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A GLIMPSE
INTO THE INFERNO …

All senses for the time are dead but the one of sight. The roar of the discharges, over the yells of the enemy, all pass unheeded; but the impassionate soul is all eyes and sees all things that the smoke does not hide. How madly the battery men are driving home the double charges of canister in those broad-mouthed Napoleons! How rapidly these long blue-coated lines of infantry deliver their file fire down the slope.

Men are dropping dead or wounded on all sides by scores and by hundreds; and poor mutilated creatures—some with an arm dangling, some with a leg broke by a bullet—are limping and crawling toward the rear. They make no sound of complaint or pain, but are as silent as if dumb and mute. A sublime heroism seems to pervade all and the intuition that to lose that crest and all is lost …

—Lt. Frank A. Haskell
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Robert E. Lee (from a photograph taken after the War)
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EDITORIAL NOTE

The text of William C. Oates’s “The Battle of Gettysburg” has been reprinted from the three chapters dealing with Gettysburg found in his The War Between the Union and the Confederacy and Its Lost Opportunities with a History of the 15th Alabama Regiment and the Forty-Eight Battles in which It was Engaged (New York and Washington, D.C.: The Neale Company, 1905), pp. 189–249. Original spelling, punctuation, and paragraphing have been faithfully followed.

The text of Frank A. Haskell’s “The Battle of Gettysburg” has been transcribed from the manuscript located in the collections of the Pennsylvania State Archives, Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania; the text is reprinted with the permission of the commission. A few rules have been used to prepare the text for modern readers: 1) all spelling, punctuation, and capitalization have been regularized according to modern conventions; 2) paragraphing has been altered to break up Haskell’s extremely long passages; 3) missing words have been supplied in square brackets, although missing letters from words have been silently restored; 4) a small sketch of the Angle on Cemetery Ridge, which Haskell incorporated into the text of his manuscript, has not been reproduced in this text, although its location and omission are noted in square brackets; 5) all interlineations and other changes presumably made by Harvey Haskell or other editorial hands have been ignored. To avoid a profusion of editorial apparatus, first names of individuals have not been supplied in square brackets in the text. For the full names of most officers mentioned by Oates and Haskell, see the Order of Battle for the Army of the Potomac and the Army of Northern Virginia, which follows the two accounts.
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INTRODUCTION

by Glenn LaFantasie

No ONE will ever write a complete history of the battle of Gettysburg. So predicted Frank A. Haskell, a resourceful and stouthearted Wisconsin lieutenant who participated in the battle as an aide to Union General John Gibbon and who wrote his own account of what he had seen. According to Haskell, the story of Gettysburg could not be adequately captured in words. “Who could sketch the changes, the constant shifting, of the bloody panorama?” he asked. Even those who had experienced the battle firsthand could not do it justice. Soldiers in the combat, Haskell said, would be limited by their own “literary infirmity” and by “their not seeing themselves … as others would have seen them.”

Haskell’s opinion was echoed by another veteran of the battle, Colonel William C. Oates, the tough and dauntless commander of the 15th Alabama Infantry at Gettysburg. “No two men,” Oates wrote in the preface to his memoirs, which he composed late in life as a history of the War Between the States, “can participate in a great battle and see it just alike.” Anticipating that critics of his narrative would be severe in their attacks, Oates pleaded for fair treatment but stated his own defense before the fact: “I have ideas of my own and can recognize the truth when I see it, and usually have the courage to express it in a respectful manner whenever it is pertinent to the question in hand.” But he emphasized that “it is human to err.” In a letter written long after the battle to Joshua Chamberlain, the man who had led the Union regiment that repulsed the 15th Alabama at Gettysburg, Oates reiterated that “No one man can see all that occurs in a fight, even between regiments.”

Like so many other Americans of the Civil War generation, these two seasoned officers believed that no one could ever accurately describe the war or its battles in words. Walt Whitman, who saw the gruesome effects of the Civil War while working as a hospital attendant in Washington, agreed: “Future years will never know the seething hell and the black infernal background of countless minor scenes and interiors (not the official surface courteousness of the generals, not the few great battles) of the Secession War; and it is best they should not. The real war will never get in the books.” Later generations, who were fairly inundated by the ocean of Civil War writings—memoirs, reminiscences, letters, histories, and novels—that continued to be published after most of the veterans had passed quietly away, reached the same gloomy conclusion. Trying to grasp the significance of the war and the experiences of the soldiers who fought it, Sherwood Anderson, the famous novelist, could not overcome his own frustration with the elusiveness of its reality and substance. “No real sense of it,” he declared, “has yet crept into the pages of a printed book.”

If we accept these statements at face value, including the ones made by Oates and Haskell, we must suppose that no account of Gettysburg, even those written by men who stood in the thick of the fighting, can adequately tell us what this battle was like or how the soldiers, Union and Confederate, who clashed in the July heat of 1863 must have felt as they stumbled up the steep and rocky slopes of Little Round Top or ran for cover as shells burst around them during the most furious cannonade ever to take place in North America. We must assume, from what Oates and Haskell assert so forcefully and from what many critics and writers have since pronounced as authoritatively, that the battle of Gettysburg will always remain unknown and unknowable.

But the narratives of Colonel Oates and Lieutenant Haskell, like hundreds of other firsthand accounts written by Gettysburg veterans after the battle was over, actually belie this supposition. It is from their accounts, from the rich and plentiful array of evocative eyewitness reports, that we may indeed gain a realistic sense of what this supreme battle of the Civil War, a battle that marked the turning point of the conflict between the North and the South, must have looked like and sounded like in all its fury, horror, and glory. It is from these accounts that we can, by using our historical imagination, transport ourselves back in time more than one hundred twenty-five years to stand shoulder-to-shoulder in the long gray lines of General Robert E. Lee atop the wooded crest of Seminary Ridge or to kneel with blue-clad comrades firmly clutching their muskets behind the low stone wall on Cemetery Ridge.

The power of words did not fail Oates and Haskell as much as they had assumed or feared. Ever since their narratives of Gettysburg were first published, they have been ranked by students of the battle as classic accounts. No historian would dare write about Longstreet’s assault on the afternoon of July 2 without first consulting Oates’s lively testimony; likewise, scholars and other writers have relied heavily on Haskell’s extensive and dramatic account of the Federal repulse of Pickett’s Charge on July 3. Of the two, Haskell’s discourse is the more famous, and deservedly so; his felicitous (though sometimes florid) use of language, particularly his flair for metaphor, reveals his special talents as an alert observer and a skillful writer. Haskell’s account of Gettysburg is regarded not only as a useful and informative historical source but also as a minor masterpiece in the literature of the Civil War. In comparison, Oates’s workmanlike prose, especially when he writes about events he did not personally witness, often falls flat in its sparseness and straightforward simplicity. Differences aside, however, the fact remains that these two tellings of the Gettysburg story are remarkable first-person accounts that have long been valued and praised for their perspicuity and verisimilitude.

If we seek today to know something more about Gettysburg than the strategy and tactics employed by the generals, something beyond the impersonal engagement of armies that move on chessboard fields, something more closely connected to the men who faced the volleys of minié balls and grapeshot, we must first attempt to overcome the distance that separates our modern sensibilities from the lives of the soldiers who marched and fought and died at Gettysburg. The chronicles of Oates and Haskell help us to bridge the gap between the present and the past. Reading their accounts, we see events unfold before us through their eyes. We are taken back to the fields and hills of Gettysburg to see the action as it occurs, with Oates and Haskell as our trusted guides.

Obviously what we experience in reading these accounts cannot compare with the human ordeal that men like Oates and Haskell actually endured in the front lines at Gettysburg. We cannot pretend to ourselves that reading about a battle is anything at all like living through it. Nor do we, in reading these accounts, necessarily see the battle in all its terrible wholeness or complexity, for the eyewitness reports of Oates and Haskell are circumscribed, just as they suspected they would be, by the limits of their own position on the battlefield—a phenomenon called “the fog of war” that happens to every soldier in every battle. No one engaged in combat ever knows what is precisely going on beyond the smoke of battle that engulfs him. His range of understanding is necessarily narrowed to events that occur around him, within his immediate line of vision, or to his own personal experiences on the battlefield. Haskell, knowing full well how severely his own perspective was restricted and even obstructed, explained that his narrative was “not designed to be a history, but simply my account.”

But if our national fascination with Gettysburg—indeed, with the Civil War in general—is in fact motivated by a desire to know what it was all about and what the soldiers thought and felt and did as they were swept up into this colossal conflict of arms, these accounts are surely a good place to begin. Reading these personal annals, written by two accomplished officers who survived some of the worst and bloodiest fighting at Gettysburg, we come as close as we can get to touching their world and understanding what this battle meant to them.



Even before the Civil War, the world of William Calvin Oates was filled with hardship, turmoil, and violence. He was born on December 1, 1835, in Pike County, Alabama, the son of William and Sarah Oates. The family lived in extreme poverty. Education was considered a luxury, and young William had little opportunity to attend the local common school, though occasionally he did show up there for two or three months at a time. Raised on the untamed frontier, Oates learned most of his early lessons about life outside the classroom. Among the most important things he learned was that survival often meant standing up for himself and fighting his way out of tight corners. In fact, William Oates excelled at fighting.

