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United States Army Reserve Staff Ride Briefing Book Series

The Office of Army Reserve History produces staff ride briefing books to provide a
systematic approach to the analysis of significant campaigns and battles in the history of the
military art and the profession of arms. These handbooks supplement various essential training
activities of unit leader development programs, military history readiness exercises, and military
history education programs as required by Army regulation. Specifically, the immediate goal of
the staff ride methodology is to make the professional development experience of military
leaders more meaningful, by stimulating the process of historical inquiry, analysis, and
application. The ultimate goal of this publication is to help develop and sustain a historically
minded officer and noncommissioned officer corps in the Army Reserve capable of applying a
historical perspective to the resolution of contemporary military problems, and, in turn, to
support the reserve component's mission of readiness for war.






FOREWORD

As it did in the 1920s and 1930s (the lean years for the Army prior to World War 1I) and
throughout the Cold War, during a period of scarce training funds the study of military history provides
an inexpensive bridge toward a better understanding of the profession of arms. The staff ride, in
particular, teaches invaluable lessons in the resourcefulness, courage, skill, and initiative of military
leaders in actual combat operations.

This volume is the second in a series of staff ride handbooks for use by Army Reservists in
examining and assessing military operations of the past in order to be ready for the military challenges of
the future. The study of campaigns such as that for the possession of Atlanta, and the major actions
concerned, offer unique insights into the complexities of leadership and men in war, in both the combat
and the combat support/service support roles. A careful analysis of military operations on the actual
terrain of operations allows today's citizen soldiers to appreciate the conditions experienced by their
predecessors at the time, gaining a better understanding of the timeless lessons and principles of war.
Such historical mindedness can go far in shaping the military leadership style necessary on the battlefields
of the twenty-first century.

In the Atlanta Campaign Staff Ride Briefing Book the author, Ed Shanahan, provides a concise
but detailed account of Major General William T. Sherman’s operational art and tactical prowess in
maneuvering his army group, composed of three separate Union armies, from Chattanooga, Tennessee to
the Confederate rail hub of Atlanta, Georgia. During his hundred mile advance on Atlanta, Sherman
fought a dozen major actions and executed several skillful flanking movements, enabling his force to
capture this strategic objective within four months. In this campaign, Sherman provides an excellent
example of the proper use of economy of force and maneuver. Capitalizing on his advantage of superior
manpower, he employed the largest army to face-down the Confederates in their impregnable defensive
positions while the other two armies turned the flanks. | am certain that Army Reservists, as well as other
students of this campaign will find the volume a very useful addition to their professional libraries.

Fort McPherson LEE S. HARFORD, JR., Ph.D.
Atlanta, Georgia Army Reserve Historian
October 2008 US Army Reserve Command
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CAMPAIGN OVERVIEW.

Prelude to the Campaign.
Confederate Situation.

That winter Johnston faced the formidable task of rebuilding the Army of Tennessee
physically and spiritually. When they retreated from Chattanooga they had abandoned much
equipment and many had deserted. Johnston immediately set about reestablishing discipline,
offered amnesty to those soldiers who would return to the ranks voluntarily and scheduled
furloughs. He also requisitioned rations, clothing and equipment, then initiated an intense
training program to restore pride and confidence. The army also underwent a religious revival.

As spring approached, a revived Army of Tennessee emerged, pronounced combat ready
by its new commander at a formal review on 19 April. However, a terrible disconnect existed
between the field commander and the authorities in Richmond. Davis and the Confederate high
command wanted Johnston to retake Chattanooga and launch a major offensive into Tennessee.
Considering his own assessment of his army's capabilities and resources available Johnston felt a
major offensive campaign was out of the question. He lacked adequate manpower, supplies, and
transportation. Furthermore, the terrain favored a defensive-offensive strategy.

