
American Civil War:

 Chickamauga

Union Army: Maj. Gen. William S. Rosecrans commanded 57,000 
troops of the Army of the Cumberland. His corps commanders were 
Maj. Gens. Thomas Crittenden (XXI Corps), George H. Thomas (XIV 
Corps), Alexander McCook (XX Corps), and Gordon Granger (Reserve 
Corps). 

Confederate Army: Gen. Braxton Bragg commanded the Army of 
Tennessee with an effective strength of 66,000 troops. His two wings 
were commanded by Lt. Gens. James Longstreet and Leonidas Polk.  

In 1863, while Maj. Gen. Ulysses S. Grant maneuvered against 
Vicksburg in the West and Gen. Robert E. Lee prepared to invade 
Pennsylvania in the East, Maj. Gen. William S. Rosecrans began his 

campaign to capture Chattanooga, Tennessee. 
Control of this vital rail center and “gateway to the 
Deep South” would help determine the outcome 
of the war. But after Rosecrans’s brilliant start in 
a campaign of deception and maneuver, he made 
a critical error when he overextended his army in 
pursuit of Gen. Braxton Bragg. When Bragg tried 
to capitalize on the error, the result was the Battle 
of Chickamauga ‒ one of the largest, costliest, 
and most desperately fought battles of the Civil 

War. This stunning Confederate victory might well have changed the 
South’s fortunes. But because Bragg chose not to pursue the Army of the 
Cumberland, they escaped. It was a costly mistake by the Confederates.  

Actions by the Union – The Army of the Cumberland had spent most 
of 1862 reacting to the Confederate invasion of Kentucky and Middle 
Tennessee under Bragg’s command. After Rosecrans finally stopped 
Bragg at the Battle of Stones River (December 1862), he set up camp 
near Murfreesboro, Tennessee. His next objective was Chattanooga, a 
rail center on the Tennessee River crucial to the Confederate war effort. 
President Abraham Lincoln told Rosecrans, “If we can hold Chattanooga 
and Eastern Tennessee, I think the rebellion must dwindle and die.”1

Despite the urgings of Lincoln, Rosecrans took his time. While the 
opposing armies sat for six months, less than 40 miles apart, Rosecrans 
pleaded for “mules, horses, and equipment urgently needed for an 
advance.” Finally, on 24 June, Rosecrans began his campaign. In a 
brilliant deception, he demonstrated near Tullahoma on Bragg’s left 

while he moved to his right. After Bragg fell for the ruse, he was quickly 
outflanked and retreated to the Elk River before further falling back to 
Chattanooga. (Map 1)  

After Rosecrans moved forward to a new position north of the Tennessee 
River, on 4 July, he spent time resupplying and repairing the railroads 
to his rear. So far, he had driven Bragg out of Tennessee with minimal 
cost. He planned his next ruse to feint on Bragg’s right while he moved 

around Bragg’s left. (Map 2) His soldiers supported 
the deception by firing cannons from the northeast, 
lighting campfires near the river north of town, 
banging on empty barrels as if assembling pontoons 
and boats, and putting fresh wood shavings in the 
river.2 In mid-August, when Rosecrans made his 
move, Bragg was tricked again. By the time Bragg 
learned that Union forces were across the river and 
around his left flank, it was too late. On 7 Sept., 
Bragg ordered the evacuation of Chattanooga.  

At this point, Rosecrans had a choice: He could pursue Bragg or 
consolidate in Chattanooga. His subordinates advised him to pause. But 
Rosecrans, flush with victory, decided to push forward against what he 

thought was an army in headlong retreat. As he 
moved his three corps south, however, they were 
soon spread across 40 miles. And on 10 Sept., in an 
unexpected move, Bragg attacked Rosecrans’s flank 
‒ hitting Maj. Gen. George H. Thomas’s lead division 
near McLemore’s Cove. Fortunately, by the night 
of 12 Sept., Rosecrans realized he had been tricked 
and began consolidating his dangerously extended 
army toward Lee and Gordon’s Mill, 12 miles south 
of Chattanooga. He had no time to lose!

Actions by the Confederates – After his defeat at Stones River, 
Bragg repositioned his demoralized army to Tullahoma and awaited 
Rosecrans’s moves. His army’s dysfunctions were many. His corps 
commanders had lost faith in him, and his two cavalry commanders, 
Brig. Gen. Nathan Bedford Forrest and Maj. Gen. Joseph Wheeler, 
despised each other. Despite his army’s dysfunctions, however, the 
president of the Confederacy, Jefferson Davis, remained supportive. 
Although Davis did become concerned after Bragg was outflanked near 
Tullahoma, and he worked hard to reinforce him. With Vicksburg and 
Gettysburg settled, Confederate troops were sent to Bragg’s command 
‒ including the historic rail movement of Lt. Gen. James Longstreet’s I 
Corps from the Army of Northern Virginia. 
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Strategic/Operational:
1) Rosecrans’s Deception and Maneuver – Rosecrans began his campaign with impressive deception and maneuver. After outflanking
Bragg’s army twice ‒ both at Tullahoma and Chattanooga ‒ he drove the Confederate army out of Tennessee and took Chattanooga while 
losing only a handful of men. Unfortunately, these successes bred overconfidence that led to his aggressive pursuit ‒ against the advice of
his subordinates. With his dangerously extended army, he allowed Bragg to turn the tables on him with his own deception. This nearly cost
Rosecrans his entire army. 

