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THE ROLE OF GEOGRAPHY IN SOME OF AMERICA’S

MOST IMPOR TANT BATTLES

Strategy, weapons, supplies, and even the weather can affect the outcome of a battle. Geography,
too, can play an important role. This lesson looks at how geography helped or hurt the United
States in important historical battles.

Grades 9-12
Illinois State Goals covered: 1B, 1B, 1C, 16A, 16B, 17C

Vocabulary words: Crown, realignment, flux, ceded, exploiting, recouping, fortification, terrain,
lackluster, converge, secede, cavalry, infantry, decimated, neutralized, repulsing, multitude,
inhospitable, embargoes, belligerents, concessions, puppet regimes, peripheral

Section 1: Yorktown and the American Revolution

Important concepts to consider:
9 The location of the thirteen colonies
9 Battlefield strategy, how the allied forces under George
Washington defeated the British

Fig. 1: The surrender of the British at
Yorktown. This proved to be the last major
battle of the Revolution.

Library of Congress
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Starting with the Battle of Lexington and Concord on April 19, 1775, the American
Revolution was truly a global war that involved the major European powers of colonial
expansion and which, as a consequence, led to events that would affect colonies as far away as
India. In North America, what began as a rebellion of colonials against the Crown evolved into
not only a battle for American independence but also a realignment of the European powers on
the continent.

Prior to the American Revolution, North America was a new world in flux, with conflicts
almost regularly arising among the three main powers on the European continent: England,
Spain, and France. 1763 marked the end of the Seven Years” War (called the French and Indian
War in the United States), a war that involved all of the major powers on the continent and which
had realigned much of the North American territories. France ceded Canada to the British and its
Louisiana territories to the Spanish, who in turn ceded Florida to Britain but were also busy
carving out a vast empire west of the Mississippi River. It must be remembered that these were
wars fought largely over land and for the purposes of trade. Colonies in the New World were
European ventures aimed at exploiting new markets and lands through agriculture and trade
among various and ever-expanding economic markets.

This war proved very costly for the British, who pumped immense resources into the
drawn-out conflict. What resulted as a consequence of war costs was a series of taxes and trade
levies imposed on British colonials of the 13 American colonies, all aimed at recouping the
British investment. Largely, it was the anger over these changes that led to the American
Revolution.

War raged in the North American colonies from 1775 through 1783, involving French,
British, and American forces. The Siege of Yorktown in 1781 would prove to be the last decisive
battle needed for the Americans to shed the political and economic umbrella of the British
Crown.

Once the New World was officially embarked upon by European powers, led by Spain in
1492, the race for land and trade began on the North and South American continents. By the
mid-1700s, a profitable fur trade, established by the French with Native American tribes, was in
full swing. Further west and southwest, Spain’s forced labor and exploitation territories were
flourishing. And on the eastern coast of North America, officially commissioned British colonies
were effectively harvesting cash crops with slave labor, creating internal markets and
transatlantic trade, and developing as distinct and unique cultural communities. The original 13
colonies located by the coast were the primary sectors of political and economic activity, with
the real developing centers focused along the coast where trade and commerce were the name of
the game. Post-Revolution, the newly formulated United States began a westward expansion
throughout the continent, effectively displacing native people as well as European powers from
the growing American frontier. Rich in mineral and material resources, America proceeded on a
persistent path westward, forever changing the landscape thereafter. The maps below detail some
of these changes, before and after the Revolution and independence.
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Fig.2: Map of the thirteen colonies and
surrounding foreign territories in 1775.
nationalatlas.gov

Boundary between Mississippi River and )
49th parallel uncertain due to misconception that
source of Mississippi River lay further north 1775

TERRITORIAL ACQUISITIONS,
1783-1853

Fig.3: United States and territories.
nationalatlas.gov
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Established in 1691 by the Virginia colonial government for tax and trade
regulation, Yorktown would develop into a strong center of commerce in the next century
due to its location by the York River which fed into the Chesapeake Bay. Here the York
River was deep and wide enough to allow for larger ship transport. The waterfront would
develop with docks, storehouses, wharves, and other essential structures for a port town.
At its height, over 2,000 people would live in Yorktown. For similar reasons, as British
general Charles Cornwallis searched for a location to set up a naval base in the
Chesapeake Bay area, Yorktown would become his best option. The location provided
good access to waterways, but Cornwallis still worked his men hard to fortify Yorktown
as it was at a strategic disadvantage to the higher ground around it. On the left, the map
shows the exterior fortifications, a series of ten redoubts (armed outposts) and
M e T L L et On September 30th, 1781, Cornwallis would abandon
his outer defenses and the allied siege would begin. With artillery bombardment of
Yorktown that leveled over half of its buildings, a French naval blockade that prevented
escape or reinforcement by the British fleet, and the slowly tightening noose of allied
forces around Yorktown, the British were forced to surrender on the 17th of October. This
proved to be the decisive victory for American forces in the American Revolution.