His younger years were lived with gusto in an unbroken chain of brawling, hair-raising adventures. Oates frequently got into trouble because he could not control his temper; and whenever his temper flared, his fists began to fly. His biggest problem, however, was staying out of the clutches of the law. In March 1850, after a “great old bully” beat him up, Oates wanted to shoot him but could not find a gun. “I had it in me for years afterwards to kill him,” he admitted in an autobiographical sketch written late in life, “but I never got a chance.” In another fight that happened a few months later, this time with the father of a self-proclaimed spirit medium, whom Oates had exposed as a fraud, he fractured the man’s skull and quickly fled for Florida, totally convinced he had murdered his opponent. Although the man recovered, a warrant issued for Oates’s arrest kept him on the run—and out of Alabama—for several years.

During that time away from Alabama he found work in Florida as a housepainter’s apprentice, joined the crew of a Gulf schooner, came down with yellow fever in Pensacola and was declared dead, and wandered along the coast admiring the beauty of mulatto women and laboring at odd jobs. He did not stay anywhere for very long, and mostly he managed to find trouble wherever he went. In Louisiana, where he successfully plied his trade as a painter, he accosted an employer who owed him money by choking him with his left hand and hitting him, as Oates bluntly told it, “in the face eight or nine times with my right fist.” The next day, after a Louisiana warrant was issued for his arrest, Oates prudently and quietly moved on to Texas.

Texas was the perfect place for someone of his peculiar talents. In the town of Marshall, which he described as a wild community “infested with gamblers,” Oates worked as a painter, attended night school, and “became much addicted to gaming at cards.” It did not take long for his temper to explode and his fists to do their damage. A drunkard’s insulting remarks led to a street fight; Oates won the bout by nearly gouging the man’s eyes out. The next morning the local authorities wrote out a warrant for his arrest, so Oates moved to Waco, Texas.

Life in Waco, one of the rowdiest towns in Texas, was not any better than it had been in Marshall. He found a job cutting shingles and succeeded for a while in minding his own business, but one day, by sheer happenstance (the kind of happenstance that seemed to be Oates’s lot in life), he was in the wrong place at the wrong time and witnessed the cold-blooded murder of a Texas Ranger. As Oates pondered his plight he realized he had two choices. He could stay in town, where he would surely be questioned by the Rangers investigating the murder or discovered by the killer who was hiding out with the town’s gamblers—all of whom, of course, knew Oates well—or he could get out of town. He decided to quit Waco, but he did not move fast enough. As he was making plans to leave he accidentally offended one of Waco’s most notorious gunmen, a fellow known to be “very dangerous” and “half crazy all the time with whiskey and morphine.” The gunman insulted Oates and challenged him to a showdown in the street, and Oates was about to buckle on his gunbelt when—for once in his impulsive life—he thought the whole situation over before reacting and concluded that the odds were overwhelmingly stacked in the gunman’s favor. Oates satisfied himself by saying he would “pocket” the gunman’s insult, and then slipped quietly and unobtrusively out of Waco.

Moving south and west, he settled for a while and worked on a plantation in Bastrop, where he won a good deal of money from his fellow workers in a card game. Before anyone had time to doubt Oates’s honesty as a gambler, he packed his personal belongings together and moved to Port Lavaca. He worked again as a housepainter there and fell in love with his employer’s daughter. He asked the young woman to marry him, and she accepted, but Oates changed his mind when he caught her one bright moonlit night embracing—much too fondly—a married man. He decided to move on. At his next destination, Henderson, Texas, he miraculously ran into his younger brother, John, who had been dispatched by the family in Alabama to search for Oates and, once he had been found, to bring him home. It appears that John Oates’s timing was just about perfect, for William had had about all of Texas he could stand. The brothers agreed to return to Alabama together, but before they could get very far they somehow got involved in a high-stakes card game. When a fight broke out, as anyone who knew Oates could have predicted it would, he used his proven technique of trying to gouge out the eyes of his opponent, in this case a man named McGuire. “Both of his eyes,” Oates later explained rather casually, “suffered badly.”

Certainly William Oates was not a man to be trifled with. He was brave and reckless, to be sure, but he was also quite dangerous. His youthful appearance—he had a round, full face that made him look cherubic—was deceiving, yet there was no mistaking the stony glare of his dark eyes. Having tested his own strength and endurance so often on the frontier, Oates was self-confident, audacious, and unburdened by any pangs of conscience.

He was also handsome and a notorious womanizer. His adventures throughout the Southwest in his early years were punctuated by several lustful and romantic escapades. In Louisiana, he had become involved with “a pretty, rosy-cheeked, black-eyed country girl who had not been reared to closely observe the rules observed in the more cultured circles of society.” In the back of her family’s covered wagon, Oates had carried on “a little love affair” with her.

After returning to Alabama with his brother, Oates could not remain in Pike County, where he was still wanted by the law for assaulting the spirit medium’s father. He moved to nearby Henry County and became a schoolteacher, despite his own lack of educational attainments. What he lacked in education, he made up for in ambition. He was determined to make something of himself, and he decided to obtain the kind of schooling that would help him achieve his goals. He attended and was graduated from the Lawrenceville Academy, where he worked hard on his studies. Next he read law with an established firm in Eufaula, and he passed the bar in October 1858. On his twenty-fifth birthday, he opened his own law office in Abbeville. Not content with just practicing law, he put together enough capital to purchase a weekly newspaper and make it a going concern. The newspaper became his own political mouthpiece, which meant that he and the paper regularly endorsed Democratic party politics, and it also gave him his first opportunity to write for publication. Both his law practice and the newspaper did very well, and Oates, though still a young man, was earning a decent living in Abbeville. In fact, he was pursuing success and respectability as vigorously as he had run from the clutches of the law in his youth.

The outbreak of the Civil War diverted his path, but it did not diminish his ambition. Although he was opposed to secession, and had stated his position publicly in the pages of his newspaper, he could not resist the fervor of Southern patriotism that accompanied the call to arms in the spring of 1861. He helped to raise a company of ornately dressed volunteers known as the “Henry Pioneers,” which would later be mustered into the Confederate Army as Company G of the 15th Alabama Infantry. Oates was proclaimed captain by the members of the Pioneers, and though he knew nothing of military arts and conduct, he did his best to teach the men how to be good soldiers. By his own admission, he was “a strict disciplinarian when on duty, but otherwise allowed his men the largest liberty consistent with proper discipline and the good of the service.” In August 1861 the 15th Alabama, under the command of Colonel James Canty, left Alabama to join the Confederate forces that had recently defeated General Irvin McDowell’s Union Army at the first battle of Manassas.

About five miles north of Manassas Junction, the 15th Alabama made camp. “Drilling and performing the routine of camp duty was the regular order,” Oates remembered, for there was very little for the regiment—or the Confederate Army—to do. During this time of inactivity the men were struck by what Oates called “the worst enemy of our army—the measles.” Because the sick were kept in camp, the epidemic spread quickly and took lives by the hundreds. “Had the Confederate authorities made more persistent efforts than they did,” Oates grumbled, “hospitals could have been established in sufficient numbers to have saved the lives of hundreds and thousands of good men, which were for the want of them unnecessarily sacrificed.”

Wanting desperately to see action, Oates and his men instead were sent on marches and countermarches around the countryside. As winter approached, the regiment made camp about a mile from Manassas Junction and constructed huts to protect the men from the bitter cold. It was a long and disagreeable winter, Oates recalled, but the men had no cause for complaint: “They had plenty of rations, plenty of clothing, and even luxuries, which their relatives and friends at home sent them.” Every two weeks the regiment was required to take its turn on picket duty for two days. “This was about all the service required during the winter,” Oates wrote. When the spring of 1862 arrived, wet and miserable in northern Virginia, General Joseph Johnston evacuated the Manassas defense line and moved his army south to protect Richmond. The 15th Alabama marched to the Rappahannock River, where it barely survived several weeks of bad weather, short rations, and deadly disease.

The weather finally improved, and the regiment was assigned to join General T. J. “Stonewall” Jackson’s army in the Shenandoah Valley. Oates was impressed by the fertile valley and the picturesque Blue Ridge Mountains, which he poetically compared to the Swiss Alps, but he was most favorably impressed by the pink-cheeked women and girls of the Shenandoah who stood by the roadsides cheering on Jackson’s wily “Foot Cavalry” as it marched through the valley towns. The women, Oates admiringly wrote in his memoirs, “were the most perfect beauties my eyes ever beheld.”

Although the 15th Alabama was present for several battles in Jackson’s Valley Campaign that spring, including Front Royal, Winchester, and Cross Keys, it mostly stayed on the sidelines and was not engaged. It experienced some hot fighting at Gaines’s Mill on June 27 during the Seven Days battles near Richmond, but most of the regiment’s time was taken up waiting for orders that never came. At Cedar Mountain, where Jackson attacked General John Pope’s Federal forces on August 9, 1862, the 15th again watched while their comrades did the fighting. As artillery shells screeched overhead, Oates came across a distraught young lady who had fainted on the battlefield when the thunder of the guns had taken her by surprise. She was, Oates said, “as perfect a beauty as was ever reared on the soil of the Old Dominion.” He comforted her, led her to safety, and never saw her again, though he did later find out that her name was Crittenden.

