Rosecrans had moved the Union Army up onto the high ground west of Chickamauga Creek not realizing that Bragg’s entire army was up there waiting for him. Rosecrans thought they were still retreating toward Atlanta. Union General Brannan, on Rosecrans’ extreme left was sent out to Reed’s Bridge to capture what was thought to be a lone brigade lost in the woods. Instead Reed ran into General Nathan Bedford Forrest’s cavalry, a frightening scenario under the best of conditions; in this instance Forrest was reinforced by infantry. Brannan was quickly in trouble. 

Fighting spread quickly and by 11 am stretched along the line from Winfrey Field to Reed’s Bridge. At about 11:30 Confederate general Liddell flanked Union General Baird at Winfrey Field and broke the Union line. Confederate and Union forces poured in and the fighting spread south to Brock Field as the Union closed the gap and reestablished their line. By 2 pm the fighting had spread to Brotherton Field.

In the confusion another 600 yard gap opened in the union line which was exploited by General Steward, but with hard fighting and sacrifice the Union once again closed the gap and reestablished the line. Meanwhile the fighting continued to spread south to Viniard Field. By the end of the day the Union line held. During the night Rosecrans shortened his line and assumed a defensive posture, establishing breastworks at Kelly Field. This position held until the end of the battle.

Bragg hit Rosecrans’ right at daybreak but the Union line held throughout the morning until a misunderstood order opened yet another breach in the Union line right in front of another Confederate assault. This time the attacking Confederate was Longstreet and he was not to be denied. The entire flank collapsed sending a large portion of the Union Army fleeing back to Chattanooga. The rout would have been complete except for the Union defense mounted by General Thomas on top of Snodgrass Hill which stopped the Confederate advance and held it up until nightfall, at which time Thomas was able to disengage and retreat to Chattanooga in good order. While Thomas made his stand on Snodgrass hill the Union left continued to hold at Kelly Field allowing Thomas to focus his fire on Longstreet’s forces trying to advance up the hill. At one point Thomas almost lost his right but reserves arrived in time to stabilize the line.

When it was all said and done the Rosecrans’ forces were reconstituted behind Chattanooga’s strong defenses. The Confederates had won the battle but at a very high cost and were unable to advance and hit the Union before it could take up positions behind the cities works. Cautiously advancing Bragg realized he could not take the city by force and set about setting up a siege. From positions on Lookout Mountain and Missionary Ridge Bragg was nearly able to cut Rosecrans off from outside help, but only nearly, Rosecrans would soon be replaced by Grant and then Braggs luck would run out.