Davis and Johnston constantly disagreed over strategy and resources. Johnston also
failed to adequately communicate his intentions to Richmond in a clear and timely manner.
Further, Johnston's position was undermined by subordinates who corresponded regularly with
Davis, most notably John Bell Hood. Other factors that further exacerbated this tenuous
relationship, were having Bragg as Davis' senior military advisor, the long standing animosity
that existed between Johnston and Davis (dating back to their days as cadets at West Point), and
Johnston's secretive nature. This was not a relationship upon which to build a successful
operation as neither trusted nor had confidence in the other. So the bottom line was that there
was no coherent Confederate strategy for 1864.

Johnston’s reassembled army consisted of two infantry corps -- commanded by Lt.
Generals William J. Hardee (four divisions) and John B. Hood (three divisions), and a cavalry
corps with three divisions commanded by MG Joe Wheeler. All together they numbered
approximately 45,000 men, organized into 27 infantry brigades, 8 cavalry brigades, and 34
batteries with 138 guns. Over in Alabama, LTG Leonidas Polk commanded the Army of
Mississippi, with 14,000 men, 9 infantry brigades, 3 cavalry brigades, and 12 batteries with 50
guns. MG William W. Loring's Division was at Montevallo, Alabama; MG Samuel G. French
was at Tuscaloosa, Alabama; BG James Cantey had one brigade at Rome, Georgia and two at
Mobile. BG William H. Jackson's cavalry division was operating in northern Alabama. Johnston
found himself in a position of constantly requesting additional forces from Richmond. Initially
he picked up Mercer's brigade (to Walker) from Savannah and Cantey's division (3 infantry
brigades) and two batteries from Mobile (to Polk). Polk's force would join Johnston's at Resaca
after the campaign started.



Federal Situation.

Prior to opening the campaign, Sherman's field forces extended across the entire extent
of the Military Division of the Mississippi. They stretched from eastern Tennessee, across
northwestern Georgia, northern Alabama, and western Tennessee, to northern Mississippi. The
Army of the Ohio, based in East Tennessee, covered an area between Knoxville and the
Cumberland Gap. The Army of the Cumberland occupied Chattanooga and the area westward to
Bridgeport, Alabama. The Army of the Tennessee stretched out along the Tennessee River west
of Bridgeport to Decatur (XV Corps/Logan). The XVI Corps (Dodge) had a division at
Memphis, another at Athens, Alabama, one at Corinth, Mississippi, and a forth at Columbus,
Kentucky. The XVII Corps (Blair) operated in the Mississippi Valley with its headquarters still
at Vicksburg. When McPherson took command he established his headquarters at Huntsville,
Alabama.

Army of West Virginia

Army of the Potomac
119,000

Butler
Armmy of the James
Military Division of the Mississippi 40,000
Army of the Cumberland
Army of the Tennessee

Army of the Ohio
110,000
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Trans - Mississippi

Dept of the Guif
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Strategic Overview - Grant’s Campaign Plan, 1864
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Figure 2: Theaters of Operations, 1864
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Likewise, the department spread Union cavalry across its full extent. BG Edward M.
McCook's division was at Cleveland, Tennessee. BG Judson Kilpatrick's division was at
Ringgold, Georgia. MG George Stoneman's division was in Kentucky and BG Kenner Garrard's
division was at Columbia, Tennessee on the Duck River.

Sherman assembled, at Chattanooga, approximately 110,000 men organized into three
armies: (1) The Army of the Cumberland (three infantry corps and a cavalry corps) commanded
by MG George H. Thomas (73,000); (2) The Army of the Tennessee (two infantry corps)
commanded by MG James B. McPherson (24,000); and (3) The Army of the Ohio (one corps and
a cavalry division) under MG John M. Schofield (13,000). Sherman’s “‘army group” consisted of
seven infantry corps (IV, XIV, XV, XVI, XVII, XX, XXIII), 19 infantry divisions of 58 infantry
brigades, 4 cavalry divisions of 12 cavalry brigades, and 69 batteries with 254 guns. When the
campaign started three brigades of cavalry, J.E. Smith's Division of XV Corps and X VII were
responsible for rear area and lines-of-communication (LOC) security.