Two weeks later, Jackson’s army smashed into Pope’s army on the old battlefield at Manassas, and the 15th Alabama was finally in the front ranks of the Confederate assault. On the evening of August 29 the regiment advanced against the enemy amid considerable confusion over whether the troops in front were actually friend or foe. Oates was sure, despite the darkness that enveloped the battlefield, that the musket fire from up ahead had to be coming from the enemy. “If they were friends,” he reasoned, “they were firing in the wrong direction.” As it turned out, they were not friends, and the regiment soon passed through a gully filled with Union dead and wounded. It was a bloody night. The 15th Alabama also suffered heavy losses as the battle lines swerved back and forth across the flashing landscape. “Everything around was lighted up by the blaze of musketry and explosion of balls like a continuous bright flash of lightning,” Oates reported. “The carnage in our ranks,” he said, “was appalling.” He was particularly proud of his company for standing up to the enemy’s “tornado of bullets.” But Oates understood that courage was a relative attribute, for as he later confessed: “We were not all of us as brave as Caesar, nor were men with few exceptions, at all times alike brave. Much depends upon the state of the nervous system at the time.” When a shell exploded near him the following morning, wounding two men beside him, he did not mind admitting that he was “very much frightened.”

On September 1, as Lee attempted one last time to outmaneuver Pope’s battered army, the 15th Alabama was with the Confederate force that hit the Federal flank at Chantilly during a cold, driving rainstorm. Under the weight of a fierce Union attack the 15th Alabama broke ranks and retreated on the run. Oates was wounded in the leg, but he was more concerned about “the disgraceful conduct of our men” than he was about his injury. The events at Chantilly, he said, put him in “a very unchristian state of mind.” Eventually, the regiment re-formed with other Confederate units to its left, and it joined three brigades sent forward by General A. P. Hill that pushed the enemy back and regained the lost ground.

When Lee’s army moved north in a few days to begin the invasion of Maryland, Oates and the 15th Alabama marched with it, but he took sick along the way to Sharpsburg and did not witness the bloody battle at Antietam on September 17. Laid up in a house near Shepherdstown, Oates could plainly hear the sounds of musketry across the river—certainly a safe place to be under the circumstances, he said, “but a more uneasy and annoying position than in the thickest of the fight.” Propping himself up near a window, he watched the endless stream of dazed and wounded soldiers as they limped their way to the rear. Although Oates did not know it at the time, the 15th Alabama itself had suffered devastating—almost annihilating—casualties that day, including several of its officers. Four days after the battle, when he rejoined the regiment, he discovered he was the senior ranking officer, and he was immediately given temporary command. Confusion over Oates’s rank for the remainder of the war dates from this moment.

Soon after Sharpsburg Oates gave up command of the regiment when Major Alexander A. Lowther returned to duty. Later that autumn Lowther left the regiment again, and it would appear that Oates and Captain Isaac B. Feagin alternated as acting commanders of the regiment. In May 1863 Oates was permanently promoted to colonel over Feagin, who technically was senior in rank; Oates’s commission was retroactively dated to April 28. Although the commission was dutifully delivered to General Lee, the Confederate Congress—for reasons that are not apparent—neglected to confirm the promotion. From the spring of 1863 to the summer of 1864, Oates commanded the regiment using the title and rank of colonel.

But the mayhem over rank and command of the regiment had only barely begun. Major Lowther suddenly appeared on the scene again, this time after having used his political influence with Jefferson Davis to win back the command of the 15th Alabama. With signed orders and a commission promoting him to colonel in hand, Lowther resumed command in July 1864. His own orders contained a promotion for Oates as well—but only to the rank of major as of April 28, 1863, which would mean, of course, that Oates had never really been a colonel at all. It was an unhappy day when Oates turned over his command to Lowther, whom he despised with a vengeance. Knowing that he had been robbed of both rank and command by the insidious workings of politics, Oates went to General Lee and asked for his help in confirming his proper rank and getting his command back. Lee did not want to get involved and told Oates to take his case directly to President Davis.

Oates did just that, and succeeded in getting a private meeting with Davis in Richmond. Davis explained that there was nothing he could do to alter Lowther’s command of the 15th Alabama and claimed that the entire matter was out of his hands. Nevertheless, Davis offered him the rank of lieutenant colonel and the command of another Alabama regiment, the 48th Alabama. Quite aware that he had little choice in the matter—that he could turn down Davis’s offer and resume his duties as major in the 15th regiment, or that he could accept command of the 48th and settle for a promotion to a rank lower than the one he had previously held—Oates chose the latter and reluctantly agreed to Davis’s proposal. “My regret,” he recalled, “was to part with the men with whom I had served all through the war.” On February 23, 1865, he was officially promoted to lieutenant colonel and given command of the 48th Alabama Infantry. For the next few months, as the fortunes of the Confederacy rapidly waned, Oates longed to be elevated to the rank of full colonel. He never made it. A commission was prepared in March 1865 to promote him to colonel of cavalry, but the war ended before the Confederate authorities could act on it.

Oates was an ambitious man, and this sordid affair over rank and command was, to him, an intolerable miscarriage of justice. Nevertheless, he did not let it stop him from calling himself “colonel” for the rest of his life. It is difficult not to sympathize with his plight; he does seem to have been badly treated and passed over. But it is also apparent that Oates’s driving ambition, which caused him to focus so much of his attention on matters of rank and promotion, occasionally impeded his effectiveness as an officer. One soldier in the 15th Alabama, who remembered Oates as “a handsome and brave officer,” pointed out that “he was regarded by many as too aggressive and ambitious but he usually was well to the front and did not require his men to charge where he was unwilling to go.”

Oates was indeed intrepid on the field of battle. At Fredericksburg in December 1863 he led the 15th Alabama as it charged with the rest of the brigade into Burnside’s left flank. “There we were,” Oates wrote, “right under the muzzles of the guns, and the Federals replying with thirty-seven pieces, which made the position of the Fifteenth as perilous and disagreeable as well could be.” He ordered the men to fix bayonets and advance, even though he would have personally preferred to stay in the trenches. During the frigid night the regiment occupied a railroad cut that was surrounded by piles of Union dead and wounded. “Several of our men were barefooted, the weather was cold, and I ordered them to help themselves to dead men’s shoes,” he recalled—an honest confession from an officer who obviously cared less about the morality of pillaging shoes from enemy casualties than he did about the welfare of his suffering men. He was also concerned about his own welfare: during the night he expeditiously acquired a pair of Union boots for himself.

According to Oates’s own tenets the state of his nervous system must have been in exceptionally good working condition throughout the remainder of the war, for he showed no lack of daring or courage in combat. At Gettysburg, as his account published here attests, he and his regiment fought valiantly and desperately to turn the Union left at Little Round Top on July 2; after several attempts to break the line of the 20th Maine, during which the struggle rolled back and forth along a narrow ridge that cut across the hillside, Oates and the 15th were finally driven back by a bayonet attack that surged down the jagged slopes into the hollow below. Casualties were high that day. Oates’s brother John, the brother who had fetched him from Texas, lay mortally wounded among the boulders on Little Round Top. Caught in the swirl of confusion and exhausted nearly to the point of losing consciousness, Oates himself remained calm, clearheaded, and steady. In full command of the regiment for the first time in battle, he was at his finest at Gettysburg. He won no special laurels from his superiors for his resourcefulness and dogged determination during the hand-to-hand struggle with the 20th Maine on Little Round Top, but Joshua Chamberlain, his nemesis on the field that day, would later declare that there were “none braver or better in either army” than Oates and his 15th Alabama.

While Oates’s valor cannot be denied, he did not always perform brilliantly on the battlefield. On September 20, 1863, at the battle of Chickamauga, he led his regiment forward in a spirited attack on the Union line, but his men became separated from the rest of the brigade. In the disorder that prevailed on the field, Oates decided—without orders—to go to the assistance of the 19th Alabama regiment, which was taking a beating from advancing Federal troops. When Oates’s regiment formed its battle line and opened fire, it somehow caught the 19th Alabama in an enfilading volley. Oates later vehemently denied that the incident ever occurred, but it seems likely—whether he was fully aware of it or not—that the 15th Alabama had been responsible for the friendly fire that peppered the 19th’s right rear.

It was not the only trouble Oates found that day. Later, as the 15th continued to advance, he saw from a hilltop three Union regiments threatening General Joseph Kershaw’s South Carolina brigade. Without informing Kershaw, and with no other authority for his actions, Oates tried to persuade the South Carolinians to follow him in a charge against the approaching Federal ranks. Kershaw’s officers, except for one captain, refused to move their troops on the orders of this interloping Alabamian; their advance would have countermanded Kershaw’s placement of his own regiments. It was bad enough that Oates was wandering across the battlefield totally detached from his own brigade, but he certainly should have known better than to assert command over troops that were not his own. If Gettysburg was Oates’s finest hour, Chickamauga was his worst.

