Lee was marching to Rice’s Depot when the battle of Sailor’s Creek broke out. Union cavalry had been harassing the Confederate column all morning so no one at the head of the column paid to much attention to the sounds of firing. Lee was at the front with Longstreet and arrived at Rice without to much trouble, behind them though at Saylor’s Creek the battle of Sailor’s Creek built to terrible ferocity.

Word came to Lee at Rice that something was going on back down the line so Lee turned back to see what was going on. Word came to Longstreet of a Union bridge burning expedition headed toward High Bridge. The Confederates had a guard dug in at the bridge approach but the Union column was 900 strong and could overwhelm the defenders.
Longstreet’s forces at Rice didn’t need High Bridge to get to Farmville but the back half of Lee’s army caught up in the maelstrom of Sailor’s Creek was cut off from Rice and needed High Bridge to get there, where train car loads of food were waiting. Accordingly, Longstreet dispatched 1,200 reinforcements to protect the bridge.

Union Maj. Gen. Ord had dispatched the 900 originally to capture, not burn, the bridge about 4am, before the battle broke out; thinking more about it, Ord ordered Col Theodore Read to take another 800 men, chase down the original group, and assume command of the operation.  Read stopped about a mile short of the bridge and led his cavalry forward to scout the Confederate position. While he was forward the relief force sent by Longstreet attacked the infantry left behind. Hearing firing Read led his troopers back right into the attacking Confederates. Read and most of the rest of the Union officers were cut down. The now leaderless Union forces were wiped out suffering over 800 casualties, most of whom were taken prisoner. The Confederates lost about 100 killed or wounded. It was their only victory of the day.
After the fighting at Sailor’s Creek the back half of Lee’s army was dead, captured or scattered. The Confederates who had escaped over Saylor’s Creek made their way to High Bridge anyway they could. Lee rode back to Rice and accompanied Longstreet to Farmville traveling by road on the south side of the river.

After the last of the survivors crossed over the bridge the rear guard had orders to burn the bridge to prevent pursuit by the Union Cavalry. Lee had an interesting opportunity presented to him by the Appomattox River. Along this portion of the river the banks were steep, the water deep and there was no fords, and the river had to be crossed by bridge. There were only three bridges anywhere in the area, High Bridge and two bridges in Farmville, a wagon bridge and a rail bridge. By crossing the river and destroying the bridges Lee could cut himself from Grant and escape up into the hills around New Store. New Store is a remote area even now, it is easy to see how Lee could have disappeared for a week with wagon loads of supplies, taken from the train in Farmville, and rested his exhausted army.
Taking the new highway it is 90 miles from Farmville to Richmond, Lee didn’t take the highway, he wandered all over the countryside fighting most of the way. His men were beyond beat, it is my contention that they couldn’t eat the rations they were issued because their bodies were too tired to digest them. Corn meal, bacon and soup were the standard issue. Maybe the soup depending upon what it was made of but certainly not the corn meal or bacon; more than food they needed sleep.
It would take Grant at least a day to rebuild the bridges in Farmville, his cavalry was over at High Bridge and would have to ride over to Rice and up to Farmville to cross the river but that would put them behind the infantry crossing the bridges, unless Grant held up the infantry until the cavalry arrived and crossed. That would have cost Grant at least another day before the infantry could have even started crossing.  No matter how you look at it Grant loses contact with Lee’s army for at least a couple of days, plenty of time for Lee to disappear.

The only problem with all of this was that the Union advance reached the bridge before the fire destroyed the wagon portion and the troopers ran out on the bridge and put out the fire while under fire from Confederate sharpshooters.
