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Schofield's right; Newton, after his return from Ros­
well, soon went over to strengthen the line; Wood 
later moved down east of the river, sweeping away the 
Confederate cavalry detachment and pickets, till 
Pace's Ferry (near Vining's Station and Palmer's 
front) was uncovered; then Palmer's pontoon bridge 
was laid there in safety. We had an occasional recon­
noissance by the redoubtable 'Wheeler, which stirred 
up all hands. About this time Sherman relieved all 
suspense in the langour of hot weather by ordering us 
forward and then said: 

"A week's work after crossing the Chattahoochee 
should determine the first object aimed at; viz., the 
possession of the Atlanta and Augusta road east of 
Decatur, Ga., or of Atlanta itself." 

Having the same Fourth Corps under Thomas I 
was already near the middle of our concave line: 
Palmer the rightmost, Hooker next, and I next, then 
Schofield, then McPherson. Stoneman was back by 
the night of July 16th, so that we were all in active 
march the morning of the 17th. 

By July 19th, army, corps, and division com­
manders had pretty well fulfilled Sherman's prelim­
inary orders, having made what he denominated his 
"general right wheel." Thomas, after much skir­
mishing and driving back first cavalry and then in­
fantry, had secured three crossings of the Peach Tree 
Creek. One lodgment over the creek was in front of 
Palmer, on the right of the army, below Howell's 
Mills; two in front of me, one near the mouth of Clear 
Creek, the other over a north fork of the Peach Tree 
Creek where the road via Decatur to Atlanta passes. 
Stanley saved a part of the bridge from Confederate 
flames and immediately rebuilt it. 
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Sherman was now with Schofield. The night of 
the 9th the latter with his Army of the Ohio was at 
the Peyton farms, and had already made good a 
crossing of the south fork of the Peach Tree Creek. 
McPherson, having to make twice the march of 
Thomas's center, had gone on too rapidly for Hood's 
calculations. He had already in long gaps broken, 
the railroad to Augusta, and was so swiftly approach­
ing Atlanta from the east that" Hood had to stretch his 
lines farther around the great city to the east and 
south, thus thinning his lines before Thomas. 

As my orders appeared a little confusing, I rode 
back at daylight of the 20th to General Thomas near 
Buckhead, where he had slept the night before. Here 
he instructed me to take my two divisions, Stanley's 
and vVood's, to the left two miles off from Newton, 
leaving Newton where he was, on the direct Atlanta 
wagon road. 

This, creating a broad, uncovered space along my 
front, was done owing to the nature of the country~ 

rough and woody with much thick underbrush-but 
particu.larly to fulfill Sherman's express orders to keep 
connection with Schofield. 

",Ve must not mind the gap between your two divi­
sions. We must act independently," said Thomas, 
with almost a smile. Fortunately for me, Thomas 
was to be near Newton's troops during the tough 
conflict at Peach Tree Creek, which was to burst upon 
us that day. His clear head and indomitable heart 

I never were so cool and unconquerable as in desperate 
straits. 
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CHAPTER XXXIV 

BATTLE OF PEACH TREE CREEK 

THE morning of July 20, 1864, McPherson was 
swinging toward Atlanta on the left of all Sher­

man's troops. Schofield pressing on in the center, and 
my two divisions, Wood's and Stanley's, touching 
Schofield's right by extended picket lines, were still 
following the Atlanta road via Decatur. 

All these troops situated or in motion nearly two 
miles to the left of the gap that existed between Wood 
and Newton, constituted this day a maneuvering army 
by itself. Sherman, with Schofield, near the center, 
here took direct cognizance, as far as he could, of all 
that was going on. Sherman, knowing Hood's char­
acteristics, felt that he would attack him and believed 
that he would make his first offensive effort against 
McPherson or Schofield, because the movements of 
these commanders were aimed threateningly against 
all his communications. Already the Augusta road 
was cut by them in several places and miles of it 
destroyed. 

\Vheeler, with Confederate cavalry, opposite Mc­
Pherson, being driven by artillery, was slowly falling 
back toward Atlanta. Hood, much troubled by Mc­
Pherson's steady approach, directed 'Wheeler in his 
own blunt way t6 fight harder, and assured him that 
G. W. Smith with his troops was behind him, and would 
vigorously support his resistance. 
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McPherson's left division, farthest south, drove 
Wheeler's cavalry constantly backward, though slowly, 
toward Atlanta. This division of McPherson's army 
was commanded by General Gresham (in after years 
Secretary of State with Harrison). Gresham's ad­
vance was fearless and well timed. 

