Chapter 16 – Section 4
The Strain of War

Narrator:  The summer of 1863, the American Civil War had raged for more than two years. Union victories were often followed by sudden defeats at the hand of Confederate General Robert E. Lee.

In early July, two major events occurred that would change the course of the war. 
In Mississippi, General Ulysses S. Grant laid siege to Vicksburg. Federal forces trapped Confederate troops under the command of General John C. Pemberton. Cut off from supplies and with their backs to the Mississippi River, the Rebel army suffered from starvation, disease and dwindling ammunition.

Some in the Confederate command called for Lee to bring his army of Northern Virginia to rescue Pemberton’s forces. Lee resisted, insisting that a renewed invasion of the North by his army would relieve the pressure on Vicksburg. Shortly after moving into Pennsylvania, Lee’s army was met at Gettysburg by more than 90,000 Union troops under General George Meade.

In two days of fierce fighting, Meade’s troops repelled Lee’s repeated assaults on the Union flanks. On July 3rd, Lee resolved to break the center of the Union line. He ordered Major General George Picket to lead 12,500 Rebel soldiers across an open field to Cemetery Hill, the Union’s strongest point. Against a mighty barrage of cannon and rifle fire, Pickett’s charge failed, at a cost of nearly half his men. With the battle lost, Lee’s army began to retreat southward, having suffered more than 20,000 casualties.

The following day, in Mississippi, Pemberton took stock of his desperate situation and sent a note of surrender to Grant.

Although the war would drag on for two more years, the Confederacy never again took the fight into the Northern States. The twin defeats at Vicksburg and Gettysburg proved to be the turning point in the Civil War. 
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