Fig.4: Battle of Yorktown map.
wikipedia.com
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Discussion and Analysis: Section 1

In large part due to the technology available at the time, the American Revolution lasted several
years and saw the Americans defeat their former British overseers on their own territory. The
strategies of George Washington’s army reflected what the Americans knew about their position
in the war, which was that they were at a strategic advantage fighting on their own turf. Today,
most historians agree that a big reason for American success was its geographical advantages. In
this activity, it is your goal to analyze why this was the case.

1. Geography presented an advantage to the Americans, and a disadvantage to the British. Why
do you think the geography of the war helped America gain its independence?

2. As they witnessed Americans fighting on their own lands with the support of the majority of
colonials, how do you think the civilians would have assisted the Continental Army’s war

efforts? Conversely, how would they have been a detriment to the British?

3. The British forces in the American Revolution were fighting a war over 3,000 miles from
home. It took ships weeks to travel from Great Britain to the colonies. Explain the ways in
which this also affected the outcome of the war and to whose advantage.
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Section 2: Gettysburg and The Civil War

Important concept to consider:

-With massive armies moving on foot, battle plans and
strategies were in flux as generals on both sides had to
react to each other as well as the terrain their soldiers
had to cross.

Fig.3: Not A Man Wavered. Union Soldiers hold their
ground during the three day battle of Gettysburg.

Immediately following the November 1860 election of Republican President Lincoln,
several Southern states would formally secede from the Union. On December 20, South Carolina
was first to do so. By February of 1861, Texas, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, and
Louisiana had also seceded. Then shortly after the events of Fort Sumter on April 12 and
Lincoln’s preparations for war, the remaining undecided border states of Virginia, North
Carolina, Tennessee, and Arkansas also seceded. (See Figs.6-7.) What evolved from this point
was an all-out war between a North trying to preserve the Union and a South trying to preserve
its slave economy.

The Civil War officially began in April of 1861 with the Confederate attack on Fort
Sumter. Shortly thereafter both the Union and the newly formed Confederacy under Jefferson
Davis began their calls to arms. By July of that same year, the Union and the Confederacy had
their first battle in Manassas, Virginia, a state that became a pivotal geographic marker for the
Union war effort’s success. Virginia’s capital, Richmond, became the capital of the Confederacy.
Richmond’s proximity to Washington, D.C., and its border with the Northern states, would make
it a hotbed of military activity. Furthermore, Virginia had its own internal divisions that led the
northwestern portion of the state to break free and join the Union on June 20, 1863, as the new
state of West Virginia.

While the Confederates struggled with a strong Union naval blockade that nearly
collapsed the Southern economy, the Northern military efforts in the eastern theatre staggered
and struggled from the very beginning. After a loss at Manassas (also known as the First Battle
of Bull Run) that had Union forces running back to Washington, D.C., Lincoln replaced his
General of the Army of the Potomac with George B. McClellan, the first of many personnel
changes that would occur in that position.
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As the war progressed, the North continued to find it difficult to get its way on the
battlefield. The 1862 Northern Virginia campaign meant to invade the South was harshly pushed
back by Southern General Robert E. Lee’s forces. While the North was able to repel an
attempted northern invasion by Lee’s army that same year, they failed to capitalize on the
retreating enemy’s vulnerability and instead followed it up with losses at both Fredericksburg
and Chancellorsville. By 1863, the Union’s military efforts had been lackluster, measured by a
low number of casualties and defeats.

Such was the situation in early June when Lee began mobilizing his Northern Virginia
army for a second attempted invasion of the North, hoping to crush popular support for the
Union war effort. In an attempt to deceive his enemy, Lee divided his forces, and had a large
cavalry force roaming behind him to obscure his troop movements and numbers. What followed
was a month-long chess game between Lee’s forces and the Union forces under General Joseph
Hooker. Hooker repeatedly tried to follow and keep up with Lee’s movements northward.
Unsure and hesitant to react to the unfolding events, Hooker would eventually be replaced by
General George G. Meade as head of the Army of the Potomac on the 27" of June, just days
before the Battle of Gettysburg began.