Some points were vastly more important than' 
others. A round hill, free of trees, which Gresham 
approached, leading on his men, was attempted. We 
may say that his position was indeed the keypoint 
to the splendid defense made two days later by the 
Army of the Tennessee. It was here that Gresham 
while ascending the slope, was severely wounded by 
a sharpshooter. He was not only an able and o-allant 
officer in action, but excellent in council. Hi's loss 
from the front at this time was much felt. 

Of course, an important position like this hill in 
plain sight of the ,Atlanta forts, Hood's division c~m­
m~nder on his right essayed again and again to re­
gam, b~t Leggett's division and Gresham's stoutly 
held theIr ground and repelled every hostile assault. 

Sherman-and Schofield were on the Cross Keys 
road. It is the one that passes the " Howard House" 
en route to Atlanta. Mter driving back the cavalry, 
Schofield found the enemy's outworks crossing this 
road obliquely and making an acute angle with it. Of 
course, his skirmishers came upon the usual short pits 
that the enemy put out in front of every permanent 
line. Cox's division was stopped and constrained to 
deploy considerable force. As the resistance became 
stronger, the other division, Hascall's, was hurried up 
upon Cox's left, extending the line southward. 

In person I accompanied the column of Stanley and 
\Vood. About 8.30 A.M. we were at the south fork 
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of Peach Tree Creek, where the enemy met and re­
sisted us with infantry skirmishers. This point' was 
about a mile to the right of Schofield's main column, 
but the roads for Schofield and Stanley advancing 
were now converging toward Atlanta. We had found 
the bridge over the south fork burned. 'While our 
skirmishers were wading the creek and driving those 
of the enemy back, our bridge men were vigorously 
employed rebuilding. 

By ten o'clock the bridge was done and Stanley 
moved his skirmishers beyond it. A little more than 
half a mile from the bridge the firing became more 
lively and exciting j the enemy resisted from behind 
piles of rails and other barricades. Soon the main 
Confederate works were uncovered. A battery of ar­
tillery slowly opened its annoying discharges against 
Stanley's advance. At this time, being with Stanley, 
I received a message directly from Sherman: "Move 
forward and develop the enemy; see whether he is in 
force." From some prisoners taken I ascertained 
that I was again engaging Stevenson's division. vVe 
put in our batteries, covering them by slight epaule~ 

ments and supporting them by infantry regiments. 
Then we proceeded in the usual way to carry out Sher­
man's brief order, moving forward a strong line till 
we received such resistance as made us more careful. 
Sherman himself came over to my position about two 
o'clock in the afternoon. He intimated that he be­
lieved that the enemy was withdrawing or would with­
draw from my front to meet M~Pherson, for, up to 
that time, from his last accounts, McPherson had en­
countered nothing but artillery and cavalry. 

About 3.30 P.1\'[. we succeeded by change of posi­
tion in driving the Confederates from a strongly con­
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structed line of skirmish rifle pits. In this advance 
we captured some fifty prisoners. A little later, Ste­
venson, leaving his works, made a charge upon us 
along Stanley's front; but his impulsive effort was 
bravely met and quickly repelled. Before night set 
in we had succeeded in my part of the line in gradu­
ally working up Stanley's division till we occupied 
the position ]ately held by the enemy's skirmishers, 
so connecting us with Schofield's army upon our left. 
Wood's division had gone the same as Stanley a little 
~arther to Stanley's right. This business of approach­
mg prepared parapets, from the rough nature of this 
wooded country, was perplexing and dangerous. 

In the general turning toward Atlanta, Dodge, who 
came next beyond Schofield, had been crowded out of 
the line, so that Logan with his deployed front running 
nearly north and south, came in facing toward At­
lanta, not far from the Howard House; and Blair 
was stretching to the left and south as far as he 
could to "Bald Hill" which, ever since the battle of 
Gresham and Leggett, has been called "Leggett's 
Hill "; it was situated just in front of his left flank. 
Meanwhile, some of our cavalry, with a brigade of 
infantry, was busy in the work of destruction alono­

. 0 
the Augusta raIlroad as far back as Stone Mountain. 

This July 20th had been to Sherman, with his ex­
tended command, a long and trying day, with opera­
tions very much like all our advances from the begin­
ning of the campaign up to that time. 