2) Bragg’s Dysfunctional Command – The Confederate Army of the Tennessee provides an important reminder of why trust and 
cohesion are vital ingredients to the effective operations of an army. During the campaign, dysfunctional command relationships consistently
hamstrung Bragg. His corps commanders had no confidence in him, and his cavalry commanders despised each other. In many cases, these
dysfunctions caused orders to either be ignored or delayed. Especially damaging were the delays of Hill, Hindman, and Polk between 9–13 
Sept., when Rosecrans was at his most vulnerable point. Despite his battlefield victory, Bragg’s numerous problems within his command 
hindered his entire campaign.  

3) Strategic Economy of Force – Prioritizing operations between theaters and allocating forces in time and space against those priorities
are crucial aspects of national leadership in war. During the Chattanooga Campaign, Confederate leaders largely succeeded in this regard, 
while Union leaders failed. As Gettysburg and Vicksburg concluded, Union leaders had over a month to reallocate forces to alter the balance 
of combat power at the new decisive point of the war ‒ northern Georgia. But they failed to do so. Perhaps even worse, they didn’t even
synchronize the operations of Maj. Gen. Ambrose Burnside, who was operating nearby in Knoxville.

Confederate leaders, on the other hand, worked hard to support Bragg with forces from Jackson, Mississippi, and northern Virginia. In fact, 
the transfer of Longstreet’s I Corps was the largest rail transport of troops up until that time. The result was predictable. While Rosecrans
ended up fighting with roughly the same numbers he had had at Stones River, Bragg had been significantly reinforced. For the Union, it was a 
costly mistake.

Tactical:
1) The Roll of Chance and the “Phantom Gap” – Chickamauga may be the best example of luck, or Clausewitzian chance, intervening 
on a battlefield. A simple chain of events on the Union side, beginning with a staff officer’s mistaken report about a gap in the line, created 
hasty orders, which, in turn, created a real gap in the line that led to disaster. Although gaps in defensive positions are nothing new, what
makes this a profound example of chance is that at the exact moment the gap opened, Longstreet launched his in-depth assault at the same
location. Although Rosecrans certainly made mistakes, especially in not confirming the erroneous report, “Lady Luck” did, indeed, deal 
Rosecrans a disastrous blow. 

2) Leadership – The crucible of combat always reveals important leadership qualities. During Chickamauga, two
Union generals stand out. First is Thomas, whose resolute and heroic leadership saved the Union army from destruction.
Throughout two days of heavy fighting, Thomas ensured his men and positions were prepared while he effectively reacted 
to the evolving battle and repeated Confederate assaults. Then, when the Union line collapsed, he was the resolute leader
standing firm in the chaos, leading a patchwork command in a desperate defense of Snodgrass Hill. It was that stand that
allowed the Union army to escape disaster and earned him the nickname “The Rock of Chickamauga.” 

Also exemplary was the initiative demonstrated by Granger, who, against orders, sensed the urgency of the situation and 
rode to the sound of the guns on Snodgrass Hill. This act provided Thomas with reinforcements and ammunition just in
time to avert disaster. Granger, who risked his reputation and career with this move, helped save the day. 

Bragg, on the other hand, demonstrated several leadership failures during the battle. He failed to personally inform Hill 
on the night of the 19th that he was now subordinate to Polk and would lead the attack the next morning. And perhaps
worst of all, because he was removed from the front at a critical time, he remained unaware of Longstreet’s breathtaking

breakthrough. This prevented any coordination with Polk for effective supporting attacks that might have prevented 
Thomas from holding Snodgrass Hill.

3) Bragg’s Lost Opportunity – Bragg will forever be remembered for having lost the fruits of victory of
Chickamauga. Because he failed to pursue Rosecrans’s battered army after routing them from the field, he 

squandered the opportunity for a decisive victory. By letting the Army of the Cumberland escape to the
safety of Chattanooga, Bragg allowed them time to regroup and reinforce. By then, it was too late.

The opportunity to significantly alter the war had passed.  

Gen. Braxton Bragg
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Lessons for Today’s Leaders

Discussion Questions:

1) Discuss Maj. Gen. Rosecrans’s successful use of maneuver and deception in his campaign. 
How was it effective, and how did he overplay his hand? 

_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________

2) Describe some of the issues that plagued Confederate Gen. Bragg during the campaign. What might he have 
done differently to improve his army’s performance?
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________

3) Explain how each opposing commander effectively used, or failed to use, the principles of war during the
campaign and siege of Vicksburg (mass, offense, unity of command, surprise, economy of force, maneuver, 
objective, security, and simplicity).
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________

4) Describe the role of trust and cohesion on each side. What were the failures in Mission Command during
the campaign? How might they have avoided these failures?
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________

5) Discuss the importance of individual leadership and initiative during the battle. What individual actions 
contributed significantly to the outcome?
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
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