
American Civil War:

 Chancellorsville

Union Army of the Potomac: 134,000 infantry, cavalry, and 
artillery under the command of Maj. Gen. Joseph Hooker. Corps 
commanders were Maj. Gens. John Reynolds (I Corps), Darius 
Couch (II Corps), Daniel Sickles (III Corps), George Meade (V 
Corps), John Sedgwick (VI Corps), Oliver O. Howard (XI Corps), 
Henry Slocum (XII Corps), and George Stoneman (Cavalry Corps).

Confederate Army of Northern Virginia: 60,000 infantry, cavalry, 
and artillery under the command of Gen. Robert E. Lee.  Corps 
commanders were Lt. Gen. Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson (II 
Corps) and Maj. Gen. J.E.B. Stuart (Cavalry Corps). Major Gen. 
Jubal Early also played a key role. Lt. Gen. James Longstreet and 
most of his I Corps would not participate in the battle. 

The Confederate victory at the Battle of Chancellorsville is 
considered the crowning military achievement of Gen. Robert E. 
Lee. Against the numerically superior Union Army of the Potomac, 
Lee took a calculated risk by dividing his Army of Northern Virginia 
in what would become the largest flanking maneuver of the Civil 
War. The risk paid off with a stunning victory. 

Chancellorsville remains a classic example of battlefield audacity 
and innovation and offers a study in contrasting commands. While 
Lee was bold and offensive, trusting key subordinates like Lt. Gen. 
Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson to carry out his plan, Maj. Gen. 
Joseph Hooker was timid, forcing his subordinates into defensive 
postures. Yet, the Confederate victory was costly. Lee suffered losses 
that were becoming harder to replace. He also lost Jackson, his most 
capable commander, who was fatally wounded by friendly fire. 
Nevertheless, with his victory, Lee gained sufficient confidence to 
plan an invasion north toward Gettysburg two months later.  

Actions by the Union – By early 1863, President Abraham Lincoln 
was frustrated with the Army of the Potomac’s lack of success. Not 
only had a succession of commanding generals failed to achieve a 
decisive victory, but the reputation of Confederate invincibility and 
the superior generalship of Robert E. Lee cast a long shadow across 
the entire Union war effort. In January, Lincoln elevated Hooker 
to assume command. Hooker wasted no time making important 

improvements to the army. He also vowed to defeat Lee and 
capture the Confederate capital at Richmond.  

Two previous offensive campaigns, under Gens. 
George B. McClellan and Ambrose Burnside, 
had failed to seize Richmond from the east 
or north. Burnside’s recent frontal assault at 
Fredericksburg had been especially costly. 
Hooker’s plan was different. He would fix 
Lee’s force at Fredericksburg with two corps 
(I, VI), while he moved three corps (V, XI, 
XII) northwest across the Rappahannock and 
Rapidan rivers to envelop Lee’s rear. Meanwhile, 
II and III Corps would support the Union right 

flank, shorten the lines of communication between the two wings, 
and create diversions. All the while, Maj. 
Gen. George Stoneman’s cavalry corps would 
threaten Lee’s lines of communication toward 
Richmond. (Map 1) Hooker was convinced that 
once the Confederate army was surrounded, 
Lee would either flee south or be forced to 
turn and fight from an unfavorable position. 
The confident Hooker boasted, “May God have 
mercy on General Lee, for I will have none.”1  

On 27 April, three Union corps (V, XI, XII) moved 
northwest up the Rappahannock, while Maj. 
Gens. John Sedgwick (VI) and John Reynolds 
(I) — with 40,000 troops — moved south of 
Fredericksburg to demonstrate against the 
Confederate right flank. Maj. Gen. Daniel Sickles’ 
III Corps remained in place, in full view of the 
defenders, to hold their attention. Stoneman, 
meanwhile, led the cavalry south. 

Two days later, on the 29th, 54,000 Union soldiers crossed the 
Rapidan and began closing in on Lee’s rear. As they converged on the 
Chancellor mansion later that day, an additional two divisions from 
Maj. Gen. Couch’s II Corps also closed in from the east. Hooker’s 
bold plan was working — a large portion of his army had just 
maneuvered behind Lee. But Hooker became cautious. Deciding to 
wait until all five of his converging corps could concentrate around 
Chancellorsville, he ordered a halt. It was a costly decision. 
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Strategic/Operational:
1) Good Strategy Negated by Poor Leadership – Chancellorsville is a reminder that a good campaign strategy can be easily undone 
through poor tactics and timid leadership. Hooker’s planned turning movement, placing three corps in Lee’s rear while holding him in place 
with an additional three corps near Fredericksburg — all the while harassing his lines of communication — was a good one. This bold, offensive-
minded plan should have succeeded. Or, so Hooker thought. But Lee did the unexpected when he chose to attack. When he did, Hooker’s timidity 
caused his offensive strategy to falter. As he surrendered the initiative to Lee, the capable Confederate general took full advantage of it.  