Thomas, who took his headquarters near Newton's 
right flank, just back of Peach Tree Creek, commanded 
the remainder of the army to the right of the open 
interval. The whole valley of Peach Tree Creek, with 
its tributaries, furnished an overplus of woodland, of­
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ten with low ground, some swamps, and much thick 
underbrush. There was high land between the creeks 
which are tributary to the Peach Tree, entering as 
they do from the south side. There was, indeed, no 
position from which a general, like Wellington at 
Waterloo, could see the whole battle front. 

The activity of our troops in the vicinity of Leg­
gett's Hill caused Hood first to delay the beginning of 
the battle, and afterwards, at the most critical period 
of Hardee's attack, to take from his reserve Cleburne's 
division and send it off to his extreme right, so as to 
oppose McPherson's vigorous operations. 

Of course, if Hood, commanding the entire Confed. 
erate army, had not done that, McPherson would have 
come up on the evening of the 20th or the morning of 
the 21st much nearer to Atlanta, without receiving 
effective opposition. The assault upon Thomas was 
to be made from the right of Hardee to the left of 
Stewart in a sort of echelon movement; that is, for 
Bate's division to move jiTst, Walker's a little latet', 
Maney's late?' still some 200 yards or more behind and 
leftward, and so on, including Loring's and Walthall's 
divisions, to the left of Hood's attacking force. 
French's division in reserve watched the left flank. 

There was one other hindrance to Hood's advance; 
it was that, though he had the inner lines, enabling the 
speediest reenforcement, he must gain more ground 
with his whole force toward the right OJ: else expose 
some point, altogether too weak, for Sherman to 
strike. 

This gaining of ground to the right, equal to the 
front of one division, occupied considerable time. 
Possibly he did this wisely in order to push his mov­
ing troops into the interval which I have described on 
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our side, between my position and that of General 
Newton. 

Hood gave imperative orders to his right corps 
commander, Cheatham, to hold everything firmly for 
more than a mile of frontage. His soldiers were to 
stand behind his parapets all the way from the Geor­
gia railroad to that Clear Creek (on some maps erro-' 
neously called Pea Vine) which entered Peach Tree 
Creek near Newton's position. This Cheatham was 
doing all day opposite my left divisions, also opposite 
Schofield's and part of McPherson's. 

John Newton could never be surprised. He was 
advancing, as instructed, toward Atlanta; but feeling 
himself in the presence of an enterprising foe, and 
believing that he would deliver battle before many 
hours, Newton had his bridge over Peach Tree Creek 
well and strongly built. His officers were next assur­
ing him that vVard's division of Hooker's corps was 
near and about to follow over his bridge and form on 
an important knoll off to his right. At one o'clock 
Newton crossed the bridge and moved forward to the 
crest of a hill nearly half a mile beyond. The enemy's 
skirmishers fell back as they were met and engaged. 
Newton found a good position, and as if he knew there 
must be a battle just there, he stretched out Blake's 
bt'igade to the left of the road, covering also a cross­
road that here went eastward toward Collier's Mill, 
and Kimball's brigade toward the right. He located 
a battery of four guns near the junction of these two 
brigades and left the other brigade (Bradley's) just 
as it had marched from the bridge in column of fours, 
filling the road for at least a quarter of a mile back. 
Newton's men on the front threw down before them 
small piles of rails, and shoveled as much dirt over 
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them as they could in an hour's work with the few 
spades and shovels they had with them. I call this 
whole formation" Newton's Cross." 

Newton was just sending out a fresh line of skir­
mishers from his position when, about 3.30 P.M., he dis­
covered Bate's Confederate division coming on to his 
left front. The shrill Confederate cheer beginning 
over there to his left, and extending all along before 
his brigades, could not be mistaken. His. skirmishers 
delivered their shots and hurried back behmd the other 
troops. It was a moment of excitement. Every man 
made what readiness he could. There first appeared 
to Newton the front of a Confederate brigade. His own 
ranks looked slender; the enemy's solid and strong! 

The few minutes before battle to the waiting sol­
diers are always the hardest. Bradley's brigade of 
Newton's division had long since been faced eastward, 
and the battery turned that way to the left for action. 