To his credit he fully redeemed himself in later battles, especially at Brown’s Ferry and Lookout Valley near Chattanooga in late October 1863, the Wilderness and Spotsylvania in May 1864, Cold Harbor in June 1864, and the siege of Petersburg. But Oates, ever the pragmatist, disdained heroic and romantic images of war and the fame some officers achieved on the battlefield. “All the newspaper talk during the war about ‘gallant leaders,’ ” he declared, “was the veriest bosh.” So-called gallant leaders, he said, “generally accomplished little else than to get themselves shot.”

Oates never included himself among the gallant leaders of the Confederate Army, but he did get himself shot—several times, in fact. In all, he was wounded six times in combat, twice severely. Near Fussell’s Mills in Virginia on August 16, 1864, as he led his new command—the 48th Alabama Infantry—into battle, he was struck in the right arm by a musket ball; under the surgeon’s knife the arm was amputated. “One of those large minié-balls,” Oates remarked, “strikes a hard blow.” After recuperating in a Richmond hospital, he was sent home in October, and he never returned to field command. For William Oates the war was over.

Back in Alabama Oates resumed his law practice and became active in state politics. Although he had been opposed to secession before the war, he defended the constitutional right of states to leave the Union—a stand that surely helped him get elected to successively higher political offices in Alabama. He served in 1868 as a delegate to the National Democratic Convention. From 1870 to 1872 he won election to the Alabama House of Representatives. In 1880, at the age of forty-five, he was elected to the U.S. House of Representatives, where he served for fourteen years. Two years later he married Sarah Toney, a woman from Eufaula who was half his age. Their only child—William C. Oates, Jr.—was born in 1883. Always the ladies’ man, Oates had at last found the right one with whom he could settle down.

He resigned from Congress in 1894 when he was elected governor of Alabama, after conducting what one historian has called “the most memorable campaign in the State’s history.” His war experience figured prominently in the campaign: Oates was known as “the one-arm hero of Henry County.” Based on a campaign promise to serve only one two-year term, his governorship expired in 1896. The following year he ran for a seat in the U.S. Senate, but he failed to win his party’s nomination.

Simply put, he was not always a popular fellow. After attending a reunion meeting of the Army of the Potomac and the Army of Northern Virginia in 1895, a Union veteran complained that “the joyful exercises were marred only by the discordant notes of … Governor Oates of Alabama.” According to this offended Northerner, Oates declared from the speakers’ platform that the Confederate cause had been just and that “had the Mississippi River run crosswise instead of lengthwise of the country, the peaceable separation of the North and the South would have been both wise and desirable.” The Union man said that Oates also made “other remarks in equally bad taste and of all the Union officers on the platform, Howard alone shook hands with him after his address.” What bothered this veteran and others like him was that Oates refused to renounce the cause for which he had fought so hard by using the rhetoric of reconciliation that many Southerners, like former Confederate General John B. Gordon, had elevated to a fine art.

After his unsuccessful bid for a Senate seat, Oates did not remain idle. In 1898, during the Spanish-American War, he was appointed a brigadier general of volunteers by President William McKinley. He spent the brief war at Camp Meade, Pennsylvania, where he commanded three different brigades. In the years before his death he practiced law in Montgomery and took an unpopular stand against the use of grandfather clauses to disenfranchise blacks.

His greatest disappointment during his final years came when he failed to persuade the commissioners of the Gettysburg Battlefield Memorial Association to erect a monument on Little Round Top to pay tribute to the fallen soldiers of the 15th Alabama. Frustrated by the endless spools of red tape the commissioners deliberately had spun to block the monument, Oates somehow succeeded in putting his bitterness aside. When he published his Civil War memoirs in 1905, he echoed Lincoln’s words by offering his book “without malice or ill-will to any, and in a spirit of charity toward all.” He had come a long way since those early days when malice and violence had kept him on the run, always one step ahead of the law. He died on September 9, 1910. Today there is still no marker on Little Round Top to honor the deeds or the dead of the 15th Alabama Infantry.

Frank Haskell’s world was very different from the rough-and-tumble Southern frontier where William Oates was raised. Yet despite their dissimilar backgrounds, Haskell and Oates had much in common—more, in fact, than the two men probably could have seen or admitted had their paths ever crossed during their lifetimes. As it happened, the two men never met, not even across the opposing Union and Confederate lines at Gettysburg, though it is entirely possible they faced each other from afar during the numerous collisions that occurred between the Army of the Potomac and the Army of Northern Virginia in the Eastern Theater of the Civil War.

Franklin Aretas Haskell was born on July 13, 1828, in Tunbridge, Vermont. His father, Aretas, and his mother, Anna Folsom, were both descended from long, solid lines of New England Yankee stock. Living in the lush shadows of the Green Mountains, young Frank Haskell did his part to help with the chores at East Hill, the family farm—planting in the spring, tilling in the summer, and harvesting in the fall. Until he was seventeen he attended a district school in winter and a “select” school in autumn. In 1845 he became the local schoolmaster, which Harrison Haskell, his older brother, said was “the almost inevitable fate of all New England boys of any promise.” After teaching for three years, Frank Haskell left East Hill and moved to Columbus, Wisconsin, where, under the tutelage of his brother, he prepared himself for college.

He was an excellent student, well read in history and English literature. The townspeople of Columbus were impressed with his abilities and his enthusiastic desire to advance himself. Though he was still practically a newcomer to the community, he was appointed town clerk in October 1849, became superintendent of common schools the following month, and won election to the clerkship in the spring of 1850. His success in Columbus was meteoric but not miraculous: his brother, Harrison, was an attorney and a prominent member of the Congregational church. The influence of Haskell’s brother boosted his opportunities, but Frank Haskell earned his own laurels. He was, in his brother’s words, “better posted than most boys his age and station, for he always had had an eager thirst for knowledge and access to good books, which he read and remembered.”

In the fall of 1850 Haskell entered Dartmouth College in Hanover, New Hampshire. Despite his arduous preparation he had trouble with his course work during the first year. To remedy the situation he simply studied harder. According to his brother, Haskell’s “indomitable will and industry” enabled him to improve his grades and “take a respectable position in his class.” Eventually Haskell succeeded in his studies and earned the respect of his fellow classmates, who admired him “for his excellent literary and poetic tastes, for his general intelligence, [and for his] good judgment and common sense.”

But at least one other person at Dartmouth noticed a different side to Frank Haskell’s character. One of his professors, who praised his abilities as a scholar, remarked somewhat scornfully that Haskell was as “ambitious as Lucifer and possibly mischievous and irregular.” Ambitious he most certainly was: Haskell ardently strived to improve himself by joining a debating society, teaching district school again in the winters, serving on class committees, and discharging the duties of class president. Like other students then and now he participated in harmless pranks and frolics, though his college records reveal nothing that might be construed as truly devilish. What his professor probably detected, however, was an imperious manner that could be interpreted as a pronounced air of superiority over others. Haskell, in other words, was occasionally a bit too full of himself.

After delivering two orations during commencement week in July 1854, Haskell was graduated from Dartmouth with “distinguished honors.” With plans to become an attorney he returned to Wisconsin, established himself in Madison, and studied law in the offices of a prominent firm. He was admitted to the bar in 1856, and within a short time he became the junior partner in a law practice established by another former Vermonter, Julius P. Atwood. Success was coming easily for Haskell. While his law practice thrived and he gained a reputation as a competent attorney, he also made a name for himself in the community as a leading member of the Madison Institute (a lyceum created for the diffusion of knowledge), an unsuccessful candidate for mayor on the Republican ticket (he was badly beaten by the incumbent Democrat), and a founding member of the Governor’s Guard (a volunteer company of the Wisconsin militia).

Although organized as a military unit, which prided itself on its fine uniforms and weekly drills, the Governor’s Guard was mostly a social and political group that brought together many of Madison’s most ambitious young men—several of whom were stalwart Republicans. Typically, Haskell rose quickly through the ranks. By 1860, having served for only two years in the Guard, Haskell was elected first lieutenant.

As an officer he was a stern and strict disciplinarian—a spit-and-polish sort who believed that soldiers should obey without question or complaint. Some of the guardsmen came to resent his overbearing and inflexible manner, and one member later accused Haskell of having “little sympathy for a raw soldier, no matter how much he was suffering from heat dust and thirst when on duty or on the march.” Haskell ignored the protests and led his soldiers through drill after drill along the mud-soaked roads and around the dusty lots of Madison. For him this was serious business, which, in the perception of his men, was precisely the problem: Haskell took his part-time soldiering far too seriously for their liking.

Yet there was no denying that Haskell cut a fine figure as an officer. Tall and trim, he looked almost dashing in his uniform—almost, that is, because he appeared stiff and stuffy, less a knight errant than a zealous squire. He could not be called handsome, though he was by no means homely: he had a slender face, broad forehead (made broader by a receding hairline), hazel eyes, full mustache and a tuft beneath his lower lip (like George B. McClellan), and wispy sideburns down to his jaw. There was a look of determination about him—a serious, no-nonsense demeanor that probably worked well with judges and juries in the courtroom, but not so well with drilling guardsmen.