By July 1%, which was the beginning of the famous three-day battle, all of Lee’s forces
had converged at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, and he saw no better place for a battle. On the other
side, Meade’s Union soldiers were preparing their defensive positions. It was time for battle.
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Fig.4: United States in
1861

Red: states that seceded
before April 15, 1861

Pink: States that seceded
after April 15, 1861

Yellow: Union states that
had slavery

Blue: Union states that
banned Slavery

Gray: Territories

wikipedia.org

Fig.5: United States in 1865

The Union: blue (free), yellow
(slave)

The Confederacy: orange

*territories in light blue

*West Virginia would break from
Virginia and rejoin the Union in
1863

nationalatlas.gov
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Gettysburg: July 1-3, 1863

With Confederate and Union forces still concentrating in Gettysburg, and with Lee’s cavalry
under General J.E.B. Stuart still a day away from arriving at the small rural town, neither Lee
nor Meade entered the first day of battle fully knowing each other’s numbers or troop location.
Upon arriving to town, the Confederate soldiers quickly found that it was occupied by General
John Buford’s Union cavalry. With subtle rolling hills, farms, and fields throughout, Gettysburg
wasn’t ideal for battle - yet it would have to do over the next three days.
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Figs.8-10: Battle of Gettysburg, July 1-3, 1863.

Highlighted in red are troop placements and main attacks by Confederates.
Highlighted in blue are defensive lines of the Union Army

U.S. Army Center of Military History
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Day 1

With infantry support, the Union forces began their defense of three positions north of the town of
Gettysburg. This operation was aimed at stalling the Confederate soldiers while Union forces got into
position south of town. Beginning at 5:30 a.m. the conflict commenced as waves of Confederate attacks
inflicted serious casualties on the Northern defenders. By day’s end, the Union had lost 9,000 men and
had 3,000 more captured while the Confederates lost 6,500 men. Also by day’s end, the Union troops
had all retreated to positions south of town where they would hold their strategic upper ground for the
remainder of the battle.

Day 2

With the success of day one for Lee, early on the following day, he ordered General James Longstreet’s
men to attack on General Daniel Sickles’ locations in the far left. Once again Lee’s men broke through
the Union left flank and it took reinforcements for the Union to restore the integrity of their defenses on
the left. While both sides lost roughly 9,000 men on this second day, neither side gained nor lost any
significant strategic territory.

Day 3

With Meade’s troops in a full fish-hook defense formation, day three would begin the multi-tiered final
attack of the Confederates. Lee ordered General Richard Ewell’s men on the right to attack at Culp’s
Hill. While this went on, a 140-cannon barrage of artillery was launched on the Union soldiers, who
responded with 80 cannons in a two-hour long attack at the center of the line. Shortly after, Lee sent
Generals J. Johnston Pettigrew, George Pickett, and Isaac Trimble’s men up the center of the Union
defense. All the while, Lee’s cavalry under Stuart was to head east of town and attack from the rear of
Mead’s defenses. Ewell’s men would ultimately be defeated by Union soldiers on higher grounds that
were able to send them running back down the hill. In the center, artillery and heavy shooting decimated
the main charge of Lee’s attack and even Stuart’s movements were neutralized by Union General David
Gregg’s men in the east. By the time it was over, the Confederates had lost another 5,600 men. With
overall losses of about 20,000 to 28,000 and no significant ground gained, Lee was forced to pull his
forces back to northern Virginia. The Union had held its ground despite heavy losses, successfully
repulsing Lee’s second invasion of the north, and dragging out the war even longer. A longer, drawn-out
war was the last thing the South could afford, and this battle effectively changed the momentum of the
war in the Union’s favor. Union victory was within its grasp.
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Discussion and Analysis: Section 2

As we see in this section, states like Virginia, Pennsylvania, and other areas of the eastern theatre
of the Civil War around Washington, D.C., saw significant amounts of action throughout the
conflict. The goal of this activity is to understand how geography affected the Civil War’s
impact. Answer and discuss the questions below.

