry out the plans.  These problems were not unique to each army; these two campaigns stood out because of the similarities in the duration of each and also the situation each general faced at the beginning of the three days.
Failures in Command

Neither army commander was at their best in these operations.  Both commanders were sick, overconfident, and failed to firmly control their army during these key campaigns.   

It has long been debated the effects, if any, of Napoleon’s famed illness at Waterloo.  The exact nature of his malady will probably never be known, but theories range from hemorrhoids to a bladder infection.  Lee also was sick at Gettysburg; W. W. Blackford, an officer on Stuart’s staff, stated that Lee was suffering from an attack of diarrhea when he saw the general on the second day of battle.  Suffice it to say that neither general was in perfect health at these moments, and that it is a factor that should be taken into consideration.

Especially on the third day, both generals showed overconfidence.  While planning the Battle of Waterloo, Napoleon boldly announced, “The army of the enemy is superior to ours by more than one-fourth.  We have nevertheless ninety chances in our favor, and not ten against us.”  When Ney reported a possible Allied retreat, Napoleon dismissed the notion, adding that Wellington “has thrown the dice and they are in our favor.”  Marshal Nicolas Soult, the chief of staff, then urged Napoleon to have the detached Droit Aile rejoin the rest of the army.  The Emperor replied to that honest suggestion with a sharp statement: “Because you have been beaten by Wellington, you consider him to be a great general.  And now I will tell you he is a bad general, the English are bad troops, and that this affair is no more serious than eating one’s breakfast.”

Whether or not Napoleon actually meant all that he said is a matter of conjecture; nevertheless he did make these statements.  Some historians have claimed it was just a case of posturing to keep his subordinates’ morale up.  Later, however, just as the battle was about to begin, a prisoner told Napoleon that in a few hours elements of the Prussian army would land on his right flank.  Still, the Emperor remained relatively unconcerned.  “This morning we had ninety odds in our favor.  We still have sixty against forty, and if Grouchy . . . marches rapidly, our victory will be all the more decisive . . .,” he informed Soult.  As events would turn out, though, he had underestimated his enemy.

Lee also was supremely confident of victory.  Before the campaign opened, Lee wrote to Major General John Bell Hood, a division commander in the First Corps, “I agree with you in believing that our army would be invincible if it could be properly organized and officered.  There never were such men in an army before.  They will go anywhere and do anything if properly led.”  Though not prone to the type of declarations Napoleon gave, Lee believed that the Army of Northern Virginia as it existed in the summer of 1863 was almost invincible and was probably the best field army in history.  It was with this mentality that he went north into Pennsylvania.

At Gettysburg Lee watched as his army won a victory on the first day and on the second day nearly drove the Federals off the ridges behind the town.  On the third day, Lee decided to charge the center with three divisions as the coup de grace.  As at the Battle of Fredericksburg in December of 1862, an army commander was sending several divisions to attack across an open plain toward a well-defended ridge with plenty of artillery and infantry behind a stone wall.  Whereas the Federals didn’t make it, Lee felt his men would get over the top and split the Union line.  Indeed, “the attack as made could not have succeeded in doing anything more than making a temporary lodgment in the Union line, unless the Yankees simply panicked and broke,” wrote one historian.  It almost appears as if Lee was counting on a Federal rout; when the attack (Pickett’s Charge) failed, Lee rode through the men proclaiming “It is all my fault.  I thought you were invincible.”

There was another problem that hurt army control.  Both Lee and Napoleon did not fully grasp the terrain facing them, and at times were in positions where they were unable to see what was going on.  Napoleon at Waterloo from his headquarters at Rossomme could not personally see what was happening on the battlefield.  Napoleon also passed up a perfect observation post in the center of his line.  One historian noted that “on the slopes of La Belle Alliance there were positions corresponding to Wellington’s, where a commander could have surveyed the whole battle calmly, given his orders quickly and been accessible at once when he was wanted.  But there was nobody there.”  Whereas Napoleon was to the rear during the Battle of Waterloo, Wellington was on the front line and frequently took personal control of his troops.  It was only just before the Guard went into action that evening that Napoleon went forward to view the field from La Belle Alliance.