The oncoming force appeared like a mass that 
would strike obliquely against Bradley's front. Bate's 
leading Confederate brigade must have rushed down 
the Clear Creek Valley with all its entanglements. 
As they came into the open and began to ascend the 
hill Newton ordered: "Commence firing; fire steady 
and low!" At first not much impression; then the 
Confederates also fired, and advanced firing; but as 
they stopped to load, the long line of Union rifl~s and 
the fearful pieces of artillery raked them oblIquely. 
They could not face so much; many fell wounded o.r 
slain. There was wavering in their ranks; then hesI­
tancy· then a more general falling back to get under 
cover.' Who could blame those brave soldiers? Not 
enough to take the battery could have lived to reach 
its commanding place. 
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Bradley had hardly begun to check their fierce as­
sault, when the next installment ran against Blake's 
brigade. Blake in a few moments was hard at work, 
and the battery was rolled around to help him, when 
amid the smoke and confusion the same strong eche­
lon movement of Confederates was carried on to Kim­
ball and beyond. All these soldiers on our side were 
partially covered by rails and on a crest, so that their' 
losses were not heavy. Walker's division of Confed­
erates, coming straight up on both sides of the road, 
was without protection. They were cut down like 
grass before the scythe, as Newton's men had been at 
Kenesaw less than a month before. \¥alker's men on 
the direct front-those who had not fallen-soon re­
tired to rally their strength, but all beyond Kimball's 
right passed on and made him bend back more and 
more to meet them, till Bradley and the convenient 
cannon faced about to help him. It was almost too 
much for Newton to be outflanked on both sides and 
to have two whole divisions, each larger than his 
own, launched against him. 

General Ward, the successor in the division of Gen­
eral Butterfield, had three brigades: one under Coburn 
of Indiana; a second under Colonel J ames Wood, from 
Northern New York; a third under Benjamin Harri­
son, afterwards President. Ward for support had been 
all the time in Newton's mind, but where was he at 
that critical momenU Just as he began to worry 
about his right flank, Kimball caught glimpses of 
finely led brigades appearing at the crest of that height, 
800 yards off. It was a refreshing sight. There were 
Ward's skirmishers. They did not retire at the pro­
longed yell of their opponents, nor at the brisk fire 
of the first rifle shots aimed against them. They kept 
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their advanced positions till Ward could make his 
deployments behind them. Following the impulse of 
a soldier's instinct, vVard did not suffer his men to 
wait without cover, pale and sick at heart as men are 
apt to be at such a juncture, but ~ut them at on~e 
into rapid motion, ascended the hIll, absorbed hIS 
skirmishers as they went, and met the Confederate 
charge with a vigorous counter charge. Brad:ey's 
new front, facing west, and flank were thus qmckly 
relieved. 

The struggle in Ward's front proper was a little 
prolonged by fitful and irregular firing from every­
where, it seemed; and as his men had nothing for cover 
his losses were considerable. Three hundred well 
prisoners and 150 wounded, many battle flags and a 
cleared field were his within an hour. 

The succession of Confederate blows continued 
leftward-the several brigades of Maney and Lor­
ing strikino' Williams's division, next after Ward, and 

, 0 b' dcarrying it on so as to involve at least one nga e 
of Palmer's corps. 

Taking the division commanders and considering 
them in succession, we first come to Geary. Our 
Geary had been compared to Napoleon's Marshal Ney, 
from his large proportions, his cheerful deportment, 
and his unfailing energy. His eyes were always wide 
open, so that he examined every approach to ,hiS po.si­
tion and watched with clear vision for some hIgh pomt 
if h~ could get one. He reconnoitered without regard 
to personal danger. His men had skirmished up a 
hill abreast to "!Yard and Newton, across the Shoal 
Creek. Geary was in the outset with his skirmish­
ers preparing to bring up to the crest his battle lines. 
"Vhile thus diligently and fearlessly engaged he heard 
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the distant Confederate cry. His left just then had 
an open front, while his right ran down into low 
ground and was obstructed by· entangling under­
growth. This wood, troublesome to the foot soldiers 
and impassable to cavalry, caused quite a gap between 
him and Williams's division. He had left enough force 
near the creek to occupy and defend the bridgehead. 
Like Newton's men, in the place where they found 
themselves, Geary's were just commencing to intrench 
and barricade, when the sound of battle reached them 
suddenly. In his own front, without shouting, almost 
without noise, in apparent masses the Confederates, 
with their quick, springy step, charged Geary's skir­
mishers. 