Despite his military bearing he did not rush to enlist when the first volunteer troops were called after the fall of Fort Sumter in April 1861. The Governor’s Guard marched off to war without Haskell leading its pivots and wheels. Not that he lacked patriotic sentiment or devotion to the cause; his Republican principles made him a true believer in the crusade to save the Union. But all things considered, he did not want to rush off to war unless he could go as an officer of high enough rank to suit his ambitions. So he bided his time by joining another militia unit, the Hickory Guards, and watched for the right opportunity to present itself. It came the following June when he was commissioned a first lieutenant and adjutant of the 6th Wisconsin Infantry Regiment.

As the regiment’s adjutant, Haskell’s experience as a drillmaster was put to good use. At Camp Randall, outside Madison’s city limits, he instructed novice officers and their doe-eyed volunteers in the fundamentals of marching and military conduct. Rufus R. Dawes, who would later command the regiment, recalled Haskell’s efforts at Camp Randall: “He took great interest and pride in the instruction of the regiment, and so elevated his office, that some men then thought the Adjutant must at least be next to the Colonel in authority and rank.” Haskell was a stickler for detail and military deportment. One of his important goals, Dawes reported, “was to exact cleanliness and neatness of personal appearance, an essential condition of true soldierly bearing.” Haskell’s emphasis on prim and proper appearance, however, sometimes went to extremes. He required the recruits to wear cotton gloves that were to be kept “snow white” at all times, an impractical nicety that could not have lasted very long. As Dawes ruefully observed, “Fancy uniforms are useless sleeping in the mud.” But most of the new troops overlooked Haskell’s affectations and admired his penchant for precision and his skillful methods of instruction.

In late July 1861, following the Union defeat at the first battle of Bull Run, the 6th Wisconsin was ordered to the defense of Washington. Although the regiment’s location was changed, its daily activities remained pretty much the same. The troops guarding the city were put through nearly constant drilling. Haskell must have been in his glory. There was little for the regiment to do except march and then march some more. As summer turned to fall, and as boredom began to sink the regiment’s spirits, the 6th Wisconsin still had not seen action on the battlefield. Nevertheless, the morale of the regiment was heightened that autumn when it was placed in a brigade that included the 2nd and 7th Wisconsin and the 19th Indiana regiments. It was the only brigade in the Army of the Potomac made up exclusively of regiments from the western states, which certainly was distinction enough for any of its proud ranks, but this brigade would soon embark on a remarkable journey of triumph and valor, of death and loss, that would earn for itself the celebrated name of the Iron Brigade.

While Haskell waited impatiently for General George B. McClellan, the commander of the Army of the Potomac, to make a decisive move against the Confederate Army in Virginia, he filled his time by trying to obtain higher rank. He used his influential friends in Madison to put pressure on the newly installed Republican governor of Wisconsin, Louis P. Harvey, but his hopes for advancement faded when Harvey died suddenly in the spring of 1862. A month after Harvey’s death, Haskell was appointed aide-de-camp to General John Gibbon, who had been placed in permanent command of the brigade. Being an aide to Gibbon was a definite improvement over his job as regimental adjutant, but Haskell’s rank of lieutenant did not change.

Still hoping to get a field-grade commission in the 6th Wisconsin, or in any Wisconsin regiment for that matter, Haskell instructed his political friends to bring his name to the attention of the new governor, Edward Saloman. Unfortunately, they seem to have done the job too well. Saloman, a Milwaukee Democrat who despised the Republican power brokers who infested the state capital, openly complained that Haskell’s advocates had harassed him “beyond my patience.” He gave the only available commission to Rufus Dawes, making him a major in the 6th Wisconsin. Haskell was angry and bitter over the outcome. “If I could win myself some great battle alone,” he wrote to his family, “and then could blow in the papers, and pay newspapers to blow for me, and then was besides a d——d politician, I suppose I could be promoted.”

Yet his situation was not as dismal as it appeared. As General Gibbon’s aide he at least held a position that suited his abilities and talents, if not his driving ambition. The two men worked well together. Gibbon, a feisty Pennsylvanian who had been raised in the South and had seen service in the Mexican War, grew extremely fond of Haskell and relied on his keen attention to details. Haskell, in turn, learned about professional soldiering from Gibbon and trusted him as a superior officer and as a friend. “He is a most excellent officer,” Haskell wrote home about Gibbon, “and is beloved and respected by his whole command.”

By the end of the summer of 1862 Gibbon’s brigade finally got a chance to prove itself. At the battles of Gainesville and Second Bull Run in late August, the brigade passed its first brutal tests under fire. Observing the action near the front lines, Haskell learned his own hard lessons about the reality of war. Hardest of all, he admitted, was to “look upon our thinned ranks—so full the night before, now so shattered—without tears.” The lessons, however, were only beginning. At South Mountain on September 14 the brigade slogged its way up the heights of Turner’s Gap, muskets and artillery flashing in the night, and dislodged the enemy from the crest. It was a night to remember, for this was the battle in which the Iron Brigade won its name. Three days later, in the bloodiest day of the entire war, Gibbon’s ranks faced a maelstrom of fire and lead as they advanced toward the Confederate lines near Antietam Creek. While delivering a message to General Joseph Hooker, Haskell had his horse shot from under him. Over the rolling hills and the broad fields of Antietam, the day’s slaughter was horrendous. The Iron Brigade left 47.5 percent of its men among the dead and wounded who fell that day.

War changes every life it touches, and this war, this cataclysm of flames and tears, was changing Frank Haskell’s life in ways he could not have anticipated or understood. The world looked different to him now: gone were the pretensions of white gloves and orderly drills. The soldiers who fought this war, who risked their lives battle after battle, took on a different appearance to him: “The dust and blackness of battle were upon their clothes, and in their hair, and on their skin, but you saw none of these; you saw only their eyes, and the shadows of the ‘light of battle,’ and the furrows plowed upon cheeks that were smooth the day before, and now not half filled up.”

And something else was happening to Haskell, a change that only war could bring about. While he still maintained his demure military posturing and his condescending attitudes toward anyone he regarded as inferior (including Abraham Lincoln, most politicians, and most general officers except for George B. McClellan), he was becoming something more than just an opinionated and haughty officer. He was, in fact, becoming a true warrior. At Antietam, during the peak of the fighting, Haskell rallied a New York regiment by seizing its battle flag and leading the troops into the fray, an uncommon act of valor—to say the least—for a staff officer who had always stayed a safe enough distance behind the front lines. He was lucky to have survived the carnage of Antietam, but he seems not to have realized it. “I have not been afraid of anything in battle,” he wrote to his family. “One does not mind the bullets and shells much,” he added matter-of-factly, “but [one] only looks to the men and the enemy to see that all is right.” The thrill—and the danger—of combat excited him, and during times of inactivity he yearned for the next battle to occur. In one letter he confessed: “I want something more—a great, terrible, thundering battle, not for the fight but for victory, and victory not for fame but for peace.”

In December, at the terrible and thundering battle of Fredericksburg, Gibbon was wounded but Haskell got through unharmed. While his general recuperated Haskell obtained a furlough and spent the winter in Wisconsin visiting with his family and telling them tales of his adventures. He returned to the army, encamped at Falmouth, Virginia, in March 1863. Within a month Gibbon, having recovered from his wound, was given command of the 2nd division of the Second Corps, and he asked Haskell to stay on as his aide. Reporting his new assignment to his brothers, Harrison and Harvey, and his sister, Alma, Haskell proudly informed them that the 2nd division had “the reputation of being one of the best in the service.”

The reputation was well deserved. On May 3, while the bulk of the Army of the Potomac was reeling from the devastating blow Lee and Jackson had brilliantly executed at Chancellorsville, Gibbon’s division was part of a Union column that attacked Lee’s right at Fredericksburg and successfully swept the Confederates off Marye’s Heights overlooking the town. After taking and holding the heights, the division withdrew back across the Rappahannock River and the Confederates reoccupied their abandoned rifle pits. With the opposing lines uneasily facing each other across the Rappahannock, Haskell expected that “we shall be up to something soon.” He was right. In June Lee moved his army into Maryland and Pennsylvania, and Gibbon’s division with the rest of the Army of the Potomac marched north to check the Confederate invasion.

At Gettysburg on the first three days of July, the two armies met in the great and terrible battle that Haskell had been longing for. During Pickett’s Charge on the third day of the battle, Haskell was no mere spectator. He plunged himself into the fighting and ignored the bursting shells and the blazing volleys as he helped to shore up the Union line at the vulnerable wedge of the Angle. It was his moment of glory. He was wounded slightly in the leg, although he did not notice it until the fighting was over. After the battle several field officers mentioned Haskell in their dispatches, commending him for his bravery and for the heroic part he played in stemming the Confederate assault. General Winfield Scott Hancock, who commanded the Second Corps on Cemetery Ridge, singled Haskell out for praise, noting that this courageous lieutenant, “who, at a critical period of the battle, when the contending forces were but 50 or 60 yards apart, believing that an example was necessary, and ready to sacrifice his life, rode between the contending lines with the view of giving encouragement to ours and leading it forward, he being at the moment the only mounted officer in a similar position.”

