Chapter Eight


Gettysburg — Third Day


Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound,
That saved a wretch like me,
I once was lost but now am found.
Was blind, but now I see.
“Amazing Grace”

July 3, 1863
“Begging your pardon, sir. Top of the morning to you, Major Rafferty.”
	Conor was awakened in his tent two hours before sunrise after a mostly fitful attempt at sleeping. An enlisted aide to General Gordon, lantern in one hand and a cup of steaming hot coffee in the other, apologized for the early hour. The aide put the coffee and lantern on Conor’s small makeshift desk and then retrieved an envelope from his shirt pocket. 
	“This letter just came in with the courier package. Also, sir, General Gordon would like to see you in his tent as soon as possible,” the aide added before leaving.
	Conor wiped at his eyes and sat up, alone in his cramped tent. He got up and went to his desk, to the coffee, hoping the strong brew would chase the blurry haze from his head. He glanced at the envelope in the dim light of the lantern but didn’t recognize the simple handwriting. It was addressed to “Maj Rafferty,” with his brigade and regimental addresses apparently added by a clerk.
	He opened the letter. 

Jul 2 ‘63
Deer Maj Rafferty sir –
	My name is pvt Amos Caldwell, 10th Ga. CSA. I am sorry to writ to you that yor brother sgt Sean Rafferty was kilt to-day in the fight at the wheet field. He was shot with a ball at the top of his lef leg and bleed to deth. I was with him to the end and he ask me to writ to you to let you no he was kilt. I tell you sir Sean was a brav man. A better man they never was. I am sorry for you and yor famly. God bless. 
Amos Caldwell
P.S. I have done a loc of Sean’s hair in this for you.

	“You sent for me, General?”
	“Yes,” the general answered, pointing toward a chair. “We have something important to discuss. Take a seat.”
	Conor’s eyes were bloodshot and puffy. “Okay,” he said softly.
	The general took a deep breath and handed Conor a copy of a newly received order directing that one of General Gordon’s regiments be temporarily assigned to General A.P. Hill’s 3rd Corps. Generals Ewell and Masterson had endorsed the directive. Conor read over the order once, then once more, and handed it back to General Gordon.
	“Send me,” Conor said curtly.
	“The word is we’re launching a major assault today. Since you were not in command of your regiment during the heaviest fighting on the first day, and since we were in reserve yesterday, I thought you deserved the first chance at this. I don’t know what you’ll face out there today, but I can guess we may very well be headed toward another major battle. You should know what you might be getting yourself into in this assignment. You will be with commanders you don’t know, with other regiments you’ve never worked with before, and on top of that you’re not even familiar with your own regiment yet. And if that’s not complicated enough, you’ll likely be under fire, and probably intense fire. If you don’t want this, for whatever reason, then I’ll send Clement Evans. But I wanted to give you the first choice.”
	“Send me.”
	“Are you sure?”
	“Yes, sir, entirely sure. Who should I report to?”
	“General Ambrose Wright. He has three other Georgia regiments in his brigade and he’ll be glad to have you.”
	“When should we get moving?”
	“Now. They’re expecting you.”
	Conor stood, a grim expression on his face. General Gordon also stood and extended his hand.
	“Good luck, Conor. I have every confidence in you. Get back here as soon as you’re done.”
	“I will, sir.”
	“And the letter you got this morning? Was it from your brother? Is he okay?”
	“He was killed in battle yesterday, General.”
	General Gordon’s face showed his surprise. “Oh dear God no, Conor. I’m so very sorry. I can’t imagine what you must be going through. My God, I had no idea you were dealing with this. Look, this changes things. I am not sending you out there under these circumstances. I’m just not going to do this to you. I’m going to send Colonel Evans to this 3rd Corps assignment. You shouldn’t have to deal with this on the day you’ve gotten the news of your brother’s death.”
	Conor raised his hand in objection. “Actually, sir, this is the best possible thing I could do today. Please believe me. And this is the best thing you could do for me today. I need this assignment, General, more than you could ever know.”