1) The South lost the Civil War for a multitude of reasons, one of them being financial. With a
Union naval blockade of the South that prevented Southerners from selling cotton to Europe,
how do you think this would have affected the South’s efforts to win a war? Geographically,
how would this blockade have affected the Confederate government?

2) The capital of the Confederacy and the capital of the Union were close together
geographically. Richmond and Washington, D.C. were the main areas of focus for both sides of
the conflict. Explain how this would have affected the areas around them. Obviously many
battles were fought in various parts of this region; how could this have disrupted the lives of
those who lived and did business there?
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Section 3: World War Il and the Battle of
The Bulge

Important concepts to consider:

-The already devastated and destroyed European theatre
proved inhospitable to all soldiers and armies during the
winter of 1944-45. Soldiers need supplies, and the
massive scale of World War 1l made it a constant
struggle to keep troops supplied and combat-ready.

-The vast scale and consequences of Hitler’s World War
I1 European expansion.

Fig. 11: Snowy battlefield on the
Western front.

Unlike the two wars thus far covered in this lesson, the events of World War 11 took place
away from American soil. As a consequence, the challenges faced by American men on the
battlefront were much different than those in both the Civil War and American Revolution. The
massive scale and technologies of World War 1l added new elements to the soldiers’
experiences. While the Battle of The Bulge would prove to be one of the more important events
for the American offensive in Europe, the events that led to America’s presence in the Ardennes
region are also necessary to examine.

In 1939, the armies of Nazi Germany initiated World War 11 with their invasion of
Poland. By the end of 1941 and the beginning of 1942, Germany’s violent territorial expansions
had exploded into an all-out global war. With Japan, Germany, and Italy as the three major Axis
powers, conflicts over strategic territories erupted in northern Africa, the Middle East, and
throughout Asia. France would surrender by June of 1940, but the British were able to hold their
ground despite a brutal German bombing campaign and subsequent planned invasion. Remaining
neutral, the United States had been assisting Allied nations in materials and in embargoes of Axis
belligerents. However, once the Japanese bombed the U.S. naval fleet at Pearl Harbor on
December 7, 1941, the United States finally entered the war on the side of the Allies.

Initially assisting the German efforts in exchange for concessions, the Soviet Union too
would enter the war formally on the side of the Allies in July of 1941, following Germany’s
attempted invasion of the Soviets for strategic and material advantage. With puppet regimes,
conquered lands, and cooperative belligerents, by 1942 a very significant portion of Europe and
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Northern Africa was under Axis influence, while the Japanese continued expansions in the
Pacific.

From 1942 to early 1944, the Allied strategy had been focused on allowing time for the
United States to rapidly militarize itself while using the time to also begin chipping away at the
peripheral expanses of German and Axis control. While this was a successful strategy, it was
also a constant back-and-forth struggle involving many naval operations and strategic
preparations for the planned full-scale invasion of the European Western front.

By June 6, 1944, the stage was set for the D-Day invasions of France. Rapidly advancing
faster than anyone could have predicted, the Allies were able to push back Germans into their
own territory past the heavily forested and rough terrain of the Ardennes region that stood
between France and Germany. With France liberated, the Soviets battering the eastern front, and
the Allies rapidly pushing back German armies in the west, Hitler seemed to be on the run. Such
was the situation in December of 1944, when Hitler attempted his last great counteroffensive
attack on the Allies in the Ardennes region. What followed came to be known as the Battle of
The Bulge.
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Europe under German Rule: 1941-42