Gibbon was seriously wounded in the battle, but Haskell remained with the 2nd division as an aide to General William Hays, whom he disliked intensely, and later to General Gouverneur K. Warren, whom he called a “man of the right sort.” In November Haskell rejoined General Gibbon, who was back on his feet, in Cleveland, Ohio, where Gibbon had been ordered to take charge of conscripts. But Haskell and his general discovered there was little for them to do in Ohio, so they journeyed together to see the battlefield at Gettysburg and attend the dedication ceremonies of the Soldiers’ National Cemetery there on November 19. Haskell thought the cemetery was an abomination, “a badly arranged graveyard” located where no real fighting had occurred. Writing home, he made no mention of Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, although he and Gibbon most certainly heard the president deliver it.

Gibbon was reassigned to Philadelphia, and naturally Haskell accompanied him there, which is where he remained until February 1864. During the early winter Haskell’s thoughts returned to the prospects of promotion. “I desire promotion—am ambitious,” he acknowledged to his brother Harrison, but he refused to return to Wisconsin to lobby personally for his own advancement, as his brother had urged him to do, for his place, he said, was at his assigned post. Nevertheless, he declared that he would accept no promotion, if one should come to him, below that of a regimental colonel.

His ambition was fulfilled that February when he was commissioned colonel of the newly created (but not yet organized) 36th Wisconsin Infantry. While it was true that Haskell received glowing recommendations from generals and field commanders, two additional factors served him well in winning the promotion; first, a new governor replaced Saloman, and second, Haskell’s brother Harrison hammered away at the new administration with petitions and political influence until the governor finally relented. By the end of February Haskell was in Wisconsin working to fill the ranks of his regiment with recruits and training his men to be soldiers. The training, even under Haskell’s expert guidance, did not last long enough at all. In May 1864 the regiment was ordered to join General Ulysses S. Grant’s army in its spring campaign against Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia. The campaign, in fact, was already under way, and Grant had been victorious in pushing Lee to the south at the battle of the Wilderness. Haskell and his regiment arrived in Virginia just in time to be placed in reserve during the next battle, at Spotsylvania Court House, but his men did not experience their first real fighting until two weeks later, on May 31, at Bethesda Church.

On June 3, less than four months after Haskell’s regiment was created, the 36th Wisconsin was chosen for extremely hazardous duty; it was assigned to be among the forward ranks that would strike Lee’s defenses in a direct frontal assault at Cold Harbor. For Haskell, the man who had come to understand the grisly horrors of war but who missed the whistle of bullets whenever the army was not engaged in combat, this would be his last battle. Early in the morning he moved his men forward in a grand assault that turned out to be a senseless slaughter, a pointless sacrifice of lives. It was like Pickett’s Charge, only this time Haskell was with the long unwavering lines that marched toward the entrenched enemy; this time Haskell and his men were learning what it was like to advance against a steady hail of shot and shell. When his brigadier went down, Haskell assumed command, but the fire from the Confederate guns was ripping the ranks of the 36th Wisconsin to shreds. He ordered his men to lie down, and they quickly obeyed. To set a good example for his regiment, Haskell remained standing, leaning on his sword, oblivious to the danger all around him. He did not stand there long. An instant later he was hit in the temple by a musket ball, and his body slumped to the ground. Mortally wounded, he was carried from the field by his orderly, who himself was wounded twice. Three hours later Frank A. Haskell was dead.

His body was transported home to Portage, Wisconsin, where he was buried on June 12. Haskell’s family, friends, and fellow soldiers could not contain their grief over his death. General Gibbon, receiving the news of Haskell’s death, exclaimed: “My God! I have lost my best friend, and one of the best soldiers in the Army of the Potomac has fallen!” General Hancock mournfully declared in a field order: “At Cold Harbor the Colonel of the Thirty-sixth Wisconsin, as gallant a soldier as ever lived, fell dead on the field.” Haskell’s eulogist, the Reverend A.J.M. Hudson, spoke of his bravery in battle and of the heroism he had particularly shown in rallying troops to the defense of Cemetery Ridge at Gettysburg. “That one act,” the Reverend Hudson proclaimed, “is fame enough for any man.”

Fame is always fleeting, however, and Haskell’s name has never become widely known, except to the relatively small number of people who have heard about his deeds at Gettysburg or who have, in fact, read his own words describing the battle and the climactic repulse of Pickett’s Charge. Of the millions of tourists who have visited the battlefield and have stood at the stone wall where Pickett’s men crashed into the Union line, few have ever heard of Haskell or of what he did there. No marker at Gettysburg tells Haskell’s story, no monument bears his name. Perhaps it does not matter. Haskell left his own monument to posterity: a remarkable account of what he experienced on the field of this nation’s greatest, and most tragic, battle. For that one act, rather than for any other individual deed he accomplished in his lifetime, Frank Haskell is remembered.

Frank Haskell began to write his account of Gettysburg soon after the battle ended. Composed in the form of a letter, and presumably addressed to his brother Harvey, the manuscript is dated July 16, 1863, but Haskell was still working on it as late as the following November. The manuscript contains telltale signs of careful preparation (there are only a few deletions and interlineations throughout the entire document of one hundred thirty-eight pages), which suggests that Haskell probably re-copied the narrative from an earlier draft or from a set of notes. Based on these clues, some historians have concluded that he wrote his account fully intending to arrange for its publication, probably in a Wisconsin newspaper, where his brother Harrison had been successful in getting some of Haskell’s earlier letters into print.

But other evidence—mostly found in the narrative itself—indicates that he wrote his long chronicle to inform his family of what he had experienced at Gettysburg—the greatest battle he had witnessed so far in his tour of duty with the Army of the Potomac—and to create for himself a precise record of what had happened there, a record he could later consult to refresh his fading memory. Actually, the contextual evidence is fairly obvious. For one thing Haskell’s account contains candid criticisms of several prominent Union leaders—including generals Joseph Hooker, Daniel Sickles, Abner Doubleday, and President Abraham Lincoln—and a damning description of the Philadelphia Brigade’s rout at the height of Pickett’s Charge. To have paraded these scathing opinions in print would have been impolitic at best, foolhardy at worst, for any of his criticisms might easily have backfired and prevented him from achieving his utmost desire—namely, a promotion to field-grade command. Haskell was no fool, and he certainly knew better than to undermine his ambition by airing trivial complaints in public. For another thing the narrative’s tone is mostly personal and intimate, except in a few passages where Haskell waxes eloquent about the inability of future historians to reconstruct the battle’s many facets and complexities; otherwise, what Haskell relates are his personal experiences on the battlefield, not a report of the engagement resembling the ones written by his superior officers and submitted to the War Department. His touching asides about the fate of his horses, for instance, reveal his goal of imparting news that he cared deeply about, and that he knew his family would be interested in, rather than limiting himself to an objective delineation of the battle.

When Haskell emphasized that his narrative was “my account,” he meant precisely what he said. It was as much his own saga that he was writing as it was a record of the battle, and he probably wrote it for his own satisfaction—to tell the story all in one place and to include everything he could remember—as well as to inform his family of what this terrible conflagration between the Army of the Potomac and the Army of Northern Virginia had been like. In May 1863 Haskell had asked his family to save all his letters: “Someday,” he said, “I may wish to see them.” He never got a chance to look at his correspondence again before his death, but his family dutifully kept each letter he sent, including the long Gettysburg essay. Had Haskell wanted his Gettysburg account to be published, he probably would have instructed one of his brothers to manage its publication for him; he never did, and he never mentioned the possibility of publication to any of his family.

The essay, in fact, was not printed until after Haskell’s death. Not long after his burial, his brothers sent the Gettysburg account to a Portage newspaper, but the editor turned it down as being too lengthy. In 1881 Harvey Haskell edited the essay and published it as a pamphlet for private circulation. Seventeen years later Frank Haskell’s account was edited by Daniel Hall (who took out some of Haskell’s opinionated barbs) and published in a volume devoted to the history of Dartmouth’s Class of 1854. In 1908 the Massachusetts Commandery of the Military Order of the Loyal Legion of the United States issued a reprint of the Dartmouth edition. That same year the Wisconsin History Commission published a new edition of Harvey Haskell’s pamphlet; demand for the edition was so great that the commission published a second edition in 1910 and authorized Charles W. Eliot to reprint Haskell’s account in the Harvard Classics series.

Other reprints of the Wisconsin History Commission’s edition appeared in 1937, when the Titusville Herald in Pennsylvania published one; 1957, when Houghton Mifflin published another one (with an introduction and notes by Bruce Catton); and in 1964, when the Lakeside Press of Chicago issued a small volume, edited by Richard Harwell, entitled Two Views of Gettysburg, which paired Haskell’s account with a description of Gettysburg written by Sir Arthur J. L. Fremantle, a British officer traveling with Lee’s army. In 1963 James B. Stevenson, editor of the Titusville Herald, discovered that Haskell’s original manuscript was located in the collections of the Pennsylvania Museum Commission in Harrisburg, and that year he published a new edition of Haskell’s account, this time taken directly from the manuscript itself. But it was not until 1989 that a complete scholarly edition of Haskell’s Gettysburg essay—along with nearly all of his extant wartime letters—was edited by Frank L. Byrne and Andrew T. Weaver and published by the Kent State University Press. This Bantam version is the eleventh edition of Haskell’s account since its first publication as a pamphlet in 1881.