	“For heaven’s sake, Conor, think of your mother. You don’t want her to—”
	“It’s fine, sir. I appreciate your concern, but I want very badly to do this. Now, if there’s nothing else, General, I need to get my regiment on the road.”
	General Gordon took a long, deep breath and then placed his hand on Conor’s shoulder. “If you’re sure this is what you want, then I won’t change it. I am truly sorry that you’ve lost your brother. You can let me know later if there is anything I can do. Until then, God be with you, Conor. God be with all of you.” 
	Once on the road to 3rd Corps, marching in the dark, Conor confided to First Sergeant Tanneyhill that Sean had been killed the day prior.
	“I’m sorry, sir. A chance to help even the score today might help,” Tanneyhill remarked.
	“That’s exactly what I’m thinking,” Conor replied. 
	By daybreak, Conor had moved his 38th Georgia from the Cemetery Hill region to the area around Seminary Ridge where he found the 3rd Corps headquarters and the nearby command post of General Ambrose Wright. 
	“My orders direct me to report to you, General,” Conor said when he joined General Wright and his senior officers at their outdoor command center. “I’m from 2nd Corps, General Gordon’s Brigade.”
	General Wright introduced Conor to the other officers, all Georgians, and all of whom were gathered around a large map atop a table. A campfire with its glowing embers was burning down nearby.
	“Rafferty, my orders have changed,” said General Wright, “and consequently so have yours.”
	Conor nodded his understanding. There was nothing odd or out of the ordinary for things to change in a military organization, no matter the meticulousness of the planning or the extent to which the changes might bring about additional complication or confusion. The irony was that an institution thought to be so organically resistant to change did, in fact, change all the time.
	“My adjutant will direct you over to the 1st Corps headquarters where you are to be assigned to General Pickett’s Division.”
	Twenty minutes later Conor was introduced to Major General George Pickett and his three brigade commanders, Generals Armistead, Kemper, and Garnett, all Virginians. They were standing outside General Pickett’s headquarters tent, enjoying a breakfast of ham and biscuits.
	“Would you join us with a bit of this absolutely delightful cuisine, Major Rafferty?” asked General Pickett, looking his swashbuckling best with his shoulder-length brown hair in long ringlets, his well-fitting uniform, and a riding whip in one hand with the other holding the thick, fluffy biscuit. 
	“Thank you, General. I’d be delighted to join you.”
	“What about your soldiers?” asked General Armistead. “Shall I arrange breakfast for them?”
	“I would very much appreciate that, sir.”
	“Attention, gentlemen,” called General Pickett as General James Longstreet, the famous 1st Corps commander and arguably General Lee’s most trusted advisor, approached the group.
	“At ease, gentlemen,” said General Longstreet, a powerful-looking man with a heavy, untrimmed brown beard, a weatherworn uniform with mud-stained boots, and a heavy black felt hat. “It’s been pointed out to me, George, that I might find the best breakfast in the whole of General Lee’s army right here at your headquarters.”
	“You have been advised accurately, General Longstreet. But permit me, sir, to introduce Major Conor Rafferty who has kindly put his 38th Georgia at our disposal.”
	After returning Conor’s salute, General Longstreet’s handshake more than matched his vigorous physical bearing. His piercing, blueish-gray eyes gave off an aura of both intelligence and seriousness of purpose. He had a presence about him—all the great ones did, Conor thought—that caused every eye in sight to follow him, every ear to carefully listen to his words, and every mind to enable its powers of observation to determine his mood, his intentions, his actions and reactions. 
	“Major, you’ve come to the right place if you want to be a part of the biggest story of the day. Glad to have you and your Georgians with us. Tell John Gordon I owe him one.”
	“I will, General.”
	Conor’s 38th Georgia was assigned to the brigade of General Lewis Armistead, and would be positioned in the middle of the second rank of the brigade’s line. Armistead was positioned behind Garnett’s Brigade, with Kemper’s Brigade to Garnett’s immediate right. This would constitute Pickett’s Division, with Pettigrew’s Division on its immediate left. Some 15,000 Confederate soldiers would participate in the frontal assault upon the center of Meade’s Army of the Potomac, which was concentrated mainly along Cemetery Ridge.