Prior to commencing operations, Grant and Sherman met in Nashville and took the train
to Cincinnati. Enroute they discussed strategy for prosecuting the war and bringing it to a
successful conclusion. At the conclusion of their discussions, they outlined a strategy for a
unified campaign that synchronized the conduct of operations by all the Federal field armies
based on common objectives. The relationships between Grant and Lincoln and Grant and
Sherman were markedly different from those in the high command of the Southern camp. Grant
and Sherman shared a mutual trust, respect and confidence. Additionally, Grant had Lincoln's
full support.

For his part, Sherman was "to move against Johnston's army, to break it up, and to get
into the interior of the enemy's country as far as you can, inflicting all the damage you can
against their war resources...." Sherman's objectives were the destruction of Johnston's army,
prevention of any reinforcement of Lee, and Atlanta. How he accomplished his mission was left
up to him, just as Lincoln had directed Grant.

Atlanta was of strategic importance because of its status as a manufacturing, distribution,
and transportation center. Four railroads converged on Atlanta. The city was not only Johnston's
base but supported Lee's Army of Northern Virginia as well. Sherman's axis of advance,
determined generally by the route of the Western and Atlantic Railroad that ran between
Chattanooga and Atlanta, further emphasized the importance of railroads in this war.

A critical element in Sherman’s campaign planning was logistics and sustainment issues.
Sherman set about turning Nashville into a huge supply base, gathering enough locomotives and
rolling stock to move his supply requirements and stockpiling enough supplies in Chattanooga to
sustain operations for seventy days. (See logistics section.)

The Western and Atlantic Railroad below Ringgold passed through Tunnel Hill then ran
southward to Dalton and Resaca. About three miles west of Dalton, Georgia the railroad passed
through the only natural water level gap in Chattoogata Mountain, Mill Creek Gap. The
mountain ran generally north and south with steep slopes and was densely wooded. The ridge,
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also known as Rocky Face Ridge, provided Johnston with a naturally strong defensive position
from which to oppose any movement southward, especially against an adversary who would
depend heavily on the railroad. Rocky Face Ridge could be penetrated only at its three gaps: (1)
Mill Creek or Buzzard's Roost Gap a natural passage cut through the mountain by Mill Creek,
through which the railroad and the main road ran; (2) Dug Gap, about four miles south, was only
a narrow cut across the top of the ridge; and (3) Snake Creek Gap about fifteen miles south
which opened out into Sugar Valley west of Resaca. A forth alternative was to go around Rocky
Face to the north through Crow Creek Valley.

Sherman had no intention of assaulting into the teeth of Johnston's formidable defenses
arrayed on top of Rocky Face Ridge. Instead, he decided to turn Johnston out of his defensive
works by executing a turning movement to the West. By putting a strong force astride his
opponent's line of communication, Sherman could either cut Johnston’s LOCs or threaten to
disrupt them, forcing Johnston to give battle at Resaca, caught between two Federal forces, or
retreat to the east away from his supply base. Sherman envisioned accomplishing his primary
objective with a decisive victory at minimum cost.

Sherman's plan was actually a variation of one originally purposed by George Thomas
that had the Army of the Cumberland in the role of the turning force. Thomas discovered Snake
Creek Gap while operating around Dalton in February. However, Sherman appeared more
comfortable with McPherson and his old army in the role of the maneuver force. So, Sherman
originally planned for McPherson with three corps, the XV, XVI, XVII (nine divisions) to
execute a bold turning movement sweeping south through northern Alabama then turning
eastward toward Rome, Georgia and threatening Johnston's rear, while the Army of the
Cumberland and the Army of the Ohio demonstrated against Johnston at Dalton. However,
circumstances forced Sherman to rethink his plans.