Unlike Haskell’s narrative, which was probably completed within four or five months after the battle took place, William C. Oates’s account of Gettysburg was not written until many long years after the fact. Oates had written an earlier article on Gettysburg, an essay called “Gettysburg—The Battle on the Right,” published in the Southern Historical Society Papers in 1878. The article became the basis for the Gettysburg chapters (and especially for the chapter that treats the second day’s fighting on Little Round Top) in Oates’s massive chronicle and memoir, The War Between the Union and the Confederacy and Its Lost Opportunities with a History of the 15th Alabama Regiment and the Forty-Eight Battles in which It was Engaged, which was published by the Neale Company of New York and Washington in 1905.

Oates began working on his magnum opus in the autumn of 1902, after he returned from an extended trip to Paris with his wife and son. For the next two years he worked steadily on the manuscript and finished it before the fall of 1904, a prodigious feat given the fact that the manuscript must have been more than fifteen hundred pages long. The writing went quickly, but not quickly enough for Oates’s liking. He hoped to be done with the entire project, including the preparation of accurate maps, by the spring of 1904 and to have books in hand by the following summer. It took him six months longer to complete the book than he had planned. And the maps, which he had apparently taken great pains to research, either were never drawn or were discarded at the last moment, for none at all was included in the volume. In any case he finally got the manuscript off to the publisher, and the book was released in mid-January 1905. It was probably not a huge seller, although it likely had respectable sales for its time. It was not reissued until 1974, when the Press of the Morningside Bookshop in Dayton, Ohio, reprinted it along with a superb introduction written by Robert K. Krick, one of the foremost experts on Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia.

Given how quickly after the battle Haskell wrote his account and how long afterward Oates wrote his, both narratives are remarkably accurate and reliable. Haskell’s narrative is not necessarily more trustworthy because he wrote it within weeks and months of the battle. To be sure his account is enlivened by the immediacy of his writing, but proximity in time alone probably had little to do with the reliability of his account. What made the difference was Haskell’s uncanny power of observation—his eye for detail—and the care with which he expressed himself. Frank Haskell chose his words carefully. He was the kind of man who liked to get things right.

Oates, in contrast, was a less careful writer than Haskell, and his words tended to tumble rather than flow across the page. He was, nevertheless, deeply earnest about the facts. Toward the conclusion of his Gettysburg account he wrote: “The truth of history and a sense of duty to the heroic conduct and sacrifices of the noble men I had the honor to command, and all Confederates who participated in the battle, demand that the whole truth be told, and hence I will contribute all that I know to that end.” Despite the intervening years Oates’s memory of Gettysburg remained relatively unclouded—a result, he said, of the importance he placed on the battle as the turning point in the war. In reconstructing what happened on the battlefield, he also had an advantage Frank Haskell did not have: Oates was able to check his facts—and, in a sense, refresh his own memory—by consulting the massive literature that had already begun to be published on the battle, including the memoirs of other participants and all the official correspondence and reports of the Union and Confederate armies at Gettysburg.

Yet both Haskell and Oates made their share of mistakes. Many of their errors were small and insignificant. Both men had trouble with numbers—the size of the armies, the number of men on the field or in a given unit, and the casualty counts after the fighting was over. In most instances Haskell and Oates are just plain wrong whenever they report or estimate numbers. Haskell, as he often admits in his account, usually had to guess at force strengths and numbers of casualties. Oates’s fact checking through published sources did him little good as far as numbers were concerned: historians are still arguing over the size of the Union and Confederate armies that met at Gettysburg, and casualty rates, especially for the Confederates, will always be subject to speculation. At the very least, whenever Haskell and Oates each try to convey that huge numbers of soldiers were involved—either in ranks marching across fields or in rows of dead lined up for burial—the authors are generally close to the mark and not wildly exaggerating, even though their precise numbers are wrong.

Reporting the time of day was also a problem for Haskell and Oates. In most cases Haskell got his times right (or nearly right). Oates, however, relied on other accounts of the battle to fix the time of day, except in his narration of his own activities on July 2, where he seems to have worked from memory. Even so, the times he variously assigned to events were approximate at best. For instance, Longstreet did not launch his attack against the Union left on July 2 until about a half hour after Oates says he did. And the cannonade prior to Pickett’s Charge began closer to when Haskell said it did—1:00 P.M.—rather than at noon, the time Oates thought was correct. Considering the chaos on the battlefield, it is a wonder that anyone knew what time of day it was—or what day of the week it was, for that matter. As one Union veteran explained when asked what time Pickett’s column struck the stone wall on July 3: “We do not take note of time very often in things of that kind—at least the private soldier don’t.” Another veteran agreed, pointing out that he really was not paying attention to the time of day. “I had a good deal to do,” he said.

Some of the mistakes in these two narratives are perplexing and, in fact, inexplicable. For no apparent reason, Haskell did not include four generals—David B. Birney, Daniel Butterfield, Gouverneur K. Warren, and Alpheus S. Williams—among the others he described as attending the council of war in Meade’s headquarters on the night of July 2. Haskell, of course, was a witness to the event. It would have been quite difficult to have missed four generals in the tiny room where Meade gathered his officers together. But somehow he did. Perhaps he simply forgot they were there. Oates, in one passage, reported that the wounded Colonel Michael J. Bulger of the 47th Alabama surrendered his sword to Colonel James C. Rice of New York, noting that Bulger had informed him of this fact after the war. Colonel Joshua Chamberlain of the 20th Maine, however, claimed that he, not Rice as Oates had erroneously maintained, had accepted Bulger’s sword. The difference in the two accounts became known only after Bulger and Rice had died, so it was impossible for these two men to confirm or deny the different versions. Indeed, there is no way the conflicting stories can be reconciled. There is also no accounting for another of Oates’s errors. In describing the death of Union General Elon J. Farnsworth during a doomed cavalry assault on the Confederate left late in the day on July 3, Oates insisted that Farnsworth had committed suicide to avoid being captured—a story that was without foundation but that many Confederates believed to be true for years after the battle.

But a fair share of the blunders made by Oates and Haskell in their narratives can be blamed on a particular culprit—the fog of war. Oates, for example, swore that a troop of dismounted cavalry moved up behind the 15th Alabama as it was locked in a death struggle with the 20th Maine to its front. The reference to cavalry is puzzling. It is possible that a vedette of cavalry, which had been on duty as a provost guard near the Wheatfield, might have withdrawn to the vicinity of the saddle between the Round Tops, but it is only a very remote possibility. Otherwise, there does not seem to have been any other cavalry—mounted or dismounted—in the area, yet Oates insisted that as his men withdrew from Little Round Top they ran through a line of dismounted troopers and dragged a few of them along to the rear as prisoners. Oates did not imagine these Union soldiers, but probably it was the pandemonium of the moment that made him think (and declare emphatically for the rest of his life) that these soldiers were troopers on foot. Oates, however, was well aware of the distorting effects of the fog of war. In disputing how many of his men had been taken prisoner that day (Chamberlain put the figure at about double the number Oates thought was accurate), Oates insightfully observed: “All of us, on both sides, who were in such hot places as that were made to see double and are disposed to exaggerate in favor of our respective sides, and do it honestly in most cases.”

Likewise, Haskell knew it was the fog of war that prevented him from seeing—and understanding—everything that was going on around him. He did his best, for instance, to recount the fighting that took place on Culp’s Hill during the morning of July 3, but he realized that his report lacked crucial details, and he ultimately confessed that while he could hear the guns in the distance, all he could see for himself from where he stood “was the smoke.” Later he filled in some of the details from information supplied to him by his fellow officers.

But it was bravado and conceit—and not the fog of war—that got Oates and Haskell into real trouble after their narratives were published. Each of them had cast himself in his own account as the savior of the day, the indispensable hero who stood between success and calamity and whose quick wits had staved off disaster. There was nothing wrong, of course, with painting oneself heroically: soldiers from the dawn of time have recounted their exploits by giving themselves the hero’s role. Two factors, however, set the heroic pretensions of Oates and Haskell apart from the typically harmless histrionics of reminiscing soldiers. In the first place Oates and Haskell, by a quirky coincidence, separately described their heroic acts in passages that were plainly contrived; while they tooted their own horns, listeners could hear only the shrill notes of false heroism. In the second place both authors made the unfortunate mistake of advancing their own cause at the expense of others.