Lee’s headquarters at Gettysburg was situated behind the center portion of his army, but with the Army of Northern Virginia’s exterior lines, it was hard to communicate from one wing to the next.  The Confederate line was shaped like an inverted L, approximately 5 miles from one end to the other. It would take time for messages to reach the extremities of the position.  Like Napoleon at Rossomme, Lee had an obstructed view of events.  Lee’s headquarters was west of Gettysburg, and the town itself got in the way of Lee’s view.  From the porch of his command post, General Lee could not personally view the Federal line.  By necessity Lee needed to move around the field, which took him out of communication with one end or the other of his army.  But as one historian said, “Lee could not be everywhere at once.”  Perhaps Lee could have found a better spot to observe the Union positions and adjust his plans accordingly.

Communication Failures
Each army commander failed to exercise a firm guiding hand during these campaigns.  Normally this factor would not be such a problem; both commanders’ styles involved giving a great deal of discretion to subordinates, and both commanders had enjoyed a great deal of success using that style.  But these failures were compounded by a lack of communication both up and down the chain of command.

This failure goes two ways.  First, both commanders ignored the advice of good, experienced subordinates and decided to attack frontally on the third day.  Shortly after talking with Ney, Napoleon at Le Caillou asked General Reille, the II Corps commander, what his opinion was about Wellington’s army.  Reille, who had fought Wellington several times in Spain, replied that the English troops were tough to defeat in a frontal attack, but less adept at maneuvering.  Reille also praised the British soldier’s superior aim and steadiness in battle.  Napoleon dismissed this honest advice, and settled on a frontal attack.  Two generals outside discussed the feasibility of further debate with the Emperor.  “What is the use?” one said.  “He would not listen.”  So the French army went ahead frontally into Wellington’s men.

Lee also was faced with some choices on July 3.  Longstreet advocated a swing around the Federal left (southern) flank, but Lee begged off.  Instead, Lee ordered Longstreet to lead his First Corps forward and destroy the Federal line on Cemetery Ridge with a frontal attack.  Longstreet tried to dissuade Lee by commenting, “It is my opinion that no 15,000 men ever arrayed for battle can take that position.”  Lee still ordered Longstreet to carry out the plan.

Second, the army commanders failed to fully communicate the grand plans with the subordinates.  As a result, many of the corps and wing commanders did not fully comprehend what their role was in the grand scheme of the battle.  Several of these generals, unaccustomed to their new positions and left to their own devices, failed to take advantage of opportunities or move in coordination.

Napoleon had many communications problems with his two wing commanders, Marshals Ney and Grouchy.  All three French commanders never met after the night of June 15; even at that meeting, Napoleon did not reveal many of his plans and berated Ney severely for using his initiative.  Napoleon never fully explained to either Ney or Grouchy his strategy or their role in the central position, which could have been done easily at a council of war.  The only idea that Napoleon gave them as to his strategy came on the morning of the 16th when he wrote Ney and Grouchy: “I have adopted for this campaign the following general principle – to divide my army into two wings and a reserve . . . also, according to circumstances, I shall draw troops from one wing to strengthen my reserve.” Because neither Ney nor Grouchy fully understood their role, they both at times acted to the detriment of the French cause.

Lee also had poor communications with his subordinates.  In contrast to previous campaigns (such as Second Manassas, Antietam, and Chancellorsville), where Lee and his officers met at least once to map out strategy, at Gettysburg the Confederate high command never had a council of war.  Instead, Lee mostly chose to confer with each of his corps commanders individually.  Lee and Longstreet also did not meet to discuss their options on the night of July 2nd.  This was a very cumbersome command arrangement to say the least; in a battle where plans on the second and third days depended on coordination, it was important that all three corps commanders be completely aware of the plan and what their role was to be.

Problems with Inexperienced Subordinates
Many of these army command and communications problems would not have been so severe, except for the fact that half of the top subordinates in the army were in their positions for the first time.  Indeed, both armies had experienced such command and communications failures before and still won - Napoleon at Jena-Auerstadt in 1806, and Lee at the Seven Days in 1862.  But at both of those times several experienced and proven subordinates carried through and won the day.  

