Bristoe Station


October 14, 1863--9 turns





The last general offensive of Robert E. Lee occurred in early October, 1863.  Lee's losses at Gettysburg during the summer had been for the most part made good.  Although the Army of Northern Virginia was without Longstreet's First Corps, which had gone west to help out Braxton Bragg at Chickamauga, that loss was offset by a number of factors.  Following Chickamauga, the Union detached the XI and XII Corps of the Army of the Potomac to rescue Rosecrans at Chattanooga.  Union strength was further depleted as two-year enlistments ran out, and was reduced further because, on October 14, there were critical off-year elections, especially in Ohio.  Lincoln needed the votes of soldiers to break Copperhead influence.   With the Army of the Potomac weaker than it had been since McClellan organized it in 1861, Lee thought he saw his chance.





Lee moved Ewell's Second Corps around the Union right to try to trap the Army of the Potomac between the Rappahannock and Rapidan rivers.  Meade saw the danger and withdrew.  Lee then advanced the rest of his army, but Meade moved his army to the east, up the Orange and Alexandria Railroad and the roads running parallel to it. It appeared that Meade was retreating toward Washington. Lee gave chase, hoping to strike a blow to Meade's rear sufficient to set up a major battlefield victory for him before Meade's strength returned to normal.  Stuart's cavalry reported the Union forces in full retreat.





Hill moved up the major roads while Ewell, who knew the area well, came up the back roads.  Coming onto a hilltop on October 14, Hill saw the dust clouds of the end of the Union III corps to the northeast and the trains of V Corps clustered, about to cross Broad Run.  The only protection appeared to be a few skirmishers on the railroad tracks.  He moved in to smash the V Corps trains, apparently the final units of the Army of the Potomac. He ordered his men forward.  Just as they were about to attack, they noticed the glint of bayonets behind the embankment of the Orange & Alexandria.  It was too late.  The Union II Corps, commanded by Gouverneur Warren, had been set up there in ambush.  The gleeful Yankees swarmed over the embankment as batteries on high ground pounded Hill's unfortunate men.  Heth's division was massacred, and as Anderson's division came up, it took some heavy casualties as well.  Late in the afternoon, Ewell's corps arrived, accompanied by Lee, just in time to see Warren's men withdrawing and a field covered with dead and wounded Confederates.





It was the single most one-sided beating Lee's army ever took.  Hill hastened over to Lee and began to explain.  Lee almost lost his temper, swallowed hard, then cut off Hill's explanation.  "General, let us bury these poor fellows and then let us talk no more about this."  In the meantime, Warren rejoined the rest of the Army of the Potomac in strong positions around Centreville.  Stuart reported the position as too strong to be attacked.  With the Ohio troops returning to the Army of the Potomac in the following days, Lee abandoned this, his last offensive.  He withdrew to the Rappahannock, and following another severe defeat at Rappahannock Station withdrew to the positions he had held before his October offensive.