Haskell would never know that his account of Gettysburg caused a storm of controversy after it was published. In a passage that has since become well-known to historians, Haskell described his johnny-on-the-spot reactions when the Union line near the clump of trees began to crumble as Pickett’s Virginia division plunged over the stone wall. According to Haskell, the Philadelphia Brigade (the 69th, 71st, and 72nd Pennsylvania regiments), under the command of General Alexander Webb, broke and fell back, “a fear-stricken flock of confusion.” While he watched the “rabbits” running to the rear Haskell claimed that he was the only officer present who could halt the panic among Webb’s men. “The fate of Gettysburg,” as Haskell dramatically put it, “hung upon a spider’s single thread!” To get the fleeing men back in line, he used his sword on several “unpatriotic” backsides, and “at its touch their love of country returned.” Finally, he said, General Webb appeared and “did all that one could do to repair the breach.” Having almost single-handedly restored the Union defenses, Haskell rode off to direct reinforcements toward the “melting line” near the Angle. At the end of his narrative he admitted that an unusual circumstance—the wounding of Gibbon so early in the battle—had resulted in his own extraordinary actions that otherwise “would not have fallen to my rank or place.” All in all, his description of the Philadelphia Brigade’s conduct was extremely derogatory.

Nor was it entirely accurate. Although the Philadelphia Brigade wavered when Pickett’s division swept up to the stone wall, its lines did not disintegrate in hysteria and fear, as Haskell had maintained. The available evidence suggests that the brigade did falter, that Haskell was there to rally the men and put the lines back in order, and that the brigade actually performed exceptionally well, given the fact that it absorbed nearly the full brunt of the shock wave caused by the onslaught of Pickett’s Virginia regiments. Significantly enough, other accounts of the crisis at the Angle credit Webb with rallying his own men as he waved his sword above his head. Webb, in fact, did not mention Haskell at all in his official report—certainly a strange oversight if Haskell had been as instrumental in saving the Union Army from destruction as he had claimed.

General Webb was the one who first took issue with Haskell’s description of the Philadelphia Brigade. Although Webb had read Haskell’s Gettysburg account in the pamphlet edition that Harvey Haskell had printed in 1881, it was not until the Massachusetts Commandery of the Loyal Legion published its version in 1908 that Webb discovered how denigrating the references to the brigade really were. Urging the Philadelphia Brigade Association to answer Haskell’s account in print, Webb stated sharply that “what Haskell wrote he wrote in ignorance.” Webb was sure that Haskell “thought he was leading a division” when actually he was in the rear of the brigade and was confused by the swirling mobs of “stragglers and prisoners” around him. The association obliged Webb by publishing a pamphlet of forty-two pages that called Haskell’s account “foolish and absurd,” ridiculed Haskell personally and attacked his credibility, and demanded that the narrative never be reprinted again. Yet the association did not directly refute the veracity of Haskell’s description of the Philadelphia Brigade’s conduct on the field, which suggests that even though Haskell may have exaggerated somewhat, there must have been a kernel of truth in what he had written.

Not everyone agreed with William Oates’s account, either. The most controversial element of his Gettysburg story was his contention that the 20th Maine did not push the 15th Alabama off Little Round Top in a fierce bayonet attack that saved the Union left; instead, Oates said, he had ordered the 15th to withdraw just before the 20th Maine hit the Alabamians in its last assault. Oates admitted that the withdrawal of his men was not orderly at all; in fact, he wrote, the regiment “ran like a herd of wild cattle” down the slope of Little Round Top and back up the steep grade of Big Round Top. Emphatically pointing out that the historian of the 20th Maine was wrong in asserting that the bayonet charge had driven the 15th from the field, Oates declared: “This is not true; I ordered the retreat.”

It is possible that Oates did instruct his regiment to withdraw just as Colonel Chamberlain was getting ready to send his men crashing through the underbrush in a desperate attack against the tenacious Confederates whom he thought were about to overrun his line. But even if Oates did give his order, it is unlikely that every man in the regiment heard it at once, or understood it, or knew what was happening before Chamberlain’s 20th Maine came crashing down the hill, bringing the fire of hell with it. There seems to be little doubt that the 20th Maine acted quickly and courageously under chaotic conditions, and that Chamberlain absolutely deserved the Congressional Medal of Honor he won that day at Gettysburg for his decisive action in saving the Union left from the threat made by Oates and his battle-seasoned Alabama volunteers. Oates may have ordered the retreat as he claimed, but it was Chamberlain’s order to charge and his quick execution of the order that rolled the 15th Alabama off the hillside of Little Round Top. In later life Chamberlain denied Oates’s statements by pointing out that the 15th Alabama could never have accomplished all that Oates had claimed for it on Little Round Top’s rocky ledges. But Oates, in the years before his death, also seems to have mellowed. Privately he wrote: “I concede the gallantry of Chamberlain and the 20th Maine and acknowledged my repulse. He [i.e., Chamberlain] was duly honored and promoted.” Nevertheless, he and Chamberlain never saw eye to eye on this matter, and they never could reach agreement on several other points of contention as well, such as the precise location on Little Round Top where the fight between the two regiments took place and the number of men captured by the 20th Maine.

Oates was not content to fight one argument at a time; his Gettysburg account is also filled with grumbles about General James Longstreet’s conduct during the battle. The controversy over Longstreet’s role at Gettysburg had been raging in numerous Southern publications ever since the 1870s, when Longstreet published several of his own accounts in which he criticized Lee for not fighting a defensive battle in Pennsylvania. Lee’s defenders immediately counterattacked and blamed Longstreet for the defeat at Gettysburg, pointing out that he had moved indecisively and too slowly on July 2 and 3. Oates joined the chorus of Longstreet bashers. In his Gettysburg account Oates laid the blame for the Confederate failure at Gettysburg squarely on Longstreet, proclaiming that the general should have been “arrested and dismissed from the service” as a penalty for his tardiness and his halfhearted response to Lee’s orders.

But the tone of Oates’s criticisms of Longstreet differed considerably from those put forth by the cadre of former Confederates who saw Longstreet as nothing less than the devil incarnate. Despite his strong pronouncements and unfavorable opinions Oates was actually ambivalent toward Longstreet and his conduct at Gettysburg—or more sympathetic, at least, than most of Longstreet’s other critics. Oates pointed out, for instance, that Longstreet might have been right in criticizing Lee for failing to fight defensively after crossing the Mason-Dixon line. “It may have been best,” Oates admitted, “for Lee to have flanked Meade out of his strong position and have forced him to attack and thus to have acted on the defensive.” Oates, unlike most Longstreet detractors, did not spare his criticism of Lee. In fact, though he complained about Longstreet’s “mulishness,” he implied that Longstreet’s reluctance to obey Lee’s orders on July 3 might have been well grounded. Concerning Pickett’s assault upon the Union center, Oates wrote: “Lee, with all his robust daring and adventurous spirit, should not have ordered the impossible, as was apparent to the skilled observer.” Longstreet, in other words, disapproved with good reason of Lee’s plan for a frontal assault. When Oates considered the multitude of lost opportunities at Gettysburg, much of the blame—despite all his noisy denunciations of Longstreet—seemed to rest entirely on Lee’s broad shoulders.

Unlike Oates, Haskell expressed only praise and support for his own commanding general, George G. Meade. But Haskell did have very harsh things to say about General Daniel Sickles, whom he considered the worst kind of general—a “political” general who had obtained his stars by influence with the right people rather than by demonstrated skill on the battlefield. But while Oates and Haskell separately complained about generals who blundered, they both agreed on at least one proposition: the men who fought this cruel war in the front ranks deserved every word of praise and honor they could get—and more. “Greater heroes never shouldered muskets than those Alabamians,” said Oates of the men in his 15th Alabama Infantry. “The Army of the Potomac,” said Haskell with pride, “was no band of schoolgirls.”

It was the common soldier—the Johnny Reb and the Billy Yank—who determined the outcome at Gettysburg, not the generals who watched the struggle from afar. Oates and Haskell both knew that generals could make a difference—and that they definitely had done so at Gettysburg. But they also knew that the soldiers who marched straight into the flaming barrels of the guns were the ones who, in the end, controlled the fate of these two armies and the destiny of the nation that had declared war against itself. Haskell said it was the hand of God that had brought victory to the Army of the Potomac at Gettysburg. Oates said the defeat of Lee’s army had nothing to do with God’s providence. Either way, both seemed to know and accept that it was not God alone, or presidents, or generals who had won and lost the battle of Gettysburg; after all was said and done, they knew precisely who it was. It was the warriors, the men just like themselves. No doubt this was an unsettling revelation: what they ultimately came to understand was that the brutality of this horrific war was their very own brutality, that the gore and carnage belonged as much to themselves as they did to any soldier in the Union and Confederate armies. So both Oates and Haskell, seeking to distance themselves as much as possible from the death and destruction they and their fellow warriors had brought to pass, claimed that no words could ever describe what they had witnessed on those green fields and craggy knolls. But both left behind accounts to tell us in great detail what they saw and experienced.

Here, then, is the real war, the real Gettysburg. In these narratives we hear the voices of the past. These men, Colonel William C. Oates and Lieutenant Frank A. Haskell, wrote it all down, believing while they did so that their words could never really tell us what they had seen and heard, yet hoping, at the same time, that their words would never die. They wrote it down anyway. Beneath everything else, they shared an utter faith in the power of words to say something important, something that needed to be said. Listen to their voices. They are speaking to us now, talking to us through the thick fog, these iron men who felt the fire and knew what it was like.
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Col. William C. Oates, C.S.A., March 1864. (Reproduced from the collections of the Library of Congress)
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