Marshal Grouchy was the last marshal Napoleon ever appointed.  He earned this honor through an excellent record as a cavalry leader, and was widely considered to be one of the finest cavalry generals in Europe.  Waterloo was Grouchy's first campaign as a marshal, and also the first time he commanded a force that was not purely horsemen.

Two of Lee’s corps commanders, Richard Ewell and A. P. Hill, were also new to their commands.  Both men earned promotion through stellar performances as division commanders.  However, Ewell had been out of action for several months after losing a leg.

These inexperienced subordinates were quickly thrust into roles in which they had to use their initiative.  They didn’t do well with discretionary orders, and also failed to take an active role or get involved.  Grouchy on June 17th was ordered by Napoleon to take the 33,000 men of Droit Aile and pursue the Prussian army.  Napoleon ordered Grouchy to be “a sword in the backs” of the Prussians, yet still maintaining communications with the main body.  Napoleon later clarified these orders with injunctions that Grouchy should “inform me of [Blucher’s] movements, that I may penetrate his intentions . . . It is important to discover what the enemy intend doing, whether Blucher is separating himself from Wellington, or whether they meditate . . . risking another battle.  At all events keep your two infantry corps continually together.”  Grouchy was unsure and moved slow, and by nightfall was only to Gembloux, about five miles north of Ligny.  In addition, Grouchy had almost completely lost contact with the Prussian army, which was now concentrating at Wavre in preparation to join Wellington.  He had failed in his mission.

Grouchy moved north again on the 18th, and halted for breakfast.  He had just sat down at the table when off in the distance he heard the opening guns of the Battle of Waterloo.  General Gerard, commander of  IV Corps, instantly approached Grouchy and [image: image3.png]


demanded that Droit Aile or at least his corps move to the sound of the guns, in accordance with Napoleon’s standing orders.  An unsure Grouchy, remembering Napoleon’s chastising of Ney for doing just that on the 15th, and the Emperor’s injunction to “keep your two infantry corps continually together,” said no.  Undoubtedly offended by Gerard’s manner, Grouchy replied that he would continue with the last order in hand, which was to march on Wavre.  Droit Aile marched north; there was still enough time to intercept Blucher’s force if Grouchy immediately turned west to link up with Napoleon at Waterloo.  But now the decision had been made, and it would prove fatal.  In fact Napoleon had issued orders for Grouchy to rejoin the army, but these orders would not arrive until it was too late.  Grouchy’s failure to get involved would cost Napoleon quite a bit.

Ewell and Hill also faced their share of problems at Gettysburg.  Hill’s order for a reconnaissance in force on July 1st opened the battle, and soon four Confederate divisions were battling two Federal corps.   After finally driving the Federals back to the heights behind Gettysburg, Lee ordered Ewell to attack the Federal positions if he found it practicable.  Ewell did not find it so, despite the fact he had two fresh brigades ready to participate.  Still, Lee knew Ewell suffered from what he called “want of decision,” and later expressed his disappointment in the fact that Ewell did not attack.  Ewell’s attacks on July 2nd started two hours late, were poorly coordinated and supported, and only used two of the three available divisions.  Even so, the Confederates made their deepest penetrations into the Union position in Ewell’s sector.  The next day, however, Ewell allowed his forces to be thrown back.  For his part, A. P. Hill was little more than a bystander during the three days, merely watching as his divisions fought in conjunction with other forces, giving little direction to his corps.

Inexperience on the part of certain high commanders hurt both the French and Confederate efforts.  Grouchy’s failure to march to the sound of the guns or more effectively harry the Prussian army allowed them to land on Napoleon’s flank and ultimately doomed the French army.  Ewell and Hill as well failed to use initiative or get involved, and so good opportunities on July 1st and 2nd were lost.  Because of these factors, the brunt of command for the battles fell on the senior chiefs.

Failures of Senior Subordinates

Grave problems also resulted from the fact that neither army commander enjoyed fully cooperative relations with their senior subordinates.  In campaigns where these generals would have to shoulder a significant portion of the burden, this presented a problem.  At both Gettysburg and Waterloo the senior commanders, Marshal Ney and James Longstreet, were not completely in accord with the plan; as a result each commander lacked the understanding to fully carry it out.

