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n his well-researched and well-
documented study Barksdale’s 
Charge, military historian Philip 

Thomas Tucker wrote:
“According to conventional wisdom, 

‘Pickett’s Charge’ has been long seen as the 
climax of  Gettysburg, the largest and most 
important battle fought on American soil. 
But contrary to traditional assumptions, 
the failure of  ‘Pickett’s Charge,’ despite its 
tragic majesty and heroic grandeur, was 
not the decisive event that condemned 
the Army of  Northers Virginia to an early 
death. In truth, Gettysburg was decided not 
on the famous third day of  battle, but on 
the previous afternoon.”

This was Barksdales’s attack – the 
spearhead of  Longstreet’s offensive on July 
2, which came closer to achieving decisive 
success of  the Confederacy than any other 
assault of  the battle.

Tucker believes that the celebrated 
“High Water Mark” of  Gettysburg has long 

Barksdale’s Charge
Undaunted Spirit
James H. Hillestad offers a revisionist view of  the role played by General William 
Barksdale and his Mississippi Brigade at Gettysburg.

been located in the wrong place.
Led by Barksdale, the Mississippi Brigade 

successfully smashed everything in its path, 
routing a veteran Union Corps, capturing 
20 artillery pieces and penetrating more 
than a mile to drive a deep wedge into the 
Union Army’s left center line on Cemetery 
Ridge. 

The 1,620-man Mississippi Brigade was 
composed of  some of  Lee’s hardest fighting 
veterans, organized into four regiments. 
Described by one of  Lee’s officers as “the 
finest body of  men I ever saw. They were 
almost giants in size and power…in one 
company there were 35 men more than six 
feet one inch tall.” (The average height of  a 
Civil War soldier was five feet, five inches.) 
They were bear hunters from the swamps 
and, almost without exception, fine shots.

Private Robert A. Moore, the 17th 
Mississippi Regiment, wrote how he and his 
comrades were “determined to fight as long 
as their country demands.” This sentiment 
was fostered by the burning desire to save 

I TOP
The 9th Massachusetts Light Artillery gallantly but 
futiley tires to stem the charge of the 21st Mississippi 
near the Trostle House.

BLEOW
Brigadier General William Barksdale, CSA, courtesy of 
Jamie Cooper
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their threatened home state – by June 
1863, Mississippi had been invaded and 
Vicksburg was under siege.

As for Barksdale, he was the very heart 
and soul of  the Mississippi Brigade. Like 
a zealous Crusader who believed he was 
waging a righteous war in the Holy Land, 
Barksdale’s sheer size and shoulder-length 
gray hair gave him almost a Biblical 
appearance. He declared, “The Army that 
invades the South to subjugate her will 
never return; their bodies will enrich the 
Southern soil.” Ironically, it was Barksdale 
himself  who would never return from the 
invasion of  Northern soil. 

Lee won the first day at Gettysburg. He 
was determined to follow up this success 
by attacking up the Emmitsburg Road, the 
centerline between the Confederate lines 
on Seminary Ridge and the Union forces 
on Cemetery Ridge.

The fly in the ointment was the 
Union third Corps, commanded by the 
independent-minded General Daniel 
Sickles. Contrary to orders, Sickles 
abandoned his assigned position on 
the Union lines and moved his entire 
corps forward to a position closer to the 
Emmitsburg Road – and in so doing 
created an exposed bulge, or salient. The 
Mississippi Brigade was now presented 
with the golden opportunity to crush the 
exposed Third Corps salient.

Wearing all manner of  headgear and 
tattered uniforms, Barksdale’s battle-
hardened and supremely motivated 
veterans were itching to strike a blow to 

redeem their invaded homeland.
Barksdale made a number of  decisions 

aimed at ensuring the chances for success. 
One of  these was to order his soldiers not 
to place percussion caps on the nipples 
of  their rifles. He reasoned that this 
would ensure that his troops would not be 
tempted to halt and return fire too early in 

the assault. Indeed, this wise tactic would 
allow the charging Mississippi Rebels to 
cross the open stretch of  killing ground 
and up the slope of  the Emmitsburg Ridge 
Road at a faster pace.

He also ordered his officers not to go into 
the assault mounted but on foot; Union 
skirmishers made sport of  shooting Rebel 
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A mounted Barksdale leads the attack past the Sherfy 
barn. (Diorama inspired by Don Troiani’s painting 
Barksdale’s Charge.)

RIGHT
Map of the order of battle, Gettysburg, Day 2.
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officers off their horses. As for himself, 
Barksdale would remain mounted on 
his bay horse, serving as an inspirational 
beacon to his men.

Barksdale wore a simple uniform coat 
with three stars, pants with two stripes 
of  gold braid down each leg and a soft, 
black felt hat. Around his waist he wore a 
crimson sash. 

