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feel out of sorts. Some men thought their
huts too cold; others considered them too
hot. Only Oates seems to have believed they
were just right.

As the long winter of 1862 bore down on
them mercilessly, William Oates and his com-
pany must have believed that spring would
never arrive. But in March, warmer weather
finally returned to Virginia, and the months of
inactivity and boredom ended with rumors of
enemy activity and the possibility of battle.
Oates and his men could not know that, with
the rising spring, they were about to get thrust
into the combat they craved, first in the
Shenandoah Valley, and later in Virginia’s
tidewater peninsula.

After waiting so long for battle, Oates and
his regiment finally got their baptism by fire at
the battle of Cross Keys in Virginia on June 8,

“My dead and wounded were then nearly as great in number as those
still on duty. They literally covered the ground.”

1862. In rapid succession, the 15th Alabama
found itself fighting in the Army of North-
ern Virginia under the leadership of General
Robert E. Lee. They were soon engaged in
one battle after another: Gaines Mill, Cedar
Mountain, Second Manassas, Antietam, and
Fredericks-burg. Oates and his men missed
the battle of Chancellorsville in May 1863,
the same month that Oates obtained a
colonel’s commission and the command of
the 15th, because they had been reassigned
to Lieutenant General James Longstreet’s
First Corps, which had been detached for
service in south Virginia, below the James
River. The regiment rejoined Lee’s army in
time to participate in the Gettysburg cam-
paign; it was at Gettysburg, on July 2, 1863,

that Oates and his men became famous for what they
failed to accomplish on a hill called Little Round Top.

After marching twenty-five miles and going almost
immediately into battle, after scaling a larger hill, Big
Round Top, up its slopes and over its crest, after facing a
formidable foe—the 20th Maine, under the command of
Colonel Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain—the 15th Ala-
bama could not dislodge the Union defenders from the

Top right: Confederate dead in the “Slaughter Pen” at the foot
of Little Round Top. Photograph by Timothy O’Sullivan (LC-
B8171-0265). Above left: Dead Confederate sharpshooter at
the bottom of Little Round Top. Photograph by Timothy
O’Sullivan (LC-B8184-7942)  (Both Library of Congress.)
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hillside. After five bloody attempts, Oates was
forced to order a withdrawal, and at the very
moment that he yelled out his order, the 20th
Maine came crashing down the hill, with all
the force of a runaway freight train, in a bayonet assault
that has now become one of the most famous charges of
the entire Civil War. Oates and his men were forced back,
as he explained, like “a herd of wild cattle,” and by
twilight that day the struggle for Little Round Top was
over. Half the regiment was killed, wounded, or missing,
including Oates’s brother John, a lieutenant in Company
G, who died twenty-five days later in a Union field hospi-
tal. Later, Oates would describe the day: “My dead and
wounded were then nearly as great in number as those
still on duty. They literally covered the ground. The
blood stood in puddles in some places on the rocks; the
ground was soaked with the blood of as brave men as ever
fell on the red field of battle.”

The war went on and on, or so it seemed to the 15th
Alabama’s weary men. Oates led his troops in several
more battles: Chickamauga, Brown’s Ferry, the Wilder-
ness, Spotsylvania, and Cold Harbor. He was wounded

Above: In 1902, at one of the 15th Alabama’s
reunions, veterans created statements urging offi-
cials at Gettysburg to issue a battlefield memorial in
honor of the 15th Alabama’s efforts at Little Round
Top. (Courtesy the Alabama Department of Ar-
chives and History.) Right: After injury forced him
to leave the war, Oates returned to Abbeville, where
he practiced law from the front parlor of his home,
shown here in 1934. (Courtesy Historic American
Buildings Survey and Library of Congress.)

six times during the war. Finally, the war
ended for him when, after assuming com-
mand of the 48th Alabama Infantry, he lost
an arm at Petersburg in August 1864. For the
rest of the 15th Alabama, which Oates con-
sidered to be the best regiment in the Army
of Northern Virginia, the blood and sacrifice
would not end until Lee’s surrender at
Appomattox in April 1865.

So when Oates assembled the Henry
Pioneers in Abbeville in July 1861, before
he or any of his men really had any idea what
war was all about, a long road lay ahead of
them—a road that would lead them toward
brutal combat, terrible wounds, death, and

heartache. For Oates and for so many of the soldiers who
followed him down that road, this war would be the
central event in their lives. Although he went on to a
long career in politics—serving seven terms in the U.S.
Congress and one term as Governor of Alabama—Oates
would never be able to put the war behind him. He
wrote about the war, compiled biographies of his sol-
diers, and petitioned for the construction of Confederate
memorials on battlefields. For him, the war would not
end until he finally breathed his last on September 9,
1910. When William Oates went to war, forming his
men in the shadow of the Abbeville courthouse, he
never realized that his war—and all its sorrows—would
stay with him forever.

Based on Glenn W. LaFantasie’s Gettysburg Requiem:
The Life and Lost Causes of Confederate Colonel Wil-
liam C. Oates (Oxford University Press, 2006).