Due to the situation in Louisiana, Banks' Mobile column got bogged down in its Red
River Campaign drawing off troops from XVI and XVII Corps to the Mississippi Valley. Also,
the delay of the return of two divisions of XVII Corps from "veteran furloughs" in the North
prevented these critical troops from being available initially to the start of the campaign. They
would not rejoin McPherson until early June. Since that left McPherson with only five divisions,
about 20,000 men or four understrength divisions and without the Mobile portion as a diversion
to distract Polk, Sherman decided not to risk McPherson's column with Polk free to operate
against him. Sherman decided to modify McPherson's turning movement into a shallower one by
sending him through Snake Creek Gap to Resaca. Thomas and Schofield would still threaten
Dalton to divert Johnston's attention from McPherson's maneuver. Howard’s [V Corps would
demonstrate against the north end of Rocky Face, XIV Corps (Palmer) would operate against
Mill Creek Gap and XX Corps (Hooker) would move against Dug Gap. Schofield would push
southward through Crow Valley against Dalton.
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Opening Moves (29 April - 7 May).

In order for his movements to coincide with Grant's in Virginia, Sherman began his
preliminary movements on 29 April when he started McPherson in motion southward behind
Thomas. McPherson's Army of the Tennessee's (XV and XVI Corps) route of march from
Chattanooga took it through the old Chickamauga battlefield to Lee and Gordon's Mill (5-6
May). Thomas formed the Army of the Cumberland with XX Corps (Hooker) on the right at
Leet's Tanyard, XIV Corps (Palmer) in the center at Ringgold and I'V Corps (Howard) on the left
at Catoosa Springs. Schofield with two divisions (Ist and 2d) of XXIII Corps (Army of the
Ohio) moved by train from Knoxville to Cleveland, Tennessee. BG Hovey's new 3d Division
from Indiana joined them there. On 5 May, Schofield assembled his force at Red Clay
subsequent to moving south generally along the axis of the East Tennessee and Georgia Railroad
to Varnell's Station. Sherman, himself, moved to Ringgold. Sherman arrayed his armies from
right to left (west to east), McPherson, Thomas and Schofield.

Thomas moved the Army of the Cumberland from Ringgold through Chickamauga Creek
Valley across Taylor's Ridge via Nickajack Gap into position in front (west) of Rocky Face
Ridge. Schofield moved east of Ringgold and maneuvered into position north of Dalton on
Thomas' left. Meanwhile, McPherson and the Army of the Tennessee moved south from Lee and
Gordon's Mill, masking his movement west of Taylor's Ridge. They passed through Gordon
Springs, then continued south to LaFayette before turning east, with orders to continue the
movement via Villanow to Snake Creek Gap.

On Saturday, 7 May Thomas advanced XIV Corps (Palmer) directly on Tunnel Hill.
Jefferson C. Davis' 2d Division led with the 52d Ohio. First contact occurred at 1100. The 52d
Ohio encountered Johnston's outposts, a detachment of cavalry (Wheeler) supported by artillery.
Confederate skirmishers, put up only token resistance, felled trees to block the road and fired
from concealed positions in the trees. After only a brief encounter, the skirmishers fell back.
Continuing to push forward, Davis next encountered Confederates guarding the railroad tunnel
from on top of Chetoogeta Ridge. Again the advancing Federals easily dispersed the Southerners
and secured the tunnel intack. Sherman established his headquarters for the operation in the
Clisby Austin House at the base of Tunnel Hill.

Howard’s IV Corps moved on XIV Corps left linking with Schofield in the vicinity of
Catoosa Springs. XX Corps (Hooker) with BG Judson Kilpatrick's cavalry covered and extended
the right further southward crossed Taylor's Ridge through Gordon's Gap and reached Trickem
west of Rocky Face Ridge. Schofield and XXIII Corps with BG Edward M. McCook's cavalry
(MG George Stoneman was still in Tennessee) on the left flank for security, skirmished with
some of MG Joseph Wheeler's cavalry near Varnell then moved on towards Tunnel Hill.
McPherson bivouacked west of Taylor's Ridge, while a brigade from XVI Corps moved forward
to seize Ship's Gap.