	By 11:00 am, Conor and his regiment were positioned in a swale near Seminary Ridge, looking to escape the heat and seeking some last-minute rest in preparation for the assault. General Armistead went over the attack plan with Conor once again, and both enjoyed a cup of coffee brought by one of the general’s staff officers.
	General Armistead pointed to Generals Lee and Longstreet as they rode nearby, with Lee stopping and pointing in the distance to the Federal positions on Cemetery Ridge. 
	“This battle could decide the fate of the war today, Major,” said the general. “By the end of this day the war could well be over, God willing.”
	Conor nodded. “That’s the hope of everyone who came here as part of this army.”
	The two officers then made a few minutes of small talk about families and hometowns and plans for after the war. Conor mentioned that his brother had been killed the previous day in the wheatfield fight. General Armistead offered his condolences and then summoned the brigade chaplain. When the chaplain arrived five minutes later, he offered a short but warmhearted prayer that deeply touched Conor, whose eyes inadvertently filled with tears. It was the first outward emotion Conor had permitted himself since receiving the news earlier that morning.
	Conor later took out the small Bible given to him by Rebecca Gordon, which he always carried into battle with him. He read aloud Psalm 18:39, “For thou hast girded me with strength unto the battle: thou hast subdued under me those that rose up against me.” He then said a silent prayer for Sean, for his family, and for his regiment. 
	By 1:00 pm, the Confederate artillery barrage began. The batteries stretched for more than a mile in width, 150 guns in all, and the concussion from the fusillade was well beyond anything any of the soldiers had ever experienced. Within 15 minutes, 75 Union guns commenced firing in return. The explosions were killing and wounding the Southern troops in their various staging areas, bursting on the ground, in the trees, and in the air. General Armistead got up and moved about, encouraging his soldiers to remain calm, that one place was no safer than any another. Conor was impressed with the general’s unflinching courage under fire, and inspired by his command presence. 
	There was lots of smoke, obscuring the Confederate positions and making it virtually impossible to judge the results of the shelling of the Union positions. Conor was covered in dirt and debris as several of the bursts came within a matter of yards from him. 
	First Sergeant Tanneyhill ran over and plopped down beside Conor.
	“How did we get so lucky to find ourselves in the middle of all this?” Tanneyhill said with a forced chuckle. “And if this ain’t enough, we’ve only got to cover a mere three-quarters of a mile over open ground to attack an entrenched, reinforced enemy. God almighty, sir. Did I volunteer for this sort of damn crazy soldiering?”
	“No,” Conor replied. “But you hitched your wagon to a damn crazy soldier, I’m afraid.”
	“Would that be you, sir?”
	“It would be me, yes. Definitely me.”
	By 2:30 pm, the cannonade had ceased and the smoke had largely cleared.
	It was now the infantry’s time.
	“Remember Old Virginia,” shouted General Pickett on horseback as he rode into the brigade position. “Up, men, and to your posts. Don’t forget today that you are from Old Virginia.”
	As the animated General Pickett rode away at a gallop, General Armistead raised his sabre, faced his brigade, and shouted, “Men, remember what you are fighting for. Your homes, your firesides, and your sweethearts. Follow me!”  
	With that, the assault was underway. Tanneyhill and Conor shook hands, “See you on the other side,” and placed themselves well apart from one another in the line of advance. Almost immediately, the brigades had to make continuous adjustments to keep the formation squared. By the time the lead elements had moved perhaps 300 yards, Union artillery let loose from Little Round Top and Cemetery Ridge with percussion shells that were instantly effective in killing and wounding large swaths of the Confederate attackers. 