In both cases, problems were brewing before the first shots were fired.  Marshal Ney, a long time protege of Napoleon, had earned the Emperor’s pique for his actions in the past year. Ney was one of the first marshals in 1814 to insist on Napoleon’s [image: image4.png]


abdication.  When Napoleon in 1815 landed in the south of France Ney, by then a royal official, went out to capture him boasting that he would bring his former master back in an iron cage.  When he met Napoleon, Ney promptly went over to the Emperor at the first chance.  Napoleon had stewed about Ney for a year at Elba, and he took both events personally.  As one historian pointed out, Napoleon “respected Ney’s courage, bravery and, until 1814, his loyalty.  It was [a] sense of personal betrayal that Napoleon felt with regard to him, and which would take time to heal . . ..”  Ney, for his part, felt he had a clean slate to work with; he failed to take into account Napoleon’s pique with him.

Perhaps it is this pique that resulted in Napoleon not summoning Ney until the very eve of hostilities; even when Ney did arrive, Napoleon did not reveal anything of his plans or strategy to the marshal.  Indeed, Ney was not provided with any horses or other gear; he had to purchase it on his own from the invalid Marshal Mortier.  Thus, the man Napoleon had once dubbed “the bravest of the brave” remained idle at the beginning of this critical campaign.

Placed in command of troops he was hardly familiar with, and in the middle of a major operation, Ney faced pressing problems on June 16th.  He had not been involved in the planning of the campaign; when the twin battles at Quatre Bras and Ligny opened in the afternoon, Ney did not realize that his fight was a mere holding action.  Napoleon had not explained to the marshal the role Gauche Aile was to play on the 16th or in the role of the central position.  Both Napoleon and Ney felt that they were in command of the main battle;  both wanted I Corps with their wing of the army.  Napoleon wanted I Corps to come in on the Prussian right and be the anvil that Droit Aile would pound Blucher’s army on.  But Ney, confident of victory at Quatre Bras, ordered I Corps forward to drive Wellington from the intersection at precisely the instant that Napoleon ordered I Corps diverted to Ligny.  Ney recalled d’Erlon and prevented him from being used on either wing.  Later, after both Napoleon and Ney compared notes, this failure would be explained.  It is quite understandable that Ney, unaware of what was happening elsewhere and convinced he was fighting the main battle for the 16th, recalled I Corps to bolster his efforts against a steadily growing Anglo-Allied Army.  Napoleon’s failure to explain the strategy and communicate the mission to his marshal had born terrible fruit.  It is Napoleon’s fault that “the bravest of the brave” was not in on the plan.

On the morning of June 17th Ney reconnoitered Wellington’s positions in front of him and discovered both sides had about equal force.  He reported this fact to Soult, then waited for a directive from his Emperor.  Meanwhile Napoleon sent Grouchy’s wing after the Prussian army.  He then turned west and prepared to attack Wellington.  The Emperor decided to wait for Ney to attack before going into battle himself.  But Ney had received no further orders, and took no action.  The result was, as one historian put it, “Ney and Napoleon were sitting waiting for the sound of each others’ guns . . . while Wellington’s army was withdrawing.”
  This scheme for the 17th failed, partly due to Soult’s communications failures; but also part of the blame must be laid at the feet of Napoleon himself.  When the scheme failed, the strategy of the central position failed.  Once again the Emperor’s failure to give Ney an idea of his strategy had hurt the army; Ney was not fully aware of the role he was supposed to play on the 17th.  If he knew what was intended, the marshal quite possibly would have fixed Wellington, which would have resulted in a significant French victory.

On the morning of  June 18th Napoleon decided to attack Wellington’s left and roll him up.  Ney, as commander of Gauche Aile, was given command of the field and ordered to lead the attacks.  However, Ney was in a nebulous position; he commanded the front line troops, but Napoleon still held personal command of the reserve of VI Corps and the Imperial Guard.   Ney personally led many of the attacks against Wellington’s position, and often could be found in the thick of the action.  But his nebulous position hindered him as the battle developed.  While trying to collect cavalry for an assault, some officers refused to go.  One division commander in the IV Cavalry Corps, General Delort, did not recognize Ney’s authority and refused to charge.  This was in keeping with Napoleon’s order of the 16th that “general officers commanding corps will take orders directly from me when I am present in person.”  Napoleon had not removed that provision; as a result, Ney had to take some time to sort the mess out.