When the order was given, with battle-
flags waving, the Mississippi Brigade surged 
ahead in two lengthy, parallel lines over the 
open ground and down the gentle eastern 
slope of  Seminary Ridge.

Expert Union gunners blasted away at 
the lines. Barksdale ordered his men to the 
double-quick. Unleashing the high-pitched 
“Rebel Yell,” the Mississippi soldiers could 
not, would not, be stopped.

A Union colonel swore that this “was 
the greatest charge that was ever seen by 
mortal man.” Nothing daunted Barksdale 
and his men and nothing seemed to be in 
their way – they just came on and on and 
on.

Longstreet, who favored the defensive 
over the offensive, was not only pessimistic 
about the assault, he was outright defeatist. 
He ordered no troops to support Barksdale 
and took no personal supervision of  the 
follow-up.

Moreover, Lee, the consummate 
delegator, also failed to closely supervise 
and manage the offensive effort. It was left 
to Barksdale to fend for himself.

Philip Tucker’s conclusion “Confederate 
victory had slipped away, despite the 
magnificent fighting of  the men in the 

ranks, from the lack of  aggressiveness 
of  top commanders.” Further, Clifford 
Dowdey in his work Lee and His Men at 
Gettysburg: The Death of  a Nation, wrote, “the 
slackness in the army’s control that hot 
afternoon reached from general command 
down to every level.”

Barksdale was now on the verge of  
reaping an unprecedented success. 
However, the Mississippi Brigade had 
sustained heavy losses of  officers and 
enlisted men – and there were no 
replacements to fill the thinned ranks. The 
Brigade was well on the way to losing half  
of  its men.

It was at the Trostle farm that matters 
would be decided and where the 9th 
Massachusetts Light Artillery would make 
one of  the most important last stands at 
Gettysburg.

The Army of  the Potomac teetered on 
the verge of  defeat, as its left center was 
pierced by the swarming Mississippians. 

Cemetery Ridge’s crest, beyond the Trostle 
farm, remained entirely devoid of  Union 
troops.

Commanding the 9th Massachusetts, 
23-year-old Captain John Bigelow 
described the moment: “The way was open 
for Barksdale’s Confederate Brigade to 
enter unopposed, our lines between Little 
Round Top and the left of  the Second 
Corps.”

The high-pitched wail of  “Rebel 
Yells” grew louder as the Confederates 
surmounted the grass-covered rise that 

BELOW
The Mississippi Brigade emerges from the woods on 
Seminary Ridge to launch their attack on the Union 
troops deployed in the Peach Orchard.

BOTTOM
Barksdale, wearing a flamboyant red sash, exhorts his 
men to the double-quick.
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BELOW
Monument at Gettysburg National Military Park that 
honors the memory and sacrifices of Barksdale’s 
Brigade. Photo by P.K. Goodwin.

BOTTOM
The 21st Mississippi rips into the vulnerable flank of 
the 114th Pennsylvania Zouaves along the Emmitsburg 
Road.

formed the crest line.
The highly-disciplined Massachusetts 

gunners stood firm by the six-gun battery 
of  Napoleon 12-pounders charged with 
double loads of  canister. At Bigelow’s 
command to fire, the lethal blasts sprayed 
hundreds of  canister balls into the 
Mississippi attackers. 

With red flags waving through the 
drifting smoke, the Mississippi Rebels rolled 
onward as if  nothing in the world could 
stop them.

Bigelow’s artillery battery suffered one of  
the highest losses of  any Union battery in 
the war.

Barksdale was frantic in his efforts to 
push the attack and breach the final Union 
line on Cemetery Ridge. Riding up the 
open ground at the head of  his Mississippi 
attackers, Barksdale bellowed out, 
“Forward. They are whipped!”

In his way was Union Colonel George 
Childs Burling and his battered but not 
beaten New Jersey Brigade. Burling called 
for an entire company of  his best New 
Jersey marksmen, perhaps as many as 50 
fighting men, to level their Springfield .58 
caliber muskets and unleash a concentrated 
volley at the mounted Barksdale.

In a split second, projectiles ripped 
through Barksdale’s uniform, followed by a 
shard of  canister from a Union field piece. 
He fell to the ground, mortally wounded.

Though some fighting continued, the 
battle was over. Barksdale’s fall symbolized 
the zenith of  not only the Mississippi 

Brigade’s attack, but also the real “High 
Water Mark” of  the Confederacy at 
Gettysburg.

In the words of  Philip Thomas Tucker, 
“Never would the Confederacy come 
closer to achieving nationhood than on the 
afternoon of  July 2, 1863, with Barksdale’s 
charge.” 
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