	Conor was encouraged at the sheer number of Confederates in the attacking lines who were holding forth with great courage and discipline even as their ranks were being progressively thinned by the raking fire from the Federal cannons. He marched at the head of his regiment, and when he glanced behind him he saw a growing stream of wounded Rebs making their way back to Seminary Ridge. The ground was littered with the bodies of what seemed hundreds of soldiers. Union skirmishers began falling back when the lead Confederate brigades began nearing the Emmitsburg Road and the chest-high, sturdy plank fences which awaited them on both sides. It was then that Union cannoneers commenced firing canister, which cut into the lines at a diagonal, killing and maiming dozens of men. Conor was splashed with the blood and tissue of soldiers to his front. Some of Conor’s men were falling but his advancing troops quickly closed the gaps in the line. There was fire coming from the right, from the vicinity of a red barn, and Conor could look straight ahead and see the line of blue soldiers on Cemetery Ridge and the stone wall along the crest. 
	By the time the Confederates began climbing the first of the two fences at the Emmitsburg Road, the Federals commenced with deadly musket fire. Conor managed to climb the first fence, then the second, with bullets whizzing past him and often striking others still climbing. The Confederates then swung to the left and realigned toward the center of the Union line. The brigades of Generals Kemper and Garnett were suffering dreadful losses as the Confederates kept pushing closer to the Union defenders. Wounded Rebs were limping and even crawling to the rear in ever-greater numbers, but the remaining Southerners continued to thrust toward the Union center.
	Federal artillery then began firing solid shells at the Confederates, aiming low so that the heavy shells would skip along the ground and crash into the advancing lines. The damage to those caught in the path was usually dismemberment and most often death. Severed arms, legs, and heads were quite literally sent flying into the air, an altogether shocking sight even for the veteran soldiers.
	Conor was stunned at the devastation when the solid projectiles began smashing into the lines to his front. He could actually see the shells after they had been fired, bouncing along the ground before colliding with and killing large clusters of soldiers. More than once Conor glanced behind him to make certain his troops were still following, which they were. He kept his attention directed toward the objective, the Union center, and pushed ahead one step at a time. The Confederates, Conor thought, needed to close with and defeat the enemy quickly before their entire attacking force was destroyed en route.
	Still, despite the percussion shells, the canister, the solid shot, and now the Yankee musketry, all of which were tearing large gaps in their lines, the Confederates kept coming. The opposing forces could now clearly see one another’s faces.
	Conor saw General Armistead up ahead, his hat on his sabre, nearing the stone wall. Conor then glanced to the rear, hoping to see the remainder of General Lee’s army joining the battle, but saw only dead and wounded soldiers strewn across the open field in startling numbers. The Confederate attackers were no longer a disciplined line but a mass of frantic men pushing forward, the struggle becoming hand-to-hand at the point where the forces merged. Conor was one-hundred yards behind General Armistead when he saw the general jump over the stone wall and attempt to turn the Federal artillery back on the Yankees, only to be hit and lurch backward. Union officers were superbly reinforcing their weak points and their soldiers were now swarming over the diminishing Rebel attackers. It was clear that the Confederate penetration was being repulsed and the brigades of Kemper and Garnett had virtually melted away. It was as grim a sight as Conor had ever witnessed, almost as if he were ensnared in a nightmare.
	Some few of the Confederates still pushed ahead, but many were either stopping in confusion or turning around in retreat. General Armistead could no longer be seen, and there was no visible momentum left in the attack. Viewed from the Southern portion of the field, it was a ghastly, discouraging scene.
	First Sergeant Tanneyhill arrived beside Conor, his face flushed and the front of his uniform covered with splotches of the blood of others from the devastating Union artillery fire. 
	“We gotta get the hell out of here,” Tanneyhill shouted to Conor. “We’ll either be shot or captured if we don’t get what’s left of our boys away from this. They’ve stopped us, sir, our attack has failed. And we won’t help it none by continuing forward. We’ve got to break off now.”
	Conor looked ahead and saw the Confederates at the stone wall being captured, clubbed, bayoneted, or shot at close range. He and his men were a mere thirty yards from the wall, with Union bullets still slicing his way. Yet even more Union troops were arriving, and the fate of the grand Confederate assault was essentially sealed now. He looked at Tanneyhill and nodded.
	“Thirty-eighth Georgia to the rear,” Tanneyhill began shouting. “Move, boys. Face about and move to the rear, quickly.”