Napoleon watched the first cavalry charges from his headquarters at Rossomme, and the Emperor remarked, “There goes Ney hazarding the battle which was almost won . . . but he must be supported now, for that is our only chance.”  Napoleon committed more horsemen to the fray.   After about an hour and a half of fighting neither side could get an advantage, and finally Ney called the attacks off.
  

It was with the fall of La Haye Sainte and the rupture of Wellington’s center at 6:30 that the command problems really came to the fore.  Napoleon had received a report of Prussian forces breaking through on the right, and shells were beginning to fall dangerously close to the Emperor’s headquarters.  He had just sent off two battalions of the Old Guard, his finest troops, to restabilize the line when Ney’s chief of staff Colonel Heymes raced up requesting reinforcements.   Napoleon was hesitant to commit more forces until he had a better grip on the situation.  His reply to Heymes’ request was: “Troops, where do you expect me to get them?  Do you expect me to make them?”  Ney at the front could see the opportunity; Napoleon in the rear could not.  Wellington’s center was wavering; his troops were physically recoiling from the French attack.  An attack by the Imperial Guard could finish the Allied Army off.  But because Ney did not command the reserves, he could not give the orders to exploit the opportunity.  When Napoleon ordered the Guard forward a half an hour later the situation in front of the Prussians had stabilized, but so had Wellington’s center.  When “the bravest of the brave” finally led the charge forward, it was to defeat.

Ney and Napoleon had not been in agreement throughout the campaign.  When the Emperor failed to take Ney into his confidence before the campaign and fully explain the plan, it caused problems on the 16th and 17th; on the 18th, Napoleon failed to give Ney proper authority to execute the battle to the best of his ability.  As a result of these difficulties, several opportunities to smash Wellington’s and Blucher’s armies were lost.
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Robert E. Lee and his chief subordinate, James Longstreet, also had some problems in their execution of the plans for Gettysburg.   Both of these commanders were not in accord, but for different reasons.  Whereas many French failures can be attributed to Napoleon, Longstreet must shoulder much of the blame for Confederate failures.  “It is the duty of a good subordinate to execute the plan of battle as if it were his own and to exercise appropriate discretion when necessary,” wrote historian Brooks D. Simpson.  Longstreet at Gettysburg was ordered to execute a plan that he didn’t agree with, and he failed to devote his full energies to the task.

Longstreet entered Pennsylvania with a preconceived notion that he and Lee had worked out a pact about the plan of campaign.  As he put it in a postwar writing, “I . . . accepted his proposition to make a campaign into Pennsylvania, provided it should be offensive in strategy but defensive in tactics.”  But as Longstreet rode onto the field in the wake of the army’s victory on July 1st, circumstances had changed.  The Army of Northern Virginia had just driven two Federal corps off the field and onto the heights south of Gettysburg, and Lee was considering his options.  A lively debate then ensued between the two senior officers in the army.  Lee felt an attack was necessary; Longstreet objected, possibly citing the nonexistent pact.  After some more debate, Lee commented, “If he is there tomorrow, I will attack him.”  Longstreet’s reply was, “If he is there tomorrow, it is because he is anxious that we should attack him.”

The next day, Lee decided to send Longstreet on a flank march to try and get around the Federal southern flank and take them in the rear.  Longstreet proposed a wide sweep around to the south, to cut the Federal army off from Washington; Lee overruled the plan.  Longstreet was left by himself to make the movement, while Lee coordinated the movements of the Second Corps and Third Corps.  Ewell was ordered to attack the Federal right when he heard Longstreet’s guns. 