Second World War
Russian Front, 1941-1942
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Fig.12: Russian Front, 1941-42
wikipedia.org
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After the successful invasion of Normandy on
D-Day, Allied troops quickly gained much
ground. By the autumn and winter of 1944,
Allied forces had successfully established a
front with the Germans at the Ardennes region,
a heavily forested area of rough terrain that
encompassed parts of western France, Belgium,
and Luxembourg. The rapid advance of the
Allies drastically affected their ability to extend
effective supply lines from ports on the coast.
As a result, in the winter of 1944, Allied and
American troops were rapidly amassing on a
broad front at the western borders of Germany
without an adequate supply line. For Hitler the
plan was simple: stage one last massive attack in
the west, taking over vast territories quickly,
gaining control of Allied controlled port cities,
and in the process force a peace settlement on
his own terms from the fractured and beaten
Allied commanders. This would therefore
involve much secrecy as Hitler began amassing
his forces on the western front under cover of
night so as to completely surprise the Allies.
The Allies, who knew the Germans were
mobilizing, had no idea of the extent or for what
reason the mobilization was taking place. As a
consequence, when the Germans made their
attack on December 16, 1944, up the center of
the Allied lines, the Allies were caught
completely unprepared. All along the thinly
spread out Allied lines, heavily armored German
armies charged through in a fury that would
penetrate deep into the Allied territory and was
aimed at first dividing then surrounding the
Allied forces. As can be seen in the map, by
December 25", the Germans had penetrated as
far as they could go, meeting heavy resistance
from Allied forces all the way through.
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For the Germans, the initial push that created the
large bulge in the middle of the Allied front lines
was a great success aided by their secretive
planning and harsh winter weather that prevented
Allied air superiority from being a factor in the
battle. Unfortunately those same weather factors
and successes would end up costing the German
forces as well. Weather conditions had slowed the
German advance significantly, allowing the
Allies more time to reinforce themselves and plan
a successful counterattack. Having advanced so
deep into enemy lines without a supply line (not
to mention the massive shortages in fuel and war
material the German military was experiencing),
German armored divisions began having
difficulties sustaining the fight and moving
ahead. Meanwhile, the well-entrenched Allies
were rapidly advancing and pushing back the
Germans on every front. Casualties amassed on
both sides, and by January 25™ the Allies had
regained control of their lost territories. What
resulted was a marathon of sacrifice and hard-
fought conflicts in the Ardennes. By battle’s end,
with the Germans beaten in the west and with a
planned eastern invasion by the Soviets, The
Battle of The Bulge can be seen as Hitler’s last
desperate gasp for victory and control of Europe.
His failure signaled the last stages of the war in
Europe.

ERASING THE BULGE

94425

..A v
\IH\' 21 Army (-{nllli‘. »\\.P\'\\Ilgt‘ \
s - .

\ "v“\» -
BELGIUM e ——xxx el

xvi

o R1D

; WL (o
2 Vi dosm = /

P

>

. LXXIV
-
[ UMIW‘ ~ / 2
Xvii g 3

o LXVI FIFTH P2 o
rii® </~ ARMY -~
}Ji o
> OEIN TrAXVEN o tZ
o p-
X
\ _ SEVENTH
! l‘-'ll‘l'r ARMY
N\ By
N /
5 ~
| \s o u
! 5 N-k/ﬁb-t’" D n s s \.\_ £ O
R - AY\' \\-l sm .' A A
N s oy, am LXXX
% - Xu
m‘/ ’ LUXEMBOURG
TN : L]
12th Army Group I THIRD FIRST
R e oy k ARMY XX11 RMY
T T
= 4 ~o :
g& e - (“E, u..::gm_u‘._u
/. <

/ 6th Army Group

Fig.14: Erasing the Bulge
US Army Center of Military History

The Role of Geography in some of America’s Most Important Battles |
Pritzker Military Library




Map Activity: Section 3
The following blank map is of Europe prior to the onset of World War Il and German expansion.

The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum has timelines of these events that might help
you: http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.php?Moduleld=10005439

http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.php?Moduleld=10005481

1) The map is partly completed; shade in, label, and date the rest of the areas Germany
invaded and eventually controlled by the peak of its expansion.

2) (a) Mark neutral countries with an N, (b) mark Allied countries with an A (c), and mark
AXxis countries with an X.

Fig.15: Map of Europe
edsitement.neh.gov
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Discussion and Analysis: Section 3

Instructions: The fact that Hitler’s Germany was able to penetrate as far as it did throughout
Europe highlights how strong his initial offensive invasions were. It was an era where naval and
air warfare made unprecedented advances in scale and power, and Hitler’s armies were better
able to make great advances. The following questions will ask you to think about these
geographical factors and how they affected the outcomes of the war.

1) While the German military was able to advance into much of Europe, this also required
much material, fuel, and equipment. What were some of the challenges these armies

would have faced by the vast territories they traversed?

2) How would this rapid expansion of German-controlled territory affect the German army’s
mobility and ability to counterattack against the Allied advance?

3) For the Allies, supplies were also a problem as they too had to transport and maintain a
vast army. What technologies and capabilities were they able to utilize in traversing and
supplying soldiers in vast parts of the world, which would have been impossible in prior

wars like the Civil War?
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