Johnston wargamed Sherman’s most likely courses of action, deciding that the most
likely scenarios were for Sherman to try to (1) outflank the Confederate positionn atop Rocky

13



Face to the west, (2) drive southward around the northern end of Rocky Face Ridge into Crow
Valley or, (3) conduct a direct assault on his position. As much as Johnston would have
preferred this last option he felt it was the least likely of Sherman's options. Therefore, Johnston
deployed to meet the first two contingencies. Johnston positioned the bulk of Wheeler's cavalry
(less than 2500) in an arc north of Dalton, while the remainder picketed Taylor's Ridge and the
valley between Taylor's Ridge and Rocky Face Ridge. MG William Martin's cavalry division
guarded the Oostanaula River crossings and BG James Cantey's Brigade from the Department of
the Gulf was at Resaca protecting the Western and Atlantic Railroad bridge over the Oostanaula.

The Confederate defenders constructed strong entrenchments along the rugged crest of
the northern end of Rocky Face Ridge and across Crow Creek Valley north of Dalton anchoring
the defenses on the extreme right on Potato Top Hill. As Federal activity increased in the
vicinity of Ringgold, Johnston became even more certain that the major Federal threat would be
from the north and he deployed accordingly. To meet the expected Federal thrust, Johnston
assigned Hood' s Corps the mission of defending Mill Creek Gap in Rocky Face Ridge and Crow
Valley with Hardee's Corps in reserve. Further, Johnston reinforced Hood with two divisions
from Hardee (Cheatham and Bate).

Hood organized his defense across Crow Creek Valley and along the crest of Rocky Face
Ridge in the shape of an inverted fishhook (similar to the Federal defensive position at
Gettysburg). He blocked Mill Creek Gap with obstacles and dammed the creek to create a lake
to further obstruct movement through the gap. MG Thomas C. Hindman's Division positioned
on the far right faced generally north and east. He had one brigade (BG Hugh Mercer’s
Georgians) to the left or southwest of Picket Top (Potato) Hill. With the remainder of his force
he refused his right with three brigades (BG William F. Tucker’s Mississippians, BG Edward C.
Walthal’s Mississippians, and BG Arthur M. Manigault’s Alabamans and South Carolinians)
back southward along the East Tennessee Railroad. On Hindman's left, MG Carter L.
Stevenson's Division extended the Confederate defense westward across Crow Valley to Rocky
Face Ridge with two brigades (BG Alfred Cummings’ Georgians and BG Alexander W.
Reynolds’ North Carolinians and Virginians). He bent his left back to the south along the
northern end of Rocky Face facing west with BG Edmund W. Pettus' Alabama Brigade forming
the apex and Brown's Brigade on the left. Next, Hood deployed MG A.P. Stewart's Division
across Mill Creek Gap (also known as Buzzard's Roost). Stewart deployed with BG Alpheus
Baker's Alabama Brigade in the gap, BG Marcellus A. Stovall's Georgia Brigade and BG Henry
D. Clayton's Alabama Brigade to the right and BG Randall L. Gibson's Louisiana Brigade to the
left. Colonel John C. Carter's (Wright’s) Tennessee Brigade of MG Benjamin F. Cheatham's
Division dug in on Clayton's right connecting with Brown of Stevenson's Division. Cheatham
positioned his remaining two brigades (BG George E. Maney’s Tennessee and BG Otho F.
Strahl’s Tennessee) behind Carter. MG William B. Bate's Division of three brigades (BG Joseph
H. Lewis’ Kentucky Orphan Brigade, BG Thomas B. Smith’s (Tyler’s) Brigade, and BG Jesse J.
Finley’s Florida Brigade), on Stewart's left, completed the southern end of the Confederate line.

Johnston held Hardee's remaining two divisions, MG William H.T. Walker’s and MG

Patrick R. Cleburne’s, to the rear in reserve along Hamilton Mountain. At Dug Gap, the second
passage point through Rocky Face Ridge, Johnston had the 1st and 2d Arkansas Mounted Rifles
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