The movement was so adroitly executed that most 
of those in Geary's outer line were captured. Here 
the sharp firing commenced. Geary galloped to the 
vicinity of his own battery, where all his left wing, 
now thoroughly warned, began a rapid and continuous 
fire. This firing was so strong and well directed that 
it checked and broke up the Confederate charge. Suc­
cessive efforts to breast this Union storm on the part 
of the Confederate officers in immediate command 
were unsuccessful. Geary's right wing, however, had 
a much harder struggle. Under cover of the treach­
erous woods a Confederate column furtively pene­
trated between him and Williams, and his right flank 
for a time was completely enveloped. His right bri­
gade commander, Colonel P. H. Jones, soon supported 
by all the rest, changed front as soon as he could, but 
too late to check the onset, so that nearly the whole 
right wing was forced back to the bridgehead near 
the Peach Tree Creek. 

The battle was perhaps not severer in Geary's 
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front than elsewhere, but the immediate results were 
not so decisive for him. The limbs of trees and the 
underbrush were as badly broken and cut up as those 
had been on Geary's front the last day at Gettysburg. 
Geary persisted here, as he did everY":"here, ill; re­
enforcinO' and making renewed attacks tIll near mght, 
when tl~e Confederates before him retired. Their 
commander, General Walthall, had doubtless discov­
ered before his withdrawal that the general attack 
had altogether failed. The successive advances of 
Stewart's Confederate corps passed on beyond the 
ravine westward, and struck ·Williams a heavy blow. 
His left was held by Robinson's brigade. The blow 
came while Robinson was in motion by the left flank 
endeavorinO" to get into the ravine and connect with 
Geary: G:neral Hooker, watching the well-matched 
combat, had ordered this important junction. Troops 
could not be worse situated to resist an attack. Sher­
idan's division at Chickamauga was broken to pieces 
under such conditions.. Yet, Hooker was proud to say, 
Robinson's men coolly faced toward the enemy and 
stood fast, giving volley for volley. They lost heavily 
but they not only maintained their ground but help.ed 
Geary's right in recovering what he had lost.. WIll­
iams commanding the division, was at all tImes a 
faithful officer at his post. He had heard the distant 
sound of battle, which proved a favorable signal.to 
him and his veterans. At once he caused his batterIes 
to gallop to the nearest hill, and soon to brin~ a~ 
oblique fire to bear upon not only those before hIS dI­
rect front, but upon all who were attacking Geary and 

Robinson. 
As the stormy echelon wave passed al~ng it d~s~ed 

upon Knipe's and Ruger's brigades WIth undImm­
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ished force and fury. Having had a little more warn­
ing than the others, they were fully prepared when 
the storm burst; and so they steadily met the shock 
of battle, and succeeded in repelling their assailants 
without loss of ground. 

The last strong effort made by the Confederates 
in this engagement took place on Hardee's right. If 
was evidently Bate's division, supported by Walker 
which was making the final effort to turn the flank of 
the Army of the Cumberland. It was an effort to take 
Newton in reverse through the gap between my divi­
sions. Thomas, who could move quickly enough when 
duty demanded it, hastened ·Ward's artillery to the 
proper spot near Newton's bridge where it could be 
most effective to sweep the Clear Creek bottom and 
the entangled woods that bordered it. 

Not only artillery but all the cannon that belonged 
to Newton's division was ranged in order, and began 
and followed up with terrible discharges, using solid 
~hot, shells, and canister, their brisk fire beginning 
Just as the Confederate brigades emerged from the 
shelter of the woods and were aiming to cross the 
Peach Tree Creek itself. This artillery fire, combined 
with all the oblique fire that Newton could brina' too 
bear, broke up the assaulting columns and rendered all 
attempts to turn Thomas's position futile. 

While this was going on there was again a renewed 
supporting effort put forth by all the Confederate 
divisions, from Walker's right to French, to sustain 
their attack, but Thomas's men from Newton to Palm­
er's center were still watching, and easily stopped and 
drove back the advancing lines. 

The loss on both sides was heavy: on our side not 
far from 2,000 men hors de combat. The Confederate 
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loss cannot be accurately ascertained. It was between 
4,000 and 5,000 killed, wounded, and made prisoners. 

Thus ended in defeat Hood's execution of J ohn­
ston's plan for a general battle at Peach Tree Creek. 

A brigade commander, Colonel Cobham, One Hun­
dred and Eleventh Pennsylvania; Colonel William K. 
Logie, One Hundred and Forty-fourth New York, and 
Lieutenant Colonel G. B. Randall were among those 
who fell. We had a great impulse of joy because we 
had won the battle. The Confederates had at this 
time, besides the affiietion of death, a great sense of 
chagrin because they had lost. 
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