The way the march was carried out was not a great credit to Longstreet; as his chief of staff, Lieutenant Colonel G. Moxley Sorrel, put it, “There was apparent apathy in his movements.  They lacked the fire and point of his usual bearing on the battlefield.”  As the march progressed, Longstreet had to detour his route to keep his march concealed from Federal observers.  After losing much time, he began to form his troops opposite the Federal line.  But circumstances had changed; a Federal corps had moved forward and skirmished with lead elements of Longstreet’s force.

Clearly the situation had changed, but Longstreet failed to change with it.  When his two divisions under Major Generals John Bell Hood and Lafayette McLaws formed up, they found a situation much different than expected.  Hood immediately saw that the key positions of Big and Little Round Top, which dominated the Federal flank, were exposed.  He sent three separate requests to Longstreet for permission to turn the flank and take the hills from the south.  Every time, Longstreet’s reply was, “General Lee’s orders are to attack up the Emmitsburg Road.” Even after personally examining the ground and deployments, Longstreet still would only comment, “We must obey the orders of General Lee.” The attack proceeded as planned; now little more than a frontal assault, it nevertheless showed some success and virtually destroyed the Federal corps, but ultimately failed against the front of the Round Tops.

Longstreet sulked further on the 3rd.  Lee examined the Federal position and concluded that the Union army was strongest on the flanks but weak in the center.  The plan for the third day called for a massive preparatory barrage, followed by a three-division assault on the Federal center led by Longstreet.  The man Lee had referred to as “my old war horse” had some objections almost immediately.  First, he tried to persuade Lee that the southern flanking operation was still an option; failing in that, he then stated that he did not believe the position could be taken by only 15,000 men.  Longstreet also noted that his First Corps had seen some rough fighting the day before, and his other two divisions could not be withdrawn for the attack without endangering the army’s flank.  In response, Lee gave Longstreet two divisions from the Third Corps, under Johnston Pettigrew and Isaac Trimble, for the assault.  This improvised command structure carried some problems with it, though.  When and where did Hill’s authority over the two divisions end and Longstreet’s begin?  Who controlled the reserves?  It appears that Longstreet, like Ney at Waterloo, was given command of the front line, but not the reserves.

James Longstreet arranged the all-important attack.  Hill and Longstreet each left the preparation of the two Third Corps divisions to the other.  As for artillery, guns and ammunition were assumed to be plentiful.  Longstreet, as one historian called him, on this fateful day  “was not and could not be reconciled to delivering the assault,” and “his depression was deep.”  Douglas Southall Freeman refers to July 3rd as “Longstreet’s bitterest day.”  As the general himself put it later, Lee “knew that I did not believe that success was possible . . . he should have put an officer in charge who had more confidence in the plan.”  This depression clouded his thinking during the preparation.

Clearly Longstreet was not committed to the plan.  As on July 2, his energies were sapped.  When his energies were sapped, the execution of his orders was affected.  It occurred on July 2, and it occurred again on July 3.  As a result, the operation failed.  The artillery bombardment ran out of ammunition before it could be fully effective, and the three divisions were so badly shot up in the attack that they only could make a brief lodgment in the Federal position before being thrown back.  Lee’s last shot had faltered.

Both of the senior subordinate commanders, Marshal Ney and James Longstreet, failed to carry out significant portions of the plan to perfection.  They were given critical roles in the plan of battle, but for several reasons lacked the means to carry it out.  Napoleon’s pique with Ney prevented those two officers from communicating effectively or working together on all three days, whereas Longstreet’s disagreements with Lee over strategy and the resultant sulking hurt his performance at Gettysburg in a similar fashion.  In both cases the whole army would suffer in the end.

In Summary
These three-day periods began with such promise and ended with such disappointment.  Both supreme commanders, Napoleon and Robert E. Lee, had gone north with high hopes at the head of confident armies.  Each had failed, but the fault was not with the rank and file.  Rather, it rested with the high command.  Napoleon and Lee were both overconfident, and as such asked their men to do too much on the third day.  Communications failures hurt both the French and Confederate efforts.  Half of each army’s top subordinate commanders were inexperienced, and failed to come through at key moments.  Ney and Longstreet, the two chief subordinates, lacked the means to carry out the plan to the fullest.  All of these factors put together ultimately foundered each army.
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