2) The Importance of the Offense – Chancellorsville represents the principle of war – offense – in action. When Hooker conducted 
offensive operations, he held the advantage and created favorable conditions for his forces. From the time the two forces clashed on 1 May, Lee 
could have been in serious trouble if Hooker would have continued to press the attack with his much larger force. Even on the 3rd, after Jackson’s 
attack destroyed his right flank, Hooker still had the Confederate army divided, and a significant numerical advantage. But he didn’t attack. 
Instead of retaining any offensive momentum, Hooker transitioned to the defense. This allowed Lee to continue seizing the initiative. 

Tactical:
1) Tactical Agility – Lee’s plan and its numerous adjustments demonstrated agility and adaptability amid changing battlefield conditions. 
Lee responded swiftly to reports from Stuart that he was being enveloped from the northwest. He accepted a prudent risk, leaving Early to hold 
Sedgwick at Fredericksburg, even though he would be outnumbered nearly four to one. Then, upon learning of the vulnerable Union right 
flank, Lee adjusted his plan again — this time dividing his army for Jackson’s decisive flanking march. By continuing to assess and adapt his 
plan, Lee’s agility allowed him to turn a host of significant disadvantages into a resounding success. 

Hooker, on the other hand, was rigid and less willing to deviate from his original plan. When Lee didn’t react as expected, Hooker had trouble 
adjusting to the new tactical realities. Unsure of what to do, he became defensive and reactionary, allowing Lee to dictate the terms of the battle. 

2) The Advantage of Surprise – Unfortunately for Hooker, his campaign plan had placed most of his cavalry well south of the battlefield. 
This provided Lee a substantial advantage in both intelligence and security. Lee used this advantage on 2 May to achieve surprise on the 
unsuspecting Union XI Corps. Once Lee received Stuart’s report, combined with his willingness to take the risk of dividing his command, 
he launched the daring flanking march against Hooker’s right flank. The element of surprise was 
significant in tilting the scales in Lee’s favor — especially in the mind of Hooker. 

3) Lee’s Economy of Force – Through effective economy of force, Lee negated Hooker’s 
numerical superiority. Using interior lines, Lee held off Sedgwick’s 25,000 troops at 
Fredericksburg with only 9,000 Confederate soldiers, allowing him to bring greater forces against 
Hooker near Chancellorsville. Lee divided his force again on 2 May, keeping only 13,000 men to 
occupy Hooker and sending Jackson’s 28,000 troops around the Union right flank. He even did it 
again on the 3rd, when Lee left 25,000 men to fix Hooker’s 75,000, which allowed him to counter 
Sedgwick’s attack. By understanding his opponent and by accepting prudent risks, Lee was able to 
effectively use economy of force to maintain offensive momentum and achieve victory.

4) Leadership – Chancellorsville offers a stark contrast in leadership between the two opposing 
commanders. Lee was flexible, bold, and offensive-minded. He trusted his subordinates, and through mission-
type orders, was confident in their abilities to carry out critical assignments. 

Hooker, on the other hand, was hesitant and timid. At the first sign of resistance, he halted his advance 
at Chancellorsville and allowed Lee precious time to move forces forward. The next day, on 1 May, after 
meeting strong Confederate opposition and fearing Lee was moving more forces toward him, Hooker retired 
to a defensive position around Chancellorsville. Even after the debacle of 2 May, Hooker still possessed a 
considerable numerical advantage and could have mounted a devastating counterattack. Instead, he 
stayed defensive against an enemy only half his size. And in what might be the most revealing 
glimpse into Hooker’s state of mind, he remained convinced, after the 2nd of May, that the one-
fifth of his army under Sedgwick at Fredericksburg needed to rescue the other four-fifths of his 
army near Chancellorsville.  

In the end, a bold, risk-taking, offensive-minded commander faced off against a timid and 
defensive one. Despite the overwhelming odds against him, the bold commander would win. 
This is the leadership legacy of Chancellorsville. 

Lt. Gen. Thomas Jackson
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