	Conor motioned with his arms for his soldiers to reverse their course. Some of the men were struck in the back as the Federals kept up their musket fire at the retreating Confederates. With each step he now took, Conor anticipated being struck and most likely killed by one of the many bullets still being fired in his direction. He could only hope that the result would be without excessive pain, that he would be dead by the time he hit the ground. His legs felt heavy and he became short of breath, his ears still ringing from the near-deafening, unrelenting noise of the battlefield. He looked around and tried to gauge what was left of his regiment, but there was no order to things anymore. His world was now upside down, and all he could do was to keep moving, one step after another. Dozens of images flashed into his mind—his brothers, his mother, his father, his soldiers, the consequences of the failed attack. More than a few of the retreating soldiers were in tears, and Conor had to fight off the impulse himself. He could hear the Union soldiers behind him on Cemetery Ridge shouting in unison, as if in one fearfully loud, ethereal voice, “Fredericksburg! Fredericksburg! Fredericksburg!”     
	By the time Conor crossed the Emmitsburg Road he could see General Longstreet in the near distance, sitting atop his horse with several of his staff, quietly watching as the survivors flooded back toward Seminary Ridge. Longstreet noticed Conor and nodded in his direction, the general’s calm and stoic demeanor revealing little. Conor saluted and kept walking.
	Up ahead, Conor noticed General Lee consoling the seemingly inconsolable General Pickett. “General Lee, I have no division,” Conor overheard Pickett say in a voice saturated with emotion. Conor saluted and kept walking. 
	General Kemper returned on a stretcher, critically wounded. Generals Garnett and Armistead did not return. 
	Of the 38th Georgia’s 271 soldiers Conor had brought that morning to General Pickett’s Division, First Sergeant Tanneyhill reported that 179 were ready to make the march back to the Oak Hill area where General Gordon’s Brigade was bivouacked. Conor sent his regiment ahead while he stayed and gathered information on as many of his wounded and dead soldiers as could be determined. The sheer number of Confederate dead, wounded, and missing made it a slow and tedious process to gather the identifying data, and Conor finally left at 11:00 pm to return to his headquarters. He was in constant danger of being shot by Confederate sentries on the return trip, but after what he had endured throughout the agonizingly arduous day, he was almost too fatigued to care. He eventually reached his tent just prior to midnight. 
   
***

Tuesday, February 12, 1918
Conor showed Aaron the original letter announcing Sean’s death. The paper had yellowed over time, but the written words were still clear. Aaron read the fragile single page and then delicately placed it back in the envelope. 
	“I’m sorry, Aaron, but I think that’s about all I can do today.” 
	Aaron passed the letter back to Conor and sat quietly for five minutes, staring at the floor. He sniffed and wiped at his eyes several times before finally standing and reaching for his coat. “Me too, Cappy.”
	“No, wait,” Conor called before Aaron was out of the room. “Look, we’ve got a limited amount of time. Let’s finish with Gettysburg today. Sit back down and ask your questions, Aaron.”
	“You sure?”
	“I’m sure, yes.”
	Aaron finally took a seat and looked over his notes. “July third is the day that ended the Confederacy’s chances for victory in the war. Do you agree with that, Cappy?”
	“Not until we got the news that Grant had taken Vicksburg did I start to think that victory might be slipping away. We still had a lot of fight left in us, and the morale of the army was good. General Gordon was optimistic and ever the fighter, but I could sense he felt that we had let a great opportunity get away from us at Gettysburg. And while none of us could be certain of what was in store, we knew that Gettysburg was not only a battle we could have won, but should have won.”
	“Did the fault for the failure ultimately reside with General Lee?”
	“He was the overall commander, so yes, of course the fault has to be placed on General Lee. It was his plan, those were his handpicked senior commanders, and it might have been his belief in his army’s invincibility that clouded his judgment, especially regarding the assault on the third day. Now, having placed the blame on General Lee’s shoulders, I have to add that we still had great confidence in him.”  
	“Lee’s orders could have been more forceful, more clearly communicated, from what I’ve read.”
	“Aaron, make this a learning lesson for you: If you want a specific outcome, then give a specific order. General Lee left a lot to the discretion of his commanders, which he could do with commanders like Stonewall Jackson. But with others, his ‘if practicable’ guidance left too much discretion in the hands of those who needed more clear-cut direction. The afternoon of the first day comes to mind. How someone could have ordered us to suddenly halt when we were sweeping the field will forever be a mystery to me.” 
	“I’ve read that some of the Confederate generals lost their nerve at Gettysburg. Did you sense that at the time?”
	“I didn’t see a loss of nerve so much as confusion or poor coordination. Maybe some were cautious at fighting on unfamiliar ground. But based on what I directly observed in the field on July third, I’ve never seen a more courageous group of general officers.” 
	“Did Lee listen to Longstreet’s objections about a frontal assault on the third day?”
	“I’m sure he listened. But it also appeared that his mind was already made up. One of the great ironies of the war is that General Lee, in my opinion the greatest military strategist in our nation’s history, seemed to have lost sight of the bigger picture when he sent his army up against an entrenched Union force on July third that he had to know would be extraordinarily difficult to overtake. It was a day I’m sure General Lee would have done differently if he could have done it all over again. ”
	“Do you think Jeb Stuart should have been reprimanded or even relieved of his command for showing up too late to influence the outcome?”
	Conor shook his head and sighed. “That’s a tough one. He was greatly talented and had served our army so well, but there is no getting around the fact that his absence at Gettysburg was damaging. General Lee still needed him badly afterward, and I’m sure that’s why he didn’t relieve him. And we’ll never know how the results might have changed if Stuart had been there early on. Stuart’s presence would have been useful, I do know that. He was good at what he did, really good, and the information he provided was usually accurate and well-reasoned. Now, if you ask me if his presence would have made a difference in the outcome, I would say maybe, but I can’t say for certain. Nobody could.” 
	“His absence was enormous, Cappy. If he had been providing solid information to General Lee on the first day, the second and third days may have been far different. I don’t know that I’d go so far as to say that his dereliction cost the South the battle, but his not being there doing his job helped create a chain of events that cost the Confederacy dearly.”
	“I can’t disagree with that.” 
	“Speaking of the third day, I can’t believe you were right in the middle of Pickett’s charge and lived to tell about it.”
	“I can’t believe it either, now or at the time it happened. I was never as certain of meeting my maker as I was that third day at Gettysburg. I just knew it was going to be a hard day for mother when she found out she had lost two of her sons in that campaign.” 
	“There was a lot of bravery involved in that charge.”
	“Aaron, there was an enormous amount of bravery all over that battlefield from both sides. The boys from Pennsylvania and New York and Michigan didn’t break. The boys from North Carolina and Georgia and Virginia moved across almost a mile of open ground, under deadly fire for much of it, and kept on advancing. There was American heroism all across the field, and that ground at Gettysburg should be preserved forever so the story of those brave men of both sides can be told to every generation.”
	 “I agree. So, how do you sum up the Battle of Gettysburg, Cappy?” 
	“Well, the outcome wasn’t what we had expected on the Southern side. We had come to Pennsylvania planning on winning a great victory, and we didn’t. We came so close and yet it got away from us, due in no small part to all the mistakes we made that started to pile up in the end. But look, give the Yankees credit because they had plenty to do with the way things turned out. They fought hard, they were resilient and resourceful, and their commanders got better as the battle progressed. It’s no small thing that Meade’s army got a huge morale boost from Gettysburg.”
	“Anything else?” 
	Conor nodded. “I suppose for me personally, July third was a hard day, a very dark, brutal time. And apart from the day I was notified that your father had been killed at San Juan Hill, it was the darkest day of my life. I wouldn’t wish a day of that sort on any human being.”
	“It took enormous strength to get through that.”
	Conor shrugged. “I had no choice, really.”
	“Thanks, Cappy. We should stop now.”

[bookmark: _GoBack]Amazon link: https://www.amazon.com/dp/0692840621/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1490662353&sr=1-1&keywords=that+deadly+space


